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available exploitation options include sole operator,
national or foreign companies in both countries as per the
agreement. Upbeat about the deal, Ameedi said thanks to
it, both sides would usher in a fresh stage of closer rela-

tions, especially in view of joint oil production, with both
neighbors’ sovereignty and interests to be kept intact. 

Also speaking to KUNA, Spokesman for the Iraqi Oil
Ministry Isam Jihad commended the agreement as an
“unprecedented and significant step”, saying that the
British advisory firm was selected from among four
multinationals. He elaborated that the contract states that
the firm would carry out technical studies for
Ratqa/Rumaila and Safwan-Abdaly oilfields. British
energy advisory firm ERC Equipoise (ERCE) is a spe-
cialist in oil and gas reservoir evaluation. — KUNA 
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the Muslim-majority country. Christians make up
around 0.2 percent of the total population in Turkey.

But Erdogan sought to extend a hand to other com-
munities in the country of 82 million, saying “don’t forget,

this country, this state belongs to everyone”. “Anyone
who has affection for, contributes to and is loyal to
Turkey is a first-class citizen. There are no barriers to
anyone in politics, trade or any other area.”

Official statistics show 98 percent of the Turkish pop-
ulation is Muslim but a poll by Konda group earlier this
year showed the number of people identifying as atheist
rose from one to three percent between 2008 and 2018.
In the same survey, 51 percent said they were religious in
2018 compared with 55 percent in 2008, although the
number of those who said they were a “believer” rose
from 31 percent to 34 percent in a decade.  — AFP 
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Al-Qunun, whose live-tweeted asylum plea from a
Bangkok hotel in January after she fled her Saudi family
drew global attention. Qunun eventually sought asylum in
Canada, but the Saudi embassy in Bangkok faced global
criticism for allegedly attempting to repatriate her to the
kingdom against her will.

The amendment, which limits state influence in the pri-
vate sphere, could provoke family clashes and trigger an
exodus of some women who have long waited to untether
themselves from controlling guardians, observers say.
“The changes will inevitably cause some anxiety in Saudi
families as women seek to use this new found freedom,”
said Kristin Diwan from the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington. “Presumably without the guardianship
restrictions the government will no longer seek to return
them against their will,” she told AFP.

The reform also drew backlash from archconserva-
tives, many of whom shared old video sermons on social
media by Saudi clerics advocating guardianship laws.
Some also denounced the change as “un-Islamic” in a
society that traditionally sees men as protectors of
women. One Twitter user posted a portrait of women
veiled head-to-toe wriggling underneath a barbed wire
fence and emerging skimpily clad on the other side.

It was unclear how quickly the changes would take
root in a society steeped in conservatism and a bureau-
cratic machinery perceived to be averse to change. The
reform, which grants women greater autonomy and
mobility, comes as the petrostate reels from low oil prices
and seeks to boost employment opportunities for women

- currently facing high joblessness. “This can be the
beginning of economic migration that relieves pressure
on (the crown prince) to create jobs for educated women
in a liberalized economy with less public sector opportu-
nities,” said Madawi Al-Rasheed, a Saudi expert at the
London School of Economics.

But many women activists who long campaigned to
dismantle the guardianship system are currently on trial
after being arrested last year in a sweeping crackdown on
dissent or face a travel ban. That includes Loujain Al-
Hathloul, a prominent rights activist who marked her 30th
birthday this week in a Saudi prison. “These changes are
a clear testament to the tireless campaigning of women’s
rights activists who have battled against rampant discrim-
ination in Saudi Arabia for decades,” said Lynn Maalouf,
Amnesty International’s Middle East research director,
demanding the release of the activists.

Muna AbuSulayman, a prominent Saudi influencer and
a former talk show host, took to Twitter along with thou-
sands of Saudi women to celebrate what many described
as a new era. “A generation growing up completely free
and equal to their brothers,” she said, referring to the
freedom to travel. A hashtag calling for marriage without
a guardian’s consent was among the top trending along
with a hashtag thanking the crown prince and another
touting the new travel rules.

“Mohammed bin Salman has dedicated himself to fix-
ing what extremists broke ... This is not about openness
as some call it, it is about equal rights for all,” a user
called Wael tweeted. The prince has pushed back against
the religious establishment, including by arresting scores
of clerics and dissidents. Many citizens remain wary of
the fast pace of change. “We are a Muslim community not
a Western one, may God keep our daughters safe from all
evils,” said Sarah, a Saudi woman in her late 40s who
declined to give her surname. “Imagine if your girls grow
up and leave you and don’t return, would you be happy?”
she told Reuters. —  Agencies 

Praise, ire as Saudi 
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WASHINGTON: The United States vowed to upgrade
its cruise and ballistic missile capability as the collapse
Friday of a Cold War nuclear pact with Russia triggered
fears of a new arms race. As Washington placed the
blame firmly on Moscow over the demise of the
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty,
President Donald Trump said any new disarmament
pact would also need China to come on board.

Russia in turn accused the US of making a “serious
mistake” in turning its back on the INF, which the
United Nations said had played a pivotal role in main-
taining peace and stability for more than three decades.
The pact had been widely proclaimed as a beacon of
hope when it was signed back in 1987 by then US pres-
ident Ronald Reagan and Soviet leader Mikhail
Gorbachev as they agreed to limit the use of conven-
tional and nuclear medium-range missiles.

But its unravelling had been on the cards for months
amid a worsening in ties between Russia and the US.
“Russia is solely responsible for the treaty’s demise,”
US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said in a statement
confirming Washington’s formal withdrawal, minutes
after Russia also pronounced the agreement void.
Russia’s suggestion of a moratorium was swiftly
rebuffed by NATO chief Jens Stoltenberg as not credi-
ble while saying the 29-country transatlantic alliance
did not want to see a renewed battle for military
supremacy.

“We will not mirror what Russia does,” Stoltenberg
told a news conference in Brussels. “We don’t want a
new arms race. And we have no intention to deploy new
land-based nuclear missiles in Europe,” he said. But
there was clear unease in European capitals, with
France’s foreign ministry voicing concern that the treaty’s
collapse “increases the risk of instability in Europe and
erodes the international arms control system.”

“Europe must not become the scene of a new arms
race,” Austrian Foreign Minister Alexander

Schallenberg urged. But Trump’s new defense secretary
said the US had already begun work to develop
“mobile, conventional, ground-launched cruise and bal-
listic missile systems.” As the United States had
“scrupulously complied” with its INF obligations while
it was party to the treaty, “these programs are in the
early stages,” Mark Esper said. 

“Now that we have withdrawn, the Department of
Defense will fully pursue the development of these
ground-launched conventional missiles as a prudent
response to Russia’s actions,” he added, without saying
where the missiles could be stationed. Russia’s foreign
ministry said Washington was making a “serious mis-
take” pulling out of the treaty, adding in a statement
that the US had run a “propaganda campaign” accusing
Russia of violating the deal. 

‘Serious mistake’  
Under the deal, missiles with ranges of 500 to 5,500

km were eliminated. That paved the way for the moth-
balling of Russian SS-20 missiles and American
Pershing missiles deployed in Europe. For years,
Washington has accused Russia of developing a new
type of missile, the 9M729, which it says violates the
treaty - claims that NATO has backed up. The missile
has a range of about 1,500 km, according to NATO,
though Moscow says it can only travel 480 km.

The White House launched a six-month withdrawal
procedure for leaving the treaty in February. Soon after,
Moscow began its move to pull out, and last month
Russian President Vladimir Putin formally suspended its
participation. The INF treaty was considered a corner-
stone of the global arms control architecture. But the
United States accused Russia of repeated violations and
said the bilateral pact had given other countries - namely
China - free rein to develop their own long-range missiles. 

Trump reiterated on Friday that he wanted to see
China also sign up to any new treaty. “We’d certainly

want to include China at some point,” Trump told
reporters. “That would be a great thing for the world.”
The INF deal was seen as one of two key arms deals
between Russia and the US - the other being the New
START treaty, which keeps the nuclear arsenals of both

countries well below their Cold War peak. That deal
expires in 2021 and there appears to be little political
will from Moscow or Washington to renew it, experts
say. China has already rebuffed calls from the US to
join the New START treaty in the future. —  AFP 

Demise of US-Russia nuclear 
treaty fuels fears of arms race

WASHINGTON: This file photo taken on Dec 8, 1987 shows US President Ronald Reagan (left) with Soviet leader
Mikhail Gorbachev during welcoming ceremonies at the White House on the first day of their disarmament summit,
after which both superpower leaders put their names to the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty in a
first attempt to reverse the nuclear arms race. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: US scientists announced Thursday
they have successfully built functional heart parts out of
collagen with a 3D bioprinter, using a breakthrough
technique they say could one day create entire organs.
Their method, which was described in the journal
Science, replicates the body’s own complex biological
scaffolds using its most abundant protein at the highest
level of precision yet achieved.

The structures are then further embedded with living
cells and capillaries at a resolution of 20 micrometers,
far greater than most 3D printers used to create plastic
structures. “What we were able to show was you can
actually 3D print a heart valve out of collagen,” Adam
Feinberg, a co-author of the paper who is a professor
of biomedical engineering at Carnegie Mellon
University, told AFP. “We have not yet put them in an
animal but we built a benchtop system that can simulate
the pressure and the flow rate of the human body, and
we show that we put it in there and it works.”

The team used MRI scans of human hearts to repro-
duce patient-specific parts, which achieved outcomes
like synchronized beating and opening and closing of
valves. In April, an Israeli team unveiled a 3D print of a
heart with human tissue and vessels, but the organ did
not have the ability to pump. Previous attempts at
printing the scaffolds, known as extracellular matrices,
had been hindered by limitations that resulted in poor
tissue fidelity and low resolutions.

Collagen, which is an ideal biomaterial for the task
since it is found in every tissue of the human body,
starts out as a fluid and attempting to print it resulted in
puddle of Jell-O-like material. But the scientists were
able to overcome these hurdles by using rapid changes
in pH to cause the collagen to solidify with precise con-
trol. “That’s the very first version of a valve, and so any-
thing that we engineer as a product will actually get
better and better,” Feinberg said.

The technique, known as Freeform Reversible
Embedding of Suspended Hydrogels (FRESH), allows
the collagen to be added layer by layer in a support
bath of gel, which is then melted away by heating it
from room to body temperature, leaving the structure
undamaged. The team’s designs are open-source,
meaning other labs can replicate the results and print
the same parts.

In a commentary that appeared in Science, biomed-

ical engineers Queeny Dasgupta and Lauren Black, who
are at Tufts University and were not involved with the
research, wrote: “Other methods of printing vasculature
or printing collagen have been demonstrated but did
not achieve the precision or resolution” of the new
method. They added that the new technique creates
structures “that substantially increase cell viability” and
angiogenesis, the formation of new blood vessels.

But they cautioned that improvements in functional
outcomes are still needed and the ultimate goal would
be an even greater resolution of 1 micrometer. In the
long term, the technique could one day be used to
print viable hearts or other organs. There are 4,000
people in the United States awaiting a heart transplant
and millions of others worldwide who need hearts but
may be ineligible.

Challenges to that goal include the generation of the
billions of cells needed to bioprint large tissues, achiev-
ing manufacturing scale, and following regulatory
processes so that it can be tested in animals and even-
tually humans. “I think more near term is probably
patching an existing organ,” such as a heart that has
suffered a loss of function through a heart attack, or a
damaged liver, said Feinberg.  — AFP 

US scientists announce 3D 
heart printing breakthrough

This undated image shows a functional heart valve
which a team of US scientists have built out of colla-
gen using a 3D bioprinter.  —AFP 

WASHINGTON: A series of privacy missteps in
recent months has raised fresh concerns over the future
of voice-controlled digital assistants, a growing market
seen by some as the next frontier in computing. Recent
incidents involving Google, Apple and Amazon devices
underscore that despite strong growth in the market for
smart speakers and devices, more work is needed to
reassure consumers that their data is protected when
they use the technology.

Apple this week said it was suspending its “Siri
grading” program, in which people listen to snippets of
conversations to improve the voice recognition tech-
nology, after the British-based Guardian newspaper
reported that the contractors were hearing confidential
medical information, criminal dealings and even sexual
encounters. “We are committed to delivering a great
Siri experience while protecting user privacy,” Apple
said in a statement, adding that it would allow con-
sumers to opt into this feature in a future software
update.

Google meanwhile said it would pause listening to
and transcribing conversations in the European Union
from its Google Assistant in the wake of a privacy
investigation in Germany. Amazon, which also has
acknowledged it uses human assistants to improve the
artificial intelligence of its Alexa-powered devices,
recently announced a new feature making it easier to
delete all recorded data.

The recent cases may give consumers the impres-
sion that someone is “listening” to their conversations
even if it’s rarely true. “From a technology perspective
it’s not surprising that these companies use humans to
annotate this data, because the machine is not good
enough to understand everything,” said Florian Schaub,
a University of Michigan professor specializing in

human-computer interaction who has done research on
digital assistants. “The problem is that people are not
expecting it and it is not transparently communicated.”

Carolina Milanesi, a technology analyst with
Creative Strategies, agreed that humans are needed to
improve the technology. “People have a somewhat
unrealistic expectation that these assistants will by
magic just get better eventually, that they can do
machine learning and get better on their own, but right
now we’re still at the beginning of AI, and human inter-
vention is still important,” she said.

According to the research firm eMarketer, nearly 112
million people - one-third of the US population - will
use a voice assistant at least monthly on any device,
with many using AI-powered devices for searches,
music and news or information. A Microsoft survey this
year of consumers in five countries found that 80 per-
cent were satisfied with their experience with digital
assistants. But 41 percent of those surveyed said they
had concerns on privacy, trust and passive listening.

Some of the privacy fears surrounding smart speak-
ers are based on false assumptions, analysts note. The
devices don’t record or transmit information until they
are “activated” with a keyword or phrase such as “Hey,
Siri” or “Alexa”. But “there is always a risk of false acti-
vation,” Schaub noted. “You have to trust the device
and the company making the device that the micro-
phone is only locally processing until the activation
word is heard.” Ryan Calo, faculty co-director of the
University of Washington Tech Policy Lab, said that
while the devices are not listening, there remain con-
cerns over access to conversations. “If employees are
hearing things they shouldn’t have access to, that is
really a red flag, it’s a bad practice,” Calo said.

Calo said the privacy concerns around digital assis-
tants are likely to grow as the devices expand their
capabilities. “I worry about a trend where these sys-
tems begin to listen for more than just your affirmative
command - it could listen for breaking glass or signs of
distress, or a baby crying. All of a sudden the system is
listening for all kinds of things and the frog gets boiled
by incrementally heating the water,” he said. — AFP 
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