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A leading US Muslim advocacy group has cast doubts on reports about the
reversion of President Barack Obama’s nominee to lead the CIA, John Bren-
nan, to Islam. "You have to look at the source," Ibrahim Hooper, the communi-
cation director of the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), told US
News. Hooper said he has no knowledge of Brennan’s reversion to
Islam.Rumors were widely circulated that Brennan has reverted to Islam while
working as the CIA station chief in Saudi Arabia the 1990s.
Former FBI agent John Guandolo told the US Trento Radio Show that Bren-
nan reverted to Islam and visited the holy cities of Makkah and Madinah.
Guandolo cited a video of the CIA nominee in which he said that during his
time in Saudi Arabia, he “marveled at the majesty of the Hajj and the devotion
of those who fulfilled their duty as Muslims by making that pilgrimage.”
...continued page 2

Is New CIA Chief a Muslim?

‘Violent’ Jesus Film Angers
US Muslims

An American movie depicting Jesus Christ on a violent and bloody rampage is
inviting a storm of condemnations from the Muslim community in the United
States, saying the offensive material insults millions of Muslims and Christians
around the world. "Such misrepresentation of what Jesus, peace be upon him,
stands for is extremely offensive to Muslims and to all those who believe in his
message,” Nihad Awad, National Executive Director of the Council on Ameri-
can-Islamic Relations (CAIR), said in a statement obtained by OnIslam.net on
Wednesday, February 20. A movie trailer broadcast by NBC’s “Saturday Night
Live” showed Jesus on a violent and bloody rampage against the Romans, who
allegedly killed him. The trailer featured Jesus brandishing guns and blowing
away .. continued page 2
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1Is New CIA Chief a Muslim?
Rumors were widely circulated
that Brennan has reverted to
Islam while working as the CIA
station chief in Saudi Arabia the
1990s.
Former FBI agent John Guan-
dolo told the US Trento Radio
Show that Brennan reverted to
Islam and visited the holy cities
of Makkah and Madinah.

Guandolo cited a video of the
CIA nominee in which he said
that during his time in Saudi
Arabia, he “marveled at the
majesty of the Hajj and the
devotion of those who fulfilled
their duty as Muslims by mak-
ing that pilgrimage.”

He said that this “video con-
firms Brennan converted to
Islam” since non-Muslims are
not allowed to visit Makkah and
Madinah, especially during the
Hajj season.

Brennan, a counter-terrorism
adviser, was nominated by Pres-
ident Barack Obama in January

to become the new director of
the CIA.

He would succeed retired Gen-
eral David Petraeus, who
resigned amid a scandal over an
extramarital affair with his
biographer.
Guandolo said that Brennan is
“un-fit” to head the CIA.
“The facts (are)…confirmed by
U.S. government officials who
were also in Saudi Arabia at the
time that John Brennan was
serving …they were direct wit-
nesses to his growing relation-
ships with individuals who
work with the Saudi govern-
ment and they witnessed his
conversion to Islam.”

Drone Defender

Hooper said that American
Muslims oppose Brennan's
nomination over his support for
drone attacks and the use of tor-
ture techniques.

He predicted that the story

about Brennan’s alleged conver-
sion would traction in the
"right-wing echo chamber,
[where] someone throws some
spaghetti against the wall then
they all pick it up and E-mail it
to each other."
Brennan is known for his
defense of the US campaign of
lethal drone strikes as legal
under international law.
US drone strikes in Pakistan
have been a source of tension
with the United States

One national security official
familiar with Brennan's White
House record said he is
expected to favor aggressively
moving forward with drone
operations, even at the expense
of offending Pakistani sensibili-
ties.
Brennan was also a staunch sup-
porter for aggressive torture
techniques and renditions under
former president George W.
Bush.
The CIA nominee was a
defender of the abusive interro-
gation techniques against terror
suspects.

Romans in classic Tarantino-style.
Blood and gore and profanity spewed across flat screens
from coast to coast; at one point Jesus sliced a man’s head
in half.

“While we understand the use of shocking imager
bizarre juxtapositions to provoke a humorous response,
we believe such a distasteful portrayal of a religious figure
revered by billions of Muslims and Christians worldwide
crosses the comedic line,” Awad said.

"We strongly support free speech rights for all, but  wo
hope that common decency and respect for the beliefs of
others would help avoid such unfortunate depictions."

This is not the first American movie defaming prophets.
In September, a US-made movie mocking Prophet
Muhammad (peace and blessing be upon him) triggered
massive protests around the Muslim world.
Scores of people were killed in protests against the film,
including the US ambassador to Libya.
The offensive material has prompted calls for a UN reso-
lution banning religious sacrilege.

Great Prophet

Awad said that Muslims revere Jesus as one of the greatest
prophets.
“Many people are unaware that Muslims revere and love
Jesus as one of God's greatest messengers,” he said.
“Every time Muslims mention Jesus' name, they add
"peace be upon him."

Muslims believe in Jesus as one of the great Prophets of
God and that he is the son of Mary but not the Son of
God. He was conceived and born miraculously.
In the Noble Qur’an, Jesus is called "Isa". He is also
known as Al-Masih (the Christ) and Ibn Maryam (Son of
Mary).

As for his crucifixion, Muslims believe that Jesus was not
crucified but was lifted up to heaven.
Muslims believe that Jesus will come back to earth before
the end of time to restore peace and order, fight the Anti-
Christ (Al-Masih Al-Dajjal) and bring victory for truth
and righteousness.
The true followers of Jesus will prevail over those who
deny him, misrepresent him and reject him.

‘Violent’ Jesus Film Angers
US Muslims
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over understand," Geller, presi-
dent of the American Freedom
Defense Initiative (AFDI), told
The Huffington Post in an
email.
She believes that her new
advertisement campaign will
"show the reality of jihad."
The umbrella Council on Amer-
ican-Islamic Relations (CAIR)
has earlier launched a campaign
titled "My Jihad", to explain the
true and proper meaning of the
term as believed and practiced
by the majority of Muslims.
The Muslim campaign has so
far been launched in three
American cities; Chicago, San
Francisco and Washington.
Jihad is often stereotyped by
Western media as meaning
“holy war”.
But Muslim scholars have
repeatedly affirmed that the
word Jihad, which is mentioned
in the Noble Qur'an, means
"struggle" to do good and to
remove injustice, oppression
and evil from society.
Karen Armstrong, the promi-
nent and prolific British writer
on all three monotheistic relig-
ions, has criticized stereotyping
the Arabic word "jihad" as
merely meaning holy war.
But American Muslims are
unfazed by Geller's anti-Islam
campaign.
"It's a free country, and she's
free to be a bigot and a hate-
monger if she wants to be,"
CAIR spokesman Ibrahim
Hooper said.
"We would hope intelligent
people would recognize it for
the hate-mongering it is and
make appropriate conclusions
about the motivations of the
sponsors."
US Muslims, estimated at
between six to eight million,
have been sensing a growing
hostility following a hearing
presented by Republican repre-
sentative Peter King on what he
described as “radicalization” of
US Muslims.
A recent report by CAIR, the
University of California and
Berkeley's Center for Race and
Gender found that Islamopho-
bia in the US is on the rise.
A US survey had also revealed
that the majority of Americans
know very little about Muslims
and their faith.
A recent Gallup poll had found
that 43 percent of Americans
Nationwide admitted to feeling
at least “a little” prejudice
against Muslims.

JAMAICA, New York – Amid
a new Islamophobic drive
against the sizable minority,
American Muslims have
expanded an awareness cam-
paign to present a better under-
standing of Islam to South Flor-
ida.
"We are thankful to God,
Almighty, for giving us the
opportunity to bring this Islam
awareness campaign to South
Florida,” Naeem Baig, President
of the Islamic Circle of North
America (ICNA), said in a
statement obtained by OnIs-
lam.net.
"We hope that through this cam-
paign we would be able to reach
out to the growing and diverse
community of South Florida."
The "Why Islam" campaign fea-
tures new billboards and latest
web technology to drive traffic
to ICNA’s YouTube channel and
website.
A direct call center is already in
place to take phone calls to help
the callers with the up-to-date
information about Islam by call-
ing 1 (877) Why – Islam (949-
47526).
It follows an earlier launch of
the campaign in the central state
of Florida on the New Year's
eve.
The campaign aims to present
an accurate image of Islam and
create new opportunities for
dialogue with American society.
It also highlights commonalities
between Islam, Christianity and
Judaism and the universal mes-
sage brought by all Messengers:
to worship only "The One
God".
The effort is not the first by
ICNA to present an accurate
image of Islam.
Last year, the organization
offered free copies of the Noble
Qur'an as well as Islamic
pamphlets in front of public
libraries as part of its campaign.
The pamphlets covered a num-
ber of subjects, including the
relationship of Muslims to
Christians and Jews, human
rights, status of women, the
afterlife, worship and one titled
"What does Islam say about ter-
rorism?"
Bigotry
The Muslim drive coincides
with the launch of a new hate
campaign by anti-Islam blogger
Pamela Geller in D.C. Metro.
My Jihad "is a deceptive cam-
paign designed to distract from
and obscure the true meaning of
jihad that Muslims the world

‘Why Islam’ Counters US
Islamophobes

1

US Universities Put Hijab in Spotlight

Two American universities are organizing a conference on Sunday,
February 24, to shed light on hijab and its religious and cultural
values for Muslim women.
"The 2013 Duke-UNC Consortium Conference focuses on Muslim
women's veiling practices in transnational contexts,” the conference’s
website says.
"The one and a half day conference is a forum for an interdisciplinary
discussion of the cultural, religious, historical and political meanings
of the Muslim headscarf."
Titled "reorienting the Veil", the conference will be hosted by the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, in partnership with Duke
University.
Organizers say the event aims at expanding the dialogue about the
tradition of wearing the veil and the meaning of the hijab for Muslim
women.
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worked to enhance public trust
in the FBI. We host regular
meetings with community
leaders. We want to better
understand the issues of the
communities we serve, and
dispel myths about the FBI and
the work we do. We will
continue to build on this strong
foundation in the years to come.
We all recognize that we cannot
be successful against crime or
terrorism without the trust of the
American people. 

- Your office is practically
closed to competent Arab
American talents. Is this a
policy of the FBI or are there
any obstacles and
misunderstandings preventing
the participation of Arab
American youth in your
organization and how can
these obstacles be overcome? 

A: The FBI is fully committed
to building a workforce that
reflects the many different

communities we serve across
the country, a workforce that
understands the needs of those
communities. Arab Americans
are employed in every division
throughout the country.
Diversity is essential for our
success, because the work we
do requires a broad range of
perspectives, both in our
understanding of a complex
world, and in our approach to
problem solving. 

- If an Arab American is a
victim of a hate crime, what
are the steps you recommend
that he takes?

A: The step to take is to contact

Detroit - Special - Interview
by Abdulnasser Mugali

A dialogue with Mr. Robert D.
Foley, Director of the Federal
Bureau of investigation (FBI) in
Michigan, is of utmost impor-
tance because Director Foley is
a man of a high security posi-
tion. It is of great benefit to the
Arab and Muslim American
community to have him answer
questions directly through our
newspaper, The Arab American
Today. Director Foley was
extremely responsive and hum-
ble with us, and he welcomed
our questions, in which he
responded to with an open mind
on the day I went to his office,
in the heart of Detroit, accom-
panied by fellow Deputy Editor,
Shihab Alharazi, only to get
back with ample information of
interest to readers and the com-
munity in general. It remains to
point out here that the exchange
with Mr. Foley is the first with
an Arab American publication,
that is, beyond an exclusive
interview, and so to the dialogue

- Many Arab Americans fear
the FBI because of a
reputation among them that
might not be true. How do you
reassure these people?

A: The reputation I would
encourage all Americans to
have of the FBI is that the FBI
is a national security
organization working to predict
and prevent terrorism and
crime. This means we handle
everything from terrorism to
violent gangs, from spies to
child predators, and from
computer hackers to corrupt
officials. 
National security, terrorism,
counter intelligence, and cyber
crime, remains our highest
priorities, followed by public
corruption, civil rights,
organized crime, white collar
crime, and violent crime/major
thefts. It is important to
understand that the FBI is not
just a domestic agency, the FBI
is global. Our objective is to
ensure the safety and security of
our nation. 

- What are the practical steps
that should be taken to
increase the trust between the
FBI and the Arab and Muslim
American community?

A: We continue to work closely
with the citizens we serve. For
years now, our Community
Outreach Specialists have

the FBI Civil Rights unit to
report a complaint. We at the
FBI, take hate crime reports
very seriously. 

- How can an atmosphere of
trust be created between the
FBI and the Arab and Muslim
communities in the USA that
will lead to an increase for the
chance of dialogue and for us
to reach a mutual trust
reflecting positively on
security and social harmony?

A: One way to build upon trust
is through our community
outreach efforts. We must
dialogue with the citizens who
live and work in the
communities we serve, in order
to fully appreciate their needs
and to be aware of the problems
they face. The men and women
of the FBI are working day and
night to keep the American
public safe, but we can’t do it
alone; we need the trust and
support of the American people.

- Finally, is there anything you
wish to say to the community
and our readers through our
newspaper?

A: Our world has indeed
changed in recent years. Yet,
even in times of great change,
certain constants remain: the
desire for safety and security,
the hope for peace and
prosperity, and the need for
solidarity against forces that
might otherwise divide us.
These constants are the same in
communities and countries
around the world, and it is these
constants that we in the Bureau
strive to protect every day.

Interview  with Robert D. Foley, FBI Director in Detroit, MI
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ADEN - Yemeni President Abdra-
buh Mansur Hadi was paying a sur-
prise visit to Aden on last Sunday
as witnesses said clashes raged
between police and protesting
southern separatists amid calls for
civil disobedience.
Hadi was in Aden on an "inspection
visit", his first since becoming pres-
ident in February 2012, and would
meet local officials and military
leaders, the state news agency Saba
reported.
A security official in Aden said that
Hadi was visiting to "closely check
the situation in Aden following the
unrest".
Protests have intensified in south
Yemen since the killing of five peo-
ple in clashes between police and
pro-independence demonstrations
on Thursday, when the deeply
divided country marked a year
since the ouster of strongman Ali
Abdullah Saleh.
Witnesses said hardliners from the
Southern Movement on Sunday
clashed with security forces in the
southeastern city of Mukalla after
they blocked roads with burning
tyres and rocks.
"The army is using live ammunition
against protesters," said Nasser
Baqazquz, an activist from the sep-
aratist group.
In Aden itself, protesters blocked
roads in the neighbourhoods of
Mansura, Sheikh Osman and Dar
Saad, witnesses said, but no clashes
were reported.

Two protesters and a policeman
died when clashes erupted in the
south, including Aden, on Saturday,
security officials and medics said.
Also on Saturday, in the city of
Sayun in the eastern province of
Hadramawt, protesters trying to
enforce a programme of civil diso-
bedience set a northern Yemen mer-
chant on fire, leaving him in a criti-
cal condition, witnesses said. The
man is in intensive care, a medical
source said.
The protesters also Saturday
attacked shops in Mukalla owned
by northerners, and burnt down two
offices belonging to the Islamist Al-
Islah (Reform) Party, which backs
Hadi, witnesses said.
The party issued a statement pro-
testing the attacks on its southern
offices and urged its members to
"exercise retraint".
South Yemen broke away in 1994,
sparking a civil war, before it was
overrun by northern troops.
The Southern Movement has been
divided over participating in
Yemen's national dialogue.
All its wings had agreed to join the
UN-backed talks except for a fac-
tion led by exiled leader Salem
Baid which insists on full indepen-
dence for the south, whose residents
complain of discrimination by the
Sanaa government.
The conference, originally set for
mid-November, has been repeatedly
delayed, mainly due to differences
with the southerners. It is now set

Yemen president makes surprise
visit to Aden amid fresh unrest

SR2,400 annual expat levy
unjustifiable: Grand Mufti

RIYADH — Sheikh Abdul Aziz Al-Alsheikh, Grand Mufti, called
upon the Ministry of Labor to reconsider its decision to impose
annual fees of SR2,400 on each foreign employee working for com-
panies that have not met the Saudization quota, Al-Hayat newspaper
reported on Saturday.
The Grand Mufti said the fee is unjustifiable, adding the ministry
should deal with this issue immediately.  Al-Alsheikh made the
remarks following a lecture at Imam Turki Bin Abdullah Mosque of
Riyadh on Thursday.
The ministry should explain the basis and grounds on which it
imposed this annual fee on foreign workers. “What were the real rea-
sons behind such a decision?” the Grand Mufti asked. “Did it make
the decision due to logical reasons? I believe the ministry should
reconsider its decision wisely. Is this money spent on public ser-
vices?” The Grand Mufti called for paying the salaries of workers on
time and treating them kindly and with compassion. He stressed that
any company or business which had paid the fee should follow up
with concerned authorities and claim its rights legally.

Qatari Premier holds talks
with Bahrain FM

HE the Qatari
Prime Minister
and Foreign Min-
ister Sheikh
Hamad bin Jassim
bin Jabor al-Thani
holding talks with
Bahrain’s Foreign
Minister Sheikh
Khalid bin Ahmed
bin Mohamed al-
Khalifah in Doha
yesterday. They chaired a session of official talks which covered bilateral
relations and ways to enhance them in various fields. The session was
attended by a number of businessmen from Qatar and Bahrain. Sheikh
Hamad bin Jassim hosted a dinner banquet in honour of  Sheikh Khalid bin
Ahmed and the delegation accompanying him. The Bahraini minister arrived
in Doha earlier yesterday on an official visit to Qatar. He was greeted upon
arrival at Doha International Airport by the Prime Minister. Also on hand to
welcome him was Bahrain ambassador Wahid Mubarak Sayyar.
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Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi: UAE
works to achieve global stability

and security

ABU DHABI- Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Crown Prince of
Abu Dhabi and Deputy Supreme Commander of the UAE Armed Forces,
said that the UAE, under the leadership of President Sheikh Khalifa bin
Zayed Al Nahyan, works to achieve humanitarian stability and security, not
only in the UAE, but also globally. He expressed confidence that the holding
of international gatherings in the UAE provides a favourable environment
for exchanging constructive views and opinions on global issues and repre-
sents a call to achieve stability and peace and to address the challenges fac-
ing international security. In a statement ahead of the International Defence
Exhibition and Conference, IDEX 2013, opening at the Abu Dhabi National
Exhibitions Company (ADNEC), Sheikh Mohammed said that the event is a
milestone in scientific, cultural and economic development and represents
one of the elements in diversifying the country's sources of income.
The fact that the event has now been held regularly for the last two decades,
he said, reflects the extent of the stability and security our dear country
enjoys and further underlines the UAE's high status in terms of international
exhibitions. Holding the 11th edition of IDEX has further established the
global ranking of the event as an international event which attracts interna-
tional interest, he noted. The UAE has adopted a scientific and practical plan
for holding special exhibitions and unique conferences, and has been work-
ing for years on the development of its exhibition capabilities so as to
become the gathering place for international conferences which address vital
and strategic issues of human concern. Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi said:
"We are highly confident that our national youth are capable of contributing
to the creative organisation of large enterprises and shouldering the respon-
sibility of ably running them. That is why we have spared no effort to invest
in the national human capital to qualify it with science and knowledge and
to polish its experience with training. This has produced young national
human resources which can put our exhibitions and conferences on the inter-
national map." "We continue to have the ambition to live up to the global
and international competition, so we have harnessed all capabilities to
achieve our strategy and, at the same time, our establishments and compe-
tent authorities have played their part to contribute to the success of this
strategy." "Among the essential and significant aspects of organising these
high quality military exhibitions is to give national companies and establish-
ments an opportunity to promote their status as specialised manufacturers
and producers adopting the highest international quality standards and com-
peting with global corporations, and, ultimately, to be able to provide
advanced products, technologies and solutions, thanks to the qualified
national administrative and technical human resources and leaders who pos-
sess unique skills and creative abilities." "We continue to maintain our lead-
ership in conferences and exhibitions according to a self-critical vision
which seeks to understand the lessons from and the strengths and weak-
nesses in our work in order to be able to bolster our assets and deal with our
weaknesses putting in mind the higher interests of the nation and nationals,"
Sheikh Mohammed said. The Crown Prince emphasised that "IDEX is today
a global forum which implies a call for work and cooperation to produce
solutions to the challenges facing humanity and to make defence the objec-
tive for which states use arms, not threats or aggression. The making of the
future which we want for our sons and the coming generations needs all
efforts and thought in order to make it brighter than the present."

GPC AND SALEH SUPPORTERS
DEFEND EX-PRESIDENT’S RIGHT

TO STAY IN YEMEN

SANA’A, Feb. 20- Yemen’s former President Ali Abdullah Saleh said in a
speech delivered on Tuesday in front of supporters in Sana'a, that leaving
Yemen is not an acceptable option for him. This comes after a statement
released this week by the United Nations’ Security Council (SC) threatened
Saleh with sanctions, accusing him of attempting to derail political recon-
ciliation in the country. Change Square revolutionaries and the Joint Meet-
ing Parties (JMP) have called on Saleh to leave Yemeni politics perma-
nently, accusing him and his aides of sabotaging the political transition.
But, Al-Motamar website, a mouthpiece for Saleh’s political party, the Gen-
eral People’s Congress (GPC), said the party and its allies are committed to
ensuring a successful political reconciliation and the full implementation of
the Gulf Cooperation Council Initiative, the international compromise that
removed Saleh from power.    “The government and those derailing politi-
cal reconciliation are supposed to abide by the Gulf Initiative and its opera-
tive mechanism,” Saleh said, asserting his innocence.   Saleh’s supporters
consider the UNSC’s statement a matter of interference in the GPC’s inter-
nal affairs.    The editor-in-chief of Al-Mithaq newspaper, Mohammed
Ana’m said as long as Saleh is still alive, he will not leave the political
arena. Al-Mithaq is also often accused of being the party’s mouthpiece. 
“The nation is not the property of Saleh or the Socialist Party or particular
group or person. Yemen is for all Yemenis,” Ana’m said, defending Saleh’s
decision to stay in Yemen.  Political analysts say Saleh’s continued role in
politics will create obstacles for national reconciliation and the National
Dialogue Conference, slated to start on March 18.  Political analyst Nabeel
Al-Bukairi said Saleh is the ringleader of those trying to foil progress of a
peaceful power transfer deal as the country transitions politically.  Saleh’s
33-year rule hindered progress in Yemen by allowing unqualified corrupt
figures to lead government institutions, he said. The GPC is currently
divided, some of its members and supporters recognize the legitimacy of
President Abdu Rabu Mansour Hadi rule, while others remain staunchly
loyal to Saleh.
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The top Muslim religious authority in Lebanon has issued a fatwa banning
the legalization of the civil marriage in the Arab country, amid a height-
ened debate about the practice. “Every Muslim official, whether a deputy
or a minister, who supports the legalization of civil marriage, even if it is
optional, is an apostate and outside the Islamic religion,” Grand Mufti
Sheikh Mohammad Rashid Qabbani said in a fatwa cited by The Daily Star
on Tuesday, January 29. “[Such officials] would not be washed, would not
be wrapped in a [burial] shroud, would not have prayers for their soul in
line with Islamic rules, and would not be buried in a Muslim cemetery.”
The fatwa comes amid a heightened controversy about civil marriage in
the tiny Arab country. The controversy started after a couple had applied
for formal recognition of their civil marriage document.
Getting into the fray, Lebanese President Michel Suleiman, a Christian,
signaled support for legalizing civil marriage in Lebanon.
Writing on his Twitter account, Suleiman said he would "respond to the
evolution and aspirations of the people and prepare the appropriate laws
for the issue of civil marriage."
"There are authorities opposed to civil marriage, but this will not sway my
convictions or my quest to put the train on the right track," he said in
another tweet.  But the president’s position met resistance from Prime Min-
ister Najib Mikati, a Sunni Muslim.
"The current circumstances do not allow us to address new controversial
topics that create divisions,” Mikati wrote on Twitter.
"I believe that the civil marriage issue cannot be dealt with from a top-
down approach." Civil marriage is a marriage performed by a government
official and not a religious organization.
“Germ”
The Lebanese Mufti described civil marriage as a “germ” in the society.
"There are predators lurking among us, trying to sow the bacteria of civil
marriage in Lebanon,” Qabbani said.
“But they should know that the religious scholars will not hesitate to do
their duty" and prevent the passage of such a bill.
He stressed that Muslim scholars in Lebanon will resist any attempt to
legalize civil marriage. “All Muslim men and women and all Muslim
Ulema (scholars) are duty-bound to prevent such attempts to legalize civil
marriage,” Qabbani said.  “In the face of an attempt to plant this germ of
civil marriage ... the Ulema will not hesitate to do their job and defeat such
attempts in Lebanon.”  Despite a long-running campaign by civil groups,
civil marriage has no legal basis in Lebanon, a country of around four mil-
lion people who belong to 18 different religious communities, mainly
Christian and Muslim.  In 1998, former president Elias Hrawi proposed a
similar law, which gained approval from the cabinet only to be halted amid
widespread opposition from the country’s religious authorities. Lebanese
authorities recognize civil weddings only if they have been registered
abroad, and thousands of mixed-faith couples have traveled to nearby
Cyprus or Turkey to marry.  Most religious faiths have their own regula-
tions governing marriage, divorce and inheritance, and mixed Christian-
Muslim weddings in Lebanon are often discouraged unless one of the
potential spouses converts.

Civil Marriage Invokes
Lebanon Uproar

Arab nations urges to train
forces in crowd control

By Ali Khalil - ABU DHABI
Defence experts who say many lives could have been saved during Arab
uprisings if states used proper crowd control measures sought to tap into a
growing market at an Abu Dhabi arms fair.
Anti-riot vehicles with sophisticated acoustic repellents have boldly taken
their place alongside the likes of Eurofighter's Typhoon warplane and the
bristling firepower of rocket launchers at the arms industry's biennial quest
for petrodollars in the Gulf emirate. "If a given state lacks the means, the
doctrines, and the training for homeland defence and internal security mis-
sions, that government is more likely to use lethal means that are dispropor-
tionate," said Steven Adragna of US defence consultancy Arcanum.
Riot-control specialists such as South Africa's Paramount and Turkey's
Otokar are bidding to change an apparent regional mindset by exhibiting
their wares at the IDEX arms fair.
Paramount's Ivor Ichikowitz said governments need to be better equipped
for crowd control to avoid resorting to use of disproportionate force.
"The riot catastrophe in Egypt, for example, was greatly exacerbated
because police were using inappropriate equipment," said Ichikowitz.
"Appropriate and better-quality anti-riot vehicles and equipment increases
police safety, thus reducing the pressure they feel in conflict situations."
From inside one such mobile fortress, police can repel rioters using acous-
tic repellents that emit ear-shattering frequencies over a 30-metre (yard)
radius. Adragna said anti-riot gear, which in addition to batons and shields
includes shotguns, rubber bullets, tear gas and stun grenades, can maintain
order. "If an individual policeman is trained on how to use those devices, I
think they are perfectly legitimate," he said.
Thousands have been killed in demonstrations that have swept across sev-
eral Arab countries since December 2010 as security forces used over-
whelming force against peaceful protesters demanding political change.
Street protests in Syria that began in March 2011 escalated into an armed
conflict that the United Nations says has now killed more than 70,000 peo-
ple. Security forces in Bahrain, where an uprising was crushed in 2011,
continue to use tear gas to quell regular Shiite protests and also use shot-
guns. In Egypt, security forces under the Islamist government of President
Mohamed Morsi appear to have reverted to the same heavy-handed prac-
tices used under toppled former strongman Hosni Mubarak.
Mauro Della Costanza of Italian shotgun maker Benelli says "Egypt is a
big customer. "Egyptian police have several thousand of these," he said,
showing off the company's M3 shotgun marketed to law enforcement
authorities.
"In the past two years, we had a big increase in purchase orders from the
Middle East, especially the UAE," he said.
But he said that exports to some countries face delays, and sometimes com-
plete bans, from Italian export authorities which investigate "how guns will
be used."
Tunisia, where violence erupted again this month two years after the first
Arab Spring uprising, "is under a 100 percent embargo," Della Costanza
said. Amnesty International has called on China, the United States and
other arms exporting countries to ensure that weapons sold at this week's
fair do not lead to human rights abuses.
Brian Wood, Amnesty's head of arms control and human rights, charged
that commercial pressures were taking precedence over concerns for rights.
"Governments are letting the unrelenting commercial pressures of arms
companies and their own narrow national interests take precedence over
building the rule of law and respect for human rights," Wood said in a state-
ment.
"These are prime examples of why the world desperately needs a strong
Arms Trade Treaty that would halt an arms sale when it can be foreseen
that there is a substantial risk the arms will be used for serious human
rights abuses."
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Agencies - Protesters last Sunday closed the doors to
Cairo's main administrative building as part of a growing
campaign of civil disobedience around the country,
employees and witnesses said.
A group of protesters closed the doors of the Mugamma,
a massive labyrinth of bureaucratic offices on the edge of
Tahrir Square, leaving only a side exit for employees to
leave, they said.
Thousands are employed at the Mugamma, which houses
passport offices, tax offices and various other govern-
ment agencies. "A small group of young people closed
the main doors of the building and they are not letting
anyone in," one employee said from inside the building.
The protesters "did not enter the building," the employee
said.
"They have left a door open and said employees who fin-
ish their shift must leave and that they won't let anyone
in," witnesses said. The Mugamma has been closed
before, most recently during protests marking two years
since the ouster of President Hosni Mubarak in a popular
uprising. The move to close the building comes amid
calls for strikes and civil disobedience against what pro-
testers say is Islamist President Mohamed Morsi's failure
to deliver the goals of the uprising. A general strike in the
canal city of Port Said entered its second week on Sun-
day, with most shops and factories closed down.

Campaign of civil disobedi-
ence grows in Egypt

Pope celebrates final Sunday
prayers at Vatican

Pope Benedict XVI delivered an emotional last Sunday prayer in St Peter's
Square, saying God had told him to devote himself to quiet contemplation
but assuring he would not "abandon" the Church. The final days of his pon-
tificate are being overshadowed by mounting scandal over two cardinals --
one accused of covering up pedophile abusers and the other accused of
"'inappropriate acts"' -- set to take part in the conclave to elect the next pon-
tiff. But tens of thousands of supporters turned out for Benedict's final Sun-
day prayers ahead of his formal resignation on Thursday, often interrupting
him with their clapping, cheering and chanting.
"The Lord is calling me to climb the mountain, to dedicate myself even
more to prayer and meditation. But this does not mean abandoning the
Church," the pope said from the window of his residence in the Vatican, his
voice breaking with emotion. "If God is asking me to do this it is precisely
so I can continue to serve with the same dedication and love as before but in
a way that is more appropriate for my age and for my strength."
The 85-year-old leader of the world's 1.2 billion Catholics announced earlier
this month he will be stepping down because he lacks the strength to carry
on. His shock resignation ends an eight-year reign dominated by the priest
child sex abuse scandal and efforts to counter rising secularism in the West.
He thanked the crowd with a final unscripted call, telling them: "We will
always be close!"
The Vatican and Rome police estimated the numbers at more than 100,000
people -- many times more than usually attend the traditional Sunday prayer.
"Holy Father, We Love You", read one banner, while others said: "Thank
You, Your Holiness" and "Dear Father, We'll Miss You".
"I have come to support the pope and to ask for his blessing," said Joao-
Paulo, a 26-year-old trainee priest from Brazil. Birgit Marschall, 37, a
teacher from Germany, said: "He is an intellectual who speaks in simple lan-
guage, who writes what we have in our hearts." Claire Therese Heyne, a 34-
year-old theology student from the United States, said the pope "must have
had a very strong reason" to leave. "It is an act of courage and humility," she
said. Benedict will be only the second pope to resign of his own free will in
the Church's 2,000-year history, and the first since the Middle Ages.
But Gianpaolo, 33, said Benedict had been "less courageous" than his prede-
cessors, and stressed the need for major reforms.
"The Church has to have a major reflection after this resignation. Something
has changed inside the Church and this decision reflects this," said Gian-
paolo, who came with his two sons. Forty-five-year-old Linda from Wales
said: "He was not so open as the popes before him. A new pope should be
more open to people, to new ideas." There was tight security in and around
the Vatican, with more than 100 police officers and snipers on surrounding
buildings, as well as two field clinics and hundreds of volunteers to help pil-
grims. The event was being seen as preparation for the pope's final general
audience in St Peter's on Wednesday where around 200,000 people are
expected. Some Italian media have speculated that Benedict's health may be
worse than has been revealed, and others have said an explosive report into
the "Vatileaks" scandal may be to blame. Some reports say a committee of
cardinals into the leaks of confidential papal papers last year had uncovered
allegations of intrigue, corruption and blackmail in the Vatican.
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Court Marriages Trouble
Kashmir Muslims

SRINAGAR – Increasing numbers of young Muslims in
India-ruled Kashmir are going to courts to tie the knot
away from their parents, a troubling phenomenon
blamed by experts for family opposition and economic
conditions in the disputed province. “Marriage is a rela-
tion that bonds two unknown souls in lifelong relation,”
Ishrat Tabasum, a graduate student, told OnIslam.net.
He said in the past, young couples could not tie the knot
without the consent of their families.
“But the trend seems to be changed as everyone who
attains age of maturity is aware of his right to choose
partner of his/her choice.”
Estimates show that increasing numbers of young Kash-
miris opt to tie the knot at court if they face opposition
from their parents. Figures show that between six to ten
marriages are registered in courts in Kashmir every day.

“I and my wife contracted court marriage in 2011,” Sha-
bir Ahmad told OnIslam.net. He recalled that he was
rejected by the girl’s family because he lives in a back-
ward village and for not being an employee.
“I was working as labor in the area of my wife and fell in
love with a girl who used to come to our quarter for
delivery of milk,” he said.
“But her father did not accept the relation and we
decided to contract court marriage at Jammu.”
In Islam, marriage is based on the free choice of both
partners, i.e., the man and woman.
The couple should exercise this choice with due consent
and approval of their parents.
Nevertheless, it is ultimately up to them to decide whom
to marry so long as they are religiously compatible.

SANA’A TO HOST
ANNUAL TOURIST
FESTIVAL AGAIN

SANA’A, Feb. 20 - The Ministry of Tourism is prepar-
ing to host the fifth annual Summer Tourist Festival in
Sana’a this year.  The director of  Sana’a’s  tourism
office, Adel Al-Lawzi said the festival will include art
exhibitions, musical performers and theatre. The event
will be held in Al-Sabeen Park and the Old City. 
Sana’a was once again chosen to host the national  festi-
val for a number of reasons. It is a historic city, Al-
Lawzi said, and has a diverse  population with over 2
million people.  Al-Lawzi further praised the capital city
for its moderate climate, museums, traditional markets,
historical sites and the renown hospitality of its resi-
dents.  The annual festival is prepared each year by the
Ministry of Tourism to reflect Yemen’s history, heritage
and nature. The director of the Tourism Promotion
Council,  Fatima Al-Horaibi met with the Minister of
Tourism, Qasim Sallam recently  to discuss the date of
the festival,  which should be held in June or July, Al-
Horaibi said. In addition to music, theatre and art events,
the festival will include folk events such as traditional
clothes and handicrafts exhibitions that reflect Yemen’s
historical richness and diversity. Well-known Arab and
Yemeni musicians have performed in the past. The festi-
val will be kid-friendly, with film screenings and games.
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Over $5.3 bln of donors' funds to

Yemen allotted:official report
official report

SANA'A - Over $5.35 billion of the donors' funds to Yemen (nearly
76.8 % of the total funds), including the $1 billion Saudi deposit,
have been allotted up to January 2013, a report said Monday.

The figure was mentioned in the report on the donors' funds alloca-
tion progress submitted to the board of directors of the executive
unit to accelerate the absorption of donor's funds in its first meeting
held in Sana'a and chaired by Prime Minister Mohammed Salem
Basindwa.

However, the report showed that the financing agreements signed by
Yemen and donors in the same period only worth of $ 1.6 billion,
representing about 20.3 % of the donors' total financial pledges.

It indicated to some difficulties in the allocation of donor's funds,
including some donors delay in allotting their financial pledges or
allocating them in programs and projects not included in the plan
provided by the government for the donors' conference.

One of the difficulties was the reallocation of some financial pledges
made at the 2006 London meeting, which were financing under-
construction projects, and considering them as new pledges.

It underlined the importance of completing the funds allocation to be
available to finance the projects priorities included in the phased
program for stability and development.

The report reviewed the actions that have and will be made by the
government to meet its obligations under the Mutual Accountability
Framework (MAF). MAF document outlines the government and
donors' respective responsibilities in the urgent task of improving
living conditions for Yemeni citizens and laying the foundation for
future growth.

Moreover, the board of directors discussed the mechanism to fill the
posts of the unit's executive director and heads of its subordinate
divisions.

It approved forming a technical committee to receive and examine
the applicants' files and another committee to interview applicants
for the executive director's post to be chaired by the minister of
planning and international cooperation, in addition to the ministers
of finance and civil service, cabinet's general secretary, resident
directors of the WB and GCC and a representative of the DFID as
members.

The meeting also discussed the government's proposals to accelerate
the absorption of donors' funds and overcome obstacles, which will
be submitted to the Friends of Yemen meeting scheduled for March
7 in London.

313-348 -8086

thenation2013@yahoo.com
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By Samar Yazbek - Published by Haus Publishing, July 2012.
London, The Majalla - In a steamy University of Damascus class-
room, Arabic language students attempt to translate Samar Yazbek’s
novel Cinnamon. Heads are buried inside dictionaries: Ta-ra-ha-la, to
be flaccid. Giggles erupt across the room as sentences are decrypted.

The book is a rather racy choice for the government-sanctioned Ara-
bic language department. The story follows two dispirited Damascene
women, one upper-class and the other impoverished, as they find sol-
ace in their dreams, infused with lesbian eroticism and the scent of
cinnamon.
The author, Samar Yazbek, is one of Syria’s bright, reasonably young,
literary talents. Aged forty-two, she is as old as the Al-Assad regime;
born in 1970, the same year Hafez Al-Assad came to power. During
her lifetime, Syria has known no other leadership than that of the
Assad dynasty.
By all accounts, Yazbek should have grown up to become a Ba’athist
party loyalist. She was born into an Alawite family, the same clan as
the ruling family. Yazbek’s hometown of Jableh is located on Syria’s
Mediterranean coast, deep in the Alawi heartland, only a half-hour
drive from Hafez Al-Assad’s birthplace.

Instead, Yazbek rejected her birthright to political and material privi-
lege and chose to stand with the persecuted and aggrieved in Syrian
society. Like much of her work, Cinnamon is a biting social critique
of both gender and class inequalities.
Since unrest first broke out in Syria in February 2011, Yazbek’s pre-
ferred refrains have been put on the back burner in favor of more
politicized literary non-fiction on the Syrian uprising. Her most recent
book, A Woman in the Crossfire: Diaries of the Syrian Revolution,
was translated from the original Arabic and published in English in
July last summer. The book is an intimate and disturbing testimony of
the early days of the Syrian uprising from her vantage point in
Damascus.
When you have become immune to the headlines on Syria, the rising
death toll, and the graphic images, Yazbek’s Diaries puts a much-

needed face on the
conflict. She human-
izes a struggle that
has long been
stripped of all emo-
tion by mass media
bulletins. Yet human
does not mean
humane.
This book is not for
the faint hearted; the
dairies communicate
the tormented exis-
tence of a woman
who knows what it
is to become an
enemy of the Syrian
state, in raw and
upsetting detail. Yaz-
bek sided with the

opposition and suffered the subsequent threat of arrest, torture, and
even death at the mercy of Syria’s security services.
"The sounds of screaming and torture rang out somewhere, some-
where both far away and nearby. I was tembling. I had never heard
such sounds of pain, coming from some place deep inside the earth,
burrowing into my heart."
In Diaries, the author makes the uneasy transition from novelist to
journalist. Her writing style reflects this shift, landing somewhere
between the two, a combination that does not always work. Real-life
interviews are awkwardly stuck between metaphor and illusion. Yaz-
bek’s traditional writing style is flowery and at times surreal; marry-
ing this technique with hard facts results in an often-disjointed narra-
tive. The book is packed with eye-witness accounts of demonstrations
and interviews with opposition members, but all intertwined with lyr-
ical fantasy. The continual back and forth between reality and imagi-
nation can become exhausting.
Yazbek herself admits this collision of fiction and non-fiction, jour-
nalist and novelist, the personality crisis that is really at the heart of
this novel—and its author. “I want to go back to my solitude that is
crowded with novel characters,” she writes.

If you find the first few chapters hard work, persevere, because Yaz-
bek’s writing becomes more fluid after the opening entries. Indeed, it
is when the blend of literary non-fiction works that Yazbek finds her
moments of brilliance: poetic prose and gritty reportage successfully
combine to create a terrifying picture of a woman whose body and
soul are tortured by her experience of the uprising. The most vivid
example of this is in her retelling of her interrogation in a prison on
10 May 2011. The account contains the most horrific and moving pas-
sages in the book.

Yazbek can be excused for her, at times, disjointed writing style in a
time of such mental and bodily distress. For Yazbek, the conversion
to journalism was not so much a choice but a duty. She makes clear
that Diaries is her contribution against apathy and disinvolvement
from the uprising, “I will not just sit by and watch everything going
on all around me” she says. The courage and strength to pick up her
pen and record the psychological (as well as physical) warfare she
experienced is no less than heroism in a context where dissent costs
lives. Yazbek was acknowledged for her bravery in October last year,
when she was bestowed the Writer Of Courage Award presented by
the charity English PEN, which works to defend freedom of expres-
sion in literature.

Throughout the book, the novelist in Yazbek cannot be extinguished;
fiction is her survival mechanism. In the darkest moments she ima-
gines she is a character in a novel:
"I would pretend I was a character on paper, not made of flesh and
blood, or that I was reading about a blindfolded woman forcibly taken
to an unknown location, to be insulted and spat upon because she had
the gall to write something true that displeased the tyrant. At this
point in my fantasy I would feel strong and forget all about how weak
my body was, about the vile smells and the impending unknown."
Before the uprising in Syria, Yazbek still enjoyed some clan protec-
tion; the government largely turned a blind eye to her more uncompli-
mentary works. Cinnamon was readily available in any Damascene
bookshop in the spring of 2011 (when Arabic language students
bought them up). That immunity is long gone; Yazbek was forced to
flee Syria in July 2011, fearing for her life and the safety of her teen-
age daughter. Her increasingly outspoken criticism of the Syrian gov-
ernment and activism amongst the opposition branded her a traitor
and placed her fate in the hands of Syria’s security apparatus. She is
now living in Paris. It is rather unlikely that Cinnamon is still being
taught at the University of Damascus.
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By Tariq Alhomayed

The best description of Iran’s
relationship with Syria, and the
magnitude of Tehran’s loss if the
tyrant of Damascus were to fall,
was summed up by an Iranian
cleric, Mehdi Taeb, a man tasked
with combatting the soft war cur-
rently being directed against Iran.
He said, “If we lose Syria we
cannot maintain Tehran . . . But if
we lose the province of Khuze-
stan [to the Al-Ahwaz Arabs] we
could regain it as long as we keep
Syria.”
Taeb not only said this, but also
that “Syria is the 35th province
and a strategic province for us. If
we were to attack an enemy in
order to keep Syria or Khuzestan,
the priority would be to keep
Syria.” In light of these state-
ments, how can it be argued that
what is happening in Syria is a
sectarian war by proxy, or that
the Syrian revolution is being
orchestrated by extremists? The
truth is that it is a revolution of
the people who want to be free
and rid themselves of the
clutches of Iranian occupation,
which has been a feature
throughout the Assad era. These
blunt statements, which seem to
have been made as a result of the
shock of what is happening on
the ground in Syria, show the
predicament of the Iranian pro-
ject in the region, and not only in
Syria. The fall of Assad would be
the largest and most severe blow
to be dealt to the Iranian project,
and the concept of exporting the
Khomeini revolution, and it
would also mean that Iranian
extremists would have to face up
to the internal dues they have
long evaded.
Remarkably, Taeb not only illus-
trated the importance of Syria for
his country; he went further than
that and spoke openly about the
60,000-strong forces overseen by
Iran in Syria, saying, “The Syrian
regime has an army, but it lacks
the ability to conduct a war in
Syrian cities. Therefore the Ira-
nian government proposed to for-
mulate an urban warfare force,
consisting of 60,000 combat
troops, to take over the war on
the streets from the Syrian army.”
This figure exceeds what was
revealed recently about the num-
ber of troops supervised by Iran
in Syria, which was said to have
been closer to 50,000, and thus
Taeb’s statements not only reveal
the importance of Syria to Iran,
they also reveal the extent of Ira-
nian involvement in the Syrian
bloodshed. Furthermore, they tell
us that if we do not deal with the
Syrian issue seriously, with inter-
national efforts, then this Iranian
interference will pass by
unchecked, and this means more
extremism and sectarian conflict
in the future, and this is a danger
to the region as a whole.
These Iranian statements and oth-
ers must not lead us to the con-
clusion that Iran should be given
an official role in Syria, rather
they should lead to international
action to overthrow Bashar Assad
and bring about his inevitable
downfall, striking the Iranian
expansionist project in the
region. It is no exaggeration to
say that the fall of Assad will
serve as the first serious step
towards halting Iran’s nuclear
project. The fall of Assad does
not necessarily mean the fall of
Iran, but it means the Mullahs
would return to their natural bor-
ders within Tehran, and this is
what we need. Then the extre-
mists of Iran will have to face
their dues in the Iranian domestic
scene, but that is their story. Our
story is about a region that has
been stricken by Iran and its
interventions, its fifth column
operating among us, and its men
deployed in Syria who will
remain silent as usual and not say
a word about the Mehdi Taeb’s
remarks.

If We Lose Syria We Lose Tehran
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The study of 600,000 births found three successive drops in babies
born before 37 weeks - each occurring after a phase of a public
smoking ban was introduced.
There was no such trend in the period before the bans were put in
place, the British Medical Journal reported.
The study, by Hasselt University in Belgium, comes after Scottish
research in 2012 found a similar pattern.
But experts could not fully state the smoking ban was the cause of
the change because pre-term births had started to drop before the
ban.
It is already well established that smoking leads to reduced birth
weight and an increased risk of premature birth.

Successive drops

In the latest study researchers were able to look at the rate of
premature births after each phase of a smoking ban came into force
in Belgium.
Public places and most workplaces were first to introduce smoke-
free rules in 2006, followed by restaurants in 2007 and bars serving
food in 2010.
The rate of premature births was found to fall after each phase of the
ban with the biggest impact seen after the second two bans with
restaurants and bars introducing no smoking rules.
After the bans in 2007 and 2010, the premature birth rate dropped by
around 3% each time.
Overall it corresponds to a fall of six premature babies in every
1,000 births.
The changes could not be explained by other factors - such as
mother's age and socioeconomic status or population effects such as
changes in air pollution and influenza epidemics.
There was no link found with birth weight.
Study leader Dr Tim Nawrot from Hasselt University said that even
a mild reduction in gestational age has been linked in other studies to
adverse health outcomes in early and later life.
"Because the ban happened at three different moments, we could
show there was a consistent pattern of reduction in the risk of
preterm delivery."
He added: "It supports the notion that smoking bans have public
health benefits even from early life."
Patrick O'Brien, spokesperson for the Royal College of Obstetricians
and Gynaecologists said: "It is very gratifying to see further strong
evidence that smoking bans have had a beneficial impact on
pregnant women and their babies."

Smoking ban 'cuts premature births'

By James Gallagher
Nerves struggle to communicate in MS as their insulating covering is
attacked by the immune system - causing fatigue and damaging
movement.
Animal tests, described in the journal Cell Stem Cell, have now used
modified skin cells to repair the insulation.
Experts said there was an "urgent need" for such therapies.
Just like electrical wires, nerves have insulation - but instead of
plastic, the body uses myelin.
However, diseases that result in damage to the myelin, including MS,
leave the nerves exposed and electrical signals struggle to travel
round the body.

Stem cells

A team of scientists at the University of Rochester Medical Center, in
the US, used advances in stem-cell research to attempt to repair the
myelin.
They took a sample of human skin cells and converted it into stem
cells, which are capable of becoming any other type of cell in the
body.
The next step was to transform the stem cells into immature versions
of cells in the brain that produce myelin.
When these cells had been injected into mice born without any
myelin it had had a significant effect, said researchers.
Dr Steven Goldman told the BBC that "myelin was produced
throughout the nervous system" and some mice had achieved
"normal life spans".
He said: "In MS the underlying nerves fibres are still there, the
objective is to re-myelinate them."
However, MS patients would still have the problem of their immune
system attacking their myelin.
Any treatment would need to be used alongside other therapies to
tame the immune system - or would need to be repeatedly performed.
Dr Goldman said he could see "no reason to be pessimistic" although
further safety tests would be needed and the technique still needed to
be refined before being used in people. He expects to begin trials
within a couple of years.
Dr Emma Gray, from the MS Society, said: "Myelin repair therapies
are urgently needed in MS and we're pleased to see researchers have
been able to generate myelin making cells from human stem cells.
"This is still very early stage research, but with more development
could one day be used to repair damage to myelin in people with MS.
We look forward to seeing more research in this promising area."
Health and science reporter, BBC News

Skin 'may restore' diseased MS brain
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pened in the past that you can't
repeat," Leary said.
"Just like with a crime scene,
the new tools of DNA add
important information, but so do
other physical clues like a body
or, in the scientific realm, fossils
and anatomy. Combining all the
evidence produces the most
informed reconstruction of a
past event."
According to the new theory,
some 200,000 to 400,000 years
after dinosaurs went extinct, the
little placental mammal started
evolving along a number of dif-
ferent paths, giving rise to the
incredible diversity of species
we've seen in the eons since --
including more than 5,100 liv-
ing today.

The study also helped illuminate
the evolutionary history that led
from this common ancestor
through to modern-day animals,
and showed, for instance, that
one group of African animals,
including elephants and aard-
varks, first developed in the
Americas.
"Determining how these animals
first made it to Africa is now an
important research question
along with many others that can
be addressed using Morpho-
Bank and the phylophenomic
tree produced in this study," said
author Fernando Perini, of Bra-
zil's Minas Gerais Federal Uni-
versity.

Mary Silcox, of the University
of Toronto Scarborough, added
"this project is not exhaustive,
but exposes a way forward to
collect data on other phenomic
systems and other species."

New York's Stony Brook Uni-
versity.
The new conclusion overturns
an earlier, commonly-held
hypothesis that there was a
diverse crew of placental mam-
mals before the event that led to
the disappearance of dinosaurs
and 70 percent of the planet's
species.

That theory had been based
exclusively on genetic data. But
scientists said combining the
genetic evidence with anatomi-
cal and fossil evidence helped
create a clearer picture of the
history.

"Discovering the tree of life is
like piecing together a crime
scene -- it is a story that hap-

mals evolved, and, importantly,
has traced the starting point to
after dinosaurs went extinct 65
million years ago.
The researchers say the new
information will help them
study a vital question facing the
world today: how mammals
may have survived past

instances of climate change and
how that might help us face the
warming now underway.

"Species like rodents and pri-
mates did not share the Earth
with non-avian dinosaurs but
arose from a common ancestor -
- a small, insect-eating, scam-
pering animal -- shortly after
the dinosaurs' demise," said
lead author Maureen O'Leary of

Humans may have descended
from apes, but long before that
there was a small, four-legged
insect-eating critter, according
to new research out Thursday in
the US journal "Science."

The international six-year study
used a massive trove of data,
including genetic and physical
traits from both modern and
prehistoric species, to recon-
struct the extended family tree
of mammals.

The researchers focused on the
"placental mammals" a branch
of species that includes humans,
horses, whales and many others.
The project has helped scien-
tists better understand how and
when modern placental mam-

6,01

Study traces humanity's extended family tree

The search giant has launched a
series of legal actions against
the London-based firm in Cali-
fornia, claiming four of its pat-
ents have been violated, and has
also filed a separate case in the
UK.
BT had been expecting such
action after it launched its own
case against Google in 2011.
That dispute has yet to be
resolved.
"We have always seen litigation

as a last resort, and we work
hard to avoid lawsuits," said a
spokeswoman for Google.
"But BT has brought several
meritless patent claims against
Google and our customers - and
they've also been arming patent
trolls."
The term "patent troll"
describes firms that acquire pat-
ents so that they can later
extract settlements from compa-
nies on infringement claims.
In 2012, New Jersey-based

intellectual property owner Suf-
folk Technologies sued Google
and US internet service provider
AOL over two patents it had
acquired from BT.

In addition, Steelhead Licensing
- another firm which owns pat-
ents but does not produce prod-
ucts of its own - has filed a case
against 14 handset makers and
mobile networks, including
Google's Motorola unit, claim-
ing infringement of a wireless

technology which used to be
owned by BT.
A spokesman for the British
firm said it did not comment on
pending litigation.

Google first

Google has struck back with
claims that BT has infringed a
method to allow PCs to use an
internet-based telephone system
based on a patent originally
filed by Fujitsu.
And it says BT failed to license
a system used to let computer
servers prioritise data - an IBM
invention now owned by the
search firm.

Patent consultant Florian
Mueller said this was the first
clear case of Google suing
another company over its pat-
ents.
Previous cases involving Moto-
rola were filed ahead of Google
buying the Razr handset maker.
BT and Google are next set to
meet in court in Delaware in
July for a mediation hearing
about the 2011 case

Google sues BT over patents
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Johnson wins Daytona 500

Jimmie Johnson cemented his place in NASCAR's list of greats by winning
his second Daytona 500 on Sunday, while pole-sitter Danica Patrick placed
eighth, the best finish for a woman in the 'Great American Race'.
Five-times Sprint Cup champion Johnson led for the final 10 laps to finish
ahead of Dale Earnhardt Jr and 54-year-old Mark Martin.
Patrick, who was the first woman to start on pole in the 500, went into the
final lap in third but fell back five places during the final push to the finish
line. Driving the number 48 Chevrolet for Hendrick Motorsports, Johnson
first won the race in 2006 but had not finished above 27th in the last six
editions of stock car racing's premier event.
"I had a lot of confidence in those final two laps leading the train because I
knew just how fast this car was," said Johnson.
Early collision
The race came a day after a crash in the second tier Nationwide race at the
Daytona International Speedway left around 30 fans needing treatment after
debris flew into the crowd. As usual there were some wrecks in the always
incident filled race with an early collision on lap 33 involving nine cars but
there were no injuries.
Several vehicles span off the track, including favourites Tony Stewart and
Kasey Kahne, and previous Daytona winners Kevin Harvick and Jamie
McMurray. It was more disappointment for Stewart, who having won virtu-
ally every honour in the sport has yet to taste success in the famous Day-
tona Victory Lane. Stewart took little comfort from the fact there is a long
season ahead. "To hell with the season. I wanted to win the Daytona 500,"
he said. "We had a car that we could pass with today. We were passing cars
by ourselves. "I don't know what started it, but we just got caught up in
another wreck," added Stewart.
Patrick conceded her inexperience may have cost her at the decisive stage
of the race but that her performance was more significant than winning pole
position. "I think it was better to have run up in the top 10 all day ... being
able to stay up and lead at one point for me that was more of an accom-
plishment", she said. But Johnson proved too quick for Patrick and the
pack. "Once Jimmie got into the outside line he showed that he was fast. It
was a steady day for me. Nothing super-duper eventful," she said.
The 30-year-old former Indy Car driver led for five laps shortly before the
halfway stage, becoming the first woman drive to lead the Daytona 500.
She had lost her pole position to Jeff Gordon on the first lap.
Second again
Earnhardt Jr, whose father died at in the race 12 years ago, finished second
in the Daytona 500 for the third time in four years.
Johnson powered past reigning Sprint Cup champion Brad Keselowski,
who finished fourth, after the final re-start with his challengers unable to
match his speed. After a restart on the 182nd lap following the fifth caution
of the race Keselowski and Johnson jousted for the lead while their rivals
closed the gap. Debris forced another caution, setting up a six-lap sprint to
the flag with Johnson in the lead in the outside lane and he did not give an
inch. The victory was the 61st of Johnson's career in his 400th start in the
NASCAR Sprint Cup Series. "It was just awesome, there is no other way to
describe it," said Johnson. I felt like I was sitting on something all day and
was just ready to have some fun when it counted - and I did," he said.

NASCAR fans injured in
Daytona crash

At least 28 fans and one driver have been injured by flying debris from a
multi-car crash at the Daytona speedway near the end of the nationwide
NASCAR race.  Race officials said 14 fans were sent to nearby hospitals,
with another 14 being treated at the Florida speedway, which will host the
prestigious Daytona 500 race on Sunday.
Joie Chitwood, president of the Daytona International Speedway, said Sun-
day's main race would go ahead despite the incident.
"First and foremost, our thoughts and prayers are with our race fans," Chit-
wood said. "Following the incident, we responded appropriately according
to our safety protocols and had emergency medical personnel at the inci-
dent immediately. We transported 14 people off property and 14 were
treated at our on-track care centre. We are in the process of repairing the
facility, and we will be ready to go racing tomorrow," he added. Debris
from the 10-car crash flew into the spectator area and amid chaotic scenes,
some fans were taken away on stretchers.
The crash sent driver Kyle Larson's car airborne, although he climbed out
of the wreckage afterward unhurt.  The wreck, which occurred almost as
Tony Stewart was taking the chequered flag for victory, began when Regan
Smith turned sideways and a dozen cars bunched behind him. "My fault,"
admitted Smith. "I threw a block."
Larson, making his first start in NASCAR's second-tier series, was
launched into the catch-fencing. Larson's car tore a hole in the fence separ-
ating the track from the stands. His engine sheared off with at least one tyre
and other debris flying into the grandstand.
Dangerous sport'
"I looked in the mirror and that's the worst image I've ever seen in a race in
my life," Stewart said I saw a tyre about 10 feet from me, just a row above
me with a man under it and people yelling for help," he said in a telephone
interview.A fan who identified himself only as "Tyler" sent amateur video
to ESPN and spoke with the sports network about the frightening scene.
"Our prayers and thoughts are with everybody they are working on," NAS-
CAR President Mike Helton said of those being treated by emergency med-
ical personnel. None of the drivers involved in the crash was injured, but
driver Michael Annett was hospitalised with chest bruising after hitting a
safety barrier in an earlier crash in the race. "We've always known since
racing started this is a dangerous sport," a subdued Stewart said. "As much
as we want to celebrate, I'm more concerned about the fans and the drivers
right now." The race came on the eve of the season-opening event in NAS-
CAR's top-flight Sprint Cup series, the Daytona 500. Both O'Donnel and
Chitwood said they expected Sunday's race to start on schedule.
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The technology uses lasers and
small cameras to memorise reg-
ular journeys like the commute
or the school run.
The engineers and researchers
behind the project are aiming to
produce a low-cost system that
"takes the strain" off drivers.
Other companies, such as Goo-
gle, have also been testing driv-
erless vehicle technology.
The search giant has pushed for
law changes in California to
allow its car to be tried out in
real-life situations.
The Oxford RobotCar UK pro-
ject is seeking to do the same in
the UK, said Prof Paul Newman
from Oxford University's
department of engineering sci-
ence.
"We're working with the
Department of Transport to get
some miles on the road in the
UK," said Prof Newman, who is
working alongside machine
learning specialist Dr Ingmar
Posner.
Gaining 'experiences'
Until the car can hit the streets,
the team is testing it out in a
specially-made environment at
Begbroke Science Park in
Oxfordshire.
It's not like a racetrack - it's a
light industrial site with roads
and road markings," Prof New-
man told the BBC.
"Crucial for us, it can show our
navigation and control system
working.
"It's not depending on GPS,
digging up the roads or any-
thing like that - it's just the
vehicles knowing where they
are because they recognise their
surroundings."
The technology allows the car
to "take over" when driving on
routes it has already travelled.
"The key word for us is that the
car gains 'experiences'," Prof
Newman explained.
"The car is driven by a human,
and it builds a 3D model of its
environment."
When it goes on the same jour-
ney again, an iPad built into the
dashboard gives a prompt to the
driver - offering to let the com-
puter "take the wheel".
"Touching the screen then
switches to 'auto drive' where
the robotic system takes over,
Prof Newman added.
"At any time, a tap on the brake
pedal will return control to the
human driver."

Spinning lasers
At the moment, the complete
system costs around £5,000 -
but Prof Newman hopes that
future models will bring the
price of the technology down to
as low as £100.
Autonomous technology is
being tested by several car man-
ufacturers and technology com-
panies.
Simple self-driving tasks, such
as cars that can park them-
selves, are already in use across
the industry.
The Holy Grail is a fully-
autonomous vehicle that is loca-
tion-aware, safe and affordable.
Google has been testing its car
for several years, with the com-
pany boasting of 300,000 com-
puter-driven miles without an
accident.
While at an earlier stage of
development, Oxford Univer-
sity's car has significant key dif-
ferences to Google's offering,
Prof Newman said.
"Well if you look at it, we don't
need a 3D laser spinning on the
roof that's really expensive - so
that's one thing straight away. I

think our car has a lower pro-
file."
He added: "Our approach is
made possible because of
advances in 3D laser mapping
that enable an affordable car-
based robotic system to rapidly
build up a detailed picture of its
surroundings.
"Because our cities don't
change very quickly, robotic
vehicles will know and look out
for familiar structures as they
pass by so that they can ask a
human driver 'I know this route,
do you want me to drive?'"

Prof Newman applauded Goo-
gle's efforts in innovating in the
space - but was buoyant about
the role British expertise could
have in the industry.
"This is all UK intellectual
property, getting into the
[driverless car] race.
"I would be astounded if we
don't see this kind of technol-
ogy in cars within 15 years.
That is going to be huge."

Self-driving car given UK
test run at Oxford University
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Perhaps it is no surprise, given that 2012 was a US election year, but this
year's Oscars crop includes a heavy dose of politics -- which has arguably
influenced Hollywood's top awards race.
From gun control advocates blasting blood-spattered "Django Unchained," to
rows over CIA torture that were triggered by "Zero Dark Thirty," this year's
nominees have, whether coincidentally or not, fueled topical political debates.

The most obviously political film vying for Academy Award glory on Sunday,
Steven Spielberg's "Lincoln," even won a surprise backing from none other
than former president Bill Clinton, on stage at the Golden Globes last month.

That looked eerily like the kind of candidate endorsement America spent last
year watching, as Barack Obama and Mitt Romney vied for the White House,
except that it was for a movie, in this case by Democrat-supporting Spielberg.

"A tough fight to push a bill through a bitterly divided House of Representa-
tives -- winning it required the president to make a lot of unsavory deals... I
wouldn't know anything about that," Clinton quipped at the Globes.

He was joking about the film's plot, in which the 16th US president schemes
to ensure Congress backs the 13th Amendment to ban slavery. But he could
easily have been referring to any Washington crisis including the current bud-
get one.
"Lincoln" has the most nominations going into the 85th Academy Awards, but
even Clinton's backing may not be enough to secure it top honors, in one of
the most unpredictable Oscars contests in recent memory.

Political thriller "Argo," which has won virtually every major pre-Oscars
award, tells a true story from the sidelines of the 1979 Iran hostage crisis, a
US diplomatic disaster which effectively sealed president Jimmy Carter's fate.

Reminding US voters of that debacle overall possibly didn't help Democrats
too much, although the movie's focus on an audacious CIA operation to free
six hostages leaves Carter looking surprisingly good.
One Oscar-nominated film which definitely sheds a good light on a Demo-
cratic president -- Obama -- is Kathryn Bigelow's Osama bin Laden manhunt
movie "Zero Dark Thirty."

Indeed, the risk of the film being seen as propaganda -- it climaxes with the
deadly raid on the Al Qaeda chief's Pakistan hideout, a game-changing
Obama triumph -- was such that it was only released after the November 6
election.

But the bigger political row it triggered was over its depiction of CIA
"enhanced interrogation" techniques, widely seen as torture, and specifically
how much role they played in tracking bin Laden to his Abbottabad com-
pound.
The CIA's acting head and a number of top lawmakers lambasted the film for
implying that torture helped turn the tide in the hunt for bin Laden -- a charge
Oscar-winning Bigelow repeatedly rebuffed.

"I think Osama bin Laden was found due to ingenious detective work. Torture
was, however, as we all know, employed in the early years of the hunt. That
doesn't mean it was the key to finding Bin Laden," she said.

But the torture row could well have clouded the movie's Oscars chances, as
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences voters may have balked at
casting their ballots for such a politically-loaded film.

But perhaps the most obvious victim of political controversy, in awards terms,
has been Quentin Tarantino's "Django Unchained."
The film is about a black slave freed by a white bounty-hunter in pre-Civil
War America, and features Tarantino's trademark over-the-top violence as the
pair kill for rewards and revenge in nearly three hours of blood-soaked chaos.

Days before its release, the massacre of 20 small children occurred in New-
town, Connecticut -- and America went into paroxysms of hand-wringing
about gun violence, just as "Django" was gearing up for its big entrance.
A red-carpet premiere was called off, and a range of toys of the film's key
characters was withdrawn and banned from eBay as "offensive."
Tarantino, long used to defending violence in his films, was pushed even
more in media interviews, losing his temper in at least one encounter with a
British TV channel.

"Yeah, I'm really annoyed," he told National Public Radio (NPR) in the US,
saying his film had nothing to do with the deaths at Sandy Hook Elementary
School.

"I think it's disrespectful to their memory. The issue is gun control and mental
health," he said.

But for all his arguments, it was never going to help his film's awards
chances.
The movie won Golden Globes for best supporting actor for Christoph Waltz
and best screenplay for a visibly startled Tarantino ("This is a damn sur-
prise!") but has otherwise failed to pick up any big prizes this season.

It is nominated in five Oscars categories, including best picture -- but even
Tarantino admits it has little hope of the top honor.

"I don't think we're going to win best film," he told the BBC after the nomina-
tions were announced last month. "But the recognition, being invited to the
party, is a lot of fun."

Politics takes center stage in
Oscars race
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