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WASHINGTON: Could  the  Internat iona l  Space
Station become a commercial venture run by private
industry? That is the wish of the White House, which
hopes to end funding for the costly program within a
few years, The Washington Post reported Sunday. The
US plan, the paper said, involves privatizing the ISS, a
low-orbit space station pi loted by the US space
agency NASA and
developed jointly with
its Russian counterpart.

The stat ion has
al lowed international
crews-notably in collab-
orat ion with the
Canadian, European and
Japanese space agen-
cies-to pursue scientific
research in the environ-
ment of  a low Earth
orbit. “The decision to
end direct federal sup-
port for the ISS in 2025 does not imply that the plat-
form itself will be deorbited at that time,” says an inter-
nal NASA document obtained by the Post. “It is possi-
ble that industry could continue to operate certain ele-
ments or capabilities of the ISS as part of a future com-
mercial platform.”

Smooth transition
“NASA will expand international and commercial

partnerships over the next seven years in order to
ensure continued human access to and presence in low
Earth orbit,” the document says. A budget request to be
issued today by the Trump administration will call for

$150 million to be spent on the ISS in the 2019 fiscal
year, and more in succeeding years, “to enable the
development and maturation of commercial entities and
capabilities which will ensure that commercial succes-
sors to the ISS... are operational when they are needed.”

To ensure a smooth transition, the White House
would ask the private sector to provide market analyses

and development plans,
the Post reported. The
plan is expected to face
stiff  opposit ion. The
United States has
already spent some
$100 billion to launch,
operate and support the
orbital  station.
Beginning during the
presidency of George
W Bush (2001-2009),
NASA has subcontract-
ed certain ISS support

operations, starting with the supply flights now carried
out by the SpaceX and Orbital ATK companies-a trend
that gained speed during the Obama presidency. It was
not clear, however, how private companies might profit
from taking over the aging station-its first section was
launched in 1998. NASA did not immediately respond to
requests for comment.

Russia reschedules Soyuz launch
Elsewhere, Russian space agency Roscosmos has

delayed the launch of a Soyuz rocket carrying a
Progress cargo ship by two days after Sunday’s planned
lift-off was aborted at the last minute. “During the

launch, an order was made for the engines to be auto-
matically turned off, the causes are being clarified,” a
Roscosmos statement said.   “The launch is rescheduled
for the reserve date of February 13.”

The supply freighter, known as Progress 69, was
mounted atop a Soyuz2.1a which had been scheduled to

l i ft  off  from Russia’s Baikonur cosmodrome in
Kazakhstan with the aim of reaching the International
Space Station (ISS) in a record three-and-a-half hours.
Earlier, a source in the Russian space agency told news
agency Interfax that the launch may have failed due to a
computer failure in the control system. — AFP 
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This NASA image taken April 17, 2015, shows the Canadarm 2 reaching out to grapple the
SpaceX Dragon cargo spacecraft and prepare it to be pulled into its port on the
International Space Station (ISS). — AFP 

MINNEAPOLIS: Eric Dickerson plays Hologate virtual reality shooting game during
Leigh Steinberg Super Bowl Party 2018. — AFP 

Amazon paid $90m 
for camera maker’s 
chip technology 
SAN FRANCISCO: Amazon.com Inc paid about $90 mil-
lion to acquire the maker of Blink home security cameras
late last year, in a secret bet on the startup’s energy-effi-
cient chips, people familiar with the matter told Reuters.
The deal’s rationale and price tag, previously unreported,
underscore how Amazon aims to do more than sell another
popular camera, as analysts had thought. The online retail-
er is exploring chips exclusive to Blink that could lower
production costs and lengthen the battery life of other
gadgets, starting with Amazon’s Cloud Cam and potential-
ly extending to its family of Echo speakers, one of the
people said.

Amazon views its in-house devices as key to deepen-
ing its relationship with shoppers. The Cloud Cam and
Echo currently need a plug-in power source to operate.
Blink, which says its cameras can last two years on a sin-
gle pair of AA lithium batteries, could change that.
Amazon declined to comment on the acquisition’s terms
or strategy.

The deal so far has drawn little attention. The camera
maker announced its takeover by Amazon with scant
details in a Dec 21 blog post. Analysts have viewed Blink
as part of the retailer’s strategy for Amazon Key, a new
program where shoppers can set up a smart lock and sur-
veillance camera so delivery personnel can slip packages
inside their homes when they are away.  Amazon also sees
opportunity in the security camera market as smart-home
technology expands.

But Blink was not merely a camera business. Its little-
known owner, Immedia Semiconductor, was started in

Massachusetts by old hands from the chip industry. Chief
Executive Peter Besen and two of his co-founders came
from Sand Video, which had designed chips in the early
2000s that decoded a new and improved video standard.

In 2004 they sold Sand Video to Broadcom Ltd and
remained there as executives, according to an Immedia
website.  The group left in 2008 to create Immedia, aiming
to design chips for video conferencing, and later targeting
laptop makers as potential customers. Dan Grunberg, a
co-founder who left Immedia in 2016, said that plan fell
through. Laptop makers were unwilling to pay $1 per chip
when cheaper options were on the market. So Immedia
pivoted. “If we make our own camera, we don’t have to sell
a hundred million” chips, he said. Grunberg declined to
discuss Immedia’s sale to Amazon.

‘Battery life is a big issue’
The Blink security camera, which hit the market in 2016,

did not require a power cable like many rival products,

making it easier to place around users’ properties. It was
cheaper, too, starting at $99. Amazon’s wired Cloud Cam
launched at $119.99, while Netgear Inc’s wire-free Arlo
cost more still.  Netgear said last week it plans to spin off
its Arlo business.

“Battery life is a big issue in connected devices,” said
Scott Jacobson, a former Amazon devices manager and
now managing director of Madrona Venture Group.
“Always-on cameras that last for months and don’t require
a wired connection or an electrician to install could be
game-changing.” As Blink’s sales rose on Amazon’s web-
site, the retailer took notice, sources said, leading to talks
with the camera maker about a deal.

Flybridge Capital Partners, Comcast Ventures, Baker
Capital, Dot Capital and some suppliers were investors in
the company. Amazon’s regulatory filings show it spent
$78 million on acquisition activity in the quarter ended
Dec. 31. Sources said the bid was competitive, and that
compensation and incentives offered by Amazon pushed
the deal’s value to about $90 mil l ion. Madrona’s
Jacobson, who had no knowledge of the acquisition’s
details, speculated that Amazon might apply the Blink
team’s expertise to cameras in drones or in its new
checkout-free stores.

The chips could give Amazon other advantages, too.
The proprietary chip design will make it harder for rival
retailers to copy Amazon’s devices, said Matt Crowley,
chief executive of Vesper, a sensor and semiconductor
company that makes microphones. And now that Amazon
owns its own chips, it can go straight to the manufactur-
ers, cutting out middlemen chip designers such as
Ambarella Inc, which has powered GoPro Inc products.
Amazon has a division called Annapurna Labs that makes
an unrelated kind of chip, and it was not clear which sup-
plier it uses for chips that primarily process video.
“Vertical integration reduces cost,” Crowley said. Digital
video chips “are one of the more expensive components”
in a camera. — Reuters 

VR may reduce 
paranoia in 
psychotics 
PARIS: Virtual reality-based therapy combined with stan-
dard treatment reduced paranoia and anxiety in people
with psychotic disorders, scientists reported Friday. In
clinical trials involving 116 patients in the Netherlands, vir-
tual reality exercises led to less fraught social interactions,
a team wrote in The Lancet Psychiatry. More research is
needed to confirm the long-term benefits of such technol-
ogy, which gave the impression of being in an alternate
reality populated by life-like avatars.

Up to 90 percent of people with psychosis suffer from
paranoid thoughts, leading them to perceive threats where
there are none.  As a result, many psychotics avoid public
places and contact with people, spending a lot of time
alone. So-called cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT) — in
which therapists help patients break down seemingly
overwhelming problems to render them less threatening-
helps reduce anxiety, but does little to quell paranoia.

Researchers led by Roos Pot-Kolder of VU University
in the Netherlands extended this method into a virtual
environment. For the trial, the 116 participants-all receiving
standard treatment, including antipsychotic medication

and regular psychiatric consultations-were divided into
two groups of 58. Only one group practised social interac-
tions in a virtual environment. The treatment consisted of
16 one-hour sessions over 8-12 weeks in which the partici-
pants were exposed, via avatars, to social cues that trig-
gered fear and paranoia in four virtual settings: a street, a
bus, a cafe and a supermarket. 

Therapists could alter the number of avatars, their
appearance, and whether pre-recorded responses to the
patient were neutral or hostile. The therapists also
coached participants, helping them to explore and chal-
lenge their own feelings in different situations, and to
resist common “safety behaviors” such as avoiding eye
contact. Participants were assessed at the start of the trial,
as well as three and six months afterwards. Exposure to
virtual reality did not increase the time participants subse-
quently spent with other people, the study found. But it
did affect the quality of their interactions.

“The addition of virtual reality CBT to standard treat-
ment reduced paranoid feelings, anxiety, and use of safety
behaviours in social situations, compared with standard
treatment alone,” said lead author, Roos Pot-Kolder, a
researcher at VU University, Netherlands. The virtual real-
ity CBT group-which showed no adverse effects-went on
to use fewer “safety behaviors”. “With the development of
virtual reality and mobile technology, the range of tools
available in psychotherapy is expanding,” Kristiina
Kompus of Bergen University said in a comment also car-
ried by the journal. — AFP 

VERTOU, France: This file photo taken on December 28,
2016 shows the logo of US electronic commerce and
cloud computing company Amazon. — AFP 

Less-cool Facebook 
losing youth at 
fast pace: Survey
WASHINGTON: With mom, dad and grandma sign-
ing up in increasing numbers, Facebook is losing
younger users in the United States at a faster pace
than previously estimated, researchers said yester-
day. A report by eMarketer said Snapchat is drawing
youths away from Facebook at a quicker clip than
Facebook-owned Instagram. Facebook is still grow-
ing in the US market, according to research firm,
mainly due to increases in usage by older age
groups.

The report is the latest to highlight Facebook’s
problem with attracting and keeping young people,
who have long been a core user base for the world’s
biggest social network. The research firm said it
expected the first-ever decline in the 18-24 age
group in the US, a drop of 5.8 percent this year. It
also said that for the first time since its research
began, less than half of the 12-17 age group in the
United States would be on Facebook, with a 5.6 per-
cent drop in that segment. 

The under-12 age group meanwhile will see a
decline of 9.3 percent this year, eMarketer said. The
same trend is expected to continue into 2019 and
2020, with declines in all segments of US users
under 25, the report added. Facebook will lose an
estimated two million users under 25 this year, with
Snapchat and Instagram the main beneficiaries. The
report said Snapchat will add 1.9 million users under
25 in 2018 and Instagram will add 1.6 million.

Snapchat, which is known for its disappearing
messages, will continue to have more users aged 12
to 24 than Instagram, the researchers said. But
Snapchat could end up facing a similar problem as it
seeks to increase its user base and reach all ages.
“Snapchat could eventually experience more growth
in older age groups, since it’s redesigning its plat-
form to be easier to use,” eMarketer analyst Debra
Aho Williamson said.  “The question will be whether
younger users will still find Snapchat cool if more of
their parents and grandparents are on it. That’s the
predicament Facebook is in.”—AFP

Bat genetic 
trait holds secrets 
of longevity
WASHINGTON: Bats are the longest-lived mammals
relative to body size, and a species called the greater
mouse-eared bat lives especially long. Researchers now
have unlocked some of this bat’s longevity secrets, with
hints for fighting the effects of aging in people.

Scientists said on Wednesday that unlike in people and
most other animals, in this bat species the structures
called telomeres located at the end of chromosomes,
thread-like strands inside a cell’s nucleus that carry
genes determining heredity, do not shorten with age.

Only 19 mammal species are longer-lived than
humans relative to body size. Eighteen of them are bats,
some living more than four decades. The other is a weird
African rodent called a naked mole rat. The researchers
identified two genes in the greater mouse-eared bat that
may be responsible for its unique longevity adaptation.
These mechanisms could be the focus of future studies
on aging, with an eye toward extending healthy lifes-

pans in people, the researchers said. Telomeres are pro-
tective caps at the ends of chromosomes that shorten
each time a cell divides. This drives the natural aging
process, leading to a breakdown of cells that over time
can drive tissue deterioration and eventually death.
“Studying exceptionally long-living mammals that have
naturally evolved mechanisms to fight aging is an alter-
native way to identify the molecular basis of extended
‘health spans,’” said biologist Emma Teeling of
University College Dublin in Ireland, one of the study
leaders. “Bats are an exciting new model species that
will enable us to identify new molecular mechanisms
that drive healthy aging.”—Reuters


