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Interview A Lebanese-Brazilian businessman tells Samantha Pearson the crisis is an ‘embarrassment’ to be overcome

‘At the end of
the day that’s
what | am —
a salesman’

uis Curi, a Lebanese-Brazilian

businessman, is a tireless salesman

and negotiator. Onlearning the FT’s

photographer needs anew car, the

chief executive in Brazil of Chery, the
Chinese automaker, breaks off our interview to
try to sell him one of the company’s most
popular hatchbacks, the Celer.

“Just take a test drive! It’s an extremely
attractive car — a hatchback but with great
design . . . atop quality product with the same
parts youwould find in a GM or Volkswagen
car,” he says over lunch at a Sdo Paulo steak
house. “Not convinced yet? That’s because I
haven’ttold you the price yet!”

Mr Curiis one of more than 7m Brazilians
with Lebanese ancestry, according to the
Brazilian government — a community thatis
larger than the population of Lebanon itself and
which hasinfluenced everything from business
tothe arts in the Latin American country.

In May, Brazil even gained a second-
generation Lebanese immigrant as president.
Michel Temer, former vice-president, took over
from Dilma Rousseff after she was suspended
pendingimpeachment proceedings, prompting
huge celebrations in the northern Lebanese
village of Btaaboura where his father grew up.
Television images showed villagers waving
Brazilian flags and a sequinned belly dancer
entertaining the crowds, while one man erased
the word “vice” from a sign on a street named in
Mr Temer’s honour.

Mr Temer’s accession is a development that
industry leaders hope will strengthen Brazil’s
traderelationship with the Arab world, which,
in spite of the rich cultural ties between the
regions, is largely restricted to commodities.

“For more than 25 years now the trade
relationship has stayed the same,” says Michel
Alaby, head of the Arab Brazilian Chamber of

Commerce (CCAB). Meat and sugar make up
over half of Brazilian exports to Arab countries
while fossil fuels and fertilisers account for 90
per cent of imports, according to the CCAB.

Between January and April this year,
Brazilian exports to the Arab world totalled
$3.46bn, of which 24 per cent went to Saudi
Arabia, and roughly 20 per cent each to Egypt
and the United Arab Emirates; Lebanon was a
mere 1.8 per cent. In the same period, Brazilian
imports from the region reached $1.73bn, with
29 per cent coming from Algeria, 20 per cent
from Saudi Arabia and 17 per cent from Qatar.

However, Mr Alaby hopes that under Brazil’s
transitional government the country is more
likely to develop new trade with the Arab world
and increase exports of manufactured goods.
Brazilian investments there and vice versa are
also more likely to grow — not because of Mr
Temer’s ancestry necessarily, but because of his
government’s efforts to boost international
trade, Mr Alaby says.

“With Temer I hope we can go forward with
trade agreements, especially ata time when
Brazil needs new capital,” he says, adding that
treaties to avoid double taxation would be vital
to the success of the regions’ bilateral
relationship.

While Brazilian investments in the Arab
world are also largely focused on commodities
— processed foodmaker BRF, for example,
opened a factory in Abu Dhabi in 2014 — he says
the market for products such as shoes and
cosmetics offers many opportunities for
growth. Several Brazilian footwear producers
already export to Saudi Arabia.

However, improved bilateral investment, as
well as trade, will still largely depend on Brazil’s
ability to pullitself out of its deep economic and
political crisis, says Otto Nogami, an economics
professor at Sdo Paulo’s Insper business school.

Sales talk: Luis Curi is
one of many successful
Lebanese-Brazilians

Paulo Fridman

Some hope that the accession
of Michel Temer, a second-
generation Lebanese
immigrant, as Brazil's president
will boost trade
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While investors may prefer Mr Temer’s
transitional government to that of the Workers’
Party (PT) under Ms Rousseff, they are also
aware itis only atemporary administration, he
says: “There is so much uncertainty . . . foreign
investors are postponing their investments to
see what will happen with the country first.”
Before tucking into a prized cut of beef, Mr
Curi says that business runs in the genes of his
Lebanese family. “Lebanese Brazilians are
known for selling, for entrepreneurship . . . At
the end of the day that’s whatIam —a
salesman,” he says. Other prominent Brazilians
who trace their roots to Lebanon are Joseph
Safra, Brazil’s second-richest man, and Carlos
Ghosn, global chief executive of the Renault-
Nissan alliance. The country also owes one of its
top hospitals, Hospital Sirio-Libanés, to Sdo
Paulo’s Lebanese and Syrian communities.

he abolition of slavery in Brazil in
thelate 19th century created a big
demand for new workers,
especially on the country’s
booming coffee plantations,
attracting immigrants from Europe and the
Middle East, including Mr Curi’s great-
grandfather. Like many immigrants, Mr Curi’s
family integrated itself into Brazil’s
multicultural society, with his grandfather
marrying the daughter of an Italian immigrant.

Later, his family worked in the leather trade,
making saddles, before going into retail. His
father set up his own shop, selling everything
from toys to white goods, where Mr Curi began
working as a young boy. The business
eventually came to a tragic end when his
mother fell sick with cancer, forcing his father to
take money out of the shop to pay for her
treatment.

“Brazilians are amix of everything — it
creates aform of harmonious coexistence that
isasource of admiration outside the country,”
says Mr Curi, citing his friendship with Jewish
Brazilians as an example. Brazil’s government is
itself proof of this, he says. In May Mr Temer
chose Ilan Goldfajn, an Israeli-born economist,
as his central bank president.

For Mr Curi, Brazil’s current recession is just
another challenge his family has had to face.
Every morning he wakes up at 4am, smokes a
cigar on his balcony and checks the latest, often
disastrous, industry figures — numbers that will
determine his mood for the rest of the day, he
says.

Brazil was once the world’s fourth-biggest
auto market but now itisranked only seventh —
an “embarrassment”, he says. “But thisis not
the first crisis and it won’t be the last,” he adds,
showingaresilience that he also attributes to his
Arab ancestors.

“Perhapsitis somethingabout having to
survive in such a harsh environment, in the
middle of the desert, that makes the region’s
people so tough.”
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Concord International Investments
Group wins for the second year

“Best Asset Manager
Egypt Award 2016”

(cfi.co Awards)

Since 1994, Concord has
been a pioneer in Egyptian
investment and was the first
firm to establish both closed-
ended and open-ended
country funds and remain the
only UCITS fund invested in
Egyptian securities.

Headquartered in New York, Concord
manages approximately $1.795
billion as of December 2015. Most
of those funds are currently invested
in Egyptian equities, emphasising an
unrivalled mastery of the Egyptian
markets.

Over the past year, investment flows
from public and private sector banks,
multilateral institutions, development
groups, and high-net-worth individuals have increased
significantly.

Concord attributes its continued success on being
able to rely on the experience, diligence and rigorous
fundamental requirements applied by its management
team and its market renowned in-house research
department.

In a brief “Question and Answer” with Mr. Mohamed
Younes, Chairman, Concord International Investments
Group, Mr. Younes confirmed Concord’s cohesively
applied long-term investment philosophy has proven
over the years to be a very successful investment
approach in both its listed and private equity
investments, capable of withstanding both market and
geopolitical volatility.

Question: Egypt has been facing a major hard currency
deficiency; in what ways could this crisis affect FDI
initiatives?

YOUNES: We can’t deny that the foreign currency crisis
has had a negative impact on the Egyptian economy,
but we believe that we are on the right track in solving
it and the recent changes of removing the caps from
deposits in foreign currency had positive results in
the market.

Mr. Mohamed Younes.
Concord Chairman

Question: The government is
exerting huge efforts to attract
logistics companies, manufacturers
and large factories around the
Suez Canal area. What are your
recommendations for this process?
How do you see the new Suez Canal?

YOUNES: The Suez Canal, we
believe, will become one of the
world greatest industrial zones.
This is a project, which should have
started years ago to fully benefit
from the Suez Canal’s strategic
location. It will certainly take few
years to be completely functional.
The latest Suez Canal digging,
which was completed in only one
year was a major message to the
world regarding the capabilities
and perseverance of Egyptians to
surmount great challenges while
working under tight deadlines.

Question: Despite its recent decline, tourism is still
viewed as a pillar of the Egyptian economy and a vital
source of foreign currency. Is Egypt on the right track
in regaining its tourism? Is Egypt a still a safe place for
tourists?

YOUNES: Yes tourism was and will remain one of the
major sources of foreign currencies for Egypt. Over
years, we have had sporadic incidents of terrorism
but Egypt always recovered and regained its position
as a major tourism hub. Today, serious measures are
being taken on the diplomatic end and on the ground
to completely secure the country. Being the cradle
of civilization there is no doubt Egypt will continue to
attract tourists. However, in parallel, Egypt continues
to develop its industrial base to take advantage of its
geographical position. All in all, we are hopeful and
believe that the efforts on the part of Egyptians to restore
Egypt’s tourism industry, such

as the building of the new

Egyptian Museum as well

as the constant creation of

new environmentally friendly

resorts by both the Red

and Mediterranean Sea will

be rewarded.
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New middle classes take to

Tourism China and Africa’s
economic growth has given
hundreds of millions of
citizens disposable income,
which some are using for
holidays in Dubali, finds
Judith Evans. But can the city
cope with the newcomers?

ubai is known for taking hospitality
to excess: the world’s tallest hotel,
rooms costing $24,000 a night, rep-
licas of Arabian and Russian pal-
aces. But developers in the emirate
are turning their attention to travellers on more
modest budgets in an attempt to lure the grow-
ing middle classes of China and Africa to shop,
trade and take holidays.

“We are expecting an increase in that market,
aneed for more three- and four-star hotels and
resorts,” says Ali Rashid Lootah, chairman of
Nakheel, a state-owned property company.
“Our focus now is on the more affordable
bracket,” he adds.

His company opened the first of 10 planned
hotels and resorts in February, a three-star Ibis
Styles hotel linked to Dragon Mart — a shopping
and wholesale centre which claims to be the
largest Chinese trading hub outside China.
Dragon Mart has proved so popular that it was
extended last year to more than double its
space, and Mr Lootah plans another hotel there.

Many nationalities visit Dragon Mart, but the
expansion is founded partly on hopes for a steep
increase in numbers of Chinese visitors, of
whom 450,000 passed through Dubai in 2015.
This was 29 per cent up on the previous year but
far below the million-plus people who visited
from India, Saudi Arabia and the UK, according
to government statistics. “We expect Europe-
ans, Russians and locals from the GCC [Gulf
Cooperation Council] to continue coming, but
we expect many more Chinese and Africans to
come,” Mr Lootah says.

There are ambitious forecasts for the rise of
China’s middle class: a report from the Boston

Consulting Group and AliResearch last year said
China’s emerging-middle and middle classes
would grow by 5 per cent a year between 2015
and 2020, while the upper-middle and “afflu-
ent” classes would increase by 17 per cent a year
over the same period. Meanwhile, according to
Goldman Sachs, only 3 per cent of Chinese peo-
ple have passports.

Some 4.1m Nigerians — 11 per cent of the pop-
ulation — can now be described as middle class,
according to Standard Bank, a South African
bank, although the country’s economic down-
turn casts doubt on the report’s prediction that
11.7m people will be in the middle class by 2030.

Nakheel’s plans play into a broader govern-
ment strategy of increasing mid-market hotel
availability to help boost total visitor numbers
to 20m a year by 2020. Two years ago Dubai
offered a series of incentives to developers of

The ruling al-Maktoum family
has forged closer links with
China and sub-Saharan Africa

three- and four-star hotels, such as waiving
nightly municipal charges on hotel stays for a
set period and allocating government land for
the projects.

They also tally with attempts by the ruling al-
Maktoum family to forge closer links with
China and sub-Saharan Africa, and expansion
of flights by the state airline Emirates to these
regions. Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-
Nahyan, crown prince of Abu Dhabi, visited Bei-

Dubai

jing in late 2015, while a string of African heads
of state including the leaders of South Africa
and Nigeria have visited the emirate this year.

However, the new tourism push comes as
growth in the supply of hotels is outstripping
demand: despite a 7.8 per cent year-on-year
increase in visitor numbers in 2015, occupancy
declined by 1.4 per cent to an average 77.5 per
cent, according to Deloitte. Revenues per avail-
able room, a commonly used metric, dropped
8.7 per cent.

The professional services firm says another
31hotels due for completion this year mean that
the gap between supply and demand will widen
further in 2016 and 2017. But it expects visitor
numbers to increase again in the run-up to
Dubai’s hosting of Expo 2020, a world’s fair last
held in Milan in 2015.

Murray Strang, head of Dubai at Cluttons, the
property advisers, echoes these concerns. “At
most levels the hospitality market is pretty well
supplied, and there are three years to go until
the expo,” he says.

Dubai — which is a seven to eight hour flight
from Beijing and about the same from Lagos —
is working to increase awareness in target mar-
kets. Its tourism bureau this year carried out a
roadshow in three Nigerian cities, seeking to
raise its profile in its biggest African source of
customers.

Hotels have focused on adapting to the Chi-
nese market in particular. InterContinental
Hotels Group (IHG) last year introduced a
“China Ready” status, a certification it gives to
its hotels that fulfil criteria including Mandarin-
speaking staff, acceptance of Chinese bank
cards and Chinese tea for guests. Six of its Dubai
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Dubai’s Dragon Mart (left)
serves a different market
from the luxurious

Burj Al Arab hotel
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hotels have the status. IHG says Chinese visitors
have spent 70 per cent more nights in its Dubai
hotels in 2016 than in the same period last year,
but “guests from Africa seem to have marginally
reduced their bookings”.

Andrew Sangster, editor of industry publica-
tion Hotel Analyst, says that Dubai has so far
defied fears that it might suffer from hotel over-
supply, partly thanks to tourists travelling there
instead of to destinations such as Egypt and
Tunisia, where they feared further terror
attacks. But he says he is concerned that the
preparations for Expo 2020 could lead to “unvi-
able projects getting the green light”.

“All of history shows that when you have a
one-off event such as the Olympics, people get
bamboozled by the prospect of a short-term
blip. You get classic overbuilding.”

Mr Sangster says Dubai will also face a deli-
cate balancing act in attracting middle-class
guests alongside the existing stream of wealthy
visitors who like the city’s sense of exclusivity.

Mr Lootah brushes off concerns that the hotel
market could find itself in oversupply. He says
that if even a small additional fraction of those
who already pass through Dubai en route to
elsewhere can be persuaded to spend time in
the emirate, that will support growth in visitor
numbers. Last year 78m people passed through
Dubai International, the airport’s operator says,
the highest number in the world for the second
year running.

“Even after the end of the expo, there will be
more visitors. It will raise our profile, raise peo-
ple’s knowledge of Dubai,” says Mr Lootah. “The
growth of Dubai will continue — and we will still
have a shortage of hotel rooms.”
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