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Energy giant Eni 
to halt Tunisia 
hydrocarbon work
TUNIS: Italy’s Eni will stop its hydrocarbon
activities in Tunisia to focus on clean energy,
the Tunisian energy ministry said Friday, amid
recurrent social unrest near oil installations in
the country. The giant energy company will
give up mining licenses for nine oil conces-
sions it was running jointly with the Tunisian
government but will continue to invest in
renewable energy in the North African coun-
try, a ministry spokesperson said. Eni declined
to comment on the report.

It was not immediately clear when the com-
pany, which has been operating in Tunisia since
1961, would halt its oil and gas activities.
According to its website, the Italian firm’s work
is concentrated in desert areas in southern
Tunisia and in the Mediterranean offshore area
of Hammamet. In 2019, oil production was two
million barrels (equivalent to just below
40,000 barrels per day) or about one fifth of
Tunisia’s total production of hydrocarbons. The
energy ministry said Eni has not found buyers
for its shares in the oil concessions, but that the
Tunisian government was looking for new
investors. It denied reports that Anglo-Dutch
firm Shell and Austria’s OMV were also plan-
ning to cease activities in Tunisia. The North
African country has been rocked by frequent
protests in recent years, namely in the margin-
alized southern Tataouine region where unem-
ployed youths last year blocked an oil installa-
tion for months. 

In February, the army intervened to stop a
dozen protesters from accessing the El-
Kamour oil production site and blockading a
pipeline, according to the protest movement.
The pipeline carries half of the crude pro-
duced by Tunisia’s modest oil sector and has
been blocked several times, notably in 2017 by
sit-ins that were followed by clashes with
security forces. And on Thursday protesters
demanding jobs blocked a hydrocarbon stor-
age site in Skhira, in the central-eastern gover-
norate of Sfax. —AFP

GOLEMO SELO, Bulgaria: With its belching
smokestacks, Bulgaria’s Bobov Dol coal plant sym-
bolizes the type of industry the EU aims to elimi-
nate - and the hurdles it faces in its green transi-
tion. Environmental issues barely made a blip
ahead of elections taking place today, while critics
fear that euro 10 billion ($11.8 billion) in EU green
transition funds could fall prey to Bulgaria’s wide-
spread corruption.

Environmentalists say the 27-nation European
Union must phase out of coal by 2030 to meet its
climate targets. The bloc aims to slash emissions by
55 percent by then. Eleven EU nations have
pledged to phase out coal-powered electricity by
2030. Bulgaria, which emits 4.3 times more green-
house gases per unit of GDP than the EU average,
is not among them.

The country relies heavily on coal to heat homes,
with 60 percent of electricity production in winter
coming from the pollutant. Bobov Dol has been in
operation since the 1970s, employs 850 people and
alone accounts for around four percent of Bulgaria’s
energy output. “We definitely have worries” about
the plant having to shut, said Bobov Dol’s CEO
Lyubomir Spasov, adding that his aim is to “keep
the maximum amount of jobs”.

His priority is keeping the 630-megawatt facility
near Sofia open, and to that end he is considering
moving away from coal to natural gas or even incor-
porating a hydrogen plant run on solar power. The
plant will submit an application this year for a slice
of the euro 10 billion in EU funds earmarked by
Brussels for green projects.

‘Evils’ of corruption 
Prime Minister Boyko Borisov, whose center-

right GERB party is favored to win today’s election,
supports the EU’s Green Deal, but he has called for
more help for eastern European countries that
depend on coal. GERB, however, did not make this a
prominent theme in its election campaign, even
though a recent poll for the ECFR think tank found
that two-thirds of Bulgarians support the closure of
coal plants. Three-quarters of voters were unaware
of the parties’ positions on green transition.

Bulgaria is falling short partly because elected
officials have been “afraid to engage” on the sub-
ject, said Maria Trifonova, assistant professor at the
University of Sofia’s department of industrial eco-
nomics and management. After a wave of huge anti-
corruption protests which began last summer, com-
batting graft has been a much bigger issue. The
NGO Transparency International ranks Bulgaria as
the most corrupt of all EU states. Hristo Ivanov,
leader of the small opposition “Da, Bulgaria!” party,
worries that the EU’s green subsidies might end up
enriching Bulgaria’s oligarchs. 

“Sixty percent of the (EU funding) must be
invested in (public) infrastructure, the sector that
suffers the most from these evils,” said Ivanov, a
former minister of justice who quit his office in frus-
tration in 2014 and has since become one of the
country’s most outspoken anti-graft activists.
Ivanov noted that one power plant (not Bobov Dol)
that may be in line for green transition money is
owned by a prominent, politically well-connected
oligarch.

Environmental campaigners say the transition
away from polluting energy sources is long overdue.
Desislava Mikova of Greenpeace Bulgaria said
Bobov Dol has contaminated local rivers and excess
levels of fumes that can cause acid rain have also

been recorded. “My car is all dirty in the mornings,
even if I washed it the day before,” said a villager
who asked to remain anonymous for fear of
reprisals. “In the 21st century, to have such a pollu-
tant in your backyard - that can’t be right.” —AFP

Two-thirds of Bulgarians support closure of coal plants

In coal-addicted Bulgaria, EU 
climate goal faces hurdles

GOLEMO SELO, Bulgaria: A picture taken on March 25, 2021 shows smoke and vapor billowing from
the Bobov Dol Thermal Power Plant near this village. —AFP

The road not 
taken: S Korea’s 
self-driving prof
YONGIN, South Korea: Decades before the race
to build a self-driving car became a multi-billion-
dollar contest between tech giants such as Tesla
and Google, a South Korean professor built an
autonomous vehicle and test-drove it across the
country - only for his research to be consigned to
the scrapheap. Han Min-hong, now 79, successful-
ly tested his self-driving car on the roads of Seoul
in 1993 - a decade before Tesla was even founded.

Two years later, it drove 300 km from the capi-
tal to the southern port of Busan, on the most
heavily-travelled expressway in South Korea.
Footage from the period shows the car barrelling
down a highway, with no one behind the wheel. A
386-chip-powered desktop computer, complete
with monitor and keyboard, is placed on the pas-
senger seat. Han is sitting in the back, waving at
the camera.

“It felt extraordinary,” said the affable inventor.
“The workload was very heavy,” but he and his
team “had an enormous passion as it was some-
thing others hadn’t done yet, something that hadn’t
come out in the world yet”. At the time, South
Korea was more focused on heavy industry, such

as steel and shipbuilding, with the average Korean
not yet familiar with cellphones.

The country was yet to become the tech power-
house it is today, and was still pursuing imitation
rather than innovation. On one occasion, Han was
told: “Why develop a new technology when you
can always pay for it?” Han’s projects were seen as
dangerous. He was once asked how much he was
paying for his life insurance, he said, and whether
his wife was aware of “these crazy activities of
yours?”

But Han was so convinced of his cars’ safety that
he rarely wore a seat belt-and has never had life
insurance. Even so, unable to see much investment
potential, the government eventually cut funding to
his research at Korea University. Now, Elon Musk’s
electric car firm Tesla is a $600-billion behemoth,
while Han’s Chumdancha is a small company in
Yongin, south of Seoul, where he and one other
employee still develop specialist warning systems
for autonomous vehicles. Musk is a “tremendous
and outstanding” person, Han said. “He came up
with his own, firm vision based on what others were
doing, and that is really incredible.” But Han’s inven-
tion could have paved the way for South Korea to
dominate the industry, he added regretfully.

Raj Rajkumar, an engineering professor at
Carnegie Mellon University’s Robotics Institute,
who reviewed the 1990s footage for AFP, said it
“appears to be on par with some of the best work
on autonomous vehicles during that period”. “The
professor and a colleague are not even in the dri-

ver’s seat - very bold, confident but very risky
thing to do,” he added. “It is unfortunate that fund-
ing for that project was cut. In hindsight, that was
certainly not a wise decision.”

Korea University describes Han as “a pioneer
and hero in the global field of artificial intelli-
gence”, who is known for developing the South’s
first automotive navigation system and a mini-
helicopter seen as a precursor to modern-day
drones, as well as his autonomous vehicle work.
He is seen in the South as a genius ahead of his
time - the 1990s footage has been viewed more
than 1.5 million times since it was posted to
YouTube in February. —AFP

YONGIN: This picture taken on March 29, 2021
shows retired South Korean professor Han Min-hong
looking at his 21-year-old self-driving car in front of
his office. —AFP 

KUWAIT: Kuwait Telecommunications Company -
stc, a world-class digital leader providing innova-
tive services and platforms to customers, enabling
the digital transformation in Kuwait, continues to
offer its Always ON postpaid voice plans to deliv-
er a unique and convenient experience to cus-
tomers on Kuwait’s largest 5G network. The plans
include voice and internet services, as well as a
range of added features to meet the diverse needs
of customers at competitive prices.

Through its Always ON postpaid plans, stc
aims to deliver an unmatched experience to new
customers and those renewing their subscrip-
tions by allowing them to always stay connected
in Kuwait through the Always ON connectivity
feature, and unlimited local calls. Customers
traveling abroad and using internet roaming,
can also enjoy free WhatsApp and incoming

calls while roaming, and international minutes
are also included in the plans so that customers
can stay in touch with friends and family wher-
ever they may be.

Fol lowing the Company’s commitment to
enable digital transformation in Kuwait, stc’s
postpaid plans allow customers to enjoy the net-
work’s 5G service on select 5G enabled devices
to experience stc’s top internet speeds.  For
online entertainment, stc offers a subscription to
the Jawwy TV app which boasts a range of enter-
tainment services that include OSN, Starzplay,
Wide Khaliji, FOX+ and more, all in one place.

Chief Consumer Officer (CCO) of stc, engineer
Nasser Al-Saadon, said, “When designing our
Always ON postpaid voice plans, we focused on
exceeding our customers’ expectations by incor-
porating services and features that would elevate

their  experience. Our
objective was to show-
case the quality of solu-
tions and services that
stc has to offer.”  

He added, “Upon
launching a product, we
continuously assess the
qual i t ies that  appeal
most to our target audi-
ence and ensure that we
provide them with a
wel l-rounded experi-
ence they greatly bene-
fit from. By offering a
rich selection of products and services, which
include the latest smartphones, internet routers
and entertainment devices, stc aims to grant its
customers with an unmatched choice in quality,
value, and convenience. Placing the customer
experience at heart, the Company offers all its
products and services through stc branches, its
website (www.stc.com.kw) and mystc App.

stc Always ON postpaid voice plans deliver 
a unique experience to customers

Nasser Al-Saadon


