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SAN FRANCISCO: With Facebook co-
founder Mark Zuckerberg about to
become a dad, the social network boost-
ed the amount of time fathers can take off
to bond with their new babies. Beginning
with the new year, dads working full-time
for Facebook anywhere in the world will
have the option of taking four months’
paid leave. All new dads working for
Facebook outside the US currently get a
minimum of four weeks’ paternity leave,
with more time offered in locations where
required by local law, according to
Facebook. 

Same-sex partners who are not pri-

mary caregivers for babies get the same
paid leave time as dads, the social net-
work said. The change, effective January
1, essentially raises parental leave time for
dads and non-custodial same-sex part-
ners from four weeks to four months. The
change puts paternity leave outside the
US on par with maternity leave at
Facebook workplaces around the world,
and extends the benefit to same-sex cou-
ples.

“In reviewing our parental leave poli-
cies, we have decided to make this
change because it’s the right thing to do
for our people and their families,” human

resources boss Lori Matloff Goler said in a
post on her Facebook page. “This expand-
ed benefit primarily affects new fathers
and people in same-sex relationships out-
side the US.” The paid time off can be tak-
en any time during the year after a baby is
born and includes adopted babies.
Maternity leave offered to Facebook
employees around the world is already
four months, and the benefit was avail-
able to both moms and dads in the
United States.

Baby bonus
Facebook also gives a $4,000 bonus for

parents to help meet the needs of new
babies. Zuckerberg, who heads the com-
pany, announced last week that he will
take two months’ paternity leave after his
wife gives birth to their first child. “This is
a very personal decision, and I’ve decided
to take two months of paternity leave
when our daughter arrives,” Zuckerberg
said in a post on his Facebook page.
“Studies show that when working parents
take time to be with their newborns, out-
comes are better for the children and
families.”

California-based Facebook gives US
employees the option of taking as long as

four months paid maternity or paternity
leave, letting them divide the time as they
wish over the course of a year. Zuckerberg
and his doctor wife, Priscilla, revealed in
July that they were expecting their first
child, a girl, after a series of miscarriages.
Leading streaming music service Spotify
last week announced that all full-time
employees will have the option to take as
long as six months’ parental leave at full
pay during the first three years after hav-
ing children. Internet giants ramping
leave time for parents could put pressure
on other firms to do the same to attract
talent in a competitive industry. —AFP

Facebook ramps paid leave time for new dads

GUESSING: Bernhard Deutsch, the mayor of nearby Strem, pumps a green
fuel at the Guessing Energy Technologies research centre at Austrian town
of Guessing. —AFP

NEW YORK: Your phone is getting bet-
ter and better at protecting your priva-
cy. But Uncle Sam isn’t totally comfort-
able with that, because it’s also compli-
cating the work of tracking criminals
and potential national-security threats.
For decades, tech companies have
steadily expanded the use of encryp-
tion - a data-scrambling technology
that shields information from prying
eyes, whether it’s sent over the Internet
or stored on phones and computers.
For almost as long, police and intelli-
gence agencies have sought to poke
holes in the security technology, which
can thwart investigators even when
they have a legal warrant for, say, possi-
bly incriminating text messages stored
on a phone.

The authorities haven’t fared well;
strong encryption now keeps strangers
out of everything from your iMessages
to app data stored on the latest
Android phones. But in the wake of the
Paris attacks, US officials are again
pushing for limits on encryption, even
though there’s still no evidence the
extremists used it to safeguard their
communications. While various experts
are exploring ways of resolving the
impasse, none are making much head-
way. For now, the status quo favors civil
libertarians and the tech industry,
although that could change quickly -
for instance, should another attack lead
to mass US casualties. 

Such a scenario could stampede
Congress into passing hasty and
potentially counterproductive restric-
tions on encryption. “There are com-
pletely reasonable concerns on both
sides,” said Yeshiva University law pro-
fessor Deborah Pearlstein. The after-
math of an attack, however, “is the least
practical time to have a rational discus-
sion about these issues.” Encryption
plays a little heralded, yet crucial role in
the modern economy and daily life. It
protects everything from corporate
secrets to the credit-card numbers of
online shoppers to the communica-
tions of democracy advocates fighting
totalitarian regimes.

At the same time, recent decisions
by Apple and Google to encrypt smart-
phone data by default have rankled
law enforcement officials, who com-
plain of growing difficulty in getting
access to the data they feel they need
to build criminal cases and prevent
attacks. For months, the Obama admin-
istration - which has steered away from
legislative restrictions on encryption -
has been in talks with technology com-
panies to brainstorm ways of giving
investigators legal access to encrypted
information.

But technology experts and their
allies say there’s no way to grant law
enforcement such access without mak-

ing everyone more vulnerable to
cybercriminals and identity thieves. “It
would put American bank accounts
and their health records, and their
phones, at a huge risk to hackers and
foreign criminals and spies, while at the
same time doing little or nothing to
stop terrorists,” Sen. Ron Wyden, D-Ore,
said in an interview Monday.

Lawmakers on the US Senate Select
Committee on Intelligence remain on
what they call an “exploratory” search
for options that might expand access
for law enforcement, although they’re
not necessarily looking at new legisla-
tion. The FBI and police have other

options even if they can’t read encrypt-
ed files and messages.  So-called meta-
data - basically, a record of everyone an
individual contacts via phone, email or
text message - isn’t encrypted, and
service providers can make it available
when served with subpoenas.  

Data stored on remote computers
in the cloud - for instance, on Apple’s
iCloud service or Google’s Drive - is also
often available to investigators with
search warrants. (Apple and Google
encrypt that data, but also hold the
keys.) Some security experts suggest
that should be enough. Michael Moore,
chief technology officer and co-

founder of the Baltimore, Maryland-
based data security firm Terbium Labs,
noted that police have managed to
take down online criminals even with-
out bypassing encryption. He pointed
to the 2013 take down of Silk Road, a
massive online drug bazaar that oper-
ated on the “dark Web,” essentially the
underworld of the Internet.

“The way they figured that out was
through good old-fashioned police
work, not by breaking cryptography,”
Moore said. “I don’t think there’s a
shortcut to good police work in that
regard.” Others argue that the very
notion of “compromise” makes no

sense where encryption is concerned.
“Encryption fundamentally is about
math,” said Mike McNerney, a fellow on
the Truman National Security Project
and a former cyber policy adviser to
the Secretary of Defense. “How do you
compromise on math?” He called the
idea of backdoors “silly.”

‘Race against time’
Some in law enforcement have

compromise ideas of their own. The
Manhattan District Attorney’s office, for
instance, recently called for a federal
law that would require smartphone
companies to sell phones they could

unlock for government searches - in
essence, forcing them to hold the keys
to user data. In a report on the subject,
the office called its suggestion a “limit-
ed proposal” that would only apply to
data stored on smartphones and
restrict searches to devices that author-
ities had already seized. Privacy advo-
cates and tech companies aren’t sold,
saying it would weaken security for
phones that are already too vulnerable
to attack.

Marcus Thomas, the chief technolo-
gy officer at Subsentio and former
assistant director of the FBI’s opera-
tional technology division, argued that

it’s too late to turn back the clock on
strong encryption, putting law enforce-
ment in a “race against time” to obtain
investigatory data whenever and wher-
ever it can. But he urged security
experts to find ways to help out investi-
gators as they design next generation
encryption systems. The idea of allow-
ing law enforcement secure access to
encrypted information doesn’t faze
Nate Cardozo, a staff attorney for the
San Francisco-based Electronic Frontier
Foundation - provided a warrant is
involved. Unfortunately, he says, cryp-
tographers agree that the prospect is a
“pure fantasy.” —AP

Why US government and tech 
can’t agree about encryption
Uncle Sam uncomfortable as phone privacy gets better

NEW YORK: A C3 flip phone from Pantech is shown on a keyboard for size comparison, in New
York. More than 90 percent of smartphone users trade up for newer models within two years,
according to experts. But a fraction of the population continues to cling to older phones, some 3
to 4 years old, or more. —AP

GUESSING: Broke, remote and deprived of
jobs-just 25 years ago, the border town of
Guessing close to Hungary was one of the
poorest in Austria, a forgotten frontier along
the Iron Curtain trail. Yet today, the munici-
pality of 4,000 people has morphed into a
global flagship model for green energy, after
becoming the first community in the
European Union to produce all its heat and
power from renewable sources back in 2001.

Latest figures show the town is already
80 percent carbon neutral, a clear frontrun-
ner in the bloc’s race for reducing C02 emis-
sions. “The whole world should become
Guessing,” enthused Austria’s most famous
green advocate, Arnold Schwarzenegger,
during a visit two years ago. In many ways, it
all began with a “pile of rotting wood”, said
engineer Reinhold Koch, one of the master-
minds behind the dramatic transformation.
While Guessing lacked a motorway and train
lines, there was one thing it had in abun-
dance: forests and therefore timber leftovers
from logging companies.

“A major reason why we were so poor in
the early 1990s was because we spent mil-
lions on buying foreign fossil fuels, while
wood offcuts were decaying on the ground,”
Koch said in an interview ahead of crunch
climate change talks in Paris. “I realized that
the solution was right in front of our eyes.
We could produce our own energy and
thereby keep the money here.” This, Koch
hoped, would also put an end to the mass
exodus Guessing was facing at the time.
Some 70 percent of the region’s 27,000
inhabitants were forced to commute to the
capital Vienna for work as a consequence of
having been cut off from industrial develop-
ment for several decades. “I wanted to stop
Guessing from dying,” said Koch, matter-of-
factly.

Digging up the town
The engineer found a willing ear in

Guessing’s then-mayor, Peter Vadasz, a con-
servative politician known for his environ-
mental commitment. Together, the pair set
about implementing an ambitious green
transition plan. Firstly, all public buildings
were thermally insulated and stopped using
fossil fuels-a move that would halve local
government spending on energy. Austria’s
EU accession in 1995 enabled Guessing to

obtain subsidies and build a wood burning
heating plant. This proved a crucial first step
toward reviving the region’s stagnant econ-
omy, as Guessing was suddenly able to offer
companies attractive deals.

“By producing our own energy, we
decentralized power and brought it back to
our region,” said Vadasz. “My first question to
potential new businesses was always: ‘How
many jobs can you create?’” But the switch
also meant adapting existing infrastructure
and convincing locals to abandon fossil
fuels.  Authorities began digging up the
town’s streets one by one. “If 50 percent liv-
ing on a street wanted to join, we would lay
the pipes in the remaining homes too, in
case they wanted to join later-and they
eventually did,” recalled Vadasz. “Green ener-
gy had a competitive market price and our
best publicity was word-of-mouth, neigh-
bors telling other neighbors that they
weren’t paying more.”

From zero to hero
The real breakthrough, however, came in

2001 when Guessing launched a pioneering
biomass plant with the help of Viennese sci-
entist Hermann Hofbauer. The expert had
created a system able to produce power by
turning wood into a clean gas instead of
burning it, thereby strongly reducing CO2
emissions. The innovative technology would
not only achieve Guessing’s dream of green
autarky, but also propelled it to global fame.
“It can produce clean energy in any region in
the world, as long as it has natural
resources,” explained Koch. Today the giant
metal construction, which also serves as a
research facility, supplies nearly half of
Guessing’s heat, with the rest provided by
other green sources.

Much of the biomass plant’s wood comes
from Austria’s two largest parquet flooring
firms which are among 50 new companies to
have settled in Guessing in recent years-
despite there still not being a motorway or
train lines. The success story also had a knock-
on effect, with some 20 power plants now
producing renewable energy for the entire
region. “Experts call Guessing the mecca of
renewable energy and say you have to make
the pilgrimage at least once in your lifetime
to see for yourself that this kind of thing is
possible,” said Koch, smiling. —AFP

Rotting wood turning Austria’s 
poorest town into green model

KUWAIT: Gulfnet Communications, one of
Kuwait’s leading technology providers, said
yesterday that it has successfully achieved the
renowned Microsoft Gold Level Partnership
and the Gold Education Partner certifications.
Earning these accolades demonstrates

Gulfnet’s best in-class ability and commitment
to meet customers’ evolving needs in today’s
dynamic business environment. By becoming
Microsoft’s Gold Certified Partner, Gulfnet is
now recognized as Microsoft’s most highly
accredited independent technical support
provider in Kuwait. 

The company has provided utmost servic-

es in offering valuable support for data man-
agement and software development, in addi-
tion to using Microsoft’s technology as the pri-
mary platform for the company. Attaining the
Gold Level Education Partnership certification
positions Gulfnet as an authorized company to
sell Microsoft products at academic prices to
qualified educational users. This also allows
Gulfnet to deliver world-class learning experi-
ences while achieving effective sales and busi-
ness outcomes. 

Dr Ahmad Salih Gulfnet’s Chief Executive
Officer commented on this achievement, say-
ing: “We are very proud of our latest accom-
plishment and recognitions by one of the
world’s leading software giants. The Gold Level
achievement identifies Gulfnet as a true
thought and market-leader, attesting depth of
knowledge and expertise. To attain this mile-
stone, our teams have conducted several
exams, while providing customer reference
and maintaining certified devices and applica-
tions.” The Microsoft Partner Network helps
partners strengthen their capabilities to show-
case leadership in the marketplace on the lat-
est technology, in order to better serve cus-
tomers and to easily connect with one of the
most active, diverse networks in the world.

Gulfnet achieves Microsoft 
Gold Level, Gold Education 

Partner Certifications

WASHINGTON: One of the key technologies
that could help wean the globe off fossil fuel is
probably at your fingertips or in your pocket
right now: the battery. If batteries can get better,
cheaper and store more power safely, then elec-
tric cars and solar- or wind- powered homes
become more viable - even on cloudy days or
when the wind isn’t blowing.  These types of
technological solutions will be one of the more
hopeful aspects of United Nations climate talks
that begin next week in Paris.

“If you are serious about eliminating combus-
tion of fossil fuels to power anything - a house, a
city, a state - you can’t do it without (energy)
storage,” which usually means batteries, said
Carnegie Mellon University battery expert and
inventor Jay Whitacre. Former Vice President Al
Gore, former US Geological Survey chief (and
current editor-in-chief of the journal Science)
Marcia McNutt and others point to better batter-
ies as one of the bright spots in the fight against
climate change. While batteries have been
around for more than 200 years, this year the
technology has amped up.

In October, an international team of scientists
announced a breakthrough in overcoming
major obstacles in next generation energy stor-
age and creating a battery that has five to 10
times the energy density of the best batteries on
the market now. In September, Whitacre won a
$500,000 invention prize for his eco-friendly
water-oriented battery. And in April, Elon Musk
announced plans for his Tesla Motors to sell
high-tech batteries for homes with solar panels
to store electricity for night time and cloudy day

use, weaning the homes off dirtier power from
the burning of coal, oil and gas.

“The pace of innovation does seem to be
accelerating,” said JB Straubel, chief technical
officer and co-founder of Tesla with Musk. “We’re
kind of right at the tipping point where the cur-
rent performance and lifetime of batteries
roughly equal that of fossil fuels. If you are able
to double that, the prospects are huge.” At its
massive Nevada Gigafactory, Tesla has started
producing powerwalls to store energy in homes.
They can’t make them fast enough for customers
worldwide.

In November, a Texas utility announced it was
giving wind-generated electricity free to cus-
tomers at night because it couldn’t be stored.
That’s where Tesla hopes to come in - not just in
cars, but in homes. Within 10 years, Straubel fig-
ures it will be considerably cheaper (and cleaner)
to get energy through wind and solar power and
store it with batteries than to use coal, oil or gas. 

“What has changed is the Gigafactory,” said
Venkat Srinivasan, deputy director of the Joint
Center for Energy Storage Research at the
Lawrence Berkeley National Lab. “Two years ago
I didn’t think anyone would have thought you’d
invest $5 billion in a big (battery) factory.’” Tesla
is using existing technology, just mass produc-
ing and marketing it. That’s one of two key
changes in the field. The other is work to make
the battery itself much more efficient.

Start with that lithium ion battery in your
pocket. It was invented by John Goodenough, a
professor at the University of Texas. His next task
is a safer battery that uses sodium, a more plen-

tiful element that can produce a faster charge.
“Now I hope to help free yourself from your
dependence on fossil fuels,” he said on the same
October day he was awarded part of a $1 million
innovation-in-alternative-fuels prize from Israel.
“I believe in the next year there will be a break-
through,” he said. “I’m hopeful, but we’re not
there yet.” Glenn Amatucci, director of the ener-
gy storage research group at Rutgers University,
called it “a race against time. Every day and every
hour is critical in terms of getting an advance.”

But Goodenough is in a special hurry, work-
ing more than eight hours a day on his battery:
He’s 93. There are many teams around the world
working on breakthrough batteries of different
types.  One of the most promising materials is
lithium oxygen, which theoretically could store
five to 10 times the energy of a lithium ion bat-
tery, but there have been all sorts of roadblocks
that made it very inefficient. Then, last month a
team led by Clare Grey at the University of
Cambridge announced in the journal Science
that they had, on a small scale, overcome one
obstacle so that its efficiency could compete
with lithium ion batteries.

The potential gains in this technology are
high, but it is still at least seven to 10 years from
commercial availability, Grey said. At Carnegie
Mellon and Aquion Energy, Whitacre is honing a
water-oriented battery with sodium and carbon.
Others are looking at magnesium. Tesla’s
Straubel sees all sorts of different battery possi-
bilities. “It’s an ongoing revolution,” Straubel said.
“It’s a critical piece in the whole puzzle in how
we stop burning fossil fuels completely.” —AP

Better batteries to beat global 
warming: A race against time
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