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HASS, Syria: Syrians check the wreckage at a site in Hass town after an airstrike by pro-regime forces on the south of Idlib province yesterday. Syria’s last major rebel bastion Idlib was yesterday targeted by
the ‘most violent’ Russian air strikes in a month, according to the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a day after the failure of a three-way summit on the Syrian conflict. — AFP 

Iraq PM urged to 
quit as key ally...
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The wave of protests first broke out in Basra in July
before spreading to other parts of the country, with demon-
strators condemning corruption among Iraqi officials and
demanding jobs. Since then a total of at least 27 people
have been killed. “We’re thirsty, we’re hungry, we are sick
and abandoned,” protester Ali Hussein told AFP on Friday
in Basra after another night of violence. The anger on
Basra’s streets was “in response to the government’s inten-

tional policy of neglect”, said the head of the region’s
human rights council, Mehdi Al-Tamimi. Iraq has been
struggling to rebuild its infrastructure and economy after
decades of bloody conflicts, including an eight-year war
with Iran in the 1980s, the US-led invasion of 2003 and the
battle against the Islamic State group.

In August, the oil ministry announced that crude exports
for August had hit their highest monthly figure this year,
with nearly 112 million barrels of oil bringing $7.7 billion to
state coffers. Iraq, however, suffers from persistent corrup-
tion and many Iraqis complain that the oil wealth is unfairly
distributed. Two months ago, Abadi pledged a multi-billion
dollar emergency plan to revive infrastructure and services
in southern Iraq, one of the country’s most marginalized
regions. — AFP

Lebanese arm 
wrestlers revive...
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A single fight can last a few seconds or several gut-
wrenching minutes, with at least two referees hunched
over the table to spot fouls. Pierre Harb, 31, stepped up
to the elevated competition platform. “Arm wrestling

has been part of my life since I was a child,” said Harb,
competing professionally for the first time. Despite
possessing bulging arms and facing a 14-year old
opponent, luck was not on his side. 

Harb’s rival-imposingly tall and bulky for his age-
swiftly triumphed. Competitors were seeking to
secure their slots in the annual national final on
September 9, which will crown three champions: one
in the under 90 kilogram men’s category, one above
that weight, and one woman.

Of the 300 participants in this summer’s nationwide

tournament, one in six were women. And it’s the first
time women have competed at the national level. In
Jounieh, Amany Abi Khalil, 22, was determined to crush
the misconception that physical strength is a purely
male domain. “I came here to show that women can
take part in this sport without becoming less feminine,”
said the theatre undergraduate. “Some were surprised
by my decision, but my parents and my friends sup-
ported me,” she said. 

A competition was also held for male and female
members of the army and security forces. Claudine

Aoun, head of the National Commission for Lebanese
Women, watched enthusiastically from a ringside sofa.
“Women taking part in this competition is a message”
that they can operate in sectors previously associated
with men, she said. The winner of the women’s competi-
tion on the day, 16-year-old Teresa Bassil, agreed.
When she stepped up to the stage for the awards cere-
mony, she did so among a sea of male judges clad in
red. “Strength is not just a man’s thing. Women too can
be strong,” the teenager said softly, dressed in a purple
t-shirt with her hair tied back in a ponytail. — AFP 

The death penalty 
around the world
PARIS: The use of the death penalty is declining: more
than two-thirds of countries have abolished or ceased
to use it and executions continued to decrease in 2017,
Amnesty International says. But capital punishment
remains in place in 23 countries, with China still
believed to be the “world’s top executioner”, the
group’s 2017 report says. Here is an overview:

Death penalty decline
Amnesty International says that at the end of last

year, 142 countries - more than two-thirds - had abol-
ished the death penalty in law or in practice, with 106
ending it in law for all crimes. The latest were Guinea
and Mongolia which in 2017 abolished capital punish-
ment for all crimes, while Guatemala outlawed it for civ-
il crimes only. Sub-Saharan Africa made significant

progress towards abolition with a big reduction in the
number of death sentences throughout the region. 

Only Somalia and South Sudan carried out execu-
tions in 2017 compared with five countries in the region
in 2016. Burkina Faso, Chad, Kenya and The Gambia,
meanwhile, took measures to end the use of capital
punishment by adopting new legislation or introducing
bills. In Europe and central Asia, Belarus was the only
country to have carried out the death sentence in 2017,
with at least two executions down from at least four the
previous year, Amnesty says. Kazakhstan, Russia and
Tajikistan maintained moratoriums.

Still killing
There were 993 executions recorded in 2017 in 23

countries, a decrease of four percent from 2016 and 39
percent from 2015, which was a peak year with 1,634
executions. Amnesty’s numbers do not include the
“thousands” it says are believed to have been executed
in China, which classifies this information as a state
secret. Excluding China, Amnesty says Iran, Saudi

Arabia, Iraq and Pakistan-in that order-carried out 84
percent of all executions in 2017. Compared to the pre-
vious year, the figures were down by 31 percent in
Pakistan and 11 percent in Iran.

In Iran, at least 31 executions were in public. Bahrain,
Jordan, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates took up
executions again in 2017. Conversely Amnesty record-
ed no executions in five countries that had applied the
death penalty in 2016: Botswana, Indonesia, Nigeria,
Sudan and Taiwan, though the latter did execute one
man in August 2018. For the ninth consecutive year the
United States was the only country on the American
continent to execute prisoners, with 23 recorded.

The United States and Japan, where there were
four executions in 2017, were the only countries in
the G8 group leading economies to carry out execu-
tions. Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago meanwhile
handed out death penalties. Countries carrying out
the penalty last year used methods ranging from
decapitation to hanging, firing squad and lethal
injection, Amnesty says. — AFP 

Qatar to invest 
$11.6 billion in 
Germany
BERLIN: Qatar’s Amir Sheikh Tamim Bin Hamad Al-
Thani said in Berlin Friday his country would invest some
10 billion euros ($11.6 billion) in Germany, as he battles a
policy of isolation by neighboring states. “We are
announcing Qatar’s desire to invest 10 billion euros in
the German economy over the coming five years,” the
Gulf state leader said as he opened a German-Qatari
business forum alongside Chancellor Angela Merkel.
Qatar plans to invest in the car, high-tech and banking
sectors-three traditional strengths of the German econo-
my. Business daily Handelsblatt reported that Doha is
especially interested in Germany’s dense network of
small- and medium-sized firms known as the
“Mittelstand”.

In recent years its German investments in larger
industrial or financial firms have often soured, including
in the country’s troubled largest lender Deutsche Bank.
For more than a year, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi
Arabia, Bahrain and Egypt have cut off ties with Qatar,
accusing it of supporting “terrorist” movements, cosying
up to Iran and undermining stability in the region. The
cold shoulder from its neighbors has prompted Qatari
leaders to fall back on more distant allies, with Germany
now its third-weightiest trading partner after the US and
China. Bilateral trade has more than doubled since 2011,
to around 2.8 billion euros.

Also Friday, Merkel confirmed German plans to build
a liquefied natural gas (LNG) terminal in Germany. Qatar
is the world’s largest exporter of the fuel. Both capitals
also have a common interest in Turkey, with Qatar
announcing $15 billion of investments there last month.
Meanwhile Berlin is bound to Ankara by Germany’s mil-
lions-strong Turkish diaspora community and an agree-
ment for Turkey to hold back refugees from the Middle
East from reaching Europe. Turkey’s lira currency has
been weakened recently as President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and US President Donald Trump engage in a
diplomatic face-off with mutual sanctions. — AFP 

Facial recognition 
touted as a ‘user 
friendly’ system 
for airports
DULLES: As facial recognition technology use generates
intense scrutiny, a new system unveiled at Washington’s
Dulles airport is being touted as a “user friendly” way to
help ease congestion for air travelers. Officials at Dulles
unveiled two new face recognition systems on Thursday,
one to meet legal requirements for biometric entry-exit
records, and a second to help speed processing of travelers
arriving on international flights by matching their real-time
images with stored photos.

The growing use of facial recognition has ignited debate
over surveillance and privacy around the world, but officials
told media this system was a way to help reducing annoying
lines and wait times without compromising security. “The

technology works,” US Customs and Border Protection
Commissioner Kevin McAleenan told reporters at an airport
unveiling. “It’s fast, it’s user-friendly, it’s flexible and it’s cost-
effective. And we believe it will change the face of interna-
tional travel.” Over time, officials say the biometric recogni-
tion system will allow a traveler’s face to eliminate the need
for a boarding pass. “No more fumbling with your boarding
pass when you have two carry-ons, maybe a kid, no more
trying to find a QR code or trying the refresh your screen,”
McAleenan said. In one test for the system, McAleenan
said the boarding 350 passengers for an Airbus A380 air-
craft was completed in 20 minutes, or half the normal time.
At Dulles, officials showed how the new systems, operated
with iPads mounted on poles, identified and matched the
image of travelers during the boarding process.

Aiming for speed, security
The system is designed to boost security by ensuring

that travelers are using their real passports and not forged
documents, matching to existing photos from passports or
images collected from foreign nationals when they enter.
The Dulles system began operations in mid-August, ahead
of the media event, and within three days was credited
with the arrest of a man attempting to use a fake passport

to enter the United States. The 26-year-old man traveling
from Sao Paulo, Brazil sought to enter with a French pass-
port but the facial comparison biometric system deter-
mined he was not a match to the passport he presented.  A
search revealed the man’s authentic Republic of Congo
identification card concealed in his shoe. Officials claim the
new systems are being developed only for the boarding
and entry process and not being tied to other databases
for law enforcement surveillance. “We are not collecting or
retaining any new data,” McAleenan said. “We need to
confirm that the party travelers are who they say they are.”
Dulles is one of 14 “early adopter airports” using facial
recognition technology for the entry process.  McAleenan
said that because the new system uses only its own images
and passport photos, its accuracy rate is “99 percent.”
“We are not seeing significant difference across gender or
race,” he added. The CPB system was developed within
the agency, part of the Department of Homeland Security,
with unspecified technology partners, according to
McAleenan. Privacy activists say there are few safeguards
on facial recognition databases used and that the technol-
ogy evokes fears of a “Big Brother” surveillance state,
pointing to China, where law enforcement has been
aggressively deploying these systems. — AFP

Global protests 
as UN climate...
Continued from Page 1

“I came here today to ask the government to put coastal
erosion on the national agenda,” 58-year-old fisherwoman
Aree Kongklad said. She said that the mangrove forests near
her coastal home had been destroyed, jeopardizing the sup-
ply of crabs which are her livelihood. In Manila, more than
800 people, including one dressed as a T-Rex holding a “Go
Fossil Free” sign, marched through the streets protesting the

country’s heavy reliance on coal. Along with Bangkok, the
Philippine capital is projected to be among the world’s hard-
est hit urban areas by climate change impacts.

“We are among the most vulnerable and we are among
those still stuck in an energy system that is backwards,”
campaigner Chuck Baclavon said, adding that the govern-
ment is out of excuses. Around 10,000 school students and
their teachers in northern India tied red ribbons to trees in a
call to end deforestation. “We came out in support of this
global initiative because it draws attention to a very urgent
and important issue,” said Red Tape Movement founder
Prabhat Misra. In a separate initiative, the New Delhi local
government launched a drive to plant half a million trees
around the Indian capital yesterday.— AFP 

Two health scares 
at US airports tied 
to Makkah pilgrims
CHICAGO: Two major health scares at US airports involv-
ing inbound flights are related to pilgrims returning from
the Hajj, the Muslim pilgrimage to the holy city of Makkah,
Saudi Arabia, which ended in late August, US health offi-
cials said on Friday. On Wednesday, US health officials
sent an emergency response team with mobile diagnostic
equipment to John F Kennedy International Airport in

New York after they were told that more than 100 passen-
gers aboard an Emirates airlines flight from Dubai were
experiencing flu-like symptoms.

Dr Martin Cetron, director for the division of Global
Migration and Quarantine at the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, told Reuters in a telephone inter-
view that health officials evaluated nearly 549 passengers
at the airport, and sent a total of 11 people to a local hos-
pital for more testing. Ten people were tested for a battery
of respiratory viruses and bacteria in hopes of ruling out
serious pathogens that could present a public health
threat. Two of them tested positive for an especially viru-
lent type of influenza A virus, and one of the two, who was
gravely ill with pneumonia, was co-infected with another
respiratory virus, Cetron said. A third person tested posi-

tive for a cold virus. All three had taken part in the Hajj,
which this year drew some 2 million people to Mecca,
Cetron said. Seven crew members, who boarded the flight
in Dubai and were not at the pilgrimage, tested negative
for a number of respiratory infections of public health
concern, Cetron said. The next day, two flights arriving in
Philadelphia from Europe were screened by medical teams
after 12 passengers reported flu-like symptoms. One of
them had visited Mecca for the Hajj.

Cetron said health officials in New York had been pre-
pared to quarantine a large group of sick passengers in an
area at the airport. From a total of 11 passengers taken to
hospital for evaluation, 10 were tested for respiratory
symptoms; one showed signs of food poisoning. “It was a
much smaller incident. That’s not uncommon,” Cetron said.

“Often the incoming information from multiple sources can
be exaggerated beyond what we really find.” All 10 patients
with respiratory symptoms tested negative for the Middle
East Respiratory Syndrome or MERS, a highly infectious
and deadly respiratory infection that was first identified in
the Middle East in 2012. The CDC was not alerted in
advance about the two flights that landed in Philadelphia
from Paris and Munich, but several travelers had complained
of illness, triggering a “medical review” of 250 passengers
from those flights, a spokesman said. Twelve passengers
were found to have sore throats and coughs, and one also
tested positive for the flu, a CDC spokesman confirmed. The
responses were part of a well-rehearsed network of public
health officials trained to identify and contain pathogens as
US airports and ports of entry, Cetron said. — Reuters


