WINDING DOWN
An idiosyncratic look at the week's net and technology news and comment
by Alan Lenton
January 26, 2003
Mega excitement this week in sleepy Isleworth, the village where I live. There was an armed raid on a warehouse just up the road from my apartment. £840,000 UKP (a little over $1million USD) worth of computer chips were stolen by gun toting, balaclava wearing robbers. They made off in a silver BMW (very classy) and switched to a blue Omega in the next street after setting fire to the BMW (vandals). 

And what was I doing while all this excitement was going on? 

Actually... I was playing Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri, teaching the local survivalist faction (The Spartans) how unwise it is to launch sneak attacks with only foot soldiers when the opposition has armour and a larger industrial base.

The police haven't caught the robbers yet, but the computer popped up a box saying 'The Spartans have been eliminated. Colonel Santiago has been captured and is awaiting your personal interrogation.'


Update: Digital Rights

I mentioned last week that the leading trade bodies for the music and the tech industries had come to an agreement. However, they weren't revealing its content in spite of a great deal of fanfare and publicity noise.

Well, the -actual- content is still not clear, but it seems that the main thrust of the agreement is that both side agree they don't want the legislature sticking its fingers in and mandating copy protection. I suppose that this could be seen as a step forward, although it's important to note that Hollywood's representative - the Motion Picture Association of America - was not involved in the agreement. 

I really can't see that there is anything for consumers to get excited about though. Quite to the contrary, really. It looks to me suspiciously like a cartel-style agreement to stitch everyone else up away from the glare of publicity that would have attended congressional/senate bills to mandate copyright protection.

http://go.hotwired.com/news/digiwood/0,1412,57267,00.html/wn_ascii
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/28938.html
http://go.hotwired.com/news/digiwood/0,1412,57211,00.html/wn_ascii
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/6/28882.html

Meanwhile in Norway, which clearly has the best public prosecutors money can buy, the legal authorities are going to appeal against the crushing defeat they suffered a few weeks ago when a court acquitted Jon Johansen on all counts. Johansen - also known as DVD-Jon - wrote a program to allow his legally purchased DVD to be viewed on his Linux computer. The court decision was an important (and unanimous) one, which said that consumers have a right to view legally obtained DVD films "even if the films are played in a different way than the makers had foreseen."

I'll cover the appeal in this column as it proceeds.

http://go.hotwired.com/news/digiwood/0,1412,57301,00.html/wn_ascii

On a more positive note, singer Robbie Williams, who recently signed a contract with EMI for £80million UKP, announced that he believes piracy a 'great' idea! It seems that he investigated the issue last year before negotiating his new contract. His latest album, Escapology has sold five million copies since mid-November when it was released. Clearly, his stance on 'piracy' isn't hurting his sales!

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/2673983.stm

The Robbie Williams story was one of the few bright spots on the digital rights front this week. Other stories include a court ruling against Verizon forcing it to hand over the name of a Kazaa subscriber who has allegedly shared hundreds of music recordings and Microsoft cuddling up to the media companies by releasing copy protection tools as it bids to become the content industry's vendor of choice for digital rights management tools.

http://news.com.com/2100-1023-981449.html
http://news.com.com/2100-1023-981279.html?tag=fd_top

Emboldened by the Verizon court decision the Recording Industry Association of America's CEO, Hillary Rosen announced in Cannes (how come if they are so broke they can still afford to send people on these expensive junkets?) that Internet Service Providers should pay the RIAA a tax to cover piracy that might be taking place over the ISPs connections! As you can imagine that went down like a lead balloon. Best comment of all was a satire posted on Kuro5hin about road builders being forced to pay compensation to victims of crime in which roads were used by getaway cars...

http://story.news.yahoo.com/news?tmpl=story&ncid=582&e=3&cid=582&u=/nm/20030118/wr_nm/tech_internet_music_dc
http://www.kuro5hin.org/story/2003/1/18/234854/286 (be patient with this link, Kuro5hin are not commercial and they don't have a lot of bandwidth.)

And talking of Ms Rosen, it seems she plans to retire as head of the RIAA at the end of the year to devote more time to her family. Yeah sure.

http://www.wired.com/news/business/0,1367,57355,00.html

Finally, for an interesting look at digital rights within a framework of how historically big business has attempted to control its customers, take a look at this URL:
http://go.hotwired.com/news/politics/0,1283,57268,00.html/wn_ascii


Shorts:

Broadband access to the Internet in the UK is very patchy and take up is quite low, so now the UK government is planning to use its legislative muscle to do something about it. Broadband is important from the government's point of view because it is planning to deliver the bulk of its services to citizens via the Internet before the end of this decade. So it's considering changing the planning regulations (that's zoning regulations for my US readers) to add broadband access to the legal requirements for new buildings to have gas, electricity and water supplies. Knowing the rate at which government bureaucracies work everyone in the country will probably have fibre optics to their door before the regulations are changed...

http://mail.vnunet.com/cgi-bin1/flo?y=eFRl0BsjfA0EjN0B2H40AY

With Microsoft reporting a 12 per cent year-on-year rise in profit for the last quarter of 2002, rumour has it that a number of other software vendors are looking at its licensing model as a way of jacking up their profits. Of course it's by no means sure that Microsoft has got away with its execrable new licensing system. Open source is waiting in the wings, and most people would have had to go with Microsoft's license even if they were planning to switch, since it takes time to bring in a major software change.

http://www.computing.co.uk/Print/1138215

And talking of which, it was high noon in Houston for Microsoft recently. They pulled their favourite trick 'Sign this new license or we will audit the software on your computers...' on the city of Houston. Normally this is very effective, because software audits are enormously costly in staff time, even in the unlikely event that there no illegal programs. In addition of course with thousands of computers some of which will have been used by different staff over the years, almost inevitably an audit will reveal a transgression. In Houston, however, they are made of sterner stuff, and are moving their desktop software over to a non-Microsoft product - SimOffice. SimOffice is made by a company called SimDesk. The software isn't as sophisticated as MS Office, but then, most people don't use the sophisticated features of MS Office. 

I have to confess though, that the name conjures up strange images of little men with bulldozers appearing on the screen and pushing the text I want to delete into a trench... 

Given that Houston is the fourth biggest city in the US, this could be a very interesting experiment indeed. 'Houston, it's looking good!'

http://story.news.yahoo.com/news?tmpl=story&u=/usatoday/20030122/tc_usatoday/4798893

Software patents are raising their ugly heads again. This time SBC Communications are trying to screw license fees out of web sites that use interfaces with navigation bars that stay on screen as you move round the site. The facilities for building these types of navigation bars were introduced in Netscape Navigator in October 1995, but the earliest of the patents wasn't applied for until mid-1996. Someone is probably going to have spend a whole bunch of time and money to get these ridiculous patents squashed.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/6/28985.html

I thought we were doing pretty well. Several weeks into 2003 and no Microsoft Security alerts... And then along come four in one week! Yes it's security patch time again. The first patch of the year (opens envelope) is a bug in the Locator Service affecting Windows NT 4.0, Windows 2000 and Windows XP servers. Coming a close second is a bug in the way Outlook handles some security certificates, while at number three is a cumulative patch for Microsoft Content Management Server 2001. And trailing the pack is a flaw in something called Server Message Block (no, I don't know what that is either). This is an interesting flaw, because it is supposed to have been fixed already. Sorry guys, you'll have to patch everything again.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/55/28998.html

Finally, there was a short, but very significant, press release at the end of this week. It was jointly from type foundry Bitstream and the open source Gnome Foundation. Bitstream, it seems are going to make a total of 10 serif, sans serif and monospaced fonts available under a open source license. The fonts - named Vera - will be available for copy and redistribution and can be modified as long as the names of the modified fonts are changed. Given that, in my opinion, one of the key problems with desktop Linux at the moment is a dearth of high quality fonts I think this is an excellent initiative by Bitstream.

http://www.businesswire.com/cgi-bin/f_headline.cgi?bw.012203/230220029&ticker=BITS


Scanner - Other Stories:

Japanese manufacturers back off proprietary operating systems
http://newsletter.EDTN.com/cgi-bin4/flo?y=eKXK0Esuk70tH0Bqhh0Ah

ADL warns that terrorists use e-gold - admits it has no evidence at all
http://www.politechbot.com/p-04345.html

SEC investigation of EDS goes formal
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/7/28931.html

New chip making breakthrough puts Moore's law back on track
http://newsletter.EDTN.com/cgi-bin4/flo?y=eKTg0Esuk70tH0BqQI0AD

Microsoft woos Unix people at LinuxWorld
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/28936.html

Court ruling shields AOL on 'hostile code'
http://news.com.com/2100-1023-981800.html


Have fun on the web!
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