
WASHINGTON: Abortion, gun rights, religious
freedoms and potentially race: the US Supreme
Court began a new term yesterday with blockbuster
cases on its docket that could spotlight the influ-
ence of conservative justices chosen by Donald
Trump. For the first time in 18 months, the court’s
justices will be back on the bench in person -
although one member, Justice Brett Kavanaugh,
recently tested positive for COVID-19 and will par-
ticipate remotely. Kavanaugh is one of the three
justices confirmed to the court during Republican
Trump’s four-year presidency, which shifted the
court to a solidly conservative 6-3 majority.

Last year, this reorganized court asserted its
independence, however, notably rejecting Trump’s
crusade to invalidate the 2020 election results that
saw him defeated by Joe Biden. But in such “shad-
ow” cases - the nickname
for expedited rulings that
are not debated in public
- the court has begun a
rightward tilt, highlighted
by its September 1 deci-
sion to not block a Texas
law that bans almost all
abortions in the state. The
ruling enraged Democrats,
including President Biden,
and renewed calls for
Supreme Court reforms
that are being considered by a presidential com-
mission studying options including adding seats to
the bench.

More broadly, public frustration with the court
has grown: only 40 percent of Americans now say
they appreciate its work, compared to 49 percent
in July, while 37 percent of respondents consider it
“too conservative,” according to a Gallup poll. In a
sign of the tumult, abortion rights defenders
protested outside Kavanaugh’s home, and on
Saturday thousands of people converged on the
Supreme Court — and in cities across America -

proclaiming abortion as a personal choice and not
a legal debate.

‘Partisan hacks’
To calm the waters, the justices have gone to

great lengths recently to convince the public of
their impartiality. “This court is not comprised of a
bunch of partisan hacks,” Amy Coney Barrett, the
justice who succeeded the late liberal icon Ruth
Bader Ginsburg, said in a speech to students in
Kentucky. Critics were quick to note that her
remarks were made in the presence of top
Republican Senator Mitch McConnell, who
presided over Barrett’s hasty confirmation near the
end of the 2020 presidential campaign. Beyond the
speeches, the 2021-2022 session “will prove to be a
real test whether or not the Supreme Court can rise

above the partisan divide,”
said David Cole, national
legal director for civil lib-
erties defender ACLU.

On the courts agenda?
Essentially the key social
issues that most divide
Americans, starting with
the sensitive subject of
abortion. Beginning
December 1, the justices
will consider a Mississippi
law that bans abortions

after 15 weeks of pregnancy. The law’s supporters
see the case as an opportunity to overturn Roe v.
Wade, the landmark 1973 decision which estab-
lished the constitutional guarantee of abortion
rights.

During his 2016 campaign, “Donald Trump prom-
ised to appoint justices who would overrule Roe
versus Wade,” Amy Howe, editor of the court-
focused website SCOTUSblog, recalled recently.
With his appointment of justices Neil Gorsuch,
Kavanaugh and Barrett, “now is the time to see
whether or not that promise will come true,” she

said during a talk at Washington think tank the Cato
Institute.

‘Juicy cases’ 
Another explosive issue on tap is the carrying of

firearms. Until now, the court has held that Americans
have a constitutional right to bear arms at home for
self-defense, but it has said nothing about how much
protection the Second Amendment affords people
who carry a concealed firearm in public. That may
change when the court reviews a New York law that
strictly limits concealed carry licensing.

It will also consider the limits imposed on fund-
ing of faith-based schools. The current court “is
very, very sympathetic and sensitive to religious
freedom,” Cole said. Several death row cases are
also up for consideration. And it remains possible
the court will address the perennially sensitive issue
of race, by taking up a challenge to universities’
affirmative action policies, which are roundly criti-
cized by conservatives. With all these “juicy cases,”
said Howe, “the real question is not whether or not
the court is going to continue to shift to the right,
but how far it will shift to the right.”—AFP
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WASHINGTON: United States Capitol Police in riot gear stand between women rights activists and anti-
abortion activist, as they gather in front of the supreme court after a rally at freedom plaza for the annu-
al Women’s March. —AFP

Half a degree ‘makes 
a big difference’ in a 
warming world
PARIS: Half a degree Celsius may not seem like
much, but climate experts say a world that has
warmed 1.5 degrees Celsius above 19th-century
levels compared to 2C could be the difference
between life and death. A 2C Earth would see the
number of people facing extreme heat waves more
than double. A quarter of a billion more people
would face water shortages. The Arctic Ocean will
be ice-free not once in a century but once every
10 years. 

Countries that signed the Paris Agreement vowed
to cap the rise in global temperatures-already 1.1C
above the pre-industrial benchmark-at well below
2C, and preferably at 1.5C. Humanity is still far off
the mark: Even if fulfilled, current pledges to reduce
emissions would still set the planet on course to
warm by a “catastrophic” 2.7C, according to the
UN. Here’s what the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) says we can expect in a
world that warms by 1.5C, 2C and beyond.

Heat waves 
Maximum temperatures in some areas will

increase by three degrees if the climate warms 1.5C,
four if global heating reaches the 2C mark. Heat
waves that occur once-a-decade today will become
four times more likely at 1.5C, and nearly six times
more likely at 2C. The odds of extreme hot spells
currently seen once every 50 year increase by near-

ly nine fold at 1.5C, and 40 fold in a 4C world. More
people will be affected as well: The percentage of
humanity exposed to extreme heatwaves at least
once every five years jumps from 14 percent at 1.5C
to 37 percent with an extra half-a-degree.

Storms 
Global warming will cause more rain at higher

latitudes, north and south of the equator, as well as
in the tropics and some monsoon zones.
Precipitation in sub-tropical zones will likely
become rarer, raising the spectre of drought.
Extreme precipitation events today are 1.3 times
more likely and seven percent more intense than
before global warming kicked in.

At 1.5 degrees of warming, extreme rain, snow-
fall or other precipitation events will be 10 percent
heavier and 1.5 times more likely.

Drought 
In drought-prone regions dry spells are twice as

likely in a 1.5C world, and four times more likely if
temperatures climb 4C. Capping the rise in average
global temperatures to 1.5C rather than 2C would
prevent an additional 200-250 million people from
facing severe water shortages. Limiting drought
would also reduce the risk of related disasters such
as wildfires.

Food
In a world that is two degrees warmer than pre-

industrial levels, seven-10 percent of agricultural
land will no longer be farmable. Yields are also pre-
dicted to decrease, with corn harvests in tropical
zones estimated to drop by three percent in a 1.5C
warmer world and seven percent with a rise of 2C.

Sea levels 
If global warming is capped at 2C, the ocean

watermark will go up about half a meter over the
21st century. It will continue rising to nearly two
meters by 2300 - twice the amount predicted by
the IPCC in 2019. Because of uncertainty over ice
sheets, scientists cannot rule out a total rise of two
meters by 2100 in a worst-case emissions scenario.
Limiting warming to 1.5C would reduce rising sea
levels by 10 about centimeters.

Species in peril 
All these impacts affect the survival of plants

and animals across the planet. Global warming
capped at 1.5C negatively affects seven percent of
ecosystems. At 2C, that figure nearly doubles. An
increase of 4C would endanger half of the species
on Earth. —AFP

Tensions run 
high after farmers 
clash in India
NEW DELHI: Demonstrators torched a police vehicle
in India yesterday as tensions boiled over after clashes
involving protesting farmers killed at least nine people.
The incident on Sunday in Uttar Pradesh state was the
deadliest in more than a year of protests by farmers in
northern India against new agricultural reforms.
Farmers said that a convoy belonging to a government
minister, his son and the state’s deputy chief minister
ran over and killed four people at a demonstration. The
minister said later that a driver lost control of his vehi-
cle after being pelted by demonstrators.

Angry protesters set fire to several cars and at least
five more people, four of them supporters of the ruling

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), were killed. Yesterday, the
protesters kept the bodies of the four dead farmers in
glass cases for display around the protest site. Police
banned gatherings, cut off mobile internet services,
sent extra forces and detained several opposition fig-
ures on their way to the scene including Priyanka
Gandhi from the Congress party. In state capital
Lucknow, dozens of police detained local Congress
chief Akhilesh Yadav outside his home.

Dozens of opposition supporters staged a protest
in the city and set fire to at least one police vehicle,
television pictures showed. Protests organized by
opposition parties also took place in New Delhi and
Bangalore. Agriculture has long been a political mine-
field and employs some two-thirds of India’s 1.3 billion
population. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s govern-
ment says the reforms will infuse much-needed ener-
gy and capital in the sector. Farmers, many of whom
have camped outside New Delhi for over a year, fear
the changes will leave them at the mercy of big cor-
porations. —AFP
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Facebook chooses 
‘profit over safety’ 
says whistleblower
WASHINGTON: The whistleblower who shared a
trove of Facebook documents alleging the social
media giant knew its products were fueling hate and
harming children’s mental health revealed her identity
Sunday in a televised interview, and accused the com-
pany of choosing “profit over safety.” Frances Haugen,
a 37-year-old data scientist from Iowa, has worked for
companies including Google and Pinterest - but said
in an interview with CBS news show “60 Minutes”
that Facebook was “substantially worse” than any-
thing she had seen before.

She called for the company to be regulated.
“Facebook over and over again has shown it choos-
es profit over safety. It is subsidizing, it is paying for
its profits with our safety,” Haugen said. “The ver-
sion of Facebook that exists today is tearing our
societies apart and causing ethnic violence around
the world,” she said.

The world’s largest social media platform has been
embroiled in a firestorm brought about by Haugen,
who as an unnamed whistleblower shared documents
with US lawmakers and The Wall Street Journal that
detailed how Facebook knew its products, including
Instagram, were harming young girls, especially
around body image. US Senator Richard Blumenthal
responded to the interview ahead of Haugen’s appear-
ance to testify in Congress next week, saying in a
statement: “Facebook’s actions make clear that we
cannot trust it to police itself. We must consider
stronger oversight.”

In the “60 Minutes” interview Haugen explained
how the company’s News Feed algorithm is optimized
for content that gets a reaction. The company’s own
research shows that it is “easier to inspire people to
anger than it is to other emotions,” Haugen said.
“Facebook has realized that if they change the algo-
rithm to be safer, people will spend less time on the
site, they’ll click on less ads, they’ll make less money.”

During the 2020 US presidential election, she said,
the company realized the danger that such content
presented and turned on safety systems to reduce it.
But “as soon as the election was over they turn them
back off, or they change the settings back to what
they were before, to prioritize growth over safety, and
that really feels like a betrayal of democracy to me,”
she said. “No one at Facebook is malevolent,” she said,
adding that co-founder and CEO Mark Zuckerberg
did not set out to make a “hateful” platform. But,
Haugen said, the incentives are “misaligned.”

Facebook’s vice president of policy and global
affairs Nick Clegg vehemently pushed back at the
assertion its platforms are “toxic” for teens, days after
a tense congressional hearing in which US lawmakers
grilled the company over its impact on the mental
health of young users. While Haugen did not draw a
straight line between the decision to roll back safety
systems and the US Capitol riot on January 6, “60
Minutes” noted that the social network was used by
some of the organizers of that violence. During an
appearance on CNN, Clegg dismissed the link. “I think
the assertion (that) January 6th can be explained
because of social media, I just think that’s ludicrous,”
Clegg told the broadcaster, saying it was “false com-
fort” to believe technology was driving America’s
deepening political polarization. —AFP
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NEW DELHI: Activists of India’s Youth Congress shout
slogans from behind police barricades during a demon-
stration yesterday, a day after clashes involving farmers
who were protesting against the agricultural reforms at
Lakhimpur in India’s Uttar Pradesh state. —AFP

NEW YORK: A group of students take part in a protest in
support of the climate and against fossil fuel and other
contributors to global warming in front of the United
Nations (UN) in Manhattan. —AFP

Climate-fuelled 
disasters
PARIS: From a summer of fire and record floods, to
freak frosts and locusts invasions, experts say man-
made climate change is wreaking havoc on the world’s
weather. Here are some of the most devastating cli-
mate-fuelled disasters from the past two years:

Mediterranean on fire 
Greece’s worst heatwave in decades fuelled deadly

wildfires that burned nearly 100,000 hectares

(250,000 acres) this year in what the prime minister
called the country’s “greatest ecological disaster in
decades”. The summer blazes killed about 80 people in
Algeria and Turkey, with Italy and Spain also ravaged
by uncontrolled fire. Scientists say the Mediterranean
rim is a climate change “hot spot” with worse to come.

Canada ‘heat dome’ 
In late June, a hot air “heat dome” caused sustained,

scorching temperatures across much of western
Canada and the northwestern US. Residents in the
British Columbia city of Lytton saw the thermometer
rise on June 30 to 49.6 degrees Celsius (121 degrees
Fahrenheit), a national record. Days later, the town was
largely destroyed by a wildfire. The extreme heat was

“virtually impossible” without human-caused climate
change, the World Weather Attribution (WWA) science
consortium said.

European towns washed away
Germany’s worst flooding in living memory

killed 165 people in July after heavy rainfall bat-
tered the country along with Switzerland,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Austr ia and
Belgium, where another 31 people died. The WWA
said a warming climate increased the likelihood of
the extreme two-day rainfall behind the floods by
about 20 percent. For every degree that Earth
warms, the atmosphere can hold about seven per-
cent more moisture, scientist say. —AFP


