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TOKYO: A messaging app launched in the
aftermath of Japan’s 2011 earthquake and
tsunami, Line is moving towards a possible
dual listing in Tokyo and New York as it jos-
tles for space in an increasingly crowded
and imaginative market. Combining instant
messaging with shopping, gaming and
other features such as letting users send
each other cute cartoon “stickers”, Line is
hugely popular in Japan, particularly
among teenagers. 

But competition is fierce when it comes
to expanding into emerging markets. Its
plans for a reported $9.8 billion Tokyo list-
ing would help on that front-coming after
February’s rush of deal making, including
Facebook’s purchase of WhatsApp for as
much as $19 billion and Japanese online
retailer Rakuten’s $900 million spend on
Viber. 

Other rivals include WeChat, owned by
Chinese giant Tencent Inc, and South
Korea’s Kakao Talk-both of which have also
developed their own popular cartoon
“emoticon” messages.

“Competition among messaging appli-
cations is heating up worldwide,” said
Hitoshi Sato, senior analyst at InfoCom
Research, Japanese telecom giant NTT
group’s research arm. “Line’s challenge is
how to diversify its sources of profit in the
future.”Sato said a roughly $10 billion value
for Line was reasonable given that its
finances eclipse some of Japan’s most suc-
cessful smartphone game developers.

Line, which says it has more than 400
million registered users in Japan and other
parts of Asia, lets users make free calls,
send instant messages and post photos or
short videos. It combines attributes from
Facebook, Skype and WhatsApp.

About 88 percent of Japanese smart-
phone owners use messaging apps includ-
ing Line, according to a survey by the
Communications and Information network
Association of Japan.

“I get in touch with friends mostly
through Line-for example, when I want to
go somewhere together with them,”
Kanako Baba, a 25-year-old Japanese trans-
lator, told AFP. 

“I don’t use emails very often,” she said.
“Line is toll-free and handy.”

Sticky business 
Line’s messaging service was launched

in 2011 by the Japanese unit of South
Korean Internet service provider Naver
Corp. after the quake-tsunami tragedy
damaged telecoms infrastructure nation-
wide, forcing millions of people in Japan to
resort to online resources to communicate.

But boosting its user base alone is not

enough to generate profit, say analysts.
More than 60 percent of its revenues come
from games, but what differentiates Line
from some of its rivals like WhatsApp is one
of its main selling points  — its stickers. 

Users can post these to friends after pur-
chasing them from Line’s online store for a
fee of around $1-2. Many feature a rabbit
called “Cony” and her bear boyfriend
“Brown”, allowing users to express them-
selves with pictures as much as words.  A
new service launched this year allows peo-
ple to create their own stickers and sell
them to each other on the platform. Line
collects 50 percent of sales revenue as
commission. 

While analysts see Line’s initial public
offering providing funds for developing
new game titles, they warn that the indus-
try is particularly fickle.  “Success in gaming
can be elusive. One game title can be a
blockbuster hit, but this may mask several
other unprofitable titles,” said Sato.

Targeting non-IT types 
Line’s plans for an IPO in New York is

seen as an attempt to tap the North
American market, said Toshiaki Kanda, IT
journalist and social media consultant.

“What made Line grow at this rapid
pace is that from the beginning the compa-
ny has targeted the mass market compris-
ing people unfamiliar with IT technologies,
rather than the IT savvy,” he said.

“There is nothing new in free messaging
functions-that already existed in Skype, for
example. But it launched a huge TV com-
mercial campaign and the ‘stickers’ service”
in Japan. “Line will probably take the same
strategy in the US market, targeting
teenagers there,” he said, adding the
planned share offering “would provide it
with much needed capital with which to
launch advertising”.

Neha Dharia, senior analyst at technolo-
gy research firm Ovum, said in a report that
the listing “makes perfect sense as it will
not only raise its profile further in the mar-
ket, but it will also provide them with ade-
quate funds to strengthen their product
offering”.

Analysts said messaging app users are
fickle, jumping from one app to another. “At
the moment, Line has good revenue from
game and stickers. But the other messag-
ing apps can easily and quickly imitate and
take the place of Line’s current position,”
Sato said.

Line gave no further details on its initial
public offering (IPO), including the possible
size of the deal. Dow Jones Newswires has
cited a source as saying Line could list in
Tokyo as soon as the autumn. — AFP

PARIS: With spacecraft that can carry tourists
into orbit and connect Paris to New York in less
than two hours, the new heroes of space travel
are not astronauts but daring captains of indus-
try. This new breed of space pioneers are all
using private money to push the final frontier as
government space programs fall away.  Times
have changed. Once the space race was led by
the likes of the US space agency NASA that put
the first man on the moon in 1969.

Today it is entrepreneur Elon Musk-the
founder of Tesla electric cars and space explo-
ration company SpaceX-who wants to reach
Mars in the 2020s. The furthest advanced-and
most highly-publicized-private space project is
led by Richard Branson, the British founder of
the Virgin Group. 

His shuttle, SpaceShipTwo, will be launched
at high altitude from a weird-looking four-
engined mothership-which can carry two pilots
and up to six passengers-before embarking on
a three-hour suborbital flight.  Branson and his
sons will be the first passengers aboard the
shuttle when it is expected to launch later this
year. 

His company Virgin Galactic was given the
green light in May by the US Federal Aviation
Agency (FAA) to carry passengers from a base in
New Mexico, which is named “Spaceport
America”-the stuff of science fiction. 

$250,000 a ticket
The $250,000 (190,000 euro) price of a ticket

has not deterred more than 600 people, includ-
ing celebrities such as actor Leonardo DiCaprio,
from booking their seats. The US spaceflight
company XCOR is more affordable, offering a
one-hour suborbital flight for $100,000 (74,000
euros) on a shuttle that takes off from the
Mojave Desert in California. It has already sold
nearly 300 tickets. 

“The first prototype is being assembled.
Hopefully, the test flights will begin before the
end of the year, and commercial flights before
the end of 2015,” Michiel Mol, an XCOR board
member, said. It plans four flights a day and
hopes its frequency will eventually give it an
edge on Virgin Galactic. But the new space busi-
ness is not just about pandering to the whims
of the rich, it also hopes to address a market for

launching smaller satellites that weigh less than
250 kilograms (550 pounds). 

“There is no dedicated launcher for small
satellites,” said Rachel Villain of Euroconsult, a
global consulting firm specialising in space mar-
kets. “Everyone has been looking for years for

the Holy Grail of how to reduce costs, other
than to send them as passengers on big launch-
ers.” 

‘Smarter, cheaper, reusable’ 
“These new players are revolutionizing the

launch market,” said aeronautical expert
Philippe Boissat of consultants Deloitte. “They
are smarter, cheaper, and they are reusable and
don’t leave debris in space.” Which is exactly
what one newcomer, Swiss Space Systems, or
S3, proposes. 

With a shuttle on the back of an Airbus A300,
its founder Pascal Jaussi wants to start launch-
ing satellites before going into intercontinental
passenger flights.

The 37-year-old former test pilot claims he
can cut the price of a 250-kilogram satellite
launch to eight million euros (almost $11 mil-

lion), a quarter of what it now costs. “Satellite
makers wanting to launch groups of weather
and surveillance satellites have already filled
our order books,” he said. The first test flights are
planned for the end of 2017, and the first satel-
lite launches will begin at the end of the follow-

ing year from a base in the Canary Islands, the
Spanish archipelago off northwest Africa.

For passenger travel, the new space compa-
nies have to be passed by the regulators who
currently control air travel. At the moment a
passenger plane covers the 5,800 kilometres
(3,600 miles) between Paris and New York in
seven hours. At Mach3 speed, the S3 shuttle will
do the same trip in one-and-a-half hours.

“We hope to have a ticket price comparable
to a first-class transatlantic fare. It should never
be more than 30,000 Swiss francs (24,700 euros,
$33,100),” he said.

Boissat of Deloitte is already looking further
ahead. “These suborbital flights will produce a
new generation of fighter pilots at the controls
of space shuttles sent up to protect satellites or
neutralize ones that pose a threat,” he predict-
ed. — AFP

WASHINGTON: NASA plans to make oxygen - a key ingredi-
ent of rocket fuel - on Mars early next decade. Space agency
officials unveiled seven instruments they plan to put on a
Martian rover that would launch in 2020, including two
devices aimed at bigger Mars missions in the future. The $1.9
billion rover will include an experiment that will turn carbon
dioxide in the Martian atmosphere into oxygen. It could
then be used to make rocket fuel and for future astronauts
to breathe, said NASA associate administrator for explo-
ration Bill Gerstenmaier. Taking fuel to Mars for return flights
is heavy and expensive. 

The device, named MOXIE, works like an engine but in
reverse, said Michael Hecht, the scientist at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology who is running the
test project. It will make about three-quarters of an ounce of
oxygen an hour.

If it works, then a larger scale device - 100 times bigger
than MOXIE - would be launched two years before astro-
nauts go, currently slated for some time in the 2030s. NASA

first plans to send astronauts to an asteroid. The bigger
device would start making enough oxygen for the return
trip before astronauts ever launch to Mars, Hecht said. The
other part of rocket fuel - the propellant - can be made from
light hydrogen that is brought from Earth or other chemicals
mined from Martian dirt or atmosphere.

John Grunsfeld, NASA’s associate administrator for sci-
ence, said the new rover - a clone of the chassis of the cur-
rent Curiosity machine - “will lead to getting humans to Mars
in the future.” Mars on average is about 140 million miles
from Earth and opportunities to send spaceships to there
come only every 26 months. The trip to Mars takes about 9
months, but can be as short as half a year.

The rover is scheduled to land on Mars in 2021. NASA
also plans to collect interesting rocks, put them in sealed
vials for future flights to pick them up and return them to
Earth for detailed study. This would likely be another robotic
mission or it could just wait for astronauts. NASA hasn’t yet
figured out how the rover will store the rocks. — AP
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HAWTHORNE: SpaceX CEO Elon Musk unveiling SpaceX’s new seven-seat Dragon V2 spacecraft, in Hawthorne, California. (Below) The interior of
SpaceX’s new seven-seat Dragon V2 spacecraft, the company’s next generation version of the Dragon ship designed to carry astronauts into space, at a
press conference to unveil the space capsule, in Hawthorne. — AFP

TOKYO: Japan’s smartphone based social networking service (SNS) “LINE” president Akira
Morikawa at the annual convention in Urayasu, suburban Tokyo.—AFP
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NEW YORK: Twitter said government requests for user
data grew sharply in the past six months as more coun-
tries asked for a greater amount of information about
users.

More than half of the requests came from the United
States, as has been the case since Twitter began issuing its
“transparency report” in 2012. Typically, the requests are
part of criminal investigations. To obtain non-public infor-
mation about users -  such as email  addresses -  law
enforcement agencies have to get a subpoena or court

order. Requests for the contents of communications -
such as direct messages or non-public tweets - require a
search warrant.

The report does not include national security requests
because Twitter, along with other Internet companies, has
been prohibited from disclosing information on such
requests. Twitter, along with other Internet companies,
has been pushing for the ability to publish more informa-
tion about national security orders.

San Francisco-based Twitter Inc said in a blog post

Thursday that it received 2,058 requests from 54 countries
in the first six months of the year, including from eight
countries that had not previously submitted requests.
Twitter produced at least “some information” that the gov-
ernments asked for in 52 percent of cases worldwide and
in 72 percent of requests coming from the US.

In the last six months of 2013, the short messaging
service received 1,410 requests, as has been the case
since Twitter began issuing its “transparency report” in
2012. Most Twitter users live outside the US. In addition

to account information queries,  Twitter said it  also
received 432 requests to remove content, up 15 per-
cent from 377 in the last six months of 2013. The num-
b e r  o f  c o p y r i g h t  n o t i c e s  Tw i t t e r  re c e i ve d  a l s o
increased, by 38 percent to 9,199 compared with the
second half of last year.

Other companies, including Google Inc, Apple Inc,
M icrosof t  Corp,  Facebook I nc  and Yahoo I nc,  a lso
release similar  repor ts  on government requests in
recent years. — AP

This undated graphic provided by NASA shows the Mars 2020 Rover. NASA plans to make oxygen — a key rocket fuel
ingredient — on Mars early next decade. — AP

Twitter: Govt requests for user data increased


