
Tuesday, January 12, 2021

9
B u s i n e s s

Established 1961 

Pakistan suspends 
power plant staff 
after blackout
ISLAMABAD: Seven staff at one of Pakistan’s biggest
power plants have been suspended after a technical
fault sparked a massive grid breakdown at the week-
end, plunging the entire country into darkness. The
blackout hit all of Pakistan’s major cities, including the
capital Islamabad, economic hub Karachi and the sec-
ond-largest city Lahore, lasting around 18 hours in
most areas.

The employees at Guddu thermal power plant in
Sindh province were suspended “on account of the
negligence of duty”, according to the Central Power
Generation Company, which operates the facility.

Guddu plant, built in the 1980s, is one of the coun-
try’s largest and generates power from furnace oil and
natural gas. The suspended staff included a manager
and six junior employees.

The blackout, which started shortly before mid-
night on Saturday, was caused by an engineering fault
which tripped the system and caused power plants
across the country to shut down. Pakistan’s electricity
supply system is a complex and delicate web, and a
problem in one section of the grid can lead to cascad-
ing breakdowns countrywide. There were no reports
of disruption at hospitals, however, which often rely on
backup generators.

The outage marked Pakistan’s second major power
breakdown in less than three years. In May 2018, pow-
er was partially disrupted for more than nine hours,
while in 2015 an apparent rebel attack on a key supply
line plunged around 80 percent of the country into
darkness. —AFP

BRISBANE:  An Australian doctor who began
inventing virus detection tools as a “hobby” is
now helming a mammoth effort to ship the first
non-prescription home COVID-19 tests cleared
by US regulators. Sean Parsons is the founder of
Ellume, a medical tech firm based in a suburban
industrial park, where rows of factory workers in
sterile clothing swiftly assemble sleek grey kits
roughly the size and shape of home pregnancy
tests. 

Ellume’s product delivers results in just 15 min-
utes and will soon be available over the counter in
pharmacies across the country worst-hit by the
pandemic. “We’re making the first product that’s
headed for the US. So it is an important day,”
Parsons told AFP on a recent tour of his compa-
ny’s Brisbane facility.

At  the  t ime , the  Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) in Washington had just
approved Ellume’s kits for emergency use and
the company was manufacturing 16,000 tests a
day. It is now rapidly scaling up production,
aiming to hit 100,000 units a day this month
and one million by mid-year.

“The objective is to diagnose as many people
as possible-millions of people with coronavirus-to
enable and encourage them to reduce the trans-
mission within the community,” Parsons said.

The single-use kit comes with a self-adminis-
tered nasal swab that is slotted into a tube con-
taining a small analyzer capable of detecting the
virus. A free smartphone app walks users through
the process and pairs with the analyzer over
Bluetooth to download test results.

Though  the  vacc ine  ro l l ou t  i s  a l r eady
underway in  the  US, the  pathway to  herd
immunity is expected to be long and rocky,
and Parsons is confident his tests will be need-

ed for “many years” to come.
“There will be people that are not just worried

about having coronavirus, but people who choose
to not be vaccinated for whatever reason,” he
said.  “Testing at scale in the community is here to
stay, as we see it.”

‘A bit of a hobby’ 
The seed for Ellume was planted during the

swine flu pandemic in 2010, when Parsons worked
in a busy Brisbane hospital filled with worried
people seeking tests. As his shift was ending, the
doctor treated a teenager who later tested posi-
tive for the disease. “If he could have obtained the
results earlier and not spent four hours in the
waiting room spreading it to goodness knows how
many people, then we could have offered even
better care,” Parsons said.

He tinkered away at the side on an invention
he hoped would eventually help rapidly detect
flu-like illnesses. It started as “a bit of a hobby”
but by late 2011 Ellume had attracted enough
investment for Parsons to fully devote himself to
the venture.

When the coronavirus pandemic struck, the
firm had already invented a nanoparticle testing
system used to make an at-home influenza test
and had embarked on a partnership to bring
tuberculosis testing into communities.

‘We need to be ready’ 
As early as February-before Australia had

slammed shut its international borders to fore-
stall the pandemic-Parsons and his team were
“pouring their energies” into adapting their
work for COVID-19 testing. That attracted a $31
million investment from US government agen-
cies, setting the stage for the at-home test to be

delivered there first.
A clinical trial found it to be 96 percent as effec-

tive as lab testing-positioning it as a complement to
traditional methods and eventually convincing the
FDA to grant emergency use authorization.

Ellume’s focus remains squarely on the US
but Parsons wants to expand globally and hopes
for EU approval later this year. And while it

took more than eight years to create the tech-
nology and eight months to tailor it to detect
COVID-19, Parsons is already looking ahead to
how they can more quickly address the next
major disease outbreak.

“We’re also building this capacity to respond
to a future pandemic,” he said. “That is inevitable,
and we need to be ready.”  —AFP

How ‘a bit of a hobby’ turned out to be a mass virus detection tool

How Aussie doctor’s at-home 
COVID test won US approval

BRISBANE: In this picture taken on Dec 21, 2020, employees work on the production line of a COVID-
19 home test unit at the production facility of Australian digital diagnostics company Ellume. —AFP

Conservative 
website Parler 
forced offline
SAN FRANCISCO: The conservative social net-
work Parler was forced offline yesterday, tracking
websites showed, after Amazon warned the com-
pany would lose access to its servers for its fail-
ure to properly police violent content. The site’s
popularity soared in recent weeks, becoming the
number one download from Apple’s App Store
after the much larger Twitter banned US
President Donald Trump from its platform for his
role in inciting a riot at the US Capitol last week.

Messages of support for Wednesday’s attack
in Washington DC-along with calls for more
demonstrations-had flourished on the platform,
leading Google to remove it from its app store on
Friday, followed by Apple on Saturday. Amazon
then confirmed it would suspend the platform
from its cloud hosting services for allowing
“threats of violence.”

In a letter to Parler’s owners, the web giant
said it would suspend service by 11:59 PM on
Sunday (0759 GMT Monday). Tracking website
Down For Everyone Or Just Me showed Parler
offline from just after midnight, suggesting its
owners had not been able to find a new hosting
partner.

In a series of posts on Parler before the site
went down, CEO John Matze accused the tech
giants of a “war on free speech.” “They will NOT
win! We are the world’s last hope for free speech
and free information,” he said. Parler did not
respond to a request for comment from AFP.

The social network, launched in 2018, operates
much like Twitter, with profiles to follow and
“parleys” instead of tweets. In its early days, the
platform attracted a crowd of ultra-conservative
and even extreme-right users. But it now attracts
many more traditional Republican voices.

Fox News star host Sean Hannity has 7.6 mil-
lion followers, while his colleague Tucker Carlson
has 4.4 million. Elected officials present include
Republicans Devin Nunes, a California congress-
man, and South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem.
Trump is not known to have a Parler profile.

Parler’s recent growth was supercharged

after last week’s violence in DC as new users,
furious over Twitter’s ban on Trump, flocked to
the app. In one now-deleted post, an account
purport ing to belong to Lin Wood, a  pro-
Trump lawyer, called for Vice President Mike
Pence to be put in front of a f ir ing squad-
threats which US media have reported led to a
secret service investigation. —AFP

Stocks struggle 
after bumper week, 
bitcoin plunges
LONDON: Equities mostly dropped yesterday after
last week’s strong showing, while bitcoin plunged
20 percent as volatile trading returned to markets.
The dollar climbed, while oil prices declined, also
after big gains last week. “It was a strong run-up
last week so we are likely just seeing a little pause
for breath,” noted Neil Wilson, chief market analyst

at Markets.com. “Looking ahead this week we are
focused on the start of the fourth-quarter earnings
season on Wall Street.” Bitcoin was the standout,
losing a fifth of its value from Sunday to $32,388,
before going back up to above $35,000. The cryp-
tocurrency last week smashed record after record,
eventually surging past $40,000.

With small investors at risk of big losses amid the
volatility that saw bitcoin rocket by one third in val-
ue last week, Britain’s financial watchdog on Monday
urged caution.  The Financial Conduct Authority “is
aware that some firms are offering investments in
cryptoassets, or lending or investments linked to
cryptoassets, that promise high returns”, it said in a
statement.  “Investing in cryptoassets, or investments

and lending linked to them, generally involves taking
very high risks with investors’ money.  “If consumers
invest in these types of product, they should be pre-
pared to lose all their money,” the FCA added. Wall
Street closed out last week with more record-highs,
with investors broadly upbeat on the prospect of a
further massive stimulus for the US economy.

“After being bullish for several months, we are
definitely becoming more cautious on the stock mar-
ket up at these levels,” said Matt Maley, at Miller
Tabak + Co. Gains last week were driven by US
stimulus hopes and as countries begin rolling out
coronavirus vaccines, helping to offset surging cases
of the disease that has trigged fresh lockdowns
worldwide. —AFP

FRANKFURT: A display showing the German Stock
Market Index DAX is pictured at the stock exchange in
Frankfurt, Germany. —AFP

The unique value 
proposition of 
megacommunities 
during pandemic 
By Leslie Raimondo and Samer Abi Chaker

The COVID-19 pandemic, one of the largest
health crises of modern times, has triggered a
series of economic, social, and environmental

repercussions. Long-term public health implications
are anticipated, driven by reduced access to health-
care services, the limited capacity of GCC healthcare
systems, and the known prevalence of obesity, dia-
betes, and other chronic conditions, some exacerbat-
ed by the lockdown.

Healthcare systems’ financial sustainability is at
risk from significant reductions in revenue and size-
able financial losses across providers in the GCC.
Given these are national emergencies, many GCC
providers are required to treat patients irrespective
of their insurance eligibility, likely leading to further
financial pressure on payers and providers.

While the vaccine rollout has started, difficulties
are anticipated in mass vaccination programs.
Production and distribution of vaccines might be
delayed as manufacturers acquire the necessary
approvals to launch. Many countries across the
world will compete for their share of doses. 

While these challenges are not necessarily new, it

is the unique overlay of economic, social, environ-
mental, and health implications in today’s intercon-
nected world that amplify them. Individually, GCC
governmental authorities, private sector entities,
and/or civil society organizations (e.g., NGOs,
schools, universities, religious communities) certainly
possess the knowledge and experience to overcome
these challenges. However, pooling this knowledge
and experience can generate greater impact.

As countries gradually shift their focus to manag-
ing the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic - a
hallmark of the disaster recovery phase - megacom-
munities can be an effective approach to actively
engage a wide array of stakeholders. 

A megacommunity is based on the premise that
some challenges are so large that they cannot be
addressed by a single sector, but they can be effec-
tively addressed by public, private, and community-
based sectors working together. By leveraging an
interconnected collaborative network, megacommu-
nities can overcome the daunting challenges of
large-scale disasters such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic. For megacommunities to work, five critical
elements need to be present:

1. A three-sector flat organization
To best address the needs of affected popula-

tions, the megacommunity will need to involve
leaders from the government, private sector
(including healthcare providers, Insurers, manufac-
turers, etc.), and the nonprofit sector at all times.
More importantly, megacommunities’ intrinsic
model of interdependence requires a flat organiza-
tion and leadership structure, which is more effec-
tive than conventional hierarchical leadership in
disaster recovery situations.

2. Overlap of vital interests
For megacommunities to succeed, participants

must share a common goal; in this case, a swift
recovery from the pandemic. A megacommunity can
be a powerful way to translate these shared interests
into workable, sustainable actions. The GCC is con-
ducive to this overlap of interests with governments
and private organizations eager to address the multi-
ple challenges and re-launch economic activity, and
NGOs seeking sustainable impact as demand for
their services increases.

3. Convergence
More than an overlap of interests, megacommuni-

ty members have to converge towards a clearly
articulated mutual action. In the context of COVID-
19, megacommunity members will need to focus on
addressing challenges such as ensuring financial via-
bility of healthcare providers, maintaining a robust
medical supply chain and immunizing vulnerable
communities.

4. Network structure
The multi-sector nature of a megacommunity

tends to generate a networked environment that
complements the efforts of participating members
with those of external connections. Members should
continuously widen the network, involving as many
external connections as possible. For example, they
can better understand the needs of local communi-
ties by tapping into diverse information sources
within the network, for efficiently deploying
resources and effective interventions.

5. Adaptability
Unlike typical organizational partnerships, rigidly

defined by service level agreements, megacommuni-
ties are more adaptable. This enables them to cater
to varying needs of local communities across the
GCC. Reliance among different members can be
shifted, depending on immediate needs, and engage
new entrants without establishing authority over
them.

Today, GCC HEPR authorities have a unique
opportunity to capitalize on the unprecedented
engagement of governmental, private sector, and civ-
il society stakeholders to mitigate or even eliminate
the pandemic’s impact. It is also a chance to devise
novel and more effective ways of tackling longstand-
ing and new challenges brought forward by COVID-
19. The GCC has numerous examples of successful
collaborations, consortiums, or workgroups whose
mission is to advance and protect the health of the
community - take for instance, the recent Abu
Dhabi-based “Hope Consortium” that is focused on
solving the logistical challenges associated with vac-
cine supply for the UAE and the world.

However, current health emergency preparedness
and response models still do not recognize mega-
communities as a stakeholder group, and without
official recognition, megacommunities cannot be
engaged effectively in disaster response activities.
As a result, to fully realize their potential, it is
important for relevant authorities to update existent
plans, framework, and concepts of operations to
include mechanisms for the formation, integration,
and engagement of megacommunities across all four
mission areas: Preparation, Mitigation, Response,
and Recovery.  

Note:  Leslie Raimondo is Senior Vice President
at Booz Allen Hamilton and Samer Abi Chaker,
Senior Associate at Booz Allen Hamilton, MENA


