
DOHA: Qatar-based broadcaster Al Jazeera has travelled a long
and bumpy road from the early 2000s when it was best known
for airing tapes of former Al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden. It
now cultivates a loyal youth audience on social media alongside
the satellite channels which have won it both acclaim and scorn.
But it faces twin existential threats - targeted by regional power
Saudi Arabia which demands its closure, and with the credibility
of its digital expansion questioned by social media labelling its
output state-controlled.

Al Jazeera’s boss Mostefa Souag still has a cassette player in
his office, though he foresees a future dominated by viral clips,
animation and interactivity. “When people start talking about Al
Jazeera and all the criticism, I say why don’t you watch it,” Souag
said as his eyes darted across screens displaying its programs.
The Arabic channel, the first to launch, revolutionized Middle
Eastern news - broadcasting programs about social issues,
taboos and politics to an audience previously offered only staid
state television.

But it has drawn the ire of regional rulers from Rabat to
Riyadh for allegedly fomenting unrest - a charge managers deny.
Satellite news remains the heart of its operations, but an army of
fashionable twenty-somethings also create GIFs, animations and
short films purely for digital consumption, branded AJ+. “We
have the values of Al Jazeera, but we are the cool millennial ver-
sion,” said AJ+ managing director Dima Khatib, leader of the on-
line expansion.

AJ+’s Doha base is more trendy tech startup than newsroom,
complete with exposed brick-work and Apple computers. Its
Facebook page has 11 million followers. But Facebook notified Al
Jazeera late last year it would be tagged as “state-controlled” as

part of the Silicon Valley giant’s response to fake news. Al Jazeera
has strongly objected, arguing that just because Qatari authorities
pay its bills does not mean they exert undue influence.

Though Al Jazeera’s YouTube output is already tagged Qatari-
funded, executives expressed fears the new move would be a
major blow to its credibility and the position of its journalists. “Its
regional adversaries will, moreover, clearly seek to weaponize this
labelling as part of their ongoing campaign to silence the net-
work,” Al Jazeera said in a legal letter to Facebook seen by AFP.

Demands for shutdown 
“Nobody from the government is allowed to communicate with

Al Jazeera on any editorial issue,” said Souag forcefully. The net-
work denies it fails to report critically on Qatar, insisting it covers
controversies including workers’ rights, a topic which human
rights groups have repeatedly zeroed in on during the frenzy of
building activity ahead of the 2022 World Cup.

But Mona Elswah, an Arab media researcher at the Oxford In-
ternet Institute, said its Arabic channel had become a “mouthpiece
for the Qatari government”. “If the government changes its posi-
tion, Al Jazeera would have to change its position no matter what,”
she told AFP. The network is also central to a dispute between
Doha and its regional rivals led by Riyadh.

Together with the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt,
Saudi Arabia cut bilateral ties with Qatar in June 2017 and
launched an economic blockade, accusing it of supporting radical
Islamist groups and Iran - which Doha refutes. These powers is-
sued 13 demands - including Al Jazeera’s closure.

Souag, 74, said that despite signs of a thaw between Qatar and
the Saudi-led boycotters, he is confident the broadcaster would

never be sacrificed for the cause of reconciliation. Globally, Al
Jazeera operates hubs in Doha, Kuala Lumpur, London and Wash-
ington, with bureaus in more than 70 countries and a workforce
of 3,500 to 4,000. In Souag’s office, an Al Jazeera-branded bul-
letproof helmet is prominently displayed, a stark reminder of the
risks facing crews. Since the Arabic channel’s launch in 1996, fol-
lowed by English in 2006 and Serbo-Croat in 2011, several staff
have been killed or wounded, while some field offices have been
shuttered by authorities. — AFP 
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Sudan vets
scramble to
save park’s 
malnourished lions 
KHARTOUM: Sudanese vets scrambled to
save four surviving captive lions of five that
were left sick and malnourished in a Khartoum
park during months of political and economic
turmoil. The fifth, a lioness, died on Monday of
dehydration and lack of food despite receiving
intravenous fluids for several days following the
launch of an online campaign for veterinary
help. The animals had lost as much as two-
thirds of their body weight as a result of going
unfed for weeks as Sudan’s chronic cash short-
age hit donations.

“It’s so upsetting. These lions have been suf-
fering for so long,” said Osman Salih, a software
engineer who launched the online campaign
under the hashtag #Sudananimalrescue. “We
were so late in rescuing them and were unable
to save the one that died.” A second lioness was
also sick but her condition has improved, and
AFP correspondent reported after touring Al-
Qureshi Park in an upscale district of Khartoum.

Salih said a group of international wildlife
conservationists had contacted him offering
their help to save the lions. “They are special-
ists and are planning to come to Khartoum
with their kits and resources,” he told AFP. Al-

Qureshi Park is managed by Khartoum munic-
ipality but funded in part by private donors,
which have dried up in the face of the eco-
nomic crisis that triggered nationwide protests
though much of last year. 

The online campaign launched by Salih has
grown over the past few days. It is not known
how many lions survive in the wild in Sudan,
but a population lives in Dinder National Park
on the border with Ethiopia. African lions are
classified as a “vulnerable” species by the In-
ternational Union for Conservation of Nature.
Their population dropped 43 percent between
1993 and 2014, with perhaps only 20,000 left
in the wild. — AFP 

DOHA: Acting director-general of Al Jazeera Media Network Mostefa
Souag speaks during an interview with AFP at his office in the
Qatari capital on Dec 5, 2019. — AFP 

Morocco adds
West Sahara
waters to its 
maritime territory 
RABAT: Morocco on Wednesday integrated
waters off the coast of Western Sahara into
its maritime territory, adopting two laws that
extend its legal jurisdiction over the disputed
former Spanish colony. “These laws aim to
update the national legal arsenal” in line with
“the full sovereignty of the kingdom over its
land and maritime borders,” Foreign Minister
Nasser Bourita said before parliament in
Rabat passed the laws. 

The laws, intended to establish Morocco’s
jurisdiction over territorial waters stretching
from Tangiers on the northern coast as far as
Lagouira, on the border with Mauritania,
were unanimously backed by lawmakers and
greeted with applause. The vast desert terri-
tory of Western Sahara lies north of Maurita-
nia and is bordered to the west by around
1,000 km of Atlantic coastline. Morocco has
controlled 80 percent of the territory since
the 1970s and views it as an integral part of
the kingdom.

That is disputed by the Polisario Front, an
Algerian-backed independence movement. In

a written statement AFP received in Algiers,
the Polisario Front said Morocco’s decision
would “have no legal effect” and threatened
to take the case to the International Tribunal
for the Law of the Sea. “It amounts only to
propaganda, devoid of any international judi-
cial value,” said Mhamed Khadad, a member
of the Polisario Front’s leadership.

The Polisario fought a war for independ-
ence from 1975 to 1991 and wants a referen-
dum in which the people of Western Sahara
choose between independence and integra-
tion with Morocco. Rabat has instead of-
fered autonomy, but insists it will retain
sovereignty. Supporters of the Polisario
claim that 92 percent of Moroccan fishing is
done in “pillaged” Western Saharan waters.
In the works for years, the delimitation of the
maritime territory, whose status is still unre-
solved, has in the past sparked tensions be-
tween Morocco and Spain, particularly after
oil exploration in the area. 

The issue will be addressed today during
the first visit to Rabat by new Spanish Foreign
Minister Arancha Gonzalez, according to
Bourita. “We do not want to impose a fait ac-
compli, but we are ready to engage in dia-
logue with Spain in the framework of our
essential rights and sovereignty,” he told par-
liament. In mid-December, the Spanish gov-
ernment reminded Morocco that the
delimitation of maritime borders with neigh-
boring countries was governed by “mutual
agreement”.  — AFP 

Broadcaster has drawn ire of regional rulers 

Al Jazeera charting digital 
course through choppy waters 

KHARTOUM: A malnourished lioness sits in its
cage after receiving treatment at Al-Qureshi
park in the Sudanese capital yesterday. — AFP 


