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In sickness and in health: South Korean 
mass wedding defies coronavirus fears

Couples - some in facemasks - tie the knot in Church
GAPYEONG: Thousands of couples - some in face-
masks - tied the knot in a mass Unification Church wed-
ding Friday, despite concerns in South Korea over the
spread of the coronavirus outbreak. The church found-
ed by Sun Myung Moon - revered as a messiah by his
followers - distributed face coverings to the 30,000
crowd, but only some donned them. 

“I am overwhelmed that I am getting married today,”
said Choi Ji-young, who met her husband - matched by
the church - only two months ago. “It would be a lie if I
said I was not concerned at all about the infection,” said
the 21-year-old university student. “But I feel like I will
be protected from the virus today.”

South Korea has recorded 24 cases of the novel
coronavirus outbreak that emerged in neighboring
China, where more than 30,000 cases have been con-
firmed, and Seoul has barred entry to foreigners who
have recently been in Wuhan, the epidemic’s centre.
Festivals, graduation ceremonies, and K-pop concerts
have been cancelled over fears large events could
facilitate virus transmission, and authorities have
asked religious groups to co-operate in preventing it
spreading.

The church went ahead with the event because it
had been “four years in the making” as part of the
celebrations of the 100th anniversary of Moon’s birth,
said official Jang Young-chul. But followers from
China were asked not to come, he added. Nearly
6,000 identical-dressed couples from 64 countries -
many of whom met for the first time in recent weeks -
married in Gapyeong, a festive mood filling the venue

as newlyweds took group photos and were congratu-
lated by friends and relatives.

‘God’s control’ 
Mass weddings, often held in giant sports stadiums

with tens of thousands of couples, have long been a sig-
nature feature of the church, whose followers have been
dubbed “Moonies” after its founder, who died in 2012.
They began in the early 1960s, involving just a few
dozen couples at first but with numbers mushrooming
over the years. In 1997, 30,000 couples took part in a
joint wedding in Washington, and two years later
around 21,000 filled the Olympic Stadium in Seoul.

Those who choose to be matched by the church must
confirm under oath that they are virgins, and after their
wedding the couple must refrain from sexual relations
for a minimum of 40 days. Kim Chang-seong, 27, who
was marrying a woman whom he met 20 days ago, said
he was not concerned about infection because the mass
wedding had “special meaning” for him. “By marrying a
fellow church believer, I am taking a path paved by our
church leaders.” The teachings of the Unification
Church are based on the Bible but with new interpreta-
tions, and Moon saw his role as completing the unfulfilled
mission of Jesus to restore humanity to a state of “sinless”
purity. While it claims a worldwide following of three mil-
lion, experts suggest the core membership is far smaller.
Evelyne Chimfwembe, who flew in from Botswana to
attend the ceremony with her husband of 28 years, said
she was not worried about the virus as she believed the
event would be “under God’s control”. — AFP 

UN: South Sudan 
violence and rights 
abuses on the rise
JUBA: Violence and rights abuses are on the rise in
South Sudan as a new deadline approaches for the
country’s two rival factions to form a power-sharing
government under a peace deal, a UN commission said
on Friday. President Salva Kiir and rebel leader Riek
Machar, who fought a civil war in 2013, signed a peace
accord two years ago but missed two deadlines to form
a government. South Sudan won independence in 2011,
but its territory was subsequently divided into 32 states,
a major source of tensions as the factions squabble over
state borders.

The two factions are expected to form the new gov-
ernment by February 22. The UN said localized conflicts
were on the rise as tensions spill into violence over the
failure to fully implement the peace agreement and its
security arrangements. “We have noted an upsurge in
incidents of armed conflict particularly in Yei,” Andrew
Clapham, one of three members of the UN rights com-
mission for South Sudan, referring the southwest city. 

He said fighting between rebel groups holding out
against the peace deal and government forces was cre-
ating instability, forcing the displacement of civilians.
Another sticking point has been security, such as train-
ing and uniting rebel and government troops into a sin-
gle army. Troops and rebels are supposed to be
screened, trained and unified in a single force at so-
called “cantonment” camps. But the program has faced
logistical hurdles.

The UN commission said the government has failed
to release half the funds promised for the program. “We
are extremely concerned to learn there has been no
response to these challenges from the government,”
Clapham said. The UN rights commission also noted
attacks on freedom of expression and on rights
activists. It said women from civil society groups were
also being harassed by security forces. War broke out
in South Sudan in December 2013 after a dispute
between Kiir and Machar sparked ethnic clashes and
brutal violence, leaving almost 400,000 dead. — AFP 

After US killing of
chief, what’s next for
AQAP?
DUBAI: The US killing of the leader of Al-Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula in war-torn Yemen raises questions
about the jihadist group’s operations and its future.
President Donald Trump said the United States “conduct-
ed a counterterrorism operation” that eliminated Qassim
Al-Rimi, according to a White House statement released
on Thursday. But what does this mean for AQAP and for
Yemen, where a five-year war between the government -
backed by a Saudi-led military coalition — and the Iran-
aligned Huthi rebels has crippled the country? 

How significant was Qassim Al-Rimi? 
Al-Rimi was named AQAP leader after his predecessor,

Nasir Al-Wuhayshi, was killed in a US drone strike on
Yemen in June 2015. He was one of the group’s founders in
2009 and its first military commander. “Al-Rimi’s death is
significant,” said Gregory Johnsen, a non-resident fellow at
the Sana’a Center think tank. “However, he was not a good
leader for AQAP and since he took over in 2015, the
group’s international terrorist wing has atrophied badly.” 

Johnsen said the two most likely candidates to succeed
Al-Rimi were Khalid Batarfi, reportedly running the
group’s external operations, and Saad bin Atef Al-Awlaki,
the group’s leader in Yemen’s Shabwa province.
According to Peter Salisbury, an analyst at the
International Crisis Group, a successor will most likely be
announced soon.  But, he added, it will not be “someone

with the name brand recognition Al-Rimi had, and certain-
ly not of the stature of his predecessor, Al-Wuhayshi”.

AQAP’s operations in Yemen
AQAP, along with other jihadist groups, has flourished

in the chaos of the war between the Yemeni government
and the Huthi rebels. But analysts say the group’s abilities
on the ground have dwindled over the years. “Al-Rimi’s
skills as a military planner will be missed, but AQAP’s abili-
ty to operate on the ground in Yemen had already dimin-
ished greatly,” said Elisabeth Kendall, a researcher at the
University of Oxford. “In operational terms, its activity
peaked in 2017 with over 270 domestic attacks, albeit
mostly small scale.”

Johnsen also said that AQAP’s ability on the ground has
weakened over the past decade, describing it as “a shadow
of its former self”. AQAP has carried out operations
against both the Houthis and government forces as well as
sporadic attacks abroad, including on the offices of the
French satirical publication Charlie Hebdo in 2015.

Andreas Krieg of King’s College London said Al-Rimi’s
killing has a “PR value” for the United States but will not
affect AQAP’s ground operations.

How will it affect AQAP’s ability? 
The killing of Al-Rimi comes after AQAP claimed

responsibility for a December 6 shooting at the US Naval
Air Station Pensacola in Florida, where a Saudi officer
killed three American sailors. The attacker was identified
as Mohammed Alshamrani, 21, a second lieutenant in the
Royal Saudi Air Force and a student naval flight officer.
The SITE monitoring group said he had posted a short
manifesto on Twitter before the attack that condemned
America “as evil” and that it included a quote from Al-
Qaeda’s slain leader Osama bin Laden. 

“It is still unclear how much of a hand AQAP had in
directing, as opposed to inspiring, the Pensacola shoot-
ing,” Johnsen said. According to Johnsen, Al-Rimi’s killing
“is one more blow” to attacks by the group overseas.
“Prior to the Pensacola attack, the last time AQAP claimed
any credit for an overseas attack was in 2015,” he added.
The group’s focus has “shifted onto inspiring rather than
directing attacks”, said Kendall. Salisbury noted that
AQAP has not executed a major overseas operation for the
past decade. 

“Attacks associated with the group have either come
from legacy, former operatives or ‘lone wolf’ attacks by
people inspired and sometimes in limited contact with the
group over the internet,” he said. The United States has
waged a long-running drone war against the leaders of
AQAP, which it considers Al-Qaeda’s most dangerous
branch. According to the White House, Al-Rimi’s killing
“further degrades AQAP and the global Al-Qaeda move-
ment”. “It brings us closer to eliminating the threats these
groups pose to our national security,” it said. — AFP 

China turns to AI,
data in fight 
against virus
BEIJING: A man who had travelled to Wuhan - the cen-
tral city at the heart of China’s coronavirus crisis - was
surprised when police showed up at his door after he
returned home, asking to check his temperature. The
man, who had quarantined himself at home in Nanjing,
eastern Jiangsu province, said he had not told anyone
about his recent trip to the city. But by trawling through
travel data from Wuhan, local authorities were able to
identify him and dispatch officers to his home last week,
according to a newspaper article posted by the Nanjing
government.

As Chinese authorities race to contain the spread of a
new virus, which has infected more than 34,000 people
and killed more than 700 in China, Beijing is turning to a
familiar set of tools to find and prevent potential infec-
tions: data tracking and artificial intelligence. Several
Chinese tech firms have developed apps to help people
check if they have taken the same flight or train as con-
firmed virus patients, scraping data from lists published
by state media. In Guangzhou, southern Guangdong
province, robots at one public plaza have even been
deployed to scold passersby who are not wearing masks,
according to the state-run Global Times.

And in Beijing, one neighborhood committee respon-
sible for an apartment complex of about 2,400 house-
holds said they used flight and train data to keep track of
everyone’s recent travel record. “Use big data technolo-
gy to track, screen priority (cases), and effectively fore-
cast the development of the epidemic in real time,”
China’s National Health Commission (NHC) told local
governments in an online statement Tuesday. “Strengthen
the information link between... public security and trans-
portation, and other departments,” it said, urging them to
share train, flight, communication, and medical data.

Fever tech
As Chinese authorities search for potential infections,

a point of focus has been detecting fevers, a common
symptom of the disease. While neighborhoods and office
buildings rely primarily on hand-held thermometers,
public transport hubs are also trialling fever detection
systems that use artificial intelligence and infrared cam-
eras. In Beijing, a system developed by Chinese search
giant Baidu screens travelers at the Qinghe railway sta-
tion using infrared and face detection technology, which
automatically photographs each person’s face.

I f  someone has a  body temperature of  37.3
degrees Celsius (99 degrees Fahrenheit) or above, the

system sets off an alarm - prompting a secondary
check by station staff. On Thursday, railway person-
nel, clutching red-and-white megaphones, ordered
passengers arriving from northern Shanxi province to
s low down as they passed by Baidu’s  system.
According to the company, its system can check more
than 200 people a minute, far faster than the thermal
scanners used at airports.

Megvii, an AI firm that was blacklisted by the US in
October over alleged rights abuses, has developed a
similar system, which is currently being used at a subway
station in Beijing. “Having a team of nearly 100 people
working together remotely from home hasn’t been easy,”
said a spokesperson at Megvii in an emailed statement.
“All of them are working around the clock during Lunar
New Year public holidays,” said the company, adding
that the team had to optimize its models to “effectively
detect temperature with only the forehead exposed.”

Five million travelers
Besides fever detection, Chinese tech firms have raced

to develop a wide variety of services to help with epi-
demic control efforts, from preparing drone deliveries of
medical supplies to mapping the spread of the virus
from Wuhan. Although the city has been under effective
quarantine since January 23, some five million travelers
left Wuhan during the Lunar New Year festival, accord-
ing to the city mayor - galvanizing a nationwide search
for recent Wuhan visitors. Still, the majority of tracking
carried out by local authorities in China requires a lot
of manpower, though some are entering data online to
help with registration, especially as residents return
after the holiday.

In Beijing, some neighborhoods are prompting resi-
dents to scan a QR code to fill out personal details, such
as their phone number and hometown address. One form
also prompted participants to fill out details on their
mode of transport, such as their license plate or flight
number, if they had travelled. It also asked if they had
“recently” visited central Hubei province - where Wuhan
is located - or come into contact with anyone from the
hard-hit region. — AFP 

GAPYEONG: Couples wearing protective face masks attend a mass wedding ceremony organized by the Unification
Church at Cheongshim Peace World Center in Gapyeong. — AFP 

File photo shows a combo of two pictures of a suspected
military chief of Al-Qaeda network in Yemen, identified as
Qassem Al-Rimi (or Qassim Al-Rimi). — AFP 

Cyclone Damien 
batters northwestern
Australia
SYDNEY: Tropical cyclone Damien lashed northwestern
Australia’s resource-rich Pilbara region yesterday, down-
ing trees and forcing locals to heed a code red emergency
warning and hunker down indoors. The category three
storm brought winds of 195 kilometers per hour, sending
debris into the air, knocking over trees and - in a few
instances - ripping roofs off sheds and other outbuildings.
The Bureau of Meteorology said Damien had brought
“very destructive winds”, “very heavy rainfall” and could
yet spark dangerous storm surges.

Power was reportedly knocked out around the towns of
Dampier and Karratha, but there were no immediate
reports of serious damage to homes or businesses. The
sparsely populated area - home to several of Australia’s
largest iron ore producers - experiences cyclones regular-
ly. Many locals stocked up on essentials and locked down
their homes as the storm approached. Mines and ports
cleared out non-essential staff. But Damien did not
strengthen to a category four storm on the five-point scale
as had been feared.

Meanwhile, heavy rain was raising hopes Friday for an
end to Australia’s unprecedented bushfire crisis, as down-
pours douse blazes that have burned out of control for
months. The devastating fires, fuelled by prolonged
drought and record-high temperatures, have raged since
September, burning more than 10 million hectares and
killing 33 people.  An estimated billion animals have per-
ished in the fires that destroyed more than 2,500 homes.
The rains in New South Wales (NSW), which began earlier
in the week in some areas and are forecast to extend into
next week, are expected to drench a number of the
remaining fires and help contain others. —Agencies 

LES CONTAMINES-MONTJOIE: This picture shows a general view of Les Contamines-Montjoie, where five
British nationals including a child have tested positive for the new coronavirus in France. — AFP 


