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The invasion of Dibal is 
a recent episode that 

violates the basic norms 
of international law. Qatar 

detained Dutch civilians for 
being construction workers 
and continues to mistreat 

foreign labourers.
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Qatar, region’s  
bad boy 

KHALIFA A ALFADHEL

Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bah-
rain and Egypt severed polit-
ical and diplomatic relations 

with Qatar in June 2017 because 
of its direct and sometimes tacit 
support of terrorists and radical 
groups throughout the Middle 
East. The Anti-Terror Quartet 
was supported by numerous 
peace-loving states, which reaf-
firmed their pledge to the global 
war on terror. The Trump ad-
ministration also confirmed on 
many occasions its maintenance 
of regional peace and security, 
through its commitment to the 
elimination of radicalism, not 
limited to its clear policy against 
Iran and the controversial nucle-

ar deal, in addition to its pressure 
on the Qatari regime to relinquish 
its immoral ambition.

However, one must compre-
hend that the Qatari problem is 
rooted deep in the waters of the 
Gulf. Qatar had a serious mari-
time dispute with its neighbour 
Bahrain, when it annexed the his-
torical capital of Zubarah (north-

west of the Qatar peninsula) in 
1937, in what could be considered 
back then an act of aggression 
under international law. Qatar 
forcefully displaced the indige-
nous people of Zubarah, where 
the Arab tribes loyal to the King of 
Bahrain were forced to flee after 
a massacre of the locals — an ep-
isode that would have been con-
sidered by today’s modern human 
rights regime a serious human 
rights violation that would have 
required the intervention of the 
international community. How-
ever, this is just considered to be 

“history” to many, and perhaps 
only a story to tell generations to 
come about the hostility of the 
Qatari regime.

After both Bahrain and Qatar 
became members of the UN in 
1971, and were founding members 
of the Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) with Saudi Arabia, Ku-
wait, the UAE and Oman, Qatar 
launched a military attack on 
Dibal — a small shoal a few miles 
off the coast of Bahrain — in 1986. 
The Qatari military kidnapped a 
number of Dutch workers who 
were installing a coastal securi-

Referendums losing integrity - Irish lessons 
Social media advertising makes it hard to know who is influencing the voters 

JOCHEN BITTNER 

Irish voters have decided to 
legalise abortion during the 
first 12 weeks of pregnan-

cy. The debate itself contained 
few new arguments; instead it 
circled around a question most 
other European countries have 
asked themselves over the past 
40 years: What is the proper 
balance between the mother’s 
right to self-determination and 
the unborn child’s right to life?

But there’s another ques-
tion, less about the substance 
of the issue and more about 
the campaign around it: In an 
era of global social media and 
well-funded foreign activists, 
what does it mean for a country 
to hold a vote at all? And if a de-
mocracy is no longer insulated 
from foreign influence, what 
integrity can any referendum 
claim?

Forget hacking and illegal 
vote-buying. What happened 
in Ireland is more transparent, 

but also, for that reason, more 
troubling.

The vote, Ireland’s fifth ref-
erendum in five years, was 
aimed at repealing the Eighth 
Amendment, which bans abor-
tion except in cases where the 
mother’s life is in danger. For 
such a small country, the vote 
has attracted enormous global 
attention, perhaps because Ire-
land remains a bastion of Ca-
tholicism in Europe.

But Ireland is also a place 
that should be relatively safe 
from outside influence. Given 
its long history in the shad-
ow of Britain, the country has 
long held its sovereignty and 
self-determination especially 
dear. Also, as a relatively small 
country, voters are used to per-
sonally knowing their political 
representatives, who spend a 
lot of time campaigning door 
to door.

Ireland also has rules and laws 
in place to check undue influ-
ence: The Broadcast Authority 
of Ireland ensures balanced re-
porting on radio and television, 
and many of the country’s ma-
jor newspapers and magazines 
have followed. What’s more, it 
is illegal to take money from 
abroad for political purposes: 

The government has ordered 
Amnesty International Ireland 
to return 137,000 euros (about 
$160,000) donated by George 
Soros, the American billionaire, 
allegedly to promote the repeal 
of the Eighth Amendment.

None of these safeguards, 
however, can protect Ireland 
when it comes to social media. 
And, in fact, Ireland’s experi-
ence is demonstrating just how 
vulnerable voters are to online 
influence.

Abortion is, of course, an is-
sue that is far from unique to 
Ireland; it is part of a larger 
cultural struggle, being fought 
around the world, over the 
conviction that liberalism has 
gone too far. For anyone in the 
world anxious to defend — or 
destroy - that status quo, the 
next battleground is Ireland. 
No wonder many Irish feel as 
comfortable in this referendum 
campaign as a fly under a mag-
nifying glass.

“Democracy for sale in social 
media’s Wild West,” wrote The 
Business Post on May 6, high-
lighting the latest findings of the 
Transparent Referendum Initia-
tive, a group established to mon-
itor social media advertising be-
fore the vote. The group studied 

hundreds of Facebook users and 
the sorts of referendum-related 
ads that appeared in their feeds. 
Supporters of Dublin’s Gaelic 
football club were targeted by 
anti-abortion ads, while those 

who identify as customers of the 
city’s Brown Thomas depart-
ment store would get pro-abor-
tion ads.

In many cases, those ads 
traced back to foreign activist 

groups, like Live Action and 
the Radiance Foundation, both 
American organisations.

Or consider that Save the 
8th, the most prominent organ-
isation against repealing the 

One must 
comprehend 
that the 
Qatari 
problem is 
rooted deep 
in the waters 
of the Gulf

1933
The Walt Disney Company 
releases the cartoon Three Little 
Pigs, with its hit song “Who’s 
Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?”

1965
Vietnam War: American warships 
begin the first bombardment of 
National Liberation Front targets 
within South Vietnam.

1996
First Chechen War: the Russian 
President Boris Yeltsin meets with 
Chechnyan rebels for the first time 
and negotiates a cease-fire.

2006
The 6.4 Mw Yogyakarta earthquake 
shakes central Java with an MSK inten-
sity of VIII (Damaging), leaving more 
than 5,700 dead and 37,000 injured.
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Wisdom is the ability 
to use the resourc-

es we are given in order to 
maximize happiness and 
wellbeing for all. So let us 
not pray for wealth; let us 
pray for the wisdom to use 
the many blessings we have 
been given for the better-
ment and advancement of 
this nation.

@akrammiknas

Be friendly with trolls. 
Be polite and civil and 

explain your argument in a 
cool manner. It confuses the 
hell out of them, and doesn’t 
give them the recreational 
antagonism they crave.

@matthaig1

#PaidFamilyLeave is not 
a nationally mandated 

benefit in the US. 46 states 
leave the decision up to 
employers. However, only 
15% of workers have access 
to #PaidFamilyLeave at 
their workplaces. We need 
a national #PaidLeave pol-
icy to ensure #FamilyBen-
efits for all in our country!

@IvankaTrump

This is the time Indian 
Railways should do 

away with Non veg food. 
It would keep the pantry 
kitchens healthy, hygienic, 
eco friendly & pure  This 
would be honouring the 
largest vegetarian popu-
lated nation of the world. 
@RailMinIndia @naren-
dramodi @SriSri

@meenakshiidevi

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)
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Exploring Seoul’s 
recipe for success  

After a long trip across time zones, we reached this clever 
little East Asian nation for a tour of the LG manufactur-
ing unit.

With consolidated sales of USD 14.1 billion and operating 
profit of USD 1.03 billion for the first quarter of 2018, LG’s  Home 
Appliance & Air Solutions sector alone weighed in with  reve-
nues of USD 4.59 billion (operating profits of USD 515.51 million). 

While the LG company also has four other sections - Home 
Entertainment, Mobile Communications, Vehicle Components 
and Business-to-Business - it quickly became apparent that our 
visit would focus on the cash cow of the LG portfolio: its home 
appliances segment of washing machines, refrigerators, gas and 
microwave ovens and air conditioners. 

Our visit was run against the backdrop of the historic North-
South meet of the leaders of the two Koreas which will un-
doubtedly open up new markets for South Korean manufactur-
ers in the electronics and technology-starved North. 

I could not help but marvel at how far this beautiful country 
has come within just one generation. South Korea has managed 
to transform its economy from being one of the poorest coun-
tries in the 1960s to becoming the world’s 13th largest economy 
in 2014, according to the World Bank. 

At the heart of 
this change lies in-
novation. Compet-
ing against China’s 
low labour costs, 
and Japan’s high-
tech, capital-in-
tensive industries, 
the South Korean 
government has 
focussed on build-
i n g  a  c r e a t i v e 
economy with the 
emphasis on high-
er value-added 
m a n u f a c t u r i n g 
that thrives on in-
novation and new, 
cutting-edge tech-
nology. The annual 
spend on R&D as a share of GDP in S.Korea at 4.24% in 2016,  
was second-highest among the world’s most advanced nations.

“South Korea notched top scores worldwide for manufactur-
ing value-added as well as for tertiary efficiency - a measure that 
includes enrollment in higher education and the concentration 
of science and engineering graduates,” said a recent Bloomberg 
report.

Every experience has a deeper meaning if we only look for 
it. I may not be an expert on microwave ovens and washing 
machines but the passion and the creativity that LG has invest-
ed in these everyday appliances and translated into corporate 
profits is an eye-opener. It is a lesson that the Arab world too 
would do well to emulate. We must encourage our brightest 
minds to think R&D, our governments must fund think-tanks 
and research projects. The results may not be immediate, but 
we can no longer afford to be mere consumers – we must re-
make ourselves in the Korean mould for the millinneum ahead.

(Capt Mahmood Al Mahmood is the Editor-in-Chief of The Daily Tribune.) 

ty station, in accordance with a 
unanimous GCC resolution adopt-
ed two years earlier. The purpose 
of the station was to monitor Ira-
nian naval activity, which could 
have affected the interests of all 
stakeholders, especially since this 
period was the aftermath of the 
revolution under Khomeini. Bah-
rain did not retaliate for the in-
vasion, because of the mediation 
and good offices of neighbours, 
which resulted in a Qatari retreat 
a few weeks later.

The Qatari regime did not stop 
there; it took the issue to the In-

ternational Court of Justice, and 
submitted forged documents to 
the tribunal, regarding Dibal and 
other disputed islands. Qatar gave 
up the counterfeit papers after 
the confirmation of their false-
ness by international experts. The 
pattern shows established Qatari 
behavior of aggression against its 
restrained neighbour Bahrain, 
which had sovereignty over the 
Qatari peninsula from as early 
as 1762.

The invasion of Dibal is a re-
cent episode that violates the 
basic norms of international law. 

Qatar detained Dutch civilians 
for being construction workers, 
and continues to mistreat for-
eign labourers, especially in the 
construction sites of the FIFA 
World Cup stadiums and other 
facilities, which Doha will host 
in 2022. There is no guarantee 
to restrict the behavior of Qatar 
from its neighbours, especially 
with its declared close co-op-
eration with Iran, which is in 
its own right a state sponsor of 
terror.

(Khalifa A Alfadhel is a visiting fellow at 
the University of Cambridge.”)

Referendums losing integrity - Irish lessons 
Social media advertising makes it hard to know who is influencing the voters 

groups, like Live Action and 
the Radiance Foundation, both 
American organisations.

Or consider that Save the 
8th, the most prominent organ-
isation against repealing the 

amendment, has hired a former 
online manager for the Brexit 
campaign in Britain, who used 
to work with Cambridge Ana-
lytics.

John McGuirk, a spokesman 

for Save the 8th, rejected the 
notion that there was anything 
amiss in such cross-border ac-
tivism, or in using data analysis 
to microtarget voters. But he 
also warned that outside activ-
ists might have limited success 
in a place like Ireland. “They 
think what works in Alabama 
will work here,” he told me. “It 
doesn’t. I wish they’d leave.”

He also said that the growing 
concern in Ireland over foreign 
influence was a diversion. “The 
media and the yes side are so 
obsessed with the online ads, 
because when the political es-

tablishment loses, they will need 
an explanation for the defeat,” 
he said.

Days after our meeting, Goog-
le announced that it would ban 
all referendum advertising from 
its platforms, including You-
Tube, to safeguard what a com-
pany spokesman called “elec-
tion integrity,” a decision that 
McGuirk and other anti-abor-
tion campaigners were quick 
to denounce. Facebook has an-
nounced similar limits.

Calls are growing in Ireland 
for new regulations on social 
media advertising targeted at 
voters, but if anything is done, 
it will come too late for the May 
25 vote.

In any event, experienced 
campaigners on both sides here 
believe they will win or lose the 
argument the old-fashioned 
way: walking the neighbour-
hood, knocking on people’s 
doors, engaging in real-life 
conversation and showing how 
much politicians and campaign-
ers actually care about their 
cause.

Let’s hope they’re right.

(Jochen Bittner is a political editor for 
the weekly newspaper Die Zeit and a 

contributing opinion writer.) 
Also see Page 13

Every experience has 
a deeper meaning if 
we only look for it. I 
may not be an expert 
on microwave ovens 
and washing 
machines but the 
passion and the 
creativity that LG has 
invested in these 
everyday appliances 
and translated into 
corporate profits is 
an eye-opener

None of these safeguards, 
however, can protect 

Ireland when it comes to 
social media. And, in fact, 

Ireland’s experience is 
demonstrating just how 
vulnerable voters are to 

online influence.
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