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Well spring must be in the air. This week saw the season's first reports of a backhoe (mechanical digger) causing a fibre cut. Backhoes go into hibernation over the winter, but they're obviously starting to wake up. The cut caused communications problems between Boston and New York city.

Things are still quiet this week as the war in Iraq continues to dominate all the news outlets, though tech news is starting to creep back in. I expect that a number of companies took the opportunity of everyone's preoccupation with the Iraq war to slip out 'bad news' in a low profile way. No doubt it will all come out in due course.

There will be no Winding Down next week, because I'm speaking at the ACCU Spring Conference in Oxford. You can get details at http://www.accuconference.co.uk/prog.asp if you are interested. Winding Down will be back the following week, 3 April.


Analysis: Laptops and LCD screens

Two rather interesting hardware reports came out last week. 

The first noted that notebooks are really taking off now. Over 30 million were sold last year, accounting for just under a quarter of all machines sold. That's pretty impressive, and the percentage of notebooks sold is steadily rising. I moved over to notebooks some time ago when the hard drive on my desktop died. My server development (Linux) takes place on a Toshiba Tecra, while the windows based client development takes place on a IBM Thinkpad 'A' series. 

The A series is rather interesting and perhaps very indicative of the trend towards notebooks. Early notebooks (aka laptops) were fairly heavy and designed to be used when you were away from your desk. They included complex software to sync your notebook data back to the desktop machine. The weight of these machines lead to the development of the ultra-lightweight portables which usually came with all their peripherals in a docking station. these could be toted around by people who weren't professional weight lifters, but it still didn't get over the problem of keeping your desk top machine and notebook in sync.

The last couple of years has seen a new development, and I suspect it is this that is driving the increase in notebook share. My 'A' series Thinkpad is marketed as a 'Desktop Replacement'. And indeed that's exactly what it is. It's as powerful and robust as any of my previous desktop machine (indeed, it's a great deal more powerful). It packs in a lot of features, including both regular and wireless networking, and its heavy duty docking station has a extra drive bay and space for a short pci card. Of course, it is heavier than the ultra thin notebooks, but it's far lighter than the last generation of notebooks, and I don't have to sync my data with another machine. When I'm away I can still work directly on my development machine.

The other report was that LCDs took 30 per cent of PC monitor sales in the last quarter of 2002. The report also notes that the prices of 15 inch or larger panels fell by between 11 and 30 percent between the start of the quarter and the end of the quarter. I don't have an LCD panel at the moment, I have a nice, but hernia-inducing, Sony Multiscan 19 inch flat screen. But nice as it is, I would trade it in in a heartbeat if I could get an LCD screen with the same size and resolution at a reasonable price. 

It's coming. LCD screen resolutions and the equivalent of dot-pitch are improving, and as mentioned earlier, the prices are dropping. Already 17 inch LCD screens are becoming relatively common. I suspect that when my current monitor goes it will be replaced by an LCD.

And as an aside there are also reports of flexible polymer LCD screens in the works. I don't expect them to appear in the near future but they are in the pipeline. These I am looking forward to, especially for playing wargames!

That aside, I think we are seeing a definite trend away from desktop monsters towards general purpose computing machines that you can take with you, and that the CRT, with its massive quantity of industrial pollutants and huge weight may finally be on the way out.

Oh, and by the way, my Thinkpad, with its matt black titanium case, looks incredibly cool when I use it at meetings!

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/54/29959.html
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/54/29972.html


Shorts:

There is a classic case of the blind leading the blind in the US at the moment. Various state legislatures, responding to prodding by music and film industry interests are trying to extend the much reviled Digital Millennium Copyright Act. Hackers are going to have a ball with this one, the wording on the daft legislation will outlaw firewalls, network address translators and maybe even routers! Passage of the bill would probably close the Internet completely in the states involved - Texas, Massachusetts, South Carolina, Florida, Georgia, Alaska, Tennessee and Colorado. While the legislators contemplate the mess they've got into, they might also like to note that a report to a Californian Senate committee last week revealed that peer-to-peer music file-sharing is now bigger than the recording industry. I'm watching this one with some fascination.

http://www.theinquirer.net/?article=8595
http://www.siliconvalley.com/mld/siliconvalley/5502291.htm

Three snippets of Microsoft news filtered through this week. The first was contained in a report on a security problem involving denial of service attacks. Microsoft have supplied fixes for Windows 2000 and XP users, but not for Windows NT4.0 owners. In an unusually candid statement in the security announcement, Microsoft admits, 'The architectural limitations of Windows NT4.0 do not support the changes that would be required to removed this vulnerability.' So there you have it, it's official - Windows NT4.0 is too flawed to be fixed. Not good if you are running Windows NT.

Then from South Africa it emerged that the Advertising Authority of South African (ASASA - neat set of initials, try saying that after a few cocktails!) had forced Microsoft to pull a magazine advert. It seems that Microsoft was claiming that its software was so secure that it would make hackers extinct. It's true. Honest. I don't make this stuff up. Anyway the upshot was that the ASASA ruled that the advert was 'unsubstantiated and misleading' and so Microsoft had to pull it.

Finally, Office Depot in the US has announced that, in future, it will only stock Windows XP products that have the Microsoft 'Designed for Windows XP' logo. If this is the way Office Depot is going, you can bet that there will be a lot of pressure on the other major retails to follow suit. Obviously the hand of Microsoft is behind this move - no one seriously believes that Office Depot decided to do it off its own bat. Suppliers affected by the scheme believe that the primary purpose of the scheme is to force suppliers to include Microsoft's digital rights management software through the back door. Perhaps we will start to see a thriving black market in non-XP compliant software start to arise as a result of this initiative.

http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/55/29985.html
http://www.vnunet.com/News/1139664
http://www.theinquirer.net/?article=8472


Scanner - Other Stories:

Network Associates caught out - three years results to be re-stated
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/7/29952.html

UK Govt web sites are a waste taxpayers money
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/6/29866.html
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/6/29394.html
http://www.theregister.co.uk/content/53/29127.html

Internet taxation: Nothing new under the sun (interesting piece)
http://shorl.com/bikurifrimusto


Have fun on the web!

Alan Lenton
alan@ibgames.com
30 March 2003

Past issues of Winding Down can be found at http://www.ibgames.net/alan/winding/index.html.

