
English
Wednesday, 26 November, 2014

28ALANBAA

E-cigarette boom sparks race 
for new patents

Google’s Latest: A Spoon That 
Steadies Tremors

Reuters - Electronic cigarette 
makers are racing to design and 
buy variations of a technology that 
has lit a billion-dollar boom, creat-
ed a new vocabulary, and prompt-
ed a backlash from health officials 
worried about the impact of the 
new smokeless devices.

Research by Thomson Reuters 
shows that China - with over 300 mil-
lion smokers - is the front runner in 
the manufacture and development 
of so-called e-cigarette technology, 
while new versions being patented 
include a “pay as you go” comput-
er-assisted device and others that 
can deliver caffeine instead.

In 2005 just eight e-cigarette in-
ventions were described in pub-
lished patents. By 2012 the figure 
had jumped to 220 and by last year 
there were over 500 inventions, ac-
cording to an analysis by the IP & Sci-
ence business of Thomson Reuters. 
So far this year the total has reached 
650. (A single invention may be cov-
ered by several patents.)

The original technology, involv-
ing battery-powered heating sys-
tems that vaporize nicotine-laced 
liquid, is credited to Hon Lik, a Chi-
nese medical researcher with a 
20-a-day habit, in 2003.

His invention has since become 
so popular that the market is now 
estimated to be worth $3.5 billion. 
Both big tobacco firms and small 
entrepreneurs are falling over them-
selves to find new ways to “vape” - 

a verb suddenly so mainstream the 
Oxford English Dictionary named 
it 2014’s Word of the Year.

Imperial Tobacco last year snapped 
up the patents owned by the com-
pany Hon co-founded in a deal 
worth $75 million, and is suing ri-
vals for a range of alleged patent 
infringements.

Part of the rush to create new 
devices can be explained by the 
prospect of stiffer regulation on ex-
isting ones after the World Health 
Organization said it wanted to see 
this, along with bans on indoor use, 
advertising and sales to minors.

While proponents see e-ciga-
rettes as important tools for harm 
reduction, critics fear the devices 
may instead fuel a new wave of 
nicotine addiction and cite a lack 
of long-term scientific evidence 
to support their safety.

Of more than 2,000 e-cigarette 
inventions tracked by Thomson Re-
uters, 64 percent originate in China, 
where over half of men smoke. In 
second place is the United States, 
with 14 percent, followed by South 
Korea with 9 percent.

Some patented suggestions tar-
get smokers looking to regulate their 
nicotine intake and their spending. 
While offerings already on the mar-
ket include thousands of e-liquid 
flavors from menthol to marshmal-
low, and even a smartphone app to 
show how much you are using, new 
patents go a step further.

AP — Just in time for the holi-
days, Google is throwing its mon-
ey, brain power and technology 
at the humble spoon.

Of course these spoons (don’t 
call them spoogles) are a bit more 
than your basic utensil: Using hun-
dreds of algorithms, they allow 
people with essential tremors and 
Parkinson’s Disease to eat with-
out spilling.

The technology senses how a 
hand is shaking and makes instant 
adjustments to stay balanced. In 
clinical trials, the Liftware spoons 
reduced shaking of the spoon bowl 
by an average of 76 percent.

Other adaptive devices have 
been developed to help people with 
tremors — rocker knives, weighted 
utensils, pen grips. But until now, 
experts say, technology has not 
been used in this way.

Google got into the no-shake 
utensil business in September, 
acquiring a small, National of In-
stitutes of Health-funded start-
up called Lift Labs for an undis-
closed sum.

More than 10 million people 
worldwide, including Google co-
founder Sergey Brin’s mother, have 
essential tremors or Parkinson’s 
disease. Brin has said he also has 

a mutation associated with high-
er rates of the Parkinson’s and has 
donated more than $50 million to 
research for a cure

Lift Lab founder Anupam Pathak 
said moving from a small, four-person 
startup in San Francisco to the vast 
Google campus in Mountain View has 
freed him up to be more creative as 
he explores how to apply the tech-
nology even more broadly.

His team works at the search 
giant’s division called Google(x) 
Life Sciences, which is also devel-
oping a smart contact lens that 
measures glucose levels in tears 
for diabetics and is researching 
how nanoparticles in blood might 
help detect diseases.

Joining Google has been moti-
vating, said Pathak, but his focus re-
mains on people who are now able 
to eat independently with his de-
vice. “If you build something with 
your hands and it has that sort of 
an impact, it’s the greatest feeling 
ever,” he said. “As an engineer who 
likes to build things, that’s the most 
validating thing that can happen.” 
Pathak said they also hope to add 
sensors to the spoons to help med-
ical researchers and providers bet-
ter understand, measure and alle-
viate tremors.
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Why people kill each other 
over TVs on Black Friday?

Hunting for scapegoats, 
Obama bagged the wrong guy

Psychology

Analysis

Reuters - What causes 
people to kick, shove and 
even stab each other on 
Black Friday?

Each year there are 
reports of violence dur-
ing the Black Friday sales. 
Last year, in Philadelphia 
– the City of Brotherly 
Love, no less – two fam-
ilies fought until one of 
the women ended mat-
ters with a stun gun. In 
a New Jersey Walmart, a 
belligerent shopper had 
to be pepper sprayed by 
police. And in Virginia, 
one man slashed another 
with a knife in an argu-
ment over a parking spot. 
This year, there are sure 
to be similar cases.

And why?
The reasons are 

primal.
We are all “hardwired” 

for violence under the 
right set of circumstances. 
Fortunately, those circum-
stances are rare (increas-
ingly so), but do occa-
sionally occur.

So what conditions set 
the stage for possible vi-
olence on Black Friday? 
The first is a valuable re-
ward – something we are 
highly motivated to ob-
tain. On Black Friday, the 
reward is a bargain. And 
people love bargains. In 
part, this is because we 
tend to view price reduc-
tion as a gain — as some-
thing for nothing. Con-
sider that, shopping and 
saving at the very same 
time!

But getting a deal is 

Reuters - The timing 
of Chuck Hagel’s resig-
nation as secretary of 
defense may have been 
a surprise, but the fact 
that he was on his way 
out has been rumored 
for weeks. The real issue 
is why he either stepped 
down or was forced to 
leave after such a com-
paratively short time in 
office.

Hagel’s departure may 
bring about some short-
term political gains, but 
in the long run it will not 
be good for the admin-
istration, the Pentagon 
or the country.

There are two inter-
related reasons for his 
exit. First, the Obama 
administration need-
ed to have a high-rank-
ing figure take the fall 
for the emergence of 
the militant group, Is-
lamic State in Syria and 
the Levant (often called 
Islamic State), and the 
initial disjointed White 
House response to the 
threat.

Second, Hagel’s abil-
ity to influence adminis-
tration policy was ham-
pered from the start by 
his contentious confir-
mation hearing, which 
seemed to catch the 
White House by surprise. 
Then, as the White House 
took increasing control 
of the foreign policy de-
cision-making process, 
Hagel’s influence dimin-
ished markedly. 

Was Hagel fired be-
cause he was not quali-
fied for the post? Admin-
istration sources have 
reportedly suggested 
that the Pentagon need-
ed someone with a “dif-
ferent set of skills” to 

also affirming, exciting, 
and allows us to enjoy 
products that would nor-
mally be out of our reach. 
People will wait overnight 
in freezing weather for 
the chance to get a good 
deal. They will also buy 
stuff they have absolute-
ly no need for, simply be-
cause it is on sale. How 
many of us can look no 
further than the closet to 
see evidence of this?

That alone shouldn’t in-
spire people to violence 
though — a few more key 
ingredients are needed.

The second condition is 
competition. And the com-
petition originates in the 
limited number of prod-
ucts that are typically of-
fered at the most heav-
ily discounted prices, the 
“door-buster” items. Not 
only are these items more 
desirable due to their larg-
er discount, but there are 
typically only a small num-

tackle the threat of Is-
lamic State extremists 
in Iraq and Syria.

This, however, ignores 
Hagel’s on-the-ground 
combat experience as a 
soldier and a leader. He 
enlisted in the Army in-
fantry during the Viet-
nam War, receiving two 
Purple Hearts and the 
Army Commendation 
Medal, among other 
decorations.  

Beyond the fight on the 
ground, Hagel also under-
stands the big picture of 
U.S. national security and 
foreign policy. 

Hagel also brought 
considerable private- 
and public-sector man-
agement expertise to 
the Pentagon, as both 
the founder of a success-
ful cell phone company 
and the deputy admin-
istrator of the Veterans 
Administration.

Was Hagel dismissed 
because he failed to grap-
ple with the problems the 
Pentagon faced? Hardly. 
Unlike several of his pre-

ber of them available.
This means one shop-

per’s gain is another shop-
per’s loss, a psychological 
zero-sum game. Factor into 
that the sheer quantity of 
people waiting to rush once 
the doors open – last year 
Macy’s saw over 15,000 ea-
ger shoppers waiting to get 
in – and you have a level of 
competition like no other 
time of year.

Now we’re starting to 
talk about some classic vio-
lence-inducing conditions: 
massive competition for 
a very limited number of 
high-value resources. Our 
behavior, however, is also 
severely constrained by rel-
evant social norms. That 
brings us to the third rel-
evant condition: the pres-
ence or absence of norms 
that might promote or pre-
vent violent behavior. One 
of the norms that is rele-
vant to situations involv-
ing scarce resources is the 

decessors, he adjusted the 
military budget to reflect 
the spending reductions 
mandated by sequestra-
tion; took forceful action 
to deal with the problems 
of sexual violence and 
suicides in the ranks, and 
began overhauling a dys-
functional nuclear-weap-
ons complex. 

In addition, Hagel ca-
pably managed the draw-
down of U.S. troops in Af-
ghanistan, and set the rules 
of conduct for American 
troops as they take on a 
train, advise and assist 
role there next year. 

Will appointing a new 
defense secretary have 
much impact? Not re-
ally. When he or she is 
confirmed sometime 
next year, the current 
muddle-through ap-
proach to Islamic State 
extremists, Iraq, Syria 
and the Kurds will still 
be continuing. 

The Pentagon’s fiscal 
year 2016 budget will have 
already been drafted, and 
maybe sent to Congress. 

line-up norm. Lining up 
is a socially agreed upon 
alternative to a free-for-
all for access to resourc-
es, and generally reduces 
violence.

The line-up norm, how-
ever, can sometimes in-
spire violence. Especially 
when someone butts in. 
This has been the cause 
of past Black Friday vio-
lence, and almost certainly 
will be again. The line-up 
norm is so powerful that 
even people in front of the 
person who butted in get 
upset. Violence in this case 
is a way of protecting the 
norm.

The line-up norm 
causes additional prob-
lems on Black Friday 
too, because, at a cer-
tain point, it no longer 
holds – when the doors 
open. The norm at that 
point is free-for-all.

Ironically, this norm is 
implicitly sanctioned by 
stores. They make a big fan-
fare of opening the doors, 
of letting the crowds rush 
in. They set a discrete date 
and time for the sale to start, 
and, very often, a limited 
number of heavily adver-
tised door-crasher items. 
That’s not to absolve shop-
pers of any responsibility, 
but it is worth noting that 
the system is almost opti-
mally designed to cause 
shopping mayhem.

With all those factors 
at play, it is perhaps a tes-
tament to our “better an-
gels” that there isn’t more 
violence.

So that leaves little room 
for a new secretary’s im-
print. The new Pentagon 
chief will have a chance 
to have an impact on the 
fiscal year 2017 defense 
budget. But without know-
ing who the president 
will be in 2017. 

Even on the manage-
rial front, the new secre-
tary will not have the op-
portunity to bring in his 
or her own appointees to 
help run the Pentagon, 
leaving little hope for a 
continued push to reform 
the Defense Department’s 
approach to sexual as-
sault or improve the ac-
quisitions process.

Ultimately, finding a 
new secretary may be 
difficult. Like Hagel’s 
23 predecessors, none 
of the people rumored 
to be potential replace-
ments bring a similar 
combination of military, 
managerial and political 
experience to the job.   
Moreover, few qualified 
people would want to 
leave their jobs for a post 
that requires a sure-to-
be difficult Senate con-
firmation hearing and 
offers a tenure of less 
than two years. 

With the 2016 pres-
idential election cam-
paign in full swing shortly 
after a new defense sec-
retary would take office, 
the window for wielding 
influence over the Pen-
tagon and our national 
security policy is likely 
to be very brief. 

Americans must hope 
that Obama considered 
all these factors before 
he asked for Hagel’s 
resignation.

By Lawrence Korb


