
Tuesday, April 10, 2018N e w s

Established 1961 11

Continued from Page 1

Separately, melons contaminated with deadly liste-
riosis bacteria were exported to at least nine countries
from Australia, where an outbreak has killed seven peo-
ple and caused one miscarriage, the World Health
Organization said yesterday. The rockmelons, or can-
taloupes, were sent to Hong Kong, Japan, Kuwait,
Malaysia, Oman, Qatar, Singapore, the United Arab
Emirates and Bahrain, and may also have gone to the
Seychelles, a WHO statement said.

Between Jan 17 and April 6, Australia reported 19
confirmed and one probable case of listeriosis, all of
whom were hospitalized. Seven died. The Listeria
monocytogenes bacterium has a potentially long incu-
bation period, usually one or two weeks but possibly
up to 90 days, so more cases may be reported, the
WHO said. “Cases in the affected countries may still be
identified,” it said. The Australian melon producer,
which the WHO did not name, recalled the fruit on Feb

27. On March 2 Australian authorities discovered the
firm’s melons had been exported, and they sent detailed
notifications through the International Food Safety
Authorities Network to the countries concerned. 

“It is believed that the cause of the outbreak was a
combination of environmental conditions and weather
contaminating the surface of the fruit, with low levels of
the bacteria persisting after the washing process,” the
WHO said. “The grower continues to work closely with
the relevant authorities and has returned to supply
rockmelons (during the week starting 2 April) after
testing cleared the property.”

Listeriosis can come in a mild form that causes diar-
rhoea and fever in healthy people within a few days.
But it also has a severe form that can cause septicemia
and meningitis among more high-risk people, such as
pregnant women, infants, old people, and people having
treatment for cancer, AIDS or organ transplants. The
severe form has a 20-30 percent mortality rate. As well
as unwashed fruit, high risk foods include dairy prod-
ucts made of unpasteurized milk, soft cheeses, deli meat
products, ice creams, raw seafood, crustaceans and
shellfish. A separate listeriosis outbreak in South Africa
killed at least 180 people earlier this year, sparking a
class-action lawsuit against South African food pro-
ducer Tiger Brands. — Agencies
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Rescuers and medics in Douma say more than 40
people died after an alleged poison gas attack late
Saturday in Douma, the last rebel-held pocket of the
one-time opposition stronghold of Eastern Ghouta.
Access to the area, which has faced weeks of regime
bombardment, is limited and there has been no way to
independently verify the accounts. The Organization for
the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, a UN watchdog,
said it was investigating the allegations but that so far
only a “preliminary analysis” had been carried out.

Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said Russian
experts from its military deployment on the ground in
Syria had visited the site and “did not find any trace of
chlorine or any other chemical substance used against
civilians”. Both Damascus and Moscow had warned
against using the allegations to justify military action
against Assad. 

It briefly appeared in the early hours of yesterday
that action had been taken, as Syrian state media
reported missile strikes on an airbase, but blame later
fell on Israel which has carried out repeated strikes on
regime targets. Initially pointing the finger at
Washington, state news agency SANA said the missiles
had hit the T-4 airbase in central Syria. Washington and
Paris denied having carried out the strikes and SANA
and the Russian army later said Israeli F-15s had fired
several missiles at the base from Lebanese airspace.

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, which
monitors the country’s conflict, said 14 fighters were
killed, including Syrian army officers and Iranian forces.

Iran’s Fars news agency said four Iranian military advis-
ers were killed in the strike and the foreign ministry in
Tehran accused Israel of “flagrant aggression”. Israel
declined to comment on the latest air raid. 

Nick Heras, an analyst at the Center for a New
American Security, said Israel appeared to have seized
on a moment of international outrage over Douma to
strike Syria. “On the eve of potential US and French
strikes against Assad in response to the Douma gas
attack, it is likely the Israelis already had the intention
to strike at the T-4 base, and timed their attack to maxi-
mize the destruction they could inflict on Iranian
forces,” he told AFP. 

Israel has repeatedly warned it will not accept its
arch-foe Iran entrenching itself militarily in Syria. In
February, it accused Iranian forces at the T-4 base of
sending a drone into Israeli territory. After targeting
Iranian units in Syria in retaliation, an Israel F-16 was
shot down by Syrian anti-aircraft fire in one of the
conflict’s most notable escalations. Israel then carried
out what it called “large-scale” raids on Syrian air
defense systems and Iranian targets, which reportedly
included T-4. 

Syrian regime forces have waged an assault since
Feb 18 on Ghouta, that has killed more than 1,700 civil-
ians and left Islamist rebels cornered in their last hold-
out of Douma, Ghouta’s largest town. After capturing
most of Ghouta, Syria and Russia secured two negoti-
ated withdrawals last month that saw 46,000 rebels
and civilians evacuate. 

Following fraught negotiations and a concentrated
regime bombing blitz, state media on Sunday
announced a deal was reached for Jaish al-Islam to
leave Douma within 48 hours and release hostages it
was holding. Several buses of detainees arrived in
Damascus overnight after having been freed by Jaish
al-Islam, and rebels were being evacuated in a parallel
operation yesterday, SANA said.  — AFP 
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“The discussions were friendly, which allowed the
two men to establish a personal relationship,”
Macron’s office said. They will now work on a “strate-
gic document” involving a series of contracts to be
signed by Macron during a visit to Saudi Arabia later
this year, his office said, without further details.

Macron, 40, faces a diplomatic tightrope in talks
with the prince as he seeks to bolster his ties with the
world’s top oil exporter, while also managing relations
with the kingdom’s archrival Iran. He will host the
prince for a gala dinner at the Elysee Palace today.
Prince Mohammed’s visit is part of a global tour that
has already seen him travel to the United States, Britain
and Egypt as he seeks to project a more moderate
vision of his country which is often associated in the
West with exporting jihadist ideology.

Saudi and French aides had stressed before the
trip that cultural ties, as well as new business oppor-
tunities, would be at the heart of two days of talks
between government and private-sector figures
from both countries. In February, Saudi Arabia’s
General Entertainment Authority (GEA) announced
it would stage more than 5,000 festivals and con-
certs in 2018, double the number of last year, and
pump $64 billion in the sector in the coming decade.
The announcement about the Cannes film festival
came after Prince Mohammed dined last week in
Hollywood with media mogul Rupert Murdoch, along
with film studio bosses and famed American actors
including Morgan Freeman.

Amid the flurry of announcements in France, cam-
paigners were also mobilized to keep attention focused
on French weapons exports to Saudi Arabia and rights
abuses in the country. The kingdom is the lead partner
in a coalition of countries bombing and blockading
Yemen, where a combination of fighting, disease and
food shortages has led it to be dubbed the world’s
worst humanitarian crisis by the UN. 

“France is potentially an accomplice to serious vio-
lations of humanitarian laws by selling weapons and
military equipment to Saudi Arabia,” said Aurelie
Perrier from Amnesty International at a protest near
the Eiffel Tower. Three out of four French people
believe it is “unacceptable” for France to continue sell-
ing weapons to Saudi Arabia, according to a poll last
month by independent research group YouGov.
Amnesty International also took out a full-page adver-
tisement in the Liberation newspaper on Monday, fea-
turing the feet of an executed prisoner, urging Macron
to talk about human rights with Prince Mohammed. 

Ahead of Prince Mohammed’s trip to France, Saudi
officials suggested relations were strong between him
and Macron, both young leaders with reformist agen-
das. But the trip follows a period of underlying ten-
sions. Macron waded into a regional crisis last
November when Lebanon’s Prime Minister Saad Hariri
tendered his resignation on live television from Riyadh,
apparently under pressure from the crown prince.
Macron invited Hariri to Paris for talks and he later
rescinded his resignation, a development that analysts
say exposed the limits of the prince’s authority.
Macron has also announced plans to be the first French
president to visit Iran since 1976, as he seeks to build
relations with the two competing regional powers in
the Middle East. “The president speaks to everyone,
Saudi Arabia, UAE, Iran, Qatar....” the French presiden-
cy said in a statement after the dinner on Sunday night
at the Louvre. — Reuters 
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WASHINGTON: Facebook Inc Chief Executive
Mark Zuckerberg told Congress yesterday that the
social media network should have done more to pre-
vent itself and its members’ data being misused and
offered a broad apology to lawmakers. His conciliato-
ry tone precedes two days of Congressional hearings
where Zuckerberg is set to answer questions about
Facebook user data being improperly appropriated
by a political consultancy and the role the network
played in the US 2016 election. 

“We didn’t take a broad enough view of our
responsibility, and that was a big mistake,” he said in
remarks released by the US House Energy and
Commerce Committee yesterday. “It was my mistake,
and I’m sorry. I started Facebook, I run it, and I’m
responsible for what happens here.” Zuckerberg, sur-
rounded by tight security and wearing a dark suit and
a purple tie rather than his trademark hoodie, was
meeting with lawmakers on Capitol Hill yesterday
ahead of his scheduled appearance before two
Congressional committees today and tomorrow. 

Zuckerberg did not respond to questions as he
entered and left a meeting with Senator Bill Nelson,
the top Democrat on the Senate Commerce
Committee. He is expected to meet Senator John
Thune, the Commerce Committee’s Republican chair-
man, later in the day, among others. Top of the agenda
in the forthcoming hearings will be Facebook’s admis-
sion that the personal information of up to 87 million
users, mostly in the United States, may have been
improperly shared with polit ical  consultancy
Cambridge Analytica. 

But lawmakers are also expected to press him on a
range of issues, including the 2016 election. “It’s clear
now that we didn’t do enough to prevent these tools

from being used for harm...” his testimony continued.
“That goes for fake news, foreign interference in
elections, and hate speech, as well as developers and
data privacy.” Facebook, which has 2.1 billion monthly
active users worldwide, said on Sunday it plans to
begin on Monday telling users whose data may have
been shared with Cambridge Analytica. The compa-
ny’s data practices are under investigation by the US
Federal Trade Commission.

London-based Cambridge Analytica, which counts
US President Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign among
its past clients, has disputed Facebook’s estimate of
the number of affected users. Zuckerberg also said
that Facebook’s major investments in security “will
significantly impact our profitability going forward.”
Facebook shares were up 2 percent in midday trad-
ing. 

Online information warfare
Facebook has about 15,000 people working on

security and content review, rising to more than
20,000 by the end of 2018, Zuckerberg’s testimony
said. “Protecting our community is more important
than maximizing our profits,” he said. As with other
Silicon Valley companies, Facebook has been resist-
ant to new laws governing its business, but on Friday
it backed proposed legislation requiring social media
sites to disclose the identities of buyers of online
political campaign ads and introduced a new verifica-
tion process for people buying “issue” ads, which do
not endorse any candidate but have been used to
exploit divisive subjects such as gun laws or police
shootings. 

The steps are designed to deter online information
warfare and election meddling that US authorities
have accused Russia of pursuing, Zuckerberg said on
Friday. Moscow has denied the al legations.
Zuckerberg’s testimony said the company was “too
slow to spot and respond to Russian interference, and
we’re working hard to get better.” He vowed to make
improvements, adding it would take time, but said he
was “committed to getting it right.” A Facebook offi-
cial confirmed that the company had hired a team
from the law firm WilmerHale and outside consultants
to help prepare Zuckerberg for his testimony and how
lawmakers may question him. — Reuters 
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determine the bone’s age by measuring tiny traces of
radioactive elements.

The tests revealed it was at least 85,000 years old -
possibly 90,000 - making it the “oldest directly-dated
homo sapiens” fossil ever found outside of Africa and the
Levant, said the team. It is the first fossil of a hominin -
the group of humans and our direct ancestors - discov-
ered in what is Saudi Arabia today. Other archaeological
finds, which their discoverers claim are even older, may
very well be authentic but were not directly dated, said
the research team. Most had their age calculated from the
sand or rock layers they were found in, or other items in
the vicinity.

Besides redating the human exodus from Africa, the

study may also alter its route. “What we’re arguing here is
that there were multiple dispersals out of Africa, so the
process of the movement and the colonization of Eurasia
was far more complicated than our textbooks tell us,” said
study co-author Michael Petraglia of the Max Planck
Institute for the Science of Human History in Germany.

According to one mainstream theory, humans left Africa
in a single wave, moving along the coast from Africa via
southern Arabia and India all the way to Australia. The
Levant is roughly the eastern Mediterranean area today
covered by Israel, Lebanon, part of Syria, and western
Jordan. The finger shows “that modern humans were mov-
ing across the interior, the terrestrial heart, of Eurasia - not
along the coastlines,” said Petraglia. 

The bone was discovered in an area known as Al
Wusta that 90,000 years ago would have looked very
different to the desert it is today - with plentiful rivers
and lakes. The team found fossils of various animals,
including hippos, as well as advanced stone tools. This all
pointed to the owner of the finger having been a member
of a semi-nomadic hunter-gatherer group moving after
water and animals. — AFP 
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