WINDING DOWN
An idiosyncratic look at the week's net and technology news and comment
by Alan Lenton
January 19, 2003
Well... I was going to cover the story about the new 'pact' by the tech and recording industries this week, but it's a bit difficult to do so, since they are refusing to say what's in the pact. Sounds to me like 'cartel designed to deprive consumers of their digital rights' might well be a better description. Hopefully I will have enough -factual- material to be able to cover that next week. 


Predictions:

It's traditional for columnists to make predictions for the coming year, usually in the first issue of the new year. Well, I managed to miss that, but I will make two predictions, one a short range one for the coming year, and one long range for the next five years.

My first prediction is that 2003 will be the year of the Internet taxes. The dot com bust, the deepening recession in the US and massive financial crises of US cities and states are all coming together to force the issue of Internet taxes to the top of the agenda. 

The lack of a national US newspaper system means that many Americans are not aware of the scale of the local financial crises in their country. Connecticut is facing a half billion dollar budget gap and is laying off 3,000 workers, Kentucky, also with a half billion shortfall, is releasing 500 prisoners to cut costs, seven states have shifted to four day weeks for some of their rural schools, and California faces a shortfall of a staggering $34.8bn over the next 18 months. And these are just a representative sample. The National Governors Association has reported that states are facing 'the most dire fiscal situation since World War II'. The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities estimates that states' deficits could reach $85bn by 2004.

But it's not just the states that are in trouble - the cities too are facing a financial crisis with declining income from sales and income taxes and escalating public safety costs as they struggle to find the money for anti-terrorist measures.

In this situation the cash strapped local authorities will be looking round for new sources of finance, and the Internet is the obvious one. The fatuous excuses of the dot com era have long been revealed for what they were - baseless special case pleading - a sort of pork barrel via omission. Elected officials faced with a choice of allowing Internet sales to go untaxed or closing school and old folks facilities are not going to have much difficulty making up their minds.

Last year the Senate rejected a pro-Internet-tax amendment by 57-43. This year the states have got their act together with the Streamlined Sales Tax Project, which will remove a lot of the technical arguments about the difficulty of taxing interstate commerce, so a new vote looks like it is in the balance.

With the local taxation authorities squeezing the Internet for every cent they can, there is little chance of the Bush Administration being able to persuade other countries not to follow suit.

And my long term prediction? Well it's a purely technical one. I predict that within the next five years LEDs will take over the market now dominated by incandescent and fluorescent light bulbs. Now that white LEDs are available with outputs easily comparable to those of torches I think it is only a matter of time and refinement before they start to approach the light output of incandescent bulbs in the tens of watts range.

And anyway, if I'm wrong, no one will remember in five years time!


Shorts:

Microsoft has settled a $1.1bn California class action by agreeing to dish out $1.1bn worth of vouchers for the purchase of computer hardware and software. Of course, when you divide the money between the holders of the 50 million licenses who are eligible, the amount of money looks far less impressive - between $5 and $29 depending on the license.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/28844.html

On Wednesday the Supreme Court upheld the controversial law extending copyright in the US by another 20 years. Much as I disagree with the extension, this was probable the right decision. The place to take on wrongheaded laws like this is the legislature, not the court. Hopefully, though, this will raise the profile of the issue and discourage further attempts to extend copyright. Who knows, it may even encourage attempts to reduce the current term of copyright. And then there is the interesting situation caused by the fact that the differential in periods between the US and Europe means that material still copyrighted in the US is passing into the public domain in Europe. Look for a push by the media companies for 'harmonisation'...

http://go.hotwired.com/news/politics/0,1283,57237,00.html/wn_ascii
http://news.yahoo.com/news?tmpl=story2&ncid=&e=4&u=/ap/20030115/ap_on_bi_ge/scotus_copyrights

And while we are on the subject of copyrights, there was a new new piece of lunacy over the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) this week when it was revealed that a garage door opener manufacturer is taking the maker of universal garage door remotes to court using the anti-circumvention provisions of the DMCA! At this rate the act is going to be laughed out of existence before too long. What a shambles.

Microsoft is recycling its 'shared source' initiative in an effort to wean governments away from the siren call of open source software. There was little interest last time round so the initiative is being renamed to the 'Government Security Program' and they have extended the number of countries eligible to look at the code (or exactly 97% of it - I have to wonder which 3% is missing). I can't really see any more interest in the project this time round than there was last time.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/28869.html

In a move which will have significant impact in the future if it works, UK Supermarket chain Tesco and razor maker Gillette are to start trials of in-store smart tag technology. These smart tags - radio frequency identification (RFID) chips - may eventually replace the ubiquitous barcode. and unlike the barcode they are individual to the product item, not the whole product range. Not only will this affect stock control and (possibly) deter shoplifting, but it will potentially cut checkout queues, since, at least theoretically, a whole basket of goods can be scanned simultaneously without the individual items being passed over the decoder. Today razor blades, tomorrow the world!

Finally, in a completely unprecedented move Microsoft is going to give its shareholders a tiny portion of its profit as dividends. Microsoft is sitting on a $43bn+ pile of cash, and has never paid out dividends before, something which has lead to a lot of criticism. It also means that it might be deemed to be liable to having the pile taxed at 39.6 per cent as an excessive accumulation of earnings (it certainly looks excessive to me!), which might have something to do with the payout. Mind you, the payout is pretty miserly - 16 cents a share, while the company expects to report earnings of between $1.90 and $1.93 a share. Whether such a miserable payout will buy off those agitating for the cash pile to be taxed in accordance with the law remains to be seen.

http://go.hotwired.com/news/business/0,1367,57245,00.html/wn_ascii


Scanner - Other Stories:

UK 'Culture' minister attacks videogames
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/54/28843.html

Pentagon database - opposition stiffens
http://news.com.com/2100-1023-980889.html

US WSIS delegates drag heels over open source support
http://www.infoworld.com/articles/hn/xml/03/01/15/030115hnwsisos.xml?0116thap


Have fun on the web!
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