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KIGALI: It sounds like science fiction:
Unmanned drones carrying emergency
medicine zooming above the rolling hills of
Rwanda. But proposals-including one by
eminent British architect Norman Foster plan
exactly that, to set up “cargo drone routes
capable of delivering urgent and precious
supplies to remote areas on a massive scale”,
with the East Africa nation of Rwanda chosen
as a test case. 

“Specialist drones can carry blood and
life-saving supplies over 100 kilometers at
minimal cost, providing an affordable alter-
native that can complement road-based
deliveries,” the proposal reads. Rwanda, left in
ruins after genocide in 1994, has rapidly
rebuilt with the government pushing initia-
tives to boost technology and the powerful

ruler President Paul Kagame dreaming of
turning the capital Kigali into a regional hub
for investors and multinational companies.

Government efforts have rapidly pushed
mobile phone and internet coverage across
the landlocked nation, but the rolling land-
scape of a nation dubbed the “land of a thou-
sand hills” means physical access to some
areas is more of a challenge. The proposal-by
architecture firm Foster + Partners, the Swiss
Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne
and its linked Afrotech company-hopes to
see drones with a three-metre (10-foot)
wingspan able to carry deliveries weighing
10 kilograms (22 pounds). Drones with a six-
metre (19.5 foot) wingspan, capable of carry-
ing payloads of 100 kilograms (220 pounds)
are planned to follow by 2025.   

‘Bold, radical solutions’
“Africa is a continent where the gap

between the population and infrastructural
growth is increasing exponentially,” Foster said
at the project launch earlier this month. “The
dearth of terrestrial infrastructure has a direct
impact on the ability to deliver life-giving sup-
plies, indeed where something as basic as
blood is not always available for timely treat-
ment. We require immediate bold, radical solu-
tions to address this issue,” Foster said. The pilot
project is slated to begin next year, with three
“drone-port” buildings due for completion by
2020, enabling the drones to cover almost half
of Rwanda’s countryside. While Rwanda’s gov-
ernment has yet to comment on the proposals,
people have welcomed the plan. “The introduc-
tion of drones can add to the many solutions

we have available to tackle infrastructure chal-
lenges in Rwanda,” Junior Sabena Mutabazi
wrote in a the pro-government New Times
newspaper.

Rwanda, small, tightly controlled and where
there is only modern infrastructure in key hubs,
offers the chance to test case cargo drones
before possible expansion into wilder, less
developed countries on the continent. “The
Droneport project is about doing ‘more with
less’, capitalizing on the recent advancements in
drone technology-something that is usually
associated with war and hostilities-to make an
immediate life-saving impact in Africa,” Foster
said. Those developing the project point out
that in many parts of Africa, too remote to
establish telephone landlines, mobile technolo-
gy leapfrogged that step, with mobiles now

common across the continent even in the
remotest of places.

‘Flying robots’
Drones, it is argued, could do the same

where a lack of roads has made access tough.
“Cargo drone routes have utility wherever there
are lack of roads,” the project proposal said. “Just
as mobile phones dispensed with landlines,
cargo drones can transcend geographical barri-
ers such as mountains, lakes, and unnavigable
rivers without the need for large-scale physical
infrastructure.” Jonathan Ledgard, from Swiss-
based Afrotech  - an initiative aiming to “help
pioneer advanced technologies in Africa at
massive scale”-knows the challenges, having
worked as a journalist in trouble spots across
the continent for the past decade. —AFP

World first ‘drone-port’ planned in Rwanda

SAN FRANCISCO: A reporter takes a picture of new Google devices on dis-
play during a Google event on Tuesday, Sept. 29, 2015, in San Francisco.
Google is countering the release of Apple’s latest iPhones with two devices
running on “Marshmallow,” a new version of Android software designed to
steer and document even more of its users’ lives. —AP

SAN FRANCISCO: Google fired back at Apple on
Tuesday with a pair of new smartphones, a “convert-
ible” tablet and other gadgetry ahead of the year-end
holiday shopping season. The California tech giant
unveiled two new Nexus smartphones with
enhanced features including fingerprint sensors and
improved cameras aimed at the high end of the mar-
ket dominated by Apple and Samsung. Google said it
was partnering with South Korea’s LG for its 5.2-inch
screen Nexus 5X, and with China’s Huawei for its
“phablet” sized 5.7-inch Nexus 6P.

Both handsets will be sold unlocked, with Google
hoping to capitalize on a trend in the US and other
markets away from smartphone subsidies as part of
long-term contracts. “We care about making sure
there are affordable, high quality smartphones for
users around the world,” said Sundar Pichai, the
Google product chief who is slated to head the com-
pany’s largest unit under a reorganization announced
earlier this year. The phones, which aim to showcase
the Google Android operating system, were available
for ordering in the United States, Britain, Japan and
Ireland, with more countries to be added next week,
Google said as it unveiled the phones at a San
Francisco media event. The Nexus 5X starts at $379
for US customers and the 6P starts at $499.

Marshmallow powered
The devices will feature the new Android operat-

ing system known as Marshmallow, which allows
for fingerprint sensors for unlocking and other fea-
tures including Android Pay. The phones are priced
below the premium devices from Apple such as the
new iPhone 6S and 6S Plus, and similar offerings
from Samsung. With the Nexus-branded devices,
Google is able to control much of the hardware and
software in a manner similar to Apple, which has its
own operating system. “We try to push the next
generation of computing forward; to do that we
build hardware,” Pichai said of Google making its
own branded devices. 

The new software allows for a voice-command-
ed Now On Tap virtual assistant to be summoned
by holding down the home screen button. Google
makes Android mobile software available free to
device makers, but makes its Nexus line to show-
case capabilities of the operating system. While
Android is used on some 80 percent of smart-
phones worldwide, many devices use older versions
of the software with carriers often slow to release
upgrades.

Convertible tablet
The Pixel C is the first tablet built ground-up by

Google and is seen as an alternative to the iPad Pro
unveiled this month and Microsoft’s Surface. The “C”
in the name stands for “convertible” because it fea-
tures an optional keyboard that doubles as a cover
and connects magnetically for laptop-computer
style use. “We think the Pixel C tablet and keyboard
experience really unlocks ways to play and be pro-
ductive across one device,” Google’s Andrew Bowers
said while showing off the new hardware.

Pixel C tablet will be available in time for the
year-end holidays at a starting price of $499, with
the keyboard priced at $149, according to Google.
Google unveiled an upgraded version of its popular
Chromecast device that plugs into television screens

to stream content wirelessly from the internet, with
smartphones or tablets serving as controls. The
company also introduced Chromecast Audio, a pen-
dant sized device designed to plug into stereo
speakers for streaming music, podcasts, YouTube or
other audio content through home sound systems.
“Now you have a simple way to amplify your experi-
ence to the biggest devices in the home,” said Rishi
Chandra of the Chromecast team.

Spotify tunes in
Chandra announced that the mobile app of

music-streaming service Spotify will work with
Chromecast Audio, which avoids Bluetooth con-

nectivity hiccups. Chromecast Audio promised to
provide a low-cost way for people to outfit homes
with Internet “smart” stereo systems, according to
Gartner analyst Brian Blau. “It is an interesting play
on having your music anywhere you want,” Blau
said. Both new Chromecast devices kept the $35
price of the earlier version. Gartner analyst Werner
Goertz saw the new Google offerings as aimed
mostly at the consumer market, and playing catch-
up with devices launched by rivals. “The major
innovation was around the Pixel,” Goertz said after
the presentation. “Everything else was pretty
much catch-up. I was hoping for a little more dis-
ruption.” —AFP
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SAN FRANCISCO: An attendee inspects the new Nexus 5X phone during a Google
media event on September 29, 2015 in San Francisco, California. —AFP

MOUNTAIN VIEW: After a friend recommend-
ed that he join a secret Google project six years
ago, Brian Torcellini suddenly found himself on
the road to an occupational oxymoron. He
became a driver in a driverless car. Torcellini, 31,
leads a crew of test, or “safety,” drivers who are
legally required to ride in Google’s fleet of 48
robot cars. They only take control in emergen-
cies. Otherwise, they make observations that
help the Internet company’s engineers pro-
gram the cars to navigate the roads without
human assistance. 

“A lot of people go to work and sit in a cubi-
cle,” Torcellini says. “Our cube just happens to
move around the roads. And if we are success-
ful, we are going to put ourselves out of a job.”
The driverless cars already have logged more
than 2 million miles in six years of sometimes
tedious testing on private tracks, highways and
city streets located mostly near Google’s
Mountain View, California, headquarters.

The vehicles have traveled more than half
that distance in automated mode, with one
test driver in place to take control of the car if
the technology fails or a potentially dangerous
situation arises. Meanwhile, another driver sits
in the front passenger seat typing notes about
problems that need to be fixed and traffic sce-
narios that need to be studied. “I don’t want to
compare myself to an astronaut, but it kind of
feels like that sometimes,” says Google test driv-
er Ryan Espinosa while riding in an automated
Lexus that recently took an Associated Press
reporter on a 20-minute ride around town
without requiring any human intervention.

If the technology advances as Google envi-
sions, the only people sitting in driverless cars
by 2020 will be passengers looking for an easier
way to get around. Even fewer test drivers will
be working because the driverless cars will be
completely autonomous, eliminating the need
for the vehicles to be equipped with steering
wheels or brake pedals. Everything will be con-
trolled through a combination of sensors,
lasers, software and intricate maps - a vision
that could very well leave many of Google’s test
drivers looking for a new line of work.

Robotic controls
The job requires a sense of adventure,

something Torcellini acquired when he began
to surf in high school. His other passions
include spear fishing and scuba diving, which
he likens to the sensation he gets when he
climbs into one of Google’s self-driving cars
and pushes the button that activates the
vehicle’s robotic controls. “When you go scuba
diving and take a moment to really think
about it, you realize you are doing something
that isn’t supposed to be humanly possible:
you are breathing underwater,” Torcellini says.
“It’s the same kind of feeling you get in one of
these cars. It’s not supposed to be humanly
possible.” While the engineers who are pro-
gramming the robot cars have technical back-
grounds, most of the test drivers don’t.

Torcellini worked in a drug store ware-
house while getting his degree in political sci-
ence at San Diego State University. He
dreamed of pursuing a career writing about
surfing. He ended up at Google in 2009 after a
friend who worked for the company suggest-
ed he interview for an opening on a then-
secret project. Espinosa, 27, was working in a
bicycle shop before he was hired as a test
driver two-and-half years ago. Stephanie
Villegas, 28, was a swim instructor, knife
sharpener and bond trader before becoming
a test driver. Other test drivers are military vet-
erans and former photographers. They all
share at least one thing in common: Spotless
driving records.

‘Dozens’ of test drivers
Before they are entrusted with the cars,

Google’s test drivers must complete three-
week training courses. The drivers are taught
to take control of the robot car whenever
there is any moment of doubt or danger.
Google employs “dozens” of test drivers but
won’t reveal the precise number. It’s likely
around 100 because California law requires
two test drivers per vehicle, and Google’s fleet
currently consists of 25 pod-like cars and 23
Lexuses. —AP
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TOKYO: Tossed aside as outdated junk by
some, old videogames such as Donkey Kong
and Pac-Man are now getting a new lease of
life in Tokyo’s vibrant Akihabara district, as
growing numbers of die-hard fans seek out
vintage classics to relive their youth. Inside
Super Potato, a famed retro videogame store,
devotees browse isles packed with everything
from Legend of Zelda figurines to immaculate-
ly packaged old Sega Mega Drives, while
Super Mario toys dangle from the ceiling over-
head.

“It was our generation, it was our thing,”
said Matt, 35, over the constant ping and buzz
of videogame theme tunes emanating from
the screens lining the walls. “At that age, when
computer games were first coming out, there
was nothing else like it,” the Briton said, adding
that buying retro games was one of the main
reasons he came to Japan on holiday. Vintage
games have been hitting headlines this year:
huge parties were held to celebrate the birth-
days of Pac-Man and Super Mario, while
videogame-themed film “Pixels” has grossed
more than $200 million worldwide.

Big business has been swift to cash in on
the trend, with Microsoft and Sony among
those releasing products to appeal to older
players. As the home of Nintendo and Sega,
Japan has long been a paradise for gamers
and now Tokyo is becoming a global hub for
collectors of specialist old titles. Mandarake, a
retro games shop nestled among the crowd-
ed, neon-lit streets of Akihabara district, has
seen foreign customer numbers soar in the
past five years according to staff member Kota

Atarashi.  “A large number of our customers
are aged between 30 and 50, and they come
to buy games either for the sake of nostalgia
or to build up a collection they started when
they were younger,” he said. “Old games are
more addictive and offer a real sense of
achievement when a player finishes. I think
that’s one of the reasons for their success.”

‘Under-appreciated art form’   
Vintage editions still make up only a tiny

part of the world videogames market-esti-
mated to be worth more than $90 billion
and growing fast-but avid collectors will pay
huge sums for specialist items. Prices for
rare classics have soared, with one example
of the Nintendo World Championships car-

tridge selling for around $100,000 last year,
according to its eBay listing. Their value
depends on rarity, condition and popularity.
Experts say fans particularly like games that
are part of a series, such as The Legend of
Zelda and Japanese role-playing games like
Final Fantasy and DragonQuest.

For some, they are an artform-even New
York’s Museum of Modern Art started col-
lecting older video games in 2012 and plans
to acquire dozens of titles in the coming
years. Patrick, a 27-year-old graphic design-
er from Australia, said he has built up a col-
lection of around 1,000 games.  “ To me
games are an under-appreciated art form,”
he told AFP inside the Super Potato shop.
“With a lot of the old games you have to use
your imagination, which I think is really
cool.” For others, they bring back memories
of the excitement of playing for the first
time. “I remember playing my brother’s ZX
Spectrum and not even real ly knowing
what it was,” said Matt, who was around 10
when videogames started becoming popu-
lar.  “You’d go to your friend’s house and
play-now people just sit at home on the
Internet. It’s not the same.”

Childhood nostalgia
Clay Routledge, an associate professor at

the North Dakota State University and an
expert on the psychology of nostalgia, said
old videogames can be a particularly potent
trigger because they are interactive.  “Often,
nostalgia is not about the specific game but
about the social experiences involving that

game,” he said. “The games we played in our
youth would l ikely  e l ic i t  the greatest
amount of nostalgia.” This has not been lost
on videogame makers, who have started
offer ing revamped vers ions of  v intage
games in  their  onl ine stores,  such as
Nintendo’s Super Mario 3: Mario Forever. 

Others are also including access to older
games in new products. At the Tokyo Game
Show in September Sony said i ts  new
streaming service, PlayStation Now, will
allow customers to play games released
years ago, such as God of War.  In June,
Microsoft also announced it would be offer-
ing “backward compatibility” for hit older
titles including Borderlands on its new-gen-
eration Xbox One consoles. This cuts the
cost of producing new games and reduces
the danger no one will buy them, said Lisa
Hanson, managing partner of gaming mar-
ket research firm Niko Partners. “It short-cuts
the marketing process and there is a ready
group of gamers waiting to play,” she said.  

For die-hard fans, spending hours investi-
gating obscure old games is part of the fun,
but experts warn off anyone who thinks col-
lecting vintage games could be a get-rich-
quick strategy. “You need a lot of knowl-
edge... to make it viable,” said Jason Moore,
whose online store retrogames.co.uk claims
to have the largest catalogue in the world
with some 40,000 games. “For every rare
game, there are thousands which are virtual-
ly impossible to sell and knowing small dif-
ferences like label variations and box types
is vital if you’re going to do well.” —AFP

Retro videogame fans flock to Tokyo: The Golden oldies

TOKYO: A customer checks used videogame consoles of Game Boy Color at a
shop ‘Super Potato’ in Tokyo. —AFP

SAN FRANCISCO: New Google devices are displayed during a Google media event on
September 29, 2015 in San Francisco, California. —AFP


