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PARIS: NASA’s discovery of Earth-like exoplanet
Kepler-452b, nicknamed “Earth 2.0”, has social
media buzzing about the chances of finding a
faraway world, possibly with alien life or key
resources such as water. Science or fiction? The
experts respond.

Is ‘Earth 2.0’ like our planet? 
Currently we don’t know if this planet is ter-

restrial - rocky - or a small gas planet. If Kepler-
452b turns out to be a terrestrial world, it will be
the most Earth-like known which also orbits a G-
class star like the Sun. The other leading com-
petitors have mostly be found to orbit cooler
dwarf stars. There’s a real chance we’re talking
about a terrestrial, potentially habitable exo-
planet, with more similarities to our home world
than any other place in our Solar System. - Tom
Kerss, astronomer at the Royal Observatory
Greenwich

Could we settle there? 
With our best available technology, we have

no chances of reaching any exoplanet in the near
future! The fastest spacecraft in the Solar System
- NASA’s Juno probe - is currently travelling at
almost 138,000 km per hour relative to the Earth.
At this speed it would take about 33,000 years to
reach the nearest star after the Sun, and almost
11 million years to reach Kepler-452b!  - Kerss

So what can we do? 
If we had a sufficiently large telescope - and

there are people who are studying such concepts
right now - we could actually make the first prim-
itive maps of an Earth-like planet around a near-

by star that would provide us details about the
atmospheric composition, the surface composi-
tion, whether they have oceans, clouds, perhaps
even seasons, and start characterising what
those planets are like. Whether or not we can dis-

cover life, now that is a very tricky question and a
very hot topic in astrobiology - would we recog-
nise those signs of life? And it is a very exciting
prospect. - John Grunsfeld, associate administra-
tor for NASA’s science mission directorate

Perhaps in the distant future, human beings
will develop the technology necessary to journey
out into the galaxy and begin exploring the bil-
lions of worlds hidden among the stars. Until
then, astronomers will continue to study exo-
planets to learn more about the history of our
own Solar System, and the nature of the Galaxy
in general. - Kerss

A new world? 
Given the diversity of the planets discovered

to date, I believe we will find a habitable planet
yet. I’m sure that one day we will discover a plan-
et similar to Earth in terms of size and other fea-
tures. - University of Bordeaux astronomer
Emeline Bolmont

Throughout my childhood, astronomers sim-
ply guessed that there might be a few hundred
habitable worlds in the Galaxy, but fortunately
this turned out to be very pessimistic. The true
figure is closer to tens of billions! Particular Earth-
like candidates have also thrown up surprises
which are fuelling exciting speculation - as well
as research - on the range of worlds where forms
of life might be able to cling on! - Kerss

Is science drawing closer to an alien world?

BAHAWALPUR, Pakistan: As the sun sets and
darkness falls over a village outside Bahawalpur,
Shama Bibi switches on her solar lantern and
starts sewing clothes for an upcoming family
wedding. Not long ago, nightfall would have
forced her to stop working. But now with access
to solar-powered lamps, Bibi can sew as long as
she needs to. “The solar lantern has changed my
life,” said the 35-year-old widow and mother of
three. “I can sew clothes even in the night and
earn enough to make both ends meet.”

Bibi has recently become a “Light Lady”, one
of the women that the Buksh Foundation, a non-
profit organisation in Lahore, has trained to help
spread the benefits of solar energy throughout
rural Pakistan. Under the foundation’s project
Lighting a Million Lives, in collaboration with
The Energy and Resources Institute in India,
women are taught how to operate and maintain
solar charging stations in their homes. The two
“Light Ladies” in each of the focus villages also
are given 50 solar lanterns to rent to others in
their community.

The onetime cost of around $5,500 to set up
a solar charging station and set of lanterns is
funded by donors. Bibi says she charges a daily
rent of 4 rupees ($0.04) per lantern and earns
around 5,500 rupees ($54) each month. “I’ve
started sending my youngest son to school as I
earn enough now to meet all the expenses,” she
said. Villagers can also charge their mobile
phones at the solar station, instead of having to
travel to Bahawalpur and back. The foundation
has so far installed solar charging stations in 150

off-grid villages around the country and plans to
reach 4,000 villages by 2017.

Light Beyond the Grid
According to the World Bank, about 44 per-

cent of households in Pakistan are not connect-
ed to the grid. More than 80 percent of those are
in rural areas. There, almost half of households
use kerosene as a primary or secondary source
of lighting, a 2012 World Bank survey found.
Some use candles, due to the high cost of
kerosene. “Our target is to provide sustainable
energy to far-flung rural off-grid areas of
Pakistan and we especially want to empower
women in these areas through the project,” said
Fiza Farhan, CEO of the Buksh Foundation.

She said the solar lanterns not only are con-
venient and a source of income for some vil-
lagers but also help reduce climate-changing
carbon emissions, as each lantern replaces
around 500 to 600 liters of kerosene during its
10-year lifespan. The foundation has a perma-
nent help line at its central office in Lahore to
keep in touch with the “Light Ladies” and pro-
vide them technical assistance round the clock,
Farhan said. She said dozens of people contact
the foundation daily asking for more solar
lanterns in their villages and requesting the
installation of charging stations in nearby vil-
lages. “More women want to become Light
Ladies, but for the moment we have been train-
ing only two women in each village,” she said, to
ensure that each woman makes a decent
income once the profits are split.

More Solar, Fewer Blackouts?
Qamar-uz-Zaman, a climate change advisor

to the sustainable development organisation
LEAD-Pakistan, said Pakistan’s energy shortages
could be reduced substantially if the govern-
ment would provide technical and financial
assistance for sustainable development initia-
tives such as Lighting a Million Lives. Pakistan
faces a year-round electricity shortfall that hits
around 7,000 megawatts in the summer. The
country’s rural areas often suffer blackouts of
more than 14 hours a day while urban areas can
experience up to 10 hours a day without power.

To tackle the crisis, the government needs to
support off-grid solar projects and encourage
people to use renewable energy sources to
decrease the stress on the national grid, said
Zaman. “The government can subsidise the proj-
ects by claiming international climate financing
and reaching out to international donors to fund
them,” he said. Gul Muhammad, 62, a farmer in
the village outside Bahawalpur, can attest to the
benefits of solar energy. The lantern he hires
from one of the “Light Ladies” has allowed him
to cut the amount of kerosene he uses to light
his farm, saving him 350 rupees ($3) each
month.

The availability of cheap, portable light also
means he can irrigate his farmland during dusk
and dawn, times of day that previously were too
dangerous due to the presence of snakes in the
area. “I can now work three to four hours extra
on my farmland,” he said. “And this is helping
increase my income too.” — Reuters 

This NASA artist’s concept obtained July 23, 2015 compares Earth (left) to the new planet called Kepler-
452b, which is about 60 percent larger in diameter. — AFP 

Solar lamps turn Pakistani
women into entrepreneurs

‘Light Ladies’ help spread benefits of green energy

NEW SHOREHAM, Rhode Island: Rhode
Island’s Deepwater Wind will start installing
the foundations for North America’s first off-
shore wind farm on Monday, a milestone the
company says could pave the way for an
industry long established in Europe but that is
still struggling with opposition in the United
States. The 30-megawatt wind farm, which
will include five turbines located 4.8 km off
the coast of the bucolic summer tourist desti-
nation of Block Island, will take more than a
year to build and is scheduled to produce
electricity for the tiny island community and
the mainland by the end of next year.

“Our belief is once Block Island is up and
running, it will bring offshore wind from theo-
ry to reality in the United States and open up
opportunities to build larger projects,” said
Jeffrey Grybowski, Deepwater Wind’s CEO.
Offshore wind projects have been delivering
power in Europe since the 1990s, with nearly
2,500 turbines connected to the grid, but they
have struggled to gain a foothold in the
United States due to worries about cost, the
aesthetics of towering wind turbines within
view from the coasts, and the impact on birds
and whales.

A rival project, Cape Wind’s proposed 130-
turbine wind farm off in Nantucket Sound, for

example, was for years expected to be
America’s first such project but stalled in part
due to a lack of local support. Other offshore
wind projects are in limbo off of Delaware,
New Jersey and New York. Deepwater’s proj-
ect fits a different mold, according to
Grybowski and the project’s backers, French
bank Societe Generale and Ohio-based Key
Bank: it was relatively small and therefore eas-
ier to finance and is set in a location that has
substantial built-in government and local sup-
port.

“Rhode Island was very forward-thinking
and had designated a specific development
area,” said Alexander Krolick, Societe
Generale’s energy project finance director for
the Americas.  SocGen and Key Bank have pro-
vided about $300 million for the project,
according to Deepwater, which is based in
Providence. Block Island was chosen as a wind
power site by the state in 2007 in part as a
solution to the island’s own energy woes: it’s
1,000 residents have for years relied on costly
diesel-fired generators for electricity. Once the
wind farm starts up, prices will drop 40 per-
cent, according to a study by the Block Island
Utility Task Group.

But about 90 percent of the wind farm’s
power will be shipped to Rhode Island’s main-

land via an undersea cable where utility
National Grid will buy it for 26 cents/kwh and
mix it into the rest of the state’s supply, which
generally ranges between 6 and 10
cents/kwh. Although it will account for only 1
percent of the state’s power supply, the higher
cost represents the industry’s biggest chal-
lenge. “Everybody shares the view that we
need to make progress to decrease the cost,”
said Jerome Deflesselles, Societe Generale’s
head of renewable origination for Europe. He
said more efficient turbines and cheaper con-
struction methods could help offshore wind
compete with traditional power within about
five years.

The foundations for Deepwater’s wind tur-
bines were produced in Louisiana and will be
fixed with pilings penetrating more than 46 m
into the sea floor over the next few months.
Deepwater said it had agreed to do the pile
driving only when migrating whales are not in
the area. The towers and turbines, produced
by Alstom in France, will be installed next
summer and fall. Deepwater said if the project
is successful, it could pave the way for expan-
sion. It holds a 30-year lease on a parcel in fed-
eral waters about 24 km southwest of
Martha’s Vineyard with room for as many as
250 turbines. — Reuters 

BEIJING: A salesperson helps a child try out a videogame at a shop yesterday. — AP 

BEIJING: China is lifting its ban on sales of
videogame consoles to promote the industry
and a new manufacturing zone in Shanghai.
Consoles produced in the Shanghai Free-Trade
Zone will automatically be approved for sale in
the rest of China, according to a Ministry of
Culture notice dated Friday. The announcement
eases a sales ban imposed in 2000 due to con-
cern Chinese children would waste time playing
videogames.

Communist leaders are promoting entertain-
ment and technology development as part of a
marathon effort to shift the world’s second-
largest economy to more sustainable growth
supported by domestic consumption and clean-
er industries. The Shanghai trade zone was creat-
ed in 2013 and gives foreign companies wider

access to a range of industries, allowing bigger
ownership stakes and activities that are prohibit-
ed elsewhere in China.

Sony Corp and Microsoft Corp both have
announced plans to manufacture game con-
soles in the Shanghai zone with Chinese part-
ners. “We welcome the move,” said a Sony
spokesman, Sousuke Kamei, in an email. “We
remain committed to deliver fun and exciting
console gaming experiences to as many Chinese
users as possible.” Nintendo Co, another
videogame maker, declined comment. The latest
rules are intended to promote technology
development and a “healthy and progressive”
entertainment environment, the ministry notice
said. Content of games will be subject to censor-
ship, it said. — AP 

China lifting ban on 
sales of videogames 

LAGOS: At first glance, Yaba is like many oth-
er parts of Nigeria’s sprawling commercial
capital: a cacophony of car horns and shout-
ing street vendors, mingling with exhaust
fumes and the occasional stench of sewage.
But in between the run-down buildings in
this seemingly inauspicious part of Lagos, a
city of around 21 million, tech start-ups are
taking root and creating a buzz that is draw-
ing international venture capitalists and
more established digital firms. “They’re all
clustering in Yaba. The momentum is there,”
said Sim Shagaya, CEO of Konga, which has
become one of Africa’s biggest online retail-
ers after being set up in 2012.

Konga’s decision to move in 18 months
ago was a major boost for Yaba, which draws
on a pool of talent from the nearby
University of Lagos and Yaba College of
Technology. African tech centres are a recent
phenomenon that mix web business con-
cepts borrowed from other parts of the world
with start-ups focused on African problems
to create opportunities in areas such as
mobile payments and e-commerce. Notable
examples are Kenya’s ‘Silicon Savannah’,
South Africa’s ‘Silicon Cape’ and Rwanda’s
‘kLab’ in Kigali, but in many instances they
struggle to achieve critical mass by giving
birth to the few successful start-ups that will
in turn attract more talent and money.
However, Yaba also has a growing number of
established tech companies, underpinning
hopes that the area, where rents are relatively
cheap, might breed success. Konga is just
one of several to move away from the lagoon
city’s affluent island business districts of
Victoria Island, Lekki and Ikoyi to the suburb
on the Lagos mainland.

Africa Internet Group, backed by
Germany’s Rocket Internet, South African
mobile phone giant MTN and Sweden’s
Millicom, moved six of its tech firms, includ-
ing Hellofood and Easy Taxi, to Yaba last
December. “We knew the ecosystem of start-
ups and ventures here was really thriving,”
said Guillaume Leblond, managing director
of Hellofood, a two-year-old food delivery
platform.

Beating the Traffic
Even though Yaba’s inner city location

might constrain its long-term growth,

Leblond said the move to Yaba cut commut-
ing times since most employees cannot
afford to live in the expensive island business
districts and reside on the mainland.
Gesturing to a dozen young adults hunched
over laptops in an open plan office, he said
most staff were University of Lagos graduates
introduced via personal connections.
Investors have taken an interest in several
start-ups based in the district in the last few
months. In May, Nigerian hotel booking com-
pany hotels.ng got seed funding from the
EchoVC Pan-Africa Fund and the Omidyar
Network, founded by eBay mastermind
Pierre Omidyar.

Then in June, Andela, a Yaba-based com-
pany that trains and then outsources soft-
ware programmers and developers, received
financing from Boston-based venture capital-
ists Spark Capital. Andela, which launched
last year, has so far selected 70 people from
more than 12,000 applicants to participate in
the programme that co-founder Jeremy
Johnson said would, over time, create a big-
ger pool of developers in Nigeria’s workforce.
“We’re preparing brilliant young people not
only to compete for opportunities in the
years ahead, but to build the companies that
will transform Africa,” he said.

Big Market
The potential market size of Africa’s most

populous nation, makes Nigeria, with around
170 million people, an attractive location.
“From an investor’s perspective, Nigeria is so
much bigger.  The Kenyan market is very
small,” said Kresten Buch who has invested in
tech start-ups in South Africa, Kenya and
Nigeria. The gross domestic product of Lagos
state alone, for example, is bigger than the
entire economies of Kenya or Ghana.

However, Yaba started life in a similar way
to other African tech enclaves in 2010, with
one building earmarked as an incubator for
talent supported by overseas investors, in
this case the Co-Creation Hub (CCHub),
backed by the founder of eBay. The govern-
ment chipped in with another building in
2013, the Information Technology
Developers Entrepreneurship Accelerator
(iDEA), for would-be entrepreneurs to get
access to docking stations, meeting rooms
and mentors.—Reuters

Nigeria tech enclave 
springs up in Lagos 

Offshore wind power gets foothold in US 
HOUMA, Louisiana: In this June 27, 2015 photo, contractors at Gulf Island Fabrication work on structural components for a wind power farm set
for installation offshore from Block Island, Rhode Island. — AP 


