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NEW YORK: The chart-topping Russian-made
FaceApp, which allows users to see how they
will look as they age, found itself in the eye of a
political storm in the US Wednesday, with one
senator urging an FBI investigation into its “na-
tional security and privacy risks”. A celebrity fa-
vorite, the app deploys artificial intelligence to
modify users’ photos, adding wrinkles or sub-
tracting years from their faces.

On Wednesday, US Senate Minority Leader
Chuck Schumer sounded the alarm over
FaceApp’s Russian developer, calling for the FBI
and the Federal Trade Commission to “look into
the national security & privacy risks” connected
to the application. “FaceApp’s location in Russia
raises questions regarding how and when the
company provides access to the data of US cit-
izens to third parties, including potentially for-
eign governments,” the New York senator said
in a letter to the FBI.

“It would be deeply troubling if the sensitive
personal information of US citizens was provided
to a hostile foreign power actively engaged in
cyber hostilities against the United States,” he
added. Currently the most downloaded free app
on Google Play with more than 100 million users,
FaceApp was launched two years ago and went
viral after its latest editing tool, an aging filter,
sparked a flood of celebrity selfies.

Its developers, Wireless Lab, are based in the
Skolkovo high-tech hub near Moscow, often
called Russia’s Silicon Valley-a fact that has
stirred concern within the US Democratic Party.

The Washington Post has reported that the
Democratic National Committee has warned
campaigners in the primaries ahead of the 2020
presidential election to “delete the app immedi-
ately.” The party is particularly sensitive to any
possibility of surveillance involving Moscow
after some Democratic officials were targeted
by Russian hackers during the 2016 presidential
election campaign.

Fears of cyber espionage have flared in re-
cent years, with US authorities worried about
foreign governments having access to and po-
tentially misusing personal data belonging to
millions of Americans. In May a Chinese mobile
gaming company that bought top gay dating
app Grindr said it would sell it by June 2020 fol-
lowing pressure from US authorities. US officials
reportedly feared that people with American se-
curity clearances who use Grindr could be
blackmailed if China’s government demanded
user data from Beijing-based Kunlun Tech.

Controversial    
With millions of users in the US, FaceApp’s

Russian backers have not responded to
Schumer’s letter. But its CEO told the Post that
Russian authorities did not have any access to any
user data. Yaroslav Goncharov also told the
newspaper that most photos are deleted from its
servers within 48 hours and said the app did not
use the pictures for any other purpose. Gon-
charov and Wireless Lab could not immediately
be reached by AFP for comment.  FaceApp is no

stranger to controversy. Soon after its launch, a
‘hot’ filter that automatically lightened faces
sparked accusations of racism.  The same year,
FaceApp’s developers were forced to remove a
feature that allowed users to change their ethnic-
ity, prompting some to liken the practice to ‘digital
blackface’. But the controversies have done little

to dim the app’s allure among selfie-lovers and
celebrities including music superstar Drake, rap-
per Cardi B and NBA champion Steph Curry. Last
week Goncharov commented on his application’s
viral success in a rare Facebook post. “Overtake
Instagram and WhatsApp once again? A small
thing but feels good,” he wrote.—AFP 
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Verdicts due in 
Morocco trial for 
killing of hikers
SALE, Morocco: Verdicts are expected yester-
day for 24 suspected jihadists accused over the
murder of two Scandinavian women beheaded
while on a hiking trip in Morocco. Winding up
an 11-week-long trial in an anti-terrorist court
in Sale, near the capital Rabat, the defendants
are to make their final statements before judges
withdraw. Verdicts are expected to be an-
nounced later the same day in the case that has
shocked the North African country.

“We expect sentences that match the cru-
elty of the crime,” lawyer Khaled El Fataoui,
speaking for the family of Danish victim
Louisa Vesterager Jespersen, told AFP. Helle
Petersen, her mother, in a letter read out in
court last week, said: “The most just thing
would be to give these beasts the death
penalty they deserve.” Prosecutors have al-
ready called for the death penalty for the three
main suspects behind the “bloodthirsty”
killings in the High Atlas mountains last De-
cember. The maximum sentence was sought

for 25-year-old suspected ringleader Ab-
dessamad Ejjoud and two radicalized Moroc-
cans, although Morocco has had a de facto
freeze on executions since 1993. Petitions on
social media have likewise called for their ex-
ecution. The three admitted to killing Jes-
persen, 24, and 28-year-old Norwegian
Maren Ueland, whose family has declined to
take part in the trial.

The prosecution has called for jail terms of
between 15 years and life for the 21 other de-
fendants on trial since May 2. A life sentence
has been sought for Abderrahim Khayali, a 33-
year-old plumber, who had accompanied the
three alleged assailants but left the scene be-
fore the murders. The prosecution called for
20 years in jail for Kevin Zoller Guervos, a
Spanish-Swiss convert to Islam.

The only non-Moroccan in the group,
Guervos is accused of having taught the
main suspects how to use an encrypted
messaging service and to use weapons. His
lawyer, Saad Sahli, said Guervos had cut all
ties with the other suspects “once he knew
they had extremist ideas” more than 18
months ago.  All but three of those on trial
had said they were supporters of the Islamic
State group, according to the prosecution,
although IS itself has never claimed respon-
sibility for the murders. —AFP

Argentina still 
waiting for 1994 
bombing justice
BUENOS AIRES: Argentina marks the 25th an-
niversary of the bomb attack on a Jewish center
that left 85 people dead with a day of mourning
yesterday, but the relatives of victims are still
waiting for justice. “What comes to mind when I
think of it is this moment of obscurity, a moment
that was interminable, a noise, but also the si-
lence of those of us who were there. I don’t think
our minds could understand,” Anita Weinstein, a
survivor of the attack, told AFP.

“This attack, even if there was a large anti-
Jewish, anti-Semitic component-of course-was
an attack on Argentina and Argentine society,”
said Weinstein, who worked at the Argentine Is-
raelite Mutual Association (AMIA), where the
attack was carried out. A truck loaded with ex-
plosives was driven into the AMIA center in a
densely populated central area of Buenos Aires,
also leaving 300 people wounded.

On Wednesday, three commemorative murals
to the victims were unveiled at the adjacent Clin-
icas Hospital where many of the victims were
treated. With its 300,000-strong Jewish com-
munity-second only to the US in the Americas-

Argentina is the only country in Latin America
to have suffered such an anti-Semitic attack. But
the AMIA bombing wasn’t the only one.

Two years earlier, in a context of extreme
tensions between Israel and Iran, the Jewish
state’s Buenos Aires embassy was hit by a sui-
cide bomber driving a truck, killing 29 people
and wounding 200. That attack was claimed by
the Islamic Jihad group while the later bombing
was widely blamed on Iran and its ally, the
Lebanese Shiite Hezbollah movement. Islamic
Jihad is widely believed to have been assimi-
lated into Hezbollah when it disappeared in the
early 1990s.

AMIA president Ariel Eichbaum hopes Ar-
gentina will soon declare Hezbollah a terrorist
organization. On Wednesday, Argentina created
a register of people and entities linked to acts of
terrorism, an important step in allowing it to de-
clare any group or person a terrorist not already
listed as such by the United Nations. But there’s
no guarantee this move will ever lead to justice.

Argentina has accused top Iranian ex-offi-
cials of being behind the AMIA attack but has
never been able to question them. Decades of in-
vestigations have been beset by political inter-
ference and allegations of high-level corruption.
In 2012, then-president Cristina Kirchner signed
a memorandum of understanding with Iran,
which was never ratified, that would have al-
lowed Iranian suspects in the bombing to be
questioned back home. —AFP

NEW YORK: This illustration picture shows FaceApp application displayed on the screen of a
smartphone. — AFP 


