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Polar vortex, Midwest 
floods, California fires: 
US wild 2019 weather
CHICAGO: From a brutal polar vortex that froze much
of the Midwest and East Coast in January to Hurricane
Dorian that killed dozens in the Bahamas in
September, Mother Nature dealt Americans a wild
and deadly weather year in 2019. Weather events that
made headlines this year included:

Polar vortex blamed for 21 deaths
The year got off to a roaring start with a polar vor-

tex that paralyzed the US Midwest and the East Coast
for several days at the end of January, putting tens of
millions of Americans in a deep freeze. Arctic-like tem-
peratures as low as minus 56 degrees F (-49 C) were
blamed for at least 21 cold-related deaths, including
nine in Chicago. The record-breaking cold snap shut
schools and businesses, grounded hundreds of flights
and filled emergency rooms with frostbite victims.

Historic flooding swamps US
A quick-melting snow from a March “bomb

cyclone” storm left wide swaths of nine states flooded
in the US Plains and Midwest. At least four deaths and
hundreds of millions of dollars in damage to homes
and businesses were blamed on the historic flooding.
Some of the region’s larger rivers filled to record high
levels, causing levees to break. Several small towns
and communities were cut off by the high waters while
others were short of fresh drinking water. The flooding
also destroyed billions of dollars of crops that were in
storage and damaged roads and railways.

22 dead in July heat wave
At least 22 people died during a massive heat wave

that baked the US Midwest, South and East Coast dur-
ing the third week of July. Millions of residents in major
US cities including Chicago and New York were urged
to stay indoors as temperatures reached over 100
degrees F (37.8 C). To make matters worse, parts of
Manhattan lost power, darkening Broadway theaters,
halting subways and closing restaurants and shops in a
blackout blamed on a faulty piece of equipment. In
downtown Madison, Wisconsin, thousands of homes and
businesses lost power after fires erupted at two substa-
tions near the state capitol during the hot weather.

Hurricane Dorian kills scores
At least 70 people lost their lives, with more than

250 still missing, when Hurricane Dorian, a Category 5
storm, slammed the Bahamas with 200-mile-per-hour
winds during the first week of September. It was one
of the strongest Caribbean hurricanes on record and
stands as the worst disaster in the history of the archi-
pelago nation of 400,000 people. The storm reduced
thousands of homes and businesses to rubble and dis-
placed tens of thousands of Bahamians before heading
north and making landfall in the Carolinas as a
Category 1 hurricane. Once in the United States,
Dorian flooded coastal towns, whipped up tornadoes
and cut power to hundreds of thousands of people.

3 dead in California wildfire 
This year’s wildfire season in California was relative-

ly tame compared to the epic spate of conflagrations in
2017 and 2018 that ranks as the deadliest and most
destructive in state history. California, however, was not
completely spared. The state’s biggest fire in 2019 was
the Kincade fire, a wind-driven blaze that scorched 120
square miles of Sonoma County wine country, where it
damaged or destroyed hundreds of structures and
forced thousands to evacuate. In all, just three fatalities
were recorded in 2019, compared to nearly 150 lives
lost during the previous two years. —Reuters

WASHINGTON: Open the website  of  the
Kalamazoo Times of Michigan and you will see a
smattering of articles such as might be found on the
sites of any number of news organizations. But a
closer look reveals there are no ads or subscription
offers, and many of the articles are weeks old or
simply press releases for various organizations.

The site is nearly identical to more than a dozen
others in Michigan such as the Lansing Sun, Battle
Creek Times or Grand Rapids Reporter, all part of a
group linked to conservative political activists. The
Michigan websites are among hundreds launched by
political organizations across the United States, in
many cases mimicking the appearance of established
news organizations without disclosing their owner-
ship or funding.

These sites aim to fill the void in what has been
described as “news deserts” created by the disap-
pearance of local news outlets struggling to keep
pace in the new digital landscape. Some 40 sites in
Michigan are part of a network operated by the
Metric Media Foundation, a group headed by con-
servative political consultant Bradley Cameron. The
group, which did not respond to an AFP request for
comment, said on its website it funds hundreds of
local news sites using a “database of public informa-
tion” and “free-lance reporters around the country
who adhere to strict journalistic standards.”

Although they don’t circulate hoaxes or blatantly
false conspiracy theories, the partisan bent may
confuse readers. The proliferation of these sites cre-
ates “a tremendously difficult time for citizens to
figure out what to believe,” said Kathleen Culver,
head of the University of Wisconsin’s Center for
Journalism Ethics. While there is nothing inherently
wrong with politically driven news organizations,
Culver said that “some of these efforts are trying to
hide their partisanship by using the forms of journal-
ism without the norms of journalism.”

‘Impostor sites’ 
Dartmouth University professor Brendan Nyhan

says these “impostor sites” pretend to be news organi-
zations without the varied and balanced coverage most
people expect. “The prevalence of these impostors is
likely to increase as the 2020 election approaches,
threatening to mislead more voters and to promote
greater skepticism toward all news media, including the
local outlets that so many Americans rely on and trust,”
Nyhan said in a New York Times essay.

The surge in partisan news outlets comes with the
legacy media in the throes of a horrific slump which has
seen the loss of some 2,000 local newspapers and the
loss of one-fourth of newsroom jobs over the past
decade, according to various studies. The trend of
politically driven news sites from both the left and right
appears to be spreading. An investigation by the fact-
checking group Snopes found the Tennessee Star and
similar sites in Ohio, Michigan and Minnesota, had been
created by “three Tea Party-connected conservative
activists.”

Operated by Star News Digital Media, the sites
promise “a fact-based conservative perspective and
feature stories that are of interest to residents of each
state who voted for Donald Trump in the 2016 presi-
dential election,” according to its website. From the
political left, a newly formed Courier Newsroom is in
the process of launching sites in Virginia, Wisconsin,
Arizona and Michigan, funded in part by the activist
group Acronym, according to editor-in-chief Lindsay
Schrupp. Schrupp, a former Vice Media writer and edi-
tor, said that unlike some other sites, “we are trying to
be 100 percent transparent” while offering “a progres-
sive lens on issues.”

Courier is in the process of hiring journalists in the
localities and pledged to offer “original reporting” on
local issues without being afraid to take on Democrats
as well as Republicans. “We are going to report on sto-
ries no matter where they go,” she said. Courier aims to

offer people “more facts and real info that is relevant to
their lives” ahead of the 2020 elections and beyond,
according to Schrupp. Still, readers are likely to be
confused when faced with the array of “news sites”
established by politicians, Russian internet trolls and
others, often seeking to propagate via social media
feeds.

“The reason these outlets are using these forms is
that people still trust their local journalism organiza-

tions. That’s what these groups are trying to play on,”
Culver said. Penelope Abernathy, a University of North
Carolina professor and author of a study on “news
deserts,” said the flood of partisan news may not
replace needed coverage of key local issues like educa-
tion, public safety, the environment and health. “We
need a well-rounded diet of news, not just politics,” she
said. “What we don’t have right now is a deficit in polit-
ical news.”—AFP

Hundreds of websites launched by political organizations

Partisan news outlets seeking to 
fill the void in US ‘news deserts’

WASHINGTON: The front page of the online news outlet, the Grand Rapids Reporter of Michigan, part of a
group linked to conservative political activists is seen in a office in Washington, DC. Open the website of
the Kalamazoo Times of Michigan and you will see smattering of articles such as you might find on the
sites of any number of news organizations. —AFP 

What’s at stake 
for Britain’s 
economy in 
election?
LONDON: The two main parties in
Britain’s election today offer contrasting
plans on spending, tax, the role of the
state, trade unions and Brexit. Below is a
summary of the main economic policies
of Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s
Conservative Party and Jeremy Corbyn’s
Labor Party.

Spending
Johnson is already loosening the

purse strings after nearly 10 years of
cuts for many public services. He
approved the biggest rise in day-to-day
spending in 15 years in September. But
proposals in the Conservatives’ election
manifesto for further funding increases
are modest and would mean continued
austerity for many services outside the
health system, according to the Institute
for Fiscal Studies (IFS) think-tank.

Labor’s spending plans dwarf
Johnson’s. Corbyn wants to reverse cuts
to services such as the police and give
public workers a 5% pay rise, which
would push day-to-day spending up by
82.9 billion pounds ($106 billion) a year
by 2024. The equivalent increase in the
Conservatives’ spending plans is 2.9 bil-
lion pounds. On investment, the differ-

ence is smaller but still stark. Under the
Conservatives, it would rise by about 20
billion pounds a year, or a third of
Labor’s planned increase. The IFS has
said Labor’s plans are too big to imple-
ment, at least in the short term.

Tax
Johnson would gradually increase the

threshold at which workers pay social
security contributions. He has also ruled
out increasing income tax and Value-
Added Tax. Corbyn has said Labor’s
spending increases will be funded large-
ly by higher taxes for companies and
people in the top income bracket. The
IFS has said both parties would proba-
bly have to raise taxes further, or borrow
more, if they stick to their plans.

Role of the state
Labor’s left-wing leadership wants to

put the state back at the centre of
Britain’s economy. Plans to nationalize
power networks, water, rail and postal
companies expanded last month to
include the fixed-line network of tele-
coms group BT to give free broadband
to everyone.

Labor says workers in large compa-
nies will get a 10% stake via Inclusive
Ownership Funds which would share
profits with staff and pump money into
government apprentice schemes.
Johnson favors free market policies but
he has proposed new state aid rules,
changing state purchasing policies and
reforming farming so public bodies
buy more British goods. Labor has
promised a “huge roll-out of individual

and collective rights” to give more
power to unions.

Brexit
Britain’s relationship with the

European Union will have a major bear-
ing on the economy. Johnson wants to
leave by Jan. 31 and secure a trade deal
with the bloc by the end of 2020 when a
transition period ends, meaning tariffs
and other barriers to trade could come
into force for British goods and services.
Johnson says ending the Brexit uncer-
tainty would “unleash a great tide of
investment” and boost the economy.
However, getting a new deal done

before the end of next year is seen as
tough given the complexities of trade
negotiations.

Corbyn says he will negotiate a new
exit deal and put it to a referendum, rais-
ing the prospect of Britain reversing its
Brexit decision altogether. The finance
ministry estimated in 2018 that striking a
free trade deal with the EU would
reduce the size of the economy by about
5% by the mid-2030s compared with
staying in the EU. Labor’s proposal of
remaining in an EU customs union with
close alignment to its single market is
widely seen as being less damaging to
the economy. —Reuters

MIDDLESBROUGH: Britain’s Labor Party leader Jeremy Corbyn poses for selfie
photographs as he greets supporters during a general election campaign event
in Stainton Village, near Middlesbrough, north east England yesterday. —AFP

FBI lawyer mocked
by Trump sues 
over leaked texts
WASHINGTON: A former FBI lawyer, who was mocked
by President Donald Trump over private texts with her
FBI lover concerning politics and the Russia investiga-
tion, sued the Justice Department and FBI for privacy
violations Tuesday. Lisa Page, whose relationship with
FBI counterintelligence official Peter Strzok became a
lurid sideshow of the Russian collusion investigation of
Trump, accused the two agencies of unlawfully disclosing
375 text messages between her and Strzok during the
2016 election.

At the time Strzok was deeply involved and Page more
peripherally involved in the overlapping investigations of
Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton’s misuse of a personal
computer server, and of Russian election interference
designed to support Republican Trump. When they were
released, the text messages - a mix of pillow talk, office
politics and comments on the candidates - were cited by
Trump as evidence that the Russian collusion investigation
focused was politically motivated.

The Justice Department inspector general found no
political bias in two separate investigations reviewing the
FBI and the 2016 election. “I sued the Department of
Justice and FBI today. I take little joy in having done so. But
what they did in leaking my messages to the press was not
only wrong, it was illegal,” Page said in a tweeted state-
ment. She said the texts were in the possession of the
inspector general when they were leaked to the media in
December 2017.

The leakers sought “to promote the false narrative that

plaintiff (Page) and others at the FBI were biased against
President Trump, had conspired to undermine him, and
otherwise had engaged in allegedly criminal acts, including
treason,” the lawsuit said. The leak turned Page “into a sub-
ject of frequent attacks by the president of the United
States, as well as his allies and supporters,” it said. Page
noted that Trump has tweeted about her over 40 times and
mentioned her publicly dozens of times, branding she and
Strzok “the FBI lovers.”

In an October polit ical  ral ly in Minneapolis ,
Minnesota, Trump recounted the texts in a mocking
erotic tone, making fun of Page. In an interview with The
Daily Beast on December 5, she said that speech deeply
angered her. “Honestly, his demeaning fake orgasm was
really the straw that broke the camel’s back,” she said.
“It had been so hard not to defend myself, to let people
who hate me control the narrative. I decided to take my
power back.” —AFP

PENNSYLVANIA: US President Donald Trump speaks during a
Keep America Great rally at the Giant Center in Hershey,
Pennsylvania. —AFP

Final push in UK 
Brexit election
LONDON: Britain’s political leaders were to criss-cross the
country yesterday’s final day of general election campaigning
as a key poll showed the outcome could be hanging in the bal-
ance. Conservative Prime Minister Boris Johnson and Labor
main opposition leader Jeremy Corbyn were set for
whistlestop tours of key battleground seats in a frantic last
push for votes.

Today’s snap general election was called in a bid to break
the Brexit deadlock that has gripped Britain ever since the
seismic 2016 referendum vote to leave the EU. After struggling
to lead a minority administration, Johnson is hoping to secure a
majority government that will enable him to take Britain out of
the European Union on January 31. His centre-right
Conservatives have been consistently ahead in the opinion
polls but YouGov’s final survey of the campaign predicted they
were set only for a narrow majority — with the race tightening.

The pollsters’ seat projection put the Conservatives on
course for a relatively slender 28-seat majority in parliament’s
650-member lower House of Commons - down from a com-
fortable 68 forecast by YouGov on November 27.

The new poll forecast that the Conservatives would take
339 seats (up 22 on the last general election in 2017), with the
left-wing Labour main opposition on 231 (down 31). The
Scottish Nationalist Party (SNP) was on course for 41 seats, up
six, while the Liberal Democrats are set for 15 seats, up three.

YouGov warned that the final number of Conservative
seats could be between 311 - hung parliament territory - and
367. “The margins are extremely tight and small swings in a
small number of seats, perhaps from tactical voting and a con-
tinuation of Labor’s recent upward trend, means we can’t cur-
rently rule out a hung parliament,” said Chris Curtis, YouGov’s
political research manager. The pollsters interviewed approxi-
mately 100,000 panelists over the past seven days. —AFP


