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Al Jazeera announces further cutbacks 
as it adjusts ‘business model’
The Arab Weekly staff

London

Q 

atar’s international news 
broadcaster Al Jazeera 
announced it would 
eliminate 500 jobs in its 
latest cutbacks, as the 

tiny Gulf state and its Arab neigh-
bours continue to fiscally adjust to 
dwindling oil and gas revenues.

The cuts came via memo from Al 
Jazeera Director-General Mostefa 
Souag, who described the lay-offs 
as a “workforce optimisation ini-
tiative” designed to be in line with 
modern media changes and chal-
lenges.

Souag’s memo stated the network 
must “consider and respond to the 
large-scale changes under way in 
the media landscape”. Leading me-
dia organisations across the world 
are being forced to redefine their 
business models and “Al Jazeera is 
no exception”, he said.

It was the second set of cutbacks 
by the news outlet in less than three 
months. In January, the US offshoot 
of Al Jazeera announced it would 
be ending its operations as of April 
30th, cutting 700 jobs in the process. 
Factoring in both sets of cutbacks 
means the network is shedding 20% 
of its global workforce, bringing the 
overall number to 4,000.

Al Jazeera America failed to reso-
nate with viewers, attracting an 
average prime-time audience of 
34,000 in 2015, a dismal figure when 
compared to cable news channel 
leader Fox News, which averaged 
1.72 million prime-time viewers dur-
ing the same period.

The channel’s representatives 
blamed the operation’s closure on 
the US economy, stressing that “the 
Al Jazeera America business model 
is simply not sustainable in light of 
the economic challenges in the US 
media marketplace”.

Al Jazeera, founded in 1996, is one 
of the few modern success stories 
to come out of the Gulf in terms of 
global recognition. During a period 

when profits and cost-cutting meas-
ures were not an issue, the Doha-
based channel became a global 
brand name, to the degree that it 
ranked as the world’s fifth most in-
fluential brand in 2005, behind such 
heavyweights as Apple, Google and 
Starbucks, in a survey of readers of 
Interbrand’s Brandchannel.com.

The channel’s editorial policy up-
set a number of Middle East coun-
tries, including Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt, and the latter accused it of 
being too favourable to the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

 This led to an international inci-
dent in which Egyptian authorities 
arrested several Al Jazeera corre-
spondents on terrorism charges dur-

ing the 2013 revolution.
Qatar’s economic challenges con-

tinue to accumulate, with Doha 
forecasting a budget deficit of more 
than $12 billion in 2016, its first in 15 
years. Also a drain on resources is 
its hosting duties for the 2022 FIFA 
World Cup.

The cost of completing projects 
related to the event is proving to be 
a challenge, particularly since con-
struction costs in Qatar are the high-

est in the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) region, according to experts. 
Deloitte estimates it will cost Doha 
$200 billion to host the World Cup, a 
much bigger investment than South 
Africa’s $4 billion in 2010 and Bra-
zil’s $15 billion in 2014. Russia has 
budgeted $11.8 billion for the 2018 
World Cup.

The Doha government has asked 
banks to provide a $5.5 billion loan 
to help reduce domestic borrow-
ing as the government continues to 
finance preparations for the World 
Cup.

According to Al Jazeera, the lat-
est cuts mostly affect the channel’s 
Doha operation, with 300 positions 
being lost there. The remainder 

would be in its global operation. The 
latest cuts apparently spared the 
employees of its English-language 
channel, Al Jazeera International.

In terms of a long-term solution, 
Doha is on par with the rest of the 
GCC with regards to the need to di-
versify its economy beyond petro-
dollars, something the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) said Qatar is 
well on its way to achieving.

IMF Managing Director Christine 
Lagarde said during a visit to Doha 
in November that “as far as Qatar, 
there have been solid and strong 
policy measures to diversify the 
economy”, describing current eco-
nomic circumstances as a “wake-up 
call”.

A file photo shows staff at the English-language newsroom at the headquarters of the Qatar-based Al Jazeera satellite channel in Doha.
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Erdogan government putting pressure on Turkish journalists
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T 

here are times when Em-
rah Ulker gets a fright 
when he hears someone 
walking in the door. Ul-
ker, foreign news editor 

at Ozgur Dusunce, a daily newspa-
per in Istanbul, remembers police 
storming the building of his former 
newspaper Bugun when the gov-
ernment of Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan took over the 
publication.

“We expect the police to turn up 
here any day,” Ulker, 44, said as he 
sat at his desk in the Ozgur Dusunce 
newsroom. “We are not an opposi-
tion newspaper. We are a normal 
one. Being a normal newspaper 
makes us a target.”

Erdogan’s Turkey has come under 
severe criticism for what the presi-
dent’s detractors say is increasing 
pressure on the media. Like Bugun 
in 2015, Zaman, another daily criti-
cal of the government, was put un-
der the control of court-appointed 
trustees in March. Both newspa-
pers suddenly became pro-Erdogan 
outlets. Prominent journalists Can 
Dundar and Erdem Gul were put on 
trial on March 25th for publishing 
an article about alleged arms ship-

ments by Turkey to Syrian rebels.
Reporters Without Borders, a me-

dia freedom advocacy group, ranks 
Turkey 149th out of 180 countries in 
an index measuring press freedom. 
Since becoming president in 2014, 
Erdogan has launched nearly 2,000 
lawsuits against journalists and 
others for alleged insults against 
him. Emma Sinclair-Webb, senior 
Turkey researcher at Human Rights 
Watch, said the takeover of Zaman, 
which followed the blocking of two 
television stations critical of the 
government, was “the latest blow 
to free speech in Turkey”.

The government denies that 
there is any such pressure on the 
media. Erdogan has said Turkish 
media were freer than those in any 
other country. Prime Minister Ah-
met Davutoglu has argued that pro-
ceedings against Bugun and Zaman 
as well as the Dundar and Gul trial 
were actions by an independent 
judiciary and outside the govern-
ment’s control.

But Ulker said the reality was 
different. Reporters at Ozgur Du-
sunce, whose name means “Free 
Thought”, have been denied press 
cards by the government and are 
barred from attending government 
news conferences.

Ulker, a journalist with 20 years’ 
experience, said government offi-
cials refuse to talk to his reporters. 
“If I meet an official by chance, say 
on the bus or somewhere else, he 
will act as if he doesn’t know me,” 
Ulker said. He said companies were 
not taking out ads in Ozgur Du-
sunce for fear of government repris-
als. The paper was surviving on the 

income generated by selling about 
50,000 copies every day.

Like Bugun and Zaman before the 
takeovers, Ozgur Dusunce is seen 
as being close to the Hizmet move-
ment of Fethullah Gulen, a US-
based Islamic preacher who used 
to support Erdogan but broke with 
him in 2013. Erdogan has accused 
Gulen of plotting to overthrow the 
elected government, a charge Gulen 
denies. Thousands of Gulen follow-
ers have been purged from the judi-
ciary and the police force. Numer-
ous supporters of the movement 
have been arrested in what Gulen 
associates say is a witch-hunt.

Reports said a court in Istanbul 
accepted a charge sheet by pros-
ecutors against media mogul Aydin 
Dogan, owner of the high-selling 
Hurriyet newspaper, the CNN-Turk 
news channels and other media. Er-
dogan supporters say Dogan media 
side with government critics. The 
prosecution is calling for a 24-year 
jail sentence for Dogan in connec-
tion with business irregularities 
concerning a chain of petrol sta-
tions he owns.

Erdogan personally filed a crimi-
nal complaint against Dundar and 
Gul after their newspaper, Cum-
huriyet, published the story about 

alleged arms shipments. At the 
trial in Istanbul, the prosecution is 
asking  life-in-prison sentences be 
given the journalists. The court ac-
cepted Erdogan as a plaintiff at the 
trial and ordered closed sessions. 
Erdogan blasted Western diplomats 
who attended the opening of the 
trial in support of press freedom.

Critics say pressure on the me-
dia demonstrates that Turkey is no 
longer governed by the rule of law. 
“Judges and prosecutors are really 
public servants of the government,” 
said Aydin Engin, a veteran journal-
ist at Cumhuriyet. In Turkey, jour-
nalists had to decide “whether to 
be on the government’s side or to 
do their job”.

Ulker said he and the four dozen 
other journalists at Ozgur Dusunce 
were acutely aware that the gov-
ernment was watching. He said the 
newspaper had hired a lawyer and 
that editors were looking for details 
in articles that could trigger trou-
ble. When quoting opposition poli-
ticians, for example, it was some-
times advisable to end the quote by 
writing “he claimed” instead of “he 
said”, Ulker explained.

Ulker said his newspaper was try-
ing to do the best it could under the 
circumstances. “We are very care-
ful, from the headlines down to 
the pictures we are using,” he said. 
“We don’t feel as free to report on 
our country like German, British or 
Greek reporters can report about 
their respective countries. These 
are hard times.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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