
MOSCOW: A Moscow court on Friday slapped
Google with an unprecedented fine of nearly $100
million, while Meta (formerly Facebook) received
a fine of $27 million. In recent years Russia has
been piling pressure on Western social media
giants, with President Vladimir Putin saying those
companies were becoming as influential as elected
governments.

Moscow has repeatedly taken legal action
against them for allegedly not moderating their con-
tent properly and interfering in the country’s affairs.
But so far fines on Facebook parent company Meta
and Google have stretched into the tens of millions
of rubles, not billions.

However on Friday a Moscow court fined Google
a record 7.2 billion rubles ($98 million), while Meta
(formerly Facebook) received a fine of 1.9 billion
rubles ($27 million) for repeatedly failing to delete
illegal content. “For the first time, a Russian court
has imposed  fines that make up a share of the
annual revenue of these companies in Russia,”
Russia’s state communications regulator
Roskomnadzor said in a statement.

The regulator said that Google and Meta had
“ignored multiple demands” to remove materials
that incite religious hatred and promote views of
“extremist and terrorist organizations”, among oth-
er violations. Over the past few years, the Russian
government has used the pretext of protecting
minors and fighting extremism to crack down on
dissent and control the Russian segment of the web.

It has also begun developing a so-called sover-
eign internet that can operate independently.
Kremlin critics have accused authorities of muzzling
independent media, saying now the government is
zeroing in on the internet, considered the last bas-
tion of free speech in Russia.

The Western media giants have denied any vio-
lations in the past. “We’ll study the court documents
and then decide on next steps,” Google’s press
service told AFP on Friday. There was no immediate
comment from Meta. On Thursday, Twitter was
handed its latest fine of three million rubles
($40,000) after authorities started throttling its
services in the spring.

Fines and threats 
Ahead of parliamentary elections in September,

Russia’s media watchdog blocked dozes of websites
linked to jailed Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny, whose
organizations have been outlawed in Russia as
“extremist”. The regulator also ordered Google and
Apple to remove an app dedicated to Navalny’s
“Smart Voting” campaign which advised supporters
who to vote for to unseat Kremlin-aligned politi-
cians. The Silicon Valley giants complied, with
sources telling AFP the decisions came after
authorities threatened to arrest local staff.

Russia’s media regulator has also blocked dozens
of websites linked to Navalny. During protests in
support of Navalny last winter, Russian authorities
accused platforms including Google’s YouTube and

Twitter of meddling in Russia’s domestic affairs by
not deleting posts calling for people to join the ral-
lies. Putin at the time complained that large technol-
ogy companies were competing with states.

Russia has already blocked a number of web-
sites that have refused to cooperate with authori-
ties, such as the video platform Dailymotion and

LinkedIn. As part of broad efforts to bend foreign
social media under its control, Russia in September
banned six major VPN providers including Nord
VPN and Express VPN. Russia also introduced a
new law demanding that smartphones, computers
and other gadgets sold in the country come with
pre-installed domestic software and apps. — AFP 
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Moscow continues to pile pressure on Western social media giants

Macron, Draghi 
call for reform 
of EU fiscal rules
BRUSSELS: French President Emmanuel Macron
and Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi called on
Brussels to reform its fiscal rules to allow greater
investment spending while acknowledging the
necessity to reduce debt. “Just as the rules could
not be allowed to stand in the way of our response
to the pandemic, so they should not prevent us
from making all necessary investments,” the two
leaders wrote in a joint column published on the
Financial Times website.

Macron had already said on December 9 that he
intended to make a reform of the so-called
Maastricht criteria one of his priorities when
France takes over the rotating EU presidency next
month. He argued that the rule that a member
country’s public deficit should not exceed 3.0 per-
cent of its gross domestic product was outdated.

Now with the backing of his Italian counterpart,
he reiterated his stance on Thursday, addressing
EU members who had expressed reservations
about adopting an exceptional post-pandemic
recovery budget.

Germany’s new chancellor, Olaf Scholz, for one,
is more reserved about a possible reform of the
fiscal rules. “There is no doubt that we must bring
down our levels of indebtedness. But we cannot
expect to do this through higher taxes or unsus-
tainable cuts in social spending, nor can we choke
off growth through unviable fiscal adjustment,”
Macron and Draghi wrote.

“We need to have more room for maneuver and

enough key spending for the future and to ensure
our sovereignty,” they continued. “Debt raised to
finance such investments, which undeniably benefit
the welfare of future generations and long-term
growth, should be favored by the fiscal rules, given
that public spending of this sort actually contributes
to debt sustainability over the long run.”

According to Macron’s office, the French leader
is hoping that an informal summit of EU heads of
state and government will be able to draw up “a
quantified estimate of investment needs.”

The rules “will have to evolve accordingly,
including competition and trade rules, but also
European budgetary rules... which must be adapted
to the challenges of the time,” it said.

A European debt management agency? 
Macron and Draghi showed their column to oth-

er European leaders, like Spanish PM Pedro
Sanchez, who generally shares their views, as well
as Scholz, according to the French president’s office.

But the fact the other leaders didn’t sign the column
is not a sign of disagreement, it added.

The column also referenced an article written by a
handful of experts including Macron’s economic advi-
sor Charles-Henri Weymuller that advocates the cre-
ation of a European debt management agency. The
proposal would see pandemic-related debt of EU
members currently held by the ECB transferred to the
new agency, which would have the power to issue
European bonds. Investors have been keen on having
safe European debt instruments to hold onto, but
conservatives in Germany and the Netherlands have
been adamantly opposed to joint European debt.

The experts also proposed giving each mem-
ber state tailored debt reduction plans, and also
grant more leeway to investments promoting
growth or climate efforts. Macron’s office says
the French president wants to hold a summit for
EU leaders on March 10 and 11 to agree on the
level of needed investments and then work on
appropriate reforms. — AFP

PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron and Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi called on Brussels
to reform its fiscal rules to allow greater investment spending while acknowledging the necessity to
reduce debt. 

Markets waver
on Christmas
eve as COVID
fears recede
NEW YORK: World stock markets
wavered Friday in subdued Christmas
Eve trade as investors mulled reced-
ing Omicron coronavirus fears, with
European bourses wrapping up early
before the long holiday weekend.
Asian equities mostly rose in thin vol-
umes after Wall Street finished its
trading week Thursday with strong
gains on solid economic data.

The London and Paris stock
exchanges ran out of steam in a half-
day session with traders somewhat
wary over more possible restrictions
to curb Omicron. “Markets ... remain
reticent today due to lower volumes
as traders are away for a holiday peri-
od,” AvaTrade analyst Naeem Aslam
told AFP.

“We believe overall there is still
plenty of optimism about COVID vac-
cines-however, concerns are real that
more restrictions may be placed

ahead of New Year’s Eve to curtail the
spread of COVID.”

Frankfurt’s DAX index had shut
Thursday, closing the week with a
1.0-percent gain at 15,756.31 points.

Studies indicating Omicron infec-
tions are less likely to result in hospi-
talization have increased confidence
that the pandemic will have less
impact on the economy. Sentiment has
also been buoyed by US approval of
drugs from Merck and Pfizer to add
to a growing arsenal of weapons
against COVID.

“Omicron is looking more like a
short-term disruption to the economic
outlook and not a destructive head-
wind that knocks the economy off its
course,” added OANDA analyst
Edward Moya. On Wall Street, the
S&P 500 ended the last session
before the long holiday weekend at a
fresh record following a raft of mostly
decent US economic data.

Commerce Department data
showed consumer spending climbed
in November, though at a slower rate,
and new home sales rose. Jobless
benefit claims held steady from the
prior week and orders for big-ticket
manufactured goods climbed, though
mostly due to aircraft.

Inflation, however, posted the

biggest increase in nearly four
decades, illustrating the delicate bal-
ancing act the Federal Reserve faces
between reining in inflationary pres-
sures and keeping the economic
recovery on track. Omicron “will
create some slowdowns in the econ-
omy, perhaps some slowdowns of
production which could add to infla-
tion pressures in the short term,”
Paul Christopher, head of global

market strategy at Wells Fargo
Investment Institute, told Bloomberg
Television, adding however that the
economy would work its way
through the situation.

The optimistic mood carried over
to Asia with most markets rising,
although in quiet trade with several
stock exchanges shut or on short-
ened hours ahead of the Christmas
holiday. —AFP

Generally positive US economic data and receding Omicron fears cheered
investors.

US trucking crisis:
Driver shortage or 
retention problem?
WASHINGTON: The tight US labor market
has not spared the trucking industry, where
“help wanted” pleas are plentiful, wages are on
the rise, and drivers recently have scored sign-
ing bonuses of up to $20,000. In an economy
that hauls more than $12 trillion in freight annu-
ally, the problems facing trucking have drawn
the attention of President Joe Biden, who is
seeking to restore his political fortunes as
United States faces the highest inflation in
nearly 40 years.

Biden’s White House has convened a task
force to examine the supply chain snarls partly
blamed for the price increases and shortages,
including in shipping and trucking.

But debate is raging in the largely non-
union trucking industry over whether the chal-
lenges are exceptional in a competitive pan-
demic labor market, and what policy changes
would have the biggest impact. On one side,
the American Trucking Associations (ATA),
where large hauling companies are influential,
has said the combination of aging drivers and
rising demand from e-commerce suggest the
shortage will be long lasting and could reach
crisis proportions within a decade.

But the Owner-Operator Independent
Drivers Association (OOIDA) has argued that
remarkably high turnover in some trucking
segments points to a “flaw” in working condi-
tions, and has called for steps to resolve driver
frustrations such as unpaid waiting time. A key
point of contention between the two sides of
the debate is a proposal to drop the national
minimum driving age on interstate trucking to
18 from 21. 

ATA backs the shift as a way to recruit
younger drivers, but OOIDA warns the meas-
ure would threaten safety and only worsen
turnover problems.

Unpaid wait times 
Pre-pandemic government data showed the

size of the trucking workforce was increasing,
but also growing older. A 2019 Census Bureau
analysis said the number of truckers was at an
“all-time high” after a big decline following the
2008 recession, but the median age, 46, was
five years older than the overall US workforce.

Veteran drivers express passion for a diffi-
cult profession, but also point to frustrations.
“It’s been the freedom to move around the
country and see the country,” said Danny
Smith, who drives for about six days each
week, traveling from his Florida home to other
southern states. Sixty-three-year-old Smith,
who in 2016 hit a milestone of three million safe
miles at his Tennessee-based company Big G
Express, told AFP he was especially frustrated
with detention time-waiting to load or unload-
which eats up to 20 hours of his week, much of
it unpaid.

“It’s frustrating the amount of time I give
away for free and I’m away from home,” Smith
said.  —AFP


