
BASRA: In Iraq, a national lockdown to halt the 
coronavirus pandemic has found some unex-
pected fans: local businesses who no longer have 
to compete with Turkish, Iranian or Chinese im-
ports. Those countries, as well as Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan and Kuwait, typically flood Iraqi markets 
with inexpensive products at prices local produc-
ers can’t compete with. That includes everything 
from cars and computers 
to frozen chicken and even 
Iraq’s national fruit, dates, 
which in recent years were 
more often imported from 
the Gulf than plucked from 
local palm trees. Local 
producers were left in the 
dust, struggling to com-
pete given their expensive 
raw materials and low out-
puts compared to the enormous quantities being 
imported. 

Not anymore, said Amin Qassem, who has op-
erated an ice cream factory in the oil-rich 
province of Basra since 2006. “The coronavirus 
crisis has allowed us to prove ourselves on the 
Iraqi market,” he said, relishing the sweet moment. 
Qassem’s 3,000 employees across six factories 
pack 144,000 ice cream cones and wafer sand-
wiches every hour. “When there was cheap ice 
cream coming in from Iran, I had to lower my 
prices to sell so that my ice cream wouldn’t be 
stuck melting in storage,” said Qassem. “Now, I 
can sell at higher prices. We were able to win 
back the same markets where imports once 
crushed us.”  

Out with the imports  
Experts have long warned that oil-rich Iraq 

must diversify its economy to insulate it from the 
swings of the energy market. As OPEC’s second-
biggest oil producer, it relies on oil exports to 
fund more than 90 percent of its state expenses. 
This year, with oil prices crashing to around a 
third of their 2019 prices, Iraq will struggle to 

keep its government run-
ning, pay salaries or import 
essential goods. The Inter-
national Monetary Fund 
projected Iraq’s imports of 
goods and services would 
drop from $92 billion in 
2019 to $84 billion this year 
and to $81 billion in 2021. 

Diversification has been 
a tall order for a country 

with a fledgling private sector, under-developed 
banking system and a weak customs regime that 
makes it cheaper to import than to produce. But 
with coronavirus restrictions, all that could 
change. As part of Iraq’s lockdown measures put 
in place in March, it has officially closed its federal 
border posts with Iran, Turkey and Kuwait to both 
people and goods. Imports through Um Qasr, the 
southern port through which Iraq brings in crucial 
food and medicine, have dropped. As a result, 
Iraq is importing less according to data from its 
trade partners. It bought $973 million worth of 
Chinese goods in December but that dropped to 
$775 million by April, according to the Chinese 
General Administration of Customs. Imports from 
Iran also fell from $450 million per month before 

the coronavirus pandemic to $300 million cur-
rently, according to Hameed Husseini, a member 
of the Iran-Iraq Chamber of Commerce. Iraq is 
also taxing imports more stringently. Its Customs 
Office attributed “the notable rise” in customs 
revenues - from $2.5 million in the first half of 
April to $7.3 million in the first half of this month 
- to “tougher monitoring measures”. Higher duties 
force Iraqi retailers to bump up the prices of im-
ported goods, so local businesses can better 
compete in the markets.  

 
Fishermen catch a break  

Hadi Abbud, who owns a plastics factory in 

Basra, has already seen an exponential surge in 
orders for plastic tubing, usually brought in from 
China.  His factory has been working 24/7 to 
mould, cut and polish thick plastic cylinders 
proudly stamped “Made in Iraq.” “These days, I’m 
getting new orders for plastic tubes faster than I 
can even produce them,” said Abbud, his white 
hair meticulously combed back. Sales are so good 
he is planning to recruit another 50 workers for 
his 100-man factory.  “The situation has really 
changed,” Abbud said, his smile barely concealed 
by the face mask he wore as part of mandated so-
cial distancing in his factory. Even at sea, the dif-
ference is notable. — AFP 
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AL-FAW: A youth poses while holding two fish before his face in Iraq’s southern port city of Al-Faw, 90 kilome-
ters south of Basra near the Shatt al-Arab and the Gulf. — AFP
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Pandemic puts up to 86  
million kids at risk of poverty 

 
UNITED NATIONS: The economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic could 
push as many as 86 million more children into poverty by the end of 2020, a joint study 
by Save the Children and UNICEF showed Wednesday. That would bring the total num-
ber of children affected by poverty worldwide to 672 million, an increase of 15 percent 
over last year, the two aid agencies said in a statement.  Nearly two-thirds of those 
children overall live in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.  But the pandemic-driven 
increase is expected to occur mainly in Europe and Central Asia, according to the study, 
which is based on World Bank and International Monetary Fund projections and pop-
ulation data from some 100 countries.   

“The scale and depth of financial hardship among families threatens to roll back 
years of progress in reducing child poverty and to leave children deprived of essential 
services,” UNICEF executive director Henrietta Fore is quoted as saying in the state-
ment. With immediate and decisive action, “we can prevent and contain the pandemic 
threat facing the poorest countries and some of the most vulnerable children,” added 
Save the Children head Inger Ashing.  They are “highly vulnerable to even short periods 
of hunger and malnutrition - potentially affecting them for their whole life,” she warns 
in the statement.   The two organizations call on governments to rapidly expand their 
social security systems and school feeding to limit the effects of the pandemic. — AFP

Iranians outraged 
by dad who killed  
teen daughter 

 
 

TEHRAN: The killing of an Iranian teen by her father 
after she eloped with an older man sparked outrage 
on Wednesday, with local media denouncing “insti-
tutionalized violence” in “patriarchal” Iran. Iranian 
media covered the apparent “honor” crime exten-
sively, with Ebtekar newspaper leading its front page 
with the headline “Unsafe father’s house”. 

According to local media, Romina Ashrafi was 
killed in her sleep on May 21 by her father, who de-
capitated her in the family home in Talesh in north-
ern Gilan province. The reports said her father had 
refused her permission to marry a man fifteen years 
her senior, spurring her to run away, but she was 
returned home after her father reported her. The 
legal marriage age in Iran is 13 for women. Iranian 
media reported that after authorities detained the 
teenager, she told a judge she feared for her life if 
she was returned to home. 

But what most outraged public opinion was the 
lenient punishment the father is likely to face, 
Ebtekar wrote. The newspaper notes that Iran’s 
normal “eye for an eye” retributive justice does not 
apply to fathers who kill their children. Accordingly, 
he is likely to face three to 10 years in prison, a sen-
tence that could be reduced further, the newspaper 
wrote, denouncing the “institutionalized violence” 
of Iran’s “patriarchal culture”. With the farsi hash-
tag #Romina_Ashrafi focusing outrage on Twitter, 
President Hassan Rouhani “expressed his regrets” 
in a cabinet meeting on Wednesday, pleading for 
the speedy passing of several anti-violence bills, 
his office said. 

On Twitter, Vice President for Women and Fam-
ily Affairs, Masoumeh Ebtekar, said a bill on the 
protection of young people was in the “final phase” 
of validation by Iran’s Guardian Council. The coun-
cil, which vets legislation to ensure compliance with 
Iran’s constitution and Islamic sharia law, has thrice 
previously called for changes to the law after it was 
passed by lawmakers, Ebtekar newspaper wrote. 
The publication fears that if the council sends back 
the bill, it will be buried by Iran’s new parliament, 
which held its first session Wednesday and is dom-
inated by conservatives and hardliners opposed to 
Rouhani.— AFP


