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US calls China the new East India Company
AFP | Washington

A senior US official yesterday 
likened China’s state enter-

prises to Britain’s colonising East 
India Company as Washington 
takes a tougher stance against 
Beijing in the dispute-rife South 
China Sea.

A day after Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo branded most of 
Beijing’s claims in the sea ille-
gal, his top aide for East Asia 
denounced a proliferation of 
rigs, survey ships and fishing 
boats sent by Chinese state-run 
companies.

Assistant Secretary of State 
David Stilwell said that oil ma-
jor CNOOC and other firms were 
serving as “battering rams” to 
intimidate other nations.

“In all our societies, citizens 
deserve to know the differences 
between commercial enterpris-
es and instruments of foreign 
state power,” Stilwell said at the 
Center for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies.

“These state enterprises are 

modern-day equivalents of the 
East India Company,” he said.

The British East India Com-
pany seized control of most of 
the Indian subcontinent in the 
guise of trading in tea, cotton, 
spices and other goods before 
Britain formally took charge in 
the mid-19th century.

The reference is especially 
loaded due to the East India 
Company’s role in smuggling 
opium into China, culminating 
in Britain’s 1843 colonization of 
Hong Kong -- the start of what 
Beijing calls a century of humil-
iation.

China has recently triggered 
international outrage by clamp-
ing down on freedoms prom-
ised to Hong Kong before Britain 
handed back the financial hub 
in 1997.

In the latest rift between the 
United States and China, Pom-
peo on Monday sided with the 
Philippines, Vietnam and other 
Southeast Asian nations in re-
jecting China’s vast claims in the 
South China Sea.

The United States had previ-
ously said that China’s claims 
were unlawful but had taken no 
explicit position on individual 
disputes in the resource-rich 
and strategic sea.

Stilwell renewed US concerns 
on China’s long-running talks 
with the Association of South-
east Asian Nations on a South 
China Sea code of conduct, 
whose target date of next year 
has been pushed back due to the 
coronavirus pandemic.

“Beijing may have backed off 
its arbitrary 2021 deadline for 
concluding the talks, but its he-
gemonic goals remain,” Stilwell 
said.

While the United States has 
no claims in the sea, he warned 
that US interests were “clearly 
at stake” in the code of conduct.

“A code of conduct that in 
any way legitimates Beijing’s 
reclamation, militarization or 
unlawful maritime claims would 
be severely damaging, and un-
acceptable for many nations,” 
he said.
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NASA’s Perseverance rover will scour Mars for life

Washington

NASA’s most advanced 
Mars rover, Perseverance, 
launches from Earth on 

July 30, on a mission to seek 
out signs of ancient microbial 
life on what was once a river 
delta three-and-a-half billion 
years ago.

The interplanetary voyage will 
last six months.

Should the SUV-sized vehicle 
touch down unscathed, it will 
start collecting and storing rock 
and soil samples, to be retrieved 
by a future mission and brought 
back to Earth in 2031.

Perseverance follows in the 
tire tracks of four rovers before 
it, all American, which first 
launched in the late 1990s.

Together with satellite and 

surface probes, they have trans-
formed our understanding of 
Mars, showing that the Red 
Planet wasn’t always a cold and 
barren place.

Instead, it had the ingredients 
for life as we know it: water, or-
ganic compounds and a favora-
ble climate.

Scientists will examine the 
samples obtained by Persever-
ance to look for fossilized bac-
teria and other microbes to try 
to confirm if aliens did once live 
on our neighboring planet.

NASA has been teleworking for 
months because of the COVID-19 
pandemic, but the launch calen-
dar for this $2.7 billion mission 
hasn’t been affected.

“This mission was one of two 
missions that we protected to 
make sure that we were going 

to be able to launch in July,” said 
NASA chief Jim Bridestine.

Earth and Mars are on the 
same side of the Sun every 26 
months, a window that can’t be 
missed.

The United States is the only 
country on the planet to have 
successfully landed robots on 
Mars: four landers, which aren’t 
mobile, and the rovers Pathfind-
er, Spirit, Opportunity and Cu-
riosity.

Of the rovers, only Curiosity 
is still active, with the others 
left on the surface after their 
machinery failed or contact was 
lost.

It’s only in the past two dec-
ades that it’s been confirmed 
Mars once had oceans, rivers 
and lakes.

Curiosity confirmed the pres-
ence of complex organic mol-
ecules -- but its instruments 
aren’t capable of concluding that 
they were created by biological 
processes.

The first two landers, Viking 
1 and 2, both looked for signs 
of life as far back as 1976, but 

haphazardly.
“At the time the experiment 

for life detection was considered 
to be a complete failure,” said G. 
Scott Hubbard, who launched 
the current Mars exploration 
program in the 2000s.

NASA then decided to proceed 
in stages.

By studying the soil, analyzing 
the molecular composition of 
rocks, and carrying out satellite 
observations, geologists and as-
trobiologists gradually under-
stood where water had flowed, 
and what areas could have been 
conducive to life.

“Understanding where Mars 
would have been habitable in 
the past, and what kind of fin-
gerprints of life you’re looking 
for, was a necessary precursor 
to then going, at significant ex-
pense, to this very well selected 
spot that would produce these 
samples,” said Hubbard.

Fossil remains
On February 18 2021, Perse-

verance should land in the Jeze-
ro Crater, home to an ancient 

river that fanned out into a lake 
between three and four billion 
years ago, depositing mud, sand 
and sediment.

“Jezero is host to one of the 
best preserved deltas on the sur-
face of Mars,” said Katie Stack 
Morgan, a member of the sci-
ence team.

On our planet, scientists have 
found the fossilized remains of 
bacteria billions of years old in 
similar ancient deltas.

The six-wheeled rover is three 
meters long, weighs a ton, has 19 
cameras, two microphones and 
a two-meter-long robotic arm.

Its most important instru-
ments are two lasers and an 
X-ray which, when projected on 
rocks, can analyze their chem-
ical composition and identify 
possible organic compounds.

Also on board is the experi-
mental mini-helicopter Ingenu-
ity, which weighs 1.8 kilograms. 
NASA hopes it will be the first 
chopper to take flight on another 
planet.

Perseverance probably won’t 
be able to determine whether a 

rock has ancient microbes.
To know for sure, the samples 

will have to be brought back to 
Earth where they can be cut into 
ultra-thin slices.

“Getting true scientific con-
sensus... that life once existed 
on Mars, I think that would still 
require a sample return,” Ken 
Williford, deputy head of the 
science project told AFP.

One thing we shouldn’t expect 
are the fossilized shells that peo-
ple find on Earth, he added.

If life once did exist on Mars, 
it probably didn’t have time to 
evolve into more complex or-
ganisms before the planet dried 
up completely.

The Perseverance rover seen at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, 
California in December 2019
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