
TEHRAN: Some young Iranians are determined to mod-
ernize their country and rescue it from economic col-
lapse. But facing relentless US pressure and increasing
hardship, many of the educated elite simply want to leave.
On an up-market balcony in Tehran, shaded from a roast-
ing summer sun, a string of entrepreneurs are filming suc-
cess stories and advice for the next generation of start-up
wannabes. For a country supposedly on the brink of eco-
nomic meltdown, the mood is surprisingly upbeat.

“We are experts in adapting to times of trouble,” said
Reza Ghiabi, CEO of a tech-focused consultancy firm,
who calls himself an “unshakable responsible optimist”.
“Many Iranians had success in the past in Berlin, Silicon
Valley and London, but our generation is tired of emi-
grating and being just an employee. Now we’re trying to
create something for ourselves,” he told AFP.

Everyone knows the challenges are daunting: Rampant
unemployment, rising prices, a crashing currency. None
of it is helped by the return of full-scale US sanctions
next month following Washington’s decision to abandon
the 2015 nuclear deal, nor the bellicose threats between
President Donald Trump and Iranian officials in recent
days. “We understand this is not a good situation, but we
can’t just wait for things to get better. We have to do it
ourselves,” said Alireza Khodaie, 30, who makes high-end
shoes and is one of the organizers behind Tehran’s inau-
gural Start-Up Week that begins on August 3.

There are a few examples that offer hope for Iran’s
highly educated, globalized youth: The huge success of
taxi app Snapp, a slew of hip new cafes and restaurants,
and tech hubs fostering everything from music streaming
services to online education portals. The more business-
friendly government of President Hassan Rouhani is less
suspicious than its predecessors of these Western-influ-
enced innovations. “We’ve tried to be independent in the
past, but we can’t ignore the government, and there are
now people who understand and listen. We want to be
part of policy-making,” said Khodaie.   

‘I won’t find work’ 
But that sort of optimism is fading among Iran’s edu-

cated middle- and upper-classes, who see little prospect
of political and economic change. If officials in
Washington hope that will lead to mass protests against
the government, they are likely to be disappointed. The
brutal response to past demonstrations, and fears that
protests could degenerate into violent chaos like in Syria,
have bred a weary resignation. Instead, most just want to

leave. “Young people have lost all hope in their future,”
said 21-year-old law student Parisa.

“I’ve been looking for work for three months to pay
for my studies and help my father. I’m a law student but I
know that once my studies are finished I won’t find
work,” she said. “There are many who want to leave and
they are right because over there, they can progress and
will have a decent salary.”

The US stepped up its pressure campaign this week-
end, with Trump threatening unprecedented “suffering”
for Iran, and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo announcing
a renewed propaganda effort to undermine its leaders.
But that is largely background noise to Iran’s youth.
Around two-thirds of Iranians were born after the 1979
revolution and have grown up with the incessant back-
and-forth between their government and Washington.

They are more focused on what is happening internal-
ly, and for many it was the decision in April to block the
most popular social media app Telegram that was the
final straw. “I spent two days in my room, I was so
depressed,” said a film editor in her 20s who campaigned
for Rouhani’s re-election last year when he vowed no
more censorship. “He made all these promises, and still
this happened. I used to be so angry with all my friends
who were leaving, but for the first time I thought maybe
it’s time to go.”

‘Officials don’t listen’ 
In some ways things have improved for young people,

but not fast enough to meet their heightened expecta-
tions. Today, they openly criticize the government and the
system in a way that would have been unthinkable even a

few years ago, but they feel ignored. “Officials don’t listen
to young people. They ignore their hopes, their views on
life, society, religion, politics,” said Ehsan, a 24-year-old
student. “I was one of those who told my friends they
must vote because that allowed us to demand things... but
now I see we can’t do anything.” 

But abandoning friends, family and homeland is tough,
so for the optimistic entrepreneurs there is a determina-
tion to struggle through. Sanctions have not been entirely
negative, said Amirreza Mohammadi, another of Start-Up
Week’s organizers. By blocking foreign competition,
sanctions “created jobs for young Iranians and created a
desire to push forward our own projects,” he said.
“Maybe one day I’ll be forced to leave too,” said
Khodaie. “But this is somewhere I can have an impact and
that moves me to stay.” — AFP 
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week defining Israel as the nation state of the Jewish
people. The spat is just the latest tension between the
two leaders that threatens to derail a normalization in
relations between Israel and one of its few Muslim
partners.  In his first reaction to the law, Erdogan did
not mince words, likening Israel’s leadership to Nazi
dictator Adolf Hitler and even drawing parallels
between racial policy in Nazi Germany and modern
Israel. “This measure has shown without leaving the
slightest room for doubt that Israel is the world’s most
Zionist, fascist and racist state,” Erdogan said in a
speech to his ruling party. Erdogan claimed there was
“no difference between Hitler’s obsession with the
Aryan race and Israel’s understanding that these
ancient lands are meant only for Jews”. “The spirit of
Hitler, which led the world to a great catastrophe, has
found its resurgence among some of Israel’s leaders,”
he added. The Nazis killed around six million Jews in
the Holocaust during World War II.

But Netanyahu hit back with characteristic speed,
lashing out at Erdogan for Turkey’s campaigns inside
Kurdish-held areas of northern Syria and its mass
crackdown after the 2016 failed coup. “Erdogan is mas-
sacring Syrians and Kurds and has imprisoned tens of
thousands of his citizens,” Netanyahu said in a state-
ment. “Turkey under Erdogan is becoming a dark dicta-
torship, while Israel is meticulously maintaining equal
rights for all its citizens, before and after the law.”

The legislation makes Hebrew the national language
of Israel and defines the establishment of Jewish com-
munities as being in the national interest. Arabic, previ-
ously considered an official language, was downgraded
to one with a “special status”. The law does not specify
equality and Israel’s democratic character, implying that
the country’s Jewish nature comes first, analysts said.
Arab citizens account for 17.5 percent of Israel’s popu-
lation of more than eight million.

Erdogan’s spokesman Ibrahim Kalin then hit back at
Netanyahu, saying the prime minister of Israel - which
he described as a “Zionist apartheid state built on
racism, occupation and displacement - (was in) no
position to lecture our president on human rights”.
Kalin said the Israeli law was “a shameless attempt to
institutionalize discrimination against the Palestinian

people” while Turkey’s criticism was “a universal call for
justice and peace”.

Separately, Israel said it shot down a Syrian war-
plane that crossed into the occupied Golan Heights
yesterday, but Damascus said the jet was fired on as it
took part in sorties against rebels within Syria. The
incident added new fuel to weeks of tensions over the
Golan, a strategic plateau between the two old enemies
and where Israel has been on high alert as Syrian gov-
ernment forces, supported by Russia, close in to regain
rebel-held ground. Israel worries Syrian President
Bashar Al-Assad may defy a 1974 UN armistice that
demilitarized much of the Golan, or let his Iranian and
Lebanese Hezbollah reinforcements deploy there.
Netanyahu said the Syrian jet had been in “gross viola-
tion of the separation of forces between us and Syria”.
Israel “took appropriate action” he said.

For the second time in as many days, Israeli sirens
sounded on the Golan and witnesses saw the contrails
of two missiles flying skyward. The military said it fired
Patriot interceptor missiles at a Syrian Sukhoi jet that
crossed 2 km into Israeli-controlled air space, after first
trying to warn it off. UN peacekeepers “observed
burning debris falling from an aircraft” some 10 km
inside Syrian territory southeast of the Golan buffer
zone, their agency said in a statement. The warplane’s
pilot was killed, a non-Syrian source close to the Syrian
government told Reuters.

The source said the plane fell in a pocket of territory
held by Islamic State-affiliated forces adjoining the
occupied Golan Heights. The Syrian army is advancing
into this pocket to try to bring the whole of southwest
Syria back under its control. Syrian state media said the
plane was targeted by Israel and hit while conducting
raids in Syrian-controlled air space. “The Israeli enemy
confirms its support for the armed terrorist groups,” the
official news agency SANA quoted a military source as
saying. Lebanon’s pro-Damascus TV station Al-
Mayadeen said the plane fell 15 km inside Syrian territo-
ry and did not enter the air space of the occupied Golan.

The spiralling Israeli-Syrian tensions have spurred
intercession by Moscow, which sent Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov and its top general on Monday for talks
with Netanyahu. Israeli officials said Netanyahu
rebuffed as insufficient a Russian offer to keep Iranian
forces 100 km from the Golan lines. Nickolay
Mladenov, a UN envoy for the Middle East, warned
yesterday of “a disturbing trajectory of increasingly
frequent and dangerous confrontations” between Israel
and Syria. “I call on all parties to abide by all the provi-
sions of the 1974 agreement,” he told the UN Security
Council. — Agencies 
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IS in Syria and Iraq are also deployed at Al-Udeid,
located 35 km southwest of Doha. QNA said the expan-
sion project “underscores Qatar’s commitment to deep-
ening its strategic military relations with the United
States”. “The State of Qatar, along with its strategic US
ally, is working on drawing up a roadmap for the future of
bilateral relations, including the addition of Al-Udeid Air
Base to the list of US permanent military bases,” it said.

Ryan Gliha, the US charge d’affaires in Doha, echoed
this in remarks at a news conference after the ceremony
to lay the foundation stone for the expansion of Al-

Udeid. “We saw today the opening of a new construction
project... what we hope to see in the coming years and
months is (the) strengthening” of bilateral ties, he said.
“Billions of dollars have been spent already at Al-Udeid
over the last 15 years to support our operations... These
are essential to the fight against Daesh and our ability to
lead the coalition,” he said, using an Arabic acronym for
IS. Gliha described Qatar as an “indispensable partner
for the United States”.

In April US President Donald Trump welcomed to the
White House the Amir of Qatar, Tamim bin Hamad Al-
Thani, for talks on improving bilateral ties that had been
strained by Qatar’s row with Gulf states. The year-long
crisis has seen regional kingpin Saudi Arabia and a num-
ber of its Arab allies impose a diplomatic and trade
embargo on Qatar. Trump had initially supported an eco-
nomic blockade on Qatar, but aides - mindful of the piv-
otal role of Al-Udeid in US Middle East operations - con-
vinced him to take a more moderate approach. —AFP  

Qatar, US plan 
‘expansion’ of...

Continued from Page 1

in the courtyard of a villa at the seaside resort of
Mati, 40 km northeast of the capital, said rescuer
Vassilis Andriopoulos. They were huddled together in
small groups, “perhaps families, friends or strangers,
entwined in a last attempt to protect themselves as they
tried to reach the sea”, he said. Video footage showed
people fleeing by car as the tourist-friendly Attica
region declared a state of emergency.

“I saw the fire move down the hill at around 6:00 pm
and five or ten minutes later it was in my garden,” said
60-year old Athanasia Oktapodi. Her home is surround
by dry pine trees. “They caught fire. I ran out like a
crazy person, got to the beach and put my head in the
water. Then the patrol boats came.”

Fire service spokeswoman Stavroula Maliri raised the
overall death toll yesterday to 74 from an earlier count of
60. She said the toll was not yet final since firefighters
were still searching for victims. Winds of more than 100
km per hour in Mati caused a “sudden progression of
fire” through the village, said Stavroula Maliri. “Mati no
longer exists,” said the mayor of nearby Rafina,
Evangelos Bournous. He added that more than a thou-
sand buildings and 300 cars had been damaged. 

The national government had earlier said at least 172
people were hurt, including 16 children, with 11 adults in
a serious condition. Officials said they were Greece’s
deadliest blazes in more than a decade. At least five
people died trying to escape the flames into the sea.
Some 715 people were evacuated by boats to Rafina,
the government said. “People are shocked, lost. Some of
them have lost everything: children, parents, homes,”
said Red Cross spokeswoman Georgia Trisbioti.

Greece’s Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras cut short a
visit to Bosnia to return home. He announced three
days of national mourning. Anticipating questions about
the high death toll and the emergency planning, Tsipras
stressed the “extreme” scale of the fires. Government

spokesman Dimitris Tzanakopoulos said “15 fires had
started simultaneously on three different fronts in
Athens” on Monday. The European Union activated its
Civil Protection Mechanism after Greece sought help.
Several countries said they were sending aircraft to
help fight the flames. European Commission chief Jean-
Claude Juncker tweeted yesterday that the EU “will
spare no effort to help Greece and the Greek people”.

Tsipras said “all emergency forces” have been mobi-
lized to battle the fires. Interior Minister Panos
Skourletis said yesterday the priority was to extinguish
a fire that was still burning in Kineta, 50 km from
Athens. Near the town of Marathon, residents fled to
safety along the beach, while 600 children were evacu-
ated from holiday camps in the area. Officials raised the
possibility the blazes could have been started deliber-
ately by criminals out to ransack abandoned homes. “I
am really concerned by the parallel outbreak of these
fires,” Tsipras said. Supreme court prosecutors
announced they had opened an investigation into the
causes of the fire.

Fires are a common problem in Greece during the
summer. Blazes in 2007 on the southern island of Evia
claimed 77 lives. Temperatures have climbed to 40
degrees Celsius but showers and falling temperatures
were expected later in Athens. Wildfires have also
caused widespread damage in northern Europe in
recent days. Sweden is experiencing an unprecedented
drought and the highest temperatures in a century. It
has counted more than 20 fires across the country.

In Finland’s northernmost Lapland province fires
have ravaged woods and grassland close to the border
with Russia. Norway, which experienced its hottest May
temperatures on record, has also seen several small fires.
One firefighter was killed on July 15 trying to contain a
blaze. Fires have raged for five days in Latvia, destroy-
ing more than 1,000 hectares in the Baltic state’s west-
ern regions. The German Meteorological Service DWD
warned of a significant risk of fires in fields and forests
due to drought. In the Netherlands, a wildfire broke out
over about four hectares yesterday in the central nature
reserve of Hoge Velume, known for its red deer and wild
boar, Dutch media said. The fire brigade brought the
blaze quickly under control. — AFP 
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Nearly 24 hours after the collapse, local authorities
said they were struggling to gauge the extent of the dis-
aster. “We do not have any formal information yet about
any casualties or how many are missing,” an official in
Attapeu province, where much of the flooding occurred,
told AFP on condition of anonymity, adding that was no
phone signal in the flooded region. “We sent rescue
teams who will help them and provide basic assistance
first,” the official added. The Thai government said it
would also send rescue experts to its northern neighbor. 

The $1.2 billion dam is part of a project by Vientiane-
based Xe Pian Xe Namnoy Power Company, or PNPC, a
joint venture formed in 2012 between a Laotian, a Thai
and two South Korean companies, according to the pro-
ject’s website. Ratchaburi Electricity Generating Holding,
the Thai company, said it had been told by operators that
a 770-metre-long auxiliary dam used to divert river
water had failed after heavy rainfall. “The incident was
caused by continuous rainstorm which caused high vol-
ume of water to flow into the project’s reservoir,” it said

in a statement. 
One of the South Korean companies, SK Engineering

and Construction, said it had sent a crisis team to Laos,
according to Yonhap news agency, and was bringing in
helicopters from Thailand. South Korea’s foreign ministry
said another Korean firm, Korea Western Power, was
also involved. The companies and others had sent heli-
copters, boats and rescue workers. “All of our 53 nation-
als who were taking part in this construction evacuated
in advance,” the ministry said in a statement. Pope
Francis said in a Vatican message he had learned with
sadness of the loss of life, and expressed “heartfelt soli-
darity” with all those affected.

The 410 megawatt capacity plant was supposed to
start commercial operations by 2019, according to the
venture’s website. The project consists of a series of
dams over the Houay Makchanh, the Xe-Namnoy and
the Xe-Pian rivers in Champasak Province. It planned to
export 90 percent of its electricity to energy-hungry
Thailand and the remainder was to be offered up on the
local grid. Under the terms of construction, PNPC said it
would operate and manage the power project for 27
years after commercial operations began.

Dam projects in Laos, mainly providing power to
neighboring countries, have long been controversial with
fears over environmental damage and the impact on local
communities who are often displaced.  — AFP
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Young Iranians persevere, 
but many want to escape

TEHRAN: A picture taken yesterday shows a view of Navvab street in the Iranian capital. — AFP 


