
RIYADH: A billboard displaying an advert for Aramco is pictured in the Saudi capital Riyadh. From robots to sniffer drones, Saudi Aramco has ramped up spending on technological innovation while its rivals cut back amid soft
oil prices, but the energy giant risks losing its edge after its much-anticipated IPO. —AFP
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RIYADH: “No voice is louder than that of the Aramco IPO, the
largest IPO on earth,” declared Ahmed Al-Arfaj, a Saudi
Arabian TV talk show host, drumming up demand for what
could be the world’s biggest initial public offering. State oil
giant Saudi Aramco began its repeatedly delayed share sale
yesterday, offering retail investors and institutions a stake in
the world’s most profitable company through a listing on
Riyadh’s Tadawul bourse.

Saudis clamoring to own part of the world’s top oil
exporter can go online or to local banks, which have extended
working hours to meet high expected demand during a sale
process that runs until Nov. 28. Retail investors will be sold up
to 0.5% of Aramco, about $8.5 billion worth of shares, in the
IPO, which values the company at $1.6 trillion to $1.7 trillion.

Roadside billboards and shopping mall adverts have trailed
the listing for weeks, hailing “Saudi Aramco, soon on
Tadawul”. On social media, in cafes and at family gatherings
across the country, it has dominated conversations. Abdullah
AlFaqeeh, a 29-year-old dentist in Riyadh, said he began sav-

ing up once de facto Saudi ruler Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman announced the IPO plans nearly four years ago.

“I will invest in the company for the long term,” he told
Reuters. “I will get bonus shares, and with the profits I will
buy more shares. It is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.” The
marketing blitz contrasts with the other bumper share sale this
month, the secondary listing of Chinese retail titan Alibaba in
Hong Kong, a city gripped by protests. Alibaba is not expect-
ed to carry out an advertising campaign for what will be Hong
Kong’s first paperless listing.

Lending boom
In Saudi Arabia, retail investors will be entitled to one

bonus Aramco share for every 10 they buy if they hold on to
their stock for at least 180 days. Up to 5 million people are
expected to participate, local media reports. Tens of thou-
sands of Saudis were seeking to invest on behalf of all their
dependents, to increase the number of shares they can buy,
two bankers told Reuters. 

Saudi banks are also marketing loans, with some offering
four times the usual limits, two other financial sources said,
adding that they are able to do so as they will hold the stock
on behalf of clients so have it as security. A 37-year-old gov-
ernment employee who declined to be named said his bank
offered him an interest-free loan repayable within three
weeks, but that he planned to use his savings instead.

Riyadh oil rush
Aramco said yesterday it plans to sell 1.5% of its shares or

about 3 billion shares, at an indicative price range of 30 to 32
riyals, valuing the IPO at as much as 96 billion riyals ($25.6
billion) at the top end of the range. It could beat Alibaba’s
record $25 billion IPO in 2014. A member of the kingdom’s
highest religious body, the Council of Senior Scholars, said
during a weekly Friday radio show that investing in Aramco
was permissible. “It (Aramco) is a pillar of the Saudi econo-
my,” Sheikh Abdullah Al-Mutlaq told a caller asking about the
offering. “I think even the scholars, we will participate in it.”

The government has been pushing rich Saudis to invest
with cash held abroad, with many viewing it as an opportunity
to show their patriotism after a September attack on Aramco
facilities that struck at the heart of the kingdom’s energy
industry. Washington and Riyadh blamed regional rival Iran
for the attacks, which temporarily cut more than 5% of global
oil supply. Tehran has denied any involvement. “Participating
in the Aramco IPO is a national duty for whoever can afford
it,” Saudi columnist Anwar Aboalela tweeted.

Another Twitter user, Meshal Althaidy, described Crown
Prince Mohammed’s push to take Aramco public - the cen-
terpiece of a reform agenda aimed at weaning the economy
off oil - as “a fierce battle” that Saudis should support.
Although some locals think the government is wrong to relin-
quish even partial control of Aramco, the prospect of holding
shares is hard to resist. “Aramco will be a winning horse,”
said Uber driver Abu Mohsen. “I will subscribe only because
of the expected gains but I remain against the sale, especially
to foreigners.” —Reuters

Saudis snap up stakes in ‘crown jewel’
‘No voice is louder than that of Aramco IPO, the largest IPO on earth’

Saudi Aramco: 
The oil colossus
RIYADH: Saudi Aramco set a price range for its blockbuster
listing that implies the oil giant is worth between $1.6 trillion and
$1.7 trillion, below the $2 trillion Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed Bin Salman previously targeted. Below are key
facts about Aramco:

History
Explorers from the Rockefeller family’s Standard Oil

Company struck oil in Saudi Arabia in 1938. The venture
became known as the Arabia American Oil Company and crude
oil production hit 500,000 barrels per day in 1949. By 1980, the
Saudi government had bought out all the original shareholders
and owned 100% of the company. Eight years later, the Saudi
Arabian Oil Company (Saudi Aramco) was officially established.
Aramco has fuelled decades of prosperity in Saudi Arabia. The
kingdom is the de facto leader of the Organization of Petroleum
Exporting Countries, or OPEC, helping engineer price moves on
world oil markets. Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman wants
to diversify the Saudi economy away from oil. Announcing plans
for an Aramco IPO in 2016, he said the kingdom must end its
“oil addiction” to ensure it was no longer at the mercy of com-
modity price volatility.

Oil reserves
Aramco had 260.2 billion barrels of oil equivalent in 2017,

larger than the combined reserves of Exxon Mobil Corp,
Chevron Corp, Royal Dutch Shell Plc, BP Plc and Total SA.

The reserves have an estimated life of 54 years.

Oil production
The company produced 10.3 million barrels per day (bpd)

of crude last year, touting the lowest production cost in the
world, at $2.80 a barrel, according to company documents. It
also produced 1.1 million barrels of natural gas liquids and 8.9
billion standard cubic feet per day of natural gas.

Oil exports
Almost three-quarters of Aramco’s crude exports, about

5.2 million bpd, were delivered to customers in Asia last year,
where it believes demand will grow faster than elsewhere in
the world. Its Asian buyers include China, India, South Korea,
Japan and Taiwan. Its crude deliveries to North America
reached more than 1 million bpd last year; to Europe,
864,000 bpd.

Oil refining
To diversify its oil business, Aramco is expanding in refin-

ing and petrochemicals with the aim of almost tripling its
chemicals production to 34 million tons per year by 2030 and
raising its global refining capacity to 8-10 million bpd from
more than 5 million bpd. The company produces, refines and
exports oil from Saudi Arabia, but also has refining operations
across the globe. 

Aramco’s US oil refining subsidiary Motiva Enterprises
owns the 607,000 bpd Port Arthur refinery in Texas, the
largest in the United States. In 2017 the company announced
plans for $18 billion in investments in its operations in the
Americas over five years. Aramco is also expanding its oil
refining and downstream capacity, particularly in rapidly
growing countries such as China and India. Aramco had a net

refining capacity of 3.1 million barrels per day in 2018.

Scale
The state-owned firm is the world’s largest oil producer,

pumping 10% of the world’s supply, and the most profitable
company with its half-year net profit rising 12% to $46.9 bil-
lion. Last year, Aramco made an annual net profit of $111 bil-
lion, over a third bigger than the combined net income of the
five “super majors” Exxon Mobil, Shell, BP, Chevron and Total.
With 76,000 employees in 2018, Aramco has energy industry
operations, research facilities and offices scattered across the
globe, in Asia, Europe and the Americas. It has country offices
in Beijing, New Delhi, Singapore, New York, London, Houston
and elsewhere. —Reuters

RIYADH: Visitors stop at the Aramco exhibition section at the
Misk Global Forum on innovation and technology held in the
Saudi capital Riyadh. —AFP

Zara founder builds 
real estate empire
MADRID: Spanish billionaire Amancio Ortega, the founder
of clothing giant Zara, has built up a global real estate
empire that includes offices used by Facebook and Amazon
in Seattle and large swathes of London’s Oxford Street.
Diversifying his fashion fortune to preserve his sizeable
wealth, the value of the real estate portfolio owned by
Ortega’s investment holding Pontegadea Inversiones stood
at around 10 billion euros ($11 billion) at the end of last year.

Pontegadea collects almost all of the dividends which
Ortega earns - 1.6 billion euros in 2019 - and then re-
invests the money in real estate, a spokesman for the hold-
ing firm said. The 83-year-old stepped down as chairman
of Inditex, the owner of Zara, in 2011 but he still owns 59
percent of the world’s biggest fashion retailer, which also
owns other popular fashion brands like Massimo Dutti and
Bershka. He is currently the world’s sixth richest person,
according to Forbes.

His latest major real estate purchases came earlier this
month when Pontegadea bought an office building used by
Facebook in Seattle for $415 million (376 million euros) as
well as the “Troy Block” complex in the same city which
houses part of Amazon’s headquarters for $740 million. It is
“normal” for entrepreneurs with a lot of capital to set up an
investment fund to manage the cash to “diversify and pre-
serve” the fortune by building a “refuge” from stock market
fluctuations, Juan Carlos Amaro, a professor of finance at
the Esade business school in Barcelona, told AFP. —AFP


