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would like to have candid exchanges of opinions
with President Rouhani and supreme leader Khamenei
towards easing tensions,” he said. Abe’s Foreign
Minister Taro Kono was also in Iran where he met his
counterpart Mohammad Javad Zarif.

Japanese government officials said Abe would not
present Tehran with a list of demands, or deliver a mes-
sage from Washington, but instead wanted to play the
role of neutral intermediary. Abe discussed “the situa-
tion in Iran” in a telephone call with Trump on Tuesday,
a Japanese government spokesman said. A government
official said Abe will not be in Tehran to “mediate
between Iran and the US” and that “easing tensions”
was the prime purpose. “He might touch upon the sub-
ject (of mediation) but that does not necessarily mean
he is delivering a message” from Washington, he added.

Japan is hoping to lower the temperature, officials
say. Abe won Trump’s blessing for the mediation mis-
sion when the US president visited Tokyo last month.
“We believe it is extremely important that, at the lead-
ership level, we call on Iran as a major regional power
to ease tension, to adhere to the nuclear agreement and

to play a constructive role for the region’s stability,”
Japanese Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga said.

Iranian newspapers were divided along conserva-
tive-reformist lines in their assessment of Abe’s visit.
The reformist Sazandegi daily ran a front-page cartoon
of Abe in full samurai armor, a rolled piece of paper in
one hand and a shield on the other. In an accompanying
article headlined “A samurai in Tehran”, the paper said
everyone was waiting to see “Tehran’s reaction to
Japan’s initiative to raise its international standing by
mediating as both Washington’s ally and Iran’s friend”. 

The ultraconservative Javan daily, warned that “Iran
and Japan minus America” could be a winning formula
for Abe, but “Japan as America’s intermediary in Iran”
would fail given the deep mistrust of the US. Other
Iranian commentators said Abe could pass messages
between the two sides. “Mr Abe’s visit comes right after
meeting Mr Trump in Japan, so the Americans are inter-
ested in using this channel,” Ebrahim Rahimpour, a for-
mer deputy foreign minister, told Iran’s Shargh daily.

But while Tokyo has longstanding trade ties with
Tehran and a strategic alliance with Washington, experts
say Abe has little leverage with either side and media-
tion will be an uphill struggle. The trip by the Japanese
premier “faces substantial obstacles and is unlikely to
bear fruit,” said Tobias Harris, an analyst at Teneo con-
sultancy group. “While Japan has good relationships
with countries on both sides, these relationships do not
necessarily translate into influence.” — AFP 
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Sirisena sacked his national intelligence chief Sisira
Mendis after he told the PSC that the attacks could
have been averted. Mendis also said the president had
failed to hold regular security meetings to assess the
threat from Islamic radicals. His defense secretary and
police chief have suggested that the president, who is
also defense minister, did not follow proper protocols in
dealing with intelligence warnings about the bombings.
Sirisena has refused to cooperate with the PSC and
told his senior officers not to testify.

However, parliament warned civil servants that they
risked up to 10 years in jail if they ignored summons.
Broadcasts of proceedings have however been halted.
Sirisena has repeatedly denied he was aware of an
impending threat. He suspended police chief Pujith
Jayasundara and dismissed his top defense official
Hemasiri Fernando after the bombings. 

Meanwhile, a bombed Catholic Church was re-con-
secrated yesterday with a prayer for a strong national
leader to punish those responsible for the Easter
attacks. Speaking at the newly restored St Anthony’s in
Colombo, the head of Roman Catholics in Sri Lanka said
there were doubts whether the island could pull itself
out of crisis after the coordinated suicide bombings. 

At least 54 people were killed at the church, where
thousands of people - including leading politicians -
attended a special trilingual service yesterday. “What

we need is a leadership that will work for the country
rather than themselves. A leader with a backbone who
will not protect the guilty. A leader who is not afraid to
punish wrongdoers,” said the Archbishop of Colombo,
Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith. “There is some doubt, both
here and abroad, whether we have a strong leadership
that will deliver us from this crisis,” he added.

Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe has publicly
apologized for the security lapses that allowed suicide
bombers to stage the assaults unchallenged. Ranjith
said the Islamist extremists who staged the suicide
attacks against three churches and three luxury hotels
were misguided youth who will have no place in heav-
en. “The innocent victims who died while in church are
now angels in heaven. Those who carried out the
attacks are in the hell of hells,” Ranjith said.

St Anthony’s - which dates back to 1740 - is vener-
ated by non-Catholics too and as its restoration was
nearing completion, India’s Prime Minister Narendra
Modi made an unannounced visit on Sunday and paid
tribute to all the victims. “I am confident Sri Lanka will
rise again,” Modi said on Twitter where he posted pho-
tos of himself at the church. “Cowardly acts of terror
cannot defeat the spirit of Sri Lanka. India stands in
solidarity with the people of Sri Lanka.”

Wickremesinghe said he had discussed with Modi
ways to combat militant attacks and counter religious
extremism. Sri Lanka has been under a state of emer-
gency since the assaults, giving the police and securi-
ty forces sweeping powers to arrest and detain sus-
pects for long periods. The authorities have said they
have killed or arrested all those responsible for the
Easter Sunday attacks that were blamed on the
National Thowheeth Jama’ath and claimed by the
Islamic State. — AFP 

Lanka bombers 
on govt payroll...

Continued from Page1

Chang’e-4 lunar probe and Israeli spacecraft
Beresheet, which failed and crashed onto the moon in
April. “It is the most complex mission ISRO has ever
undertaken,” Sivan said. Chandrayaan-1, India’s first
lunar mission in 2008, cost $79 million and helped con-
firm the presence of water on the moon. The
Chandrayaan-2 was originally planned as a collabora-

tion with Russia’s Roscosmos space agency, but in 2013
India scrapped the tie-up due to technical differences
with the Russian program. 

India has made giant strides in its space journey in
recent years. It launched a record 104 satellites in a sin-
gle mission in 2017, and has also built a reputation for
low-cost space exploration and science missions. In
March, the country said it had destroyed a low-orbiting
satellite in a missile test to prove the nation was among
the world’s most advanced space powers. In 2014, India
launched an unmanned Mars mission at a cost of $74
million, or less than the budget of the Hollywood space
blockbuster “Gravity” and a fraction of the $671 million
the US space agency NASA spent on its MAVEN Mars
mission.  — Agencies 
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ARSAL, Lebanon: Abu Mohamed lost his house in
Syria early in the civil war. Six years on, it’s happen-
ing again - only this time in Lebanon and he has to
destroy it himself. His family and thousands of others
crammed in this remote mountainous region of north-
eastern Lebanon have been ordered to demolish hard
shelters, which the authorities consider illegal con-
struction. With a government ultimatum looming, the
men in the sprawling Al-Nour camp this week took to
the roofs of their own cinderblock homes to remove
sheets of corrugated iron and start hacking away with
sledgehammers.

A few dozen of these tiny shelters have already been
knocked down and rubble has started to fill the narrow
alleyways of the crowded camp. Keen not to encourage
Syrian refugees to settle permanently, the Lebanese
government had given Arsal refugees until June 9 to
demolish shelters made of other materials than timber
and plastic sheeting. On Monday, the deadline was
extended to the end of the month, but Abu Mohamed
was already busy tearing down the single room he and
his family called home for several years.

“We lived in this room, we were content. We told
ourselves that some people dream of having a shelter
like this one,” said the 37-year-old with a short coarse
beard. He and his wife and their five children have
already moved into a friend’s nearby tent, together with
other refugees. “The tent is tiny, barely big enough for
them. Now we’re four families in there, with a total of 16
children,” said Abu Mohamed, a red and white head-
scarf protecting him from the sun.

‘Chickens in a better home’ 
But going home to the central city of Homs in neigh-

boring Syria is not an option. “We no longer have a
home in Syria. It was destroyed,” he said. Abu
Mohamed waved towards what remained of his family’s
tiny cinderblock home. In Syria, “the chickens lived in a
better home than this one. At least they never got

rained on in winter,” he said. The single-room struc-
tures being destroyed were boiling in summer and rain
trickled in during the colder months, their inhabitants
say. But they were infinitely better than being battered
by wind or completely flooded in a flimsy tent.

Lebanon, a country of some four million people,
hosts between 1.5 and two million Syrians on its soil
after they fled the eight-year civil war next door.
Nearly a million of these are registered as refugees
with the United Nations High Commission for Refugees.
Around 35,000 Syrian refugees are affected by the
demolition order, including 15,000 people in the Arsal
region, UNHCR says. 

The order will affect 4,000 structures in the region,
municipality head Bassel Al-Hujeiri said. “The aim of
this decision is to prevent Syrians from staying perma-
nently in Lebanon,” he told AFP. “As the municipality,
we are applying the state’s decision.” Lebanese politi-
cians and part of the population have called for Syrian
refugees to go home, blaming them for a string of eco-
nomic woes in the country. Rights groups, including
Amnesty International, have warned that Lebanon is
using restrictive measures such as evictions, curfews
and raids to encourage repatriation. 

‘Here’s my stable’ 
In an alley of the Al-Nour camp, women carry cush-

ions and a mattress out of a cinderblock home, loading
them onto a truck already packed with travel bags, a
fan, and a cooking gas canister. After emptying the
room where she and her toddler daughter used to live,
39-year-old widow Leila Abdel Qader now needs to
pay a man to take a sledgehammer to it. And she is not
looking forward to returning to life in a tent. “When it
rained, the water came in,” said the veiled mother, who
lived under canvas for a year and a half before finally
sleeping between four concrete walls. “The neighbors
could hear everything, and children would rip the tar-
paulin,” Abdel Qader said, dressed in a long black robe

embroidered with black beads.
Aid groups have warned the demolition order could

make at least 15,000 children homeless. “This situation
also adds to the financial burden of refugees, at a time
when we know most of them live in poverty,” UNHCR
spokeswoman Lisa Abou Khaled said. The UN agency
has started providing those affected with new building
material such as tarpaulin and wood, she said.

In Al-Nour, Abu Naeem sits in front of his cin-
derblock home, sipping tea with friends one last time
before they help him tear it down. “Here’s my stable,”
said the 35-year-old, gesturing to the concrete room
and provoking laughter all around. “This is what’s both-
ering the Lebanese government so much?” he asked.
“We’re on the border. This isn’t Beirut or a touristic
area,” he said. — AFP 
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ARSAL, Lebanon: A Syrian man gathers his belongings as workers demolish cement block shelters at a refugee
camp in this northeastern Lebanese town in the Bekaa valley on June 10, 2019. — AFP 

SAN FRANCISCO: Instagram will not take down an
ultra-realistic “deepfake video” posted Tuesday of
Facebook’s chief executive bragging about controlling
billions of people’s “stolen” personal data. “Imagine this
for a second: one man with total control of billions of
people’s stolen data, all their secrets, their lives, their
futures,” a computer-generated Mark Zuckerberg says
in the video. “I owe it all to Spectre. Spectre showed me
that whoever controls the data controls the future.”

The video was shared by British artist “Bill Posters” -
a pseudonym - as part of the promotion for his project
“Spectre”, which looks at the outsize influence of tech-
nology and social media. “The key issue is to interrogate
privacy and the surveillance of our data,” Posters told
AFP, asking that his real name not be used to maintain
artistic anonymity. “We wanted to create an artistic
intervention into the internet to shine a light on Mark
Zuckerberg and explore how data is used in unexpected
ways by opaque companies.”

Posters also welcomed the fact that Instagram was
“not going to censor us as artists”. An Instagram

spokesperson earlier said: “We will treat this content
the same way we treat all misinformation on Instagram.
“If third-party fact-checkers mark it as false, we will fil-
ter it from Instagram’s recommendation surfaces.”

“Spectre”, which is named after the secret villainous
organization of the James Bond films, aims to discuss the
power of digital influencers and information online, as
well as what can or cannot be believed. According to his
website, Posters and fellow artist Daniel Howe teamed
up with artificial intelligence start-ups to create “deep-
fake” videos of celebrities ranging from Kim Kardashian
to US President Donald Trump saying ridiculous things.

Posters and Howe are not trying to trick internet
users, as all the videos are labeled with the hashtag
#deepfake. But their work shines a light on the prolifer-
ation of faked videos online, especially as AI technology
advances. The video of Zuckerberg manipulates an
actual statement from the chief executive, and refers to
Facebook’s recent controversies over both stolen user
data and one such manipulated video.

Facebook recently came under fire for refusing to
block the sharing of a video of US House Speaker
Nancy Pelosi that had been doctored to make her
appear drunk or impaired. Pelosi called on the social
media giant to block the video, saying Facebook “knows
that this is false”. Facebook did not remove the video
but is quoted in media reports as saying that the video
had been tagged as false and sank in the network’s news
feed ranking. — AFP 
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PATNA: At least 31 children have died in northern
India in the last 10 days from a deadly brain disease
believed linked to a toxic substance found in lychee
fruit, health officials said yesterday.  The deaths were
reported from two hospitals in Bihar state’s
Muzaffarpur district, famed for it lush lychee orchards,
officials said. The children all showed symptoms of
Acute Encephalitis Syndrome (AES), senior health offi-
cial Ashok Kumar Singh told AFP, adding most had suf-
fered a sudden loss of glucose in their blood.

“The health department has already issued an advi-

sory for people to take care of their children during the
hot summer when day temperature is above 40 degrees
Celsius,” Singh said. At least 40 other children com-
plaining of similar symptoms were being treated at
intensive care units. “We are trying our best to save
them,” said S P Singh, the chief medical officer of Sri
Krishna Medical College and Hospital.

The outbreaks of the disease have happened annual-
ly during summer months in Muzaffarpur and neighbor-
ing districts since 1995, typically coinciding with the
litchi season. Known locally as Chamki Bukhar, the dis-
ease had claimed a record 150 lives in 2014. In 2015, US
researchers had said the brain disease could be linked
to a toxic substance found in the exotic fruit. They also
said more study was needed to uncover the cause of
the illness, which leads to seizures, altered mental state
and death in more than a third of cases. Outbreaks of
neurological illness have also been observed in lychee-
growing regions of Bangladesh and Vietnam. — AFP 
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Muammar Al-Iryani alleged the strike was carried out
“under the supervision of Iranian experts”. The rebels
said they had launched a missile at Abha airport but
insisted they had the right to defend themselves in the
face of more than years of Saudi-led bombing, and an air
and sea blockade.

“The continuation of the aggression and siege on
Yemen for the fifth year, the closure of Sanaa airport and
the rejection of a political solution make it inevitable for
our people to defend themselves,” Houthi spokesman
Mohammed Abdulsalam said in a statement reported by
the rebels’ Al-Masirah television. A rebel military
spokesman threatened to attack the airports of “coun-
tries of aggression”, referring to Saudi Arabia and the
UAE, and warned the public to stay away from them.

There has been a spate of cross-border attacks by
the rebels in recent weeks which have coincided with
reports of intensified coalition strikes on rebel strong-
holds on the other side of the border. On Monday, Saudi
air defenses intercepted two rebel drones headed for
Khamis Mushait. The city, not far east of Abha, houses a

major airbase that has been one of the main launchpads
for the coalition’s bombing campaign in Yemen. Last
month, the Saudi air force shot down a rebel drone that
targeted Jizan airport, on the Red Sea coast close to the
Yemeni border, the coalition said.

The rebel attacks come as Saudi state media reported
the coalition was intensifying its air raids on rebel posi-
tions in the northern Yemeni province of Hajjah. In May,
the Shiite Houthi rebels also carried out twin drone
attacks on the kingdom’s strategic east-west oil pipeline,
forcing a two-day closure of the main diversionary route
for Saudi exports avoiding the Gulf. Riyadh accused its
regional arch foe Iran of having a hand in that attack and
it leveled a similar allegation over the airport strike. The
coalition spokesman said the missile hit “proves this ter-
rorist militia’s acquisition of new advanced weapons and
the continuation of the Iranian regime’s support and
waging of cross-border terrorism”.

The uptick in violence comes as a UN-led peace
push falters despite the rebels’ unilateral withdrawal
from the lifeline Red Sea port of Hodeida last month.
The Yemeni government has accused UN envoy Martin
Griffiths of bias towards the rebels despite the UN
Security Council’s expression of renewed support in
him on Monday. The coalition intervened in support of
the Yemeni government in 2015 when President
Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi fled into Saudi exile as the
rebels closed in on his last remaining territory in and
around second city Aden. — Agencies 
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