
SAN FRANCISCO: Jeff Bezos is officially the
richest person on the planet thanks to the success
of Amazon-but his bold vision extends to space
and even time itself. With Amazon’s share price up
nearly 60 percent during the past year, the per-
sonal wealth of the company’s 54-year-old
founder has doubled to more than $110 billion.

Bezos leapt past Bill Gates this week to the
top spot on an annual Forbes magazine list of
billionaires, relegating the Microsoft co-founder
to second place with a net worth of about
$90 billion. He has gone on record with a
formula for success that includes taking bold
bets, riding change and rebounding from
setbacks.

“You need to be nimble and robust so you
need to be able to take a punch and you also
need to be quick and innovative and do new
things at a higher speed, that’s the best
defense against the future,” Bezos said in an
interview published in Vanity Fair magazine
last year. “You have to always be leaning into
the future. If you’re leaning away from the
future, the future is gonna win, every time.”

Tinkering toddler 
Bezos’s penchant for experimenting report-

edly dates to a young age-with one widely-
recounted story telling that he tried to dismantle
his own crib as a toddler. His mother was a
teenager when she gave birth to Jeff in
Albuquerque, New Mexico, on January 12, 1964.
She remarried when her son was about four
years old, and he was legally adopted by his
Cuban immigrant stepfather who worked as an

engineer at a major petrochemical company. His
mother’s family were settlers in Texas, where
Bezos spent many a summer working at a ranch
owned by a grandfather retired from a job as a
regional director at the US Atomic Energy
Commission.

Bezos was enchanted by computer science
when the IT industry was in its infancy and he
studied engineering at Princeton University.
After graduating, he put his skills to work on

Wall Street, where by 1990 he had risen to be a
senior vice president at investment firm DE
Shaw. He surprised peers by leaving his high-
paid position about four years later to open an
online bookseller called Amazon.com, which
according to legend was started in a garage.

Jeffrey Preston Bezos went from being a boy
with a love for how things work to being the man
who built Amazon.com into an internet power-
house. Amazon grew to dominate commerce and
become a formidable contender in cloud com-

puting and artificial intelligence with its digital
assistant Alexa. The Seattle-based company was
worth about $750 billion based on the price of
its shares on Thursday.

Long-term thinking 
Bezos has such a proven track record for

shaking up the business sectors he enters that he
has been dubbed “disruptor-in-chief.” Like his
company, Bezos has also transformed with time,

shaving his head and bulking up his body
with exercise. The results were immortalized
in a series of photos taken at a conference
last year.

And, he seems to be growing more com-
fortable being in the public eye, according to
recent portrait piece in The New York Times.
A fan of science fiction and in particular the
British author Iain Banks, Bezos has passions
other than Amazon. Bezos called Banks “a
huge personal favorite” in a tweet last month
while announcing that Amazon Prime video
service was working on a television series
based on one of the author’s novels.

Bezos has invested some $42 million in the
building a 150-meter-tall clock designed to keep
time for 10,000 years. Built inside a mountain in
Texas, the clock will be powered by geothermal
energy. “Humans are now technologically
advanced enough that we can create not only
extraordinary wonders but also civilization-scale
problems,” Bezos said in a blog post devoted to
the clock project. 

“We’re likely to need more long-term think-
ing.” Bezos is also behind private space explo-

ration operation Blue Origin, into which he usu-
ally invests money from selling Amazon shares.
Blue Origin has outlined plans to build a space-
ship and lunar lander capable of delivering cargo
to the moon, perhaps to support colonies there.
With the purchase of The Washington Post in
2013, the Internet entrepreneur added a presti-

gious news operation to his investments. The
Post, and Bezos himself, have been targeted by
US President Donald Trump. An open critic of
Trump, Bezos has jokingly offered to send him
into space. Bezos has been married to
Mackenzie Bezos, a writer, since 1993. They have
four children.  — AFP 
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BRUSSELS: The EU’s top official charged with
fighting fake news says Europe needs to redou-
ble its efforts to tackle the phenomenon in the
run-up to elections, as fears grow about Russian
meddling in votes across the continent. Brussels
is working on a Europe-wide plan to deal with
fake news online, with an expert group to issue a
report on Monday and first strategy outlines due
to be unveiled next month.

Moscow has been accused of interfering in
several recent European votes by using social
media to spread bogus news stories and sow
discord. In January, French President Emmanuel
Macron announced plans for laws to stop such
material spreading in the run-up to elections.
Mariya Gabriel, European commissioner for the
digital single market and society, told AFP in an
interview that the question of fake news during
election campaigns was a key part of the expert
group’s study.

“We must redouble efforts against fake news
during election periods,” said Gabriel, who took
over as commissioner when fellow Bulgarian
Kristalina Georgieva was appointed to the
World Bank last year. “It is at election time when
we really see how big an effect this phenomenon
can have on voters.” The expert group includes a
representative from AFP, as well as other major
media companies, campaign groups and web
giants Google, Facebook and Twitter. Part of the
project is to define clearly what is meant by fake
news and Gabriel said she would even prefer to
drop the term in favor of “disinformation online”.
“Today we are seeing the perverse effects of the
term ‘fake news’, which can be used by politi-
cians to discredit their opponents and attack
freedom of expression,” she said.

Broad approach 
In January the EU accused Russia of pump-

ing out thousands of pieces of disinformation in
an “orchestrated strategy” aimed at destabilising
the bloc in an unusually blunt assessment.

This was based on two years’ work by the
EU’s Stratcom East taskforce, which runs a
“myth-busters” website and social media feeds to
debunk false news reports, most of them promot-
ing Russian government agendas.  But Gabriel
said she wants the EU to develop a strategy that
looks beyond individual countries to build
resilience across Europe to fake news by educat-
ing citizens and encouraging web platforms to be
open about the source of their content. “We are
aiming for a much larger scope-I don’t want to
stop with one country or one aspect,” she said.
“That’s why I talk about a multi-stakeholder
approach, a multi-dimensional solution-there is
no miracle solution.” Germany took the lead in
trying to tackle fake news with legislation last
year, threatening social networks with fines of up
to 50 million euros ($60 million) if they do not
remove bogus reports and hateful posts promptly.

The EU has so far taken a more collaborative
approach with the big web players, encouraging
self-regulation, and Gabriel said it was not plan-
ning to follow Germany and France down the
road of trying to legislate against fake news.   “I
don’t start with the idea that an attack comes
from this country or region, I start with the need
for transparency to identify sources, where the
information is coming from,” she said. “For
example during election time to have a clear
indication of adverts paid for by political parties
to show citizens clearly that something is part of
a planned campaign.”

And Gabriel, 38, stressed the need to better
equip young people-and their teachers —  to
identify reliable information and spot bogus
news. “Today this has become urgent. The key
word is education-media education must
become part of courses at universities and
schools,” she said.  “For this we must pay atten-
tion to teachers-we don’t think of this often
enough... but it is really teachers who need to
master this technology to pass it on to their
students.” — AFP 
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India, sunny 
nations form 
a solar alliance
NEW DELHI: Under Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, India has moved to quickly scale up its
use of renewable power. In 2014, the year
Modi took office, India had 3 gigawatts of
solar power. By the end of 2017, it had nearly
7 times that, or 20 GW, according to industry
tracker Bridge to India, a renewable energy
consultancy. Now India wants to quintuple
that total by 2022 - a goal once seen as huge-
ly ambitious but now considered within reach
by energy experts. Progress is clearly hap-
pening quickly: During 2017 alone, India dou-
bled its installed solar capacity from 10 GW
to 20 GW. 

“India is going to maintain and accelerate
the momentum. It will move to be the number
two player in the next year or two,” said Tim
Buckley, director of energy finance studies at
the Australia-based Institute for Energy
Economics and Financial Analysis (IEEFA), a
think tank.  In 2017, India added the third
largest amount of national solar capacity, just
behind the US and China, and was overtaking
Japan, according to IEEFA research.  Now, in
partnership with France, India wants to take
its growing resources and knowledge on solar
power and use it to help other sunny countries
jumpstart their solar ambitions as well.

Solar alliance
On Sunday, in New Delhi, Modi and the

French President Emanuel Macron hosted the
launch of a solar energy partnership that
aims to build a network to help tropical
countries around the world boost their use of
solar power.

“In the Vedas (ancient Hindu texts), the sun
was thought to be the world’s soul. In India,
the sun was thought of as the nurturer of all
l ife,” Modi said at the launch of the
International Solar Alliance (ISA). “These
days, when we are looking for a way to com-
bat climate change, we must look to this
ancient perspective,” he said.

As part of the alliance, India will offer up to
$1.4 billion in assistance to help with 27 solar
projects in other countries, the prime minister
said. Upendra Tripathy, the director general of
the new alliance, said it aims scale-up solar
power in many more countries. “Everyone has
access to (the sun) but in terms of ability to
exploit solar energy, (that) is not equal,” he
said in a telephone interview with the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “Credit is a
challenge. Skillset is a challenge. The funda-
mental issue is, do all member countries have
equal ability to exploit solar energy?”

ISA plans to address that issue in part by
creating a larger, global market for solar tech-
nology that would benefit smaller countries by
aggregating the risk and the demand, Tripathy
said. The alliance, an effort to advance the
2015 Paris climate agreement, aims to become
a network of 121 countries, he said.  Currently
32 countries are full members and another 61
are on their way to full membership. Many are
developing nations.

India’s challenges
India’s solar push is in part boosted by

steadily dropping costs of providing solar
energy. To produce a unit of solar power now
costs 2.5 rupees - a cost similar to that of
more traditional energy sources, said Kanika
Chawla, the senior programme lead at the
Delhi-based Council on Energy, Environment
and Water, a partner organisation of the ISA.

India’s transition to renewable energy -
without shutting down its coal-fired power
plants - represents a new model for develop-
ing countries going forward, Chawla said in a
telephone interview. But India still gets about
three-quarters of its power from coal,
although that is expected to fall to below 50
percent by 2040, according to the
International Energy Agency.

India’s power providers, largely state-run
public companies, are heavily in debt and as a
result many companies generating solar pow-
er are not being paid on time, Chawla said.
India’s government also is considering a 70
percent tariff on solar imports to protect

India’s solar manufacturers - something that is
causing a lot of uncertainty as investors try to
bring new solar projects into the country,
Buckley said.

Other issues for the nation’s solar scale-up
include the tricky business of figuring out how
to integrate renewables into the existing elec-
tricity grid and the lack of a business model
for such utilities - a problem other countries
using solar energy also face, Chawla said. All
of these issues have contributed to a slow-
down in the pace at which solar projects are
being commissioned in India, she said.

But what the renewable energy future
holds for the South Asian giant will be critical
for the world, climate change experts say. As
China’s economic growth slows, India’s is
heating up, along with its energy demand.
India is today the top contributor to growth in
energy demand, according to the International
Energy Agency. 

“It’s worth acknowledging the Indian mar-
ket and economy is still significantly smaller
than China and it will be for some time to
come,” Buckley said.  However, “India is very
much wedded to the energy transformation.
It’s coming straight from the Prime Minister,
and the energy minister and the coal minister
are very much onboard,” he said. And “espe-
cially with the US leaving the Paris agreement,
there’s a perceived void that some country
needs to fill - and the International Solar
Alliance is a clever way of signaling climate
leadership”, Chawla said. “It is India’s offering
to the world.” — Reuters 

SEATTLE: In this file photo taken on January 29, 2018 Chief Executive Officer of Amazon,
Jeff Bezos, tours the facility at the grand opening of the Amazon Spheres. —  AFP 

WASHINGTON: Bases on the moon and Mars
could help preserve human civilization and
hasten its regeneration on earth in the event of
a third world war, billionaire entrepreneur
Elon Musk, said on Sunday. Musk, the founder
of rocket and spacecraft company SpaceX,
said the company’s interplanetary ship could
begin test flights as soon as next year.

There is “some probability” that there will
be another Dark Ages, “particularly if there is
a third world war,” Musk said at the SXSW
conference. “We want to make sure that
there’s enough of a seed of human civilization

somewhere else to bring civilization back, and
perhaps shorten the length of the Dark Ages,”
he said. “I think a moon base and a Mars base
that could perhaps help regenerate life back
here on earth would be really important.”
Musk said he thinks that SpaceX’s interplane-
tary ship will “be able to do short flights,
short sort of up and down flights, probably
sometime in the first half of next year.”
SpaceX launched the world’s most powerful
rocket, the Falcon Heavy, last month, sending
Musk’s red Tesla Roadster car toward an
orbit near Mars. — AFP 

Space bases on Mars could
preserve civilization: Musk

ADELAIDE: In this file photo taken on September
29, 2017 Billionaire entrepreneur and founder of
SpaceX Elon Musk speaks at the 68th
International Astronautical Congress. — AFP 

SAN FRANCISCO: Google-owned Waymo said
that its self-driving trucks will haul cargo bound
for the internet giant’s data centers in Georgia.
Rival Uber made a similar announcement on
Tuesday, saying it is using self-driving semi trucks
to augment human-driven rigs in its on-demand
trucking service in the US state of Arizona.

Waymo driverless trucks will go to work in
the Atlanta area Monday as part of a pilot pro-
gram intended to help integrate autonomous big
rigs with the operations of shippers, ports, ter-
minals, factories, and distribution centers,
according to the company. “Our software is
learning to drive big rigs in much the same way a
human driver would after years of driving pas-
senger cars,” Waymo said in an online post. “The
principles are the same, but things like braking,
turning, and blind spots are different with a ful-
ly-loaded truck and trailer.”

Human drivers will be on board Waymo
trucks to take control if needed. Waymo for
years has been testing self-driving cars, racing
against smartphone-summoned ride star Uber,
whose trucking service uses humans to pick up
cargo from Uber Freight customers and drive it
in trailers to transfer hubs.  There, the trailers are
hitched onto self-driving trucks for long high-
way hauls, according to the San Francisco-
based company. The self-driving vehicles head

to transfer hubs close to their destinations,
where the trailers are connected back onto
human-steered rigs to complete their journeys.
Uber has been testing self-driving truck tech-
nology since 2016, and began using autonomous
rigs for hauls late last year. The company claims
to have made the first commercial shipment ever
by a self-driving truck when it hauled a trailer
full of Budweiser beer over about 120 miles (193
kilometers) of highway in Colorado.

Paving the road 
Autonomous-vehicle technology has been

touted as having potential to save fuel, ease
congestion, and make transportation safer.
Waymo and Uber last month said they had set-
tled a lawsuit over allegedly stolen trade secrets
from the former Google self-driving car project.
Waymo filed the suit last year but after four
days of testimony before a federal judge, Uber
agreed to a financial settlement, a source said.

In September, Transportation Secretary
Elaine Chao released new guidelines that per-
mit more testing of self-driving cars and
address regulation between the federal govern-
ment and states. She said self-driving technolo-
gy could reduce accidents and improve mobili-
ty for the elderly, disabled and other restricted
populations. — AFP

Waymo self-driving rigs 
to haul Google cargo

MIRZAPUR: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi (2L), French President Emmanuel
Macron (3L) and Engie General Managing Director Isabelle Kocher (5R) take part in the
opening ceremony of a solar power plant. — AFP 


