
WASHINGTON: US President Donald
Trump took aim yesterday at Google,
claiming that news search results were
“rigged” against him, which prompted a
White House aide to suggest the adminis-
tration may look at regulating the huge
Internet platform. In early morning Twitter
comments, the US president complained
that searches for “Trump News” brought
up negative stories about him, and ques-
tioned whether this was illegal.

The attacks follow Trump’s unsubstanti-
ated claims repeated last week that US
social media giants were “censoring” con-
servative voices. On Google, Trump wrote,
“they have it RIGGED, for me & others, so
that almost all stories & news is BAD. Fake
CNN is prominent. Republican/
Conservative & Fair Media is shut out.
Illegal?” According to Trump, “96% of
results on ‘Trump News’ are from National
Left-Wing Media,” which he describes as
“very dangerous”. 

Google strongly denied Trump’s claims.
“Search is not used to set a political agenda
and we don’t bias our results toward any
political ideology,” a Google spokesperson
said in an email. “Every year, we issue hun-
dreds of improvements to our algorithms to
ensure they surface high-quality content in
response to users’ queries. We continually
work to improve Google search and we
never rank search results to manipulate
political sentiment.”

The claims appeared to be based on a
report from the Trump-friendly news site PJ
Media which relied on an analysis chart by
conservative news host Sharyl Attkisson
that categorized major news outlets such as
the New York Times, CBS and CNN as “left
wing”. “Google & others are suppressing
voices of Conservatives and hiding informa-

tion and news that is good,” Trump said.
“They are controlling what we can & can-
not see. This is a very serious situation-will
be addressed!”

Technology and media analysts say there
is little evidence to suggest Google is skew-
ing results for political reasons. And if they
did, the president would have little recourse
under the constitution’s free speech protec-
tions. “Accusations of search engine ‘bias’
have existed as long as there have been
search engines. Indeed, search engines are
‘biased’ in the sense that they privilege
some information over others,” said Eric
Goldman, who heads Santa Clara
University’s High Tech Law Institute.

Goldman said that any attempt by gov-
ernment to force search engines to display
only good news would be a flagrant viola-
tion of the Constitution’s First Amendment
speech guarantees. “Search engines fully
qualify for First Amendment protections for
their search results. Numerous cases going
back over 15 years have confirmed this,” he
said. “Any effort by Trump to ‘fix’ search
engine results will violate the First
Amendment. It’s not even a close question.”

‘Looking into it’
It was not immediately clear what if any

measures Trump envisioned, but his top
economic adviser Larry Kudlow told
reporters at the White House that “we’re
looking into it” when asked about the
claims on Google. Nuala O’Connor, presi-
dent of the Washington-based Center for
Democracy & Technology, said that while
“algorithmic bias” is a legitimate question,
there is no evidence of bias and that it
would be worrisome if the government tried
to step in with regulations. “It’s deeply con-
cerning that any government official would

try to bring public pressure on a platform
over news and information that is important
to our democracy,” O’Connor said.

While there is little to suggest that inter-
net firms actively suppress content for
political reasons and many conservatives

have large online followings, public percep-
tion is another matter. A Pew Research
Center survey released in June found 43
percent of Americans think major technolo-
gy firms support the views of liberals over
conservatives, and 72 percent accepted the

idea that social media platforms actively
censor opposing political views. Among
Republicans and Republican-leaning inde-
pendents, 85 percent said they think social
media sites intentionally censor political
viewpoints, Pew found. — AFP 
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Sudarsanan T K, a houseboat owner in the town of
Alappuzha, had been looking forward to the peak
tourist season, but as his home disappeared under 2.5
m of water his family now have to live aboard the boat
he would otherwise be renting to tourists from Europe,
China, Malaysia and India. “I’ve nothing left, but this
houseboat. I don’t know how I can repay my bank loan
in this condition. The bank may take back my boat. I
will have nothing at all then,” Sudarsanan, a 64-year-
old father of two, told Reuters.

Some 1,500 houseboats are tied up at Alappuzha,
going nowhere, with many of the owners still paying off
loans taken to buy the boats. Sudarsanan owes about
$8,600 on the loan taken eight years ago to buy the
boat, and he could have earned up to $7,000 by
December if the deluge hadn’t washed away his hopes.
Hundreds of people perished in the flood and more than
one million of Kerala’s 35 million people were forced to
abandon their homes and take shelter in relief camps.

Blessed with natural beauty, fertile land and bounti-
ful seas, Kerala has been dubbed “God’s own country”
by its people, but the Marxists running the state gov-
ernment reckon it will need $3.57 billion to rebuild over
the next two years. “Kerala’s GDP growth may fall by 2
percent,” state Finance Minister T.M. Thomas Isaac told
Reuters, forecasting growth of 6 percent for the finan-
cial year ending next March. Crops have been lost, the
construction industry was dead for a month, and
tourism, which contributes 10 percent of the state’s
economy but accounts for about 25 percent of jobs
creation, has been badly hit.

For discerning tourists looking for a more laidback
Indian experience, Kerala has it all - long sandy beach-
es, lazy waterways, charming, historic towns like Kochi

and the cool, forested hills of the Western Ghats. Kerala
doesn’t draw numbers like the northern tourist circuit,
the so-called “Golden Triangle” running from New
Delhi to the Taj Mahal in Agra, and Jaipur’s palaces in
the desert state of Rajasthan, but it has carved out a
sizable niche.

Last year, one million foreigners visited Kerala,
along with 15 million domestic tourists, but state gov-
ernment and industry officials reckon the flood will
result in losses for the tourism sector of $357 million.
The floods struck just as Kerala was gearing up for
Onam, the harvest festival which is one of the high-
lights of the state’s cultural calendar. Festivities, includ-
ing the spectacular Vallam Kali races involving tradi-
tional war canoes, some manned by more than 100
paddlers, were postponed.

“Kerala has lost out on one of the best seasons, as
the calamity struck during the 10-day run up to
Onam,” said Ranjini Nambiar, who heads a travel con-
sultancy. Thousands of volunteers have joined a clean-
up campaign mounted by the state, and Shilendran M,
an executive with the CGH Earth luxury hotel chain,
expected some kind of order to be restored within the
next few weeks. “The state administration is working
on a war footing,” said Shilendran, whose group has
more than a dozen properties in Kerala. “We are limp-
ing back to normal.”

Hardly anywhere in the state escaped the calamity.
Ernakulam district, the biggest industrial and tourism
contributor to Kerala’s economy and home to the his-
toric city of Kochi, suffered major damage, and its busy
international airport was shut for nearly two weeks.
Munnar, a hill resort overlooking the tea and cardamom
plantations high in the Ghats was cut off, as bridges
were washed away and landslides blocked roads. Once
every dozen years a bright purplish-blue bell-shaped
flower called the Neelakurinji, blossoms on the slopes
around Munnar - and this was one of those years. The
state tourism had marketed 2018 as the Kurunji year,
but people in Kerala are more likely to remember the
mud. — Reuters 
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being missed, which is a major worry for democracy,
Ryle argued. “There is huge pressure on younger jour-
nalists to produce more and more, what is described as
‘churnalism’, working very quickly turning around press
releases and statements and not having the time to
check facts or poke around”.

Ryle said the Panama Papers investigation - which
uncovered clandestine financial dealings on a grand
scale through offshore shell companies - cost the ICIJ
$2 million. “To that you have to add to the cost of the
300 reporters who were collaborating on the project in
80 countries across the world, which would be millions
more.” Ryle insisted that despite the obstacles inves-
tigative journalism was experiencing a renaissance
thanks to “a small number of journalists around the
world”. “This is partly because of non-profits like our-
selves (supporting reporting) and because of Trump
and the fake news era we are in, journalists are more
keen to prove what we are doing is worthwhile and
essential. 

“Journalism is fighting for its life and is trying to
make itself relevant and counter all the attacks on it. So
in some ways there is better reporting being done
now,” he said. “There is definitely a fight back.
Philanthropists are seeing the need to support inves-
tigative reporting in order to keep people accountable.

“It is pretty small compared to the old business model
but it is certainly growing. People are funding reporting
because they see a democratic need for it - but it is not
making up for what was there before.”  — AFP 

Crippling costs 
of investigative...

Trump says Google ‘rigged’ 
with bad news about him 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump speaks to reporters after a phone conversation with Mexican President Enrique Pena Nieto on
trade in the Oval Office of the White House on Monday. — AFP 

Iran lawmakers reject Rouhani 
answers on economic woes

TEHRAN: President Hassan Rouhani speaks at the Iranian parliament yesterday.— AFP 

TEHRAN: Iran’s parliament declared its dissatisfac-
tion with President Hassan Rouhani yesterday, voting
to reject his answers after grilling him over the deterio-
rating economy. It was the first time Rouhani had been
summoned by parliament in his five years in power, and
MPs demanded answers on unemployment, rising
prices and the sharp depreciation of the rial, which has
lost more than half of its value since April. The law-
makers, who have already impeached his labor and
economy ministers this month, were unimpressed. 

In votes at the end of the session, they expressed
dissatisfaction with Rouhani’s responses to four of
their five questions on the economy. In the coming
days, they will decide whether the government’s fail-
ures on these issues amount to a breach of legal obli-
gations and should be referred to the judiciary.  The
economy has been battered by the return of US sanc-
tions following President Donald Trump’s decision to
withdraw from the landmark nuclear deal between Iran
and world powers. Rouhani trod a difficult line, seeking
to acknowledge the problems facing ordinary Iranians
without admitting to a full-blown crisis. “It should not
be said we are facing a crisis. There is no crisis. If we
say there is, it will become a problem for society and
then a threat,” he told parliament. 

As usual, Rouhani offered no concrete policy pro-
posals, instead saying the answer lay in showing a unit-
ed front. “You may talk about employment, foreign
currency, recession, smuggling... I think the problem is
in people’s view of the future,” he said. “The people
are not afraid of the United States, they are afraid of
our disagreements. If the people see we are united,
they will realise the problems will be resolved.” 

But Rouhani’s government - which staked every-
thing on its bid to attract foreign investment through
a more “moderate” approach to relations with the
West - has been badly weakened by the return of
sanctions. Most foreign firms have abandoned invest-
ment projects in Iran, and the next phase of renewed
US sanctions in November will hit the crucial oil sec-
tor. “We will not allow a bunch of anti-Iranians who
have gathered in the White House to conspire against

us,” Rouhani vowed. But most Iranians blame the gov-
ernment for failing to capitalize on the nuclear deal.
“You created a palace of wishes called the JCPOA,”
said Mojtaba Zolnour, an MP for the religious center
of Qom, using the technical name for the nuclear deal.
“With one kick from Trump, this palace was demol-
ished, and you didn’t have an alternative,” he said.
Despite the impeachment of two of his ministers,
Rouhani himself is protected by supreme leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who said recently that
removing the president would “play into the hands of
the enemy”. 

That may explain the soft line taken by several
speakers, with one conservative MP, Hossein Naghavi-
Hosseini, emphasising: “We will stand by your govern-
ment for the sake of protecting the system of the
Islamic republic.” But when it came to the votes, law-
makers accepted only one of Rouhani’s answers -
related to international banking sanctions, which they
agreed were beyond his government’s control.

Rouhani has even lost support among reformists
who had backed him as the best option after their own
leaders were either locked up or barred from standing
for office. Leading reformist Mostafa Tajzadeh, who
has spent several years in jail for criticizing the system,
said Rouhani’s parliament appearance was a missed
opportunity. “By explaining the reasons for the coun-
try’s problems, Rouhani could have taken a big step
towards increasing public awareness,” he wrote on
Twitter. “Parliament’s negative votes shows that failing
to disclose the facts will only embolden our rivals and
disappoint the people.”

The only previous time a president has been ques-
tioned was in 2012 when parliament summoned
Rouhani’s controversial predecessor Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad, whose erratic, populist style had alienat-
ed him from the establishment and further damaged
Iran’s international standing. It was after that session
that MPs decided they should vote on the president’s
answers, deputy speaker Ali Motahari explained to
ISNA news agency this week, because Ahmadinejad’s
responses were so “strange” and unconvincing. — AFP

MAALULA, Syria: In this file photo taken on Sept 18,
2013 AFP reporter Sammy Ketz hits the ground as a
Syrian soldier runs past during sniper fire in this
ancient Christian town. — AFP 


