
SAN FRANCISCO: Microsoft wants you
to talk more with your computer - and
have more useful conversations. The
giant software company is promoting
new uses for Cortana - its voice-activat-
ed answer to Apple’s Siri digital assistant
- including the ability to interact with
software “bots” that can have limited
conversations with users and help with
tasks like booking a hotel room, order-
ing a meal or arranging a delivery.

Voice-activated services like Siri, “OK
Google,” or Amazon’s Alexa can already
perform tasks for users like playing a
song at a request or answering a ques-
tion. Bots are smarter than traditional
software apps, though, using artificial
intelligence to respond to a wider range
of commands and in a convenient, con-
versational way.

Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella, at the
opening Wednesday of the company’s
annual conference for software devel-
opers, touted the power of “conversa-
tional intelligence” as he outlined a
long-term vision in which Cortana, a
central feature of Windows 10, becomes
a digital concierge for other online inter-
actions.

“Bots are the new apps,” Nadella told
developers.

Lilian Rincon, a program manager for
Microsoft’s Skype service, demonstrated
how this might work. After receiving a
video message from her boss that men-
tioned an upcoming conference in
Dublin, Rincon used Cortana to mark
the dates on her calendar. Cortana then
used Skype to contact a hotel chain’s
bot, which suggested a room and
helped Rincon make a reservation for
those dates.

Integrating Cortana with other com-
panies’ bots could increase the use of
Microsoft’s services, and make them
more valuable, said analyst Ross
MacMillan, who follows tech companies
for RBC Capital Markets, in an email on
Wednesday.

Bots are not perfect,  however.
Microsoft recently shut down an experi-
mental Internet bot called “Tay” after
some Twitter users taught it to make
offensive statements. Nadella acknowl-
edged the episode Wednesday, saying it
shows the importance of designing
technology to be “inclusive and respect-

ful.” Cortana isn’t as well-known as Siri
or OK Google. But unlike those services,
which are mostly found on smartphones
and tablets, Microsoft has made Cortana
available on desktop and laptop PCs, via
Windows 10.

But Microsoft, after seeing its busi-
ness suffer because fewer people buy
new PCs, has also released Cortana as an
app for smartphones and tablets that
run Apple’s iOS or Google’s Android
operating software. Similarly, Skype also
works on those platforms. Microsoft is
now releasing programming tools for
developers to build bots that will inter-
act with Cortana. Not surprisingly,
Microsoft would be glad to see people
use these services on Skype, the Internet
video and voice-calling service that it
owns. But some of its tools for creating
bots will work with other messaging
services: Microsoft listed Slack and stan-
dard text messaging, among others.

Microsoft Corp. also on Wednesday
announced a free upgrade this summer
to Windows 10 that adds some new fea-
tures and expands others. The company
has touted Windows 10 as the operating

system for a wide range of devices, from
personal computers to hand-held gadg-
ets, Xbox game consoles and even the
company’s HoloLens augmented-reality
headset. Microsoft says Windows 10 is
now running on 270 million devices, up
from 200 million in January. Analysts say
that’s a respectable figure, considering
it was released last July, although
Microsoft is aiming for 1 billion devices
in a few years.

The Windows 10 upgrade will
include expanded abilities for Cortana,
which will be able to provide reminders
or answer questions even if it’s on a
device, such as a tablet or smartphone,
where the user hasn’t unlocked the
screen.

Another new feature will extend
Microsoft’s biometric software,
Windows Hello, so users can log into
more apps and online accounts through
fingerprint or facial recognition. The
upgrade also expands the ways in which
uses can write their own notes or draw
lines and sketches with a digital pen on
websites, maps and other images that
are displayed on their screens. — AP

Microsoft pitches smart 
chats with computers
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LOS ANGELES: Music streaming leader
Spotify has raised $1 billion in debt as it
looks to buy companies that could accel-
erate its growth before listing shares on
the public market within the next couple
of years, according to two people famil-
iar with the matter.

The war chest was raised through
convertible bonds sold to private equity
firm TPG, hedge fund Dragoneer
Investment Group and others, said the
people, who spoke on condition of
anonymity because the deal hadn’t
closed yet.

Along with some $600 million in cash
on its books now, the funds put several

acquisition targets in Spotify’s sights:
competing streaming companies like
Deezer, Tidal or Pandora; or connected
speaker companies such as Sonos. It’s
possible no acquisition will happen.

The bond sale was earlier reported by
The Wall Street Journal.

“This financing gives them the strate-
gic resources to further strengthen their
leadership position,” said TPG partner
David Trujillo, in a statement.

Spotify has jumped out to a lead in
the global race to acquire music sub-
scribers, with CEO and founder Daniel Ek
tweeting last week the Swedish compa-
ny had 30 million paying customers.

Apple Music amassed 10 million after its
launch last year. French company Deezer
has about 6 million, while Rhapsody has
3.5 million. SoundCloud just got into the
race by launching its paid tier on
Tuesday.

Yet Spotify is still losing under $100
million per year, one person said. It has
plenty of cash to survive as it moves
toward its goal of break-even, but using
an acquisition to add subscribers, engi-
neering talent, ad-sales personnel, video
capabilities or revenue from other prod-
uct lines could speed up that goal, the
person said.

The funds are not earmarked for any

particular acquisition, the people said.
However, the cost of the debt to

Spotify rises the longer it takes to offer its
shares to the public. The Journal report-
ed that the bonds can be converted to
shares in Spotify at 20 percent below an
initial public offering price if Spotify goes
public within a year. The discount rises
by 2.5 percentage points every six
months after that.

The interest Spotify pays on the debt
will also rise from 5 percent by 1 percent-
age point every six months until an IPO
up to 10 percent, the Journal said. Both
people said the terms described by the
Journal were generally accurate. — AP

Spotify adds $1 billion to war chest on way to IPO

SAN FRANCISCO: Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella delivers the keynote address at
the Microsoft Build Conference, Wednesday, in San Francisco. — AP

Microsoft begins first 
shipments of HoloLens
SAN FRANCISCO: Microsoft began its first shipments of its
HoloLens augmented reality headgear Wednesday, staking its
place in what is expected to be an emerging computing plat-
form. HoloLens is being delivered to application developers, with
Microsoft opting for augmented reality rather than virtual reality
in devices such as the Oculus Rift from Facebook.

While virtual reality is fully immersive, the partly immersive
augmented reality allows users to multitask via virtual images
superimposed on their normal field of view.

At the Microsoft Build developers’ conference, the US tech
giant showed some of the possibilities for HoloLens-such as giv-
ing users a view of Mars that up to now could only be seen by
space vehicles, and an inside view of the brain by medical spe-
cialists aiming to deal with a cerebral tumor. Aiming to encour-
age new applications for the device, Microsoft noted that devel-
opers can create “new mixed reality” with holograms to enable
users to see and experience things in new ways.

Microsoft unveiled the HoloLens goggles a year ago as rivals
such as Oculus were moving in virtual reality.

The holographic capabilities in the Microsoft gear can open
doors for developers to augment tasks from complex surgery to
motorcycle design, according to the company.

The developer editions will be available for $3,000 for app
makers and other Microsoft partners. One of the partners is
NASA, which uses HoloLens to help users move about as if they
are on Mars and figure out where they want the Rover to go.

Pamela Davis, dean of the Case Western Reserve University
medical school, led a demonstration showing how holographic
images of the body and its organs, including the brain, can be
used in doctor training. With the googles and Windows 10,
Microsoft said in a statement it was “extending the Windows
experience to holograms and allowing developers to begin help-
ing build the future of holographic computing.”

The move by Microsoft comes just two days after Oculus
began deliveries of the first Rift devices to consumers.

Marketers predict virtual headsets will soon top wish lists for
kids and young adults from the Silicon Valley to Hong Kong. But
some analysts say virtual reality will be eclipsed by augmented
reality within a few years. — AFP

SAN FRANCISCO: Microsoft HoloLens co-creator Kudo
Tsunoda, left, displays the developer version of the
HoloLens augmented reality headset as technical fellow
Alex Kipman, right, looks on during the keynote address at
the Microsoft Build Conference, Wednesday, in San
Francisco. — AP


