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On a crisp winter’s day the snow glistens on the
mountains above Tehran, but the mood is as heavy
as the pall of pollution that often shrouds Iran’s

capital. In a country weighed down by sanctions, shaken
by protests and stressed by military tensions with the
United States, many Tehranis struggle to hide their pes-
simism. “Life is really hard right now. The situation here is
unpredictable,” said Rana, a 20-year-old biology student
walking in the upmarket district of Tajrish.

It is a part of the city where young women subtly
thwart the Islamic republic’s conservative dress codes,
opting for short coats, stylish make-up and scarves reveal-
ing ever more hair. But, despite such relative liberties, Rana
said she feels trapped. “The quality of life isn’t good at all -
we have pollution, angry people, high prices,” she said,
pointing also to a “huge class gap” and Iran’s deepening
“isolation”.

Iran’s economy has been battered since US President
Donald Trump in 2018 abandoned an international nuclear
deal and reimposed sanctions and a “maximum pressure”
campaign. When Iran hiked petrol prices in November,
nationwide protests erupted and turned violent before
security forces put them down amid a near-total internet
blackout. Tensions with Washington escalated in early
January when a US drone strike killed powerful Iranian
general Qasem Soleimani in Baghdad.

Iran retaliated by targeting US forces but then acciden-
tally shot down a Ukrainian airliner, killing all 176 people
on board, in a tragedy that sparked anger at home and

abroad. Rana said she still feels “sad” about the disaster
that claimed the lives of many young people who had left
Iran to study abroad.

‘Angry with Trump’ 
One young Iranian who has chosen to stay in her coun-

try is Pegah Golami, a 25-year-old engineer who was
shopping three days ahead of her wedding. “The country’s
economic condition is now really difficult, especially for
youths,” she said, dressed in a chic coat and suede boots.
“I feel very bad... my friends have decided to leave. But I,
as an Iranian, decided to stay and build my country.” The
strains of a violin filled the air as a busker tried to make
himself heard above the noise of the heavy traffic.

It is increasingly difficult to make a living, said Bahram
Sobhani, a 47-year-old electrician who was unshaven,
nervous and almost completely toothless. “It’s a little diffi-
cult to find work these days, but it is out there,” he said.
“The sanctions have of course affected us, but we have to
tolerate it because we can’t do anything else. We live in
Iran, not somewhere else.” 

The economic situation is also hurting Mohammadreza
Khademi, vice-president of the Delham Tabesh company
that sells smart technology devices from Italy for luxury
homes. His company took a hit after the renewed sanctions
trippled costs, forcing it to lay off 20 of its 30 employees.
“The end of 2018 was awful and all of 2019 was not good
at all,” said Mohammadreza. “I will continue to run my
business. I will try to have that line of production in Iran

locally, but it is super difficult to change,” he said, adding
that “I am angry with Mr Trump”.

‘We feel hopeless’ 
If the mood is glum in Tehran’s middle and upper class

districts, it’s even worse in the poorer areas of the sprawl-
ing city of eight million people. In the southern district of
Molavi, a melange of architectural styles gives way to a
maze of alleyways and shops where craftsmen practice
time-honored trades. Only a few women are seen on the
streets, most of them dressed in chadors and many carry-
ing freshly baked flatbread.

Mehdi Golzadeh, a businessman who imports goods
from Asia, looked exhausted as he walked out of a grocery
store. “Living in Iran has become very hard. With this eco-
nomic situation, one can’t import anything, and Iran
doesn’t have the materials” needed to make such products,
he said. “I am single... One can’t start a family on this mea-
gre income. We feel hopeless.”

Akbar Gharibvand, a 50-year-old shop-owner and
father of five, said his income is “just enough to eat and
survive”. “These sanctions of course do affect things... It’s
the lower class that has come under pressure.” But, despite
the hardships, he said Iran “is not a bad country” and that
he considers himself lucky compared with people living in
strife-torn neighboring nations. “We aren’t like Iraq,
Afghanistan or Pakistan, or other countries where there
are killings every day,” he said. “We are better off because
we have security.” — AFP 

Iranians feel strain of turmoil and sanctions

Small businesses 
suffer as China virus 
shuts communities 

Wang Li’s guesthouse sits a stone’s throw from
the Great Wall, an idyllic setting for a weekend
getaway. But in these uncertain times of the

new coronavirus, Wang and her family are the only occu-
pants. The 35-year-old woman now spends her days dis-
infecting Yingfangyuan Farmhouse and its empty restau-
rant near Beijing, as millions of people across the country
stay home, either under government orders or out of
caution.

As the virus claims more lives and infects thousands of
people every day, it is also taking a toll on the country’s
small businesses that rely on spending from China’s
growing middle-class. “We used to be able to have up to
10 tables of guests a day during this period,” she told
AFP. “There is no one now.” While she usually earns
around 10,000 yuan ($1,400) during the Lunar New
Year holiday, her business was closed this year. “We rely
on this for our livelihood. We can only wait for the epi-

demic to pass,” she said, noting that she will face prob-
lems if the situation persists for more than two months. I
don’t have other (backup) plans.”

Fewer buyers 
Across Beijing’s rural outskirts, guesthouses, restau-

rants and tourist attractions have been deserted for
almost two weeks. The Great Wall and Ming dynasty
tombs remain closed and people are urged to stay home
- with many working remotely even after the Spring
Festival break ended. Many bus and train services have
been suspended across the country, and central Hubei
province, the epicentre of the outbreak, has effectively
been locked down. Supermarkets are struggling to sell
their food as families have enough after stocking up for
holiday gatherings that have not been held - in line with
officials’ advice.

At the Shijihualian Supermarket in Heishanzhai village,
boxes of Lunar New Year goods, including food items
such as persimmons, remain stacked and unsold. “They
are bought as gifts, but people have not been visiting
their relatives this year,” said its shopkeeper surnamed
Yang. “With no relatives to host this year, it will take time
for them to deplete their supplies.” With analysts warning
that the virus could cut into the country’s already slowing
economy, China’s central bank has urged financial institu-
tions to continue stepping up support for small and micro

enterprises. But this has not stopped business owners
from fretting over an uncertain future.

No outsiders 
Adding to the isolation of rural communities, villages

have closed themselves off from “outsiders” in a bid to
ensure the new coronavirus, which has claimed more
than 900 lives, stays out. Bright red banners proclaiming
the importance of epidemic prevention drape across the
entrances of villages, and masked volunteers stand guard
at each entry point. Residents who would have typically
returned to work in cities after the Spring Festival break
are still in their hometowns as well.

In the Heishanzhai village north of Beijing, there are
blockades on roads leading into its residential areas. “We
stopped allowing people in from the second day of the
Lunar New Year,” said Zhang Xinao, a 25-year-old volun-
teer manning one of the entrances. “We also disinfect the
entire village every day in the mornings and afternoons,”
he told AFP, as another volunteer walked around spraying
a can of disinfectant. In the background, announcements
blaring over loudspeakers remind residents of the impor-
tance of donning masks. Zhang added that he does not
usually work in the village, but has a job with a railway-
related business in nearby Changping district. But his
company, like many others across the country, has yet to
confirm when regular operations will resume. — AFP

No phones, no leaks: 
Lagarde is making 
her mark on ECB

Gathered in a German mountain castle last
November for an evening retreat that ended
with a whiskey-tasting, rebel European Central

Bank policymakers and Christine Lagarde, their newly
confirmed president, made a pact. Lagarde pledged to
spend more time listening, and not to front-run deci-
sions before policymakers had weighed in, as her pred-
ecessor Mario Draghi was often accused of doing. In
return, she asked for discipline from the Governing
Council, the ECB’s top policymaking body, which com-
prises national central bank chiefs from the 19 euro
zone countries and six Executive Board members,
including Lagarde herself.

Governors had to stop trashing policy decisions once
taken and keep internal disputes out of the media, pre-
senting a common external front, 11 sources - both critics
and supporters of the ECB’s last, controversial stimulus
package - told Reuters. A look at her first three months in
office suggests Lagarde is using the entente of
Schlosshotel Kronberg to make subtle but significant
changes at Europe’s most powerful institution. “The
change is cultural but quite profound,” one of the sources,
who asked not to be named, told Reuters. “Culture drives
how we make decisions so it impacts policy.”

A greater emphasis on consensus has boosted the
Governing Council’s role and given more voice to critics
like Germany whose support may be vital whenever the
next downturn comes, most of the sources, all with
direct knowledge of the inner workings of the ECB,
said. But Lagarde has also made clear that Draghi’s dis-
puted September stimulus package will not be revisited,
and has kept on his key aides, architects of the plan. In
Europe, the role of ECB president is uniquely powerful:
backed by the Governing Council, she or he is the face
and voice of the institution, carrying its message to
businesses and households and to world leaders. 

Dissenters
Meetings now start several hours earlier, leaving

more time for deliberation and giving policymakers time
to speak. Lagarde mostly presides over the debate,
many of sources said, talking relatively little herself and
keeping her own views quiet to foster open debate.
“When governors talk, she listens. That doesn’t sound
like a big deal but Mario was often on his phone or
iPad,” a second source said. “Madame Lagarde tells
people to put their phones away.”

Meeting proposals are now handed to governors up
to a week in advance, some of the sources added, not
just hours before for fear of leaks. These changes have
shifted power away from the close circle of advisers
that Draghi relied on and given Governing Council
members more capacity to shape the debate, reducing
the need to bring disagreements into the open. All of
the sources said they consider Draghi -known as ‘the
man who saved the euro’ - a superb central banker. But
his willingness to forego consensus - as in September,
when he pushed through the new stimulus package
despite strong opposition - annoyed some policymak-
ers, prompting open dissent.

In another sign the peace is holding, Governing
Council members have largely accepted Lagarde’s
request not to publicly discuss the substance of the
ECB’s wide-ranging policy review. Colleagues said
Lagarde’s charm and approachability contrasted with
the more aloof Draghi. She takes the staff elevators
inside the ECB tower, asks people’s names and happily
chats to colleagues. But the former French finance min-
ister is a ruthless timekeeper, keeping meetings on
schedule and often reminding people to keep their mes-
sages short and to the point. “In one (European
Systemic Risk Board) meeting, when a speaker ran out
of time and pleaded for leniency, she said sorry, we
need to move on, and that was it,” a third source said.

Politically savvy
What didn’t change is also significant. ECB Chief

Economist Philip Lane continues to lead policy discus-
sions, given the necessary space by Lagarde, a former
International Monetary Fund chief and a lawyer by
training who lacks the monetary policy expertise of her
predecessors. “Christine knows her limitations on mon-
etary policy and knows that she needs to preside over
the debate and not dominate it,” a fourth source said.
“She is more presidential.”

Former colleagues at the IMF describe her as a
tough negotiator whose strength was consensus-build-
ing. Regarded as more politically adept than Draghi,
Lagarde is said to be on cordial terms with European
Commission chief Ursula von der Leyen and German
Chancellor Angela Merkel. Their support could be vital
as the ECB’s depleted policy arsenal puts the onus on
governments to drive growth. In her first speech in
charge, Lagarde praised German ex-finance minister
Wolfgang Schaeuble, a stern ECB critic. “They listened
to Draghi during the crisis but not so much when things
were going well,” a fifth source said. — Reuters

(Clockwise from top left) Rana, a 20-year-old Iranian biology student, is pictured in the upmarket Tehran district of Tajrish on Feb 9, 2020; An Iranian man plays the violin in a com-
mercial area in northern Tehran; Iranian businessman Mohammadreza Khademi, vice-president of the Delham Tabesh company that sells smart technology devices from Italy for
luxury homes, speaks with AFP during an interview in northern Tehran; An Iranian craftsman works at a workshop in the southern Tehran district of Molavi. — AFP photos 

Virus transforms 
daily life on fearful 
Hong Kong streets 

Hunkering down in cramped apartments and raiding
supermarket shelves for food and masks, Hong
Kongers are fretting about the future as fear of the

new coronavirus sweeps one of the world’s most densely
populated cities. Many in the Asian financial hub of seven
million - where the 2002-03 SARS outbreak killed 299 peo-
ple - are weighing up their options against an unseen dan-
ger. “I feel like I’m in a washing machine with other pregnant
women trying to figure out what to do,” says Natalie Belbin,
35, who is expecting her first child and frantically consider-
ing her choices. Her baby is due in early April, a period
some experts warn could be the peak of the outbreak.

Hong Kong’s already under-pressure public hospitals
have asked partners and family not to attend births to
reduce pressure on wards. Some expectant mothers in her
WhatsApp groups are scraping together cash to go pri-
vate, while others have travelled overseas or are consider-
ing it. Belbin is leaning towards staying the course despite
knowing her partner may not be able to be there. “I’ve

accepted that,” she said. “But my main concern now is
whether the baby will be safe in the hospital.”

Many of Hong Kong’s inhabitants are having similar
discussions about life in a city that has firsthand experi-
ence of a deadly outbreak. In 2002-03 Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome, or SARS, swept through hospitals
and homes. The epidemic left profound psychological
scars and saddled locals with a deep distrust of authorities
in Beijing who initially covered up the outbreak.

Panic-buying and protests 
With 36 cases of the novel coronavirus confirmed so far

in Hong Kong, one of whom died, everyone fears a repeat.
At the most extreme end, fear and distrust of authorities
have sparked extraordinary, and at times unnecessary,
scenes of panic. Supermarket shelves in many districts
have been stripped of hand sanitizers, toilet paper, rice
and pasta, spurred by false rumors of shortages that the
government has condemned.

An acute paucity of surgical masks is real however, with
long queues whenever a consignment comes in. At one
pharmacy last week a crowd of 10,000 people turned up,
some camping out overnight. Kris Choi, a new mother, said
trying to find masks is all her neighbors talk about these
days. One 70-year-old neighbor was looking for ways to
make her dwindling stock last longer. 

“I wanted to stop her from washing the surgical masks,
but I don’t have more to share with her as I have elderly

parents and a child to look after,” Choi told AFP. Attitudes
have hardened compared to the city-wide solidarity that
permeated Hong Kong during the SARS outbreak. Police
have clashed with protesters opposed to arrivals from
mainland China or quarantine facilities in their neighbor-
hoods. One planned quarantine block was even fire-
bombed. Thousands of medics, including frontline doctors
and nurses, went on strike last week calling for the border
to be sealed. — AFP

Shoppers wearing protective facemasks walk past bare
supermarket shelves, usually stocked with toilet paper and
kitchen rolls, in Hong Kong on Feb 6, 2020. — AFP 


