
Global protests 
as UN climate 
talks stumble
BANGKOK: Thai fishermen and laborers whose livelihoods
are threatened by rising sea levels kicked off an international
day of protests in Bangkok yesterday, where key UN talks
are attempting to breathe life into the Paris Agreement on
climate change. As global warming races ahead of efforts to
contain it, the discussions are deadlocked over a number of
contentious issues, with activists demanding immediate
action to prevent irreparable damage to the planet.

The “Rise for Climate” protest movement - which has
organized events in dozens of countries yesterday - wants
governments to end their reliance on fossil fuels and transi-
tion fully into renewable energy. Beginning in Australia, a
tall ship moved through Sydney Harbour in front of the
Opera House as activists on board held up protest signs. Its
billowing sails featured banners that read “Rise for Climate;
Action with 350” - referring to environment advocacy
group 350 which spearheaded the global protest. Blair
Palese, CEO of 350 Australia, said that the country - heavily
reliant on coal mining for its economy - has long suffered
the effects of climate change.

“We are fighting bushfires in winter, suffering a crippling
drought, and scientists fear back-to-back bleaching of the
Great Barrier Reef this summer,” he said. In the Thai capital,
some 200 protesters assembled in front of the UN regional
headquarters, where delegates were discussing how to
implement measures agreed by world powers under the
2015 Paris Accord on climate change. The talks aim to create

a draft legal framework for limiting global temperature rises
that can be presented to ministers and heads of state at a
final round of discussions in Poland in December. 

The delegates have been meeting since Tuesday, but have
made little progress, according to multiple sources close to
the negotiations. “The negotiators are not taking any
action,” Ruchi Tripathi, head of climate justice at charity

ActionAid, told AFP. Dozens of laborers and fishermen from
the Gulf of Thailand, whose livelihoods are threatened by
rising sea levels and coastal erosion caused by climate
change, joined yesterday’s protest. Many brought examples
of their produce, including crabs and shrimp, and held ban-
ners demanding that delegates take action.
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News in brief

Japan death toll hits 35 
TOKYO: The death toll from a powerful quake that trig-
gered landslides in northern Japan rose to 35 yesterday,
as tens of thousands of rescue workers raked through the
mud for survivors. The majority of the dead are from the
small rural town of Atsuma, where a cluster of dwellings
were wrecked when a hillside collapsed from the force of
the 6.6-magnitude quake, causing deep brown scars in
the landscape. Public broadcaster NHK said 35 were
dead, with around five people still unaccounted for in the
town. More than 600 sustained minor injuries, according
to the Hokkaido island local government. “We never had
landslides here,” said Akira Matsushita who lost his
brother in Atsuma. —AFP 

Murder of octogenarian 
WASHINGTON: A 14-year-old suspected of having
raped and killed a woman in her eighties in the US city of
Baltimore was charged as an adult with murder, authori-
ties said. Tyrone Harvin, who turned 14 last month, is
accused of attacking 83-year-old Dorothy Mae Neal at
her home and leaving her for dead. She died in hospital on
August 30. “We can tell you without even checking our
records this is the youngest person we’ve charged in
Baltimore this year and probably the last couple of years
with murder,” police spokesman TJ Smith said. “It’s sad all
the way around. There’s some systematic failure in the 14-
year-old’s life to allow us to be here talking about him
being accused of murder and rape. It’s just a very tragic
situation all the way around.”  — AFP 

US army to invest $2 bn 
WASHINGTON: The Pentagon’s research wing said
Friday it will invest $2 billion to develop a new generation
of artificial intelligence with “human-like communication”
skills. The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency,
or DARPA, will use the money to fund around 20 existing
projects over the next five years and launch new ones over
the next 12 months seeking a higher level of machine
learning, the agency’s director Steven Walker told
reporters near Washington. “We are making multiple
research investments aimed at transforming computers
from specialized tools to partners in problem-solving,”
said Walker, referring to the new generation of machines
as “AI Next.” — AFP

ATSUMA, Japan: Rescue workers search for missing
people in Astuma yesterday after a 6.6-magnitude
earthquake hit the northern Japanese island of
Hokkaido. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Iraqi Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi faced calls
to resign yesterday as his alliance with a populist cleric who
won May elections crumbled over deadly unrest shaking the
country’s south. The two leading groups in parliament called
on Abadi to step down, after lawmakers held an emergency
meeting on the public anger boiling over in the southern city
of Basra. “We demand the government apologize to the peo-
ple and resign immediately,” said Hassan Al-Aqouli,
spokesman for the list of Shiite cleric Moqtada Sadr that won
the most seats in the election.

The announcement dealt a severe blow to Abadi’s hopes of
holding onto his post through a bloc-described as the biggest
in parliament-unveiled just days earlier with Sadr and more
than a dozen other groups. Ahmed Al-Assadi, spokesman for
the second-largest list in parliament, the Conquest Alliance,
condemned “the government’s failure to resolve the crisis in
Basra”, where 12 protesters were killed this week in clashes
with security forces.

The Conquest Alliance of pro-Iranian former paramilitary
fighters was “on the same wavelength” as Sadr’s Marching
Towards Reform list and they would work together to form a
new government, Assadi said. Abadi, whose grouping came
third in the May polls, defended his record in parliament,
describing the unrest as “political sabotage” and saying the
crisis over public services was being exploited for political
ends. His government has announced the allocation of an
unspecified amount of extra funds for Basra, although demon-
strators say that billions of dollars in emergency funding
pledged in July has failed to materialize.

Basra has been rocked by protests since Tuesday, with
demonstrators setting ablaze government buildings, the
Iranian consulate and the offices of pro-Tehran militias and
political parties. The anger flared after the hospitalization
of 30,000 people who had drunk polluted water, in an oil-
rich region where residents have for weeks complained of
water and electricity shortages, corruption among officials
and unemployment. 

At least a dozen demonstrators have been killed and 50
wounded in clashes with security forces, according to the
interior ministry. Hours before parliament met, four rockets
fired by unidentified assailants struck inside the perimeter
of Basra airport, security sources said. Staff at the airport,
which is located near the US consulate in Basra, said flights
were not affected.

The attack came after a day of rage in the southern city
where hundreds of protesters stormed the fortified Iranian
consulate, causing no casualties but sparking condemnation.
Abadi said he had instructed security forces to “act decisively
against the acts of vandalism that accompanied the demon-
strations”. Iraq’s Joint Operations Command, which includes
the army and police, vowed a “severe” response with “excep-
tional security measures”, including a ban on protests and
group travel. Iranian foreign ministry spokesman Bahram
Ghassemi denounced the “savage attack”, Iran’s Fars news
agency reported.  A spokesman for the consulate said that all
diplomats and staff had been evacuated from the building
before the protesters attacked, and that nobody was hurt.
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BASRA: An Iraqi protester stands flashing the victory gesture outside the burning headquarters of
the Iranian consulate in the southern city of Basra. — AFP 

MARSEILLE: People hold banners as they take part in a march yesterday in Marseille, southern
France, as part of a global day of action ‘Rise For Climate.’ — AFP 

S Korea man 
infected by 
MERS virus
SEOUL: A South Korean man, 61, was diagnosed with
the potentially deadly Middle East Respiratory
Syndrome (MERS) and is being treated at a hospital in
Seoul, the Korea Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (KCDC) said yesterday. The patient returned
to Seoul on Friday after a business trip to Kuwait from
August 16 to Sept 6, according to the KCDC. 

This is the first time since July 2015 that an outbreak
of MERS has been reported in South Korea. “As far as
found by now, 20 people including flight attendants and
medical staff have been in close contact with the patient
and they are under isolation at home,” KCDC director
Jeong Eun-kyeong told a press briefing.

The patient, who was suffering from diarrhea, headed
directly to Samsung Medical Center from the airport,
Jeong said. He is now in an isolation ward at Seoul
National University Hospital. The KCDC director said all
flights from Middle East countries have been put into
quarantine. “The KCDC and local governments will do
our best to prevent spread of the MERS,” Jeong noted.
The infectious disease swept South Korea in 2015 lead-
ing to 38 fatalities. MERS is thought to be carried by
camels and most of the known human-to-human trans-
mission has occurred in healthcare settings. — Reuters

Lebanese arm 
wrestlers revive 
century-old tradition
JOUNIEH: On a seaside podium in Lebanon, Halim El-
Achkar locks hands with an opponent, exerting pres-
sure until he slams both contestants’ forearms down
with a fearsome growl, to win the bout. His rippling
biceps etched with tattoos, the 25-year-old is thrilled
that the country’s century-old pastime of arm wrestling
has been given a new lease of life.

“I always loved this game. For me, it’s a symbol of
strength and manliness,” said Achkar, sporting a neatly
trimmed black beard. “This discipline must be taken up
more, so we can shine abroad the same way we do in
basketball,” he added. The tournament in Jounieh, a
Lebanese town just north of the capital Beirut, is the
second annual nationwide contest organized by the
country’s arm wrestling federation. Established last
year, the body already boasts 750 members whom it
trains to perform at international standards, founder
Karim El-Andary said.

Grappling for gold
“The goal is to put Lebanon on the world map,” he

said. It’s a goal that looks achievable, since two federa-
tion members scored gold medals at a competition in
Italy last year. But Andary is driven by more than a

quest for international recognition. “Arm wrestling is
rooted in Lebanese tradition. We inherited it from our
grandparents. It’s our duty to preserve it,” he said. 

As far back as the 19th century, men in villages
across the country would show off their strength, lock-
ing hands over a table-or even just lifting rocks. “This
tradition was widespread across the country,” said
Maroun Khalil, who heads the Lebanese Federation of
Heritage and Traditional Sports. “It was both a playful
pastime and a way to resolve disputes in villages with-
out resorting to bloodshed,” he said. The old sport has
drawn in new fans in Lebanon. Dozens gathered in
Jounieh to watch men and women grapple for gold.
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JOUNIEH: Lebanese men compete in an arm-wrestling
championship in the coastal city of Jounieh. — AFP 


