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OUTLOOKTrends

Electronic books to h|t the shelves

5000 require
batteries.

By Kevin Maney
Electronic
books arrive

EACH read-
B ing might
this fall, as

first SaltBook then Rocket
per soan will enable you to
browse an Internet books
store using an inexpensive
computer about the size of
a fat poperback. Find the

toru you wnm and you
can download the

and make type on the page
bigger. [t runs on a re«
chargeable battery.

To keep cost low and re-
Iiability nagh, the ScftBook
purpouly incorporates no

DEY, SAys crea-
tor Saehs. who co-designed
the fNirst Macintosh mouse
and was the designer of
Teddy Ruxpin, the 18808

talking bear. When it hits
the market next month. a
SoftBeok will cost US§isa
(RM1,200). But buyers will
then have to buy at least
U$$9.95 worth of products
cach month for two years

into the book

from SoftBook's online
Tk i

and read it In & way that's
a8 portable and comforta-
ble as an age-old papor
book.

In the long run, electron-
ic books threaten to burn
book publishing. But they
are, by no means, the only
technol hacking at the
US$72 ballion-a-year book
industry. Internet book-
store Amazon.com is not
Just shaking up book re-
tailing but making the no-
tion of the bestseller list

bsoleta,

almost o

And daring new authors
are using the Net to
change the way books gen-
erate all-important, word-
of-mouth demand.

The twist in this plot,
though, is that the en-
croaching electronic age
doesn't necessarily mean
bad times for the old

~ ot least for a while.
vy publishors see woys
to use tecl to boost

. profit margins by cutting

such cost-bloating practic-
es as storing acres of
books in warehouses and
taking back books that
don't £2ll in retail stores.
And for now, electronic
beoks cost too much
don’t work well enough for
mass consumption,
“We don't see somebedy
getting hit by a troin from
electronic books,”
James Sachs, chief execu.
tive officer (CEO) of Soft-
Beok Press, maker of the
SoftBook.

But certalnly publishers
can now hear that train
whistle somewhere down

the tracks,

SoftBook weighs three
pounds, ks about the size
of Glamour and has a
leather cover that opens
I1ike that of a hardcover
beok.

Under the cover is a
black-on-white, touch.sen.
sitive screen. On the pe-
rimeter are four buttons;
one to briag up o menu of
controls; another, a lst of
books and articles stored
in the mochine; the third,
to go back a page; and the
Bsst, to turs pages forward
and back

The touch screen lets
readers do many of the
things they like to do with
paper books: dog-ear pag:
es, slip in bookmaosks and
mark up pages. But read.
ers alsa can search a

for & keyword
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tal to nearty USS540.

To buy a book, plug a
phone line into the Soft-
Book and hit a button
from the touch screen
menu to dial into the Soft-
Book store. A typical beok
will download in about
three minutes at today's
speed. A SoftBook can
hold 100,000 pages, but

Iy store

L

] there are no
costs  of
printing,
storing,
shipping or
returns
with elec.
troniec
books.
Third,
SoftBook
and Nuvo-
Medlia bave
done a pret-
ty good job
of burying
encryption

(lefr) and ihe

the PC and Into the Rocket
eBook. It can hold 4,000
pages.

0ld books stay stored on
the PC hard drive -~ a nuis
sance if they hog too much

space.
In a lot of ways, elec.
tronic books look to
The editors at

you can 5
an indefinite number of
books on the SoftBook
site, Once a book Is pald
for, you can download it
free time.

any

SoftBook initially will
target people who read a
tonne, such as college stu-
dents, who typically lug
around numercus fst text-
books, paperbacks and ar-
ticles. if all the books were
available in the online
store, then presumably all
the student would have to
carry would be one elec-
tronic e,

The SoftBook also
makes it easter to

Harvard Business School
Press wore shown a Rocket
eBook earlier this year.
Far from nlm-mnc. thsy
jumped at it. “We were al
most fighting over who
could have it,” says Carol
Franco, who runs the pub-
lishing house.

Publishers say Rocket
eBook and SoftBook don't
yet seem threatening to
traditional books. For the
next five to 10 years, their
expectation s that the
market will be stinilar to
books on tape: a niche for
avid readers, “In reforence

Books of the future: The Rockst
Sofificok may prove 1o br
lmhrmwmerrmmm

software in
their tech-
nology.
That should

|
«Baok

categortes, we'll see some
movement” toward elec-
tronic books, says Phil PI-
effer, adviser to Random
House's CEO Peter Olsen.
“Whether or not the great
American novel will be
downloaded, I just don't
know. {Electronic books)
dan't go to the beach well
Yeu can't fall aslecp on
them weil."

Second, sales of olec-
tronic books should mean
higher margins and fewer
headaches for publishers.
The way publishing works
now, the publisher gets
less than half the cover
mce of a book. M‘uc‘h of

keop some-
one who buys a book from
making copies and sending
them around the Internet
or from losling them into
multiple PCs or other elec-
tronic books.

But what happens if
electronic books hit tech.
nalogy cresscurrents? For
instance, what if books be.

free. “If our theorles are
lrne we'll actually sell
Downes eays.
"We 1l los2 a few people
who read it online and
don’t hike it or get cnough
that way. But we'll gener-
ate buzz and more le
will be interested in the
boaok and woll sell more.”
The book, out in May,
made Business Week's best-
selling business books list,
though there’s no way to
know bow much of a role
the Web site has played in
that success.
For now, Downes says,
the risk is small: few peo:
le want to read a whole
cok on a PC. But what if
people get comfortable
reading electronic books
and could just as easily
grab a free vorsion as a
<copy they would have to

pay for?

There's a chancs that the
basic content of books
might indeed be evolving
toward being free, says Ni-
s!:o!u bllegmpon_ te, head :

come widely lable on
the Net for free, with no
anti-copying code?

That's a question con-
sultant and author Larry
Downes and co-author
Chunka Mul are asking
with their recent book Un-
leashing the Killer App.

book giw

[ p
goes to author royalties,
printing, warchousing and
distribution. Then, if a
book doesn’t sell, the re-
tailer returns It Up to 40
por cent of books shipped
get relurned. By contrast,

ing away asa
way to build a business.

ut the entire
contents of Killer App oo a
Web site, Anybody could
save the US$24.95 cover
price and read the book

logy’s Media Lab,
Project Gutenberg, a
not-for-profit Wab site, is
on a mission to put all
public domain books on
the Net for free. Titles on
the site range from The
War of the Worlds to
o de Tac.
Authors will have to
come up with imaginative
ways to make money off
their work, Negroponte
says. “Maybe 1 use the book
as a loss leader for lec-
turos, consulting or per-
1008, " - Newsbytes

hybrid textbooks. “A pro-
fessor can say, “You need
{hree chapters from this
book, three from that one
Sachs says.

Publishers like the Soft.
Beok but are wary of its
somewhat proprietary
bookstore, whick would
make all pablishers funnel
sales through Softflcak. So
far, they seem more com-
fortablo with the Rocket
eBook from NuvoModia,
which takes a more open
approach, allowing anyone
to sell content for the de-
vice, In fact, publishing gi-
ant Bertelsmann and book-
store operator Barnes &
Noble are among its inves

tors.

The Rockel eBook is
smaller, stmpler and, on
the inside, more technolog:
fcatly advanced than the
SoftBook, It has more in
common with the 3Com
PalmPilot -;M bably be-
cause it wos designod by 8
PalmPilot creator. When 16
appears loter this year, a
Rocket eBook will cost

but have no mini-
mim monthly charges. To
buy a book, the Rocket
eBook plugs inlo a persen-
al computer (PC), which
connects to the Internet
and then to any online
bookstore, such - as
www.barnes&noble.com. *
Downlond a book through
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