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 3D Imaging Techniques and Multimedia Applications

With the advances in sensing, transmission, and visualization technology, 3D information has become increasingly incorporated into real-world applications—from architecture to entertainment, manufacturing, and security. Integrating depth perception into such application can help present an even richer media interface. For example, in immersive telecommunication, spatialized audio and 3D parallax increases the effectiveness of communication; in medicine, 3D instrument tracking enables more precise and safer operations; and new low-cost 3D cameras are starting a new chapter in interactive gaming and human-computer interaction.

One of the fundamental requirements of these applications is the estimation of scene depth information. The extraction of 3D information has been studied in the field of computer vision for more than three decades, but it remains a challenging problem, in particular under unconstrained environments that can include variable lighting, specular and deforming scene surfaces, and occluded objects, among other things. Multimedia researchers must account for imperfect depth information when designing their systems, making this a unique research opportunity. This special issue of IEEE Multimedia aims to provide an overview of recent rapid advances in 3D acquisition systems and the many multimedia applications that can benefit from 3D integration and understanding.
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AI scores same as a 4-year-old in verbal IQ test
Computers aren't really known for their way with words, but that could be about to change. An artificial intelligence program recently scored as high as a 4-year-old on a test of verbal IQ. The result may help AIs develop common sense.

AIs such as Google's search engine or IBM's Watson typically perform well in specific areas, like ranking web pages or answering game-show style questions. But these systems tend to fail when asked to do things outside of their narrow area of expertise. For years researchers have attempted to build systems with a more general "common sense" understanding, but have had mixed results.

Step forward ConceptNet. Developed by Catherine Havasi and her team at the MIT Media Lab ConceptNet draws upon a crowdsourced database of millions of statements describing simple relationships between everyday objects, such as "a fawn is a deer" or "ice cream is capable of melting".Havasi describes the system as containing "the kind of information that everybody knows about the world but that nobody ever writes down because we learn it too early".

To test ConceptNet's overall intelligence, Robert Sloan and Stellan Ohlsson of the University of Illinois at Chicago, who were not involved in the system's creation, used a standard measure of child IQ called the Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence. The verbal portion of the test asks questions in five categories, ranging from simple vocabulary questions, like "What is a house?", to guessing an object from a number of clues such as "You can see through it. It is a square and can be opened. What is it?"

To answer a question from the test, like "What do you wear on your head?", ConceptNet searches its database for the object that is most closely related to the pair "wear" and "head".

For the three main categories of questions – information, vocabulary and word reasoning – Sloan and Ohlsson found that the system's aggregate verbal IQ was equal to that of an average human 4-year-old. "I didn't expect to see 4-year-old performance," says Sloan, who presented the results at the Association for the Advancement of Artificial Intelligence conference in Bellevue, Washington, last week. Havasi points out that this research only tested the system's verbal ability and ignored parts of the test that covered spatial and symbolic reasoning.She speculates that the latest version of ConceptNet, which has 17 million statements instead of the million available to the version tested, might score even higher. Sloan thinks that with better algorithms, ConceptNet could score as high as a 5 or 6-year-old.
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As tablets become more common in the workplace, new research shows an increasing need for IT professionals to support their use.The survey, conducted by Cisco, suggests the use of enterprise-grade tablet computing will increase in 2012.More than 20 percent of U.S. employees ask to use a company-owned tablet, the most of any country globally, the surveyed found. Additionally, U.S. senior executives are more likely than their peers in other countries to be issued a tablet. Those in the U.K. are least likely to get one.Despite having the most experience managing tablets, the study found that IT professionals in the U.S are the most concerned about securing them. Three-quarters of the IT managers surveyed in the U.S. said new rules must be established around tablet security and device usage.Worldwide, 75 percent of IT managers said work-issued tablets must have email and document-sharing capabilities. Other services needed for a business tablet include video conferencing, instant messaging, access to company databases and seamless synchronization with other business devices.

"Mobile workers and virtual workspaces are here to stay — but so are the demands on IT to continue to ensure enterprise-grade security, manageability and interoperability," said Tom Puorro, director of product management for Cisco Systems
.With personal tablet use increasing rapidly, many businesses are seeing employees using their own deviceson the job. More than half of the surveyed businesses said they've seen an increase in the number of employees bringing their own devices to work.But many are doing so without the consent of their employer. Employees in the U.S. led the way globally, with 64 percent using their own tablets and other devices without their boss's approval.That can cause a number of problems for businesses, the research found, including the inability to access company servers securely, and the diversion of IT staff's attention from other important projects.The study was based on surveys of 1,500 IT managers and executives in the U.S., Canada, U.K., France, Germany and Spain.
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 Google To Bring India's Top Heritage Sites Online

Technology giant Google Thursday tied up with the government and the Archaeological Survey of India to bring online the country's major heritage sites like the Taj Mahal, Khajuraho and the Ajanta and Ellora caves. Vice president and managing director of Google India Rajan Anandan said the initial target is to cover the country's 100 most important heritage sites. 

According to the plan, Google will create 360-degree online imagery that will be available on Google Maps and also on the World Wonders site. Google signed a memorandum of understanding with the ministry of culture and the Archaeological Survey of India. 

Anandan said the initiative would make more of India's heritage accessible to people around the world, and help to preserve the country's unique history for generations to come.  “In a country like India, where we have the world's second largest population and 5,000 years of history and rich cultural diversity, technology can help us share the Indian experience with the rest of the world and with each other more effectively than ever before,” Anandan said. 

However, Google did not disclose the required investments and timeframe for making the planned sites available online. Union Culture Minister Chandresh Kumari Katoch launched the project at an event organised here. 

Speaking at the event, Katoch said the aim of the collaboration was to generate interest and consciousness among the Indian population in general and the youth in particular towards safeguarding the national cultural heritage of India.

The minister expressed the hope that under this project the experience of visiting heritage sites across a vibrant nation would be more accessible and enjoyable and also bring it to the notice of billions of people connected globally via internet. 
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Microsoft buys Nokia's Devices and Services unit for 5.4 billion Euros

Huge news is coming from Redmond today, with Microsoft announcing that they've purchased Nokia's Devices and Services unit for 5.4 billion Euros. Of that sum, 3.79 billion Euros (~US$4.99 billion) will be spent on the business, while a further 1.65 billion Euros (~US$2.18 billion) will snag the company's patent portfolio.

The acquisition of the Devices and Services unit brings across the entire mobile phone business, including their Lumia (Windows Phone) and Asha (feature-phone) ranges, as well as assembly facilities, design teams and sales personnel.

Around 32,000 employees will transfer from Nokia to Microsoft thanks to the purchase, including 4,700 people in Finland, and 18,300 people directly involved with manufacturing. Nokia CEO Stephen Elop has stepped down from his position, and will return to Microsoft once the deal completes in Q1 2014. Risto Siilasmaa will assume an interim CEO position at what remains of Nokia.

Without the devices unit, Nokia will focus on delivering three core technologies: their HERE location-based services (which Microsoft has licensed for four years), Advanced Technologies (a licensing and development arm), and network infrastructure (NSN). However, with the Lumia business now belonging to Microsoft, Nokia will become a much smaller company.In an email by Steve Ballmer to Microsoft employees, the exiting CEO stated that Microsoft is "very excited about the proposal to bring the best mobile device efforts of Microsoft and Nokia together". He highlights the "incredible work" the team has achieved, producing devices such as the 41-megapixel Lumia 1020, stating that "now is the time to build on this momentum and accelerate our share and profits in phones."

Microsoft's acquisition of Nokia's Devices and Services unit for 5.4 billion Euros is considerably less than the $8.5 billion the company paid for Skype in 2011. This deal, however, could be pivotal in setting up the future of Windows Phone, with a close marriage of hardware and software potentially setting up the company do to serious battle with iOS and Android.
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