
News in brief

Morocco breaks up IS-linked cell

RABAT: Moroccan police said yesterday they had
broken up a cell linked to the Islamic State group in
the port city of Tangiers, arresting five people sus-
pected of planning cross-border attacks. The sus-
pects were planning “to carry out remote-controlled
explosions targeting security installations and person-
alities, as well as public buildings hosting Moroccan
and foreign citizens,” said the Central Bureau of
Judicial Investigation (BCIJ). The five, aged 22-28, had
raised funds and “acquired several products used in
the production of homemade bombs”, it added, in a
statement carried by the official MAP news agency.
Security forces seized “bottles containing nitric acid
and other suspect liquids as well as nails, electric
wires and six gas cylinders” which could be used for
bomb-making, it added.  —AFP 

Ethiopia PM replaces ministers 

ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
yesterday appointed the former head of war-hit
Tigray’s interim administration as defense minister, one
of several shake-ups in his new government’s 22-mem-
ber cabinet. Abiy, who was sworn in for his first full
five-year term on Monday, also tapped a new head of
the peace ministry, which has often served as the public
face of humanitarian operations in northern Ethiopia,
where the UN estimates conflict has driven hundreds of
thousands of people into famine-like conditions. The
cabinet was approved by a majority vote in the lower
house of parliament, with two votes against and 12
abstentions. Abiy’s office touted the fact that three new
cabinet members hail from opposition parties, saying
on Twitter this reflected a “commitment to inclusivity”.
Abiy came to power in 2018 on the back of several
years of anti-government protests. —AFP 

Pope Francis expresses ‘shame’ 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis yesterday expressed
his personal shame and that of the Church at the sexu-
al abuse of children by French Catholic clergy, after
the scale of the problem was laid bare in a devastating
report. “I wish to express to the victims my sadness
and pain for the trauma they have suffered,” he said
during his weekly audience at the Vatican. “And also
my shame, our shame, my shame for the inability of the
Church for too long to put them at the centre of its
concerns. “I pray and we all pray together-to you Lord
the glory, to us the shame. This is the time for shame.”
An independent commission on Tuesday revealed that
French Catholic clergy sexually abused around
216,000 minors over seven decades since 1950, a
“massive phenomenon” that was covered up by a “veil
of silence”. —AFP 

Lanka probes president’s niece 

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka President Gotabaya Rajapaksa
ordered a probe yesterday into his niece’s overseas
wealth after she and her husband were alleged in the
Pandora Papers to have millions of dollars stashed
abroad. The opposition immediately cried foul, saying
that the investigation would amount to a cover-up by
the Rajapaksa family which have been powerful in the
island nation for decades. Cabinet spokesman Dulles
Alahapperuma said the president asked the main anti-
graft body to issue a report on the assets of Nirupama
Rajapaksa and her husband Thirukumar Nadesan
“within one month”. Nirupama Rajapaksa, 59, was a
legislator in the previous governments of another
uncle, Mahinda Rajapaksa, the current prime minister,
between 2004 and 2015 and was a junior minister for
five years. —AFP 

JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s largest opposi-
tion party has sparked anger after putting up
election posters deemed racially inflammatory in a
town still reeling from the killings of dozens of
mostly black people during July unrest. Thirty-six
people were killed during a wave of rioting and
looting largely blamed on South Africans of Indian
descent in the southeastern town of Phoenix. 

The Democratic Alliance early this week put up
posters around Phoenix reading: “The ANC called
you racists (but) the DA calls you heroes”. The
posters have been widely criticized as racially
divisive, sparking anger in a country still strug-
gling with its apartheid past. The ruling ANC par-
ty described the posters as “shameful and fascist
in nature”.

Ordinary South Africans are meanwhile express-

ing their disgust on social media. “Those posters
are callous, incongruous with reality & the worst
instance of weaponising
tensions for short-term
political gain,” tweeted
author and political ana-
lyst Eusebius McKaiser.
But the DA is unrepentant.
“I’m never going to apol-
ogize for calling ordinary
South Africans who stood
up for law and order to
protect the rule of law, I’m
never going to apologize
for calling them heroes,”
DA leader John Steenhuisen told reporters in
Johannesburg yesterday.

“They are heroes, whether they be black,
whi te  Ind ian  or  Colored (because)  they

stepped up when gov-
ernment stepped away,”
he  sa id , re ferr ing  to
locals in the area who
were protecting proper-
ty  dur ing  the  unrest .
South Africans go to the
polls on November 1 to
e lect  mayors  and
munic ipa l  counci lors .
The ANC party, which
has ruled South Africa
s ince  the  end of

apartheid in 1994, is fighting to regain its pop-
ularity since suffering its worst electoral set-

back during the last local polls in 2016. It is
now sullied by corruption scandals and riven
by factionalism.

But its former leader, Jacob Zuma, whose
July jailing for contempt sparked the riots, has
made an unexpected call for people to vote for
the ANC. “I have been listening and observing...
there are a lot of people who say, because of
different reasons, they have taken a decision
not to vote,” Zuma said, in a recorded video
message shared by his foundation on Tuesday.
“I... call on those who intend not to vote, let’s all
stand up and vote, and vote more especially for
the party that brought us freedom, the ANC.”
Zuma, who was placed on medical parole last
month, was addressing the public for the first
time since he left jail. —AFP
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Why did Facebook, 
Instagram  and 
WhatsApp shut down?
PARIS: Hundreds of millions of people were unable to
access Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp for more
than six hours on Monday, underscoring the world’s
reliance on platforms owned by the Silicon Valley
giant. But what actually caused the outage?

What does Facebook say? 
In an apologetic blog post, Santosh Janardhan,

Facebook’s vice president of infrastructure, said that
“configuration changes on the backbone routers that
coordinate network traffic between our data centers
caused issues that interrupted this communication”.
Facebook explained Tuesday the outage was “caused
not by malicious activity, but an error of our own
making.”

Can you explain that? 
Cyber experts think the problem boils down to

something called BGP, or Border Gateway Protocol -
the system the internet uses to pick the quickest route
to move packets of information around. Sami Slim of
data centre company Telehouse compared BGP to “the
internet equivalent of air traffic control”. In the same
way that air traffic controllers sometimes make
changes to flight schedules, “Facebook did an update
of these routes,” Slim said. But this update contained a
crucial error. It’s not yet clear how or why, but
Facebook’s routers essentially sent a message to the
internet announcing that the company’s servers no
longer existed.

Why did it take so long to fix? 
Experts say Facebook’s technical infrastructure is

unusually reliant on its own systems-and that proved
disastrous on Monday. After Facebook sent the fateful
routing update, its engineers got locked out of the sys-
tem that would allow them to communicate that the
update had, in fact, been an error. So they couldn’t fix
the problem.

“Normally it’s good not to put all your eggs in one
basket,” said Pierre Bonis of AFNIC, the association
that manages domain names in France. “For security
reasons, Facebook has had to very strongly concen-
trate its infrastructure,” he said. “That streamlines
things on a daily basis - but because everything is in
the same place, when that place has a problem, nothing

works.” The knock-on effects of the shutdown includ-
ed some Facebook employees being unable to even
enter their buildings because their security badges no
longer worked, further slowing the response.

Is this unprecedented? 
Social media outages are not uncommon: Instagram

alone has experienced more than 80 in the past year in
the United States, according to website builder
ToolTester. This week’s Facebook outage was rare in
its length and scale, however. There is also a precedent
for BGP meddling being at the root of a social media
shutdown. In 2008, when a Pakistani internet service
provider was attempting to block YouTube for domes-
tic users, it inadvertently shut down the global website
for several hours.

And the outage’s impact? 
Between Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp and

Facebook Messenger, “billions of users have been
impacted by the services being entirely offline”, the
Downdetector tracking service said. Facebook, whose
shares fell nearly five percent over the outage, has

stressed there is “no evidence that user data was com-
promised as a result of this downtime”.

But even though it lasted just a few hours, the
impact of the shutdown ran deep. Facebook’s services
are crucial for many businesses around the world, and
users complained of being cut off from their liveli-
hoods. Facebook accounts are also commonly used to
log in to other websites, which faced additional prob-
lems due to the company’s technical meltdown. Rival
instant messaging services, meanwhile, reported that
they had benefited from the fact that WhatsApp and
Facebook Messenger were down.

Telegram went from the 56th-most downloaded
free app in the United States to the fifth, according to
monitoring firm SensorTower, while Signal tweeted
that “millions” of new users had joined. And among the
more curious side-effects, several domain name regis-
tration companies listed Facebook.com as available for
purchase. “There was never any reason to believe
Facebook.com would actually be sold as a result, but
it’s fun to consider how many billions of dollars it could
fetch on the open market,” said cyber security expert
Brian Krebs. —AFP

EAGLE MOUNTAIN: An employee walks into a newly completed data center in Eagle Mountain, Utah.
Facebook was shut down yesterday for more than seven hours reportedly due in part to a major disrup-
tion in communication between the company’s data centers.  —AFP

Air Info, the outlet 
breaking news in 
Niger’s Sahara
AGADEZ: From the outside, it doesn’t
look like much: a two-storey building with
a logo in the dusty streets of Agadez in
northern Niger. But there has been plenty
happening inside the building at Air Info-
an ambitious media outlet that has been
breaking exclusives in the Sahara Desert.
A vast, sparsely-populated region, north-
ern Niger is plagued by drugs and
weapons trafficking, migration and vio-
lence by armed groups.

In 2002, Ibrahim Manzo Diallo, a
young school teacher posted to the trou-
bled region, was struck by the lack of
media coverage. There was no outlet pro-
viding “news of the far north,” he told AFP.
Using a newly-installed printing press in
Agadez, Diallo launched a monthly publi-
cation, funding it from his meagre teach-
ing salary.  Today, Air Info has 13 full-time
employees and in addition to the newspa-
per-whose rate of publication varies-
boasts a popular website and Sahara FM,
one of Agadez’s main radio stations
bought in 2013. For those needing news
on northern Niger, a crossroads between

North and sub-Saharan Africa, Air Info is
now the go-to source. “We no longer go
looking for scoops, they come to us,”
Diallo said with a smile.

Threats and jail 
One of Air Info’s exclusives was video

footage it published last year of two
Italians being held hostage by Al-Qaeda
jihadists, the first proof they were alive
after several years in detention. An Italian
television station offered to buy the
footage, but Diallo refused. As always,
everyone wanted to know his sources.
“The only thing that protects us is hon-
esty and seriousness,” he said. “Our
sources know that we will never reveal
who is talking to us.”

An early scoop came during the
abduction of several French citizens in
2010. Air Info was “one of the very first”
to get witnesses to talk, Diallo says,
adding that the story “helped establish
our credibility”. But behind the man with a
broad smile, wearing a boubou robe and
eating braised mutton on the windy ter-
race of his organization’s headquarters,
there is a journalist caught between the
forces of national security and jihadist
expansion.  He said he “gets calls from
everywhere” from “people ready to give
us money to keep quiet about informa-
tion.” He published the video about the

Italian hostage without batting an eyelid.
No one knows who gave it to him. But the
freedom to publish predictably comes at a
price-threats and sometimes jail. In 2007
Air Info was forced to close for three
months and Diallo was imprisoned for
four months after being accused of links
to a rebellion by ethnic Tuaregs that was
raging at the time. 

Diallo said it was because earlier that

year Air Info published a story under the
headline “Drama in Tizirzet” about the
discovery of “civilians beheaded by those
who were supposed to protect them”. “I
was sure it was going to cost me dearly,”
he said. But despite his time in prison-and
that all copies of the newspaper were sus-
piciously bought up after only being on a
sale a few hours-he said it remains the
scoop he is most proud of. —AFP

AGADEZ, Niger: A woman is seen walking in the old city of Agadez. Air Info
and Sahara.fm represents today the main source of information on the
Nigerien Sahara.  —AFP
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Elderly couple find 
safe haven from 
Canaries volcano
TAZACORTE: Fleeing their home after the La Palma vol-
cano erupted on September 19, one couple married nearly
60 years decided to seek safe haven aboard their tiny boat
until the storm passed. When the evacuation order came,
neither Margaretha Straates, 80, nor her 90-year-old hus-
band Luis Rodriguez Diaz fancied the idea of staying in
temporary accommodation. “It suddenly came to me, why

don’t we try the boat? It’s only an old boat, but we could
take a few things and settle in,” Rodriguez Diaz, a retired
gastrointestinal surgeon, told AFP. Just 6.4 meters (20 feet)
long, the “Hamurabi” is a tough little boat that has only
needed one engine change in 35 years, he says.

But it is big enough for him and his Dutch wife who sit
with their backs to the volcano, which keeps up its end-
lessly explosive activity. Together, they pass the time on
the boat’s tiny deck with a radio, her computer with Wi-Fi,
a small fridge and an adopted cat they picked up while
fleeing, and who bolts into the cabin when visitors arrive.
The space is small and requires careful navigation, with
Straates often forgetting to duck her head to enter the
cabin. “I’ve banged my head three times,” she says.

The pair are residents of Todoque, a village almost
totally wiped off the map by the lava. When the order

came, they had to leave very quickly. “The Guardia Civil
police came and told us: ‘You need to evacuate right now,
very quickly’ so we left in what we were wearing,” says
Rodriguez Diaz.

They never thought the eruption would be so violent
and destructive, lulled into a false sense of security by
the eruption of La Palma’s Teneguia volcano 50 years
ago “which was a friendly volcano that didn’t do much
damage”, says Straates. Over the past 16 days, the
erupting volcano has destroyed more than 1,000 prop-
erties, many of them homes. On Sunday, they heard that
their house was still standing but that was not enough to
ease their distress.

“We’re in a really bad way,” said Straates. Despite
their situation, the pair are lively, chatty and in good spir-
its, perhaps helped by a lifetime of moving house. He is

from the northwestern tip of Spain, while she hails from
Amsterdam. During the 1950s, Rodriguez Diaz went trav-
elling around Europe on a trip that was paid for by his sis-
ter after he passed his medical studies. “I was in a park in
Amsterdam with my best friend and we met the sexiest
man I’d ever seen,” recalls Straates. She was 16 at the time.

They swapped addresses and got married a while later
in Gibraltar because, at the time, only religious marriages
existed in Spain. They lived in London for a while then in
the British colony of Rhodesia - later Zimbabwe - where
Rodriguez Diaz held a very senior health role. In 1977,
they decided it was time to move back to Spain given the
instability in the British colony, which would gain its inde-
pendence three years later - and because the Spanish
dictatorship had ended with the death in 1975 of
Francisco Franco. —AFP


