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DUBAI: Middle East and Africa (MEA)
smartphone shipments are set to total
155 million units in 2015 after increasing
66% year on year during the first quarter
to reach more than 36 million units,
according to the latest figures
announced today by global technology
consulting firm International Data
Corporation (IDC). The company’s ‘Q1
2015 Mobile Phone Tracker’ shows that
smartphones accounted for 63% of the
handsets shipped in the Middle East
during the quarter and 47% in Africa.
This comes at the expense of feature
phones, which suffered year-on-year
declines of around 20% in both regions
and will make up just 27% of the overall
MEA handset market by the end of 2019. 

The growth in smartphones in the
MEA region is being spurred by Google’s
Android and Apple’s iOS, with the two
platforms accounting for over 95% of
the smartphones shipped in Q1 2015.
Shipments of devices featuring these
operating systems increased by a com-
bined67% year on year. In the Middle
East, Android currently represents 80%
of market’s volume, while iOS accounts

for 17%; in Africa, these figures stand at
89% and 7%, respectively. Android is
particularly dominant in the low to mid-
priced bands, while iOS is mainly found
in the $450+ price category.

Blackberry suffers 
BlackBerry once again suffered signif-

icant year-on-year declines across the
region in Q1 2015, with the vendor’s
shipments falling 14% in Africa and 29%
in the Middle East. “The launch of a num-
ber of new models by the vendor seems
to have had little impact on lifting the
BlackBerry brand out of its continuing
decline,” says Isaac T Ngatia, a senior
research analyst at IDC. “The loss of the
corporate segment, spurred by the con-
tinued uptake of bring-your-own-device
policies among the region’s enterprises,
has had an adverse effect on
BlackBerry’s performance in the market.”

The strong growth in the region’s
smartphone market is largely being driv-
en by the emergence of low-priced
devices that are primarily powered by
Android. Indeed, almost half of all the
smartphones shipped across Africa

(45.1%) in Q1 2015 were priced below
$100, while almost 75% fall under $200.
Low-priced smartphones are also having
a considerable impact in the Middle
East, with the $100-200 price band
accounting for the market’s biggest
share.  

“This price bracket seems to be the
sweet point for most vendors launching
in the region, as well as for established
vendors looking to increase their shares
by targeting the lower end of the mar-
ket,” says Nabila Popal, research manager
for IDC’s Mobile Phone Tracker in the
Middle East, Africa, and Turkey. “This has
resulted in phones priced under $200
accounting for about36% of the Middle
East smartphone market, while at the
other end of the spectrum the $450+
price band has seen its share fall
from25% in Africa and 48% in the
Middle East a year ago, to 14% and 34%
today.”

Year on growth 
Nigeria and South Africa contributed

significantly to the overall growth seen
in Africa, with the countries experienc-

ing year-on-year growth of 135% and
56%, respectively. Nigeria accounted for
14% of all smartphone shipments across
the continent duringQ1 2015, while
South Africa was responsible for 12%.
Samsung, Tecno, and Apple were the
leading smartphone vendors in Africa
during the quarter, with Huawei being
ousted from the top three. The three
leading vendors accounted for a com-
bined 55% share of Africa’s smartphone
shipments in Q1 2015. 

For the Middle East region, Saudi
Arabia and Turkey were the biggest mar-
kets, with the former accounting for
share of around 20% and the latter for
17.6%. Saudi Arabia saw year-on-year
shipment growth of 9.5%, while the
Turkish market expanded 33% over the
same period. The region’s fastest growth
rate in Q1 2015was seen in Pakistan,
where shipments increased 123% year
on year.  Samsung, Apple, and Huawei
made up the top three smartphone ven-
dors in the Middle East, together
accounting for over 65% share of the
market. 

In terms of screen sizes, the market

appears to be consolidating within the
4-5.5 inches range. “For the Middle East,
78% of all smartphone shipments in Q1
2015 fell into this bracket,” says Saad
Elkhadem, a research analyst at IDC. “The
strongest growth was seen for smart-
phones with screens of 4.5” to 5.0”, with
shipments of such devices increas-
ing130% year on year.”

Middle East and Africa smartphone market tops 155 million units 
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CANNES/INGOLSTADT: Audi is taking off for the
moon - together with the Part-Time Scientists.
Nearly 45 years after NASA’s Apollo 17 completed
the last manned mission to the moon, the coop-
erating partners have selected the old landing
site of Apollo 17 as the new target. The group of
German engineers in the Part-Time Scientists
team is working within the Google Lunar XPRIZE
competition to transport an unmanned rover
onto the moon. Audi is supporting the Part-Time
Scientists with its know-how in several fields of
technology - from quattro all-wheel drive and
lightweight construction to electric mobility and
piloted driving. 

“The concept of a privately financed mission to
the moon is fascinating,” says Luca de Meo, Audi
Board Member for Sales and Marketing. “And
innovative ideas need supporters that promote
them. We want to send a signal with our involve-
ment with the Part-Time Scientists and also moti-
vate other partners to contribute their know-
how.” Luca de Meo is presenting the partnership
today at the international innovation forum
Cannes Innovation Days. Prof Dr Ulrich
Hackenberg, Audi Board Member for Technical
Development: “We are pleased to support the
project with our know-how in lightweight tech-
nology, electronics and robotics.” 

Space exploration 
The US$30 million Google Lunar XPRIZE is a

competition to challenge and inspire engineers
and entrepreneurs from around the world to
develop low-cost methods of robotic space
exploration. To win the Google Lunar XPRIZE, a
privately funded team must successfully place a
robot on the moon’s surface that explores at least
500 meters and transmits high-definition video
and images back to Earth. AUDI AG is incorporat-
ing its technological know-how into optimization
of the rover of the Part-Time Scientists, the only
German team competing for the Google Lunar
XPRIZE. The research group’s lunar vehicle has
already been recognized during the course of the

competition by a jury of aerospace experts with
two Milestone Prizes.  As a cooperating partner,
Audi is primarily supporting the team with its
expertise in lightweight construction and e-
mobility, with quattro permanent all-wheel drive
and with piloted driving. Audi is also providing
wide-ranging assistance in testing, trials and qual-
ity assurance. In addition, the Audi Concept
Design Studio in Munich is revising the rover,
which will be named the “Audi lunar quattro,” to
ensure ideal lightweight construction conditions. 

The lunar vehicle with the Audi lunar quattro
should launch into space in 2017 on board a
launching rocket and will travel more than
380,000 kilometers to the moon. The trip will take
about five days. The target landing area is north
of the moon’s equator, near the 1972 landing site
of the Apollo 17, NASA’s last manned mission to
the moon. Temperatures fluctuate here by up to
300 degrees Celsius. 

‘Strong partner’ 
The Part-Time Scientists developed their lunar

vehicle, which is largely made of aluminum, dur-
ing various rounds of testing undertaken in loca-
tions such as the Austrian Alps and Tenerife. An
adjustable solar panel captures sunlight and
directs it to a lithium-ion battery. It feeds four
electric wheel hub motors. A head at the front of
the vehicle carries two stereoscopic cameras as
well as a scientific camera that examines materi-
als. The theoretical maximum speed is 3.6 km/h-
but more important on the rugged surface of the
moon are the vehicle’s off-road capabilities and
ability for safe orientation. 

“With Audi we have acquired a strong partner
that will bring us a big step forward with its tech-
nological and mobility capabilities,” said Robert
Bˆhme, founder and head of the Part-Time
Scientists. “We look forward to future interaction
and a fruitful partnership.” 

The Part-Time Scientists team was initiated in
late 2008 by Robert Bˆhme, who works as an IT
consultant in Berlin. The majority of the roughly

35 current engineers on the team come from
Germany and Austria. Experts from three conti-
nents support the team, including former leading
NASA employee Jack Crenshaw from Florida.
Supporters of the group, in addition to Audi,
include numerous research institutions and high-
tech companies including NVIDIA, Technical
University of Berlin, the Austrian Space Forum
(OeWF) and the German Aerospace Center (DLR).
The Google Lunar XPRIZE, which started off with
more than 25 teams, is currently in its final round.
Participants in the competition, in addition to
Part-Time Scientists, include 15 teams from
around the world including Brazil, Canada, Chile,
Hungary, Japan, Italy, Malaysia and the United
States.

Audi moon mission: Supporting the 
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‘We want to inspire’

TOKYO: Satoru Iwata, who led Japanese
video game company Nintendo Co.
through years of growth with its Pokemon
and Super Mario franchises, died on
Saturday after a lengthy illness, drawing a
flood of emotional tributes from game fans
and industry rivals. He was 55. The compa-
ny’s statement yesterday said Iwata died of
a bile duct tumor. There was a torrent of
sorrow online for Iwata as a person dedicat-
ed to entertaining others. 

On Twitter, fans thanked him for child-
hood memories and for bringing families
together. On some Internet sites, an image
of the flag in the Super Mario game was fly-
ing at half-staff. Nintendo America
announced it was suspending social media
activity for the day “in remembrance” of
Iwata. “He didn’t just create technology. He
created a whole culture,” said Nobuyuki
Hayashi, a consultant and technology
expert. “It wasn’t just a consumer product
that he had delivered. He brought to peo-
ple something that’s eternal, what people
remember from when they were kids. He
was special.”

Iwata, president from 2002, died
Saturday at Kyoto University Hospital. He
had not been seen recently at game events,
such as E3 in Los Angeles, where he was
usually a participant. Iwata led Nintendo’s
development into a global company, with
its hit Wii home console and DS handheld,
and also through its recent troubles caused
by the popularity of smartphones. His
replacement was not immediately
announced, but the company said star
game designer Shigeru Miyamaoto will
remain in the leadership team along with
Genyo Takeda, who is also in the game
development field.

Gaming pioneer 
Iwata had been poised to lead Nintendo

through another stage after it recently did
an about-face and said it will start making
games for smartphones, meaning that
Super Mario the plumber would soon start
arriving on cellphones and tablets. The
falloff in appetite for game machines in the
past few years was partly because people
are increasingly playing games or doing
social media and other activities on smart-
phones. Nintendo has repeatedly had to
lower prices on gadgets to woo buyers. The
company returned to profit in the fiscal
year ended March 2015 after several years
of losses.

Until the recent shift in strategy, compa-
ny officials including Iwata had repeatedly
rejected the idea of developing games for
mobile devices, a market that they brushed
off for years as irrelevant. In March,
Nintendo announced an alliance with
Japanese mobile game company DeNA Co
to develop games for mobile devices.
Nintendo pioneered game machines since
the 1980s, developing one of the first
machines and the hit Game Boy hand-held
machine. Its main rivals in the business are
Sony Corp. with the PlayStation machines
and Microsoft Corp. with the Xbox One
machine. Both companies have done bet-

ter in adapting to the era of online and
mobile games. “I am at a loss for words,”
said Ken Kutaragi, the former head of Sony
Computer Entertainment. “I  pay my
respects to the extraordinary leadership of
President Iwata, who truly loved games and
powerfully showed the way for our indus-
try.”

Iwata succeeded Hiroshi Yamauchi, who
ruled over the Kyoto-based company for
half a century, transforming it from a tradi-
tional playing-card company to a techno-
logical powerhouse.  Yamauchi died in
2013 at 85. Iwata was picked, with
Yamauchi’s blessing, and Yamauchi
remained adviser for many years. Iwata had
been employed at an innovative software
company before he was recruited as
Nintendo chief. He was tapped as president
at a surprisingly young age, in his early 40s,
for a Japanese company.

Virtual tributes 
Iwata was a respected and popular fig-

ure in the game industry, partly because he
was relatively more approachable than
executives at other Japanese companies,
who tend to be aloof and rigid in
demeanor. As news of Iwata’s death spread
online, condolences and virtual tributes
emerged on social media and on Miiverse,
Nintendo’s online community where users
can post notes and drawings created with a
Nintendo 3DS or Wii U stylus. Fans were cir-
culating avatars called Mii in the likeness of
Iwata, which already existed but were sud-
denly taking on special meaning.

“Halo” and “Destiny” developer Bungie
posted a quote from Iwata’s 2005 talk at the
Game Developers Conference on Twitter:
“On my business card, I am a corporate
president. In my mind, I am a game devel-
oper. But in my heart, I am a gamer.” On
Twitter, personal homages were using the
hashtags “ ThankYouIwata” and
“RIPSatoruIwata.”

Iwata remained a presence in Nintendo
promotional materials up until his death.
While he had been absent from the
Electronic Entertainment Expo for the past
two years due to his health, Iwata appeared
in both human and puppet form in a
humorous video presentation streamed
June 16 during the gaming expo. Mark
MacDonald, executive director at Tokyo-
based 8-4, which consults about games,
said Iwata was not afraid to be different
and go against mainstream trends in
games. But he was also at one with game
players, interacting with them, often using
the Internet, in “this playful back and forth,
like a David Letterman in your living room,”
MacDonald said in a telephone interview.

Miyamoto, the Nintendo game designer,
said he was shocked and saddened. “We
will upkeep the development approach
that we built with Iwata, and we in the
development team hope to keep working
as one to build toward the future,” he said
in a statement. A funeral service will be
held on July 17. Iwata is survived by his
wife Kayoko. The company declined to dis-
close other details of his family.  — AP 

Nintendo CEO Iwata 

dies of cancer at 55

LOS ANGELES: In this July 15, 2008 file photo, Satoru Iwata, President and CEO of
Nintendo Co Ltd, speaks at a news conference where Nintendo unveiled an enhance-
ment for its Wii Remote controller and new games at the E3 Media and Business
Summit. — AP  

TOKYO: I’m Japanese and so I’m a sucker for cute
things, like manga, quirky figurines and mascot
characters. And Pepper, the new companion robot
from Tokyo-based technology company Softbank
Corp, delivers cuteness like you’ve never seen.
What’s striking is the absolutely ardent attention it
gives you - frankly a lot better than some real-life
people.

“You look a bit thin,” it coos in a soft childlike
voice, free of any rigid mechanical accent. “You
should watch what you eat.” The 121-centimeter
tall white machine-on-wheels was disarmingly
charming and definitely intriguing when I spent
half a day with it, ahead of its delivery to its first
customers later this month. It’s another matter
entirely whether it’s worth the price tag of 198,000
yen ($1,600), plus the maintenance and insurance
costs that ownership entails, adding up to some 1.2
million yen ($10,000) for an estimated three-year
lifespan.

Talking pet 
Only available in Japan so far, overseas sales are

undecided. The programming it has now caters to
Japanese tastes. A US version will obviously have to
be quite different. Pepper has cameras, lasers and
infrared in its hairless head so it can detect human
faces.  Whatever direction you move, its cocked
head will also move, intently looking into your face

with its big eyes, like a puppy. Except this pet can
talk. As long as you don’t walk too far from it,
removing yourself from its attention, Pepper will
prattle on and on, switching from one small talk
topic to another, gesticulating at times with its five-
fingered soft hands for effect.

“Do you want to play a quiz game? What animal
goes like this: bow wow,” it might say. It will tell you
“cat” is the wrong answer. And then it will ask,
“What did you have for dinner?” I f  you say,
“Tempura,” it has enough voice recognition to deci-
pher that and will reply: “Oh, Japanese.” I tried
answering, “Steak,” another time. It said, “Oh,
Western.” Yes, the conversations do sometimes
repeat themselves, but so does human dialogue.
The robot is equipped with enough of a repertoire
to avoid easy boredom. That repertoire is constant-
ly being updated through a WiFi connection. Each
Pepper is hand-made by Foxconn in China, limiting
supplies to 1,000 a month. The first batch for July
sold out in a minute.

It’s attracting regular technology fans but also a
kindergarten, a cafe and people who’re buying it
for their elderly parents. The kind of patient inter-
action Pepper excels at is recommended for people
with dementia.  So Pepper might come to the res-
cue of stressed out families. Equipped with artificial
intelligence by Aldebaran of France, Pepper has
what Softbank calls an emotional engine, meaning

it reacts to what it interprets as anger or sorrow in
humans around it by deciphering voice tones,
facial expressions and language.

It also has programming that sets off the equiv-
alent of its own human emotions, such as getting
nervous if a room suddenly goes dark, or elation
when you pet its head and shower it with praise,
such as: “You are the best-looking robot I have ever
seen. I love you. You’re the best.” “I am going to cry
for joy,” it says, throwing its arms up in the air.

On the flat-panel display attached to its chest, it
offers boxes to tap for various tasks, such as read-
ing storybooks, giving a tarot-card reading, playing
the radio, working as a drum machine and relaying
the weather forecast. It has some cool dance
moves as well. One is shaking its body in a rubbery
way. Another is doing elegant hand gestures as it
plays Tchaikovsky’s “Nutcracker.”

Applications for kids 
Owners may be tempted to give the thing a wig

or dress it up. That’s not recommended as it can
overheat. It keeps going for 10 to 12 hours on a sin-
gle charge. It charges from a regular household
outlet. Softbank offers a basic software application
kit so even a child can create applications for
Pepper. Softbank has an in-house standard for vio-
lence, pornography and other abuse for its own
applications.—AP

Better than friends? This robot 

gives you undivided attention


