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TAMPA: A scientific paper led by two researchers at
Harvard University made a splash this week by claiming
that a cigar-shaped rock zooming through our solar
system may have been sent by aliens.  The researchers
noted in a pre-print of the article that it was an “exotic
scenario,” but that “Oumuamua may be a fully opera-
tional probe sent intentionally to Earth vicinity by an
alien civilization.”

Oumuamua, the first interstellar object known to
enter our solar system, accelerated faster away from
the Sun than expected, hence the notion that some kind
of artificial sail that runs on sunlight — known as a light
sail — may have helped push it through space.
“Currently there is an unexplained phenomena, namely,
the excess acceleration of Oumuamua, which we show
may be explained by the force of radiation pressure
from the sun,” co-author and Harvard astrophysicist
Shmuel Bialy said via email Tuesday.  “However this
requires the body to have a very large surface and be
very thin, which is not encountered in nature.” Their
suggestion of an alien force at work went viral. But oth-
er astronomy experts aren’t buying it.

“Like most scientists, I would love there to be con-
vincing evidence of alien life, but this isn’t it,” said Alan
Fitzsimmons, an astrophysicist at Queens University,
Belfast. “It has already been shown that its observed
characteristics are consistent with a comet-like body
ejected from another star system,” he told AFP. “And
some of the arguments in this study are based on num-
bers with large uncertainties.”

Katie Mack, a well-known astrophysicist at North
Carolina State, also took issue with the alien hype. “The
thing you have to understand is: scientists are perfectly
happy to publish an outlandish idea if it has even the
tiniest sliver of a chance of not being wrong,” she wrote
on Twitter. “But until every other possibility has been
exhausted dozen times over, even the authors probably
don’t believe it.” — AFP

Scientists push back 
against Harvard ‘alien
spacecraft’ theory

SAN FRANCISCO: Google said yesterday it is making
strides in helping internet users legitimately get songs,
films and apps while choking off revenue to websites
with stolen digital content. A 64-page report released
by Google claimed progress in the war on piracy, but
also noted a new battlefront in the form of “add-on”
software that can be installed on legitimate open-
source media players such as the Kodi box to illicitly
stream copyrighted content.

“Combating illegal streaming on open-source media
players like the Kodi box shows both the challenge and
the importance of a balanced approach in the fight
against piracy,” Google said in the report. “Pirates have
created add-ons to enable Kodi boxes to access
infringing works.” Set-top boxes with suspicious add-
ons are removed from Google Shopping, while apps
with pre-installed “Kodi add-ons” giving access to
pirate sites are removed from the Play Store, according
to the internet firm.

The report cited a 2018 global study released by The
Institute for Information Law that found the percentage
of internet users who engage in piracy has been falling,
while spending on legal content is rising. “Successfully
decreasing incidents of copyright infringement has
required providing more and better legitimate alterna-
tives to infringing content, as well as more effective
tools for combating piracy,” Google said.

Google boasted that it has been generating more
money for those who create or own digital content
while strengthening its arsenal and efforts to fight pira-

cy. A YouTube “Content ID” tool creates digital finger-
prints of sorts of copyrighted content and then auto-
matically detects it online, allowing owners to have it
removed or monetized.

Stopping ‘rogue’ operators 
Websites involved in piracy are “demoted” in search

results and cut off from Google’s online ad platform,
according to the report. “One of the most effective
ways to combat rogue sites that specialize in online
piracy is to cut off their money supply,” Google said.
Since 2012, Google has terminated more than 13,000
AdSense accounts and ejected more than 100,000 sites
from its AdSense program for violations of policy on
copyrighted material, according to the report.

Meanwhile, a “Google Play” online shop for digital
content bans apps that “infringe copyright, encourage
illegal streaming, or attempt to deceive users by imper-
sonating other apps.” Google also told of taking aim at
copyright-infringing ads with “considerable” resources.
The California-based tech giant said that last year it
rejected more than 10 million ads suspected of infring-
ing copyrights or linking to websites that did.

According to the report, Google-owned YouTube
paid more than $1.8 billion to the music industry from
October 2017 to September 2018. Digital video rev-
enues are expected to soar from $64 billion last year to
$119 billion by the year 2022, while global music
streaming revenues more than doubled from 2015 to
2017, according to the report. — AFP 

Young women
to build 
Kyrgyzstan’s
first satellite
LONDON: Reaching for the stars will no
longer be impossible for girls and young
women in Kyrgyzstan, who aim to build
and launch the country’s first satellite
before 2020. A dozen budding female
scientists have been tinkering with com-
puters, 3D printers and soldering irons
since March to build a CubeSat, which
US space agency NASA describes as
being the smallest and cheapest satellite
used for space exploration.

“I feel very proud that it’s going to be
the first satellite of the country. I’m
doing this programme because I want to
empower other girls,” said 23-year-old
student Kyzzhibek Batyrkanova during a
Skype interview from the capital
Bishkek. “Your gender doesn’t have to
determine what you have to do in this
life.” It is a rare path for any Kyrgyz, let
alone a woman, given that nearly two-
thirds of people in the mountainous
Central Asian country live in rural areas,
and the economy relies on farming,
according to the United Nations.

Women make up less than 10 percent
of Kyrgyzstan’s science, technology,
engineering and maths (STEM), and
construction and manufacturing gradu-
ates, the UN Development Program
says. “Some girls don’t have courage to
pursue such studies because it’s not very
common in our country, and the majority
of parents discourage their daughters
from pursuing this,” said 19-year-old
Alina Anisimova, who is leading the

satellite project. “I wish that in the
future, people will not consider it so sur-
prising to see young women who do
welding or who are involved in engineer-
ing,” said the computer programmer. She
is one of the young women, aged
between 17 and 24, working on the proj-
ect, which was started by Kloop Media,
a local media group, after a chance
meeting with senior NASA staff
Alexander MacDonald, who suggested
the ambitious idea.

According to Kloop’s crowdfunding
page for the project, the construction
and launch of Kyrgyzstan’s first CubeSat
will cost up to $150,000. The final
stages of the build will be made in part-
nership with a Lithuanian company.
“(Building a satellite) can serve as a
powerful social and political signal,”
MacDonald told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “It can send important mes-
sages into who is able to participate and
build the future.”

Even though the number of women in
STEM has increased in recent years,
they still only account for about 30 per-
cent of the world’s researchers, the UN
cultural agency UNESCO says. Aidana
Aidarbekova, a 19-year-old student par-
ticipating in the project, said girls and
women in her country are expected to
marry instead of pursuing a career.
“There are a lot of people who don’t
believe that girls are capable of doing
anything else but cleaning and cooking
and giving birth to children,” said
Aidarbekova.

Nearly one in 10 girls in Kyrgyzstan is
married off before the age of 18, according
to global charity Girls Not Brides, even
though bride kidnapping was outlawed in
2013. Aidarbekova said she hopes the
space project will inspire girls in her coun-
try and beyond. “We are doing this pro-
gram because we want to prove that girls
can actually do it,” she said. —  Reuters
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‘The challenge and the importance of a balanced approach’ 

SHANGHAI: This picture taken on November 5, 2018 shows a woman passing a booth of Google at the first
China International Import Expo (CIIE). — AFP  

Recovery of
endangered 
whales 
hampered by man 
PARIS: When an endangered female
North Atlantic right whale spends months,
even years, disentangling itself from cast-
off fishing nets, there’s not much energy
left over for mating and nursing calves.
Coping with such debris, along with ship
collisions and other forms of human
encroachment, have severely stymied
recovery of the majestic sea mammals long
after explosive harpoons and factory ships
nearly wiped them out, according to a
study published yesterday.

Once numbering in the tens of thou-
sands, the northern whale’s population —
hovering around 450 today — climbed
slowly from 1990, but began to drop again
around 2010. Had the Canadian and US
waters they plied during that quarter of a
century been pristine and uncluttered by
human traffic, “the species’ numbers would
be almost double what they are now, and
their current emergency wouldn’t be so
dire,” scientists led by Peter Corkeron of
the NOAA Northeastern Fisheries Science
Center in Massachusetts reported.

More to the point, there would be twice
as many female whales: “The general slope of
the recovery trajectory is driven by female
mortality,” they added. From 1970 to 2009,
80 percent of 122 known North Atlantic right
whale deaths were caused by human objects
or activity. The species has not been hunted
for more than half a century.

Sister species 
But beyond the number of whales killed

was the question of whether the species’
population might have been curtailed in

more subtle ways by people. To find out,
Corkeron compared birth rates with the
Southern right whale, a sister species in the
southern hemisphere — estimated to num-
ber about 15,000 — that is in much better
shape and far less exposed to harmful
human emanations.

Data gathered over the last three
decades made it possible to count the
number of new calves born in different
sub-populations at both poles. The
Northern and Southern whales were long
thought to be one species until genetic
analysis showed otherwise. As suspected,
the three groups of Southern whales — off
the coasts of eastern South America,
southern Africa and southwest Australia —
produced offspring at twice the rate as
their northern kin. Further evidence that
the North Atlantic environment was taking
a toll was the poor health of females and
their calves, the study found.

“That female baleen whales forgo
reproduction in response to poor body
conditions is well established,” the authors
said. What caused the lacerations, reduced
body weight, and apparent unwillingness
to mate?  The most likely culprit is “ghost
nets”, sprawling webs of fishing gear often
made of synthetic fibers as strong as they
are long-lasting, the study concluded.

More than 80 percent of all North
Atlantic right whales are known to have
been entangled in abandoned netting at
least once, and well over half have been
there twice or more. “Entanglements can
last from months to years, and recovery
can take a similar time,” the authors wrote
in Royal Society Open Science. For the
Southern whales, the problem is non-exis-
tent. Once numbered in the hundreds of
thousands, slow moving right whales —
migrating along coastlines — were both
easy and preferred prey for whalers well
into the 20th century. The species can
grow to 20 meters and weigh 100 tons,
more than a fully-loaded commercial jet.
They are also docile and full of the blubber
from which whale oil was made.  — AFP


