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SYDNEY: Some 50,000 homes in South
Australia will receive solar panels and Tesla
batteries, the state government announced
Sunday, in a landmark plan to turn houses into
a giant, interconnected power plant. South
Australia is already home to world’s biggest
battery in an Elon Musk-driven project to
provide electricity for more than 30,000
homes. The state government has since been
looking for more ways-particularly through
renewables-to address its energy woes after
an “unprecedented” storm caused a state-
wide blackout in 2016.

Under a new plan unveiled on Sunday, a
network of solar panels linked to rechargeable
batteries will be provided free to households
and financed by the sale of excess electricity
generated by the network, the government
said. “My government has already delivered
the world’s biggest battery, now we will deliv-
er the world’s largest virtual power plant,”
state Premier Jay Weatherill said in a state-
ment.”We will use people’s homes as a way to
generate energy for the South Australian grid,
with participating households benefitting with
significant savings in their energy bills.”

A trial phase will begin with 1,100 public
housing properties, each supplied with a 5kW
solar panel system Tesla battery. Following
the trial, the systems will be installed at a fur-
ther 24,000 public housing properties before
the scheme is opened up to other South
Australians over the next four years. The gov-
ernment is also set to look for an energy
retailer to deliver the program to add more
competition to the market.

The rollout will be supported by the state
government through a Aus$2 million (US$1.6
million) grant and a Aus$30 million loan from
a taxpayer renewable technology fund. Tesla
said in a statement to AFP that the virtual
power plant would have 250 megawatts of
solar energy and 650 megawatt hours of bat-
tery storage. “At key moments, the virtual
power plant could provide as much capacity
as a large gas turbine or coal power plant,”
the company added. Australia is one of the
world’s largest producers of coal and gas but
the South Australian blackout raised questions
about its energy security.

Several ageing coal-fired power plants
have closed, while strong demand for gas
exports and a rise in onshore gas drilling bans
have fuelled concerns of a looming domestic
energy shortage in the next few years. More
than 60 percent of electricity generation in
Australia is from coal, with 14 percent from
renewables, according to government data
published in 2016. —AFP 
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BARCELONA: In the fashionable Poblenou district of
Barcelona, hipsters and entrepreneurs rub shoulders
with homeless people and immigrants, as the city
authorities try to reduce digital inequality. The futuristic
Media-TIC building is one of several venues around the
city where disadvantaged people can sign up for free
courses to improve their online literacy skills under a
“Barcelona, Digital City” plan launched last year.

The program, which runs until 2020, is needed
because access to technology has become a “new
source of social fracture” for cities in an increasingly
computerized world, the council of Spain’s second-
largest city said on its website. Initiatives are springing
up around the globe to teach online skills, in an effort to
smooth access to jobs and education, and integrate
people better into society. But questions are being
raised about how well such
schemes can reach those
most in need. 

Berlin-based non-profit
Kiron Open Higher
Education provides free
web-based courses for
refugees with internet access
anywhere in the world. In
New York, thousands of
kiosks offering free Wi-Fi are
being rolled out across the
city under the LinkNYC
scheme to help people of all
income levels go online. Meanwhile, Miami-based
organization One Laptop per Child (OLPC) continues
to hand out free laptops to children in developing coun-
tries, while Google promised in 2017 to teach online
skills to 10 million Africans over the next five years.

The catch with some of these initiatives, however,
is that they only work if people are already con-
nected to the internet or own the necessary tech-
nology, experts say. “Poor people are the ones
most likely to be left outside of the digital sphere,”
said Darrell West, director of governance studies
at the Brookings Institution, a Washington-based
think-tank. New Yorkers wanting to use LinkNYC’s
private internet connection, for example, need one
of Apple’s latest iPhones. Critics say this excludes
low-income users who are most likely to need free
Wi-Fi because they cannot afford a home broad-
band connection.

Digital divide 2.0
The so-called “digital divide” has traditionally

referred to the gap between those who have access to
computers and the internet, and those with limited or no
access. Globally, around 3.2 billion people are using the
internet, according to the International
Telecommunication Union, a UN agency. Of the roughly
4.3 billion people who are not connected, about half live
in India and China, according to the Brookings
Institution. But digital inequality can no longer be
viewed simply as the gap between those with physical
access to devices and those without, experts say.

In today’s world, there are many different digital
divides, they argue - and various ways of trying to over-
come them. Prohibitive connection charges are a major
cause of digital inequality, especially in emerging

economies, said West of the
Brookings Institution. “The
problem is that if you pro-
vide a free computer but
don’t address high telecom-
munications charges, people
are not going to be able to
use the devices,” he added.

Not just a laptop
OLPC, a US non-profit

founded in 2005, provides
children in developing coun-
tries with a low-cost, low-

power computer that is connected to the internet. More
than 3 million laptops have been distributed to children,
said Leah Shadle, legal associate with OLPC. “(It) has
always been an educational program, not just a laptop pro-
gram,” she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.  Schools
are offered teacher training and technical training, among
other services, she said. In Uruguay, OLPC’s education pro-
gram has been adopted on a national scale. According to the
UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean, around 60 percent of households in Uruguay are
connected to the internet, the highest of any country in the
region. In other, richer parts of the world, the issue of digital
inequality is more nuanced than it was a few decades ago,
said Mark Warschauer, professor of education and informat-
ics at the University of California, Irvine.

Amplifying difference
In the United States, for instance, most people have a

smartphone and a data plan, “and are pretty adept at
using that”, even among urban populations with high lev-
els of poorer non-white communities, as in Los Angeles,
he said. The issue is what digital devices people are using
- and how. Lower-income families tend to use smart
phones more than laptops, and if they do have a comput-
er at home it may be shared by several family members,
Warschauer noted. 

Children from wealthier backgrounds are using tech-
nology to gain knowledge, whereas children from poor-
er families focus more on chatting and playing, he
added. Digital media “tends to amplify existing discrep-
ancies” in society, he said. A physical access divide per-
sists, however, between rural and urban areas in the
United States, Warschauer noted. Many remote areas

are still not connected to the internet, an inequality that
needs to be dealt with at a policy level, he suggested.
West, of the Brookings Institution, urged governments
to promote competition in the telecoms sector to bring
down connection charges and make data services more
affordable. Being excluded from the digital sphere hurts
individuals’ job prospects as many companies now
favour online applications, he added. Small business
owners, meanwhile, often need a website to promote
their goods and services, he said. Improving people’s
ability to earn by getting them connected is a virtuous
circle, as greater wealth increases the likelihood of nar-
rowing the digital divide. “Anything a country can do to
raise people out of poverty is going to bring more peo-
ple into the digital world,” said West. —Reuters 
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In Australia, 
Amazon still 
finding its way
SYDNEY: When Kiri Pomery ordered a red
Santa Claus hat from Amazon.com Inc’s new
Australian operation, the estimated delivery
time to her address in outback Western
Australia seemed too good to be true. It
was. Several weeks after the end of
Amazon’s Jan. 10 delivery window and a
month after Christmas, the manager of the
Ora Banda Historical Inn had still had not
received her package. “Generally it is pretty
reliable,” said Pomery, referring to the near-
est post office, a 45-minute drive away in
the gold mining town of Kalgoorlie, where
she collects her mail. “I think we have had
one thing in the last four years that we have
had to go looking for.”

On the other side of the country, at a pub
she manages with her husband, Lester, in the
spinifex plains of far western Queensland
state, Valerie Cain got her Santa hat in time
to wrap it as a Christmas gift for her six-
month-old grandson Oscar. The hat arrived
just two days into Amazon’s 20-day estimat-
ed delivery window. A third parcel bound for
the tiny township of Yuendumu, in Central
Australia’s Western Desert, arrived nine days

after Amazon’s delivery window. Reuters
ordered the hats in December to check
Amazon Australia’s shipping estimates. And
the experiences of three of the company’s
first customers reflect what analysts see as
the main challenge to capitalising on a lack
of serious online competition and winning
over the world’s 12th-largest economy: its
geography.

Australia has the developed world’s most
spread-out population, with 24 million peo-
ple on an island roughly the size of the main-
land United States. Yet there is little inland
transport infrastructure, making it hard for
Amazon to live up to its promise of reliable
shipping times. Amazon can generally reach
customers in far-flung parts of North
America and Asia quickly by using income
from its subscription service, Prime, to
bankroll its own delivery vehicles. The com-
pany has said it plans to offer Prime in
Australia sometime in 2018. 

“Retailers that have been here and have
had an online offer for the last 10 years are
all struggling,” said Shanaka Jayasinghe, a
manager at logistics consultant GRA
Supply Chain Pty Ltd. If a company is try-
ing to ship to all of Australia, “offering same
day or next day, it’s a challenge in our mar-
ket,” Jayasinghe added, referring to ship-
ping times. 

Kogan.com Ltd, a local e-tailer which has
styled itself after Amazon, says it delivers
nationwide in 14 days or less. Amazon
Australia’s longest estimated shipping time is

10 days. Both offer disclaimers that delivery
may take longer in remote areas. Third-par-
ty vendors sell about 90 percent of the
goods advertised on Amazon’s Australian
website while Amazon itself sells the rest,
said Daniel Mueller, an analyst at Vertium
Asset Management, which holds Australian
retail shares. 

That ratio is reversed in Amazon’s other

markets, Mueller added, providing speedier
service. Amazon’s biggest challenges in Asia
so far have involved competition from
entrenched local players like China’s Alibaba
Group Holding Ltd, Singapore’s Carousell
Pte Ltd and India’s Flipkart Online Services
Pvt Ltd. By contrast, Australia has low online
shopping penetration and lack of well-
resourced rivals. —Reuters

HEDEBAZOUGES, FRANCE: In this file photo taken on September 28, 2017 shows a smartphone being operated in
front of GAFA logos (acronym for Google, Apple, Facebook and Amazon web giants) as background. —AFP

TRACY, California: In this file photo taken on January 19, 2015 shows an Amazon.com
worker sorting packages onto a conveyor belt at an Amazon fulfillment center. —AFP 

S Korea appeals 
court frees 
Samsung heir
SEOUL: A South Korean appeals court yesterday dismissed
most of Samsung heir Lee Jae-Yong’s bribery convictions
and cut his prison sentence to a suspended term, ordering his
immediate release. Judges said Lee, vice chairman of the
world’s biggest smartphone and memory chip maker Samsung
Electronics, had been forced to offer bribes to then-president
Park Geun-Hye and her close confidante. 

Samsung Electronics, which last week reported record
profits, is the flagship subsidiary of the giant Samsung
group, by far the biggest of the family-controlled conglom-
erates known as chaebols that dominate Asia’s fourth-largest
economy. The chaebols played key roles in the South’s dra-
matic economic growth but have long had close and some-
times murky ties with political authorities.  Commentators
said yesterday’s decision was in keeping with past lenient
legal treatment of their leaders.

Government favors 
At his original trial Lee, 49, was convicted of a range of

offences, including bribery, embezzlement, money laundering
and perjury in parliament, in connection with the sprawling
corruption scandal that brought down Park Geun-Hye. The
case centered on payments Samsung made to Park’s secret
confidante Choi Soon-Sil, with prosecutors arguing they
were intended to secure government favors.

He had been sentenced to five years in jail, making him
the first Samsung chief to serve prison time, even though his
father was twice convicted of criminal offences and his
grandfather was earlier embroiled in scandal. But the Seoul
high court yesterday struck out most of the convictions and

reduced the penalty on the remainder to a suspended prison
sentence of two and a half years.

The court said Lee had been “forced” to offer Park bribes
and there was “no evidence” that Lee explicitly demanded
policy favors in return.    “Park Geun-Hye and Choi Soon-Sil
should be seen as the main players in this scandal,” said the
ruling, read out in court by one of the judges. Lee walked
out of the courthouse swinging the hands that had been
cuffed every time he arrived and left the building since he
was first detained in February last year, television pictures
showed.

The badge bearing his prisoner number that had been
pinned to his jacket earlier was gone, and he smiled-
although he had appeared to have lost weight during his
time in custody. He was driven back to his detention centre
for formalities before being released.

The Samsung group, whose revenues are equivalent to
around a fifth of the country’s GDP, has lobbied hard against
the convictions of Lee and four other senior executives.
Shim Jung-Taik, an author of several books on Samsung and
its corporate culture, said: “It shows that, in South Korea,
politicians come and go but Samsung’s power never fades
away. “We still have this widespread mindset that ‘our econ-
omy will collapse without chaebols, and the chaebols will
collapse unless they are controlled by the members of their
founding families,” Shim told AFP.

‘Courage and wisdom’ 
The corruption scandal set off massive months-long

protests across the nation last year that urged Park’s
removal as well as punishment of the top tycoons who
helped enrich Choi. Samsung was the single biggest contrib-
utor to the two non-profit foundations controlled by Choi,
which she allegedly used for personal gain. But his lawyers
argued that Samsung had been coerced to pay. One of them,
Lee In-Jae, told reporters: “We express our sincere respect
for the courage and wisdom of the court that exonerated
Lee of some major accusations.”

They will launch a further appeal to the supreme court
against the remaining convictions. Lee has been the de facto

head of the wider Samsung group since his father was left
bedridden by a heart attack in 2014. The four other Samsung
Electronics executives convicted alongside Lee also had
their convictions reduced, with the two who had been given
prison terms similarly having their sentences suspended.

Both Park, formally impeached and removed from power
last March, and Choi are currently in custody while on trial
separately on multiple charges ranging from bribery to
abuse of power. Park is accused of offering policy favors to
the businessmen, including Lee, who bribed Choi-Park’s
close friend and the daughter of a shady religious figure who
had been Park’s longtime mentor until his death in 1994.
Current South Korean President Moon Jae-In took power in
May, sweeping to victory in the election that followed Park’s
ousting with promises to “reform” the deep-rooted and
sometimes corrupt ties between Seoul regulators and the
chaebols.  —AFP 

SEOUL: Lee Jae-Yong, vice chairman of the world’s
biggest smartphone and memory chip maker Samsung
Electronics, leaves a detention centre. —AFP 


