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L uisCuri,aLebanese-Brazilian
businessman, isa tirelesssalesman
andnegotiator.OnlearningtheFT’s
photographerneedsanewcar, the
chiefexecutive inBrazilofChery, the

Chineseautomaker,breaksoffour interviewto
trytosellhimoneof thecompany’smost
popularhatchbacks, theCeler.

“Just takeatestdrive! It’sanextremely
attractivecar—ahatchbackbutwithgreat
design . . . a topqualityproductwiththesame
partsyouwouldfindinaGMorVolkswagen
car,”hesaysover lunchataSãoPaulosteak
house.“Notconvincedyet?That’sbecauseI
haven’t toldyouthepriceyet!”

MrCuri isoneofmorethan7mBrazilians
withLebaneseancestry,accordingtothe
Braziliangovernment—acommunitythat is
larger thanthepopulationofLebanonitselfand
whichhas influencedeverythingfrombusiness
tothearts intheLatinAmericancountry.

InMay,Brazilevengainedasecond-
generationLebanese immigrantaspresident.
MichelTemer, formervice-president, tookover
fromDilmaRousseffaftershewassuspended
pending impeachmentproceedings,prompting
hugecelebrations inthenorthernLebanese
villageofBtaabourawherehis fathergrewup.
Television imagesshowedvillagerswaving
Brazilianflagsandasequinnedbellydancer
entertainingthecrowds,whileonemanerased
theword“vice” fromasignonastreetnamedin
MrTemer’shonour.

MrTemer’saccession isadevelopmentthat
industry leadershopewill strengthenBrazil’s
traderelationshipwiththeArabworld,which,
inspiteof therichcultural tiesbetweenthe
regions, is largelyrestrictedtocommodities.

“Formorethan25yearsnowthetrade
relationshiphasstayedthesame,”saysMichel
Alaby,headof theArabBrazilianChamberof

Commerce(CCAB).Meatandsugarmakeup
overhalfofBrazilianexports toArabcountries
while fossil fuelsandfertilisersaccount for90
percentof imports,accordingtotheCCAB.

BetweenJanuaryandApril thisyear,
Brazilianexports totheArabworldtotalled
$3.46bn,ofwhich24percentwenttoSaudi
Arabia,androughly20percenteachtoEgypt
andtheUnitedArabEmirates;Lebanonwasa
mere1.8percent. Inthesameperiod,Brazilian
imports fromtheregionreached$1.73bn,with
29percentcomingfromAlgeria,20percent
fromSaudiArabiaand17percent fromQatar.

However,MrAlabyhopesthatunderBrazil’s
transitionalgovernmentthecountry ismore
likelytodevelopnewtradewiththeArabworld
andincreaseexportsofmanufacturedgoods.
Brazilian investments thereandviceversaare
alsomore likelytogrow—notbecauseofMr
Temer’sancestrynecessarily,butbecauseofhis
government’sefforts toboost international
trade,MrAlabysays.

“WithTemerIhopewecangoforwardwith
tradeagreements,especiallyatatimewhen
Brazilneedsnewcapital,”hesays,addingthat
treaties toavoiddoubletaxationwouldbevital
to thesuccessof theregions’bilateral
relationship.

WhileBrazilian investments intheArab
worldarealso largely focusedoncommodities
—processedfoodmakerBRF, forexample,
openedafactory inAbuDhabi in2014—hesays
themarket forproductssuchasshoesand
cosmeticsoffersmanyopportunities for
growth.SeveralBrazilianfootwearproducers
alreadyexport toSaudiArabia.

However, improvedbilateral investment,as
wellas trade,will still largelydependonBrazil’s
ability topull itselfoutof itsdeepeconomicand
politicalcrisis, saysOttoNogami,aneconomics
professoratSãoPaulo’s Insperbusinessschool.

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

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

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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H istoricaland
geographical ties
have longmade
Francean
important

destinationforMoroccans.A
steadystreamof immigrants
sinceMoroccanindependence
in1956nowaddsuptoa
communityof1.5minFrance.
Indeed, thepopulationhas

tripledsince1975,accordingto
theFrenchgovernment.

ThishasturnedEurope’s
third-largesteconomyintoan
essential sourceofrevenue
throughremittances.
AccordingtotheBanquede
France, thecountrygenerated
remittancesof€9.4bnin2014
—morethanathirdofwhich
wenttoMorocco,Algeriaand
Tunisia.

ButFrancealso luressome
ofMorocco’sbrightestand
most talentedyouth,who
abandontheircountry’s
sluggisheconomicgrowthand
lackofasophisticated
businessenvironment,
complete theireducation in
Frenchuniversitiesandoften
endupstaying.TheFTspoke

tofourpeoplewhofit that
profileandaskedthemabout
theirexperiencesofworking
inFranceandhowthey
comparedwithhome.

Amine Fellahi
AmineFellahi(below)was
bornandraised inCasablanca
butnowworksatRoland
Berger, theconsulting firm, in

Paris—acityhe likesbecause
ofwhathecalls the“maturity”
of itsprofessional
marketplace.

“There isa lotofstructure in
France intermsofworking
processes,”hesays.“In
Morocco, it isoftenhardeven
knowingwhoyoushouldbe
talkingto.”Youmighthaveto
gofromonepersontothenext
todiscoverwhoholdsthedata
youneed,hesays.

MrFellahi,whofinishedhis
studiesatFrance’sHEC
businessschoolandthenDuke
University intheUS,saysthat
it isdifficult toshakeupdeeply
ingrainedworkingpractices in
hiscountry.

“Thingstendtomovemore
slowlythaninFrance,as the
personaboveyouinan
organisationmaynotsharethe
motivationofayoungperson
witha lotofenergy,andmay
evenfeel threatenedbyhimor
her.Youcanhit theglass
ceiling ina largeorganisation
really fastdependingonwhois
aboveyou.”

Sara Kadaoui
SaraKadaoui(below),a
24-year-oldMoroccan
workingatastart-up
accelerator inParis,decidedto
live intheFrenchcapital
mainlybecausethecity
offeredheramoredeveloped
business“ecosystem”.“There
isarealpoliticalwillingness to
supportstart-ups inMorocco,”
shesays,but fewcompanies
do; thebusinessenvironment
is“aworkinprogress”.

Bornandraised inAgadir,
MsKadaouireturnedto
Casablancaaftercompleting
herhighereducation inFrance
andtheUSbutshefoundthe
jobsmarketstiffandrelatively
conservative.“InMorocco, the
prize formostpeople is tobe
stablewhereas inFrance ithas
startedtobeconsidered
excitingtobeanentrepreneur
andtakerisks,”shesays.

Shealso foundthat
promotioninMorocco is
predicatedmoreonageand
experiencethanondriveand
talent.“Tomoveupinmost
companiesyouhavetohave
workedthere foryears.That
canbearealglassceiling
because, inthedigitalworld,
theyoungestpeoplearethe
oneswhoknowthemost.”

Shehasnot turnedherback
onherhomeland, though.
Numa,wheresheworks,has
openedanoffice inMorocco
withthe ideaofsupporting
local start-ups.“Numawants
totransfer theknowledgewe
gainedsothatCasablancacan
dothesamethingthatwedid
inParis.”

Mehdi Ghissassi
MehdiGhissassi (above),33,
arguesthatoneof the
advantagesofworking inParis
overreturningtoMorocco is
diversityandcompetition in
theworkplace.“Developed
countriessuchasFrance
attracthighlyqualified
international talentandthat
meansanunparalleled
opportunity forpersonal
growth,”hesays.“Iam
veryattachedtomyrootsbut I
also feel that it’s important to
beexposedtowhat lies
beyond.”

Aseconddifference,he
argues, is thatgender is lessof
abarrier tosuccess.“I interact
withfarmorewomeninsenior
positionshere inFrancethanI
wouldbackhome,”hesays.

Theengineernowworksat
Google—“therearepeople
herewithpinkhairwhile
otherswalkaroundbarefoot. I
don’t thinkthere isany
companylikethat inMorocco”

—butdoesnotruleoutmoving
backtoMoroccooneday.

Apart fromfriends, family
andtheweather,hesaysthat
hemisses“thesounds, the
colours, thesmells”.Buthe is
innorushtoreturn.“It’svery
rewardingtocontributetothe
growthof theplaceyoucome
from.Butyoualsodon’twant
tomissoutonlearning.”

Younes Bennai
YounesBennai(below)
arrivedinParis fromMorocco
in2000tostudyandnowhas
hisowncompanythatworks
onITarchitecturedesignfor
someofFrance’sbiggest
companies.The33-year-old
saysthathecouldprobably
findopportunities todothe
sameinMoroccobut likes life
inParis toomuch.

“I’vealwayswantedto live
inaplacewithaninternational
feelandwhereyoucanmeet
peoplewhocangiveyoua
widerperspectiveonthings,”
hesays.“It ismucheasier todo
thatherethaninMorocco.”

Hefeels thathecanbetter
followbigthemes in
geopolitics fromParis.

“Leadersofopinionfrom
theentireregionpass through
here,”hesays.“There isan
intellectualrichness thatyou
justdon’thaveelsewhere.”

Hesaysthathemissessome
thingsabouthiscountry.
GrowingupinEl Jadidaon
Morocco’sAtlanticcoast, sun
andsearankhighonthat list.
Buthedoubts thathewill
movebackanytimesoon.“I
amverypragmatic,”hesays.“I
thinkabout itandthereare
manyopportunitiesbut I
knowitwillnothappeninthe
next fiveyears.”

Moroccans warm to
the potential of Paris
Business life

Fleeing a stiff culture,
these émigrés are
climbing France’s
corporate ladder,
says Adam Thomson
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While investorsmaypreferMrTemer’s
transitionalgovernmenttothatof theWorkers’
Party(PT)underMsRousseff, theyarealso
aware it isonlyatemporaryadministration,he
says:“There issomuchuncertainty . . . foreign
investorsarepostponingtheir investments to
seewhatwillhappenwiththecountryfirst.”

Beforetucking intoaprizedcutofbeef,Mr
Curi saysthatbusinessruns inthegenesofhis
Lebanese family.“LebaneseBraziliansare
knownforselling, forentrepreneurship . . . At
theendof thedaythat’swhat Iam—a
salesman,”hesays.OtherprominentBrazilians
whotracetheirroots toLebanonareJoseph
Safra,Brazil’s second-richestman,andCarlos
Ghosn,globalchiefexecutiveof theRenault-
Nissanalliance.Thecountryalsoowesoneof its
tophospitals,HospitalSírio-Libanês, toSão
Paulo’sLebaneseandSyriancommunities.

T heabolitionofslavery inBrazil in
the late19thcenturycreatedabig
demandfornewworkers,
especiallyonthecountry’s
boomingcoffeeplantations,

attracting immigrants fromEuropeandthe
MiddleEast, includingMrCuri’sgreat-
grandfather.Likemanyimmigrants,MrCuri’s
family integrated itself intoBrazil’s
multicultural society,withhisgrandfather
marryingthedaughterofanItalian immigrant.

Later,his familyworkedinthe leathertrade,
makingsaddles,beforegoing intoretail.His
fathersetuphisownshop,sellingeverything
fromtoystowhitegoods,whereMrCuribegan
workingasayoungboy.Thebusiness
eventuallycametoatragicendwhenhis
mother fell sickwithcancer, forcinghis fatherto
takemoneyoutof theshoptopayforher
treatment.

“Braziliansareamixofeverything—it
createsa formofharmoniouscoexistencethat
isasourceofadmirationoutsidethecountry,”
saysMrCuri, citinghis friendshipwithJewish
Braziliansasanexample.Brazil’sgovernment is
itselfproofof this,hesays. InMayMrTemer
choseIlanGoldfajn,anIsraeli-borneconomist,
ashiscentralbankpresident.

ForMrCuri,Brazil’scurrentrecession is just
anotherchallengehis familyhashadtoface.
Everymorninghewakesupat4am,smokesa
cigaronhisbalconyandchecksthe latest,often
disastrous, industryfigures—numbersthatwill
determinehismoodfortherestof theday,he
says.

Brazilwasoncetheworld’s fourth-biggest
automarketbutnowit is rankedonlyseventh—
an“embarrassment”,hesays.“But this isnot
thefirstcrisisanditwon’tbethe last,”headds,
showingaresiliencethathealsoattributes tohis
Arabancestors.

“Perhaps it is somethingabouthavingto
survive insuchaharshenvironment, inthe
middleof thedesert, thatmakestheregion’s
peoplesotough.”
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T he planned sale of up to 5 per cent
of Saudi Arabia’s state oil producer
could create not only the world’s
largestpubliclytradedenergycom-
pany but the biggest initial public

offering of all time. More than this, however, the
move also offers the rest of the world access to
one of the kingdom’s prized industries — and
could pave the way for greater internationalisa-
tionof theSaudieconomy.

Saudi Aramco’s IPO is part of a transforma-
tionplan,envisagedbythepowerbrokerdeputy
crown prince Mohammed bin Salman, which
seeks broad-based privatisation to boost
employment and diversify the kingdom away
from oil. But there is scepticism about whether
the country is capable of such an overhaul when
its people have grown accustomed to the state
providingcradle-to-graveservices.

Even partially untangling entities such as
Saudi Aramco from the state will be difficult: in
addition to exploiting the kingdom’s hydrocar-
bon riches, the company — which employs
65,000 people — constructs schools, hospitals
andsportstadiums.

Conversations about its partial privatisation,
which Prince Mohammed believes could value
Saudi Aramco at $2tn, illuminate some of the
obstacles to opening up important industries to
external influence.

Khalid al-Falih, the new Saudi energy minis-
ter, said earlier this month that the public offer-
ing would allow the government to invest pro-
ceeds and future dividends into non-oil invest-
ments, as well as showcasing Saudi Aramco as a
big participant in global capital markets, ena-
bling its international expansion and boosting
transparency.

Towhettheappetiteof internationalbankers,
investors and lawyers, the company is weighing
a dual listing in Saudi Arabia and on a foreign
exchange such as London, New York or Hong
Kong. The Saudi Tadawul stock exchange was
opened to foreign investors in June 2015, but in
a gradual and limited fashion. An Aramco list-
ing could draw more foreign capital to Saudi
Arabia, and “a dual listing with a developed

market stock exchange could help advance
Tadawul’s international recognition and pre-
sumably result in slightly higher valuation of
Aramco”,analystsatStateStreet,an investment
managementcompany,said.

But Mr al-Falih, speaking to reporters after
the Vienna meeting of Opec ministers, high-
lighted some of the complications for outside
investors of any listing, which is likely to take
place by 2018. An IPO would mean “extensive

rewiring of our financials and the relationship
with the government”, he said, including the
company’s accounting practices and tax obliga-
tions. “It would require a significant amount of
time.”

Industry analysts have questioned how an
entity that is deeply involved in the state’s pri-
maryeconomicactivitycouldalsoensure that it
is acting in the best interests of any minority
shareholders.

Mr al-Falih, who was the former chief execu-
tive of Saudi Aramco and remains chairman,
said tasks undertaken on behalf of the govern-
ment rather than for the company itself, such as
infrastructureprojects,wouldhavetobe“delin-
eated”. Traditionally such separation has not
existed.

But the government, he said, will continue to
make sovereign decisions on production and
capacity even after an IPO. “[Investors] are
going to have to accept it. It is part of the pack-
ageofbuying intothe lowest-costproducer.”

Political involvement in decision making
could be a turn-off to investors, says Neil Bev-
eridge, oil analyst at Bernstein: “To what extent
will government and shareholder interests be
aligned?” Such questions can be asked of other
entities in the kingdom that could be privatised
inthecomingyears.

Details of the National Transformation Pro-
gramme have yet to be unveiled, but it aims to
boost the private sector from 45 per cent of the
economy to 60 per cent by 2030. The economic
ministry’s first strategic objective under the
NTP is to calculate how much revenue can be
generated by selling off stakes in state-owned
companiessuchasSaudiAramco.

The NTP aims to cut unemployment from
11.6 per cent to 7 per cent in the next 15 years;
create 450,000 new private sector jobs; and
trim the public sector wage bill from 45 per cent
to 40 per cent of budgetary spending by 2020.

Shifting even some of this salary burden to the
privatesectorcouldease financialpressures.

Planned privatisation measures include rais-
ing the share of facilities operated by the private
sector, with a focus on desalination and waste-
water treatment,powergeneration,postal serv-
ices, education and road, rail and ports, accord-
ingtoratingagencyMoody’s.

“Reforms aimed at improving the business
environment and competitiveness and foster-
ing private sector development will support
Saudi Arabia’s economic strength,” it said in a
report.

Saudi Post Corporation, with 10,000 staff,
and the Saline Water Conversion Corporation
havebeenidentifiedamongthefirst tobeputon
the block and could be test cases for a series of
state asset sales. Larger ones, such as Saudi Ara-
mco,wouldcomeafter.

Raghu Mandagolathur, head of research at
Markaz, a Kuwaiti investment bank, estimates
that the government could raise $50bn-$70bn
over thenext fewyearsas it seeks toplugbudget
deficits, this year forecast at $88bn. “Even if pri-
vatisation can help bridge 10 per cent of this
estimated deficit, that will relieve some pres-
sure intermsofborrowingneeds.”

Aramco sale heralds new market

‘To what extent will
government and shareholder
interests be aligned?’

Slick: Shaybah, base for Aramco’s natural
gas liquids production — Ian Timberlake/AFP/Getty Images

Saudi Arabia The kingdom
is preparing privatisations
designed to attract foreign
investors, write Anjli Raval
and Simeon Kerr
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D 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,
tradeandtakeholidays.

“We are expecting an increase in that market,
a need 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,”headds.

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,andMrLootahplansanotherhotel there.

Many nationalities visit Dragon Mart, but the
expansion is foundedpartlyonhopes forasteep
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,”MrLootahsays.

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

ConsultingGroupandAliResearchlastyearsaid
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-
plehavepassports.

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
11.7mpeoplewillbe inthemiddleclassby2030.

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

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

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,crownprinceofAbuDhabi,visitedBei-

jing in late 2015, while a string of African heads
of state including the leaders of South Africa
andNigeriahavevisitedtheemirate thisyear.

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
8.7percent.

The professional services firm says another
31hotelsdueforcompletionthisyearmeanthat
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 inMilan in2015.

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
theexpo,”hesays.

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

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

The ruling al-Maktoum family
has forged closer links with
China and sub-Saharan Africa
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Businesspeople in Tehran
argue that Iran is no longer
just a market of its 78m-strong
population; it should be seen
as a market of more than
300m people thanks to its
location, allowing access to
Arab states in the south and
west; central Asia in the north;
and Afghanistan and Pakistan
intheeast.

Mr Ale Eshaq says that Iran
can position itself as a conduit
to Iraq. “We can work with
European partners who are
not familiar with the Iraqi
market and are worried about
security there. They can rely
on us because thanks to our

Continued from page 1

historical and cultural com-
monalities we can operate in
Iraqbetter.”

From Iran’s $42.4bn of
non-oil exports during the last

Iranian year (which ended on
March 19), $6.2bn went to Iraq
and about $4.9bn worth of
non-oil goods were re-ex-
portedthroughtheUAE.

Iranian businessmen speak
of a day when they can exploit
their country’s geostrategic
position to export to many
more Middle Eastern markets.
For now, however, other than
with Oman, to which Iran
exported $375m of goods,
trade with other Gulf states,
Lebanon, Syria and North
African Arab states remains
insignificant.

Iranian businesses acknowl-
edge that expanding trade
with the Arab world will
require improved relations
with Saudi Arabia, the main
Sunniregionalrivalpower.

Tehran and Riyadh severed
ties last year amid a steady
escalation of tensions. They
are fighting a proxy war on
several fronts, including in
Syria, where Iran backs the
regime of Bashar al-Assad and
Saudi Arabia is a supporter of
the rebels. Iran accuses Saudi
Arabia of financing jihadi

groups like Isis while the Sau-
dis say the Iranians are inter-
fering and destabilising sev-
eralArabstates.

Saudi Arabia and Bahrain
took steps earlier this year to
slow Iran’s efforts to increase
oil exports by banning vessels
that transport Iranian crude
fromenteringtheirwaters.

The move did not affect Ira-
nian crude exports — Iran
quickly regained its market
share after sanctions were
lifted — but it represented

another indication that
Tehran-Riyadh ties were
unlikely to be normalised in
thenear future.

The tensions with Saudi
Arabia affect Iran’s economic
ties with other Arab states
closely linked to Tehran.
According to one senior Ira-

nianbanker,Emiratibanksare
more reluctant to deal with
Iranian businessmen since
Riyadhcut tieswithTehran.

Now that western sanctions
are being lifted, Iranian com-
panies are less dependent on
theDubairoutefortransporta-
tion. Imports from the UAE
amounted to $7.8bn during the
last Iranian year, down from
$12.1bnthepreviousyear.

Businessmen in Tehran
lament that an economic
opportunity is being squan-
dered. “Like it or dislike it, we
and Persian Gulf states are
neighbours and have to rede-
fine our trade relations,” says
Masoud Daneshmand, chair-
man of a department of the
Iran Chamber of Commerce
which deals with UAE trade.
“If Iranandoil-richArabstates
put capabilities together, a
very good market can be cre-
ated for production and trade
to meet demands in Arab
states, central Asia, as well as
AfghanistanandPakistan.”

Mr Daneshmand says Iran is
disappointed that Emirati
companies have not lined up
like Europeans and Asians to
explore Iran’s untapped mar-
ket. “Why do Emirati real
estate companies like Damac
Properties not think of Iran’s
market when . . . Iran needs
5mhouses?”hesays.

One market that Iran is hop-
ing to benefit from in the
future isSyria,whereTehranis
betting that its investment in
the regime will pay off. When
the Syrian war ends, Syria —
like Iraq — is going to be a vast
market. The country will have
to be reconstructed from
scratch. No one, however, is
predicting that the war is
abouttoend.

Iran aims
for fresh
Arab
business

Trading places: a woman at
the Tehran Stock Exchange
Simon Dawson/Bloomberg

Emirati companies
have not lined up to
explore Iran’s
untapped market
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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 fromAfricaseemtohavemarginally
reducedtheirbookings”.

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-
ableprojectsgettingthegreenlight”.

“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.Yougetclassicoverbuilding.”

Mr Sangster says Dubai will also face a deli-
cate balancing act in attracting middle-class
guests alongside the existing stream of wealthy
visitorswholikethecity’s senseofexclusivity.

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
yearrunning.

“Even after the end of the expo, there will be
more visitors. It will raise our profile, raise peo-
ple’sknowledgeofDubai,” saysMrLootah.“The
growth of Dubai will continue — and we will still
haveashortageofhotel rooms.”

Dubai’s Dragon Mart (left)
serves a different market
from the luxurious
Burj Al Arab hotel
Getty Images/Arabian Eye; Bloomberg
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