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New int’l moon 
race could define 
humanity’s future

Fifty years after Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin and
Michael Collins blasted off for the moon, a new
space race is on. It is one that may affect the

future of humanity even more than its Cold War prede-
cessor, both on earth and in the wider cosmos. As
anniversary celebrations get underway, NASA finds
itself in the midst of a major shake-up - the result of
the Trump administration’s pledge to return humans to
the moon by what he hopes will be his final presiden-
tial year of 2024. That would be well in advance of
China’s stated intention of conducting its own manned
landing in the 2030s, and it would be no surprise if the
new US 2024 target prompts a similar shake-up in
China’s space program.

Under Prime Minister Narendra Modi - like Trump
another assertive nationalist - India this year aims to
be the fourth nation to send an automated probe to the
lunar surface. The Chandrayaan 2 should have blasted
off on Monday, but was postponed at the last moment
for still unexplained technical reasons. That setback
serves as a reminder of just how difficult such pro-
grams can be - but also, perhaps, the political pres-
sures on them. 

That’s likely to be the case in the United States if
Trump wins a second term, with the president tearing
up an Obama-era plan to land on an asteroid to priori-
tize the perhaps more easily grasped concept of the
moon then Mars. NASA last week demoted two of its
longest-serving senior officials who had headed up
manned exploration. In their place it appointed Ken
Bowersox, a former astronaut who has also worked for
Elon Musk’s SpaceX, to head the program.

Moon landing
Trump would clearly revel in a moon landing in his

final year in office - but the moon mission appears part
of a wider political agenda, not least backed by Vice
President Mike Pence. His March speech argued
NASA’s organization should change rather than its
mission to get back to the moon by 2024 - when he
may well be running for the White House himself.

As in India and China - which sent a probe to the
dark side of the moon in January - space exploration is
intrinsically tied to the political drives of those in
charge. In Russia, the memory of Sputnik and Yuri
Gagarin - the one point at which the country appeared
ahead of the West in science and technology during
the Cold War - is still a point of major national pride.
So is the fact that Russian rockets kept putting US and
European astronauts into orbit after the US space
shuttle program ended.

The mere fact NASA can bring in space experts
from the private sector shows how things have
changed. The largest rocket currently launching satel-
lites into orbit, the Falcon Heavy, is owned, designed
and operated by Musk’s firm. A growing number of
space projects in the United States and beyond are
now heavily collaborative, if not entirely private. When
and if humanity reaches Mars with people, it may well
be a commercial as much as a government venture.

The stakes are very high. When the last batch of US
astronauts left the lunar surface in the 1972, less than
three and a half years after Apollo 11, there was a feel-
ing NASA had exhausted all the immediately useful
activities it could conduct. Apollo missions had tested
a moon buggy, even hit a golf ball. The technology to
take things further, however, simply wasn’t there.

In the decades that followed, the US space program
chose to concentrate on reusable space shuttles, deep
space probes and telescopes, and lower earth orbit
activities such as the International Space Station. That,
together with other new technology and better survey
work of the moon and Mars, make today’s space race
very different. Nations are heading back to the moon
because they wish to ultimately stay there.

Game changer
Signs of water on the moon from recent Chinese,

Indian and US probes are a game changer. That be
used to support colonists, and also broken down into
oxygen and hydrogen for fuel. It would give whoever
gets a foothold on the moon a considerable advantage
in exploiting both its resources and those of the rest of
space. The most efficient way of doing that would be
through cooperation - one reason the European Space
Agency suggests an international “Moon Village”.

Cooperation, however, does not necessarily drive
speed as much as competition - and in the current
febrile global climate, it’s no surprise this has become
another field of international rivalry. It also comes at
the same time as the wider militarization of space, evi-
denced by Trump’s planned “space force” and an
apparent Indian anti-satellite weapons test earlier this
year. When they left the moon, Armstrong and Aldrin
left behind a plaque reading: “We came in peace for all
mankind.” We must hope the next men and women
there feel the same way. — Reuters 

At the entrance to Newcomb Hollow Beach, at the
tip of the Cape Cod peninsula, the picture of a
great white shark reminds swimmers that the US

shores of the Atlantic must be shared with the ocean’s
most feared predator. The great whites swim to this
region in the northeastern United States to hunt for one
of their preferred foods - seals. Since the Marine
Mammal Protection Act was passed in 1972 the number
of seals in Cape Cod has grown to more than 50,000.

In 2005 the great whites were declared a protected
species in the state of Massachusetts - where Cape Cod
is located - and have since become regular visitors to the
region. On July 13 and 14 five great whites were spotted
off Cape Cod, forcing three beaches to be briefly evacu-
ated, the Atlantic White Shark Conservation Society
reported. The deadly sharks are a great tourist attraction,
and their pictures are splashed on T-shirts, coffee mugs
and caps for sale in the area. Yet despite their fearsome
reputation shark attacks on humans are rare.

One victim was Arthur Medici, a 26-year-old belly
board surfer killed by a great white just a few meters
into the ocean at Newcomb Hollow Beach in Sept 2018.

A stone plaque was placed at the beach in his memory.
But prior to Medici the last deadly Cape Cod shark
attack dates back to the 1930s, according to local news
media. Local  authorit ies, however, are taking no
chances. This year the state has granted funds to Cape
Cod peninsula towns to help them deal with sharks,
even though there is no clear plan on what to do. One
tactic some towns are using is to train lifeguards and
residents on ways to stop severe bleeding in case of a
shark attack.

No 100-percent deterrent  
“We have new ‘Stop the Bleed’ kits in our medical

bags. We also have ‘Stop the Bleed’ kits up in the park-
ing lots, so in case we are not here... anyone on the
beach can access that,” said Adriana Picariello, the head
lifeguard at Newcomb Hollow Beach. “We have all been
trained in ‘Stop the Bleed,’” she said, adding that the
town is also offering training for residents. But for now,
apart from a warning system that announces the pres-
ence of sharks that have been tagged with special chips,
there is no long-term solution.

“We are seeing more danger to the human population
while swimming,” said Melyssa Millett, a seal and shark
environmental guide on Monomoy Island, just south of
the peninsula. “This is a natural course in nature’s cycle,”
she said. Scientists are trying to find ways to manage the
seal population, which in turn would help manage the
shark population, she said.

For the moment, all that swimmers and surfers can do
is be cautious. “I don’t think there will be anything that is
a 100-percent deterrent,” said surfer Christa von der
Luft. “I would like to see what an examination of all the
options look like to see if there is something that can be
done,” she said. Other beaches along the eastern US
seaboard are also dealing with the dangerous sharks. 

About 1,500 km to the south, off the beaches of
North Carolina, three people were attacked by sharks
between April and June. Researchers at the University of
Florida recorded 66 shark attacks last year around the
world, including four that were deadly. In the United
States 32 shark attacks were recorded in 2018 with one
fatality - meaning that the chances of dying from a shark
attack are one in 3.7 million. — AFP 

Internet a distant 
dream for many in 
oil-rich E Guinea 

Equatorial Guinea is awash in oil, although little of
the wealth has trickled down to the poor. Yet one
of the most glaring inequalities here is access to

the Internet. Other parts of the world are pushing ahead
with plans for fast, free - or at least low-cost - universal
online access. Equatorial Guinea, a small reclusive state
on the coast of central-western Africa, seems stuck in a
timewarp. With rare exceptions, sluggish speeds and
stratospheric bills are the daily lot of people who want to
search for information on the web, use social media,
email, messaging and the myriad of other internet activi-
ties that are routine elsewhere.

“The Internet in Equatorial Guinea is still a big-money
business, reserved for those who can afford it,” said
Mboro Mba, 35, seated on the ground behind a hotel as
he tried to hook into a free Wi-Fi service with his smart-
phone. Equatorial Guinea has the most expensive
Internet in the world after Zimbabwe, according to a list
published this year by Ecobank, a pan-African bank.

One gigabyte of mobile data - roughly equivalent to

watching an hour of television on Netflix - costs an eye-
watering $35. By comparison, the average monthly pay of
a manual worker or restaurant waiter in Equatorial Guinea
is between 100,000-150,000 CFA francs ($170-260).
“For 2,000 CFA francs, I can’t even download an 80-sec-
ond video,” a local journalist told colleagues from central
Africa who had come to Malabo to cover a regional meet-
ing and found themselves caught out by Internet prob-
lems. “You really have to be patient to work with the
Internet in this country,” said a visitor from the Republic
of Congo, unsuccessfully trying to send files to his editor.

The barriers to Internet access here are so high that
the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), a UN
agency, estimates that just a quarter - 26 percent - of
Equatorial Guineans go online. The authorities have set
up a “free, public Internet network” along the Paseo
Maritimo, a seafront six kilometres long in Malabo that is
also used for sporting activities and leisurely strolls.

“I come here almost every evening to talk on
WhatsApp to my mother who is in Spain,” says Filomena,
32, a clothes vendor. “I don’t have the money to have an
Internet connection, so I come here often with my friends
to use the Wi-Fi,” schoolboy Jorge Obiang says, leaning
against a tree with several young companions, all glued
to their screens.

A former Spanish colony, Equatorial Guinea is nomi-
nally one of the richest states in Africa thanks to oil
income. By next month, its president, Teodoro Obiang
Nguema, will have ruled with an iron fist for 40 years -

the longest tenure of any African leader alive today. He
has long been criticized for corruption within the regime
and lack of openness to the rest of the world. The slow
service is especially paradoxical since “the country is sit-
uated in the Gulf of Guinea and so has access to a num-
ber of seabed cables”, said Julie Owono of Internet Sans
Frontieres (Internet Without Borders), an NGO. 

Equatorial Guinea - consisting of an island where
Malabo lies and a forested territory on the African main-
land that hosts trading capital Bata - is connected to
three undersea fibre optic cables supplying internet
service. In neighbouring Gabon, Internet access is five
times less expensive on the scale drawn up by Ecobank.

No competition 
The sky-high price of the Internet “is explained by the

very strong presence of the state (telecom) company on
the market and lack of competition”, Owono said.
“Everything here is centralized, political decisions
depend on one person, or a family, and it is difficult to
establish a competitive market.” The state telecoms
agency GITGE, which sets tariffs, declined to respond to
AFP’s questions. Another disincentive for competition is
Internet blackouts ordered by those in power, she said.
In Nov 2017, on the eve of parliamentary elections,
access to WhatsApp was blocked and social media
became unavailable for five months. “We’re living in the
information era - the government is applying an enor-
mous brake,” said Owono. — AFP

(Clockwise from top left) An Atlantic white shark conservancy boat and crew work to tag a great white shark in the waters off the shore in Cape Cod, Massachusetts on July 13,
2019; Signage warning beachgoers about great white sharks is seen at the entrance to Newcomb Hollow beach in Wellfleet in Cape Cod; Seals hang out and bask in the sandbars
off the shore of Cape Cod; Surfers and beachgoers swim in the waters close to seals and sharks at Newcomb beach. — AFP 

Swimmers share waves with sharks off Cape Cod

Iceland tries to 
bring back trees 
razed by Vikings

Before being colonized by the Vikings, Iceland was lush
with forests but the fearsome warriors razed every-
thing to the ground and the nation is now struggling to

reforest the island. The country is considered the least
forested in Europe; indeed, forests in Iceland are so rare, or
their trees so young, that people often joke that those lost in
the woods only need to stand up to find their way. However,
it wasn’t always that way. When seafaring Vikings set off
from Norway and conquered the uninhabited North Atlantic
island at the end of the ninth century, forests, made up most-
ly of birch trees, covered more than a quarter of the island.  

Within a century, the settlers had cut down 97 percent of
the original forests to serve as building material for houses
and to make way for grazing pastures. The forests’ recovery
has been made all the more difficult by the harsh climate and
active volcanoes, which periodically cover the soil with lava
and ashes. According to a report published in 2015 by the
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO),
forests now only cover 0.5 percent of the island’s surface.

The lack of trees means there isn’t any vegetation to pro-
tect the soil from eroding and to store water, leading to
extensive desertification despite the country’s far northern
location. Reforestation efforts since the 1950s and espe-
cially the 1990s have helped the rocky landscape regain
some of the greenery and efforts are ongoing. In
Hafnarsandur, a 6,000-hectare area of basalt and black
sand in Iceland’s southwest, authorities have tasked the
Icelandic Forest Service with turning the lunar landscape

into a forest. “This is one of the worst examples of soil ero-
sion in Iceland on low land,” said Hreinn Oskarsson, the
service’s head of strategy.

Help from imported species 
Armed with a red “potti-putki”, a Finnish designed tube-

shaped tool, Oskarsson is planting lodgepole pines and
Sitka spruces, two species of North American conifer trees,
in an attempt to protect the nearby town of Thorlakshofn
from recurring dust storms. “We are planning an afforesta-
tion project to stabilise the soil,” Oskarsson added. At the
foot of Mount Esja, which overlooks the capital Reykjavik, is
Mogilsa, where the Icelandic Forest Service’s research divi-
sion is located. Next to the station is a 50 year-old planted
forest where imported trees grow together with Iceland’s
only domestic tree, the birch. Despite the birch being native
to the soil, afforestation efforts often focus on other species

of trees. The problem with birches, according to Adalsteinn
Sigurgeirsson, deputy director of the forest service, is that
they aren’t a “productive species”. “So if you are going to
meet other objectives, like fast sequestering of carbon or
producing timber... we need more variety than just monocul-
tures of one native species,” he said.

Watching the trees grow 
Dozens of nursery gardens have been set up throughout

the country to facilitate the afforestation efforts. At Kvistar,
about 100 km from Reykjavik, up to 900,000 pines and
poplars are produced each year. “Originally, they come from
Alaska but now we have 30, 40, 50 year-old trees giving us
seeds, so we collect that and we use that for forest seedlings
production,” Holmfridur Geirsdottir, a 56-year-old horticul-
turist and greenhouse owner, told AFP. The young trees are
cultivated indoors for three months before being moved out-
side. But since Icelandic soil is low in nitrogen, the matura-
tion process is slow and the average growth rate is only
about one tenth of that observed in the Amazon rainforest. 

Climate paradox 
The Icelandic government has made afforestation one of

its priorities in its climate action plan, published in Sept
2018. It identifies trees’ carbon uptake as one of the coun-
try’s ways of mitigating climate change. Paradoxically, cli-
mate change is also giving tree growth a boost. “What has
mainly been hampering growth of forest here has been the
low temperatures and the coolness of the summers, but we
are realizing changes in that because of climate change,”
said forest service deputy director Sigurgeirsson.
“Warming appears to be elevating tree growth in Iceland,
and therefore also the carbon sequestration rate,” he con-
tinued. Since 2015, between three and four million trees
have been planted in Iceland, the equivalent of about 1,000
hectares. That, however, is only a drop in the ocean com-
pared to the six to seven million hectares planted in China
over the same period. — AFP 

Hreinn Oskarsson, director of coordination and head of
strategy at the Icelandic Forest Service, takes part in tree
planting at Lava Filde near Thorlakshofn, Iceland on May
21, 2019. — AFP 


