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GOBEDE: It has never taken off, and could well be a death
trap, but a homemade helicopter built in Malawi is draw-
ing crowds captivated by its creator’s determination to
succeed against all the odds. Felix Kambwiri, 45, has spent
the last four months constructing his dream machine out
of scrap metal and fibreglass in his garage in the village of
Gobede, 90 kilometers (55 miles) north of the capital
Lilongwe. Clambering inside the one-seater cockpit, he
swings the door closed, turns the key, pumps the pedals,
and the 125-cc secondhand engine roars into life as
orange lights flash impressively.

The rotor blades, which nearly touch the workshop’s
walls, increase to a furious speed, as the whole chassis
starts to shake violently-but take-off remains elusive. “I
would like just to fly for even five minutes to show that I
am serious about this and that it is not a joke. This helicop-
ter can fly,” Kambwiri, a professional welder said. “Every
day I receive many curious visitors who have heard about
me.” Kambwiri built the helicopter to his own design after
failing to find any books to help fulfil his life’s passion.

But he has been warned that he should not undertake
any test flights until the civil aviation authorities have
completed safety checks.  “Police regularly come here to
monitor progress and make sure I don’t fly without per-
mission,” he explained, adding that he hopes to be air-
borne by June.  “I can understand their concern is about
my safety, and that of people who might come in their
hundreds on the day I fly the helicopter.  “I will not take
risks. I will wait until I am ready. I cannot allow anyone to
take the risk for fear of an accident.”

‘Show the world’
The helicopter is painted white with red and blue

stripes, and has plastic windows, landing skids and a sec-
ond rotor blade on its tail.  Kambwiri, who left school
aged 16, has spent about $350 on the project, including
$100 on its converted motorbike engine, which he hopes
to upgrade if a donor comes forward with extra funds.

“Although I did not go far with school, I have tried my
best. I want to show the world that we Malawians can do
something and are intelligent,” he said.  “Some people
coming here say I have gone mad, that this helicopter
will kill me, or cannot fly because I am not educated. “My
imagination about building a helicopter grew when I
began welding as a job,” said the former tailor and radio
repairman. Among those who come to inspect progress
are students from the local school who peer into the
workshop as Kambwiri and his team of assistants, includ-
ing an electrician, tinker with wiring.

His ambitious plan dates back to when he was a
young boy and saw then president Hastings Kamuzu
Banda flying around the country for campaign rallies
and to visit remote villages. Kambwiri, married and
father of seven children, also credits his enthusiasm for
flight to watching war movies and listening to radio
programs. Despite initial concerns, Kambwiri’s wife
Annes said she backs his efforts.  “I was frightened when
I first heard that my husband was developing a helicop-
ter because he had never done it before,” she said.
“Later I accepted it, because everything is possible
through God.” — AFP 

SAN FRANCISCO: A local prosecutor has offered
an unusual justification for forcing Apple to help
hack an iPhone used by a San Bernardino mass
killer: The phone might have been “used as a
weapon” to introduce malicious software to coun-
ty computer systems. San Bernardino County
District Attorney Michael Ramos acknowledged
to The Associated Press that there’s no evidence
of malicious software in the county’s computer
network. But he added, “I wouldn’t call it a total
hypothetical.” Computer security experts say the
prospect is unlikely. By late Friday, the prosecu-
tor’s claim had sparked a wave of social media
postings, many of which mocked the DA’s use of
the non-technical term “cyber pathogen” to
describe the supposed malware.

Apple has resisted calls to help unlock the
phone, arguing that building a software tool to
override the phone’s security features would ren-
der other iPhones vulnerable to criminals and

government authorities around the world.
Investigators, meanwhile, are eager to see if the
phone used by shooter Syed Farook - one issued
by Farook’s employer, the county health depart-
ment - contains any useful information about
other suspects. But the idea that Farook might
have used the phone to transmit a “lying-dor-
mant cyber pathogen” into county data systems
is a new one. Ramos’ office, however, cited it in a
court filing Thursday among several other rea-
sons to support the government’s position.

“This was a county employee that murdered
14 people and injured 22,” Ramos said. “Did he
use the county’s infrastructure? Did he hack into
that infrastructure? I don’t know. In order for me
to really put that issue to rest, there is one piece
of evidence that would absolutely let us know
that, and that would be the iPhone.” The argu-
ment drew condemnation from one software
expert who has signed a brief in support of

Apple’s position. “Ramos’s statements are not only
misleading to the court, but amount to blatant
fear mongering,” independent software
researcher Jonathan Zdziarski wrote in a post on
his personal blog.

Other security experts who haven’t taken sides
also discounted the scenario. “It’s definitely possi-
ble, technically, but it doesn’t seem to me at first
glance to be likely,” said David Meltzer, a comput-
er security expert and chief research officer at
Tripwire, a commercial IT security firm. He said
Apple’s iPhone operating system is a relatively
closed environment that’s designed so users can’t
easily introduce their own programs. Ramos,
meanwhile, said he’d heard about social media
posts that mocked the term “cyber pathogen,”
which is not generally used by tech experts.
“When they do that,” he said, “they’re mocking the
victims of this crime, of this horrible terrorist
attack.” — AP 

Does an extremist’s iPhone 
contain ‘cyber pathogen’? 
Mass killer’s phone might have been ‘used as weapon’

LILONGWE: Felix Kambwiri sits in the cockpit of the helicopter he built during the last four months out
of scrap metal and fibreglass in his garage in the village of Gobede, 90 kilometers north of the capital
Lilongwe.  — AFP 

NEW YORK: New York police officers stand outside the Apple Store on Fifth Avenue while monitoring a demonstration. Protesters assembled in
more than 30 cities around the world to lash out at the FBI for obtaining a court order that requires Apple to make it easier to unlock an
encrypted iPhone used by a gunman in December’s mass murders in California. — AP 

PARIS: Every two years or so, computer speed
and memory capacity doubles-a head-spin-
ning pace that experts say could see machines
become smarter than humans within decades.
This week, one test of how far Artificial
Intelligence (AI) has come will happen in Seoul:
a five-day battle between man and machine
for supremacy in the 3,000-year-old Chinese
board game Go. Said to be the most complex
game ever designed, with an incomputable
number of move options, Go requires human-
like “intuition” to prevail.”If the machine wins, it
will be an important symbolic moment,” AI
expert Jean-Gabriel Ganascia of the Pierre and
Marie Curie University in Paris said.

“Until now, the game of Go has been prob-
lematic for computers as there are too many
possible moves to develop an all-encompass-
ing database of possibilities, as for chess.” Go
reputedly has more possible board configura-
tions than there are atoms in the Universe.
Mastery of the game by a computer was
thought to be at least a decade away until last
October, when Google’s AlphaGo program
beat Europe’s human champion, Fan Hui. 

Google has now upped the stakes, and will
put its machine through the ultimate wringer
in a marathon match starting today against
South Korean Lee Se-dol, who has held the
world crown for a decade. Initially confident of
winning by 5-0, or 4-1 at worst, and taking
home the $1 million (908,000 euro) prize mon-
ey, Lee’s courage seemed to have started wan-
ing by Tuesday. He told reporters in Seoul the
programme seemed to work “far more effi-
ciently” than he thought at first, and “I may not
beat AlphaGo by such a large margin”. 

Man vs Machine  
Game-playing is a crucial measure of AI

progress-it shows that a machine can execute a
certain “intellectual” task better than the
humans who created it. Key moments included
IBM’s Deep Blue defeating chess Grandmaster
Garry Kasparov in 1997, and the Watson super-
computer outwitting humans in the TV quiz
show Jeopardy in 2011. But AlphaGo is differ-
ent. It is partly self-taught-having played mil-
lions of games against itself after initial pro-
gramming to hone its tactics through trial and
error. “AlphaGo is really more interesting than
either Deep Blue or Watson, because the algo-
rithms it uses are potentially more general-pur-
pose,” said Nick Bostrom of Oxford University’s
Future of Humanity Institute.

Creating “general” or multi-purpose, rather
than “narrow”, task-specific intelligence, is the
ultimate goal in AI-something resembling
human reasoning based on a variety of inputs,
and self-learning from experience. “So, if the
machine can do new things when needed,
then it has ‘true’ intelligence’,” Bostrom’s col-
league Anders Sandberg said. In the case of
Go, Google developers realized a more
“human-like” approach would win over brute
computing power. AlphaGo uses two sets of
“deep neural networks” containing millions of
connections similar to neurons in the brain.  It
is able to predict a winner from each move,
thus reducing the search base to manageable
levels-something co-creator David Silver has
described as “more akin to imagination”.

Master or servant?
What if we manage to build a truly smart

machine? For some, it means a world in which
robots take care of our sick, fly and drive us
around safely, stock our fridges, plan our holi-
days, and do hazardous jobs humans should
not or will not do. For others, it evokes apoca-
lyptic images in which hostile machines are in
charge. Physicist Stephen Hawking is among
the leading voices of caution, warning last
May that smart computers may out-smart and
out-manipulate humans, one day “potentially
subduing us with weapons we cannot even
understand.” For Sandberg, it will be up to us
to build “values” into the operating system of
intelligent computers. There are more than 10
million robots in the world today, according to
Bostrom-everything from rescuers and surgi-
cal assistants, home-cleaners, route-finders,
lawn-mowers and factory workers, even pets.

But while machines may beat us at
Checkers or maths, some experts think robots
may never rival humans in some aspects of
“true” intelligence. Things like “common
sense” or humor may never be reproducible,
said Ganascia. “We can imagine that in the
future, ever more tasks will be executed by
machines better than by humans,” he said.
“But that does not mean that machines will
be able to automate everything that our cog-
nitive faculties allow us to do. In my view, this
is a limitation that keeps the scientific disci-
pline of AI in check.” For Lee, it now seems
“inevitable” that AI will ultimately defeat
humans at Go. “But robots will never under-
stand the beauty of the game the same way
that we humans do,” he said. — AFP 

New AI challenge 
to human smarts

Game over? 

SEOUL: South Korea’s spy agency said yester-
day that North Korea had hacked into smart-
phones belonging to a number of key gov-
ernment officials, part of a series of cyber-
attacks launched after its fourth nuclear test.
The revelations by the National Intelligence
Service (NIS) came as the government is seek-
ing to push through parliament an anti-cyber
terrorism law that critics say would grant the
agency unmatched surveillance powers over
cyberspace, including messenger servicing
networks.

In a statement, the NIS said the North
stole phone numbers and texts from the
smartphones of dozens of key South Korean
officials between late February and early
March. It also attacked the server of a major
software firm specialising in providing securi-
ty software for Internet banking.In January
and February this year, North Korean hackers
sent pishing emails to employees of two
provincial railway operators in order to steal
their account details and passwords.  The
move was in preparation for mounting cyber
terror attacks on the railway traffic control
systems, the agency said.   

“North Korea has been mounting a series
of attacks against our cyberspace” following
its nuclear test on January 6, the statement
said, adding that they appeared to have been
preparation for a major cyber assault on
South Korea’s banking network. “If left
unchecked, it would have resulted in major
financial chaos, such as paralysis of Internet
banking systems and unwanted transfers of
deposits”, it said. According to the agency,

North Korean hackers also sent text messages
to the South Korean officials, trying to lure
them to links infected with malware that
could capture the phone numbers of other
officials.

Last year alone, North Korea contaminat-
ed some 60,000 personal computers in the
South and abroad, turning them into “zom-
bie” PCs that can be used as weapons for
cyber attacks, the agency said. Presiding over
a meeting Tuesday with 14 government
agencies, as well as the defense ministry,
Financial Services Commission and science
ministry, an NIS deputy director urged them
to maintain a high level of vigilance. Seoul
has blamed North Korean hackers for a series
of past cyber-attacks on military institutions,
banks, government agencies, TV broadcasters
and media websites as well as a nuclear pow-
er plant.

The United States also said the North was
behind a damaging cyber-attack on Sony’s
Hollywood film unit over its controversial
North Korea-themed satirical film “The
Interview” in 2014. A spokesman for the presi-
dential Blue House said the growing cyber
threat from the North added urgency to the
passage of the anti-cyber terror law, now
pending in the National Assembly. But the
main opposition Minjoo Party said the gov-
ernment was exaggerating the threat to
secure surveillance powers for the NIS that
could be used against political opponents. A
former head of the NIS was jailed for three
years in February 2015 for meddling in the
2012 presidential election. — AFP 

North hacks phones of 
South Korean officials

SEOUL: Computers eventually will defeat human
players of Go, but the beauty of the ancient Chinese
game of strategy that has fascinated people for thou-
sands of years will remain, the Go world champion
said yesterday. South Korean Lee Sedol, a Go master
who has won 18 international titles since he became a
professional player at age 12, said the risk of human
error means he may not win his match this week
against Google’s artificial intelligence machine,
AlphaGo. “Because humans are human, they make
mistakes,” the 33 year-old said a day before the first of
the five games he is due to play against AlphaGo. “If
there are human mistakes, I could lose.”

It was Lee’s first admission of his weakness against
Google’s AI machine and also a dialing down of his
confidence from two weeks ago, when he had pre-
dicted a 5-0 result in his favor. After watching Google’s
presentation of how AlphaGo works, Lee said he
thought a machine might be able to imitate human
intuition, even though the intuition may not be as
sharp as a person’s. A loss for Lee would be a historic
moment for the AI community. Human errors are not
his only vulnerability. Lee said that in playing against a
machine, the absence of visual cues that human play-
ers use to read the reactions and psychology of their
opponents puts him in unfamiliar territory. “In a
human versus human game, it is important to read
the other person’s energy and force. But in this match,
it is impossible to read such things. It could feel like I’m
playing alone,” Lee said. Because the number of possi-
ble Go board positions exceeds the number of atoms
in the universe, top players rely heavily on their intu-
ition, said Demis Hassabis who heads Google’s
DeepMind, the developer of AlphaGo.

This has made Go one of the most complex games
ever devised and the ultimate challenge for the AI

experts, who had expected that it would take at least
another decade for a computer to beat a professional
Go player. That changed last year when AlphaGo
defeated a European Go champion in a closed-door
match later published in the journal Nature. Google’s
DeepMind team created a system to narrow down a
vast search space of near-infinite possible sequences
of moves in the game. AlphaGo was first trained to
mimic experts’ Go moves based on data from about
100,000 Go games available online.  Then it was pro-
grammed to play against itself and “learn” from its mis-

takes. The team also designed a system that enabled
AlphaGo to anticipate the long-term results of each
move and predict the winner. Using this approach,
AlphaGo beat the European Go champion by search-
ing through far fewer positions than those a tradition-
al AI machine like DeepBlue, the famed IBM computer
that defeated the world’s chess champion in 1997,
would have to consider, Hassabis said. AlphaGo also
has other strengths as a machine. “I think the advan-
tage of AlphaGo is that it will never get tired and it will
not get intimidated either,” Hassabis said. — AP 

Go master: AI may prevail 
but beauty of Go remains

SEOUL: Lee Se-Dol, a legendary South Korean player of Go - a board game widely played for
centuries in East Asia - poses with Google Deepmind head Demis Hassabis (on screen at left)
during a joint video conference call on the Google DeepMind Challenge Match at Korea Baduk
Association in Seoul.  — AFP 

Hope sky high for homemade Malawi helicopter


