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Snapchat seeks to 
attract more users 
by redesigning app
NEW YORK: Snapchat is separating what friends
share and what media organizations publish in an
attempt to appeal to a broader range of users. Users
will now see two separate feeds. Before, the visual-
messaging app was mixing posts from friends, pub-
lishers, celebrities and others, much the way Twitter,
Facebook and other rivals continue to do.

Snap Inc. CEO Evan Spiegel took a jab at rivals,
writing that social media “fueled ‘fake news’” because
of this content mixing. “After all, how many times have
you shared something you’ve never bothered to
read?” Spiegel wrote on Axios. Snapchat has not been
gaining enough users, especially beyond its core of
younger people. Instead, rival services have managed
to copy Snapchat’s most popular features and make
them available to a broader audience. 

This includes Stories, a way to show photo and
video snippets that disappear after 24 hours; Snapchat
pioneered it, while Facebook’s Instagram popularized
it. With growth stagnant, parent company Snap’s stock
is down sharply since its initial public offering earlier
this year. Snap hinted at changes three weeks ago, but
didn’t provide details then. Beyond separating feeds,
Snapchat will now order posts using a formula to try
to appeal to users’ likes, instead of listing them
chronologically. Facebook has long done that; Twitter
and Instagram followed more recently. —AP

Battery farm expected to help tackle power shortages

Musk’s record-breaking battery 
officially launches in Australia

ADELAIDE: The world’s biggest battery was officially
launched in Australia on Friday, a day after the Elon
Musk-driven project was powered up early to meet
demand amid a bout of hot weather, officials said.
Musk’s Tesla built the Powerpack system, which can
provide electricity for more than 30,000 homes, to
ease South Australia’s energy woes after the state was
hit with a total blackout in 2016 fol lowing an
“unprecedented” storm.

The maverick billionaire
earlier this year offered on
Twitter to build the battery
farm, and completed it last
week to narrowly beat his
self-imposed deadline of
having it ready in 100 days.
“South Australia is now
leading the world in dis-
patchable renewable ener-
gy, delivered to homes and
businesses 24/7,” state
Premier Jay Weatherill said
Friday at the launch to coincide with the first day of
summer. “This is history in the making.”

The 100 MW/129 MWh battery, located in the
rural town of Jamestown north of Adelaide and con-
nected to a wind farm operated by French energy firm
Neoen, was switched on a day early, just as tempera-
tures soar in the state. The Australian Energy Market
Operator (AEMO) said it delivered 70MW of stored
wind energy into the state’s market to meet peak

demand on Thursday. The battery farm is expected to
help tackle power shortages, reduce intermittencies
and address demands in summer, when most of the
country experiences its highest energy usage.

Model for the future
Tesla said it was hopeful the project would provide

a model for future deployments around the world,
adding in a statement Friday that its fast completion

“shows that a sustainable,
effective energy solution is
possible”. Neoen deputy
chief executive Romain
Desrousseaux said the
“ambitious” project-which
Musk estimated cost at
least US$50 million-would
bring the state to the fore-
front of global energy stor-
age technology.

Last summer, extreme
hot weather as well  as

storms saw blackouts hit some regions of Australia.
The AEMO is switching on closed gas-fired power
stations to provide extra power to Australia’s east
coast this season. Although Australia is one of the
world’s largest producers of coal and gas, the South
Australian blackout raised questions about its energy
security.

Several ageing coal-fired power plants have been
closed, while strong demand for gas exports and a rise

in onshore gas drilling bans have fuelled concerns of a
looming domestic energy shortage in the next few
years. Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull earlier this
year said a hydro-electric project in New South Wales
state, the Snowy Mountains Scheme, would be

expanded to provide electricity to 500,000 homes.
More than 60 percent of electricity generation in
Australia is from coal, with 14 percent from renew-
ables, according to government data published last
year.—AFP 

JAMESTOWN: This screen grab from an undated handout video from a drone shows the Tesla 100 MW/129
MWh Powerpack system by billionaire entrepreneur Elon Musk in the rural town of Jamestown, 200km
north of Adelaide. —AFP

General Motors to 
launch self-driving 
vehicles in 2019
DETROIT: General Motors Co. expects to carry passen-
gers and deliver goods with self-driving vehicles in big
cities sometime in 2019, telling investors it’s moving quick-
ly and plans to be ahead of other automakers and tech
companies. The Detroit automaker made the announce-
ment at an investor presentation in San Francisco
Thursday, saying that based on its current rate of change,
it expects “commercial launch at scale” of the autonomous
vehicles within the next year or so. The vehicles would not
have a human backup driver, the company said.

Company executives didn’t say how many vehicles GM
would deploy or what cities they would be in, but they
were clear that the company plans to run ride-hailing and
delivery services and quickly make money off them - at
higher profit margins than it now makes from selling cars
and trucks. “This business is potentially bigger than our
current core business,” Chief Financial Officer Chuck
Stevens told the group.

GM said it is important to be first to get the self-driving
electric vehicles on the road so the rider experience can
be improved quickly and give the company a competitive
advantage. GM said there still was much more difficult
engineering work to do. And it’s not quite clear yet
whether the automaker will be first. Delphi, an automotive
supplier, has said it expects commercial vehicles to be
using its autonomous system in limited areas in 2019. 

Delphi recently bought autonomous software startup
NuTonomy and is also partnering with BMW AG, chip-
maker Intel Corp. and camera and visual recognition soft-
ware maker Mobileye. Google’s Waymo division is testing
self-driving minivans in Phoenix, carrying passengers
without a backup driver in the front seat. An employee in
the back will be able to stop the vehicle by pushing a but-
ton but won’t be able to steer the vehicle. Waymo plans to
announce a commercial service in the next few months.

Learning curve
German automaker Daimler AG has teamed up with

supplier Bosch to develop autonomous taxis by 2020. And

Ford plans to have a self-driving car available for ride-
hailing services by 2021. GM President Dan Ammann said
the first commercial use of EVs would be in ride-sharing.
He wouldn’t say if the service would involve ride-hailing
company Lyft, in which GM has invested $500 million.
More details, he said, would come closer to 2019.

GM’s Cruise Automation unit is testing autonomous
Chevrolet Bolt electric vehicles with human backup drivers
in San Francisco, Detroit and Phoenix, and has plans to
test in Manhattan next year. The automaker says it’s
focused on deploying self-driving vehicles safely, but it
also wants to beat rivals to market. Ammann said GM is in
the lead to deploy the vehicles in large numbers. Once
they’re on the road, the vehicles’ computers will constantly
learn and improve.

“Getting first onto that learning curve is pretty impor-
tant,” he said. GM estimated the total ride-sharing market
could reach $1.6 trillion once it hits 75 percent of all rides
in the US. Now it’s less than 1 percent. Ammann said GM
now makes about $30,000 per vehicle by selling them, but
said ride-hailing and delivery profits could rise to hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars per vehicle.

Because GM has software and sensor development, as
well as manufacturing, it can roll out autonomous vehicles
cheaper than competitors, the company said. Investors
apparently weren’t impressed by the presentation or had
already built autonomous vehicles into GM’s stock price.
After the afternoon presentation, shares of GM fell 1.8 per-
cent to close at $43.04 while the broader markets ended
higher.—AP

MICHIGAN: In this file photo, a self-driving Chevrolet Bolt EV that is in General Motors Co.’s autonomous vehicle
development program appears on display at GM’s Orion Assembly in Lake Orion, Michigan. —AP

Google’s phones
and other 
gadgets have had
a bumpy ride
SAN FRANCISCO: Google, which prides
itself on developing simple, intuitive soft-
ware that seems to know what you want
almost before you do, is finding itself in a
very different world when it comes to its
own phones and other gadgets. Its new
Pixel 2 phones, released in October, got
high marks for their camera and design - at
least until some users complained about
“burned in” afterimages on their screens, a
bluish tint, periodic clicking sounds and
occasionally unresponsive touch commands.

Then the company’s new Home Mini
smart speaker was caught always listening.
Finally, its wireless “Pixel Buds” headset
received savage reviews for a cheap look
and feel, mediocre sound quality, and being
difficult to set up and confusing to use. In
short, Google is re-learning an old adage in
the technology business: Hardware is hard.

Growing pains
Google quickly extended the warranty

on the Pixel 2 and tweaked software on the
devices and it’s Home Mini in an attempt to
fix the troublesome issues. (It hasn’t had
much to say about the Pixel Buds.) Still, the
problems served as a high-profile reminder
of the company’s inexperience in making
consumer electronics - a field where Apple
has a 40-year head start. But the company

insists that its problems are being blown out
of proportion.

“I believe, quite frankly, that Google has
a spotlight on it,” Rick Osterloh, the execu-
tive in charge of the company’s hardware
division, said in an interview with The
Associated Press. “Things that would nor-
mally be pretty minor issues are a bit ampli-
fied in today’s environment.” Of course,
Google has actively courted this spotlight.
In 2016, Osterloh took the stage at a prod-
uct event to tout the Pixel phone as “the
best of hardware and software, designed
and built by Google.” The company is also
currently running a major ad campaign to
draw attention to its gizmos for the holiday
shopping season.

“Being a software company is an entirely
different animal from being a hardware
company,” said technology analyst Jan
Dawson of Jackdaw Research. “The cultures
are very different and there are more mov-
ing parts in hardware, so you have to learn
along the way.” Google has to realize a “fail
fast” philosophy that worked well for free
software products doesn’t work as well for
smartphones that cost hundreds of dollars,
said analyst Ross Rubin of Reticle Research.
Software “can be more forgiving of that
development philosophy,” he said. “You
can’t do that with atoms. You risk some
backlash.”

Hardware full of Google
Google’s push into devices, which

includes its own Wi-Fi routers and an older
line of web-based notebook computers, has
become a key strategy for the internet giant.
It sees these gadgets as a way to ensure
services such as search, maps, Gmail, and its
voice-activated assistant remain prominent
as personal computing expands on mobile

devices and new smart gizmos in homes. All
those Google services are baked into
Android, which powers more than 2 billion
devices worldwide - but device makers such
as Samsung that use the free software also
can make adjustments to highlight their own
products instead. 

And Apple only uses Google’s search
engine as a built-in service on iPhones, and
that’s only because Google pays billions of
dollars annually for the access. The Pixel
phones and Home speakers also serve as a
showcase and data-collection tool for the
Google Assistant, its voice-activated digital
concierge. The virtual assistant is key to
Google’s artificial-intelligence efforts, aimed
at making computers that constantly learn

new things and eventually seem more
human than machine.

Slow start
The Pixels, however, got off to a slow

start. Google sold only 2.8 million of the
first-generation model, accounting for about
0.1 percent of the market, according to the
research firm International Data Corp. Such
a low sales volume makes it more difficult to
acquire the highest-quality components for
hardware, particularly when suppliers make
it a priority to meet the demands of market
leaders Apple and Samsung. Apple is
expected to sell between 230 million and
250 million iPhones during the fiscal year
ending in September. —AP

This is history 
in the making

SAN FRANCISCO: In this file photo, a woman holds up the Google Pixel 2
phone, left, next to the Pixel 2 XL phone at a Google event at the SFJAZZ
Center in San Francisco. —AP

Lewd comments cause
YouTube to pull 
videos of children
SAN FRANCISCO: YouTube pulled 150,000 videos of
children after lewd comments about them were posted by
viewers, as the Google-owned platform sought to reas-
sure advertisers their messages would be kept out of
compromising situations. The online video-sharing behe-
moth confirmed on Thursday that it deleted several hun-
dred accounts along with the thousands of videos that
were problematic.

The move came after a British newspaper reported that
ads for big-name brands were displayed alongside videos
of children or teens which, while innocent on their own,
drew viewer comments that seemed pedophile in nature.
Media reports indicate the situation made advertisers
skittish, with some halting YouTube advertising. US com-
puter maker HP said it stopped advertising on YouTube
due to concerns.

“We are deeply troubled to learn that one of our
advertisements was placed in a terrible and inappropri-
ate context,” an HP spokesperson said in response to an
AFP inquiry. Digital advertising dollars brought in by
Google are the revenue engine that powers all units of
parent-company Alphabet. Google said it has also
banned advertising on more than two million videos and
50,000 channels that were presented as family-friendly
content but weren’t. The California-based company also
said it blocked comments from being made for another
625,000 videos.

Worrying
YouTube said it has clear policies against videos or

comments that sexualize or exploit children, and that it
emphatically applies them when alerted to violations. “We
have recently reinforced our approach toward videos and
comments featuring children which, even if they are not
illegal, are still worrying,” a YouTube spokesperson said.
Google early this year endured a boycott motivated by
companies seeking assurances that their marketing mes-
sages wouldn’t be displayed along with hateful or outright
terrorist content, particularly videos on YouTube. —AFP


