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South Asia braces for 
deadly heatwaves
THOMSON REUTERS FOUNDATION

Deadly heatwaves in South Asia are likely to become more 
common in the future, with the region’s exposure to lethal 
heat stress potentially nearly tripling if global warming 
isn’t curbed, researchers said.

But the threat could be halved if the world meets a goal 
set under the Paris Agreement on climate change to limit 
warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial times, 
researchers said in a study published this week by the 
American Geophysical Union.

“The future looks bad for South Asia, but the worst can 
be avoided by containing warming to as low as possible,” 
Moetasim Ashfaq, a climate scientist at the US-based Oak 
Ridge National Laboratory, said in a statement.

The new study used climate simulations and projected 
population growth to estimate the number of people who 
could experience dangerous levels of heat stress at warming 
levels of 1.5C and 2C.

It looked at the predicted “wet bulb temperature”. Health 
experts and scientists say that at a wet bulb temperature of 
32C labour becomes unsafe and at 35C the body can no 
longer cool itself.

If warming hits 2C, the number of South Asians exposed 
to unsafe temperatures could rise two-fold, and nearly three 
times as many people could face lethal heat, the study said.

N Korea launches 
‘ballistic missiles’
AFP, Seoul

North Korea fired two suspected ballistic missiles into the 
sea yesterday, in its first substantive provocation to the new 
US administration of Joe Biden.

The nuclear-armed North has a long history of using 
weapons tests to ramp up tensions, in a carefully calibrated 
process to try to forward its objectives.

Donald Trump’s first year in office was marked by a series 
of escalating launches, accompanied by a war of words 
between him and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un.

Pyongyang had been biding its time since the 
new administration took office, not even officially 
acknowledging its existence until last week.

But Seoul’s joint chiefs of staff said the North fired two 
short-range missiles into the Sea of Japan, known as the 
East Sea in Korea, from South Hamgyong province.

They travelled 450 kilometres and reached a maximum 
altitude of 60 kilometres, the JCS added, and after an 
emergency meeting South Korea’s National Security 
Council expressed “deep concern” at the launch.

North Korea is banned from developing any ballistic 
missiles under UN Security Council resolutions, and is 
under multiple international sanctions over its weapons 
programmes.

Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga was 
unequivocal, telling reporters: “North Korea launched two 
ballistic missiles.”

“This threatens the peace and security of our country 
and the region. It is also a violation of the UN resolution,” 
he added.

Tokyo said they came down outside the waters of Japan’s 
exclusive economic zone.

Yesterday’s launch comes after Pyongyang fired two 
short-range, non-ballistic missiles in a westerly direction 
towards China at the weekend.

A flooded area is seen at the Hawkesbury River northwest of Sydney in Wisemans Ferry, Australia, yesterday.  Flood-stricken 

residents along Australia’s east coast began a massive clean up effort yesterday as waters receded, revealing damaged 

homes, piles of debris and mud-caked roads. The region has been devastated by widespread flooding brought on by a 

torrential downpour that inundated towns, destroyed farmland and left two people dead. PHOTO: REUTERS 

Covid-19 cases surge globally
India marks lockdown anniversary with 54,000 cases; EU leaders 

meet as vaccine row escalates; Brazil deaths cross 300,000
AGENCIES

India recorded more than 50,000 new 
coronavirus cases yesterday for the first 
time since November as a new wave of 
infections forcing lockdowns and restrictive 
curbs around the world.

The European Union will look for ways 
to end its vaccine struggles at a summit 
yesterday, as a Covid-19 surge takes the 
death toll in Brazil past 300,000.

India, a nation of 1.3 billion people, 
was this month overtaken by Brazil as 
the second-most infected country after 
cases dipped in December and January 
from a peak of nearly 100,000 per day in 
September.

But recent weeks have seen an uptick, 
with health ministry data yesterday 
showing almost 54,000 new infections over 
the previous 24 hours.

India’s strict lockdown has been steadily 
eased over the past year and in recent 
months most activity, including weddings, 

religious festivals and some cricket matches, 
returned to normal.

Now many regions are reimposing curbs, 
particularly in the hard-hit western state of 
Maharashtra where officials have launched 
random virus checks in crowded areas in 
the local capital Mumbai.

The country’s known coronavirus cases 
are approaching 12 million, with more 
than 160,000 deaths.

India meanwhile has administered 
more than 53 million vaccine shots. This 
week, it decided to allow all over-45s to be 

inoculated as it attempts to vaccinate 300 
million people by August.

Meanwhile, EU leaders were scheduled 
to meet via videoconference to discuss 
AstraZeneca supplies, as well as new 
vaccine export rules that will weigh how 
needy countries are in terms of infection 
rates, how many jabs they have, and how 
readily they export doses to the bloc.

The talks come as Germany, France, 
Belgium, Austria and the Netherlands tighten 
restrictions to control surges in cases.

The virus has claimed more than 2.7 
million lives around the world, hammered 
the global economy and left much of 
humanity under punishing restrictions.

Where the EU vaccine rollout has stuttered, 
there has been huge progress in the United 
States -- the world’s worst-hit nation. Around 
70 percent of Americans aged 65 or over -- 
more than 38 million people -- have received 
at least one dose, and hospital admissions for 
Covid-19 in that group are down 85 percent 
since early January.
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Google agrees to pay Italian 
publishers for news

Google announced on Wednesday it has 
signed licensing deals with numerous Italian 
media publishers to pay for news content, in 
the US tech giant’s latest move to tamp down 

media anger over lost advertising revenue. 
It follows an agreement struck with some 
French publishers earlier in the year over 

“neighbouring rights”, which were introduced 
by an EU directive two years ago and call for 

payment for showing snippets of news content 
as part of internet searches. Wednesday’s 
deal will give the Italian publishers access 

to the Google News Showcase programme, 
which sees it pay outlets for a selection of 
enriched content. News outlets struggling 

with dwindling print subscriptions have long 
seethed at Google’s failure to give them a cut 

of the millions it makes from ads displayed 
alongside news search results.

Actor Depp loses bid to 
appeal wife beater libel ruling

London’s Court of Appeal yesterday refused 
Johnny Depp permission to challenge a verdict 

last year that concluded the Hollywood actor was 
a “wife beater”, meaning his attempt to restore 

his reputation will shift to US legal action. In 
November, High Court judge Andrew Nicol ruled 
against Depp, star of films including “Pirates of 

the Caribbean” and “Edward Scissorhands”, after 
he brought a libel case against the Sun tabloid 
newspaper. After three weeks of hearings last 

summer, Nicol concluded Depp, 57, had violently 
assaulted his ex-wife, actress Amber Heard, 34, 

during a tempestuous five-year relationship, 
putting her in fear of her life. 

NFT artwork by humanoid 
robot sells for $688,888

A digital artwork by humanoid robot Sophia 
was sold at auction yesterday for $688,888 in 
the form of a Non-Fungible Token (NFT). NFTs, 
a digital signature saved on blockchain ledgers 
that allows anyone to verify the ownership and 
authenticity of items, have become the latest 

investment craze, with one artwork selling 
this month for nearly $70 million. Sophia, 

who was unveiled in 2016, produced her art in 
collaboration with 31-year-old Italian digital 
artist Andrea Bonaceto, known for colourful 

portraits, some of which depict famous people, 
such as Tesla’s chief executive, Elon Musk. 

Titled “Sophia Instantiation,” the digital work 
is a 12-second MP4 file showing the evolution 

of Bonaceto’s portrait into Sophia’s digital 
painting, and is accompanied by a physical 

artwork, painted by Sophia on a printout of her 
self-portrait.


