
SYDNEY: Right-wing terrorists pose a growing
threat in Australia, the country’s spy agency has
warned, describing the extremist networks as
“more cohesive and organized” than ever. The
Australian Security and Intelligence Organiza-
tion’s (ASIO) annual report released Wednesday
said extreme right-wing networks are not only
better organized now, but “more sophisticated”
than in the past. “The threat from the extreme
right wing in Australia has increased in recent
years,” it said. “Extreme right-wing groups in
Australia are more cohesive and organized than

they have been over previous years, and will re-
main an enduring threat.”

The Christchurch mosque attacks that
claimed the lives of 50 people “brought the
right-wing extremist threat back into focus”,
ASIO said. Suspected white supremacist Bren-
ton Tarrant, an Australian citizen, is accused of
carrying out the rampage in neighboring New
Zealand in March. The spy agency predicted that
any future right-wing attack in Australia would
likely be “low capability” and carried out by a
lone wolf or small group, though it did not rule

out the possibility of a “sophisticated weapons
attack”.

Australia’s strict gun laws have been widely
credited with helping to avoid mass shootings
such as the Christchurch massacre. ASIO said
the overall terrorist threat in Australia “remains
elevated” on the basis of intelligence that “indi-
cates an intention and capability to conduct a
terrorist attack in Australia”. The collapse of the
Islamic State caliphate has not significantly im-
proved threat conditions, the report said, with
Sunni Islamic extremism remaining the “princi-

pal source” of risk.
“The threat from home-grown terrorism,

coupled with the anticipated attempts by some
terrorist fighters to return to Australia, remains
a matter of the gravest security concern,” it said.
Australia introduced controversial new counter-
terrorism laws in July that ban citizens who
fought for the Islamic State from returning home
for up to two years. The government says 230
Australians travelled to Syria and Iraq to fight
for the militant group, with 80 men and women
still in active conflict zones.— AFP 
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Extremist networks ‘more cohesive and organized’ than ever 

PENANG: As Asian cities turn to technolo-
gies such as facial recognition and artificial
intelligence to deliver social welfare and
public services, urban experts yesterday
urged authorities to address privacy con-
cerns and protect the vulnerable. From
India to Indonesia, governments across the
region are backing hundreds of Smart
Cities that use technology and data to im-
prove waste management and energy con-
servation, tackle traffic congestion and
mitigate risks linked to climate change.

“Frontier technologies such as AI hold
promise to reimagine how the public sector
can better serve sustainable development
needs,” UN Under-Secretary-General
Armida Salsiah Alisjahbana said at an urban
conference in Penang. “Fast-evolving tech-
nologies have the potential to transform the
traditional way of doing things across all
government functions and domains,” she
said, adding that public-private partner-
ships will be key.

Worldwide, the rise of cloud-computing
and artificial intelligence (AI) technologies
have led to data-gathering streetlights in
China, autonomous buses in Singapore and
facial recognition systems in Indian air-
ports. AI, which includes machine-learning,
autonomous and data processing systems,
is currently being used in crime prevention,
trademark applications and to improve crop
yields, according to a UN study released
this week.

But the increased use of data, and of
systems such as facial recognition soft-
ware and closed-circuit television have
also sparked concerns over bias, security,
privacy and surveillance. With systems of
social assistance increasingly being driven
by data and technologies, there is “a grave
risk of stumbling zombie-like into a digital
welfare dystopia”, said Philip Alston, the
UN special rapporteur on poverty and

human rights.
This is “especially problematic when

the private sector is taking a leading role
in designing, constructing, and even oper-
ating significant parts of the digital wel-
fare state”, Alston warned in a report last
week. Technology companies operate in
an almost “human rights-free zone”, he
added. Governments can guard against
this by putting in adequate safeguards,
and ensuring that there is good planning
and governance, said Lim Teng Leng,
deputy director at the Singaporean gov-
ernment’s Centre for Liveable Cities.

Technology-based solutions are no
panacea for city problems, and can often
cause just as many problems as they set out
to address, he said. “Smart Cities cannot be
a measure of how advanced the technolo-
gies are, but how these technologies are
used to solve problems,” he told the Thom-
son Reuters Foundation.

“People have to believe that all this data
will improve their lives, make their cities
better and safer. The government must build
trust by being upfront about what data they
are collecting, what it is for, and admit when
there are mistakes.” This is particularly rel-
evant to poorer residents and those who
are not tech-savvy and may be excluded,
said Colin Fernandes at the Global Disaster
Preparedness Center, a unit of the American
Red Cross.

“Data collection often misses those in in-
formal settlements, who are usually the
most vulnerable to disasters and climate
change risks, and most in need of welfare
benefits and other assistance,” he said.
“There is a failure to collect data, or a re-
luctance on their part to give up data, be-
cause they don’t know whether the data will
be used to evict them or protect them. They
need to be assured of what they are signing
up for.”—Reuters

Asia risks stumbling ‘zombie-like’
towards digital dystopia

Tens of thousands to run in
polluted India capital Delhi

NEW DELHI: Heavy air pollution is pictured around Rashtrapati Bhavan and government buildings in
New Delhi. New Delhi banned the use of diesel generators on October 15 as pollution levels in the In-
dian capital exceeded safe limits by more than four times. —AFP 

NEW DELHI: Tens of thousands of runners have
signed up for the Indian capital’s half marathon
and other races on Sunday, officials said, despite
the air quality hitting dangerous levels in one of
the most heavily polluted cities in the world.
New Delhi’s air quality index was around 300
yesterday, classified as very poor and meaning
prolonged exposure can cause respiratory ill-
ness. Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal, who
has described the city as a “gas chamber” in
winter, has ordered emergency measures, in-
cluding restricting the number of private vehicles
on the roads under an “odd-even” scheme based
on number plates.

Race organizers said pollution was a worry
but they would take steps to reduce the impact
on runners. Hours ahead of and throughout the
race, the course will be sprayed with water. “The
air quality is a concern and will remain a concern,
there is no question about it,” said Vivek Singh,
joint managing director of Procam International
that conducts the race sponsored by telecom op-
erator Bharti Airtel. “The measures that we take

for those few hours to give our runners a good
experience have worked in the past.”

The race has been moved this year to avoid a
sharp rise in pollutants during Diwali, the Hindu
festival of lights, when hundreds of thousands of
firecrackers are lit. But farmers burning crop
stubble in the states north of Delhi have turned
the air over Delhi toxic. The forecast for the next
few days and into Sunday is “very poor”. A
record 40,633 people have signed up for the 21-
km, 10-km and a 5-km races. Last year there
were 34,916 runners, many of whom wore masks.

A former Olympic gold medalist, Carmelita
Jeter of the United States, is the international
event ambassador. Doctors have advised citizens
to restrict their outdoor activities and said run-
ners must be made aware of the risks they are
taking. “Just two weeks before the odd-even
scheme comes into play, how have the civic au-
thorities allowed more than 30,000 people to
expose themselves to toxic air?” asked said
Desh Deepak, senior chest physician at the city’s
Ram Manohar Lohia Hospital. — Reuters 


