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Drought-hit Costa
Rica’s electricity stays 
clean - but not cheap

Despite a harsh drought this year, Costa Rica -
which relies heavily on hydropower - has been
able to keep its electricity production almost

entirely renewable. The dry spell, which ended in May,
was the first big test of an ambitious push for clean
energy, said Javier Orozco, planning director at the
Costa Rican Electricity Institute (ICE), the state-
owned power and telecoms provider. The Central
American nation needs clean electricity to meet its cli-
mate goal of achieving net-zero planet-warming emis-
sions by 2050.

A renewable electricity supply is one of the “most
important advances” towards freeing the economy
from fossil fuels, according to a national decarboniza-
tion plan launched in February. Other focus areas are
adopting cleaner public transport, improving waste
management, and expanding the country’s forests. But
the clean power has come at a cost - heavy investment
in excess capacity that is driving up the utility’s debt
levels, energy researchers said.

Over the last four years, Costa Rica has generated
more than 95 percent of its domestic electricity from
renewable energy. In 2018, nearly three-quarters came
from hydropower, official data showed. This year’s
drought threatened that record - but strong wind pro-
duction, the country’s second biggest source of clean
electricity, combined with water rationing from dams
means about 98 percent of power is still expected to
be produced cleanly in 2019. “After these critical
months, we don’t think we’ll need more thermal pro-
duction (using fossil fuels),” Orozco told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation.

In the driest summer period from January to April,
Costa Rica generated 97 percent of electricity from
renewable sources, he noted. That was despite drought
hitting rivers hard, with some already dry by January
and all suffering “exceptionally low” water levels, put-
ting a lot of stress on hydropower generation, Orozco
said. But Jose Daniel Lara, a researcher at the
University of California Berkeley, said Costa Rica’s
main vulnerability lies not in whether it can keep gen-
erating enough clean electricity as climate change
hikes drought risks, but in its finances. To maintain its
supply of renewable energy in dry periods, the utility
must have twice the hydropower capacity installed
than it uses regularly - and that is costly, Lara said.

Wind, imports plug gap
In recent years, the ICE has bet on wind energy to

reduce its dependence on water to produce electricity.
Wind power grew to 15 percent of the electricity mix
in 2018, up from 4 percent in 2011, official data showed.
During the drought this year, strong winds were one
factor keeping the rain away, Orozco said - but they
drove the turbines. The gates at hydropower dam
reservoirs could be shut when winds were high and
opened when they dropped, he added.

Yet Costa Rica’s imports of electricity from other
parts of Central America cloud the picture somewhat,
said Jorge Blanco, a researcher at the electrical engi-
neering school of the University of Costa Rica.
Electricity imports from December to April were the
highest in the last five years, at about 8 percent of the
country’s total electricity supply.

Blanco said importing electricity was often cheaper
than turning on the country’s thermal plants, which run
on diesel. “If we hadn’t had the possibility of importing
energy from Central America, there would have been
an important problem here,” he said. But that imported
power cannot really be counted as clean, he noted,
since about 60 percent of Central America’s genera-
tion comes from fossil fuels. Still, as 40 percent comes
from renewable sources, Orozco said it was far cleaner
than making up the gap using thermal generation in
Costa Rica. Under guidelines from the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, emissions
from imported electricity should be counted in the
country where the power was produced.

In a bid to maintain Costa Rica’s home-generated
clean electricity supply in dry spells, the state power
provider ICE has implemented so many renewables
projects it is now facing a financial crisis, researcher
Lara warned. When there is plenty of rain, more hydro-
electricity is produced than needed - and much of it is
wasted because export capacity is limited, he said. “We
survived the drought - but that’s because ICE is paying
for plants in a system that is not consuming enough
energy,” Lara said. Generating excess power in wet
seasons has led to higher electricity tariffs for con-
sumers and financial problems for the ICE, he said.

“It’s as if I bought a Mercedes to drive Uber, I had
it parked in the garage all day, and then I said that I
don’t have enough money to pay off the loan,” said
the electrical engineer. The ICE ended 2018 with net
losses of $400 million, going into the red in four out
of the last five years, with its debt reaching almost $6
billion. — Reuters

The frontrunner to become Britain’s prime minister,
former Brussels journalist - and foreign minister -
Boris Johnson has not left a positive impression in

Europe’s capital. Diplomats across the continent view
Johnson as an opportunist who made up tall tales about
the European Union as a reporter then misled British vot-
ers during the Brexit referendum. But there are some,
among those who have known “Boris” down through the
decades, who think he might be slippery enough to bluster
his way through a successful divorce deal.

“There are two schools of thought,” says Pierre Sellal, a
former French ambassador to the European Union who
knew Johnson as the Daily Telegraph’s Brussels corre-
spondent in the late 1980s and early 1990s. “There are
those who think the office makes the man, and that if he’s
PM he’ll behave differently, and those who think that if the
Foreign Office didn’t change him, nothing will,” he told
AFP. “I think we’ll know which it is soon enough.”

If, as seems likely, Johnson is chosen by Conservative
MPs and party members to succeed Theresa May in
Number 10 he has warned he will demand significant
changes to Britain’s Brexit withdrawal agreement. If, as also
seems likely, European leaders refuse to reopen talks on
the deal or to tinker with the “Irish backstop” clause, he
says he is ready for a “no-deal” Brexit. This, economists
and business leaders warn, would plunge trade relations
between the UK and the remaining 27 EU members into
chaos and perhaps tip Britain into recession. So is Boris
bluffing? And would he execute a dramatic U-turn if an

overly hasty Brexit threatened an early and ignominious
end to his premiership?

Popular tennis court 
The former head of the World Trade Organization and

chief of staff to 1990s EU leader Jacques Delors, Pascal
Lamy, has known the Johnson family since young Boris’
Brussels childhood. He recalls playing tennis on the
Johnson family court in leafy Uccle, and later meeting
Boris Johnson when he appeared as a journalist at
European Commission press briefings. He followed the
ambitious young man’s advance through journalism and
politics, escaping scrapes that would have sunk others, to
become mayor of London and then foreign minister.

For Lamy, Johnson’s decision to become the figurehead
of the Brexit referendum campaign, reflects his personal
ambition rather than any deeply felt objection to EU inte-
gration. “I don’t think he has a very settled opinion on
Brexit, but he has very settled opinion on himself. The only
thing in which Boris Johnson believes is Boris Johnson,”
Lamy told AFP. “Once he gets there he’ll want to stay
there. I think Brexit will be secondary to a strategy to
remain prime minister.”  

Johnson may soften his stance now his main diehard
Brexiteer rival Dominic Raab is out of the running, but he
has long insisted Britain must leave the EU on Oct 31. He
says he would prefer a renegotiated deal but, if Europe
does not bow to his demands in a short timeframe, he is
ready to walk away when the deadline expires. Brussels

officials scoff at this. After all, they argue, the damage to
the British economy in abandoning tariff-free trade with no
transition or standstill period would dwarf that to the much
larger continental market. But views differs as to what
Johnson’s arrival in Number 10 means for this equation.

Brexit campaign ‘liars’ 
Some, like the trade expert Lamy, think Johnson will

baulk and seek a way to kick the can down the road - per-
haps even warming to the idea of another referendum to
resolve the matter. “I can well see a scenario in which he’s
elected prime minister, comes to Brussels and makes his big
scene,” he said. “Then, once they’ve told him ‘No thanks,
we’ve already tried everything and what’s on the table is all
there is’, he heads home and says: ‘Right then, friends, we
need to decide, and it’s you who’ll do the deciding’.”

But other insiders fear a different outcome. French
President Emmanuel Macron, the most outspoken EU leader
in calling those who led the Brexit campaign “liars”, has said
he will oppose another extension to divorce proceedings.
Most in Brussels expect the French to fall into line - now
that European elections are over - and agree once again to
postpone Brexit, but some think Johnson’s arrogance could
thwart that. “If he immediately acts aggressively, as he has
begun to do, demanding a renegotiation, it’ll all go bad fairly
quickly,” Sellal warns. “The result will hasten the reversal in
the mood in Brussels, and point the way to the exit, without
or without a deal. Macron was in the minority, but his view
could become the majority.” — AFP 

Weary Brussels braced for second bout with Boris 
Conservative MP and leadership contender Boris Johnson leaves his home in London yesterday. — AFP 

Game of drones: 
Airports rally 
firms to battle 
threat from above 

Aquadcopter drone appears on the radar
screen and makes a beeline for the con-
trol tower at Paris’ Le Bourget airport. Is

this the latest in a string of drone sightings at
airports that has forced costly shutdowns and
affected tens of thousands of passengers? No -
it’s a simulation, and the drone is quickly
stopped by a defense system being trialled at
the Paris Air Show. “The jamming zone will make
it turn back where it came from,” says Egidio
Cau, head of anti-drone systems at CS
Communication Systemes as he runs the test at
the company’s stand for the show at Le Bourget.

Drones are more and more frequently caus-
ing havoc at airports around the world, with
just the latest coming on Wednesday when
drone sightings forced Singapore’s main airport
to temporarily close, with dozens of flights
delayed. It joined a lengthening list of airports
suffering serious disruption due to uninvited
visits by unmanned aerial devices. London’s
Gatwick was paralyzed for 36 hours in
December following repeated drone sightings.
Heathrow and Newark were hit in January.
Dubai and Dublin in February. Frankfurt in May.

To fight back against the scourge from the
skies, companies are proposing anti-drone
technologies such as jamming, interceptor nets
and killer drones. CS Communication
Systemes, which boasts 200 million euros in
annual sales, already has its Boreades civilian
anti-drone system on the market. The French
company has also notably been deployed by
Paris police to protect the presidential platform
during France’s Bastille Day parade.

Explosive situation 
The primary danger posed by drones at air-

ports is the potential they could get sucked
into a plane’s engine. A part of drone batteries
is explosive, which could lead to disastrous
consequences even if the intrusion was acci-
dental. “That’s where the principle of precau-
tion to ground traffic comes from,” said
Thomas Gueudet, a sales executive at CerbAir,
a firm which specializes in anti-drone systems.
The operator of Paris’ two main airports, ADP,
launched a drone detection program two years
ago called Hologarde in partnership with
French aerospace firm Thales.

Last week as part of the program a special
radar was installed on top of a tower at Charles
de Gaulle airport in Paris, according to ADP’s

deputy CEO, Edward Arkwright. “The goal is
to have the system operational by the end of
2019,” he said this week. After controllers have
helped work out the kinks there are plans to
offer the system to other airports. Those kinks
could be numerous, from properly identifying
objects (is it a drone or a bird?) to selecting
the appropriate response. 

For Olivier Gualdoni, CEO of the drone
manufacturer Drone Volt, in the future
autonomous drones will use artificial intelli-
gence, making it more difficult to stop them
using jamming technology. Moreover, jamming
of signals at an airport is not a straightforward
decision. “You jam everything: at an airport
that potentially means the communications
between the tower and the planes, to tele-
phones to remote controls,” said Gualdoni.

Airports the target 
And authorization to jam varies by country.

“Nobody can jam in Britain except in cases of
potential danger to people, while in Germany
police are generally allowed to do so, for
example, said Markus Wolf, director of devel-
opment at Hensoldt, a German firm which spe-
cializes in sensor technologies for surveillance
and protection. For Cau at CS Communication
Systemes “systems that launch nets or inter-
ceptor drones may be more efficient solutions”
to stop intrusions.

Drone Volt’s Gualdoni believes the optimal
solution to stopping drones remains to be
found. Despite the complexities, for firms look-
ing to develop anti-drone systems, airports
“are without a doubt the biggest market”, said
Hensoldt’s Wolf. “But it is also the least struc-
tured because there is still not a model on who
should invest and operate such a system: air
traffic control, the airport’s operator, the owner,
the police...” he said. 

France’s civil aviation regulator DGAC said
an EU law on drones that will enter into force
in July 2020 should harmonize regulations in
the bloc. — AFP

Senegal shines
in female tech
innovation

Barcode health cards, mobile
apps for victims of violence
and an online legal platform

are just some of the ideas showing
the direction of female digital pio-
neers in Africa, with Senegalese
innovators in the spotl ight. The
Senegalese capital Dakar this month
hosted the first African edition of
“Digital Women’s Day”, which for
the previous seven years had taken
place in Paris. More than 650 people
and 26 corporations attended the
event where innovators displayed
tech creations, often to tackle daily
problems women face and inspired
by their own circumstances.

Organizers say Dakar - one of the
first African cities to offer free
Internet access - has ambitions as a
budding start-up hub with plans to
create 35,000 direct jobs in new
technologies by 2025. “Dakar is
among the top 10 digital cities in
Africa, with incubators for start-ups
and major investors,” said Delphine
Remy-Boutang, the event’s founder.
Among the participants was
Nafissatou Diouf, who at 22 already
heads a start-up with 10 employees.
Her f irm, Senvitale, creates QR
codes for wristbands, pendants and
cards enabling doctors or f irst
responders to instantly access
patients’ health data.

Moved by her aunt’s sudden death
after a failed treatment of an allergic
reaction, Diouf gave up her studies in
industrial chemistry and food tech-
nology to launch her digital enter-
prise. Senvitale, launched in 2017,
won best Senegal start-up prize last
year for its free platform, which also
allows patients to manage their med-
ical appointments. 

The concept was to “help doctors
and emergency workers.. . to act
quickly”, the young Senegalese busi-
nesswoman said. For now, the project
is waiting on authorization from the
Ministry of Health because of the
sensitive data that the company han-
dles. But Diouf says she is already
considering development of the busi-
ness internationally.

Victims of violence 
Diariata N’diaye, a 36-year-old

artist who grew up in France in a
Senegalese family, turned her focus
on another problem - helping to fight
domestic violence and abuse of
women. Through her activism travel-
ling to schools in France to educate
young people, she became aware
many victims did not realize there
was help out there. In 2015, she
launched a mobile application “App-
Elles” - a play on words in French
that translates into “She-Calls” - that
allows victims to alert three contacts
in case of danger. It records and
transmits the sound of the incident to
the recipient and sends the GPS loca-
tion. “I began with a very basic
observation: everyone has a phone
and so if there is going to be a tool
for victims, it should go through their
phone,” N’diaye said. 

An optional wristband, costing
€30 ($33), can be used to issue the
alerts via a Bluetooth link to the
mobile, so the victim does not have to
draw attention to herself by switching
on her phone. The free platform also
allows abused women to contact
associations or learn about their
rights. The App-Elles creator claims
8,000 downloads of its application
and a presence in 10 countries,
including France, Canada, Morocco,
the United States as well as Senegal.
“We have a lot of people using App-
Elles when they go out,” says N’diaye.
“Women who start early in the morn-
ing, who come back late at night.”

Legal resources 
When Nafissatou Tine, a 34-year-

old Senegalese-French lawyer left
Brussels in 2016 to settle in Dakar,
she struggled to find reliable sources
of information on Senegalese law. So
with the Sunulex platform, which
brings together all of Senegal’s digi-
tized laws as well as decisions of
jurisprudence, she sought to fill a gap
for law students, lawyers and even
citizens. Sunulex has placed 800
texts on a publicly accessible free
platform - a small portion out of the
total of 60,000 - which gets 1,700
hits a week. The company, which
already has eight employees, hopes
to launch a version next month that
will pitch to 10 countries in French-
speaking Africa. “It’s an African plat-
form made with African resources, by
Africans, for Africans, and for lawyers
around the world,” she said. — AFP 

An anti-drone system of German defense and
security electronics Hensoldt is presented at the
International Paris Air Show yesterday at Le
Bourget Airport near Paris. — AFP 


