
LE BOURGET, France: Airbus struck a
50-plane deal with veteran low-cost air-
line investor Bill Franke yesterday,
bouncing back from the potential loss of
a major customer a day earlier when
IAG placed a lifeline order for Boeing’s
grounded 737 MAX jet.

Franke’s Indigo Partners signed a
memorandum of understanding at the
Paris Airshow to buy 32 of the new long-
range version of Airbus’s A321 jet and to
convert 18 existing A320 family jets to
the larger model. The planes will be allo-
cated to Hungary’s Wizz Air, US carrier
Frontier Airlines and Chile’s JetSMART,
in which Indigo Partners owns stakes.
Industry experts estimate the deal for
the 32 aircraft could be valued at around
$4.5 billion, based on a slight premium
to the A321neo’s list price of $129.5 mil-
lion, although most airlines get signifi-
cant discounts.

Airbus, which hasn’t disclosed a list
price for the A321XLR, launched the
plane on Monday, aiming to carve out
new routes for airlines with smaller
planes and steal a march on Boeing’s
plans for a potential all new jet for the
middle of the market. The deal with
Franke is a big vote of confidence in the
European planemaker, a day after major
customer IAG signed a letter of intent to

buy 200 of Boeing’s 737 MAX jets that
have been grounded since March after
two deadly crashes.

Asked about the IAG deal, Franke,
who struck the largest ever plane deal
by number of aircraft with Airbus in
November 2017, called the A321neo the
industry’s most efficient single-aisle jet.
Airbus also said on Wednesday it had
reached a preliminary deal to sell 11
A321neos to Taiwan’s China Airlines,
snatching the renewal of the airline’s
medium-haul fleet from Boeing.

The deal signals intensified competi-
tion in Asia where Boeing this week pre-
dicted 40 percent of jets would be deliv-
ered over the next 20 years. Airlines can
rarely be persuaded to jump ship to rival
suppliers because of the costs of training
and parts, but this week’s Paris Airshow
has witnessed two such announcements
as sold-out planemakers mount incur-
sions to continue their growth.

In a further competitive twist, Boeing
announced on Monday it would take
over the supply of spare parts for the
remaining Airbus A320 fleet at IAG’s
British Airways.

Communications coup 
Boeing’s surprise deal with IAG on

Tuesday enlivened a previously subdued

air show, where the talk had been of the
possible end of the aerospace cycle, giv-
en slowing economies and geopolitical
tensions around the world - as well as
Boeing’s 737 MAX crisis and a long-
running corruption scandal at Airbus. It
was not immediately clear how many of
the 200 aircraft eyed by IAG would
wind up as firm orders and how many
would be options, nor how it would
affect Airbus’s presence at IAG, which
placed an order for 14 A321XLR hours
before the announcement.

“It’s a great coup, but for now it’s a
communications coup as it’s a letter of
intent. We will see what kind of deal lies
behind it,” a European industry source
said. Even so, Boeing was expected to try
to capitalise quickly on the move and seek
further support for the embattled MAX as
it offers airlines other big packages at
attractive prices. Australia’s Qantas
Airways said yesterday it would order 10
Airbus A321XLR jets and convert a fur-
ther 26 from existing orders already on
the planemaker’s books.  — Reuters
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DEIR AL-ASAFIR, Syria: Outside the Syrian capital,
Radwan Hazaa is preparing to plant hundreds of pome-
granate seeds on his land in Eastern Ghouta, hoping to
replace some 3,000 trees lost in years of war. The for-
mer rebel stronghold was once the garden of Damascus,
supplying abundant fruit and vegetables as well as dairy
products to the capital.

But intense bombing during a five-year blockade by
the army that ended in the negotiated withdrawal of
rebel forces and their families last year has taken its toll
on the land. His feet washed by the flow of water from a
newly dug well, Hazaa labors away digging an irrigation
canal that he hopes will help bring life back to his plot in
the village of Deir Al-Asafir.

Haza returned last year, six years after fleeing for the
relative safety of Damascus when fierce fighting erupted
in Eastern Ghouta. “When I saw my scorched plot, I fell
to my knees and cried,” said the balding 54-year-old. “It
felt like I would have to start over from scratch,” said the
farmer, a red and white chequered headscarf slung over

a shoulder.  Ony a few dozen of the 3,500 pomegranate,
apricot and walnut trees he boasted before the war were
still standing, he said. The rest had died from fire or lack
of water during the fighting. “I borrowed some money
and started rebuilding, with two cows and a small num-
ber of chickens,” Hazaa said.

Rain ‘blessed the land’
To bring his orchard back to life, the farmer is pinning

his hopes on this winter’s record rainfall. “In my entire
life, I’ve never seen rain that heavy,” he said. “We used to
have to dig down up to 150 metres (490 feet) to find
water, but this year we only had to dig down 40 meters
(130 feet) for water to gush out.” On a nearby farm, cat-
tle farmer Bassam Al-Laz too gave thanks for this year’s
plentiful rain.  

“When the rain fell, it blessed the land, animals and
humans,” said the 50-year-old, dirt covering his black
trousers. Since the start of the war, “this is the first time
the cows are eating grass from my own land instead of

me having to buy them feed.”
Many farmers were reduced to slaughtering their

livestock during the war as they could not feed them,
especially in blockaded areas, according to the Syrian
Center for Policy Research. After government forces
imposed a blockade on Eastern Ghouta in 2013, sparking
severe fuel shortages, Laz says he watched his crops and
cattle die one after the other. Each time, “it was as if I
was losing one of my children,” he said. 

Laz said he was “glad the war has ended”, after suf-
fering “irreplaceable losses”.  Among these, “we lost olive
trees that were more than 500 years old,” he said.

‘Like a desert’
At the Deir Al-Asafir municipality, local official Ahmad

al-Hasan listened to the demands of farmers, most of
them to do with irrigation. “Their lands will return to
what they once were,” he told AFP, adding that farmers
were more optimistic after the plentiful rain. Eastern
Ghouta covers an area of around 10,400 hectares

(25,700 acres), more than half of which are cultivated. 
The region is the “primary source of the capital’s

food, the lungs through which Damascus breathes”,
Hasan said.  “Every single house has a surrounding plot
with cows and chicken.

“Everyone works the land: the elderly and the young,
men and women.” The head of the government’s agricul-
tural office in Eastern Ghouta, Mohammed Mohieddine,
says the region’s orchards will take longer to grow back.
The region has lost more than 80 percent of its trees, he
said, as a result of the war or of felling for firewood dur-
ing the blockade.

“In some towns, not a single tree was left,” he said.
Under a beating sun, he walks along an avenue flanked
by the stumps of dead trees.  “This road never used to
see sunlight because the thick canopy of branches pro-
vided kilometers (miles) of shade,” he said. 

“Now it’s like a desert.”  “It will take 10 years for the
area to regain its green cover, and at least five for trees
to once again bear fruit.” — AFP 

A 5-year siege and intense bombing took its toll on farmlands and crops

A Syrian farmer walks cows near Deir Al-Asafir in Syria’s southwestern region of Eastern Ghouta. The former opposition stronghold of Eastern Ghouta region was once the breadbasket of Damascus, providing rich harvests of apricots
and vegetables to the capital. —  AFP

A slow road to recovery for Ghouta farms 

PARIS: Chief Executive Officer of Qatar Airways Akbar Al Baker (left) and Boeing
Commercial Airplanes division President and CEO Kevin McAllister (right) attend a
signing event. — AFP

After Boeing showstopper, 
Airbus rebounds with Franke deal OPEC to meet 

July 1 and 2 after 
postponements
VIENNA: Major oil-producing countries meet in
Vienna on July 1 and 2, the OPEC website and a
delegate said yesterday, after the biannual gather-
ing had been postponed several times. Oil produc-
ers led by Saudi Arabia are expected to decide
whether to extend production cuts, with investors
welcoming the news that a date has been set. The
176th meeting of the OPEC Conference will be on
July 1 followed by the sixth meeting of OPEC and
non-OPEC ministers, which includes Russia.

“They are now the confirmed dates,” a delegate
who requested anonymity told AFP, adding the
decision was made on Tuesday. The current meet-
ing was to be held in April, but then postponed to
June before the current July date. Investors hope
the group and its other key producers led by
Russia will extend output curbs beyond this month
to soak up excess supplies.

“Saudi Arabia is already cutting output ahead
of the meeting... The de facto OPEC leader is also
preparing to push for better compliance among
producers such as Iraq and Nigeria,” ANZ Bank
said in a note. In March, members of the OPEC+
alliance had said they would continue coordinating
efforts to “stabilize” the oil market through pro-
duction cutbacks. — AFP


