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Poland opts for 
LNG from US to 
ease reliance 
on Russia
WARSAW: Poland’s state-run gas firm PGNiG
said on Wednesday that it had sealed an un-
precedented 20-year deal for liquefied natural
gas (LNG) deliveries from the United States in
a bid to ease its heavy dependence on Russian
supplies. “Today we can fulfil our efforts to im-
prove the sovereignty, security and competitive-
ness of our gas sector,” Poland’s Prime Minister
Mateusz Morawiecki told reporters in Warsaw
on Wednesday, adding that the deal will help re-
duce Poland’s reliance on Kremlin-backed Russ-
ian energy giant Gazprom.

US ambassador to Poland Georgette Mos-
bacher told reporters the contract was part of
a drive by the Trump administration to establish
the United States as the “world’s largest LNG
exporter”.

The deal concluded by the Polish Oil and Gas
Company (PGNiG) with two subsidiaries of the

US-based Venture Global LNG will provide
Poland with up to two million tonnes of liquefied
natural gas per year, a PGNiG company state-
ment said. 

Once regasified, it is the equivalent of 2.7 bil-
lion cubic metres of natural gas. The deal with
the US firm is due to take full effect in 2022, just
as Warsaw’s current contract with Gazprom for
10 billion cubic metres of natural gas per year is
set to end. Poland currently relies on the Russian
giant for about two-thirds of its gas, with do-
mestic supplies accounting for around a quarter
of its market.

Warsaw is also eyeing imports from Nor-
way and Qatar. A value for the Venture Global
LNG contract, initially agreed in June, was not
provided.

Gazprom spokesman Sergey Kupriyanov
told Russia’s TASS on Wednesday that the
company’s “supplies to Poland, amid all the
rhetoric against Russian gas, grew by almost
10 percent this year.” 

Russia’s deputy energy minister Anatoly
Yanovsky also told TASS that no one can
beat the price of Russian gas on the Euro-
pean market.

“Our commodity is a single option. Neither
the US, nor Qatar, nor Norway, nor Africa can
supply such volumes for a low price like that,”
he told TASS. —AFP

TOKYO: Forget the flashy humanoids with
their gymnastics skills: at the World Robot
Summit in Tokyo, the focus was on down-to-
earth robots that can deliver post, do the shop-
ping and build a house.

Introducing CarriRo, a delivery robot
shaped a bit like a toy London bus with bright,
friendly “eyes” on its front that can zip around
the streets delivering packages at 6km/h (4
miles per hour).

CarriRo “is designed to roll along the pave-
ments and direct itself via GPS to an address
within a two-kilometre radius,” explained Chio
Ishikawa, from Sumitomo Corp, which is pro-
moting the robot.

The lucky recipient of the package is sent a
code to a smartphone allowing him or her to
access CarriRo’s innards and retrieve whatever
is inside-post, medicine or a take-away.

Services like this are especially needed in
ageing Japan. With nearly 28 percent of the
population over 65, mobility is increasingly
limited and the country is struggling for work-
ing-age employees.

Toyota’s HSR (Human Support Robot) may
not be an oil painting to look at-standing a
metre tall, it looks like a bin with arms-but it
can provide vital help for the aged or handi-
capped at home.

Capable of handling and manoeuvring a va-
riety of objects, it also provides a key interface
with the outside world via its internet-con-

nected screen for a head. Japan’s manpower
shortage is felt especially keenly in the retail
and construction sectors and firms at the sum-
mit were keen to demonstrate their latest so-
lutions. Omron showcased a robot that can be
programmed to glide around a supermarket
and place various items into a basket. Possibly
useful for a lazy-or infirm-shopper but more
likely to be put to use in a logistics warehouse.

Japan also has difficulty finding staff to
stack shelves at its 55,000 convenience stores
open 24/7 and here too, robots can fill the gap.

HRP-5P 
With buildings going up at breakneck pace

as Tokyo prepares to welcome the world for
the 2020 Olympics, there are construction sites
all over the city but not always enough people
to work them. Enter HRP-5P. The snappily
named, humanoid-shaped machine certainly
has the look of a brawny builder, at 182cm tall
and weighing in at 101 kilograms. And HRP-5P
is designed to carry out the same construction
tasks that humans currently perform-even
when left to its own devices.

HRP-5P “can use the same tools as a man,
which is why we gave it the shape of a human-
two legs, two arms and a head,” explained one
of its creators, Kenji Kaneko from the National
Advanced Industrial Science and Technology
research facility.

Manufacturers were also promoting the lat-

est in talking robots, which are becoming in-
creasingly “intelligent” in their responses.
Sharp’s Robohon, a cute-as-pie humanoid
robot standing only 20 centimetres tall, has
been employed since last month to recount to
tourists the history of the ancient Imperial cap-
ital of Kyoto-in English, Japanese or Chinese. 

And very popular among Japanese visitors
to the World Robot Summit was a robot replica
of Tetsuko Kuroyanagi, one of the country’s top
TV stars. Created in collaboration with Japan-

ese robotics master Hiroshi Ishiguro, the robot
replicates the 85-year-old’s facial expressions
almost perfectly but conversation with the ma-
chine hardly flows.

“The difficulty is being able to create fluid
conversations with different people,” said Junji
Tomita, engineer at telecoms giant NTT which
is also involved in the project.

“The number of possible responses to an
open question is so vast that it is very compli-
cated,” admitted Tomita. —AFP

Postman, shopper, builder: In 
Japan, there’s a robot for that

At World Robot Summit in Tokyo, the focus was on down-to-earth robots

TOKYO: A woman speaks with the android robot ‘totto’, which replicates Tetsuko Kuroyanagi, one of the coun-
try’s top TV stars, at the World Robot Summit in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

Thousands of 
Seoul taxi-drivers 
rally against plans 
for carpool service
SEOUL: Tens of thousands of South Korean taxi-
drivers held a rally yesterday in Seoul, the capital,
saying a carpooling service planned by the op-
erator of the country’s top chat app would
threaten their livelihoods and jobs.

It was the latest challenge to ride-sharing
services in South Korea, which has one of the
world’s highest smartphone penetration rates,
with nearly half its population of about 51 million
living in the Seoul metropolitan area. Backlash
from taxi-drivers and government regulations in
Asia’s fourth-biggest economy have hampered
new transport services launched by US-based
Uber Technologies and domestic startups.

Protesters wearing red headbands chanted
slogans, waved flags and held up placards with
slogans such as, “Let’s crush the carpooling in-
dustry which ignores the taxi industry,” and “Il-
legal business carpool app out.”

A carpooling service would put his job at risk,
said one driver, Lee Sun-joo, who has 30 years
of experience but works 12-hour days to earn just
2 million won ($1,762) every month.

“The taxi industry will be long gone at the
end,” he added. On Tuesday, Kakao Mobility, a
unit of chat app operator Kakao Corp, started re-
cruiting drivers for its service, after having ac-
quired domestic carpool startup Luxi from
Hyundai Motor and other investors in February.

Kakao, which wants to use its dominant posi-
tion to jumpstart the service matching up drivers
with people seeking a ride in the same direction,
said it would run the service only during com-
muting hours to offset a shortage of taxis. Trans-
port law bans the use of personal vehicles for
commercial purposes, but allows carpooling dur-
ing “commuting hours”.

Kakao, which previously said it planned to
launch the service by year-end, on Thursday said
the timing had not been decided. “We will con-
tinue discussions with the taxi industry, related
organizations and users before the service
launch,” it said in a statement.

The taxi drivers’ protest worsens the dilemma
of South Korea’s labor-friendly government,
grappling with unemployment that hit an eight-
year high in August. South Korea had about
270,000 taxi drivers on June 30. As the economy
loses steam, the government has also pledged to
promote new industries to cut reliance on big
conglomerates, such as Hyundai and Samsung.

“The government is in a bind,” said Ko Tae-
bong, research head at Hi Investment & Securi-
ties. “If they keep dragging their feet over
regulatory changes, South Korea will be left be-
hind the global ride-sharing market.” —Reuters


