
 
 

The Aqaba Special Economic Zone, Jordan 
A case study of e3CLO’s Community Based Development in Action 

  

 
 
History 
 
In 2000 the government of Jordan declared the city of Aqaba a Special Economic 
Zone. In place of the city municipality, the Jordanian government formed a statutory 
institution called the Aqaba Special Economic Zone Authority (ASEZA), to which it 
gave regulatory, administrative, fiscal and economic responsibilities within the Aqaba 
Special Economic Zone (ASEZ). From a sleepy entryway into Jordan, Aqaba 
became a tax- and duty-free zone that has attracted billions of dollars worth of 
investments and development projects to the Zone. However, these investments 
rapidly altered the characteristics of Aqaba both as a city and a community; serious 
tensions arose in many parts of Aqaba’s community, which felt uneasy about the 
implications that the pace and nature of investment would have for the people’s 
heritage and way of life.  
 
The Invitation 
 
In 2008, ASEZA requested technical assistance in defining the needs of an effective 
community development strategy, the ideal organization to coordinate the activities to 
successfully pursue that strategy, and a five-year strategic plan to realize its goals. 
ASEZA and USAID1 invited e3CLO to help lead this effort, which would evolve from 
assessing community needs to the creation and facilitation of ASEZA’s Community 
Development Strategic Plan.  
 
Working at Both Ends of the Power Ladder: An Integrated Approach 
 
In order to assist ASEZA in creating and implementing an effective longer-term 
community development strategy, e3CLO looked at the dynamics and economic and 
social behavior within the ASEZ from an integrated perspective. It was clear that an 
effective, sustainable relationship required a two-way commitment: ASEZA’s 
commitment to serving the community, and the community’s commitment to working 
with ASEZA. To begin helping people to understand this dynamic, e3CLO began by 
defining the ASEZ ‘community’ as all the persons and families living and/or working 
within the ASEZ. The definition demonstrated the inclusiveness of the ASEZ 
‘community’ and began to break down perceptions among people in the ASEZ of 
irreparable divisions and interests between ASEZA and the ASEZ community.  
 
From the outset, e3CLO consultants applied their approach at both ends of the power 
ladder. Without a commitment on the part of those who control the power ladder – in 
this case ASEZA, and in particular its Commissioners - to face and seek to resolve 
the most challenging issues, long-term change could not happen. Furthermore, all 
other groups and individuals at various levels of the power ladder - the entire ASEZ 
community - needed to start taking on a greater level of responsibility. In a society  
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such as Aqaba, Jordan, this would require a cultural shift away from the ancestral 
tribalism and ‘wasta’2 at the core of social behavior. 
 
After assessing both the influence and impact of the major entities in the ASEZ and 
the interface between ASEZA and the community, e3CLO presented a whole-
community assessment and needs report to ASEZA and the community. The report 
was used as a platform for open discussion among the stakeholders (ASEZA and 
community) to decide the key priorities for Aqaba. But before a strategy could be 
developed, e3CLO realized the need to bring together the ASEZA Commissioners 
and community leaders to define what they saw as the mission, vision and purpose 
of the ASEZ. Once these had been determined, the stage was prepared for ASEZA 
and the revitalized community leadership to develop a strategic plan for the ASEZ.  
 
In order for this new partnership to work effectively in the long-term, there first had to 
be transparency and collaboration within the leadership of both ASEZA and the 
community. Through highly skilled organizational design and facilitation, the e3CLO 
team assisted ASEZA in its own strategic reorganization in order to serve and 
partner the ASEZ community now and in the coming years. And drawing from the 
same expertise and experience, e3CLO consultants worked with the community 
leadership to reorganize and enhance itself as a more responsible and accountable 
participant in making the choices that affect the future of Aqaba.  
 
Ownership: the key to sustainability 
 
For Aqaba to have sustainable growth, e3CLO realized that ASEZA needed to bring 
the wider community into the decision-making process; at the core of the strategic 
redesign of ASEZA was the creation of a more transparent, inclusive collaboration 
with the leaders of all stakeholder groups within the community. Drawing from the 
leadership and resources of key community groups, associations and umbrella 
organizations, e3CLO assisted in bringing ASEZA and community stakeholders 
together to jointly determine their own interactive relationship. Through a series of 
meetings and retreats, a collaborative system was formed that is responsive and 
adaptable to changing dynamics and situations. In this way, the ASEZ community 
became empowered because the leadership became the shared responsibility of the 
entire community. The Aqaba community – including ASEZA - now has ownership of 
its own decision-making process, and the foundation on which to build a prosperous, 
sustainable future for all its citizens.  

                                                
2 Cf. Definition of ‘Wasta’: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wasta_(influence) “ ‘Wasta’ is an Arabic expression that loosely 

translates into ‘who you know’. It refers to using one’s influence or connections to get things done, such as quick 
renewal of a passport, waiving of traffic fines, and even garnering prestigious jobs. Wasta is deeply ingrained in 
Middle East culture, having been the de facto way of getting things done for decades.” ( Wikipedia entry on ‘Wasta’)  

 

 


