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When news emerged from the United
States last week of a deal that would
see Charter Communications acquire

media giant Time Warner Cable for more than
$56 billion, the reverberations were felt right
across the industry. And with good reason, for
the proposed deal will combine the second
and third largest cable operators in the coun-
try, with the new entity serving 23.9 million
customers across 41 states.

For a number of years now, cable compa-
nies in the US have been coming under inten-
sifying competition from online service
providers such as Amazon and Netflix. The
common response has been to initiate efforts
aimed at cutting costs and improving the
quality of their content, but there was always a
sense that industry consolidation on the scale
of this latest deal was ultimately inevitable.
Indeed, a number of industry commentators
have suggested that the merger addresses a
long overdue need for a strong national player
that can offer faster services for watching and

playing online content. At this point, you may
be wondering what relevance this has to our
own region. And the answer is “a lot”. There
may be various different factors at play in each
of the two markets, but the endgame remains
the same - customers are increasingly shun-
ning the idea of traditional ‘linear’ TV, choosing
instead to view video content at a time of their
convenience. Commenting on the future

direction of the industry, Charter’s CEO,
Thomas M Rutledge, said “It is not just the
small screens or the large screens in the house,
it is the mobile screens and more.” And it is this
observation that rings particularly true here in
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA).

Viewing habits 
Viewing habits in the region have steadily

been moving away from traditional linear TV
sources in recent years, with the market no
longer revolving around the act of watching
‘live’ TV on large television screens. The days of
sitting down in the living room at 7.30 every
evening to watch your favorite show are
becoming a thing of the past, with ‘TV
Everywhere’ options such as digital video
recorders (DVRs), video-on-demand (VOD) serv-
ices, streaming platforms, and catchup services
offering the ability to consume content when-
ever, wherever, and however the viewer
decides. Given this evolution in viewer behavior,
the focus is shifting noticeably to video content
as providers leverage its ability to engage,
inspire, and draw in consumers. And on top of

all this, a multitude of untethered content serv-
ices have recently emerged to stoke the flames
of competition in the MENA region, including
the likes of Go by OSN, Invision by STC, Icflix,
istikana.com, and StarzPlay. These over-the-top
(OTT) providers are offering ad hoc on-demand
content without the need for ongoing subscrip-
tions, and they have the potential to cause as
much disruption here as Amazon and Netflix
have in the States.

It is abundantly clear that MENA represents
a truly dynamic and growing content market,
with pay-TV companies, free-to-air (FTA) giants,
and regionally focused OTT offerings all vying
for eyeballs and attempting to maximize their
potential profits on video content. How they
ultimately achieve this is the million-dollar
question, although various strategies are begin-
ning to take shape both here and in the more
mature media markets of Western Europe and
the United States. 

Customer interaction 
Typically sitting front and center of these

strategies is the quest to enhance customer

interaction, with social media and content per-
sonalization becoming essential for appealing
to the region’s huge youth population. The
ability to properly harvest and analyze cus-
tomer data plays a key role in this, enabling
providers to tailor content offerings through
highly tuned auto-generated suggestions that
direct individual viewers to must-watch fea-
tures that they would otherwise miss altogeth-
er. Gamification initiatives have also been suc-
cessful in this regard, generating enhanced
customer insights and facilitating a more in-
depth understanding of consumer behavior.

Alongside this, we are seeing the emer-
gence of digital advertising strategies in the
region, with the likes of Du and Etisalat
beginning to experiment with dynamic ad
insertion (DAI) techniques in a bid to squeeze
greater advertising revenue from their video
content. And elsewhere in the region, the
introduction of innovative new payment sys-
tems is helping to unlock the huge potential
customer base here in MENA that is either
unwilling or simply unable to pay for services
through traditional channels.

A billion reasons why TV will never be the same 

MIAMI: There’s a near-perfect heart shape on Pluto’s
rusty red surface. The dwarf planet is dotted with
bright points which may be ice caps, and a mysterious
dark shape nicknamed “The Whale.”  Scientists are see-
ing all this for the first time as a piano-sized NASA
spacecraft, called New Horizons, hurtles toward the
distant celestial body on its way toward a historic flyby
tomorrow.

“We’re at the ‘man in the moon’ stage of viewing
Pluto,” said John Spencer of the Southwest Research
Institute in Boulder, Colorado.  “It’s easy to imagine
you’re seeing familiar shapes in this bizarre collection
of light and dark features. However, it’s too early to
know what these features really are.” But scientists
expect those mysteries to be solved in coming days as
the spacecraft closes in on Pluto, once considered the
farthest planet in the solar system before it was reclas-
sified as a dwarf planet in 2006.

That same year, the New Horizons mission
launched from Cape Canaveral, Florida on a journey of
nearly 10 years and three billion miles, becoming the
first spacecraft to explore this far-away frontier. “We
are coming up on the culmination of all this effort, all
this planning,” said Joe Peterson, a science operations
leader for the New Horizons mission. “Very soon we
are going to go by Pluto and get the actual goods.” The
closest flyby is scheduled for July 14 at 7:50 am, when
New Horizons passes within 6,200 miles of Pluto.
Moving at a speed of 30,800 miles per hour, it is the
fastest spacecraft ever launched.

Comprehensive picture 
The $700 million unmanned spacecraft has seven

sophisticated science instruments and cameras that
are collecting data daily and sending it back to Earth.
“The instruments on New Horizons were all designed
to work together to give us a comprehensive picture
of the Pluto system,” said Cathy Olkin, deputy project
scientist for New Horizons. 

They include three optical instruments, two plas-
ma instruments, a dust sensor and a radio science
receiver. Together they will help scientists study Pluto’s
geology, surface composition, temperature and
atmosphere-as well as its five moons. Blurry, pixilated
color images began arriving in April and May, when
the spacecraft was about 50 million miles away from
its destination. After a brief system failure caused the
spacecraft to go into safe mode on July 4, the best
image yet was taken on July 7 when New Horizons
was just under five million miles from Pluto.

The image shows a light-colored heart shape some
1,200 miles (2,000 kilometers) across, and a darker,
whale-like shadow at its side. “I love this one,” said
Olkin, indicating that the shape could be due to ice.
“We know that there are ices on Pluto, and we expect
those ices to be brighter.” 

‘Closet approach’ 
More data in the coming days should reveal more

clues about the composition of Pluto’s surface, as well
as its Texas-sized moon, Charon. “The next time we

see this part of Pluto at closest approach, a portion of
this region will be imaged at about 500 times better
resolution,” said Jeff Moore, geology, geophysics and
imaging Team Leader of NASA’s Ames Research
Center. 

The best views are expected today through
Thursday of next week, said principal investigator
Alan Stern. Even after the spacecraft whizzes by, the
data and pictures will keep coming in for another 16
months, Stern told NPR’s Science Friday. “This is the
gift that keeps on giving,” he said.— AFP 

NASA craft discovers heart 

shape on Pluto, flyby nears
‘New Horizons’ hurtles towards distant celestial body 

YANGON: In a nation where religion and ethnic-
ity are incendiary issues, a selfie campaign by
Myanmar students promoting cross-cultural
friendships has become a rare counterpoint to
bilious anti-Muslim rhetoric from hardline
Buddhist monks. At first glance there is nothing
unusual about the group of grinning teenagers
jostling for space in front of a mobile phone
camera.  But their selfie-taken with Yangon’s
gleaming Shwedagon Pagoda in the back-
ground-is an act of unity in a nation hit by dead-
ly recent outbreaks of communal violence and
increasingly inflammatory hate speech in a cru-
cial election year. A bespectacled boy from the
country’s Buddhist majority shares the screen
with a group of fellow students who are Muslim,
part of the ‘My Friend’ campaign which encour-
ages people from different religions and ethnic
groups to snap selfies together and post them
online.

Anti-Muslim rhetoric 
“Everyone loves to take selfies in their own

way, so why don’t we use it in a proper way, for
the betterment of society?” explains campaign
co-founder Wai Wai Nu, who hails from
Myanmar’s heavily persecuted Muslim Rohingya
minority. She was spurred into action by a rising
tide of hate speech, which often targets the
country’s various Muslim communities, who
make up an estimated four percent of the popu-
lation.

Hardline Buddhist monks have led the anti-
Muslim rhetoric through public demonstrations
and online, sentiments matched by policy pro-
posals many say target the minority. The most
recent spate of protests in Yangon and western
Rakhine state have railed against help being
offered to desperate Rohingya Muslim migrants
found adrift on boats in the Bay of Bengal.

Tens of thousands of the minority ethnic
group have fled Rakhine in recent years to
escape persecution after deadly communal
unrest erupted there in 2012, leaving more than
200 dead and 140,000 displaced in sprawling
camps-mostly Muslims.

On the Facebook page of the country’s most
notorious hardline monk Wirathu, a recent post
warns against lifting a constitutional clause that
would allow those who have married foreigners
to become president, with a sketch of a future
leader next to his hijab-wearing wife. “If the law
is changed, the country will look like this,” it
warns.

Web fuelling hate 
Cheap mobile technology has ignited an

Internet revolution in the former junta-run
nation as it emerges from decades of isolation
since the end of outright military rule in 2011.
But the exponential growth in web access has
also seen hate speech flourish on social media
with many well-visited accounts operating
anonymously. Blogger Nay Phone Latt is behind
the Panzagar-or “Flower Speech”-movement
which monitors and reports hate speech on sites
like Facebook. He says the government is doing
little to stop inflammatory content from spread-
ing.

“There are some groups who are intentional-
ly trying to spread hate speech, and trying to
ignite violence,” he said, describing systematic
online hate campaigns that are deeply inter-
twined with the country’s politics. The “My
Friend” selfie group, which operates on
Facebook and Twitter, decided it would use the
same technology to reduce those divisions.
They were determined to launch the campaign
before polls expected in November fearful that
campaigning will deepen communal divisions.

Myanmar is a collage of ethnicities. But
decades of neglect under military rule and con-
flict still raging in parts of the country’s remote
north and east have left many of its officially rec-
ognized 135 minority groups on the fringes.
Extremist clergy members are at the vanguard
of moves to marginalize these minorities, espe-
cially Muslims. Well-organized Buddhist nation-
alist movements such as Ma Ba Tha-which is
closely allied to Wirathu’s 969 movement-prints
regular journals that reach tens of thousands of
readers.— AFP 

YANGON: In this picture taken on June 18, 2015, campaigners from different reli-
gions and ethnic groups pose for a selfie at the KanDawGyi Lake. In a nation where
religion and ethnicity are incendiary issues, a selfie campaign by Myanmar students
promoting cross-cultural friendships has become a rare counterpoint to bilious anti-
Muslim rhetoric from hardline Buddhist monks. — AFP 

Myanmar poses against 

hate in selfie campaign

WASHINGTON: The Rappahannock Regional Jail
in Virginia needs a facelift. The “decor was quite
dated and it was in desperate need of a refresh-
ing paint job,” said Shane S following his recent
incarceration. “The bed was very uncomfortable.”
Meanwhile, at Florida’s Broward County Jail, “the
food is not that great, but the personal attention
makes up for it,” writes Halle C. “I come back all
the time because it’s my home away from home.”

Writing Yelp reviews and other online post-
ings of jails is increasingly popular and offer an
occasionally comedic and sometimes illuminat-
ing inside perspective on the jail and prison sys-
tem. America’s overloaded prisons and the strug-
gles of its judicial system are also generally under
the political spotlight. Barack Obama will make
the first presidential visit to a federal prison in
Oklahoma next week as he pushes for criminal
justice reform.

At Berks County Jail in Pennsylvania, reviewer
Johnny W gave it one star out of five. “The guards
are split into two groups,” he wrote. “Group A is all
the people I either went to school with or knew
from the streets. Group B was made up of some
weird hybrid alien race of people who probably

consider Hitler a role model.” On the positive side,
he noted, “the only redeeming quality was the
food. I mean this place gives you a lot, I damn
near gained twenty pounds by the time I left and
I only had like a hundred days in that joint!”

Shedding light 
Humor notwithstanding, these reviews can

sometimes shed light on institutions which are
closed to public scrutiny. This is especially impor-
tant because of the absence of an independent
prison monitoring entity in the United States,
said David Fathi, who directions the National
Prison Project for the American Civil Liberties
Union.

“In the absence of any formal mechanism, I
think these informal sources of information can
be helpful in alerting people to problems in
these institutions,” Fathi told AFP. “Anything that
opens up this closed world can be useful.” Fathi
said it’s not clear if prison administrators make
use of the reviews to investigate abuses or other
problems. “It would be nice if prison wardens
were as responsive as restaurant owners but that
doesn’t seem to be the case,” he said.—AFP

Online reviews shine 

light on life in prison
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This photo obtained July 7, 2015 from NASA shows new color images from NASA’s New Horizons spacecraft showing two very different faces of the mys-
terious planet Pluto, one with a series of intriguing spots along the equator that are evenly spaced. Each of the spots is about 300 miles in diameter.

This Artist’s concept obtained from NASA shows the New Horizons spacecraft as it approaches
Pluto and its largest moon, Charon. —AFP photos 

WASHINGTON: The sun-powered Solar Impulse 2 aircraft has
been grounded in Hawaii, its crew said Saturday, after a grueling
five-day, fuel-less flight across the Pacific Ocean overheated its
batteries. The airplane took 118 hours to cross from Japan to
Hawaii in the most perilous leg of its goal to circumnavigate the
globe without a drop of fuel. 

The flight last week saw Swiss pilot Andre Borschberg smash
a record for the longest solo plane flight. But the historic journey
also took its toll on the aircraft’s batteries, grounding it for
repairs until at least August. Too much insulation caused the
plane’s battery temperature to spike on the first day of the flight
and there was no way to cool it after Solar Impulse was off the
ground, the aircraft’s team said. “The damage to certain parts of
the batteries is irreversible and will require repairs and replace-
ments that will take several weeks to work through,” the Solar
Impulse crew said. “Solar Impulse does not see the possibility for
any flights before 2-3 weeks at the earliest.” The crew said it’s
looking for ways to improve cooling as it gets ready to tackle the
last five stretches of the 13-leg journey.

Solar Impulse 2 took off from the United Arab Emirates ear-
lier this year in its around-the-world journey powered by
17,000 solar cells and on-board rechargeable lithium batteries,
allowing it to fly through the night. Its wingspan is longer than
a jumbo jet but its light construction keeps its weight to about
as much as a car. — AFP 

Solar plane damaged by heat, 

cannot fly again till August

HONOLULU: In this image released by Solar Impulse 2, the solar powered plane, pilot-
ed by Andre Borschberg approaches Honolulu Airport. — AFP 


