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SAN FRANCISCO: Twitter on Thursday started
requiring those behind hot-button issue ads in the
US to be vetted as part of the effort by the social
network to thwart stealth campaigns aimed at
influencing politics. The tightened ad policy
included requiring photos and valid contact infor-
mation, and prohibited state-owned media or
national authorities from buying political ads to be
shown on Twitter outside their home countries.

Those placing these Twitter ads will need to be
“certified” by the company and meet certain
guidelines, and the ads will be labeled as political
“issue” messages. “The intention of this policy is
to provide the public with greater transparency
into ads that seek to influence people’s stance on
issues that may influence election outcomes,”
Twitter executives Del Harvey and Bruce Falck
said in a blog post.

The new ad policy came as major technology
firms including Facebook, Google and Twitter bat-
tle against misinformation campaigns by foreign
agents. Facebook, Twitter, Google and Microsoft
recently blocked accounts from Russian and
Iranian entities which the companies said were
propagating misinformation aimed at disrupting
the November US elections.

The new ad policy at Twitter applies to paid
messages that identify political candidates or
advocate regarding legislative issues of national
importance. Examples of issue topics provided
by Twitter included abortion, civil rights, climate
change, guns, healthcare, immigration, national
security, social security, taxes and trade. The pol-
icy did not apply to news agencies reporting on
candidates or issues, rather than advocating out-
comes, according to Harvey and Falck. Silicon
Valley executives are set to take part in a
September 5 Senate hearing about foreign
efforts to use social media platforms to influence
elections. — AFP 
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URAYASU, Japan: The reception at the Henn na Hotel east
of Tokyo is eerily quiet until customers approach the robot
dinosaurs manning the front desk. Their sensors detect the
motion and they bellow “Welcome.” It might be about the
weirdest check-in experience possible, but that’s exactly
the point at the Henn na (whose name means ‘weird’) chain,
which bills itself as offering the world’s first hotels staffed
by robots.

The front desk staff are a pair of giant dinosaurs that
look like cast members of the Jurassic Park movies, except
for the tiny bellboy hats perched on their heads. The robo-
dinos process check-ins through a tablet system that also
allows customers to choose which language-Japanese,
English, Chinese or Korean-they want to use to communi-
cate with the multilingual robots.

The effect is bizarre, with the large dinosaurs gesticu-
lating with their long arms and issuing tinny set phrases.

Yukio Nagai, manager at the Henn na Hotel Maihama
Tokyo Bay, admits some customers find it slightly unnerv-
ing. “We haven’t quite figured out when exactly the guests
want to be served by people, and when it’s okay to be
served by robots,” he told AFP.

But for other guests the novelty is the charm: each
room is staffed with mini-robots that look a bit like spheri-
cal Star Wars droid BB-8, and help guests with everything
from changing channels to playing music. Even the fish
swimming in the lobby run on batteries, with electric lights
in their articulated bodies flickering on and off as they
work their way around giant tanks.

“The dinosaurs looked intriguing, and I thought my son
would love it,” said Chigusa Hosoi, who was at the hotel
with her three-year-old. “My son is really happy. There’s

an egg-shaped robot inside the room. He was playing with
it a lot.”  The first Henn na Hotel opened in Nagasaki in
2015, and was certified the following year by Guinness
World Records as the world’s first hotel with robots on its
staff. The travel agency group that operates the chain now
runs eight hotels across the country, all with robots on the
staff, some of them dinosaurs, but others taking a more
humanoid shape. Some humans are also on call to inter-
vene in case of glitches, which customer reviews online
suggest are a not infrequent problem at check-in.

But Nagai said relying on robots for everything from
front desk duty to cleaning had proved an efficient choice
in a country with a shrinking labor market. “It’s becoming
difficult to secure enough labor at hotels. To solve that
problem, we have robots serving guests.”—AFP 
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Russia tries more precise
technology to block
Telegram messenger
MOSCOW: Russia is experimenting with more precise
technology to block individual online services after an
attempt to shut down banned messaging service Telegram
failed, but Moscow has yet to find a way to shut it down
without hitting other traffic. Telegram, which has 200 mil-
lion global users and has been popular in countries includ-
ing Russia and Iran, has been banned in Russia because it
refused to comply with a court order to give security serv-
ices access to users’ encrypted messages.

Russia’s authorities started trying to block the service
in April but they inadvertently blocked Russian users’
access to a slew of unrelated online services, including

voice calls on the Viber messaging service, cloud-based
applications for Volvo cars, and apps that control Xiaomi
video cameras. Because of that hiccup, the attempt to
block Telegram was put on hold, and the service is still
accessible to Russian users.

Since Aug 6, Russian state communications watchdog
Roskomnadzor and state security agency the FSB have
been testing systems designed to allow more precise
blocking of individual services, according to the minutes of
a meeting between officials to discuss the plan. Anton
Pinchuk, co-owner of Russian technology company Protei,
which according to the minutes was invited to take part in
the testing, confirmed to Reuters the testing was taking
place. He said his firm has declined to take part. The earlier
attempt to block Telegram involved targeting Internet
Protocol addresses operated by Amazon, Google and oth-
ers that hosted Telegram traffic. The problem was that
these IP addresses often also hosted traffic for multiple
other services which were also affected. —Reuters

URAYASU, Japan: Robot dinosaurs wearing bellboy hats welcome guests from the front desk at the Henn-na Hotel in Urayasu, suburban Tokyo. — AFP photos
URAYASU, Japan: A robot fish swims in a water tank displayed at the entrance of the
Henn-na Hotel.

Apple expected to 
unveil new iPhones 
SAN FRANCISCO: Apple on Thursday sent out invita-
tions to a September 12 event at which it is expected to
unveil new additions to its money-making iPhone line-up.
In typical enigmatic style, Apple offered scant clues to
what it has in store for the presentation to take place in the
Steve Jobs Theater at its spaceship campus in the Silicon
Valley city of Cupertino.

Invitations had the words “Gather round” under a large
golden circle. Apple has historically held September events
to show off new iPhone models, and this year the company
is expected to stay true to that course. Speculation
includes talk that Apple introduce three new iPhone mod-
els, infusing some with features from a premium iPhone X
that debuted last year with a $1,000 price tag.

Apple’s event comes a month after smartphone leader
Samsung unveiled its latest flagship handset, the Galaxy
Note 9. Although the California tech giant is the world’s
most valuable company with a market capitalization that
recently topped $1 trillion, it has slipped to third place in
the global smartphone market behind Chinese-based
Huawei, according to surveys. — AFP

Medtech firms 
get personal
with digital twins 
HEIDELBERG, Germany: Armed with a
mouse and computer screen instead of a
scalpel and operating theatre, cardiologist
Benjamin Meder carefully places the elec-
trodes of a pacemaker in a beating, digital
heart. Using this “digital twin” that mimics
the electrical and physical properties of the
cells in patient 7497’s heart, Meder runs
simulations to see if the pacemaker can
keep the congestive heart failure sufferer
alive - before he has inserted a knife.

The digital heart twin developed by
Siemens Healthineers is one example of how
medical device makers are using artificial
intelligence (AI) to help doctors make more
precise diagnoses as medicine enters an
increasingly personalized age. The challenge
for Siemens Healthineers and rivals such as
Philips and GE Healthcare is to keep an
edge over tech giants from Alphabet’s
Google to Alibaba that hope to use big data
to grab a slice of healthcare spending.

With healthcare budgets under increas-
ing pressure, AI tools such as the digital
heart twin could save tens of thousands of
dollars by predicting outcomes and avoid-
ing unnecessary surgery. A shortage of
doctors in countries such as China is also
spurring demand for new AI tools to
analyse medical images and the race is on
to commercialize products that could shake
up healthcare systems around the world.

While AI has been used in medical
technology for decades, the availability of
vast amounts data, lower computing costs
and more sophisticated algorithms mean
revenues from AI tools are expected to
soar to $6.7 billion by 2021 from $811 mil-
lion in 2015, according to a study by
research firm Frost & Sullivan. The size of
the global medical imaging analytics soft-
ware market is also expected to jump to
$4.3 billion by 2025 from $2.4 billion in
2016, said data portal Statista. “What
started as an evolution is accelerating
towards more of a revolution,” said Thomas
Rudolph who leads McKinsey &
Company’s pharma and medical technolo-
gy practice in Germany.

GPS of healthcare
For Siemens Healthineers and its tradi-

tional rivals, making the transition from
being mainly hardware companies to med-
ical software pioneers is seen as crucial in
a field becoming increasingly crowded
with new entrants. Google has developed a

raft of AI tools, including algorithms that
can analyse medical images to diagnose
eye disease, or sift through digital records
to predict the likelihood of death.

Alibaba, meanwhile, hopes to use its
cloud and data systems to tackle a short-
age of medical specialists in China. It is
working on AI-assisted diagnosis tools to
help analyse images such as CT scans and
MRIs. Siemens Healthineers, which was
spun off from German parent Siemens in
March, has outpaced the market in recent
quarters with sales of medical imaging
equipment thanks to a slew of new prod-
ucts. But analysts say the German firm,
Dutch company Philips and GE Healthcare,
a subsidiary of General Electric, will all
come under pressure to prove they can
save healthcare systems money as spend-
ing becomes more linked to patient out-
comes and as hospitals rely on bulk pur-
chasing to push for discounts.

Siemens Healthineers has a long history
in the industry. It made the first industrially
manufactured X-ray machines in 1896 and
is now the world’s biggest maker of medical
imaging equipment. Now, Chief Executive
Bernd Montag’s ambition is to transform it
into the “GPS of healthcare” - a company
that harnesses its data to sell intelligent
services, as well as letting smaller tech firms
develop Apps feeding off its database. As it
adapts, Siemens Healthineers has invested
heavily in IT. It employs some 2,900 soft-
ware engineers and has over 600 patents
and patent applications in machine learning.
It is not alone. Philips says about 60 per-
cent of its research and development
(R&amp;D) staff and spending is focused
on software and data science. The company
said it employs thousands of software engi-
neers, without being specific.

Medical revolution
Experts say the success of AI in medical

technology will hinge on access to reliable
data, not only to create models for diagno-
sis but also to predict how effective treat-
ments will be for a specific patient in the
days and years to come. “Imagine that in
the future, we have a patient with all their
organ functions, all their cellular functions,
and we are able to simulate this complexi-
ty,” said Meder, a cardiologist at
Heidelberg University Hospital in Germany
who is testing Siemens Healthineers’ digital
heart software. “We would be able to pre-
dict weeks or months in advance which
patients will get ill, how a particular patient
will react to a certain therapy, which
patients will benefit the most. That could
revolutionize medicine.” To this end,
Siemens Healthineers has built up a vast
database of more than 250 million annotat-
ed images, reports and operational data on
which to train its new algorithms. In the

example of the digital twin, the AI system
was trained to weave together data about
the electrical and physical properties and
the structure of a heart into a 3D image.

One of the main challenges was hiding
the complexity and creating an interface
that is easy to use, said Tommaso Mansi, a
senior R&D director at Siemens
Healthineers who developed the software.
To test the technology, Meder’s team cre-
ated 100 digital heart twins of patients
being treated for heart failure in a six-year
trial. The computer makes predictions
based on the digital twin and they are then
compared with actual outcomes.

His team hopes to finish evaluating the
predictions by the end of 2018. If the
results are promising, the system will be
tested in a larger, multi-centre trial as the
next step to getting the software approved
by regulators for commercial use. Siemens
Healthineers declined to say when the
technology might eventually be used by
clinics or give details on how its digital
heart, or models of other organs it is devel-
oping such as the lungs and liver, could be
monetized.

In data we trust
Both GE and Philips are also working on

versions of digital heart twins while non-
traditional players have been active too.
Drawing on its experience of making digi-
tal twins to test bridges and machinery,
French software firm Dassault Systemes
launched the first commercial “Living
Heart” model in May 2015, though it is only
currently available for research. Philips
sells AI-enabled heart models that can, for
example, turn 2D ultrasound images into

data that helps doctors diagnose problems,
or automatically analyse scans to help sur-
geons plan operations.

Its vision, like Siemens Healthineers, is
to add more complexity to its existing
heart models by pulling together scans,
ECGs and medical records to create a
model that can predict how a heart will
respond to therapy in real life. For now,
such software is still in the early stages of
development and companies will have to
work with regulators to thrash out how
predictive models can be approved before
doctors are willing to trust a diagnosis
generated by a machine.

Access to high-quality data with
enough variation will be crucial, as will be
the ability to interpret that data and turn it
into something medical professionals can
use, say experts. In particular, models will
have to be trained on rare cases as they get
closer to perfection, said Vivek Bhatt, chief
technology officer at GE Healthcare’s clini-
cal care solutions division. “It’s going to be
extremely critical to have an ongoing
process for getting more data, getting the
right kind of data and getting data with
those unique cases,” he said.

The established medtech players say
their long-running relationships with hos-
pitals and research institutes and vast net-
works of installed machines will give them
an edge over new tech entrants. Siemens
Healthineers, GE Healthcare and Philips say
their databases are fed with a mixture of
publicly-available data, data from clinical
trials or from collaborations with hospitals -
as well as some data from customers. All the
data is made anonymous and only used with
patients’ consent, they say. —Reuters

MOSCOW: People release paper planes, symbol of the Telegram messenger, dur-
ing a rally in protest against court decision to block the messenger because it
violated Russian regulations, in Moscow. — Reuters

HEIDELBERG, Germany: A three-dimensional printout of a
human heart is seen at the Heidelberg University Hospital in
Heidelberg, Germany. — Reuters


