
SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un has
overseen the testing of a “newly developed
ultramodern tactical weapon”, Pyongyang’s
state media reported Friday, a move seen by
analysts as more of a political message than a
serious provocation. It marked the first official
report of a weapons test by North Korea since
it began a delicate diplomatic process with
Washington over its nuclear and missile pro-
gram. South Korea’s Yonhap news agency,
quoting an unidentified government source, said
the weapon could be a long-range cannon that
the North has been developing for many years.

“Kim Jong Un... visited the test ground of the
Academy of Defence Science and supervised a
newly developed ultramodern tactical weapon
test,” said the official Korean Central News
Agency. It said the test was successful but did
not specify the type of device involved.
Pyongyang’s suspension of testing for atomic
weapons and ballistic missiles has been key to
this year’s rapid diplomatic developments and
North Korea-US negotiations, and has been
repeatedly praised by President Donald Trump.

Trump and Kim met at a historic summit in
Singapore in June, where they signed a
vaguely worded document on denucleariza-
tion of the peninsula. Hours after the KCNA
report, the US State Department said it was
“confident” the process remained on track.
“At the Singapore Summit, President Trump
and Chairman Kim made a number of com-
mitments regarding final, fully verified denu-
clearization and creating a brighter future for
North Korea,” a statement said. “We are talk-
ing with the North Koreans about implement-
ing all of those commitments. We remain con-

fident that the promises made by President
Trump and Chairman Kim will be fulfilled.”

Progress since Singapore has stalled as
Washington and Pyongyang spar over the doc-
ument’s meaning. A return to testing would cast
grave doubts over the future of the process. But
analysts all but ruled out the North having bro-
ken its promise to suspend nuclear or missile
launches while negotiations are underway with
the US. There was no immediate indication any
such test had been detected by the South. “We
don’t see it as a military provocation of any sig-
nificance”, a defense ministry official told jour-
nalists without saying what the device was.

Shin Beom-chul, an analyst at the Asan
Institute of Policy Studies, said the test was like-
ly aimed at sending “a political message” to
Washington about the current stalemate.
“Generally, tests of new high-tech weapons are
conducted in secret,” Shin said. “But North
Korea announced it publicly to show its frustra-
tion.” KCNA released only one photograph to
accompany its report, showing uniformed men
taking notes as Kim talked. 

The background gave few clues to what

kind of weapon was involved. Kim expressed
“great satisfaction” and said the test marked a
“decisive turn in bolstering the fighting capaci-
ty” of the North’s military, KCNA said. The
weapon had been developed over a long peri-
od and its “great success serves as another
striking demonstration of the validity of the
Party policy of prioritizing defense science and
technology and the rapidly developing defense
capability”, it added.

The news, which came almost a year after
Pyongyang’s last test of an intercontinental bal-
listic missile, recalled the repeated announce-
ments of 2017. Those included by far North
Korea’s most powerful nuclear blast to date and
rockets that brought the whole of the US main-
land into range. Soon afterwards Kim declared
the development of his nuclear arsenal - which
Pyongyang has long said it needs to defend
itself against a possible invasion by the US -
complete. The Winter Olympics in the South
then triggered a rapid diplomatic rapproche-
ment on the peninsula, heralding the Singapore
meeting and three summits between Kim and
South Korean President Moon Jae-in. — AFP
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Te c h n o l o g y

WASHINGTON: Facebook has denied
allegations in the New York Times that it
tried to mislead the public about its knowl-
edge of Russian misinformation ahead of
the 2016 US presidential election, but sev-
ered links with a Republican consultancy.
The Times detailed obfuscation by
Facebook’s top bosses on the Russia front,
said the company has at times smeared
critics as anti-Semitic or tried to link
activists to billionaire investor George
Soros, and also tried to shift public anger
away toward rival tech companies.

In a statement in response, Facebook
disputed “inaccuracies” in the story, but
said it was ending its contract with a
Republican lobbying company named in the
article, Definers Public Affairs, which spe-
cializes in opposition research. The Times,
in a lengthy investigative piece based on
interviews with more than 50 people both
inside the company and with Washington
officials, lawmakers and lobbyists, argued
that Facebook’s way of dealing with crisis
was to “delay, deny and deflect.”

Chief executive Mark Zuckerberg and
chief operating officer Cheryl Sandberg
were both so bent on growing Facebook
that they “ignored warning signs and then
sought to conceal them from public view,”

the report said. On Russia, Zuckerberg
declared in the fall of 2016 that it was
“crazy” to think Facebook had been used to
help Donald Trump win the US presidency,
but the report said in-house experts knew
this not to be the case.

In fact, the Times said, Facebook had
amassed evidence for over a year of
Russian activity through an investigation
led by its former security chief, Alex
Stamos. But it was only belatedly that the
company’s board was informed of the full
extent of the meddling, the Times said. In its
statement, Facebook said it had ended its
contract with Definers as of Wednesday
night. It did not explain why, but insisted it
had long taken the Russia factor seriously
and was committed to fighting fake news.

“We’ve acknowledged publicly on many
occasions — including before Congress -
that we were too slow to spot Russian
interference on Facebook, as well as other
misuse,” it said. “But in the two years since
the 2016 presidential election, we’ve invest-
ed heavily in more people and better tech-
nology to improve safety and security on
our services.”While we still have a long way
to go, we’re proud of the progress we have
made in fighting misinformation, removing
bad content and preventing foreign actors

from manipulating our platform.”
The Times said that when criticism of its

belated Russia admission grew, Facebook
mounted a lobbying campaign led by
Sandberg, pushing negative stories about
its political critics and making rival compa-
nies like Google and Apple look bad. In
July of this year, as a Facebook executive
testified before a congressional committee,
anti-Facebook demonstrators barged into
the room and held up a sign depicting
Zuckerberg and Sandberg - who are both
Jewish - as the twin heads of an octopus
with its tentacles around the world. 

Facebook responded by lobbying a
Jewish civi l  r ights group - the Anti-
Defamation League - to publicly label that
criticism as anti-Semitic, the Times said.
Facebook was also said to have employed
Definers to discredit activists, partly by
linking them to the liberal, Jewish Soros,
who has become a favored target of
Trump supporters and far-right conspira-
cy groups. 

The company’s statement said any sug-
gestion that its own counter-offensive
embraced anti-Semitic tactics was “repre-
hensible and untrue.” Before and since this
month’s midterm elections, which saw the
Democrats retake control of the House of

Representatives, Facebook has shut down
dozens of accounts on its own platform and
on Instagram which it said were aimed at
influencing the vote. The world’s most pop-
ular social media platform has been on the

back foot for months, including over the
allegation that data from mill ions of
Facebook users was abused by the consul-
tancy Cambridge Analytica to help drive
Trump to the White House.— AFP 

Facebook denies hiding Russian 
sabotage, but fires lobbying firm

Dozens of Facebook, Instagram accounts shut down 

PARIS: Photo shows the logo of the social network Facebook on a broken screen of a mobile
phone. Facebook said it was severing ties with a political consultancy that sought to discredit
critics of the social networking giant using questionable campaign-style tactics. — AFP

NTULELE: Besides more unpre-
dictable weather and changing crop dis-
eases, Kenyan farmers face another wor-
ry: counterfeit seed. Seed sold as some-
thing other than it is - the wrong variety
or with the wrong characteristics, some-
times marketed with a falsfied certificate
of authenticity - can make the difference
between a bumper crop and a failed har-
vest, farmers say.

But a push by the Kenya Seed
Company, a government-owned firm, to
help farmers verify the authenticity of
seed via mobile phone technology, is
paying off, farmers and other backers
say. “The government is trying its level
best to ensure that farmers get the best
inputs,” said Peter Chemuigut, director
of Kenya’s government-owned
Agricultural Development Corporation.
Use of poor quality or uncertified seed
costs African farmers hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars annually, according to the
Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa.

Better seed, meanwhile - including
that bred to help farmers withstand
harsher droughts, extreme heat or wors-
ening flooding associated with climate
change - can help farmers substantially
boost harvests, crop experts say. Under
the Kenya Seed Company effort, the firm
has attached stickers inside bags of seed
that contain a scratch-off code. Farmers
send the code via SMS message and get
an instant response as to whether the

code - and the seed - is valid, said
Esther Cherop, a saleswoman at Kenya
Seed Company. “That way, a farmer
goes ahead and plants knowing that the
seeds are of good quality and certified,”
she said.

Moses Dapash, 38, a farmer from the
Rift Valley village of Ntulele, in one of
the country’s best agricultural regions,
said the system helped him identify a
faked seed package last year. “I didn’t
want to take chances. I verified all the
seeds before planting,” he said.
“Unfortunately I found out that one
packet was not certified but when I
called the Kenya Seed Company, they
acted promptly and I was asked to
return the seeds,” he said. The system
helped him bring in a good harvest this
year, he said - and enough cash to begin
repaying some of the losses from three
years ago, when his crops failed due to
harsh weather, diseases and what he
believes was a fake seed problem.

“I can’t tell exactly if it was solely fake
maize seeds, diseases or drought,” he
said. “What I know is that, I went into a
huge loss of 1.5 million shillings” or
about $14,700, said Dapash, who farms
more than 100 acres in Narok County.
Cherop said the phone messaging sys-
tem also helps Kenya Seed Company
track locations where counterfeit seed
packets are common, to hone in on
offenders. — Reuters

Finding fakes: Mobile 
phones help detect 
counterfeit seeds 

North Korea tests 
new ‘ultramodern 
tactical weapon’

UNDISCLOSED, North Korea: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un (2nd right) examines and guides
the master plan for Sinuiju City at an undisclosed location. — AFP 


