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Washington Watch

By Dr James J Zogby 

Fifty years ago, when I was getting started in
national politics, Ibrahim Abu Lughod, a friend
and mentor, offered words of wisdom I never for-

got. Although he read the New York Times every day
(he called it his “daily drug”), he cautioned me not to
be fooled or swayed by the ebb and flow of events as
they are covered in the press. Instead, he insisted that
it was important to keep focused on the long-view -
the deep currents that pointed in the direction we
were heading. 

While Ibrahim was specifically referring to cover-
age of events from the Middle East, I recalled his sage
advice this week as I followed the reporting and what
passed for analysis of Tuesday’s Democratic primary
elections. According to the national media, in these
contests, the party’s progressive wing “hit a wall,”
“suffered a series of setbacks,” or was just plain
“defeated.” This was in marked contrast to the assess-
ment made a little over one month ago in the aftermath
of the stunning victories of Alexandria Ocazio-Cortez
and Ben Jealous - both of whom defeated establish-
ment-favored candidates. Back then, we were told that
there was an “insurgent upsurge”, while just two
weeks earlier the same media outlets were describing
the progressive movement as being on life-support. 

This jumping back and forth struggling to find a
single theme with which to describe the 2018 election
(or any story) could be dismissed as simply a series of
mistaken judgments. I suspect, however, that the prob-
lem runs deeper. Here are a few possible explanations:  

In the first place, hype beats being thoughtful.
Despite its self-serving claims, the mainstream media,
in its print and electronic forms, isn’t always balanced,
objective, or in-depth. Whether the New York Times
or the Wall Street Journal, or CNN, MSNBC, or Fox
News, the job of major media outlets, as they see it, is
to grow their audience and sell products (both their
own and those of their advertisers). Apparently believ-
ing that straight news and thoughtful analysis are bor-
ing and have no market value, news marketers have
opted for hype to boost viewership. 

This is especially true in the case of television,
where, for example, the “Breaking News” banner
screams across the screen in regular intervals
announcing stories that are oftentimes neither “break-
ing” nor “news.” For example, while it can be debated
whether or not a bizarre Trump tweet should be given
“Breaking News” treatment at 9:00 am, the fact that
this same item is still being referred to as such at 4:00
pm is absurd.  Then, there’s the problem of media
“group-think” or “pack journalism”. The late Eugene
McCarthy, a former Senator and 1968 presidential
candidate, once famously compared the media to
crows on a power line - “When one lands, they all land.
When one takes off, they all take off.” 

Groupthink 
Looking back at coverage of George W Bush’s

infamous Iraq War “Mission Accomplished” speech, it
is striking to see how many liberal and conservative
pundits waxed poetic about his performance, describ-
ing it as a “presidential” display of “strong leadership”.
Equally striking, is how once it became clear that the
speech was - to be polite - premature, the very same
pundits turned on a dime into critics without ever
acknowledging their error or apologizing for their ear-
lier fawning. (It appears that being a media pundit
means never having to admit you were wrong.)

This groupthink problem has been compounded by
the network’s penchant for inviting journalists to serve
as commentators. Night after night, the cable news
shows feature show after show of journalists inter-
viewing other journalists - with little or no external
independent input. In this situation, agreement with
one’s peers is viewed as wisdom - “when one lands,
they all land...”

Finally, there’s the issue of laziness and shallowness
leading to snap judgments and hype. This frequently
occurs in reporting on political polling - like presiden-
tial job performance ratings. A network will announce
as “Breaking News” that a new poll shows Trump’s
rating has hit a new low. Discussing this topic will con-
sume endless hours of punditry without anyone ques-
tioning whether this particular poll is in fact an accu-
rate reading of the public’s mood. 

The University of Virginia’s Larry Sabato has cau-
tioned about the media’s use and abuse of political
polling data. He has warned that the results of two
polls can’t be compared unless their methodologies
and demographics are the same. He also warns against
making claims as to whether the results of a new poll
represent a genuine shift in attitudes if the difference
the polls being compared is within the polls’ margins
of error.  In other words, a telephone poll of “likely
voters” cannot be compared with an online poll of
“adults.” And it is not permissible to conclude that
there has been a change in attitudes when the differ-
ence between two polls is 3 percentage points, when
both polls have a margin of error of  3.5 percent.  Such
wisdom falls on deaf ears if the results of a false com-
parison can be shocking enough to be hyped as
“Breaking News”.  Back to the media-driven roller
coaster treatment of the last three rounds of primaries.
There is a story to be told about this year’s primaries -
actually several interesting stories - and not the dizzy-
ing “they’re down, no they’re up, no wait, they’re really
down” story we’ve been given. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

Hype vs reality

For years, Canadian pressure on human rights in
Saudi Arabia had elicited no more than a standard
rejection. But all that changed last week, when a

Canadian complaint was translated into Arabic and set
off a diplomatic row. When Riyadh responded to a call
from Canadian Foreign Minister Chrystia Freeland to
release civil society activists with an abrupt severing of
diplomatic and trade ties, Canadian officials were left
scrambling to understand what had happened.

What Ottawa did not anticipate was that in the eyes
of the Saudis they had crossed a red line. On Aug. 2,
Freeland tweeted in English and French, calling for the
release of two jailed Saudi human rights activists. The
following day, Canada’s foreign affairs department sent
another tweet urging Saudi Arabia to “immediately
release” those and other activists. That was translated
into Arabic by its embassy in Riyadh and sent out on
Aug 5 to its approximately 12,000 followers.

The reaction from Saudi Arabia was swift. Hours
after the Arabic tweet, the Saudi government recalled
its ambassador, barred Canada’s envoy from return-
ing and placed a ban on new trade. Two Gulf sources
said it was the tweet from the embassy that upset
Saudi officials the most. “Matters were being handled
through usual channels but the tweet was a break
with diplomatic norms and protocol,” said one of the
sources, speaking on condition of anonymity because
of the sensitivity of the issue. The sources did not
clarify exactly how the tweet broke with diplomacy,
but regional experts said it was the step of sending it
to a domestic audience that would have angered
Saudi officials.

“The Saudi retaliation took some time to allow for
political talks in closed doors,” Salman Al-Ansari,
founder of the Washington-based Saudi American
Public Relation Affairs Committee, said. “They thought
the Canadians would take steps to back off, but all of a
sudden they tweeted it in Arabic. This was a very
provocative action by the Canadians to try to embarrass
the Saudis in front of their people. The Saudis did not

take this lightly at all.” Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
Jubeir raised the issue of the Arabic tweet in a call with
Freeland on Tuesday, and complained about interfer-
ence, a person familiar with the matter who declined to
be named said. Canadian officials say there was nothing

remarkable about the Arabic tweet, which merely
repeated Ottawa’s stated position in a common practice
for delegations abroad. Canada has raised the issue of
civil society activist detentions before. As recently as
May, Canada’s Riyadh embassy tweeted in English its
concern about activist arrests and said it was “crucial
that the rule of law” be respected, with no public Saudi
response.

‘Collateral damage’
The outsized reaction to the tweet underscores how

the kingdom is taking a much harsher stance against
what it perceives as Western interference in its internal
affairs on issues like human rights, perhaps emboldened
by Washington’s willingness under Donald Trump to de-
emphasize rights issues when it comes to its allies.

Riyadh and Washington have been enjoying an
exceptionally close relationship - tense during the
administration of former U.S. President Barack Obama -
as both Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
and Trump share similar concerns about Iran. By con-

trast, Trump and Trudeau locked horns during the G7
summit in June in an unusually public manner.

The US State Department this week urged the two
sides to use diplomacy to resolve the dispute. “Canada
is collateral damage,” said Thomas Juneau, an assistant
professor and Middle East expert at the University of
Ottawa. “This fundamentally is not about Canada. This
is about Saudi Arabia wanting to send a broader mes-
sage to its neighbors, to other democracies.”

Canadian foreign affairs officials including Freeland,
who were gathered at a Vancouver hotel for a confer-
ence on Sunday, were taken aback by the Saudi reac-
tion and left scrambling. Canada, government insiders
said, was still unclear on what steps it can take to “fix
its big mistake”, as a Saudi official called it. “I don’t
think we have a conclusive understanding as of right
now,” said a Canadian government source. “There may
be the need for another call (between Freeland and
Jubeir). We’re also obviously talking to our partners
about it. We do not wish to have bad relations with
them (the Saudis).”

Inside Saudi Arabia, the measures were supported
by a media campaign criticizing Canada’s human rights
record and praising the Saudi ruler’s firmness in “pro-
tecting the kingdom’s sovereignty”. Saudi state televi-
sion channels aired reports on the struggle of indige-
nous people in Canada and said they had been histori-
cally subject to discrimination. Other reports listed “the
worst Canadian prisons” and described harsh prison
conditions.

Thousands of Twitter accounts bearing Saudi flags
tweeted on the dispute, elevating the phrase “Saudi
Arabia expels the Canadian ambassador” to one of the
world’s most popular hashtags. Many of the tweets used
suspiciously similar language, often a sign of a coordi-
nated campaign by bots, or automated accounts. Saud
al-Qahtani, a senior royal court adviser, tweeted a link
announcing the decision to ban new trade on Monday
along with the hashtag “Saudi first” - echoing a phrase
popularized by Trump. — Reuters 

Kingdom now
taking much 

harsher stance 

Venezuelans 
endure painful 
journey to
Ecuador 

Jose Carrizales sits on a wooden chair
with his feet in the air, waiting for the
blisters to heel. Having travelled to

Colombia after fleeing his home town of
Valencia in Venezuela a month and a half
ago, Carrizales realized he hadn’t reached
the promised land. The 60-year-old quit
Venezuela with his three children and a
son-in-law because “there was nothing
left”. Carrizales was fleeing abject pover-
ty in his homeland where a collapsing
economy and hyperinflation have
destroyed salaries and left shortages of
food and medicine, as well as failing pub-
lic services.

But after travelling hundreds of kilo-
meters, he found Colombia was saturated
by more than a million Venezuelan immi-
grants, according to estimates, and
Carrizales knew his journey was only
beginning. “Colombia is overwhelmed
with Venezuelans,” he said. So he and his
family kept going, but this time on foot,
walking for 15 days and 1,200-km until
they crossed another border, with
Ecuador, and reached the capital Quito.

Occasionally a kind-hearted motorist
would ease their burden for a while, but
most of the trip was on foot. Eventually,
Carrizales and his family reached an
improvised refuge on the outskirts of a
bus terminal in the north of Quito.

Alongside more than 100 other
Venezuelans, he spends day and night
sheltering under black plastic sheets tied
to a tree. It’s dusty and cold, and children
huddle together to keep warm. It’s a
tough existence, sleeping out in the open,
but Carrizales still feels reborn.

‘Everything turned upside down’ 
In Venezuela, where some towns can

rarely count on running water, “we were
stinking,” he recalls. “Everything was
turned upside down. I still can’t believe it,”
he said, with inconsolable sadness tingeing
his voice. The wave of migrants giving up
on oil-rich Venezuela is putting a huge
strain on the rest of the continent.
Colombia has already given temporary res-
idence to 820,000 Venezuelans, but others
have decided to keep heading south, on to
places like Chile and even Uruguay.

Ecuador has declared an emergency
after seeing some 4,200 migrants a day
enter the country. The United Nations
Refugee Agency says almost 550,000
Venezuelans have entered Ecuador since
the beginning of the year, most on foot and
in precarious conditions. Only 20 percent
of those stay in Ecuador, the rest continue
on to Peru and Chile, the UN says.

The problem for many migrants is that
neighboring Colombia can be an inhos-
pitable destination. “In Colombia,
Venezuelans are looked down upon,”
Nazareth Viloria told AFP, saying she felt
prejudice. But even in Quito she met peo-
ple who “cursed us”. She sleeps with her
three children aged five, four and one in a
tent next to a pile of donated clothes.

No money, no shower 
Others wri te  s igns saying:

“Venezuelan looking for work,” to dis-
play on street corners. Jhony Mora got
lucky for seven months in Colombia, but
then “the pay wasn’t enough” - so the
23-year-old stuffed his backpack with
his belongings and decided to head
south towards Peru. But he got “lucky”
again and found work as a mason in
Quito, earning dollars for good meas-
ure. Ecuador has been dollarized since
2000 making its market tempting to
Venezuelans, for whom the minimum
monthly salary of 5.9 million bolivars
back home fetches just $1.6 on the
black market.

Still, most hope to scrape together

enough money to leave their makeshift
shelter and continue on their journey. In
the meantime, they help each other by
sharing food and cleaning implements,
collecting clothes and tending to the sick.
Paramedic Miguel Ochoa arrived in
Ecuador only six days ago. He sits at a
plastic table with some scattered medi-
cine packs listening to patients recount
their woes, mostly problems caused by
the cold and a lack of hygiene. “Here, if
you don’t have a dollar to wash, you don’t
wash. If you don’t have 10 cents, you
can’t use the toilet,” Ochoa told AFP. “It’s
not easy to get money,” one of his
patients adds. — AFP 

Canada tweet crosses Saudi red line

Venezuelan citizens wait in line to cross to Ecuador at the Rumichaca international
bridge in Ipiales, Colombia, yesterday.  — AFP 


