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WASHINGTON: Facebook said Tuesday it was easing a
ban on ads for cryptocurrencies while keeping a prohi-
bition on initial coin offerings to raise assets. The move
comes five months after the leading social network said
it was banning all ads related to cryptocurrencies like
bitcoin as a way to curb scams. To place ads on
Facebook for cryptocurrencies, companies will need to
be pre-approved and offer proof they have licenses or
are traded on a public exchange, the company said.

“Given these restrictions, not everyone who wants to
advertise will be able to do so,” Facebook product man-
agement director Rob Leathern said in a statement. “But
we’ll listen to feedback, look at how well this policy
works and continue to study this technology so that, if
necessary, we can revise it over time.

Facebook and other online platforms began cracking
down on ads for crypto-related businesses amid con-
cerns over fraud in the burgeoning and largely unregu-
lated sector where currencies can see huge swings.
Fraud is common in the world of red-hot digital curren-
cies such as bitcoin.  Earlier this year, the US Securities
and Exchange Commission shut down an initial coin
offering by a Texas company called AriseBank.

AriseBank was accused of relying on celebrity
endorsers such as boxer Evander Holyfield and social
media to cheat investors out of $600 million of its goal
of $1 billion for a currency it called “AriseCoin.” Initial
coin offerings-used by some startups to raise billions
of dollars-still won’t be able to advertise on Facebook.
Twitter, Google and Snapchat have announced similar
bans. The British government early this year called for
global regulation of controversial virtual currencies
like bitcoin.

Bitcoin and similar forms of virtual cash are inde-
pendent of  governments and banks and use
blockchain technology, where encrypted digital coins
are created by supercomputers. The virtual currency
is not regulated by any central bank but is instead
overseen by a community of users who try to guard
against counterfeiting.

Facebook halts production of drones 
In other news, Facebook is ending a program

launched in 2014 to build a fleet of drones that could
deliver internet to underserved areas of the world. The
huge social network said it has not abandoned the idea
of using high-altitude aircraft to connect remote areas
of the globe, but would concentrate its efforts with man-
ufacturing partners. Facebook will close its facility in
Bridgwater, southwest England, which has been working
on the solar-powered Aquila drone, according to a
statement late Tuesday.

“When we started the Aquila program back in 2014,
very few companies were involved in this area,” said
Facebook engineering director Yael Maguire. But in the
past four years a number of aerospace companies have
been investing in the technology, he noted. “Given these
developments, we’ve decided not to design or build our
own aircraft any longer, and to close our facility in
Bridgwater.”

Maguire said Facebook would work with partners
including the European consortium Airbus on high alti-
tude platform station (HAPS) connectivity “and on the
other technologies needed to make this system work,
like flight control computers and high-density batter-
ies.” Facebook had touted the Aquila program as one of
several aimed at bringing the internet to remote areas
and last year announced a successful second test flight.
Google, meanwhile, has its own Project Loon which aims
to deliver connectivity to remote areas using high-alti-
tude balloons. — AFP 
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on cryptocurrency ads

WASHINGTON: Tomorrow morning at 5:24 am (0924
GMT), a rocket owned by the US company SpaceX will
blast off from Florida carrying two and a half tons of gear
from NASA, only to dock three days later and 250 miles
(400 kilometers) above Earth at the International Space
Station. The rocket itself is not new. It launched a NASA
satellite into orbit two months ago, then landed back on
Earth-upright-on a barge in the Atlantic Ocean off Cape
Canaveral.

Even the Dragon capsule, carrying the cargo and
affixed to the top of the rocket was used before, having
flown a mission to the ISS in 2016. Tomorrow flight will be
the 15th SpaceX mission for the US space agency since
2012, one of which exploded in flight. Another company,
Orbital ATK, has completed nine supply trips, with one
explosion as well.

These missions may appear routine, but they represent
a revolution in space travel. Before SpaceX, only national
governments resupplied the space station. Today, NASA is
so dependent on the private sector that the US space
agency has signed contracts with SpaceX and Boeing to
send astronauts to space beginning next year, as soon as
their capsules are ready. 

NASA has been unable to send people to space since
the space shuttle program ended in 2011. Instead, the world’s
space agencies buy seats aboard Russia’s Soyuz spaceships,
which launch from Baikonur, Kazakhstan “The combination
of government and private sector activity is unrivaled,” said
John Logsdon, professor emeritus of political science and
international affairs at George Washington University.

‘American resurgence’
SpaceX, founded by Tesla CEO and space enthusiast

Elon Musk, has shaken up the satellite launch sector, with
more than 55 launches of its Falcon 9 rocket since 2010.
Thanks to SpaceX, the United States has taken the global
lead in launches once again, after losing ground for more
than a decade to Russia and China, which launched even
more rockets.”The Russians have certainly been one of the
countries that have had the greatest loss in terms of launch
market share,” said Tom Stroup, president of the Satellite
Industry Association.

The number of satellite launches is expected to surge in
the coming years. Never before has low-Earth orbit been

so accessible. Miniature satellites weighing a few pounds
(kilograms) can be made quickly and launched for tens of
thousands of dollars. These CubeSats make up 292 of the
345 satellites launched in 2017, according to the Satellite
Industry Association. “They are almost disposable,” said
Claude Rousseau of Northern Sky Research, explaining
that their operational life expectancy is about seven years
and they can be easily replaced.

In the coming months, SpaceX and the startup
OneWeb want to send into orbit constellations of hun-
dreds of small satellites that will provide internet access.
Competition in fierce in the Earth observation market, with
multiple companies at work on constellations to offer mili-
tary or civilian clients high resolution imagery of infra-
structure, farming areas and military installations. To meet
the demands on the small satellite market, companies are
working on smaller rockets. One, made by the US venture
Rocket Lab, is to try its first launch from New Zealand
yesterday. China and India, whose space programs are
mainly backed by public funds, also aim to boost market
share. China has already launched more rockets this year
than it did in all of 2017, according to Northern Sky
Research.

‘Tourism, Moon and Mars’
The age of space tourism is also approaching. Virgin

Galactic is ramping up tests for its piloted SpaceShipTwo
VSS Unity, which is launched from an airplane. A seat will
cost $250,000. 

And Blue Origin, founded by Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos,
will sell tickets next year for a seat on its New Shepard
spacecraft, which is designed to carry six people to space.
These two vehicles will not go into orbit around Earth, but
will allow passengers to experience spaceflight and
weightlessness for several minutes before returning to
Earth. Finally, NASA is working on a space station that
would orbit the Moon, as a stepping off point for missions
to Mars in the coming decades. 

NASA is building the Orion capsule and Space Launch
System (SLS) rocket to send people around the Moon for
the first time since 1972. The SLS will be the most power-
ful rocket ever built by the United States. Its first lunar
orbit mission is planned for 2020, with astronauts on
board by 2023. — AFP
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Twitter to confirm
new accounts in
spam fight
SAN FRANCISCO: Twitter on Tuesday said it will begin
asking for email addresses or phone numbers to confirm
new accounts as part of a battle against manipulation,
particularly by automated bots. Adding a way to check
that a real person is behind new accounts was described
by Twitter as being among measures to fight abuse,
trolls, and hateful content.

“This is an important change to defend against people
who try to take advantage of our openness,” Twitter
executives Del Harvey and Yoel Roth said in a blog post.
The requirement will be rolled out later this year, and
Twitter promised to make sure the change does not harm
aspiring users in “high-risk” places. Twitter recently
began taking more steps to clean up spam and automat-
ed activity, and “close the loopholes they’d exploited,”
according to Harvey and Roth.

“We’re also now automating some processes where
we see suspicious account activity, like exceptionally
high-volume tweeting with the same hashtag, or using
the same  @handle without a reply from the account
you’re mentioning,” they said. Twitter systems identified
and challenged more than 9.9 million “potentially spam-
my or automated accounts” weekly in May, according to
Harvey and Roth.

Twitter last month said that it was stepping up its
long-running battle against online trolls, trying to find
offenders by looking at “behavioral signals.” The new
approach looks at behavioral patterns of users in addi-
tion to the content of the tweets, allowing Twitter to find
and mute online bullies and trolls. Even if the offending
tweets are not a violation of Twitter policy, they may be
hidden from users if they are deemed to “distort” a con-
versation, Twitter said.

Twitter already uses artificial intelligence and machine
learning in this effort but the latest initiative aims to do
more by focusing on the actions of certain users in addi-
tion to the content. Twitter is among online platforms
under pressure to do more to safeguard against being
used to spread misinformation or promote division, as
proved the case during the US presidential election in
2016, in which US intelligence says Russia meddled to
help Donald Trump win. — AFP 

CAPE CANAVERAL: In this file NASA handout taken on April 18, 2018 NASA’s next planet-hunter, the Transiting
Exoplanet Survey Satellite (TESS), successfully launching on a SpaceX Falcon 9. — AFP  

Cybersecurity is
paramount in GCC’s
digital transformation 
DUBAI: Majority of the Middle Eastern countries, espe-
cially those in the GCC, are hot target for cyberattacks.
According to a newly-released report by Trend Micro
Incorporated (TYO: 4704; TSE: 4704), a global leader in
cybersecurity solutions, ransomware remains a wide-
spread threat in the UAE with the country accounting for
2.4 million  of the 1.7 billion ransomware attacks detected
globally in Q1 of 2018. The same trend was seen in Kuwait
where 1.9 million of the worldwide threats were detected,
while Bahrain and Oman accounted for 1.2 million and
534,806 respectively of the total ransomware in the same
period. Gulf countries have been leading the charge in the
region’s massive modernization plans, which primarily aim
to accelerate economic diversification and achieve sustain-
able growth.  

The rapid pace of digitization among the GCC naturally
brings with it growing exposure to risks and vulnerabilities
of cyberattacks, and Trend Micro cautions that data

breaches and cybercrimes have the potential to derail the
progress of these modernization initiatives. “As GCC
economies shift to digital, securing the cyberspace
becomes all the more paramount as there is an increasing
risk of calculated and premeditated cyberattacks.  What
we are witnessing now in the Gulf is a long-term transfor-
mation and stakeholders ought to regard security as a key
infrastructure necessary for a smart city to thrive.  Device
penetration, interconnectivity, massive data - all of these
have started to proliferate and more so in the near future.  

Governments and businesses should continue to
strengthen their cybersecurity capabilities in order to truly
evolve and realize the desired outcomes of these initia-
tives,” commented Cherif Djerboua, Regional Tech Leader,
Trend Micro AMEA. The security vendor reported a spike
in the number of malwares detected in the first quarter of
the year. UAE had a total of 1.6 million malwares, while
Kuwait had 465,058 infected files.  Bahrain, meanwhile,
had 202,241 malwares, with Oman coming in close with
161,055 malware threats. An uptrend in online banking

malware was reflected in the
Trend Micro report with
UAE getting 433; Kuwait, 90;
Bahrain, 56; and Oman 46.
Macro malware figures dur-
ing the same period are:
UAE - 263, Kuwait - 46,
Bahrain - 45, and Oman - 7. 

A worrying concern for
Trend Micro is the increas-
ing number of malicious
URL victims.  UAE regis-
tered close to a million with
988,264 URL victims;
Kuwait had 224,916; while
Bahrain and Oman have

26,860 and 83,388 detections respectively. For malicious
URLs detected in the GCC, Trend Micro got 5,314 in the
UAE and 214 in Kuwait.  In Bahrain, the company detected
523 and for Oman, 37. “It is encouraging to see that both
government entities and corporations are recognizing the
need to step up their cybersecurity game.  Still we have to
be on guard at all times and be prepared to handle major
attacks as cybercrimes are also evolving.  Trend Micro is
committed to raise awareness and share best practices in
order to beef up the industry’s cybersecurity capabilities,”
Djerboua said.

Facebook, Google
‘manipulate’ users 
to share data 
despite law
OSLO: Facebook and Google are pushing users to share
private information by offering “invasive” and limited
default options despite new EU data protection laws
aimed at giving users more control and choice, a govern-
ment study said yesterday.  The Norwegian Consumer
Council found that the US tech giants’ privacy updates
clash with the new General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR), which forces companies to clarify what choices
people have when sharing private information. 

“These companies manipulate us into sharing infor-
mation about ourselves,” the council’s director of digi-
tal services, Finn Myrstad, said in a statement.  “(This)
is at odds with the expectations of consumers and the
intention of the new Regulation,” the 2018 study, enti-
tled “Deceived By Design”, concluded. Myrstad said
the practices showed “a lack of respect for their users,

and are circumventing the notion of giving consumers
control of their personal data”. The case for the new
laws has been boosted by the recent scandal over the
harvesting of Facebook users’ data by British consul-
tancy Cambridge Analytical for the 2016 US presiden-
tial election.

Information for the report was collected from mid-
April to early June, a few weeks after the EU rules came
into force. The report exposed that Facebook and
Google often set the least privacy-friendly option as a
default and that users rarely change pre-selected set-
tings. Privacy-friendly choices “require more clicks and
are often hidden,” it said. “In many cases, the services
obscure the fact that users have very few actual choices,
and that comprehensive data sharing is accepted just by
using the service,” the study said. 

The EU has billed the GDPR as the biggest shake-
up of data privacy regulations since the birth of the
web. The social media giant and Google separately
already face their first official complaints under the
new law after an Austrian privacy campaigner accused
them of forcing users to give their consent to the use of
their personal information. Companies can be fined up
to 20 million euros ($24 million) or four percent of
annual global turnover for breaching the strict new
data rules for the European Union, a market of 500
million people.—AFP
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