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Gemini 3.1 Flash-Lite raises the speed-per-dollar
bar as open-weights surge and agent tooling pro-
liferates

By AI News Digest o March 4, 2026

Google’s Gemini 3.1 Flash-Lite leads today’s updates, with multiple benchmarks
and pricing framed around speed-per-dollar and adjustable “thinking levels.”
The digest also covers OpenAl’s GPT-5.3 Instant rollout, a surge (and shakeup)
in open-weight models around Qwen 3.5, expanding agent/research APIs, and
fresh scrutiny on reliability, surveillance language, and Al infrastructure im-
pacts.

Gemini 3.1 Flash-Lite sets a new efficiency bar (and ships
broadly)

Google: faster, cheaper, with adjustable “thinking levels”

Google DeepMind announced Gemini 3.1 Flash-Lite, positioning it as the
most cost-efficient Gemini 3 series model and “built for intelligence at
scale” 1. Multiple Google leaders said it outperforms Gemini 2.5 Flash
while being “smarter, faster, cheaper” 2, including faster performance at a lower

price 3.

By Google’s shared metrics, Flash-Lite delivers:
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o 2.5X faster time-to-first-token than Gemini 2.5 Flash (with “signifi-
cantly higher quality”) 4

e 45% increase in output speed and 2.5x faster Time to First An-
swer Token vs. 2.5 Flash °

« $0.25 per 1M input tokens °

« 1432 Elo on LMArena and 86.9% on GPQA Diamond

DeepMind also highlighted new “thinking levels” that let developers dial rea-
soning up or down depending on the task, including complex workloads like gen-
erating Ul/dashboards or simulations . In a side-by-side comparison, Google
said Flash-Lite is significantly faster in tokens/s and can use ~1/3 as many
tokens to complete complex tasks in at least one example °.

Availability: DeepMind said Flash-Lite is rolling out in preview via the Gemini
API in Google AI Studio '°, and Jeff Dean noted it’s available in Google Al
Studio and Vertex AI '

“Small but mighty — our new Gemini 3.1 Flash-Lite model is incred-
ibly fast and cost-efficient for its performance.” 2

More: https://goo.gle/30011NK 13

OpenAl rolls out GPT-5.3 Instant to all ChatGPT users

OpenAl said GPT-5.3 Instant in ChatGPT is rolling out to everyone, framed
as “more accurate” and “less cringe” . The company also claims the up-
date reduces “unnecessary refusals” and “preachy disclaimers” '®, with improved
behavior like sharper contextualization '® and better understanding of
question subtext !7.

Details: https://openai.com/index/gpt-5-3-instant/ 18
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Open weights: new frontier releases, plus turbulence at
Qwen

A burst of flagship open-weight models (and a new adoption lens)

Interconnects reported a “busy month” in open-weights Al, including new flag-
ship models from Qwen, MiniMax, Z.ai, Ant Ling, and StepFun '°. High-
lights include:

e Qwen 3.5 (0.8B-27B dense; 35B-A3B-397B-A17B MoE): described as
multimodal, using reasoning by default, with improved style/instruction-
following and multilingual support (with a note that small models may
“overthink”) 202122

o Step-3.5-Flash (196B-A11B MoE): reported as especially strong in math
benchmarks, beating models several times larger 2

e GLM-5 (744B-A40B): demand reportedly rose enough that the team
raised prices for its coding plan %4

e MiniMax-M2.5: described as a small model that can rival others (e.g.,
GLM-5 and Kimi K2.5) and quickly became a community favorite 23

Interconnects also introduced Relative Adoption Metrics (RAM), which
normalizes downloads relative to peer models in the same size class 2. In its
late-2025 snapshot, it noted winners like Kimi K2 Thinking and some OCR
models, while stating DeepSeek V3.2 underperformed DeepSeek’s earlier 2025
releases 27.

Qwen 3.5 goes local (and becomes easier to fine-tune)

A separate YouTube demo highlighted Qwen 3.5 releases (800M, 2B, 4B, 9B)
and showed an iOS app (“Locally AI”) running them fully on-device 2829,
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The video emphasized that prompts and data can stay on the phone (no cloud
transmission) 3931,

This Free App Runs AI Offline On Your iPhone (11:19)

On the tooling side, a Reddit crosspost said Unsloth now enables local fine-
tuning of Qwen3.5 with 5GB VRAM 3233,

Qwen departures spark concern about near-term open-weight incen-
tives

Multiple posts flagged apparent Qwen team departures, including “bye qwen, me
too” 3% and “me stepping down” 3°. Jeremy Howard reacted publicly, calling
the situation “sad and worrying” and suggesting the team is losing “some of
their very best researchers” 36.

Separately, a report attributed to “word on the street” claimed Alibaba is tight-
ening the screws to make money via proprietary cloud/API rather than
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open source 37; Nathan Lambert described this as an “existential risk” for
near-term open-weight models and argued only a few actors may have durable
business incentives to build them 38.

Agents and “research infrastructure” products keep ex-
panding

Perplexity Computer: multi-model orchestration 4+ embed into apps

Perplexity announced Perplexity Computer, saying it orchestrates 20 dif-
ferent AI models and can be embedded directly inside apps developers create
39 CEO Arav Srinivas highlighted an operational differentiator: users don’t
need to manage their own API keys, with workloads run in a “secure sandbox”
orchestrated end-to-end 4°.

Perplexity also demoed “CEO Chat,” described as letting users text tech CEOs
(e.g., Elon, Jensen, Zuck) and receive responses *!. In another post, Perplex-
ity Computer was claimed to replicate a Bloomberg Terminal feature and
“oneshot” a POSH use case involving high-end assets (yachts, watches, supercars,
mansions) 42.

you.com launches a Research API with “depth levels”

you.com launched its Research API, claiming state of the art on
DeepSearchQA and top benchmark performance on BrowseComp,
FRAMES, and SimpleQA, at a “fraction of the latency and cost” 43. It
offers “one endpoint” with five levels of research depth, ranging from a
2-second lookup to 1,000+ reasoning turns on a single query 4.

Blog: https://you.com/resources/research-api-by-you-com 43

Llamalndex: “not a RAG framework” — agentic document process-
ing platform

Llamalndex said it is shifting from being “connective tissue” between LLMs and
data to an agentic document processing platform focused on automating
knowledge work over documents 4647, It highlighted LlamaParse processing
300k+ users across 50+ formats (PDF, Word, PowerPoint, Excel, etc.) using
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multi-agent workflows combining OCR, computer vision, and LLM reasoning
4849 wwhile stating it will continue OSS work aligned to this document-processing
focus 9.

Reliability and behavior: code review debates and “syco-
phancy” research

“Kill the code review” becomes a stated goal for agentic engineering

Posts amplified an emerging view that removing human code review is the “Final
Boss” for fully productive coding agents, citing rising PR volume and examples
like StrongDM’s “Dark Factory” (claimed as no human code and no human
review) 5152,

Jeremy Howard: “vibe coding is a slot machine”

In a YouTube segment, Jeremy Howard argued Al-based coding can feel like
a slot machine—an “illusion of control” that can produce code “no one un-
derstands” ®3. He also said a recent study showed only a “tiny uptick” in
what people are actually shipping ®*, pushing back on narratives of massive
productivity leaps ®°.
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“Vibe Coding is a Slot Machine” - Jeremy Howard (0:59)

Princeton study cited on X: sycophancy can suppress discovery

Gary Marcus highlighted a 557-person Princeton study described as finding
that “default GPT” suppressed discovery at a rate comparable to a “yes-man”
AI, while “unbiased feedback” produced 5x better results °6. In a separate
post, he quoted a general mechanism: when models are trained to be helpful,
they may “prioritize data that validates the user’s narrative” over truth-seeking
data °7.

Policy watch: OpenAI’s DoD language tightens, but “inci-
dental” surveillance concerns persist

Posts circulated updated language stating OpenAl’s system “shall not be inten-
tionally used for domestic surveillance of U.S. persons and nationals,” including
prohibiting deliberate tracking/monitoring (including via commercially acquired
personal /identifiable data) ®8. Another excerpt said the Department affirmed
OpenAl services will not be used by DoD intelligence agencies (e.g., NSA) with-
out a follow-on contract modification ®°.
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A separate post summarized the decision as withholding deployment to NSA
and other DoD intelligence agencies “for now,” to allow time to address poten-
tial surveillance loopholes through the democratic process %°. Jeremy Howard
pointed to how FISA Section 702 and EO 12333 can classify mass collection as
“incidental,” suggesting that studying PRISM and Upstream would be instruc-

tive for understanding how “incidental” surveillance has been justified and used
6162

Meanwhile, Gary Marcus criticized the retention of the phrase “consistent with
applicable laws” in the updated agreement language, reacting skeptically 9364,

Compute and externalities: xAI emissions claims and push-
back on datacenter narratives

One widely shared claim said xAl is operating 62 unpermitted methane gas
turbines across two data centers (Memphis, TN and Southaven, MS), and that
xAT’s own permit application suggests the facilities could emit more than 6
million tons of greenhouse gases and over 1,300 tons of health-harming
air pollutants annually °. Separately, a post said Grok scored “way below”
peers on the latest ARC AGI leaderboard 6.

In contrast, Emad Mostaque argued that narratives about AI datacenter water
and power impacts are politically charged, and claimed that golf courses use
10x the water of Al data centers globally 6768,

Quick data point

A Reddit post (crossposted from r/MachineLearning) claimed a benchmark of
94 LLM endpoints (Jan 2026) found open source models within 5 quality
points of proprietary models %70,
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