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SpaceX vows
manned flight to
space station 
is on track
LOS ANGELES: Tech magnate Elon
Musk’s SpaceX vowed Monday to
send its first astronauts into orbit on
schedule next year — part of a drive to
restore America’s dominance of the
space race. Gwynne Shotwell , the
aerospace manufacturer’s president,
told journalists in Los Angeles an
unmanned flight to the International
Space Station in November would
pave the way for a manned mission in
April 2019. “Predicting launch dates
could make a liar out of the best of us.
I hope I am not proven to be a liar on
this one,” she said.

NASA awarded contracts to SpaceX
and Boeing in 2014 as part of its com-
mercial crew program, aimed at helping
private industry build spaceships to
reach low-Earth orbit. On August 3 the
agency named the first nine astronauts
who will fly to space on Boeing and
SpaceX vehicles in 2019 — a mix of
novices and veterans.

Those named for the SpaceX test
crew include shuttle veterans Bob
Behnken, Michael Hopkins and Douglas
Hurley, alongside naval aviator Victor
Glover, a novice to spaceflight. The
flights to the ISS will be the first leaving
US soil to put people into orbit since
the iconic space shuttle program ended

in 2011. For seven years, NASA astro-
nauts have hitched rides to the orbiting
outpost on Russia’s Soyuz spacecraft —
at a cost of some $80 million a seat.

A US government report released in
July said it was unlikely that SpaceX
would be able to send astronauts to the
ISS next year.  Shotwell said however
the mission would go ahead as soon as
SpaceX was “ready to fly these folks
safely. Next in line we want to make
sure not only that we get these folks up
and back safely but that that’s reliable
and a mission that we conclude,” she
added. “We want to hit all the boxes do
everything we need to do, to demon-
strate that this vehicle is capable of
taking astronauts up from US soil as
often as NASA will allow us.”

SpaceX unveiled its astronauts, all
clad in blue overalls and smiling proud-
ly in front of the module that will trans-
port them to the ISS, to answer ques-
tions from the media. “Being able to fly
as a first flight a vehicle as a test pilot
is a ‘once in a generation’ type of
opportunity, so obviously I’m very
thankful for it,” said Hurley. “But I
would also say that we’ve got a lot of
work left to do.”

‘Space Force’ to dominate foes
US President Donald Trump signed

an almost $750 billion defense spend-
ing bill Monday, while vowing a new
“Space Force” would give America
dominance over rivals in China and
elsewhere. “Our competitors have
begun weaponizing space,” Trump
warned troops at Fort Drum in New
York state, as he signed a National
Defense Authorization Act passed by

Congress earlier this month. “It’s not
enough to have American presence in
space. We must have American domi-
nance in space,” Trump said, as he
warned of the threat from China and
elsewhere.

“Look at what they’re doing, they
have given me run-downs,” he said in
reference to security briefings. “I’ve
seen things that you don’t want to see
what they’re doing and how advanced
they are.” “They want to jam transmis-
sions which threaten our battlefield
operations and so many other things.
We’ll be catching them very shortly,”
he said. “We will be so far ahead of

them in a very short time, your head
will spin.” 

He specifically mentioned a “new”
Chinese military division that oversees
space operations. The spending bill
contains a number of important provi-
sions, including a prohibition on deliv-
ering F-35 Joint Strike Fighter aircraft
to Turkey, a NATO ally unless they
ditch Russian technology. Trump has
sparred with the country’s leaders
over the detention of a Christian pas-
tor. It also extends a restriction on
US-Russian mil i tary cooperation,
something the White House vocifer-
ously opposed. —AFP

France to make 
unrecycled plastic 
bottles expensive
PARIS: France plans to make bottles pro-
duced with recycled plastic cheaper than
bottles made from virgin plastic and will
further tighten regulation on plastics use,
a government minister said. Junior
Environment Minister Brune Poirson told
the “Le Journal du Dimanche” (JDD)
weekly that the government also plans to
increase taxes on landfill and reduce val-
ue-added tax on recycling activities. This
would be a boost for French recycling
firms such as Veolia and Suez, which have
called for such measures. 

Poirson said that in order to channel
more plastic waste towards recycling,
France will introduce a discount-premium
system worth up to 10 percent of the
price of a product in order to encourage
consumers to recycle. “Tomorrow, when
there is a choice between two bottles, one
made with recycled plastic, the other not,
the first one will be cheaper,” she said. She
gave no timeline, but said that in early
2019 the government will present addi-
tional and specific measures to tackle
plastic pollution.

The previous socialist French govern-
ment in 2016 banned plastic straws, cups
and plates from Jan 2020, but the centrist
government of President Emmanuel

Macron has rejected proposals to intro-
duce a deposit on plastic bottles, as some
European countries have done. Asked
whether it was sufficient to count on the
goodwill of industry to reach Macron’s
target of 100 percent plastic recycling by
2025, Poirson said that imposing new
regulation too quickly would lead to
defensive reactions. “If in two years there
is no progress, we will introduce regula-
tion,” she said.

France recycles just 25.5 percent of its
plastic packaging waste, the second-
worst recycling rate in Europe. It com-
pares to about 50 percent in Germany
and The Netherlands, data from statistics
portal Eurostat show. Michel-Edouard
Leclerc, CEO of leading French retailer
E.Leclerc, told the JDD that ahead of the
2020 ban on throwaway plastic tableware,
his stores would stop selling these prod-
ucts from the end of the first quarter of
2019. He said they would be replaced by
reusable products or by disposable cups
and plates made from more environmen-
tally friendly materials such as cardboard
or bamboo. Leclerc is also trialing a plas-
tic and glass bottle deposit system in
some of its stores in northern France that
gives customers points on their loyalty
cards, he said. 

Elsewhere, Burundi’s president, Pierre
Nkurunziza, has issued a decree banning
the use of plastic bags in the small central
African country within the next 18
months. “The manufacture, import, stor-
age, sale and use of all plastic bags and

other plastic packaging is prohibited,”
said the presidential order signed by
Nkurunziza on Monday and seen by AFP
yesterday. “A grace period of 18 months
is granted, before the entry into force of
this decree, to allow for the disposal of
current stocks and orders already
placed,” the decree read.

The decree includes some exemptions

that may be authorized for “biodegradable
plastic bags, bags and plastic materials
used in medical services, and in industrial
and pharmaceutical packaging”. When the
law comes into force Burundi will join a
growing list of African countries that have
introduced total plastic bag bans to fight
pollution, including Morocco, Rwanda and
Kenya. —Agencies

PARIS: This illustration shows plastic containers taken on August 12, 2018, in a
studio. —AFP

US House candidates
vulnerable to hacks
LAS VEGAS: Three of every 10 candidates running for
the US House of Representatives have significant securi-
ty problems with their websites, according to a new
study by independent researchers that underscores the
threat hackers pose to the November elections. The
research was due to be unveiled on Sunday at the annual
Def Con security conference in Las Vegas, where some
attendees have spent three days hacking into voting
machines to highlight vulnerabilities in technology run-
ning polling operations.

A team of four independent researchers led by former
National Institutes for Standards and Technology securi-
ty expert Joshua Franklin concluded that the websites of
nearly one-third of US House candidates, Democrats and
Republicans alike, are vulnerable to attacks. NIST is a
US Commerce Department laboratory that provides
advice on technical issues, including cyber security.
Using automated scans and test programs, the team
identified multiple vulnerabilities, including problems
with digital certificates used to verify secure connections
with users, Franklin told Reuters ahead of the presenta-
tion.

The warnings about the midterm elections, which are
less than three months away, come after Democrats have
spent more than a year working to bolster cyber defens-
es of the party’s national, state and campaign operations.
Democratic National Committee officials told Reuters
they have completely rebuilt the party’s computer net-
work, including email systems and databases, to avert a
repeat of 2016, when Russian intelligence agents hacked
into Democratic accounts and then used stolen data to
undermine support for Hillary Clinton’s presidential bid.

“No one wants to be the next ‘patient zero,’” said
DNC Chief Technology Officer Raffi Krikorian, a former
executive with Twitter and Uber. The report follows a
string of warnings by Trump administration security offi-
cials that Russia is actively interfering in the November
elections. FBI Director Christopher Wray recently
warned that Russian government agents were working
around the clock to sow discord ahead of the election.

Democratic Senator Claire McCaskill, who is facing a
tough re-election battle in Missouri, last month said that
hackers had tried and failed to access her office’s com-
puter network. The Def Con study did not address that
incident. The researchers did not identify any cases
where it appeared that politically motivated hackers had
exploited those vulnerabilities. “We’re trying to figure
out a way to contact all the candidates” so they can fix
the problems, said Franklin, who joined the nonprofit
Center for Internet Security last month.

Department of Homeland Security officials said at Def
Con that they are offering aid to states and counties for
securing election equipment. Still, some states said they
are not getting enough help, and new funding efforts
failed in Congress. Individual campaigns are not eligible
for federal assistance, so they rely on party officials, an
increased number of tech-savvy volunteers and nonprofit
groups such as Defending Digital Democracy, a biparti-
san project at the Kennedy School of Government at
Harvard University.

Steps by the DNC
Franklin also said he found numerous potentially mali-

cious web pages that closely resemble the names of can-
didates. Hackers use that practice, known as “typo-
squatting,” to develop copycat sites for use in phishing
campaigns to steal credentials or to criticize candidates.
The candidates at most risk of hacks are ones with small
campaigns that have with little expertise in computer
technology or security, Franklin said.

The Democratic National Committee agreed to discuss
some steps it has taken to bolster security in the hope it
can serve as a model for other election offices. Since
Krikorian joined the DNC a year ago, the party has moved
email and data storage to Google cloud and replaced most
Windows computers with easier-to-defend Apple hard-
ware and Google Chromebooks, he said. —Reuters

MURRUPELANE: In the tiny maternity ward in
Murrupelane, two 16-year-old mothers breast-feed their
babies, both born that morning. Mozambique’s child
marriage and teen pregnancy rates are among the high-
est in the world, a driving factor in the population explo-
sion in this poverty-plagued southern African nation.

After emerging from a brutal war in 1992, the former
Portuguese colony saw its population swell 40 percent
in the two decades to 2017, reaching 29 million today.
“My parents really wanted me to get married,” says
Julia Afonso, one of the girls who has just given birth in
Murrupelane, a village in the north. In a tiny voice, she
says her family received 1,500 meticals ($21, 22 euros)
as a dowry. Around half of Mozambique’s women —
48.2 percent-marry before they turn 18, according to
UN children’s agency UNICEF.  Of girls aged between
15 and 19, 46.4 percent are either pregnant or have
already become mothers. These early marriages and
pregnancies “are impoverishing the community,” says
Murrupelane village chief Wazir Abacar. Young parents
“cannot feed their children, and the mums leave
school,” he said. As a result, 58 percent of Mozambican
women are illiterate.

Pregnant at 12 
Ema Nelmane, now 13, gave into the advances of a

man she met in the market who offered her 200 meti-
cals (three euros) for her virginity. “She saw a chance to
get the same shoes her friends were wearing,” her
grandmother said, by way of explanation. When she fell
pregnant, Ema was flabbergasted.  “I didn’t know you
could get pregnant by making love,” she said, breast-
feeding seven-month-old Ismail in the clay yard outside
her grandmother’s home.

Ema was plunged prematurely into the world of
adults. “I can’t go out and play with my friends any-

more,” she said. As in other developing countries,
teenagers in Mozambique often fall pregnant “through
lack of education”, said demographer Carlos Arnaldo.
“Parents see in these births a guarantee that they’ll be
looked after when they get old.” Until recently,
Mozambique’s government did little to tackle demo-
graphic problems. But the mounting costs of the popu-
lation boom have forced a change of thinking.

Contraception drive 
“The economic consequences for the government

are that it has to build hospitals and schools,” said
Pascoa Wate, head of maternal and child health at the
health ministry. “In spite of government spending, peo-
ple don’t have access to them.” In a bid to curb the
population explosion, Mozambique’s government is in
the process of changing the law to allow marriage only
at 18, rather than at 16 with parental consent.

“We know that the practice of early marriage is
rooted in deeply-seated cultural values and social
norms that prioritise fertility,” said Youth Minister
Nyeleti Mondlane. With UN support, Mozambique has
also been waging a contraception awareness campaign
since 2016. Only a quarter of women currently have
access to contraception, according to a national health
survey.

In the shadow of a mango tree in the northern village
of Namissica, a dozen women crowd around a table to
watch a nurse demonstrate how to use different contra-
ception, with the help of a wooden model penis and a
plastic vagina. If their husbands are “not cooperative”,
nurse Fatima da Silva Cobre advises women to opt for a
birth control implant. “He won’t know you’re using it,”
she says. The women ask anxious questions: could the
implant fall out? Won’t it make them infertile? One by
one, the nurse debunks the myths.

Rites of passage 
Reining in the population boom also depends

heavily on male education in a country where “it’s
they who dictate sexuality to girls”, said Gilberto
Macuacua Harilal. A crusader against underage
pregnancies, Macuacua uses his weekly television
show “Man To Man” to denounce churches that
defend marriage under 18, as well as traditional ini-
tiation rites, common in Mozambique. 

During such ceremonies, “boys aged eight to 12

learn to punish girls by forcing them into sex,” he
said. Slowly, the message is starting to get through.
Jaoa Carlos Singano, a village chief in the northern
Rapale district, said that for a year “we’ve been
trying to convince officials who carry out the initi-
ation rites to be careful in the instructions they
give boys”. But the need for change is urgent.  At
current rates, the population is set to double in the
next 25 years. “It is a race against time,” says
Mondlane. —AFP

Young parents ‘cannot feed their children’

Teen pregnancy epidemic feeds 
Mozambique’s population boom

HAWTHORNE: People explore a mockup of the Crew Dragon spacecraft during a
media tour of SpaceX headquarters and rocket factory. —AFP


