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WASHINGTON: The United States said Tuesday 
it was working with partners to provide earthquake 
relief in Syria but would stand firm against working 
with the Damascus government. The United States 
also said it expected to send further assistance to 
Turkey after sending two rescue teams to the 
NATO ally, which suffered heavily as well in 
Sunday’s earthquake. 

“In Syria itself we have US-funded humanitarian 
partners that are coordinating lifesaving assistance,” 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken told reporters as 
he met his Austrian counterpart. “We’re committed 
to providing that assistance to help people in Syria 
recover from this disaster, just as we have been their 
leading humanitarian donor since the start of the war 
in Syria itself,” Blinken said. 

“I want to emphasize here that these funds, of 
course, go to the Syrian people-not to the regime. 
That won’t change.” The United States has refused 
normalization of relations with Syrian President 
Bashar al-Assad or any direct reconstruction aid, 
seeking accountability for abuses during the brutal 
nearly 12-year civil war. 

Assad has wrested back most of the country and 
over the past year has been restoring relations with 
other Arab nations as well as Turkey. Stephen Allen, 
who is leading the response on the ground for the 
US Agency for International Development, said that 

most of the damage was in areas not under Assad’s 
control and that USAID had local partners there. 

USAID is reorienting assistance that was already 
in place to help war-hit Syrians, instead focusing on 
rescue efforts and other immediate needs including 
providing shelter and food, Allen said. “We’ve got 
the full gamut of humanitarian response going in 
northwest Syria right now,” Allen told reporters. 

He declined to name the non-governmental 
groups working with the United States, citing 
operational security. The United States has 
announced that it was sending two rescue teams 
to NATO ally Turkey. Allen said the teams would 
arrive Wednesday morning and head to the city 
of Adiyaman, where search efforts have so far 
been limited. 

The teams, coming on two C-130 transport air-
craft, are bringing 158 personnel, 12 dogs and 
170,000 pounds (77,100 kilograms) of specialized 
equipment, he said. “What we’re focused on right 
now in Turkey is getting those teams out and saving 
lives, to put it bluntly,” Allen said from Ankara. 

“If they need further assistance when it comes to 
populations who may be without housing or need 
immediate assistance, we are certainly ready to pro-
vide that,” he said. The 7.8-magnitude earthquake 
has killed more than 7,100 people in the two coun-
tries, according to officials and medics. — AFP
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We’re committed to provide assistance to help people in Syria recover from this disaster

KAHRAMANMARAS: A youth carries a tray after receiving a meal during a food distribution by 
Turkish army, two days after a strong earthquake struck the region, in the southeastern Turkish city 
of Kahramanmaras on February 8, 2023. — AFP

WASHINGTON: A Filipino consumer fumes 
as she rips open a portable charger to dis-
cover she has been conned - the batteries 
are choked with sand, making her yet anoth-
er victim of scammers on Facebook. 

AFP’s fact checkers have uncovered a 
slew of energy-related scams proliferating 
on Facebook - from fake solar panel incen-
tives in the United States to hoax electric 
bike giveaways in Indonesia and the sale of 
dud devices in the Philippines. 

And the trend underscores how fraudsters 
worldwide profit off disinformation, casting a 
wide net across social media users, many of 
whom take the bait amid a cost of living cri-
sis and high utility and energy costs. 

“What they did was awful,” the 24-year-
old Filipino, Brenilyn Ayachock, vented in an 
online video that showed sand pouring out of 
the power bank as she opened it with a knife. 
“We were expecting a good product, but this 
is what they sent us.” 

Ayachock made the purchase on what 
appeared to be the Facebook page of a legit-
imate energy device retailer, with “special 
offers” and “flash sales” alongside environ-
ment-friendly messages such as “turn off 
unnecessary lights.” 

The page stopped responding to her, 
Ayachock said, after she bought the device 

for 1,500 pesos ($28), a small fortune at a 
time of galloping inflation. She immediately 
reported the page to Facebook, but it was 
still active as of this week. 

Ayachock is far from the only victim as 
social media becomes a breeding ground for 
everything from bogus cryptocurrency ads, 
to “romance” scams and hoaxes aimed at 
extracting people’s personal data. Last year, 
the Philippines government warned against 
“unscrupulous” money-saving offers as con-
sumers grappled with backbreaking utility 
prices. 

AFP debunked Facebook posts that used 
doctored news reports to promote a bogus 
“power saving” device they claimed could 
slash electricity bills. The warnings fell on 
deaf ears, with commercial data showing 
thousands of such gadgets are sold monthly. 
Activists say complaints in online reviews 
are drowned out by comments from people 
desperate to try anything to lower their 
expenses. “Scammers follow the headlines 
and there isn’t a day that goes by that we 
don’t hear about how to conserve energy, 
rising gas and utility prices and the need for 
renewable energy,” Amy Nofziger, director 
of fraud victim support at the US-based 
nonprofit AARP, told AFP. 

“It’s a wide net for scammers. Most social 
media sites do not thoroughly vet the ads 
placed on their sites, however many users do 
not know this and they put their full trust in 
these advertisements.” The ease with which 
fraudsters pelt users with disinformation 
raises questions about the capacity of plat-
forms like Facebook to police paid-for scam 
advertising that is a lucrative revenue source. 

Critics, including Patricia Schouker, a fel-
low at the Colorado-based Payne Institute, 
say algorithms that prioritize content based 
on preferences have let scam ads prey on 
users most likely to engage. 

A spokesperson for Meta, Facebook’s 
owner, said it views the “threat of scams seri-
ously” and had taken action including dis-
abling many of the ad accounts responsible 
for fraud reported by AFP’s fact checkers. 
“The people who push these kinds of ads are 
persistent, well-funded, and are constantly 
evolving,” the spokesperson said. AFP has a 
global team of journalists who debunk misin-
formation as part of Meta’s third-party fact-
checking program. — AFP 

Energy scammers  
cast ‘wide net’  
on Facebook

CENTREVILLE: This illustration photo tak-
en on February 6, 2023 shows a phone 
screen displaying a story about scam ads 
promoting fake tax breaks for solar in 
front of a screen showing some of the 
Facebook archived fake ads luring peo-
ple into the scam. — AFP 

S Africa awaits  
Ramaphosa’s  
annual speech 

 
CAPE TOWN: South African 
President Cyril Ramaphosa delivers his 
annual address to the nation on 
Thursday, facing mounting pressure 
over the country’s energy crisis. His 
speech to the National Assembly will 
be scrutinised for how he plans to 
tackle power cuts that since mid-2022 
have lasted for up to 12 hours each day. 

The record outages have piled 
misery on a population of 60 million 
already battling high unemployment, 
poverty, rampant crime and rising cost 
of living. The state-of-the-nation 
address is traditionally held in pomp 
at the parliament building in Cape 
Town, where a red carpet is laid out 
for lawmakers and guests come 
dressed in glitzy designer outfits. 

A military parade staged by the 
presidential guard signals 
Ramaphosa’s arrival. But this year, for 
a second consecutive year, 
Ramaphosa will deliver his speech 
from the Cape Town City Hall, as the 
parliament building - gutted during  
an arson attack 13 months ago-is still 
being rebuilt. 

At a time of austerity, the ceremo-

ny will cost taxpayers an estimated 
eight million rand, or nearly half a mil-
lion dollars. Calls have been swirling 
on social media networks and talk 
radio for a low-key event to show sol-
idarity with the real state of the nation 
and its people. 

South Africans have vented their 
anger at Ramaphosa’s government 
over the rolling outages. Some have 
taken to the streets, others to the law 
courts, and more protests are expect-
ed on Thursday. The crisis is braking 
growth just as South Africa, the conti-
nent’s most industrialised economy, is 
hoping to recover after the COVID 
pandemic. 

Growth is expected to be an 
anaemic 0.3 percent in 2023, down 
from 2.5 percent last year. “The ener-
gy crisis could short-circuit all plans 
for economic recovery and threaten 
social stability in the process,” Dieter 
von Fintel, an economist at the 
Stellenbosch University, warned. 

One option being mulled by the 
government is to declare a state of 
disaster, a move that would legally 
free up additional resources to tackle 
the crisis. The idea is the brainchild of 
the ruling African National Congress 
(ANC) party. The speech will also be 
broadcast live starting at 7pm (1700 
GMT) but opposition parties have 
vowed to disrupt it over a scandal 
hanging over the president. — AFP 

Continued from Page 1 
 
 for the act of one murderer. The decision resulted 

from the uproar in the Philippines, which led to the 
ban of labor from the Philippines to Kuwait,” he said. 

On the consequences of the decision, Dakhnan 

said: “We will suffer a decrease of 80 percent 
workers. As a union, we asked the Public Authority 
of Manpower and the foreign ministry for agreeing 
to a memorandum of understanding on the labor  
force, but sadly we do not have a clear understand-
ing of who is responsible or in charge for the short-
fall of workers. The decrease in Filipino workers will 
cause many to suffer, especially since Ramadan is 
approaching. Families who have great need for 
household workers, especially during the holy 
month of Ramadan and the holidays, will be the 
most affected by the decision.”

Manila suspends 
deployment...
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He reiterated Kuwait’s sympathy and solidarity with 

the Turkish people and its support to help them over-
come the ramifications of this crisis. He also offered 
Kuwait’s condolences to the families of the victims, wish-
ing those injured a swift recovery, and for those missing 
to be found. 

Turkish Ambassador to Kuwait Tuba Nur Sonmez 
expressed her sincere appreciation and gratitude to all 
the brotherly and friendly countries that are supporting 
Turkey financially and emotionally, praising the great role 
played by Kuwait and the minister of foreign affairs, who 
came to offer condolences in person and was in constant 
contact with her from the first moment of the earthquake, 
emphasizing the Kuwaiti political leadership’s support for 
Turkey during this painful crisis. 

Foreign Minister Sheikh Salem also said the wellbeing 
of nationals is the utmost priority. He underlined Kuwait’s 
“rapid response” to the calamity, citing HH the Amir 
Sheikh Nawaf’s instructions to provide immediate aid to 
the affected areas. Kuwait stands in solidarity with Turkey 
in the wake of the disaster, the minister underlined, hop-
ing Ankara will get through this painful tragedy.  

Meanwhile, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
on Wednesday conceded “shortcomings” after criticism 
of his government’s response to the massive earthquake 
that killed over 11,700 people in Turkey and Syria. The 
sprawling scale of the disaster that flattened thousands of 
buildings, trapping an unknown number of people, has 
swamped relief operations already hampered by freezing 
weather. Survivors have been left to scramble for food 
and shelter - and in some cases watch helplessly as their 
relatives called for rescue, and eventually went silent 
under the debris.  

Still, searchers kept pulling survivors from the debris 
three days after the 7.8 magnitude quake that is already 

one of the deadliest this century, even as the death toll 
continues to rise. As criticism mounted online, Erdogan 
visited one of the hardest-hit spots, quake epicenter 
Kahramanmaras, and acknowledged problems in the 
response. “Of course, there are shortcomings. The condi-
tions are clear to see. It’s not possible to be ready for a 
disaster like this,” he said. 

Twitter was also not working on Turkish mobile net-
works, according to AFP journalists and NetBlocks web 
monitoring group. The window for rescuers to find sur-
vivors is narrowing as the effort nears the 72-hour 
mark that disaster experts consider the most likely 
period to save lives. Yet on Wednesday, rescuers pulled 
children from under a collapsed building in the hard-hit 
Turkish province of Hatay, where whole stretches of 
towns have been levelled. Officials and medics said 
9,057 people had died in Turkey and 2,662 in Syria 
from Monday’s 7.8-magnitude tremor, bringing the 
total to 11,719 - but that could yet double if the worst 
fears of experts are realized. 

The World Health Organization chief Tedros 
Adhanom Ghebreyesus has warned that time was run-
ning out for the thousands injured and those still feared 
trapped. Due to the scale of the damage and the lack of 
help coming to certain areas, survivors said they felt 
alone in responding to the disaster. The White Helmets, 
leading efforts to rescue people buried under rubble in 
rebel-held areas of Syria, have appealed for international 
help in their “race against time”. 

They have been toiling since the quake to pull sur-
vivors out from under the debris of dozens of flattened 
buildings in northwestern areas of war-torn Syria that 
remain outside the government’s control. “International 
rescue teams must come into our region,” said 
Mohammed Shibli, a spokesperson for the group known 
formally as the Syria Civil Defense. “People are dying 
every second; we are in a race against time,” he told AFP 
from neighbouring Turkey. 

The issue of aid to Syria was a delicate one, and the 
sanctioned government in Damascus made an official 
plea to the EU for help, the bloc’s commissioner for crisis 
management Janez Lenarcic said. — Agencies 

Kuwait condoles 
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The new Bing will more directly ape ChatGPT 

with a so-called creative option, in which the search 
engine will help the user write an email or prepare 
for a job interview, but unlike ChatGPT, always citing 
its sources, Microsoft said. 

The new Bing will run on an OpenAI language 
model that is more advanced than the one behind 
ChatGPT, meaning that responses would be more 
up to date and benefit from stronger computing 
power. Microsoft’s Edge browser will  also get 
souped up by AI features, including with summaries 

of web pages or ideas for social media posts based 
on a few inputs. 

OpenAI, which developed ChatGPT, is a 
California-based startup founded in 2015, with early 
funding from Elon Musk among others. Microsoft 
invested $1 billion in OpenAI in 2019 and just inked a 
new multi-bil l ion deal with the firm. Search is 
Google’s golden cash cow and any serious challenge 
to its dominance seemed unthinkable until ChatGPT 
burst onto the scene two months ago. 

Google’s search engine holds 84 percent of the 
global market share, bringing in tens of billions of 
dollars in ad sales every quarter and making up more 
than two thirds of the tech giant’s total revenue. 
Bing’s market share stood at nine percent last year. 
“Competition is what really breeds innovation. And 
at the end of the day, that’s what we’re doing today,” 
said Jordi Ribas, a Microsoft vice president who has 
been working on Bing for 15 years. — AFP 

Microsoft sees 
‘new day’ in war...
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and frequent pauses to smile, contrasted strongly with 

aggressive jeering from the ranks of Republican lawmak-
ers. On multiple occasions, Speaker Kevin McCarthy, the 
Republican heading the party’s narrow new majority in 
the House of Representatives, stood to applaud Biden - 
and appeared to try to quiet his more radical members. 

But the raucous far-right wing that effectively has a 
stranglehold on the party’s congressional leadership 
broke with convention to hurl boos and insults. “Liar!” 
erupted Representative Marjorie Taylor Green, a con-
spiracy theory peddling acolyte of Donald Trump, the 

man Biden defeated in 2020 and who has already 
opened a bid to stage a rematch and win back the White 
House in 2024. Meanwhile Trump himself, a fierce Biden 
critic, offered a rare compliment. “I disagree with him on 
most of his policies, but he put into words what he felt, 
and ended up the evening far stronger than he began. 
Give him credit for that,” Trump wrote on his Truth 
Social platform. 

The Biden team quickly sought to profit from the 
Republicans’ behavior, seeing it as a way to highlight the 
president’s message of normalcy and seriousness that 
worked against Trump in 2020 - and which Biden evi-
dently hopes to use again in a reelection bid. Biden 
spokesman Ian Sams went on Fox News - the network 
that was crucial to Trump’s rise - to castigate Republicans 
in Congress for holding a hearing Wednesday on their 
allegations that Twitter and the Democrats colluded to 
suppress damaging news about the president’s son, 
Hunter, during the 2020 campaign. — AFP 

Biden hits road 
after fiery State...
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 The balloon floated at an altitude far higher than 

most airplanes and crossed directly over at least one 

sensitive US military site. 
According to US officials, countermeasures were 

taken to prevent the balloon’s instruments from col-
lecting confidential information during its flight. They 
say that the decision to wait unti l  the balloon 
reached the coast before it could be brought down 
by a fighter plane was the only way to ensure safety 
of people on the ground. Authorities are currently in 
the process of recovering debris out of the sea for 
analysis. — AFP  

China balloons 
seen over five...


