
Rivals clash
with Biden
at debate
DETROIT: Democratic frontrunner Joe
Biden went on the offensive on Wednesday
against his main 2020 opponents, but was
rapidly assailed on the debate stage over
key issues like health care, race, immigration
and criminal justice. Tensions rose rapidly
between the former vice president and Sen-
ator Kamala Harris, the most prominent
African American in the field, as the two
reprised their clash from a month earlier at
the debut debate.

But while Biden aimed aggressive attacks
at Harris and her health care plan, other ri-
vals in the second night of the two-night, 20-
candidate debate sought to undercut him on
a host of issues. Biden is leading polls for the
nod to take on President Donald Trump in
2020, and nearly all of the other nine De-
mocrats on stage attacked him at some
point. He found himself in a series of sharp
exchanges on the central campaign issue of
health care along with his stance on climate
change and his past legislative record, in
particular his failure to take decisive action
against illegal immigration.

When Biden jousted with Harris about
her “double talk” on her own modified
Medicare for All plan, which he noted would
take 10 years to kick in, Harris shot back:
“You’re simply inaccurate in what you’re de-
scribing.” She said Biden’s proposal for gov-

ernment-backed health insurance for those
who want it “leaves out almost 10 million
Americans” from coverage.

Biden’s advisors had urged him to be
more aggressive after his lackluster first de-
bate performance, but the 76-year-old
struck a curious opening note on Wednes-
day. As the debate began, Biden greeted
Harris, a 54-year-old former California at-
torney general, by shaking her hand and
saying, “Go easy on me, kid.” She did not.
Harris renewed the criticism that gave her a
viral moment in the first debate by accusing
Biden of making light of his work with seg-
regationists in the Senate in the 1970s. “The
vice president has still failed to acknowledge
that it was wrong to take the position that
he took at that time,” Harris said.

Rare unity 
The squabbling came after deep fault

lines between the party’s centrist and pro-
gressive wings were exposed on the first de-

bate night, which featured leading liberals
Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren. In one
of the few moments of broad unity onstage
Wednesday, several candidates joined Biden
in condemning Trump. Congresswoman Tulsi
Gabbard said the president “is not behaving
like a patriot”, while Julian Castro, the only
Latino in the field, branded Trump an out-
right “racist”.

But much of the night was consumed with
clashes between candidates, and progres-
sives were quick to highlight the ideological
divide with moderates on multiple fronts.
“Middle ground approaches are not
enough,” said Washington Governor Jay In-
slee, who has released a trillion-dollar plan
to tackle climate change. “We must confront
the fossil fuel industry.” New York Mayor
Bill de Blasio, in the race’s left lane, laid down
the gauntlet by saying he was fully prepared
to “restructure” the US economy and soci-
ety. “We will tax the hell out of the wealthy,”
he boomed. — AFP 
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SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook-backed re-
searchers have managed to translate brain signals
into spoken words, bringing the social network’s
vision of linking brains and machines closer to re-
ality. A study published this week by University of
California-San Francisco scientists showed
progress toward a new type of brain-computer in-
terface. The project involved brain implants, but
could be a step toward accomplishing the goal
with a non-invasive method such as augmented
reality glasses with sensors.

“A decade from now, the ability to type directly
from our brains may be accepted as a given,”
Facebook said Tuesday in an online post updating
a project announced two years ago. “Not long
ago, it sounded like science fiction. Now, it feels
within plausible reach.” Such a breakthrough
could benefit people with paralysis, spinal cord in-
juries, neurodegenerative diseases or other con-
ditions making them unable to speak, and may also
let people control technology such as augmented
reality glasses just by thinking, Facebook said. 

“It’s never too early to start  thinking through
the important questions that will need to be an-
swered before such a potentially powerful tech-
nology should make its way into commercial
products,” Facebook said. A study published in

Nature Communications detailed how researchers
were able to capture brain signals being sent to
produce speech and figure out what people were
trying to say.

A standard set of questions were asked of the
volunteers in the study, with the computer pro-
vided context to help figure out answers. “Cur-
rently, patients with speech loss due to paralysis
are limited to spelling words out very slowly using
residual eye movements or muscle twitches to
control a computer interface,” said UCSF neuro-
scientist Eddie Chang. “But in many cases, infor-
mation needed to produce fluent speech is still
there in their brains. We just need the technology
to allow them to express it.”

Augmented minds
The study was funded by Facebook Reality

Labs, a research unit at the California-based in-
ternet titan focused on technology for augmented
and virtual reality experiences. The work is part of
“Project Steno” exploring the feasibility of a wear-
able device that lets people type by imagining
themselves talking.

“Our progress shows real potential in how fu-
ture inputs and interactions with AR glasses could
one day look,” Facebook vice president of aug-

mented and virtual reality Andrew Bosworth
tweeted. Researchers hope to eventually decode
100 words per minute in real time with a 1,000-
word vocabulary and an error rate below 17 per-
cent, according to Facebook. Futurist
entrepreneur Elon Musk revealed this month his
secretive startup is making progress on an inter-
face linking brains with computers, and said test-
ing on people may begin next year.

Religious minority
In another development, Facebook said it has

removed a profile frame targeting Pakistan’s
long-persecuted Ahmadi community as the
media giant continues to grapple with the prolif-
eration of hate speech on the social network.
Profile frames are filters Facebook users can add
to their pictures that often promote a cause, cel-
ebrate a holiday, or commemorate an event or
tragedy. The frame withdrawn by Facebook
called for the death of the Ahmadis in Urdu and
was widely shared in Pakistan.

“We have removed the Profile Frames in ques-
tion for violating our rules, and have ensured that
they’re unavailable for future use,” a Facebook
spokesperson told AFP via email. “We do not tol-
erate any content-including anything shared

within Profile Frames-that incites violence, and we
remove this content whenever we become aware
of it.” The frame was extensively used by Pakistani
Facebook users after US President Donald Trump
met with several leading members of persecuted
religious groups in the White House earlier this
month, including a representative from Pakistan’s
Ahmadi community.  

Ahmadis were legally declared non-Muslims in
Pakistan decades ago for their belief in a prophet
after Mohammed and have long been persecuted
and widely hated in the deeply conservative coun-
try. Hardline Islamic scholars denounce the Ah-
madis as heretics and the group has been the
target of violence and threats by leading politi-
cians in Pakistan over the years.

Facebook disabled 2.19 billion accounts in the
first quarter of this year, nearly double the number
of accounts nixed in the prior three-month period.
The social network took down four million posts
considered hate speech in the first quarter of this
year and continues to invest in technology to bet-
ter detect such material in various languages and
regions. However Facebook has been battered by
criticism that it was more focused on growth than
protecting users or thwarting deception, bullying,
and harassment. — Agencies 
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Drug lab raids in 
Myanmar’s meth 
capital met with 
artillery fire 
YANGON: Raids on jungle drug labs have been met with
heavy artillery fire, Myanmar narcotics police said yester-
day, in an area riddled with armed groups accused of
pumping out much of the world’s methamphetamine. Myan-
mar is under increasingly intense pressure from its neigh-
bors to close down the meth labs festooning lawless parts
of Shan State, the heart of the notorious “Golden Triangle”.

A major crackdown kicked off last month in Kutkai
township, northern Shan, the army has said, where an en-
twined network of drug lords, ethnic rebel groups and se-
curity forces are accused of running a shadow drug
economy worth billions of dollars. Huge stockpiles of
chemicals as well as millions of dollars of ice - the highly
addictive crystalised form of meth - were seized in one raid
on homespun labs buried deep in the jungle.  “The crack-
down is ongoing,” a senior police officer from the anti-
drugs squad told AFP, requesting anonymity.

The army and drug police initially conducted raids in
the area on July 21 but were repelled by “heavy artillery”
at the site, the officer said.  They returned several days
later, busting a massive production site of nearly 100 huts.
Police seized 750 kilograms (1,650 pounds) of ice worth
an estimated $10.5 million along with 9,000 yaba pills -
caffeine-laced meth tablets - the army said. They also
found thousands of acid barrels and bottles, stoves, fridges,
power generators and tea bags, which are often used to
disguise drugs for smuggling.  — AFP 

DETROIT: Democratic presidential hopefuls participate in the second round of the second Democratic
primary debate of the 2020 presidential campaign season hosted by CNN at the Fox Theatre on
Wednesday. — AFP 


