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Sprint's HTC Touch Pro2 gets official Windows Mobile 6.5
update

Sprint had promised a first-quarter update for its Touch Pro2 way back
in January, and sure enough, it's delivered the Windows Mobile 6.5
boost right on time. It might not have as much punch now that we know
everything there is to know about Windows Phone 7 Series, of course,
but it's still a pretty big deal -- the Touch Pro2 remains one of the best
Microsoft-powered phones you can buy in the States, and unlike AT&T's
Tilt2, it launched with that grubby old WinMo 6.1. It's available now,
complete with Sense "enhancements" and a variety of bug fixes -- so if
you've got one of these bad boys in your pocket, it seems like a must-
grab.

Sprint's HTC Touch Pro2 gets official Windows Mobile 6.5 update
originally appeared on Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010 17:39:00 EST. Please
see our terms for use of feeds.
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Palm: this is your survival guide

Oh Palm. Just a little over a year ago your future seemed so bright, so
renewed. You walked away from CES 2009 reborn, held aloft by a
completely innovative new mobile operating system, a striking piece of
hardware, and a feeling amongst the press and investors that you were
back in the game and playing to win. Now, less than a year and a half
later, you've nearly returned to the dark and desperate place you'd
found yourself in at the end of 2008; a rapidly declining mindshare, the
bottom falling out of your stock, and bad dips in phone sales. All of it is
leaving you backed into a corner where the common perception now is
that you've got to sell to survive at all. So what went wrong? How did
such a promising launch lead to such a disappointing reality? And how
can you wrestle your way back from the brink yet again? Is that even an
option?

In 2007 the editors of Engadget penned an impassioned open letter to the
company, pleading for many of the changes we eventually saw at Palm.
This isn't a follow-up, but it's very much in the spirit. We're going to take
a look at the missteps that put the company in its current spot, and talk
about what we think can pull it back out. Palm, it's time for a little tough
love... again.

Continue reading Palm: this is your survival guide
Palm: this is your survival guide originally appeared on Engadget on
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Microsoft dishes out Windows 7 SP1, Windows Server 2008
R2 details

Both still seem to be a quite a ways from a release, but Microsoft has now
announced a few details for its forthcoming Windows 7 SP1 and
Windows Server 2008 R2 updates. The latter of the two actually seems to
be the more significant, as it adds a so-called RemoteFX feature that
Microsoft describes as the "special sauce" in its Remote Desktop Services.
The short of it is that RemoteFX uses virtualized graphics resources and
is able to function independently of any graphics stack, which Microsoft
says will allow "any screen content" (including Silverlight and Flash) to
be delivered to everything from full-fledged PCs to low-cost, thin client
devices. Windows 7 SP1, on the other hand, is described as having "only
minor updates," the biggest of which is -- you guessed it -- an updated
Remote Desktop client that takes advantage of RemoteFX. Dive into the
links below for the complete details.

Microsoft dishes out Windows 7 SP1, Windows Server 2008 R2 details
originally appeared on Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010 16:27:00 EST. Please
see our terms for use of feeds.
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Apple now accepting iPad app submissions, get your jumbo-
sized beer drinking simulations in before launch day

Apple just announced to developers that it's now accepting iPad
applications. From the sound of it, applications submitted now will have
a shot at being reviewed and approved before the iPad launch next
month, though since most all apps developed so far have only been
tested in the emulator, this is more of a "feedback" round for devs
looking to be ready for the launch without actually testing their apps on
hardware themselves. Apple says that "[o]nly apps submitted for the
initial review will be considered for the grand opening of the iPad App
Store," so you probably shouldn't wait around -- unless you've got one of
those iPad test units headed your way, or you're a hardware-testing
purist that will wait for the iPad launch to start testing apps and miss
one of those cushy spots on the opening day iPad App Store. Either way,
we can't really imagine we'll be seeing true 3rd party iPad app greatness
until a month or so after the launch, but who are we to talk down a "gold
rush"?

Update: We just saw that the deadline for getting apps in for the first
round is March 27 at 5PM PT. Fire up that SDK 3.2 beta 5 and start
cracking!

Apple now accepting iPad app submissions, get your jumbo-sized
beer drinking simulations in before launch day originally appeared on
Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010 15:50:00 EST. Please see our terms for use
of feeds.
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Comcast's 3D Masters broadcast explained

Still wondering how the first live broadcasts for the new 3DTVs will
work? Comcast Fellow Mark Francisco has been working on bringing 3D
home for several years now, and was able to clear up some of the
questions that you've been asking about what takes place before home
viewers slip on those "beautifully styled" glasses for the first time.
Whether you'd want to, can afford to with the first generation of
compatible HDTVs, or why it's expanding the use of that silly Xfinity
name weren't among them, so for that you're on your own.

What format/compression will Comcast use on its Masters broadcast
and going forward?

Just like DirecTV, Comcast is planning on a side-by-side 1080i (not sure
what that is? Check out our breakdown of the different ways to send 3D)
MPEG-2 transmission. Mark confirmed what we'd heard previously in
our discussion with Bob Wilson from Motorola, on the backend, very
little needed changing or updating to enable this transmission, which
will take up a 6MHz channel, other than their frame multiplexers. There
will also be an h.264 stream and VC-1 (for the Masters.com feed) and for
broadcast within hospitality tents at Augusta National.

Will I need a new cable box or have to get a firmware update of some
kind to watch 3D?

All of Comcast's HD set-top boxes connected through HDMI already
capable of handling the signal, so don't expect a firmware upgrade
(unless you're waiting for remote DVR features, of course) between then
and now, although future upgrades will include 3D menus and guide
information, which are currently still 2D.

Continue reading Comcast's 3D Masters broadcast explained
Comcast's 3D Masters broadcast explained originally appeared on
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The Engadget Show tapes tomorrow, with Nicholas
Negroponte and PlayStation Move!

Can't wait for another Engadget Show to roll around? Well you're in
luck, friend. It's happening tomorrow at 5:00pm ET. We'll be doing
giveaways at the show taping only, so brave the glorious sunshine and
join us in person for a chance to win great prizes!

Josh will be sitting down with Nicholas Negroponte of the MIT Media
Lab and the OLPC project to discuss the upcoming XO PC and
pontificate about the future of technology.

Sony will also be on hand to demo PlayStation Move motion controller
and the company's senior researcher Dr. Richard Marks will be there to
give us the behind-the-scenes story. We'll have live demos of stuff never-
before-seen on Move, including some hands-on audience demos! Much
to our excitement, the usual crew will be joined by Joystiq's very own
Christ Grant for the roundtable. You'll also be meeting our new
investigative correspondent Rick Karr and we'll have plenty of amazing
giveaways at the show. Also expect an out-of-this-world performance
from minusbaby complete with stunning visuals from notendo, as well
as some other big surprises...

As you may have heard, livestreaming is back by popular demand and
so is live Twitter commenting! You will now be able to tweet your
comments directly to the livestream! During the show, just include the
hashtag "#engadgetshow" and look for your tweet to show up on the
ticker at the bottom of the stream. One thing to note, The Engadget Show
is a family program, so any single instance of swearing or trolling will
force us to turn off the ticker... and it won't come back on. So, keep it clean
and have fun!

The Engadget Show is sponsored by Sprint, and will take place at the
Times Center, part of The New York Times Building in the heart of New
York City at 41st St. between 7th and 8th Avenues (see map after the
break). Tickets are -- as always -- free to anyone who would like to
attend, but seating is limited, and tickets will be first come, first served...
so get there early! Here's all the info you need:

• There is no admission fee -- tickets are completely free
• The event is all ages
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• Ticketing will begin at the Times Center at 2:30PM on Saturday,
doors will open for seating at 4:30PM, and the show begins at 5PM

• You cannot collect tickets for friends or family -- anyone who
would like to come must be present to get a ticket

• Seating capacity in the Times Center is about 340, and once we're
full, we're full

• The venue is located at 41st St. between 7th and 8th Avenues in
New York City (map after the break)

• The show length is around an hour
If you're a member of the media who wishes to attend, please contact us
at: engadgetshowmedia [at] engadget [dot] com, and we'll try to
accommodate you. All other non-media questions can be sent to:
engadgetshow [at] engadget [dot] com.

Subscribe to the Show:

[iTunes] Subscribe to the Show directly in iTunes (M4V).
[Zune] Subscribe to the Show directly in the Zune Marketplace (M4V).
[RSS M4V] Add the Engadget Show feed (M4V) to your RSS aggregator
and have it delivered automatically.

Continue reading The Engadget Show tapes tomorrow, with Nicholas
Negroponte and PlayStation Move!
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Palm shares take 25 percent plunge after downer earnings
announcement

Remember that wild January day a bit over a year ago, when Palm
debuted webOS and shares went wild? Well, after months of setbacks in
the sales arena, and a rough $22 million Q3 loss announced yesterday,
Palm's stocks took over a 25 percent dive today, dipping below $5 for the
first time since the Pre was announced. At the time of this writing things
seem to be leveling off a bit, but it's the most damage the shares have
seen since October of 2009. Morgan Joseph analyst Ilya Grozovsky has
downgraded the stock to "sell" and set a target price at $0. Canaccord
Adams analyst Peter Misek has set a similar target, saying that he sees a
"complete lack of earnings visibility." So, candlelit vigil time? Imminent
buyout? Riots in the streets? Hardly. Palm's own Jon Rubinstein said in
the earnings announcement that the company is "looking forward to
upcoming launches with new carrier partners" which should (hopefully)
brighten spirits a bit, and we haven't heard a single credible buyout
rumor, despite plenty of wild conjecture. There are also still a pair of
analyst hold outs (just two, to be exact) that have buy ratings on the
stock, reports Thomson Reuters. As for rioting? Well, that's up to you. No
matter what, Palm has some serious soul searching to do.

Palm shares take 25 percent plunge after downer earnings
announcement originally appeared on Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010
14:59:00 EST. Please see our terms for use of feeds.
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Synaptics driver enables multitouch gestures on older
trackpads

Haven't updated your laptop's trackpad driver lately? Then you may
well want to consider doing so, at least if your laptop is equipped with a
Synaptics trackpad. As a user on the Hardware Zone forums discovered,
the latest Synaptics driver seems to enable multitouch gestures on older
laptops that didn't previously support them, including two-finger
scrolling, and three-finger click. What's more, while the drivers
themselves come from HP, they should work just fine on other laptops
with a Synaptics trackpad. Hit up the link below to try it out for yourself.

Synaptics driver enables multitouch gestures on older trackpads
originally appeared on Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010 14:38:00 EST. Please
see our terms for use of feeds.
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LHC breaks its own energy record, still less powerful than
Lady GaGa

The Large Hadron Collider is no stranger to setting energy records: back
at the end of November it broke the 0.98 TeV record by hitting the 1.18
TeV mark. Well, the problem beleaguered collider's just handily
surpassed itself -- this time with a truly stunning 3.5 TeV -- with beams
of protons on record as having circulated at 3.5 trillion electron volt.
Now, we're not scientists or anything, but that sure is a lot of volts!
CERN's moving on later this week and will begin colliding the beams so
they can check out the tiniest particles within atoms in the hopes of
finding out more about how matter's made up. We look forward to
hearing all about that, too -- but until then, we made do by reading the
source over and over.

LHC breaks its own energy record, still less powerful than Lady GaGa
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Vodafone Spain replacing microSD cards on 3,000 virus-
infected handsets

It looks like the virus-strewn HTC Magic that was recently purchased
from Vodafone UK is only the tip of the iceberg. According to Vodafone
Spain, some 3,000 users in all may have been exposed to Mariposa
malware -- which used the handset's storage to make its way to
customer's PCs via USB, leading the company to replace the microSD
cards for infected customers. The company also says that that the
incident is "isolated and local," but with the number of infections rising
from one in the UK to 3,000 in Spain in just over a week we wouldn't be
surprised this story was just heating up.

Vodafone Spain replacing microSD cards on 3,000 virus-infected
handsets originally appeared on Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010 13:49:00
EST. Please see our terms for use of feeds.
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Virtusphere's virtual reality hamster ball put to the test

For eons we've wondered what it would be like to walk around in a bona
fide Virtusphere, and at GDC last week we finally got our chance. The
large plastic cage can turn and roll in any direction, and once replete
with a wireless head-mounted display and fake gun, we were ready to
take on some polygonal alien baddies. Getting into the cage is
surprisingly easy, but unfortunately once we had a screen strapped to
our head our well-honed sense of balance was right out the window, and
we found ourselves staggering around a bit as we got used to the motion
of the cage. The real military versions have a motion sensing gun
controller, but we had to do all our aiming with our head, which didn't
help. After a minute or so we got used to the "momentum" involved in
moving the cage, which felt pretty great, but we'd say our favorite part
about the experience was just being able to turn in place to confront
baddies -- there's something about a few well placed steps that really
blows away a left or right tug on our 360 controller's analog stick. At the
end of the day the sheer size, cost, and ultra-dated graphics has us
hardly pining for one of these in our living rooms, but with a bit more
work on the gaming end (and a working gun pointer) we could see this
as the arcade experience to beat. Check out a video of our harrowing
experience (from outside and inside) after the break.

Gallery: Virtusphere virtual reality hamster ball put to the test
Continue reading Virtusphere's virtual reality hamster ball put to the test
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iBuyPower crams Core i7-980X Extreme Edition into Paladin
desktop line

If you somehow held off on buying a Core i7 rig as soon as they popped
out last year, you're in luck -- and your poor Pentium II system is flat out
of it. Just about everyone has updated their gaming desktop lines this
week with an option to splurge on Intel's 3.33GHz (or more) Core
i7-980X Extreme Edition processor, and iBuyPower is no different. Said
PC builder is now offering the chip within four of its Paladin desktops,
and given that the stock clock speed is far too sluggish for your own
greedy self, the Paladin XLC V3 ships in an overclocked configuration
that promises a 30 percent boost in performance over the stock silicon.
The rigs also ship with 6GB or 12GB of DDR3 memory, the latest and
greatest ATI / NVIDIA graphics cards, an optional Blu-ray burner and a
fresh copy of Windows 7. The lowest-end rig gets going at $2,159, while
the aforesaid XLC V3 will set you back $4,409; the whole gang is
available to customize as we speak.

Gallery: iBuyPower crams Core i7-980X Extreme Edition into Paladin
desktop line
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A few developers receiving iPads early, must keep it in room
with blacked-out windows and tuck it in every night

Really, would you expect anything less from Apple? All sorts of wild
tales have emerged about Apple's tight restrictions on developers lucky
enough to receive early iPad test units, and no matter how true they
might be, we're eating it up with a spoon. According to "people familiar"
with the matter sourced by BusinessWeek, there's a 10 page pact for
developers to sign, with requirements that include keeping the iPad
isolated in a room with blacked-out windows, continuously tethered to a
fixed object, photographic evidence of compliance, and of course no
bragging to the Twittersphere about your score. Frankly, if the iPad isn't
hand delivered to developer offices by a couple guys in well-tailored
suits with an iPad briefcase handcuffed between them, we'd be sorely
disappointed.
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AiLive shows off its LiveMove 2 software for building
MotionPlus and PlayStation Move gestures

If you've been following closely, there are really two sorts of input
available to the PlayStation Move. The one that gets the most love and
screen time is the camera-based, 3D meatspace tracking that the
PlayStation Eye performs in conjunction with the fancy colored ball at
the end of the PlayStation Move wand, but most of the actual gameplay
we've seen is in truth much more similar to the Wii's MotionPlus than
Sony might want to let on. The MotionPlus and PS Move have very
similar configurations of gyroscopes and accelerometers, and actually
use the same software from AiLive (co-creators of MotionPlus) for
developing the gesture recognition that goes into games. We actually got
to see the LiveMove 2 development environment in action, and it's pretty
impressive: basically you tell a computer what gesture you want to
perform (like "fist pump," for instance) and then perform a bunch of
examples of that movement. LiveMove then figures out the range of
allowable movement, and in playback mode shows you whether you're
hitting the mark. AiLive showed us gestures as complicated as a Graffiti
(of Palm OS yore) handwriting recognition in the air, built with just a
few example movements from people back at their offices. So, this is
great news for developers dealing with the significant complication of all
these sensors, but at the same time we can't help but be a little
disappointed. LiveMove 2 doesn't even use the PlayStation Eye, and as
we mentioned in our hands-on impressions of PlayStation Move, we
could really sense that a lot of our in-game actions were built from
predefined gestures, not us interacting with the 3D environment in any
"real" or physics-based way. It's great tech either way, but hopefully
that's something that can be improved upon by launch or soon after.
Check out a demo of LiveMove in action after the break.
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Niko, the N900-powered Lego robot, looks poised to take over
Twitter (video)

While we've seen no shortage of smartphone-powered robots in the past,
the Nokia camp has been sadly under-represented. But, there's a new
one coming to balance things out, a machine called Niko that has Lego
Mindstorm NXT 2.0 components for a body and an N900 for a brain. The
bot has been under construction for a few weeks but it has just made its
YouTube debut with the short video posted after the break, showing it
roving around and taking a photo whenever it bumps into something.
When all systems are go and the machine is set free Niko will be posting
messages and pictures to Twitter describing its every move in thrilling
detail. We can't wait for it to start picking fights with @CourtneyLoveUK.

Continue reading Niko, the N900-powered Lego robot, looks poised to take
over Twitter (video)
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New UK Internet Addiction clinic offers in-patient therapy to
'screenagers'

Internet addiction, as you know, is a growing worldwide concern.
Recently, the UK opened its first rehab clinic for Internet Addiction (the
provocatively named Broadway Lounge), but that was only the
beginning. Capio Nightingale Hospital in London has announced its
own plan to get gets out of the World of Warcraft and into the real world
through an intensive in-patient, day care, or group therapy environment.
The program is aimed at 15 to 17-year-olds, although kids as young as 12
could participate. A hospital spokesman said that the service hopes to
"address the underlying causes of this addiction to transform screenagers
back into teenagers." And if you thought we were running this because
we wanted to use the word "screenagers," you might be on to something.
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Cablevision bumps Comcast to the back, 3D sports at home
starts next week

Just as Comcast leapfrogged DirecTV's 3D plans, its claim to the first live
HD 3D event has been stolen away by Cablevision, which will broadcast
a Rangers/Islanders NHL matchup Wednesday, shown both in a special
viewing party in the Theater at Madison Square Garden and on iO TV
channel 1300 (if you already have a 3DTV but not Cablevision then keep
an eye on your channel guide as, like the Masters broadcast, it may be
shared with other networks.) While this is probably just the beginning of
another FCC battle over who it will have to share the broadcasts with,
MSG is just focusing on keeping a trend going since it was one of the
first to jump on HDTV production of NBA and NHL games way back in
1998 and plans to keep 3D broadcasts coming over the next year with
more games and concerts. Production is being handled by 3ality Digital,
previously responsible for the BCS game that turned some of our
preconceived notions about 3D with its BCS National Championship
broadcast a little over a year ago, which plans to use 5 cameras from a
lower angle than usual to resemble the perspective of the actual players -
- minus concussion-inducing blindside hits to the head. Anyone willing
to host a viewing party? We're totally down to bring snacks... if you'll
cover our 3D glasses.

[Thanks, William & Vinny]
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Keepin' it real fake: Teclast's dual-screened K9 e-reader looks
like Alex and Kindle made a baby

We almost hate to throw the KIRF moniker on a product we wouldn't
mind owning, but this e-reader that popped up at the EREXPO in
Shenzhen certainly bears more than a passing resemblance to the Spring
Design Alex e-reader -- and the button layout on the right is a dead
ringer for the Kindle. It's called the K9, the latest reader from Teclast, and
it follows a growing trend of Android-powered devices with a color
LCD on the bottom and an E-Ink screen on top. The screens measure 3.6-
and 6-inches respectively and, while we don't know anything else about
it at this point, we wouldn't be surprised it inherits its father's tardiness.
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Intel's X25-V and Kingston's SSDNow V Series face off in
battle for best value SSD

Got $125 and a burning desire to get in on the SSD fun? Intel and
Kingston both have models priced to seduce that cash away from your
pocket, and here comes AnandTech with a comparative review to help
you make an informed decision. To start off with, Intel's X25-V sports
40GB of storage and is described as a smaller version of the X25-M G2,
whereas Kingston's V Series boot drive offers a smaller 30GB capacity
but also comes with a fuller upgrade kit. Since this is 2010 and not some
prehistoric age, both drives naturally come equipped with Trim support.
In benchmark results, Intel's drive took the advantage in the
performance of random read/write tasks, but was second best when it
came to sequential write jobs. Ultimately, that extra 10GB of storage and
the fact you're more likely to capitalize on random, rather than
sequential, drive access swung it in favor of the X25-V. Hit up the full
review for the more nuanced impressions.
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Windows Phone 7 Series T-shirt cannon gets detailed,
redefines 'mobile warfare'

Microsoft's MIX 10 Windows Phone app demos were highlighted by a
robotic t-shirt cannon entirely controlled by a WP7S app, and the code
monkeys behind the project are now back with a full breakdown of how
things were achieved -- the bot was built on a standard battle-bot chassis,
which was then modded with the cannons and an HP Envy laptop for
control purposes. Just to drill in the point about how familiar
development for the new mobile OS will be, the MS guys point out that
outsider assistance on the project was recruited under the pretext that
what was being built were "out of the browser" Silverlight apps for the
desktop. Very crafty. We've got video of the cannon in action waiting
after the break, along with an image of the Phone controls.

Continue reading Windows Phone 7 Series T-shirt cannon gets detailed,
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Charlie Miller to reveal 20 zero day security holes in Mac OS
X

Say, Charles -- it's been awhile! But we're pleased as punch to see that
you're back to your old ways, poking around within OS X's mainframe
just looking for ways to remotely control the system, snag credit card
data and download a few interoffice love letters that are carefully
stashed 15 folders down within 'Documents.' The famed Apple security
expert is planning yet another slam on OS X at CanSecWest, where he'll
reveal no fewer than 20 zero day security holes within OS X. According
to Miller, "OS X has a large attack surface consisting of open source
components, closed source third-party components and closed source
Apple components; bugs in any of these types of components can lead to
remote compromise." He also goes on to reemphasize something he's
been screaming for years: "Mac OS X is like living in a farmhouse in the
country with no locks, and Windows is living in a house with bars on the
windows in the bad part of town." In other words, Apple users are
"safer" (due to the lack of work that goes into hacking them), "but less
secure." So, is this a weird way of applying for a security job in
Cupertino, or what?
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Word, Excel and OneNote for Windows Phone 7 Series
revealed

We actually haven't seen any official shots of the Office apps for
Windows Phone 7 Series, but now that Microsoft's emulator has been
hacked and unlocked, we've got a glimpse of what creating a Word doc
in OneNote looks like -- and while there's a high probability that this a
super-early version of the app, it's still revealing in how drastically
minimal it is. Microsoft says most people just want to make minor edits
and leave comments to Office docs while on the go, not make large edits
with copy and paste, so we'd expect to see track changes in the final
version, but something tells us the main interface isn't going to look
tremendously different than this. One more shot and the video with
Word after the break -- hit the source for the second vid with Excel.
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3D invisibility cloak fashioned out of metamaterials

Those HDTV manufacturers did tell us that 3D was going to be
everywhere this year, didn't they? Keeping up with the times, scientists
investigating potential methods for rendering physical objects invisible
to the human eye have now moved to the full three-dimensional realm.
The Karlsruhe Institute of Technology has developed a photonic
metamaterial that can make things disappear when viewed from all
angles, advancing from previous light refraction methods that only
worked in 2D. It sounds similar to what Berkeley researchers developed
not too long ago, and just like Berkeley's findings, this is a method that's
still at a very early stage of development and can only cover one
micrometer-tall bumps. Theoretically unlimited, the so-called carpet
cloak could eventually be expanded to "hide a house," but then who's to
say we'll even be living in houses by that time?
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150,000 take part in FCC's broadband census, do their part for
the greater good

The FCC wants you to help it kill bogus ISPs, and its primary weapon is
its Consumer Broadband Test, released to the world last week. 150,000
people have already done their part, giving a glimpse at some early
statistics describing just what the state of American downloadin' looks
like. Average download from the Ookla test is a respectable 11.5Mbps
and upload is 2.09Mbps, but if you look at the spread of those results a
full half of test takers have a rather more pedestrian 4Mbps maximum
download. An early map is included below showing results by state but,
as Ars Technica points out, many of the "surprise" dark green entries (like
Georgia) have only had a few-thousand respondents thus-far, and you
can figure most are in-the-know enthusiasts paying extra to get their
digital goods more quickly. It still remains to be seen exactly what the
FCC will do with all these stats, because it doesn't seem to be releasing
data tying speeds to ISP just yet. Hopefully that's coming.
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BlackBerry OS 6.0 leaked?

Are these grabs from RIM's refreshed BlackBerry OS 6.0 or just fanart
from some sleepy design school student meant to trick the tech press?
We don't know, but BBLeaks claims that they come "highly regarded as
real from one of our best connects." But before getting too worked up, it's
worth noting the bizarre similarities between these grabs (San Francisco,
the weather widget colors, Haiti tweet, and font) and the slide pulled
from that "Super Apps" developer webinar back in February -- images
that RIM called nothing more than mockups of nothing important at the
time. Still with a consumer-focused, BlackBerry slider rumored to be
making its first appearance next month at RIM's own WES show, well,
who knows. Really, does anybody know? Webinar image after the break
for your clinical comparison.
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T-Mobile and Clearwire mulling 4G partnership

Looks like the kids at T-Mobile USA are well aware that their company's
future will depend on offering both compelling handsets and a
competitive network for them to ride on. Reuters reports that the
Deutsche Telekom subsidiary has been exploring all its options with
regard to the provision of 4G services, including potential joint ventures
with cable companies and even spectrum sharing with AT&T, though
the likeliest candidate for the moment remains Clearwire's WiMAX
infrastructure. Asked about a potential merger with Sprint, who controls
more than 50 percent of Clearwire, T-Mobile's CEO Robert Dotson
declined the idea, explaining that "what you never want to do is take one
company that is going through challenges and take another company
going through challenges." Reports of ongoing discussions between
Clearwire and T-Mo have been around since last September, and the
latest from Dotson suggests that his company is keen to get a resolution
either way as soon as possible.
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Apple said to be preparing 12-core Mac Pros and 27-inch LED
Cinema Displays

AppleInsider has rounded up its stable of "people familiar with the
matter" and squeezed them for info on Cupertino's plans for the near
term. Firstly, they've heard that a 27-inch version of the currently
available 24-inch LED Cinema Display is on its way, sporting a 2,560 x
1,440 resolution and targeted for release "by June." The more exciting tip
from those in the know, however, relates to the well aged Mac Pro and
its future upgrade path. Apple has apparently firmed up plans to offer 6-
and 12-core options (to replace the current 4- and 8-core variants),
though the star of the show internally is said to be Intel's Xeon 5600,
rather than the similarly specced Core i7-980X that had been rumored.
This seems to be motivated by the fact the i7 beast can't do dual-CPU
configurations, which are necessary to offer a dozen cores. Pricing for the
single Xeon CPU model is expected to be close to the current $2,499
starting sticker, but release dates still elude us.
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Windows Phone 7 Series emulator unlocked, shows a few
surprises

Microsoft was kind enough to release the software development kit for
Windows Phone 7 Series on Monday, and although there was some fun
to be had by scrolling around and exploring, much of the cool stuff the
company showed off at MIX last week is not included -- or is it? As it
turns out it's in there; only a little help is needed to unlock 'em and then
all those magical hubs start them spinning for your enjoyment, including
a few things not seen before. Most notable? A comprehensive looking file
explorer and even a task manager, something a bit curious given the
OS's effective lack of multi-tasking. The unlock was discovered and
initially distributed by engineer Dan Ardelean, but he has since recanted
and pulled the required file. Naturally, though, it has been mirrored in
numerous places, links to which can be found at the xda-developer
forum if you'd like to try this yourself. Just keep in mind that this is a far
from final version of the OS, so don't be too disappointed if it doesn't
quite pop like it does when Anna or Luca use it.

Update: A couple videos of the unlocked features have been upped by
TechAU.tv, head over to check 'em out..

[Thanks to everyone who sent this in]
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HP Slate priced at €400 for June launch, Atom CPU
confirmed?

Reputable Spanish publication Clipset has the first concrete report on
pricing and internal specs for HP's Slate. Seemingly obtained from HP
itself, the €400 ($546) price tag positions the Slate a notch above netbooks
and bodes well for the expectation that it'll undercut the iPad's entry
level pricing. Straight currency conversations are inadvisable in such
situations, so we'll just have to wait until official stickers for the iPad in
Europe are known or HP announces US prices for the Slate. Further info
includes an Atom CPU, Flash support, USB connectivity, a memory card
reader, and a back-mounted webcam (see it after the break). The launch
of this Windows 7 device is slated for June, while retail availability in
Europe is said to be expected at some point "before September." It's not
clear what all that means for the US, but we doubt HP will be making its
home turf wait longer than the rest of the world. Rest assured, we'll be
reaching out to HP HQ before they've had their first cup of green tea to
find out.

Continue reading HP Slate priced at €400 for June launch, Atom CPU
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PowerColor jumps on the Eyefinity bandwagon, breaks off a
wheel

Sure, the Radeon HD 5870 Eyefinity 6 Edition is the latest and greatest in
desktop multi-monitor solutions, but if you happen to be hexaphobic (or
financially challenged, perhaps) you'll need something a wee bit smaller.
To that end, PowerColor just introduced the Radeon HD 5770 Eyefinity
5. With a whole one less mini-DisplayPort than its heftier cousin, the
Eyefinity 5 has all the mid-range muscle of a regular Radeon 5770 --
down to the megahertz, we checked -- but has five independent display
controllers for that wrap-around HD monitor matrix you've always
dreamed of. Whether the 5770 can actually run games across five
monitors is another question, but we expect that reviews of just that
functionality will surface (along with pricing, availability, dongles, and
everything else that wasn't in the press release) well before you count to
seven.
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Canon EOS 5D Mark II 2.0.4 firmware said to fix audio,
reputation

Ok, that was fast. We just told you about the audio recording issue with
the version 2.0.3 EOS 5D Mark II firmware yesterday and already we
have a 2.0.4 release in Japan. Expect this fix of a fix for a fix to go global
on the quick and give you that 29.97 FPS and 23.976 FPS 1080p recording
you so specifically crave.

Update: And it's live for US users too.
Canon EOS 5D Mark II 2.0.4 firmware said to fix audio, reputation
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PVI's color E-Ink displays are a perfect match for Kindles

You know who makes the E-Ink displays on the Kindle? PVI. The
Taiwanese company is also the EPD provider for several other tier-1
eReader device makers including Sony. So take a good look at that color
E-Ink prototype display currently sitting in a PVI booth at a Shenzhen
tradeshow 'cause that's what you'll see packed in color eReaders near the
end of the year and into 2011. PVI is showing off both 6- and 9.7-inch
color prototypes set to hit the manufacturing lines in Q4 (and sampling
now), just right for the Kindle 2 and Kindle DX should Amazon choose
to keep things simple and just swap out the display (and a minimum of
componentry) within its existing device lineup. It's worth noting that the
extra layer of color filtering glass will impact battery life a bit, but
certainly not enough to lose its edge on LCDs. And while PVI was
demonstrating a color animation running on its new displays, they can't
do video worth a damn due to the slow frame refresh. And don't expect
to see the color EPDs sporting a contrast or color vibrancy anywhere
close to what you'll get from a traditional LCD either. Regardless, people
seem smitten by the USA Today's use of color so we're sure these color E-
Ink displays will find their niche as well.
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NVIDIA GeForce GTX 480 and 470 specs and pricing emerge

We're only a week away from their grand unveiling, but already we've
got word of the specs for NVIDIA's high end GTX 480 and GTX 470
cards. Priced at $499, the 480 will offer 480 shader processors, a 384-bit
interface to 1.5GB of onboard GDDR5 RAM, and clock speeds of
700MHz, 1,401MHz, and 1,848MHz for the core, shaders and memory,
respectively. The 470 makes do with 446 SPs, slower clocks, and a 320-bit
memory interface, but it's also priced at a more sensible $349. The TDPs
of these cards are pretty spectacular too, with 225W for the junior model
and 295W for the full-fat card. Sourced by VR Zone, these numbers are
still unofficial, but they do look to mesh well with what we already
know of the hardware, including a purported 5-10 percent
benchmarking advantage for the GTX 480 over ATI's HD 5870. Whether
the price and power premium is worth it will be up to you and the
inevitable slew of reviews to decide.

[Thanks, Sean]
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Casio's solar-powered Pathfinder watch plays the green card
twice

Plotting their latest spread of watches this spring, Casio executives
decided it was time to "go green." Some poor schmuck in R&D took them
at their word. Thankfully for mother nature, the Casio Pathfinder
PRG110C-3 is more than meets the eye; the watch -- suited for argonauts
needing an altimeter, barometer, thermometer and digital compass --
also has a miniature solar cell built into its face to automatically recharge
the battery. Though Casio's claim that this last will cut down on the three
billion batteries Americans trash each year seems a little reaching --
watch batteries last a lot longer than a AA -- the timepiece does help the
planet some merely by being packaged in recyclables. The $250 device
will be available exclusively from Amazon, and yeah, the color you see
here is the color you'll get.

Casio's solar-powered Pathfinder watch plays the green card twice
originally appeared on Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010 03:44:00 EST. Please
see our terms for use of feeds.
Permalink | Casio, Casio Tough Solar | Email this | Comments
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Pentax Kameraman puppets are perfect for shooting WTF
faces

We don't know how seriously you take yourself as a photographer. But
painting a face on your lens cap and dangling a hand-made, ¥2,914
(about $32) Osu! Kameraman puppet from your camera's tripod mount
isn't going to earn you much respect. Especially when your telephoto
lens is dialed up to maximum, perv. Perfect though, if you're only
hoping to capture faces twisted into a scowl. Entire collection on display
after the break.

Continue reading Pentax Kameraman puppets are perfect for shooting WTF
faces

Pentax Kameraman puppets are perfect for shooting WTF faces
originally appeared on Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010 02:51:00 EST. Please
see our terms for use of feeds.
Permalink Impress | Osu!, Pentax | Email this | Comments
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Marvell pitches $99 Moby Tablet as textbook alternative

When chipmaker Marvell told us its technology would power $99
smartphones, we took the company at its word. We weren't expecting a
sub-$100, 10-inch tablet PC, however -- and we definitely weren't
expecting Marvell itself to build it. Marketed at students looking to
lighten their textbook load, the Marvell Moby will be an "always-on,
high performance multimedia tablet" capable of full Flash support and
1080p HD playback -- thanks to those nifty Armada 600 series processors
-- and supporting WiFi, Bluetooth, FM radio, GPS and both Android and
Windows Mobile platforms for maximum flexibility. No release date has
yet been announced; like the OLPC, Marvell will introduce the Moby in
pilot programs at participating at-risk schools. While it's far too early to
say if the Moby will be the universal educational e-reader Marvell hopes
(that depends on software), it's certainly an intriguing device for the
price, and we'll admit we're a touch jealous of those kids who'll first get
to try one.

Marvell pitches $99 Moby Tablet as textbook alternative originally
appeared on Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010 02:20:00 EST. Please see our
terms for use of feeds.
Permalink ARMdevices.net | Marvell, Technologizer | Email
this | Comments
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Apple patent reveals iGroups location-based social
networking for iPhone

Apple patent applications are usually pretty dry, but it looks like a new
one turned up by Patently Apple has a bit more user-focused meat to it --
it describes a location-based social networking app called "iGroups,"
which lets groups of people share data amongst themselves using a
service like MobileMe. Once group members are identified and linked
up, they can securely share information and users carrying devices
without GPS-abilities will be able to triangulate their position using the
positions of other GPS-enabled devices in the group. Of course, the
actual patent itself is focused on the cryptographic key system that
protects all the data, and we're pretty sure the "iGroups" name is just a
placeholder for now -- we'd guess the developer of the iGroups app
currently in the App Store hopes so too -- so how this winds up in a
shipping product is totally up in the air, but our interest in what iPhone
OS 4.0 may hold has certainly been piqued once again.

Apple patent reveals iGroups location-based social networking for
iPhone originally appeared on Engadget on Fri, 19 Mar 2010 01:02:00
EST. Please see our terms for use of feeds.
Permalink Mashable | Patently Apple | Email this | Comments
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Google China could be ceasing operations in April, says
report

Just when you were hoping things would get better for the bickering
search giant and nation-state, along comes apparent word from
Shanghai-based Chinese Business News (via Bloomberg), citing an
anonymous Google China employee, that the company is looking into
closing up shop on April 10th. That's a far cry from what we heard late
last week, that it would stay in the country, albeit in a potentially
modified form. Frankly, this is quite sketchy and no one anywhere is
corroborating, but according to the report, an announcement is expected
on Monday, March 22nd. Better get used to the idea of Bing-powered
Android devices.

Google China could be ceasing operations in April, says report
originally appeared on Engadget on Thu, 18 Mar 2010 23:27:00 EST.
Please see our terms for use of feeds.
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Ask Engadget: Best accessories management solution for
cluttered desks?

We know you've got questions, and if you're brave enough to ask the
world for answers, here's the outlet to do so. This week's Ask Engadget
question is coming to us from Steven, who needs to hit a Spring Cleaning
streak in the worst possible way. If you're looking to send in an inquiry
of your own, drop us a line at ask [at] engadget [dawt] com .

"I am overwhelmed by power cords and travel chargers and am looking
for a good way to organize them until I need them. The top drawer of my
desk is no longer cutting it. I've got too many power cables and AC
adapters to count. I can't be the only one with this problem. Is there a
solution? Thanks in advance!"

Anyone got a great mechanism for keeping these adapters and cables in
some sort of order? We're certain the neat-freaks in attendance would
love to hear your input in comments below.

Ask Engadget: Best accessories management solution for cluttered
desks? originally appeared on Engadget on Thu, 18 Mar 2010 22:31:00
EST. Please see our terms for use of feeds.
Permalink | | Email this | Comments
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Leaked Xbox 360 'Valhalla' motherboard analyzed by Ben
Heck

Sure, you might've seen the purported Xbox 360 Valhalla motherboard
leaked yesterday... but have you ever really seen it? There's a subtle
difference, one that requires you gaze through the ocular receptors of
our dearest old friend (he hates when we call him that) Ben Heck. Joystiq
sat down with him to deconstruct the pictures and get his take on all the
hardware nuances. First and foremost, there appears to be no connectors
that "look remotely like a Xbox 360 memory card reader," which lends
credence to the thought process they might be going the way of the
dinosaur. WiFi is still missing in action, and as for Project Natal
integration, Heck's highly doubtful that's in the cards, though he shares
our mindset that a bundle would make sense. The big question is size
reduction, and to that our game console laptop guru suggests that, given
the constraints due to a DVD drive, the best we can expect is a one-inch
drop in height (standing console), 0.5 inches in depth, and just "slightly
thinner." Sorry folks, looks like even in your wildest dreams, it'll still
tower over the Nintendo Wii. A great read, don your thinking cap, give
yourself 15 minutes, and hit up the source.

Leaked Xbox 360 'Valhalla' motherboard analyzed by Ben Heck
originally appeared on Engadget on Thu, 18 Mar 2010 21:29:00 EST.
Please see our terms for use of feeds.
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Ars Technica

Apple to iPad devs: on your mark, get set, submit!

Apple is alerting developers that they have just over a week to prepare
iPad apps and get them submitted for review if they want them to be in
the App Store on April 3.

Developers must build their apps using beta 5 of the iPhone OS 3.2
SDK and submit them by 5pm PDT on March 27 to get an initial review
by Apple, according to an e-mail sent to developers this afternoon.
Reviewers will run the apps on iPad hardware and e-mail developers
with notes on the "readiness" of the app, and information necessary to
submit the app for final review for inclusion in the App Store by April 3.
Only apps that are submitted for the initial review process will have a
chance to go on sale at the "grand opening of the iPad App Store."

The crux of the problem is that most developers won't have access to
actual iPad hardware to test and debug their apps before they go on sale.
Beyond a select few developers given early access under reportedly rigid
security provisions, this is the only chance most will have for their app to
run outside of the iPad Simulator unless they wait until after April 3 to
test on hardware themselves. Unfortunately, that could mean giving
competitors a big jumpstart.

The good news, though, is that iPad owners will have more than just
Apple's apps to choose from on day one. Also, developers have observed
especially quick review times of late. This suggests that even in the worst
case that some apps require an early fix, developers should be able to get
it out to users with little delay.
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What's fair? Societal structures, not human nature, teach us

Rousseau, Hobbes, and Locke all meditated on the development of
social contracts that they considered necessary for people to operate in
large societies. Game theory gives scientists a chance to test some of
these ideas with hard data. By having people play anonymous games
with money, researchers found that people from larger societies, ones
that are more integrated into the market, are more likely to be fair in
anonymous dealings; these same people are more willing to punish
others when they are unfair. These findings suggest that fairness and
punishment in dealings with strangers are largely learned behaviors, and
that we need these norms and institutions to prevent our communities
from fragmenting.

Before ten thousand years ago, localized groups probably had fairly
limited contact with more distant human populations. Fast forward a
few thousand years, and large, complex, and cooperative societies had
become prevalent. Scientists have long been uncertain what facilitated
the social changes that allowed people to feel comfortable trading with
others they hardly knew.

Why should I be nice to you?

Some psychologists thought large societies are natural outgrowth of the
sort of behavior people apply to kin and close friends. Extending this
comfort to new acquaintances, adding them to a roster of trusted
business partners, could help establish large, loosely connected
networks. Another theory was that humans slowly established societal
norms and agreements under which they could feel comfortable dealing
with strangers—less natural to their psychology, but necessary.

The notion of fairness between two strangers is an interesting
behavioral question—what motivates someone to be fair to someone
they don't know? Small groups that know each other, like families, are
motivated to be fair because they expect fairness in return. But in large
scale groups, there are no reputation or reciprocation obligations
between strangers.

Punishment can act as a means of enforcing fair behavior. While
reputation damage is considered generally a serious enough punishment
to keep people from exploiting others in small societies, it doesn't work
fast enough in large ones. So, it can be equally important to know how
we started punishing each other, and how it correlated with society size.
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Hating the player: fairness and punishment in money games

To study these things, researchers sampled the attitudes of people from
many different societies. Some were hunter-gatherers and foragers from
less-developed regions that represent the small-tribe mentality, and
others were from highly developed and industrialized countries.

Researchers gathered data on the community size, the religion of each
person (Islam, Christianity, tribal/none, etc.), and their level of market
integration, in this case a measure of how much food was obtained
through the market versus what obtained by the person's own means,
such as through farming or fishing. They also took data on wealth,
education, and so on to groom out spurious variables.

Participants were tested with three games, all involving divisions of
money via anonymous dealings that tested fairness and punishment. The
first was the Dictator Game, which measures fairness. One player has to
divide a sum of money between himself and another player—the more
money he gave the other player, the fairer he was.

The second was the Ultimatum game, which added a small element of
punishment. Again, the first player had a sum of money to divide
between himself and another, but the second player could choose to
reject the offer, causing both players to receive no money at all.

The third game, the Third-Party Punishment Game, involves three
players. Again, the first player is dividing money between himself and
second player, but this time a third player is getting a separate payment
of half the total sum. The third player gets to see how much the first
player offers the second, and can choose to spend some of his money to
punish the first player by making him receive less money.

Loving the game: how society affects us

From the game data, scientists found that the type of community a
person came from had a large influence on their behavior in these
anonymous dealings. A person who was more integrated in a market
community offered more money to others, showing that people more
familiar with conduct in a large market are more likely to be fair to
people they don't know. Participation in religion also corresponded with
an increase in fairness.

On the punishment side, scientists measured the data in minimum
acceptable offers, or how low an offer could get before a player would
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decide to punish the person making it. They found that the minimum
acceptable offer increased with the size of the community that the
punishing player belongs to (it eventually tapered off as in a natural
logarithm plot). They found no relationship between market integration
and punishment, although religious people were much more likely to
punish other players.

Researchers think this data supports the notion that, as societies grow,
more and more costly punishments are necessary to sustain them in
order to prevent the group from breaking into smaller populations again.
They also point out that that people from small, less integrated, and less
religious societies are good analogs of our pre-large-society-forming
selves, and that they are relatively unconcerned with either being fair to
strangers or punishing them.

This calls into question the idea that social interactions in large
societies stem entirely from an innate willingness to build up our
Rolodexes and treat new strangers like old friends. According to this
data, that willingness is heavily mediated by the establishment and
internalizing of institutions and norms that handle rules of trade for us.
While social contracts are, to a degree, natural (we did come up with
them, after all) they are not habitual. The researchers caution that future
behavioral studies should be careful about attributing these apparently
learned behaviors to human nature.

Science, 2010. DOI: 10.1126/science.1182238 (About DOIs).
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Not all plants will respond equally to climate change

As the climate continues to change, some studies suggest that warmer
temperatures may help plants bloom earlier and longer. However, that
may not be the whole story. An article published in Science details how
different plants respond to different indicators of changing seasons, and
why that might ultimately shift the balance of some ecosystems.

Phenology, the study of how nature responds to cyclical changes,
indicates that non-tropical plants need their environment to fulfill three
criteria before they'll start blooming: the degree of winter chilling,
photoperiod (the length of the day relative to the night), and
temperature. Plant typically handles these cues hierarchically, first
registering that the winter chilling period has ended, then taking into
account the photoperiod, and then the ambient temperature.

While most plants and trees, including those that typically dominate
mature forests, use all three variables, others do not take the photoperiod
into account. The other two blooming criteria, chilling and temperature,
can happen earlier in the year as the climate warms up. This would
allow photoperiod-insensitive plants to bloom sooner, possibly getting
the drop on the other flora that have to wait around for days to get
sufficiently long before they can start their reproductive cycles and
restart their growth cycles. The two classes of plants may end up with
different access to resources, including pollinators.

While this may shift the dynamics of photoperiod sensitive and
insensitive trees, there are a number of other factors that contribute to
plant prosperity that climate doesn't affect, such as mineralization of the
soil. Still, it's important to note that, when it comes to plants, there won't
be a single, consistent response to climate change.

Science, 2010. DOI: 10.1126/science.1186473 (About DOIs).
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12-core Mac Pros, 27" Cinema Display may be coming soon

Apple has been very busy on the mobile front, with the iPad launching
in two weeks and iPhone OS and hardware upgrades expected this
summer. However, Apple hasn't forgotten about its Mac
business—sources for AppleInsider report that long overdue updates to
Apple's Cinema Display and Mac Pro will be also appear by June.

Expected to join the 24" LED Cinema Display that Apple launched in
October of 2008 is a 27" LED Cinema display based on the same panel
currently used in the 27" iMac. Issues with the panels caused problems
for Apple that resulted in shipping delays for the 27" iMac, though those
problems have been rectified. The 27" LED Cinema Display has the same
resolution as the current 30" Cinema Display, though it is 16:9 instead of
16:10. Its introduction should finally lay to rest the 30" model, which
hasn't been updated in three years.

Apple is also said to be wrapping up an update to its Mac Pro
workstation towers, which have only gotten a slight speed bump since
they were introduced well over a year ago. Apple has been waiting for
Intel to release new 32nm Xeon parts, codenamed "Westmere-EP," which
were officially launched this week. These 5600-series Xeons have six
cores compared to the quad-core parts used in current Mac Pros. The
process shrink from 45nm offers a 60 percent performance boost while
maintaining the same power requirements of previous Xeons.

A Core i7-980X Extreme Edition processor, codenamed Gulftown, may
be used in the lower-end single processor Mac Pro model. However,
there are slight architecture differences between the Core i7 and Xeon
variants. Apple may simply offer a single Xeon option as it does now.

Apple is also dealing with the issue that MacBook Pros have also not
been updated in some time, despite the fact that mobile Core i3, i5, and
i7 parts have been available since January. The delay may be due at least
in part by licensing issues. These issues have prevented NVIDIA from
building integrated controllers, like the 9400M used in all of Apple's
current portables, for Intel's newer processors. However, NVIDIA's
Optimus platform may provide the solution to work around the problem
and maintain the MacBook Pro's seven-hour battery life.

Additional delays may also be caused by constrained supply of Intel's
mobile processors. Intel is reportedly giving priority to "major clients,"
according to sources for DigiTimes, so our hope is that Intel counts Apple
on that category.
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Apple CEO Steve Jobs promised a number of exciting product
introductions this year at the most recent quarterly earnings call. The
coming months might give us a virtual cornucopia of new Macs to
choose from.

49

http://arstechnica.com/apple/news/2010/01/ars-liveblog-of-apple-q1-2010-earnings-call-starts-at-5pm-et.ars


Your life will some day end; ACTA will live on

The Anti-Counterfeiting Trade Agreement (ACTA) isn't just another
secret treaty—it's a way of life. If ACTA passes in anything like its
current form, it will create an entirely new international secretariat to
administer and extend the agreement.

Knowledge Ecology International got its hands on more of the leaked
ACTA text this week, including a chapter on "Institutional
Arrangements" that has not leaked before. The chapter makes clear that
ACTA will be far more than a standard trade agreement; it appears to be
nothing less than an attempt to make a new international institution that
will handle some of the duties of groups like the WTO and WIPO.

Why bother? Well, from the perspective of countries like the US, the
existing institutions have problems. For one, they feature a huge number
of nations, some of whom have blocked some of the anti-counterfeiting
provisions desired by the US and others. Call this the UN
problem—getting much done with so many people in attendance can be
tricky, and ACTA has become a "coalition of the willing" who have
decided to go form their own club instead.

But WIPO, especially, has also opened up over the last decade, and
now has robust rules for the participation of consumer groups and other
non-governmental organizations. It also requires far more transparency,
with the publication of proposals and draft texts throughout a
negotiating process. As we have seen too clearly, ACTA has none of this.

Jamie Love of KEI claims that the US Trade Representative has already
"told members of Congress it is their intention to marginalize the
participation by consumer interest organizations in the new forum."

The new ACTA secretariat won't be a mere administrator. The leaked
chapter makes clear that the new governing body will "make
recommendations regarding the implementation of ACTA" and will
itself "identify and monitor techniques of piracy and counterfeiting."

In other ACTA news, a separate chapter has also leaked, and in it the
EU wants to make sure that criminal penalties exist for "cases of willful
trademark counterfeiting and copyright or related rights piracy on a
commercial scale." On a "commercial scale" doesn't mean that such
infringement must be done for financial gain, however; it also includes
"significant willful copyright or related rights infringements that have no
direct or indirect motivation of financial gain."
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Despite the public support of President Obama, ACTA is running into
bad press throughout the world. The European Parliament last week
even managed to pass a strong resolution of displeasure with the ACTA
process, which passed 633-13.
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Google reportedly to part ways with China on April 10

April 10: General Robert E. Lee's last address to Confederate troops,
the Titanic's departure from Southampton, England, my friend Jake's
birthday, and now, Google's rumored pull-out date in China. The
company is preparing to announce its decision as soon as March 22,
according to an anonymous source speaking to the China Business
News, though it likely won't be the end of the company's operations in
the region.

The newspaper's source, quoted by Bloomberg, said that Google's
Chinese staff will find out what their options are on March 22 as well.
Previously, Google had told them that they could either move to the US
to work at Google's headquarters or that they could work for Google's
Asia-Pacific business.

Chinese officials have been warning Google's partners to continue
censoring search results in the event that the company decides to either
open the floodgates on taboo topics or pull out altogether. Though some
believe Google has already begun to let some results leak through, it
seems as if the official decision has not yet been made.

Google will continue its Asia-Pacific operations, even if Google.cn
ends up going away.

Further reading

• China and Google playing game of Chicken over censorship
(arstechnica.com)

• Furious Google throws down gauntlet to China over censorship
(arstechnica.com)
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Mozilla Labs builds add-on to bring address book to Firefox

Firefox's flexible XUL framework and sophisticated add-on system
offer a rich platform for enhancing browser functionality. Mozilla Labs
takes advantage of this capability as it experiments with new concepts
for augmenting Web interaction. Some of the latest experiments to
emerge from Mozilla Labs aim to make contacts and identity a core part
of the browser.

Mozilla has announced the availability of an experimental new add-on
for Firefox that is designed to import information about the user's
contacts from a variety of Web services and other sources. The add-on
makes contact details easily accessible to the user and can also selectively
supply it to remote Web applications. The initial implementation can
import data from Gmail, Twitter, and the local system address book on
OS X. It can optionally use the Gravatar service to find contact avatars.

After the add-on has imported and indexed the user's contact data, it
becomes available to the user through an integrated contact management
tool that functions like an address book. There are a number of ways that
the contact information could potentially be useful in the browser itself.
One of Mozilla's first experiments is an autocompletion feature that
allows users to select a contact when they are typing an e-mail address
into a Web form.

A number of more compelling usage scenarios involve making the
user's contact information available to remote Web services. Consider,
for example, the popular social networking website Foursquare, which
requests access to your Gmail account so that it can connect you with
your friends. Instead of giving it access to your Gmail account and all of
your contacts, you could use the contacts add-on to selectively provide
limited details about specific groups of contacts.

The add-on is designed in a manner which ensures that contact
information is only made accessible to Web services with the user's
explicit permission. In many ways, it could potentially be more secure
and respectful of privacy than the existing mechanisms that are already
widely used today by many social networks to automatically establish
friend relationships for new users.

To make the browser's contact database accessible to Web
applications, the add-on uses the W3C Contacts API specification. It's an
emerging standard developed by Nokia that defines JavaScript methods
for interacting with contact data. The functionality described by the
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standard is intended to allow Web applications to seamlessly integrate
with the user's browser-integrated address book.

The API is still in the editing stage, but appears to be relatively
comprehensive. It supports adding, removing, and updating items in the
browser's contact database and also provides methods for searching and
iterating over contacts.

The add-on also supports Plaxo's Portable Contacts standard, which is
associated with the OpenSocial initiative. Mozilla says that its new
contacts add-on is using the Portable Contacts format to store data
internally.

Mozilla is enthusiastic about opportunities for making the new
contacts add-on integrate with Raindrop, the experimental
communication platform that is being developed by Mozilla Messaging.
There is also a chance that we could eventually see contact
synchronization support integrated in Weave. As the browser
increasingly becomes the central hub of Internet communication, native
support for managing and accessing contacts could be a valuable
enhancement.
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IE9, standards, and why Acid3 isn't the priority

Microsoft's development direction of Internet Explorer 9 is
unambiguous: implementing HTML5 Web standards is the name of the
game, with the intent of letting developers use the "same markup" to
work everywhere. As IE General Manager Dean Hachamovitch said at
MIX10 this week, "We love HTML5 so much we actually want it to
work."

Redmond is targeting real-world applications based on real-world
data. For example, every single JavaScript and DOM API used by the top
7,000 websites was recorded. IE9 will deliver support for every API used
by those sites.

That obviously gives rise to a chicken-and-egg situation—what about
the APIs that developers can't currently use because of a lack of
widespread support, but would like to? Beyond the top 7,000 data,
Microsoft has a number of HTML5 usage scenarios that it's targeting.
The company has not said much on what those scenarios are, but given
the demonstrations of HTML5 video and SVG animation, it seems that
these are clearly viewed as core technology for a future HTML5-powered
Web.

This dedication to HTML5 does not, however, mean that Microsoft is
going to devote considerable effort to, for example, the SunSpider
benchmarks or the Acid3 test. As the browser develops, the scores in
those tests will likely improve (it currently gets 55/100, a marked
improvement on IE8's 20/100), but they're not the number one priority.
Acid3 is a scattergun test. It's not systematic—you can implement a high
proportion of a particular specification and not pass the test, or a much
lower proportion but still pass—and though many of the features it tests
are useful, that's probably not the case for everything, and it's certainly
not testing the one hundred most useful HTML5 features or anything
like that.

More fundamentally, there are different degrees of "supporting a
standard." Some demonstrations of the highly desirable and widely
demanded CSS round borders helped explain this. The IE9 Platform
Preview and WebKit both purport to support CSS3's rounded borders,
and the Gecko engine (in Firefox) has an extension to provide rounded
borders (the extension is nonstandard, but implemented in such a way as
to not interfere with standard features). Rounded borders are something
that developers are particularly keen on, since without CSS support, they
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have to be approximated with images, which is much less flexible (you
can't easily change the colour or thickness of a border if it's done with
images, for example). So in terms of desirability, they rank pretty high.

Unfortunately, they don't look consistent. At all:
This is probably what the designer wanted...
... and this probably isn't.

These are two browsers that both support a feature. But they look
completely different. This has two interpretations: either one or both of
the browsers is wrong, or the specification is lousy (such that both
browsers are doing what the specification says, even though it's surely
not what any developer would want). In general, this kind of
discrepancy isn't something that a test like Acid3 will reveal. It needs
systematic, thorough suites of tests that verify each individual part of the
specification, and ensure that the different parts of the specifications
work together.

In developing these tests, sometimes errors in the specification will be
revealed. But it's also likely that errors in implementations will be
revealed, even implementations that are widely perceived to "support"
feature X or Y. Acid3 can't show just how much of the HTML5 standards
a browser supports. It can't even tell you very much about which parts of
the standards aren't supported. To do these things requires much more
thorough testing.

It's for this reason that Microsoft is continuing the work it did for
Internet Explorer 8. With IE8, Microsoft developed, and delivered to
W3C, a huge library of CSS 2.1 tests. Systematic testing was the only way
to ensure that the browser truly lived up to the demands of the
specifications. So for IE9, the company is developing a new raft of tests,
the first batch of which have already been submitted to W3C. Microsoft
doesn't want IE9 to have the same kind of test results as other browsers
presently do; a feature isn't done until all the tests pass.

A case could be made that these other browsers are perceived as more
compliant than they really are; while there are certain browsers that
excel in certain areas (Opera's SVG support has long been extensive),
other browsers also have considerable gaps. Sure, not as big as the gaps
that IE8 presently has, but substantial nonetheless. All vendors clearly
have plenty of work to do before the "same markup" goal really becomes
reality.

Scoring well on the SunSpider JavaScript benchmark is similarly not
an explicit target for IE9. SunSpider is useful, and tests JavaScript
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performance in many ways, but just as real web pages aren't written like
the Acid3 test, real web applications aren't written like SunSpider. Real
applications do things like optimize their design so that the basic page
loads quickly, and then complex activities happen asynchronously in the
background. SunSpider doesn't really test this style of development, and
yet this is how real applications actually work.

This doesn't make SunSpider bad, but it explains why it's not a
priority. It would be a mistake to optimize specifically for SunSpider, as
SunSpider is not representative of real-world usage. Developers should
optimize for reality, not for specific microbenchmarks.

Microsoft wants its HTML5 support to be stable and robust. This
means that Internet Explorer 9 is unlikely to support every single part of
the various specifications that make up HTML5; some parts are presently
too much of a moving target to be viable. Other parts may be stable, but
not relevant to the scenarios that the company is using to guide its
development effort. But what the company will deliver will be thorough
in a way that isn't necessarily the case with other browsers. Clearly the
company has an up-hill struggle if its browser is to be perceived as
highly conformant with Web standards. But it's certainly heading in the
right direction.
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iPhone will be first mobile device to fall at Pwn2Own 2010

The fourth annual Pwn2Own contest—which takes place at the
CanSecWest security conference every year—kicks off next week. Like
last year, 2010's contest will offer security experts and hackers the chance
to "pwn" a number of mobile platforms in addition to various browser/
OS combinations. Though no mobile devices were successfully hacked
last year, expectations are high that the iPhone will go down in this
year's contest.

"With all the recent research on mobile phone security being presented
worldwide, these devices are quickly becoming a ripe target," wrote
Aaron Portnoy, security researcher at TippingPoint and Pwn2Own
contest organizer. "First to fall: the iPhone."

Mac OS X security expert Charlie Miller, known for his past exploits of
Safari and discovery of a possible arbitrary code execution exploit for the
iPhone, is also confident that the iPhone will go down this year.
"Someone I know quite well says they have an exploit for it and plan on
using it," he said recently during a chat with Kapersky Labs' ThreatPost.
"From an exploitation perspective, iPhone is no harder than [Mac] OS X
now that Snow Leopard has data execution protection," Miller explained.

However, Miller plans to stick to Safari, which he successfully
attacked the last two years, netting him thousands in cash and two
MacBooks. "There isn't as much exposed code on the iPhone," he said.
"The easy to exploit bugs I know about happen to live in the code that
Safari has but Mobile Safari doesn't," mostly due to Mobile Safari's lack
of support for Java, Flash, and other third-party plugins.

Also, Miller said, "in real life the iPhone is harder because you can't
just execute a shell. You have to write your return-oriented payload to
do all your dirty work, which can be a pain."

Miller said that attacking Safari this year will be harder than last year,
since Snow Leopard has DEP and Safari sandboxes plug-ins in separate
processes. However, he noted that Snow Leopard's incomplete support
for address space layout randomization still leaves the Safari and Mac
OS X combination open to vulnerabilities.

This year, contestants will have a chance to nab a laptop and a $10,000
cash prize for demonstrating exploits for IE8, Firefox 3, and Google
Chrome 4 running under Windows 7, or Safari 4 running on Mac OS X
10.6. Contestants that successfully hack an iPhone 3GS, BlackBerry Bold
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9700, a Nokia E62, or a Motorola Droid will get to keep the device as well
as $15,000 in cash.

Further reading

• Chrome only browser left standing after day one of Pwn2Own
(arstechnica.com)

• Pwn2Own winner says Macs are more safe, though less secure
(arstechnica.com)

• Pwn2Own winners add Mac exploits to security research tool
(arstechnica.com)
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Aliens in the garden: the secret origin of Plants vs. Zombies

It goes without saying that we love Plants vs. Zombies here at Ars
Technica, especially the pocket-sized iPhone version of the game that
was just released. If you haven't played it, you can download the free
demo here and even get 10 percent off if you decide to buy the full game.
It's a bizarre, funny, and addictive strategy title with a quirky art style,
but the most surprising thing about it is that it was originally supposed
to be an entirely different game.

What many gamers don't realize is that Plants vs. Zombies started out
as a sequel to Insaniquarium, a strategy game that involves growing an
aquarium's population while simultaneously protecting the fishes from
an alien invasion. PopCap recently shared some original concept
sketches for with us, and the evolution from sequel to fully original title
is fascinating.

According to the game's creator, George Fan, the development team
wanted to create a game that was pretty different from Insaniquarium.
"We knew we wanted to significantly change up the gameplay for the
sequel," he said, "and [we were] leaning toward it to being more defense-
oriented than the first Insaniquarium. During that time I was also playing
a lot of tower defense games in Warcraft III, and realized that they had
this innate appeal that made me think of fond childhood memories like
building forts out of sofa cushions and watching Swiss Family Robinson. I
really wanted to capture that appeal, and once I realized that plants and
zombies made a much better theme for this game than fish and aliens, I
shifted from creating a sequel into creating a whole new game."

In the top image, the alien featured is, "sort of a locust-alien," that
never made it into the game. Meanwhile, the above picture shows the
direction things were headed towards before zombies ended up taking
on a starring role in the game. "Here we have some evolutions of some of
the aliens in Insaniquarium," Fan explained. "You can see Psychosquid
making a return, this time in a 'tank on a tank.' I had a couple of ideas for
aliens that would burrow underground."

According to Fan, the move from Insaniquarium 2 to Plants vs. Zombies
largely took place with the below image. Up until this point, the game
had been set to feature standard tower defense gameplay; it also
switched the game's antagonists, established the initial ideas for the
peashooter unit, and also marked the first time that sunlight was
considered as a resource.
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"This sketch was an important one," Fan said. "It marked the biggest
gameplay change during development, which was the change from
traditional tower defense paths to the 5-lane linear gameplay you see in
the finished product. It also marked the transition of the game's
adversary from aliens to zombies, as evidenced by the multiple alien
references and the zombie in the lower left. I believe it is also the first
appearance of the all-important sunflower plant and the idea of sun as a
resource. That seed-shooting tomato on the right eventually became the
peashooter."

If you have played Plants vs. Zombies, you know how many different
types of plants there actually are in the game. As it turns out, a ton of
ideas for plants were considered. Looking through some of the sketches,
one has to wonder why some plants never made through the screening
process... though others were nixed for obvious reasons.

Fan clearly agrees, on both fronts. Some sketches looked great, but he
couldn't figure out what such units would do against the undead hordes:
"The peanut with the monocle probably would've taken us too far into
infringement-land. I do like the carrot that's rocking out, even though I'm
not sure what game-purpose he would serve. It would've been nice to
get jolly-moustache-potato-man into the game."

Whether or not PopCap is still planning a sequel to Insaniquarium
hasn't been revealed, but it goes without saying that we're glad Plants vs.
Zombies became its own game in spite of its remarkably different origins.
If we're lucky, a sequel to either—or both—is in the works, and if we're
extremely fortunate, the end results will be just as unique and fun as
their predecessors.
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Here's your chance to play StarCraft 2 this weekend

It's Friday, and if you're like me there is some question of what game
you're going to play over the weekend. Or maybe you're looking
forward to playing with your children or spending time with your wife?
You should scuttle any plan you have of going outside into the daystar,
because we have something very special to give away.

You see, Blizzard has invited us to, well, invite a friend to the StarCraft
2 beta. I could slam that code on eBay and make a few hundred dollars,
but instead I am choosing to share it with you. Why? Because you're my
friends, right?

Here's how you win: simply send an e-mail to
giveaways@arstechnica.com with the subject line "Beta rush
kekekekeke," and inside answer a simple question: Why couldn't I go to
visit Blizzard to play the single player portion of the game when Ars
Technica was invited to do so?

We'll choose one e-mail at random, and check it for the correct answer.
If it's incorrect, we'll simply draw again.

We hope everyone is having a good Friday, and we hope to see you
online this weekend!
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Amazon threatens more publishers with freeze-out over
prices

Earlier this year, Amazon found itself in a showdown over e-book
pricing with publisher Macmillan, which wanted the ability to set
pricing for its works. Amazon initially pulled all of Macmillan's titles off
its virtual shelves but, a few days later, conceded there was little it could
do—Macmillan's works went back on sale, and Amazon apparently gave
up on trying to force its prices on the company. Despite that rousing lack
of success, reports are now indicating that several other publishers may
get the same treatment, as Amazon is threatening to stop selling their
works as well.

Indications of an ongoing fight between Amazon and book publishers
were apparent almost as soon as the Macmillan matter was settled.
Amazon had been purchasing e-books from publishers at a wholesale
rate, which allowed it to set the retail prices; rumor had it that the
company was selling works at a loss in order to push Kindle sales.
Publishers, which have an obvious interest in keeping prices for their
work higher, were certainly not pleased with this approach.

The impending entry of Apple into the e-book field seems to have
brought matters to a head. Apple apparently offered publishers an
agency model, in which they get to set prices for their works and simply
provide Apple with its (apparently standard) 30 percent cut. In essence,
Apple did to Amazon what Amazon had done to it in the music
business, where the labels have now been granted the ability to set their
own prices by both companies after Amazon pioneered that deal.

Both The New York Times and Publisher's Marketplace (paywall-free
excerpt available) now indicate that Amazon has accepted the agency
model, but is seeking to burden it with terms that the publishers are not
anxious to go along with. But, should they refuse, the retailer is
threatening to give them the Macmillan treatment and stop selling their
books.

For starters, Amazon wants to lock the publishers into three-year
contracts. With several new Kindle competitors either released or very
close to market, the e-book economy is likely to experience a time of
significant flux, so the publishers would rather reserve the right to keep
their options open to adapt to any changes that occur.

The other sticking point appears to be a price lock-in: both Apple and
Amazon are looking for contracts in which both are guaranteed the
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lowest price being offered. That would eliminate the ability of publishers
to favor one or the other e-book store by offering it better prices. Again,
the publishers have probably learned from the record labels' experience
that wielding this sort of favoritism can be an extremely powerful lever,
and are unlikely to be happy about giving it up.

The surprise, however, is that Amazon is even bothering to try this
with the major publishers after its failure to bring Macmillan to heel. One
of its weaknesses here is the success of its programs for affiliates and
used books; even if Amazon pulls its own sales of a major work, it's often
easy to use the company's Web interface to pick it up used or from a
retailer that uses Amazon's storefront.

As The Times points out, the threat is likely to carry a lot more weight
with smaller publishers, who don't have a large presence in the retail
market, meaning Amazon is their primary outlet for Web sales. As usual,
the little guys are most likely to be trampled as the retailing and
publishing giants scuffle.
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feature: How Amsterdam was wired for open access fiber

The city of Amsterdam has been involved for several years in building
Citynet, a partnership between the city and two private investors to wire
40,000 Amsterdam buildings with fiber. And it's not just fiber, it's open
access fiber—any ISP can sign up to use the infrastructure and deliver
ultra-fast Internet access.

In 2008, the European Union ruled that the city's involvement in the
project was in fact legal, and that it was not improperly interfering in the
market.

We asked Herman Wagter, CEO of the company that built the Citynet
fiber project, to talk about how he got the job done, and to explain the
challenges of rolling out fiber in a densely crowded European city.

Theory versus practice

First, a few basic problems.
Unlike in the US and Japan, stringing fiber along poles is not an option

in European capitals. Every fiber cable must be buried below the
pavement, then distributed inside a building to apartments; no wires can
be exposed on the outside. The density of these old cities is quite high,
and real estate is expensive, leaving little room for cabinets with active
equipment on the street level. The majority of the housing consists of
multi-dwelling-units (MDUs) with up to 500 individual apartments per
building, but one can find the occasional houseboat on a canal as well.

When the design of the Amsterdam fiber network started in 2005, it
became clear that there was little experience in the market with this type
of deployment. Contractors were used to either putting copper wires or
coax lines in new buildings, or digging long stretches of big high density
polyethylene (HDPE) tubes for backhaul purposes. Most fiber packaging
was optimized for backhaul and for metro networks; few products were
specifically designed for fiber-to-the-home (FTTH) in these conditions.

Fortunately, most vendors, like Draka, who delivered the fiber in
Amsterdam were able to react quickly and rise to the occasion when
challenged with specific requirements for the city. The experience in
Amsterdam and other European cities has resulted over the years in
products like miniature direct burial cables, special high-rise cables with
break-out windows to allow very fast builds inside MDUs, fibers that
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can bend sharply, easy-install Fiber Termination Units (FTUs) inside
apartments, and so on.

The learning curve for everyone involved was immense. Only now,
after five years, is it tapering off, giving everyone a chance to catch their
breath. Here's what we learned from the last half-decade of fiber installs
in Amsterdam.

Architecture

Deploying buried cables to every apartment in a dense city is a
disruptive process. You do not want to repeat it for decades—preferably
longer—so it needs to be done right.

A point-to-point fiber topology runs individual fibers from each
apartment back to the local aggregation point (think of the phone system
model); it's the most flexible and future-proof topology. Point-to-point
will support all known technologies (GPON, active Ethernet, lambda, RF
video overlay, and others) by patching individual fibers in the
aggregation point. It allows for easy unbundling of individual lines, a
feature much appreciated by regulators and customers in Europe.

The alternative topology, PON, features a shared fiber for each 32 to 64
customers. This saves on fiber runs and reduces the number of
connectors and the size of the local point of presence gear, but it has one
big architectural drawback: more path dependencies. Finally, it is
difficult to unbundle a PON topology.

The length of fiber needed to cover the distance from a point of
presence (called an aggregation point with active equipment, or APOP)
to an apartment is a few kilometers at most, so the cost of the actual fiber
is only a small part of the total investment (less than 10 percent).

Handling that many fibers in a point-to-point topology may seem like
a problem until the comparison is made with the old equivalent:
100-year old copper cabling for the phone system. Those copper cables
are much more bulky than the equivalent fiber cables; in fact, they are
four times fatter. Yet we have been able to manage a huge number of
copper cables for ages without a problem, so a much slimmer fiber plant
should not pose a problem, even when every apartment gets its own line.

So we decided to go for point-to-point in Amsterdam: it did (and does)
not make sense to be “penny wise and pound foolish,” by saving on fiber
upfront but running the risk of having to redo the outside fiber plant in a
decade or two. Paying a slightly higher cost (estimated at 5 percent or
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less of the total CAPEX budget for the project) for more fiber length and
more connectors/patches was considered an acceptable insurance
premium against potential premature technical obsolescence.

(In case of Citynet, a second fiber specifically for RF-video was
deployed as well, as a shared fiber with optical splitters. In the next
build-outs this will be modified to a second point-to-point fiber, as the
limitations of a shared fiber became obvious.)

The second decision was to build an open-access, passive fiber plant
that would support multiple ISPs in competition. In practice this
translates to:

• Unbundled dark fiber access lines which can be rented
individually by an ISP who wants to serve that particular
customer

• ISPs can get access to APOPs to install their line cards and related
equipment, patch in their customer access line, and connect to
their own backhaul network

To prevent a clutter of patch cords in the APOP, the patching is limited
per group of connections (1,500 to 3,000). If an ISP wants to service a
customer within the group, it has to place equipment within the group
patch area. A group of 1,500 to 3,000 patches to a limited number of ISPs
can be de-cluttered within a reasonable amount of time if the need
should arise.
Page:

• 1
• 2
• 3
• 4

Next >
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Microsoft starts to talk SP1 for Windows 7, Server 2008 R2

Microsoft began to talk about Windows 7 SP1 and Windows Server
2008 R2 SP1 today, though the company wasn't yet ready to announce a
beta or release timeline for the service pack. Rumors pegged SP1 beta for
arrival this month. For Windows Server 2008 R2, the company revealed
two new features that directly affect Microsoft's desktop virtualization
platform: Microsoft Dynamic Memory and Microsoft RemoteFX.

For Windows 7, SP1 includes only minor updates: mostly hotfixes
already delivered through Windows Update. SP1 will, however, feature
an updated Remote Desktop client that takes advantage of RemoteFX
introduced Windows Server 2008 R2 SP1. Microsoft says it will be giving
more detailed information regarding SP1 over the next several months.

Further reading

• Announcing Windows Server 2008 R2 and Windows 7 Service
Pack 1 (blogs.technet.com)
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The NBP and ISP competition: this fight's just beginning

For a plan that puts "competition" as its number one goal, the National
Broadband Plan is remarkably light on policies that will produce much
of it in the wireline space. Talk of competition is everywhere, but all
suggestions are remarkably general or terribly banal: "more data
collection" and "future policy reviews" are everywhere. Suggestions
about how such reviews should turn out is lacking.

But the reviews will still be held, and at some point the consensus-
building NBP will devolve into ugly battles of wholesale access, special
access (middle-mile connections), and ISP disclosure. The FCC
commissioners know it, and they're already gearing up for the fights
ahead.

All five commissioners issued statements when the Plan appeared,
and everyone took on the issue of competition.

"We should be very concerned about the competitive state of
broadband service," warned Mignon Clyburn. "We need to keep our eye
on the ball here because evidence in the Plan suggests that by 2012 only
15 percent of households will have the 'luxury' of two providers offering
the highest speeds of broadband service (up to 50Mbps). Seventy-five
percent of households will have only one provider offering the highest
speed. And the remainder of households will not have the highest
speeds offered to them at all."

Clyburn made clear she is willing to take bold action, saying that "the
Commission must stand ready to act where competition is lacking and
be willing to use all available tools to protect consumers and to inject
meaningful competition into the marketplace."

The longest-serving commissioner, Michael Copps, went directly after
the lack of competition-creating policies in the Plan. "Lack of competition
could conceivably require us to take actions going beyond what is
generally discussed here," he said.

"I daresay that I don’t need to remind many people here that
competition is not, to my mind, the defining hallmark of America’s
current telecommunications sector. But it is at the core of our enabling
statute. In competition, and elsewhere, should we find that we lack the
tools we need to conduct effective public interest oversight of the
evolving broadband network, we may have to invoke other available
authorities already invested in the Commission—or, should we lack
some authority that we need, we may have to request it."
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The two Republican commissioners see the implicit threats of more
government action here, and both rallied to beat it back. Robert
McDowell praised the current deregulatory environment for promoting
the robust competition we have today.

"As a direct result of adopting policies that ensured the ’Net would be
regulated only with a light touch, the Internet environment is growing
and evolving faster than any individual, company or government can
measure...." he wrote. "As the Commission and Congress move to
consider the ideas offered up by the Office of Broadband Initiative, we
should make sure that we first and foremost do no harm."

"Broadband competition is healthy and vibrant," added Meredith
Baker. "Under a light-touch targeted regulatory regime in both the
Clinton and Bush Administrations, we have gone from a narrowband
dial-up world to a multi-platform broadband world by crafting a
regulatory framework that promotes facilities-based competition in lieu
of prescriptive government requirements."

In other words, the US has moved towards a cable/telco duopoly
("facilities-based competition") and away from line-sharing rules
("prescriptive government requirements").

Let's get ready to rumble

The NBP reminds us that, within a few years, cable will be the only high-
speed choice for most Americans unless the telcos start investing in fiber
to replace their aging copper networks. Even now, in a well-off Chicago
suburb, I have a single ISP choice if I want anything over 6Mbps.

Promoting competition might not require a return to line-sharing
mandates—but it certainly requires something. If heavily taxed and
highly regulated France can get a complete triple play package of phone,
TV, and Internet for â‚¬30 a month, these claims about robust US
competition look... less than robust.

So the big fights are coming. Baker asks for a "consensus-based
broadband policy," but given the ground commissioners are already
staking out, that seems difficult if not impossible once the important
proceedings begin in earnest. The NBP punted on the toughest
questions, perhaps in an effort to give its Plan the consensus that Baker
wants, but they will be answered someday.

As for the FCC Chair, Julius Genachowski, he did not take up the line
adopted by his Democratic colleagues. In praising the Plan, he noted that
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it is "idealistic, but not ideological. From my time in the private sector, I
have personal appreciation for its focus on the vital role of private
investment and competition; and on providing real solutions to real
problems."

Genachowski has been good about making the FCC a collegial place
once again, seeking common ground whenever possible and operating in
a more transparent fashion. But, when the "comprehensive review of
wholesale competition rules" begins, that approach may be tested to the
breaking point.
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Microsoft removes VM hardware requirements, improves XP
mode

Microsoft made a slew of virtualization announcements today,
affecting both current and future products. Arguably the most important
tidbit is that the company has removed the virtualization layer's
hardware requirements for the XP Mode available in Windows 7. Those
already running XP Mode don't need to bother updating since they
already have it working, but users who were unsure of their PC
hardware can grab the update and try out XP Mode on Windows 7
Professional, Windows 7 Enterprise, or Windows 7 Ultimate. The update
is available for Windows 7 32-bit (3.7MB) and Windows 7 64-bit (4.1MB).

Microsoft has been criticized for complicating things by having XP
Mode only work on processors that supported either Intel's VT or AMD's
AMD-V. This requirement was troublesome and confusing, as many
Intel owners weren't sure if their CPU supported hardware
virtualization, and if it did, whether it was turned on in the BIOS. Now
that problem has been eliminated, removing a barrier to the adoption of
Windows 7 among small and mid-size businesses that still cling to
Windows XP.

Redmond revealed two new features that directly affect Microsoft's
desktop virtualization platform. Microsoft Dynamic Memory is an
enhancement to Hyper-V that will allow users to adjust the memory of a
guest virtual machine on demand. IT administrators will thus be able to
pool all the memory available on a physical host and dynamically
distribute it to virtual machines running on that host as necessary. Based
on changes in workload, VMs will be able to receive new memory
allocations without a service interruption.

Microsoft RemoteFX, which is based on the IP that Microsoft acquired
and continued to develop since acquiring Calista Technologies over two
years ago, enables users of virtual desktops to receive a rich, 3-D,
multimedia experience while accessing information remotely. It
functions independently of any graphics stack and supports any screen
content, including Windows Aero, full-motion video, Flash and
Silverlight content, and 3D applications. Because it uses virtualized
graphics resources, RemoteFX works on a wide array of target devices,
which means it can be deployed over both thick and thin client hosts and
a wide variety of network configurations.
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Partnership and licensing changes

Microsoft today announced an alliance with Citrix Systems, and
launched CitrixandMicrosoft.com. New VDI promotions are available
for qualified customers to choose from today. The Rescue for VMware
VDI promotion allows VMware View customers to trade in up to 500
licenses at no additional cost, while the VDI Kick Start promotion offers
new customers a 50 percent discount off the estimated retail price. The
two companies will also be working together to enable HDX technology
in Citrix XenDesktop to enhance and extend the capabilities of the
aforementioned Microsoft RemoteFX platform.

The licensing changes are slightly more interesting, as they're
supposed to make it easier for businesses to let workers remotely access
their systems via virtualized desktops, though they both will only come
into effect on July 1, 2010. The first is that Windows Client Software
Assurance customers will no longer have to buy a separate license to
access their Windows operating system in a VDI environment, as virtual
desktop access rights will become a Software Assurance benefit. The
second is that Windows Client Software Assurance and new Virtual
Desktop Access license customers will have the right to access their
virtual Windows desktop and their Microsoft Office applications hosted
on VDI technology on secondary, non-corporate network devices, such
as home PCs and kiosks.

Redmond made all these announcements as part of a webcast on
DesktopVirtualizationHour.com that kicked off a bigger virtualization
push. Microsoft and its partners plan to host events to educate customers
on the comprehensive portfolio of desktop and datacenter virtualization
solutions in 100 cities worldwide. You can watch the videos on the
website, or read more details about the announcements at one of the blog
posts linked below.

Further reading

• Microsoft Accelerates Desktop Virtualization (microsoft.com)
• Microsoftâ��™s Approach to Virtualization & Itâ��™s Role in Your

Desktop Management Strategy (windowsteamblog.com)
• Explaining Microsoft RemoteFX (blogs.technet.com)
• Dynamic Memory Coming To Hyper-V (blogs.technet.com)
• Desktop Virtualization Hour (desktopvirtualizationhour.com)
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150,000 take FCC broadband speed test in first week

The FCC has had it with ISPs. For more than a decade, the agency has
relied on ISP reports to get a picture of broadband speeds and
availability in the US, and the results have been uniformly terrible. The
ISPs don't want to report numbers detailed enough to be useful, so the
feds finally dropped a pile of cash on the table last year to do some
proper broadband mapping.

Last week, the FCC went a step further, rolling out tools for Android,
the iPhone, and the Web that enable users to test—and, crucially, to
report—their broadband speeds. In addition, it decided to fund a third-
party measurement company that will use hardware devices to test
actual line speeds in tens of thousands of US homes. It's all about the
data, and the FCC is determined to get it one way or another.

In the last seven days, 150,000 people have used the Web testing
service. The results aren't scientific, of course; there was no random
sampling and the two test platforms both function in different ways. But
the results do show some general trends in US broadband.

First, average download speeds. According to the Ookla test platform,
average US speeds are 11.5Mbps; according to the M-Lab platform, they
are 7.04Mbps. Those average numbers are certainly helped by high-
speed 50Mbps connections from some cable and FiOS customers. When
we look at the median, the numbers are lower; according to M-Lab half
of all people using the test had under 4Mbps of download capacity,
probably implying that most are on DSL.

Upload averages are much slower, at 2.09 Mbps and 2.74Mbps,
respectively; the median is around 1Mbps.

Mapping the data shows that the west coast has higher speeds, as one
might expect. Minnesota and Georgia do surprisingly well, though with
only 5,000 to 12,000 tests run in each of those states, we shouldn't read
too much into the map.

As the broadband speed tool comes out of beta, it should provide
better information to the FCC, and it provides a way to report broadband
"dead zones" where no service is available.

Doing it right

FCC iPhone app
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But to really guide its analysis, the FCC has issued a "request for
quotation." It plans to pay one company to provide a statistically valid,
geographically diverse sample of 10,000 broadband connections. The
participants in the study will have their lines analyzed for a month or so
by small hardware devices that sit inline on the network and record
latency, speed, jitter, uptime, and more.

The idea comes from Ofcom, the UK telecoms regulator, which did the
same thing some time ago and used the results to guide its own
broadband policy decisions. As the FCC notes, "accurate and clear
information is crucial to a well-functioning market. Today, broadband
consumers in the United States (US) have little information about the
actual speed and performance of the broadband services available to
them."

Between the national mapping efforts funded by last year's stimulus
bill, the consumer-facing Web and mobile tools rolled out by the FCC,
and the new 10,000 person sample, real broadband data could be in hand
within the year.

What happens to that data? The newly released National Broadband
Plan tells us that it should be collected, analyzed, and then used to "make
informed policy decisions and to track deployment, adoption, and
competition issues." Reading the Plan, we were struck by the number of
times that things like a comprehensive review of wholesale regulations
were suggested—but only after better data is acquired.

"The FCC has also been criticized for not collecting better data," notes
the Plan.

Once broadband data is in hand, the real fireworks begin: a huge
number of new rulemakings on everything from special access to
wholesale to copper retirement to ISP transparency and disclosure.
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Unitasking in a sandbox: Windows Phone 7 Series'
philosophy

Windows Mobile 6.x can multitask, and it can run applications written
in native code. Windows Phone 7 Series can do neither of these things.
The reasons are not philosophical, however: Microsoft has no problem
with either concept per se. They're practical.

The hardware is powerful enough. The underlying operating system,
Windows CE 6, can multitask just fine. The built-in applications also
have multitasking capabilities—mobile IE will, for example, continue to
download pages in the background, and the Zune application will play
music in the background. Where multitasking is absent is with third-
party software. Though this has been expected for weeks, it's only with
the release of the development documentation that positive official
confirmation has arrived: any time the Start hardware button is pressed
(which returns the phone to the Start screen), the current third-party
application is suspended (and liable to be terminated if the OS deems it
necessary).

Microsoft recognizes that this is not ideal, and that it makes certain
kinds of application (streaming music, for example) essentially
impossible to write. The problem with multitasking is a human
interaction one. It's commonplace, Microsoft said, for Android users to
have to install memory monitoring/task management type applications,
and Microsoft thinks that this kind of user experience is unacceptable for
a consumer device: the thing should just work. Without a good
multitasking user interface, Windows Phone won't get multitasking.
Redmond won't implement the feature until it can do it right.

This may be a risky gamble; other platforms are using the ability to
multitask as a key selling point. iPhone OS 4 is widely expected to
support multitasking in some capacity, and this time around the
rumours might just be right. If Windows Phone comes to market as the
sole phone platform that can't multitask, Microsoft might well be better
off taking the pragmatic option and allowing multitasking even if the UI
isn't perfect.

The story is similar with native code. The lack of native code is for
some applications inconvenient (Adobe Reader, for example, is written
in native code, and though it doesn't do anything that particularly
requires native code; it's a large codebase that Adobe would surely prefer
not to have to rewrite). For other apps it will be downright problematic
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(it might well prove difficult to get acceptable performance from Adobe
Flash, given that Flash already defines its own virtual machine and
interpreted bytecode; layering it on a second VM is unlikely to be a high
performance solution). The problem here is not one of user interface, but
of sandboxing. Using managed code allows Microsoft to securely lock
down third-party applications to make it impossible for them to do
things that they shouldn't.

Though some kind of sandboxing would be possible for native code, it
would take development effort that Redmond has thus far been unable
to expend. The company recognizes that for some types of application,
writing them in native code is highly desirable: it just doesn't want to
allow the option until, again, it can be done correctly.

Again, though, market forces might intervene. iPhone development is
all native code, and Android development at least allows the option of
native development if required. A killer native application (one
contender being Flash, of course) offered for another platform might well
pressure Microsoft to change its policy sooner rather than later.
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Apple Stores still selling screen protectors, but not for long

Reports have been swirling that Apple plans to ban screen protectors
from its brick and mortar retail stores, but for the time being, the items
seem to be plentiful throughout many store locations. Several Apple
Stores we contacted Thursday afternoon assured Ars that there were
currently "plenty" of screen protectors in stock, and did not indicate that
this would change anytime soon. (One sales associate went as far as
listing off all the variations that were in stock.) None of the outlets
mentioned anything about the impending ban or removing the product
from inventory in the future.

Rumors of Apple’s supposed ban started Wednesday when iLounge
reported that several companies had been informed that, starting in May,
Apple would no longer carry screen protectors in their retail stores.
According to iLounge's sources, stand-alone solutions as well as those
bundled with cases will eventually be removed.

There were so many pundit theories about what could have sparked
the decision that iLounge wrote a follow-up article to address them. The
conspiracy theorists came up with all kinds of reasons: Apple is making
room for iPad accessories, Apple wants you to ruin your phone so you
have to buy another, the iPhone is too classy for a flimsy piece of plastic,
etc. Our personal favorite theory was that Apple might be planning a
new product or technology that doesn’t work properly with the film
applied. iLounge even got an e-mail from an Apple Store employee,
suggesting that the ban might be due to the difficulty in applying the
protective layer. Apparently, this employee's store barred employees
from doing this for customers some time ago.

In our experiences here at Ars, the iPhone screen is extremely hard to
scratch, though some of us have admittedly had much better luck than
others. It seems much more likely that an iPhone screen will crack due to
a fall than it will develop noticeable scratch. In that case, no amount of
thin, flimsy, plastic is going to save your device from that.

What Apple is up to is really anyone's guess. We would like to think
that Apple is coming out with its own line of overpriced iPhone screen
protectors, but it's more likely they are just more trouble than they're
worth for Apple. Screen protectors may still be available at Apple Stores,
but probably not for long. Don't worry—you can get the exact same
thing for your iPhone from places like Best Buy, Fry's, and almost any
other outlet that sells iPhone accessories.
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Years late, Universal cuts CD prices to combat poor sales

Sales of digital downloads have not been enough to make up for the
decline of CD sales since its peak in 2000. Universal Music Group plans
to soften the fall of CD sales by dropping prices across the board, to a
maximum of $10.

The company plans to test lower prices beginning next month and
continuing throughout 2010. Nearly all of UMG's CDs will priced
between $6 and $10. UMG is hoping that increased volume will make up
for the price drop, and the company plans to create more higher-priced
"deluxe" versions for more hardcore fans.

"We think [the new pricing program] will really bring new life into the
physical format," Universal Music Group Distribution president and
CEO Jim Urie told Billboard.

Retailers have been clamoring for lower retails prices, with many
believing that $10 is the magic number to spur sales. (I'll admit, I rarely
buy a physical CD for more than $10 these days). A recent test from
Trans World Entertainment showed that a $9.99 price point doubled CD
sales in over 100 of its stores.

Forrester analyst Mark Mulligan thinks labels may have to consider
pushing prices as low as $5 to further slow the decline of CD sales. "The
CD is a dying music product format, but it has some life left in it because
downloads haven't generated the format replacement they were
expected to," he wrote. "With all previous music formats the successor
format was firmly in the ascendancy by the time its predecessor was in
terminal decline."

However, digital downloads won't ever generate format replacement.
Music on CDs is already in digital format—if you own the CD already,
there's no benefit in "replacing" it with a digital download. Furthermore,
it will be hard to justify spending $10 on a compressed digital download
over $6 for an actual physical disc that can be ripped into iTunes or any
other media software in a matter of minutes, and can be done using
lossless encoding (if so desired).

iTunes LP, thought by the record labels to help save the digital album
from succumbing to single track downloads, isn't making much of a
splash with consumers, either.

Effectively, what UMG is doing—and what other labels will do if they
also decide that lowering prices will prop up dying CD sales—is giving
consumers the expectation that albums should cost even less than $9.99.
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Because once consumers become accustomed to getting a whole album
in physical form for $6, you'll have a much harder time convincing them
to buy downloaded albums for more money later. Lowering prices on
CDs will increase sales in the short term—good for labels because CD
sales still account for about 65 percent of their revenue—but it will only
slow its demise, and slow the uptake of digital as a primary format.

Further reading

• Music sales up 10% in 2008, thanks to downloads (and vinyl)
(arstechnica.com)

• iTunes sells 25% of all music in the US, 69% of digital
(arstechnica.com)

• Record labels keep blaming P2P, but it's a hard sell
(arstechnica.com)
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feature: Smoking guns, dark secrets aplenty in YouTube-
Viacom filings

Court documents in the $1 billion lawsuit between Viacom and
YouTube were unsealed today, finally shedding some light on key
questions: did Viacom have "smoking gun" evidence that YouTube was
deliberately profiting from 62,637 Viacom clips that were watched more
than 507 million times on the site? Was Google aware of the copyright
infringement problems when it purchased YouTube in 2006? Were
YouTube's own founders involved in uploading unauthorized materials?

On all three counts, Viacom says yes—and it offers up a host of e-mails
to prove it:

• "In a July 19, 2005 e-mail to YouTube co-founders Chad Hurley
and Jawed Karim, YouTube co-founder Steve Chen wrote: 'jawed,
please stop putting stolen videos on the site. We’re going to have a
tough time defending the fact that we’re not liable for the
copyrighted material on the site because we didn’t put it up when
one of the co-founders is blatantly stealing content from other sites
and trying to get everyone to see it.'"

• "Chen twice wrote that 80 percent of user traffic depended on
pirated videos. He opposed removing infringing videos on the
ground that 'if you remove the potential copyright infringements...
site traffic and virality will drop to maybe 20 percent of what it is.'
Karim proposed they 'just remove the obviously copyright
infringing stuff.' But Chen again insisted that even if they
removed only such obviously infringing clips, site traffic would
drop at least 80 percent. ('if [we] remove all that content[,] we go
from 100,000 views a day down to about 20,000 views or maybe
even lower')."

• "In response to YouTube co-founder Chad Hurley’s August 9,
2005 e-mail, YouTube co-founder Steve Chen stated: 'but we
should just keep that stuff on the site. I really don’t see what will
happen. what? someone from cnn sees it? he happens to be
someone with power? he happens to want to take it down right
away. he get in touch with cnn legal. 2 weeks later, we get a cease
& desist letter. we take the video down.'"

• "A true smoking gun is a memorandum personally distributed by
founder Karim to YouTube’s entire board of directors at a March
22, 2006 board meeting. Its words are pointed, powerful, and
unambiguous. Karim told the YouTube board point-blank: 'As of
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today episodes and clips of the following well-known shows can
still be found: Family Guy, South Park, MTV Cribs, Daily Show,
Reno 911, Dave Chapelle. This content is an easy target for critics
who claim that copyrighted content is entirely responsible for
YouTube’s popularity. Although YouTube is not legally required
to monitor content (as we have explained in the press) and
complies with DMCA takedown requests, we would benefit from
preemptively removing content that is blatantly illegal and likely
to attract criticism.'"

• "A month later, [YouTube manager Maryrose] Dunton told
another senior YouTube employee in an instant message that 'the
truth of the matter is probably 75-80 percent of our views come
from copyrighted material.' She agreed with the other employee
that YouTube has some 'good original content' but 'it’s just such a
small percentage.'"

• "In a September 1, 2005 email to YouTube co-founder Steve Chen
and all YouTube employees, YouTube co-founder Jawed Karim
stated, 'well, we SHOULD take down any: 1) movies 2) TV shows.
we should KEEP: 1) news clips 2) comedy clips (Conan, Leno, etc)
3) music videos. In the future, I’d also reject these last three but
not yet.'"

The limits of the DMCA

The basic argument here is a simple one. YouTube's founders hoped to
build a massive user base as quickly as possible and then sell the site.
"Our dirty little secret... is that we actually just want to sell out quickly,"
said Karim at one point. In an e-mail, Chen talked about “concentrat[ing]
all of our efforts in building up our numbers as aggressively as we can
through whatever tactics, however evil.”

As the e-mails collected in this suit make clear, numerous
YouTube employees had direct knowledge of infringing material
on the site, and in fact even altered tools like the community
"flagging" feature so as to purposely find out about fewer
incidents.

The strategy worked. One-and-one-half years after launching, Google
purchased YouTube and made all of the founders incredibly wealthy.
Given the obvious appeal of unauthorized content on YouTube, Viacom
argues that the startup's strategy was, at its core, a decision to profit from
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copyright infringement. It doesn't matter whether YouTube showed ads
on its video pages or not (for years, it did not, apparently concerned
about just this issue); to Viacom, the entire business strategy was a way
of profiting from infringement.

That's important because the Digital Millennium Copyright Act
protects service providers that engage in "storage at the direction of the
user." It has been a huge boon to user-generated content sites, and it is
YouTube's key defense. But the DMCA puts limits on the generous safe
harbors it provides: operators cannot have actual knowledge of
infringement, they must take down infringing materials when asked,
and they cannot profit from the infringement.

In the very first sentence of the summary judgment motion, Viacom
makes clear it will attack YouTube's safe harbor protection head-on:
"Plaintiffs Viacom International Inc. et al. (“Viacom”) move for partial
summary judgment on Defendants’ liability for copyright infringement
and concurrently to invalidate Defendants’ reliance on the Digital
Millennium Copyright Act (“DMCA”) as a defense to that infringement."

Viacom argues that YouTube did know about infringement on the site,
and not just in a general, "surely there's some infringement going on
here" sort of way. No, as the e-mails collected in this suit make clear,
numerous YouTube employees had direct knowledge of infringing
material on the site, and in fact even altered tools like the community
"flagging" feature so as to purposely find out about fewer incidents.

Under this argument, YouTube is like Grokster, the P2P site whose
case went all the way to the Supreme Court and resulted in a seminal
ruling that shut down the site on the grounds that the huge majority of
its activity produced infringement.

But there's a second argument. Viacom also claims that YouTube is not
covered by the law for a more fundamental reason: it is not engaged in
"storage," as a file locker might be, but is in the business of displaying
and broadcasting content, which also includes making numerous back-
end copies. This behavior involves YouTube in "direct infringement of
copyrights."

This appears to be the weakest part of Viacom's case, and it's unclear
why the company would bother making it in the wake of a federal
court's recent Veoh ruling. That decision noted (correctly, in our view)
that automated back-end processes to cache or transcode or display a
video did not involve the site operator in such direct infringement.
Page:
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HTC: we're ready for a big fight with Apple

Apple both publicly and privately warned smartphone makers that it
wouldn't tolerate its intellectual property being infringed upon, and the
company made its first move against Taiwan-based HTC earlier this
month with a federal lawsuit and a complaint to the International Trade
Commission. HTC says it doesn't plan to give up without a fight.

"HTC disagrees with Apple's actions and will fully defend itself," HTC
Corporation CEO Peter Chou said in a statement. "HTC strongly
advocates intellectual property protection and will continue to respect
other innovators and their technologies as we have always done, but we
will continue to embrace competition through our own innovation as a
healthy way for consumers to get the best mobile experience possible."

HTC cited the company's numerous firsts to market as proof of its
innovation, including selling the first Windows Mobile smartphone in
2002 and the first Android smartphone in 2008. (It also lays claim to the
"first gesture-based smartphone" released in June 2007, but that's also the
same month that Apple released the original iPhone.) It also noted that
Fast Company and MIT Technology Review have both recently named HTC
as one of the top innovative companies globally.

The company is confident that its own patent portfolio will prove
useful in its defense. "We've been in business since 1997 and a pioneer in
the smart phone space," HTC America VP Jason Mackenzie told Forbes.
"We absolutely have our share of patents."

However, Deutsche Banks analyst Chris Whitmore noted recently that
Apple has amassed a much larger patent portfolio than HTC, or even
Google, whose Andriod operating system is believed to be the real target
of Apple's legal ire. Since 2000, Apple has been awarded over 3,000
patents, compared to Google's 316 and HTC's 58. Prior to the launch of
the iPhone, HTC actually filed zero patents with USPTO. Sheer numbers
don't guarantee a slam dunk for Apple, but they do certainly give Apple
a much larger cache of ammunition to draw from.

Many have criticized Apple for "competition by litigation" by filing
complaints against HTC, but as The New York Times recently reported,
lawsuits are not at all uncommon in the mobile space. Apple believes it
has a right and duty to protect its own innovations, apparently just as
other companies in the mobile market do. "We think competition is
healthy, but competitors should create their own original technology, not
steal ours," Apple CEO Steve Jobs said earlier this month.
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Furthermore, Microsoft VP and deputy general counsel Horacio
Gutierrez said the lawsuits are merely a sign that the modern
smartphone market is still in its early stages, and that this particular
lawsuit won't stifle innovation as some believe. "The smartphone market
is still in a nascent state; much innovation still lies ahead in this field," he
wrote in an analysis of Apple's patent litigation. "In all nascent
technology markets, there is a period early where IP rights will be sorted
out."

Unless Apple and HTC come to an out-of-court settlement, we could
be waiting until at least 2012 to hear a decision from either the ITC or US
district court on the matter.
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Android set-top box may be coming to a living room near you

Google is looking to take the Android operating system to the big
screen—the one in your living room, anyway. The company has
partnered with Intel and Sony in order to bring a more interactive
viewing experience to the TV in the form of (you guessed it) set-top
boxes. The idea behind it is giving users the ability to seamlessly switch
between Web apps and video entertainment, though there's already
plenty of competition in this space. Or is there?

According to the New York Times, Google plans to treat this platform in
the same way it treats Android for Mobile—it will open the platform to
developers "within the next couple of months" and products could hit
the shelves sometime this summer. That means third-party apps could
show up on TV just as easily as they do on our mobile phones, from
Twitter apps to games to Wikipedia browsing and more. It also means,
however, that there's potential for an overflow of apps to be available
(hello iPhone App Store).

Why, though, would Google possibly want to do this? "Google wants
to be everywhere the Internet is so they can put ads there," an
anonymous source familiar with the project told the Times. Indeed, the
company's goal has long been to try to get ads—these days, targeted
ads—in front of users' faces wherever they go, whether it's on their living
room couch, in the car, or walking down the street.

The challenge will be to actually get users on board with yet another
set-top box. There's already the (still-a-hobby) Apple TV, the Roku, the
good ol' TiVo, and numerous others that try to bring videos and more to
the TV. And for those of us who use HTPCs (in either Mac or PC form),
what will the Google box bring us that something like Boxee or XBMC
doesn't?

On the other hand, if Google does a good job with the UI and ensures
the box will work with some decent remotes—according to the Times'
anonymous sources, Logitech may make a specialized remote with a
built-in keyboard—the Google box may have more appeal than all of the
aforementioned options. Imagine a set-top box that is not as obnoxious to
deal with as a full-blown PC, easy-to-use as an Apple TV, but as open as
any of Google's other projects. There could be apps for streaming Netflix,
YouTube, and more.

Not every product Google unleashes on the public is a hit: witness the
deafening silence surrounding Google Wave after its splashy debut last
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year. If Google can do a set-top box right and make it easy to integrate
into the entertainment center, it has a decent shot in a still-immature
market.
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Report: Xbox 360 to gain support for USB storage

The Xbox 360 all but requires a hard drive to download games,
patches, movies. Indeed, all the features of a modern console can become
very dependent on having large amounts of memory. Microsoft has long
required users to buy expensive and proprietary memory devices and
hard drives, but documentation obtained by Joystiq shows that you may
soon be able to use your own USB storage on the device.
Image courtesy Joystiq

It's still not a perfect solution. If the data here is to be believed, and
Joystiq is claiming it has been verified by two sources, you'll be able to
use up to two devices, and up to 16GB of storage on each one. That
means you'll max out at 32GB of storage, but you can use that storage for
anything that you'd use the hard drive for. "USB storage devices may,
however, have far greater memory capacity than [memory units] (at the
date of writing, the largest MU is 512 MB), and may therefore support
previously infeasible operations—such as installation of a full disc-based
title," the documentation says.

Joystiq guesses that with rumors and images of a slimmed down
motherboard floating around the Internet, we may soon see a version of
the system without slots for memory units at all. Whatever happens in
the future, USB storage has become cheap; this news may cause a
newfound interest in the Xbox 360 Arcade hardware.
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Metro 2033 review on PC: inching towards sunlight

When you pull a gas mask over your head in Metro 2033, you adjust a
dial on your watch to let you know how many minutes of breathable air
you have left before you asphyxiate. Your flashlight has a charger that
you have to manually pump to make sure you can see where you're
going. Every bullet you find can be used as currency, but you're also
operating in an incredibly hostile environment. Every round you fire
limits your ability to buy what you need.

In other words, you are going to have to try very hard to survive, and
the game reminds you constantly of how brutal and desperate your
existence is. The game takes place in Moscow, after the bombs drop. You
live in a small pocket of civilization underground, but the attacks from
mutants have been growing in frequency. If that wasn't enough, there is
something worse in the tunnels. Something that sings beautiful songs,
and then steals your mind. This is not your average first-person shooter.

Title Metro 2033
Developer4A Games
Publisher THQ

Price $49.99 Shop.ars
Platform PC (reviewed), Xbox 360

No Russian

We played the game with the voice acting in Russian, and English
subtitles. This is the way to play, as it makes the world seem even more
alien and harsh, at least to English-speaking ears. When you take a look
at your clipboard to see where you to go next, your character actually
holds up a binder with a compass attached. If you're in the dark, you'll
have to flick your lighter to read the text. You'll be checking your watch
to see how much air you have left. There is a pneumatic weapon that you
have to pump to use, and there is a meter on the back that shows air
pressure. Things look, and feel, like they are designed to be used in this
environment. They may be ugly and nearly broken, but they'll keep your
ass alive.

Always watch your surroundings, as death comes easily, although not
cheaply. There are holes in the ground you can fall into, so pay attention
to where you're walking. In one scene horrid mutants sniff around your
character, and may not attack. Do you kill them, or save your ammo?
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Trip lines are waiting in doorways, but if you see them in time and
follow the cable you can disarm them by taking out the shotgun shell
that would have gone into your head. Instead of dying, you just got a
little richer. Glass scattered around the floor can give your position
away, as will cans hanging from strings.

You'll have to juggle all of these things when getting into gunfights
with other survivors, or the mutants that live in the tunnels. Your health
will recharge, but it seems to take longer than most games, and hiding
while you get your strength back is a good idea if you take a few bullets.
Make noise though, and your enemies will know where you are. If
you're easily frustrated, this is not the game for you; as death comes
often and easy. There is also no quick-save function. Checkpoints aren't
terribly far apart, but playing the same section over and over can become
maddening.

The trouble is in the gun play

Metro 2033 creates a world. It's not a pretty one, and it's certainly not
attractive, but it's a world. Where the game falls apart are the guns. It's
not their design, as the mixture of real firearms and hobbled together
weapons fits the setting perfectly, but in how inadequate they often feel.
The game's fiction explains the bullets with lower than normal
gunpowder, but even with normal bullets headshots don't mean much. It
can often take as many as six shots to take a character down.

There were multiple times it seemed as if bullets had no effect, and
that often happened during the animations were enemies were
staggering or trying to hide. It seems as if your human opponents are
able to kill you much easier than you can kill them. That's part of the
charm of the game, sure, but it often feels cheap and unbalanced.

Combine this with the lack of quick saves and checkpoints that often
happen after multiple large firefights, and you may find yourself ready
to quit on more than one instance. When a review plays a game, we tend
to go for longer sessions than people do for pleasure, which makes
problems like this more pronounced. Walking away, going to sleep, and
beginning again fresh may make these issues seem less important. When
you're on deadline and you continue to crash across a scene like waves
on rocks? Mice may be thrown.
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The odd, but cute girl at the bookstore

This game has its share of flaws, but if the idea of exploring a bleak
version of a future Moscow appeals to you.. and you found STALKER to
be just a bit much, this is worth your time. After fighting a series of
hulking beasts I barely survived, only to find one of them had smashed
my gas mask. While gasping for air, I began frantically searching for a
replacement mask. The search was fruitless, and I had to restart from an
earlier checkpoint.

It felt great. You can't just win your firefights, you have to ensure your
continued survival. There is a supernatural aspect to the game that's
intensely unsettling, especially in the opening scenes. One character
notes that there are new rules in this new world, and no one seems to
understand what they're seeing. There is a striking sequence with a
young child, and a man that seemed to have an uncanny grasp of the
roads between this world and the next. The story, in other words, is
much better than you may expect.

Many may be annoyed at the shortcomings, but the same number are
going to fall in love. This is a startlingly original and high-quality title
with impressive graphics and sometimes subtle mood. Depending on
your pace, this could easily take over ten hours to beat, and a second
playthrough is not out of the question.

If nothing else. Metro 2033 makes the mine cart level exciting again.
This is a game that can leave you out of breath, encased in dread, and
completely entranced.

Verdict: Buy
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