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Google has launched its controversial Street View mapping service in the UK, with web and mobile phone users able to see 360-degree views of 25 cities from Southampton to Aberdeen.
The company has spent almost a year collecting images, with a fleet of specially modified cars crawling along 22,369 miles of British roads, and the resultant images provide a snapshot of a bygone era before the recession hit the British high street.
Many of the pictures were taken last summer - although the unseasonally wet weather played havoc with Google's camera cars - and show stores that have since gone bust, including Woolworths. Even household goods retailer The Pier is still open for business on London's Tottenham Court Road in the world of Street View as is Zavvi just down the road.
The Zavvi store on Oxford Street is boarded up on Street View, but judging by the utter lack of traffic on what is one of London's busiest roads, that is more to do with the fact that the picture was taken on a Sunday than the image being a record of the company's more recent collapse.
As well as the logistical challenges of taking tens of millions of individual pictures along Britain's roads, Street View has also suffered intense criticism from privacy campaigners since it launched in the US two years ago. An American couple even went as far as to sue Google over invasion of privacy although they subsequently lost the case.
"We recognise that people do have some concerns in terms of privacy," said Google's geospatial technologist Ed Parsons. "But this is the sort of level of detail you would get from driving down a road, the sort of picture you would see in an estate agent's window."
Speaking at the MediaGuardian Changing Media Summit, Google UK's new head Matt Brittin said the company has had discussions with the Metropolitan police "and they have said it actually helps track and monitor crime."
To try to meet concerns about privacy, Street View only contains imagery that is already visible from public roads - as a result 10 Downing Street is not visible. Buckingham Palace is also not on Street View, although it can be glimpsed through the trees on Birdcage Walk. Parsons said this is because of a technical fault with that car, rather than any deliberate intention to give the Queen more privacy than the rest of us. It hopes to put Buckingham Palace into Street View in the near future.
Street View also features technology that automatically blurs both faces and licence plates.
"We have got 99.9% of it right," Parsons said. "But sometimes it does not work completely."
As a result every single photo contains a "Report a concern" link. Anyone who believes they can be identified in a photo, or who wants their property removed from a picture can single out particular areas to be blanked out. When Google updates its photos, these blank spaces will remain.
As a result of these changes, the Information Commissioner's Office, which had been investigating complaints about Street View, last year cleared the service for launch in the UK.
"Although it is possible that in certain limited circumstances an image may allow identification of an individual, it is clear that Google is keen to capture images of streets and not individuals," the watchdog said at the time.
The Daily Mail has been particularly vociferous in its attack on Google, branding it a "burglar's charter". In fact the Daily Mail's owner DMGT owns estate agents website Find A Property, which is one of Street View's key partners and has already integrated the maps into its service, allowing prospective buyers to check out the local area before committing themselves.
Google has also teamed up with Fancyapint.co.uk which uses Street View to help drinkers find their local pubs. "You can also use it the next day to find out where the Hell you have been," quipped the site's co-founder Gordon Butler.
The service went online late last night and already software developers have been using its open-source architecture to build new applications. There is already a programme that links together Street View photos into a virtual driving programme which could be useful for trainee taxi drivers.
Street View launched in the US in May 2007 and is already available in Japan, Australia, New Zealand, France, Spain and Italy.
Hidden within the Street View imagery in the UK will be well-known children's story book character "Wally" wearing his trademark blue trousers, red and white striped hat and jumper and walking stick.
The cities covered by Street View UK are: London, Edinburgh, Leeds, Bradford, Cambridge, Cardiff, Belfast, Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, Oxford, Sheffield, Nottingham, Derby, Bristol, Coventry, Glasgow, Aberdeen, Swansea, York, Newcastle, Dundee, Southampton, Norwich and Scunthorpe.
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Middle England's howitzers have turned full force on Google today, as the Daily Mail finally wanders into the debate about the legal status of Google Street View.
The paper's front page is screaming furiously that the arrival of Street View in the UK could be a privacy-invading nightmare - saying Google's cars "WILL PHOTOGRAPH EVERY DOOR IN BRITAIN".
The story follows up in no uncertain terms:

The internet giant's StreetView website will allow anyone in the world to type in a UK address or postcode and instantly see a 360-degree picture of the street.
It will include close-ups of buildings, cars and people. Critics say the site is a 'burglar's charter' that makes it easy for criminals to check out potential victims.

It's an issue we've been following for months, of course: with stories like this one by Mary Bowers in April, and this follow-up by Richard Wray in May. That's as well as posts by (among others) Kevin Anderson of Jemima Kiss along the way, among others.
For the Mail's part, the story fits with its love hate relationship with surveillance technology, but doesn't take the facts any further than the story published by the BBC a week ago.
However, the paper's influence and its spittle-spewing rage are new additions to the mix - and there's an extra political angle, too.
Just as David Davies wins a by-election standing on a civil liberties platform, so the Mail continues to support the Tory leader, David Cameron.
But in this case, Cameron has very close links with Google - as we've documented in the past - and it'll be interesting to see if the Mail gets the Tory front bench to take a stand on this issue, or if it just slides into history as another one of the paper's moments of fury.
Personally, I'm torn. I use the US version of Street View a lot, but don't like the idea of a surveillance society. However, given the number of CCTV cameras which spy on me every day, I'm not sure that a Google car counts as the biggest infringement of my liberties right now.
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That BNP data - and the inevitable Google Maps Mashup
The names and addresses of 10,635 UK British National Party members are in the public domain after a former member supposedly leaked the list online; more on the BNP's theories on why and how this happened in our news story earlier. The links to the data and to BNP member email addresses have been high up on Digg.com for the past day, and it didn't take long for commenters to suggest plotting those 10,000 members on a Google Map. And so it happened.
[image: map19nov2008.jpg]
We (the Guardian) has decided against embedding or linking the full map itself (that's a still, above), even though it only lists members by postcodes and does not identify names. But TechCrunch is already carrying it, and, as editor Mike Butcher points out, "it's a sea of red pins" that will let you zoom in as near as your own street and see the proximity of your nearest BNP member, just in case you fancy calling round for tea.
He spoke to Ben Charlton who created the map. Charlton said it is only accurate to street level, but no more than that. And why do it?
"I thought what I've seen a lot of people say - it would be interesting to visualise the data in a way that makes sense to people," he told TechCrunch. "It's all very well being able to look for people in your home town, but it's nice to see easily how that compares to membership in other locations."
There was a thread of disapproval about this on Twitter this morning, with some voicing concern that this data should be talked about or linked to at all. 
(Update: I followed this up with Steve Bowbrick of the BBC Common Platform blog, who said: "We can't selectively violate basic rights. The idea that it might be all right to expose BNP members to loss of privacy, intimidation and ostracisation just because they're an objectionable rabble is shocking and counter to much that we hold to be important in Britain. It's quite shocking to me that this isn't obvious to everyone.")
But that's the older discussion about whether the BNP should just be ignored, or whether they should be allowed a voice in a democracy that, if your system works, will show that their policies and opinions are rejected by all but a very small minority of the electorate.
The BNP data case throws up so many interesting questions. What would the reaction have been if this had happened to the Conservative Party? Would anyone have bothered to make a Google map of that? If BNP members fully support the values of that party, why should they not publicly declare that they do so under their real names? And if data from the Sex Offenders Register was leaked and put on a Google Map?
By coincidence, a Freedom of Information request was sent to the BBC this week through whatdotheyknow.com asking why the BBC did not report on the BNP's annual conference last week. No reply as yet...
• Update: The map that appeared on TechCrunch, created by Ben Charlton on spod.cx, has been taken down. Ben told TechCrunch he didn't think it was accurate enough and has replaced it with a heat map.
"I do not want to single anybody out and by removing the accuracy from the map it is possible that it ends up incorrectly implying a property contains a BNP member. It has been suggested that an inaccurate map that doesn't make that clear is worse than publishing the list itself, and I think that's a reasonable comment...."
  


· Jump to content [s] 
· Jump to site navigation [0] 
· Jump to search [4] 
· Terms and conditions [8] 
· Sign in 
· Register 
· Mobile version 
· Text larger 
· smaller 
[image: http://view.atdmt.com/MDG/view/147467222/direct/01/cxAmggW,bfaqbIkgtIvW][image: http://view.atdmt.com/MDG/view/147467222/direct/01/cxAmggW,bfaqbIkgtIvW][image: http://secure-uk.imrworldwide.com/cgi-bin/m?ci=uk-ade&cg=12118&si=uk-hsbc_Savings2ndburst_Ron__50775_SUPERBANNER&cc=1]
[image: guardian.co.uk home]
[bookmark: &lid={headerBranding}{Observer}&lpos={he][image: The Observer home]
Top of Form
Search: [image: Location]
Bottom of Form
· News 
· Sport 
· Comment 
· Culture 
· Business 
· Money 
· Life & style 
· Travel 
· Environment 
· Blogs 
· Video 
· Jobs 
· A-Z 
· News 
· Technology 
· Search engines 
Big Brother is watching you
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A few months ago Bill Gates let slip an interesting thought about Google in an interview. It reminded him, he said, of Microsoft in its honeymoon period - ie. the decade 1985-95. This is the first time in recorded history that Gates has dignified a competitor by actually naming it in public: generally, he speaks only in paranoid generalities. But the Microsoft chairman knows trouble when he sees it, and Google does indeed pose a long-term threat to his profitable monopoly.
That's par for the course in the capitalist jungle. A more important question is whether Google spells trouble for the rest of us in the long run. And the answer to that could well be yes.
To understand why, we need to look back. It may be hard to credit it now, but Microsoft was once a cheeky start-up, run by college dropouts with long hair and a penchant for fast cars. It was founded at a time when the fledgling personal computer business was a labyrinth of incompatible hardware and software systems. In 1981, IBM effectively defined a de-facto hardware standard; and its erstwhile partner Microsoft defined the software standard by providing the operating system for the new, accountant-friendly IBM PC. Thus was order brought to an unruly industry. And thus was the foundation laid of Microsoft's subsequent prosperity - and its monopoly on desktop software.
We all know the rest of the story. Microsoft has grown and grown, to the point where its monopoly lock on desktop software makes it impossible for an upstart to supplant it: the world's organisations are so locked into the Microsoft Way that they cannot contemplate moving to a different operating system, even if it is cheaper or technically superior.
Yet, strangely, it would be wrong to conclude from this that Microsoft's position is unassailable. Granted, it has a stranglehold on the PC platform, and anyone who tries to compete on that territory is doomed to lose. The significance of Google's challenge is that it hasn't chosen to fight on that ground. Instead, it seeks to make the platform irrelevant.
And it's doing it. Here's an illustration. Ask any random audience of computer users the following questions. Who uses Microsoft software? (All hands go up.) Who uses open source software? (No hands.) Who uses Google? (All hands go up). 'Well', you say, 'that's a funny thing because you're all users of open source software: Google runs on Linux.' After the rueful laughter has died away, ponder on what that means. People want a particular computing service (in this case search), and don't really care what platform it's delivered on.
Since its inception in 1999, Google has focused almost exclusively on providing services that are platform-independent in this way. Its search engine can be accessed from any browser. Ditto Google Groups, Google Images, Google News, Froogle, Blogger, Google Mail, Google Talk and Google Maps. A few of its offerings (notably Google Earth, Desktop Search and Picasa, a neat program for handling and organising digital photographs) are written specifically to run under Microsoft Windows, but the most heavily used services are all independent of operating systems and hardware. The company has taken Scott McNealy's aphorism - 'the network is the computer' - and turned it into reality.
All of which is bad news for Mr Gates, whose prosperity is based on the proposition that the platform is the computer. But is it good news for the rest of us? Google's most intensively used services are accessed via the net, so all the data involved flows through Google's servers. And since these data are often fragments of intensely personal information - email, web clickstreams, instant messages, VoIP conversations - a single company is in a position to know more about each one of us than anyone would have thought possible even a decade ago.
Consider Gmail, Google's web-mail service. This provides two gigabytes of storage to each subscriber - enough to ensure that you never again have to delete a message. The flipside is that your messages reside forever on a Google server. What's more, Gmail is free because it is funded by advertising: Google's software scans every email, identifies key phrases, and puts what it regards as relevant ads on the right-hand side of the screen.
If you think that's creepy, you're right. Google's response is that the messages aren't actually 'read', that it's just a process akin to the one in which email messages are scanned by spam-blocking software. But that's disingenuous, because the ads selected for display are logged (they have to be, so that advertisers can be billed) and those logs will inevitably reveal something of the context, if not the content, of the scanned messages. Anyone who uses Gmail is therefore sacrificing a degree of privacy compared with someone who uses a conventional email service. That's why privacy and civil liberties groups have attacked Gmail on the grounds that it violates the trust of email service users - in particular non-Gmail users who send messages to Gmail subscribers. They point out that scanning creates lower expectations of privacy in the email medium and so establishes a potentially dangerous precedent.
Google's apparently unstoppable momentum is beginning to raise alarm bells across an industry that hitherto admired the company's cheeky, upstart ethos and the brilliance of its technology. This, after all, was an outfit that declared in its prospectus that its motto would be 'Don't do evil'. The implicit message from the co-founders, Larry Page and Sergey Brin, was: 'We're basically good guys. You can trust us.' But that was then, and this is now, when Google has evolved into a multi-billion dollar corporation with aspirations to global domination. Its corporate mission, remember, is 'to organise the world's information and make it universally accessible and useful'. And when these guys say 'world', they mean it.
So there's a strong possibility that Google will indeed turn out to be Bill Gates's worst nightmare, transforming his grip on the PC platform into a wasting asset. But the corollary of that is a world in which millions - perhaps billions - of people will become users of Google services, and that the company will become custodians of their most intimate data. The day will come when Google knows more about each of us than we realise. And knowledge is power.
Should we trust a US corporation with it? You only have to ask the question to know the answer.
Ten things you didn't know about Google
1 It's a calculator. Type '25 miles in kilometres' (without the quotes) into the search box and see what happens.
2 It can be manipulated to produce desired results. Try typing 'miserable failure' (without the quotes) and see what happens. This is called Googlebombing.
3 Googlewhacking is a game where you have to think of a single word which, when typed into the search box, will produce just a single 'hit'.
4 How many pages does Google index? Answer: nobody knows. Google used to publish a number under the search box (when last seen it was over 8 billion) but it has stopped doing that - possibly because Yahoo is now claiming to index 20 billion pages.
5 It does really useful online maps of the UK. Go to maps.google.co.uk. And you can search for restaurants, churches, bars or schools just by typing the appropriate term (e.g. 'restaurants in Bedford') in the search box.
6 Google's two co-founders are each worth about $7 billion. They are just 32 years old.
7 If you use Google's webmail, the messages reside forever on a Google server.
8 Google's power means that it knows more about each of us than any other internet search engine.
9 Google's Gmail software scans every email, identifies key phrases, and puts what it regards as relevant ads on the right-hand side of the screen.
10 Its services, such as Google Images, Google News, Froogle, Blogger, Google Mail and Google Maps can be accessed from any browser.
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If, while walking your dog, you see a black Opel Vectra with a top-heavy pole sticking out of its roof, do not be alarmed. It is not a UFO or a van checking for TV licence-fee dodgers, but a Googlecam. As it proceeds, the eight cameras mounted on the top of the pole take an endless succession of digital pictures of the road and its environs. Each image is tagged with its precise location using GPS. 
When the car returns to base, all the images and their GPS data are uploaded to Google, which then overlays them on Google Maps. The idea is that you type in a location and - Bingo! - you can see what you'd see if you were driving in that neighbourhood. In fact I've just taken a virtual drive round Haight Ashbury in San Francisco, something of a holy place for us ageing hippies.
Welcome to Google's Street View, which is currently available in some US cities and probably due in a lot more soon. The prospect that it might be coming to Britain has got the Daily Mail into a lather. This sinister technology, it raves, 'could be a privacy-invading nightmare'. Google's cars 'will photograph EVERY door in Britain'. The service 'will allow anyone in the world to type in a UK address or post code and instantly see a 360-degree picture of the street. It will include close-ups of buildings, cars and people. Critics say the site is a 'burglar's charter' that makes it easy for criminals to check out potential victims.'
Given that the Mail has been gung-ho about Britain's addiction to CCTV cameras, its newfound worry about privacy is laudable, but the grounds for its concern are puzzling. After all, Google Maps and Google Earth already provide invaluable information for burglars; they show who has swimming pools and unprotected back gardens, for example. So it's difficult to see what the larcenous value-added is from Street View, other than it may reveal which houses have burglar alarms and which do not.
The multiple sightings of the Googlecam in the UK - which have been cleverly overlaid on Google Maps by the online journal, The Register (see tinyurl.com/6lag7m) - suggest that the company has embarked on a large-scale UK trial of the technology. But it's not clear that the service would be legal here, or indeed in Europe generally, because our data-protection and privacy rules are more stringent those than those in America.
In Europe, litigation could be triggered by, say, images of an ageing rock star entering a rehab clinic, or by even more 'sensitive' pictures: the chap who's 'off sick' out shopping or the adulterer tending her lover's roses. 
And it doesn't matter that the pictures were taken in a public place. 'If you are caught on camera and complain to Google,' says Struan Robertson of lawyers Pinsent Masons, 'Google will remove the pics. But that may not be enough for Europe's courts. Our data protection regime lets us take holiday snaps, even of strangers, provided we're doing so for private purposes. But if we're taking snaps for commercial use, where individuals are identifiable, there is no such exemption. We need to notify the subjects, and that's hard for Google to do. Even a loudspeaker on top of the camera cars ["Hi, it's Google here, say cheese everybody!"] might not suffice.'
Quite. But in a way the issue is not whether this Google innovation is permitted or not, but the general direction we're headed and the role Google might play in our collective future. Last week I wrote about the legal ruling which compelled Google to hand over to Viacom its computer logs of every single viewing of a YouTube video, including those by UK residents. The privacy implications of that ruling have since been mitigated by agreement that the data can be 'anonymised' by Google before handover. But, again, the direction is towards a world in which everything we do is monitored and logged - mostly by one company.
Google's mission, according to its corporate website, is 'to organise the world's information and make it universally accessible and useful'. What we perhaps haven't fully realised is that these guys really mean it. Their ambition is at least as megalomaniacal as Bill Gates's vision of a computer on every desk running Microsoft software. So it's time we started thinking about what a world dominated by Google would be like. As it happens, some people have - and they've been publishing the results on YouTube. Then pour yourself a stiff drink.
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