
BRISBANE: Facebook’s news blackout in Australia has raised fears
misinformation could come to dominate the platform in the country,
with fake news and conspiracy theories left untouched while credible
sources have been cut off. From yesterday Australians were unable
to post links to news articles or view the Facebook pages of local and
international news outlets, while Aussie news sources disappeared
from the site worldwide. The social media giant was acting in re-
sponse to tough new regulations that will force it and Google to pay
for the news stories shown on their platforms.

The shock move sparked an angry backlash. Several critical gov-
ernment agencies-tasked with issuing emergency COVID-19, bush-
fire, flood and cyclone advice-were initially caught up in the news
ban before Facebook began restoring them. An assortment of other
Australian pages were also rendered blank, including cancer and
homelessness charities, major businesses and even popular satire ac-
counts. But unaffected by the blackout were a series of pages owned
by purveyors of fake news and conspiracy theories-despite their fre-
quently posting about current events.

Among them were several pages identified by AFP’s fact-checking
team as sharing false claims that circulate to tens of thousands of
users. The Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance said the profes-
sional journalists it represents acted as a check on the spread of mis-
information before their work was barred from Facebook feeds. 

“By restricting independent, professionally produced news in Aus-
tralia, Facebook is allowing the promotion of conspiracy theories,
misinformation, fake news and QAnon crackpots on its platform,” rep-
resentative Marcus Strom said. “This irresponsible move by Facebook
will encourage the dissemination of fake news, which is particularly
dangerous during the COVID pandemic and is a betrayal of its Aus-
tralian audiences.”

A Facebook spokesperson said the company’s “commitment to
combat misinformation on Facebook has not changed”.  “We are di-
recting people to authoritative health information and notify them of
new updates via our COVID-19 Information Centre,” they said, also
pointing to its ongoing fact-checking partnerships.

AFP is among the organizations currently working with Face-
book’s fact-checking program. Facebook pays to use fact checks from
around 60 such organizations, including media outlets and specialized
fact checkers, on its platform and on Instagram.

The Facebook blackout came just days ahead of Australia’s
planned vaccine rollout, raising concerns official health messaging
could be drowned out by anti-vaxxer voices. “I would say again to
Facebook, think again. You may be in it for the money, but the rest of
us are in it for safety, protection and responsibility,” Health Minister
Greg Hunt said. “This is the moment to return to your origins. Where
you were meant to be, as a company, focused on community, engage-
ment, not on the money.”

Facebook has said it generates hundreds of millions of dollars in
revenue for Australian media organizations via clicks. Critics hit out
at the speed and scope of Facebook’s action against Australia after
years of what they described as its apparent reluctance to clear the
platform of violence, hate speech and misinformation.

“And people wonder why this didn’t happen with certain hate
groups in other parts of the world, why there wasn’t such an attempt
to remove that content wholesale,” Lucie Krahulcova of Digital Rights
Watch told AFP. “Because I think Facebook really lagged and dilly-
dallied and failed many social movements as a result.”

Facebook was already under fire for not doing enough to curb
misinformation and vitriol globally before this latest controversy. Last
month, CEO Mark Zuckerberg said the company was seeking to “turn
down the temperature” on its sprawling platform by reducing the kind
of divisive and inflammatory political talk it has long hosted.

The social network has also set about banning groups that share
debunked COVID-19 claims and highlighting health advice from re-
liable official agencies that remain accessible. But Reset Australia,
which aims to counter digital threats to democracy, said the Australian
news blackout revealed “just how little the platform cares about stop-
ping misinformation”. —AFP
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Malaysian police 
arrest boss of ‘sugar 
daddy’ website
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian police have arrested the founder of
a controversial “sugar daddy” dating website under anti-prostitution
laws after it boasted thousands of young students were using the
service, officials said yesterday.

Sugarbook bills itself as a site “where romance meets finance” and
aims to link up older men with younger women, with the men ex-
pected to provide financial support for their companions.

But it sparked an uproar last week after releasing statistics pur-
portedly showing thousands of students were using it to make money
in the socially conservative country, leading one university to con-

demn the claims.  Police said they had arrested the 34-year-old
founder of the site at a Kuala Lumpur condominium and he would
appear in court. They have launched an investigation under laws
aimed at combating prostitution, which is illegal in Malaysia, and mis-
using the internet.  They did not name him but he is believed to be
Darren Chan, whose social media profile describes him as the founder
and CEO of Sugarbook.

Regulators had warned against using Sugarbook, with local media
reporting that it had been blocked, although the site can still be ac-
cessed on some internet providers in Malaysia and downloaded as
an Android app. After this, Chan released a statement saying he be-
lieved “our Malaysian government knows what’s best for the people”.

But he added the site was taking “measures to ensure the ban does
not happen in other countries”. Founded in 2016, Sugarbook says it
has expanded to countries including Singapore, Thailand and the
United States. More than half of Malaysia’s 32 million population are
Muslims, and they are banned under Islamic law from having sex out-
side marriage. The multi-ethnic country has a dual-track legal system
with Muslims subject to sharia laws in certain areas.  — AFP

MENLO PARK: This file photo shows a Facebook employee walking past a sign
displaying the “like” sign at Facebook’s corporate headquarters campus in Menlo
Park, California. Facebook was branded “arrogant” and “unconscionable” for
banning Australian users from sharing news yesterday. — AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: Rosmah Mansor (center), wife of Malaysia’s former prime minister
Najib Razak, leaves the Duta court complex after a hearing in her graft trial in Kuala
Lumpur yesterday.— AFP

Former Malaysia 
first lady’s graft 
trial to proceed
KUALA LUMPUR: The corruption trial of Malaysia’s scandal-
plagued former first lady will proceed after a judge ruled yesterday
that prosecutors had presented sufficient evidence to make a case,
boosting efforts to bring her to justice.  Rosmah Mansor will now
present her defense in the next stage of the case, and told the Kuala
Lumpur High Court she will take the stand to testify. Notorious for
her overseas shopping trips and vast collection of handbags, she be-
came a lightning rod for public anger as the government of prime
minister Najib Razak was engulfed by graft allegations.

Her husband’s long-ruling coalition suffered a shock election de-
feat in 2018 in large part due to claims he and his officials plundered
billions of dollars from the 1MDB sovereign wealth fund. Both the for-
mer leader and his wife were hit with multiple charges over the loot-
ing of the investment vehicle, and last year Najib was handed a
12-year jail term after being convicted in a 1MDB-linked trial.

Rosmah’s first trial does not, however, center on 1MDB, but on al-
legations she received bribes linked to a government project. Prose-
cutors allege she pocketed 6.5 million ringgit ($1.6 million) for helping
a company secure the project to provide solar power generators to
schools on the Malaysian part of Borneo island.  The 69-year-old is
also accused of soliciting a further 187.5 million ringgit. She faces
three counts of corruption in the trial, which began a year ago, and
denies all charges against her.

Prosecutors recently wrapped up their case, and judge Mohamed
Zaini Mazlan ruled they had “credible evidence to prove every ele-
ment of the offences” under the three charges.

“I therefore call on the accused to enter her defense,” he said. If
the judge thought the case was too weak, she would have been ac-
quitted.  Defense lawyer Jagjit Singh said Rosmah was “upset and
distressed, and we had to comfort her.  “The defense team feels sad-
dened. The (judge) has not given the reasons for his decision.” The
defense stage of the trial will begin in June. Najib, who is free on bail
as he appeals his conviction, turned up at court to show support for
his wife.  The couple’s lavish lifestyles came to symbolize the per-
ceived rot in Malaysia’s ruling elite. Following the 2018 election, police
discovered valuables-including cash, jewelry and luxury handbags-
worth up to $273 million in properties linked to them.  — AFP


