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ORLANDO: I knew I wouldn’t get real-time
traffic information and other features when I
opted to rely solely on Google’s offline map-
ping capabilities for a week in and around
Disney World near Orlando, Florida. In fact,
Google Maps gave me trouble the moment I
tried to leave the airport parking lot. But
things got much smoother after that. It wasn’t
exactly painless; while I mostly got where I
needed to go, it sometimes came at the cost
of delays that had nothing to do with traffic.
But being able to navigate with no cellular
connection certainly beat getting lost
because I had no signal.

How It Works
You might not realize this, but mobile

mapping apps can typically still direct you
even if you lose your cellular connection; their
turn-by-turn voice prompts can tap GPS loca-
tion information when cellular signals aren’t
available (though with less precision than
having both). It’s still a bit like wandering
around in the dark: The apps can’t display a
map for you without downloading it first, and
they need an Internet connection for that.
They also can’t reroute you if make a wrong
turn. That’s where Google Maps’ offline fea-
tures come in. You simply download mapping
data for a given area ahead of time. That gives
you local maps to enable GPS-based naviga-

tion. The downloaded data also includes
enough information on nearby shops and
other businesses so that you can simply give
the app the name of your destination rather
than a specific address. If you’re old-school,
you could even use these maps to find your
way around as you would with traditional
paper maps. 

This is helpful if you’re in a remote national
park with poor cellular connectivity or if
you’re traveling internationally where cellular
data gets expensive. Just download mapping
data for the places you’re going before leav-
ing home or from a hotel room with Wi-Fi. For
this test, I used a Samsung Android phone
with its cellular service turned off. The Google
Maps iPhone app also offers offline access.

Early Mishaps
In the Orlando airport’s rental-car parking

deck, Google Maps found my first destination
easily. Trouble was, it didn’t know where to
start. Google Maps was designed for parking
garages with spotty cellular connection. Here,
though, the GPS signal was also terrible; the
app thought I was still in New York. I had to
walk over to an exit ramp to find a clear GPS
signal. This might not be a problem if you’re
coming from somewhere nearby, like your
office, but the app needs a location refresh
after flights.

I also couldn’t request a route without
highways or tolls, as Google Maps allows in

normal use. I don’t mind paying a few dollars
in tolls, but many bridges and highways these
days won’t take cash. If you don’t have an
electronic-payment service such as Florida’s
SunPass, you’re billed using a photograph of
your license plate. Rental-car companies typi-
cally add fees when this happen. Fortunately,
the toll plazas I encountered took cash.

Other Limitations
With no real-time traffic data, you don’t

get alternate directions if there’s unusual con-
gestion ahead. Information on businesses is
also limited; you get contact information and
hours of operations, but not customer
reviews. You also can’t use offline features for
mass transit, walking or biking. It’s for driving
only, and if you try to use it as a pedestrian, it
might send you down an interstate shoulder.
(We don’t recommend that.) I knew all that
ahead of time. But there were still two big sur-
prises:

● I wasn’t able to search businesses by
type, such as gas stations. I tried typing big
gas-stations brands such as “Chevron” and
“Exxon,” but found only ones several towns
away. I had to slide the map around until I
found what looked like a gas station near the
airport. 

● When offline, you miss hints about
which lane you need, such as the second lane
from the right if you need to steer left just
after taking an exit ramp. — AP 

WASHINGTON: US President Barack Obama
said yesterday he will ask Congress for billions of
dollars to help students learn computer science
skills and prepare for jobs in a changing econo-
my. “In the new economy, computer science isn’t
an optional skill.  It’s a basic skill, right along with
the three R’s,” Obama said in his weekly radio
and Internet address. Obama said only about
one-quarter of K-12 schools offer computer sci-
ence instruction, but that most parents want
their children to develop analytical and coding
skills.

“Today’s auto mechanics aren’t just sliding
under cars to change the oil. They’re working on
machines that run on as many as 100 million
lines of code,” Obama said. “That’s 100 times
more than the Space Shuttle. Nurses are analyz-
ing data and managing electronic health
records. Machinists are writing computer pro-
grams.”

The federal budget proposal for 2017 that
Obama plans to send Congress on Feb 9 will
seek $4 billion for grants to states and $100 mil-

lion for competitive grants for school districts
over the next three years to teach computer sci-
ence in elementary, middle and high schools,
administration officials said. Separately, the
National Science Foundation and the
Corporation for National and Community
Service this year will start spending $135 million
to train teachers over five years.

Obama said also wants governors, mayors,
business leaders and tech entrepreneurs to
become advocates for more widespread com-
puter science education. Brad Smith, president
of Microsoft, said computer science education is
an “economic and social imperative for the next
generation of American students.” Smith, who
spoke on a media call arranged by the White
House, said that up to a million US technology
jobs could be left unfilled by the end of the
decade. Meanwhile, countries as large as China
and as small as Estonia are expanding computer
science education, Smith said, but in the US
“we’re moving, frankly, just more slowly than we
need.”  — AP 

WASHINGTON: Under new owner Jeff Bezos, The
Washington Post is no longer just a newspaper. It’s
reinventing itself as a “media and technology compa-
ny” that hopes to blaze a trail for newsrooms strug-
gling to transition to a digital era. The transformation
may not be apparent on the surface, but the Internet
billionaire has ripped up and revamped the technolo-
gy underpinnings at the Post since buying the storied
daily in 2013, while investing in the newsroom with
more journalists, video offerings and tools for digital
storytelling.

In a symbolic step, Bezos was present at Thursday’s
dedication of the new tech-rich Post headquarters, a
few blocks from the musty 1970s building that is
being razed. “I am a huge fan of leaning into the
future,” said Bezos, the founder of online giant
Amazon who snapped up the struggling newspaper
for $250 million in personal funds. Some of his efforts
appear to be paying off. The Post last year overtook
The New York Times in digital visitors, claiming 76 mil-
lion unique users in December, according to research
firm comScore.

That appeared to put it on track toward Bezos’s
goal of becoming a new “newspaper of record,” an
open challenge to its New York rival. The growth
comes from upgrading all facets of the Post’s digital
offerings with a revamped website and mobile apps,
Post content on applications from Facebook and
Google, and a Post app pre-loaded onto Amazon Fire
and Kindle tablets and offered at a discounted price.

The Post is also offering its content for free through
websites of smaller newspapers around the United
States, in a step toward fulfilling its ambition as a
national rival to The New York Times and Wall Street
Journal. The Bezos experiment is being closely
watched in the industry as newspapers struggle with
declining print readership and advertising that pres-
sures the business model of once-lucrative metropoli-
tan dailies.

“The most important thing he has done is give the
Post runway - giving the organization a chance to
actually take some risks that may not immediately pay
off financially,” said Nikki Usher, a George Washington
University professor specializing in new media and
the future of journalism. “This has allowed them the
freedom to experiment. You see them hiring some of
the most talented people in product and business
areas, and also doubling down on reporting.”

Know thy Customer 
Ken Doctor, a media consultant and analyst who

writes a blog called Newsonomics, said Bezos is bor-
rowing some of the techniques he used to build
Amazon into an online powerhouse. “Amazon is world
class in the customer experience,” Doctor told AFP. “It
has figured out what people want and made that as
seamless as possible. And it is Jeff Bezos’s quest to
bring that same level of understanding to The

Washington Post.” Doctor said a big part of that strate-
gy is creating a technology “platform” - one that not
only performs fast but delivers analytics on how read-
ers are interacting with the website and apps, and also
integrates with marketing to deliver targeted advertis-
ing and other messages. The Post platform dubbed
“Arc” made its debut in August, and is also being
offered to other newspapers to improve their per-
formance and analytics - a move that could according
to Doctor help the Washington daily collect useful
reader data. “That’s the roadmap - to learn rapidly
about news readers in the same way that Amazon has
learned about buyers of goods,” Doctor said.

Bezos upgraded the Post technology team which
he said rivals “any team in Silicon Valley.” At the same
time, he said he hopes to maintain the strong journal-
istic tradition at the Post. He has hired dozens of jour-
nalists to bring the newsroom staff up to 700, second
only to The New York Times, with more than 1,200.

“We now have a real newspaper fight on,” GWU’s
Usher said. “Bezos has decided he wants to make the
Post a national paper and you are starting to see the
results of that.”

‘22nd Century Newsroom’ 
Post publisher Frederick Ryan, hired by Bezos in

2014, told the dedication event that the Post is “a
media and technology company” where “journalists
work side by side with rock-star engineers” to produce
compelling content. “Our teams are looking ahead to
devices and platforms that have not yet been invent-
ed,” Ryan said. “We are looking ahead to the news-
room for the 22nd century.” While Bezos appears to be
making strides at the Post, it remains to be seen
whether the strategy can be duplicated at other news
organizations, many of which lack the same brand
recognition and may not have a billionaire owner will-
ing to invest for the long term. — AFP 
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This smartphone screen grab provided by Google shows a map of the San
Francisco Bay Area during a demonstration of Google Maps’ new offline naviga-
tion option. — AP 

WASHINGTON: The “Hub” inside the Washington Post’s news room brings editors into a common
space and allows them to keep track of breaking news and digital media metrics in its new head-
quarters on Jan 28, 2016. (Inset) Amazon founder and Washington Post owner Jeff Bezos delivers
remarks during the opening ceremony of the media company’s new location. — AFP 

Review: Going offline with Google Maps

SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook has banned
people using the social network for unli-
censed gun sales after pressure from
anti-gun violence groups alarmed over
the ease with which firearms are sold
online in the United States. Although
Facebook and its Instagram photo-shar-
ing service do not participate in outright
gun sales, the sites have been a forum for
negotiations. The California-based social
network on Friday updated its policy for
managing regulated goods to prohibit
people who aren’t gun dealers from
using Facebook to offer guns for sale or
negotiate private sales of firearms.

“Over the last two years, more and
more people have been using Facebook
to discover products and to buy and sell
things to one another,” Facebook head of
product policy Monika Bickert said in an
email response to AFP. The policy change,
however, will not affect licensed gun
dealers who tout their wares on the
social network, which is used by 1.59 bil-
lion people monthly.

Facebook has similar restrictions on
regulated goods such as prescription and
illegal drugs. Facebook and Instagram in
2014 restricted posts about buying or
selling guns to users 18 years of age or
older. The social network has been under
political pressure in the United States to
prevent posts that could result in people
sidestepping gun-buying laws or back-
ground checks. Gun control groups -
some of which have been pressuring
Facebook for years to tighten firearms
sales on the site - were jubilant about the
policy change.

‘A Big Thumbs Up’
“A big thumbs up to Facebook for tak-

ing this important step!” said Dan Gross,
president of The Brady Campaign to
Prevent Gun Violence, in a statement
issued after the announcement. “The
Brady Campaign urged Facebook to bar
unlicensed gun sales in 2014 and we are
happy to see that Facebook has finally
adopted our policy,” he said, adding that
the move “will help keep guns out of the
hands of dangerous people.”

An anti-gun group, Moms Demand
Action for Gun Sense in America, said it
was the fruition of two years of concert-
ed pressure on Facebook by it and other
groups. Those efforts,  said “Moms”
founder Shannon Watts, led to “new poli-
cies to curb children’s exposure to guns
and to clarify state laws around selling
and buying guns online”. “Our continued
relationship with Facebook resulted in
today’s even stronger stance, which will
prevent dangerous people from getting
guns and save American lives,” Watts
said. — AFP 
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BEERSHEBA: A modern metropolis rising from
Israel’s Negev desert stands on the frontline of a
global war against hacking and cybercrime, fulfill-
ing an ambition of the country’s founding father.
David Ben Gurion famously said he wanted to make
the Negev bloom. Today, in the streets of
Beersheba, a city of 200,000, his dream is taking
shape in a form he likely did not anticipate.

Long a poor relation of hyper-modern Tel Aviv,
Beersheba has traditionally been a refuge for poor,
working class and Sephardic Jews of Middle Eastern
descent. But the city in the vast Negev desert of
southern Israel has experienced a rapid gentrifica-
tion since the start of the decade, during which
middle class neighbourhoods have expanded. The
real estate boom in Beersheba has been fuelled by
the city’s ambition to be Israel’s cyber capital, espe-
cially since the creation of its industrial park
CyberSpark.

Two ultra-modern complexes house a dozen
Israeli companies, start-ups, venture capital funds
and foreign groups such as Lockheed Martin,
Deutsche Telekom, Oracle and IBM. Already, 1,500
technicians, engineers and researchers are hard at
work. Many have been trained in the computer sci-
ences department of the local Ben Gurion
University - part of a planned symbiosis between
the university and the company, which are linked by
pedestrian bridges. “We have established a perfect

ecosystem with the integration of Israeli companies
and foreign multinationals, the university and the
foundation of the Israeli army specialised in cyber-
security, which will move from the region of Tel Aviv
to Beersheba,” said Tom Ahi Dror, CyberSpark proj-
ect leader at the Israeli National Cyber Bureau.

Starting from Scratch 
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has

spoken highly of the development, saying the close
proximity allows “a physical interaction between
security officials, academia and industry, in Israel
and abroad”. “They meet, they talk and they create
together,” he told a “CyberTech” conference in Tel
Aviv, calling cybersecurity “vital” for a small country
like Israel, which is faced with multiple threats and
a favourite target of hackers. According to a study
carried out in 2012, Israel “may be the most heavily
targeted country in the world - by hostile hackers,
nonstate actors, and states - with as many as a
thousand web attacks per minute”. Tal Elal, deputy
mayor of the city, pinpoints the secret of
CyberSpark’s success: “We started from scratch four
years ago and we designed a customised project to
meet the exact needs of companies specialising in
cybersecurity.” Two more complexes comprising 27
buildings are to be added, and the municipality
expects the population to grow by 100,000 in the
next 10 years.  — AFP 
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MIAMI: People in ancient Babylon used
geometry to calculate the position of
Jupiter some 1,400 years earlier than previ-
ously thought, researchers said Friday. The
findings in the US journal Science are
based on an analysis of four ancient tablets
that were written in Babylon between 350
and 50 BC. Previously, historians believed
this kind of sophisticated geometry was
born in 14th century Europe.

“These tablets are the earliest known
examples of using geometry to calculate
positions in time-space and suggest that
ancient Babylonian astronomers may have
influenced the emergence of such tech-
niques in Western science,” said the study
led by Mathieu Ossendrijver of Humboldt
University in Berlin, Germany. “ These
tablets redefine our history books, reveal-
ing that European scholars in Oxford and
Paris in the 14th century, who were previ-
ously credited with developing such calcu-

lations, were in fact centuries behind their
ancient Babylonian counterparts.”

The tablets show Jupiter appearing
along the horizon at two intervals, noting
the planet’s position at 60 and 120 days.
They also contain geometrical calculations
based on a trapezoid’s area, and its “long”
and “short” sides. The study noted that it
was previously thought that Babylonian
astronomers only used arithmetical con-
cepts. But the ancient astronomers were in
fact able to use geometry in an abstract
sense to compute the time it took for
Jupiter to travel, and its velocity.

Their methods “foreshadow the devel-
opment of calculus,” said the study.
Historian John Steele of Brown University,
who was not involved in the study,
described it to Science magazine as “an
extremely important contribution to the
history of Babylonian astronomy, and more
generally to the history of science.” — AFP 
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