
TEHRAN: President Hassan Rouhani yesterday
unveiled Iran’s first annual budget since the return of
US sanctions, saying it had been adjusted to take
account of Washington’s “cruel” measures. The presi-
dent announced a 20 percent increase in public sector
wages in a sign of the economic challenges the Islamic
republic has faced since the United States pulled out of
the 2015 nuclear deal earlier this year. The speech gave
only a few general points of the budget — which will
now be scrutinized and voted on by parliament — but
acknowledged the pressure Iran was under. 

“Last year we faced some problems,” Rouhani told
parliament in a televised speech, referring to the wide-
spread protests that hit the country almost exactly a
year ago, sparked by anger over economic and political
conditions. “Those events caused the Americans to
change their position regarding the Islamic republic
and the nuclear deal,” he said. “The real objective of the

US in all of this conspiracy and sanction and pressure...
is to bring the powerful Islamic republic of Iran to its
knees,” he said, vowing that the US “will definitely be
defeated.” The renewed US sanctions include an
embargo on Iran’s crucial oil sector. 

The new budget did not say how many barrels of oil
Iran hopes to sell in the next financial year, which starts
in late March, but analysts believe it will be consider-
ably less than the approximately 2.5 million it sold per
day prior to Trump’s withdrawal.  The US granted
waivers to eight key buyers of Iranian oil — including
China, India and Turkey — though this has been a dou-
ble-edged sword for Iran since it also helped push
down the global price. 

Forex ‘practically zero’ 
Rouhani came to power in 2013 representing the

more moderate side of Iran’s ruling elite, hoping a com-

promise on the country’s nuclear program would
reduce tensions with the West and allow foreign invest-
ment to boost the stunted private sector. The return of
sanctions has ended that hope, and forced Rouhani
more towards the self-sufficient “resistance economy”
preferred by supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 

Concern over the economy pushed many Iranians to
secure their savings in dollars and gold, triggering a run
on the Iranian rial, which has lost around half its value
since Trump announced the pullout. “At one point early
this year our foreign exchange cash reserve was practi-
cally zero, forcing the government to take hard deci-
sions to save the country,” Rouhani told parliament. The
government has pressured exporters to return their
dollars to Iran, and Rouhani said they would lose tax
incentives if they failed to repatriate their cash.

The central bank has used the returning dollars to
shore up the collapsing rial, which has recovered to

around 110,000 per dollar on unofficial exchanges. The
rial’s fall drove up prices across the board, with food
and drink costs up 60 percent in the year to November
according to the central bank. The judiciary launched a
fierce crackdown on currency speculators, dubbed
“economic disruptors” that has seen dozens of traders
put on trial and at least three businessmen executed. 

The so-called “sultan of coins”, Vahid Mazloomin,
was hanged in October after being found guilty of
amassing two tons of gold coins. But sanctions and
fraud are only part of the story in an economy with
many long-standing problems.  Its banking sector is
riddled with bad loans, while many key industries from
oil and gas to construction are dominated by semi-state
groups with opaque links to the government and mili-
tary. The budget was delayed several times in recent
weeks, with reports that Khamenei had demanded
unspecified changes to the final document.  — AFP 
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Cameroon
rebels issue
unique ‘virtual
currency’
YAOUNDE: Anglophone separatists
in Cameroon on Monday announced
they had launched a virtual currency,
the AmbaCoin, to help fund their cam-
paign for independence and provide
humanitarian aid. The bitcoin-like cur-
rency, based on the blockchain soft-
ware principle, is named after the
“Republic of Ambazonia,” a self-
declared independent state in
Cameroon’s Northwest and
Southwest Regions.

“The People of Ambazonia has cre-
ated AmbaCoin, a tradeable digital
token that can be used as a currency, a
representation of an asset, a virtual
share, a proof of patriotic citizenship,”
according to the currency’s website.
“All sales of the AmbaCoin will be
directed to fund the Ambazonian

Cause, to assist Refugees & Internally
Displaced Persons, to rebuild homes
destroyed  by occupying military
forces, and to defend communities from
the repressive regime of La Republique
Du Cameroun.”

According to a clock on the curren-
cy’s website, the AmbaCoin became
operational on Friday. It said there had
been more than 28,000 pre-orders for
the currency, a figure that could not be
verified independently. Buying one
“amba” for the “Ambazonian Crypto
Bond” costs 25 US cents. In October
2017, radical anglophone leaders
declared a “Republic of Ambazonia” in
two regions that were incorporated
into predominantly French-speaking
Cameroon in 1961. The central govern-
ment in Yaounde launched a crack-
down, deploying thousands of troops
against armed militiants. 

More than 200 members of the
security forces and at least 500 civil-
ians have been killed, according to the
International Crisis Group thinktank,
while the UN estimates that more than
437,000 people have fled their homes.
The two English-speaking regions
were previously ruled by Britain as the
Southern Cameroons. —AFP 

‘Early this year our foreign exchange cash reserve was practically zero’

Iran presents budget to counter sanctions
TEHRAN: Iranian President Hassan Rouhani (2nd-R) submits documents outlining his budget for 2018-2019 to Parliament Speaker Ali Larijani (3rd-L).  — AFP 

Court orders bail for
Nissan executive
linked to Ghosn 
TOKYO: A Tokyo court yesterday granted bail for a Nissan executive
accused of a key role in the financial misconduct case involving auto
tycoon Carlos Ghosn, who remains in detention. The Tokyo District
Court said it had approved a request by lawyers for Greg Kelly and set
bail for his release at 70 million yen ($635,000), which he paid in cash.

Prosecutors appealed the decision, but the court turned them
down, paving the way for his release. Once freed, he could check into
hospital due to a health problem, Japanese media said. Kelly was
granted bail reportedly on condition that he should not leave Japan,
make contact with anyone involved in the case, or destroy evidence.
He would also need court approval to attend board meetings at
Nissan, public broadcaster NHK said.

The 62-year-old American was arrested on November 19 at the
same time as Ghosn on allegations he helped him under-report his
compensation at Nissan for years. The bail order comes after Kelly’s
wife issued a video statement saying she was “extremely concerned
about his health.” Kelly suffers from a spinal condition and was report-
edly due to undergo surgery before his arrest in Tokyo.

“Greg was tricked into coming to Japan and betrayed by a group of
Nissan executives as part of a political power grab. Their dishonorable
motives are clear,” Dee Kelly claimed. She said her husband, once
Ghosn’s right-hand man, had been “caught up in an international plot
by some at Nissan to take control”.

Rift in alliance 
Kelly is accused of helping construct an alleged scheme by which

Ghosn under-reported his salary for a period of eight years. The pair
have already been indicted over their alleged involvement in the
scheme in the five years to 2015. Prosecutors are still investigating the
period from 2015. Ghosn also faces an additional allegation involving
claims he shifted a personal investment loss of more than $16 million
to Nissan’s books with help from a Saudi acquaintance.

He is expected to remain in detention through Christmas and the
start of 2019, with prosecutors able to apply for an additional 10-day
extension when his current detention period expires on January 1.
Ghosn’s fall from power at Nissan has exposed a deep rift in the firm’s
three-way alliance with Renault and Mitsubishi Motors — which out-
sold all of its rival groups last year. While Nissan and Mitsubishi
quickly removed Ghosn from his leadership roles after his arrest,
Renault has been more cautious about the charges and the case has
stoked tensions between the French firm and Nissan. — AFP 

TOKYO: This picture taken on December 21, 2018 shows pedestrians
looking at a television news program featuring former former Nissan
representative director Greg Kelly. —AFP 


