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Pakistan has also expelled the Indian ambassador, halted
bilateral trade and suspended cross-border transport serv-
ices. However, analysts said the actions were unlikely to
move Delhi.

The Indian part of the picturesque Himalayan state has
been under lockdown for over a week with tens of thou-
sands of troop reinforcements deployed to the main city of
Srinagar and other towns and villages. A curfew has also
been enforced across the region and phone and Internet
lines cut to quell potential unrest. Indian authorities vowed
to reduce the restrictions on freedom of movement in their
portion of Kashmir following the country’s own
Independence Day celebrations today.

Earlier this week Khan lambasted the international com-
munity for failing to challenge India and said turning a blind
eye to the spread of Indian Hindu nationalism was the same
as appeasing Hitler - a comparison he again made yester-
day. As tensions simmered with India, Pakistan moved ahead
with independence celebrations which began at the stroke
of midnight with firework shows lighting up the skies in
major cities, where residents jammed the streets waving the
national flag from their cars and motorcycles. 

In August 1947 the British Raj was dismantled with the
subcontinent divided into two independent states - Hindu-
majority India and Muslim-majority Pakistan. Millions were
uprooted in one of the largest mass migrations in history,
with experts estimating at least one million died in the com-
munal violence unleashed by a partition that continues to
haunt the subcontinent to this day. 

Kashmir has been divided between India and Pakistan
ever since, and has been the spark for two major wars and
countless clashes between the two nuclear-armed arch-
rivals. Earlier this year they came close to all-out conflict yet
again, after a militant attack in Indian-held Kashmir in
February was claimed by a group based in Pakistan, igniting
tit-for-tat air strikes.

Meanwhile, India’s crippling 10-day-old curfew in
Kashmir will ease after today, according to the state gover-
nor, but phone lines and the Internet will remain cut. India
shut off communications and severely restricted movement
in the part of Kashmir it controls on Aug 4, a day before
New Delhi stripped the Muslim-majority region of its
autonomy. Fearing protests and unrest in the long-restive
region, tens of thousands of extra Indian troops have been

deployed, turning the picturesque main city of Srinagar into
a warren of barbed wire and barricades.

While rules on the movement of people would be eased
after India’s Independence Day celebrations today, state
governor Satya Pal Malik said that phone lines and the
Internet would remain down. “We don’t want to give that
instrument to the enemy until things settle down,” Malik told
the Times of India. “In a week or 10 days, everything will be
alright and we will gradually open lines of communication.”

The lockdown has not completely prevented anger at
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s move bursting out into the
open, however. According to residents around 8,000 people
protested after Friday prayers, with security forces firing
tear gas and pellet-firing shotguns to break up the rally.
Only on Tuesday did the Indian government confirm that
clashes, blaming them on stone-throwing “miscreants” and
saying its forces reacted with “restraint”.

Footage filmed by AFP on Monday showed hundreds of
people protesting in the Soura area of Srinagar, shouting
slogans such as “We want freedom” and “India go back” as
helicopters buzzed overhead. “What India has done is unac-
ceptable to us. Our struggle will continue even if India
keeps Kashmir locked down for months,” one protester told
AFP. India’s home ministry said Tuesday that since the cur-
few was imposed, “no bullets have been fired”.

But Munir Khan, a senior police officer in Kashmir, said
that the military has used pellet-firing shotguns. “There
have been 2-3 pellet injuries but they are nothing major.
There is nothing grave,” Khan told AFP. He added that
some security personnel were also injured. In Srinagar’s
main SMHS Hospital, one young man was nursing his eye,
saying he had been shot by pellets fired by soldiers as he
came out of a mosque on Monday. “We could not pray in
peace on the day of Eid. A large number of soldiers sur-
rounded the mosque,” a man by his bedside said, also
declining to give his name.

Elsewhere in the ward, six-year-old Munefa Nazir slept
with her right eye bandaged as her family took turns waving
a handheld fan to keep her cool. According to her uncle, she
was shot in the eye by a marble fired from a catapult by an
Indian soldier at a checkpoint as they rode on his scooter on
Monday evening. “She screamed and blood from her eye
started oozing through her fingers as she covered her face
with both hands,” Farooq Ahmad said.

The 1,000-bed SMHS is usually busy but because of
the curfew only a few beds were occupied in some sec-
tions. Many pharmacies have also run out of some sup-
plies. “We have run out of a lot of prescription drugs peo-
ple here look for,” said Mubashir Hussain, a salesman at a
medical shop in the Jawahar Nagar area where restrictions
on public and vehicular movement have been eased since
Monday. — Agencies 
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proliferation of high-end skyscraper hotels in the
vicinity of the Grand Mosque - often with “panoramic”
views. The premium properties were fully booked for
the duration of this year’s hajj and next year’s pilgrim-
age, but also for a dozen days before and after. Room
rates are more than $1,000 per night in the high season.

Makkah’s most opulent hotels are located within the
vast Abraj al-Bait (Kaaba Towers) skyscraper complex
which opened to guests in 2012, or near it. The devel-
opment is home to one of the tallest towers in the world
with its distinctive clockface 35 times the size of the
timepiece on London’s Queen Elizabeth Tower, com-
monly known as Big Ben. Created by the Binladin
Group, which has ties to the family of slain Al-Qaeda
founder Osama bin Laden, the development saw the
demolition of the historic Ottoman Ajyad fort, which
provoked a diplomatic spat between Turkey and Saudi
Arabia. Experts estimate that as many as 95 percent of
Makkah’s historic buildings have been demolished to
make way for modern-era construction.

And though luxury conditions are available for the
super-rich, many pilgrims are lodged in basic, some-
times less than sanitary dormitories. A number of tour
operators even offer VIP packages for an “exceptional
pilgrimage” with a room overlooking the Kaaba” with a
price tag of several thousand dollars. “The rate can
reach $25,000,” said one Saudi source.

Academic Luc Chantre, author of several books
about contemporary Makkah, said that “since the
1930s, the pilgrimage has increasingly become a reli-
gious tourism phenomenon”. “The growth of Makkah’s
infrastructure has occurred alongside the development
of non-religious activities like shopping, cultural
tourism and the showcasing of natural areas.”

The kingdom, which has previously been largely
closed to foreigners, has put tourism at the heart of its
“Vision 2030” reform program intended to reduce
dependency on oil. Plans have been announced to trans-
form 50 Red Sea islands into luxury resorts as well as
for an attraction park in Riyadh. But the desert kingdom,
which imposes strict conservative social rules, is seen as
an improbable mainstream tourist destination. Religious
tourism is however seen as a potential boom industry as
Riyadh expects to welcome 30 million pilgrims between
2019 and 2030 for the hajj and lesser umrah pilgrimage
which can be undertaken year-round. The two pilgrim-
ages bring in billions of dollars annually. — AFP 
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sometimes contained vulgar content. The contrac-
tors also weren’t told the reason why they were doing
the transcribing, the news agency reported.

Amazon, Apple and Google - all companies offering
voice assistants - have previously acknowledged collect-
ing conversations for the purpose of improving their
products. Apple and Google have in recent weeks said
they’ve halted the practice, while Amazon gives users the
option of blocking the collection of their voice by Alexa,
the artificial intelligence driving their Echo voice assistant.

Facebook, which just settled a record $5 billion fine
with the US Federal Trade Commission for misusing
users’ private data, has given differing responses to
reports that it uses audio recordings to better target
ads or make its pages more attractive. “You’re talking
about this conspiracy theory that gets passed around
that we listen to what’s going on on your microphone
and use that for ads,” Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg
said in US Senate testimony last year. “We don’t do
that,” he said.

But the company later told lawmakers in writing that
it does actually collect conversations if users have
specifically allowed it to do so and are using certain
audio features. The company didn’t specify what it did
with the audio afterwards.

Meanwhile, Twitter users will be able to follow a
small number of interests by the end of the year in the
same way they follow people, the company said
Tuesday. The feature will be rolled out internationally
as the one-to-many messaging platform prioritizes
being an online venue for conversations rather than a
pulpit for one-way broadcasting to the masses. “We
are basically rewriting the entire conversation service,”
Twitter product team leader Kayvon Beykpour told
reporters during a briefing at the company’s San

Francisco headquarters. “We are rebuilding that infra-
structure, and it is nearly complete.”

The company also highlighted ongoing efforts to
make sharing thoughts on the platform safe and easy.
Twitter has always let users follow accounts but a new
feature, set to debut by the end of this year, will let
users opt into following certain sports teams or cate-
gories on a curated list. For example, sending or inter-
acting with tweets about a team might prompt a query
over whether the user wants to “follow” that team or be
kept in the know about what is being said on Twitter on
the topics.

“We are going to let you directly follow topics on
Twitter,” said product manager Rob Bishop. “Rather
than replacing following people, we actually think this
will help you find new people to follow.” There will be
an ability to “mute” topics to avoid seeing the score of
a sporting match, for example. Topics people follow will
show up in their profiles as long as they are signed up
for the interest.

Twitter is starting slowly, offering just a few sports
options, to hone the feature before expanding to other
topics, according to the teams. Subjects designated
“interests” by Twitter are meant to be lasting - such as
football or cricket - rather than passing hot topics,
according to Bishop. “It is important for us to come up
with a rigorous set of principles when it comes to
defining topics,” Beykpour said. “We are taking this
superpower very seriously.”

A conversations team at Twitter has been working
on ways to get people more enthusiastically engaged in
meaningful exchanges, dabbling with changes while
being mindful not to disrupt the lives of people who
rely on the service. “We know that Twitter is at its best
with it is not just you tweeting something out as a
broadcast, but really engaging in that conversation or
being a host for others to engage in a conversation
about what you are talking about,” said conversations
product team member Sara Haider. Twitter has no plans
for an often requested “edit” button that would let
users change posts already fired off, saying it raised
complex issues and was “not anywhere near the top of
our list” of things to do. — AFP  
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The company has been commissioned by NASA to
test a rover prototype as part of the SAND-E (Semi-
Autonomous Navigation for Detrital Environments)
project. The prototype is a small, electric vehicle with
white panels and an orange chassis. It has a four-wheel
drive propelled by two motors and is powered by 12
small car batteries stacked inside. “This rover we have...
(is) basically indestructible,” Deslauriers told AFP. “The
rovers that we have on Mars and the Moon would be a
lot more sensitive to the environment and conditions of
Iceland. “A Moon rover is completely unprepared for
rain,” he added, just as a rain shower swept in.

Equipped with sensors, a computer, a dual-lens
camera and controlled remotely, the rover moves its
approximately 570 kg at a leisurely speed of about 20
cm per second. The speed needs to be slow to enable
the rover to collect data and imagery properly, Mark
Vandermeulen, a robotics engineer at Mission Control 

Space Services, said. The meager pace on the lava
field is still two to four times faster than the speed it will
be driving at its extraterrestrial destination. 

Utilising its sensors and camera, the rover gathers
and classifies data from its environment and sends back
the findings to the engineers’ trailer. The engineers then
package the data and forward it to a tent where the sci-
entists are huddled, to simulate how the data would be
sent from Mars to Earth. The rover exploring Iceland is

just a prototype for the one that will be going to Mars
next year. That one, which has yet to be named, will also
be able to collect samples and store them in tubes to be
brought back to Earth by future missions. As the proto-
type isn’t capable of doing this, researchers walk to the
area studied, armed with radiometers and other equip-
ment, to collect all the data samples that the finished
rover would be able to do.

The sites are selected to study how the chemical
composition and physical properties of the sand and
rocks change as they move from the glacier to a nearby
river. Before Mars became an inhospitable frozen
desert with an average temperature of minus 63
degrees C, scientists believe that the planet shared
many of the characteristics of the subarctic island. “The
mineralogy in Iceland is very similar to what we would
find on Mars,” Ryan Ewing, associate professor of
geology at Texas A&M University, said.

In particular, Ewing referred to minerals such as
olivine and pyroxenes, both dark so-called mafic rocks,
which have also been found on Mars. “In addition to
that, we don’t have much vegetation, it’s cold and we
have some of the environments like sand dunes and
rivers and glaciers that Mars has evidence of in the
past,” Ewing said. Iceland has previously been used as
a training ground for NASA missions.

During the Apollo mission years, 32 astronauts in the
mid-1960s received geological training in the Askja lava
fields and near the Krafla crater in the north of the country.
The setting allows NASA to test equipment and proce-
dures, as well as the people performing them, in extreme
environments while remaining on terra firma. Mission
Control says it is planning to return to Iceland next summer
before the launch of the next Mars rover mission, sched-
uled between July 17 and Aug 5, 2020. —  AFP 
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KHARTOUM: The graffiti that symbolized Sudan’s
uprising are being painted over across the capital
Khartoum, protest leaders complained yesterday, urg-
ing the military authorities to stop their whitewashing.
The Alliance for Freedom and Change that led the
months-long protest movement that brought down
longtime ruler Omar Al-Bashir said the “enemies of the
revolution” had been systematically erasing murals.
“We see this as an ugly act and a pathetic attempt to
suppress the beauty, the letter and the spirit of the rev-
olution,” it said a statement.

In recent days some of the colourful murals and slo-
gans that appeared on the walls of the capital during
the early stages of the protest that ousted Bashir were
painted over. Together with music, these murals had
become a symbol of the popular nature of an uprising
that was led by young activists rather than engineered
by political opposition. Most of the murals and graffiti
could be found on walls outside of the army headquar-
ters in Khartoum, where protesters camped out for
weeks on end.

“This is an absurd measure and shows the inability
of the enemies of the revolution to recognize its
roots and its realisation in people’s hearts,” the
statement said. It called on graffiti artists to “contin-
ue painting murals and exercise all their freedom of
expression rights.” A mass protest this spring led to
the ouster of Bashir, an Islamist general who had
ruled Sudan since 1989.

‘No real change’ 
Continued mobilization and a deadly crackdown on

a sit-in on June 3 led to a phase of negotiations that
yielded a transition agreement to be officially signed on
Saturday. The deal agreed by Sudan’s generals and
protest leaders provides for a power-sharing period of
39 months meant to pave the way for elections and
civilian rule. Some members of the protest camp how-
ever were displeased with an agreement they fear
could allow those forces accused of brutal repression
during the uprising to maintain their grip on power.

One graffiti artist contacted by AFP said that the
decision to remove murals from Khartoum’s walls was
evidence that the military establishment was reverting
to its old ways. “When I saw this I felt very disappoint-
ed because when we did these murals we were
expressing the feeling that the times were changing,”

Lotfy Abdel Fattah said. “And now the signals we are
getting tell us that there is no real change, no real free-
dom,” he said.

Speaking to AFP at the height of the protests in
April, he had predicted that the murals might not all
stay forever but he argued now that they should remain

as a testament to a pivotal moment in Sudan’s history.
Some of the murals also honor protesters who were
killed by security forces. “I don’t know exactly who is
doing this but it’s definitely someone with an agenda
against change, because what we did was a beautiful
thing,” Abdel Fattah said.  —  AFP 
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KHARTOUM: In this file photo taken on April 24, 2019, a Sudanese protester runs past a recently-painted mural during a demonstration near the army headquarters. — AFP 


