
WASHINGTON: Social media giants crossed a thresh-
old in banning US President Donald Trump and an array
of his supporters-and now face a quandary on defining
their efforts to remain politically neutral while promoting
democracy and free speech. After the unprecedented
violence in the seat of Congress, Trump was banned for
inciting the rioters-on platforms including Facebook,
Twitter, Google-owned YouTube and Snapchat. The
alternative network Parler, which drew many Trump
backers, was forced offline by Amazon’s web services
unit. The bans broke new ground for internet firms but
also shattered the longstanding notion that they are sim-
ply neutral platforms open for all to express any views.
“Banning Donald Trump was a crossing of a Rubicon for
social media firms, and they can’t go back,” said Samuel
Woolley, a professor and researcher with the University
of Texas Center for Media Engagement.

“Up to now their biggest goal was to promote free
speech, but recent events have shown they can no longer
do this.” Twitter chief Jack Dorsey last week defended
the Trump ban while acknowledging it stemmed from “a
failure of ours ultimately to promote healthy conversa-
tion” and that  it “sets a precedent I feel is dangerous:
the power an individual or corporation has over a part of
the global public conversation.”

Javier Pallero, policy director for the digital rights
nonprofit group Access Now, said the banning of Trump
could be just the beginning for social media firms grap-
pling with dangerous content, including from political
leaders. “The companies have reacted to calls for vio-
lence by the president in the United States, and that’s a
good call. But they have failed in other areas like
Myanmar,” where social media has been used to carry
out persecution, Pallero said.

Human rights first? 
Social platforms are being forced in some part of the

world to choose to follow national laws or to prioritize
human rights principles, Pallero noted. “We ask plat-
forms to put human rights first. Sometimes they do, but
all decisions on content governance are always a game
of frustration,” he said.

In authoritarian regimes with restrictive social media

laws, Pallero said the platforms “should stay and give a
voice to democracy activists... however if they have to
identify dissidents or censor them, they probably should
leave, but not without a fight.” Woolley said social net-
works that banned Trump are likely to face pressure to
take action against similarly styled leaders who abuse
the platforms.

“They can’t simply ban a politician in the US without
taking similar action around the world,” he said. “It
would be seen as prioritizing the United States in way
that would be seen as unfair.”

Platform power 
Trump’s ban was a major step for Twitter, which the

president used for policy announcements and to connect
with his more than 80 million followers. Until recently,
platforms have given world leaders leeway when enforc-
ing rules, noting that their comments are in the public
interest even if they are inflammatory. The de-platform-
ing of Trump underscored the immense power of a
handful of social networks over information flows, noted
Bret Schafer, a researcher with the nonprofit Alliance for
Securing Democracy. “One of the things that compelled
them to act was that we saw the president’s rhetoric
manifest itself into real-world violence,” Schafer said.

“That may be where they draw the line.”
But he noted inconsistencies in enforcing these poli-

cies in other parts of the world, including in authoritarian
regimes. “The is a legitimate argument on whether lead-
ers in some of these countries should be allowed to have
an account when their citizens do not, and can’t take part
in the discussion,” Schafer said.

Regulatory conundrum 
Internet firms are likely to face heightened calls for

regulation following the recent turmoil. Karen Kornbluh,
who heads the digital innovation and democracy initia-
tive at the German Marshall Fund, said any regulatory
tweaks should be modest to avoid government regulat-
ing online speech. Kornbluh said platforms should have a
transparent “code of conduct” that limits disinformation
and incitements to violence and should be held account-
able if they fail to live up to those terms.

“I don’t think we want to regulate the internet,” she
said. “We want to apply offline protection for individual
rights.” Platforms could also use “circuit breakers” to
prevent inflammatory content from going viral, modeled
as those used on Wall Street for extreme swings.

“The code should focus not on content but prac-
tices,” she said. “You don’t want the government decid-
ing on content.” Schafer cited a need for “some algorith-
mic oversight” of platforms to ensure against bias and
amplification of inflammatory content. He said the con-
troversial Section 230 law remains important in enabling
platforms to remove inappropriate content, but that it
remains challenging “to moderate in a way that protects
free speech and civil liberties.” Daniel Kreiss, a professor
and researcher with the University of North Carolina’s
Center for Information, Technology, and Public Life, said
the major platforms “are going to have to rebuild their
policies from the ground up” as a result of the crisis.

“This situation absolutely reveals the power of
platform companies to make decisions on who gets
hurt in the public sphere,” Kreiss said. “The power
they have is not simply free speech, it’s free amplifica-
tion. But because they are private companies, under
the law we give them a fair amount of latitude to set
their own policies.”  — AFP
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Social media faces reckoning 
as Trump ban forces reset

Questions over neutrality remain while promoting democracy, free speech
Frustrated Amazon 
villagers tackle virus
with faith potions
BELA VISTA DO JARAQUI, Brazil: Remote Amazon
village communities, feeling abandoned by the state,
are turning to religion and traditional remedies for
protection in the coronavirus pandemic.

Raimundo Leite de Sousa, 34, claims he recovered
from Covid-19 with a potion made from the stinktoe
and crabwood plants, flavored with lemon and garlic.
“It (the virus) bent me over double but it didn’t take
me,” said Leite de Sousa, who avoided the fate of
some 210,000 other Brazilians who have died-a
national toll surpassed only by that of the United
States.

Leite de Sousa lives in Bela Vista do Jaraqui, an
hour from Manaus, the regional capital of Amazonas
state which has been hit hard by a second pandemic
wave. The riverside village offers a stunning panoramic
view of the Rio Negro and is home to 112 families
whose wooden huts are accessed by dirt tracks lead-
ing up from the jetty.

From the river, the village is masked by a wall of
trees.  The nearest health center is in another village
— 25 minutes on foot or 10 minutes by boat. “Although
many people lost relatives, I am happy because I have
faith that God is the greatest,” said Silvio de Melo,
who took part in a Covid testing program of the
Manaus municipality.

Locals say it was only made possible by donations.
Forty-five people were tested on Tuesday and will
have to wait five to seven days for their results. Erasmo
Morales, 55, says “Covid-19 is the most serious prob-
lem in Amazonas,” but he is not worried because “God
looks after everyone and if (death) comes, there’s no
remedy that will save you.” For his neighbor Francisco
Morales it is a matter of prevention: he has augmented
his personalized health potion with a daily morning
shot of cachaca, a distilled spirit.

‘God doesn’t abandon you’ 
In the village, everyone wears a mask, even chil-

dren.  More than half of the community has never had
a coronavirus test, even though they live in one of the
worst-affected states in Brazil.

There is also a new strain of the virus from
Amazonas state which is believed to be more conta-
gious than the original. “I’m disappointed, the governor
could have done more,” said Jardei Santos, 35, who
believes she has caught the disease as she is suffering
from nausea and a headache.

Sitting on a wooden bench waiting for her turn to
be tested, she says she is afraid for herself and her
family. “I’m more worried than I was last year because
I see more people infected. But we have to pray, God
doesn’t abandon you.”— AFP

MILAN: A woman smokes a cigarette on Piazza del Duomo in Milan as it became the first Italian city to introduce an
outdoor smoking ban. — AFP 

MANAUS, Brazil: A health worker collects a swab sample
from a resident to perform a COVID-19 test in the river-
side community of Bela Vista do Jaraqui, Manaus,
Amazonas state, Brazil. — AFP 

LILLE, France: This file photo shows the logo of mobile
app Snapchat displayed on a tablet. — AFP 

Choked-up Milan 
takes smoking 
ban outside
MILAN: “It’s about time they passed this law.
We’re fed up with this smoke!” declared Massimo
Gabbiadini, a shopkeeper in Piazza del Duomo, after
Milan banned smoking in many outdoor places.

“But I will wait and see if the rules are enforced.
In the north of Europe people respect the law, but
in Italy?” the 54-year-old told AFP. Italy’s financial
and fashion capital on Tuesday became the first
city in the country to ban smoking in many open-
air public places such as parks, stadiums, bus stops
and even cemeteries. There are exemptions for
lighting up in isolated spots, at a distance of 10
meters (30 feet) or more from other smokers-as
well as for electronic cigarettes. The usual throngs
of tourists outside Milan’s cathedral were absent
on Tuesday because of coronavirus restrictions,
which saw the city placed back in partial lockdown
at the weekend.

Among those walking past the police officers
standing guard, many with cigarettes between their
lips seemed unaware of the change in the law.
“There’s no sign saying you can’t smoke in certain
places,” complained Floris Dethmers, an 18-year-old
model in Milan for the men’s fashion week shows.“I
understand that it’s banned inside. But outside, I
want the freedom to smoke.”

Harmful to lungs 
But the measure has been largely welcomed in

Milan, including by smokers such as Maria Luigia di
Toma, an unemployed receptionist. “I think it’s fair,
because smoking is really annoying for people around
you,” the 63-year-old said.

Italy was a pioneer in Europe in banning smoking in
closed public spaces, notably bars and restaurants, in
2005 — and such prohibitions are now widespread.
But Milan has taken it one step further as part of a
wider battle against pollution. The new ban aims to
“reduce PM10 fine particles, which are harmful to the
lungs, and protect the health of citizens against active
and passive smoking in public places,” according to
the local council. Situated in the middle of the industri-
al Po Valley and choked with road traffic, Milan regu-
larly breaks air quality records-and eight percent of
the PM10 particles in the city are due to smoking.

Fines for breaking the new law range from 40 to
240 euros ($48 to $290), although they will be only
gradually introduced. By January 1, 2025, however,
Milan will have a total ban on smoking in the open air.
Authorities here are heartened by the relative ease
with which the national ban on indoor smoking was
imposed-and its impact.

Since 2005, the number of smokers aged 15 and
over in Italy has fallen by one million to 11.6 million,
according to a study by the ISS health agency. Leaning
against a statue in Piazza del Duomo, Laura Beraldo
says she is not ready to give up her 20-a-day habit.

“I don’t blame cigarettes for the smog, but the traf-
fic and global warming,” said the 21-year-old, who
works for an NGO.  And for now, “there are no restric-
tions on the freedom to smoke, as long as I respect the
10-metre rule”, she said, smiling. —AFP

Rivals sidelined, 
Benin’s Talon 
looks set to win
COTONOU, Benin: Benin’s elections are still nearly
three months away, but President Patrice Talon went
out on the road in November, stealing a march on a
campaign that formally kicked off only last week in the
poor West African country. “I will continue to take
action to strengthen good governance. I am running for
that reason, just for good governance, that’s why I’m a
candidate,” Talon pledged last Friday.

He was speaking in Adjohoun, a rural community
less than an hour’s drive from the capital Cotonou-his
last stop on a tour that covered all of Benin’s 77 dis-
tricts. When he was first elected in 2016 on a moderniz-
ing platform and a vow to stamp out corruption and
mismanagement, the cotton baron said he intended to
serve only one term.

But opposition parties were in no doubt that Talon,
62, would seek re-election. They are already despairing
of being able to unseat a ruler they accuse of leading a
country once famed for multi-party democracy down
an authoritarian road. Notably, detractors accuse Talon
of being behind a crackdown that drove key rivals into
exile. Businessman Sebastien Ajavon, who came third in
the 2016 presidential poll, was convicted of drug traf-
ficking in 2018 and sentenced to 20 years in prison.
From exile in Paris, Ajavon turned to the African Court
on Human and Peoples’ Rights, the judicial arm of the
African Union, which ruled that the judgement against
him was illegal. But Benin has refused to overturn the
conviction. Lionel Zinsou, runner-up in 2016 who is
also now in Paris, was handed a six-month suspended
jail term in 2019 over campaign breaches and banned
from standing in elections for five years. Another
potential rival, ex-finance minister Komi Koutche, was
sentenced to 20 years in prison for embezzlement and
lives in exile in Washington. 

‘Not to bend the knee’ 
The opposition says the election is already sewn up

for Talon, pointing to a new provision of the electoral
law that requires each candidate to be formally spon-
sored by 16 mayors or members of parliament. Early
this month, Benin’s Constitutional Court declared itself
incompetent to hear an appeal against the new rule.

The opposition has faced other hurdles in the recent
past in the former French colony with an economy
dependent on subsistence agriculture and cotton.
During parliamentary elections in April 2019, no oppo-
sition parties were allowed to present lists of candi-
dates for the vote.  A year later, only six opposition
challengers to sitting mayors won in municipal elections
that were boycotted by some opponents. Part of the
opposition last week founded a broad coalition, the
Front for the Restoration of Democracy, to join forces
against Talon, uniting behind a single candidate, the lit-
tle known academic Joel Aivo. —  AFP

Experts: Pandemic 
lays bare WHO’s 
powerlessness
GENEVA: The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed
how underfunded and powerless the World Health
Organization is to carry out the tasks the world
expects of it, an independent expert panel said
Tuesday.

The heads of the Independent Panel for Pandemic
Preparedness and Response presented a report to
the WHO’s executive board which said that the UN
health body could have acted faster and more deci-
sively at the start of the pandemic to avert catastro-
phe. But they stressed that the delays and failures
could largely be attributed to the weak position of
the UN agency, and said more funding and reforms
were desperately needed.

“The world is more reliant on an effective WHO
than ever before,” said former Liberian president Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf, who co-chairs the panel with former
New Zealand prime minister Helen Clark. But, she told
reporters, the same countries that have turned to the
WHO for leadership during the crisis “have kept it
underpowered and under-resourced to do the job
expected of it.”

COVID-19 was first detected in the central city of
Wuhan in late 2019 before seeping beyond China’s
borders to wreak global havoc, costing more than two
million lives and eviscerating economies. The WHO has
faced claims it moved too slowly to declare an interna-
tional crisis, to acknowledge the virus was spreading
through the air, and to recommend face masks.—AFP

Catholic priest 
missing in 
Burkina Faso
OUAGADOUGOU, Burkina Faso: A priest has gone
missing in southeastern Burkina Faso, triggering fears
of a kidnapping in the Sahel state, which is struggling

with a five-year-old jihadist offensive, the Catholic
Church said yesterday. The bishop of Banfora, Lucas
Kalfa Sanou, said Father Rodrigue Sanon had not been
seen since Tuesday.

“He left Soubaganyedougou for a meeting in
Banfora but never arrived,” Sanou said in a statement,
adding that the authorities had been asked to do all
they can to find him.

Residents in Banfora said the priest’s vehicle had
been found on the road leading into the town of
Soubaganyedougou, sparking fears of an abduction by
armed groups, some of which are close to shadowy

jihadist organizations. One of the poorest countries in
the world, Burkina Faso is struggling with a ruthless
insurgency by armed Islamists who swept in from
neighboring Mali in 2015.

Almost 1,100 people have died and more than a mil-
lion people have fled their homes. Last August, the
grand imam of the northern town of Djibo, was found
dead three days after gunmen stopped the car he was
travelling in and kidnapped him. In March 2019, a
priest in Djibo was kidnapped, and in February 2018, a
Catholic missionary, Cesar Fernandez, was murdered in
the centre of the country. —AFP


