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WASHINGTON, DC: In this file photo US President Donald
Trump and US Vice President Mike Pence (left) speak during
election night in the East Room of the White House in
Washington, DC, early on November 4, 2020.  —AFP

Fans trash Twitter’s Trump ban on Twitter
Trump speaks of creating his own platform
NEW YORK: Friends, family and advisors to Donald
Trump have been bitterly complaining that Twitter’s ban of
the president after his supporters stormed the US Capitol
amounts to an assault on free speech by radical leftists.
Ironically, given the enormous influence of the platform,
they have aired their grievances first of all on ... Twitter-a
choice underscoring the platform’s huge readership and
the relative paucity of alternatives. 

“Free speech is dead & controlled by leftist overlords,”
tweeted Donald Trump Jr, the president’s older son. Asked
Rudy Giuliani, the president’s personal lawyer, “Who will
be silenced next?”

And Mike Pompeo-posting not as secretary of state
but on his personal account-tweeted: “Sadly, this isn’t a
new tactic of the Left. They’ve worked to silence opposing
voices for years.”

For influential Republican senator Ted Cruz, the deci-
sions by Twitter and some other social media were
“absurd & profoundly dangerous.”  “Why,” he went on,
“should a handful of Silicon Valley billionaires have a
monopoly on political speech?”

Every one of the above messages was posted on

Twitter, the social network that for years has been Trump’s
preferred means of communicating with the public-and
sometimes even with other world leaders.  But on Friday,
amid widespread fury after he encouraged the supporters
who forced their way into the US Capitol in a bloody and
chaotic melee, Twitter banned him permanently. It was
taking the rare measure, it said, “due to the risk of further
incitement of violence.” Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat
and Twitch joined in suspending the president’s accounts.

Reddit, a news and discussion website that is normally
fairly permissive, on Friday closed a forum popular with
Trump fans, saying it was inciting hate. The question now
is where Trump and his supporters will turn next.  Donald
Trump Jr., himself fearing exclusion from Twitter, has asked
his followers to send him their email contacts-hardly the
most reactive form of communications-so he can keep
them abreast of news. 

A new platform? 
In a quickly deleted tweet, the president himself on

Friday spoke of creating his own platform “in the near
future,” without providing any detail.  Conservative

platforms popular among Trump’s fiercest supporters,
like Parler and Gab, have drawn growing numbers of
users.  Gab saw “record traffic” on Friday night and
Saturday, according to its creator Andrew Torba, and
had to add computer servers to handle it.

He reported 12 million visits in 12 hours, adding,
“Exploding growth right now.” Launched in 2016, Gab
positions itself as a platform promoting “freedom of
expression” but has become known above all for its
far-right-even neo-Nazi-user base. In 2018, when an
assault on a Pittsburgh synagogue claimed 11 lives,
investigators discovered earlier anti-Semitic posts by
the shooter on Gab.

Several companies have banned Gab, including
PayPal, Visa and the Apple and Google app stores.
Parler faced more severe consequences: after it, too,
was banned first by Google and Apple in their app
stores, Amazon confirmed it was suspending the
social network from its cloud computing services,
effectively pushing it offline. All three tech giants said
Parler, which briefly became the top free app in the
Apple store Saturday before it was removed, had

failed to tackle violent content on its platform. 
Given the riot at the Capitol this week, there was a

“serious risk that this type of content will further
incite violence,” Amazon said in a letter to Parler first
reported by Buzzfeed. Once the preferred platform of
the far-right fringe, Parler-launched in 2018 — now
draws more traditional conservative voices, like those
of Fox News star and close Trump ally Sean Hannity,
as well as the Republican governor of South Dakota,
Kristi Noem.

Another Parler regular, influential political com-
mentator Mark Levin, said Friday he had “suspend-
ed” his own Twitter account “in protest against
Twitter’s fascism.”  Levin also mentioned his account
on Rumble, a site which, like YouTube, broadcasts
videos but promises its users they will “never be
censored for political or scientific content.” Yet, all
these alternative platforms are so closely identified
with the right-even the extreme right-that, especially
as tech companies move against them, they seem
unlikely ever to draw followings like Trump’s 88 mil-
lion Twitter followers.  —AFP

SAN DIEGO: Counter-protesters spray pepper spray as they clash with people during a “Patriot March” demonstration in support of President Trump on Saturday in the Pacific Beach neighborhood of San Diego, California. —AFP

Mike Pence to attend
Biden inauguration
WASHINGBTON, DC: Mike Pence will attend the upcoming
inauguration of Joe Biden, multiple media reports said
Saturday, the vice president becoming the latest longtime
loyalist to abandon an increasingly isolated President Donald
Trump. Relations between Trump and Pence-previously one
of the mercurial president’s staunchest defenders-have nose-
dived since Wednesday, when the vice president formally
announced Biden’s victory in November’s election.

A mob of far-right demonstrators stormed the US Capitol
the same day in a failed bid to stop Congress from certifying
Biden’s win, in a riot blamed on Trump that left five dead.
Multiple media reports on Saturday cited senior administra-
tion officials as saying that Pence-who was forced to take
shelter from the intruders during the riot-had decided to
attend Biden’s inauguration on January 20.

The president-elect earlier in the week said Pence would
be welcome at his formal swearing-in, due to take place in a
scaled-down format due to the coronavirus. “I think it’s
important that as much as we can stick to what have been the
historical precedents of how an administration changes should
be maintained,” Biden told reporters. “We’d be honored to
have him there, and to move forward in the transition.”

In his final tweet before being removed from Twitter on
Friday, Trump said he would not attend the inauguration.  The
outgoing president has been accused of provoking
Wednesday’s violence, and now faces an unprecedented sec-
ond impeachment, expected to begin today. House Speaker
Nancy Pelosi warned that Democrats would launch the
process unless Trump resigned or Pence invoked the 25th
Amendment, in which the cabinet removes the president from
office. While Pence has not spoken publicly on the subject, the
New York Times reported Thursday he was against invoking
the mechanism, never used before in US history.  —AFP

Spain races to clear 
snow before cold 
snap freezes roads
MADRID: After the worst snowstorm in decades,
Spanish officials were racing yesterday to clear the
roads of snow before a cold snap transforms them
into icy death traps. Storm Filomena killed three
people during its passage through Spain and kept
emergency services workers and army snow
ploughs busy through Saturday freeing 2,500 driv-
ers trapped in their vehicles.

The storm also brought heavy rains before mov-
ing through eastern Spain into southern France.
Spain’s weather forecasters AEMET predicted
heavy frost overnight Sunday to Monday in large
parts of Spain. In mountainous areas temperatures
would drop below -10 Celsius (14 Fahrenheit), con-

ditions that could last until Thursday, the agency
added. “Our aim is to make the most of every
minute before Monday when the drop in tempera-
ture happens,” to clear the roads, Madrid’s mayor
Jose Luis Martinez-Almeida said late Saturday.

“From then, until the end of the week, it’s going
to be very difficult to get about,” he told Sexta tele-
vision. The capital Madrid and the surrounding
region was one of the areas worst hit by the snow,
with levels of snowfall not seen since 1971.

The army also had to clear the snow from
Madrid airport, one of the region’s worst hit by the
snowstorm, which had forced the cancellation of
flights from late Friday. They are not due to be
reopened until Sunday afternoon at the earliest.
They also had to clear access to the city’s hospitals,
still struggling to cope with the country’s coron-
avirus crisis.

The storm, through Friday and Saturday, left
much of the country under dozens of centimeters of
snow, an amount rarely experienced in Spain, block-
ing many major roads. More than 700 major routes

were still impossible yesterday morning said the
government, with rail travel to and from Madrid also
cancelled, at least until Sunday afternoon. —AFP

MADRID: A man clears the snow outside the Atocha train
station in Madrid yesterday. Snowstorms in Spain left three
people dead and caused chaos across much of the country,
trapping motorists and shutting down the capital’s air and
rail links. —AFP

Old gripes reborn as 
IS accusations tie 
Iraqis to camps
HASANSHAM CAMP, Iraq: Languishing in a tent in
northern Iraq, Nour yearns to return home but can’t
because she is accused of supporting jihadists-an
allegation she insists has been designed to obscure
a land dispute. The 22-year-old’s family is one of
hundreds rights groups fear will remain stuck indef-
initely in limbo due to long-standing wrangles being
repackaged by neighbors or authorities into accu-
sations they belong to the Islamic State group.

Exacerbating their situation, authorities have
since autumn sped up long-stated plans to close
displacement camps across Iraq where 200,000
people still live. Nour’s brother left their hometown
near the northern city of Mosul and joined the
jihadists in 2014, the year IS seized a third of Iraqi
territory in a lightening offensive.

But even before her brother’s departure stoked
unwelcome attention, the family had already been
locked for years in a dispute with an influential local
sheikh. “He resented us because we owned land that
he claimed belonged to him,” said Nour. —AFP

Algerian ex-PM admits
selling gold bars 
on black market
ALGIERS: Former Algerian premier Ahmed
Ouyahia, on trial for corruption, admitted Saturday
to receiving gold bars from Gulf donors then selling
them on the black market, the official APS news
agency reported. Ouyahia and fellow ex-prime min-
ister Abdelmalek Sellal are accused of covertly
financing the 2019 re-election bid of then-president
Abdelaziz Bouteflika, who resigned shortly after-
wards amid mass anti-government protests.

Their retrial opened Saturday after the supreme
court in November annulled their earlier convictions
following an appeal, APS said. Both had served
under former president Abdelaziz Bouteflika.

Several former ministers and other well-known
figures are also on trial over the same affair, APS
said. Ouyahia was questioned Saturday over the
source of assets in his bank accounts, totalling over
$5 million. He said some had come from black mar-
ket sales “of gold bars, which he received as a gift,
in his capacity as prime minister, from leaders of
Gulf countries,” APS added. The 60 gold bars were

estimated to be valued at some $2.5 million.
Ouyahia said he had previously kept quiet about the
matter so as “not to undermine the relations
between Algeria and certain friendly countries”.

He also admitted to not having declared the sums
to tax inspectors. The trial of Ouyahia and Sellal in
December 2019 was the first in a series of high-
profile corruption cases launched after Bouteflika
resigned earlier that year. It was also the first time
since Algeria’s independence from France in 1962
that former prime ministers had been put on trial.

Ouyahia was prime minister four times between
1995 and 2019, and had been sentenced to 15 years
behind bars. Sellal, who served from 2012 to 2017
and managed four of Bouteflika’s election campaigns,
was sentenced to 12 years in jail. The pair were sen-
tenced to further jail time in separate cases last year.
Bouteflika, who was Algeria’s longest-serving presi-
dent, was forced to resign in April 2019 after losing
the backing of the army amid enormous street
protests against his decision to seek a fifth term.

Authorities then launched a string of investiga-
tions against high-ranking former officials and busi-
ness figures, several of whom have been convicted.
But the state has also cracked down on opposition
figures, and many see the trials as score-settling
between rival officials rather than a genuine effort at
reform.  —AFP


