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L
ina Ghotmeh has pegged her
career on sustainable construction.
The French-Lebanese architect

wants to see her industry transformed by
drastically reducing the use of concrete-
a major CO2 contributor-using more
local materials and reusing existing
buildings and materials. “We need to
change our value system,” the 42-year-
old told AFP last month. The aim is to
reduce the carbon footprint of the con-
struction industry and create buildings
that can better resist the impacts of cli-
mate change. But it’s not an easy battle.

The industry accounts for almost 40
percent of global greenhouse gas emis-
sions, according to the United Nations.
Ghotmeh, who designed the Estonian
National Museum and taught at Yale
University, doesn’t advocate for fewer
buildings-she knows that’s an unrealistic
goal in a world with a growing popula-
tion. “That would be like saying ‘stop
eating,’” she said.

‘Don’t demolish’ 
Instead, we should “keep what

already exists, don’t demolish,” but refur-
bish and retrofit old buildings in a sus-
tainable way where possible. Building a
new detached house consumes 40
times more resources than renovating
an existing property, and for a new
apartment complex that rises to 80 times

more, according to the French Agency
for Ecological Transition (Ademe). And
where new constructions are needed,
local materials and design should be
used in a way that incorporates natural
surroundings and saves energy. 

Ghotmeh used more than 500,000
bricks made from local dirt for a new
Hermes building in France, expected to
open early next year. The bricks also

regulate the building’s temperature and
reduce energy needs. The building will
produce as much energy as it con-
sumes, by being made energy efficient
and using geothermal power.

‘Circular thinking’ 
Architects must, early in the project

process, “think in a circular way,”

Ghotmeh said, choosing reusable organ-
ic or natural materials like wood, hemp,
linen or stone. This shouldn’t stymie the
design process either, she insists. “In
Canada, we build wooden towers, in
Japan too. It’s a material that is quite
capable of being used for tall buildings,”
added Ghotmeh, who will build a wood-
en tower in Paris in 2023. Another key
approach is to build lighter, using less
material and fewer toxins.

And then there’s concrete, the main
material in so many modern buildings
and perhaps the most challenging to
move away from. “We must drastically
reduce the use of concrete”, she said,
insisting it should only be used for
essential purposes, such as foundations
and building in earthquake-prone areas.

Some 14 billion cubic meters of con-
crete are used every year, according to
the Global Cement and Concrete
Association. It emits more CO2 than the
aviation industry, largely because of the
intense heat required to make it.
Alternatives to concrete already exist,
such as stone, or making cement-a com-
ponent of concrete-from calcium carbon-
ate. There are also pushes for low-car-
bon cement made from iron and steel
industry waste.

Beirut inspiration 
Building more sustainably often

comes with a higher price tag-it costs
more to double or triple glaze windows
and properly insulate a house-but the
long-term payoff is lower energy costs.
For Ghotmeh, it’s an imperative invest-
ment in our future. It was her birthplace
of Beirut that inspired her to become an
architect, spurring a desire to rebuild
the so-called “collapsed city” ravaged
by war. In 2020, she completed the

“Stone Garden” apartment tower in the
city, built with concrete covered with a
combed coating, a technique often
used by local craftsmen. She used con-
crete in the construction because of
earthquake risks.

The building was strong enough to
survive the port explosion in 2020 that
destroyed a large part of the city. And
the city continues to inspire her today,
even when it comes to climate sustain-

ability. “Since there is practically only
an hour of electricity per day, all the
buildings have solar panels now. There
is a kind of energy independence which
is beginning to take place, by force,”
she said. “Does it take a catastrophe
like the one in Lebanon to make this
transition?” — AFP

Franco-Lebanese architect Lina Ghotmeh pos-
es during a studio session in Paris.

A detail of the Stone Garden Apartment
Building by Lebanese architect Lina Ghotmeh.

The Stone Garden Apartment Building by Lebanese architect Lina Ghotmeh.

This photograph shows the Stone Garden Apartment Building by Lebanese architect Lina
Ghotmeh.

The Stone Garden Apartment Building by Lebanese architect Lina Ghotmeh. —AFP photos

M
ixing rock, pop and RnB like never
before, Michael Jackson’s
“Thriller”, 40 years old next week,

became the most successful album of all
time and defined a coming era with its
audiovisual ambition. “Thriller” has sold
more than 100 million copies worldwide
since its release on November 30, 1982.
It consecrated Jackson as the “King of
Pop” and remains a musical lodestone.

Even renewed allegations of pae-
dophilia in the 2019 documentary
“Leaving Neverland” failed to dent his
popularity, and Jackson’s reach has con-
tinued to grow, with his music currently
ranked 60th in the world on Spotify with
36.7 million monthly streams. His influ-

ence is still all over the charts, not least in
the form of The Weeknd, whose music
has channelled Jackson, from an early
cover of “Dirty Diana” (2010’s “DD”)
through to his recent chart-topping album
“Dawn FM”.

“Michael is somebody that I admire.
He’s not like a real person, you know?
When I started making music, that’s all I
wanted to aspire to, just like every other
musician,” the Canadian singer-song-
writer told GQ magazine recently. Much
of the magic on “Thriller” is thanks to pro-
ducer Quincy Jones, who had worked
with Jackson on 1979’s “Off The Wall”.

“The record company didn’t want
Quincy for ‘Off The Wall’. They took a dim

view of this producer from the jazz world-
music that sold peanuts in the eyes of the
industry,” said Olivier Cachin, author of
two books on Jackson. But the collabora-
tion saw sparks fly-literally on one occa-
sion. “When we were finishing ‘Beat It’...
we were working five nights and five
days, with no sleep. And at one point, the
speakers overloaded and caught on fire!”
Jones recalled to Rolling Stone.

Threatening MTV 
“Thriller” was the moment when

Jackson started to pull in influences from
across pop culture, with Eddie Van
Halen’s hard rock solo on “Beat It”, and
pop ballad “The Girl is Mine” with Paul
McCartney. There were pioneering rap
rhythms on “Wanna Be Startin’
Somethin’” and a sample from “Soul
Makossa” by saxophonist Manu Dibango
(who got a large pay-out after Jackson’s
team failed to secure authorisation).

Initially, the record failed to break on to
the newly established MTV channel,
which refused to show the video for
megahit single “Billie Jean” on the
grounds that black music did not “fit” with
its white-dominated rock programming.
The boss of Jackson’s parent label at
CBS, Walter Yetnikoff, “threatened to
publicly denounce MTV as huge racists
and block their access to videos of rock
artists in its catalogue”, said Cachin.

Yetnikoff won that battle but then
found himself clashing with Jackson
over his plans for a $1 million video for
the album’s last single, the title track
“Thriller”. Jackson wanted to work with
director John Landis, having loved his
movie “An American Werewolf in
London”, while Yetnikoff thought the plan
was pointless when the album was
already at number one. “But Michael had
a vision, and he was stubborn,” said
Cachin. The resulting 14-minute mini-
film was premiered at a Hollywood cine-
ma before a star-packed crowd and
helped re-energize sales of the album.
Not only did it see Jackson turn into a
werewolf and bring the living dead out of
their graves, but it launched a whole
new branch of the music business-
extravagant and ambitious videos that
came to define the next two decades of
pop culture. — AFP 

Kanye West 
hints at another
presidential run

T
he rapper and fashion designer
Kanye West has suggested he will
run for president and wants Donald

Trump to be his running mate. Trump, for
his part, brushed aside a recent meeting
with West as of no significance. The artist,
who goes by the name Ye, posted
Thursday a swirling symbol on his Twitter

account with “Ye” and the number 24,
apparently representing 2024, the year of
the next US presidential election. Then the
rapper posted a video of himself speaking
about a meeting this week with the former
president in Florida. “I think the thing that
Trump was most perturbed about (was)
me asking him to be my vice president,”
West said.

“Trump started basically screaming at
me at the table, telling me I’m going to
lose,” West said. “I’m like, hold on Trump,
you’re talking to Ye.” Trump, who tried to
overturn the results of the 2020 presiden-
tial election he lost to Joe Biden,
announced last week that he would run

again in 2024. Trump posted on Friday on
his Truth Social platform about his meeting
with West, saying the two discussed poli-
tics “to a lesser extent” than business, and
that West had asked Trump “for advice
concerning some of his difficulties.” The
two “got along great,” Trump said, adding
that he told the rapper “he should definitely
not run for President” because “‘any voters
you may have should vote for TRUMP.’”

In an earlier post on Truth Social,
Trump said a meal the two shared
Tuesday night at Mar-a-Lago was “quick
and uneventful.” Trump said the rapper
called ahead to arrange the dinner, then
“unexpectedly showed up with three of his
friends, whom I knew nothing about.” The
group ate on the back patio of Mar-a-
Lago, then West and his friends “left for
the airport,” Trump said. West had posted
after the dinner on Tuesday that he had
posed the question to Trump about joining
his presidential ticket.

“What you guys think his response was
when I asked him to be my running mate
in 2024?” West asked. It was not clear
whether the rapper was serious about his
intentions-or if he sought publicity after a
spate of PR moves that put him in a nega-
tive light. West is a veteran at garnering
publicity-and dabbling in politics. He ran
for president in 2020, but got fewer than
70,000 votes, coming in seventh place.
Last month, German sportswear giant
Adidas severed its lucrative tie-up with
West after the star made anti-Semitic
statements. 

Adidas later said the termination of ties
with West had forced it to slash its fore-
cast of net income for 2022 by half. West
had helped Adidas develop its successful
“Yeezy” line of clothing. Paris fashion
house Balenciaga and US clothing retailer
Gap have also ended ties with West, who
appeared at a Paris fashion show last
month wearing a shirt with the slogan
“White Lives Matter,” a rebuke to the
Black Lives Matter racial equality move-
ment. — AFP

Chinese-Canadian
pop star Kris Wu
jailed for rape

C
hinese-Canadian ex-pop star
Kris Wu has been jailed for 13
years after being found guilty

of rape, a Chinese court said Friday,
following a scandal that drew wide-
spread condemnation. Wu was sen-
tenced to “11 years and six months of
imprisonment for rape”, the court in
Beijing’s Chaoyang district said,
adding he “was also sentenced to
imprisonment of one year and ten
months for the crime of gathering
people to commit adultery”. He will
serve a 13-year term before being
deported, the court said.

Wu originally shot to fame as a
member of the K-pop boyband EXO,
before leaving in 2014 to launch a
successful solo career as a singer,
actor, model and variety show judge.
Nineteen-year-old student Du Meizhu
last year accused Wu of date-raping
her when she was 17, resulting in a
barrage of public criticism and luxury
brands dropping deals with him.

More alleged victims spoke out
online in the wake of those claims,
accusing Wu’s staff of predatory behav-
ior including inviting them to boozy
karaoke parties. The saga has evoked
China’s #MeToo movement, which saw
a wave of women come forward in
2018 voicing experiences of sexual
harassment — sometimes involving
powerful public figures. — AFP 

This file photo shows boxes of Michael
Jackson album “Thriller” in Los
Angeles.—AFP

Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’
revolution turns 40

This photo shows Chinese-Canadian ex-
pop star Kris Wu, also known as Wu
Yifan in Chinese, attending an event in
Beijing. — AFP

In this file photo singer Kanye West and
President-elect Donald Trump arrive to speak
with the press after their meetings at Trump
Tower in New York.


