“Doing Business with Iraq”
- a perspective

Iragi born Betool Khedairi sheds some light on the recent 'Doing Business in

Iraq' Conference that was held in Jordan.

Article | BerooL KHEDaIR

Wiy 00 vou refuse to tatk polilics? You're
an Iragi woman, a writer, you live in the
free world, Why have you not mentioned
Saddam or Bush even once in your
wiitings so far? This is a question I'm
regeatedly asked by interviawers,

My late father, an Iragi businessman,
made me promise him thal | would never
discuss or gat involved in palitics. Pelitics
was a big no-no in our home, My Scotlish
mother waouldn't understand the language
amyway, and when my father was around,
he wauld work on convincing me to
become an accountant.

In our part of the warld, a promise
made to a father is a sgiritual tie, and even
more so after he dies. | tried my best net
to break this father-daughter pact, but it
wasn't always easy to cbey. Of course,
from the way | gradually came to
understand things while grawing up in
Baghdad, | can now appreciate his insight.

Wy promise to him bought me time. In
my country, there is no such thing as *The
Dead Writers Sociely’! Thanks to his
advice, | have survived longer to tell some
tales, That is if | den't get run over by an
imprudent taxi driver in Amman the next
time | walk out of my front door.

| had to start somewhere though, so |
pinned a business badge on my blouse
and decided to attend the *Deing business
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with Iraq" conference that was
held in June 2003 at the Grand
Hyatt Hotel here in Jordan. As a
lay perscn, | gathered that this
conference was an attempt to
*do business' in a triangular
farm: USA, Jardan, Iraq and
back again.
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The ballroom of the hetel was packed
with more than one thousand pecple. |
heard my country's name prencunced in
so many different ways, The Jordanians
would say Eeerak - with a heavy el Other
nafionalities would say Eraaak - with a
prolenged 'a) and the Americans
pronounced it Avevak. Leek araund you, |
thought, Eye Rack! Rows and rows of eyes
concentrating o hard an how fhe panel of
foreign experts are going to explain the
mechanism of every businassman’s
fantasy: rebuilding a country. The place
was indeed stacked with racks of anxicus
eyebalis.

A panel of high profile
speakers/experts representing Jordan,
United Nations, USAID Missiens in Irag,
US government officials, US companies



nard talk

with contracts in Irag all involved one way
ar the other in the reconstruction process
wera presant,

The introduction was about how badly
Iragq was doing. The panel was willing to
discuss issues, but they made sure to tell
everybody that they had no answers,

A comparison was drawn between the
miserable situation Irag is going through in
2003, and America in 1776: both need a
war of independence, The good news,
they said was that they had liberated the
country trom hyranny and an intenm
government was due to be established In
six weeks time, In addition to that, not all
the oil fields had been destroyed and we
had therefore avoided an environmental
CII5IS,

Presentations from Messrs.: Bechiel,
Halliburten, the Jordanian Minister of
Industry and Trade, McKinsey & Company,
Office of Reconstruction and
Humanitanan Assistance (ORHA), the
Deputy Chairman of kagi Industries

To which ORHA added that they
envisaged the highest standards anyway-
whether they were British cr American.
Thay insisted on the importance of bedges
and that they had to quickly build
bypasses from Baghdad to Basra, At the
heart of their plans for a new lrag was the
dictum that ports lead to rails and rails
lead to roads. If they reconstruct the port,
this will facilitate getting food acress and
will mean removing the sedimentation of
30 years,

The Jordanians were worried about
their pre-produced goods for Baghdad,
piled up in that warehouses according to
existing contracts. How were they to free
their funds from the banks with the
country at a standstill? The panel took this
on board, assuring the businass
communify that they would take their
cencerns to the adminisiration team in
Baghdad to find solutions. They would alse
discuss these issues with the Central
Bank of Jordan,

save the economy, key words and the
pictures of Iragis working on construction
sites, dangling from huge screens on the
sides of the panel, all fellowed by a beight
fluorascent yellow *thank you',

Mr. ‘Bechiel” also said that they ware
going to give 90 per cent of the
subcontracting to lragi labour: "We don't
do the work ourselves. Our rola is to figure
out how to start up teams with Iragf
contractors, Suddenly, a Jordanian man
popped up from the middle of the room
like a Jack in the box and said: “So if
you're giving the Iragis 90 per cent and |
presume the olher 10 per cent are your
fees, what's left for us? People clapped.
He then put his hand up in the air and
sald; "Whera's the beef?” The kagis were
not amused,

Besidas the proposed billions of
dollars that were flying over our heads
during the discussions, to fulfill the
requiremenis of rebuilding, and the hope
of preducing 3.5 million barrels of il a day

“Privatisation of the public sector and diversification
in the private sector.”” Eventually.

Federation, the World Health Organisation,
USAID lraq, the World Foed Program had
gathered for the head-to-head. A blue
plastic folder containing a list of other
speakers, participants, abbreviations of the
organisations and briefs about the
countrias represented, lay in every lap.

" The man from Bachtel started off by
saying that the time for heroics was over,
the coalition forces had ensured that; now
was the time far reconstruction. They used
terms like: institutional strengthening,
gelting the government in shape and self-
sufficiency. They underfined the
Internationally recognised standards of
guality. For example, when fixing a bridge
they had to do it according to the Brtish
standard.

Another heated question from the
Jordanians was what is going to happen
to our frozen letters of credit? How are we
gaoing to work with Irag when there is no
electricity or water, and very tired human
beings in such an insecure situation?
Answer: The timing is unclear. The key
word of free economy is free. These
answers have to come frem the kag
government, It is premature to demand
otherwise. We are in the process of de-
Baathification, and that will take time.

In spite of the difficulties, it sounded
like the panel's aim was to educate kags
on how to work with Americans, They
usad terms like: *affectionate”, *with love®
and “interest in the lragi people’. This
ended with pie charis and bars on how to

as opposed to the 2 millicn barrels of
befora, the mobile phones weren't turned
off, Little tunas disturbed the meeting. An
kag tune *High over the palm trees” was
nnging cut next to me, followed by
Tchaikovsky's Overture in B flat from an
Indian investor's bag, followed by calls to
prayer coming fram an lelamic mobile,
Paople were talking constantly during the
gathering and the microphene kept
switching itself off for some technical
reason, so at one slage, the participants
had to share a2 one mike that kept shifting
from hand to hand.

Mr. *Hikma Pharmaceuticals® gave a
balanced, short speech, saying that he
thought nothing would be stable before
next January, and that working with Irag
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Mr. “"Hikma Pharmaceuticals” gave a balanced, short speech, saying that he
thought nothing would be stable before next January, and that working with
Irag meant working with the Iragi people and respecting their needs. I looked
around me. I couldn't recognize many Iraqi faces. Many of the profiles were
of men with bumpy noses and tummies sticking out. They looked like sets of
Hitchcocks. Mr. "Deputy chairman of the Iragi Industries Federation”
welcomed any help Iraq could get, from anybody who could help. That was
followed by an Iraqi businessman based in Jordan who said: "Instead of going
round in circles trying to find new channels of communication between Iraqg
and Jordan, may I remind you that we are historically part of each other. We
have always worked well together, my suggestion is to concentrate on the
Jordanian graduates of Baghdad Universities, they are your key. They are in
harmony with the Iraqgi students and society. They would know how to be the
bridge between us.”

Mr. "Jordanian ambassador to the United States” summed it up through the
visual conference screen: “Jordan has always been the lungs that have
allowed the Iraqis to breathe”.

During the coffee break I saw the man who spoke up about beef.
Disappointed, he wanted his money back, complaining that this conference
was supposed to be about business. One of the young organizers was trying
to explain that this was just an introduction allowing people to meet and
discuss the Iragi market. Contracts would surely follow.

Mr. "Aramex” gave an enthusiastic line: "Stop moaning, let’s pack our stuff
and go to Baghdad to do business on the spot”.

After hours of watching Westerners floating around in light linen suits, and
Easterners fiddling with their worry beads, the finale went something like this:
" Privatization of the public sector and Diversification in the private sector ".
Eventually.

There are so many hidden truths that we, people outside politics, will never
know about. He believed in building countries not destroying them. Today I
see another view taking shape; Deconstruct countries in order to Reconstruct
them.

At six in the evening, a friend caught up with me in the corridor and asked
me: "So if you're not here for business and you're not from the media, why
did you pay the exorbitant subscription fee and waste a whole day?” I

answered: “Actually, I came here to gather information. I want to write a
comedy”,

Betool Khedairi, born of an Iraqgi father and a Scottish mother, lived in lrag until she
was 24. Now 37, she lives in Amman. She is the author of a novel, A Sky So Close.
www betoolkhedairi.com



