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Defense Department pledges billions toward artificial intelligence research - The Washington Post
The military’s research arm said Friday it will invest up to $2 billion over the next five years toward new programs advancing artificial intelligence, stepping up both a technological arms race with China and an ideological clash with Silicon Valley over the future of powerful machines.
The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, part of the Defense Department, said it will fund dozens of new research efforts as part of a “Third Wave” campaign aimed at developing machines that can learn and adapt to changing environments.
DARPA director Steven Walker announced the effort Friday to an audience from American academia, private industry and the military at a symposium outside Washington, saying the agency wants to explore “how machines can acquire human-like communication and reasoning capabilities.”
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C.I.A. Drone Mission, Curtailed by Obama, Is Expanded in Africa Under Trump
DIRKOU, Niger — The C.I.A. is poised to conduct secret drone strikes against Qaeda and Islamic State insurgents from a newly expanded air base deep in the Sahara, making aggressive use of powers that were scaled back during the Obama administration and restored by President Trump.
One American official said the drones had not yet been used in lethal missions, but would almost certainly be in the near future, given the growing threat in southern Libya. The official spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss the secretive operations.
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Apple’s new tool will make it easier for law enforcement to request data
Apple is planning to create an online portal that will allow law enforcement officials around the world to request information about its users more easily.
The company is seeking to streamline the way that it currently services information to government agencies with the new tool, which will be ready by the end of the year. It outlined the plans in a letter, from Apple’s general counsel Kate Adams to US Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island, according to a report from Reuters.
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Scientists Have Developed a New Method to 3D-Print Living Tissue
Researchers from the University of Oxford have developed a method for 3D printing tissues and organs with greater structural integrity, detail, and precision. Their technique allows for the 3D printing of more complex tissues and cartilage, which could potentially be used to repair or replace damaged parts of the body.
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The state of self-driving car laws across the U.S.
Despite two fatal accidents involving semi-autonomous cars occurring within days of each other in March, testing of the technology continues. On April 2, California expanded its testing rules to allow for remote monitoring instead of a safety driver inside the vehicle. Waymo and another company have since applied to begin testing vehicles without drivers in the state. While neighboring states Arizona and Nevada also allow testing without a safety driver, California is both the most populous state and also the home to many of the companies’ testing vehicles. States should learn from regulations that promote innovation and safety at the same time. 
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Renewable Energy: An Ethical Decision or Simple Economics
For many, a move to a more renewable and sustainable culture is an essential part of our development as a society, but does this reflect more of an ambition than a reality? Our collective conscience is often pricked by the media in particular the campaigning of celebrities and high profile figures in relation to charitable appeals. The desire is to make a personal connection with the individual and engage their ethical side to contribute to the cause. But do such appeals work when it comes to the sustainability agenda in particular when you are asking consumers to spend significant amounts of money installing equipment and converting to a renewable lifestyle? Can the economics match the ethical ideal and is it acceptable that the benefits are often limited to those who can simply afford it?
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Robots are going to turbo charge one of society’s biggest problems
The greater adoption of robots in the workplace is heralded as a way to usher greater business efficiency, productivity, and better paid jobs, which in turn will boost the economy. However, the more jobs are automated, the more the gender wage gap will be exacerbated, warns a think tank.
The Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) laid out in a new report (pdf) the positive and negative effects of adding robots to the workplace. On the plus side, it estimates that robots could raise UK productivity growth by 0.8% to 1.4% each year and therefore help boost GDP by 10% by 2030. It also predicts that there is £290 billion ($390 billion) worth of wages associated with jobs that have the “technical potential” to become automated. “If automation leads to lower average wages or working hours, or loss of jobs in aggregate, a significant amount of national income could be transferred from labor to capital,” says the report.
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Hold the water: Some firms fracking without it
The use of one precious fluid — water — to recover another — oil — chafes in dry country. Rivers and groundwater are receding in Texas for lack of rain and over-pumping just when the demand for water in new oil and gas fields is growing.
Now one exploration and production company in San Antonio is fracturing its wells mostly without water, using gas liquids instead, in a practice that’s beginning to spread.
Fracturing, or fracking, refers to using fluid under pressure to create fissures held open by sand. Oil or gas flow back through these channels and up through a well.
BlackBrush Oil & Gas LP is using a butane-rich mix for fracking after being confounded by many of the same obstacles other energy companies face in buying, moving and disposing of large amounts of water.
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The nuclear industry is making a big bet on small power plants
Until now, generating nuclear power has required massive facilities surrounded by acres of buildings, electrical infrastructure, roads, parking lots and more. The nuclear industry is trying to change that picture – by going small.
Efforts to build the nation's first "advanced small modular reactor," or SMR, in Idaho, are on track for it to become operational by the mid-2020s. The project took a crucial step forward when the company behind it, NuScale, secured an important security certification from the Nuclear Regulatory Commission.
But the first ones could be generating power by 2020 in China, Argentina and Russia, according to the International Atomic Energy Agency.
The debate continues over whether this technology is worth pursuing, but the nuclear industry isn't waiting for a verdict. Nor, as an energy scholar, do I think it should. This new generation of smaller and more technologically advanced reactors offer many advantages, including an assembly-line approach to production, vastly reduced meltdown risks and greater flexibility in terms of where they can be located, among others.
Read more at: https://phys.org/news/2018-06-nuclear-industry-big-small-power.html#jCp
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New desalination method offers low energy alternative to purify salty water
Providing safer drinking water to those in need may be a little easier. According to Penn State researchers, a new desalination technique is able to remove salt from water using less energy than previous methods.
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The rise of facial recognition: what are the ethical implications?
The digital world is about to fully embrace facial recognition technology. It might be old news for the likes of Samsung and passport control, but the new iPhone X could put the technology firmly in the pocket of the masses, and cement its place in the mainstream.
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The prospects for coal-fired power plants with carbon capture and storage: A UK perspective
Carbon capture and storage (CCS) facilities coupled to coal-fired power plants provide a climate change mitigation strategy that potentially permits the continued use of fossil fuels whilst reducing the carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions. Potential design routes for the capture, transport and storage of CO2 from United Kingdom (UK) power plants are examined. Energy and carbon analyses were performed on coal-fired power stations with and without CCS. Both currently available and novel CCS technologies are evaluated. Due to lower operating efficiencies, the CCS plants showed a longer energy payback period and a lower energy gain ratio than conventional plant. Cost estimates are reported in the context of recent UK industry-led attempts to determine opportunities for cost reductions across the whole CCS chain, alongside international endeavours to devise common CCS cost estimation methods. These cost figures should be viewed as ‘indicative’ or suggestive. They are nevertheless helpful to various CCS stakeholder groups [such as those in industry, policy makers (civil servants and the staff of various government agencies), and civil society and environmental ‘non-governmental organisations’ (NGOs)] in order to enable them to assess the role of this technology in national energy strategies and its impact on local communities.
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Do robots have rights? Here’s what 10 people and 1 robot have to say
Recently, several prominent leaders in artificial intelligence and machine learning signed an open letter advocating for a worldwide ban on autonomous weapons. But for those in the business of war, robots and algorithms offer the chance to reduce soldier (and potentially civilian) deaths and boost efficiency.
Lieutenant Colonel Keirin Joyce, CSC, Program Manager, Unmanned Aerial Systems, Australian Army, agreed that weapons controlled by algorithms have use, so long as “they conformed with our rules of engagement”.
However, he stopped short of saying humans should be removed entirely from the equation.
“[Robots] are useful, but I think war and defence is a human endeavour and humans will never be replaced in a defence role,” he said.
Sophia the robot, however, said she was “totally opposed” to autonomous weapons.
“Robots should not be allowed to kill, unless a human takes responsibility for programming them to kill,” she said.  
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The Environmental Impacts of Offshore Oil Drilling
If there had been any doubt before, the 2010 catastrophe on the Deepwater Horizon in the Gulf of Mexico has really driven home the message that drilling for oil is a messy and risky business. Consequently, decisions are now being made that affect the future of offshore oil drilling. But how risky is it really? Should we stop offshore drilling?
Even following the devastating oil spill, opinions are split on offshore oil drilling. A USA Today article summed it up quite nicely: "Environmental hazard or energy bonanza: Oil and natural gas trapped beneath the USA's ocean floor mean different things to different people". Oil drilling will continue to be a big deal unless we become less dependent on fossil fuels (or the oil runs out). Understanding the process and looking at the environmental impacts involved will help to shed some light on offshore oil drilling.
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