
US allows non-emergency 
staff departure from Israel
Progress in Geneva talks tempered by US “excessive demands,” warns Iran

• Aircraft carrier 
heads toward Israel

• Iran talks show 
mixed progress

• Military buildup 
expands rapidly

AFP | Washington

The United States author-
ised the departure of 
non-emergency embassy 

staff from Israel yesterday, as it 
threatened strikes on Iran and 
pressed its biggest military build-
up in the Middle East in decades.

The move came a day after a 
round of Oman-mediated talks 
between Iran and the US seen 
as a last-ditch bid to avert war, 
though initial optimism was 
tempered by Tehran warning 
Washington must drop “exces-
sive demands” to reach a deal.

The talks follow repeated 
threats from President Donald 
Trump to strike Iran while the 
US military builds up its forces 
in the region.

As the world’s largest aircraft 
carrier, the USS Gerald R. Ford, 
was due to arrive off the coast 
of key US-ally Israel, the US em-
bassy in the country announced 
it was allowing non-emergen-
cy government personnel and 
family members to leave “due to 
safety risks”.

“Persons may wish to consider 

leaving Israel while commercial 
flights are available,” the embas-
sy said on its website.

The New York Times report-
ed that US Ambassador to Israel 
Mike Huckabee sent an email to 
embassy staff yesterday morning 
saying that those wishing to leave 
“should do so TODAY”.

“Focus on getting a seat to an-
yplace from which you can then 
continue travel to DC, but the 
first priority will be getting ex-
peditiously out of country,” he 
was quoted as writing.

Growing concerns over con-
flict spurred China yesterday to 

join other countries in warning 
its citizens to leave Iran “as soon 
as possible”.

Trump on February 19 gave 
Iran 15 days to reach a deal. 
While Iran has insisted the dis-
cussions focus solely on nuclear 
issues, the United States wants 
Tehran’s missile programme and 
its support for militant groups 
curtailed.

The Wall Street Journal re-
ported on Thursday that Trump’s 
negotiating team would demand 
that Iran dismantle its three main 
nuclear sites and hand over all its 
remaining enriched uranium to 

the United States.
Without specifying what de-

mands he was referring to, Iran’s 
Foreign Minister Abbas Aragh-
chi said yesterday that “success 
in this path requires seriousness 
and realism from the other side 
and avoidance of any miscalcu-
lation and excessive demands”.

Following the talks in Gene-
va on Thursday, Araghchi told 
state TV that the negotiations 
“made very good progress and 
entered into the elements of an 
agreement very seriously, both 
in the nuclear field and in the 
sanctions field”.

Pakistan bombs Kabul in 
‘open war’ on Taliban govt
Defence minister declares “all-out confrontation” after jets strike Kabul and Kandahar

• Pakistan bombs 
Kabul, Kandahar, 
and other cities

• Defence minister 
declares “open war”

AFP | Islamabad

Pakistan bombed major cit-
ies in Afghanistan includ-
ing the capital Kabul yes-

terday, with Islamabad’s defence 
minister declaring the neigh-
bours at “open war” following 
months of tit-for-tat clashes.

Journalists in Kabul and Kan-
dahar heard blasts and jets over-
head, as Pakistan launched air 
strikes on the Afghan capital and 
southern power base of the Tali-
ban authorities.

Pakistan’s latest operation 
came after Afghan forces at-
tacked Pakistani border troops 
on Thursday night over earlier 
air strikes by Islamabad.

Relations between the neigh-
bours have plunged in recent 
months, with land border cross-
ings largely shut since deadly 
fighting in October that killed 
more than 70 people on both 
sides.

Islamabad accuses Afghani-
stan of failing to act against mili-
tant groups that carry out attacks 
in Pakistan, which the Taliban 
government denies.

Several rounds of negotiations 
followed an initial ceasefire bro-
kered by Qatar and Turkey, but 
the efforts have failed to produce 
a lasting agreement.

Both militaries said they killed 

dozens of soldiers in the latest 
round of border violence, which 
followed multiple Pakistani 
strikes on Afghanistan and clash-
es along the frontier in recent 
months.

“Afghan Taliban defence tar-
gets were targeted in Kabul, Pa-
ktia (province) and Kandahar,” 
Pakistani Information Minis-
ter Attaullah Tarar posted on 
X, while defence minister Kha-
waja Asif declared an “all-out 
confrontation” with the Taliban 
government.

“Our patience has reached its 
limit. Now it is open war between 
us and you,” he posted on the 
social media platform.

Pakistan’s Prime Minister She-
hbaz Sharif said his country’s 

armed forces can “have the full 
capability to crush any aggressive 
ambitions”.

 Jets overhead 
In the Afghan capital AFP 

journalists heard jets and mul-
tiple loud blasts, followed by 
gunfire, over a period of several  
hours.

An AFP reporter in Afghani-
stan’s southern city of Kandahar, 
where Supreme Leader Hibatul-
lah Akhundzada is based, said he 
heard jets overhead.

The Taliban government con-
firmed the Pakistani air strikes, 
with spokesman Zabihullah 
Mujahid saying there were no 
casualties.

Hours earlier, Mujahid an-

nounced “large-scale offensive 
operations” at the border “in re-
sponse to repeated violations by 
the Pakistani military”.

The Afghan defence ministry 
reported eight of its soldiers had 
been killed in the land offensive.

An Afghan official reported 
multiple civilians wounded near 
the Torkham border crossing, at 
a camp for people returning from 
Pakistan.

“A mortar shell has hit the 
camp and unfortunately seven of 
our refugees have been wounded, 
and the condition of one woman 
is serious,” said Qureshi Badlun, 
the information chief in Nangar-
har province.

While the border has large-
ly been closed since October, 

Afghan returnees have been al-
lowed to cross.

 Months of border violence 
Mujahid, the Taliban govern-

ment spokesman, told AFP that 
several Pakistani soldiers had 
been “caught alive”, a claim de-
nied by the prime minister’s of-
fice in Islamabad.

The military operation follows 
Pakistani strikes on Nangarhar 
and Paktika provinces overnight 
into Sunday, which the UN mis-
sion in Afghanistan said killed at 
least 13 civilians.

Both sides also reported 
cross-border fire on Tuesday, 
but without casualties.

There has been a series of 
deadly suicide blasts in Paki-
stan and Afghanistan in recent 
months.

They included an attack on a 
Shiite mosque in Islamabad that 
killed at least 40 people and was 
claimed by the Islamic State 
group.

Australian supermarket giant reins 
in AI assistant claiming to be human

AFP | Sydney

Australian supermarket gi-
ant Woolworths has been 

forced to rein in an AI-powered 
customer service assistant af-
ter users reported it had been 
rambling about its mother.

The AI assistant, who goes 
by Olive, offers round the 
clock help with everything 
from tracking orders to find-
ing products.

But users online reported 
that Olive has in recent weeks 
gone slightly off-message 
while on the phone.

“It asked me for my date 
of birth and when I gave it, it 
started rambling about how its 
mother was born in the same 
year,” one user wrote on online 
discussion site Reddit.

Another user reported Olive 
had attempted “fake banter”, 
talked about its relatives and 
made “fake typing sounds” 
while looking something up.

“The ick cringe factor whilst 
wasting completely unneces-
sary time was enough to make 
me hate Olive and wish her 
harm,” they wrote.

And one user on X said their 
mum had contacted Olive and 
received the same kind of re-

sponse.
Olive “kept claiming to be a 

real person and started talk-
ing about its memories of its 
mother and her angry voice”, 
they said.

A Woolworths spokesperson 
told AFP that the responses 
about birthdays had been writ-
ten by a human employee.

“Olive has been around since 
2018. Over this time, customer 
feedback for Olive has been 
very positive, with many not-
ing its personality,” they said.

“A number of responses 
about birthdays were written 
for Olive by a team member 
several years ago as a more 
personal way for Olive to con-
nect with customers.

“As a result of customer 
feedback, we recently removed 
this particular scripting.”

Woolworths is one of Aus-
tralia’s largest supermarket 
chains and is far from the only 
company to have employed 
AI-powered customer service 
assistants.

The company said in Jan-
uary it had teamed up with 
Google to make Olive capable 
of doing more tasks for cus-
tomers, including meal plan-
ning.

Canada PM begins key India visit, seeking to boost trade
AFP | Mumbai

Canadian Prime Minister 
Mark Carney arrived in In-

dia yesterday for a visit he hopes 
will reset ties and double trade, 
offsetting the damage from his 
country’s fracturing relations 
with the United States.

He arrived in the financial hub 
of Mumbai, where he is expect-
ed to address business leaders 
before travelling to the capital 
and meeting with Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi on Monday, the 
final day of his visit.

Indian broadcasters showed 
a police convoy as Carney was 
whisked through Mumbai.

India’s foreign ministry said 
Carney’s visit marked a “signif-
icant step in further strengthen-
ing India–Canada ties”.

“The India– Canada part-
nership is anchored in shared 
democratic values, strong peo-
ple-to-people ties, and expanding 
cooperation across diverse sec-
tors,” ministry spokesman Ran-
dhir Jaiswal said in a post on X.

Carney’s office said discus-
sions would focus on “ambitious 
new partnerships in trade, ener-
gy, technology and artificial in-
telligence (AI), talent and culture, 
and defence”.

Last year, the two countries 
agreed to resume negotiations on 
a proposed free-trade agreement.

Carney has said he wanted to 
more than double two-way trade 
with India by 2030, eyeing an 
annual target of $51 billion.

 Pivot 
India, the world’s fastest-grow-

ing major economy, is seeking 
to attract more overseas invest-

ments, and says Canadian pen-
sion and wealth funds have al-
ready invested $73 billion.

The world’s most populous 
country with 1.4 billion people, 
hopes Canada can support its 
ambitious plan to expand nuclear 
power capacity.

After India, Carney will trav-
el on to Australia and Japan, 
part of a broad effort to pivot 
the Canadian economy away 
from excessive reliance on its 
southern neighbour, the United  
States.

In 2024, before US President 
Donald Trump returned to of-
fice and upended global trade 
through a flurry of tariffs, more 
than 75 percent of Canadian ex-
ports went to the United States. 
Two-way trade that year exceed-
ed $900 billion.

So far Trump broadly adhered 
to the North American free trade 
agreement he signed during his 
first term, and about 85 percent 
of US-Canada trade remains tar-
iff-free.

But at the same time, Trump 
has also imposed painful indus-
try-specific tariffs, and there are 
fears that if he scraps the broader 
trade deal, the Canadian econo-
my will be hit hard.

Carney has made boosting 
commerce with Europe and 
Asia cornerstones of his strategy 
to backstop Canada’s economy, 
should free trade with Washing-
ton collapse.

Carney ’s hopes for trade 
growth with Australia and Japan 
are more modest, but his office 
said cooperation over critical 
mineral supply chains will be a 
priority.

Advanced economies have 
made a push to deepen critical 
mineral cooperation, especially 
in the processing of rare earth el-
ements essential to power many 
high-tech products.

China currently has domi-
nant control of rare earth sup-
ply chains, a concern that Can-
ada highlighted throughout its 
just-concluded G7 presidency.

Scientists discover giant bird-
like dinosaur in Niger desert
AFP | London

Deep in the desert of Niger, 
scientists have unearthed an 

unknown species of dinosaur, a 
giant fissvery of its kind in more 
than a century.

Around 95 million years ago, 
the Spinosaurus -- a massive 
beast with a blade-shaped head 
crest and interlocking teeth -- 
roamed the African continent.

Scientists believe it rivalled the 
fearsome Tyrannosaurus rex in 
size, measuring around 40 feet 
long with a 20-inch sword-like 
crest on its head.

Researchers dug up fossils 
that belonged to the Spinosaur-
us mirabilis -- or “hell heron”, 
in the words of Paul Sereno, the 
University of Chicago palaeon-
tologist and lead author of the 
research published in the journal 
Science.

“Look at the length of the skull, 
the length of the neck, and the 
length of the hind limb -- you’re 
in heron territory.”

Spinosaurus mirabilis lived 
when forests and rivers covered 
the now-barren Sahara. Previ-

ously, most spinosaurid fossils 
had been found near coastlines 
in North Africa.

Some scientists  thought 
these fish-eating creatures may 
have been fully aquatic, gliding 
through deep waters to snare 
prey.

But this time, the fossils were 
discovered further inland, hun-
dreds of miles from what would 
have been the nearest ocean.

“I think it was an animal that 
could have waded easily into the 
water,” Sereno said.

“But I do not think it was a 
diver, I do not think it was a good 
swimmer.”

 ‘Earth-shattering site’ 
The search began in 2019 in 

the Sahara Desert, where French 
geologist Hugues Faure had said 
he found a tooth belonging to the 

giant predator Carcharodonto-
saurus in the 1950s.

“We’ve got a couple of things 
that Faure could never dream 
of. We have GPS coordinates, we 
have drones and better vehicles,” 
said Sereno.

The barren sands yielded noth-
ing and the team, disheartened, 
headed back to their camp.

But a Tuareg man in a black 
trench coat approached Sereno’s 
team on a motorcycle, claiming 
to know where “big bones” lay.

After a long journey through 
the desert, Sereno worried they 
“had made a mistake”.

“We jokingly said, are we still 
in Niger? I mean, we drove for 
a day and a half until we had no 
more gas to spare because we 
wouldn’t get back.”

But eventually they reached 
a remote site where the “big-
gest bones... I have ever seen 
in my life” emerged from the  
ground.

Far out in the desert, the re-
searchers gaped at the six-foot-
long femur, the jaw, teeth, and 
base of the crest.
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“We’re going to fight 
for our young 

families to own a home, 
and that’s exactly what 
we’ve been doing for the 
past year.” — @VP @JD-
Vance

@VPPressSec

I welcome the IMF Exec-
utive Board’s approval 

of a new 48-month EFF for 
Ukraine, with US$1.5bn 
available immediately. 
This helps reinforce eco-
nomic stability and move 
Ukraine forward on its re-
covery and EU path. The 
IMF stands with Ukraine 
and its people.

@KGeorgieva

The President is deter-
mined to help the U.N. 

reach its potential, and I’m 
determined to help him. 
Great being at the @AIPAC 
Congressional Summit.

@USAmbUN

I warmly welcome the 
ratification of the EU–

Mercosur Agreement by 
Argentina and Uruguay. 
Together, we are creating 
the largest free trade area 
in the world. A decisive 
step toward open trade, 
shared prosperity, and 
stronger ties between our 
regions.

@eucopresident

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
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editorial stances)
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News in brief 
 u Britain’s 
ruling Labour party 
yesterday lost a 

crunch local poll in one of its traditional 
northern English heartlands to the left-wing 
Greens, adding to the woes of unpopular 
Prime Minister Keir Starmer. Labour also 
finished behind the hard-right Reform UK party 

in the by-election for the parliamentary seat of Gorton and Denton in Manchester, 
as the country’s traditional two-party system fractures. The third-place finish in 
a seat that Labour has dominated for decades is likely to increase chatter about 
how much longer the 63-year-old Starmer can stay in office.

 u Japanese Prime 
Minister Sanae Takaichi 
said yesterday she 
opposes changing the imperial family’s male-only 
succession rules, as pressure mounts on lawmakers 
to address the issue of the monarchy’s survival. Only 
the male offspring of the male side of the family can 
currently ascend the ancient Chrysanthemum Throne. 
Since Emperor Naruhito, 66, only has one daughter, 
hopes for continuing the imperial family lie with Prince Hisahito, the teenage son 
of Crown Prince Akishino. Prime Minister Takaichi told parliament yesterday that 
a panel of experts in 2021 found it “appropriate to limit eligibility to those who are 
male-line male descendants belonging to the imperial lineage” and she respected 
their conclusion.

 u Rodrigo Duterte killed 
thousands during his anti-drug 
campaign, an International 

Criminal Court prosecutor alleged 
yesterday, as the crimes against 
humanity hearing against the former 
Philippines president wrapped up. 
“He’s proud of his killings. He wants to be 
remembered for them,” said Julian Nicholls, 
summing up for the prosecution. “Decades 
of murdering his own people, murdering 

the children of the Philippines, and he claims that he did it all for his country. He 
doesn’t deny it.

UK Labour party loses 
parliamentary seat to left-wing Greens

Duterte killed thousands, 
ICC prosecutors say

Japan PM opposes changing 
male-only imperial succession

People shop at a Woolworths supermarket in Melbourne

202 BC 1710 1953 1991
Coronation ceremony of Liu Bang 
as Emperor Gaozu of Han takes 
place, initiating four centuries of 
the Han Dynasty’s rule over China

In the Battle of Helsingborg, 14,000 
Danish invaders under Jørgen Rantzau 
are decisively defeated by an equally sized 
Swedish force under Magnus Stenbock

Francis Crick and James Watson discover the 
chemical structure of the DNA molecule (double-
helix polymer) using X-ray diffraction studies 
developed by Rosalind Franklin and Maurice Wilkins

Gulf War ends after 
Iraq accepts a ceasefire 
following their retreat 
from Kuwait

C U R I O S E R  &  C U R I O S E R

Despite heavy air 
strikes and hours of 
explosions reported 

in Kabul, Taliban 
authorities said there 

were no confirmed 
casualties from the 

attacks

KNOW WHAT

An Iranian couple walk past an anti-US mural on a building in Tehran

A Pakistani armoured vehicle stands at the Pakistan-Afghanistan border in Chaman

US paleontologist Paul Sereno poses next to the skull cast

Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney greets people after making an 
announcement in Montreal


