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Youths play an online multiplayer game at an internet cafe in Iran’s capital Tehran. A youth plays an online multiplayer game at an internet cafe in Iran’s capital Tehran. 

A vendor displays a PlayStation 4 (PS4) game at his shop in
the central market of Iran’s capital Tehran.

Youths play an online multiplayer game at an internet cafe. A vendor sells PlayStation 4 (PS4), PS5 and Xbox game consoles at a
shop in the central market of Iran’s capital Tehran. — AFP photos

Fortnite’s Epic
takes Apple
feud to Europe

F
ortnite maker Epic Games yester-
day lodged a complaint against
Apple with EU antitrust authorities,

deepening its bitter feud with the
iPhone-maker over its app store. Apple
and Epic have been caught in a fierce
battle over whether Apple’s tight control
of the App Store, and its 30-percent cut
of revenue, is abusive.

The fight took a dramatic turn in
August when Apple expelled Fortnite,
one of the world’s most popular games,
from its app store after Epic released an
update that dodges revenue-sharing
with the iPhone maker. Apple does not
allow users of its popular devices to

download apps from anywhere but its
App Store, and developers have to use
Apple’s payment system which takes its
cut. “We will not stand idly by and allow
Apple to use its platform dominance to
control what should be a level digital
playing field,” said Epic Games CEO
Tim Sweeney in a statement. The com-
pany said the lawsuit “complements”

other legal proceedings it has launched
in the United States, Australia and
Britain. 

The war over the Apple app store has
widened to Facebook, where CEO Mark
Zuckerberg has accused Apple of
imposing rules for outside developers
that it does not apply to its own services.
This echoes the accusations of Spotify,

which also believes Apple has given
unfair advantage to its Apple Music
service over other streaming services.
With its European complaint, Epic joins
Spotify and other developers who suc-
cessfully spurred the EU into action with
their own complaints. Those gripes
pushed the EU’s powerful competition
authority to open a series of cases
against Apple in June, involving both its
app store and its Apple Pay payment
service.

Apple has angrily called the com-
plaints by Spotify and others as “base-
less”, describing them as sour grapes
by companies that do not want to play
by the same rules as everyone else.
Apple-along with Google, Facebook,
Amazon and Microsoft-is also targeted
in Europe by a new draft legislation, the
Digital Markets Act, which aims to limit
their omnipotence. But the plan,
unveiled in December, is only at the
beginning of a legislative process that
could last years. — AFP 

T
he coronavirus crisis has
already taken a heavy toll on
the French way of life and now

it’s bringing unwanted change to
the nation’s eating habits-by forcing
workers to eat at their desks. Until
the COVID-19 pandemic struck,
triggering the closure of restaurants
and cafes, a communal midday
meal of several courses, perhaps
with some wine, was still a feature in
the professional life of millions. At
lunchtimes everyday across the
country, restaurants in city centers
would be filled to capacity in what
seems a vision from a vanished era.

But now taking lunch alone seat-
ed at a desk in front of a computer,
long looked down on with pity as
the preserve of the hard-pressed
“Anglosaxon” worker and until now
officially illegal, has been adopted
en masse by French employees. “In
other cultures, it’s a bit more every-
one-for-themselves, but in France
it’s a moment to eat together, to
take time out as a group, among
colleagues,” said Romain
Passelande, who co-founded the
Les Petites Tables website devoted
to affordable lunching in Paris.
“Employees in a company, even if
they work a lot, will take this
moment together,” the 38-year-old
said.

Eating in front of a computer
screen was previously illegal under
the gigantic French labor code, an
annual red book of several thou-
sand pages, which expressly for-
bade having lunch “in spaces used
for work”. While working from home
is still strongly encouraged, at the
start of the month the employment
ministry announced it would issue a
decree authorizing eating in the
workplace for the first time-recogni-
tion of the new reality for millions of
white- and blue-collar workers.

Gossip and grumbling 
Closed restaurants are not just

depriving employees of a moment
to relax and indulge in the national
pastime of talking about food.
Shuttered brasseries might also be
having an outsize effect on the inter-
nal dynamics of companies com-
pared with other countries.  Lunch
is traditionally the time to exchange
office gossip, grumble about prob-
lems, or brainstorm ideas in an
informal setting. It is also a useful
time to chat to the boss.

This is all encouraged by the
labor code, which obliges small
companies to provide a separate
space for employees to eat, while
those with more than 50 employees
must provide a work canteen or
lunch vouchers. “While for others
taking lunch is a moment to eat, for
the French lunching is about con-
versing over a meal and wine,” said
Stephane Rozes, an academic and
political scientist who heads CAP, a
consultancy firm.  “The French are
struggling with COVID-19 in how it
is limiting our small-talk about the
weather and other things, but also
work issues and the organization of
our companies,” he added.  Over
lunch, “formal hierarchical relation-
ships dissolve between subordi-
nates and managers, and it encour-
ages more horizontal conversations
with people from other services,” he
said. 

‘Missed it so much’ 
Restaurants have been closed

for in-person eating in France since
late October when the country
entered its second lockdown. Most
are surviving thanks to heavy state
subsidies for loss of earnings and
payroll costs, and also trying to earn
a bit from take-out orders, which are
permitted. The government has giv-
en no firm indication of when the
hard-hit hospitality sector will be
allowed to reopen given the risks of
transmission between unmasked
eaters at a time when the country is
battling to avoid a third lockdown.
The only type of restaurant still per-
mitted to operate are the work can-
teens, which are now the scenes of
often noisy conversations as col-
leagues yell at one another from
their social-distanced chairs.

Passelande, whose website is at
a standstill, believes that the new
normal of eating in the office will dis-
appear once life returns to the pre-
COVID era. “I think people will go
out more,” he said.  “We will have
missed it so much, just like the cine-
ma and exhibitions. For so many of
the people I know, Paris is all about
life in restaurants. All the good
moments are spent around a glass
or plate of something.”— AFP

I
ran’s millions-strong legion of gamers
revel in online worlds, but they have to
fight daily real-life obstacles imposed

by US sanctions in their quest to level up
and keep playing.  “It’s a problem
between governments and a pain for the
consumer,” said 24-year-old gamer and
game journalist Amir Golkhani.  “We
have no political demands. We just want
to play,” he told AFP. Sanctions reim-
posed in 2018 by former US president
Donald Trump do not directly target the
gaming industry. But the risk of punitive
measures prevents companies from
offering services to Iranians. At shops
near central Tehran’s Imam Khomeini
square, the situation appears normal-
shelves are stocked with the latest
games and consoles.

Surprisingly, both the Sony
PlayStation 5 and Microsoft Xbox Series
X can be found on sale, even though
they are nearly impossible to acquire in
many countries since the Covid-19 pan-
demic disrupted global supply chains.
But neither company is officially present
in the Islamic republic due to
Washington’s punishing sanctions, and
their products are imported or smuggled
into Iran from countries nearby.  Iran’s
blacklisted banking system also means
players, with no access to internationally
recognized credit cards, need to use
fake identities and addresses-and some-
times middlemen in other countries-to
register accounts and make online pur-
chases. 

There are at least 32 million gamers
among Iran’s population of 80 million,
according to a September report by the
Iran Computer and Video Games
Foundation. It found that the most popu-
lar games in Iran were Pro Evolution
Soccer, Clash of Clans, FIFA, Call of
Duty and PUBG (PlayerUnknown’s
Battlegrounds). “Gaming is one of the
few things helping me escape life’s reali-
ties,” said Farshad Rezayi, a 32-year-old
chef and avid gamer.  Sanctions have
almost deprived him of that outlet too, he
added. 

‘Same game but cheaper’ 
One way for Iranians to cheaply and

easily access games is a local spin on
the “gameshare” function found on most
consoles and computer platforms.
Iranian shops use VPNs or other meth-
ods to mask their locations and create

accounts seemingly from abroad.  They
then purchase games for those
accounts using overseas credit cards or
gift cards, and sell the access to several
gamers, who share what’s locally known
as a “capacity account”, referring to
usage-online, offline or both. For the
hugely popular PlayStation 4, for
instance, shops sell access to single-
game accounts for between 20 and 60
percent of the regular price, according
to use. 

The store makes a profit by peddling
one account to several people, while the
player avoids shelling out the full cost of
owning the game-usually $60 or more in
the unregulated Iranian market, accord-

ing to the game, demand and level of
hype. That’s in a country where the mini-
mum monthly wage is 25 million rials-
currently around $100 at the unofficial
exchange rate. A quick search on
Divar.ir-the Iranian response to
Craigslist-shows hundreds of ads for
“capacity accounts”. “It’s too much to
pay 18 million or 28 million rials for a
new FIFA game. I’ll just get the (shared)
account,” said 31-year-old Ashkan
Rajabi, who owns a gaming shop in
Tehran.  “Same game, same feeling, but
cheaper.”

Gamer Rezayi said he had used this
method exclusively since 2018, and also
expressed support for respecting game

copyright. Foreign products are not pro-
tected by Iran’s limited copyright laws-
Microsoft Windows copies are almost
always pirated, Netflix shows are down-
loaded with a single click, and video
games for PC are usually counterfeit ver-
sions. Capacity accounts are the “moral”
alternative to almost zero-cost game
pirating, Rezayi said.  

‘Always looking for workarounds’ 
“I have to support the developer who

is helping me have fun. They’d give up if
everyone just pirated things,” Rezayi
added. Omid Sedigh Imani, a Tehran-
based video game critic and streamer,
echoed such feelings saying he consid-

ered hacked accounts and pirating to
be “theft”. Still other gamers have found
ways to purchase games on their own
accounts by using a go-between. “We
need middlemen in another country like
Russia, Turkey,” said Sadegh Kia, a 25-
year-old aspiring professional gamer,
fresh off a competitive match at a gam-
ing centre in Tehran.

He said the go-between sold gift
cards that allowed players to top up their
accounts and make online purchases.
Iranian consumer culture is “always look-
ing for workarounds”, critic Imani said.
While endorsing shared accounts for
gamers on a budget, Imani advocated
using services like Xbox Game Pass-a

subscription that offers hundreds of
games for $10 a month. But to sign up,
Iranians have to go through a middle-
man for payment, and fake their location
and account details. “I can’t tell Xbox
support that I’m an Iranian,” game jour-
nalist Golkhani said, adding that Iranians
pretended they were foreigners because
Xbox servers reject users connecting
from Iran, and accounts that are detect-
ed are likely to be banned. 

“We’re forced to use VPNs, to set dif-
ferent DNSs” to bypass the restrictions,
he said, referring to different methods to
mask users’ locations. But doing so
often meant connection quality was
poor, he said. Critic Imani claimed some

companies were “softer” on Iranians and
“definitely know what is happening”.
Industry giants including Microsoft, Epic
Games and Riot Games have blocked
Iranians from using their gaming servic-
es, often without explanation. Coupled
with Iran’s broad internet censorship, it
means gamers have few options. “We
haven’t done anything wrong. It’s just the
same old story of being Iranian,” Imani
said.  “And politics is out of our
hands.”— AFP

Shops selling game and consoles are pictured in the central market of Iran’s capital Tehran.


