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Four UN troops 
killed in central 
Mali mine blast
BAMAKO: Four UN peacekeepers were killed on
Wednesday when a mine exploded under their ve-
hicle in central Mali in a deliberate attack, capping
a bloody week for civilians and security forces in
the West African nation. Jihadists have ramped up
their activities in central Mali in recent months, tar-
geting domestic and foreign forces in violence once
confined to the restive north.

The UN said in a statement that the “explosion
of a mine or IED against a MINUSMA vehicle on
the Boni-Douentza road” in the Mopti region killed
the four peacekeepers and wounded four more.
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres “strongly
condemned” the attack, his spokesman Stephane
Dujarric said. “These cowardly acts will not deter
MINUSMA’s determination to support the Malian
authorities in their efforts to protect civilians and
accompany the Malian people in their quest for
peace and stability,” Dujarric added.  

The mission, known by the acronym MI-
NUSMA, counts almost 11,000 peacekeepers and
has been deployed in Mali since 2013 to counter a
jihadist insurgency and general lawlessness. “MI-
NUSMA is currently upgrading its security pres-
ence in central Mali,” Mission chief Mahamat Saleh

Annadif said. “Cornered, the terrorists are multiply-
ing their attacks.” Six Malian soldiers were killed on
Tuesday when their vehicle struck a mine, the army
said on Wednesday, and a forest ranger was gunned
down in a third incident blamed on jihadists.

Security forces’ abuses
Mali’s military is frequently accused of abuses,

with families on Wednesday pointing the finger at the
army in the killing of seven civilians during an opera-
tion in the same area a week ago. A UN report pub-
lished this month found that “at least 20 percent” of
recorded incidents in 2016 and in the first of half of
2017 that endangered civilian lives involved the Malian
authorities-essentially the security forces. Nouhoun
Sarr, the nephew of one of seven men killed on February
21 after their arrest by the military, said the authorities
informed him on Wednesday morning of his uncle’s fate.
“They called us to tell us our relatives were killed during
the operation, without elaborating,” he told AFP. Yehia
Ag Mohamed Ali, a former minister and member of the
opposition Sadi party, told AFP: “According to our in-
formation, the seven civilians arrested on February 21
by the Malian army in Sokolo were killed by soldiers.”

The government said in a statement on
Wednesday that the army was “carrying out recon-
naissance missions and searches in the Sokolo area,
during which civilians unfortunately lost their lives”.
“An enquiry has been opened,” it added. Islamic
extremists linked to Al-Qaeda took control of the
desert north of Mali in early 2012, but were largely
driven out in a French-led military operation
launched in January 2013. —AFP

LONDON: For children battling long-term illness, cop-
ing with physical pain is not their only challenge: being
away from school also means missing out on time with
friends, and that can be tough. And parents often worry
about the impact months of missed classes will have on
their child’s education.

That is where a classroom robot called AV1 comes
in. Its job is to act as the eyes, ears and voice for children
with long-term illnesses who cannot make it to class. It
allows Elliot Smith to stay in touch with his friends and
to keep up with his lessons. He controls it from home
using a tablet computer, and can listen or talk. If he wants
to ask a question, he lights up the robot’s head to alert
the teacher. “I was sort of worried about what the other
students would think of the robot. They were definitely
surprised by it,” the 12-year-old, who is using the AV1
while recovering from brain cancer, told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation.

Schools can rent a robot or buy one for 2,200
pounds ($3,065). Smith’s AV1 - which his classmates
christened ‘Bob’ - was paid for through a mix of
fundraising and philanthropy. The robot looks like a gar-
den gnome that has gone through tech giant Apple’s
minimalist design process. They are made by a Norwe-
gian social enterprise called No Isolation, which was
founded to reduce involuntary isolation. Across Europe,
370 young people between the ages of eight and 20 use
an AV1. Most live in Scandinavian countries.

The organization’s founder, 27-year-old Karen
Dolva, who studied computer science at university,
started No Isolation after a friend working as a nurse in
a children’s unit described it as “quite miserable”. After
researching the issue, Dolva met Anne Fi Troye, whose
teenage daughter had died from cancer. Troye told

Dolva about the experience, and of the devastating ef-
fect of isolation for children recovering at home.
“They’re locked away, forgotten. And when they get well
they’re just pushed out into the world and everyone as-
sumes they’re going to be happy now that they’re well
again,” Dolva told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Growing apart
Research by the British cancer charity CLIC Sargent

found nearly half of parents of primary school children
with cancer said their child’s diagnosis and treatment
had caused the youngsters to grow apart from their
friends. After speaking to charities and healthcare pro-
fessionals in Britain, Dolva’s organization concluded that
70,000 British children spend large parts of the school
year at home or in hospital due to illness. 

Dolva’s goal with No Isolation was to make tech-
nology useful. She used to run a consultancy incubat-
ing tech companies, but felt they were too focused on
“making efficient people faster, which is so sad”. “We
would never have started No Isolation unless we could
help someone. That was the one thing we were ab-
solutely sure about when we started,” she said. More
than one in ten people in Britain feel isolated, and re-
search links loneliness to dementia, early mortality and
high blood pressure.

Enter the robot
Months of chemotherapy left Elliot Smith, from

Yeovil in southwest England, too weak to attend
school. His weight nearly halved, and he could barely
eat. His father said the robot had made a big differ-
ence as his son was able to see and listen to his
teacher, and interact when he felt strong enough, re-

ducing his anxiety about falling behind at school.
“This device is absolutely pivotal in making those first
next steps into integrating back into mainstream ed-
ucation,” Bill Smith said.

Another worry was that he was losing touch with
his friends, while also feeling self-conscious about his
appearance. “His hair is only just starting to grow back.
Whenever we would go anywhere with Elliot before,

he wouldn’t take his hat off. He’s very conscious of his
appearance, so this has helped in that he doesn’t phys-
ically have to be there,” Smith said. The 12-year-old
said he was unsure how much Bob was helping him to
learn, not least because the amount he can hear varies
depending on level of classroom noise and the robot’s
proximity to a wifi router. So what did he think was the
main benefit? “Seeing my friends again.” —Reuters

Robot helping ill kids to beat 
loneliness and keep learning

No isolation’s AV1 robot in a classroom in Norway. —Reuters

Australia amnesty 
takes 57,000
guns off the
streets
SYDNEY: More than 57,000 illegal firearms,
many of them automatic or semi-automatic
weapons, have been handed in under an Aus-
tralian amnesty that authorities yesterday
said had made the country safer. A final
count from the three-month campaign to re-
move weapons from the streets came with
debate over gun reform rampant in the
United States after a mass school shooting in
Florida. Australia’s strict gun laws, enacted
after a 1996 mass shooting that killed 35
people, are often held up by safety activists
as a model for the US to follow. The country
has had no mass shootings since.

The first national amnesty since Martin
Bryant went on the rampage armed with
semi-automatic weapons at the historic
Tasmanian colonial convict site of Port
Arthur 22 years ago netted 57,324
firearms. Running from July 1 to September
30 last year, almost 2,500 of them were
fully-automatic and semi-automatic. Law
Enforcement Minister Angus Taylor said it

was a great example of what could be
achieved “when governments and the Aus-
tralian public work together to make our
communities safer”.

“Taking these unregistered firearms off
the streets means they will not fall into the
hands of criminals, who might use them to
endanger the lives of innocent Aus-
tralians,” he said.

“The government is committed to re-
moving illegal firearms from our community
and tackling gun-related crime. “The next
step of our ambitious agenda is passing our
legislation that cracks down on gun traffick-
ing.” Among more unusual items handed in
was a sten machine gun, best known for
their use by British forces during World War
II, and a small French Garter gun.

A rocket launcher, which the owner said
was found at a local tip, was also handed
over. Ahead of the amnesty, which was
prompted by fears of terrorism and an influx
of illegal guns that saw a spate of gangland
shootings, the government said it believed
there were as many as 260,000 illicit
weapons on the streets. People were al-
lowed to hand in unregistered or unwanted
firearms with no questions asked. Outside
this, they face fines of up to Aus$280,000
(US$212,000) or 14 years in jail for illegal
gun possession. All guns in Australia must
be registered, although many arrive illegally
from overseas through organized syndi-
cates. —AFP


