
TOKYO: Toyota will pump about $500 million into
ride-share firm Uber as part of a deal to work together
on mass-producing self-driving vehicles, the Japanese
car giant said yesterday.

The deal, which reportedly values Uber at about $72
billion, aims at “advancing and bringing to market
autonomous ride-sharing as a mobility service at
scale”, Toyota said in a statement. Analysts said the
move showed Toyota was motoring full speed ahead
towards a driverless car future, in a race involving the
world’s top auto firms as well as tech giants such as
Google and Alibaba.

Technology from both companies will be integrated
into purpose-built Toyota vehicles and deployed on
Uber’s ride-sharing platform, with the first pilot rollout
set for 2021. “Hundreds of vehicles” would be involved
in that first phase, a spokesman said. 

“The deal is the first of its kind for Uber and signals
our commitment to bringing world-class technologies
to the Uber network,” said CEO Dara Khosrowshahi.
The agreement came after the smartphone-summoned
ride service began to rein in its solo effort to develop
autonomous vehicle technology. Uber suspended its
self-driving car program after a crash in March, which
killed a woman pushing a bicycle in a street in the US
state of Arizona.

Last month, the San-Francisco-based firm took a
tentative step towards restarting the program, putting
self-driving cars back on the road in “manual mode”,
with a driver at the wheel at all times. The testing will
enable Uber to gather data on different scenarios that
will be recreated in computer simulations, and also
develop more accurate mapping for the vehicles.

‘Wide-open field’ 
Uber is among a number of technology and car

companies racing toward what some say is an
inevitable future in which vehicles drive themselves.
The statement said the “mass-produced autonomous
vehicles” would be owned and operated by “mutually
agreed-upon third-party autonomous fleet opera-
tors”. Hans Greimel, Asia editor for the specialist
Automotive News publication, said Toyota was “gear-
ing up big-time for autonomous driving”.

“They are feeling the pressure and they are really
turning their attention towards this field,” he added.

“It is a wide-open field and everybody is scram-
bling to feel their way. Maybe Toyota feels a sense of
crisis, maybe they had a rough start but I don’t feel
they are behind.”

Traders appeared to welcome the news, pushing
Toyota stock up 1.86 percent to 7.096 yen, outper-
forming the wider market which was 0.64 percent
higher. Toyota had already invested an undisclosed
amount in Uber in 2016 via its subsidiary Toyota
Financial Services and Greimel said cash was the
main attraction for Uber. “I think what they are
after with Toyota is the money more than any-
thing,” he said.

However, he added that it was possible that the
more conservative Toyota could end up slowing down
the Silicon Valley firm. “Toyota is known for its safety
and is more conservative but it could be a downside
for a Silicon Valley company used to being very quick
and nimble and making fast decisions.

“Toyota needs to double-check, triple-check
everything and this might slow them down a little bit,”

he said. Khosrowshahi is also looking at shifting cars
to scooters and electric bikes for shorter, inner-city
trips, he said in an interview published this week. 

While he admitted the move would likely cost the

firm financially in the near term, he told the Financial
Times it made sense as a long-term strategy as “dur-
ing rush hour, it is very inefficient for a one-ton hulk
of metal to take one person 10 blocks”. — AFP 
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BANGKOK: Residents in a Bangkok
neighborhood are trying out a renew-
able energy trading platform that allows
them to buy and sell electricity between
themselves, signalling the growing pop-
ularity of such systems as solar panels
get cheaper.

The pilot project in the center of
Thailand’s capital is among the world’s
largest peer-to-peer renewable energy
trading platforms using blockchain,
according to the firms involved.

The system has a total generating
capacity of 635 KW that can be traded
via Bangkok city’s electricity grid
between a mall, a school, a dental hospi-
tal and an apartment complex.

Commercial operations will begin
next month, said David Martin, manag-
ing director of Power Ledger, an
Australian firm that develops technolo-
gy for the energy industry and is a part-
ner in the project. “By enabling trade in
renewable energy, the community meets
its own energy demands, leading to
lower bills for buyers, better prices for
sellers, and a smaller carbon footprint
for all,” he said.

“It will encourage more consumers

to make the switch to renewable energy,
as the cost can be offset by selling
excess energy to neighbors,” he told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Neighborhoods from New York to
Melbourne are upending the way pow-
er is produced and sold, with solar pan-
els, mini grids and smart meters that can
measure when energy is consumed
rather than overall consumption.

The World Energy Council predicts
that such decentralized energy will
grow to about a fourth of the market in
2025 from 5 percent today. Helping it
along is blockchain, the distributed
ledger technology that underpins bit-
coin currency, which offers a transpar-
ent way to handle complex transactions
between users, producers, and even
traders and utilities.

Blockchain also saves individuals the
drudgery of switching between sending
power and receiving it, said Martin. For
the pilot in Bangkok’s upmarket
Sukhumvit neighborhood, electricity
generated by each of the four locations
will be initially used within that building.
Excess energy can be sold to the others
through the trading system. — Reuters

PITTSBURGH: In this file photo Pilot models of the Uber self-driving car is displayed at the Uber Advanced
Technologies Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Toyota will pump about $500 million into Uber as part of a deal
to work together on mass-producing self-driving vehicles, the Japanese car giant said yesterday. — AFP

India’s top court seeks
WhatsApp’s response on 
petition on breach of law
MUMBAI: India’s top court has asked WhatsApp to respond to a
petition that alleges it breaches certain Indian regulations, creating
another headache for the Facebook Inc-owned firm already facing
pressure in India over fake news.

In an order seen by Reuters yesterday, India’s Supreme Court
asked the messaging service to respond to the petition, filed by a
Delhi-based think-tank called the Centre For Accountability And
Systemic Change (CASC), within four weeks.

WhatsApp does not comply with the Information Technology Act,
2000, which mandates “the appointment of Grievance Officer by all
intermediaries.” the CASC says in its petition a copy of which was
reviewed by Reuters.

“It is also required to have a Grievance Officer for users in India.
Yet, it is being allowed to continue with its Payments and other servic-
es, without any checks,” the petition added.

The Indian IT Act mandates intermediaries or carriers of content
like WhatsApp, to appoint a Grievance Officer, to handle any queries,
concerns or issues that users of the platform may have that do not
come under the purview of other authorities. WhatsApp declined to
make a comment specifically about the litigation or their response to it
but a spokesman for the messaging service said it has both an Indian
corporate entity and a grievance officer for Indian users.

The grievance officer that the spokesman referred to is based in
California, also handling India-related issues. WhatsApp is working on
having a grievance officer based in India following talks with the tech-
nology ministry, the spokesman said.

India’s technology, home, law and finance ministries as well as its
telecoms regulator are also among the respondents named in the pub-
lic interest litigation and will have to respond to the court notice in
four weeks.

“To run Payments Service in India, WhatsApp is obligated to
have its office and servers in India,” the petition added. A lack of
clarity over the Indian central bank’s directive for storing data of
Indian customer locally has delayed the launch of WhatsApp’s inter-
bank money transfer service, which is already in testing, a source
told Reuters earlier.

Another source said India wanted WhatsApp to have a local head
and team that manages local operations before it receives clearance
for the formal launch of the payments service.

WhatsApp, which has more than 200 million users in India, has also
had to battle the spread of rumors and false messages on its platform
that have led to mob killings and sparked calls for action by authori-
ties. In a meeting with the technology minister this month, WhatsApp
pledged to do more to combat the spread of misinformation even
though it has said it will not weaken encryption. — Reuters

A man displays a WhatsApp logo on his smartphone. — Reuters

A Special Report

Soy boom
devours 
Brazil’s fertile
tropical savanna
CAMPOS LINDOS, Brazil: When farmer
Julimar Pansera purchased land in Brazil’s
interior seven years ago, it was blanketed in
tiers of fruit trees, twisted shrubs and the
occasional palm standing tall in a thicket of
undergrowth.

He mowed down most of that vegetation,
set it ablaze and started planting soybeans.
Over the past decade, he and others in the
region have deforested an area larger than
South Korea.

Permissive land-use policies and cheap
farm acreage here have helped catapult
Brazil into an agricultural superpower, the
world’s largest exporter of soy, beef and
chicken and a major producer of pork and
corn. This area has also lured farmers and
ranchers away from the Amazon jungle,
whose decline has spurred a global outcry
to protect it.

The tradeoff, environmentalists say, is
that while Brazil has slowed destruction of
the renowned rainforest from its worst lev-
els, it has put another vital ecological zone at
risk: a vast tropical savanna that is home to 5
percent of species on the planet.

Known as the Cerrado, this habitat lost
more than 105,000 square kilometers
(40,541 square miles) of native cover since
2008, according to government figures.
That’s 50 percent more than the deforesta-
tion seen during the same period in the
Amazon, a biome more than three times
larger. Accounting for relative size, the
Cerrado is disappearing nearly four times
faster than the rainforest.

The largest savanna in South America,
the Cerrado is a vital storehouse for carbon
dioxide, the greenhouse gas whose rising
emissions from fossil fuels and deforestation
are warming the world’s atmosphere.
Brazilian officials have cited protection of
native vegetation as critical to meeting its
obligations under the Paris Agreement on
climate change. But scientists warn the bio-
me has reached a tipping point that could
hamper Brazil’s efforts and worsen global
warming. By focusing on one problem, Brazil
essentially created another, said Ane
Alencar, science director of the non-profit
Amazon Environmental Research Institute,
known as IPAM.

“There’s a high risk for the climate asso-
ciated with this expansion,” Alencar said.
“Limiting and calling attention to deforesta-
tion in the Amazon, in a way it forced the
agribusiness industry to expand in the
Cerrado.”

The toll can already be seen in the
region’s water resources. Streams and
springs are filling with silt and drying up as
vegetation around them vanishes. That in
turn is weakening the headwaters of vital
rivers flowing to the rest of the country, sci-

entists say. The imperiled waterways include
the Sao Francisco, Brazil’s longest river out-
side the Amazon, where water levels are hit-
ting never-before-seen lows in the dry sea-
son. “The removal of vegetation can lead a
body of water to extinction,” said Liliana
Pena Naval, an environmental engineering
professor at the Federal University of
Tocantins.

Wildlife, too, is under threat, including
rare hyacinth macaws, maned wolves and
jaguars that call the shrinking savanna home.
So are thousands of plants, fish, insects and
other creatures found nowhere else on earth,
many of which are only beginning to be
studied. “I compare it to the burning of the
ancient Library of Alexandria,” said
Mercedes Bustamante, an ecologist at the
University of Brasilia. “You lose the accumu-
lated evolutionary record of thousands of
years that never can be recovered.”

Farmers see the Cerrado’s development
as critical to global food security and their
nation’s prosperity. Brazil’s agriculture sec-
tor grew a sizzling 13 percent in 2017, while
the overall economy barely budged. The
nation’s ability to keep producing new farm-
land cheaply has given it an edge over rivals
and cemented its status as a vital supplier to
the world’s tables.

The green revolution
“Imagine, if not for Brazil’s production,

how much more hunger would there be,”
farmer Pansera said.

THE GREEN REVOLUTION Roughly
the size of Mexico, straddling Brazil’s mid-
section from its far western borders with

Paraguay and stretching northeast towards
the Atlantic coast, the Cerrado has seen
about half of its native forests and grass-
lands converted to farms, pastures and
urban areas over the past 50 years.

Deforestation in the region has slowed
from the early 2000s, when Brazil’s soy
boom was gaining steam. Still, farmers con-
tinue to plow under vast stretches of the
biome, propelled largely by Chinese demand
for Brazilian meat and grain. The Asian
nation is Brazil’s No. 1 buyer of soybeans to
fatten its own hogs and chickens. China is
also a major purchaser of Brazilian pork,
beef and poultry to satisfy the tastes of its
increasingly affluent consumers.

Rising trade tensions between China and
the United States have only deepened that
connection. Brazil’s soybean exports by val-
ue to China are up 18 percent through the
first seven months of the year as Chinese
buyers have canceled tens of millions of dol-
lars’ worth of contracts with U.S. suppliers.

The trend bodes well for producers in the
Cerrado’s frontier region known as
Matopiba, shorthand for the northeastern
Brazilian states of Maranhao, Tocantins,
Piaui and Bahia. Land here is cheap. Virgin
plots near Pansera in the state of Tocantins
can be had for $248 an acre on average,
according to agribusiness consultancy
Informa Economics IEG FNP. — Reuters

A worker inspects soybeans during the soy harvest near the town of Campos
Lindos, Brazil — Reuters

In a posh Bangkok, residents
trade energy with blockchain


