
SEOUL: North Korea’s top army officials have said 
they will expand and intensify military drills to 
ensure their readiness for war, state media reported 
Tuesday, ahead of a massive parade. The pledge 
came at a Monday meeting overseen by leader Kim 
Jong Un and follows last week’s staging of joint air 
drills by South Korea and the United States. 

The agenda was topped by “the issue of con-
stantly expanding and intensifying the operation 
and combat drills of the (Korean People’s Army) ... 
strictly perfecting the preparedness for war”, the 
official Korean Central News Agency said. 

The meeting of North Korea’s central military 
commission comes as commercial satellite imagery 
suggests “extensive parade preparations” are 
underway in Pyongyang ahead of key state holidays 
this month. 

North Korea celebrates the founding anniversary 
of its armed forces on Wednesday and the “Day of 
the Shining Star” on February 16. The latter is the 
birthday of Kim Jong Il, son of North Korea’s 
founder Kim Il Sung and father of Kim Jong Un. 

Seoul and Washington have moved to bolster 
joint military drills following a year of sanctions-
busting weapons tests, infuriating Pyongyang, 
which sees them as rehearsals for invasion. Last 
week, the security allies staged joint air drills fea-

turing strategic bombers and stealth fighters, 
prompting Pyongyang to warn such exercises could 
“ignite an all-out showdown”. 

The joint exercises, their first this year, came a 
day after US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin and 
his South Korean counterpart vowed to boost secu-
rity cooperation to counter an increasingly belliger-
ent nuclear-armed North. North Korea’s foreign 
minister has said the move to ramp up joint drills 
crossed “an extreme red line”. 

Experts say Monday’s meeting of North Korea’s 
top brass aimed to highlight the country’s readiness 
to face down upcoming joint military drills between 
South Korea and the United States-and also stress 

it was prepared for an actual war. “North Korea is 
hinting about the possibility of military action in the 
future in the name of operational and combat train-
ing and war preparedness,” said Hong Min, 
researcher at the Korea Institute for National 
Unification. 

Kim recently called for an “exponential” increase 
in Pyongyang’s nuclear arsenal, including mass-pro-
ducing tactical nuclear weapons and developing 
new missiles for nuclear counterstrikes. 

Kim has also said his country must “overwhelm-
ingly beef up military muscle” in 2023 in response 
to what Pyongyang calls US and South Korean 
hostility. — AFP 

TOKYO:  Two of the four suspects believed to be 
behind a spate of robberies and telephone fraud 
cases across Japan were deported from the 
Philippines on Tuesday. Japanese news outlets and 
social media have been captivated by the crimes 
that allegedly involved ringleaders based in the 
Southeast Asian country. 

Low-level criminals arrested in Japan told 
police they received instructions from a person or 
several people who used the name “Luffy” via the 
Telegram messenger app. Monkey D. Luffy is the 
lead character of the hugely popular “One Piece” 
manga, a straw hat-wearing pirate hunting for a 
coveted treasure. 

Officials escorted Kiyoto Imamura and Toshiya 
Fujita, who were both handcuffed, into a Japan 
Airlines jet at Manila airport, and the pair arrived at 
Narita airport outside Tokyo on Tuesday afternoon, 
TV footage showed. 

Japan’s justice ministry and Tokyo police 
declined to comment on the case, but local media 
said the two men were formally arrested after the 
plane left Philippine airspace. “Green curtains were 
pulled around the suspects, except for during take-
off and landing,” reported a journalist for Japan’s 
public broadcaster NHK who travelled on the plane. 

After the arrest took place behind the curtains, 

the suspects were served meals, the journalist said. 
But he added: “Due to safety concerns, items such 
as hot soup or toothpicks had been removed. Plastic 
spoons and forks were used, rather than the usual 
metal ones.” 

All four suspects were held at an immigration 
detention facility in Manila. They were caught 
with cell phones inside that facility that may have 
been used to run “criminal  enterprises”, 
Philippines Justice Secretary Crispin Remulla told 
reporters last week. 

Criminals were reportedly given orders to carry 
out break-ins or fraud. NHK said more than 70 
people have been apprehended. The group was 
thought to be behind 2,300 cases of fraud worth 3.5 
billion yen ($26.4 million), NHK said. 

It has also been connected to a series of break-
ins in Tokyo, including one that ended with the mur-
der of 90-year-old Kinuyo Oshio, who was found 
dead at her home on January 19. As Japan and the 
Philippines do not have an extradition treaty, local 
cases already filed against the suspects had to be 
cleared before they could leave. 

The other two suspects could be deported as 
early as Wednesday, the same day Philippines 
President Ferdinand Marcos is due to depart on a 
state visit to Tokyo. —  AFP
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Italy fire brigade team in Adana 
 
ROME: The Italian contingent of firefighters, sent 
to rescue the population affected the earthquake, 
landed in Adana, Turkey, transported by Force 
C130 aircraft, which left from Pisa with a stopover 
in Pratica di Mare. The contingent consists of 50 
firefighters from the USAR teams of Tuscany and 
Lazio. The specialized personnel sent have worked 
in similar emergencies in Italy and abroad. The 
group consists of 11 health workers and 6 units 
from the Civil Protection Department. — ANSA

15 dead in Peru landslides  
 
LIMA: Landslides in southern Peru have left at 
least 15 people dead, 20 injured and two missing, 
authorities said Monday, warning that the toll 
from the disaster could rise. “The number of peo-
ple dead so far has risen to 15,” said the direc-
torate of the National Civil Defense Institute in 
the Arequipa region, where mud and rock slides 
began on Sunday as a result of torrential rains. 
Hardest hit were four villages in an area called 
Nicolas Valcarcel, where heavy rains had been 
falling since Sunday. Arequipa governor Rohel 
Sanchez told Canal N television “the situation in 
these four towns is really bad.”— AFP

Migrant boat sinks off Greece 
 
ATHENS: Three migrants died and more than 20 
were feared missing after a second boat sank off 
the coast of Greece in just days, the coastguard 
said on Tuesday. The two women and one man 
who drowned are believed to have been part of a 
group of 41 people whose dinghy sank after hit-
ting a reef near the island of Lesbos, a coast-
guard spokeswoman told AFP. Sixteen people 
have been rescued so far amid an ongoing search 
by land, sea and air that’s being hampered by 
strong winds, she added. On Sunday, four chil-
dren and a woman died when a boat carrying 
another group from neighbouring Turkey sank 
off the Greek island of Leros..—  AFP

Thai rescuers rescue toddler  
 

BANGKOK: Rescuers on Tuesday retrieved a 
toddler who fell down a 13-metre (42-foot) well 
in remote rural Thailand, after an overnight dig-
ging operation. The girl, aged 19 months, fell into 
the 30-centimetre-wide well in Tak province, 
near the Myanmar border, while playing on 
Monday afternoon. Rescuers worked through the 
night using a mechanical digger to reach the girl, 
who is the daughter of migrant workers from 
Myanmar. — AFP 

Japanese criminal ringleaders  
deported from Philippines

All four suspects were held at an immigration detention facility in Manila

TAGUIG: This handout photo taken and released on 
February 7, 2023 by the Bureau of Immigration 
shows two suspects believed to be behind a spate of 
robberies in Japan, Kiyoto Imamura (R) and Toshiya 
Fujita (L) at the Bureau of Immigration detention 
facility in Taguig City, suburban Manila. — AFP

North Korea pledges  
‘expanded, intensified’  
military drills 

PYONGYANG: This picture taken early on February 6, 2023 and released from North Korea’s official Korean 
Central News Agency (KCNA) on February 7, 2023 shows North Korea’s leader Kim Jong Un (C) attending the 
4th meeting of the 8th Central Military Commission of the Workers’ Party of Korea in Pyongyang. — AFP
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The destruction led to Erdogan declaring Tuesday a 

three-month state of emergency in 10 southeastern 
provinces. 

Dozens of nations like the United States, China 
and the Gulf States have pledged to help, and search 
teams as well as relief supplies have begun to arrive 
by airplane. “I can’t get my brother back from the 
ruins. I can’t get my nephew back. Look around here. 
There is no state official here, for God’s sake,” said 
Ali Sagiroglu in the Turkish city of Kahramanmaras. 
“For two days we haven’t seen the state around here... 
Children are freezing from the cold,” he added. 

A winter storm has compounded the misery by 
rendering many roads - some of them damaged by 
the quake - almost impassable, resulting in traffic 
jams that stretch for kilometers in some regions. The 
cold rain and snow are a risk both for people forced 
from their homes - who took refuge in mosques, 
schools or even bus shelters - and survivors buried 
under debris. 

“It is now a race against time,” said World Health 
Organization chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus. 
“We have activated the WHO network of emergency 
medical teams to provide essential health care for the 
injured and most vulnerable,” he added. The latest toll 
showed 4,544 people killed in Turkey and 1,712 in 

Syria, for a combined total of 6,256 fatalities. There 
are fears that the toll will rise inexorably, with WHO 
officials estimating up to 20,000 may have died. 
WHO warned that up to 23 million people could be 
affected by the massive earthquake and urged nations 
to rush help to the disaster zone. 

The Syrian Red Crescent appealed to Western 
countries to l i f t  sanctions and provide aid as 
President Bashar al-Assad’s government remains a 
pariah in the West, complicating international relief 
efforts. Washington and the European Commission 
said on Monday that humanitarian programs sup-
ported by them were responding to the destruction 
in Syria. 

The UN’s cultural agency UNESCO also said it 
was ready to provide assistance after two sites listed 
on its World Heritage list in Syria and Turkey sus-
tained damage. In addition to the damage to Aleppo’s 
old city and the fortress in the southeastern Turkish 
city of Diyarbakir, UNESCO said at least three other 
World Heritage sites could be affected. 

Much of the quake-hit area of northern Syria has 
already been a by years of war and aerial bombard-
ment by Syrian and Russia forces that destroyed 
homes, hospitals and clinics. Residents in the quake-
devastated town of Jandairis in northern Syria used 
their bare hands and pickaxes to for survivors, as that 
was all they had to get the job done. 

“My whole family is under there - my sons, my 
daughter, my son-in-law... There’s no one else to get 
them out,” said Ali Battal, his face streaked with blood 
and head swathed in a wool shawl against the bitter cold. 
“I hear their voices. I know they’re alive but there’s no 
one to rescue them,” adds the man in his 60s. — AFP 

Turkey-Syria 
quake toll tops...

KARACHI: Pakistan’s divisive former military ruler 
Pervez Musharraf was buried on Tuesday in a muted 
funeral that was never officially announced. The 
country’s serving army chief, the prime minister and 
the president all stayed away from the event, with 
media blocked from covering it and local television 
not airing the service. Musharraf, who became a key 
US ally during Washington’s “war on terror” after 
the September 11 attacks, died exiled in Dubai on 
Sunday aged 79, having suffered a long illness. 

In Pakistan, where the military is supremely pow-
erful, Musharraf remains a controversial figure who 
left many Pakistanis with a deep distaste for direct 
military rule. Prayers were held at the grounds of a 
military compound in Karachi in a funeral ceremony 
attended by around 10,000 people, mostly retired 

and serving military officers, an AFP reporter 
observed. 

“He was not given the honor that he deserved... 
the government has done nothing - it should have 
arranged the funeral at the national stadium,” 
Rubina Mazhar, a herbal medicine doctor, told AFP 
after the prayers. Wajid Noor, a 71-year-old retired 
government official, said “thousands of people 
wanted to participate in the funeral but no details 
were provided”. The body was later transported to 
a nearby military graveyard where the coffin, 
draped in the national flag, was buried as hundreds 
of people watched surrounded by tight security. A 
junior army officer at the site who asked not to be 
named said a gun salute was given to the former 
leader.  

The four-star general seized power in a 1999 
bloodless coup and was acting simultaneously as 
Pakistan’s army chief, chief executive, and president 
when the 9/11 attacks on the United States took place. 
He became Washington’s chief regional ally during the 
invasion of neighboring Afghanistan, a decision which 
put him in the crosshairs of Islamist militants, who 
made several attempts on his life. — AFP 

Funeral held for 
Pak ex-president 
Musharraf

PARIS: A new generation of AI chatbots has 
unleashed a titanic battle between Microsoft and 
Google for the eyeballs of billions of web users, and 
the dollars they bring. Microsoft has gone all-in with a 
multibillion-dollar investment in OpenAI, the firm 
behind the world’s most buzzy bot ChatGPT, hoping to 
revolutionize its unloved Bing search engine. 

Google has owned the search market for two 
decades and is not ceding any ground - it hit back this 
week with an in-house bot of its own, called Bard. And 
the AI gold rush is not limited to Silicon Valley search 
giants, Chinese firm Baidu announcing its own bot this 
week. But what exactly is the fight about? 

Big tech firms have spent years ripping unimagin-
able amounts of data from the internet and churning it 
into so-called large language models that they use to 
train algorithms. This is how voice recognition tools 
like Amazon’s Alexa, Apple’s Siri or Google Assistant 
work. Google and Facebook owner Meta have poured 
their efforts into tools that can translate hundreds of 
languages, screen for harmful content, or target users 
with personalized ads. 

Yet the fundamentals of search have remained 

largely unchanged. You punch a few words into 
Google and it spits back a mix of useful links and often 
less useful ads. But if AI has its way, these familiar 
pages of blue links could soon be just another dusty 
corner of internet history. “A tool like ChatGPT can 
create search engines that give a structured answer to 
questions instead of simply a list of documents like 
Google does at the moment,” said Thierry Poibeau of 
French research institute CNRS. 

What that means in practice is that future search 
engines will not produce lists of links - instead they 
will give the user coherent and full answers using mul-
tiple sources. Neeva, a search engine that markets 
itself as privacy friendly, is already pushing this kind of 
experience. Neeva founder Sridhar Ramaswamy, a for-
mer Google executive, told AFP that smaller compa-
nies were much better placed to innovate. 

“We use large language models to look at all of 
the pages that are going to result for a query and 
show you a summary, and then show you a very rich 
visual experience,” he said. Like many analysts, 
Ramaswamy was highly critical of his former firm’s 
obsession with ads, which he claimed was ruining the 
experience of users. 

Industry analyst Rob Enderle said Google’s search 
business risked being torpedoed by innovations in AI. 
“Google still largely lives off the fact their search 
engine is the most widely used,” he said. But these 
changes could “relegate them to history”. However, 
there is still a long way to go before AI chatbots suc-
cessfully wed themselves to search engines. —AFP 

AI supercharges 
battle of web 
search titans

KAHRAMANMARAS, Turkey: Rescuers and civilians look for survivors under the rubble of collapsed 
buildings on Feb 7, 2023. — AFP 


