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By John Lloyd

Two men of influence - the conspiracy theorist
Alex Jones and the politician Boris Johnson -
now face media bans and/or ridicule for what

they saw as speaking their minds. Both, though quite
different in background, manner and actions, are pio-
neers in the new politics. In the United States, Jones
claims censorship after his podcasts and posts were
removed by Facebook, Apple, YouTube and Spotify. In
the United Kingdom, former Foreign Secretary Boris
Johnson is under investigation by his Conservative
Party for likening Muslim women wearing burqas to
letter boxes and bank robbers.

Jones and Johnson work within, indeed work to
create and further, the themes and dramas of contem-
porary populism. Their clout derives from a contempo-
rary form of the centuries’ old merging of media and
political power. In the more than 500 years since print-
ing presses began turning out pamphlets and news
sheets, markets were spawned for journalism, advocacy
and propaganda - concepts that were not, and in many
places still are not, differentiated. The word, the image
and in the more recent past moving images with words
attached, have been used to shift the minds of millions.
So what’s new about these two guys?

In large part, the novelty is their rise to fame within
a season of the weakening of mainstream democratic
politics in both the United States and the United
Kingdom. Jones is a radio show host and diet supple-
ment merchant who, on his Infowars YouTube channel,
specializes in conspiracy theories, arguing that the US
government was behind events like the 9/11 attacks,
that a pizza parlor in Washington was used for a
pedophiles’ sex ring run by Hillary Clinton and that the
2012 massacre at Sandy Hook elementary school -
where the 26 killed included 20 first-grade children -
was a hoax. A man with a rifle turned up at the pizza
parlor to rescue the child sex slaves he believed were
held there; he was later sentenced to four years in
prison for firing a rifle inside the restaurant.

One who has become wealthy through peddling his
theories, and more recently by using his network to
sell dietary supplements of doubtful use, Jones has for
some years been a source for, and even a mentor to,
US President Donald Trump. Jones’ power is to give
the president leads, messages and themes - often pref-
acing these with “people are saying”.

Johnson was, until July, the British foreign secretary,
a post he had held for almost exactly two years -
resigning after a Cabinet compromise was reached on
the terms of Brexit which he argued would, if imple-
mented, reduce the UK to the status of a colony. His
early career in journalism as the Brussels correspon-
dent for the right-wing Daily Telegraph saw him write
a series of stories either hugely exaggerated or flat out
false. When, in 2008, he was elected Mayor of London
- a Conservative leader in a Labour-voting city - he
remained popular, getting elected for a second term in
2012 and using his wit, charm and contacts in the
media to remain in the public eye. His record was
judged as mixed, with the 2012 Summer Olympics
considered a triumph (though not one in which he did
much organizing).

Johnson unites politics and media in one body. His
early journalism, and his continuing column in the
Telegraph, places him as a man of generally liberal
social views, but increasingly as a politician willing to
steer away from conventional center-right conser-
vatism into a stronger stance on English nationalism.

He’s ambitious, wants to become prime minister -
but at present, is only at a middling level in the book-
makers’ odds on who will follow Theresa May. The
Conservative Party chooses its leader; thus his strate-
gy must be to go to the people, to create a wave of
support and belief in his capacity to rouse the country
behind him, which would make doubts about his grasp
of policy, his past indiscretions and his increasing ten-
dency to create shock irrelevant. He must be the
Peoples’ Boris.

Speaking for and with the people unites Johnson
and Jones and illuminates the changing basis for poli-
tics as a whole - both democratic and authoritarian.
They must counter pose themselves to “them” - the
establishment in all its manifestations, mainstream pol-
itics, mainstream media, mainstream policies, main-
stream institutions. They must be against the streams -
must be turbulent cross currents, bringing new forms
of governance and representation, more genuinely of
the people, by the people and for the people, impatient
of the old inhibitions and cautions. It’s essential for
them to be outside of the establishment, to be the vic-
tims of “them” - and both Jones and Johnson have
achieved that in the last few days. Jones has been
banned from major social media for, in Facebook’s
words, “glorifying violence, which violates our graphic
violence policy, and using dehumanizing language to
describe people who are transgender, Muslims and
immigrants, which violates our hate speech policies.” 

NOTE: John Lloyd co-founded the Reuters
Institute for the Study of Journalism at the University
of Oxford, where he is senior research fellow
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Tesla chief executive Elon Musk got into legal hot
water this week after announcing on Twitter he
had sufficient financing already in hand to take the

electric automaker private. Many in US financial circles
are wondering where he will he get all this money, and
have turned skeptical despite the reverence in which
they normally hold Musk, who founded the company in
2003 to transform cars into tech marvels. The transac-
tion could amount to at least $50 billion if Musk keeps
his 20 percent stake in the company.

On Tuesday, the irascible entrepreneur tweeted that
funding for the transaction at $420 a share had been
“secured”, but offered no proof or documentation. A
classic way of de-listing from stock markets is a lever-
aged buyout, a deal in which investors purchase a com-
pany’s equity and finance this with loans. But none of the
six major US banks has offered to lend the necessary
amount to Musk, and they learned about the plans on
Twitter with the rest of the public, several banking
sources told AFP. “We were not aware of any transac-
tion. We haven’t even heard from Tesla,” one source said,
speaking on condition of anonymity.

And it is unlikely a Wall Street firm would risk
backing Tesla, which is burning through about $1 bil-
lion a quarter and has not had a single profitable
year in its 15 years of existence, said another. Tesla
borrowed at hefty interest rates last year, the person
said, an additional cost burden for a company that
had only $2.2 billion in cash flow at the end of June.
The sources said any potential creditor would have
to consider whether Tesla will be able to finance its
operations once it goes private. 

US market regulators are reportedly stepping up
their scrutiny of Musk’s claim and have asked Tesla
if the CEO’s remarks were genuine. Securities laws
forbid market manipulation by corporate leaders
who announce pending stock purchases or sales

when they have no intention or no means of carry-
ing them out.

Debating Musk’s credibility 
Tesla has been targeted by short sellers - the hedge

fund managers Jim Chanos and David Einhorn in par-
ticular - who are betting on the company’s failure and,
according to S3 partners, have lost more than $4.4 bil-
lion since January as Tesla’s share price rose. They have

frequent ly been the target  of  Musk’s  i re , and in
announcing the plan this week he cited the advantage
of getting away from short-term pressures and the
“wild swings” in the stock price. Thomas Farley, former
head of the New York Stock Exchange operator NYSE
Group, said Wednesday on Twitter the matter would be
an “easy one” for the SEC to investigate. “Ask TSLA to
show you the agreement(s) signed by their funding
source(s) by 5 pm EST that demonstrates funding is
‘secured’ and ‘certain,’” he wrote, using the company’s
ticker symbol. “If there is no such agreement, require a
statement by 5:30 pm. Inspire market confidence.”

In a research note, Bernstein analyst Toni Sacconaghi
said, “if no firmer details emerge... investors would likely
increasingly debate Musk’s credibility and seemingly

unhealthy focus on the shares’ price and volatility.” Tesla
declined to comment when contacted by AFP. “Perhaps
he has a few anchor investors and assumes they will
work to find more capital,” said Nicholas Colas, co-
founder of DataTrek research.

Musk, who envisions sending tourists to the Moon
and slashing travel times between major cities with
advanced trains, is respected in Silicon Valley, where he
could tap venture capital. He could also seek funding
from sovereign wealth funds such as Saudi Arabia’s,
which has just taken a stake in Tesla estimated at
between three percent and five percent.

Furthermore, JP Morgan Chase, Goldman Sachs,
Morgan Stanley and Citigroup are looking at different
ways a deal might be structured, banking industry
sources say. One possibility involves a deal that would
persuade most small shareholders to sell their stakes.
This way, there would be no floating capital even if
shares continued to be tradable on markets. The cost
of such a maneuver, banking sources say, would be
more affordable, somewhere between $10 billion and
$20 billion. — AFP 
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Israel seeks early 
re-tender of mining 
rights to shore 
up Dead Sea

The Dead Sea is shrinking at the rate of about a
meter a year, leaving behind deserted beaches
and sinkholes in a slow-motion environmental

disaster. The main culprit is the drying up of the
Jordan River, its main tributary, as communities
upstream draw on it for farming and drinking. But
mineral extraction makes the crisis worse - of the
700-800 million cubic meters of water lost each
year, 250-350 million cubic meters is due to mining,
Israel estimates.

Up to now, the Israeli government has rarely inter-
vened in the operations of the biggest extractor: The
Dead Sea Works, formerly state-owned and now
operated under a 70-year concession by Israel
Chemicals (ICL). That is about to change. Israel wants
to re-tender the Dead Sea mining concession as much
as eight years ahead of schedule, in 2022. It is moti-
vated not only by environmental concerns but also by
worries ICL will hold off on new investments in the
concession’s final years.

The government believes ICL will agree to its pro-
posal, first because the firm will have the right of first
refusal but also because it too has a powerful reason
to scrap the current concession: an article that gives
the government the rights to interfere in investments
starting in 2020. The plant is one of ICL’s core assets,
producing potash that goes into fertilizers, bromine
for flame retardants and other products sold for bil-
lions of dollars worldwide.

The company, controlled by billionaire Idan Ofer’s
Israel Corp, has not made its position clear. It
declined to give an immediate comment on its stance
when contacted by Reuters. “This is a one-time
opportunity, as the concession comes to an end and

we enter a new period, to set standards for the facto-
ry’s operations and the environmental impact on the
whole area,” said Galit Cohen, deputy director-gen-
eral for policy and planning at the Environmental
Protection Ministry.

Cohen was on the high-ranking inter-ministerial
committee that produced a preliminary report in
May with guidelines that aim to balance profits with
environmental interests in the Dead Sea for the first
time. At the moment, ICL is largely free to do what-
ever it wants to maximize production, Cohen said,
speaking to Reuters underneath a date tree on a
northern beach at the lake. “They have no incentive
to reduce the amount of water they pump or think
about from where they get the earth to build their
dikes,” she said.

The Dead Sea has been popular for millennia for
health seekers and tourists who come to float in its
high-density waters and smear its mud on their skin.
Without intervention, it will keep losing water,
essential to the mineral extraction process, though
experts believe it may eventually reach equilibrium
at a much smaller size. ICL said in a July 5 letter to
the committee that its report raised “complicated
legal, economic, operational and engineering issues,
and ICL has significant reservations about part of
what was said in it”. “The company is studying the
report and will relate to it as customary within the
framework of the public hearing,” ICL said in a
statement to Reuters. In its 2017 annual report, the
company said its ability to refinance debt in the next
decade “... depends, among other things, on exten-
sion of the concession beyond 2030.”

Setting limits
The factory’s new license, whose term has not

been set, will include pumping limits coupled with
financial incentives to use less water, the committee’s
report said. The amount of territory open to quarry-
ing and drilling for wells will be reduced. Final recom-
mendations due around September are not expected
to differ materially from the interim report’s, said a
senior government official, who asked not to be iden-
tified given the sensitivity of the issue. “We think
everyone has an interest in making the tender earlier,”

the official said. “The value of the asset gets lower as
we get closer to the end of the concession period and
it’s unclear what will happen after 2030.”

When the company was privatized in the 1990s,
the government kept a “golden share” that gave it
some oversight, in addition to the obligation under
the terms of the concession that the company seek
its approval for any new investment. Michael Vatine,
an analyst with Halman-Aldubi Investment House,
said ICL was likely to want to avoid a decade of
close government scrutiny. “I think the company
understands it needs to clear the fog regarding the
long-term ... and not leave its investors feeling
uncertain,” he said.

With revenue of $5.4 billion in 2017, ICL manufac-
tures a range of products from industrial chemicals to
food additives. It is the world’s sixth-largest producer
of potash and supplies about a third of the world’s
bromine, used in fire retardants. The company does
not share publicly how much of its revenues come
from the Dead Sea, where it also mines magnesium
and salts. Costs at the factory are lower than at con-
ventional mines, which are often hundreds of meters
deep. Solar evaporation is less energy intensive and
the climate allows mountains of potash to be stored
outside and sold when prices are high.

According to their annual reports, ICL produced
3.7 million tonnes of potash at the Dead Sea in 2017
vs 2.1 million tonnes extracted by Arab Potash, which
has exclusive rights on the Jordanian side that
expire in 2058. As ICL describes it, there is a virtu-
ally unlimited supply. Bidders in a new tender would
likely include the usual suspects from the small num-
ber of leading potash producers, including Russia’s
Uralkali, Germany’s K+S AG and Canada’s Nutrien,
the report said.

Committee chair Yoel Naveh said it was possible
competitors would be scared off by ICL’s numerous
advantages: not just right of first refusal but also its
deep knowledge of the project. “The state needs to
set a price and below that not give it to a private con-
cessionaire,” he told parliament in June. If the mini-
mum failed to be met, the state should take over, he
said. If someone else won, ICL would be compensat-
ed, he said, without naming a figure. — Reuters 

Tesla: Musk’s tweet a bridge too far?


