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Robotic landers and rovers have
been touching down on Mars since
the 1970s, but when will humanity

finally set foot on the Red Planet? Experts
believe the technical challenges are
nearly resolved, but political considera-
tions make the future of any crewed mis-
sion uncertain. NASA’s human lunar
exploration program, Artemis, envisions
sending people back to the Moon by
2024 and using the experience gained
there to prepare for Mars.

Plans have been proposed for a
crewed exploratory mission of our neigh-
boring planet since before NASA was
created in 1958, but have never taken
off. In the spring of 1990, then president
George Bush Sr announced the most
audacious promise to date-a man on
Mars before July 20, 2019, the fiftieth
anniversary of the first lunar landing.  The
commitment clearly never came to pass,
and similar goals articulated by presi-
dents George W Bush, Barack Obama
and Donald Trump have not led to con-
crete programs.

“I have seen maybe 10,000 graphs,
charts, proposing various ideas about
how to get to Mars, for humans,” G. Scott
Hubbard, an adjunct professor at
Stanford and former senior NASA official,
told AFP. “But putting the money behind
it to make it a reality has not occurred.”
The mission itself would last two or three
years. Today, Elon Musk’s SpaceX and

Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin are building
heavy rockets capable of sending tens of
tons toward Mars.

Alone, and far 
For the seven-month journey, twenty

years of living and working in the
International Space Station (ISS) has
reassured scientists about the dangers
posed by radiation and by weightless-
ness, such as muscle atrophy. The body
does not emerge unscathed, but the
risks are deemed acceptable. Then there
is the stay on Mars itself, which would
last 15 months so that the planets are
once more on the same side of the Sun.

The surface temperature will average
-63 degrees Celsius, and though radia-
tion is a factor, suits and shelters exist
that would shield astronauts. In case of
medical emergencies, distance would
make an evacuation impossible. What
mishaps should astronauts anticipate?
First of all fractures, but plaster casts
would often suffice, says Dan Buckland,
an engineer and emergency room doctor
at Duke University, who is developing a
robotic intravenous needle with support
from NASA. 

Diarrhoea, kidney stones and appen-
dicitis are generally treatable, except for
30 percent of appendicitis cases which
must be operated and could therefore be
fatal. With extensive screening of astro-
nauts’ genetics and family history, you

can greatly reduce the probability of hav-
ing a crew member who develops can-
cer over the course of a three-year mis-
sion. “I have not found a showstopper for
going to Mars, in terms of a health condi-
tion,” said Buckland. One major issue
would be protecting the habitats and
vehicles from the ravages of the fine dust
that covers the surface.

“Mars is unique in that there’s also a
concern about dust storms,” said Robert
Howard of the NASA Johnson Center.
These hellish planet-wide tempests can
block out the Sun for months, rendering
solar panels useless. Small nuclear reac-

tors would therefore be needed. In 2018,
NASA and the Department of Energy
successfully completed a demonstration
project, the Kilopower Project. Ultimately,
the goal will be to manufacture materials
on site using mined resources, probably
with 3D printing machines.  Development
is embryonic, but the Artemis program
will be a testing ground.

Colonies? 
Musk has proposed colonizing Mars,

with a first expedition to build a factory
that converts Martian water and carbon
dioxide from the atmosphere into oxygen

and methane fuel. “Becoming a multi-
planet species,” he said in a 2017
speech, “beats the hell out of being a
single-planet species.”

Robert Zubrin, president of the Mars
Society, likewise advocates for the cre-
ation of “new branches of human civiliza-
tion.” That no progress has been made
since humanity last walked on the Moon
in 1972 is, to him, shameful. “It was as if
Columbus had come back from the New
World the first time and then (king and
queen) Ferdinand and Isabella had said,
‘so what, we’re not interested,’” he said.
Not everyone is convinced. “Enough of
the nonsense!” said exobiologist Michel
Viso from CNES, the French space
agency.

“We have an amazing planet with an
atmosphere, with oxygen, with water...It’s
criminal, you don’t have the right to fool
people into thinking there is a ‘Plan B,’ a
‘Planet B,’ that we will have a Martian civ-
ilization.” Whether humanity installs a
colony or permanent bases, the most
important obstacle, for a lasting human
presence on Mars, will be to convince
people to accept a higher level of risk
than for the Moon or the ISS, argues
Buckland.  In the long run, not everyone
will return. — AFP 

This illustration obtained July 20, 2020 shows NASA’s Mars 2020 rover as it uses its drill to
core a rock sample on Mars. — AFP 

Bollywood superstar Amitabh
Bachchan said Sunday he had
been discharged from hospital,

three weeks after being admitted with
“mild” coronavirus symptoms after testing
positive for the disease. The news came
as powerful Indian Home Minister Amit
Shah revealed he had tested positive for
coronavirus, which is infecting tens of
thousands of people a day-and killing
hundreds-in the world’s second most-
populous country. More than 1.7 million
people have now been infected in India,
giving it the world’s highest toll behind the
United States and Brazil, and more than
37,000 have died. Bachchan’s actor-son
Abishek, who was admitted at the same
time, will remain in hospital, while his
daughter-in-law, actress and former Miss
World Aishwarya Rai, and granddaughter
Aaradhya, were discharged last week.

They were the highest-profile family in
India to contract the virus in a country that
worships movie stars. “I am back home. I
will have to be in solitary quarantine in my
room,” Bachchan wrote on Instagram,
saying he had tested negative. He
thanked his family, fans and “the excellent
care and nursing” at the hospital, saying
they “made it possible for me to see this
day”. At the time he said he had “mild”
symptoms. Bachchan’s discharge came
as Home Minister Amit Shah-Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s right-hand man-
said he had tested positive for the virus.
“On getting initial symptoms of coron-
avirus, I got myself tested and my report

is positive,” Shah tweeted. “My health is
fine, but on the advice of doctors I’m get-
ting myself admitted to a hospital.”

The 55-year-old-the first national gov-
ernment cabinet minister to test positive-
called on everyone in contact with him
over the past two days to get tested and
isolate. It was not clear if Shah had met
Modi or other senior cabinet ministers in
recent days. He was admitted to a hospi-
tal in Gurgaon, just outside the capital
New Delhi, local media reported. B.S.
Yediyurappa, chief minister of the south-
western state of Karnataka which has a
population of more than 60 million people,
late Sunday also tweeted that he had test-
ed positive. —AFP

Pop royalty Beyonce on Friday
released her much-hyped visual
album “Black Is King,” an aestheti-

cally ambitious video billed as a com-
panion to her 2019 album of songs
inspired by Disney’s live-action remake
of “The Lion King.” The highly stylized
visual narrative released on the Disney
Plus streaming platform runs an hour and
25 minutes and, akin to “The Lion King,”
tells the story of a young boy who navi-
gates an onerous world, finding himself
far from his family. The work is an ode to
the black experience rife with vibrant
imagery celebrating the African diaspo-
ra, an aesthetic exploration of black his-
tory, power and success that also refer-
ences colonialism, economic disparity
and racism.

Beyonce had described the work as a
“labor of love,” that now serves “a
greater purpose” than its original role as
a companion piece to “The Lion King:
The Gift,” given the current sociopolitical
climate. Mass anti-racism protests ignit-
ed following the police killing of a black
man, George Floyd, in May as the coron-
avirus pandemic ravages the United
States, disproportionately infecting peo-
ple of color. “Many of us want change,”
Beyonce wrote on Instagram, rare per-
sonal words from the guarded celebrity.
“I believe that when Black people tell our
own stories, we can shift the axis of the
world and tell our REAL history of gener-
ational wealth and richness of soul that
are not told in our history books.”

Lush visuals 
Powered by lush visuals and

Beyonce’s soaring vocals, “Black Is
King” places heavy emphasis on notions
of family and motherhood along with
more philosophical threads of origin and
legacy. A-listers including the superstar’s
hip hop mogul husband Jay-Z, actress
Lupita Nyong’o, jack-of-all-trades Pharrell
Williams and model Naomi Campbell all
feature in the production. Beyonce’s
mother Tina Knowles-Lawson and former
Destiny’s Child bandmate Kelly Rowland
also make appearances, as well as
daughter Blue Ivy and rare footage of her
twins, Rumi Carter and Sir Carter.

The film follows Beyonce’s venerated
2016 visual album “Lemonade,” which
emphasized black womanhood against

the backdrop of America’s heritage of
slavery and culture of oppression. Since
that Grammy-winning work Beyonce has
prized the visual at the forefront of her
art, no longer focused on dominating the
pop charts. Simultaneously one of
music’s most private but most-watched
stars, the 38-year-old uses her massive
social media platform to curate her
image and promote her work imbued
with broad social commentary on topics
including gender and race.

But Beyonce also has faced criticism,
especially from outside the United
States, for deploying what some call
stereotypical visuals of “African tradi-
tion”-face paint and feathers, for exam-
ple. Many social media users noted that
Disney Plus is not accesible in African
nations, and that while Beyonce has per-
formed some shows on the continent,
her tours haven’t included dates there in
years. “Someone with the range must
unpack how our beloved queen
Beyonce is reducing blackness and
Africanness to aesthetics and the west-
ern imaginations of our existence,”
tweeted one user, Paballo Chauke.
“They must also speak about how it’s
now profitable to do such gimmicks.”
Still, the Bey Hive-Beyonce’s legion of
ardent fans-voiced elation over the
release of “Black Is King,” which quickly
became a top trending hashtag. — AFP

In this file photo taken on July 9, 2019 US
singer/songwriter Beyonce arrives for the
world premiere of Disney’s “The Lion King”
at the Dolby theatre in Hollywood. — AFP 

In this file photo French actor Gerard
Depardieu poses during a photocall for the
second season of the French TV show
“Marseille” broadcasted and co-produced by
US streaming video giant Netflix, in Marseille,
southern France. — AFP 

A worker at the Hargol grasshoppers breed-
ing farm holds a grasshopper at the farm in
the Kidmat Tzvi settlement in the Israeli-
annexed Golan Heights.

Dror Tamir, founder and the CEO of Hargol
grasshoppers breeding farm, eats a grasshop-
per at his farm in the Kidmat Tzvi settlement
in the Israeli-annexed Golan Heights.

In this file photo, Indian Bollywood actor
Amitabh Bachchan takes part in a launch
event for the water conservation effort
“Mission Paani” in Mumbai.— AFP 

Prosecutors ask for
Depardieu rape case
to be reopened

Paris prosecutors said Saturday they
had asked for an investigation into
rape allegations against French

actor Gerard Depardieu to be reopened
after an earlier probe was dropped last
year. An actress in her 20s accuses
Depardieu of assaulting and raping her in
his Paris home in August 2018. After she
reported her allegations against the cele-
brated actor-who is 71 and who denies
any wrongdoing-prosecutors in the south-
ern city of Aix-en-Provence opened a
preliminary investigation which they then
passed on to their Paris colleagues.

The Paris probe was dropped after
nine months in early 2019 after investi-
gators failed to assemble enough proof
to proceed to formal charges. But now
the actress has launched proceedings
by acting as an “injured party” which
under French law almost always leads to
a case being examined by an investigat-
ing magistrate. —AFP

From biblical plague to modern day
protein, one Israeli firm wants to
make locusts a sustainable food

choice in the Holy Land and beyond.  As
for whether or not the insects are kosher,
the answer is not so simple. At Hargol
Foodtech’s farm in the Israeli-occupied
Golan Heights, a rectangular enclosure
that once served as a chicken coop is
filled with thousands of locusts, a
grasshopper species that has a highly
destructive swarming phase.  

Contained in a series of meticulously
stacked, climate-controlled mesh cages,
the insects are served wheatgrass
through their three-month life-cycle,
before being cooled, killed and baked.
Hargol’s chief executive Dror Tamir told
AFP that he grew up hearing stories of
how locusts destroyed the fields of his
kibbutz in the 1950s. Yet the Yemenite
Jews in the area did not view locusts as
crop-ruining pests, but as an edible
source of nutrients, Tamir recalled.

Grasshoppers the ‘solution’ 
As an adult, Tamir became a food and

nutrition entrepreneur increasingly con-

cerned about the environmental cost of
providing the world’s growing population
with enough animal protein. Tamir said he
founded Hargol-Hebrew for grasshopper-
six and a half years ago after realising the
insects were the solution. The company’s
goal is to be “the first in the world to grow
grasshoppers on a commercial scale,
and provide the world with a healthier and
more sustainable source of protein”. Ram
Reifen, a professor of human nutrition at
Hebrew University, agreed that the planet
is facing growing food supply challenges.
With Earth’s population expected to hit 10
billion by 2050, raising livestock to feed
the planet will become increasingly
unsustainable, given the massive water
and land resources required.  “The fear is
there will be a scarcity of protein,” Reifen
told AFP.

‘Yuck’ factor 
Tamir said that unprocessed locusts

consist of more than 70 percent protein
and contain all amino acids, along with
other nutrients.  “What they do lack is sat-
urated fat and cholesterol,” he said. “They
have the good stuff. They don’t have the

A worker at the Hargol grasshoppers breeding farm watches grasshoppers at the farm in the
Kidmat Tzvi settlement in the Israeli-annexed Golan Heights. — AFP photos
bad stuff.” According to his own estimate,
around 2.5 billion people-mainly in devel-
oping nations-consume insects as part of
their regular diet. And, the “most widely-
eaten insects in the world are grasshop-
pers,” Tamir said.  But, he added, “when
trying to target North American and
European customers, it’s really hard to
overcome the ‘yuck’ factor”.  To make
their product more palatable to
Westerners, Hargol turns locusts into
powder, which can be mixed into various
foods.

Tamir said they were about to launch
sales of locust-enhanced pancake mix
and smoothie powders worldwide. Some
goods produced in the Golan Heights
face export restrictions, including strict
labeling requirements, because most of
the international community does not rec-
ognize Israeli sovereignty in the area. But
Tamir said that while the locusts are
grown in the Golan and another site in the
Galilee, the powder is produced else-
where within Israel, enabling him to avoid
export restrictions. Investor support has
helped sustain the company before sales

tick up, he added. 

But is it kosher? 
In the Bible, locusts appear in the Old

Testament Book of Exodus as one of the
Ten Plagues unleashed on the Egyptians
to force the Pharaoh to free the Israelites
from slavery. In Leviticus, there is a pas-
sage stating that certain kinds of
grasshopper, including locusts, are
kosher. Jews in Yemen and North Africa
have been eating locusts for generations,
but European, or Ashkenazi Jews have
not. 

Tamir said he hoped that he could
bring locusts into mainstream Israeli cui-
sine by getting a kosher certification for
his product from the country’s chief rab-
binate. Rabbi Eliezer Simcha Weisz, a
member of the Chief Rabbinate Council,
Israel’s top religious adjudication body,
told AFP the “phenomenal issue” of
whether locusts are kosher had been dis-
cussed at “great length”.  And while the
Torah designates some species as
kosher-including the one raised by Tamir-
it forbids others, he said.—AFP


