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LONDON: Starvation, torture and rape: The grim daily realities of
prisoners inside Syria’s Saidnaya military prison have been recreated
in harrowing 3D detail by a London-based agency, established to
highlight claims of rights abuses. Human rights campaigners
Amnesty International are the latest organisation to call on Forensic
Architecture’s (FA) expertise, creating the first navigable model of
the jail as part of a drive to raise awareness about political prisoners
in Syria.

Israeli activist and architect Eyal Weizman, 46, created FA in 2011,
and it is now based in the leafy streets of south London, on the cam-
pus of host institution Goldsmiths, University of London. Its interdis-
ciplinary laboratory specializes in producing analysis and evidence
to be used in human rights cases brought to international courts,
with architecture a key tool in helping to accurately recreate events
occurring in chaotic surroundings. 

Before FA, no surveillance groups or journalists had been able to
“access” the notorious prison, located 25 kilometers north of
Damascus, used by the regime of Syrian leader Bashar Al-Assad. The
laboratory pieced together testimonies given to Amnesty by former
prisoners with satellite images found on the Google search engine
and other publicly available online material. 

Sunlight clues 
“It’s about unraveling the facts based on small details,” explained

architectural researcher Stefan Laxness. “Picking up on the spatial
details inadvertently mentioned by the detainees, using that to
build up what they experienced helped us also understand how the
prison might be structured, and we started to notice a pattern in the
trajectory each detainee has throughout the building.” One
detainee described how sunlight illuminated a certain part of his cell
at a certain time of day, helping the team to verify his account. 

“When he placed the cell in space with a certain orientation, and
then you run a sun simulation... lo and behold their testimony actu-

ally corroborates with the physical parameters. In some sense that
validates the interviewee and his story,” Laxness said. Researchers
also travelled to Istanbul to interview “hearing witnesses” who were
either blindfolded or not able to see directly other parts of the
prison.

These former detainees did not have detailed visual information
of the prison, but provided valuable evidence based on aural
accounts of the rhythms of life inside, the routines of torturers and
even mundane occurrences such as water leaks. Laxness said the
former detainees were not necessarily familiar with 3D technology
but “very quickly” understood how it worked and wanted to talk
about their experiences and contribute to the model.

Urban warfare 
Other studies conducted by the agency include reconstruction

the August 2014 bombing of Gaza, Guatemala’s Ixil genocide of
1978-1984 and the 2011 sinking in the Mediterranean of a boat car-
rying 63 migrants from Libya. FA is currently the only provider of
such analysis, working with Human Rights Watch, international
courts and the United Nations with key evidence.

The work combines traditional disciplines, such as mapping,
ecology and law, with new technologies like 3D, as-well as the testi-
monies of victims and prominent witnesses. But the changing
nature of war is bringing other disciplines to the fore in untangling
events. “Architecture provides a crucial look, vital to understanding
contemporary conflicts,” said Weizman, explaining that the migra-
tion of conflicts towards urban environments demanded a fresh
approach. “The city is a dense media environment,” he added.
“There are a lot of journalists and more and more citizens are filming
what is happening around them. “To understand and build a picture
from all these sources, you need to build architectural models and
place all these videos in space, to reconstruct the narrative of
events,” he said. — AFP 

London lab recreates horrors
of war with 3D technology  

LONDON: Sitting in front of screens showing Syria’s Saidnaya military prison, recreated in harrowing 3D detail, architectural
researcher Stefan Laxness (L) and Principal Investigator Eyal Weizman (R) pose for a photograph in their office at Goldsmiths,
University in London. — AFP 

Israelis fear
satellite loss 

may harm space
industry

JERUSALEM: The launchpad destruction of an advanced Israeli com-
munications satellite may have dealt a blow to the country’s aero-
space industry, the Israel Space Agency (ISA) said yesterday. The
unmanned SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket exploded during a test in Florida
on Thursday, destroying the Israeli-built and -owned Amos 6 satellite
that Facebook planned to use to beam high-speed internet to sub-
Saharan Africa. Dramatic footage broadcast by ABC News showed the
rocket burst into a ball of flame amid what appeared to be a succes-
sion of blasts-sending its payload tumbling to the ground as a dense
plume of black smoke filled the air. ISA chairman Yitzchak Ben Yisrael
said the blast’s shock waves could reverberate far beyond Cape
Canaveral. He said the incident could jeopardize a pending deal for
the sale of private Israeli firm and Amos-operator Spacecom to
China’s Xinwei group, reportedly worth $285 million (255 million
euros) and conditional on the satellite successfully entering service.
“This is the second blow, ahead of the Chinese deal,” he said, recalling
the blackout of the Amos 5 satellite, which like Amos 6 was owned
and operated by Spacecom.

Communication with the Franco-Italian made Amos 5 was lost in
November 2015, four years after it was launched from Kazakhstan.
“There is a major question about the launch and I very much hope
that Spacecom is strong enough to overcome these things and to
order a new satellite,” Ben Yisrael told Israeli public radio. “If it orders a
new satellite, it will take between two and three years to fill the gap.”

‘Strategic’ business for Israel 
Amos 6 manufacturer Israel Aircraft Industries (IAI) said the satel-

lite was “the largest and most advanced communications satellite
ever built in Israel.” “Obviously, we are disappointed about this inci-
dent in the launch vehicle and are ready and willing to assist
Spacecom in any manner,” it said. “The communications satellite busi-
ness is strategic for IAI and the State of Israel.”

The Israel Space Agency, part of the country’s science ministry,
said that “support for the space industry in Israel will continue with
the aim of continuing at the forefront of technology.” It said Science
Minister Ofir Akunis would convene industry leaders on Sunday for
“an emergency debate and situation report.” David Zusiman, former
project manager for the Amos 3 and 4 satellite projects and involved
with the early stages of Amos 6, said the explosion was a setback but
not necessarily a disaster.

“Amos 6 can be replaced by an identical satellite which it will be
possible to order immediately, thanks to the insurance money they
will get,” he said in an interview on public radio. “The insurance is sup-
posed to cover the cost of a complete satellite, including a new
launch.” The Amos 6 has an estimated value of between $200 million
and $300 million, according to John Logsdon, former director of the
Space Policy Institute at George Washington University.

“The problem is that Amos 6 was supposed to replace Amos 2
which is now quite old and needs replacing,” Zusiman said. “There are
a number of satellites on the international market which could match
Amos 2, they are also old but they could still work for a few more
years,” he added. “The clients who bought the extra capability of
Amos 6 could suffer damage because it sets back their programs by
two to three years. “I don’t know if the image of the Israeli space
industry will be harmed. —AFP

WASHINGTON: American researchers have created
a low-cost textile made of a plastic base that could
cool the body when woven into clothing. The engi-
neers suggested in the US journal Science that the
textile could become a way to keep people living in
hot climates cool without using air conditioning. “If
you can cool the person rather than the building
where they work or live, that will save energy,” said
Yi Cui, an associate professor of materials science
and engineering and of photon science at Stanford.

Scientists blended nanotechnology, photonics
and chemistry to develop the material, which cools
the wearer in two ways. Like cotton, the textile
allows sweat to evaporate through the material, but
the new development allows it to also let through

heat the body gives off as infrared radiation. The
latter is a characteristic of polyethylene, the clear,
clingy plastic already used as kitchen wrap. All
objects-including our bodies-discharge heat as
infrared radiation in the form of invisible light
wavelengths. Clothing traps those wavelengths
close to the body, but the new plastic textile lets
them through.

“40 to 60 percent of our body heat is dissipated
as infrared radiation when we are sitting in an
office,” said Shanhui Fan, a professor of electrical
engineering. “But until now there has been little or
no research on designing the thermal radiation
characteristics of textiles.”  To test the cooling capa-
bilities of the experimental material, researchers

put swatches of the plastic material and cotton fab-
ric on bare skin and compared skin surface temper-
ature. “Wearing anything traps some heat and
makes the skin warmer,” Fan said. “If dissipating
thermal radiation were our only concern, then it
would be best to wear nothing.”

The cotton fabric made the skin 3.6 degrees
Fahrenheit (2 degrees Celsius) warmer than the
new material, suggesting that wearing the “cooling
textile” might make people less likely to resort to
turning on fans or air conditioners. The scientists
said they will continue working to add more colors,
textures and cloth-like traits to their product. “If you
want to make a textile, you have to be able to make
huge volumes inexpensively,” Cui said. — AFP 

New plastic clothing to keep people cool


