
Currency crisis 
hits Iranians, 
strains economy
DUBAI: Desperate to afford her daughter’s overseas
university fees, 58-year-old retired Iranian teacher
Maryam Hosseini withdrew all her savings from the
bank to buy US dollars. It was not enough. With
three years of study still to do, her daughter is
heading back home, her future now on hold.
Hosseini’s tale of growing poverty is an increasingly
familiar one among Iranians, who have long bought
US dollars to support their children financially or
squirrel away savings.

“My daughter has to bury her dream of studying

abroad and she has to come back. I cannot afford it
anymore,” Hosseini said. The cause of Hosseini’s mis-
ery was a sharp drop in the Iranian rial to its weakest
against the US dollar. The currency’s fall has not only
made life more expensive, it may also test Iran’s abili-
ty to prop up an economy battered by crippling US
sanctions and the new coronavirus.

The dollar was being offered for 215,000 rials on
Monday, according to website Bonbast.com, against
an official rate of 42,000. The currency plunge in
recent weeks had forced the central bank to act,
pumping hundreds of millions of dollars into the mar-
ket to stabilise the rial. Central Bank Governor
Abdolnasser Hemmatti described the interventions as
“wise and targeted”.

The bank had ample foreign reserves, he said,
without disclosing their amount.

But current account and fiscal deficits brought
on by the economic crisis may require tapping

those reserves, weakening Iran’s ability to curb
rampant inflation, economists have said. “They have
limited foreign exchange reserves to inject in the
market and will not be able to contain further
depreciation in the presence of U.S. sanctions and
isolation from the international community,” said
Garbis Iradian, chief economist for MENA at the
Institute of International Finance.

Eroding reserves
The rial has lost about 70 percent of its value fol-

lowing the US withdrawal from Iran’s 2015 nuclear
pact with six powers in 2018 and reimposition of
sanctions. The government has sought to compensate
by creating several foreign exchange rates aimed in
particular at easing the financial burden of importers.
But in the free market, the rial has continued its
downward spiral, even after the latest central bank
intervention. —Reuters

LAHTI: Janne picks up strawberries in Lahti, Finland. Thousands of Finns have answered a desperate call from farmers to save the summer’s berry harvest, after coronavirus restrictions have kept many of the usual foreign
pickers away. —AFP
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HOLLOLA, Finland: Thousands of Finns have answered a
desperate call from farmers to save the summer’s berry
harvest, as coronavirus restrictions have kept many of the
usual foreign pickers away. “After 22 years, we have Finnish
workers on the strawberry fields again, it’s a very unusual
situation,” Vesa Koivistoinen, owner of Finland’s largest
strawberry farm in the southern village of Hollola, said. 

When AFP visited Koivistoinen’s 100-hectare farm two
weeks into the strawberry harvest, the large field was dot-
ted with hundreds of people, from teenagers to pensioners,
crouching down to pick strawberries then putting them in
crates to be weighed and loaded in a lorry. To handle the
berry harvests, Finland normally needs about 16,000 sea-
sonal workers a year, “who mainly come from abroad,”
Kati Kuula of the agricultural union MTK said. 

But when coronavirus travel restrictions were imposed
in the spring, agricultural associations and the government
feared a labor shortage and launched a number of recruit-
ment programs. One of the largest, the government-backed
#Seasonwork social media campaign, features a tanned,
blonde couple standing proud in a wheat field, and calls for
“every available pair of hands” to “secure domestic food
on Finnish dinner tables”.  So far this year, only a third of
the usual workers have arrived from abroad, all from
Ukraine, with the rest of the shortfall recruited from within
Finland, Kuula said.

Wage bump 
Of the 350 Finns employed on Vesa Koivistoinen’s

strawberry farm, the majority are students aged 15-20, but

many others are those made jobless by the coronavirus.
Sari, a 52-year-old masseuse, replied to the job advert
after her own business dried up during the spring. 

“I’m the daughter of a farmer and I was working in
strawberry fields when I was young,” she said. “So I knew
what to expect,” she added. Meanwhile, 29-year-old Janne
Erola, who has worked in a number of seasonal jobs but
never before in fruit-picking, said he intended to stay until
the strawberry season ends in late August. Filling one sev-

en-kilogram (15.5-pound) crate takes “a bit more than an
hour”, Erola said, earning him 1.2 euros ($1.36) per kilogram.
Koivistoinen said that as the Finns aren’t able to pick as fast
as the experienced Ukrainian workers, he has offered them
a 10-percent bonus to make it worth their while. 

The recruitment efforts and higher salaries have pushed
up costs, but Koivistoinen says he will gladly employ
home-grown workers in future, too.  “We wanted to be

able to employ Finns because lots of other firms can’t offer
summer jobs this year,” Koivistoinen said. 

Yet the demanding physical work in the changeable
Finnish weather does not appeal to everyone. “It’s really
physical, and it’s quite far from my home,” said 17-year-old
Laura, who signed up along with her schoolfriends Senni and
Mohammed.  All three are sitting by the side of the field hav-
ing a break, their fingers red with strawberry juice.  “I actually
had a job offer earlier this summer, but then they said they
couldn’t take me because of corona,” Mohammed added. 

Berry rescue plea 
Yet while domestic labor has come to the rescue of

Finland’s strawberry harvest, the fate of this year’s crop of
bilberries, a cornerstone of Finnish food culture, looks far
more precarious. Every year, Finnish industries from food to
cosmetics require 20 million kilograms of bilberries-a small,
European variety of the blueberry which is not cultivated in
fields but grows abundantly in Finland’s vast forests.

The berries are usually picked by Thai workers
brought over for the harvest season in late summer, but
the pandemic restrictions mean none will be admitted
this year. Instead, Finland’s social media is awash with
posts imploring “every working-age Finn to collect a
bucket’s worth of bilberries” to stop the berries going to
waste.  Some of the companies which rely on berries
have not been assuaged by the potential reach of social
media, and have said they will import their bilberries
from Poland or Russia this year, warning this could lead
to higher prices on the shelves.  —AFP

Finns turn to berry-picking amid job losses
Coronavirus restrictions keep many usual foreign pickers away

Eurozone set for
deeper recession 
BRUSSELS: The eurozone economy will drop deeper into
recession this year and rebound less steeply in 2021 than
previously thought, the European Commission forecast
yesterday, with France, Italy and Spain struggling the most
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The downbeat assess-
ment of Europe’s economy comes amid concern the US
recovery may also be faltering as a surge of new coron-
avirus infections prompts states to delay and in some cas-
es reverse plans to let stores reopen and activities resume.

The EU executive said the 19 nation single currency
area would contract by a record 8.7 percent this year
before rising by 6.1 percent in 2021. In early May, the
Commission had forecast a downturn this year of 7.7 per-
cent and a rebound in 2021 of 6.3 percent. The

Commission said it had to revise its previous forecasts
because the lifting of COVID-19 lockdown measures in
euro zone countries was proceeding less swiftly than it
had initially predicted.

The EU executive significantly cut its earlier forecasts
for France, Italy and Spain, three of the countries hardest
hit by the pandemic, and now expects now downturns in
excess of 10 percent this year in each nation. Conversely,
for the euro zone’s largest economy, Germany, where
widespread testing has helped limit fatalities, the 2020
downturn would be 6.3 percent, less pronounced than
May forecast of 6.5 percent. The rebound in Germany in
2021 is however expected to be less pronounced than
previously estimated.

The new figures indicate an economic recovery gath-
ering momentum in June, although it is based on a num-
ber of “critical” assumptions. The forecasts assume no
second wave of infections triggering renewed restric-
tions, although social distancing measures would persist,
while monetary and fiscal policy measures are expected

to support the recovery.
The main risks include a potential wave of new infec-

tions, more permanent scars from the crisis, including
unemployment and corporate insolvencies, and the
absence of a EU-UK future relationship deal. “At the
global level, the still rising rate of infections, particularly
in the US and emerging markets, has deteriorated the
global outlook and is expected to act as a drag on the
European economy,” the report said. The Commission
said its inflation forecasts were little changed, at 0.3 per-
cent this year and 1.1 percent in 2021. In the United
States, high-frequency data assembled by Federal
Reserve officials, economists, cellphone tracking compa-
nies, and employee time management firms suggests
activity has slowed in recent days after an upbeat
employment read-out.

Some reopening plans have been put on hold and
restrictions placed on the bars, restaurants and other
hospitality industry companies that helped the US econ-
omy add 4.8 million jobs in June. —Reuters

Gas boom risks 
‘perfect storm’ for 
climate, economy
PARIS: Global natural gas capacity under con-
struction has doubled in a year according to
new analysis that warned yesterday the invest-
ment boom in the world’s fastest-growing fuel
risks a “perfect storm” of climate chaos and
stranded assets. Capital expenditure on lique-
fied natural gas (LNG) facilities has surged
from $82.8 billion to $196.1 billion over the last
12 months, according to a report by Global
Energy Monitor.

Following a string of divestments from high-
profile LNG funders, the report warned that at
least two dozen projects were recently can-
celled or are in serious financial difficulty.
“LNG was once considered a safe bet for
investors,” said Greg Aitken, research analyst at
Global Energy Monitor.  “Not only was it con-
sidered a climate-friendly fuel, but there was
substantial governmental support to make sure
that these mega-projects were shepherded to
completion with all the billions they needed. 

“Suddenly the industry is beset with prob-
lems,” Aitken said.  As the coronavirus pandem-
ic squeezes investors and a growing social
movement against new gas projects gathers
pace, the report said troubled projects were
facing a range of diff icult ies in sustaining
finance. 

In the past year Berkshire Hathaway and the
governments of  Sweden and Ire land were
among financiers to drop several billion dollars’
worth of gas project funding, it noted. 

While its proponents push LNG as a “bridge
fuel” because it is less polluting than coal, a
new gas-fired power plant has roughly the same
environmental impact as a new coal plant, given
the leakage of methane throughout the supply
line.  Methane is dozens of times more potent a
greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide over a
100-year time scale. —AFP

TEHRAN: People watch the rial rates at an exchange in
Tehran. Iranian currency’s fall has not only made life more
expensive, it may also test Iran’s ability to prop up an
economy battered by crippling US sanctions and the new
coronavirus. —Reuters
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