
Stifled by the Internet and 24-hour news channels as well
as political pressures, Algeria’s independent press born
only 25 years ago is struggling in a crisis that has already
killed off dozens of titles. Algeria’s “democratic spring”
that followed widespread protests in Oct 1988 put an end
to a quarter century of single party rule and a state
monopoly of the media, with independent newspapers
emerging on the scene.

Some of them have built up large circulations and are
still going, such as the Arabic-language Echorouk and El-
Khabar and French-language papers El-Watan, Liberte
and Le Soir d’Algerie. But since 2014, 26 dailies and 34
weeklies have vanished, Communications Minister Djamel
Kaouane said last month. The sales figures of the remain-
ing 140 daily and weekly papers have slumped, and total
circulation of the dailies has declined by 40-60 percent in
the past five years, according to a study by Algiers
University professor Redouane Boudjemaa.

For El-Khabar, as a leading example, circulation ran as
high as 1.2 million in 2000 and has since plunged to the
current figure of around 200,000 a day, said a former
chief of the daily, Ali Djeri. Boudjemaa said the launch of
high-speed Internet access in Algeria since 2014 has
sparked an explosion in smartphone and tablet computer
sales, while “the number of readers of the printed press
has crumbled”.

Newspapers have failed to adapt to their readership

jumping ship to the free contents of online media, he said.
As for lifeline advertising, the lion’s share has migrated to
the rising number of private television channels, especially
those offering round-the-clock news. The government has
promised to unblock next year a six-million-euro ($7-mil-
lion) rescue fund for “financially troubled” media that has
been frozen since the start of the decade because of dis-

putes between management and journalists. However,
rights and press freedom activists accuse the authorities of
putting an economic squeeze on papers through institu-
tional ads that the communications ministry says account
for 20 percent of the advertising sector.

Advertising a political ‘tool’
“Public” advertising for administrative and state-run

companies is managed by ANEP, an agency which critics
say is used as a tool to reward or sanctions newspapers
according to political criteria. Hadda Hazem, director of
El-Fadjr newspaper, staged a week-long hunger strike this
month in protest at her newspaper being “asphyxiated”
and deprived of advertising following critical remarks
about President Abdelaziz Bouteflika she had made on
French television. Several other publications have com-
plained of similar treatment and called for the end to the
state agency’s monopoly over institutional advertising. El-
Watan director Omar Belhouchet said private companies
have also come under pressure over their advertising allo-
cations because their businesses often depend on main-
taining good relations with the authorities. “Since the
presidential election of 2014, the paper’s private advertis-
ing revenues have fallen by 60 percent,” Belhouchet, who
opposed a fourth term for Bouteflika, told AFP.

His paper’s circulation has fallen to 90,000 from more
than 160,000 in 2012, and it has had to hike its cover price
by 50 percent in the past three years because of the
decline in advertising revenues. Media watchdog
Reporters Without Borders (RSF), which ranks Algeria
134rd out of 180 countries on its press freedom index,
charged in June that the North African country used
“harassment” and “threats” to pressure journalists. —AFP
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Why the US 
shouldn’t send 
arms to Ukraine 
The US National Security Council is reported to be on the verge
of recommending the export of $47 million worth of defensive
arms to Ukraine. The package will reportedly include a cache of
Javelin anti-tank missiles, weapons that would reliably and effi-
ciently disable the hundreds of tanks that the Russian-supported
separatists in the country’s east have acquired since the conflict
began.

To advocates who believe that sending weapons to the
Ukrainian government will bloody Russia’s nose and send
President Vladimir Putin a message, this pending decision couldn’t
have come soon enough. Arming Kiev is a popular prescription
supported by top military officers and many lawmakers in both
parties. Popular, however, doesn’t mean smart. Opening up
America’s stockpile to Ukraine is not in Washington’s national
security interest. In fact, it is bound to make a conflict that is most-
ly frozen into a more deadly one and it complicates any reason-
able chance of a diplomatic resolution.

While it may be uncomfortable to admit, the political orienta-
tion of Ukraine and how Ukrainians choose to manage (or mis-
manage) their economy and political system doesn’t directly affect
the United States. As Rajan Menon and William Ruger wrote in
Foreign Affairs magazine last month, “Ukraine matters more to
Russia than it does to the United States.” 

To Washington, Ukraine is a post-Soviet state whose oli-
garchic politics and systemic corruption have severely handi-
capped the country’s economic outlook. US security interests in
Europe are not wedded to whether Kiev succeeds in establishing
a more democratic and accountable form of government. At best,
Ukraine is a peripheral country that the United States doesn’t
have a treaty obligation to defend if its territory is invaded.

Integral puzzle 
To Putin, however, Ukraine is an integral puzzle in his grand

strategy of making Russia as relevant a global player as it was
during the Cold War. A wholesale Westernization of Ukrainian
politics, from associations with the European Union (EU) to a
possible membership in NATO, would destroy that ambition and
ruin a significant portion of Putin’s political legacy. 

Indeed, the possibility of Ukraine increasing its trade relation-
ship and political direction with the United States and Europe was
enough of a national security threat to Putin that he was willing to
deploy Russian soldiers, paratroopers, and special forces on
Ukrainian territory to carve out a zone of influence there. Putin’s
belief that a Russian-friendly Ukraine is a national security imper-
ative for Moscow won’t be changed by a couple dozen anti-tank
missiles from the United States.

The second concern for the Trump administration is how Putin
might respond to any escalation. As former National Security
Council official Charles Kupchan argued in the Washington Post:
“The notion that Russian President Vladimir Putin would give up
his hold on Donbass [Eastern Ukraine] if a few more Russians
come home in body bags is to dramatically misread the Kremlin.”
Yet this false assumption is what undergirds the arguments from
proponents of lethal assistance to the Ukrainians.

Ruthless 
It’s impossible to understand why some US legislators are so

confident that Moscow will react in the way they expect. The
three-and-a-half year long war has shown that Russia is ruthless
in escalating its involvement and investment in the conflict to pre-
vent a military victory for Kiev. In fact, to expect that Moscow
would respond to more Russian casualties by suing for a peace
settlement is to ignore completely how Putin has behaved since
Russia’s 2014 invasion of Ukraine.

When separatist units in Donetsk and Luhansk were losing
ground to pro-Kiev forces early in the war, Russia came to their
rescue. In the summer of 2014, when pro-Ukrainian troops were
retaking towns that Kiev previously lost, columns of Russian
tanks, artillery, heavy weapons, and soldiers crossed the border
into Ukraine to ensure that there were no more Ukrainian territo-
rial advances in strategic areas. When the stalemated battle in the
city of Ilovaisk was slowly moving Kiev’s way, conventional
Russian soldiers and weapons were fast-tracked to the frontline in
what would turn out to be one of the deadliest days for Ukrainian
troops in the war.

Months later, when the separatists were in jeopardy of retreat-
ing from the strategic town of Delbatseve, Russian tanks were
deployed and quickly forced an undermanned, disorganized,
demoralized, and tired contingent of Kiev forces to withdraw.
There’s no reason to think that Putin would respond less violently
now if Washington sent defense shipments to Ukraine.

The most negative impact of additional US involvement is that
it will likely spoil Moscow’s willingness to cooperate on a
Ukrainian peacekeeping proposal. While Moscow has insisted
that the 2014 and 2015 Minsk protocols are the only way the war
in Ukraine can end peacefully, Putin has openly acknowledged
that there may need to be greater international involvement if that
peace is to be sustainable. He broached the subject of deploying
UN troops along the contact line this September and even agreed
to explore greater access to peacekeepers in separatist-con-
trolled territory after a call with German Chancellor Angela
Merkel. The concept is now being discussed within the Trump
administration and between the US and Russian special envoys to
the conflict, suggesting sincerity on the Russian side.

A White House authorization to send equipment to Kiev could
stop that dialogue. It’s difficult to understand why the United
States would escalate the war when there may finally be an open-
ing to explore a UN-enforced cessation of hostilities that could
lead to a political settlement to the conflict. The Russians could
respond to increased US involvement in Ukraine in other ways
too. Moscow could, for example, use its veto power in the UN
Security Council to block US-led efforts to stop North Korea’s
nuclear program. Putin could expand military and intelligence
cooperation with Iran to undermine the Trump administration’s
policy of containing Iranian expansionism. —Reuters

Algeria independent press fears for survival

Delhi can learn 
from other cities 
to clear smog
Delhi must adopt anti-pollution steps taken by other megacities
like Beijing and Mexico City if the Indian metropolis is to get
serious about tackling its annual smog crisis, experts say. A toxic
cloud covered India’s capital, New Delhi, and surrounding areas
this month, causing respiratory problems among residents and
leading to school closures, flight cancellations and the declara-
tion of a public health emergency. The causes of the problem
include the poor quality of diesel used to generate electricity
and to power the vehicles clogging the streets, dust and smoke
thrown out by a thriving construction industry, and biomass and
kerosene used by the poor for heating and cooking.

Stubble-burning on farmland around the city, described by
local officials this month as a “gas chamber”, is also cited by
experts as a major cause. “At the moment, Delhi is the most pol-
luted city in the world in terms of air quality,” Sarah
Colenbrander, a researcher at the London-based International
Institute for Environment and Development, told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. Similar to other megacities, poorer residents
are often worst-hit by air pollution, as they are most likely to live
along busy highways or near power plants. They also tend to
take jobs that are done outside, like street vending or labouring,
providing little relief from the toxic fumes.

Making a start
Delhi residents breathe in three times as many fine particles

that cause the greatest risk to health than the people of Beijing,
another city notorious for high pollution levels that has begun
to make strides in tackling its air problems. The Chinese capital
- which is home to about 22 million people compared to Delhi’s
18 million - still suffers from chronic pollution and congestion.
But Beijing officials have created an air pollution action plan
ushering in strict traffic curbs and regulations on the city’s con-
struction industry from November until March.

By limiting building work across and around Greater
Beijing, dust levels have fallen, said Mukesh Khare, professor
of environmental engineering at the Indian Institute of
Technology (IIT). Delhi officials also took action to stop con-
struction when pollution levels rose this month, but they acted
after the smog arrived not before, as Beijing now does. “The
structure of Beijing city, though much larger than Delhi, is
similar,” said Khare, an expert in urban air pollution. “Beijing
has very successfully tackled this issue. It is do-able for India
as well.”

Beijing leaders and city administrators are, however, free to
take action against pollution spikes without having to worry
about political consequences or possible court action, he not-
ed. For every $1 spent on improving air quality in cities, $30 is
returned to an economy, said Khare. Despite this, Indian
authorities have failed to get the message across to the poor
about the health risks and causes of air pollution, he said. 

Stop the gridlock
Lists of the world’s most polluted cities are usually dominated

by Indian and Chinese cities. But 25 years ago, Mexico City
would always rank near the top. Over the past decade, the high-
altitude city - which still suffers from pollution and congestion -
has tried different and unique ways to improve life for the 21 mil-
lion people in its metropolitan region.

Efforts to boost mobility in Mexico City really took off after
the roll-out of a plan to connect the airport with the city center -
a journey of about 6.5 km that used to take more than three
hours - by expanding its bus rapid transit system, said Jemilah
Magnusson of the Institute for Transportation and Development
Policy in New York. Fixing that problem showed people the rela-
tive ease and potential benefits of enlarging the city’s limited
public transport network, she said.

Mexico City has also created more bicycle lanes alongside a
popular bike-sharing scheme. And it has introduced ground-
breaking parking reforms, including restricting the amount of
parking buildings can provide, whereas before they were
required to offer a minimum. This measure aims to discourage
the use of cars and free up more space for housing, making it
cheaper.

‘Things will get worse’
As Delhi’s air quality deteriorated this month, authorities tried

using fire trucks to spray water to keep dust and other air parti-

cles down, halting construction work, increasing car parking
charges, and implementing an emergency odd-even license plate
policy to limit the use of private vehicles. The effect was limited,
but experts say there are other short-term measures that could
be taken by Delhi officials to stop the smog in future.

As in most Indian cities, the vast majority of residents do not
drive cars, so improving the bus and pedestrian infrastructure
would help, alongside implementing a bike-sharing scheme,
introducing a permanent odd-even system, parking reforms and
basic street redesign, experts said. Connecting low-income
households to the electricity grid would also ease pollution
problems, coupled with providing cleaner energy alternatives
like solar lamps.

Longer term, a national environment agency should be estab-
lished with the power to make quick decisions on pollution con-
trol and to punish states for inaction, said IIT’s Khare. Delhi
would also benefit from large-scale investment in a mass transit
system and the creation of an air pollution action plan using
forecasts provided by the Indian meteorological department to
prevent smog, experts said.

Meanwhile, the central government should enforce existing
anti-pollution regulations and standards, and push for a shift to
more energy-efficient and cleaner vehicles, they said. “If we
don’t have a good action plan, things will get worse because
Delhi is increasingly a growing city (and) our economy is getting
better and better,” said Khare. —Reuters
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An Indian man signs a billboard during a signature campaign against pollution in New Delhi on Nov 27, 2017. —AFP


