
‘My life is being
destroyed’: Iranians
react to sanctions 
TEHRAN:  Many Iranians blame their own government for the
return of US sanctions, but they also fear it could be the “final
nail in the coffin” for the floundering economy. Despite days of
protests and strikes across the country, there appeared to be
less unrest as sanctions returned Tuesday — although that said
little about the depth of despair, particularly among poorer sec-
tions of society. 

“I feel like my life is being destroyed. The economic situation
right now means that the working class must die,” said Ali Paphi,
a construction worker. “Sanctions are already badly affecting
people’s lives. I can’t afford to buy food, pay the rent... No one
cares about workers.” Much of the damage was already done in
the weeks preceding the return of sanctions, as US President
Donald Trump’s aggressive rhetoric spooked investors and trig-
gered a run on the rial.

That only added to deep-seated problems of corruption, a
chaotic banking system and rampant unemployment after
decades of mismanagement. “Prices have been increasing for
three or four months and everything we need has become so
expensive, even before sanctions returned,” said Yasaman, a 31-
year-old photographer in Tehran. Like many in the capital, he
believes Iran’s leaders will be forced to return to the negotiating
table, as Trump hopes. “I hope it will happen one day. Most
people believe the politicians will have to drink ‘the poison cup’
eventually,” said Yasaman.

That was a reference, widely heard in Iran these days, to the
famous phrase used by Iran’s revolutionary leader Ruhollah
Khomeini who said signing a truce to end the brutal eight-year
war with Iraq in 1988 was like drinking “a cup of poison”. Most
Iranians have tuned out the endless US hostility, with which they
have lived for four decades, so their anger is mostly directed at
their own leaders.

“Prices are rising again, but the reason is government cor-
ruption, not US sanctions,” said Ali, a 35-year-old decorator.
Like many, he sees President Hassan Rouhani as powerless to
improve things. “He can’t solve the problems. It’s been shown
several times that he is not the decision-maker in this country.
Our problem is our representatives and system,” he added.
Wealthier and educated Iranians have also lost hope, but they
have an option to leave — even if it weighs heavy on the heart.
Sogand, a young Iranian-American, came to live in Iran for the
first time five years ago and had enjoyed the thaw in interna-
tional tensions that accompanied the nuclear deal. But in recent
months, she grew worried about her status as a dual national —
several have been arrested on espionage charges in Iran — and
decided it was time to get out. 

“I feel ashamed for abandoning my colleagues during this
economic crisis. I feel guilty for having the resources to leave so
quickly in front of my friends,” she said.  “(But) the economic
destabilization and the unraveling of any and all financial
prospects in this country was the nail on the coffin.” — AFP 
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A man carrying bird cages walks past a damaged house at Pemenang village in northern Lombok in West Nusa Tenggara province. — AFP 

MATARAM:  The death toll from a powerful earth-
quake on the Indonesian island of Lombok rose to 105
yesterday as rescuers clawed through the rubble of
homes, schools and mosques for survivors and evacuees
faced another night in the open. The shallow 6.9-magni-
tude quake destroyed thousands of buildings and trig-
gered panic among tourists and locals on Lombok
Sunday, just a week after a tremor had surged through
the holiday island and killed 17.

More than 20,000 people are believed to have been
made homeless by the latest quake, with 105 killed and
236 severely injured, officials said yesterday. There were
fears the death toll would rise as workers with heavy
machinery shifted rubble at a collapsed mosque. Across
much of the island, once-bustling villages have been
turned into virtual ghost towns, with residents sleeping
out in the open — scared to stay near their shattered
homes amid hundreds of aftershocks.

“Last night I was on the hill because I was afraid, I
heard there would be a tsunami,” Din Iqra, from the
northern village of Malaka, told AFP. “Only this morning
were we brave enough to come down.” Many people
made homeless by the quake were sleeping in makeshift

shelters in rice fields or on the roadside, according to
Silverius Tasman, from Yayasan Sayangi Tunas Cilik, a
partner of Save the Children in Indonesia. “They do not
have a water supply and not enough food,” Tasman told
AFP, after visiting Karang
Bajo village in the island’s
north.  “Children are the
most vulnerable.”

The tremor struck as
evening prayers were being
said across the Muslim-
majority island. Crews using
heavy equipment to search a
collapsed mosque in north-
ern Lombok found three
bodies but also managed to
pull one man alive from the
twisted wreckage. Video posted online by disaster offi-
cials showed the man sobbing with relief as one rescuer
told him: “You’re safe sir, you’re safe.” Authorities said
they feared the mosque — now reduced to a pile of
concrete and metal bars, its towering green dome folded
in on itself — had been filled with worshippers. 

“We estimate there are still more victims because we
found many sandals in front of the mosque,” national
disaster agency spokesman Sutopo Purwo Nugroho
told reporters. Among other major buildings to collapse

were a health clinic, govern-
ment offices and other pub-
lic facilities, he said.

Tourists flee 
Some 4,600 tourists

have been evacuated from
the Gili Islands, three tiny,
coral-fringed tropical
islands off the northwest
coast of Lombok which are
popular with backpackers
and divers. Hundreds

crowded onto its powder-white beaches on Monday,
desperately awaiting transport off the normally para-
dise destination. Two holidaymakers died on the
largest of the three, Gili Trawangan, where buildings
suffered extensive damage. Authorities said an earlier
toll of seven dead was incorrect. 

French tourist Laurent Smadja, who had been on Gilli
Meno, the smallest of the three islands, described scenes
of chaos and confusion in the aftermath of the quake as
holidaymakers jostled to leave. “We had no electricity
and no information about what to do. We saw every-
body leaving in boats but no boat came to us,” he told
AFP. Yesterday he eventually managed to board a boat
with locals and head to Lombok. He made his way to the
airport, where hundreds of holidaymakers slept on the
floor overnight awaiting flights out.

“There’s a massive rush of people wanting to get
out of Lombok because of unfounded rumours, such as
of a tsunami,” Muhammad Faozal, the head of the
tourism agency in West Nusa Tenggara province, told
AFP. “We can help tourists to get to the airport but of
course we can’t buy them tickets for free,” he said,
adding that authorities were providing free accommo-
dation, food and transport to those in need. Lombok
airport’s general manager said airlines had laid on
extra flights and his staff had been providing blankets
and snacks. Immigration authorities said seven foreign-
ers were injured in the quake and are being treated in
hospital. — AFP 

Lombok quake death toll hits 105
Survivors now forced to live outdoors

AL-SURMAN VILLAGE: The red Turkish
flag fluttering on the outskirts of the Syrian
village of Al-Surman has been seen by resi-
dents as a shield against government attack
since Turkish troops arrived in February. But
their fears of an offensive are growing. The
village is situated in rebel-held territory near
the frontline with government forces in the
northwestern Idlib region, one of the last big
strongholds of the opposition to President
Bashar Al-Assad.

The seven-year-long conflict may be about
to pivot again to the northwest now that
Assad, backed by Russia and Iran, has
crushed the rebellion across much of the rest
of the country. Assad has indicated Idlib could
be his next target. The entire population of Al-
Surman fled the village in January during the
last big government attack in the area.

Some came back when the bombardment
stopped. But most only returned once the
Turks arrived to set up an observation post at
its grain silos under an agreement between
Turkey, Russia and Iran. “Protection comes
firstly from God, and after that it’s up to the
Turks,” said Mohammad al-Youssef, 33, a res-
ident of the village 40 km southeast of Idlib
city. Still, he says the Turkish presence offers
only partial reassurance. “There is constant
worry because there are no promises the
regime won’t advance,” he said. Displaced
Syrians have poured into Idlib from other

parts of the country recovered by Assad. The
possibility of an Idlib offensive has drawn
warnings of yet another humanitarian catas-
trophe in a war that has killed hundreds of
thousands of people and driven 11 million from
their homes.

The United Nations has warned that up to
2.5 million people could flee towards the
Turkish border in such a scenario. This possi-
bility is sounding alarm bells in Turkey, which
is already hosting 3.5 million Syrian refugees
and fears a government offensive would drive
yet more over its border. Turkish President
Tayyip Erdogan is pressing his Russian coun-
terpart Vladimir Putin over the issue, and has
said Turkey - with NATO’s second-biggest
army - cannot accept an offensive in Idlib.

Near Al-Surman, thousands of people
uprooted by the January offensive are still liv-
ing in tents in olive and fig groves. The local
economy has ground to a halt in anticipation
of an offensive. Factories known for the pro-
duction of woven plastic mats have shut down
and home repairs are being postponed.
“People are saying we will keep our money for
the days to come, in case we are displaced,”
Youssef said. Turkish forces have deployed at
12 observation posts in the Idlib region under
the agreement reached with Russia and Iran in
the Kazakh capital of Astana. Under this
agreement, Idlib is considered a “de-escala-
tion” zone. — Reuters 
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TEHRAN: Iranians stroll by murals on the wall of the former US
embassy in the Iranian capital yesterday. — AFP 
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