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As memories of Xmas 2002 fade into a haze I have scrabbled to get down all the essential news for readers. There was a surprisingly large amount of it. I guess companies are trying to get dubious info out while everyone is too drunk to notice. Anyway, here we go with the first issue of Winding Down in 2003. Happy New Year everyone!


Roundup: Digital Rights (or lack thereof) Management

All sorts of news - both good and bad - on the Digital Rights Management (DRM) front over Xmas and the New Year. 

It started with a major blow against the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) when a jury in California threw out the charges against Russian company ElcomSoft. ElcomSoft was charged with violating the DMCA by creating a tool that might allow people to circumvent copyright protection. 

http://go.hotwired.com/news/business/0,1367,56898,00.html/wn_ascii

This was followed up earlier this week by news that DVD Jon was acquitted on all charges. The Norwegian teenager had cracked the DVD encryption code so he could play legally purchased DVDs on his Linux computer, In particular the court ruled that it is not illegal to used Jon's DeCSS code to watch DVD films obtained by legal means. Another serious blow to the DMCA.

http://www.aftenposten.no/english/local/article.jhtml?articleID=466519

While all this was going on the US Copyright Office was taking public comments as part of a review of the DMCA. In particular the Copyright Office was looking at the parts of the Act affecting tools that allow a more flexible use of digital files. The public response was overwhelmingly against the current version of the act as depriving legitimate purchasers of digital materials of their existing rights.

http://go.hotwired.com/news/business/0,1367,56963,00.html/wn_ascii

Critics have charged for a long time that the DMCA is too broad, and over the Xmas period two large US companies set out to prove them right. Dow Chemicals used the Act to shut down a parody site critical of Dow. The site was hosted by ISP The Thing, which in turn gets its access to the Internet backbone from Verio. Dow lawyers contacted Verio, alleging the parody site violated the DMCA, and Verio promptly shut down the entire The Thing network until the parody site was removed. Verio are now planning to shut down The Thing permanently. Note that at no time did Dow go to court to prove their allegations.

http://go.hotwired.com/news/politics/0,1283,57011,00.html/wn_ascii

The other company to invoke the DMCA was the US number two printer maker Lexmark, which is trying to use the DMCA to stop its rivals from selling cheap replacement toner cartridges for its printers! Those of you with longer memories may recall that the purpose of the DMCA was supposed to be to stop Internet 'piracy'.

http://news.com.com/2100-1023-979791.html

Prominent among the supporters, and users, of the DMCA is the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA). For some time now it has been bewailing the fact that unit sales dropped by 10.3 percent in 2001. This, it is claimed, is due to 'piracy', especially Internet 'piracy'. Well, the truth is now out. It's got nothing to do with 'piracy'. The record labels had cut production by 25 percent! In 2001 they released about 27,000 titles, compared to a peak of 38,900 in 1999. The figures speak for themselves. Production down 25 per cent, sales only down 10 percent, and prices up, to boot. I just wish I was in an industry that could do something like that. Nice try RIAA.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/6/28588.html

Finally, news is coming through that the tech industry has finally got its act together to resist the assault of the big content companies on digital rights. The tech companies are starting to co-ordinate their lobbying efforts in Washington, where the already highly organised music and film lobbies have had the field to themselves up to now. The changes in both the House and the Senate mean that the content producers have lost valuable allies with Hollins handing over the chair of the Senate Commerce Committee to McCain, and the retirement of Coble, chair of the House Courts and Intellectual Property Subcommittee (copyright issues fall into its jurisdiction). The US legislature is starting to emerge from its 9-11 induced blinkers and is looking at these issues again, so the time is ripe for a fight to restore the balance in the digital rights milieu.

http://www.siliconvalley.com/mld/siliconvalley/4865275.htm


Roundup: Microsoft

One of the highlights of my week was Microsoft's announcement that it was going into the wristwatch and fridge magnet business. Frankly the mind boggles. Now, I'm a sucker for Swatch watches, and I even had a calculator watch when I were a lad, but the thought of wearing a Windows watch is, to say the least, alarming. I can just imagine it now. 'Excuse me, could you tell me what the time is?' 'Errr... yes - it's four minutes past the blue screen of death.' And fridge magnets with an operating system. Will they fall off the fridge door if Windows crashes? And even more important, why would I -want- to get news, weather, and (american) football scores off a fridge magnet?

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/28798.html

Back in Redmond Microsoft is getting its knickers in a twist over its .NET (pronounced 'dot net') initiative announced a couple of years ago. Part of the problem is that it was launched by high level executives without being thought through. Consequently they aren't very sure what it's for and what it's going to do, and have been being evasive about the issue for a while. More evidence of back pedaling appeared this week when the snappily named Microsoft Windows .NET Server 2003 was renamed to the somewhat shorter Windows Server 2003. At one stage this particular piece of software (which hasn't yet seen the light of day) was called Windows 2002 server. I'm sure that rumours of a rename to Windows 2004 server are entirely scurrilous.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/4/28802.html

And talking of .NETs. Not all products have yet been renamed, as was evinced at the beginning of the week when when a configuration error caused a five hour outage of Microsoft's .Net Messenger instant message service. The reconfiguration, intended to make the service more reliable, caused a total outage in both Windows Messenger and MSN Messenger, which both use .Net Messenger. There was a lot sniggering from competitors, and shaking of heads by analysts, but frankly, I think it could have happened to anyone. I suspect there will be some hard reviewing of the procedures for upgrading configurations to make sure it can't happen this way again.

http://news.com.com/2100-1023-979303.html?tag=fd_top
http://update.internetweek.com/cgi-bin4/flo?y=eKGj0BfFir0V30BpZb0Ad

Misappropriation of trade secrets, common law misappropriation, unfair competition, fraud, breach of fiduciary duty, two counts of negligent misrepresentation, two counts of breach of contract, fraudulent inducement, and tortious interference. Yep! Microsoft is back in court again. This time it's being sued by phone company Sendo. Unfortunately for them, its innocent geeks didn't realise that when Microsoft invites you to dinner, you are the meal, not the diner. Sendo's 27 page filing was slapped into a Texas court just before Xmas. You have to know the background to know what's going on, and the URL at the end of this section explains all. I predict this is going to be a really interesting court case. Much more interesting than the anti-trust case - watch this space over the coming year. And no, I don't know what tortious interference is either, but it sounds painful!

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/59/28724.html


Shorts:

There are a lot of legislatures currently considering anti-spam legislation. Some even think that this will have an effect on spam. And perhaps it will, though I'm inclined to think that the new generation of anti-spam software, based on Baysian filters, is likely to be far more effective. But there is another reason why spam legislation won't work - because governments will make sure it doesn't apply to government spam! Businesses in the UK had a taste of the problem this week when the UK's Ministry of defence spammed 100,000 businesses with info about calling up reservists for a war with Iraq. Well, I suppose it makes a change from spam about enhancing ones genitals

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/6/28799.html

Here's a gadget for you to look out for in a few year's time - the digital pen. A number of companies are currently developing these beasties. The idea is that instead of writing with a stylus on a tablet PC, you put the electronics into the pen and write on paper. The pen stores details of what you've written (the pen is also a biro so you can see the writing on the paper) and uploads the material to the PC at a later date. I think this is a much better way of doing things than lugging around a tablet to take notes on. Of course, current versions are pretty primitive - Logica's io pen for instance is as thick as a sausage, buzzes at you, and needs special dotted paper - but that will improve with time. This is one of the few gadgets around that I really think has potential for the future.

http://go.hotwired.com/news/gizmos/0,1452,56951,00.html/wn_ascii

Just before Xmas an interesting letter popped through my door. It was an invitation from the University of Liverpool to find out more about their fully on-line Masters degrees in Information Technology. And how was I supposed to get more information about this on-line degree? By sending them a snail mail card asking for more info. Clearly, URLs are for wimps!

Hold the front page! My favourite story of the Xmas break is the news that Intel executives have have been found not guilty of popping balloons belonging to Via Technologies Inc. They were found innocent in the Taipei (Taiwan) District Court on the last day of 2002. There's been a mega legal fight going on between the two chip manufacturers for some time, with claims and counter-claims flying thick and fast. This determination by the court arises out of a claim that at the Computex trade show in 2001 Intel representatives destroyed balloon and other materials with Via's logo. Nice to see that the suits are just as capable of being childish as the geeks!

http://newsletter.EDTN.com/cgi-bin4/flo?y=eKHC0Esuk70tH0BpJr0Aw


Scanner: Other stories

Steal This database!
http://go.hotwired.com/news/infostructure/0,1377,57066,00.html/wn_ascii

Unhappy New Yaha
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/56/28705.html

Reading in the Bath
http://go.hotwired.com/news/culture/0,1284,55845,00.html/wn_ascii

Politics of Code - Conference
http://pcmlp.socleg.ox.ac.uk/code/

Kazaa can be sued in the US
http://news.com.com/2100-1023-980274.html

Low Resolution History
http://go.hotwired.com/news/digiwood/0,1412,56667,00.html/wn_ascii

More Microsoft Court Cases
http://go.hotwired.com/news/business/0,1367,57168,00.html/wn_ascii

Cool Sounds from the fridge
http://go.hotwired.com/news/technology/0,1282,57063,00.html/wn_ascii


Have fun on the web!

Alan Lenton
alan@ibgames.com
January 12, 2003

Past issues of Winding Down can be found at http://www.ibgames.net/alan/winding/index.html

