
SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook’s parent com-
pany Meta said Wednesday it had derailed an
anti-vaccine campaign that harassed medical
workers, journalists and elected officials, in a sig-
nal of the ongoing pressure from coronavirus
pandemic-tied misinformation. The social media
giant took down accounts in France and Italy that
were linked to a conspiracy movement called
“V_V”, which inundated pro-vaccine posts with
potentially tens of thousands of comments. “V-
V” supporters also “mass-harassed” people on
YouTube, Twitter, VKontakte and other online
platforms, using swastikas or other images as well
as calling doctors and media workers “Nazi sup-
porters” for backing vaccines, Meta said.

The company’s update regarding efforts to
counter misinformation and harassment on its
platform comes as the tech giant battles accusa-
tions that it puts profit over user safety. The firm
changed its parent company name to “Meta” in
October as it tries to move past the reputation
of Facebook as a scandal-plagued social net-
work to the company’s virtual reality vision for
the future. A report by social network analysis
firm Graphika offered additional information on
“V_V,” which it says touts itself as engaged in
guerilla “psychological warfare” that targets
vaccine supporters.

Graphika estimates that “V_V” has about
20,000 followers and said the group has been
linked to vandalism of hospitals and efforts to
disrupt vaccination programs by repeatedly

booking and canceling medical appointments.
The group’s campaign used messaging service
Telegram to train recruits and spread word of
who to target, according to Meta head of
emerging harms investigations Mike Dvilyanski.

Using media to spread misinformation
“While we aren’t banning all V_V content,

we’re continuing to monitor the situation and will
take action if we find additional violations,” Meta
said. Since the start of the pandemic, misinfor-
mation has taken many forms, from false and
dangerous health advice to so-called miracle
cures, conspiracy theories, racist rhetoric and
online scams.

The United States in March denounced what
it called a Russian disinformation campaign
against US-made COVID-19 vaccines, saying
Moscow was putting lives at risk. Meta also re-
ported taking down a “sprawling and unsuccess-
ful” network out of China that used fake
accounts to promote a bogus claim that a Swiss
biologist contended the United States was put-
ting pressure on World Health Organization sci-
entists to blame China for the pandemic.

Investigators on the Meta security team
equated the campaign to a “hall of mirrors, end-
lessly reflecting a single fake persona” with even
Chinese state media citing the fabricated claim.
“Clusters of fake accounts attempted post-am-
plification, which only took root when media
picked up the stories,” Meta head of security

policy Nathaniel Gleicher said in the briefing.
“But, that was quickly debunked and fizzled out
quickly,” he added. The tactic reflected a trend

of trying to get legitimate news outlets to spread
misinformation promoted by networks of fake
accounts, Gleicher noted. — AFP 
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WASHINGTON: Former Facebook employee Frances Haugen (left) listens during a hearing before the Com-
munications and Technology Subcommittee of House Energy and Commerce Committee on Dec 1, 2021 in
Capitol Hill. —AFP 

Global warming 
not responsible for 
Madagascar famine
PARIS: Global warming played only a minimal role in the
famine that has hit Madagascar, according to a new study
published yesterday which contradicts a UN description of
the crisis as a “climate change famine”. The southern Indian
Ocean island off Africa has been hit by its worst drought in
four decades. The UN’s World Food Program said last month
that more than 1.3 million people there were considered to be
in a food security crisis or emergency as a result.

In June the WFP said Madagascar is the “first country in the
world that is experiencing famine-like conditions as a result of
the climate crisis”. Last month Madagascar’s President Andry
Rajoelina said: “My countrymen are paying the price for a cli-
mate crisis that they did not create.” But the findings of the new
study, published yesterday by the World Weather Attribution
(WWA) network of scientists, do not back up the theory that
Madagascar’s famine was induced by climate change.

According to the study by the WWA, which has pioneered
ways to speedily link extreme weather events to climate
change, the rainy seasons of both 2019/20 and 2020/21 saw
just 60 percent of normal rainfall across southern Madagas-
car. “This lack of rain over the 24 months from July 2019 to
June 2021 was estimated as a 1-in-135 year dry event, an event

only surpassed in severity by the devastating drought of
1990-92,” the study said. “Based on observations and climate
modeling, the occurrence of poor rains as observed from July
2019 to June 2021 in Southern Madagascar has not signifi-
cantly increased due to human-caused climate change.”

‘Not surprising’ 
Those findings correspond with the results of a report re-

leased in August by the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change, which indicated that global warming is not
expected to affect levels of drought in Madagascar until it
reaches two degrees Celsius above the pre-industrial era. At
present the increase is around 1.1 C. “Our results are not sur-
prising, they are very much in line with previous studies,”
Friederike Otto of Oxford University’s Environmental Change
Institute told AFP.

“I was more surprised by the UN branding this as clearly
as climate change induced,” she added, saying “extreme
events are always a combination of things”. “It’s really impor-
tant not to automatically assume that every bad thing that is
happening is because of climate change, it’s not true.” Clima-
tologist Robert Vautard, head of France’s Pierre-Simon
Laplace Institute and another of the study’s authors, agrees.
In the Madagascar case “if there is any influence by climate
change it is minimal,” even too small to be detectable, he told
AFP. According to the WWA report, “poverty, poor infra-
structure and dependence on rain-fed agriculture, combined
with natural climate variability, are the main factors behind
the Madagascar food crisis, with climate change playing no
more than a small part.”— AFP 

Nigeria boat disaster 
kills 29, mostly kids
KANO: An overloaded boat carrying dozens of passengers, mostly
children, capsized in northwest Nigeria, killing at least 29 and leav-
ing another dozen missing, a state rescue agency said on Wednes-
day. The tragedy on Tuesday in Kano state was the latest in a string
of river transport accidents this year in Nigeria, where overcrowded
boats, bad weather and lack of maintenance often contribute to wa-
terway disasters. “We are still searching for the remaining 13 bodies.
Our men and local divers are in the river, hoping to recover the re-
maining bodies,” Saminu Abdullahi, spokesman for Kano state’s fire
service, told AFP Wednesday.

“We recovered 20 last night and nine this morning. We hope
to make progress.” Seven others had been rescued, he said. Ab-
dullahi said the boat was “meant to ferry 12 adults but the skipper
had packed such a number of children onboard.” The children,
most between the ages of eight and 15 from Badau village in Kano
state, were on their way to Bagwai, a town on the other side of
the river, for a religious ceremony. Kano State Governor Abdullah
Umar Gandje said the boat was carrying about 50 people and
cargo when it capsized because of overloading. His office put the
death toll at 20 people, with another seven in hospital and eight
rescued. It was not immediately clear why those figures differed
from rescue officials’ tally. —AFP 


