
SADR CITY: Europe may fear an energy crisis over
the coming winter, but for Iraqis an unstable power
supply and frequent blackouts have been a reality dur-
ing decades of war and turmoil. The Middle Eastern
country is rich in oil, but endemic corruption and dev-
astating conflict have taken a heavy toll on its infra-
structure and forced most of its 42 million people to
adapt. The noise of privately owned generators can be
heard all over the country as households and business-
es try to make up for supply shortfalls from the nation-
al electricity company.

“Without generators, Iraq would go completely
dark,” Mohammed Jabr, a retired public servant, told
AFP in his yard in Sadr City, a working-class district of
the capital Baghdad. Ensuring a stable power supply,
he said, requires resourcefulness and money when the
national grid can go down for four to 10 hours a day in
peak summer consumption, according to electricity
ministry data.

Generators “provide the electricity we need for the
television, fridge, air cooler”, said the 62-year-old for-
mer accountant. He pays $50 a month in generator
subscription fees-but even that isn’t always enough to
keep a whole house running. “A client may have to turn
the fridge off to keep the air conditioner on,”
explained Khaled Al-Shablawi, who has worked for a
generator service for 13 years.

‘Plunged into darkness’ 
Soaring energy prices fuelled by Russia’s war in

Ukraine have forced a new reality upon European
nations, where people are asked to limit the electricity
they use for heating, lighting and cooking. Some cities
keep street lights on for shorter lengths of time, and in
Paris, the lights illuminating the Eiffel Tower are
switched off an hour earlier now to save energy.

But to Jabr, such a step “is normal”. “When there’s a
technical problem, the whole area could be left without
power for a day or two before they fix it,” he said. Jabr
recalled how immediately after the 2003 US-led inva-
sion that toppled longtime dictator Saddam Hussein,
“houses were plunged into darkness” after fighting
destroyed infrastructure.

“There was very little electricity, only two or three
hours” a day, he said. “People had their own genera-
tors. They would buy fuel and it would last a day or

two.” In Iraq’s long summer months, when tempera-
tures can peak around 50 degrees Celsius (122
degrees Fahrenheit) and air-conditioner use surges,
overloaded generator providers hike up prices.

Some regions were deprived of power altogether in
the summer of 2021, triggering sporadic street protests
by frustrated residents.

Europe ‘destabilized’ 
Despite its oil wealth, the country relies heavily on

energy supply from neighbouring Iran.
With its mighty Tigris and Euphrates rivers, Iraq

has some hydro-electric power but no nuclear plants,
and is just beginning to explore renewable energy
options such as solar panels. In a bid to overcome the
common blackouts, Baghdad has nonetheless moved to
increase domestic power production.

It now generates more than 24,000 megawatts per
day, said electricity ministry spokesman Ahmed

Moussa. To secure stable nationwide power supply,
however, 32,000 megawatts would be needed daily, he
said. For now, the national grid provides most regions
with 14-20 hours of electricity a day in summer,
Moussa added. In one Sadr City avenue, private gen-
erators line the street, each feeding electricity to some
300 homes and a similar number of shops. Ali Al-
Aaraji, who owns a private college for around 300 stu-
dents, decried “astronomical” generator costs, which
he estimated at $600 a month.

“Electricity is a constant problem for Iraqis,” said
Aaraji, 58, pinning the blame on “the American occu-
pation” of years past. “Iraqis have managed to put up
with the situation for three decades,” he added, ques-
tioning how Europe would cope with its looming pow-
er problem. “Energy is the source of economic pros-
perity,” Aaraji said. “Europe is now destabilized. It’s
going to impact their economy, industry and com-
merce. They’ll go backwards.” — AFP
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Europe fears an energy crisis, but 
power crisis a long reality in Iraq

SADR CITY, Iraq: A technician checks the oil on the dipstick of one of the fuel-based electricity generators in the eastern
Sadr City suburb of Iraq’s capital Baghdad. — AFP

Despite oil wealth, endemic corruption and wars have wrecked Iraq’s infrastructure

EU signals 
shift toward 
gas price cap
BRUSSELS: The EU is “ready to discuss” a price
cap on gas within the bloc to bring down soaring
energy costs, European Commission chief Ursula
von der Leyen said Wednesday.

Her comment, to the European Parliament, sig-
nalled a shift in tone after powerhouse EU country
Germany had expressed worries that a broad price
cap might divert supplies for Europe.

It comes after 15 EU countries-more than half
the bloc-made a joint call for the EU to impose a
price ceiling on how much it would pay for gas
piped or shipped in, as the northern hemisphere
winter sets in. Europe is facing an energy crunch as
the price of electricity generation skyrockets
because of a massive surge in the price of gas.

Russia, which used to be Europe’s main gas sup-
plier, has turned off the taps after being hit by EU
sanctions over the war in Ukraine that, while not
touching gas, crimped sales of its more lucrative oil
exports. “We are ready to discuss a cap on the price
of gas that is used to generate electricity,” Von der
Leyen told MEPs sitting in Strasbourg, France. “This
cap would also be a first step on the way to a struc-
tural reform and overall reform of our electricity
market.” She added that “we also have to look at gas
prices beyond the electricity market”.

Still being ‘fleshed out’ 
Her spokesman, Eric Mamer, later explained that

the proposal was still being “fleshed out” and would
be detailed in a letter to EU leaders ahead of a
Friday summit in Prague. But he did say that the idea
was “related to the wholesale market of gas trading
in Europe” and not directly on the price paid for
imported gas. He acknowledged however that “there
are links between the price of gas traded within
Europe and the price of the gas that we buy from
outside”. Brussels has been amenable to a cap on
pipeline gas to hurt Russia and deprive it of cash for
its Ukraine invasion.

But it has resisted a cap on liquified natural gas
(LNG), fearing that sellers might simply divert to
higher-paying markets, further starving Europe of
gas. Germany, traditionally the biggest beneficiary
of Russian gas, had also rebuffed the idea. But it has
come under pressure from other EU countries after
it announced a 200-billion-euro ($199-billion) fund
to shield its own consumers from soaring prices.

Von der Leyen admitted a price cap “entails
drawbacks in terms of security of supply of gas”.
But she argued that “the situation has critically
evolved” and now, “more member states are open
for it and we are better prepared”. She noted that
Europe’s stockpile of gas for winter had reached 90
percent of capacity, exceeding a target set. She also
said any price cap would be “a temporary solution”
and that “exceptional times require exceptional
emergency measures”. —  AFP

MORONI, Comoros: Rice bags are offloaded in Moroni on October 3, 2022 from a cargo vessel. — AFP

Rice shipment brings 
relief to hungry, 
shortage-hit Comoros
MORONI, Comoros: It’s late in the evening in the
Comorian capital of Moroni but the city’s port is filled
with eager faces. An 800-tonne rice shipment has
docked in the Indian Ocean archipelago after three
months of shortages that have sharpened hunger and
stoked unrest. “We can officially declare the end to the
rice shortage,” declared Ben Abdallah Youssouf of
Onicor, a state entity that holds a monopoly on
imports and trade in “ordinary” rice, the cheapest and
most consumed variety.

But many locals who have struggled to put food on
the table in recent weeks said they were far from con-
vinced. “They say there’s enough rice for everyone, but
I don’t believe it anymore,” said Ben Laden, who like
many others had joined the crowd at the dock in the
hope of getting his hands on a sack.

Supply-chain snags and Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine have caused food shortages and high prices
across much of the world. But the crisis has been felt

acutely in Comoros, an island chain of almost 900,000
people located between Madagascar and
Mozambique, which was left virtually without its staple
food. The country imports most of its food, and Onicor
has blamed the lack of rice on suppliers, saying they
did not deliver what they promised. 

Rations and tear gas 
When the supply crunch started to bite, rations

were put in place, with a 25-kilogram (55-pound) bag
earmarked to feed up to six families until the next
shipment arrived. When a freighter carrying about 800
tons of rice arrived early last month, most families had
already run out of stock. Long queues had already
formed outside distribution points.

Some people placed bricks on the ground to hold
their place in the line while they ran other errands. The
precious cargo was unloaded under the watchful eye
of heavily armed security forces but in any case, could
only cover a fraction of the country’s needs. Up to
7,000 tonnes of rice are consumed every month,
according to the government. As government promises
to deliver emergency assistance failed to materialize,
tensions rose. Police arrested nine people after a truck
convoy carrying rice bags was attacked. Some distri-
bution points were moved to police stations.

In the town of Ouani, authorities fired tear gas to
disperse an angry crowd.—AFP

US private hiring 
picks up in Sept
WASHINGTON: Hiring by US firms accelerated
slightly in September, but remained below the three-
month average, according to data Wednesday from
payroll firm ADP. Private employment increased by
208,000 last month as schools reopened and pandem-
ic concerns receded, up compared to August, when
job gains were revised up to 185,000, the ADP survey
showed.

“We are continuing to see steady job gains,” ADP
chief economist Nela Richardson said in a statement.

“There are signs that people are returning to the
labor market,” she said, adding that “Employer demand
remains robust and the supply of workers is improv-
ing-for now.” The data, coming before Friday’s all-
important government employment report, could be
good news for the Federal Reserve, which has been
aggressively pushing up interest rates to tamp down
red-hot inflation, amid fears the strong labor market
will cause a wage spiral.

The US central bank has been particularly con-
cerned about the short supply of workers and have
been watching to see if more people come off the
sidelines to rejoin the labor force. The ADP’s newly
revamped report, which include data on pay, confirmed
the trend of rising wages, especially for those who left
their jobs to find a new position-although the pace has
slowed.—AFP

Ukraine economy to 
contract 35% this 
year: World Bank
WASHINGTON: The economy of war-torn Ukraine
is expected to shrink 35 percent this year, the World
Bank said Tuesday, with Russia’s invasion of the
country displacing millions. Following Moscow’s inva-
sion, Ukraine’s economy has been “scarred by the
destruction of productive capacity, damage to agri-
cultural land, and reduced labor supply,” the World
Bank said in an economic update for Europe and
Central Asia.

The global development lender estimates more than
14 million people have been displaced by the war.

Recovery and reconstruction will require at least
$349 billion, or more than 1.5 times the size of
Ukraine’s pre-war economy, the report said. The US
Congress last week approved another $12.3 billion in
aid to help Ukraine battle the invasion as fighting
raged on.

Global food and energy prices have surged amid
large reductions in Russian supply, and the World
Bank said the ongoing war dampens prospects of a
post-pandemic recovery for emerging and developing
economies in region as well. “The overlapping crises of
the war in Ukraine, the ongoing pandemic and the
surge in food and fuel prices are painful reminders that
governments need to be prepared to manage massive,
unexpected shocks that unravel very quickly,” Anna
Bjerde, the World Bank’s vice president for Europe and
Central Asia, said in a statement.

The report notes that global prices for oil, gas and
coal had been picking up since early 2021, but they
“skyrocketed” after Russia’s invasion and sent inflation
“to levels not seen for decades in the region.”

That is especially painful for countries that rely on
imported energy and “countries closely connected
with EU energy markets,” and the bank said countries
should prepare for shortages. Regional output is
expected to contract by 0.2 percent this year, while
growth for 2023 is pegged at 0.3 percent, and eco-
nomic activity “will remain deeply depressed through
next year.” 

CB chief quits
Ukraine’s central bank chief announced Tuesday he

was stepping down for health reasons, more than sev-
en months after the Russian invasion of the country. “I
have submitted my resignation letter and asked the
President of Ukraine to accept it,” Ukraine National
Bank governor Kyrylo Shevchenko said in a statement
on his Facebook page.

Shevchenko, 49, said the difficult decision to step
down was due to health-related issues that could no
longer be ignored. Any changes at the head of the cen-
tral bank are closely followed by Ukraine’s western
allies, whose financial support has been key to prop-
ping up the country’s economy even before the war.
Appointed in 2020 after his predecessor resigned cit-
ing political pressure, Shevchenko and the central
bank have been key players in efforts to ensure the
country’s financial and economic stability after the
Russian invasion in February. The central bank
imposed controls to avoid an outflow of capital, prop
up the local currency, and helped keep a lid on infla-
tion. Nevertheless, the country’s economic output is
expected to contract by 35 percent this year due to
the war, according to the latest World Bank forecast
published on Tuesday.—AFP

German exports 
rebound despite 
recession fears
FRANKFURT: German exports rebounded in August
thanks to strong demand from the United States, offi-
cial data showed Wednesday, but analysts warned that
the outlook for Europe’s top economy remained
gloomy. Germany exported 133.1 billion euros’ ($132
billion) worth of goods in August, up 1.6 percent
month-on-month, according to seasonally-adjusted
figures from federal statistics agency Destatis. In July,
exports had plunged by 2.1 percent.

The increase beat analyst expectations and was
mainly driven by a 12-percent jump in US demand for

“made in Germany” goods. But shipments to fellow
European Union countries fell, as the continent grap-
ples with soaring inflation and skyrocketing energy
prices in the wake of Russia’s war in Ukraine.

Higher global prices and a weaker euro pushed up
the cost of German imports in August, which rose by
3.4 percent to 131.9 billion euros, narrowing the coun-
try’s trade surplus to 1.2 billion euros.

“The war in Ukraine has succeeded in delivering
what nothing else had managed before: letting the
notorious German trade surplus disappear,” said ING
bank economist Carsten Brzeski. “Unfortunately, it is
not a ‘good’ disappearing of the trade surplus, driven
by stronger domestic demand but rather a ‘bad’ disap-
pearing, driven by high energy prices and structurally
weaker exports.”

Germany’s economy, traditionally a driver of
European growth, is expected to fall into recession
and shrink by 0.4 percent in 2023, according to the
country’s leading economic institutes. —AFP


