
BERLIN: Some two years after stepping into the spot-
light, voice assistants are learning new languages and
connecting to ever-more devices around the home-but
mass adoption and widespread ease with the new tech-
nology remain some way off. Virtual assistants are artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) programs that can be accessed from
smartphones, specialized devices like Amazon’s Echo
speaker, smart televisions or even cars.

Connected via the cloud to search engines, databases,
apps and other devices, they are designed to allow users
to retrieve information and control their digital lives with-
out laying a finger on their phone or computer. Some 100
million devices featuring the likes of Google Assistant or
Apple’s Siri are set to be sold this year according to con-
sultancy Canalys-up from around 40 million last year. The
figures remain far short of the billions of smartphones in
people’s pockets around the world.

“Virtual assistants will reach mainstream adoption in
the next two to five years,” predicts Mike J. Walker, vice-
president of research at Gartner. He forecasts that the
hype around speakers and other electronics featuring
voice-controlled artificial intelligence (AI) may ebb tem-
porarily before their blockbuster moment arrives. Even
so, at Berlin’s IFA-the largest technology trade show in
Europe-almost every new product is designed to work
with offerings from Google, Apple, Amazon, Samsung or
Microsoft, or all of them.

‘I’m home!’    
Panasonic shows off air conditioning, lights and televi-

sions that can be turned on or off all at once, simply by
telling Google’s assistant “I’m home” or “good night”.
Speakers and headphones on
display from firms like
Harman Kardon boast similar
voice capabilities for queuing
up new music. But sector
specialists note that the
bewildering arrays of gadg-
ets that can be controlled
and tasks completed with
spoken commands alone-
from turning on the heating
to ordering a taxi-are racing
ahead of users.

“Early adopters will have
limited evidence on which to base their own best prac-
tices” in dealing with voice technology, Gartner predicts.
Many may not even be aware of their silicon-powered
butlers’ prodigious talents, using them instead as simple
speech-driven search engines. While shoppers were

quick to give up visiting stores in favour of online shop-
ping, so-called “voice commerce” still puts off consumers,
used to at least seeing if not touching prospective pur-
chases.

Others fear placing an
always-on microphone in
their homes-necessary for
the voice assistants to listen
for activation phrases like
“Hey Google” or “Alexa”,
although there is usually a
button on devices to deacti-
vate the sensor. Different
firms offer their own forms of
reassurance about personal
data, with Google allowing
users to delete their voice
history and Apple keeping

information saved on the customer’s iPhone, rather than in
the cloud. One area where firms are making progress is
language, with Amazon adding French to Alexa and
Google offering bilingual control in any two of English,
Spanish, German, French, Italian or Japanese. —AFP 
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NEW YORK: An Apple Inc self-dri-
ving car was rear-ended while merg-
ing onto an expressway near the com-
pany’s Silicon Valley headquarters this
month, the company said in an acci-
dent report posted on Friday that
confirmed the iPhone maker is still in
the race to build autonomous vehicles.
Apple executives have never publicly
spoken about the company’s self-dri-
ving car program, but filings in a crim-
inal court case last month confirmed
that the company had at least 5,000
employees working on the project and
that it was working on circuit boards
and a “proprietary chip” related to
self-driving cars.

Apple is entering a crowded field
where rivals such as Alphabet Inc’s
Waymo unit and traditional carmakers
such as General Motors Co’s Cruise
Automation, as well as startups such
as Silicon Valley’s Zoox, are pouring
billions of dollars into cars that can
drive themselves. On Aug 24, one of
Apple’s Lexus RX 450h self-driving
test vehicles in “autonomous mode”
was merging south on the Lawrence
Expressway in Sunnyvale, California
at less than 1 mile per hour when it
was rear-ended by a 2016 Nissan
Leaf going about 15 miles per hour,
according to the report posted on the
California Department of Motor

Vehicles website.
The accident happened at about 3

pm as the Apple vehicle had slowed
and was waiting for a safe gap in traf-
fic to complete the merge, the report
said. Both vehicles sustained damage
but there were no injuries, the report
said. Under a safety plan filed with
California regulators, a human driver
must be able to take control of Apple’s
self-driving test cars.

An Apple spokesman confirmed
that the company had filed the report
but did not comment further. He
declined to respond to questions
about whether the trailing car could
have been at fault. Apple’s efforts
remained shrouded in secrecy until
years after its rivals like Google had
begun testing on public roads.  The
iPhone maker’s first public acknowl-
edgement of interest in the field came
in a letter to US transportation regu-
lators in late 2016 urging them not to
restrict testing of the vehicles. Last
year, Apple secured a permit to test
autonomous vehicles in California. It
has been testing cars on the road
since last year and now has permits
for more than 60 vehicles.  Apple
researchers also last year published
their first public research on cars, a
software system that could help spot
pedestrians more readily. —Reuters

BERLIN: A Loomo by Segway-Ninebot is on display at the
booth of Segway during a preview day of the IFA, the
world’s leading trade show for consumer electronics and
home appliances in Berlin.

Microsoft requires 
US suppliers to 
offer parental
leave
SAN FRANCISCO: Microsoft said
Thursday it will begin requiring US suppliers
to offer employees at least 12 weeks of paid
parental leave when they have or adopt chil-
dren. The new policy applies to suppliers with
50 or more employees who do substantial
work for the US technology giant, according
to Microsoft general counsel Dev Stahlkopf. 

“We recognize today’s announcement
comes during an ongoing national dialogue
about the importance of paid parental leave,”
Stahlkopf said in an online post, while noting
that only 13 percent of US workers in the pri-
vate sector have access to paid parental leave.
“The case for paid parental leave is clear.”

Three years ago, Microsoft began requir-
ing major suppliers to provide paid time off
for workers, and parental leave was
described as a reasonable next step. “Paid
time off is good both for employers and
employees,” Stahlkopf said. The technology
giant planned to work with US suppliers
during the coming year to implement the
paid parental leave policy, which calls or
workers to be paid as much as $1,000 for
each of the 12 weeks they are given off.

Microsoft acknowledged that the benefit
could result in ramping up its own costs, but
promised a process for addressing that issue
with suppliers. “When parents can take time
off work to care for their families, everyone-

their kids, their companies, and their commu-
nities - benefits,” Melinda Gates, the wife of
Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates, said in a
tweet. “Great to see.”

Ripples    
Microsoft said the requirement was

inspired by legislation in several US states
including Washington, where the technology
firm is based. A law set to take effect in
Washington State in 2020 will require that
employees who qualify get 12 weeks paid
parental leave. Microsoft opted to move
before the law took effect, and wanted to
help extend the benefit to employees of sup-
pliers located outside the state, according to
Stahlkopf.

Family advocacy groups welcomed the
news, and expressed hope that US legislators
and other companies would champion the
cause. On Twitter, the Family Values @ Work
coalition congratulated Microsoft. “Offering

paid leave isn’t just the right thing to do, it’s
good for the bottom line, helps increase gen-
der equity in the workforce - and worker
prosperity,” the organization said. General
Mills on Wednesday announced it is ramping
up family leave benefits. 

Beginning next  year, the US food giant
will begin providing 18 to 20 weeks paid
leave to new mothers while giving 12 weeks
paid time off to fathers, partners, and adop-
tive parents. “General Mills has been making
food people love for over 150 years and our
employees have always been our secret
ingredient,” chief human resources officer
Jacqueline Williams-Roll said in a release.
“We want to keep innovating in how we meet
their evolving needs.” A 2016 Pew Research
Center study based on data from the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development found the United States was the
only one of the 41 member countries without
any mandated, paid parental leave. —AFP

NEW YORK: This file photo shows the Microsoft logo displayed outside the Microsoft
Technology Center near Times Square in New York City. — AFP

BERLIN: A booth host presents the Drift W1 at the booth of Segway. — AFP photos 

BERLIN: The LG CatBot robot is on display at the LG booth.
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CALIFORNIA: A file photo shows the Apple logo on the outside of Bill
Graham Civic Auditorium in San Francisco, California. — AFP

China to limit 
online games 
over myopia fears
SHANGHAI: Shares of Chinese video game
companies plunged on Friday after the gov-
ernment unveiled plans to control the num-
ber of online games as part of an effort to
prevent myopia among children. The plan is
the latest move to tighten government over-
sight over the country’s fast-growing and
highly popular video game industry-and a
new blow to their stock market fortunes.

The new regulations were announced late
Thursday after Chinese President Xi Jinping

issued an “important directive” to protect
children’s eyesight. The education ministry
said in a statement Thursday that the
authorities will regulate and control the total
number of internet games, as well as the
number of new titles. The statement, which
was signed by eight ministries, said the
authorities will also explore an age-appro-
priate alert system and take actions to limit
the amount of gaming hours among children.

The news sent the shares of Chinese
video game companies sharply down on
Friday morning. Tencent dropped by more
than five percent in Hong Kong while Perfect
World Co, which was once listed on the
NASDAQ stock exchange, sank almost nine
percent in Shenzhen. Smaller game develop-
ers also lost ground in Shenzhen. Youzu
Interactive Co plunged nearly eight percent
and Sichuan Xun You Network Technology

lost more than eight percent. Ourpalm Co
was down nearly six percent.

China has a high rate of myopia among
students at an increasingly younger age, the
official Xinhua news agency said, citing Xi’s
order. Myopia has seriously affected chil-
dren’s physical and mental health, posing a
big problem for the nation’s future, the
agency said. The plan follows a halt in the
approval of new online game licenses.

Bloomberg News reported earlier this
month that China had stopped approving
any new mobile games as part of a wider
shake-up of the market. No new titles for
domestic firms had been added since May
and no new imported games has been
approved since February, according to the
National Radio and Television
Administration, which updates the online list
of approved games regularly. —AFP


