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Heat will stay on
in Europe this
winter, but after?

E
urope is likely to scrape through
this winter without cutting off gas
customers despite reduced

Russian supplies, but even adjusting to
colder homes and paying more may
not be enough in coming years, ana-
lysts say. “I like a hot house, I have to
admit... I really used a lot of gas,” said
Sofie de Rous, who until this year kept
her home on the Belgian coast at a
toasty 21 degrees Celsius (70F). But
like millions of other Europeans, the
41-year-old employee at an architec-
tural firm has had to turn down the
thermostat after energy prices surged
following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
in February. Russia’s progressive
reduction of gas supplies to Europe via
pipeline triggered a bidding war for liq-
uefied natural gas (LNG), sending
prices sharply higher.

If certain countries like France and
Spain froze prices for consumers, oth-
ers like Belgium let suppliers more or
less pass along the higher costs. “I
was a little panicked in the beginning,”
said de Rous, who saw the gas bill to
heat her 90-square-metre (970-square-
foot) house in Oostduinkerke jump
from 120 euros ($126) per month to
330 euros. She has lowered her ther-
mostat to 18 degrees and is looking
into installing double-pane windows
and a solar panel. Like de Rous, the
lack of concern about energy con-
sumption of a whole generation of
Europeans ended abruptly in 2022,
and everyone is mindful of where their
thermostat is set. If previously natural
gas was cheap and plentiful, it is now
scarce and expensive.

The European wholesale reference
price used to fluctuate little, hovering
around 20 euros per megawatt hour.
This year, it shot as high as 300 euros
before dropping back to around 100
euros. “It’s the most chaotic time I’ve
witnessed in all of those years,”
Graham Freedman, a European gas
analyst at energy consultancy Wood
Mackenzie, told AFP.

Big drops in consumption 
Sky-high energy prices have

caused numerous factories, particularly
in Germany’s chemicals sector which
was highly dependent upon cheap
Russian gas, to halt operations. But
European nations were able to fill their
gas reservoirs and no one has been
cut off yet. “Until February, the very
idea of Europe without Russian energy
was seen as impossible,” said Simone
Tagliapietra, a senior fellow at the
Bruegel think tank in Brussels.

“What was impossible became
possible.” A warm autumn that
allowed many consumers to put off
turning on their heating also helped
put Europe in better position for the
winter. Overall, the reduction in EU
gas consumption by consumers and
industry was around 25 percent in
October compared to the 2019-2021
average for the month, according to
calculations by Bruegel. In Germany,
where half the households use gas for
heat, data shows consumption down
by 20 to 35 percent depending on the
week. —AFP

I
nternational streaming platforms were
among the biggest pandemic winners,
seeing subscriber numbers soar, but

US giants have turned abroad as coun-
tries re-opened-with Thailand firmly in
their sights. The kingdom’s high internet
penetration, long-standing and highly
regarded film industry-as well as roughly
six million active users of streaming serv-
ices, according to 2021 data-present a
golden opportunity.

Big players such as Amazon Prime
and Netflix, who claim 200 million and
220 million subscribers worldwide
respectively, have taken note as new
sign-ups have leveled off in more estab-
lished markets such as North America
and Europe. October saw the launch of
Prime’s Thai-service Prime Video at
almost the same moment Netflix
announced six locally produced films and
series for the coming months. “The com-
petition is everywhere,” said Malobika
Banerji, director of content for Southeast
Asia at Netflix, which has a regional hub
in Singapore.

Nowhere is that more apparent than
Thailand’s capital, where Prime’s “Lord of
the Rings” spinoff mega-production
“Rings of Power” jostles for attention with
Netflix’s latest South Korean series on
billboards. “We do believe that Thailand
will be a big part of our subscriber growth

in the years to come,” said Prime Video’s
director of international development
Josh McIvor.

“Our goal is really to try to be the most
local of the global streaming services,” he
said, pointing towards their earlier expan-
sion into Japan-where they outstrip
Netflix. However, their rival’s longer-term
investment is apparent: Netflix saw a 20
percent growth in Asia-Pacific sub-
scribers last year, according to a recent
quarterly report by the firm.

Seeking the next ‘Squid Game’ 
While big-ticket international series

such as “Rings of Power” lead the publici-

ty, the streamers see locally produced
content-such as Prime’s hugely success-
ful Indian crime-thriller “Mirzapur”-as the
longer-term workhorses of their offering.
The two fundamental “pillars” to success
are local originals-”across scripted,
unscripted and film”-and licensed locally
produced series, according to Amazon
Studios’ director of local content Erika
North.

It is the second that drew Prime to
Thailand, she said: they hope to build on
a long Thai film history with higher pro-
duction values than elsewhere in the
region. Similarly, Netflix is betting big on
local content going international, dream-
ing of the next “Squid Game”, the South
Korean critical and commercial block-
buster. Netflix’s Banerji said there were
“more and more” examples of this, citing
Thai mystery-thriller series “Girl from
Nowhere”.

Streaming analysts have been watch-
ing the US firms-including Disney+ — to
see if they can compete with local rivals.
A report from the consultancy Kantar this
year found streaming had edged out tra-
ditional watching in the Philippines,
Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam, Thailand,
and Indonesia. But Thailand has a spe-
cial appeal, said Vivek Couto, executive
director and co-founder of Media
Partners Asia (MPA), which monitors

streaming platforms.
An analysis from MPA this year fore-

cast the expected income from streaming
in Thailand in 2022 at around $809 mil-
lion. Couto said the kingdom offered an
established creative community, more
advanced broadband infrastructure than
other Southeast Asian countries-and a
population with the “most propensity to
pay for online video content”.

Creative control 
Almost a third of Thai households

already subscribe to an on-demand
streaming service, according to their

data, far ahead of Indonesia (12 percent)
or Vietnam (four percent). “If content real-
ly works locally and (is) sustainable, then
it will travel anywhere,” Couto said. “I
think that’s why Amazon and Netflix are
seeing the potential of Thai producers,
Thai series.” While Thai cinema has
enjoyed occasional critical success-direc-
tor Apichatpong Weerasethakul has won
several prizes at the Cannes Film
Festival, including the top award in 2010
— it has not become an established glob-
al force.

Local directors and producers are cau-
tiously optimistic the new interest from
deep-pocketed streaming giants could
give the local industry a boost. “Some
content, you cannot even dream of doing
it with a studio, but with streaming, it is
possible,” said Wisit Sasanatieng, direc-
tor and producer of upcoming Netflix
crime film “The Murderer”. Thai producer
Cattleya Paosrijaroen, co-founder of the
independent company 185 Films, wel-
comed the shift. International firms could
bring in better standards, she said, offer-
ing better conditions to crews currently
expected to work 16-hour shifts. But she
struck a note of caution. “If your film is
being produced by Netflix, they can con-
trol the content,” Cattleya said. — AFP

In this file illustration photo the Netflix
logo is seen on a phone in Washington, DC. In this file illustration photo shows the

logo of the US Online Streaming Amazon
Prime Video application on the screen of a
tablet in Paris. — AFP photos

This handout image shows the bright star
at the center of NGC 3132, while prominent
when viewed by the James Webb Space
Telescope (JWST) in near-infrared light,
plays a supporting role in sculpting the
surrounding nebula. 

This handout image taken and obtained
from NASA and taken by the James Webb
Space Telescope, shows Jupiter’s weather
patterns, tiny moons, altitude levels, cloud
covers and auroras at the northern and
southern poles. 

This file handout photo from NASA’s James
Webb Space Telescope Near-Infrared Camera
(NIRCam) released by NASA and STScl shows
one of two farthest galaxies seen to date of
the outer regions of the giant galaxy cluster
Abell 2744.

This handout composite image from Webb’s
Near-Infrared Camera (NIRCam) and Mid-
Infrared Instrument (MIRI) released by NASA
shows the Cartwheel and its companion
galaxies, revealing details that are difficult to
see in the individual images alone.

This file photo of a composite picture released by NASA/ESA from the James Webb Space
Telescope and the Hubble Space Telescope shows the heart of M74, otherwise known as
the Phantom Galaxy.-AFP photos

This handout picture released by NASA shows a stellar nursery nicknamed the Tarantula
Nebula captured in crisp detail by NASA’s Webb telescope, revealing never-before-seen
features that deepen scientific understanding, the agency said.

T
he James Webb Space Telescope
lit up 2022 with dazzling images of
the early universe after the Big

Bang, heralding a new era of astronomy
and untold revelations about the cosmos
in years to come. The most powerful
observatory sent into space succeeds the
Hubble telescope, which is still operating,
and began transmitting its first cosmic
images in July. “It essentially behaves
better than expected in almost every
area,” said Massimo Stiavelli, head of the
Webb mission office at the Space
Telescope Science Institute, in Baltimore.

Already scientists say the Webb tele-
scope, now orbiting the sun at a million
miles (1.6 million kilometers) from Earth,
should last 20 years, twice its guaranteed
lifetime. “The instruments are more effi-
cient, the optics are sharper and more
stable. We have more fuel and we use
less fuel,” said Stiavelli. Stability is vital
for the clarity of the images.

“Our requirement was similar to that of
Hubble, in terms of pointing accuracy.
And we ended up being seven times bet-
ter,” the mission office chief added. Public
appetite for the discoveries has been fed
by the coloring of the telescope’s images.
Light from the most distant galaxies has
been stretched from the visible spectrum,
viewable by the naked eye, to infrared-
which Webb is equipped to observe with
unprecedented resolution. This enables
the telescope to detect the faintest glim-
mers from the distant universe at an
unprecedented resolution, to see through

the veil of dust that masks the emergence
of stars in a nebula and to analyze the
atmosphere of exoplanets, which orbit
stars outside our solar system.

18 petals 
“The first year (of observation) is a

way to test out the tool for the small rocky

planets in the habitable zone that could
potentially be like Earth,” said Lisa
Kaltenegger, associate professor in
Astronomy at Cornell University. “And the
tests are beautiful. They’re spectacular.”
Webb blasted off aboard an Ariane 5
rocket at the end of 2021 crowning a 30-
year project at the US space agency
NASA. It took 10,000 people and 10 bil-
lion dollars to put the 6.2-tonne observa-
tory into space.

En route to final orbit, Webb deployed
a five-layer sunshield the size of a tennis
court followed by a 6.5 meter primary mir-
ror made up of 18 hexagonal, gold-coat-
ed segments or petals. Once calibrated to
less than a millionth of a meter, the 18
petals began to collect the light pulsing
stars.

Last July 12, the first images under-
lined Webb’s capabilities unveiling thou-
sands of galaxies, some dating back
close to the birth of the Universe, and a
star nursery in the Carina nebula. Jupiter
has been captured in incredible detail
which is expected to help understand the
workings of the giant gas planet.

‘Too many’ galaxies 
The blue, orange and grey tones of

the images from the “Pillars of Creation”,
giant dust columns where stars are born,
proved captivating. Scientists saw the
revelations as a way of rethinking their
models of star formation. Researchers
using the new observatory have found
the furthest galaxies ever observed, one

of which existed just 350 millions years
after the Big Bang some 13.8 billion years
ago. The galaxies appear with extreme
luminosity and may have started forming
100 million years earlier than theories
predicted.

“In the distant Universe, we have an
excess of galaxies compared to models,”
David Elbaz, scientific director for astro-
physics at France’s Alternative Energies
and Atomic Energy Commission, told
AFP. Another surprise has been that
where Hubble essentially observed irreg-
ular shaped galaxies, the precision of the
Webb telescope produces magnificent
spiral galaxies similar to our own.

This has led to musings over a poten-
tial universal model which could be one of
the keys to star formation. Webb also
opened up a profusion of clusters of mil-
lions of stars leading, which could be the
potential missing link between the first
stars and the first galaxies. In the field of
exoplanets, Webb honed in on a faraway
gas giant called WASP-96 b, which was
discovered in 2014. Nearly 1,150 light-
years from Earth, WASP-96 b is about
half the mass of Jupiter and zips around
its star in just 3.4 days Webb provided
the first confirmation that carbon dioxide
is present in the atmosphere of Wasp 39-
b. But for Stiavelli, “Some of the big
things either haven’t been observed yet,
or haven’t been revealed yet.”— AFP

Webb telescope promises new age of the stars

This file handout photo shows the Pillars
of Creation that are set off in a kaleido-
scope of color in NASA’s James Webb
Space Telescope’s near-infrared-light view. 


