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LONDON: A message from late British astrophysics giant Stephen
Hawking was beamed towards the nearest black hole on Friday as his
remains were laid to rest in London’s Westminster Abbey. With celebrities
and science enthusiasts from around the world in attendance, the ashes of
the theoretical physicist were interred by the graves of fellow science
greats Isaac Newton and Charles Darwin.

A specially-written musical piece by Greek composer Vangelis featuring
Hawking’s famous synthesized voice was beamed into space by radio waves
from a European Space Agency satellite dish in Spain. The ESA said the
six-minute message, drawn from a speech Hawking gave about preserving
the planet, was being transmitted towards the black hole 1A 0620-00,
which was discovered in 1975 and is located 3,500 light years from Earth.

“This is a beautiful and symbolic gesture that creates a link between our
father’s presence on this planet, his wish to go into space and his explo-
rations of the universe in his mind,” said his daughter Lucy Hawking. “It is a
message of peace and hope, about unity and the need for us to live togeth-
er in harmony on this planet,” she said.

Most famous equation 
Hawking, who was wheelchair bound due to motor neurone disease,

dedicated his life’s work to unravelling the mysteries of the universe and
fought to overcome his disability. Although Hawking was an avowed atheist,
Friday’s service was nonetheless held at London’s giant Westminster Abbey
to accommodate large numbers of family, friends and colleagues.

The memorial stone on top of Hawking’s grave included his most famous
equation describing the entropy of a black hole. “Here Lies What Was
Mortal Of Stephen Hawking,” read the inscription on the stone, which
included an image of a black hole. Hawking, who captured the imagination
of millions around the world, died on March 14 at the age of 76.

Propelled to stardom by his 1988 book “A Brief History of Time”, an
unlikely worldwide bestseller, Hawking’s genius and wit won over fans from
far beyond the rarefied world of astrophysics. His death triggered a flood of
tributes from Queen Elizabeth II to NASA, reflecting his impact as a scien-
tist but also a beacon of hope for people affected by motor neurone disease.

It celebrated not only his achievements as a scientist, but also his char-
acter and endurance living with a devastating illness. “We are so grateful to
Westminster Abbey for offering us the privilege of a service of thanksgiv-
ing for the extraordinary life of our father and for giving him such a distin-
guished final resting place,” said his children Lucy, Robert and Tim.

Around 1,000 members of the public drawn from more than 100 coun-
tries attended the service, following an online ballot in which 25,000
applied for tickets. Applicants needed to give their birth date-but eagle-
eyed fans spotted that it could be any day up to December 31, 2038, open-
ing the door to time-travelling guests from the future. — AFP

Hawking’s voice beamed
into space during burial

MANILA: It was the half-naked girls running from room to
room upon her arrival that made Filipina teenager Ruby
fear the cyber cafe job she had been offered online might
in fact be a sinister scam. Ruby’s doubts turned to despair
when her new employers - a husband and wife - dragged
her in front of a computer and webcam and explained that
her work would entail stripping and performing sex acts
for paying customers across the globe.

“It was like a bomb exploded,” Ruby, now 21, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation in an empty church in
Tagaytay city in the
Philippines. “I had seen
cybersex dens in TV shows
and movies, but I didn’t
know that they existed in
real life.” “I had been totally
fooled,” Ruby added. “I was
forced to do things you
could not imagine a 16-year-
old having to endure.”

Ruby is not a rare case
but one of a rising number of
ever-younger victims of
cybersex trafficking - a form
of modern-day slavery where children are abused and
raped over livestreams. The Philippines is seen by rights
groups as the epi-centre of the growing trade, which they
say has been fuelled by access to cheap internet and tech-
nology, the high level of English, well-established money
wiring services and rampant poverty.

The Southeast Asian nation receives at least 3,000
reports per month from other countries of possible cases
of its children being sexually exploited online - a number
which has tripled in the last three years - according to its
justice department. Yet the crime is difficult to police as
most victims are exploited by their own relatives in a
country with very high levels of sex abuse within families
and a culture of silence in communities that stops people
speaking out, campaigners say.

And Filipino abusers and paying clients, from Australia
to Canada to Germany, are outfoxing law enforcement by
mixing up payment methods, turning to cryptocurrencies,
and broadcasting over encrypted livestreams which cannot
be traced by police.

The crime is not only growing in the Philippines, but
across the region, from Cambodia to Vietnam, as the stan-
dard of English and access to technology and internet
improves, activists said. “This is a global trend - but very
evident in Southeast Asia,” said Damian Kean, a
spokesman for End Child Prostitution and Trafficking

(ECPAT) International, a network of charities.  “We are
seeing online sexual exploitation of children expand across
the region.”

Touching to torture
Victims in the Philippines are getting younger as pover-

ty drives families to abuse their children in exchange for
money from clients around the world, said Lotta
Sylwander, country director for the United Nations chil-
dren’s agency (UNICEF). Abusers can earn up to $100 per

show in a country where about
a fifth of its 100 million people
live in poverty - earning less
than $2,000 a year - govern-
ment figures show.

“Exploitation begins online
... but often leads into offline
physical sex exploitation (and)
trafficking,” Sylwander said.
The biggest obstacle to tack-
ling the crime at its source is a
widespread belief within com-
munities that making children
appear naked on webcam is a

victimless act, rights groups say. “Some families say: ‘We
don’t touch, we just show’,” said Sam Inocencio, national
director for the International Justice Mission (IJM), an
anti-slavery charity. “But we have seen some awful cases
where children have been tortured over webcam.” 

Driving through the narrow, winding streets of a
crowded slum in Manila, local police investigators pointed
to rows of ramshackle homes crowned with gleaming
white satellite dishes. At least 40 percent of the Filipino
population had access to the internet as of 2015, up from a
quarter in 2010, and about 5 percent in 2005, according to
World Bank data.  

Activists are trying to challenge community-wide com-
plicity in the crime by encouraging local council and
church leaders, neighbourhood watch groups and social
workers to report abuses. Yet contradictions between vari-
ous laws, few convictions for cybersex trafficking, and the
fact the age of sexual consent is 12 have all fuelled long-
entrenched impunity, campaigners warn. 

“People are not aware of the severity of the crime ...
they need to know the laws and their punishments,” said
Genesis Jeff Lamigo, a spokesman for global children’s
charity World Vision. No data exists on the number of
child victims of cybersex trafficking, but at least
400,000 people in the Philippines - or one in 250 - are
estimated to be trapped in modern slavery, found the

2016 Global Slavery Index by the Walk Free
Foundation.

Tracking tech trends
The plethora of social media sites, messaging and video

call apps and online payment services make it easy for
Filipinos to connect with global buyers and stream sex
abuse undetected. “The facilitators are following trends in
technology,” said William Macavinta, a police chief super-
intendent in Manila. “This makes tracking them more diffi-
cult - it is a challenge to gather digital evidence,” he
added, explaining how anti-money laundering and cyber-
crime officials help police to chase leads.

Web and online money companies must do more to
spot abusers, yet criminals can easily jump between plat-
forms, said a US investigator who tackles cybersex traf-
ficking in the country. Joint operations with nations such as
Britain, the United States and Norway could swing the tide

as clients realize they can be punished at home, added the
investigator, who did not disclose his name as he was not
authorized to discuss his work.

Senator Loren Legarda urged tougher global action
from such countries to lower the demand by raising their
penalties. “Developed countries, from which the demand
for online sex exploitation usually originates, must do their
part,” she said. But with cybersex abusers and customers
playing a game of cat-and-mouse with law enforcement,
Ruby fears that countless other girls will have to endure
the same abuse as she did.

While Ruby has been able to rebuild her life with the
help of the IJM - she is studying English with hopes of
becoming a lawyer - as she escaped slavery after two
months, she wept as she recalled the suffering of other
girls trapped in the trade. “They didn’t feel any shame ...
they didn’t value themselves,” she said.  “Those girls were
in a place where they really had no hope.” — Reuters 

Webcam slavery: Filipino families are
turned into child traffickers with tech 

A rising number of ever-younger victims

TAGATAY: Ruby, a survivor of slavery who did not want to be identified, walks down a corridor in a church. — Reuters
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Snapchat aims to
spread its reach 
to other apps
SAN FRANCISCO: Snapchat messaging service set
out to spread its reach, and panache, to other smart-
phone apps with a software kit that promised to
share little data about users. Parent company Snap
said people will be able to use Snapchat credentials
to sign into apps the way they might do using
Facebook or Google credentials, while strictly limit-
ing access to personal data or activity tracking.

The software kit will also allow free Snapchat fea-
tures such as filters, stories or “Bitmojis” to appear in
other applications, according to the California-based
firm. The kit, aimed at making Snapchat more ubiqui-
tous in the world of smartphone apps, was built with
privacy as a priority, Snap vice president of product
Jacob Andreou told AFP. “We did not want to lower
privacy expectations,” Andreou said.

The move comes as Facebook deals with after-
shocks of a data privacy scandal that rocked the
leading online social network. Facebook admitted
that up to 87 million users may have had their data
hijacked by British consultancy firm Cambridge
Analytica. The firm, which was working for US
President Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign, has since
declared bankruptcy.

Snap committed to making the kit well before the
scandal involving Cambridge Analytica getting data

about users from a psychological research app.
Facebook has since been hammered with criticism for
not guarding more carefully user data collected by
apps synched to the social network.

‘Snappening’ lessons 
Snapchat sign-ins to other apps will use nick-

names and “Bitmoji” avatars instead of personal data
from profiles, according to the company. Snap also
vowed to carefully scrutinize what applications do
with the new software tools. Snap deputy general
counsel Katherine Tassi said that the service learned
from an incident nearly four years ago when a huge
trove of evidently intercepted Snapchat images and
videos were exposed online.

In what was referred to in late 2014 as “The
Snappening,” people who used a third-party pro-
gram instead of the official Snapchat application had
copies of supposedly transient missives squirreled
away by hackers who then posted them online. Snap
wanted to “make sure that we build security and pri-
vacy into the design” when creating the kit for out-
side developers, according to Tassi.

Snap has been modifying the app, sometimes to the
chagrin of users, in the name of broadening the appeal
of the youth-oriented service. “We are now focused
on optimizing the redesign based on our ongoing
experimentation and learning,” Snap co-founder and
chief executive Evan Spiegel said last month during an
earnings call with analysts. Users had complained
about an abrupt overhaul of the service late last year.
Snapchat rocketed to popularity, especially among
teens, after the initial app was released in September
2011. Created by then Stanford University students,
the app allows the sending of messages that disappear
shortly after being viewed. — AFP 

Bitcoin could 
bring internet 
to a halt: BIS
ZURICH: The Bank for International
Settlements   in a report warned digital curren-
cies like bitcoin could overwhelm and break the
internet if they continue to grow. 

The BIS, often described as the central bank
for central banks, also warned, in a 24-page
report published on its website on Sunday, that
cryptocurrencies cannot be trusted the way
sovereign currencies can.  Unlike central bank-
issued denominations, virtual currencies are
produced, or “mined,” by banks of computers
solving complex algorithms, and then freely
traded online.

The other key difference with typical
currencies is that the number of bitcoin in
existence can never exceed 21 million. There
are currently some 17 million bitcoins in cir-
culation. Bitcoin’s surge in value from a few
cents  to  a  peak in  December 2017 of
$19,500 turned some of its first investors
into billionaires. 

In a theoretical scenario where a coun-
try’s entire population turned to a digital
currency like bitcoin, “the size of the ledger
would swell well beyond the storage capaci-
ty of a typical smartphone in a matter of
days, beyond that of a typical personal
computer in a matter of weeks and beyond

that of servers in a matter of months,” the
BIS said.

‘Fragile foundation of trust’ 
“But the issue goes well beyond storage

capac i ty, and  ex tends  to  process ing
capacity: only supercomputers could keep
up with verification of the incoming trans-
actions,” it said. “The associated commu-
nication volumes could bring the internet
to a halt.”

The BIS, which has previously warned of the
fraud risk in cryptocurrencies, noted that there
was “a fragile foundation of trust” in such sys-
tems.  “In mainstream payment systems, once
an individual payment makes its way through
the national payment system and ultimately
through the central bank books, it cannot be
revoked. 

In contrast, permissionless cryptocurrencies
cannot guarantee the finality of individual pay-
ment,” the report said.  Furthermore, the BIS
pointed to the “unstable value” of currencies
such as bitcoin.

“This arises from the absence of a central
issuer with a mandate to guarantee the curren-
cy’s stability,” it said. More broadly, the BIS
raised long-standing regulatory concerns over
the use of cryptocurrencies, particularly with
regards to money-laundering and financing of
terrorism. 

The report pointed to the case of the Silk
Road underground marketplace for drugs and
other contraband, which was shut down by the
FBI in 2013, and which had used virtual curren-
cies like bitcoin to shield customers from
detection. — AFP 

Twitter lights up 
for rival ‘#WordCup’
YEKATERINBURG: While millions of people are
tuning in to watch the World Cup and commenting
about it online, thousands more on Twitter are talk-
ing about what appears to be a similar but equally
riveting event, the #WordCup. “In #Paris, where
cafe seating famously faces the street for optimal
people-watching, chairs are turned inward today to
catch a glimpse of France in the #WordCup!”
exclaimed one Twitter user.

Another, possibly a little the worse for wear, wrote:
“The only #WordCup I care to see is when my cup is
running over with whiskey.” Even one prominent
American news organisation got in on the act:
“Panama made the #WordCup for the first time then
drew Belgium for its opening match.” There were
more than 2,000 tweets about “#WordCup2018”
yesterday, before the day’s three matches had even
begun, with dozens more coming in by the hour. 

Twitter users were of course talking about the
football World Cup in Russia, but had misspelt the
word. It has echoes of the Winter Olympics in South
Korea earlier this year. They took place in
Pyeongchang, but thousands of people on Twitter
wrote about Pyongyang-capital of North Korea.
Following the 2014 World Cup in Brazil, Twitter said
there were 672 million tweets sent related to the
2014 #WorldCup, making it what the social media
network called at the time “the highest number
we’ve announced related to an event”. —AFP 

NEW YORK: A guest takes a photo with the Pandora
exclusive Snapchat filter during Pandora Up Close
With Dierks Bentley Sponsored By Southwest. —AFP 

LONDON: Flowers are placed alongside the ashes of British scientist
Stephen Hawking at the site of internment in the nave of the Abbey
church, during a memorial service at Westminster Abbey. — AFP 


