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Aqaba might have only a handful of traf-
fic lights, but $18bn of investment is tear-
ing up its streets. This massive cash
injection (for a town of just under
100,000 people) is set to transform a
sleepy Jordanian port on the top tip of the
Red Sea into a regional hub with world-
class tourism and trade facilities. It’s one
of the most ambitious overhaul projects
in the recent history of the Middle East.

The signs of change are everywhere.
Bulldozers are flattening a huge plot of
land next to the border with Israel,
preparing it for yet another property
project. Drive through town and you’ll
see dozens of construction sites in diKer-
ent stages of completion. And at night,
blue lights from the newly opened Hotel
Kempinski, reflected in the Red Sea, can
be seen all over the bay.
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Conceived eight years ago by KingAbdul-
lah II as a way to strengthen Jordan’s only
access point to the sea, the Aqaba Special
Economic Zone Authority (aseza) was
granted near-autonomous status in order
to cut the red tape and clear the way for
foreign investors. aseza oKers impressive
incentives, such as a flat 5 per cent tax rate
and no duties, 100 per cent foreign own-
ership and the right of companies to
employ up to 70 per cent foreign labour.
aseza functions as a one-stop-shop, so
there’s no need to go through the capital
Amman or wander through the long cor-
ridors of bureaucracy.

“It’s no secret that aseza is the King’s
pet,” says Bilal Al Bashir, deputy chief
commissioner of aseza.And how impor-
tant Aqaba’s development is to Jordan is
highlighted by the fact that the previous
chief commissioner, Nader Al Dahabi, is
now the kingdom’s prime minister.

An initial trickle of foreign currency
has turned into a torrent in the past two
years, especially with the announcement
this February of the Marsa Zayed proj-
ect. This $10bn investment by a joint
venture of Abu Dhabi’s five leading
property developers, launched in the
midst of the economic crisis, will create a
tourist and residential complex.

There are also two new industrial es-
tates, two new hospitals, two new univer-
sities going up, and roads and the sewage

system are being overhauled – all of
which, says Al Bashir, are part of Aqaba’s
master plan to become a regional focal
point, or in his words, “the gateway to the
Levant”, by 2020.

The most ambitious part of the
revamp is the relocation of the port of
Aqaba from its current position in the
heart of the town to an open industri-
alised area 15km south of the city where
it can receive more ships and provide
more facilities.The new port is to be
completed by 2015.

“Aqaba’s port has always been a very
important gateway to Iraq”, says Al
Bashir, “and now, we are building upon
the gradual stabilisation of the situation in
Iraq and especially upon the reemergence
of the Iraqi market and its trade with the
Far East. Doing business here therefore

will open up a corridor for the reconstruc-
tion eKorts in Iraq.”

Indeed, the American withdrawal
from Iraq might hold a great opportunity
forAqaba, as thousands of vehicles, trucks
and machinery are shipped back from the
Middle East to the US.There is only one
other potential port for this huge income-
generating process – the port of Kuwait.

The backbone ofAqaba’s master plan
is four property projects, sprawling from
the northern tip of the bay bordering with
Israel to the southernmost point, close
to the Saudi border.The 6,000 new hotel
rooms planned in the four projects – a
five-fold increase on the current number
of hotel rooms – will enable Aqaba
to compete with neighbouring Eilat in
Israel and Sharm el-Sheikh in Egypt.
“We’re not aiming at the all-inclusive

market,” says Walter Plangenauer, gen-
eral manager of Tala Bay resort, the
southernmost and first development to
open. “We go for elite tourism, because
the masses bring you only a short-term
benefit.” Austrian-born Plangenauer,
who previously ran resorts in Egypt and
Thailand, arrived in Aqaba last October.
Now he runs this 2.7m sq m project,
which boasts over 1,000 hotel beds, 1,500
residential units, a 30,000 sq-metre
marina and a golf course.

Meanwhile, on the opposite side of
town, next to KingAbdullah’s villa, Shadi
Majali, ceo of Saraya Aqaba, is inspect-
ing his new project. When monocle
visits, he drives through the 634,000 sq m
plot of land, packed with grey concrete
buildings, trying to decide which exact
hue of yellow or brown would blend best
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Live the life

Life in Aqaba is safe and
easy, says Danny Harrison,
the New Zealand born
principal of the local
international school. “My
wife goes shopping at night,
something she wouldn’t do
back home,” he says. The
expat community is limited
(only 15 per cent of his 300
students are not Jordanian).
There are no limitations on
foreigners buying properties
in Aqaba.

Recreational activities
include diving and visiting
Petra. Evenings might
include a stroll along the
corniche or dinner at the
Royal Yacht Club.

Doing business here
will open up a corridor
for the reconstruction
eKorts in Iraq

Aqaba

Population: 95,952
Income tax: flat 5 per cent
Corporate tax: flat 5 per
cent (except for banking,
insurance and land
transport)
Bonuses: 100 per cent
foreign ownership, the right
to employ 70 per cent
foreign labour
Average household
income: €6,479

Getting around

King Hussein International
Airport lies to the north of
the city, and is a 20-minute
drive away from the centre.
Royal Jordanian has flights
from the capital Amman
(about 45 minutes). Jordan
Aviation has regular flights
from Amman, Dubai and
Alexandria as well as
some chartered flights to
Europe. Currently there are
on average 10 departures
and arrivals a day and plans
are under way to expand
the airport’s capacity for
both passenger and
cargo traffic.
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with the biblical backdrop of the Edomite
Mountains. Unlike many recently devel-
oped Middle Eastern cities, there won’t
be a sudden sprouting of skyscrapers and
extravagant glass buildings in Aqaba.Ac-
cording to the master plan, all buildings
will be limited to seven floors, and their
colours must be in tone with the blue of
the sea or the earth’s browns

Saraya Aqaba, set to commence op-
erations by 2011, is a subsidiary com-
pany of Saraya Holdings, controlled by
the Lebanese mogul Saad Rafik Hariri.
“Sixty five per cent of the complex is al-
ready sold,” says Majali, adding that
around 80 per cent of the buyers are Jor-
danians and the rest are other Arabs and
Europeans. Relatively unaKected by the
crisis, a dunam (equivalent to 1,000 sq
m) of land here costs on average $85,000,
compare to $5,000 five years ago.

Twenty foreign companies have
opened oLces on the Aqaba Interna-
tional Industrial Estate and 20 to 25 more
are on their way, according to its Ameri-
can ceo, Sheldon Fink.There’s a Chinese
shoe-maker who moved his business
from the uae and a German company
that assembles and markets lasers.There
are also a few Arab-Israeli businesses
venturing here from neighbouring Israel,
although they tend not to mention their
nationality to their Arab clients.

The changes have already aKected

Aqaba’s population. After years of being
considered a place to escape from, oL-
cial figures show that it now attracts more
internal imigrants than any other place in
the kingdom. The population has risen
from 65,000 in 2001 to 95,000 in 2009.

Construction sites are attracting
mainly immigrant workers from Egypt,
Bangladesh and India, while young,
middle class Jordanians are coming here
to work in the tourism industry or to
open new businesses.

Ashraf Haddadin, aged 30, just
opened his Venice jewellery shop on
Zahran Street, parallel toAqaba’s seafront.
He came from Amman, he says, because
it’s so easy now to open a shop in Aqaba.
For now he sells mainly silver objects but
hopes to “make this place fancier when
more tourists come.” — (m)

01 Royal Jordanian plane
at Aqaba Airport

02 Manager of residential
properties and hotels in
Marina Plaza, Tala Bay.

03 Private beach at Hotel
Kempinski

04 Hotel Kempinski terrace

monocle fixes:

01 Identity: While
traditionally Aqaba was
marketed as a base for
exploring Petra and
Wadi Rum, it should
have some branding
of its own, celebrating
local features.

02 Culture: A proper
cinema is badly needed,
as well as a good
bookshop.

03 Shopping: The
consumer experience
is limited, so great
markets and
more enterprising
independent stores
are needed.

04 Cohesion: It would be
good if the makeover
could help all the town’s
residents.

05 Cooling: The open
spaces are unbearably
hot if you’re not used
to desert climate.
Trees, fountains and
underground passages
would help.
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