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NEW YORK: This past year brought lots
of new products, services and features -
including a few that even managed to
improve everyday life. For instance, a
double tap of the home button on
Samsung’s newest phones instantly
launches the camera, so you’re less likely
to miss that magical moment. TiVo has a
smart way to skip commercials and
speed up video playback so that you can
watch TV shows and movies in half the
time. But there’s plenty more for tech
companies to do. Here’s a wish list for
2016:

Pick and Choose Online Television
In 2015, HBO and Showtime freed

themselves from traditional television
shackles. Both now offer app subscrip-
tions directly to consumers - with no
cable or satellite TV service required. It’s
a start, but lots of worthy channels,
including ESPN, remain locked up in
packages filled with channels not every-
one wants. Even though Dish’s Sling TV
offers ESPN over the Internet - Sony’s
PlayStation Vue will also do so soon - you
can get it only as part of larger packages.
I’d love to get AMC, ABC Family and
Comedy Central as stand-alone subscrip-
tions, for instance.

Managing Your Shows
With lots more online viewing

options, we need better ways to keep
track of what to watch and when shows
expire from streaming services. I kept
forgetting to watch that “Unauthorized
Melrose Place Story” on Lifetime, and
now it’s too late. Streaming TV devices
from Apple, Roku, Amazon and Nvidia
let you search multiple services at once
to see what’s available, but you don’t
have any way to add shows to a univer-
sal queue. Instead, you have to go to
Netflix to see your list of flagged shows
on that service, HBO to see its list, and so
on. It’s as if you needed separate video
recorders for each channel. TiVo comes
closest to offering a universal queue
with its OnePass feature, but it has rela-
tively few streaming TV apps.

Enough with Passwords
Passwords are difficult to manage,

which is one reason so many are trivial
to guess (“password12345,” anyone?)
and so many people reuse the same
weak passwords across multiple services.
Yahoo has an easier way to sign in to its
services. Using Account Key, you confirm
who you are through a text Yahoo sends
to your phone. Google is testing some-
thing similar. Other services tap the fin-
gerprint ID technology found on
iPhones and some high-end Android

phones. A touch of the home button
bypasses the password by confirming
you’re the one holding the phone. We
need more such mechanisms that offer
both simplicity and security.

Getting Along
Companies are getting better at

acknowledging their rivals. Microsoft, for
instance, made its Office apps for
iPhones, iPads and Android before tack-
ling its own Windows phone system.
Samsung smartwatches now work with
non-Samsung phones, while Apple
made its music service available on
Android.

It’s a start. But animated photos taken
with Apple’s new iPhones can be viewed
only on other Apple devices. And
streaming devices made by Apple,
Google and Amazon typically won’t play
video bought from each other, at least
not without using a backdoor relay fea-
ture such as AirPlay. So if you have
Amazon video, you’re stuck with
Amazon’s device. Amazon even stopped
selling Apple T V and Google’s
Chromecast on its website.

Getting Around with No Internet
Google Maps for Android and

iPhones now works without an Internet
connection, so long as you download
mapping data ahead of time. That’s help-
ful when you find yourself trying to leave
a remote national park or an under-
ground parking garage - both areas
where cellular service is spotty or non-
existent. But the offline feature doesn’t
work with walking or transit directions,
so it’s not as useful for wilderness hikes
or in many subway stations.

Speaking of maps, all services could
do better at directing motorists to
rental-car centers at airports. Typing in
the three-letter airport code assumes
you’re getting dropped off at the main
terminals. The rental-car location might
be miles away, perhaps off a different
highway exit. It would be nice to see the
rental-car location more prominent in
map searches. Better yet, how about the
closest gas station to refill your tank?

Oops ... I Dropped it Again
Motorola may have cracked the prob-

lem of shattered phone screens. Its Droid
Turbo 2 phone ditches glass for shatter-
proof plastic. While the glass used in most
leading phones is chemically strength-
ened, it will still crack if it hits a hard sur-
face with enough force. In testing, the
Turbo’s screen withstood normal drops,
though plastic does make the device
more prone to scratching. Sure, there’s a
trade-off, but it’s time to stop assuming
that cracked screens are just something
we have to learn to live with. — AP 
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NEW YORK: In this photo taken on Dec 31, 2015, people walk near a covered wireless
kiosk at an intersection. — AP 

NEW YORK: Operator, won’t you help
me replace this call? A 9-foot-tall, nar-
row structure installed this past week
on a Manhattan sidewalk is signaling a
plan to turn payphones into what’s
billed as the world’s biggest and fastest
municipal Wi-Fi network. The first of at
least 7,500 planned hotspots are due to
go online early next year, promising
superfast and free Wi-Fi service, new
street phones with free calling, ports to
charge personal phones and a no-cost
windfall for the city. With some cities
nationwide making renewed pushes for
public Wi-Fi after an earlier wave of
enthusiasm faded, New York officials say
their project is democratizing data
access while modernizing outmoded
street phones. For now, the first hotspot
is still being tested and sits under a gray
cover. But some passers-by like the
sound of what’s in store. “It’s always
helpful” to have Wi-Fi to reduce the bite
that apps and web-surfing take out of
cellular data service, which is capped in
many consumers’ plans, Jack Thomas
said this week while texting near the

dormant kiosk. 
But others have qualms about New

Yorkers linking their devices to a public
network as they stroll down the street,
though the city has said data will be
encrypted and any information harvest-
ed for advertising will be anonymized. “I
think it makes us all more vulnerable to
wrongdoers,” Bee Mosca said as she
eyed the future hotspot. Payphones
may seem like telecom relics when 68
percent of Americans own smart-
phones, according to the Pew Research
Center on Internet, Science &
Technology. But about 8,200 payphones
still dot New York streets. Some were
pressed into service amid outages after
2012’s Superstorm Sandy, but their
numbers and usage have declined over-
all, and 37 percent of those inspected
last year were inoperable.

The city experimented with provid-
ing Wi-Fi from a few payphones in 2012,
then hatched the current, eight-year
“LinkNYC” plan. A consortium of compa-
nies, including wireless technology
player Qualcomm Inc, is to pay the esti-

mated $200 million installation cost and
take half the revenue from the kiosks’
digital advertising, projected at $1 bil-
lion over 12 years. The city gets the oth-
er half, more than doubling the $17 mil-
lion a year it gets from payphones now.

Win-Win
Each hotspot covers about a 150-

foot radius with what’s pledged as one-
gigabit-per-second service, about 20
times the speed of average home
Internet service. Officials have said the
service is intended for outdoor use; it’s
not clear whether it might extend inside
some businesses and homes. Though
many Americans now carry Internet
connectivity in their pockets, the net-
work “can be a win for users who can
save on their data plans, and it can be a
win for (cellular) networks if they’re real-
ly overtaxed,” said Erik Stallman, general
counsel of the Center for Democracy
and Technology, a group that advocates
for Internet liberties and access.

Tourists without local cellular service
also could benefit, noted John Breyault,

a National Consumers League vice pres-
ident. LinkNYC isn’t without opponents:
A payphone company has sued the city,
saying it created a monopoly for the
new consortium. The city has said it
believes the arrangement is legal. Many
US cities strove to cover themselves in
Wi-Fi in the early 2000s. But a number of
the plans foundered as home access
proliferated, usage and ad revenues dis-
appointed and some Internet service
providers complained the city networks
were unfair competitors.  

But some cities have recently recast
and reinvigorated their efforts. Boston is
working to expand a “Wicked Free WiFi”
network with over 170 hot spots, and
Los Angeles is encouraging private
companies to provide free basic wire-
less to all homes and businesses, with
outdoor coverage as a goal. Still, some
question whether it’s wise for city gov-
ernments to get into offering Wi-Fi,
rather than leaving it to businesses. But
“New York is not a typical city,” said Jeff
Kagan, a telecommunications analyst
and consultant. — AP 

New York payphones become Wi-Fi hotspots

NEW YORK: Our cars, our homes, our
appliances and even our toys: Things
around us are going to keep getting
smarter. In 2016, we’ll entrust even
more of our lives and their intimate
details to machines - not to mention
the companies that run them. Are we
ready for that?

You might, for instance, like the idea
of turning on your TV with a spoken
command - no more fumbling for the
remote! But for that to work, the TV
needs to be listening all the time, even
when you’re not watching. And even
when you’re discussing something
extremely personal, or engaged in
some other activity to which you’d
rather not invite eavesdroppers.

How much should you worry?
Maybe your TV never records any of
your casual conversations. Or maybe its
manufacturer is recording all that, but
just to find ways to make the TV better
at understanding what you want it to
do. Or maybe it retains everything it
hears for some other hidden purpose.

You may never know for sure. At
best, you can hope the company keeps
its promises on privacy. More impor-
tant, you have to trust that its computer
systems are really secure, or those
promises are suddenly worthless. That
part is increasingly difficult to guaran-
tee - or believe - as hacking becomes
routine. And here’s the chief quandary:
Every technological benefit comes with
a cost in the form of a threat to privacy.
Yet not paying that price has its own
cost: an inability to participate in some
of technology’s greater achievements.

Because smart gadgets thrive on
data - data about you and your habits,
data about what large numbers of peo-
ple do or say or appear to want in par-
ticular situations - it’s difficult not to
share pretty much everything with
them. Doing otherwise would be like
turning off your phone’s location servic-
es, which disables many of its most use-
ful features.

The consequences aren’t restricted
to phones and TVs:

● Kids will be able to talk to more
toys and get personalized, computer-
generated responses. Does the “don’t
talk to strangers” rule apply if the
stranger is the Hello Barbie talking doll
or Dino, the dinosaur powered by IBM’s
Watson artificial-intelligence system?

● Cars will work with GPS technolo-
gy and sensors in parking meters, roads
and home appliances to help route you
around traffic and turn on your living-
room lights as you approach the drive-
way. But that can also generate a
detailed record of your whereabouts.

● Thermostats from Nest and others
will get smarter at conserving energy
when you’re away. Potential burglars

might find that information handy.
● Home security cameras are get-

ting cheaper and more plentiful, but
they’re sometimes insecure themselves,
especially if you set them up clumsily.
There’s already a website devoted to
showing video from cameras with no
passwords. Though they are mostly
outdoor or business cameras, one was
trained on a baby’s crib, and another in
a living room.

● Wearable health devices will track
your heart rate, fitness levels and more -
and share achievements with friends
and family. But slacking off may carry a
heavier cost than those extra holiday
pounds, particularly if your insurance
company yanks discounts for meeting
fitness goals.

● Software from Google and
Facebook will get even more refined to
help you cut through the noise. That’s
great if Facebook is showing you posts
from friends you already interact the
most with, but will a long-lost friend’s
plea for help go unanswered because
you don’t see it?

The pending onslaught of privacy
trade-offs might seem trivial when it
comes to a talking - and listening -
Barbie. But maybe it’s less so when your
phone knows enough about you to
remind you it’s time to leave for an
important interview (if the alternative

would be losing a shot at that job) or
your smart home can really tell you if
you turned off the oven before leaving
for an international trip. “The encroach-
ments on our privacy are often self-
inflicted in the sense that we will accept
the trade-off one bit at a time,” says
John Palfrey, co-author of “Interop: The
Promise and Perils of Highly
Interconnected Systems.

And these trade-offs can be quite
subtle. Technological advances typically

offer immediate, tangible benefits that,
once you’ve put enough of them
together, can indeed revolutionize daily
life. Can you imagine living your life
without a smartphone? A few years
from now, you might goggle at the
thought of managing your day without
constant advice from Siri or “OK
Google.”

As for the risks, they’ll tend to be dif-
fuse, abstract and often difficult to
ascertain even if you’re paying atten-
tion - and most people won’t. In a study
released Wednesday, the Pew Research
Center says about half of American
adults have no confidence that they
understand what’s being done with
their data, and about a third are dis-
couraged by the amount of effort
needed to get that understanding. 

Convenience  
In short, convenience usually wins.

Shiny new things are inherently attrac-
tive, and it takes a while for some of us
to get uneasy about the extent to
which we may be enabling our own
surveillance. Humans have made this
bargain with technology for some time.
When cameras were invented, legal
scholars debated how far you can go
snapping pictures of people in public.
That’s no longer an issue - although the
camera on a drone in your backyard is.

Over time, manufacturers will get
better at putting in safeguards, and
consumers will get better at setting
boundaries and taking charge. For
instance, this holiday season’s Hello
Barbie talking toy won’t listen in until
your kid presses its belt buckle. Though
it does store conversations between
kids and their dolls to improve speech-
recognition technology, its maker says
there’s little personal information tied
to those conversations - no first or last
names, no ages, no gender. —  AP 

Gadgets around us will keep 
getting smarter, like it or not

LOS ANGELES: Unlike the mega-M&A that
dominated digital media in 2014
(Disney/Maker Studios, Apple/Beats Music,
Facebook/Oculus), one story dominated
digital media in 2015: Netflix and an
increasing number of premium content-
focused over-the-top video services
ascended and accelerated the unbundling
of decades-old pay TV packages and busi-
ness models. A seemingly endless stream
of new OTT services, including those
backed by traditional media companies,
finally followed Netflix into the digital-first
world and offered consumers a barrage of
choice like never before. 

Many like Netflix are subscription video
on demand, some are advertising-driven,
and an increasing number delivered inter-
nationally, leveraging the digital promise
and global opportunity of the borderless
Internet. All are driven by the now widely
held reality that cord-cutters and cord-nev-
ers are here to stay, as their numbers grew
significantly faster this year than most
expected - which isn’t all bad for cable
companies that feed voracious consumer
demand with faster and higher margin
pipes.

The recent Golden Globe nominations

punctuated this new media reality, as OTT-
first “television” programming dominated
like never before. Pay-TV darling HBO was
not immune, as Netflix stole the longtime
nomination leader’s crown for the first
time in 14 years. This is a remarkable
achievement, since Netflix borrowed HBO’s
“originals” playbook just a couple years
back - a strategy at which many (if not
most) industry insiders scoffed then. Well,
they aren’t laughing now. Netflix continues
to confound, with 70+ million paid subs
worldwide and a $50 billion market cap-
virtually identical to Time Warner’s.

Amongst traditional media,
Comcast/NBC Universal is perhaps the
poster child for 2015’s new video reality, as
the giant struck out into the digital wild
with full force, particularly in the second
half of this year. Not only did NBC
Universal invest $200 million into Vox
Media and another $200 million in
BuzzFeed one week later, it went all-in
with OTT. First, parent Comcast launched
its mobile and millennial-focused short-
form video platform “Watchable”. And, in
case that weren’t enough, NBCUniversal
separately announced a longer-form
stand-alone subscription service, Seeso,

which launches January 7th.
And let’s not forget about Hulu, in

which Comcast/NBCU is a joint venture
partner with Disney and Fox. Hulu upped
the ante significantly in its exclusive pre-
mium content war against Netflix. Other
traditional US-based media companies
have followed suit and are now very much
in the unbundled stand-alone OTT world.
These include CBS (All Access), Viacom
(Nickelodeon’s Noggin), Dish Networks
(Sling TV), Univision (Univision Now),
Showtime (Showtime Anytime), and HBO
(HBO Now). The list goes on and on and
extends to non-traditional new media
companies like Otter Media, The Chernin
Group and AT&T’s joint venture, which
backs Fullscreen, and telco behemoth
Verizon, which recently launched Go90.

The line between last year’s headline-
grabbing multi-channel networks and
OTT also blurred as they morphed into
multi-platform networks that moved
beyond YouTube into the land of
Facebook and Snapchat. Most major
MPNs delved into the vertically focused
HBO-like premium original programming
game. There’s gold in those mobile-first
vertical hills populated by a particularly

rabid and underserved digital-native cus-
tomer base.

Virtual Reality 
Virtual reality grabbed its own share of

2015 headlines in digital media. VR’s
promise, which most media execs consid-
ered fringe (and perhaps even fad) just
last year, became very real indeed, setting
the stage for expected early mainstream-
ing of VR in 2016. VR may become next
year’s digital media headline story.

We all know about Oculus Rift after
Facebook acquired it for $2 billion in 2014.
But, Oculus is not alone - far from it.
Virtually all major consumer electronics
giants will soon flood the market with mil-
lions of premium VR headsets at price
points that will drive adoption akin to the
early days of game consoles. For major
studios and the creative community in
general, VR presents a tantalizing new
mega-commercial opportunity to thrill
consumers with new forms of story-
telling. After all, VR is not just about
games, although game-focused VR will
dominate in 2016. Live-action VR is now in
focus, even as the language to direct
those experiences is still itself in develop-

ment. 
Virtually all major studios at least

smartly dabbled in VR this past year. But
Jaunt, a Bay Area company that closed
another massive round of $65 financing in
2015 from the likes of media giants Disney
and ProSieben, made the biggest splash
on the creator side. Jaunt opened its LA-
based production studio this year.

Apart from VR, what else will dominate
the headlines for digital media in 2016?
Expect consolidation. The number and
pace of M&amp;A deals will increase sig-
nificantly. So will their sheer size, as tradi-
tional media scrambles to connect with
digital-first, mobile-driven millennials who
matter most to marketers. But which com-
panies will come together? What VR pro-
ductions will succeed? How many of these
paid subscription services can the market
take?  These questions are all part of the
great unknown. We’re still early and mar-
ket “noise” is great, so there will be blood.
But, in the immortal words of Yoda, “try
you must!”

NOTE: Csathy is CEO of Manatt Digital
Media, a fully-integrated digital media/tech-
focused business consulting and legal servic-
es firm. — Reuters 

Digital media trends that will define 2016 

NEW YORK: In this Feb 14, 2015 photo, Hello Barbie is dis-
played at the Mattel showroom during the North American
International Toy Fair. — AP photos

PALO ALTO, California: This Sept 10, 2015 photo shows the
Nest Cam at Nest Labs, a home security camera that can
stream video to a laptop or mobile device. 


