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TikTok becomes 
focus of 
US-China war
WASHINGTON: Known for its short-form
videos popular with teens, TikTok has become a
global social media sensation, and at the same
time has found itself at the heart of a geopoliti-
cal war between the United States and China.

US President Donald Trump has called the
app a national security risk, claiming that TikTok
and its Chinese parent ByteDance could access
user data and deliver it to Chinese intelligence
services. Trump’s executive order would prohibit
new downloads of TikTok from Sunday night
and would ban usage from November 12 unless
a deal to restructure its ownership comes to
fruition.

700 million users
TikTok has seen some two billion downloads

and its user base is estimated at 700 million,
making it one of the biggest players in the social
media space. It is known for its user-generated
short videos of 15 to 60 seconds, many featuring
dancing, parodies or comments on the news.
Filters and special effects can be added.

The coronavirus pandemic has helped TikTok
expand its user base beyond young smartphone
users, as new kinds of content are added and
popular “influencers” join the platform. Created
in 2016 as Muscal.ly, the app was acquired by
ByteDance in 2017 and rebranded as the global
version of the Chinese app known as Douyin.

According to the company, TikTok has 100
million users in the United States alone, with 50
million logging on every day. Before July, when
reports of a ban began to circulate, TikTok was
adding some 400,000 US users every day.

Spy threat? 
While its quirky videos seem innocuous,

TikTok has drawn scrutiny over potential secu-
rity threats. Republican Senator Marco Rubio
called in 2019 for an investigation in TikTok’s
links to Chinese authorities, and in 2020 the
Defense Department told all its personnel to
remove the app.

TikTok has denied ties to the Chinese gov-
ernment and claims its servers are inaccessible
to Beijing. “We store all US user data in the
United States, with backup redundancy in
Singapore,” TikTok said in a recent statement.

“TikTok’s data centers are located entirely
outside of China.”  But a White House executive
order in August claimed TikTok “automatically
captures vast swaths of information from its
users,” and  that this “threatens to allow the
Chinese Communist Party access to Americans’
personal and proprietary information.”

This, according to the White House, could
allow China to “track the locations of federal
employees and contractors, build dossiers of
personal information for blackmail, and conduct
corporate espionage.”

Trump has sought to take TikTok out of
Chinese control, and has given his blessing to a
deal that would make Silicon Valley giant Oracle
the data partner for the application. It remained
unclear if Beijing would approve the deal, terms
of which remained somewhat murky.

One of the key details is what would happen
to the TikTok recommendation algorithm seen
as the key to its success. The system uses
machine learning to determine user preferences
and deliver videos to keep people engaged,
without too much repetition. — AFP

MUNICH:  That evening on September 26, 1980,
Robert Platzer, then 12, was having a great night
out. He had been on fairground rides, eaten bags of
sweets and even bought a helium balloon — all that
a child dreams of at the Munich Oktoberfest.

He was just at the exit of the popular beer festi-
val with his parents and four siblings when he saw a
man with his arms in the rubbish bin, towards which
his family was headed.  But at that moment, the
bomb went off. “There was a huge flame, I was
thrown back several metres,” Robert Hoeckmayr,
who has since taken his wife’s family name, told AFP
in an interview. A bomb in the trashcan had explod-
ed just steps away from the merry-go-round and
the beer tents. Thirteen people — including the
bomber Gundolf Koehler — were killed and more
than 200 injured. Four decades on, prosecutors in
July finally classed it a political attack — the dead-
liest far-right assault in post-war Germany.

Investigators initially assumed the 21-year-old
Koehler was a depressed geology student, who had
acted because of relationship problems and exam
stress, downplaying his known links to the extremist
scene. But further revelations about the extent of
Koehler’s involvement with the far-right and specu-
lation he may not have acted alone prompted pros-
ecutors to reopen the investigation in 2014.

After interviewing over a thousand witnesses and
combing through 300,000 documents, investigators
believe Koehler aimed for the attack to be blamed
on the far left.  His goal had been to influence that
year’s general election and usher in a conservative
candidate as chancellor.

Survivors need help 
The 40th anniversary of the attack yesterday

comes as far-right violence is once again on the rise
in Germany, with a deadly attack targeting a syna-
gogue in Halle in 2019 and another that left nine
people of migrant origin dead in Hanau in February.

Hoeckmayr did not want to be drawn into dis-
cussing the political extremism that has sparked the
violence. For him, more must be done to help survivors.

“I don’t care from which side the attack comes
from, the survivors need to be better taken care of,” he
said. Hoeckmayr’s experience underlines how the dev-
astation wrought goes on far beyond that fateful day.

His eight-year-old sister Ilona was killed on the
spot. His little brother, six, died on the way to the
hospital in the ambulance. His parents were severely
wounded. His sister Elisabeth survived but died of a
drug overdose at 24. His brother threw himself
under a train in 2008, at age 42.

“They could not stand the pain. I am the sole sur-
vivor in this family,” said Hoeckmayr, now 52 and a
Munich city official. He has had 41 operations to
remove metal shards lodged all over his body.

“They didn’t manage to remove all of them,” said
the tall man with greying hair. But what was even
more difficult to heal was the feeling of being
“abandoned” by the German state after the attack. 

“We were never offered psychological help.
Several months after the attack, the doctors
declared that I was healthy, just because I could
walk,” he said. It was thanks to his wife and three
children that he was able to pick up the pieces.

“They gave me the energy to live.” Beyond the lack
of psychological support, he is also angry about the
low level of financial aid provided to people wounded
in the attack. But that may soon change, with the city
of Munich, the Bavarian state and Chancellor Angela

Merkel’s government to stump up 1.2 million euros
($1.4 million) for victims of the attack. For Hoeckmayr,
“40 years later is too late”. “It’s not just about money
but about helping people who have experienced ter-
rible things to return to society,” said Hoeckmayr, who
refuses to be labelled a victim, saying he is a survivor.

He will participate in a ceremony on Saturday when
Munich inaugurates a new information site that tells
the story of the attack. Underlining its importance, he
said: “Here too, many people know that something
happened on September 26, 1980, but they don’t
know what it is.” —  AFP

Four decades on, prosecutors in July finally classed it a political attack

40 years after Oktoberfest attack, 
survivor’s wounds still healing

MUNICH: German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier speaks at 40th anniversary memorial of the Oktoberfest
attack in Munich yesterday. The attacker Gundolf Koehler was among the 13 victims killed when his bomb
exploded in a rubbish bin at the entrance to the beer festival, in one of the deadliest attacks in Germany’s
post-war history. — AFP

A life-saving ‘game’: 
Bosnia trains world’s 
mine-detecting dogs
VOGOSIA: With her nose in the grass of a Bosnian
field, Orna sniffs furiously until she finds her target.
She then sits and wags her tail in excitement for the
red rubber toy that is her reward. The exercise is
only a game for the two-year-old dog, but the
mine-detection skill is saving lives in Bosnia and
around the world. 

The Balkan state, still working to rid its territory
of landmines dating back to its 1990s war, has
become an important training ground for canines
deployed as far afield as Asia, Africa and the
Middle East. At the end of Bosnia’s 1992-95 con-
flict, some eight percent of its territory was littered
with explosives. Today, experts believe it is down to
two percent, thanks in part to the work of the dogs,
who have learned the trade at two centres backed
by US and Norwegian NGOs.

Orna, a black and brown Belgian Malinois, is
undergoing her schooling at the global training cen-
tre of the Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA) in a sub-
urb of Sarajevo.

She is among 40 dogs from the hard-working
breed currently in training, while 30 other “veter-
ans” are “enjoying their well-deserved retirement”,
said Gordana Medunjanin, who works at the centre.

All the dogs are the Malinois breed, which is

known to be “energetic, adaptable and have a great
desire for work and cooperation”, she said. The
site’s graduates are currently taking part in mine
clearance programmes in Bosnia, Iraq, Lebanon,
Somalia, Zimbabwe and Cambodia.

‘It’s a game’
Training starts when the puppies are four to six

weeks old and lasts up to 18 months, said Orna’s
trainer Namik Dzanko, 29. One of the important
first tests is to confirm the dog’s interest in the
rubber toy, known as a cong, that helps motivate
their work. 

The dogs then start honing their skills by detect-
ing the scent of explosives, hidden at random in tin
canisters attached to a merry-go-round. The dog
circles the structure, stops and sits when it sniffs a
mine. Successes are rewarded with some play time
with the red toy. 

More advanced training continues in the simula-
tion “minefields” outside, where explosives lacking
detonators are buried in a 100- square-metre
(1,076-square-foot) plot, with zones delineated by
yellow tape.

Guided by their trainers, the dogs methodically
sniff in straight lines. When they pick up the scent of
the explosive, they “mark” it by sitting quietly and
pointing their muzzle at the suspected spot.

At a real minefield, the area would then be
inspected by a de-mining expert. “The dog does not
understand that he is looking for a mine and that it
is dangerous. For him, it’s a game,” said Dzanko.

“He finds something and is rewarded with his toy.
Through this positive experience, he does a job
which saves lives around the world.” — AFP

Jihadist ambush on 
Nigeria governor’s 
convoy kills 30
KANO: Jihadist fighters linked to the Islamic State
group on Friday killed 30 security personnel in an
ambush on the convoy of the regional governor in
restive northeast Nigeria, three security said.
Sources told AFP that eight policemen, three sol-
diers and four members of a government-backed
militia were killed in the attack on vehicles carrying
Borno governor Babagana Umara Zulum near the
town of Baga on the shores of Lake Chad.

The insurgents opened fire with machine guns
and rocket-propelled grenades as the convoy was
passing through a village close to the headquarters
of the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF), a

military coalition of troops from Nigeria, Niger,
Chad and Cameroon.

“The governor escaped unhurt but 30 security
men on the convoy were killed in fierce battle with
the terrorists”, one source said. Zulum was on an
assessment tour of Baga in preparation for the
return of thousands of residents displaced from the
town by the jihadists in 2014, the sources said.

The governor flew on a helicopter into the garri-
son town of Monguno, 60 kilometres (40 miles)
away, and headed to Baga in a convoy under tight
security, one of the sources said.

All three sources were talking on condition of
anonyonimity.  The IS-affiliated Islamic State West
Africa Province (ISWAP) group maintains most of
its camps on islands in Lake Chad and the region is
known as a  bastion for the jihadists.

The militant group has recently intensified
attacks on military and civilian targets in the region.
In July Zulum’s convoy came under gun attack from
ISWAP outside Baga, forcing him to cancel his trip
to the town.

Last week the group killed a Nigerian army
commander along with three soldiers in an ambush
near the town of Damboa. Civilians plying highway
linking  Monguno and the regional capital
Maiduguri said the jihadists set up daily check-
points, robbing, killing and abducting passengers.  

The decade-long insurgency in northeast
Nigeria has killed 36,000 people and forced over 2
million from their homes. Most of the displaced have
been housed into squalid camps where they depend
on food handouts from international charities.

Local authorities have been encouraging the dis-
placed to go back to the homes despite concern
from aid agencies of the security risks to which the
returnees would be exposed.

Last week Zulum said feeding the displaced was
not financially sustainable, insisting the only option
was for them to return and rebuild their homes and
live a “dignified” life.

ISWAP splintered from the main Boko Haram
group in 2016 and has gone on to be the dominant
insurgent force in the region. — AFP

SARAJEVO: Bosnian dog trainer leads a Belgian Malinois dog through a scent marking facility, at training
facility near Sarajevo, on September 23, 2020. After Bosnia’s 1992-1995 bloody conflict, about eight percent
of the country’s territory remained infested with mines and other explosive devices. — AFP

Senegalese town
fights losing battle 
against trash
BARGNY: Medza remembers the coastline of his
native Senegalese town of Bargny as a place where
he fished and played as a child before it became a
festering rubbish dump.  The beach bordering the
fishing settlement, about 30 kilometres (18 miles)
south of the capital Dakar, is now permanently
choked with plastic waste and rotten fish carcasses.  

Wedged in by a motorway and industrial sites,
Bargny typifies Senegal’s jagged economic devel-
opment — as well as its seemingly endless struggle
against pollution and trash. The town borders one of
West Africa’s largest cement factories and a power
plant, and a mineral port is being built nearby. But
its 60,000 inhabitants have seen little in the way of
beneficial development.

Residents tip out buckets of waste onto the
beach for lack of disposal facilities. Local fishermen
and industrial trawlers toss refuse overboard which
washes back on the beach, according to Medza,
whose real name is Medoune Ndoye. 

“It shocks me. It can’t continue like this because
it’s evil and it’s shameful,” Medza, a 29-year-old
environmental activist, said. For months, he and
other local activists have been pushing to clean up
the town. On August 15 — after raising money
online for wheelbarrows, bags and shovels — they
spent three days clearing the beach. But they were
fighting a losing battle: after little over a week, the
beach was freshly covered with plastic detritus and
other waste. “Everything is dirty again,” Medza
said, looking down at the scattered plastic bottles
and pieces of old fish netting surrounding him. “We
feel as if our efforts are in vain”.  

Pink canal water 
Much of the coast of Senegal, a poor nation of

some 16 million people, is polluted. The government
has made attempts to tackle the problem — such as
banning single-use plastics this year — but the
impact on the ground appears limited. 

Bargny’s trash problem is particularly severe. The
town has a spotty garbage-collection service, but
no rubbish bins or sewage system.  The deputy
mayor of Bargny’s town hall, Daouda Moustafa
Diouf, told AFP that local authorities had begun to
take the problem seriously. 

“We made very serious investments last year
because we became aware of what existed here, it
was really in an indescribable state,” Diouf said. The
town hall is designating rubbish collection points
across town, which it hopes will discourage people
from dumping on the beach. — AFP


