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A Turkish military convoy drives past destroyed buildings in the village of al-Mastumah, about seven kilometres south of the city of Idlib, yesterday..
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Iran must 
become strong 
to end ‘enemy 
threat’
Says Khamenei
AFP, Tehran

Iran’s supreme leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
yesterday said that the 
Islamic republic must 
become strong enough 
to ward off the “enemy’s 
threats” and prevent a war.

Khamenei also said 
Iran had a strong air force 
despite decades of US 
pressure and sanctions on 
the country since the 1979 
Islamic Revolution.

“We must become 
strong so that there will 
not be a war, become 
strong so that enemy’s 
threats will end,” he told 
a gathering of air force 
commanders and staff.

“We do not want to 
threaten anyone... this is to 
prevent threats, to maintain 
the country’s security,” he 
added in a speech aired on 
state television.

Tensions escalated 
between Tehran and 
Washington after a January 
3 US drone strike killed 
top Iranian general Qasem 
Soleimani in Baghdad.

Iran retaliated days 
later by firing a wave of 
missiles at American troops 
stationed in Iraq.

Its defence forces 
had been braced for US 
retaliation when they 
shot down a Ukraine 
International Airlines flight 
a few minutes after take-off 
from Tehran on January 8.

“Our Air Force, which 
had no right to & couldn’t 
even repair parts of aircrafts 
(before the revolution) 
now builds planes,” 
Khamenei was quoted 
as saying on his English-
language Twitter account.

“Sanctions are literally 
crimes, BUT they can be 
turned into opportunities,” 
he added.

In 2018, the United 
States withdrew unilaterally 
from a landmark nuclear 
deal with Iran and began 
reimposing sanctions as 
part of its “maximum 
pressure” campaign on the 
country.

Syria overruns Idlib crossroads 
town despite Turkey warnings
AFP, Damascus

The Syrian army yesterday took control of 
the strategic northwestern crossroads town 
of Saraqeb in the latest gain of a weeks-long 
offensive against the country’s last major 
rebel bastion of Idlib.

The advance came shortly after Turkey 
sent additional troops into the region and 
threatened to respond if any of its military 
observation posts in Idlib, set up under a 
2018 truce, come under attack.

“Army units now exercise full control 
over the town of Saraqeb,” state television 
reported, over footage of the town’s streets, 
deserted after weeks of bombardment.

Since December, government forces have 
pressed a blistering assault against the Idlib 
region with Russian support, retaking town 
after town despite warnings from rebel ally 
Turkey to back off.

The violence has killed more than 300 
civilians and sent some 586,000 fleeing 
civilians onto the roads, seeking relative 
safety nearer the Turkish border

The United Nations and aid groups have 
appealed for an end to hostilities, warning 
that scale of the exodus risks creating one 
of the worst humanitarian catastrophes of 
the nearly nine-year war.

But President Bashar al-Assad’s forces 
have pressed on with their advance.

Saraqeb is a strategic prize for the 
government it seeks to take back control of 
two major highways that meet in the town.

The M5 motorway connects the capital 
to second city Aleppo. Running up from 
the Jordanian border in the south, it is 
Syria’s longest highway.

The Britain-based Syrian Observatory 
for Human Rights said on Friday that 
government forces were in control of the 
whole extent of the M5 in Idlib province.

Only a 30 kilometre (20 mile) section in 
neighbouring Aleppo now remains in rebel 
hands.

Saraqeb also sits at the crossroads with 
the M4, the main east-west highway in Idlib 
which links Aleppo with the Mediterranean 
port city of Latakia, a government bastion.

The M4 is still largely controlled by 
jihadists and their rebel allies.

To the north of the town, some three 
million people -- half of them already 
displaced by the changing fortunes of the war 
-- are huddling in what is left of rebel territory.

Some 50,000 fighters have holed up 
in the shrinking pocket, many of them 
jihadists but the majority allied rebels, 
according to Observatory estimates.

China turns to AI, data
AFP, Beijing

A man who had travelled to Wuhan -- the central city at the 
heart of China’s coronavirus crisis -- was surprised when 
police showed up at his door after he returned home, 
asking to check his temperature.

The man, who had quarantined himself at home in 
Nanjing, eastern Jiangsu province, said he had not told 
anyone about his recent trip to 
the city.

But by trawling through 
travel data from Wuhan, local 
authorities were able to identify 
him and dispatch officers to his 
home last week, according to a 
newspaper article posted by the 
Nanjing government.

As Chinese authorities race 
to contain the spread of a new 
virus, which has infected more 
than 34,000 people and killed 
more than 700 in China, Beijing 
is turning to a familiar set of tools to find and prevent 
potential infections: data tracking and artificial intelligence.

Several Chinese tech firms have developed apps to help 
people check if they have taken the same flight or train as 
confirmed virus patients, scraping data from lists published 
by state media.

In Guangzhou, southern Guangdong province, robots 
at one public plaza have even been deployed to scold 
passersby who are not wearing masks, according to the 

state-run Global Times.
And in Beijing, one neighbourhood committee 

responsible for an apartment complex of about 2,400 
households said they used flight and train data to keep 
track of everyone’s recent travel record.

“Use big data technology to track, screen priority (cases), 
and effectively forecast the development of the epidemic in 
real time,” China’s National Health Commission (NHC) 

told local governments in an 
online statement Tuesday.

“Strengthen the information 
link between... public security 
and transportation, and other 
departments,” it said, urging 
them to share train, flight, 
communication, and medical 
data.

As Chinese authorities search 
for potential infections, a point 
of focus has been detecting 
fevers, a common symptom of 
the disease.

While neighbourhoods and office buildings rely 
primarily on hand-held thermometers, public transport 
hubs are also trialling fever detection systems that use 
artificial intelligence and infrared cameras.

In Beijing, a system developed by Chinese search giant 
Baidu screens travellers at the Qinghe railway station 
using infrared and face detection technology, which 
automatically photographs each person’s face.

FIGHT AGAINST NOVEL CORONAVIRUS

Ireland goes to 
polls after Brexit
AFP, Dublin

Ireland began voting in a general election yesterday, with 
Prime Minister Leo Varadkar hoping to secure a new term 
on the back of Brexit -- though voters are more likely to 
judge him more on his domestic record.

Polls opened across the country at 0700 GMT, although 
a small number of islands off the west coast voted on 
Friday to allow for rough seas potentially disrupting the 
transport of ballots by boat.

Varadkar’s Fine Gael party has been in power since 2011 
but polling suggests they are trailing centre-right rivals 
Fianna Fail and left-wingers Sinn Fein.

In Monday’s final opinion poll, Sinn Fein -- the former 
political wing of the now-defunct Irish Republican Army 
paramilitary group -- were out in front on 25 percent, 
with Fianna Fail on 23 percent and Fine Gael on 20 
percent.

In Dublin a slow trickle of morning voters made their 
way to polling stations for the weekend vote, which 
breaks with Ireland’s tradition of elections being held 
on Friday, in a bid to decrease disruption and improve 
turnout.

Voters told AFP they were looking to break the historic 
duopoly of centre-right parties Fine Gael and Fianna Fail.

Some 3.3 million people are eligible to vote to elect 159 
members of the Dail, the lower chamber of parliament in 
Dublin.

Varadkar launched his campaign after successfully 
helping to broker a deal cushioning Britain’s EU exit 
on January 31 by avoiding a hard border with Northern 
Ireland, part of the United Kingdom.


