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1. ISRAEL GOVERNMENT ACTIONS & STATEMENTS
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1.1. Netanyahu Brings Israel, Denmark & Austria to Cooperate Against Pandemics
On 3 March, Prime Minister Netanyahu held a joint press conference in Jerusalem with Danish Prime
Minister Mette Frederiksen and Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz, in Israel for a one-day visit. The three
leaders pledged to work together to increase global vaccine production and prepare for future pandemics.
The prime minister went on to explain the purpose of the vaccine summit, saying, “We have to protect our
peoples against the reemergence of this pandemic or mutations, and we want to create two capacities. We
think that by joining our resources, of three small but very able and gifted countries, we can better meet
these challenges. What we are talking about is establishing a joint R&D fund of Israel, Austria and
Denmark, and beginning joint efforts for common production of future vaccines."
Netanyahu said that vaccine production demands several kinds of capabilities and expertise, so the idea
would be to divide production between the three, with each of the countries focusing on and advancing the
production aspects it knows best.
Before the press conference, Netanyahu took the two European leaders to a gym in the town of Modi'in to
show and explain Israel’s new Green Pass system. People who have been fully vaccinated with two Pfizer
doses or those who have fully recovered from the virus can now download an app to their phones and
display a personalized barcode that enables them to take part in various activities.
Netanyahu and Kurz have been cooperating in different domains in the past two years and more intensely
since the outbreak of the pandemic. In April 2020, for instance, after the first wave, Netanyahu participated
in a Zoom conference initiated by Kurz with the leaders of Denmark, Australia, New Zealand, Czechia and
Greece. The leaders shared their experiences with the virus and pledged to continue coordinating their
efforts. The same forum convened several times in past few months, exploring ideas such as travel bubbles
or travel corridors between virus-free countries. (Al-Monitor 04.03)
Back to Table of Contents

1.2. Greece, Israel & Cyprus Announce Plan to Link Electricity Grids
On 8 March, Cyprus, Israel and Greece signed an initial agreement on laying the world’s longest undersea
power cable linking their electricity grids. The MoU on the 1,200 km. EuroAsia Interconnector was signed
in Nicosia by Cyprus Energy Minister Pilides and Israel's Steinitz, while Greece’s Skrekas joined them by
videoconference.
The three ministers, in a joint statement, said they agreed “to promote cooperation to examine the possibility
of planning, as well as the potential development and implementation of the project”. It was a “major step
forward” in integrating renewable energy sources, they said, without giving cost estimates.
The project aims to connect the electricity grids of Israel, Cyprus, and Crete in Greece through a 2,000megawatt undersea cable. The first phase is expected to be operational by 2025, linking the three countries
to energy grids in Asia and Europe. The European Commission had acknowledged it as a key “Project of
Common Interest”, making it eligible for EU financing. The power cable would boost “energy security” for
Europe and end the isolation of Cyprus as the only non-interconnected EU member state. Israel, Greece
and Cyprus have forged a regional alliance based on energy as the three countries also aim to explore and
exploit natural gas resources. (Al Arabiya News 08.03)
Back to Table of Contents
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1.3. UAE Announces $10 Billion Investment Fund for Israel Across Multiple Sectors
On 11 March, the United Arab Emirates announced it was setting up a $10 billion investment across multiple
sectors in Israel, with whom it normalized ties last year. The announcement was made following a call
between Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu after the latter had postponed a visit to the UAE.
The UAE stated that via this fund, the UAE will invest in and alongside Israel across sectors including
energy, manufacturing, water, space, healthcare and agro-tech. The investment fund will support
development initiatives to promote regional economic cooperation between the two countries. Fund
allocations will derive from government and private sector institutions. The fund builds on the historic
Abraham Accord and aims to bolster economic ties between two of the region’s thriving economies,
unlocking investments and partnership opportunities to drive socio-economic progress.
Israeli Intelligence Minister Eli Cohen had earlier forecast that annual trade between Israel and the UAE is
expected to reach $4 billion in just three to five years. (Al Arabiya 12.03)
Back to Table of Contents

1.4. Israel's Health Ministry Says Current Vaccine Spending Reached $787 Million
On 16 March, the Health and the Finance ministries announced at a Knesset Finance Committee meeting
that Israel has so far spent NIS 2.6 billion ($787 million) to procurement coronavirus vaccines from various
manufacturers so far, and has earmarked an additional NIS 2.5 billion ($757 million) for future such
transactions. The committee met to discuss the Health Ministry's coronavirus budget and appropriated
about $605 million to aid its efforts in curbing the pandemic. The ministry will be able to use the money to
treat patients, fund its vaccination drive, hire and train more workers for its inoculation sites, as well as
research and testing.
Israel has so far recorded a total of 821,762 corona virus cases, including 6,037 deaths since the onset of
the pandemic in March 2020. To date, 788,685 Israelis have recovered from the virus. As part of the
national vaccination drive, 5,200,395 Israelis have received their first jabs, and 4,291,116 have been fully
immunized.
Meanwhile, data published by the Health Ministry Monday revealed that the number of children under the
age of 16 who contracted the coronavirus during the third wave of infections had doubled compared to the
second resurgence of the virus, last fall. At the same time, the number of patients hospitalized with the
virus did not increase. Some 69,599 children were reported to have contracted the virus during the second
wave in the summer of 2020, and 148,651 during the third one in December last year. (IHL 16.03)
Back to Table of Contents

1.5. Kosovo Becomes Third Country to Open Its Embassy in Jerusalem
On 14 March, Kosovo opened an embassy in Jerusalem, making it only the third country with an embassy
in Israel's capital. The embassy’s opening came in exchange for Israel’s recognition of Kosovo, which
declared independence from Serbia in 2008. Serbia still sees Kosovo as its province, but the United States
and most Western countries recognize Kosovo as its own country. During a White House signing ceremony
last September, the two Balkan states agreed to establish economic ties, and Serbia also pledged to move
its embassy to Jerusalem by July 2021.
Kosovo also became the first European country and first Muslim-majority country to open an embassy in
Jerusalem. President Trump formally recognized the city as Israel’s capital in December 2017, and months
later the US Embassy was moved from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. Shortly after, Guatemala became the second
country to relocate its embassy. (Al-Monitor 15.03)
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2. ISRAEL MARKET & BUSINESS NEWS
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2.1. Datto Acquires Cyber Threat Detection Company BitDam
Norwalk, Connecticut's Datto Holding Corp., a leading global provider of cloud-based software and
technology solutions purpose-built for managed service providers (MSPs), announced that it has acquired
Tel Aviv's BitDam, an Israel-based cyber threat detection company.
BitDam’s cyber-defense platform secures collaboration tools, such as M365 and Google Workspace, from
ransomware, malware and phishing. Its leading threat detection technology was built to stop zero-day
threats including those that do not match any known malware signatures, proactively defending against
malware and phishing threats within a user’s inbox, chat, or cloud drive. Year after year, MSPs report
phishing as the most common cause of successful ransomware breaches, according to Datto’s annual
Global State of the Channel Ransomware Report, a survey of global MSPs. (Datto 10.03)
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2.2. LinearB Secures $16 Million Series A Funding for Software Delivery Intelligence
LinearB announced $16 million in Series A funding to fundamentally change the way dev teams operate.
The new investment was led by Battery Ventures, and includes existing investors 83North and Ariel Maislos,
and new investor TechAviv Founder Partners. The investment brings LinearB's total funding to $21 million.
Launched in 2019, LinearB offers a new approach to traditional software development project management
and metrics. Software Delivery Intelligence helps dev teams continuously accelerate delivery by correlating
development pipeline data from code, Git, projects and releases to provide visibility, context and workflow
automation for every member of the team. Dev teams using LinearB SDI improve their time-to-value (Cycle
Time) by 48% on average after 90 days. A driving factor in LinearB's rapid growth is its focus on community
and facilitating new thinking. Its fast-growing Dev Interrupted online community and podcast for progressive
dev leaders facilitates open discussions and shared experiences around scaling teams, building culture
and using Software Delivery Intelligence.
Or Yehuda's Metrics LinearB is a dev-first platform and provides value to every member of the team.
Development organizations using LinearB's SDI cut their Cycle Time in half after only 90 days. The result
for developers is less bureaucracy, fewer interruptions and more time to build. The result for teams is fewer
process bottlenecks and accelerated delivery. (LinearB 10.03)
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2.3. EVgo & Driivz Partnership Supports the EVgo Fast Charging Network
Los Angeles' EVgo, the largest public fast charging network in the US, has signed a long-term agreement
with Driivz, a leading EV charging and energy management software platform provider. EVgo utilizes the
Driivz platform for EV charging operations management, retail billing, charging programs and plans, and
transaction management, and focused in-house development on customer facing applications, APIs for
third-party application integration and platform extension, and other solutions to enable a first-class
customer experience for individual drivers and fleets alike. Through this hybrid approach Driivz provides
EVgo with maximum flexibility as their needs continuously evolve.
Driivz technology also helps EVgo maintain charger reliability and availability with proactive issue detection
and remote resolution. EVgo focuses on delivering a seamless experience to the 220,000+ customers that
charge on the EVgo network - individual EV owners, EV OEMs and their customers, and fleet operators,
through a variety of charging and billing plans, driver self-service apps, and custom fleet solutions.
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Hod HaSharon's Driivz is the leading global software supplier to EV operators and service providers,
accelerating the plug-in EV industry's dynamic and continuous transformation. The company's intelligent,
cloud-based platform spans EV charging operations, energy management, advanced billing capabilities
and driver self-service tools. Driivz's team of EV experts serve customers across 21 countries, including
global industry players such as EVgo, Gilbarco, ElaadNL, ESB and Centrica. (Driivz 10.03)
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2.4. Centrical Closes $32 Million Funding Round Led by Intel Capital and JVP
Centrical closed a $32 million funding round led by Intel Capital, a new investor, and JVP, the company's
largest shareholder. The round also included participation from C4 Ventures and Citi Ventures, also new
investors, as well as existing investors Aleph, CE Ventures, La Maison Compagnie d'Investissment and 2B
Angels. The company will use this investment to accelerate market engagement, enter new markets, and
enhance customer value by the creation of additional solutions attuned to the needs of organizations and
their employees who operate in an increasingly hybrid work environment.
In the midst of COVID-19 pandemic Centrical, formerly known as GamEffective, announced several new
modules to its Employee-Centric Success Platform, including Augmented People Intelligence, which
combines AI-powered analytics with the creative and empathetic characteristics of human intelligence,
adaptive coaching tools, employee engagement, and well-being capabilities – all intended to better enable
employees to feel part of their organizations, as well as interact, train, and perform in hybrid workplaces.
Centrical will also be expanding its portfolio of vertical market solutions and new products aimed at aiding
achievement of high-level corporate goals, crisis management, and other business agility-related activities.
Ra'anana's Centrical's Employee-Centric Success platform helps companies motivate employees to
exceed their own KPIs. It does this by blending advanced gamification with personalized micro-learning
and real-time employee performance management as well as adaptive coaching tools, and well-being
strategies. Centrical's platform produces improvements like +12% employee productivity, +20% average
deal values, +30% faster onboarding, and +12% customer satisfaction KPI for multinational enterprises like
British Telecom, Microsoft, Novartis, Synchrony Financial and Teleperformance, among others. (Centrical
10.03)
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2.5. Optibus Raises $107 Million to Help Cities Shape the Future of Urban Mobility
Optibus has raised $107 million in a Series C round, co-led by Bessemer Venture Partners and Insight
Partners. The funding comes as Optibus is launching one of its most significant updates: the Geospatial
Suite, which significantly improves transportation networks and transit equity through the use of data-driven
planning. Optibus will use the funding to continue expanding its global presence and enhance product
capabilities such as optimization and artificial intelligence algorithms that improve mass transit for
passengers while also increasing operational efficiency. The funding will also go toward accelerating the
deployment of zero-emission vehicles – replacing mass transit fleets based on fossil fuels and lowering
emissions worldwide, just as the U.S. rejoins the Paris Agreement and the mitigation of climate change
once again becomes a global effort.
Optibus also received funding from existing investors including Verizon Ventures, Pitango, New Era Capital
Partners, Dynamic Loop and Blue Red Partners. With this latest round, Optibus has raised a total of $160
million since its founding in 2014.
With the new Geospatial Suite, cities can make transportation networks more passenger-friendly by
visualizing crucial geographic information while planning routes – such as the bike paths that riders may
use on the way to or from public transit, or the shopping districts, schools, health clinics or job centers
where passengers may want to go. The suite also helps promote transit equity by making it easy to view
demographic data showing how route changes could affect residents' access to public transit. These
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capabilities facilitate data-driven decisions that significantly improve the accessibility, reliability and
performance of networks that affect the lives of millions of passengers.
Tel Aviv's Optibus is an AI platform that brings much-needed innovation to the essential mobility mode at
the heart of our cities: public transportation. Optibus leverages a robust combination of artificial intelligence,
advanced optimization algorithms and distributed cloud computing to make public transportation smarter,
better and more efficient – and ultimately nourish freedom of movement and sustainable cities. A cloudnative SaaS company founded in 2014, Optibus powers complex transit operations in over 450 cities around
the world, planning and scheduling the movement of vehicles and drivers to improve the quality and
reliability of transit service and make operations more efficient. (Optibus 10.03)
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2.6. Cynet Raises $40 Million Series C Funding Round for its Autonomous XDR Platform
Rishon LeZion's Cynet, provider of the world’s first autonomous XDR platform, has closed a $40 million
Series C funding round led by Greenfield Partners with participation from existing investors Norwest
Venture Partners, Vintage Investment Partners, BlueRed Partners and Deutsche Telekom. The investment
will be used to meet the vigorous demand for Cynet’s Autonomous XDR Platform from companies of all
sizes, including those with small security teams in need of more holistic and efficient cyber solutions.
Following a steep rise in sales in North America during 2020, Cynet is poised to maintain its rapid expansion
in the North American and European markets.
Faced with a growing barrage of sophisticated cyberattacks, organizations are forced to deploy more threat
prevention and detection technologies, add more solutions to automate and orchestrate security operations
and acquire additional security expertise. However, doing so is costly and complex, which is further
exasperated by the well-known shortage of cybersecurity talent. Cynet solves these problems by natively
combining multiple security controls and sophisticated response automation on a unified autonomous XDR
platform that does not require additional staff to operate. Cynet’s platform is backed by a proactive 24/7
Managed Detection and Response (MDR) service that is included for all clients at no extra cost. These
integrated features act like an autopilot to enable organizations with even the smallest security teams to
manage their threat protection with little manual intervention.
Cynet 360 is the world’s first Autonomous Breach Protection platform that natively integrates XDR endpoint,
user and network attack prevention and detection capabilities with an incident engine that fully automates
investigation and remediation actions, backed by a 24/7 world-class MDR service. End to end, fully
automated breach protection is now within reach of any organization, regardless of security team size and
skill level. (Cynet 10.03)
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2.7. Snyk Advances Developer-First Security with Series E Investment
Snyk has closed a Series E financing, totaling $300 million. The transaction included both primary and
secondary offerings and resulted in $175 million of new capital into the business. The company has now
raised a total of $470 million to date with a valuation of $4.7 billion post this round, quadrupling since the
beginning of 2020.
The round was co-led by Accel and Tiger Global, with participation from existing investors Addition,
Boldstart Ventures, Canaan Partners, Coatue, GV (formally Google Ventures), Salesforce Ventures,
Stripes and funds managed by BlackRock; new investors include Alkeon, Atlassian Ventures, Franklin
Templeton, Geodesic Capital, Sands Capital Ventures and Temasek.
This investment allows Snyk to serve the fast growing global demand for the company’s Cloud Native
Application Security Platform which is the only developer-first solution to provide security visibility and
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remediation for every critical component of modern applications, including the application code, open
source libraries, container infrastructure and infrastructure as code.
Tel Aviv's Snyk, the cloud native application security leader, today enables 2.2 million developers to build
securely, with a vision to empower every modern developer in the world to develop fast and stay secure.
Only Snyk provides a platform to secure all of the critical components of today’s cloud native application
development including the code, open source libraries, container infrastructure and infrastructure as code.
Snyk’s security platform is built on an industry-leading proprietary vulnerability database, maintained by an
expert security research team that currently powers strategic partners such as AWS, Datadog, Docker,
Dynatrace, IBM Cloud, Rapid7, Red Hat and Trend Micro. The company works with global customers of
all sizes to empower developers to automatically integrate security throughout their existing workflows.
(Snyk 10.03)
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2.8. Aqua Security Announces $135 Million in Series E Funding
Aqua Security announced the completion of $135 million in Series E funding led by ION Crossover Partners,
putting Aqua Security’s valuation in excess of $1 billion. The round included broad participation from Aqua
Security’s existing investors, including M12 – Microsoft’s venture fund, Lightspeed Venture Partners, Insight
Partners, TLV Partners, Greenspring Associates and Acrew Capital. This new round of investment follows
a period of tremendous growth and will enable the company to broaden and deepen its solution portfolio,
as well as expand its presence geographically.
Aqua Security’s total funding since its founding in 2015 now totals $265 million. The company’s focus on
cloud native security has enabled enterprises adopting technologies such as Kubernetes and containers,
serverless, and other cloud-based workloads to accelerate their business while meeting strict compliance
and security requirements. Aqua Security’s customer list includes some of the world’s leading organizations
including 5 of the top 10 banks in the world.
Ramat Gan's Aqua Security is the largest pure-play cloud native security company, providing customers
the freedom to innovate and run their businesses with minimal friction. The Aqua Cloud Native Security
Platform provides prevention, detection, and response automation across the entire application lifecycle to
secure the build, secure cloud infrastructure and secure running workloads wherever they are deployed.
Aqua customers are among the world’s largest enterprises in financial services, software, media,
manufacturing and retail, with implementations across a broad range of cloud providers and modern
technology stacks spanning containers, serverless functions, and cloud VMs. (Aqua Security 10.03)
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2.9. Israel's First Digital Bank Starts Operations
First Digital Bank, the first new bank in Israel since 1978, started operations on 14 March on a trial basis
and said it planned to open to the public later in 2021. The bank, which Israel's banking regulator approved
last year, has 140 staff and has begun opening accounts and providing all banking services for a closed
group of customers.
First Digital Bank was founded by Amnon Shashua, co-founder of Intel's autonomous car business
Mobileye. Shashua has invested $60 million into the venture and the bank said it would raise additional
funds to expand its operations. Shashua said the bank will use artificial intelligence and other innovative
technologies to meet customer needs.
The bank will have no branches and will focus on retail services, including extending credit to households
and accepting deposits. Opening accounts will be done online. In the third quarter, the bank will offer its
services to 1,000 additional customers before opening to the general public towards the end of 2021. Israel
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has five main banking groups, led by HaPoalim and Leumi, which together account for more than half of
the market. (ILH 15.03)
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2.10.

Datagen Raises $18.5 Million

Datagen Technologies has raised $18.5 million led by Viola Ventures, with participation by existing
investors including TLV Partners and Spider Capital. Other notable backers include Michael J. Black of the
Max Planck Institute, Gal Cheshik, Director of AI at Nvidia, Anthony Goldbloom, CEO and founder of
Kaggle, and Trevor Darrell, founder of UC Berkeley’s AI Research Lab. Datagen will use the funding to
grow its R&D and expand into new markets.
Datagen stands out in the fast-growing computer vision field by creating visual simulations and recreations
of the real world, as a better solution to the publicly available datasets currently being used by computer
vision teams. These often include images of real people and places scraped off the internet or manually
captured from the real-world using labor-intensive operations. Datagen's simulated data creation tools
avoid the privacy pitfalls and unconscious biases that arise from these data collection and annotation
methods.
Datagen creates “human” data --things like body movements and skin textures -- but also builds the entire
environment by mimicking the statistical patterns found in "real world" data like lighting and background
imagery. It then tests its data against real-world images to ensure accuracy. Controlling the physics of a
simulated environment allows machine learning models to be trained more efficiently and at a far greater
scale, eliminating current bottlenecks of relying on manual collection of real-world imagery. This gives
developers compliance-free types of data that avoid ethnic or gender discrimination and which they can
use to build applications without fear of tainting their products with real, personal or sensitive data such as
faces or vehicle license plates - issues that have set off alarms with regulators around the world – and
threaten to slow development of the artificial intelligence industry.
Tel Aviv's Datagen is a pioneer in the new field of Simulated Data aimed at photo-realistically recreating
the world around us, with a focus on humans and human-environment interaction. The company works
with innovative companies across a wide range of industries and is supported by some of the most
respected investors in the AI field. Viola Ventures is Israel’s leading technology-focused investment group
with more than $3 billion assets under management, through separate arms which operate independently
with dedicated investment teams, different investors and portfolio companies, while sharing access to
value-added services and professionals. TLV Partners is an early stage venture capital firm that invests in
Israeli entrepreneurs across different verticals. It was founded in 2015 and is based in Tel Aviv, and has
invested in more than 30 companies. (Datagen Technologies 16.03)
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2.11.

Argon Exits Stealth & Launches Security Solution Protecting the DevOps Pipeline

Argon emerged from stealth mode as the first unified security solution that protects all stages of the
continuous integration/continuous delivery (CI/CD) pipeline and ensures the integrity of the software
development lifecycle (SDLC).
Argon seamlessly connects to the existing CI/CD pipelines via an agentless implementation and instantly
maps the development environment, assets, and user activities. The solution prioritizes and automates
remediation of alerts according to security best practices and compliance rules, ensuring zero trust
deployment. Argon's code-tampering detection technology performs validity checks on every step of the
CI/CD process to confirm no tampering has occurred. Argon is launching with 15 employees after raising
more than $4 million in initial funding led by Hyperwise Ventures.
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Tel Aviv's Argon enables DevOps and security teams to create tamper proof software delivery pipelines
from commit to release. Argon first-to-market security solution delivers visibility, security and integrity to
your CI/CD pipeline, ensuring trust in your software releases. (Argon 16.03)
3. REGIONAL PRIVATE SECTOR NEWS
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3.1. Anghami is First MENA Startup to List on NASDAQ via SPAC Merger
Anghami, the Abu Dhabi-based music-streaming service that claims over 70 million users, will be listed on
the NASDAQ stock exchange by merging with a blank-check company. Anghami, Arabic for “my tunes,”
merged with Vistas Media Acquisition Company, a special purpose acquisition company set up last year.
This marks the first listing on NASDAQ by a home-grown non-Israeli Middle Eastern tech company.
Anghami was valued at close to $300 million. The transaction includes a combined $40 million commitment
from UAE financial firm Shuaa Capital and the parent of the SPAC sponsor in so-called PIPE -- private
investment in public equity – financing. SPACs are often formed to allow private companies to raise fresh
funds to grow and list directly without having to go through the costly and time-consuming initial public
offering process.
Despite the shockwaves of the coronavirus pandemic, regional startups have attracted around $1 billion in
funding in 2020, 13% more than the previous year, according to Dubai-based Magnitt.
Anghami relocated its headquarters from Lebanon to Abu Dhabi at the start of 2021 in partnership with the
Abu Dhabi Investment Office. It was a coup for Abu Dhabi, which has been courting tech companies and
startups as part of its efforts to diversify the oil-dependent economy.
Anghami, founded in Beirut in 2012, has grown to become one of the region’s most popular streaming
platforms. It delivers about 1 billion streams per month, offering 57 million songs to more than 70 million
registered users. With offices across the Arab world, Anghami is vying for regional hegemony with Spotify
Technology SA and Deezer SA. Anghami worked in 2020 with JPMorgan to raise fresh capital and explore
strategic options as it looked to expand, sources told Bloomberg at the time. More recently, Shuaa Capital
also invested in the music platform. (Anghami 03.03)
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3.2. EDGE & IAI to Develop Advanced Counter UAS Solution
EDGE, the UAE’s advanced technology group for defense, agreed on a MoU with Israel Aerospace
Industries (IAI) to develop an advanced C-UAS (Counter-Unmanned Aircraft System) tailored to the UAE
market, with wider ranging benefits for the MENA region and beyond. Through leveraging IAI’s proven CUAS solutions that are applied around the world to detect, identify and intercept a broad range of threats,
EDGE, a young and disruptive company that recently launched a series of aerospace solutions, is
leveraging its subsidiary, SIGN4L, a leading provider of electronic warfare services and solutions for
national security, to collaborate with the Israeli defense manufacturer.
Comprising advanced 3D radar, COMINT (communications intelligence), and Electro-Optic technologies
that are integrated into a unified command and control system, the C-UAS is fully autonomous requiring no
human intervention. A series of countermeasures, ranging from soft-kill solutions such as spoofing and
jamming, to hard-kill capabilities such as lasers and electromagnetic pulses, are offered based on the level
of threat and targeted operating environment.
Both SIGN4L and IAI will leverage their technical capabilities to develop the system in response to specific
customer needs. Further support will be available via IAI’s partnership with Belgium Advanced Technology
Systems which has a technical and marketing presence in the region.
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Established in 1953, Israel Aerospace Industries (IAI) is a world-leading aerospace and defense company
innovating and delivering state-of-the-art technologies in space, air, land, naval, cyber & homeland security
for defense and commercial markets. Combining the “Start-up Nation” spirit of innovation with decades of
combat-proven experience, IAI provides customers with tailor-made, cutting-edge solutions to the unique
challenges they face including satellites, UAVs, missiles, intelligence solutions, weapon systems, air
defense systems, robotic systems, radars, business jets, aero-structures and more.
Abu Dhabi's EDGE is an advanced technology group established to develop agile, bold and disruptive
solutions for defense and beyond. Enabling a secure future, it is dedicated to bringing innovative
technologies and services to market with greater speed and efficiency. Consolidating over 25 entities, it
offers expertise across five core clusters: Platforms & Systems, Missiles & Weapons, Cyber Defense,
Electronic Warfare & Intelligence and Mission Support. (EDGE 15.03)
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3.3. XITRICON to Deliver Rootstock Cloud ERP to the Middle East
San Ramon, California's Rootstock Software, a leading provider of cloud Enterprise Resource Planning
(ERP) solutions built on the Salesforce platform, announced a partnership with XITRICON, a Dubaiheadquartered company that specializes in planning, configuration, and implementation of enterprise
solutions, such as ERP and customer relationship management (CRM).
XITRICON operates in Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates,
countries comprising the Gulf Cooperation Council. It also has a development and resource center in Sri
Lanka. XITRICON will engage as a true channel partner, handling sales, implementations, and day-to-day
support.
Dubai's XITRICON specializes in planning, configuration, and implementation of enterprise solutions and
has a recognized team of business consultants conducting every step of the process. With over 15 years
of experience, its team consists of experts in a wide variety of industries worldwide. (Rootstock Software
10.03)
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3.4. Pure Harvest Smart Farms Secures $60 Million in Growth Funding
Abu Dhabi's Pure Harvest Smart Farms, a world-leading, sustainable technology-enabled agribusiness,
has secured $50 million in growth funding through an Islamic structured finance solution, led by SHUAA
Capital. This unique growth-financing/ venture-debt solution is a highly structured Sukuk with embedded
warrants, which reflects the innovative financing capabilities of SHUAA Capital. The sukuk comes on the
heels of a successful second growth equity raise of $10 million, led by Sancta Capital in January 2021.
Founded in Abu Dhabi on the premise that the region needs local, sustainable food sources, Pure Harvest
is soon to complete its third hybrid greenhouse growing system within the Emirates, is currently constructing
its beachhead in Saudi Arabia, and has announced a further €39 million expansion project in Kuwait. Upon
completion of its new projects the company will produce a variety of tomatoes, leafy greens and berries,
with plans to continue to diversify its offering in the future. The capital raised through these transactions
will be used to support Pure Harvest’s capacity expansions, attract new talent to the company’s fast-growing
team, advance research & development activities (including various innovation projects in partnership with
the Abu Dhabi Investment Office), and to facilitate new market entry.
Pure Harvest has proven that the Gulf can serve as an excellent agricultural base, where abundant sunlight,
vast land, affordable electricity and labor, and ample CO2 can be optimized to beat the landed cost of
comparable quality imported fresh produce from industrial greenhouses within Europe, resulting in
compelling production economics. The company is enhancing the region’s food security, providing

The Fortnightly may also be found at our Web site of: http://www.atid-edi.com

consumers fresher and more sustainable choices, creating local jobs, and driving lucrative opportunities for
investors. (Pure Harvest 15.03)
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3.5. Grubtech Secures $3.4 Million Pre-Series A Funding
Grubtech has secured a $3.4 million Pre–Series A funding. Investors included large regional family offices,
a US-based venture capital firm as well as reputable angel investors. Having already deployed its solution
across hundreds of brands and processed hundreds of thousands of orders, Grubtech will use the funds to
further accelerate product development and capitalize on increased demand from MENA, Europe and the
Americas.
The F&B sector is rapidly transforming driven by strong demand for online food delivery that has been
catalyzed by the pandemic. This has forced restauranteurs to adapt their business models to focus on
delivery, mainly through food aggregators such as Talabat, Deliveroo and Hunger Station. In addition, it
has accelerated the growth of cloud kitchens around the world. Grubtech has been purpose built to cater
to the digital transformation of the F&B sector by building an end-to-end operating system that tackles the
friction points arising from operating a high volume food delivery business, and unlocks the ability to serve
multiple delivery-only brands from a single location. Grubtech’s fast growing client base include large cloud
kitchens and restaurant groups in the MENA region and abroad. The start-up is releasing a self-serve
version for smaller chains shortly as it looks to power the next generation of champions in the food delivery
space.
Dubai's GrubTech https://www.grubtech.com/ is an end-to-end operating system for restaurants and cloud
kitchens, which streamlines day-to-day operations with different tools. Grubtech solves the fragmented
rest-tech landscape by integrating with third parties like food aggregators, logistics providers, points-of-sale
solutions and ERPs. Its product streamlines operations with the ultimate goal of maximizing kitchen
utilization, reducing the order to doorbell journey whilst reducing costs. The platform provides restaurant
owners the ability to quickly and efficiently serve multiple brands from one location, creating what is known
as micro cloud kitchens, and maximizing revenue from existing supply chains and resources. (Grubtech
16.03)
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3.6. Saudi Arabia’s Alhokair to Take Minority Stake in E-Commerce Platform Vogacloset
Saudi Arabian retailer Fawaz Abdulaziz Alhokair has agreed to buy a minority stake in e-commerce platform
VogaCloset, seeking to boost its online presence. Alhokair said it will acquire 25.5% of the share capital in
the UK-based e-commerce company, with the $18.4 million transaction funded through its own resources.
Online store VogaCloset caters to “fashion enthusiasts” in the Middle East. Shopping mall owner and
operator Arabian Centres, founded by Alhokair and spun off in a 2019 listing, will also acquire shares in
VogaCloset as part of the deal.
Mall operators in the Gulf region have been delaying new mega-projects as the COVID-19 pandemic and
low oil prices upend a retail sector built around huge centers catering to tourists and wealthy locals. Alhokair
said VogaCloset could ultimately be integrated with a joint venture established by Alhokair and Arabian
Centres to help to build the two Saudi companies’ multi-channel experience for consumers and merchants.
(Google 03.03)
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3.7. Lendo Raises $7.2 Million in a Series A Round
Lendo has raised a $7.2 million in Series A funding round, led by Derayah Ventures, with participation from
Seedra, Shorooq Partners, 500 Startups, and Impact46. Founded in 2019, Lendo offers SMEs to digitally
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pre-finance their outstanding invoices. Whilst the lockdown period presented acute cash burn pressure for
most SME businesses as activity levels fell off, Lendo was able to help them maintain sustainable levels of
working capital.
The platform provides solutions to two major pain points in the SME finance market. First, the limited
options for SME businesses to borrow cash quickly and easily, and second, the limited short-term options
that offer higher returns for investors/lenders. Lendo is licensed by SAMA (Saudi Central Bank) under the
Sandbox Environment Program. The new funds will be deployed to accelerate the company's plans to
deepen its platform capabilities and expand the product offering with a more sector-focused solution-based
approach.
Riyadh's Lendo is a FinTech startup, with a Peer-to-Peer lending platform with core focus towards SMEs
debt finance. The platform offers a variety of financing products for SMEs with an initial focus towards preinvoicing finance. (Lendo 14.03)
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3.8. KSA-Based Healthtech Platform Sanar Raises Seed Funding
Sanar, the Saudi Arabia-based digital healthcare platform, has raised an undisclosed Seed funding round,
led by Impact46. The Sanar platform provides users with multiple telemedicine and at-home health care
services. Its services range from video/chat specialized clinic consultation, home nursing care, lab tests at
home, and physiotherapy sessions with healthcare professionals. Since the launch of the platform in 2019,
Sanar has on-bordered more than 450 Saudi doctors and consultants, providing their services virtually in
over 24 clinics.
Sanar aims to establish a virtual hospital that provides integrated medical services, crossing the boundaries
of distances. Sanar is contributing to providing innovative technology and a service, close to what is
provided in health centers and hospitals, on a large scale covering major cities and small towns across the
Kingdom. Sanar continuously expands the scope of its work, by successfully managing the on-boarding of
major insurance companies, and partnerships with institutions in the public and private sectors, to develop
its services and achieve its mission. Sanar's aim is to contribute to a healthy society, and empower all
members to have access to necessary medical care at their convenience. The funding round will support
Sanar’s mission of raising the quality of healthcare and revolutionizing the way people perceive it. (Sanar
09.03)
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3.9. Mideast’s Largest Car-Sharing App Set to Expand in Saudi Arabia
Dubai's Ekar, the Middle East’s first and largest car-sharing platform, is planning to more than double its
workforce in Saudi Arabia this year as it sees demand for its services in the Kingdom continue to grow.
Founded in 2016, Ekar started as a 15 vehicle pilot program for Etihad Airways and has now grown to
around 2,000 cars across the UAE and Saudi Arabia, with plans to increase its fleet to 10,000 by the end
of this year. Customers can scan to find the nearest car to their location and, once they book the vehicle,
the app opens the door and the key to the engine is located inside. The cars can be rented per minute or
on a subscription basis.
As a private company Ekar does not reveal its financial details, but it said despite travel restrictions due to
the coronavirus pandemic, its business grew by 16.3% year-on-year in 2020. In November last year, the
company launched Ekar Fleet, which allows car rental companies to upload their spare fleet of cars to the
app. Initial results have been positive for the fleet service and, as a result, he is forecasting a surge in
business. Saudi Arabia remains a key market and the company’s subscription model set to be launched in
Riyadh in April. (AN 06.03)
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3.10.

Koinz Closes $4.8 Million Seed Funding Round

Cairo's Koinz, the Egypt-based F&B startup, has raised $4.8 million in a seed funding round, led by Justin
Mateen, with participation from 4DX Ventures and strategic angel investors in Egypt, Turkey and Saudi
Arabia. Koinz builds technology tools that empower restaurants of all sizes in the Middle East to quickly
increase revenue through meaningful, rewarding, and data-driven interactions with their customer base.
The platform allows restaurants to acquire new customers that use its mobile app for takeout and delivery
orders. It also allows restaurants to access and take action on this new customer base as well as bridge
the gap between offline and online customer activity (those coming in through the Koinz aggregator and
those visiting locations in person).
The startup was founded in 2018. Its founders recognized that most tech platforms in the F&B industry
charged fees that erode restaurant owner’s profit margins while delivering limited customer access and
interaction. Koinz aims to bridge the gap so that restaurants of all sizes can make smarter business
decisions and quickly increase revenue. It aims to collect and track real-time data on customer behavior,
improve customer satisfaction and leverage a digital rewarding system. Nearly 4 million consumers in the
Middle East have earned points on Koinz by ordering at their favorite local restaurants, the startup states.
The platform is currently available to restaurant owners in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. With the new
capital, Koinz will hire more talent and fuel the company’s expansion across the Middle East. (Koinz 08.03)
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3.11.

Dayra Receives Y Combinator’s Backing, Raising $3 Million in Pre-Seed

Cairo-based fintech Dayra has joined Y Combinator and raised $3 million in a pre-seed round that includes
a mix of equity and debt financing. The round includes investment from Tanmiya Capital Ventures, EFG
EV, EFG Hermes and different angel investors. Dayra raised the majority of these funds last year and
closed the round with the investment from Y Combinator. The fintech is part of ongoing YC’s Winter 2021
(YC W21) batch and has received the standard $125,000 investment as part of the accelerator program.
Founded in early 2020, Cairo's Dayra is a data-driven fintech company providing financial services to
unbanked gig-workers and micro-businesses via API integration. Dayra enables companies of different
sizes to provide financial services to their workforce through APIs and its mobile app.
Dayra has started with a focus on temporary workers who work as independent contractors for online
platforms (think drivers of ride-hailing services, couriers of food delivery apps, etc.), and micro-businesses
(like neighborhood grocery stores, small restaurants, etc.). The majority of these workers in Egypt are
unbanked so it’s not very easy for the digital platforms they work with to pay them for their services. They
have to rely either on cash or multiple third-parties and do a lot of manual work to make it happen. That’s
where Dayra helps.
The Egyptian fintech enables these platforms to use its APIs to add financial services in their own apps or
have the gig workers access them using Dayra’s app. The payments to gig workers (or micro-business
owners where applicable) are handled by Dayra. Its services include virtual bank accounts, prepaid cards,
and access to credit. Interestingly, Dayra’s default rate for loans stands at zero which is generally
unthinkable in consumer finance products. As the company has access to transactional data of the users
it offers loans to, it assigns credit scores to build their financial identities which helps with the screening
process. Dayra’s handling of payments also helps the company a great deal. Y Combinator takes 7% of
every company that goes through its accelerator program which is an expensive deal for a startup that has
already raised over $2.5 million. (MENA Bytes 10.03)
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3.12.

Libya Selects HID Global to Launch First ePassport Program

Austin, Texas' HID Global, a worldwide leader in trusted identity solutions, has deployed the government
of Libya’s first diplomatic and special ePassport program. HID provided Libya’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(MOFA) with HID Integrale, a secure end-to-end solution that expedites the application and issuance
processes and manages the entire ePassport lifecycle. For improved security, the redesigned and
modernized booklets include a durable polycarbonate datapage and are personalized using new laser
engraving and chip encryption equipment. HID Global designed, engineered and delivered the identity
solution to the Libyan government in four months, even amid travel restrictions due to the COVID-19
pandemic.
To ensure compliance with ICAO standards, HID Integrale’s public key infrastructure (PKI) service creates
and manages Libya’s Country Signing Certification Authority (CSCA) keys and certificates to sign
personalized eDocuments and enable verification. By implementing the PKI service, Libya can connect
with the ICAO Public Key Directory, which enables the global use of their new ePassports and the potential
for future security enhancements, such as biometrics. In addition, the solution’s web-based platform makes
it possible for HID engineers to efficiently train the ministry’s staff as part of HID Integrale’s customer support
package. (HID Global 10.03)
4. CLEAN TECH & ENVIRONMENTAL DEVELOPMENTS
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4.1. First-Ever Green Tech Deal Signed Between Emirati & Israeli Companies
A deal signed between the Israeli company Gulf-Israel Green Ventures (GIGV) and the Emirati United Stars
Group (USG), lays the groundwork for the trade of green technologies between the two countries. The Gulf
countries have set ambitious environmental goals, which are rapidly developing, and Israel has a lot to
offer. The deal is intended to facilitate trade specifically in green technologies between the countries. The
partner companies already are working on a joint project in a large commercial and residential development
project being built in Dubai.
In November 2020, the Emirati Cabinet approved a comprehensive environmental policy. The policy lists
eight key subjects, which include, for example, climate change and environmental protection. The plan
sets such long-term goals as reducing energy consumption by 40% by 2030 and, for 2050, increasing the
percentage of clean energy being used to 50% of all energy use. An additional reason behind the deal is
the scale of development currently taking place in the Gulf. (The Media Line 01.03)
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4.2. H2Pro Raises $22 Million
H2Pro has closed a $22 million Series A2 financing round led by Breakthrough Energy Ventures (BEV), IN
Venture and Sumitomo Corp. Also participating were existing investors iAngels, TPY Capital, Contrarian
Ventures and Bazan (Oil Refineries) and new investors Horizon Ventures, New Fortress Energy (NFE) and
OurCrowd.
H2Pro is developing a water splitting device that is expected to reach 95% efficiency, operate at higher
pressure, and cost significantly less than an electrolyzer. H2Pro says that the system will support
intermittent use of and reduce the cost of renewable energy. The company says that H2Pro's technology
will allow $1/kg green hydrogen at scale, making it the world's lowest cost green hydrogen. H2Pro says
that the funds raised in the latest financing round will be used to support development of the technology
and financer scale-up of the company's manufacturing capabilities.
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Caesarea's https://www.h2pro.co/ H2PRO was founded in 2019 by leading hydrogen experts from the
Technion (Israel Institute of Technology). The company’s mission is to enable the wide scale adoption of
sustainable hydrogen fuel by introducing a novel production technology E-TAC. (H2Pro 10.03)
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4.3. Egypt & Belgium to Jointly Promote Green Hydrogen
Belgium’s DEME Group will work with Egypt on exploring green hydrogen under a MoU with the oil and
electricity ministries and the Egyptian navy. The MoU will be followed by studies to look into producing the
gas on a trial basis, as a step towards expanding this field, possibly for export. The agreement followed a
meeting last month between President El Sisi and three CEOs of a Belgium alliance of infrastructure players
including DEME, Fluxys and the company running the Port of Antwerp. Egypt is currently probing green
hydrogen, which is produced without burning fossils, as a cleaner energy source to integrate into its energy
mix by 2035. Siemens was brought on board earlier this year for a pilot project. (Various 07.03)
5. ARAB STATE DEVELOPMENTS
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5.1. Lebanese Minimum Wage Down by 84% Amid the Currency Crisis
For the past two years, social unrest has been an everyday headline in Lebanon. Between the economic,
health and the currency crises, the employment market is deteriorating underneath the feeble look of the
state. In this context, a Beirut-based consultancy firm “Information International” has published a study that
revealed the crash of the minimum wage in Lebanon following the devaluation of the Lebanese pound. The
study lists the salaries and wages as defined by Law No. 46/2017 at both the official exchange rate of 1,500
LBP/USD and the black market exchange rate around 9,400 per USD.
The study declares that the minimum wage has declined by 84% following the crash of the Lebanese pound.
The Law 46/2017 sets the minimum wage at LBP 675,000 which is practically equal to no more than $72,
among the lowest in the world after Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, and Angola with each has the minimum wage
of $67, $62 and $58, respectively. This decline has a remarkable impact on people’s salaries in the public
sector of various ranks. For instance, a Lebanese University professor whose salary was worth $2,466
(LBP 3.7 million) before the devaluation is now worth $394. Similarly, a soldier (Grade 1) who was being
paid $864 on the official exchange rate is now earning $138. The same for judicial salaries, the highest
salary earned by judges has decreased from $6,233 to $995.
Needless to mention, the private sector has also been devastated by the currency crisis. According to the
study, 5% of the private companies are still paying their employees in dollar currency. Meanwhile, some
other institutions are paying their employees partially in foreign currency, others have embraced the rate of
3,900 USD/LBP, whilst the majority keeps paying them in Lebanese pound just like before the crisis without
any change. In addition, employees in the commerce and industry sector had salaries between 1 million
and 2.5 million LBP, these salaries are worth today $106 and $266. Last but not least, the study declares
that banking sector employees are among the best in terms of salaries as they get 16 salaries per year,
averaging of LBP 3.4 million, worth today only $361.
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5.2. Jordan's Inflation Rises Slightly During January & February
Jordan's Consumer Price Index (CPI) rose by 0.02% to 101.56 points during the first two months of 2021,
against 101.55 points in the corresponding period of 2020. The Department of Statistics (DoS) said on 15
March that the CPI edged up by 0.38% in February to 101.91 points against 101.52 points in the same
month of last year. Compared with January's figures, February's CPI increased by 0.69%. On the
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cumulative level, the CPI in January and February reached 69.10 points compared with 68.22 points in the
same period last year, indicating an increase of 1.18%, the DoS indicated. (Petra 15.03)
►►Arabian Gulf
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5.3. UAE to Operate Second Barakah Nuclear Power Plant
The UAE announced the issuance of a license to operate the second unit of the Barakah nuclear power
plant in Abu Dhabi’s Al-Dhafra region, state news agency WAM reported on 9 March. The Nawah Energy
Company – which is responsible of operating unit one to four of the power plant - became authorized to
operate the second unit over the next 60 years, the report said.
The extensive evaluation process during the past five years included a review of the design of the nuclear
plant, and a geographical and demographic analysis of its location. The evaluation process also included
the cooling and safety systems of the nuclear reactor, security measures, emergency preparedness
procedures, radioactive waste management, and other technical aspects. The authority also reviewed the
readiness of the Nawah Energy Company in making available all the necessary procedures and measures
to ensure the safety and security standards of the power plant. (AN 09.03)
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5.4. E-Commerce Sales in Dubai Seen Jumping to $27 Billion in 2022
E-commerce sales in Dubai are projected to jump 23% to reach $27 billion in 2022, driven by the COVID19-led digital shift, according to the Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry. The forecast, based on
new market analysis, reflects a major opportunity for retailers in the Middle East and around the world to
transform their business models, accelerate digital transformation, and find new ways to innovate and
connect with their customers. Indeed, overall MENA online sales forecast to jump to $50 billion by end2022 on pandemic impact. Referring to the GCC in particular, the region’s retail market is projected to
more than double from $24 billion in 2020 to reach $50 billion by 2025. (Various 13.03)
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5.5. Oman Agrees to $2.2 Billion Loan with a Large Group of Banks
Oman has raised $2.2 billion with a loan in a deal which attracted interest from a large group of regional
and international lenders. The Sultanate, rated sub-investment grade by all major credit rating agencies,
had been working with a group of banks to raise a $1.1 billion loan, which could have gone up to $2 billion
depending on the market. The deal was eventually completed at $2.2 billion, albeit Oman’s Ministry of
Finance did not immediately comment.
Oman expects a 2021 budget deficit of 2.24 billion Omani rials ($5.82 billion). To make up the shortfall, the
government aims to raise about 1.6 billion rials through borrowing and draw 600 million rials from its
reserves. It was the first Gulf government to tap the international bond markets this year, raising $3.25
billion in three-part bonds in January, taking advantage of positive market conditions to replenish state
coffers battered by the coronavirus crisis.
The new loan has a 15-month maturity with the possibility to extend it by an additional 12 months at the
borrower’s discretion, the sources said. It attracted interest from more than a dozen international and
regional lenders, which offered around $3 billion for the deal, one of the sources said. Oman’s external
debt maturing this and next year amounts to $10.7 billion, or about 7.5% of GDP, S&P Global Ratings has
said. (Various 03.03)
Back to Table of Contents

The Fortnightly may also be found at our Web site of: http://www.atid-edi.com

5.6. Saudi Real Estate Refinance Co. Launches SAR 4 Billion in Islamic Bonds
Saudi Real Estate Refinance Co (SRC) has issued SAR 4 billion ($1.07 billion) in a two-tranche private
placement of Islamic bonds, or sukuk. The issuance was SRC's third in the local currency, but the first to
be guaranteed by the Saudi finance ministry. SRC, which tripled its balance sheet over 2020, is also
planning to issue sukuk denominated in U.S. dollars by end-2021 and has mandated four international and
domestic banks to arrange an international issuance program. It will likely issue between $500 million and
$1 billion in the third or fourth quarter, subject to negotiations with the finance ministry, which would also
guarantee that paper. The offer will likely be 10-12 years.
It was the first issuance guaranteed by the Saudi finance ministry since a 15 billion riyal sukuk issue by the
General Authority of Civil Aviation in 2012. SRC, modelled on U.S. mortgage finance firm Fannie Mae and
owned by sovereign wealth fund PIF, is also considering issuing covered bonds and syndicated loans. The
company will look to securitize a portfolio of loans, on the basis of which investors would be repaid under
their investment, he said, adding it would be off SRC's balance sheet.
Saudi Arabia exceeded its own target of 60% of its nationals to own homes by 2020. The target for 2030
is 70% from 62% at present. The mortgage market reached close to 500 billion riyals at the end of last
year, just below the housing ministry target for 2020, despite the COVID-19 pandemic. New mortgages in
2020 alone amounted to SAR 130-140 billion, up from SAR 76 billion in 2019 and around SAR 30 billion in
2018. The size of real estate financing relative to Saudi Arabia's gross domestic product is 7-8%, a relatively
low ratio compared to other G20 countries. (NASDAQ 09.03)
►►North Africa
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5.7. Good News for Egypt's Economic Growth in the Second Quarter of FY20/21
Egypt’s economy grew 2% in Q2/20-21, accelerating from 0.7% the previous quarter as the tourism sector
contracted at a slower pace, Planning Minister El Said said during a cabinet meeting on 10 March.
Manufacturing and Suez Canal revenues — which had slumped thanks to the pandemic — also contracted
more slowly than at the height of the pandemic in Q1/20-21. Growth during the first half of the fiscal year
clocked in at 1.35%, a significant y-o-y drop from the pre-COVID 5.6% growth rate recorded in H1/19-20,
Logistics, agriculture, education, and healthcare continued to lead the rebound, achieving positive growth
between July 2020 and January 2021. Growth rates in these sectors accelerated y-o-y after the
government eased covid-19 restrictions in July. The Egyptian economy is expected to grow 2.8% this
quarter, which ends on 31 March, and 5.3% in the final quarter of the fiscal year ending 30 June.
Concerning inflation, Cairo expects the annual urban headline rate to average between 4.8% and 6.8% this
fiscal year, while inflation figures released by CAPMAS showed a slight rise to 4.5% in February from 4.3%
in January.
Fuel prices will likely remain unchanged when the government’s fuel pricing committee meets in the next
few weeks. The Finance Ministry is expected to underestimate the average Brent oil price assumption even
if oil prices stay at $70/bbl for the coming four months, which would add on another EGP 16-18 billion to
the state fuel subsidy bill. Spending on fuel subsidies dropped 45% y-o-y in H1/20-21 to EGP 8.2 billion.
(Enterprise 11.03)
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5.8. Egypt's Inflation Edges Up in February as Education & Tobacco Costs Rise
Egypt's annual urban inflation accelerated to 4.5% in February, up from 4.3% the previous month, CAPMAS
announced. The increase came after a drop in January, when the headline rate fell from 5.4% and in
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December, when it slowed down from November’s five-month high of 5.7%. On a monthly basis, prices
ticked up 0.2%, partly reversing a drop of -0.4% in January.
The increase can be attributed to rising education, tobacco costs. It came as education costs surged 30%
y-o-y nationwide. Rent also increased on a monthly basis, as well as the price of electricity and cooking
gas. The increase in those outpaced a drop in food prices, which fell 0.5% y-o-y after having already
dropped in January and December.
Annual core inflation — which strips out volatile items such as food and fuel — remained unchanged at
3.6% in February, according to central bank figures. On a monthly basis, the core rate dropped to 0.3%
from 0.5%. (CAPMAS 10.03)
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5.9. Egyptian Expat Remittances Increase to $29.6 Billion During 2020
Egyptian expat remittances grew by 10.5% during 2020 to reach $29.6 billion, up from $26.8% in 2019, the
Central Bank of Egypt (CBE) announced on 14 March. The CBE said that the remittances increased to
$7.5 billion from October to December 2020, up from $7 billion in the same period of 2019. In February,
the CBE revealed that remittances reached $27.1 billion from January to November 2020, up from $24.2
billion a year prior, an increase of 11.9%.
Egypt’s net international reserves (NIRs) rose for the ninth month in a row to reach $40.2 billion by end of
February, up from $40.1 billion in January, according to the CBE. Egypt’s account deficit is expected to
see a marginal widening in FY2021/2022 amid the ongoing COVID-19 crisis, according to Fitch Ratings.
Fitch expects remittances and tourism receipt inflows to Egypt to drop, as the full impact of the pandemic
shock crystallizes in the current FY2020/2021, which ends in June. In March, Fitch affirmed Egypt’s longterm foreign currency issuer default rating at B+ with a stable outlook. (CBE 15.03)
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5.10.

El Sisi Ratifies OECD Dual Taxation Standards

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) convention on double taxation is
now official in Egypt after President El Sisi ratified an agreement Egypt first signed in 2017 to modify its
double taxation treaties with other countries. Tax officials will now begin revising over 30 bilateral
agreements the country had signed in the past on double taxation. Egypt is now the 26th country to ratify
the treaty, which has so far been signed by a total of 95 nations.
The convention will allow Egypt to grow tax revenue from e-commerce as it will redistribute taxes paid by
tech companies such as Facebook and YouTube based on where the income is coming from. As things
stand, e-commerce companies with cross-border operations pay taxes only in countries where they’re
registered.
A draft E-Commerce Act is currently with the Madbouly Cabinet for review and is expected to make its way
to the Egyptian House of Representatives soon. The proposed law would, if passed, provide a clear tax
framework for online ads and the sale of goods and services and potentially net new taxes from the
operations of tech giants including Google, Netflix, Amazon and Facebook in Egypt. (Enterprise 07.03)
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5.11.

World Bank Supports Egypt's Rail Reforms

The safety and quality of service of Egypt’s railways are getting an upgrade with a $440 million loan from
the World Bank, which reached an agreement with the International Cooperation Ministry to allocate the
funding for the Railway Improvement and Safety for Egypt (RISE) project.
The RISE project is valued at a total $681.1 million, which includes the World Bank’s loan and another
$241.1 million the Egyptian National Railways (ENR) will contribute. The World Bank’s financing will help
finance signaling modernization and rail track upgrades, with a focus on the Cairo-Beni Suef segment of
the rail network. The project will also buttress reforms needed to enhance ENR’s performance and
competitiveness. RISE will support the momentum for reform and the demand for urban mobility and
reliable public transport, integral to achieving the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. (Ent 07.03)
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5.12.

Morocco Adopts Bill Legalizing Medical Production of Cannabis

On 11 March, Morocco’s government adopted bill 13-21, intending to legalize the production of cannabis
for medicinal and therapeutic use. The Government Council adopted the bill in its weekly meeting after a
few weeks of discussion. After the approval, Morocco will be among the first countries on the African
continent to permit the use of cannabis for medical and therapeutic purposes. Observers were certain
Morocco would make such a move after the country voted to remove cannabis from the list of the UN’s
Schedule IV category of drugs that have limited or no therapeutic use.
The North African country was the only member of the UN Commission on Narcotics Drugs (NCD) in the
MENA to vote in favor of the cannabis’ removal from the list of toxic substances. Algeria, Bahrain, and
Egypt all voted against the removal.
A 2019 report from the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) identified Morocco as the
world’s largest producer of cannabis. The report found that Morocco produces over three times more than
the next contender, the European country Moldova. The production of cannabis increased from 35,653
tons in 2016 to 35,703 tons in 2017, according to the report. The country criminalizes the use of cannabis,
seizing tonnes of the drug and its derivatives on an annual basis. (MWN 11.03)
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5.13.

Morocco's Economy Less Free in 2020 According to the Freedom Index

Although its economy has remained moderately free, Morocco has lost six places in the Index of Economic
Freedom in its 2021 edition published by the Heritage Foundation, an American think tank and lobby based
in Washington, and the Wall Street Journal.
Measuring the impact of freedom and free markets in 186 countries, the index ranks the Kingdom 81st,
behind Montenegro and ahead of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Across North Africa, it ranks first ahead of
Tunisia (119th), Mauritania (128th), Egypt (130th) and Algeria (162nd). The Kingdom is also 6th in Africa,
behind Mauritius (13th), Rwanda (47th), Botswana (51st), the Seychelles (60th) and Cape Verde (77th).
In the MENA region, the Kingdom is in the 9th position, preceded by the United Arab Emirates (14th), Israel
(26th) and Qatar (31st), which are part of the free majority economies, Bahrain (40th), Saudi Arabia (63rd),
Jordan (69th), the Sultanate of Oman (71st) and Kuwait (74th).
Corruption still hinders economic freedom in Morocco. Indeed, while Morocco improves its performance in
terms of the rule of law and regulatory efficiency, it is still seen as lagging behind when it comes to freedom
of investment and financial freedom. However, the Kingdom’s scores for commercial freedom and tax
burden are falling. Morocco’s economy remained moderately free this year. Three areas in particular are
holding back greater economic freedom. The first is corruption, which undermines government integrity.
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The same source also mentions the judicial system, which, according to it, must be «strengthened to make
it more reliable and transparent would increase the effectiveness of the fight against official malfeasance.
Third, addressing labor market rigidities would improve productivity. (Yabiladi 10.03)
6. TURKISH, CYPRIOT & GREEK DEVELOPMENTS
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6.1. Erdoğan & Putin Remotely Inaugurate Akkuyu Nuclear Reactor Construction
On 10 March, Turkish President Erdoğan and Russian President Putin remotely inaugurated the
construction of a third nuclear reactor at the Akkuyu power plant in southern Turkey. Erdoğan called the
launch a “symbol of Turkish-Russian cooperation” signaling Turkey’s entrance into the "league of nuclear
energy countries,” as the pair vowed to continue their close cooperation.
Akkuyu is the first nuclear power plant to be built in Turkey. The project is being implemented by JSC
Akkuyu Nuclear, a subsidiary of Russian state nuclear corporation Rosatom, based on the
intergovernmental agreement signed by Russia and Turkey in May 2010. Officials broke ground on the
Akkuyu power plant in 2018 and the station is due to come online in 2023, the 100th anniversary of the
Republic of Turkey. The project has drawn controversy since it was first announced in 2010, including
among pundits and environmental groups, who maintain it will increase Turkey’s energy reliance on Russia
and its construction in an earthquake prone area. (Various 10.03)
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6.2. Turkey's Current Account Deficit Narrows to $1.87 Billion in January
Turkey recorded a current account deficit of $1.87 billion for the month of January, the central bank said.
The deficit shrank by $166 million from January last year. The 12-month rolling deficit stood at $36.6 billion,
or 5.1% of reported economic output, little changed from the end of last year. The January current account
gap was expected to total $1.7 billion, according to the average estimate in a poll of 12 economists
published by the state-run Anadolu news agency.
Turkey is seeking to reduce its deficit in goods and services with the rest of the world to help underpin the
value of the lira and to drive economic growth. The central bank hiked interest rates to 17% from 10.25%
in November and December partly to trim domestic demand for imports and foreign currency.
The central bank said the deficit in goods narrowed by $1.4 billion to $1.91 billion. A surplus in services
declined to $455 million from $1.12 billion. The current account, excluding gold and energy, posted a
surplus of $1.18 billion, a decline from the $3.02 billion recorded in January 2020, the bank said. Portfolio
investment recorded a net inflow of $4.83 billion. Non-residents bought a net $924 million of government
debt, while they sold a net $293 million of equities. Net direct investment totaled $194 million. Official
reserves recorded a net inflow of $3.57 billion, the central bank said. (Ahval 11.03)
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6.3. Turkey Sees 59% Decrease in Its Arms Imports Over Past Five Years
Turkey’s arms imports fell by 59% over the last five years, mainly due to the U.S. decision to halt the
deliveries of F-35 fighter jets to the country after Turkey acquired the Russian S-400 defense systems,
according to a new report by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI).
The United States excluded Turkey from an international consortium to build the F-35s in July 2019, after
it received the first batch of Russian S-400 air defense missiles, citing their incompatibility with NATO
systems. An increase in its weapons production is another factor contributing to the lowering of Turkey's
dependency on imports between 2016-2020, according to the report
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Turkey has seen a dramatic expansion in its defense industry in recent years, with a shift from arms
procurement to arms manufacture and sales. Domestic production now reportedly accounts for around
50% of Turkey’s defense sector, compared to 20% in 2003. There were 62 defense projects in Turkey in
2002, when President Erdoğan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP) took power. In 2018, this number
rose to 667. Official data for 2019 and 2020 isn’t available yet, but there are some 150 projects that started
recently. (Ahval 15.03)
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6.4. Nicosia Refutes EastMed Pipeline Being Re-Routed
Nicosia has refuted a newspaper report claiming a scenario has been floated for the ambitious EastMed
natural gas pipeline to bypass Cyprus’ Exclusive Economic Zone. The Greek daily To Vima, quoting
exclusive information, referred to a change of route of the €7 billion EastMed pipeline, which would
circumvent the Cypriot EEZ. It said the scenario was proposed by Egyptian President al-Sisi to Greek
Prime Minister Mitsotakis and discussed by the leaders of the countries involved in the project.
The EastMed pipeline aims to connect the gas reserves of the Eastern Mediterranean.
An
intergovernmental agreement was signed on 2 January 2020, in Athens between Greece, Cyprus and
Israel, regulating various maritime jurisdictions, environment and security issues. It also established a joint
working group to monitor and carry out the necessary work concerning the project. The EastMed project
has already secured €35 million in EU funding for four studies ready to be tendered. The pipeline is
expected to carry 9 to 12 billion cubic meters of natural gas a year from offshore reserves held by Israel
and Cyprus to Greece and then on to Italy and other south-eastern European countries. (fm 03.03)
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6.5. Cyprus's GDP Rises by 1.4%, While Employment Falls by 0.2% in Fourth Quarter
Cyprus GDP grew by 1.4% in the last quarter of the coronavirus-struck year of 2020, compared with the
previous quarter, while the rest of the European Union recorded a decrease of 0.5%, according to Eurostat.
Employment in the EU was up by 0.4%, while Cyprus’ employment rate decreased by 0.2%. GDP decline
in the EU followed a strong rebound in the third quarter of 2020 (+12.5% in the euro area and +11.6% in
the EU).
In 2020, GDP fell by 6.6% in the euro area and -6.2% in the EU, after recording growth of +1.3% and +1.6%
respectively in 2019. Compared with the same quarter of the previous year, seasonally adjusted GDP
decreased by 4.9% in the euro area and by 4.6% in the EU in Q4 2020, after -4.2% and -4.1% respectively
previous quarter. Cyprus economy shrunk by 4.5% year on year.
Meanwhile, employment increased 0.3% in the euro area and by 0.4% in the EU in Q4/20 but decreased 0.2% in Cyprus from the previous quarter. COVID-19 has cost millions of people in the EU their jobs, as
employment was 3.5 million people below the level of Q4 in 2019. (fm 09.03)
7. GENERAL NEWS AND INTEREST
*ISRAEL:
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7.1. Passover to be Celebrated Starting on 27 March
On Saturday night, 27 March, Israel and world Jewry will begin the week-long celebration of the Passover
(Pesach) holiday. Passover celebrates the liberation of the Jewish People from slavery in Egypt by the
hand of G-d. It is central to Jewish identity and Jewish practice, since the Exodus and life in the wilderness
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led to the true birth of the Jews as a distinct entity. Jacob and Josef came to Egypt numbering 70 souls
and Moses led 600,000 out after the defeat of Pharaoh. Probably the most significant observance related
to Pesach involves the removal of chametz (or leaven) from Jewish homes and businesses. This
commemorates the fact that the Jews leaving Egypt were in a hurry and did not have time to let their bread
rise (even converts to Judaism relate to the Exodus as if their own ancestors had left Egypt). Removing
chametz is also a symbolic way of removing the "puffiness" (arrogance, pride) from our souls. Instead of
chametz, a special non-leavened bread called matzah is consumed, among a myriad of other special
holiday dishes.
On the first night of Pesach (first two nights for Jews outside of Israel), there is a special family meal filled
with ritual to remind Jews of the significance of the holiday. This meal is called a seder, from a Hebrew
root word meaning "order," because there is a specific set of information that must be discussed in a specific
order. The seder is full of symbolism, all pointing to one salient point: that Jews all remember that G-d
took us out of slavery in Egypt to freedom to observe his Torah. Pesach lasts for seven days (eight days
outside of Israel). The first and last days of the holiday (first two and last two outside of Israel) are days on
which no work is permitted. Work is permitted on the intermediate days. These intermediate days on which
work is permitted are referred to as Chol Ha-Mo'ed, as are the intermediate days of Sukkot. Though work
is permitted, many take vacations and a full work environment returns only after the holiday. Passover
ends on 3 April in Israel, 4 April in the Diaspora.
7.2. Israeli Women More Likely to Remain Single After a Divorce than Men
As Israel marked International Women's Day, its female population numbered 4,677,700. Around 27% of
Israel's female population are aged 0 to 14, 60% are aged 15 to 64, and around 13% are aged 65 and over.
According to the survey's findings, 50.4% of Jewish women aged 25 to 29 were married, compared to 73%
of Arab women in the same age group by the end of 2018. In 2008, 53.8% of Jewish and other women
and 80.7% of Arab women were married. Among women aged 45 to 49, 10% of Jewish and other women
were single compared to 11.5% of Arab women. In 2008, 6.3% of Jewish and other women and 11.3% of
Arab women were married.
According to data released from the Central Bureau of Statistics, the female divorce rate is higher than the
male divorce rate across all age ranges. This stems mainly from men's tendency to quickly remarry
following a divorce. So, for example, at the end of 2018, 8% of women aged 35 to 39 were divorced
compared to 5% of men in the same age group. Among the 40 to 44 year olds, 12.4% of women are
divorced compared to 8% of men. Among the 45 to 49 year olds, 16.4% of women are divorced compared
to 11.4% of men, and among 50 to 54 year olds, 18.4% of women and 13.7% of men are divorced.
Women aged 65 and over make up 13.2% of the country's population, compared to 10.7% for men, largely
due to women's longer lifespan. Around 89%, or 44,051, of the 49,410 women who married in 2018 did so
for the first time. In 2018, 15,605 women got a divorce. Their average age at the time of divorce was 39.3
compared to 38.1 in 2008.
At the same time, Israel's birthrate remains relatively high, with the average woman expected to have 3.01
children, the highest number among Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development member
states, where the average is 1.6. Around 177,500 women gave birth in 2019. Twenty-eight percent of
those women gave birth to their first child, 26.1% delivered their second child, and 54.2% gave birth to what
was at least their third child. The average age of women who had their first child in 2019 increased from
25.7 in the early 200s to 27.7 by 2019. At 6.1%, twice as many babies were born to single women in 2019
as compared to 2000. (IHL 08.03)
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7.3. Sea of Galilee Inches Up Toward Full Capacity
On 8 March, the water level of the Sea of Galilee stood at 209.255 meters (686.53 feet) below sea level,
the Water Authority reported. In March 2021, thanks to heavy winter rains, the lake reached its highest
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water level in 16 years. The lake is now about 45.5 cm (18 inches) below upper Red Line, the point at
which the water level poses a flood risk. If the water reaches the upper Red Line, the Water Authority may
have to open a dam at Kibbutz Degania to allow excess water to spill into the Jordan River. (ILH 09.03)
*REGIONAL:
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7.4. Saudi Arabia to Require COVID-19 Vaccine for This Year's Hajj
Only pilgrims who have received a COVID-19 vaccine will be allowed to attend the upcoming hajj, Saudi
Arabia Health Ministry announced. Saudi Arabia limited the hajj to roughly 1,000 socially distanced citizens
and foreign residents last July, with Muslims outside the country unable to attend. The Saudi government
hasn’t said whether it will again limit the number of pilgrims in 2021. The Islamic pilgrimage typically attracts
some 2.5 million people, and together the umrah and hajj bring in an estimated $12 billion annually.
In March 2020, the kingdom put umrah pilgrimages to Mecca and Medina on hold as part of measures to
curb the spread of the coronavirus, but in October it gradually allowed citizens and residents to undertake
the year-round pilgrimage that attracts some 19 million people to the holy cities every year.
Since launching its nationwide inoculation campaign in mid-December, Saudi Arabia has set up 100 vaccine
sites, with drive-through vaccinations in major cities. The country will also begin offering the vaccine for
free at pharmacies. (Al-Monitor 03.03)
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7.5. Egypt to Introduce Study of Judaism into Schools
George Mikhail noted in Al-Monitor on 8 March that the Egyptian parliament recently commended the
Ministry of Education on approving a new school subject: common values. The course examines religious
values and verses that have the same meaning in the three Abrahamic religions — Judaism, Christianity
and Islam — in a move that will allow Egyptian students to study verses from the Jewish religion for the first
time ever.
Kamal Amer, the head of the parliamentary defense and national security committee, said in parliament on
26 February that the Ministry of Education’s approval of the subject of religious values shared between the
divine religions expresses the state’s keenness to spread the values of tolerance and fraternity. The three
religions “include common values that students must study to be able to confront the extremist and takfirist
ideas that backward groups are working to spread in society,” Amer said, adding, “President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi is keen to teach the youth the values of respect for others, tolerance and rejection of fanaticism and
extremism. This is why the Ministry of Education decided to teach the subject of common values in
schools.”
On 14 February, the Ministry of Education approved the parliament’s proposal on the subject of common
values between all the Abrahamic religions and the principles of tolerance, citizenship and coexistence.
(Al-Monitor 08.03)
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7.6. Obesity Causes Over 19% of All Deaths in Egypt in 2020
Deaths from obesity-caused conditions now represent 19.1% of total deaths in Egypt, numbering over
114,000 last year, according to a study carried out by Novo Nordisk Egypt and the Health Ministry on the
economic burden and cost of obesity in Egypt. The study focused on major conditions resulting from obesity
and how evident they are in the country, with some 7 million Egyptian adult patients suffering from diabetes
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due to obesity, 13 million suffer from sleep apnea, 8.5 million suffer from fatty liver and almost 6 million
suffer from hypertension.
Obesity-related health problems are causing Egyptians to spend around EGP 50 billion annually, the Novo
Nordisk study found. The economic burden from obesity on countries comes from the increase in health
care expenditure, as well as foregone economic growth as a result of lost work days, lower productivity at
work, mortality and permanent disability.
2020 saw a stark increase in obesity cases among Egyptians. In a study published in the National Library
for Medicine, weight gain last year was caused by lockdowns, which resulted from an increase in stresseating, more snacking on junk food, less exercise, as well as an increase in anxiety which caused bad
sleeping habits.
Out of almost 50 million Egyptian adults, 39.8% suffer from obesity, Novo Nordisk says, citing a survey
conducted in 2019 by the ministry’s 100 million Healthy Lives campaign. Compare this figure to the World
Health Organization’s estimate that 13% of the world’s adult population (11% of men and 15% of women)
were obese in 2016, while 39% of adults were overweight. Back in 2015, Egypt was found to have the
highest level of age-standardized adult obesity globally, according to a study published in the New England
Journal of Medicine. The abundance of the condition in the country was attributed to more than just
overeating, but also to the quality of ingredients making up the diet of most Egyptians which can lead to
dietary insufficiencies. (Enterprise 07.03)
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7.7. Libya's Parliament Approves Interim Government
An interim unity government received parliamentary approval in Libya on 10 March. The government’s
formation formally ended Libya’s divide between warring factions in different parts of the country, though
divisions remain. Prime Minister Abdul Hamid Dbeibah’s government was approved by 132 lawmakers.
The interim government also includes a three-member Presidential Council headed by diplomat
Mohammad Younes Menfi. The government is to remain in power until elections on 24 December.
Libya has been in chaos since the 2011 NATO-backed uprising that toppled longtime ruler Gadhafi. From
2014 to 2020, the country was mired in a civil war. The conflict produced a divided country between the
eastern-based Libyan National Army (LNA) led by Gen. Khalifa Hifter and the United Nations-recognized
Government of National Accord (GNA) in the west and the capital, Tripoli, which is strongly supported by
Turkey. The LNA is in turn backed by neighboring Egypt and the United Arab Emirates.
Both the GNA and the LNA welcomed the new government and have pledged support for the December
elections. However, on the ground, Libyan territory and institutions remain under the control of different
groups loyal to the two administrations. Dbeibah, a businessman, was designated prime minister in
February during UN-backed negotiations and given three weeks to form a government. A cease-fire in
October also helped pave the way for reconciliation by ending the fighting. (Al-Monitor 10.03)
8. ISRAEL LIFE SCIENCE NEWS
Back to Table of Contents

8.1. Sheba Medical Center Ranks as One of World's Top-10 Hospitals
Israel's Sheba Medical Center is among the top hospitals in the world, having been ranked 10th on
Newsweek magazine's annual list of the best medical facilities worldwide. This is the third consecutive year
in which the Ramat Gan-based medical center makes the prestigious ranking. The magazine's annual
"World's Best Hospitals" survey cited Sheba's superior health care, in addition to its medical innovation and
cutting-edge research. The annual ranking was extensive, going from 1,000 hospitals in 2019 to 2,000 in
2021. Despite doubling the number of participating hospitals, Sheba still placed among the top 10.
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Sheba is located on a 200-acre campus and is home to 11 of Israel's national health centers, four hospitals,
two institutes, expansive research laboratories, 159 medical departments and clinics and diverse
educational facilities. (ILH 04.03)
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8.2. Sanseera’s Blood Test Could Replace Cancer Biopsies
Hebrew University of Jerusalem researchers Dr. Ronen Sadeh and Prof. Nir Friedman have developed a
simple blood test (liquid biopsy) that could replace nearly all cancer screenings within a decade. They
established a company, called Senseera, to be involved in clinical trials in partnership with major
pharmaceutical companies and promote the technology. The new method has been tested already on
1,000 people in Israel and the US, and give identical results to traditional diagnoses.
The test relies on a natural process whereby every day millions of cells in our body die and are replaced by
new cells. When cells die, their DNA is fragmented and some of these DNA fragments reach the blood and
can be detected by DNA sequencing methods.
Founded in August 2020, Jerusalem's Senseera Health is developing a liquid biopsy blood test for early
detection and monitoring of a broad spectrum of human diseases. They use molecular biology, next
generation sequencing and advanced computational analysis to extract rich epigenetic information encoded
in chromatin fragments circulating in the blood and transform it into concrete clinical information. (Various
07.03)
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8.3. PainReform Announces $6 Million Private Placement
PainReform has entered into securities purchase agreements with certain institutional investors to raise
approximately $6 million through the private placement of 1,304,346 ordinary shares and accompanying
warrants to purchase an aggregate of up to 652,173 ordinary shares at a combined purchase price of $4.60
per share and accompanying warrant. The warrants will be exercisable immediately at an exercise price
of $4.60 per share and will expire five and a half years from the date of issuance. The closing of the private
placement occurred on 10 March.
Tel Aviv's PainReform is a clinical stage specialty pharmaceutical company focused on the reformulation
of established therapeutics. PRF-110, the Company’s lead product, is based on the local anesthetic
ropivacaine, targeting the post-operative pain relief market. PRF-110 is an oil-based, viscous, clear solution
that is deposited directly into the surgical wound bed prior to closure to provide localized and extended
post-operative analgesia. The Company’s proprietary extended-release drug-delivery system is designed
to provide an extended period of post-surgical pain relief without the need for repeated dose administration
while reducing the potential need for the use of opiates. (PainReform 08.03)
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8.4. Saffron Tech Poised to Accelerate Proof of Concept Process with Volcani Center
Saffron Tech, a subsidiary of Seedo Corp., has entered an agreement with the Agricultural Research
Organization (ARO), Volcani Center to develop propagation protocols for growing high-quality and highyield saffron year-round. Saffron Tech hopes to disrupt the billion-dollar saffron market with its innovative
indoor vertical growing technology that offers an alternative to traditional farming methods that are laborintensive. Entering this agreement is a major milestone for Saffron Tech who is looking to produce a reliable
source of saffron for mass operations. ARO Volcani Center is Israel’s largest and most prestigious
agricultural research center. As a research powerhouse, the Volcani Center is responsible for developing
Israel’s agricultural innovations and IP.
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Saffron is the most valuable spice in existence, selling at $10 to $20 per gram, with gold recently trading at
$40 per gram. Saffron carries a high entry cost but can yield a substantial profit margin in subsequent
years by leveraging three marketable elements. The traditional way of growing saffron is labor intensive,
manual and costly. The production operations are complex with low yield and the plant itself is very
sensitive to environmental conditions. It takes about 1000 flowers to produce just one ounce of saffron.
Saffron’s wholesale and retail rates range from $500 to $5000 per pound, or $1100–11,000/kg.
Tel Aviv's Seedo Corp. is an agritech company that focuses on the research, development and
commercialization of agriculture products. Seedo’s technology is aimed at transforming the way agriculture
is done by offering a responsible and sustainable way to grow crops in a world confronted by environmental
challenges and dwindling earth reserves, diminishing water resources and unstable weather conditions.
Saffron Tech is a wholly owned subsidiary of Seedo Corp. (Seedo Corp. 09.03)
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8.5. ZygoFix Completes $2 Million Round and Launches A New Clinical Study in Israel
ZygoFix, a portfolio company of The Trendlines Group, has completed $2 million round for its alternative
solution to spinal fusion for sufferers of severe back pain. The funding round was led by Agriline (a trust of
which Vincent Tchenguiz is a discretionary beneficiary) and Trendlines. Additional private investors and
the Israel Innovation Authority also provided funding. The investment will be used to conduct further clinical
studies, enhance the system implant and tools, and for regulatory clearance.
ZygoFix's zLOCK is a miniature screwless implant that provides spinal stability and fusion. zLOCK is the
least invasive, simplest fusion option; it replaces complex screw stabilization, the current gold-standard
used in such procedures. The ZygoFix zLOCK implant's patented bendable features enable adjustment to
specific joints' shapes during insertion. ZygoFix's first clinical case in Israel was at the Rambam Health
Care Campus. The surgery included laminotomy and facet stabilization using two zLOCK implants for the
treatment of back pain (facet arthritis) and spinal nerve compression (foraminal stenosis). The surgery was
completed successfully with placement of the zLOCKs taking less than 30 minutes in total.
This case opens the Israeli clinical study site, following the ongoing study in Hungary which began in 2018.
The ongoing study in Hungary has demonstrated meaningful and sustained reduction in pain and increase
in quality of life for patients, all with a minimally invasive, simple and short procedure.
Misgav's ZygoFix was founded in 2017 by entrepreneurs in the spine industry (co-founders of ApiFix,
acquired in April 2020 by OrthoPediatrics Corp). ZygoFix and ApiFix, both established in the Trendlines
Group's incubator, received initial investment from Trendlines and further funding from the Israel Innovation
Authority. (ZygoFix 09.03)
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8.6. Clinical Use of Perflow's Cascade 17 Dynamic Non-Occlusive Remodeling Net
Perflow Medical has launched to the European market the Cascade 17 Non-Occlusive Remodeling Net.
Expanding the Cascade product family, the Cascade17 optimizes non-occlusive support of distal and
tortuous vessel anatomy during coil embolization of intracranial aneurysms of smaller vessels. The
Cascade17 is the latest addition to Perflow's portfolio of neurovascular devices based on a novel proprietary
technology platform, the CEREBRAL NET, which includes the Stream Dynamic Neuro-Thrombectomy Net
(Stream Net). Early clinical experience with the Cascade17 is extremely promising and further expands
the range of brain vessels that can now be treated with Perflow's unique CEREBRAL NET technology. The
non-occlusive net design enables continuous blood flow during cerebral aneurysm repair and coiling, which
maintains appropriate perfusion and may improve patient outcomes.
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The Cascade Net and Stream Net product families are commercially available across Europe for the
treatment of intracranial aneurysms and acute ischemic stroke, respectively. Perflow products are not yet
approved for clinical use within the United States.
Netanya's Perflow Medical, a private medical device company, develops and manufactures innovative
solutions to address complex neurovascular disorders. Perflow's patent protected CEREBRAL NET
Technology platform, a braided net that enables adjustable neurovascular treatments, emphasizes
physician expertise by combining real-time physician control, advanced device manipulation, full wall
apposition, and excellent radiopacity to improve patient outcomes. (Perflow Medical 10.03)
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8.7. Ibex Raises $38 Million to Accelerate of AI-Powered Cancer Diagnostics
Ibex Medical Analytics announced a $38 million Series B financing round led by Octopus Ventures and
83North, with additional participation from aMoon, Planven Entrepreneur Ventures and Dell Technologies
Capital, the corporate venture arm of Dell Technologies, bringing total funding of Ibex to $52 million since
its inception in 2016 as part of the Kamet Ventures incubator.
Ibex transforms cancer diagnosis by harnessing unique artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning
technology at an unprecedented scale. The company's Galen platform supports physicians and providers
to improve diagnostic accuracy and efficiency, and enables development of new AI tools for precision
medicine in oncology.
Ibex will use the investment to support a rapidly expanding customer base of clinical deployments in labs
and health systems in North America and Europe and grow talent across R&D, clinical and commercial
teams. The investment will accelerate expansion of the Galen solution portfolio at Ibex, bringing new AI
tools for more tissue types, including novel AI-based enhancements of the pathology workflow and oncology
focused AI-markers.
Tel Aviv's Ibex Medical Analytics uses AI to develop clinical-grade solutions that help pathologists detect
and grade cancer in biopsies. The Galen Prostate and Galen Breast are the first-ever AI-powered cancer
diagnostics solutions in routine clinical use in pathology and deployed worldwide, empowering pathologists
to improve diagnostic accuracy, integrate comprehensive quality control and enable more efficient
workflows. Ibex's solutions are built on deep learning algorithms trained by a team of pathologists, data
scientists and software engineers. (Ibex Medical Analytics 09.03)
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8.8. Eitan Medical Receives EU MDR Clearance for Sapphire Infusion System
Eitan Medical announced that its Sapphire infusion pump, accessories and administration sets have
received EU Medical Device Regulation (MDR) 2017/45 certification. The approval was granted in January
2021. MDR is an expansion of European medical device regulations that emphasizes transparency, patient
safety, and post-market surveillance.
Eitan Medical's Sapphire infusion system serves clinicians in hospitals and home care environments across
Europe. The Sapphire's upgraded software Rev15, certified by EU MDR, delivers a simplified workflow,
increasing its ease of use. Additionally, the upgraded Sapphire system offers a new fleet configuration
management tool, newly developed administration sets, preset programs and the FasTest PM preventative
maintenance solution, designed for fast and efficient on-site fleet management.
Netanya's Eitan Medical is reimagining drug delivery, with reliable innovations that put patients at the center
of care, making drug delivery easier and safer than ever before. Patient safety and care are only the starting
point, as Eitan Medical goes beyond- delivering connected, intuitive drug delivery and infusion solutions
that are designed to improve patient and clinician quality of life across the continuum of care, including
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hospital, ambulatory, and home care environments. For over a decade, Eitan Medical has provided safe,
intuitive, and flexible solutions that meet evolving drug delivery needs. (Eitan Medical 09.03)
Back to Table of Contents

8.9. Pepticom's New Spinout Company, PeptiCov, to Focus on COVID-19
Pepticom has raised $2.6 million to establish a company to focus on treatments for the SARS-Cov-2 virus,
responsible for the COVID-19 outbreak. The company, PeptiCov, will implement Pepticom's AI technology
to design, discover and develop novel peptide molecules for effective treatment of the SARS-Cov-2 virus.
The funding round was led by the Chartered Group.
Pepticom's unique artificial intelligence (AI) technology streamlines and significantly accelerates the ability
to discover advanced peptide-based drug candidates. Pepticom's AI technology enables the discovery of
the most advanced peptide-based drug candidates by searching an enormous set of possible solutions,
vastly reducing the risk of failure during development. It covers a chemical-space of 1030 possible
molecular options - which is much larger than current screening techniques - while simultaneously filtering
out the most suitable candidates with properties such as solubility and permeability amongst others. This
software analyzed several protein targets related to the SARS-Cov-2 virus and designed a number of
potential peptide drug candidates that were lab validated. PeptiCov will be responsible for further
development of these peptides. PeptiCov will also actively be seeking partnerships with pharma companies.
Founded in 2011, Jerusalem's Pepticom is a privately held AI company with headquarters in Israel
committed to offering AI peptide drug discovery solutions for a better and healthier world. It is the leader in
the emerging peptide drugs software solutions, AI and prediction tools that allow research centers, pharma
and agriculture companies to accelerate innovative molecules discovery while reducing time, costs and
risks. Pepticom operates in various markets; past successful discoveries include peptide molecules related
to metabolic diseases and Immuno-modulators. (Pepticom 09.03)
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8.10.

Entera Bio Announces Positive Topline EB613 Phase 2 Biomarker Data

Entera Bio announced the completion of a 3-month bone biomarker data analysis from the ongoing Phase
2 clinical trial of EB613. EB613 is an orally delivered human parathyroid hormone (1-34), or PTH, positioned
to be the first oral bone building (anabolic) product to treat osteoporosis patients. The Phase 2 clinical trial
of EB613 is a 6-month, dose-ranging, placebo-controlled, study in postmenopausal female subjects with
osteoporosis, or low bone mineral density (BMD), and is being conducted at four leading medical centers
in Israel to evaluate the safety of EB613 and identify the best dose(s) for a potential Phase 3 registration
trial.
The trial’s primary endpoint was met - the complete 3-month results from the trial showed a significant
increase in the P1NP biomarker in the 2.5 mg dose group after 3 months of treatment (P <0.04) as
compared to placebo. P1NP is a biomarker that indicates the rate of new bone formation and the change
at 3-months is the primary endpoint in this Phase 2 trial.
Secondary endpoints in the trial comprised the effect of treatment on several additional serum bone
biomarkers at 3-months including, Osteocalcin and CTX. Similar to P1NP, Osteocalcin is a biomarker for
bone formation by osteoblasts, the cells that build new bone. CTX is a biomarker that indicates the rate of
bone resorption by osteoclasts, the cells that remove old bone. An osteoanabolic, or bone building effect,
is based on the difference in bone formation and bone resorption. An increase in P1NP or Osteocalcin, for
example, associated with a smaller increase (or decrease) in CTX, usually indicates an increase in bone
mass.
Jerusalem's Entera is a leader in the development of orally delivered large molecule therapeutics for use in
areas with significant unmet medical need where adoption of injectable therapies is limited due to cost,
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convenience and compliance challenges for patients. The Company’s proprietary, oral drug delivery
technology is designed to address the technical challenges of poor absorption, high variability, and the
inability to deliver large molecules to the targeted location in the body through the use of a synthetic
absorption enhancer to facilitate the absorption of large molecules, and protease inhibitors to prevent
enzymatic degradation and support delivery to targeted tissues. The Company’s most advanced product
candidates, EB613 for the treatment of osteoporosis and EB612 for the treatment of hypoparathyroidism
are in Phase 2 clinical development. (Entera Bio 11.03)
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8.11.

ForSight Robotics Raises $10 Million from Eclipse Ventures & Mithril Capital

Yokneam's ForSight Robotics is a private company based in Israel that is transforming ophthalmic surgery
with state-of-the-art robotics, advanced visualization and data analytics. ForSight Robotics announced the
company is developing a surgical robotic platform that will transform the future of ophthalmic surgery with
a $10 million seed round led by Eclipse Ventures and joined by Mithril Capital.
ForSight’s mission is to re-imagine ophthalmic surgery by applying the most advanced technologies in
microsurgical robotics, computer visualization and machine learning. The platform will automate the
complex subtleties of ophthalmic surgery with an intuitive, patient-centric system that tackles the profound
and growing problems of preventable blindness and visual impairment.
ForSight’s team combines the expertise of world-renowned ophthalmic surgeons with those of today's top
medical roboticists – an accomplished group of technologists whose work animates the majority of surgical
robots deployed at scale. With the right technology and team in place, ForSight Robotics believes that the
talents of today's top eye surgeons can be scaled and shared with the world.
Technologically, ForSight’s robotics will provide unprecedented dexterity and maneuverability with six
degrees of freedom, and the capability of executing intricate tasks with microsurgical instruments.
Combining the latest advancements in robotics, machine learning and microsurgery, the ForSight system
will incorporate state-of-the-art stereoscopic imaging technologies for surgical planning, real-time image
guidance, and unparalleled visualization. The platform will ensure the continuous improvement of surgical
technique and exceed human surgical capabilities with more precise movements of only a few microns.
(ForSight Robotics 11.03)
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8.12.

EyeYon Medical Raises $25 million in Series C to Transform Corneal Care

EyeYon Medical announced the completion of a $25 million in a Series C funding, led by a global strategic
leader in the ophthalmic industry and CR-CP Life Science Fund. Other participants in the round include
Global Health Sciences (GHS) Fund (Quark Venture LP and GF Securities), BPC and existing investors
Triventures, Rimonci, Pontifax and Diamond BioFund.
The new capital will be used to expand the clinical trials of EyeYon Medical's flagship product, the EndoArt,
the world's first synthetic implant which enables doctors to treat chronic corneal edema with a minimally
invasive surgery that erodes the use of human tissue. With nearly 13 million patients on the waiting list for
corneal transplant, the EndoArt was created in an effort to ease global shortages of corneal donations.
Clinical trials, which are already underway in selected medical centers across Europe (IVRC in Heidelberg,
Instituto de Microcirugia Ocular (IMO) in Barcelona, and AMC in Amsterdam) and in Israel (Soroka Medical
Center, Rambam Health Care Campus, Tel Aviv Sourasky Medical Center and Barzilai Medical Center)
have demonstrated the safety and efficacy of EyeYon Medical's groundbreaking technology.
Following the new investments, EyeYon Medical will expand its clinical trials with the aim to receive
regulatory approval in the USA, China and Europe and leverage the company's extensive professional
network and the high demand for the product.
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Ness Ziona's EyeYon Medical is a start-up company developing a variety of ophthalmic products for visionthreatening conditions. EyeYon Medical's flagship product is an Artificial Endothelial Layer - EndoArt, a
synthetic implant, attached to the posterior corneal surface to treat chronic corneal edema secondary to
endothelial dysfunction. A nonfunctioning endothelium results in corneal homeostasis loss due to excess
fluid flowing into the cornea, resulting in severe vision loss. The minimally invasive EndoArt is designed to
replace dysfunctional endothelium to cure corneal Edema, offering a safer and simpler solution that will be
available to anyone, anywhere. EyeYon Medical also developed the Hyper CL, an FDA approved unique
contact lens that acts as a premium therapeutic contact lens for a variety of corneal conditions which require
eye drop treatment. (EyeYon Medical 15.03)
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8.13.

Vaica to Offer a 'Long Covid' Remote Patient Management Kit

Vaica Medical is announcing its 'Long-Covid' RPM kit to monitor and assist with the lingering effects
Coronavirus has on recovered patient. The basic kit will be offered with the Vaica's SimpleMed+ Medication
adherence device as well as an Oximeter to detect blood oxygen levels and a digital thermometer to detect
fever trends. Another optional device offered is a Spirometer for those suffering from lung related adverse
effects. Vaica's solution offers means for consistent at-home monitoring of the associated vitals as well as
managing the medication adherence regiment. It allows persistent caring for at-risk populations from the
safety of their homes. Thus, ensuring enhanced care continuity while relieving the pressure on clinics and
healthcare providers.
Both vital measurements as well as the persistence and adherence of the medication treatment is
seamlessly aggregated by the Medy device which is provided to the patient. The device acts as a Bluetooth
hub to enable connectivity to various vital sign monitors and has a built-in global SIM card which
automatically connects Medy to the preferred mobile network. The aggregated readings are uploaded to
the secure Vaica server. Thereon, the information is distributed to appropriate electronic medical record
databases (e.g., EMR, EHR) or directly to a monitoring center. The entire solution is reimbursable by the
major US insurance agencies using existing CPT, HCPCS and ICD codes.
Tel Aviv's Vaica Medical is a leading Telemedicine Company positioned in the nexus of Remote Patient
Monitoring Platform (RPM) coupled with Smart Medication Adherence IoT Devices for increasing patient
engagement, persistence and well-being. (Vaica Medical 15.03)
Back to Table of Contents

8.14.

Check-Cap Receives FDA IDE Approval for Pivotal Study of C-Scan

Check-Cap announced that the U.S. FDA has approved the company's Investigational Device Exemption
(IDE) application, permitting Check-Cap to begin a pivotal study of C-Scan in the U.S. C-Scan is intended
for candidates who are at average-risk for CRC and who are poor candidates for colonoscopy or refuse
colonoscopy, or who had an incomplete optical colonoscopy. The pivotal study will evaluate safety and
performance of C-Scan as well as subject compliance with C-Scan.
Additionally, updated CRC screening guidelines from the American College of Gastroenterology (ACG)
published on March 2021, recommend colon capsules as an option for CRC screening in people who are
either unwilling or unable to undergo a colonoscopy or Fecal Immunochemical Test (FIT). As screening for
precancerous polyps provides an opportunity for early intervention and cancer prevention, C-Scan could
be considered as an option for those individuals, if approved."
Usfiya's Check-Cap is a clinical stage medical diagnostics company aiming to redefine colorectal cancer
(CRC) screening through the introduction of C-Scan, the first and only patient-friendly preparation-free
screening test to detect polyps before they may transform into colorectal cancer to enable early intervention
and cancer prevention. The Company's disruptive capsule-based screening technology aims to

The Fortnightly may also be found at our Web site of: http://www.atid-edi.com

significantly increase screening adherence worldwide and help millions of people to stay healthy through
preventive CRC screening. C-Scan uses an ultra-low dose X-ray capsule, an integrated positioning, control
and recording system, as well as proprietary software to generate a 3D map of the inner lining of the colon
as it travels naturally along the gastrointestinal tract. (Check-Cap 15.03)
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8.15.

Sensi.ai Raises $3.5 Million Seed Round for its Care Management Platform

Sensi.AI announced the completion of a $3.5 million seed funding round, led by Flint Capital. The
investment will support Sensi's continued market expansion across US in-home care agencies and senior
care facilities. The platform provides audio analytics-based insight that helps eliminate blind-spots and
enables care agencies with complete visibility and transparency into each hour of care without having to
rely on neither the caregiver nor the client's input.
Sensi enables agencies, for the first time ever, to obtain data-based insight into each client's care needs
and ensure that their caregivers are best equipped to answer those needs in the highest quality manner.
Agency managers can now obtain an objective overview and take simple actions that drive staff and client
retention, mitigate liability claims and help with new client acquisition.
Tel Aviv's Sensi.ai is the first and only fully automatic AI-based care quality management platform for
homecare agencies and senior care facilities. The platform provides audio analytics-based insight that
helps eliminate blind-spots and enables agencies with complete visibility and transparency into each hour
of care without having to rely on neither the caregiver nor the client's input. This enables agencies to obtain
an objective overview and take simple actions that drive staff and client retention, mitigate liability claims
and help with new client acquisition. (Sensi.AI 11.03)
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8.16.

BATM Launches No-Swab Saliva-Based COVID-19 Test

Hod HaSharon's BATM Advanced Communications, a leading provider of real-time technologies for
networking solutions and medical laboratory systems, has launched a new molecular diagnostics kit that
uses self-collected saliva samples to test for SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19). This significantly improves the
sample collection process compared with existing swabbing methods while, as an RT-PCR test, maintaining
diagnostic accuracy. The Group has commenced taking orders and expects to begin delivering the kit in
April.
This new kit, which is part of Adaltis' MOLgen product range, consists of reagents that have been developed
to accurately detect SARS-CoV-2 in saliva samples that are collected by an individual chewing a cotton ball
for 30 seconds and then spitting it (or spitting directly) into a small plastic collector tube (a Salivette). It
uses the RT-PCR technique, which ensures the highest levels of diagnostic accuracy compared with other
saliva-based tests currently available in the market that primarily use the lateral flow method, which are far
less accurate causing many false negatives and positives.
The reagents are based on the Group's existing COVID-19 antigen kit that tests samples collected via
swabbing the upper (via the nose) and middle parts of the throat or fluid from the lungs, and which has five
(4+1) gene discovery capability (compared with most kits on the market having three gene discovery
capability or less) to enable detection even with a very low viral load. (BATM 11.03)
9. ISRAEL PRODUCT & TECHNOLOGY NEWS
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9.1. Gilat's High-Power Transceiver Successfully Tested by Global Eagle Entertainment
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Gilat Satellite Networks announced that its fully owned subsidiary, Wavestream, marked a key milestone
as successfully tested by Global Eagle Entertainment (Global Eagle), a major In-Flight Connectivity
Provider, for its IFC high-power transceiver, the AeroStream 40Ku, achieving DO-160G certification.
Production units are planned to be shipped for usage in commercial aircraft, starting in Q2/21.
Wavestream's AeroStream 40Ku transceiver is designed for exceptionally high- reliability, with a fieldreported Mean Time Before Failure (MTBF) of greater than 30,000 flight hours. The high-power transceiver
incorporates the latest in Gallium Nitride (GaN) technology and enables more return bandwidth from the
plane back to the satellite than previous generations. The successful completion of environmental
conditions testing for airborne equipment, DO-160G, brings the transceiver a step closer to airworthiness
and Supplemental Type Certification (STC).
Petah Tikva's Gilat Satellite Networks is a leading global provider of satellite-based broadband
communications. With 30 years of experience, we design and manufacture cutting-edge ground segment
equipment, and provide comprehensive solutions and end-to-end services, powered by our innovative
technology. Delivering high value competitive solutions, our portfolio comprises of a cloud based VSAT
network platform, high-speed modems, high performance on-the-move antennas and high efficiency, high
power Solid State Amplifiers (SSPA) and Block Upconverters (BUC). (Gilat 03.03)
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9.2. Continuous Inkjet Printed Electronics with PV Nano Cell’s Sicrys Conductive Ink
PV Nano Cell announced that its Sicrys conductive ink was successfully used in Roll-to-Roll (R2R)
continues inkjet printing of electronics as part of the DigiMan project. PV Nano Cell project partners were:
C.P.C Solutions, Fraunhofer IKTS and Fraunhofer ENAS, Kerafol Keramische Folien, RIIT OSTEC Group,
Technical University of Chemnitz and MEPhI.
The DigiMan Project (December 2018 – November 2020) developed innovative sensor platforms for agroindustrial applications by providing a digital manufacturing process based on printing technologies and
nano-material inks. Such approach enables to miniaturize the sensors, achieve flexibility in the target
sensor properties and to realize these sensors in economically affordable batches. As part of the project,
Low-cost temperature and humidity sensors were realized in a roll-to-roll industrial inkjet printing system
with nano silver inks on PET substrate, demonstrating the ability to print a large quantity of sensors with
high yield. Furthermore, a Bluetooth based wireless communication board with an inkjet-printed silver
antenna as well as a printed RFID NFC sensor tag were developed for wireless sensor communication.
Migdal HaEmek's PV Nano Cell (PVN) offers the first-ever complete solution for mass-produced inkjet
based, printed electronics. The proven solution includes PVN’s proprietary Sicrys, silver-based conductive
inks, inkjet production printers and the complete printing process. The process includes ink properties'
optimization, printer’s parameters setup, printing modifications & tailored printing instructions per
application. In the heart of PVN’s value proposition lies its unique and patented conductive silver and coper
inks - Sicrys. Those are the only inks made of Single Nano Crystals – which allows the inks to have the
highest stability and throughput required to drive optimal mass-production results for wide range of
applications. (PV Nano Cell 03.03)
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9.3. Brazil's Telespazio Selects Gilat to Supply Enterprise Connectivity
Gilat Satellite Networks announced that Telespazio, a joint venture between Leonardo (67%) and Thales
(33%), selected Gilat to supply enterprise connectivity in Brazil for a multinational leading energy company.
Gilat will provide the satellite network and thousands of VSATs to energy plants of Brazil's largest private
sector energy company. Gilat's high-reliability solution was chosen due to its ability to answer the
customer's demanding Service Level Agreement (SLA) requirements. Gilat's SkyEdge II-c platform will
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support energy plants in distant locations and provide the ability to prioritize critical applications of the power
plants due to its sophisticated Cloud QoS.
Petah Tikva's Gilat Satellite Networks is a leading global provider of satellite-based broadband
communications. With 30 years of experience, they design and manufacture cutting-edge ground segment
equipment, and provide comprehensive solutions and end-to-end services, powered by their innovative
technology. Delivering high value competitive solutions, Gilat's portfolio comprises of a cloud based VSAT
network platform, high-speed modems, high performance on-the-move antennas and high efficiency, high
power Solid State Amplifiers (SSPA) and Block Upconverters (BUC). (Gilat Satellite Networks 10.03)
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9.4. Lightspin Announces Enhanced Cloud Contextual Security
Lightspin announced the availability of enhanced contextual security for cloud environments. Lightspin
provides rapid, in-depth visualization of the cloud stack and sophisticated detection capabilities to
proactively protect cloud environments, including dynamic remediation, real-time end-to-end monitoring,
smart alerting, and risk analysis across the full DevOps lifecycle. Lightspin protects valued assets from the
inside out, based on real-time detection of attack paths to prevent and prioritize threats to provide the best
protection from data breaches.
Lightspin v2.0 includes dynamic remediation - Lightspin recommends initial customized security settings
and then performs real-time scans to dynamically reassign permissions, including AWS permission
guardrails based on fast changing cloud environment. When security engineers need to take action,
Lightspin provides an out-of-the-box fix on spot with a single click.
It also has real-time end-to-end monitoring – Lightspin continuously scans the cloud environment in realtime, providing a deep and comprehensive view of the entire cloud stack with a clear action plan. In-depth
actionable insights are fully explained for each attack scenario with the ability to convert to an intuitive
graph-based visualization to save time and make more efficient use of technical resources.
Tel Aviv Lightspin's contextual cloud security platform protects native, Kubernetes and micro services from
known and unknown risks. Using predictive graph-based technology, Lightspin empowers cloud and
security teams to eliminate risks by proactively blocking all attack paths while maximizing productivity by
dramatically reducing and prioritizing security alerts to cut down remediation time. (Lightspin 10.03)
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9.5. RADCOM Announces Automated 5G Assurance Integration with Microsoft Azure
RADCOM announced the integration of its automated 5G assurance solution, RADCOM ACE, with
Microsoft Azure. The integration enables operators to rapidly deploy and optimize 5G services in a carriergrade cloud platform more dynamically and efficiently, while using automation and AI-driven insights to
enhance the customer experience, reduce operational costs, and ensure 5G service quality.
The integration of RADCOM ACE with Azure enables operators to assure the quality of 5G services by
leveraging AI and machine learning-driven assurance and automation. RADCOM ACE runs as a cloudnative function (CNF) within the public cloud, and it's deployed, scaled, and managed through Azure
Kubernetes Service (AKS). RADCOM ACE supports both standalone (SA) and non-standalone (NSA) 5G.
It uses the latest advanced cloud-native technologies to capture, analyze, and process network data at
rapid speeds, and it provides a highly agile solution to help operators manage their network automatically
with less manual labor.
Tel Aviv's RADCOM is a leading expert in 5G-ready cloud-native, network intelligence solutions for telecom
operators transitioning to 5G. RADCOM Network Intelligence consists of RADCOM Network Visibility,
RADCOM Service Assurance and RADCOM Network Insights. The RADCOM Network Intelligence suite
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offers intelligent, container-based, on-demand solutions to deliver network analysis from the RAN to the
core for 5G assurance. (RADCOM 10.03)
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9.6. Spire Solutions & Nemesysco Bring Advanced Voice Analytics Solutions to the Gulf
Nemesysco and Dubai's Spire Solutions, a leading value added distributor in the Middle East and Africa,
announced that the two companies have signed a partnership agreement for Spire Solutions to distribute
Nemesysco's voice analytics technologies and solutions across the Arabian Gulf region. Spire Solutions
will initially be focusing on promoting the human resources application of Nemesysco's Layered Voice
Analysis (LVA™) technology in the United Arab Emirates.
Nemesysco's LVA technology is designed to reveal the genuine emotional state of a person. LVA detects
and measures uncontrolled psychophysiological changes to a person's voice during open conversations.
The technology is indifferent to language or the content of speech and can detect and measure a range of
emotions, including excitement, enthusiasm, assertiveness, aggression, stress, frustration, fatigue and
more.
Spire Solutions is offering a voice analytics service based on Nemesysco's LVA technology to the human
resource departments of enterprises and government organizations. This service allows managers and
HR professionals to assess the personalities of candidates, including evaluating levels of honesty, and
identify potential risks based on measurements of genuine emotional responses to questions during
interviews and pre-employment testing. These personality and risk assessments based on genuine
emotion analysis allow HR teams to optimize their candidate selection processes by utilizing highly accurate
data with higher levels of predictability than was previously available. This service can also be used to
conduct personality and risk assessments of existing employees and even external contractors and
suppliers.
Kadima-Zoran's Nemesysco is a leading provider of voice analytics technologies and solutions for genuine
emotion detection. The company's patented Layered Voice Analysis (LVA) reveals and measures the
genuine emotions of a speaker during voice-based communications. Nemesysco's technology has
applications for call centers, insurance and financial services, human resources, mental health and more.
(Nemesysco 15.3)
10. ISRAEL ECONOMIC STATISTICS
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10.1.

Israel's CPI Increases by 0.3% in February

The Central Bureau of Statistics announced n 15 March that Israel's Consumer Price Index (CPI) has
surprised the pundits for the second successive month, rising by 0.3% in February 2021. In January the
CPI fell 0.1%. Over the past 12 months, the CPI is unchanged and since the start of the year the CPI is up
0.2%. There were significant price rises in February in fresh fruit (5.7%), clothing (1.2%) and transport
(0.7%). There were significant price falls in fresh vegetables (1.9%) and footwear (1.7%).
The housing prices index, which is separate from the CPI, continued to rise in the period DecemberJanuary, in comparison with November-December, climbing by 0.9%, after rising 1.9% over the previous
two months. Housing prices have risen 4.3% over the past 12 months. During December-January
compared with November-December, housing prices in the north rose 1.6%, in Tel Aviv 1.3%, in Haifa
1.15%, in the south 0.8%, in Central Israel 0.3%, and in Jerusalem 0.3%. Over the past 12 months prices
have risen 6% in the north, in Tel Aviv 5.2%, in central Israel 3.5%, in the south 3.4%, in Jerusalem 3.2%,
and in Haifa 1.7%. (CBS 15.03)
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10.2.

Foreign Exchange Reserves at the Bank of Israel in February 2021

Israel’s foreign exchange reserves at the end of February 2021 stood at $185.091 billion, an increase of
$5.59 billion from their level at the end of the previous month. The reserves represent 45.9% of GDP. The
increase was the result of foreign exchange purchases by the Bank of Israel, totaling $4,912 million, and a
revaluation that increased the reserves by approximately $927 million.
In contrast, the increase was partly offset by private sector transfers of approximately $97 million, as well
as government transfers to abroad totaling approximately $152 million. (BoI 07.03)
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10.3.

Building Starts in Israel Decline During 2020

According to the Central Bureau of Statistics, permits were issued to start building some 51,660 new homes
in Israel during 2020, down 7.8% from 2019. For long periods of last year, the local committees which grant
the building permits were unable to sit because of the COVID-19 pandemic.
There were sharp differences in the situation in different regions. The number of building permits granted
in 2020 rose 1.6% in the Central Region compared with 2019 but fell 16.2% to 11,500 in the Tel Aviv region.
The situation was even worse in the Haifa region where the number of building permits for new homes fell
28.7% to 4,707. Actual building starts last year were 51,600, down only 3.5% from 2019. According to the
Israel Land Administration (ILA), Israel needs 50,000 new homes each year to keep up with demand. (CBS
14.03)
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Finance Ministry Releases Optimistic Report for 2021 in COVID-Free Scenario

In wake of Israel’s exit from lockdown restrictions, 2021 should be marked by economic growth, the Ministry
of Finance optimistically predicted in a numerical report published on 8 March. After a year stained by a
global pandemic and harsh restrictions to battle the spread of COVID-19, the Israeli economy is expected
to grow by 4.9% in the coming year. In a pessimistic scenario with a reemergence of the Corona virus, the
growth rate was estimated at 2.8%.
With current unemployment rates at 18.2%, the ministry assessed that by the end of the year that rate will
plunge to 6.5% - and in a more pessimistic case to 9.5%. Israel’s deficit reached 12.4% in 2020, but the
report predicted it would decrease to 8.8%, even without key economic reforms on the agenda.
While the country’s GDP contracted by 2.4% compared to 2019, a total of 5.4% if the initial 3% growth
estimate is taken into account, Israel’s hit was limited compared to that of state members of the OECD -which stood roughly at 4.2% (without calculating initial estimated growth). Due to Israel’s technology
strength, the high-tech field continued to grow at a fast rate amid the pandemic. Other industries that
suffered a major blow constitute only a small share of Israeli exports. (i24NEWS 08.03)
11. IN DEPTH
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KUWAIT: The Politics of Permanent Deadlock in Kuwait

Luai Allarakia and Hamad H. Albloshi posted on 11 March in the Arabian Gulf States Institute in Washington
that a newly elected National Assembly quickly falls under old dynamics of confrontation and gridlock. Will
Kuwait find a path to compromise and reform?
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The opening session of Kuwait’s 16th National Assembly on 15 December 2020 seemed like déjà vu. The
all too familiar dynamic of an opposition bloc meeting prior to the opening session, charting priorities and
“coordinating” their votes for speaker failed in 2020 much as it did in 2016. This occurred despite the many
meetings by the opposition aimed at ensuring that the speaker of the National Assembly, Marzouq alGhanem did not regain his post this time around. Ghanem has been a key figure in aligning the legislative
branch in deference to the ruling family-led executive since 2013, even going so far as to oppose a law
pardoning exiled members of the parliamentary opposition.
Nor did it make any difference that this election took place during the new era in Kuwait, or “al-ahd aljadeed,” a term that has been used since the death of Emir Sabah al-Ahmed al-Sabah in September 2020.
This was the first election under Emir Nawaf al-Ahmed al-Sabah, the brother of the late emir. Yet the new
emir still opted to retain the same prime minister, Sabah al-Khaled al-Sabah, first appointed to his post in
November 2019 and reappointed in December 2020. The opposition has criticized Sabah al-Khaled for the
government’s handling of the coronavirus pandemic, his Cabinet’s support for Ghanem and initially retaining
the minister of interior, Anas al-Saleh, in his Cabinet despite the reservations of some members of
parliament.
Many expected that the new National Assembly would be difficult for the Kuwaiti leadership to manage, as
it features several figures known for their fiery anti-government rhetoric. Yet none of the analysis predicted
that executive-legislative relations would deadlock quite so instantly. Thirty-six members of the National
Assembly expressed their support for a parliamentary grilling of the prime minister put forth by firebrand
opposition members of parliament Bader al-Dahoom, Thamir al-Suwayyit and Khalid al-Otaibi. The
interpellation specifically cited the events surrounding the election of the speaker of the National Assembly
and the parliamentary committee selection process. In response, the government resigned on 13 January,
after the two opening sessions of the National Assembly, making this the second shortest-lived Cabinet in
the history of Kuwait.
It has now been several weeks since the government resigned and the emir invoked Article 106 of the
constitution to postpone the National Assembly’s plenary sessions for a month. To provide a bit of historical
perspective on the current parliamentary crisis, the only other time this occurred was in 2012. This was
followed by a Constitutional Court order that deemed the February 2012 elections void, resulting in the de
facto dissolution of the February 2012 parliament. This marked the eighth time in Kuwait’s history that the
National Assembly was dissolved since 1963 (10 out of 18 assemblies have been dissolved in Kuwait’s
history).
Collision Over Policy and Rule
The history of Kuwait’s executive-legislative relations is not one of linear progress. The executive’s
attempts to contain the opposition in the legislature have gone through several distinct phases, starting with
blatantly unconstitutional attempts from 1963-91. Since the reinstatement of the parliament with U.S.
encouragement after Kuwait’s liberation in 1991, the country’s leaders have foregone that approach,
instead liberally using their constitution-given power to dissolve the National Assembly and call for new
elections. Since 2009 the government has been increasingly exploiting vague articles in the constitution,
and the National Assembly’s internal rules of procedure to block or delay legislation and oversight by the
National Assembly, causing battles over the interpretation of the articles with the opposition. The
Constitutional Court then often resolves these battles in favor of the government.
The current crisis is a manifestation of this third phase, which combines conflict over policy with disputes
over the rules of the game. Moreover, the opposition’s frustration with its inability to legislate has led it to
an overzealous utilization of oversight tools, such as the repeated questioning of ministers followed by votes
of no confidence, which can result in their removal. These strategies threaten to overturn an already
delicate balance that exists in Kuwait.
How this dynamic functioned in Kuwait’s 15th assembly, which was elected in 2016 and sat for its full term
until 2020, offers insight into the specific roots of the current crisis.
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The 2016 elections took place after a decision by much of the opposition to end its boycott of the National
Assembly. This resulted in a reasonable showing for the opposition as well as a host of young candidates
who represented the reformist Hirak movement. This strong showing helped the opposition to capture
some crucial committees in the National Assembly, including the powerful Legislative and Legal Affairs
Committee, which it controlled in 2017 and 2018. Yet the opposition’s frustration with its limited ability to
legislate, especially on issues of political and civil rights, soon set in.
The opposition, for example, tried to push a general amnesty law proposal through the Legislative and
Legal Affairs Committee in 2020 to cover all of those convicted of breaking into the National Assembly in
2011. This attempt was thwarted by the merger of this proposal with two other controversial amnesty cases:
the Abdali cell and that of a former Shia member of parliament, Abdulhamid Dashti. In the former case, 25
Kuwaiti nationals and an Iranian – all Shia – were convicted of stockpiling weapons and spying for Iran and
Lebanese Hezbollah. Dashti was convicted of insulting Saudi Arabia and Bahrain and criticizing the
judiciary in Kuwait.
The amnesty legislation then fell apart over differing interpretations over internal National Assembly rules
of procedure governing such draft laws. This illustrates the increasingly complicated dynamic in the
National Assembly, where conflict over the rules of the game often intersects with conflict over policy. More
often than not, the interpretation of the rules – either through the Constitutional Court or the speaker of the
National Assembly – tilts in favor of the ruling family-led government, and as a consequence, legislation is
stalled.
The reaction to this dynamic has been an overzealous utilization of oversight tools, in particular
interpellations of ministers. Interpellations are particularly easy to put forth in the National Assembly, with
only one member needed to invoke this right. There were 32 interpellations during the 15th assembly, an
average of eight per year, and most were brought forth by the opposition. One of the leading opposition
figures in the 15th assembly, Al-Humaidi al-Subai described the dynamic: “When you don’t have a majority
in the assembly and your attempts to legislate are frustrated … you have no choice but interpellate,
interpellate, interpellate.” In addition to interpellations being a manifestation of frustration over the inability
to legislate, they can be driven by personal rivalries, blackmail in retaliation against political enemies or in
exchange for personal favors, and even a show of strength to constituencies.
Interpellations, especially if directed toward the prime minister, have had significant impact. Given how
consequential interpellations can be, the government has become adept at exploiting gray areas in the
Kuwaiti Constitution and the internal rules of the National Assembly to weaken or nullify them. The referral
of the prime minister’s 2018 interpellation to the Legislative and Legal Affairs Committee is one clear
example.
Combined, these factors have led to a situation in which executive-legislative deadlock has become
endemic in Kuwait.
Moreover, the opposition suffers from a chronic inability to coordinate on legislation and oversight. Part of
the reason for this lack of cohesion derives from the Kuwaiti electoral system, which is based on the single
nontransferable vote; this encourages individual competition and creates considerable barriers to coalition
formation. Although its name implies the existence of a bloc, the opposition can be better described as a
loose coalition of tribal candidates, Islamists, and pro-democracy activists who agree on some issues and
disagree on others. Moreover, the fact that no political parties officially exist in Kuwait further complicates
coordination efforts among what are at the end of the day loose political and parliamentary blocs. Examples
of the opposition’s lack of coordination abound, such as the aforementioned defection over the amnesty
law and the inability to coordinate on the removal of the minister of economic and social affairs, Hind alSabeeh, in January 2018.
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Pathways to Avoiding Failure
The disputes over rules and failures of coordination have been present in the early days of the new
assembly, painting a discouraging picture for productive executive-legislative relations. The opposition
accuses the government of interfering in favor of Ghanem’s successful bid for speaker of the National
Assembly, with some also claiming he interfered in the internal elections to the National Assembly’s
committees, limiting the opposition’s leadership and representation, despite its reasonable showing.
Meanwhile, the opposition has splintered into two groups. The more maximalist group consists of around
eight to 11 members and is led by tribal opposition member of parliament Bader al-Dahoom. The second
group, led by Hasan Johar, consists of 16 members from the National Bloc, Hadas and the Mutair tribe
coalition. The government’s strategy so far has been to negotiate with the second group. While this
negotiation has led to the creation of a joint government-member of parliament committee, the move has
created a rift within the opposition, leading to heated strife over social media between the two groups.
The formation of a new Cabinet under Sabah al-Khaled on 2 March was initially seen as a positive outcome
of this coordination, given that it was formed well before the end of the 1-month suspension of the plenary
sessions of the National Assembly, cited above. Yet the success of the current National Assembly will
depend largely on the government’s goodwill and the opposition’s willingness to halt the barrage of
interpellations. If the government opts to frustrate attempts to legislate by the opposition using loopholes
in the rules of procedure, aided by the National Assembly’s speaker, then the intractable conflicts over
policy and rules are likely to continue. Some members of parliament associated with the group of 16 have
openly threatened to return to interpellations should the government fail to enact agreed upon legislation.
In addition, and in a show of strength by the opposition, Johar and another member of the group of 16
announced their desire to interpellate Basel al-Sabah, the minister of health, over the handling of the
coronavirus pandemic and the decision to impose a public health-related curfew for a month beginning on
7 March. Moreover, Dahoom and another member of the more maximalist opposition put forth an
interpellation of the prime minister over the Interior Ministry’s decision to report the participants of a rally
that Dahoom held to the general prosecutor’s office given that the rally violated coronavirus health codes.
The stasis that epitomizes Kuwait’s political development is not likely to be resolved unless the country
embarks on serious reforms. First, the National Assembly’s rules of procedure should be amended to be
clearer and more detailed, learning from past constitutional crises. The loopholes in the rules that are often
exploited by the government leading to constitutional crises seriously undermine the legitimacy of both the
National Assembly and Constitutional Court. Legislation should not hinge solely on the desire and goodwill
of the executive. Second, there is a serious need to reform the Constitutional Court to include members
appointed in consultation with, or with the approval of, the National Assembly. In this manner, conflict
between the National Assembly and the executive branch over the constitution and the rules of procedure
would be resolved via an impartial, independent, and balanced Constitutional Court, instead of the rulings
always coming out in favor of the executive and lacking the legitimacy needed to be helpful in resolving
such disputes. Finally, the electoral law in Kuwait should be amended to encourage effective group
dynamics and discourage individualistic tendencies among the members of parliament. While this may
create a more unified opposition bloc to stymie particular government legislative initiatives, it could better
define the political constituencies with which the government could effectively negotiate to achieve
legislative objectives and progress.
Luai Allarakia is an assistant professor of political science. His research specializes in Kuwait’s National
Assembly, the Saudi Shura Council, and Gulf Arab affairs. Hamad H. Albloshi is an assistant professor of
political science at Kuwait University. He holds a PhD from the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at
Tufts University. (AGSIW 11.03)
Back to Table of Contents

The Fortnightly may also be found at our Web site of: http://www.atid-edi.com

11.2.

SAUDI ARABIA: Saudi Arabia’s Neom Diplomacy

Ali Dogan posted in Sada on 3 March that Saudi Arabia is building a new megacity to woo international
partners. But the plans may pit Saudi against its long-time partner, the UAE.

On 23 November 2020, a meeting between former U.S. Secretary of State Pompeo and Mohammed bin
Salman took place in Neom, the futuristic planned city in Saudi Arabia’s Tabuk province. Neom, an acronym
for “New Future,” is a planned $500 billion futuristic megacity expected to cover 10,230 square miles in
northwestern Saudi Arabia abutting the Gulf of Aqaba. The place of the meeting indicates Neom’s strategic
importance for Mohammed bin Salman’s foreign policy. The meeting is part of a new Saudi Neom
diplomacy and is only one of many similar meetings likely to follow in the future.
Mohammed bin Salman announced the plans for the megacity Neom in October 2017, just four months
after his controversial appointment as crown prince. This did not only create opposition within the royal
family but also forced Mohammed bin Salman to convince the very young and highly unemployed Saudi
population of his rightful claim to the throne. Neom, as MBS’ own megaproject, serves as key tool for him
to consolidate his power in Saudi Arabia and foster the regime’s security. In recent years, Mohammed bin
Salman has increasingly used of Neom as a lynchpin in his diplomatic efforts. The city is planned to have
an independent economic zone with its own legal and tax system. The government aims for it to diversify
the economy by promoting new economic high-tech areas. The city’s geographical location is close to
international markets and it will be run by 100% renewable wind and solar energy. Furthermore, the release
of Neom’s “The Line”, a 170 kilometer transportation line, shows that Neom will have an AI regulated
underground train and car traffic.
What makes Neom unique compared to other megaprojects is its role in Saudi foreign policy as a soft power
tool. Neom expands Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy opportunities. In the first official three-day visit of a Saudi
monarch to Russia in October 2017, the Russian Investment fund (RFPI) declared that it would invest
several billion dollars into Neom and take part in the facilitation of Neom with Russian high-tech companies.
Due to the futuristic and neoliberal ideas at Neom’s core, Saudi Arabia also emphasizes it as a place for
U.S.-Saudi cooperation and investment. For Mohammed bin Salman, the Neom project serves as a
showcase to woo Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic partners.
For instance, Saudi Arabia planned to showcase its megaproject to leading economic nations at the G20
summit in 2020 by organizing visits for state leaders to Neom. During the G20 conference, British Prime
Minister Boris Johnson stated that he would like to have visited Neom and that Neom represents a greener
future for all. The Neom site offers a climatically and geographically better location for international
companies than Dubai’s highly humid summers. Saudi Arabia is trying to promote the futuristic and touristic
image of Neom as a potential competitor to Dubai. Neom advertisements in the Wall Street Journal, on
social media, on European TV channels, as well as for an ESport league show the importance of Neom for
Saudi Arabia’s public relations strategy. Pompeo’s recent visit exemplifies Neom’s unique status as a
megaproject.
Relations with Israel are necessary for Saudi Arabia to complete Neom. The normalization agreements
between the UAE, Bahrain, Sudan and Israel therefore serve the interest of Saudi Arabia. In June 2017,
Egypt handed the islands Sanafir and Tiran over to Saudi Arabia, located off the coast of Saudi Arabia and
the Sinai Peninsula. Egypt gave islands to Saudi Arabia on the assumption that Egypt’s economy would
benefit from Neom. Indeed, Saudi Arabia has plans for a bridge crossing the Strait of Tiran and connecting
Egypt to Neom. However, expanding Saudi Highway 392 and building a Saudi-Egypt bridge requires
negotiations with Israel. The 1979 peace treaty between Egypt and Israel includes the guarantee of free
Israeli shipping through the straits of Tiran and, therefore, the project relies on Israel’s approval.
Neom cannot flourish if a deal with Israel does not take place. Though according to an opinion poll of the
Doha institute, up to 90% of the Arab population still opposes the diplomatic recognition of Israel. Saudi
Arabia does not only need to continue its international public relations strategy, but it also needs other allies
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from the Arab World to provide a ground of Arab Israeli mutual recognition. The question of whether we
will witness a boost in Arab recognitions of Israel remains outstanding.
Neom might negatively impact relations between Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. The two
countries’ relationship is not always so cordial. In 2003, Saudi Arabia and the UAE butted heads over a
border dispute on the Shaybah oilfields. Furthermore, the War in Yemen showed divisions in both countries’
interests in Yemen. In the future, Neom and Mohammad bin Salman could lead both Gulf countries to
future competition over the market. Pursuing similar projects with the aim of diversifying the economy, both
countries could confront each other on the share of different markets for the region.
Major projects such as the King Abdullah Financial District (KAFD) and the King Abdullah Economic City
(KAEC) already compete with neighboring UAE. International companies can promise their expats a
western lifestyle in Dubai, which is not yet the case in Saudi Arabia. This is an important factor for
international companies looking for regional representation in the MENA region. The multi-billion-dollar
projects KAFD and KAEC struggled with getting companies into their facilities. The Saudi government even
plans to transform KAFD into a special economic zone to attract international companies. Minister of
investment, Khalid al-Falih said in October 2020 that special economic zones are going to be launched in
2021.
Saudi Arabia cannot let Neom fall to the same fate given the kingdom’s high population growth and high
unemployment. The Saudi government will try to attract the companies away from Dubai by offering special
tax agreements and other sweeteners to relocate to Neom. As the UAE and Saudi Arabia both work to
reduce their economies’ dependence on oil they risk competition with each other for international
companies and investment.
Whether the Emiratis will be willing to share their hegemony on the business hub remains open. It remains
to be seen how the two richest Gulf countries will settle a future dispute. Saudi Arabia will need to negotiate
with Israel and the UAE for Neom’s future.
Mohammed bin Salman’s foreign policy is strongly tied to his economic and social vision. Neom serves as
the showcase of Saudi Arabia’s different megaprojects and a boon for its diplomatic efforts. The
government aims to improve Saudi Arabia’s public image and promote the business opportunities in the
kingdom through Neom. Mohammed bin Salman’s position as the heir-designate to the kingdom’s throne,
will likely lead to increasing uses of Neom diplomacy.
Ali Dogan is a Research Fellow at the Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner Orient and a Doctoral Candidate at the
Otto-Suhr-Institute of Political Science in Berlin. (Sada 03.03)
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EGYPT: Bank Audi’s Egypt Economic Report for 2021

Bank Audi Group released their Egypt Economic Report – 2021 on 14 March, whereby they foresee
modest recovery, while some risks to the outlook persist.
Egypt Managing Well the Arising Challenges
Egypt has managed well the COVID-19 pandemic and the related disruption to economic activity by
adopting proactive measures to address health and social needs and support the sectors most directly
affected by the crisis. The growth slowdown has so far been less severe than expected with Egypt set to
be among the few countries with positive growth rate in the past year. External market conditions have
also improved with a strong return of portfolio inflows. While growth has somehow declined from 5.6% in
FY 2019 to 3.5% in FY 2020, Egypt remains the Top performing economy in the Arab world.
Noticeable Balance of Payment Deficit Despite Rising Remittances
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Egypt’s external sector deteriorated during the first nine months of 2020, consequently yielding a deficit in
BOP of $9.1 billion versus a surplus of $1.9 billion in 2019 as per latest available statistics released by the
Central Bank of Egypt. This noticeable aggravation in the overall deficit was mainly triggered by the
deterioration in the services balance (-63.6% year-on-year) mainly due to a temporary drop in Egypt’s
tourism (-65.8% year-on-year) representing a volume of $6.6 billion. It is worth mentioning that amid this
challenging period, current transfers achieved a 10.8% increase year-on-year mainly due to rise in the
remittance of the Egyptians abroad amounting to $22.1 billion in the first nine months of 2020, versus $19.8
billion in the first nine months of 2019.
Continuous Improvement in Public Finances
Public finances in Egypt continued to improve in FY2020 despite the Coronavirus pandemic, as the
country’s economic reforms in recent years had allowed it to absorb the Coronavirus shock. In fact, the
overall budget deficit declined to 7.9% of GDP in FY2020, compared to 8.2% in FY2019, owing to
continuous fiscal consolidation measures and a lower increase in spending. Budget execution is on track
to achieve the program target for FY2020/21.
Monetary Easing Following COVID-19 Outbreak and on Reduced Inflationary Pressures
The Central Bank of Egypt maintained its dovish monetary policy in 2020 following the outbreak of the
Coronavirus pandemic and in response to declining inflationary pressures. Concurrently, the foreign
exchange reserves entered into a contractionary mode for the first time in six years, while the Egyptian
pound appreciated marginally despite market tremors.
Noticeable Banking Sector Resilience Amid Tough Environment
The Egyptian banking sector showed a noticeable resilience in a tough operating environment. Measured
by total assets, banking activity grew by 19.7% in $terms over the first nine months of 2020 to reach $436.9
billion at end-September, the equivalent of 121% of GDP. Deposits grew by 21.4% and loans rose by
28.3% over the same nine month period, while shareholders’ equity increased by 23.8% to reach $30.9
billion, the equivalent of 7% of total banking sector assets at end-September.
Mixed Price Movements in Egyptian Capital Markets Following Coronavirus Outbreak
Egypt’s equity market was severely hit by the rapid spread of the Coronavirus pandemic in 2020 and fears
about a global economic fallout, yet bounced back early 2021 on prospects of a global reopening following
a progress in COVID-19 vaccine rollouts and on reflation bets. In contrast, the Egyptian fixed income
market saw mostly upward price movements in 2020, mainly tracking US Treasuries move, as growing
global growth concerns due to rising Coronavirus cases globally flocked demand for safe-haven assets.
Yet, this trend was reversed during the first two months of 2021, on bets that vaccines rollouts and an
unprecedented US relief package would sustain a global economic recovery and fuel inflationary pressures.
Egypt’s Economic Conditions to Improve Looking Ahead
Looking forward, Egypt’s economic conditions are likely to improve. After having been one of the few
countries to record positive growth in the past year, the country is set to record modest recovery in most
sectors. Tourism recovery is yet likely to be much more protracted, with global travel disruptions expected
to linger well into 2021. Having said that, risks to the outlook remain significant, including a second wave
of COVID-19, less favorable financing conditions for emerging markets and a drop in remittances. (Bank
Audi 14.03)
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EGYPT: Egypt Seeks to Turn Into Regional Hub for Electricity Supply

Rasha Mahmoud reported in Al-Monitor on 10 March, as part of plans to turn into a major regional hub for
electricity and since Egypt has a surplus of power, the Ministry of Electricity announced plans to increase
the capacity of an interconnection line between Egypt and Libya.
Egypt's Minister of Electricity Mohammed Shaker recently announced his country’s readiness to increase
the capacity of the electricity interconnection line between Egypt and Libya to up to 450 MW and even more
in the near future. On 2 March, Shaker said, “The power line connecting Egypt and Libya can provide up
to 450 MW, and there is a plan to increase such a capacity in the future to 1,000 MW. The current capacity
stands at 200 MW.” Commenting on the connection lines between Egypt and other Arab countries, the
minister stated that there is power interconnection with Libya, Jordan and Sudan. He noted that the
interconnection with Iraq will go through Jordan since there is no direct power connection line between
Egypt and Iraq.
Ayman Hamza, spokesman for the Ministry of Electricity, told Al-Monitor that Libya requested Egypt
increases electricity exports to Libya in early 2021. The ministry expressed willingness to do so in light of
the large power capacity available in Egypt thanks to the electricity projects implemented in Egypt over the
past years, he said. Hamza noted that power exchanges between Egypt and Libya date back nearly 22
years, when the electrical interconnection line was inaugurated between the two countries in 1998, with an
electromotive force of 220 kilovolts and which currently transmits 200 MW of electricity to Libya.
The Egyptian response to the Libyan request was made in light of Libya’s electric power crisis as the country
suffers from daily power cuts and a major power supply deficit. The electricity generation deficit in Libya
hit 1,000 MW in the winter season and 2,500 MW in the summer, according to previous press statements
by Ibrahim Falah, general manager at General Electricity Company of Libya (GECOL).
Osama al-Saeiti, adviser to the GECOL general manager for technical affairs in the eastern region and
former executive director of the company’s operating affairs, told Al-Monitor that Libya needs 6,500 MW to
meet its consumption needs in the winter season and 8,000 MW in the summer. But, he added, GECOL
generates 5,500 MW only. Although there are 10 power stations operating in Libya, they do not generate
the needed electricity due to lack of maintenance, he explained.
Saeiti added, “The electricity sector [in Libya] managed to overcome the challenges in the past six years,
namely a power generation deficit of 15% to 20%. Egypt, for its part, turned from a country failing to meet
its demand in electricity to a country exporting electricity, which is an important accomplishment after
reforming the country's infrastructure. There is now a surplus of electricity generated, which allows the
electricity sector to join a number of power interconnection projects with neighboring countries, increase
foreign investments and develop several strategic projects.”
In January 2021, Shaker reviewed the PIDA PAP2 project during the ministerial meeting of the first session
of the African Union Specialized Technical Committee (STC) on Transport, Infrastructure, Intercontinental
and Interregional Infrastructure, Energy and Tourism (STC-TTIIET). The PIDA PAP2 project consists of a
list of 73 key infrastructure projects, including three projects relating to Egypt, namely the construction of a
shipping line connecting Lake Victoria and the Mediterranean Sea, the establishment of the Egypt-Sudan
power interconnection project — which will be the first stage of a wider interconnection project with South
Africa via the Cairo-Cape Town route — and the construction of a new Egypt-Libya interconnection project
as the first stage of the electricity interconnection project among North African countries.
Egypt’s Ministry of Electricity began implementing the first steps to turn Egypt into a global energy hub by
launching in January 2020 the first phase of the electricity interconnection project with Sudan with an initial
capacity of 70 MW, which would later be increased to 2,000 MW. The project will connect Egypt to Ethiopia,
and subsequently to the rest of Africa.
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In his interview with Al-Monitor, Shaker stressed that his ministry attaches great importance to the electricity
interconnection projects, and noted that Egypt is actively participating in all regional electricity
interconnection projects, including with Jordan and Libya. The first phase of the interconnection project
with Sudan was completed, he said.
Shaker said that work is also in progress to complete the joint electricity interconnection project between
Egypt and Saudi Arabia, and that the PIDA PAP2 project relating to the African continent is currently being
assessed with the aim to benefit from the huge hydropower capacity in Africa. He stressed his ministry’s
ultimate objective to turn Egypt into a regional energy exchange hub with Europe, and Arab and African
countries through these projects. (Al-Monitor 10.03)
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EGYPT: Why Egypt is leading MENA's Ridesharing Recovery

The COVID-19 pandemic hit the business of moving people hard over the past year, but Egypt is a bright
spot as ridesharing companies see a recovery on the horizon in the Arab world’s most populous country.
Careem Egypt has reached 67% of pre-COVID operation rates, after seeing its activity plunge to 20% a
year ago. Uber Egypt has recovered to 80% of pre-COVID levels. Both expect to recover fully this year.
Bus transport app Swvl, which paused operations from mid-March to July, has since seen demand grow in
its home market as people opt for the service over public buses.
Several factors have made Egypt, the Arab world's third-largest economy, resilient and stand out in the
MENA region. Unlike other countries that went into a full lockdown during the first wave, Egypt imposed a
night-time curfew. The government avoided shutting down most businesses and services to protect
people’s livelihoods and the economy. “Restrictions were more relaxed and more people started to go to
work and back to their previous life, especially in the second half of 2020,” said Haitham Essam, general
manager of Careem Egypt. “This is one of the reasons why recovery has been faster in Egypt than in other
Middle Eastern countries.”
Egypt is the only country in MENA whose economy grew last year, rather than contract, according to the
World Bank. Egypt’s GDP expanded 3.6% in its July 1, 2019 - June 30, 2020 fiscal year. The economy is
forecast to grow 2.7% in the 2021 financial year and 5.8% in 2022. With few companies in Egypt
technologically and logistically prepared for remote working, many employees had to continue to commute
to offices. Therefore, ridesharing providers focused on increasing health and safety precautions, such as
requiring masks and installing plastic separators between captains and passengers. They also retained
customers by slashing prices and introducing new services. Careem rolled out a new feature in its app that
provides customers with information on getting vaccinated.
Egypt has recorded more than 188,000 coronavirus cases, of which 145,418 people have recovered,
according to Worldometer, which tracks the pandemic. The country has 31,815 active cases and registered
over 11,120 deaths. Egyptian health officials estimate the number could be ten-fold due to limited testing
and the exclusion of private lab results. Daily COVID-19 cases in Egypt peaked at 1,774 in June and spiked
again to 1,418 on 31 December. However, the daily count has stayed relatively stable since early February
when it dropped to 509 cases.
Careem
Careem, which was bought by Uber in 2019 for $3.1 billion, tentatively forecasts business might return to
pre-pandemic levels by the end of the year. It operates in 12 countries in MENA, including Lebanon, Saudi
Arabia and the UAE. Out of 94 cities, 25 are in Egypt. “All countries are contributing, but definitely Egypt
has been our positive spot for Careem over the last year,” Mr. Essam said. Careem Egypt introduced Go
Aman in June, installing plastic shields between drivers and passengers. It also cut prices of its standard
Go services by 10% and expanded coverage of its cheaper Go Offer product to 10 more governorates in
Egypt.
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New verticals in Egypt focusing on “the mobility of things” include Wasally (a pick-up and delivery service)
and Eshtery (a mobile-based shopping application). “Customers have the capability to use our Careem
captains to either buy them stuff from shops or to deliver things from one point to another,” Mr. Essam said.
Its last-mile B-to-B delivery service Careem Express nearly doubled last year, he added.
Uber
Uber, which had the world's largest number of active users among ridesharing companies before the
pandemic, posted a full-year net loss of $6.76bn for 2020, 20% lower than in 2019. In the MENA region,
the company operates in Bahrain, Egypt, Lebanon, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE. During the pandemic,
“Egypt has been one of the better performers across Europe and the Middle East”, Mr. Khalil said. Like
Careem, Uber introduced health and safety precautions, such as installing separators in its cars and
sanitizer dispensers in Uber Bus. Its new products include Uber Connect for the transportation of goods
and Uber Black for rides from Cairo International Airport.
Swvl
Swvl, which allows commuters to reserve seats on private buses operating on fixed routes and pay fares
through its mobile app, operates in Egypt, Kenya, Pakistan and Jordan. “While in developed markets,
people have the luxury to stop using mass transit”, that is not the case in emerging markets, Mr. Kandil
said. “We've actually seen an increase in our demand post-COVID.” Swvl stopped its services in Egypt
for three months “more from a safety standpoint” rather than a business standpoint. The company also
used the opportunity to scale its engineering, product and data science teams from 40 to 130 people.
“When everyone was firing people, we were actually hiring more people,” Mr. Kandil said. Meanwhile, it
plans to expand to Saudi Arabia and the UAE this year. “So 2021 for us is going to be an extremely exciting
year,” he said. (The National 11.03)
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TURKEY: Pandemic, Domestic Woes Dim Istanbul’s Economic Luster

Mustafa Sonmez posted in Al-Monitor on 10 March that Istanbul’s economy is estimated to have shrunk
about 3% last year, even as Turkey’s gross domestic product grew 1.8%.
Istanbul — the powerhouse of the Turkish economy and an aspiring global hub — has suffered a notable
decline amid the country’s economic turmoil over the past several years. While Turkey’s gross domestic
product (GDP) expanded 1.8% in the pandemic-hit 2020, Istanbul’s economy is estimated to have shrunk
about 3%, based on electricity consumption data.
The giant metropolis, which is home to some 16 million people, or a fifth of Turkey’s population, and
contributes about a third of the country’s GDP, has lost much economic vigor since 2018 when Turkey’s
economic woes began to deepen amid its transition to an executive presidency system. The pandemic has
dealt heavy blows to the commerce, tourism and services sectors in Istanbul, aggravating unemployment
and poverty in the city, which had thrived mainly on a construction boom and domestic consumption in
earlier years.
On 1 March, Turkey’s statistics agency announced that the country’s GDP grew 1.8% in 2020 — a costly
achievement that bequeathed major fragilities to the economy. The regional breakdown of the GDP data
will be available only in early 2022, but monthly electricity consumption data has traditionally been an
accurate foretoken of growth. Indeed, the power consumption increase in Turkey last year corresponds to
the 1.8% growth rate.
The electricity data reveals major differences between provinces. In the Mediterranean province of Antalya,
the heart of Turkey’s vital tourism industry, for instance, electricity consumption decreased more than 16%
in 2020, pointing to a staggering economic contraction in the region amid the pandemic.
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In Istanbul, electricity consumption decreased 2.7% — a sign that the local economy shrank by a similar
rate, unlike the country’s overall growth of 1.8%. The largest decrease occurred in the services sector,
while the industry appears to have fared better.
The industry — the backbone of Istanbul’s economy until the 1980s — was outgrown by the services sector
in the ensuing years as the city’s land value shot up and industrial activities shifted to neighboring provinces
such as Bursa, Kocaeli and Tekirdag. Istanbul still contributes 25% of Turkey’s industrial value added, as
major industries catering to domestic demand, especially in the food and apparel sectors, continue to
operate in the city. Industrial enterprises accounted for 28% of Istanbul’s power consumption in 2020.
Their electricity use increased notably in the second half of the year, resulting in an overall increase of 5%
— a sign that Istanbul’s industrial value added could have grown by a similar rate.
Meanwhile, the services sector, including commercial, tourism and financial services, which have
significantly expanded in recent decades, has come to account for nearly 40% of Istanbul’s electricity
consumption. But in sharp contrast to the industry, the sector’s electricity consumption decreased 15% last
year.
The city’s tourism sector took some of the worst blows from the pandemic as the global travel industry
ground to a near halt. Service businesses in many other fields, from retail and dining to entertainment and
arts, suffered heavy losses as well due to government-enforced restrictions. Foreign tourist arrivals
dropped by a startling 71% in Turkey in 2020. Only about 5 million tourists visited Istanbul, a 67% decrease
from some 15 million in 2019 when the city attracted more than a third of the tourist flow to Turkey. The
turmoil had severe ripple effects on many other sectors connected to the tourism industry, including civil
aviation.
Crucially, the pandemic exacerbated the crisis that had already hit the construction and real estate sectors
after their unprecedented heyday under the ruling Justice and Development Party. The construction sector
was among the first victims of Turkey’s economic turmoil in 2018, though it had driven the country’s
economic growth for years as Ankara chose to encourage construction over industrial or other long-term
investments. Istanbul was the center of the construction frenzy, which virtually pillaged the city’s urban rent
and damaged its historical and cultural fabric. The crisis in the sector, resulting in big stocks of unsold or
unrented real estate, led to a serious decline in its value added and fueled stagnation across Istanbul’s
economy via interrelated sectors.
Istanbul contributes about 35% of the value added of Turkey’s construction sector and about 30% of that
of realty trade. The two sectors account for 16% of Istanbul’s value added. The government managed to
resuscitate home sales through a loan expansion policy in the second half of 2020, but the sector remains
stricken in general.
In sum, Istanbul’s economy seems to have mirrored the Turkish economy’s overall contraction of 10% in
the second quarter of 2020, but it failed to match the relative recovery in the rest of the country in the second
half of the year. The government stimulated this with cheap credit and moves to reign in the slump of the
Turkish lira. Istanbul’s industry and some other sectors did benefit from those policies, but the commerce,
tourism and other services sectors, which dominate the city’s economy, failed to perk up to the same extent.
The agony of the tourism industry hampered the recovery of dining, accommodation and civil aviation
businesses, coupled with government restrictions affecting a wide range of other services. With the added
impact of the crisis in the construction and realty sectors, Istanbul’s economy is likely to have shrunk about
3% last year, as the power consumption data suggest.
The economic downturn is certainly not without a hefty social cost. The official unemployment rate in
Istanbul was nearly 15% in 2019, exceeding the country’s overall rate of 13.9%. About 23% of the 4.4
million jobless — more than 1 million people — were in Istanbul. Turkey’s official unemployment rate stood
at 13% in December 2020, while an alternative calculation, encompassing those who have stopped actively
looking for jobs, puts the rate at 28%. Given the city’s economic decline, unemployment in Istanbul is
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estimated to have worsened, aggravating poverty as well. A clearer picture will emerge when related data
is released in the coming months. (Al-Monitor 10.03)
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TURKEY: Is Turkey Challenging Egyptian Influence in Guinea-Bissau?

On 9 March, Al-Monitor reported that amid regional warnings of Turkey's growing role in West Africa,
including Guinea-Bissau, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi received a call from Umaro Sissoco
Embalo, president of Guinea-Bissau, to discuss ways to develop cooperation in the economic and security
fields.
Despite the fact that Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi's one-year term as head of the African Union
ended in 2020, Cairo's cooperation with African countries is growing as a fundamental pillar of Egypt's
foreign policy. On 4 March, Sisi received Guinea-Bissau President Umaro Sissoco Embalo in Ittihadia
Helioplis Palace, where they discussed economic, military and security cooperation.
On 20 February, Sisi received a call from Embalo, who stressed his country's keenness to strengthen
bilateral relations in various fields. According to an Egyptian presidency's statement, the two presidents
agreed to work on improving trade exchange and developing the capabilities of Guinea-Bissau cadres to
lay the foundations of state institutions and face the security challenges in the region.
A few days before that phone call, on 17 February Egypt's ambassador to Conakry Tamer al-Meligy met
with Embalo to express Egypt's keenness to transfer its expertise to African countries, including GuineaBissau, with the ultimate aim to achieve high growth rates across the continent, improve living conditions
and promote prosperity.
Prior to this meeting, Embaló visited Istanbul 30 January, where he held a closed-door meeting with Turkish
President Erdogan. Turkish and international newspapers did not reveal any details about the agenda of
the meeting. Yet several Turkish newspapers considered it a sign of rapprochement between Turkey and
West African countries, led by Guinea-Bissau.
Rashad Abdo, head of the Economic Research Forum, told Al-Monitor that in recent years, Egypt opened
up to major economic countries after Sisi attended the G-7 summit in 2019, and the G-20 summits in 2017
and 2019, noting that Cairo succeeded in developing strong partnerships with prominent entities such as
the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and the European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development. He said that Egypt's openness to those countries and prominent entities can attract
international investments and aid to Africa in general and Guinea-Bissau in particular, to finance the latter's
needs in the fight against the coronavirus pandemic and its needs in investments to develop infrastructure.
Alone, he explained, Turkey cannot develop the infrastructure in those countries, nor will it be able to attract
the investments of major economic powers to African countries, like Egypt does, given the tension between
Turkey and several of those economic powers, namely France, which also has a strong influence in West
Africa. Abdo said that Egypt’s leadership for the African efforts to establish an African Continental Free
Trade Area - which will offer opportunities for Guinea-Bissau to increase exports to other African countries
- paves the way for Egyptian influence to outweigh the Turkish influence in Conakry.
Noha Nofal, director of Regional Trade Agreements at the Ministry of Trade and Industry, announced in an
official statement on 23 February that 54 out of 55 African countries, including Egypt and Guinea-Bissau,
have signed the African Continental Free Trade Area, which will soon enter into force after it was delayed
in July 2020 due to the coronavirus outbreak.
Fajr Abdul Fattah, a retired professor of international economy from the Institute of African Studies, told AlMonitor that Guinea-Bissau represents a promising market for Egyptian products and that the Egyptian
authorities should pay attention to it. The Sisi administration realizes the importance of the African
continent, regardless of any competition between Egyptian and Turkish influence, especially since Turkey's
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influence there will likely be minimal compared to the influence of some European countries such as France,
which has the largest economic influence in West Africa, he explained.
Abdul Fattah said that although there are about 381 million people in West African countries — which make
up 31% of the 1.216 billion total population of Africa — Egypt's exports to these countries do not exceed
7% of its total exports for the entire continent, as Nofal said in her statements, which means that “these
countries, including Guinea-Bissau, represent an opportunity that has not yet been exploited by Egypt.”
The total trade exchange between Egypt and Guinea-Bissau in 2019 amounted to about 1.1 million
Egyptian pounds ($71,000), only $7,000 of which were Egyptian exports, according to TradeMap, which
specializes in monitoring trade exchange between countries. Guinea-Bissau is thus one of the countries
with the lowest trade exchange rate with Egypt.
Zakaria Othman, a former researcher at the Arab and African Research Center, told Al-Monitor that the
most important aspect of the talks between Embalo and Sisi was the need to transfer Egyptian expertise to
Guinea-Bissau cadres to face security challenges, in light of Egypt’s interest in fighting terrorism before it
regains ground in Arab and African countries, as happened in Syria, Iraq and Nigeria.
Othman noted that Guinea-Bissau, through its Atlantic coasts, might play a prominent role in cutting off the
supply lines of terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda and Boko Haram in West and Central Africa, and it
could also prevent the infiltration of terrorists across its borders to Senegal, from which Boko Haram
operatives move to Mauritania and Mali to form the most dangerous potential terrorist hotspots at the
moment.
The authorities of Guinea-Bissau thwarted many smuggling operations that were carried out for the benefit
of al-Qaeda, most notably in 2019, when the authorities seized nearly 2 tons of cocaine before they moved
from the coasts of Guinea-Bissau to the coasts of North Africa. The Guinean intelligence said at the time
that the drugs shipment was coming from Colombia to be sold and distributed to al-Qaeda in North Africa
and West Africa. Meanwhile, in his 2 March statement, Saudi Arabia's minister of state for African Affairs
Ahmed Kattan accused Turkey of using rapprochement with African countries to support terrorist
organizations there in a way that serves its interests and the interests of Iran. (Al-Monitor 09.03)
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CYPRUS: Cyprus 'BBB-/A-3' Ratings Affirmed; Outlook Stable

On 5 March, S&P Global Ratings affirmed the 'BBB-/A-3' long- and short-term foreign and local currency
sovereign credit ratings on Cyprus. The outlook is stable.
Outlook
The stable outlook balances risks from the pandemic's protracted adverse impact on growth, fiscal and
banking sector performance against benefits of the EU's Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) transfers,
as well as further improvement in the government's debt profile.
Upside Scenario
We could raise the sovereign ratings on Cyprus on the back of solid economic growth and improved
budgetary performance underpinning a clearly discernible decline in one of the highest stocks of public debt
in the region. We could also raise the ratings in the case of a sustained decline in nonperforming exposures
(NPEs) on the banking sector's balance sheet, following an expected increase in 2021.
Downside Scenario
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Alternatively, ratings downside could emerge if budgetary performance in the coming years is markedly
below our current expectations, threatening the pace of general government debt reduction, or if economic
growth prospects unexpectedly deteriorate.
Rationale
In 2020, Cyprus was significantly affected by the COVID-19-induced economic recession. Nevertheless,
the GDP contraction, estimated at 5.1%, was less pronounced than we initially expected for a small open
economy with a large tourism sector. As a result of the recession and the government's fiscal policy
measures to cushion the impact on the economy, the government's budgetary position shifted into a deficit,
estimated at around 5% of GDP, compared with a headline fiscal surplus in 2019. This led to a significant
increase in general government debt to around 119% at the end of the year, from 94% in 2019.
We expect the effects of the pandemic will continue to weigh on economic activity in 2021 and uncertainty
will remain high, making any forecasts difficult. However, our baseline projections suggest a relatively
strong recovery in second-half 2021, with full-year GDP expanding by 3.8%. Domestic demand will be the
main spur of the recovery while tourism will take longer to rebound. Importantly, Cyprus is eligible for up to
about €1 billion (about 5% of GDP) in grants from the EU's RRF, which we expect will be accompanied by
implementation of structural economic and budgetary reforms, further enhancing the prospects for a solid
economic recovery. Our central assumption behind this scenario is the wide availability of a COVID-19
vaccine by mid-year 2021.
Our ratings on Cyprus remain constrained by elevated stocks of public and private debt and the still-high
proportion of NPEs in the banking system, which we expect will increase in 2021. However, the country's
favorable debt profile has been further supported by the European Central Bank's (ECB's) monetary policy
decisions - especially since March 2020. The average maturity stood at about eight years at year-end
2020, while debt-service costs have fallen, notably thanks to the early repayment of a bilateral loan to
Russia in 2019 and a loan from the IMF last year, as well as the issuance of long-dated euro medium-term
notes at lower yields. Furthermore, authorities hold significant cash buffers, at least equivalent to nine
months of financing needs, markedly reducing short-term refinancing risk.
Institutional and economic profile: As the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic subsides, solid economic
growth prospects will allow the economy to continue deleveraging through 2024




We expect Cyprus' economy to expand by 3.8% in 2021, supported by gradual improvement in the
evolution of the pandemic due to the vaccination campaign and one of the highest rates of
coronavirus testing in the EU.
The recent second wave of the pandemic will keep uncertainty high, however.
We anticipate policymaking will remain geared toward the reduction of economic vulnerabilities and
improving financial sector health.

Following five consecutive years of GDP growth above the Eurozone average, Cyprus' small, open
economy is estimated to have contracted by about 5.1% last year due to COVID-19 fallout. Measures
implemented by health authorities have contained the virus at levels below those of peers. These
measures, however, combined with a drop in external demand, had a dampening effect on the domestic
economy. Prior to the pandemic, tourism accounted for an estimated 12% of employment, and about 20%
of total exports. Estimates suggest that tourist arrivals in 2020 were about 85% lower than in 2019.
A recent flash estimate indicates GDP in fourth-quarter 2020 contracted 4.5% compared with fourth-quarter
2019. However, this was still an improvement of 1.4% over third-quarter 2020, which saw a strong recovery
of 8.9% as lockdown measures were lifted before the third quarter. Targeted measures to shield economic
agents from the negative fallout of the pandemic have cushioned the impact on private consumption, which
only contracted 0.6% in the first three quarters, while public consumption increased significantly, by more
than 14% compared with the same period in 2019. On the production side, over the same period, the
information communication technology (ICT) sector, as well as public administration and real estate
activities exhibited resilience and posted small positive growth numbers. Financial and insurance activities
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contracted by 0.9% between January and September 2020, compared with the same period in 2019,
following an 8.2% contraction the year before.
In this context and following years of steady decline, we estimate unemployment increased to 7.6% in 2020.
This was a moderate increase thanks to support measures implemented by the authorities. We expect
unemployment to gradually decline toward 5% in 2023-2024.
Despite the ongoing second wave of the pandemic, we anticipate the economy will rebound in 2021, as
mass vaccination gathers pace at home and abroad. As of 1 March 2021, over 82,500 people had been
vaccinated. The authorities reached the EU target of vaccinating 80% of health professionals by the same
date. The government aims to vaccinate 500,000 people (or about 60% of the population of less than
900,000) by the end of June, with Cyprus also having one of the highest testing rates in the EU.
Economic momentum will stem from an uptick in private consumption, thanks to pent-up demand, despite
being slowed by debt repayment, especially as the loan moratorium implemented to support the economy
ends. Investments will also boost the economy, supported by a strong pipeline of projects. Furthermore,
net exports will slightly pick up, notably thanks to ICT and business services. Conversely, Cyprus' tourism
sector will take longer to bounce back, hinging on how COVID-19-related travel restrictions with key markets
(notably the U.K. and Russia) progress. We understand authorities are working to diversify tourism source
markets and that important projects could brighten the industry's outlook. Notably, authorities recently
reached a deal with Israel and Greece to allow vaccinated tourists to travel unimpeded, without the need
to quarantine. That said, an only gradual recovery of tourist flows is unlikely to allow GDP to reach 2019
levels before 2022.
Once the COVID-19 impact on the economy abates, we anticipate that the authorities will refocus on
shoring up its resilience, maintaining a public finance surplus, pursuing government debt reduction and
aiding the banking sector's recovery. Economic vulnerabilities related to high levels of private-sector debt
will persist. This metric is likely to remain high over the medium term, although tapering slowly via
repayments financed by savings, restructuring, write-offs, and debt-for-asset swaps with banks.
Any potential economic benefits arising from the discovery of natural gas in Cyprus' Mediterranean waters
are only likely to materialize outside of our forecast horizon through 2024, especially since the current
environment has pushed companies to delay several projects such as drilling, exploration or appraisal
operations. These discoveries have increased tensions with Turkey, which has continued drilling
operations in Cypriot waters despite the imposition of EU sanctions. The situation further deteriorated when
Turkey and the internationally recognized government of Libya signed an accord to create an exclusive
economic zone from Turkey's southern Mediterranean shore to Libya's northeast coast, which was deemed
contrary to international law by several EU countries. Although we anticipate tensions will remain high, in
our base-case scenario we do not envisage an outright confrontation between Turkey and Cyprus.
Talks surrounding the reunification of Cyprus appear to be at a standstill, notably following the October
2020 Turkish-Cypriot Community elections as well as recent declarations by Turkey regarding a two-state
solution.
Flexibility and performance profile: Once the pandemic abates, we expect public and private sector
deleveraging to resume on the back of economic growth and government policies




Direct budgetary measures and the operation of automatic stabilizers led to a deficit of about 5%
of GDP last year, pushing public debt to about 119% of GDP.
However, we expect a steady decline of government debt to GDP in the coming years on the back
of economic recovery and fiscal consolidation.
Cyprus' government debt profile has improved, thanks to better market conditions and proactive
debt management, and benefits from important cash buffers.

We estimate Cyprus' current account deficit widened last year as exports dropped due to a global standstill
in tourism. Lower imports, hindered by reduced private consumption and delayed investment projects, did
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not fully offset the decline in exports. Nevertheless, while the tourism sector will take longer to recover than
the rest of the economy, we see the current account deficit narrowing progressively over the medium term.
The completion of important infrastructure projects, related notably to casinos and marinas, should energize
the tourism industry, while curbing the need for capital imports in 2023-2024. Net exports should contribute
positively, albeit marginally, to growth thanks to ICT and business services.
Cyprus' external financial position, adjusted for the impact of special-purpose entities (SPEs) from 2014,
has exhibited a discernible deleveraging trend and an increasing reliance on foreign direct investment. Still,
we estimate that short-term external debt by remaining maturity will remain above 100% of current account
receipts in 2021. Therefore, despite continuous and rapid improvements, we still consider external liquidity
measures to be weak. We removed the impact of SPEs from all external data as of 2014.
Following several consecutive budget surpluses, Cyprus' budget balance turned into a deficit of about 5%
of GDP in 2020. This stemmed from the direct fiscal measures aimed at supporting the economy and the
health sector, as well as the effect of automatic stabilizers. As the second wave of COVID-19 continues to
weigh on economic activity in early 2021 and the government extends support to households and
businesses, the fiscal position is likely to remain under pressure, with deficits reaching almost 3% of GDP.
Absent new shocks, we expect the government to return a modest fiscal surplus starting in 2023-2024. At
the same time, we expect Cyprus to restore its primary surpluses as early as next year.
Gross general government debt to GDP increased substantially in 2020. We estimate it reached a
historically high 119% of GDP, but project it to start declining already this year as the budget deficit declines
on the back of gradual withdrawal of fiscal stimulus and economic recovery.
In addition, proactive debt management has yielded significant improvements in the public debt profile.
Average maturity has increased to beyond eight years and costs have plummeted. In this context, we
expect interest payments to decrease to less than 4.5% of general government revenue in 2024.
Furthermore, authorities prudently hold important cash buffers equivalent to at least nine months of
financing needs, reducing refinancing risk. Favorable market conditions allow the government to issue on
the international market at low yields and long maturities. Parts of these proceeds were used to pay down
expensive official debt. After repaying ahead of schedule the remaining €1.58 billion of a €2.5 billion loan
from Russia (granted in 2011), the authorities also paid back in advance the €717 million outstanding from
the IMF bailout in early 2020. At this stage, official loans are mainly owed to the European Stability
Mechanism, which represent about 25% of total government debt stock.
We believe that measures taken both at the EU and ECB level are highly supportive of EU member states'
economic and budgetary positions. Notably, the EU recovery funds will materially benefit Cyprus, which
should receive about €1 billion (about 5% of GDP) in grants. We understand that the government intends
to use these funds to accelerate Cyprus' digital transformation, as well as for green projects, for example
in water and waste management. Given the uncertainty around the use and timing of these funds, they
currently represent an upside potential for our economic and budget forecasts in the coming years. We
understand the authorities are not currently planning to tap into the loan segment of the RRF, despite its
very favorable terms.
As a Eurozone member, Cyprus continues to benefit from the monetary union's highly developed capital
markets and the ECB's credible monetary policy. The ECB has announced, among other support
measures, additional quantitative easing of nearly €1.5 trillion, mainly comprising the €1.85 trillion Pandemic
Emergency Purchase Program. The planned expansion of the ECB's balance sheet is oriented toward
absorbing the increase in Eurozone governments' financing needs at relatively low borrowing costs.
However, in our view, the ECB's monetary policy goals are usually better aligned with the economic cycles
of larger Eurozone members than with smaller ones like Cyprus. Much like the rest of the Eurozone,
inflation was depressed last year in Cyprus and we expect it will pick up this year.
We expect COVID-19 effects will exacerbate the banking system's already-high NPEs once the
government-introduced moratorium period on loans gradually ends in first-half 2021, given participation
levels are among the highest in Europe, but also due to banks' overall high exposure to potentially
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vulnerable sectors such as hospitality, tourism, and real estate. NPEs continued to decline rapidly despite
the pandemic, reaching about 21% of total loans (about €5.3 billion of domestic operations of locally active
banks) on 30 September 2020, down from 31% a year before. Bank of Cyprus reached an agreement with
investment management firm PIMCO to dispose of about €1.45 billion of NPEs in two installments: €916
million in August last year and the remainder in January 2021. These sales markedly advance the central
bank's efforts to resolve its legacy problem exposures and position the bank better to absorb the
deterioration to come from the ongoing shock. Similarly, the transfer of about €700 million of NPEs from
Alpha Bank to a credit-acquiring subsidiary of its Greek parent in June 2020, alongside further potential
substantial sales to credit-acquiring companies, somewhat offsets the expected erosion of banks' risk
profiles.
However, we believe the low participation in the "Estia" scheme coupled with amendments to the
foreclosure law validated by the Supreme Court last year and government-announced freezes in
foreclosure proceedings due to the pandemic will somewhat delay the workout of problematic assets.
Additionally, the large increase in re-defaulted restructured loans, which represented 26% of total
restructured loans as of 30 September (compared with 20% two years before), highlights that improving
payment culture remains a challenge. Therefore, despite significant progress achieved and manageable
deterioration expected in the upcoming years, we still consider banks represent a contingent fiscal risk for
the government.
Cypriot banks have been reducing their reliance on foreign deposits, and liquidity in the system is adequate.
They faced the COVID-19-induced recession with comfortable capital buffers, with the average common
equity tier 1 ratio (17.4% in September 2020) well above regulatory minimums and the EU average.
However, while the sovereign enjoys good market access, banks access debt capital markets at much
higher costs. This, coupled with limited new loan origination, ultra-low interest rates, investment demands
for technological transformation and a higher-than-previously-expected cost of risk, means the financial
sector's profitability prospects will remain under pressure. (S&P 05.03)
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