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the region

David George-Cosh

The UAE leads the Middle East in 
fibre-optic internet connections 
but telecommunications operators 
should invest more to increase the 
number of the high-speed hook-
ups in the region, the head of a tel-
ecoms business group says.

Fibre-optic connections can 
transmit a near-unlimited amount 

of data using pulses of light and are 
replacing copper wiring for broad-
band internet networks. The UAE 
will join an elite group of coun-
tries including Japan and South 
Korea when it connects most of its 
residents to a fibre-to-the-home 
(FTTH) network by the end of this 
year.

Parts of Dubai, such as Dubai 
Internet City and the Dubai Ma-
rina, have been tied to a fibre 
network since 2002, and Etisalat 
has pledged to spend Dh5 billion 
(US$1.36bn) building a national 
FTTH network. 

The UAE has 91 per cent of the 
Middle East’s fibre-optic connec-
tions. Etisalat’s planned infra-
structure-sharing programme 
with du, which is scheduled to 
begin next month, could increase 
that percentage.  Overall, the Mid-
dle East lags the rest of the world in 
FTTH, with about 65,000 connec-
tions compared with several mil-
lion in Europe. About 30 projects 
are under way in the Middle East 
that could increase that number, 
said Hartwig Tauber, the director 
general of the FTTH Council Eu-
rope.

“The interesting thing is that only 

a few of them are bigger projects 
while the rest of them are smaller, 
pilot projects where the operators 
try to see how they can deploy fi-
bre,” Mr Tauber said.  But many of 
those networks will not be opera-
tional for several years as operators 
decide on where to put their money 
and what technologies, such as 
next generation wireless infra-
structure, to roll out. 

“It’s actually surprising for us 
knowing the thirst for fibre in the 
Middle East and it still seems that 
the implementation of the net-
works are quite slow,” Mr Tauber 

said. “By comparison, in the UAE 
with Etisalat and du, there is al-
ready 1 million homes connected 
to fibre. It’s a very different situa-
tion.” 

Mr Tauber said the FTTH Council 
would open a permanent office in 
Dubai to promote the technology. 

“The benefit that the region has 
as opposed to, say, Europe is that 
operators here have to build infra-
structure anyhow to make it pos-
sible to use it for internet and if 
they’re doing that, there’s a good 
case to install fibre connections,” 
he said.  Selling the region’s op-

erators on the benefits of fibre may 
be a tough task. Many of them are 
opting to go wireless instead of 
laying down optical cable under-
ground as demand increases with 
the growing popularity of power-
ful multimedia devices such as the 
BlackBerry or the iPad. 

Saudi Arabia is leading the way to 
wireless in the Gulf as more resi-
dents are expected to sign up to 
broadband internet on their mo-
bile devices than on personal com-
puters in the next year.

While there may be a technologi-
cal shift occurring, Mr Tauber said 

the benefits of FTTH connections 
outweighed the more expensive 
wireless technologies.  

“For us, wireless is complemen-
tary to the fixed networks,” he said. 

“Having a mobile network, espe-
cially in rural areas, is a good first 
step to enabling communication. 
But you can only do so much with 
wireless. 

“Imagine uploading a YouTube 
file in HD over your mobile? The 
bandwidth can be handled better 
over fibre.”
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Future of BP chief Hayward not 
discussed during Russian talks
MOSCOW // The future of Tony 
Hayward, the chief executive of 
BP, was not discussed during talks 
with Russia’s deputy Prime min-
ister Igor Sechin, an aide to the 
country’s top energy official said. 
Mr Hayward and Mr Sechin dis-
cussed TNK-BP, the oil venture BP 
owns with a group of billionaires, 
and OAO Rosneft, in which it owns 
a stake, the aide added. Earlier, Mr 
Sechin had said Mr Hayward was 
planning to resign. Mr Hayward’s 
failure to halt the Gulf of Mexico 
oil spill triggered speculation he 
might be forced out. BP denied he 
was about to quit. — Bloomberg 

Bahrain property market to remain 
subdued due to lack of finance
MANAMA // Bahrain’s property 
market is likely to remain subdued 
for some time because of a lack 
of financing, while oversupply in 
the residential and commercial 
sectors will put further pressure 
on rents, a report said yesterday. 
Some 19,300 new homes are ex-
pected to be built over the next five 
years if developers stick to current 
plans, the property consultancy 
DTZ said, adding that residential 
rents fell 15 per cent to 20 per cent 
over the past year in some areas. 
“The freehold residential market 
in Bahrain continues to be char-
acterised by general malaise and 

negative sentiment as it struggles 
to emerge from the downturn,” the 
report said. “This is likely to con-
tinue as lack of finance, investor 
apathy and oversupply continue 
to have a depressing effect on the 
market.” Developers in Bahrain 
face significant levels of defaults 
on staged payments as buyers are 
no longer paying due to stalled 
construction, DTZ said. “The dis-
appearance of this source of cash 
flow has led to the cancellation or 
delay of a large number of residen-
tial projects with many now in a 
state of inactivity.”  
— Bloomberg

UN resolutions intensifying Iran 
sanctions are being adhered to
BASEL // The UAE is abiding by 
UN resolutions that have intensi-
fied sanctions on Iran, Sultan al 
Suwaidi, the Governor of the Cen-
tral Bank, said in Basel yesterday. 
Trade between Iran and Dubai, a 
key source of imports for the Is-
lamic republic, is being squeezed 
by sanctions over the Gulf coun-
try’s nuclear programme. Cus-
toms authorities over the past 
few months have adopted a new 
system to check every shipment 
that passes through the emirate 
to Iran, said Morteza Masoum-
zadeh, a director of the Dubai-
based Iranian Business Council, 

a group that promotes economic 
ties. “What we see is Dubai cus-
toms is being very strict,” he said 
yesterday. “These sanctions will 
have a negative impact on trade.” 
The UN Security Council on 
June 9 approved a fourth round 
of sanctions on Iran, including 
restrictions on financial transac-
tions, a tighter arms embargo 
and authority to seize cargo 
suspected of being intended for 
Iranian nuclear or missile pro-
grammes.  — Bloomberg

Two contract awards issued for 
Qatar property developments
ABU DHABI // Two major con-
tract awards have been issued 
for Qatar property development 
projects, officials said yester-
day. Qatar General Insurance 
and Reinsurance signed a 520 
million rial (Dh525m) contract 
with Arabtec Construction to 
build the World Trade Centre 
Tower. Barwa Real Estate also 
announced yesterday that it had 
awarded Shapoorji Pallonji Qatar 
a contract to provide the ameni-
ties for the first phase of Barwa 
City. The deal is worth about 
676m rials. The amenities in-

clude the maintenance of green 
spaces, cycle paths, children’s 
play areas and other community 
services. Barwa City Phase 1 cov-
ers 140 hectares and contains 
6,000 homes. The development 
includes a district cooling plant, 
liquid petroleum gas network 
and other facilities. Khalid al 
Nasr, the general manager of 
Barwa City Real Estate, said: “I 
wish Shapoorji success and pros-
perity in their new endeavour. 
This is a substantial milestone 
for the project.”  
— The National

Hamra Residences will allow 
owners to lease back apartments
ABU DHABI // Hamra Hotels and 
Resorts, a UAE-based hospitality 
company, has announced the 
opening of Al Hamra Residences 
in Ras al Khaimah. Owners of 
apartments in the development 
will be able to lease them back 
to the management company. 
Hamra Hotels and Resorts de-
scribed it as “a first-of-its-kind 
investment concept” for the 
emirate. “We have introduced a 
novel investment concept where-
in property owners at Al Hamra 
Residences have the option to 
generate additional income 

through a special management 
agreement with Hamra Hotels 
and Resorts,” said Toufic el Hajj, 
the director of sales and market-
ing at Hamra Hotels and Resorts. 
The building has 218 furnished 
apartments. Hamra Hotels and 
Resorts said it would manage 
and lease  apartments on the 
investors’ behalf once the units 
had been leased back to the com-
pany. Hamra Hotels and Resorts, 
which was established in 1996, 
said it expected to launch other 
hotel projects soon.  
— The National

Trade group pushes high-speed hook-ups
Country leads the way in Middle East with 
fibre-optic connections and its new network

Etisalat has pledged to invest as much as Dh5 billion to build a national fibre-to-the-home network. Bloomberg

Source: FTTH Council

Fibre uptake
FTTH subscribers in the 
Middle East
 Number of FTTH-ready
 subscribers buildings
Bahrain 1,000 4,500
Egypt 500 35,000
Jordan 200 200
Kuwait 500 2,000
Lebanon 300 4,500
Qatar 500 700
Saudi Arabia 3,122 11,622
UAE 62,700 1,065,000

Note: FTTH (fibre to the home) networks not 
yet available in Iran, Iraq, Oman, Palestine, 
Syria and Yemen.

Internet calling 
service is also in talks 
for service on mobiles

David George-Cosh

Skype, the internet calling service, 
is opening a regional office in Bah-
rain to try to win over regional regu-
lators and operators. 

Voice over internet protocol (VoIP) 
services have been a popular way for 

people around the world to commu-
nicate at lower cost than many regu-
lar calling services, but the technol-
ogy has not been accepted by some 
GCC countries. 

Skype is the world’s most popular 
VoIP service with more than 560 
million subscribers. It accounted 
for 12 per cent of all international 
calls last year and its popularity is 
a concern to some operators. Ac-
cess to the Skype website is prohib-
ited in the UAE, Oman, Kuwait and 
North Korea by federal regulators, 
while Lebanon is considering a ban. 

Rouzbeh Pasha, the head of Skype 
for the Middle East and Africa , said 
the region had “great potential” for 
the company to grow its business.

“This is really a base for us to be 
closer to the region and 1.2 billion 
people that live in the region, which 
are our target market,” said Mr Pa-
sha. 

Sheikh Mohammed bin Essa Al 
Khalifa, the chief executive of the 
Bahrain Economic Development 
Board, said attracting innovative 
and successful companies such as 
Skype reflected the impact that eco-

nomic and telecommunications re-
forms had achieved in Bahrain.

Bahrain has pioneered several 
telecoms initiatives. It was the first 
country in the Gulf to launch a mo-
bile and internet service as well as 
the first to liberalise its telecoms 
market. 

Mr Pasha declined to comment on 
the negotiations with regulators in 
the region that have blocked Skype. 

“We are a software company and 
we are not a telecoms company,” 
Mr Pasha said. “We don’t see us as 
a company that falls under their ju-

risdiction. I don’t see it as our job to 
reach out to regulators since we are 
not in the business they are in.”

Skype is in talks with a regional 
telecoms operator to install its ap-
plication on mobile phones and an 
announcement will be made short-
ly, he said. 

One operator that is not likely to 
have Skype on its mobile phones in 
the near future is du, the UAE’s sec-
ond operator. Mr Pasha said Skype 
was not in talks with du, contrary 
to what the operator’s officials had 
reportedly said. Farid Faraidooni, 

the chief commercial officer for du, 
said the operator would launch its 
own VoIP service next month. It was 
supposed to launch it this month, 
but was  delayed by “technical is-
sues”, he said. 

“They will come in different forms 
and shapes,” Mr Faraidooni said. 
“They will be VoIP on mobile, VoIP 
on landlines, VoIP on the desktop 
and we’ll try to develop as many 
services we can on VoIP and extend 
it to the users.” 
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Skype in plans for Bahrain base to combat regional bans

Tony Hayward, the chief executive 
of BP. Rod Lamkey JR / AFP 

The Bahrain property sector is oversupplied. Mazen Mahdi / The National


