
Modi congratulates 
NSIL and ISRO on 
launch of PSLV-C51

TDT | New Delhi

India’s Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi has con-

gratulated NSIL and ISRO on 
the success of the 1st ded-
icated commercial launch 
of PSLV-C51/Amazonia-1 
Mission.

In a tweet, the Prime Min-
ister said, “Congratulations 
to NSIL and @isro on the 
success of the 1st dedicat-
ed commercial  launch of 
PSLV-C51/Amazonia-1 Mis-
sion. This ushers in a new 
era of Space reforms in the 
country. 18 co-passengers 
included four small satellites 
that showcase dynamism 
and innovation of our youth.”

Modi also congratulat-
ed President of Brazil Jair 
Bolsonaro on the successful 
launch of Brazil’s Amazo-
nia-1 satellite. 

IT IS EASIER TO PREVENT BAD 
HABITS THAN TO BREAK THEM
BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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We  a re  wo r k i n g 
with our #COVAX 

partners to find ways to 
increase #COVID19 vac-
cine production, includ-
ing technology transfer, 
voluntary licensing and 
other mechanisms to 
address production bot-
tlenecks. #VaccinEquity

@DrTedros

931 million tons of 
food went to waste in 

2019 - enough to circle 
the Earth 7 times. Food 
waste is environmen-
tally, economically & 
morally outrageous. We 
must rethink the way we 
produce and consume.

@antonioguterres

“We must never cease 
to proclaim in fearless 

tones the great princi-
ples of freedom and the 
rights of man.” Churchill’s 
words in his famous Iron 
Curtain speech 75 years 
ago resonate as true today 
as they did in the post-
war era. The UK stands by 
these values.

@BorisJohnson

Moving to a green 
economy is the 

biggest challenge the 
world has ever faced. I’m 
optimistic we can do it, 
but need to make sure it 
benefits everyone—in-
cluding those workers 
and communities who 
depend on the fossil fuels 
that we need to get rid of.

@BillGates

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)
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Alien ‘super-Earth’ may offer clues about atmospheres on distant worlds
Reuters | Washington

Scientists have spotted a plan-
et orbiting a star relatively 

near our solar system that may 
offer a prime opportunity to 
study the atmosphere of a rocky 
Earth-like alien world - the type 
of research that could aid the 
hunt for extraterrestrial life.

The researchers said on 
Thursday the planet, called 
Gliese 486 b and classified as 
a ‘super-Earth,’ is not itself a 
promising candidate as a ref-
uge for life. It is thought to be 
inhospitable - hot and dry like 
Venus, with possible rivers of 
lava flowing on its surface.

But its proximity to Earth and 
its physical traits make it well 
suited for a study of its atmos-
phere with the next generation 
of space-borne and ground-
based telescopes, starting with 
the James Webb Space Tele-
scope that NASA has slated for 
an October launch. These could 
give scientists data to be able 
to decipher the atmospheres 
of other exoplanets - planets 
beyond our solar system - in-
cluding ones that may host life.

“We say that Gliese 486 b 
will instantaneously become 
the Rosetta Stone of exoplane-

tology - at least for Earth-like 
planets,” said astrophysicist and 
study co-author José Caballero 
of Centro de Astrobiología in 
Spain, referring to the ancient 
stone slab that helped experts 
decipher Egyptian hieroglyphs.

Scientists have discovered 
more than 4,300 exoplanets. 
Some have been large gas plan-
ets akin to Jupiter. Others have 
been smaller, rocky Earth-like 
worlds, the kind considered 
candidates for harbouring life, 
but currently available scientific 
instruments tell us little about 
their atmospheres.

“The exoplanet must have the 
right physical and orbital config-
uration to be suitable for atmos-
pheric investigation,” said plan-
etary scientist Trifon Trifonov 
of the Max Planck Institute for 
Astronomy in Germany, lead 
author of the research published 
in the journal Science.

A ‘super-Earth’ is an exoplan-
et with a mass greater than our 
planet but considerably less than 
our solar system’s ice giants Ura-
nus and Neptune. Gliese 486 b’s 
mass is 2.8 times Earth’s.

It is located in our celestial 
neighbourhood about 26.3 light 

years - the distance light trav-
els in a year, 5.9 trillion miles 
(9.5 trillion km) - from Earth, 
making it among the closest ex-
oplanets. It orbits a ‘red dwarf’ 
star that is smaller, cooler and 
less luminous than our sun, with 
about a third the mass.

The planet orbits very close 
to its home star, leaving it heav-
ily irradiated. Like Earth, it is a 
rocky planet and is thought to 
have a metallic core. Its surface 
temperature is about 800 de-
grees Fahrenheit (430 degrees 
Celsius) and its surface grav-
ity may be 70% stronger than 
Earth’s.

“Gliese 486 b cannot be hab-
itable, at least not the way we 
know it here on Earth,” Trifonov 
said. “The planet possibly only 
has a tenuous atmosphere, if any. 

Our models are consistent with 
both scenarios because stellar 
irradiation tends to evaporate 
atmospheres, whereas, at the 
same time, the planetary gravity 
is strong enough to retain it.”

Still, Gliese 486 b could prove 
ideal for studying the atmos-
phere of an Earth-like planet 
using instruments on the James 
Webb Space Telescope and the 
future Extremely Large Tele-
scope, an astronomical obser-
vatory now under construction 
in Chile.

The chemical composition 
of an atmosphere can tell a lot 
about a planet and its habita-
bility. Scientists are interested 
in looking at the combination 
of gases in the atmospheres of 
Earth-like exoplanets, with a 
mix of oxygen, carbon dioxide 
and methane like that of our 
own planet a potential indica-
tion of life.

“All that we learn with the 
atmosphere of Gliese 486 b and 
other Earth-like planets will be 
applied, within a few decades, to 
the detection of biomarkers or 
biosignatures: spectral features 
on the atmospheres of exoplan-
ets that can only be ascribed to 
extraterrestrial life,” Caballero 
added.

‘Silence the arms!’ Pope urges end 
to violence on historic Iraq trip

Pope arrives in Baghdad on a first-ever papal visit to comfort the dwindling Christian communities of 
Mesopotamia decimated by years of conflict

• Thousands of security 
personnel deployed to 
protect 84-year-old on first 
trip outside Italy since 2019

Reuters | Baghdad

Pope Francis called for an end to 
extremism and violence in his 
opening address yesterday on the 

first-ever papal visit to Iraq, long scarred 
by war and now gripped by coronavirus.

The 84-year-old is defying a second 
wave of the global pandemic and renewed 
security fears to make a “long-awaited” 
trip to comfort one of the world’s oldest 
Christian communities, while also deep-
ening his dialogue with Muslims.

“May there be an end to acts of vio-
lence and extremism, factions and in-
tolerance!” urged Francis in the stirring 
address, his first after arriving in Iraq.

Francis landed in the afternoon at 
Baghdad’s International Airport, where 
he was greeted by Prime Minister Musta-
fa al-Kadhemi, as well as groups show-
casing Iraq’s diverse folklore music and 
dance.

He then met with President Barham 
Saleh -- who had extended the official in-
vitation to the pontiff in 2019 -- as well as 
other government and religious figures.

At the imposing presidential palace, 
the head of the world’s 1.3 billion Catho-
lics gave a moving address, stressing the 
deep roots of Christianity in Iraq.

“The age-old presence of Christians in 
this land, and their contributions to the 
life of the nation, constitute a rich her-
itage that they wish to continue to place 
at the service of all,” said Pope Francis.

He also urged Iraqi officials to “com-

bat the scourge of corruption, misuse 
of power and disregard for law,” in a 
country consistently ranked one of the 
most graft-tainted by Transparency In-
ternational.

The Pope, a prominent promoter of 
interfaith dialogue, also hailed other 
devastated Iraqi minorities.

“Here, among so many who have suf-
fered, my thoughts turn to the Yazidis, 
innocent victims of senseless and brutal 
atrocities,” he said.

Just like Iraq’s Christian population, 
the esoteric Yazidi community was rav-
aged in 2014 by the Islamic State group’s 
sweep over much of northern Iraq.

‘Victory’ over death 
The trip is the pontiff ’s first travel 

abroad since the coronavirus pandemic, 
which had left him feeling “caged” in 
Vatican City -- and it has been hailed as 
a bold choice.

Iraq endured decades of war, is still 
hunting for IS cells and is now facing a 
second spike of Covid-19 infections, with 
more than 5,000 new cases and dozens 
of deaths daily.

Authorities have imposed a full lock-
down through the papal trip, which 
means Francis will not be greeted by 
massive crowds of believers like on other 
foreign trips.

The Pope has been vaccinated and was 
seen taking off his mask yesterday to 
speak with officials and religious figures 

in Baghdad, just days after Iraq launched 
its modest inoculation campaign.

“I’ll try to follow directions and not 
shake hands with everyone, but I don’t 
want to stay too far,” Francis said ahead 
of his arrival.

He was also seen walking with a slight 
limp, likely a result of a painful bout of 
sciatica that he has suffered this year.

Inside the country, he will travel more 
than 1,400 kilometres (870 miles) by 
plane and helicopter, flying over areas 
where security forces are still battling IS.

For shorter trips, Francis will take an 
armoured car on freshly paved roads 
lined with flowers and posters welcom-
ing him warmly as “Baba al-Vatican”.

Reading aloud of 628-page Covid 
bill delays debate in US Senate
AFP | Washington

The US Senate finally took 
up the $1.9 trillion Cov-

id relief package but a brazen 
ploy by opponents -- read-
ing the entire 628-page bill 
aloud on the chamber floor 
-- promptly gummed up the  
action.

President Joe Biden has 
pushed hard to get his top leg-
islative priority through Con-
gress, and it narrowly cleared 
the House of Representatives 
last week.

But instead of the upper 
chamber launching directly 

into debating the measure 
aimed at helping millions of 
families and boosting a crip-
pled economy, Republicans 
halted the process for hours by 
demanding that clerks recite 
every word of the ambitious 
plan.

Republicans already ap-
peared united in opposing the 
proposal over its high cost, and 
lawmakers braced for mara-
thon days that will include up 
to 20 hours of debate and a 
lengthy list of amendments 
that will force contentious 
votes before the bill’s final 
passage.

Saudi-led coalition says it downed six 
Houthi drones fired at Khamis Mushait
Reuters | Dubai

The Saudi-led coalition 
fighting the Houthi group 

in Yemen said it had intercept-
ed six explosive drones fired 
towards the kingdom yester-
day, with the Houthis claiming 
to have launched attacks into 
southern Saudi Arabia since 
dawn.

The Iran-aligned Houth-
is have recently stepped up 
cross-border drone and missile 
attacks on Saudi cities, mostly 
targeting the southern part of 
the country. The coalition says 
it intercepts most attacks.

The Houthis fired the six 
intercepted drones towards 
Khamis Mushait near the 
Yemen border in attacks since 
dawn, the coalition said in 
statements carried by Saudi 
state news agency SPA and 
Ekhbariya TV.

Bahrain condemned the at-
tack targeting safe civilians and 
civilian installations.

In a statement, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs expressed 
the solidarity of Bahrain with 

Saudi Arabia in the measures 
it takes to confront these ter-
rorist attacks, calling on the 
international community to 
pressure the Houthi militia to 
stop these attacks that breach 
international laws and con-
ventions

Houthi military spokesman 
Yahya Sarea said in Twitter 
posts yesterday that three 
drones had been fired at dawn, 
and five in the afternoon. 

The United States and Unit-
ed Nations have renewed peace 
efforts as fighting has also in-
tensified in Yemen’s gas-rich 
Marib region.

On Tuesday, the US Treas-
ury Department imposed new 
sanctions on two Houthi mili-
tary leaders.

Drone aircraft on display in Yemen

Pope Francis receives flowers from children as he 
is welcomed by Iraqi President Barham Salih, at 
Baghdad’s Presidential Palace

People stand by the road as they wait for Pope Francis

News in brief 
 u Britain’s Prince 
Philip, the 99-year-
old husband of 

Queen Elizabeth, underwent a successful procedure 
for a pre-existing heart condition on Wednesday, 
Buckingham Palace said in a statement. Philip was 
admitted to hospital on Feb. 16 after he felt unwell, to 
receive treatment for an unspecified, but not COVID-19-
related, infection. On Monday, he was transferred to 
a different hospital in central London, with the palace 
saying at the time that he would have heart tests and 
continue to be treated for the infection.

 u Former US 
president Donald Trump 
will be allowed back on 
YouTube but only when the threat of his 
inciting violence abates, the head of the 
popular online video sharing platform 
said. YouTube in late January suspended 
Trump’s channel, joining other social media 
platforms in banning his accounts following 
the deadly January 6 Capitol riot.

 u US Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken and Defense 
Secretary Lloyd Austin 

plan to visit Japan and South Korea this month for 
foreign policy and security talks, three government 
sources with direct knowledge of the matter said. 
The visits will be the first to the Asian allies by the top 
US foreign policy and defence officials since the Biden 
administration took office in January and reflect growing 
concerns about the challenge posed by a rising China and 
North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs.

 u A new earthquake hit 
central Greece near the city of 
Larissa, the same region where 
an even stronger tremor left 11 people injured 
the day before, the Athens seismological 
observatory said. The quake, which the US 
Geological Survey said was of 5.6 magnitude, 
caused rock falls close to the UNESCO World 
Heritage-listed Meteora orthodox monasteries in 
Kalabaka, emergency services said.

 u Australia’s prime minister 
played down the impact of Italy’s 
landmark decision to block the 

export of 250,000 Covid-19 vaccine doses 
due to be delivered. Scott Morrison insisted the 
blocked shipment of the AstraZeneca jabs was 
understandable and would not affect Australia’s 
vaccine programme. “This particular shipment 
was not one we’d counted on for the rollout, and 
so we will continue unabated,” Morrison said. 

Italy explained the export ban as necessary due to a shortage of vaccines in virus-
hit Europe and the lack of urgent need in relatively virus-free Australia.

Britain’s Prince Philip has successful 
heart procedure, palace says

Blinken, Austin to visit Japan 
and South Korea this month

Australian PM plays down 
Italy vaccine blockade

Trump to be allowed back on 
YouTube when ‘risk of violence’ falls

Greece rocked by new 
quake near city of Larissa

Fresh bloodshed in Myanmar as 
UN urged to hear ‘desperate pleas’

Reuters | Yangon

Another anti-coup protester 
was shot dead in Myanmar 
on Friday as a UN envoy 

urged the Security Council to hear 
the nation’s “desperate pleas” and 
take swift action to restore de-
mocracy.

Despite an increasingly brutal 
crackdown by the military author-
ities that has seen more than 50 
people killed, protesters took to 
the streets again in towns around 
the country to denounce the Feb-
ruary 1 coup.

In Mandalay, Myanmar’s second 
largest city, hundreds of engineers 
took to the streets crying “Free 
our leader” in reference to ousted 
State Counsellor Aung San Suu 
Kyi, detained by the military since 
the first night of the takeover.

A 26-year-old man helping at 
barriers set up in the city to slow 
security forces died after being 
shot in the neck, medical officials 
told AFP.

The killing follows the dead-
liest day of the crackdown so far 
on Wednesday, when the UN said 
at least 38 people were killed 
as graphic images showed se-
curity forces firing into crowds 
and bloodied bodies dragged  
away.

Police also fired tear gas at dem-
onstrators in the southern city 
of Dawei while protesters in the 

commercial capital Yangon were 
defiant despite the danger.

“Scared, yeah, I’m very scared 
to stay on the frontline. But we 
believe in our comrades and we 
promise to protect each other if 
someone is injured,” protester 
Didi, 27, said.

The generals have shown no 
sign of heeding calls for restraint 
despite mounting international 
pressure, including targeted sanc-
tions by Western powers.

The Security Council took up 
the escalating crisis on Friday and 
heard from the UN special envoy 
on Myanmar, Christine Schraner 
Burgener, who warned against 
any moves to grant legitimacy to 
the junta.

Narendra Modi

Demonstrators block a road during an anti-coup protest in Yangon

Biden wasn’t calling Republicans 
‘Neanderthals’: White House
AFP | Washington

So it’s official: The US president 
does not think opposition Re-

publicans belong to an extinct 
human species. They just behave 
like them.

“Behaviour of a Neanderthal,” 
Joe Biden’s press secretary, Jen 
Psaki said Thursday. “Just to be 
very clear: the behaviour.”

Psaki was circling back on Bid-
en’s earlier bashing of Republican 
governors in Texas and Mississip-
pi who defied federal coronavirus 
experts and dropped mask-wear-
ing mandates in their states.

Biden’s  barbed comment 
Wednesday about “Neanderthal 
thinking” from the governors 
when the country is fighting to 
overcome the Covid-19 pandemic 
drew howls of outrage from some 
on the right.

“First we were ‘deplorables.’ 
Then ‘chumps.’ Then ‘spineless 
cowards,’” tweeted Representa-
tive Jim Jordan. “And now? We’re 
‘neanderthals.’ Not smart enough 
to make decisions for ourselves. 
This is what the Democrats think 
of us.”

A Republican senator, Marsha 
Blackburn, suggested on Fox 
Business that Neanderthals -- an 
ancient species of human that be-
came extinct about 40,000 years 
ago -- are something like models 
of the can-do, small-government 
voters her party says it represents.

“Neanderthals are hunter-gath-
erers, they’re protectors of their 
family, they are resilient, they’re 
resourceful, they tend to their 
own. So, I think Joe Biden needs 
to rethink what he is saying,” she 
said.

US President Joe Biden speaks during a meeting

The surface of the newly discovered exoplanet called Gliese 486b, a type of 
planet known as a “hot super-Earth” is seen in an undated artist’s impression

Pope Francis is received by the Iraqi prime minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi upon disembarking from his 
plane in Baghdad

I am happy to be making 
trips again. This is an 

emblematic trip and it is a 
duty towards a land that 
has been martyred for so 

many years
POPE FRANCIS

Indian police said nine 
people had crossed the 
1,600-kilometre (1,000-

mile) frontier -- three 
of whom were police of-
ficers who had refused 
to take part in putting 

down protests
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430
degrees Celsius is the 
surface temperature 

of Gliese 486 b and its 
surface gravity may be 

70% stronger than Earth’s

Neanderthals are an 
ancient species of 

human that became 
extinct about 40,000 

years ago
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+235,584 

+4,160 

Country Total 
cases

new 
cases

Total 
deaths

New 
Deaths

Total 
recovered

Active 
cases

Egypt 184,755 10,871 142,610 31,274

Saudi 
Arabia

379,092 +384 6,519 +5 369,922 2,651

UAE 405,277 +3,072 1,296 +10 389,304 14,677

Kuwait 198,110 +1,613 1,113 +8 184,239 12,758

Oman 142,896 1,583 133,491 7,822

Qatar 166,015 +469 261 +1 155,407 10,347

Middle East

Country Total cases Total  
deaths

1 USA 29,535,608 533,850

2 India 11,190,651 157,689

3 Brazil 10,796,506 261,188

4 Russia 4,301,159 87,823

5 UK 4,201,358 124,025

6 France 3,835,595 87,835

7 Spain 3,142,358 70,501

8 Italy 3,023,129 99,271

9 Turkey 2,757,460 28,901

10 Germany 2,489,818 72,163

11 Colombia 2,262,646 60,189

12 Argentina 2,266,211 52,644

13 Mexico 2,112,508 188,866

14 Poland 1,766,490 44,912
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