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Spanish rapper Jose Miguel Arenas Beltran, better known as ‘Valtonyc’, poses for pictures as he leaves a court in
Ghent. —AFP

Acourt in Belgium yesterday rejected a request
by Spanish authorities to extradite a fugitive
rapper sentenced to jail for allegedly praising

terrorism in his songs. Jose Miguel Arenas Beltran -
better known as “Valtonyc” - fled to Belgium in 2018
after being handed a three-and-a-half year jail term
on charges of glorifying terror, insulting the king and
making threats in his lyrics.

“Victory! After three years of legal procedures, a
detour to the European Court of Justice and to the
Belgian Constitutional Court, the Court of Appeal
rules that Valtonyc cannot be extradited,” the rapper’s
lawyer Simon Bekaert wrote on Twitter. “A good day
for music and freedom of expression.” Bekaert said
the appeals court in the city of Ghent had ruled that
the offences were not a crime under Belgian law.

The rapper, 28, said he was “finally free and hap-
py” after having been subject to regular police
checks as he battled against a European arrest war-
rant. “I’m not a terrorist and the court has proved me
right,” he said. Beltran was sentenced for lyrics in
songs published online in 2012 and 2013 at a time
when he was a little-known rapper in the Balearic

Islands. These included: “Let them be as frightened
as a police officer in the Basque Country” and “the
king has a rendezvous at the village square, with a
noose around his neck.”

The reference to the Basque Country was under-
stood as a nod to violence by ETA, the separatist
group that for decades staged attacks across Spain
that left more than 800 officials and civilians dead. His
lyrics divided opinion in Spain, with some saying they
would not land him in jail in any other democracy,
while others stress that free speech has its limits. The
case is one of a number that has sparked pressure on
the Spanish authorities to ease harsh punishments for
alleged “crimes of expression”.

Protestors clashed with police in Spain in February
over a jail term handed out to another rapper Pablo
Hasel for tweets insulting police and the monarchy.
Belgium is also at the centre of another high-profile
extradition case involving the Spanish authorities over
fugitive Catalan separatist leader Carles Puigdemont.
Puigdemont has been living in Belgium since 2017,
after fleeing Spain to avoid prosecution over a failed
Catalan bid to declare independence. —AFP

Edward O Wilson, the trailblazing US scientist,
professor and author whose study of insects and
clarion call to protect Earth earned him the nick-

name “Darwin’s natural heir,” has died at age 92. Wilson,
whose death was announced Monday by his founda-
tion, was an award-winning biologist and longtime
Harvard University research professor, considered the
world’s leading authority on ants and their behavior.

While an entomologist early in his career, he
broadened his scope immensely, studying not just
insects but the social interactions of birds, mammals
and humans, and he effectively-and controversially-
established a new field of science known as sociobi-
ology. The Alabama native was the author of hun-
dreds of scientific papers and more than 30 books,
two of which won him Pulitzer Prizes for nonfiction:
1978’s “On Human Nature,” and “The Ants” in 1990.

“Ed’s holy grail was the sheer delight of the pur-
suit of knowledge,” said Paula Ehrlich, president of
the EO Wilson Biodiversity Foundation and co-
founder of the Half-Earth Project. “A relentless syn-
thesizer of ideas, his courageous scientific focus and
poetic voice transformed our way of understanding
ourselves and our planet. “His greatest hope was
that students everywhere share his passion for dis-
covery as the ultimate scientific foundation for
future stewardship of our planet.”

Wilson, who died Sunday in Massachusetts, had
become renowned for his advances in global conser-
vation, and advised preeminent scientific and con-
servation organizations. Time magazine two decades
ago described him as having “one of the great
careers in 20th century science,” as it highlighted his
work mapping the social behavior of ants and prov-
ing their colonies communicate through a system of
chemicals known today as pheromones.

But his trailblazing work was not without contro-
versy. In much of his 1975 book “Sociobiology,” he
laid out his theory of animal behavior, which earned
high praise from fellow scientists. In the final chap-
ter, though, Wilson caused an uproar by proposing
that human behavior is largely genetically based, and
that humans acquire a predisposition to such mat-
ters as the division of labor between genders, tribal-

ism, male dominance and parental-child bonding.
But his strong reputation as a revered authority on
the natural world remained intact.

‘Intellectual giant’ 
The Oxford biologist Richard Dawkins, who has

publicly disagreed with Wilson on some subjects,
praised the late researcher on Twitter, calling him the
“greatest myrmecologist”-ant researcher-and a
“great Darwinian.” Steven Pinker, a cognitive scien-
tist at Harvard, also expressed sadness over Wilson’s
death. “A great scientist and a lovely man,” said
Pinker on Twitter. “We disagreed about some things,
but it didn’t affect his generosity and willingness to
engage.” 

In later years Wilson spoke relentlessly about the
need for environmental stewardship, warning of the

potential for chaos and ruin if humans do not change
course. “Biodiversity (is) being eroded at an acceler-
ating rate by human activity,” he said in a 2014 lec-
ture at Duke University. “And the loss is going to
inflict a heavy price in wealth, security and spirit,
unless we staunch it.”

In 2016, Wilson published the book “Half-Earth,”
in which he argued for the creation of human-free
nature preserves over half of the Earth’s surface. To
further that idea, his foundation created the Half-
Earth Project, which was substantially supported by
singer Paul Simon. “The world lost a great scientist
and I, a dear friend,” tweeted Simon, who donated
all the proceeds from a 2017 tour to the project. “Ed
was an intellectual giant and a gentle, humble, com-
passionate man. We were fortunate to have had him
for 92 years.”—AFP 

File photo taken shows US scientist Edward O Wilson attending the World Science Festival. —AFP

After a year that made the terms WFH (work
from home) and metaverse instantly recogniz-
able for many people, there are a new set of

technological trends headed this way for 2022. Here’s
a selection of how technology may change lives in the
coming year:

Meatless meat
Meat alternatives have become common in an

increasing number of US households, thanks in part to
Beyond Meat and Impossible Food plant-based
products that come far closer to the texture and fla-
vor of beef or pork. As the products have improved
and the prices edged downward, demand has been
boosted by concern about the environment: raising
animals for food is responsible for a whopping 14.5
percent of human-linked greenhouse gas emissions,
according to UN data.

The global market for plant-based meats is
expected to be worth $35 billion in 2027 — up from
$13.5 billion in 2020, thanks in part to expansion
beyond the United States, according to a report from
Research and Markets. “2022 will be the crowning
year of food made from plant-based proteins,” said
David Bchiri, president of US consulting firm
Fabernovel. “The products are mature and good.
They’re going to become mainstream.”

‘Web 3.0’ and crypto
The internet’s first phase was the creation of web-

sites and blogs, which allowed the emergence of com-
panies like Yahoo, eBay and Amazon. The next itera-
tion was Web 2.0, defined by social media and user
generated content on sites like Facebook and
YouTube. These platforms “get the money and control
it, they let you on their platform,” summarized
Benedict Evans, an independent analyst specializing
in Silicon Valley.

So, is Web 3.0 coming?
In this iteration, “users, creators and developers

would have stakes and votes” in a platform in much
the way a cooperative works, Evans said on his
“Another Podcast.” Such a revolutionary step could
be made possible by blockchain technology, where
computer programs run on networks of thousands or
millions of computers.

So far, blockchain has enabled the rise of cryp-
tocurrencies like bitcoin, and more recently, the
unique digital objects such as drawings or animations
called NFTs. “We talk a lot about decentralized
finance, but I think that in 2022 we will see more
localized use cases, which will enter everyday life,”
said Bchiri of consulting firm Fabernovel. As highly-
volatile digital monies like bitcoin have hit record high
values in 2021, a huge range of players have gotten
into the game, including versions launched by the
cities of Miami and New York.

Ransomware, everywhere 
The spike toward record ransomware attacks and

data leaks in 2021 looks likely to spill over into the
coming year. Cyber-extortion heists break into a vic-
tim’s network to encrypt data, then demand a ransom,
typically paid via cryptocurrency in exchange to
unlock it. A confluence of factors has fueled the trend,
including the booming value of cryptocurrencies, vic-
tims’ willingness to pay and the difficulty authorities
have in catching attackers.

Cybersecurity company SonicWall wrote in late
October: “With 495 million ransomware attacks
logged by the company this year to date, 2021 will be
the most costly and dangerous year on record.”
“When I think about 2022, the thing that’s top of mind
for me and for my colleagues continues to be ran-
somware. It’s simply too lucrative,” wrote Sandra
Joyce, executive vice president and head of global
intelligence at cybersecurity firm Mandiant.

Big Tech regulation?
It’s difficult to say if 2022 is the year Big Tech will

finally be hit with significant new rules, but a series of
regulatory and legal threats launched in 2021 will pro-
voke major battles. In the United States, the Federal
Trade Commission’s anti-trust lawsuit against
Facebook represents a genuine threat to the social
media giant, though a court has already dismissed the
case once. 

More lawsuits and a federal investigation-and
maybe even finally new laws-are possible in the
wake of the damning whistleblower leaks showing
Facebook executives knew its sites could cause
harm. Some critics say the firm’s major push into
realizing the metaverse-a virtual reality version of
the internet-is an effort to change the subject after
years of criticism.

Apple dodged a bullet in 2021 when a US federal
court said Fornite maker Epic Games failed to show
the iPhone giant held an illegal monopoly, but the firm
was still ordered to loosen control over its App Store.
Both sides have appealed. New regulations may come
sooner in the EU as it pushes through new laws, such
as the Digital Services Act which would create much
stricter oversight of harmful and illegal content on
platforms like Facebook. —AFP

From sizzling temperatures to Messi and Ronaldo and
pensioners in space, here are some of the most signif-
icant records struck in 2021.

Hottest month
July 2021 was the hottest month globally ever recorded,

the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) says. And wildfires in Siberia, North America and
around the Mediterranean caused record levels of CO2
emissions in July and August, the EU’s Earth monitoring
service says.

Record gas prices 
As economies reopen from their COVID-induced slum-

ber firing heightened gas demand, prices in Asian, European

and British gas hit record peaks. Europe’s reference Dutch
TTF gas price hit 187.78 euros per megawatt hour.

Biggest airlift 
The United States carried out its biggest ever airlift in

the wake of the Taleban takeover of Afghanistan in August,
bigger even than the evacuation of Saigon at the end of the
Vietnam War. It airlifted more than 123,000 people out of
Kabul, including US citizens, Afghan interpreters and oth-
ers who supported the US mission. Around 55,000 people
were evacuated from southern Vietnam in 1975.

Suez Canal blocked
The giant container ship Ever Given blocked the Suez

Canal in March, bringing a halt to shipping for six days in
one of the world’s busiest waterways. The ship, almost as
long as New York’s Empire State Building, caused a record

traffic jam of 422 ships loaded with 26 million tons of mer-
chandise, worsening supply difficulties already disrupted
by the Covid-19 pandemic.

Chinese incursions
The most dramatic Chinese incursion into disputed

Taiwanese airspace occurred at the start of October as
China marked its annual national day when a record 149
flights crossed into Taiwan’s southwestern air defence zone
in four days.

Bitcoin soars
Cryptocurrency bitcoin soared to record levels in late

2021, being valued at $68,513 on November 9. The digital
currency increasingly won support from small and large
investors, some of whom see it as a way of protecting
themselves against inflation, which hit a 30-year high in the
US in October.

Art goes wild 
Art sales records in 2021 included works by Frida Kahlo,

veteran French artist Pierre Soulages and Banksy reaching
sky-high levels. Revenues from sales of contemporary art
have never been as high, totalling $2.7 billion, boosted in
particular by the explosion in sales of unique digital works
and NFTs (non-fungible tokens).

Space tourists
Captain Kirk of “Star Trek”, alias veteran actor William

Shatner, became the oldest person to go into space at 90.
He was among two dozen non-professionals who blasted
off into space in 2021 on rockets owned by billionaires Jeff
Bezos (Blue Origin), Elon Musk (SpaceX) and Richard
Branson (Virgin Galactic).

Ronaldo versus Messi
Two of football’s living legends, Portugal’s Cristiano

Ronaldo and Argentina’s Lionel Messi, rewrote the record
books. Ronaldo became the top scorer of all time for a
national team with 115 goals and also the most capped
European, having been selected 184 times. Messi out-
stripped Brazil’s Pele as the best Latin American striker
with 79 goals for Argentina.

Everest and the Channel
Nepal’s Kami Rita Sherpa beat his own record for

climbing Everest, claiming a 25th successful ascent to the
roof of the world in May. Australia’s Chloe McCardel, 36,
became the person to have swum the Channel the most - a
remarkable 44 times.—AFP

Aguttes auction house’s development manager pres-
ents a screen showing the first ever SMS in the world
as an NFT, a day before it is auctioned at the Aguttes
auction house in Neuilly-sur-Seine west of Paris. —AFP

Salman Khan

Bollywood “bad boy” Salman Khan has revealed
how he starred in his own real-life action drama
when he was bitten by a snake and spent six

hours in hospital. Khan - who enjoys a cult-like status
in star-obsessed India - said the serpent bit him twice
when he tried to remove it from his countryside home
near Mumbai ahead of his 56th birthday on Monday.
Using a stick, Khan said he “picked up the snake with a
lot of love and brought it out, and the snake wrapped
itself on the stick and then it started climbing
upwards,” he told reporters.

After he was bitten, local villagers “screamed ‘hos-
pital, hospital, hospital’, saying that I should be taken
to a hospital quickly. There was so much commotion,
the snake was a bit venomous, and it bit me again.” The
actor was administered with antivenom, kept under
observation and then discharged after six hours. Khan
is one of Bollywood’s biggest draws, despite a host of
controversies. He was found guilty of culpable homi-
cide for a 2002 hit-and-run which killed a homeless
man sleeping on the pavement in Mumbai.

His five-year prison sentence was almost immedi-
ately overturned by a higher court. Khan was convict-
ed in 2018 of shooting dead two rare antelopes on a
hunting trip two decades earlier but denied killing the
animals. The snake that bit him survived the latest
encounter, with Khan saying it has now been safely
taken back to the jungle. —AFP


