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Facebook buys facial 
recognition startup

SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook on Wednesday said that it
has bought facial recognition startup FacioMetrics,
potentially using the technology for photo or video
effects to better challenge rival Snapchat. “How people
share and communicate is changing and things like
masks and other effects allow people to express them-
selves in fun and creative ways,” a Facebook spokesper-
son said in an email reply to an AFP inquiry.

“We’re excited to welcome the FacioMetrics team
who will help bring more fun effects to photos and
videos and build even more engaging sharing experi-
ences on Facebook.” Silicon Valley-based Facebook did
not disclose financial terms of the deal to buy
FacioMetrics, which was spun out of Carnegie Mellon
University in Pennsylvania.

FacioMetrics was founded in 2015 and specializes in
using artificial intelligence to give facial image analysis
capabilities to applications that run on smartphones. The
technology has potential in a host of applications,
including those focused on animation, measuring audi-
ence reactions, and virtual or augmented realities,
FacioMetrics founder and chief executive Fernando De la
Torre said in a release. “We’re taking a big step forward
by joining the team at Facebook, where we’ll be able to
advance our work at an incredible scale, reaching people
from across the globe,” De la Torre said.

Using FacioMetrics to let users of Facebook, or sub-
sidiaries such as Instagram, have fun with photos or
video could be a counter-move to those kinds of fea-
tures offered in “filters” at vanishing message service
Snapchat. Parent company Snap estimates it has more
than 100 million users globally of the service for sending
videos, images and text messages which vanish after
being viewed. Some reports say it generates 10 billion
video views per day. Since trying unsuccessfully to buy
Southern California-based Snapchat several years ago,
Facebook has turned to cloning popular features. — AFP

KOLKATA: A security guard checks fingers of customers for ink markings prior to allowing them to enter a bank to
deposit or exchange discontinued currency notes in Kolkata yesterday. India’s government said Tuesday that it will
mark the fingers of people swapping scrapped currency notes at banks with indelible ink as authorities struggle to deal
with the corruption and bedlam spawned by the demonetizing of the country’s highest denomination currency. — AP 

NEW DELHI: India’s government yester-
day announced some steps to ease a
cash crunch for farmers amid wide-
spread criticism of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s shock decision to with-
draw high-value bills in the middle of
the sowing and wedding season.

Farmers have been left stranded as
traders have no cash to pay for their
produce, while millions of Indians lined
up outside banks and post offices for
the ninth day to exchange old ban-
knotes or withdraw rationed money
from their accounts.

Modi dropped a bombshell on Nov 8
by abolishing 500 and 1,000 rupee notes
that accounted for 86 percent of cash in
circulation. The move was aimed at
cracking down on the shadow economy
but has brought India’s cash economy
to a virtual standstill. In the latest in a
series of ad hoc steps, Modi allowed
farmers to withdraw up to 25,000
rupees ($368) a week against their crop
loans to ensure that sowing of winter
crops “takes place properly”, a senior
finance ministry official said.

Economic Affairs Secretary
Shaktikanta Das also said a time limit for
farmers to pay crop insurance premiums
has been extended by 15 days. Many of
India’s 260 million farmers have no bank
accounts and depend on local money
lenders to fund sowing, which means
those that have to borrow to sow winter

crops like wheat or rapeseed could face
debt trouble without a good harvest. But
Das said families planning a wedding
would now be able to withdraw up to
250,000 rupees in one go. “Various rep-
resentations were made to the govern-
ment,” Das told journalists  in New Delhi.

“(We) decided that for marriage cere-
monies, up to 250,000 rupees will be
permitted to be withdrawn from the
bank account and it has to be drawn...
from the father, mother or the person
getting married.” 

LAVISH WEDDING
That however did not stop a mining

tycoon from hosting a lavish wedding
ceremony for his daughter on
Wednesday, taking over a royal palace
in the southern city of Bangalore at a
reported cost of $75 million.

The sudden withdrawal of the two
highest denomination notes-aimed pri-
marily at tackling tax evasion-has creat-
ed huge problems for families planning
weddings in India where most people
still use cash, even for large transac-
tions. The government also slashed the
amount of  old money people can
exchange for new notes to 2,000
rupees - or just under $30 - from a limit
of 4,500 rupees.

The move sought to deter huge
numbers of people queuing to swap
cash repeatedly, some of whom are sus-

pected to be acting on behalf of racket-
eers trying to launder “black cash”
before a Dec. 30 deadline for depositing
or swapping old notes. 

The shock move last week, which saw
85 percent of the cash in circulation sud-
denly withdrawn, has led to huge
queues forming outside banks as people
rush to exchange old notes for new, and
has thrown plans into disarray as the
wedding season gets under way in the
country of 1.2 billion people.

The government has placed a week-
ly l imit of 24,000 rupees ($350) on
withdrawals as banks struggle to cope
with a shortage of cash and many
ATMs run dry.

Agriculture has also been hit hard as
farmers struggle to buy seeds and fertil-
izer with the winter crop-sowing season
now under way. Das said farmers would
now be able to withdraw a slightly high-
er amount-25,000 rupees-and would be
given more time to repay government
loans for crop insurance.

“Agriculture is an important compo-
nent of our society,” he said. “We are at
the commencement of rabi (winter crop)
season, and therefore to ensure that sow-
ing takes place properly and farmers get
smooth supplies like fertilisers, the farm-
ers can withdraw up to 25,000 rupees per
week.” There was bad news, however, for
anyone who did not fall into those two
categories. —Agencies

Modi govt draws flak as
currency crisis deepens
India acts to help farmers hit by crackdown

EU agrees larger 2017 
budget after marathon 

talks, Italy abstains
BRUSSELS: The European Union reached agreement in the
early hours of yesterday on next year’s budget, which will
increase government spending to create more jobs and
address the migration crisis, but Italy abstained, a new sign of
Rome’s tense relations with Brussels.

The EU states agreed to raise their spending for the 2017
EU budget to 134.4 billion euros ($144.09 billion) from an ini-
tial offer of 133.7 billion. Lawmakers and the European
Commission, the EU executive arm, had requested more.

The Council of EU states also agreed to raise to 157.8 bil-
lion euros next year’s commitments to payments that may be
incurred later, from an initial pledge of 156.3 billion.

Compared with this year, spending will increase mostly to
resettle refugees within Europe and to enhance border con-
trol, as the continent grapples with an influx of migrants and
asylum seekers from Africa, Asia and the Middle East. More
will also be spent to create jobs in countries hit by high unem-
ployment, particularly among the young. “We have reached
our aims,” said Jens Geier, a German centre-left lawmaker who
took part to the negotiations. “The 2017 budget clearly focus-
es on our priorities of boosting growth, creating jobs - espe-
cially for youngsters - and tackling the migration crisis.”

Less money will be spent next year on the bloc’s least
developed regions, which are mostly in the East. But that
spending is expected to pick up in following years.

However, in an unprecedented move, Italy abstained from
the vote, even though the higher spending on migration and
youth unemployment is meant to address Rome’s woes. The
country is on the front lines of the migration crisis and has
one of the bloc’s highest unemployment rates.

On Dec 4, Italy will hold a referendum on constitutional
reforms that has turned into a confidence vote on Prime
Minister Matteo Renzi. As anti-establishment and anti-EU par-
ties gain support in polls, Renzi has prepared an expansionary
budget for next year that may breach EU fiscal rules, even if
they have been relaxed in recent years mostly to accommo-
date Italy’s spending needs. — Reuters


