
Google turning 
smartphones into 
quake detectors 
SAN FRANCISCO: Google added an earthquake
alert system in California on Tuesday, saying it is
working on letting Android-powered smartphones
double as tremor detectors.

Android phones will receive warnings triggered
by a “ShakeAlert” earthquake early-warning system
implemented on the West Coast by the US
Geological Survey and partners.

ShakeAlert uses signals from hundreds of seis-
mometers across the state to trigger warning mes-
sages that “an earthquake has begun and shaking is
imminent,” according to the system’s website.

“We saw an opportunity to use Android to pro-
vide people with timely, helpful earthquake informa-
tion when they search, as well as a few seconds
warning to get themselves and their loved ones to
safety if needed,” principal software engineer Marc
Stogaitis said in a blog post.

People anywhere with smartphones powered by
Google’s Android operating software were also
invited to let handsets be part of a crowd-sourced
network for detecting earthquakes.

Smartphones are typically equipped with tiny
accelerometers that sense movement and can catch
shaking caused by earthquakes, according to
Stogaitis.

“This means your Android phone can be a mini
seismometer, joining millions of other Android
phones out there to form the world’s largest earth-
quake detection network,” Stogaitis said.

Android phones that detect what might be earth-
quake activity can automatically send a signal to a
data center, where computers quickly interpret
motion and location data in aggregate to determine
whether a quake is happening, according to Google.

“We’re essentially racing the speed of light-
which is roughly the speed at which signals from a
phone travel-against the speed of an earthquake,”
Stogaitis said. “And lucky for us, the speed of light is
much faster!”

Earthquake alerts are starting in California
because the state has an extensive seismometer net-
work in place. The alerts are expected to spread to
other locations during the coming year as the phone-
based detection network is established. —AFP
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LONDON: Britain’s economy contracted by a record
20.4 percent in the second quarter with the country in
lockdown over the coronavirus pandemic, official data
showed yesterday. “It is clear that the UK is in the
largest recession on record,” the Office for National
Statistics said.

Britain officially entered recession in the second
quarter after gross domestic product (GDP) contracted
by 2.2 percent in the first three months of the year. The
technical definition of a recession is two quarterly con-
tractions in a row.

The ONS said that the contraction for the first six
months of 2020 “was slightly below the 22.7 percent
seen in Spain but was more than double the 10.6 per-
cent fall in United States”. It added that Britain’s dire
second quarter was driven
by a 20-percent drop in
output in April, “the
biggest monthly fall on
record reflecting wide-
spread... declines in output
across the services, pro-
duction, and construction
industries”.

Rebound begins 
The economy is begin-

ning to rebound, however,
as the government eases its lockdown restrictions. GDP
output growth was 8.7 percent in June, the ONS said.
“The economy began to bounce back in June, with
shops reopening, factories beginning to ramp up pro-
duction and house-building continuing to recover,”
noted Jonathan Athow, deputy national statistician as
the statistics office.

“Despite this, GDP in June still remains a sixth below
its level in February, before the virus struck.

“Overall, productivity saw its largest-ever fall in the
second quarter. Hospitality was worst hit, with produc-
tivity in that industry falling by three-quarters in recent
months,” he added.

Britain’s recession is its first since the 2008 global
financial crisis. The grim economic news comes despite
unprecedented government interventions, including
spending tens of billions of pounds on job support
schemes in a bid to avoid mass layoffs.

The Bank of England (BoE) is meanwhile pumping
out hundreds of billions of pounds in cash stimulus and
has slashed its main interest rate to a record-low 0.1
percent. ONS data released Monday showed that
around 730,000 workers have been removed from the
payrolls of British companies since March.

Announcements of job cuts have become a daily
occurrence, with companies expected to pick up the
pace of layoffs as the government’s key employment
support scheme ends in October.

The BoE expects the
unemployment rate to shoot
higher to around 7.5 per-
cent by the end of the year
from 3.9 percent currently.
The central bank forecasts
also that the UK economy
will have contracted by 9.5
percent for the whole of
2020.  It estimates that UK
gross domestic product will
rebound in 2021 by nine
percent. 

Promising signs
British Finance Minister Rishi Sunak said there

were some “promising signs” that the country’s
economy was recovering from its record economic
crash during the coronavirus lockdown which was
announced earlier yesterday. Sunak said growth of
8.7 percent in gross domestic product in June was
encouraging, even as official data showed the econo-
my contracted by 20.4 percent in the second quarter
as a whole.

Sunak told broadcasters there was too much
uncertainty to know if Britain would have a swift, V-

shaped economic recovery. “What we do know is that
there are promising signs,” he said. “There’s still work
to do and even as we recover many people are going
to lose their jobs, already have lost their jobs, and we
need to make sure that we are constantly focused on
providing new opportunities for those people.”

Sunak reiterated his opposition to extending the
government’s huge job retention scheme which is due
to expire at the end of October. Economists expect a
sharp rise in unemployment as the state-funded jobs
subsidies end. Sunak also said he expected to see

more people returning to their workplace in the com-
ing weeks after the government recently changed its
guidance.

On Brexit, he said good progress had been made
in several areas of the negotiations for a trade deal
with the European Union but there were gaps on “a
couple of big issues.” He said asking Brussels for an
extension of Britain’s no-change transition period -
which is due to expire on Dec. 31 - was not the right
thing to do and the government had to prepare for all
eventualities.  —Agencies

UK in recession as economy shrinks 20%

Apple on cusp of 
$2tn milestone, 
defying pandemic 
WASHINGTON:  Apple is on the verge of becom-
ing the first $2 trillion American company follow-
ing a gravity-defying surge that has highlighted
the value of its iPhone ecosystem during the glob-
al pandemic. Shares in Apple have roughly dou-
bled from March lows, an astonishing perform-
ance which has lifted chief executive Tim Cook’s
net worth to $1 billion for the first time, according
to a Bloomberg Billionaires Index calculation.

A dip in Apple shares left its market value at
around $1.87 trillion Tuesday, ahead of Big Tech
peers Amazon and Microsoft (both at $1.54 tril-
lion) and Google parent Alphabet ($1.0 trillion). If
it reaches $2 trillion, Apple would be the only
company other than Saudi Aramco to hit the mile-
stone.

Even as other large tech firms have shot higher
on robust demand during lockdowns, Apple has
outpaced its rivals by delivering strong sales of
gadgetry including wearables and tablets, along
with new apps and services which have gained
ground during the global health crisis.

“Apple has been wildly successful in building
out its platforms, mitigating the fact that iPhone
sales had peaked, by building products that sur-

round it and services that enhance it,” said Avi
Greengart, analyst with the consultancy
Techsponential. “It all feeds back into the cycle
for Apple.”

In the past quarter ending in June, Apple
reported profits rose eight percent to $11.2 billion
and revenues jumped 11 percent to $59.7 billion.

Apple at home 
The quarter showed a modest rise in smart-

phone revenue, buoyed by the new entry-level
iPhone SE, and robust increases in sales of iPads
and Mac computers, in demand for remote educa-
tion and work-from-home buyers. Services made
up more than one-fifth of Apple revenue as it
expanded its offerings in music, digital payments,
streaming television and boosted income from its
App Store. Apple has also extended its lead in the
smartwatch market amid growing interest in
health and fitness applications.

“Apple entered the pandemic strong and the
company’s products are an even more foundation-
al part our lives today as we work, live, and play
from home,” said Gene Munster of Loup Ventures
in a research note. Goldman Sachs analyst Rod
Hall said markets appeared surprised by Apple’s
strong results and noted that “consumers and
institutions are clearly spending even more than
we had anticipated to support both work from
home and study from home.”

Steady tiller
A major factor in Apple’s success has been

leadership from Cook, who took over just ahead

of the death of Steve Jobs in 2011. “He didn’t
invent anything, but what he has done is keep a
firm hand on the tiller, steering the ship and keep-
ing the culture intact,” said analyst Laura Martin
at Needham & Company.

“He deserves a lot of credit for making the most
out of Steve Jobs’s inventions.”

Cook was not one of Apple’s founders and his
salary, by Silicon Valley standards, was a relatively
modest $3 million in 2019, along with a bonus of
$7.6 million. But the value of his stock grants has
pushed him into the club of billionaires for the
first time, according to Bloomberg. —AFP

The Google logo displayed on a tablet in Paris. Google
launched an earthquake alert system in California on
Tuesday, saying it is working on letting Android-pow-
ered smartphones double as tremor detectors. —AFP

Sunak sees promising signs after record GDP hit

LONDON: Shoppers wear face masks on Oxford Street in London. Britain’s economy contracted by a
record 20.4 percent in the second quarter with the country in lockdown over the coronavirus pandemic,
official data showed yesterday. —AFP

NEW YORK: People wait in line outside an Apple store
in the Brooklyn Borough of New York City. Apple is on
the verge of becoming the first $2 trillion company
following a gravity-defying surge that has highlight-
ed the value of its iPhone ecosystem during the glob-
al pandemic. —AFP

Land, environment 
laws diluted as Asian
nations eye growth
BANGKOK: Asia-Pacific nations are speeding up
project approvals and removing environmental pro-
tections to spur economic growth dented by the
coronavirus, moves that will hurt rural and indige-
nous communities, analysts say. Indonesia has issued
a law that makes it easier to take over community
land, including those of indigenous groups, and for
forests to be cleared for industry.

India has opened coal mining to the private
sector in forest land, while a new environment
impact  assessment  (EIA)  not i f icat ion  a l lows
speedier project approvals and less compliance.
Australia will fast-track approval for roads and
other projects including the expansion of BHP
Group’s Olympic Dam, while the Cook Islands will
grant  seabed min ing l icenses  to  bo ls ter  i t s
tourism-dependent economy.

But besides addressing jobs and infrastructure
issues, stimulus projects must deliver “broad, long-
term community value, reduce inequality and help
counter climate change,” said Elizabeth Mossop, a
dean at the University of Technology in Sydney. “It
is not clear that fast-tracking actually saves time in
the long run, and there is little evidence that it pro-
vides us with good outcomes,” she told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation.

“The risks are that these projects benefit large
corporations, rather than communities, rural areas,
women and people who most need jobs,” she said.

The coronavirus outbreak could set back human
development for the first time since 1990, plunging

millions of people into poverty, with poorer nations
hardest hit from the pandemic’s social and economic
fallout, the United Nations has said.

Weakening the law
Even before the pandemic, growing pressure on

land from an expanding populat ion, and the
demands of agriculture, industry and housing have
led to increasing attacks on farmers and land rights
activists, with 2019 being the deadliest year. At least
212 people were killed last year, and indigenous
people made up 40 percent of the victims, Britain-
based Global Witness said last month.

Restrictions on movement that prevented rural
communities from tending to their land, or from
attending public hearings during lockdowns made it
easier for illegal loggers and companies to encroach
on it, activists said.

“Destruction of indigenous lands has increased
amidst the pandemic,” said Windel Bolinget, chair of
the indigenous group the Cordillera Peoples Alliance
in the Philippines, ranked as the deadliest country in
Asia for land rights.

The country’s new anti-terrorism law will make it
harder for rural communities to protect their land,
Bolinget added. “The law has an over broad defini-
tion of terror, and gives authorities power that
endangers indigenous peoples’ rights to their ances-
tral land and to self-determination,” he said.

Philippine authorities have rejected criticism of the
legislation that U.N. experts have said may be used to
target activists and critics of the government. 

In Indonesia, despite a pledge by President Joko
Widodo to return indigenous customary land, a new
regulation could see more such land converted for
industry in the name of public purpose.

In addition, a new Omnibus Bill would weaken
environmental and social safeguards, said Grita
Anindarini, a researcher at the Indonesian Center for

Environmental Law, a think tank. The bill would lift
pollution controls of a large number of industries,
shrink participation of communities in projects and
weaken supervision of compliance, she said. “The
government only focuses on achieving economic
growth and forgot to see that environmental protec-
tion is one of the core elements of sustainable devel-
opment,” she said. Supratman Andi Atgas, chairman
of the parliamentary body that deliberates on the
bill, earlier said rules on environmental protection
would only be simplified, not changed.

Human suffering
Across the region, there are also efforts to boost

rural livelihoods, and to mitigate worsening climate
change impacts. In Thailand, more than 6 million
trees will be planted over the next few years to
increase green cover in the country, the environment
minister said last week, while Laos is to build the
largest wind energy farm in Southeast Asia.

Australia has fast-tracked approval for a $16 bil-
lion solar power project, and India is mapping rural
land to give titles to hundreds of millions of people.
But also in India, coal mine auctions are opening up
forested areas protected by the constitution, while
environment impact assessments will be weakened
by a new notification that exempts many projects
from public consultations and compliance.

With a strict lockdown in place during the
period for public feedback for the draft EIA noti-
fication, a Delhi court extended the deadline to
Aug. 11. The coal auction removes end-use restric-
tions, allowing mine owners to extract coal for prof-
it-making rather than public purpose including
energy security, said Kanchi Kohli, a fellow at the
Centre for Policy Research think tank in Delhi. In
addition, it would allow companies to fence off land
for years, irrespective of whether they extract coal
or not. —Reuters

Lockdown hits 
economy in

second quarter


