
Corruption perception varies across region                  
Global anti-corruption advocacy organization Transparency Inter-
national ranked the UAE in 26th place among 180 countries world-
wide and in first place among 19 Arab countries on its Corruption
Perception Index for 2023. Qatar followed in 40th place, then Saudi
Arabia (53rd), and Jordan and Kuwait (63rd each), as the five coun-
tries perceived to have the lowest level of graft in the Arab region;
while Iraq (154th), Sudan (162nd), Libya (170th), Yemen (176th) and
Syria (177th) were perceived as the most corrupt Arab countries.
The organization uses data sources from independent institutions
specializing in governance and business climate analysis. The
rankings are based on scores that range from zero to 100, with
lower scores reflecting economies with a higher perception of cor-
ruption. The Arab countries' average score stood at 35.7 points in
the 2023 index, up from 35.2 points in the 2022 survey, and came
higher than the average score of Eastern Europe & Central Asia
(35 points) and Sub-Saharan Africa (33 points); but it was lower
than the average scores of the European Union & Western Europe
(65 points), Asia Pacific (45 points), and the Americas (43 points).
Also, the rankings of nine Arab countries improved, those of five
economies deteriorated and the ranks of five Arab countries were
unchanged from the previous year; while the scores of six Arab
countries increased, those of four economies regressed, and the
scores of nine countries remained the same from the 2022 index.  
Source: Transparency International, Byblos Research

Insurance premiums to reach $44bn in 2028, pene-
tration rate at 1.7% of GDP 
Alpen Capital projected the gross written insurance premiums in
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries to increase from
$34.3bn in 2023 to $44.4bn in 2028, and to post a compound an-
nual growth rate (CAGR) of 5.3% during the 2023-28 period. It
forecast premiums in Saudi Arabia to reach $18.9bn and to ac-
count for 42.6% of aggregate insurance premiums in the GCC in
2028, followed by the UAE with $17.9bn (40.3%), Qatar with
$2.5bn (5.6%), Kuwait with $2.4bn (5.4%), Oman with $1.8bn
(4.1%), and Bahrain with $0.8bn (1.8%). Also, it expected premi-
ums generated in Kuwait to post a CAGR of 6.4% during the
2023-28 period, followed by Saudi Arabia with a CAGR of 5.8%,
the UAE (+4.9%), Qatar (+4.8%), Oman (+ 4.5%), and Bahrain
(+2.6%). Further, it projected non-life insurance premiums in the
GCC at $39.6bn in 2028 and to grow at a CAGR of 5.4% during
the 2023-28 period, and for life premiums to total $4.8bn in 2028
and to expand at a CAGR of 4% during the covered period. It an-
ticipated the non-life insurance segment to account for 77.3% of
gross written premiums in 2028 relative to 76.8% in 2023. Also,
it forecast the insurance penetration rate in the GCC economies
to increase from 1.6% of GDP in 2023 to 1.7% of GDP in 2028,
with the penetration rate of the life insurance segment remaining
broadly stable at 0.2% of the GDP in the 2023-28 period, and the
penetration rate of the non-life insurance segment increasing from
1.4% of GDP  in 2023 to an average of 1.5% of GDP in the 2024-
28 period. 
Source: Alpen Capital

Corporate debt of $12 trillion due in 2024-28 period
S&P Global Ratings indicated that $12.34 trillion (tn) in rated cor-
porate debt will mature during the 2024-28 period. It noted that
$2tn in corporate debt are due in 2024, $2.5tn mature in 2025,
$2.8tn are payable in 2026, $2.4tn come due in 2027, and $2.7tn
have to be settled in 2028. The geographic distribution of debt ma-
turities shows that the U.S. has $5.8tn in corporate debt that is due
between January 2024 and end-2028, or 46.7% of the total, fol-
lowed by the debt of European companies with $4.6tn (37.4%),
and of emerging markets with $371.2bn (3%), while the rest of
the world has $1.6tn in maturing debt (13%). Also, it noted that
$9tn in investment-grade corporate debt, or 73% of the due debt,
matures during the covered period. It added that the maturing debt
of non-financial companies stands at $7.7tn and accounts for
62.1% of the due debt in the 2024-28 period. Further, the debt of
consumer product firms that is due totals $794.4bn and accounts
for 10.4% of maturing non-financial corporate debt, followed by
the debt of utilities companies with $752.4bn (9.8%), the health-
care sector's debt with $744.6bn (9.7%), the debt of media & en-
tertainment firms with $728.3bn (9.5%), telecommunications
firms with $657.2bn (8.6%), the high technology sector with
$615.6bn (8%), and the automotive industry with $581.5bn
(7.6%). It said that a total of $276.3bn in EMs' investment-grade
corporate debt is due in the 2024-28 period, and that $259.6bn in
EMs' non-financial corporate debt is due in the same period. 
Source: S&P Global Ratings

Venture capital funding down 51% to $12bn in 2023
Figures released by online platform Magnitt show that venture
capital (VC) funding in emerging markets (EM), which consist of
the Middle East, Africa, South East Asia, Türkiye and Pakistan,
reached $11.9bn in 2023, representing a decrease of 51.3% from
$24.5bn in 2022. VC funding stood at $3.1bn in the first quarter,
$2.9bn in the second quarter, $2.6bn in the third quarter, and
$3.3bn in the fourth quarter of 2023. VC investments in South
East Asia totaled $6.9bn in 2023, or 57.9% of the total, followed
by VC funding the Middle East with $2.2bn (18.5%), Africa with
$1.9bn (15.9%), Türkiye with $913m (7.7%), and Pakistan with
$71m (0.6%). On a country basis, Singapore received VC invest-
ments of $3.5bn, or 29% of aggregate funding, followed by In-
donesia with $1.6bn (13.5%), Saudi Arabia with $1.4bn (11.6%),
Türkiye with $913m (7.7%), and Vietnam with $699m (5.9%).
Further, there were 1,654 VC deals in the covered regions in 2023,
constituting a drop of 36.7% from 2,615 investments in 2022.
Also, there were 519 VC deals in South East Asia in 2023, ac-
counting for 31.4% of the total, followed by 445 transactions in
Africa (26.9%), 368 new deals in the Middle East (22.2%), 282
investments in Türkiye (17%), and 40 deals in Pakistan (2.4%).
In parallel, the fintech sector was the recipient of $3.96bn, or
33.2% of aggregate VC investments, and accounted for 351 in-
vestments, or 21.2% of the aggregate number of deals in 2023.
Also, there were 118 VC exits in 2023 compared to 213 exits in
the previous year, with the UAE accounting for 24 exits in 2023.  
Source: Magnitt, Byblos Research
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Growth revised upwards to 2.9% in 2024, risks
tilted to the downside 
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) revised upwards its global real GDP growth forecast by
0.2 percentage points to 2.9% in 2024 from its forecast of last
November. It attributed its revision to strong growth in the United
States and many emerging market economies, which will offset
a slowdown in most European countries. Also, it forecast real
GDP growth at 2.1% in the U.S., at 0.6% in the Euro Area, and
at 2.9% in the Group of 20 economies in 2024. In addition, it pro-
jected the global real GDP growth rate to pick up to 3% in 2025,
as it anticipated financial conditions to ease. Also, it expected
economic activity in the emerging markets of the Group of 20 to
improve in the 2024-25 period, driven by more favorable finan-
cial conditions and external demand. In parallel, it projected the
average inflation rate in the Group of 20 economies to increase
from 6.3% in 2023 to 6.6% in 2024 in case of persisting pressure
on service prices and disruptions to global energy markets, but
to decelerate from 5.4% in 2023 to 2.6% in the Euro Area, and to
slow down from 3.7% last year to 2.2% in 2024 in the U.S.

Further, it considered that risks to the global outlook are tilted to
the downside. It noted that inflationary pressures could prove to
be stronger-than-anticipated, which could prompt authorities
worldwide to raise interest rates and result in weaker growth
prospects. Further, it expected that tighter-than-anticipated global
financing conditions could intensify vulnerabilities, mainly in
emerging market economies, which would raise the latter's debt
servicing costs and put pressure on sizeable additional spending.
Source: OECD

Fight against financial crimes in need of coordi-
nated and efficient global framework   
The Institute of International Finance and Deloitte estimated that
between $800bn and $2 trillion are laundered globally every year,
and noted that governments recover less than 1% of the proceeds
from crime. As such, they issued a set of recommendations on
how the public and private sectors can improve the fight against
illicit financial flows. First, they encouraged the sharing of infor-
mation, as well as of threat and risk-related data linked to crime
and terrorism, given their importance for a more effective finan-
cial crime risk management system. Second, they considered that
data privacy and security considerations must be addressed when
exchanging data, as data protection and the sharing of relevant
information for financial crime detection are not mutually exclu-
sive. Third, they indicated that the relevant authorities should
focus on different multilateral and bilateral cooperation on finan-
cial crime data, and to enhance the standards and practices at the
international level through the Financial Action Task Force
(FATF). Fourth, they stressed the importance of collaborating be-
tween financial institutions, law enforcement, policy-makers and
the regulatory authorities to develop public private partnerships
(PPPs) to share information in the fight against financial crimes.

Fifth, they stated that the relevant authorities should conduct risk
measures and proper governance to tackle fraud more broadly.
They indicated that the development of a framework against fraud
would help establish global standards through an audit system

that is aligned with the FATF's Mutual Evaluation process. Sixth,
they noted that incorporating asset recovery obligations within
national tasking mechanisms and the development of PPPs to
trace the proceeds from crime faster, along with the provision of
the appropriate resources, are essential for the recovery of crim-
inal assets. Seventh, they said that, while the concerns of the anti-
financial crime framework will evolve based on emerging risks
and geopolitical changes, developing and improving key 'whole
system' capabilities will support the delivery of better results to
prevent illicit financial flows. They noted that the relevant stake-
holders should continue to focus on improving corporate trans-
parency, making better use of payments data, and ensuring the
building blocks of a sound and stable risk management environ-
ment to address financial crimes. 
Source: Institute of International Finance, Deloitte 

Policy changes improve outlook, challenges remain 
The Institute of International Finance (IIF) indicated that Nige-
ria's new government has made major policy changes since taking
office in May 2023, such as lifting fuel subsidies, adopting a man-
aged float exchange rate regime, and removing foreign-currency
restrictions on a number of critical import items. As such, it pro-
jected Nigeria's real GDP growth rate to accelerate from 2.5% in
2023 to 3.1% in 2024. It considered that the Central Bank of
Nigeria's targets towards tighter monetary policy, along with co-
ordinated fiscal support, should improve investor confidence and
shift real interest rates closer to positive territory, which would
stabilize the exchange rate of the naira and moderate inflation ex-
pectations. It estimated that an additional hike of 750 basis points
of the key policy rate would limit a further deterioration in infla-
tionary pressures.

Further, it indicated that the shortfall in the supply of foreign cur-
rency in the domestic market widened the gap between the offi-
cial and parallel exchange rates to 35% in January 2024, and
expected it to widen further if demand for foreign-currency per-
sists and if foreign-currency supply does not improve signifi-
cantly in the coming months. Also, it expected that the increase
in the level of oil production of at least 1.6 million barrels per
day would help address the foreign currency shortages, increase
foreign currency buffers, and improve fiscal revenues and the ex-
ternal balance. Further, it forecast the fiscal deficit to narrow from
4.8% of GDP in 2023 to 4.5% of GDP in 2024. Also, it expected
the current account surplus to improve from 0.6% of GDP in 2023
to 1.2% of GDP in 2024. But it noted that external funding will
be constrained this year, and considered that the authorities need
to prioritize areas that improve foreign investor sentiment to at-
tract foreign financial flows, even though the external debt
dropped from $80.4bn in 2022 to $76.9bn in 2023. In addition, it
forecast foreign-currency reserves to increase from $36.5bn in
2023 to $37.7bn in 2024. 

In parallel, the IIF indicated that the key risk to the outlook con-
sists of the government's ability to pursue current and expected
reforms, including adopting more prudent fiscal and monetary
policies by ending the monetization of the deficit, easing foreign-
currency backlogs, containing inflationary pressures, and stabi-
lizing the naira exchange rate.
Source: Institute of International Finance  
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Sovereign ratings affirmed, outlook 'stable'  
S&P Global Ratings affirmed Nigeria's long- and short-term for-
eign and local currency sovereign credit ratings at 'B-ꞌ and ꞌB', re-
spectively, with a ꞌstableꞌ outlook on the long-term ratings, which
are six notches below investment. It indicated that the ratings and
the outlook are supported by the government's continuing efforts
to implement monetary, economic, and fiscal reforms, which in-
clude the lifting of fuel subsidies, the liberalization of the ex-
change rate regime, the mobilization of non-oil revenues, the
increase in domestic refining capacity, and changes in governance
at the Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN). It pointed out that capital
outflows, the currency’s depreciation, below-potential oil produc-
tion, risks to macroeconomic stability, and the elevated inflation
rates are weighing on the ratings and on the outlook. In parallel,
it projected the CBN’s usable foreign currency reserves to remain
steady at $22bn in the 2024-27 period, and forecast the country's
gross external financing needs to average 112% of current account
receipts plus usable reserves in the 2024-27 period. Further, it said
that it could downgrade the ratings if Nigeria's capacity to repay
its commercial obligations continues to weaken if the usable for-
eign currency reserves decline, or in case the domestic banking
sector is not willing to subscribe to additional local currency debt.
In contrast, it noted that it could upgrade the ratings if economic
activity increases more-than-expected and/or if the fiscal and ex-
ternal balances improve significantly.
Source: S&P Global Ratings

Sovereign ratings affirmed, outlook 'stable' 
Fitch Ratings affirmed Côte d'Ivoire's long-term foreign and local
currency Issuer Default Ratings (IDRs) at 'BB-', which is three
notches below investment grade, and maintained the 'stable' out-
look on the long-term ratings. It also affirmed the Country Ceiling
at 'BB', and maintained the short-term local and foreign currency
IDRs at 'B'. It indicated that the ratings balance the economy’s
strong growth prospects with the country’s low development in-
dicators and its high dependence on commodities. It added that
the ratings reflect a track record of proper fiscal management, and
that the authorities will carry out the needed reforms to reverse
the recent deterioration in public finance metrics.  It expected the
fiscal deficit to narrow in 2024 and 2025 on improved expendi-
tures efficiency, the control of the wage bill, and robust nominal
GDP growth. It considered that budget execution risks are bal-
anced by the country’s record of adhering to International Mone-
tary Fund programs. It added that proceeds of a $2.6bn Eurobond
issuance in January 2024 would allow the reprofiling of the ex-
ternal debt and reduce debt servicing costs. Further, the agency
forecast the government's debt level to peak at 58.5% of GDP in
2024 and to decline to 58.1% in 2025, in case of fiscal consolida-
tion and strong growth. It anticipated the current account deficit
to remain wide at 5.4% of GDP in 2024 and to narrow to 4.6% of
GDP in 2025 due to the ramp-up of oil production, to fiscal con-
solidation, and to greater processing of agricultural commodities.
In parallel, it said that it could downgrade the ratings if security
conditions and political stability in the country deteriorate, if the
government's debt level increases, and/or if economic activity
slows down in the medium term. 
Source: Fitch Ratings

Red Sea attacks raise risks for insurers  
Moody's Investors Service indicated that the ongoing attacks on
ships in the Red Sea have disrupted shipping routes and raised
the risk of losses to insurers that provide marine coverage. It said
that transit through the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, the southern point
of the Red Sea, decreased sharply from 74 transits per day as at
December 15, 2023 to 29 transits per day at the end of January
2024. It noted that the coverage of vessels' passage through high-
risk zones increases the insurers' risk in a remote loss scenario,
despite the surge in ''war risk'' premiums. Further, it pointed out
that war risk premiums for Red Sea transits increased sharply
from less than 0.1% of the vessel's value to between 0.7% and
1% since mid-December 2023, reflecting elevated risks and
fewer vessels transiting through the Red Sea. It added that insur-
ers have been selective in the vessels that they cover and have
less appetite to cover U.S., United Kingdom, and Israeli-linked
vessels.  Further, it expected individual insurers to post modest
losses, as they are diversifying their risk across several carriers,
and as they have reinsurance protection and a low risk of loss ac-
cumulation. It added that the short duration of the war risk insur-
ance's coverage allows insurers to quickly adjust their approach
if risks escalate. It considered that insurers can manage the risk
related to high-risk transits, given that they are capable of assess-
ing each risk separately and can set specific pricing and terms.
Also, it expected insurance claims to remain low in the event of
a severe attack on a vessel, given that the value of container ships
is lower than that of passenger cruise ships.
Source: Moody's Investors Service

Agencies take rating actions on sovereigns  
Fitch Ratings affirmed Saudi Arabia's long-term foreign and local
currency Issuer Default Ratings (IDRs) at 'A+', and maintained
the 'stable' outlook on the long-term ratings. It also affirmed the
Kingdom's short-term foreign and local currency IDRs at 'F1+ꞌ,
and the country ceiling at ꞌAA-ꞌ. It indicated that the country's
strong fiscal and external balances and the low government debt
level support the ratings. But it noted that high reliance on the
oil sector, weak governance indicators, and vulnerability to
geopolitical shocks constrain the ratings. Further, it forecast for-
eign-currency reserves to decline from $437bn in 2023 to $420bn
in the 2024-25 period, due to lower oil export revenues and mod-
erate outward investments by large institutions and pension
funds. It noted that it could upgrade the ratings if fiscal reforms
increase the budget's resilience to oil price volatility, or in case
governance scores improve. In contrast, it said that it could
downgrade the ratings if the Kingdom's overall public finance
position deteriorates or if geopolitical tensions escalate. In par-
allel, Capital Intelligence Ratings affirmed Kuwait’s short- and
long-term foreign and local sovereign ratings at 'A1' and 'A+',
respectively, with a 'stable' outlook on the long-term ratings. It
indicated that the ratings are supported by the ample financial
assets of Kuwait’s Future Generations Fund, the country's large
net external creditor position, the low level of public debt, and
the high level of hydrocarbon reserves. But it noted that the rat-
ings are constrained by high dependence on hydrocarbons, as
well as moderate-to-high political and policy risks. 
Source: Fitch Ratings, Capital Intelligence Ratings
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Central Bank heading to flexible exchange rate
regime
Deutsche Bank indicated that the Central Bank of Egypt's (CBE)
increase of its overnight deposit rate by 200 basis points (bps) to
21.25% on February 1, 2024 signaled the CBE's commitment to
contain the upward pressure on inflation, given that the gap be-
tween the official exchange rate and the parallel market rate
widened significantly recently. It added that the decision reflects
the CBE's determination to reduce the parallel exchange rate pre-
mia, in light of foreign-currency shortages and geopolitical ten-
sions, ahead of its planned return to a flexible exchange rate
regime. Also, it anticipated the CBE to hike further its key policy
rate by an additional 100 bps each in March and May 2024 for a
terminal rate of 23.25%. It considered that the ongoing talks be-
tween the International Monetary Fund and Egyptian authorities
will continue to focus on implementing reforms in order to reduce
the gap between the official and parallel exchange rates and se-
cure additional foreign currency flows to manage an orderly tran-
sition to a more flexible exchange rate regime. Also, it noted that
the possibility of increasing the size of the IMF program and of
flows from other international donors, including the European
Union, could reduce the need for a significant currency adjust-
ment and the magnitude of monetary tightening, and would sup-
port the outlook as the war in the Gaza Strip, trade disruptions in
the Suez Canal, and geopolitical risks are weighing on the Egypt-
ian economy.
Source: Deutsche Bank 

Banking system has stable outlook
Moody's Investors Service indicated that its outlook on Jordan's
banking sector is 'stable' due to solid economic growth that sus-
tains the banks' business activities and financial fundamentals,
and the improved probability of government support in case of
need. It noted that the banking sector's capital adequacy ratio
stood at 17.4% at end-June 2023, well above the Basel III regu-
latory requirement of 12%.  In addition, it stated that the banks'
strong capital buffers are supported by the good quality of capital,
modest loan growth, and high capital requirements. Further, it
said that the loans-to-deposits ratio stood at 77% at end-Novem-
ber 2023, while 38% of banks' assets were held in liquid form. It
noted that the banks' reliance on more volatile foreign or market
funding is minimal, and considered that foreign currency-denom-
inated deposits will continue to account for 22% of the sector's
total deposits in the near term. However, it stated that loan-loss
provisioning is likely to remain high for most banks, given that
pressures on asset quality and higher interest rates will weigh on
the repayment capacity of borrowers. In addition, it stated that
banks that have lent to borrowers in the West Bank face additional
risks, given the current geopolitical situation in the region. Fur-
ther, it noted that the non-performing loans (NPLs) ratio stood at
5% in June 2023, and that the ongoing conflict in the Gaza Strip
poses risks to Jordanian banks, as the country's economy may po-
tentially suffer from declines in foreign direct investments and
tourist arrivals, as well as from continued gas disruptions due to
tensions in the Red Sea.
Source: Moody's Investors Service

Credit growth to remain solid in 2024
S&P Global Ratings expected lending growth at Saudi banks to
slow down from 10% in 2023 to between 8% and 9% in 2024,
due to higher interest rates, tight liquidity conditions, and lower
mortgage lending growth. It stated that high interest rates did not
affect asset quality in the banking sector, given that the elevated
exposure to mortgages, extended primarily to public-sector em-
ployees, as well as systematic write-offs of impaired loans, kept
the banks' non-performing loans (NPLs) ratios at low levels in
2023. However, it noted that Stage 2 loans increased from 5.2%
of total loans in 2022 to 5.4% at the end of September 2023, in-
dicating that high interest rates will start weighing on the credit-
worthiness of borrowers in 2024. But it expected the impact to
be marginal given that Saudi corporates have relatively manage-
able leverage. Also, it indicated that the growth in mortgage lend-
ing will continue to decelerate in 2024 due to high interest rates
and market maturity. In addition, it expected the Saudi govern-
ment to continue mitigating tight liquidity conditions in the bank-
ing sector by injecting liquidity, as the government and
government-related entities' deposits increased from almost 20%
of total deposits in 2020 to 30% in 2023. Further, it said that,
given the size and long-term nature of investments under Saudi
Arabia's Vision 2030, the banking sector alone will not be able
to meet the market's funding needs on its own, and that substantial
part of the financing will come from local and international cap-
ital markets. In parallel, it stated that the credit growth rate will
continue to support the banks' profitability, as it expected their
return on assets to stabilize at 2.2% in 2024. In addition, it noted
that Saudi banks are well-capitalized, with a sector-wide capital
adequacy ratio of 19.5% at end-September 2023.
Source: S&P Global Ratings

Banks' sound performance to continue in 2024 
Fitch Ratings expected the stable financial performance of Qatari
banks to continue in 2024 amid elevated interest rates, improved
profitability, and solid hydrocarbon prices. It indicated that the
banks' operating environment will be supported by oil prices,
which are projected to average around $80 per barrel in 2024, as
well as by a real GDP growth rate of 1.1% in 2024. Further, it
stated that the banks' lending growth has slowed down from 7.8%
in 2021 to 3.3% in 2022 and was flat in the first nine months of
2023 due to large repayments of loans and increased hydrocarbon
revenues in the public sector, as well as to higher interest rates
that have reduced credit demand from the private sector. But the
agency anticipated lending to grow by 3% in 2024 due to in-
creased public spending as a result of the expansion of the North
Field gas project. In parallel, it considered that the asset quality
of Qatari banks is stable, despite the increase in the sector's Stage
3 loans ratio from 2.7% at end-2021 to 3.4% at end-2022 and
3.6% at end-September 2023, mainly from loans extended to the
real estate sector. It said that the banks are supported by low loan
impairment charges and adequate capital buffers, as the average
common equity Tier One capital ratio stood at 14.3% at end-Sep-
tember 2023. But it noted that Qatari banks are the most depend-
ent on external funding among the banking sectors of the Gulf
Cooperation Council. 
Source: Fitch Ratings
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Oil prices to average $82.7 p/b in first quarter of
2024 
ICE Brent crude oil front-month prices stood at $79.2 per barrel
(p/b) on February 7, 2024, constituting an increase of 2.4% from
a recent low of $77.3 p/b on February 2, 2024, mainly due to a
decrease in crude oil inventories due to winter storms in the U.S.
and to the rejection of a ceasefire in the Gaza Strip that exacer-
bated geopolitical tensions. In parallel, the U.S. Energy Informa-
tion Administration (EIA) considered that the attacks in the Red
Sea could disrupt global oil trade, as these attacks have increased
the transit time and shipping costs hydrocarbon products, which
is limiting the flexibility of the oil market to adjust to any future
supply shocks. It considered that tensions in the Red Sea will in-
crease risk premiums and put upward pressure on oil prices due
to the possibility of disruptions to oil output in the Middle East
in the near term, despite the accumulation of global oil inventories
in 2022 and 2023 and the lack of disruptions to oil production.
Also, it expected that the production cuts of the OPEC+ coalition
will lead to the decline of global oil inventories in February and
March 2024, resulting in an average decrease in inventories of
0.8 million barrels per day (b/d) in the first quarter of 2024, which
will increase oil prices to nearly $85 p/b in the coming months.
But it anticipated a rise in global oil inventories by an average of
0.1 million b/d in the last three quarters of 2024. Further, it fore-
cast the global oil market to gradually return to moderate inven-
tory builds in 2025, as the increase in production will outpace the
slowing growth in oil demand. Moreover, the EIA forecast oil
prices to average $82.7 p/b in the first quarter of 2024.
Source: EIA, Refinitiv, Byblos Research   

Global output of natural gas up by 2.4% in 2024                                                                                                           
The International Energy Agency projected global natural gas
production to reach 4,214 billion cubic meters (bcm) in 2024,
constituting an increase of 2.4% from 4,116 bcm in 2023. It fore-
cast the production for natural gas in North America at 1,297 bcm
and to represent 30.8% of the world's aggregate output in 2024,
followed by Eurasia with 855 bcm (20.3%), the Middle East with
745 bcm (17.7%), Asia Pacific with 683 bcm (16.2%), Africa with
260 bcm (6.2%), and Europe with 220 bcm (5.2%). 
Source: International Energy Agency, Byblos Research                                                                                                                                           

Iraq's oil exports receipts at $8bn in January 2024                                                                                                        
Preliminary figures from the Iraq Ministry of Oil show that crude
oil exports from Iraq totaled 103.5 million barrels in January
2024, constituting a decrease of 4.2% from 108.1 million barrels
in December 2023 and an increase of 2.2% from 101.2 million
barrels in January 2023. Exports from the central and southern
fields stood  at 102 million barrels in January 2024, while oil ex-
ports averaged 3.3 million barrels per day (b/d) in January 2024.
Further, oil export receipts stood at $8.25bn in January 2024,
down by 3.4% from $8.3bn in December 2023 and up by 4.7%
from $7.7bn in January 2023. 
Source: Iraq Ministry of Oil, Byblos Research        

Middle East demand for gold jewelry down 9% in
2023                                                                                                                                                                                      
Demand for gold jewelry in the Middle East totaled 171.5 tons in
2023, down by 9% from 188.5 tons in 2022, and accounted for
9.1% of global demand for gold jewelry. Demand for gold jewelry
in the UAE reached 39.7 tons, representing 23.2% of the region's
consumption in the covered period. Saudi Arabia followed with
38.1 tons (22.2%), then Iran with 27.3 tons (15.9%), Egypt with
26.7 tons (15.6%), and Kuwait with 14.3 tons (8.3%).  
Source: World Gold Council, Byblos Research                                                                                                                                                         

Base Metals: Zinc prices to average $2,317 per ton
in first quarter of 2024
The LME cash prices of zinc averaged $2,503.8 per ton in in the
first six weeks of 2024, constituting a drop of 24% from an av-
erage of $3,292.6 a ton in the same period of 2022, due to the
slowdown in global economic activity and to the oversupply of
the metal against weak demand. Also, the decline in prices is at-
tributed to a decrease in energy prices that led to the reopening
of zinc smelters. In parallel, the latest available figures released
by the International Lead and Zinc Study Group (ILZSG) show
that global demand for refined zinc was 11.3 million tons in the
first 10 months of 2023, constituting an increase of 1% from 11.2
million tons in the same period of 2022, due to the rise in demand
for the metal from China and India, which was offset by lower
demand from Europe, Brazil, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Thai-
land, and Türkiye. Also, global zinc production was 11.6 million
tons in the first 10 months of 2023, representing an increase of
3.8% from 11.1 million tons in the same period of 2022, due to
the increase in refined metal output in Australia, China, and Mex-
ico, which was partly offset by lower production in Europe,
Canada, and Japan. In addition, mine output accounted for 87.4%
of global refined zinc production in the first 10 months of 2023.
Further, S&P Global Market Intelligence projected zinc prices to
average $2,317 per ton in the first quarter of 2024, with a low of
$2,200 a ton and a high of $2,400 per ton in the covered quarter.  
Source: ILZSG, S&P Global Market Intelligence, Refinitiv, Byb-
los Research

Precious Metals: Gold prices to average $2,011 per
ounce in first quarter of 2024                                              
Gold prices averaged $2,034.8 per troy ounce in the first six
weeks of 2024 period, constituting an increase of 7.3% from an
average of $1,895.5 an ounce in the same period of 2023, mainly
due to the eruption of the war in the Gaza Strip that exacerbated
geopolitical tensions, which reinforced the appeal of the metal as
a safe haven for investors. Further, prices peaked at $2,079 per
ounce on December 27, 2023, as an uptick in the U.S. dollar ex-
change rate and in Treasury yields undermined the support from
expectations of rate cuts by the U.S. Federal Reserve early in
2024. In parallel, the World Gold Council indicated that global
demand for gold totaled 4,448.4 tons in 2023 and dropped by
5.3% from 4,699 tons in 2022. It attributed the decline to a de-
crease of 4.1% in net purchases by central banks, to a contraction
of 3.5% in demand from the technology sector, to a retreat of
2.7% in demand for bars & coins, and to a dip of 1.2% in jewelry
consumption, which were partly offset by a surge of 123.2% in
inflows to gold-backed exchange-traded funds (ETFs). Also, the
global supply of gold increased from 4,751.9 tons in 2022 to
4,898.8 tons in 2023, or by 3.1%, with mine output representing
74.4% of the total. In addition, the World Gold Council expected
investments in gold-backed ETFs to increase in 2024 amid con-
tinued geopolitical risks. It added that central  banks would likely
keep buying gold at higher rates, and noted that jewelry demand
would decrease amid expectations of a possible global economic
slowdown. Further, S&P Global Market Intelligence projected
gold prices to average $2,001.1 per ounce in the first quarter of
2024, with a low of $1,900 an ounce and a high of $2,060 per
ounce in the covered quarter. 
Source: World Gold Council, S&P Global Market Intelligence,
Refinitiv, Byblos Research                                                                         
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                  S&P     Moody's      Fitch      CI                                                                                                
Africa
Algeria             -              -              -             -             
                         -              -              -             -                           -6.5                -            -                -               -               -       -10.8        1.1
Angola           B-          B3           B-            -             
                      Stable      Positive       Stable          -                              -1        111.2         7.8           62.6         40.4        101.0         -4.0        1.5
Egypt              B-         Caa1          B-           B                                                                                                                                             
                          Stable      Negative       Stable        Stable                         -8.0          90.2         5.6           68.6         50.1        121.1         -3.5        1.9
Ethiopia          SD        Caa3          C                                                                                                                                                           
                        -          Stable           -             -                           -3.4          34.3         2.0           60.4           5.0        169.5         -6.5        2.6
Ghana            SD          Ca           RD           -                                 
                        -           Stable           -             -                           -7.5          71.7         2.6           42.3         53.2        121.4         -3.1        3.8
Côte d'Ivoire     -           Ba3         BB-          -             
                         -         Positive       Stable          -                           -4.1          43.2                                         14.3                          -3.5        1.4
Libya                -              -              -             -                                 
                         -             -               -             -                                -                -             -                -               -               -              -           -
Dem Rep       B-         B3             -             -             
Congo          Stable      Stable           -             -                           -0.8        13.17       0.49           7.88         2.16      116.35         -4.3           3
Morocco      BB+       Ba1         BB+          -             
                     Stable       Stable        Stable          -                           -5.0          68.2         5.3           35.1           8.6          99.0         -5.3        1.5
Nigeria            B-         Caa1          B-            -             
                    Stable      Stable        Stable          -                           -4.5          46.0         4.1           56.7         27.7        119.9         -1.7        0.2
Sudan               -              -              -             -                                                                                                                                                                              
                               -                  -                  -                -                                  -                -             -                -               -               -              -           -
Tunisia              -           Caa2       CCC-         -             
                               -           Negative            -                -                             -4.7          81.0         4.2                -          11.9               -         -8.3        0.5
Burkina Faso   B             -              -             -             
                          Stable            -                  -                -                             -5.4          51.3         0.4           22.3           7.1        134.0         -5.5        1.5
Rwanda          B+          B2           B+           -                                 
                Negative    Negative        Stable            -                             -9.0          71.4         4.1           24.2           8.0        112.6       -10.7        2.0

Middle East
Bahrain          B+          B2           B+         B+           
                    Positive     Negative       Stable      Stable                       -6.8        115.4        -1.2         198.8         26.7        345.2         -6.6        2.2
Iran                  -              -              -            B            
                         -                  -               -          Stable                       -3.7                -             -                -               -               -         -2.0        1.2
Iraq                  B-         Caa1          B-            -             
                     Stable       Stable        Stable          -                           -8.0          78.1        -4.4             6.0           6.6        185.9         -2.4      -1.0
Jordan           B+         B1          BB-        B+                                                                                                
                     Stable     Positive       Stable     Positive                      -3.0          93.9         1.0           86.0         11.9        182.9         -6.4        2.2
Kuwait            A+          A1          AA-        A+           
                     Stable      Stable       Stable      Stable                         5.7          20.2         1.7           77.9           0.6        157.3         -0.8        0.0
Lebanon         SD           C             C            -             
                         -                -                 -             -                         -10.0        190.7         2.3         168.0         68.5        236.7       -11.2        2.0
Oman           BB+       Ba1         BB+        BB           
                     Stable       Stable          Stable     Positive                    -11.3          84.3         1.4           47.1         12.4        146.6       -10.9        2.7
Qatar              AA         Aa3         AA-        AA           
                     Stable      Positive     Positive     Stable                         5.3          63.3         2.9         179.1           7.2        225.3         -1.2      -1.5
Saudi Arabia    A           A1           A+         A+           
                     Stable     Positive       Stable     Positive                      -6.2          38.2       16.3           18.4           3.6          50.4         -0.6      -1.0
Syria                 -              -              -             -             
                         -              -              -             -                                -                -             -                -               -               -              -           -
UAE                 -           Aa2         AA-       AA-          
                         -           Stable        Stable      Stable                       -1.6          40.5             -                -           2.5               -          3.1      -0.9
Yemen              -              -              -             -                                                                                                                                              
                         -              -              -             -                                -                -             -                -               -               -              -           -
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* Current account payments 
** CreditWatch with negative implications
*** Review for Downgrade
Source: S&P Global Ratings, Fitch Ratings, Moody's Investors Service, CI Ratings, Byblos Research - The above figures are projections
for 2020

                  S&P     Moody's      Fitch      CI                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                                                       
Asia
Armenia        BB-        Ba3           BB-      B+           
                     Stable      Stable          Stable   Positive                      -4.9          65.5             -                -          11.3               -         -6.7        1.6
China             A+          A1             A+         -             
                     Stable       Stable          Stable       -                           -3.0          72.6       12.1           40.6           2.5          68.7          1.7        0.4
India             BBB-      Baa3         BBB-       -             
                     Stable     Negative      Negative      -                         -10.0          89.6         9.5           41.7         31.6          79.5         -0.6        1.5
Kazakhstan  BBB-      Baa3          BBB       -             
                     Stable      Positive         Stable       -                           -1.7          32.0         5.1           30.8           7.3          95.6         -3.2        3.0
Pakistan       CCC+     Caa3          CCC       -             
                     Stable       Stable             -           -                           -8.0          89.4         1.9           41.5         45.9        127.7         -1.6        0.6

                                                                                                                                                                       
Central & Eastern Europe
Bulgaria        BBB       Baa1          BBB       -             
                     Stable       Stable          Stable       -                           -5.0          30.4         2.7           28.3           1.9        104.2          0.4        1.0
Romania      BBB-      Baa3         BBB-       -                                                                                                                                              
                   Negative   Negative      Negative      -                           -7.2          52.4         3.5           25.5           4.5        102.9         -5.1        2.0
Russia              C            Ca              C          -                                                                                                                        
                CWN**   Negative              -              -                                 -2.2          23.4       11.4           18.6           2.9          59.3          1.9      -0.8

Türkiye            B           B3 B         B+          
                    Positive    Positive         Stable    Stable                       -4.0          38.5        -0.9           74.0           9.9        205.7         -4.2        1.0
Ukraine           B-          B3           CCC       -             
                      CWN      RfD***            -           -                           -5.3          67.3         4.5           56.5           7.9        115.7         -2.1        2.5
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SELECTED POLICY RATES

Benchmark rate Current Last meeting Next meeting
(%) Date Action

Emerging Markets

USA                   Fed Funds Target Rate             5.50                31-Jan-24                             No change                   20-Mar-24

Eurozone                          Refi Rate                        4.50                25-Jan-24                            No change                     7-Mar-24

UK                                   Bank Rate                       5.25               01-Feb-24                             No change                   21-Mar-24

Japan                             O/N Call Rate                   -0.10               23-Jan-24                            No change                   19-Mar-24 

Australia                          Cash Rate                       4.35               06-Feb-24                             No change                   19-Mar-24

New Zealand                    Cash Rate                       5.50              29-Nov-23                             No change                    28-Feb-24

Switzerland                SNB Policy Rate                  1.75               14-Dec-23                             No change                   21-Mar-24

Canada                          Overnight rate                    5.00                24-Jan-24                            No change                     6-Mar-24

China                  One-year Loan Prime Rate          3.45                22-Jan-24                            No change                    20-Fev-24 

Hong Kong                      Base Rate                       5.75             14-Dec-23                            No change                              N/A

Taiwan                          Discount Rate                   1.875 14-Dec-23                    No change                   21-Mar-24

South Korea                     Base Rate                       3.50                11-Jan-24                             No change                    22-Feb-24

Malaysia                     O/N Policy Rate                  3.00                24-Jan-24                             No change                   07-Mar-24

Thailand                            1D Repo                        2.50              07-Feb-24                             No change                    10-Apr-24

India                                 Repo Rate                      6.50               08-Feb-24                            No change                    05-Apr-24

UAE                                 Base Rate                       5.40               13-Dec-23                            No change                              N/A

Saudi Arabia                     Repo Rate                      6.00               13-Dec-23                            No change                              N/A

Egypt                         Overnight Deposit                21.25              01-Feb-24                      Raised 200bps                   28-Mar-24

Jordan                          CBJ Main Rate                  7.50                30-Jul-23                         Raised 25bps                              N/A

Türkiye                            Repo Rate                      45.00               25-Jan-23                      Raised 250bps                   22-Feb-24

South Africa                     Repo Rate                      8.25                25-Jan-24                             No change                   27-Mar-24

Kenya                        Central Bank Rate                13.00             06-Feb-24                         Raised 50bps                              N/A

Nigeria                    Monetary Policy Rate             18.75               25-Jul-23                         Raised 25bps                    27-Feb-24

Ghana                              Prime Rate                     29.00               29-Jan-24                           Cut 100bps                   25-Mar-24

Angola                             Base Rate                      18.00               19-Jan-24                       Raised 100bps                   15-Mar-24

Mexico                            Target Rate                     11.25              14-Dec-23                            No change        8-Feb-24

Brazil                               Selic Rate                      11.25               31-Jan-24                             Cut 50bps                              N/A

Armenia                            Refi Rate                        8.75                30-Jan-24                             Cut 50bps                   12-Mar-24 

Romania                          Policy Rate                      7.00                12-Jan-24                            No change                    13-Feb-24 

Bulgaria                         Base Interest                     3.79                 1-Feb-24                               Cut 1bps                     1-Mar-24

Kazakhstan                      Repo Rate                      15.25               19-Jan-24                              Cut 25bps                    23-Feb-24

Ukraine                         Discount Rate                   15.00               25-Jan-24                             No change                   14-Mar-24

Russia                               Refi Rate                       16.00              15-Dec-23                      Raised 100bps                  16-Feb-24
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