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The committee will then submit its report to the

National Assembly which will vote on it. The seven-
member legal and legislative panel is entirely pro-gov-
ernment and is highly expected to say that the grilling
did not conform with the provisions of the constitution.
The Assembly may however decide to take the report to
the constitutional court to rule on the issue. It was not
immediately known what would MP Muwaizri do and if
he might file another grilling against the prime minister
after this one appears to be headed for rejection.

Assembly refers
PM’s grilling to...
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Spatiales (CNES) made the Seismic Experiment for
Interior Structure (SEIS) instrument, the key element for
sensing quakes.

The principal investigator on the French seismometer,
Philippe Lognonne, said he was “relieved and very happy”
at the outcome. “I’ve just received confirmation that there
are no rocks in front of the lander,” he said. And in a final
crucial phase, NASA said InSight signaled to Earth that its
solar panels-twin solar arrays spanning seven feet (2.2
meters) in width-had opened and were collecting sunlight
on the surface of Mars. “The InSight team can rest a little
easier tonight now that we know the spacecraft solar
arrays are deployed and recharging the batteries,” said
Tom Hoffman, InSight’s project manager.

The spacecraft is NASA’s first to touch down on Earth’s
neighboring planet since the Curiosity rover arrived in
2012. More than half of 43 attempts to reach Mars with
rovers, orbiters and probes by space agencies from around
the world have failed. NASA is the only space agency to
have made it, and is invested in these robotic missions as a
way to prepare for the first Mars-bound human explorers
in the 2030s. “We never take Mars for granted. Mars is
hard,” Thomas Zurbuchen, NASA associate administrator
for the science mission directorate, said on Sunday. The
nail-biting entry, descent and landing phase began at 11:47
am (1940 GMT) at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory in
Pasadena, California, home to mission control for Mars

InSight, and ended one second before 1953 GMT.
A carefully orchestrated sequence-already fully prepro-

grammed on board the spacecraft-unfolded over the follow-
ing several minutes, coined “six and a half minutes of terror.”
Speeding faster than a bullet at 12,300 miles an hour, the
heat-shielded spacecraft encountered scorching friction as it
entered the Mars atmosphere. The heat shield soared to a
temperature of 2,700 Fahrenheit before it was discarded, the
three landing legs deployed and the parachute popped out,
easing InSight down to the Martian surface. 

InSight contains key instruments that were contributed
by several European space agencies. France’s CNES made
the SEIS instrument, while the German Aerospace Center
(DLR) provided a self-hammering mole that can burrow
16 feet (five meters) into the surface-farther than any
instrument before-to measure heat flow.

Spain’s Centro de Astrobiologia made the space-
craft’s wind sensors, and three of InSight’s seismic
instruments were designed and built in Britain. Other
significant contributions came from the Space Research
Center of the Polish Academy of Sciences and Astronika
and the Swiss Institute of Technology. “It is wonderful
news that the InSight spacecraft has landed safely on
Mars,” said Sue Horne, head of space exploration at the
UK Space Agency.

Together, the instruments will study geological
processes, said Bruce Banerdt, InSight’s principal inves-
tigator at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. By listening for
tremors on Mars, whether from quakes or meteor
impacts or even volcanic activity, scientists can learn
more about its interior and reveal how the planet formed.
The goal is to map the inside of Mars in three dimen-
sions, “so we understand the inside of Mars as well as we
have come to understand the outside of Mars,” Banerdt
told reporters. — AFP 
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“The aircraft departed for its destination with a
revised flight timing” after the necessary checks had been

carried out, the airline added.
In September an Indian passenger on a GoAir flight

sparked panic in mid-air when he tried to open a plane
door, apparently mistaking it for the toilet. The same
week, a passenger was kicked off an IndiGo service
after he tried to access the cockpit to charge his phone
while the plane was preparing for take-off. India’s avia-
tion market is witnessing a massive increase in passen-
ger numbers as its growing middle class take advantage
of cheap fares and better connectivity, with many tak-
ing to the skies for the first time. — AFP 
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financial woes, having lost their livelihoods and
assets, said Parker.

Many drought-hit families have had to borrow mon-
ey to pay for transport, food or healthcare, the United
Nations said. The charity World Vision reported that
half of households it surveyed in Badghis in September
said child marriage was a measure taken to put food on
the table in times of drought.  About 11 million people -
almost half of Afghanistan’s rural population - will be
facing “severe acute food insecurity” until February,
according to the Integrated Food Security Phase

Classification (IPC) system used by charities to meas-
ure hunger.

“Years of civil conflict and instability as well as the
severely degraded condition of much of the land have
compounded the impacts of the drought,” said an IPC
report from August. In addition to those forced by
drought to leave their homes, conflict between the gov-
ernment and an array of armed groups, including the
Taliban, has uprooted at least 282,000 people so far
this year, according to the United Nations.

The 17-year war has also devastated Afghanistan’s
education system, according to a report released on
Tuesday by the Global  Coal i t ion to Protect
Education from Attack, an alliance of aid agencies
that includes UNICEF and Save the Children. With a
rising number of attacks on schools, teachers and
students, the number of children who are not in edu-
cation is increasing for the first time since 2002, the
agencies said. —  Reuters
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and web pages. A system shown billions of human
sentences becomes adept at completing common
phrases but is limited by generalities. Men have long
dominated fields such as finance and science, for exam-
ple, so the technology would conclude from the data
that an investor or engineer is “he” or “him.” The issue
trips up nearly every major tech company.

Lambert said the Smart Compose team of about 15
engineers and designers tried several workarounds, but
none proved bias-free or worthwhile. They decided the
best solution was the strictest one: Limit coverage. The
gendered pronoun ban affects fewer than 1 percent of
cases where Smart Compose would propose some-
thing, Lambert said. “The only reliable technique we
have is to be conservative,” said Prabhakar Raghavan,
who oversaw engineering of Gmail and other services
until a recent promotion.

New policy
Google’s decision to play it safe on gender follows

some high-profile embarrassments for the company’s
predictive technologies. The company apologized in
2015 when the image recognition feature of its photo
service labeled a black couple as gorillas. In 2016,
Google altered its search engine’s autocomplete func-
tion after it suggested the anti-Semitic query “are jews
evil” when users sought information about Jews. 

Google has banned expletives and racial slurs from
its predictive technologies, as well as mentions of its
business rivals or tragic events. The company’s new
policy banning gendered pronouns also affected the list
of possible responses in Google’s Smart Reply. That
service allow users to respond instantly to text mes-
sages and emails with short phrases such as “sounds
good.”

Google uses tests developed by its AI ethics team to
uncover new biases. A spam and abuse team pokes at

systems, trying to find “juicy” gaffes by thinking as
hackers or journalists might, Lambert said. Workers
outside the United States look for local cultural issues.
Smart Compose will soon work in four other languages:
Spanish, Portuguese, Italian and French. “You need a lot
of human oversight,” said engineering leader Raghavan,
because “in each language, the net of inappropriateness
has to cover something different.”

Widespread challenge
Google is not the only tech company wrestling with

the gender-based pronoun problem. Agolo, a New York
startup that has received investment from Thomson
Reuters, uses AI to summarize business documents. Its
technology cannot reliably determine in some docu-
ments which pronoun goes with which name. So the
summary pulls several sentences to give users more
context, said Mohamed AlTantawy, Agolo’s chief tech-
nology officer.

He said longer copy is better than missing details.
“The smallest mistakes will make people lose confi-
dence,” AlTantawy said. “People want 100 percent cor-
rect.” Yet, imperfections remain. Predictive keyboard
tools developed by Google and Apple Inc propose the
gendered “policeman” to complete “police” and “sales-
man” for “sales.” Type the neutral Turkish phrase “one
is a soldier” into Google Translate and it spits out “he’s
a soldier” in English. So do translation tools from
Alibaba and Microsoft Corp. Amazon.com Inc opts for
“she” for the same phrase on its translation service for
cloud computing customers. AI experts have called on
the companies to display a disclaimer and multiple pos-
sible translations.

Microsoft’s LinkedIn said it avoids gendered pro-
nouns in its year-old predictive messaging tool, Smart
Replies, to ward off potential blunders. Alibaba and
Amazon did not respond to requests to comment.
Warnings and limitations like those in Smart Compose
remain the most-used countermeasures in complex sys-
tems, said John Hegele, integration engineer at Durham,
North Carolina-based Automated Insights Inc, which
generates news articles from statistics. “The end goal is
a fully machine-generated system where it magically
knows what to write,” Hegele said. “There’s been a ton
of advances made but we’re not there yet.” — Reuters

Fearful of bias, 
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IKYAD DIJWI: In the home he shared with 11 relatives,
Mohammed Abd Al-Hamid had no room to start a family.
But since he put up a house on a nearby field in 2016, he
has paid $4,500 in fines for building on agricultural land.
“There was no alternative,” said Abd Al-Hamid, 30, who
works for a Cairo security company, standing in front of
his pink-painted house in the Nile Delta. “Am I supposed
to rent an apartment in Cairo? I can’t afford that.”

Egypt’s population of nearly 100 million is growing
rapidly and about 38 million live in unplanned communi-
ties. In the turmoil after the 2011 Arab Spring, the number
of unlicensed buildings sky-rocketed. Now authorities are
cracking down on residents who build on farmland, but
are providing few alternatives for those who need cheap
houses.

People who build on agricultural land now face up to
five years in prison and a fine of up to 5 million Egyptian
pounds ($280,000). Before the law was revised in January,
the top fine was 50,000 pounds ($2,800) and the prison
term wasn’t specified. Authorities say they want to end
unlicensed building on farmland, reduce overcrowding and
provide homes for the poor, but analysts say many new
government housing projects are too expensive and have
poor services. As a result, large numbers of new homes are
unoccupied, while people still build on farmland in areas
where housing demand is high.

“This shows you it’s a distorted housing market and
price incentives and accessibility have not worked out,”
said Michele Dunne, director of the Middle East Program
at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, a
think-tank. Under President Abdel Fattah El-Sisi, the mili-
tary has been seeking ways to tighten control over the
population, she said. “And one of these ways seems to be
controlling real estate development and channeling people
toward the communities the government is building rather
than communities that sprout out organically in places
where people want to live.” The military owns 51 percent
of a firm that is developing a new capital east of Cairo.

Since the 2011 revolution, nearly 85,000 acres of

farmland have been lost to illegal construction, according
to data from the ministry of agriculture. That’s a 40 per-
cent average annual increase compared to before 2011,
according to a Reuters calculation based on data going
back to 1983.

Of those 85,000 acres, 28,000 have been cleared of
buildings, but most is not being farmed, the ministry said.
On Monday, the government started a campaign to demol-
ish unlicensed buildings from 19,000 acres of farmland.
“Look at the size of the encroachments on agricultural
land,” Sisi said in September. “If it continues at this rate ...
then we will have unplanned growth that requires spend-
ing on healthcare that’s not available, clean water that’s not
available, roads and electricity networks that are not avail-
able. That can’t be.”

The Nile Delta, one of the most densely populated
parts of the country, is also one of the hardest hit by unli-
censed construction on farmland. “Where else should we
build?” said Sahar Fathi Ayed, 40, Abd al-Hamid’s sister,
who has built a house on the family’s fields in the village of
Ikyad Dijwi. “Our children got older and wanted to get
married and there are no rental apartments here,” she said.
Lack of housing is no excuse for building on farmland, said
Hamed Abd al-Dayem, spokesman for the ministry of agri-
culture. In an effort to tackle its growing housing needs,
Egypt has launched a series of housing projects and is
developing 42 new cities, but many are underoccupied.

New Cairo, Sheikh Zayed and Shorouk have occupancy
rates of 65, 50 and 55 percent respectively, according to
Leilani Farha, UN special rapporteur on housing. One of
the more established new cities, 6th of October, has an
occupancy rate of 75 percent, she said. People in some
new cities have limited access to schools, clinics, emer-
gency services, transport and food, she said. “There also
appears to be a lack of income mix within housing estates
and a tendency towards gated communities for upper
income housing,” Farha wrote in a statement following a
visit to Egypt last month. —  Reuters

Egypt’s poor bear the brunt of 
farmland building crackdown 

Unlicensed building on farmland exploded after 2011

SHAMMA: An Egyptian woman guides a flock of sheep grazing by a road in the village of Shamma in Egypt’s northern Nile delta province of Menoufia.  — AFP 


