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a PQ," says Alex Murray,
*and it's a great way to bring
people together. In today’s
society lots of people are very
lonely, despite the great ex-
pansion of information. Peo-
ple in communities are not in
contact as much as they were
int the olden days.”

The European Initiative
for  Intelligent Information
Interfaces (i3), which in-
cludes 300 researchers from
100 organizations, is work-
ing to change that. Projected
Realities was tested last June
in the Bijlmermeer area of
Amsterdam as a way to pro-
mote socially  responsible
grafhiti. Digital screens were
embedded in the backs of
public benches that allowed
residents to post brief com-
ments about matters of local
interest. ‘Community walls”
are being tested in the Italian
city of Venice. Using technol-
ogy from Xerox, locals can
write a message on regular
paper, insert it into a scanner
and see their comments in-
stantaneously organized into
categories | by | intelligent
agents and transformed into
an electronic message on the
billboard. Meanwhile, the
Networked Interactive Media
in Schools project is testing
the use of big interactive
screens  to: replace black-
boards in German class-
rooms. The projects, which
involve commercial compa-
nies and academics, receive
partial funding from the
European Commission,

Starting this month, the Commission is :
seeking ideas for a new wave of related :

projects under the theme The Disap-
pearing Computer.

European companies are taking up |

this theme independently of the Com-
mission-backed projects. For example,
Philips is embedding technology into
everyday items through its Connected
Pl@net project. One scenario, to be pre

sented at CeBIT, involves a Hong Kong
businessman about to take a trip to :
i vice text in Chinese. In Paris, the globe-

Paris. On his way to the airport he
switches his mobile phone, previously
programmed to keep track of his sports

activities, to holiday mode, allowing

The focus [of ambient comput-
ing] is on using computers to
enrich real communities rather
than building virtual ones

him to divert unwanted calls and down-

load his travel itinerary, tickets and :

maps from the Internet. Once airborne,
the phone automatically switches to an

approved on-board network that in- !

cludes e-commerce facilities. He is of-
fered translation software——Chinese to
French——and = alter
downloading it he tries it out on the

passenger next to him. The passenger

talks into the phone in French and the
phone sends back a short message ser-

trotting exec consults maps and a loca-
tion service to lead him to the Eilfel
Tower, where he uses the same device

purchasing and
i Their mobiles will be equipped with

INTERACTIVE WORLD: Café tables and
blackboards are now being packed with
computing power. Touchscreen technol-
ogy allows people of all ages to operate
the devices easily

to snap a picture and e-mail it to his
friends back home.

Philips stresses that these new de-
vices won't just be used by jetsetters.
Another scenario involves two eight.
vear-old girls who use their phones to
keep in touch with their parents and
play computer games with friends.

proximity sensors based on wireless
Bluetooth technology to help them find
playmates. Arriving home, the girls are
recognized by their front door and are

i asked for their personal voice recogni-

tion, password. The home networking

: hub notes their presence and lights up
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the house while automatically inform-
ing the parents that the girls are home.

Computing power will reach more
and more people, says Stacy Elliott, Mi-
crosoft’s digital diva tasked with helping
women and seniors feel more comfort-
able with technology. The fastest-grow-
ing population on the Internet is com-
posed of neophytes who find tech talk
and operating systems unintelligible,
she says. In a recent U.S. survey of 400
women over the age of 30, some 80%
could not define the terms bit, byte or
1P, according to Elliot. “We need to
help people ... not [to] be intimidated
by technology, to create value for them
rather than take time away,” she says. A
slew of companies are setting out to do
just this through “smart” appliances
that interact with each other and con-
nect to the Internet.

The research laboratory of Swedish
phone company Telia is coming up
with a host of innovative home net-
working ideas, including an electronic
probe that can be used to figure out the
ingredients in prepared foods that
might cause allergies or to help when
cooking from scratch. The probe,
which is able to download recipes from
the Internet, detects the molecular
structure of the meal in question and
guides the chef though the cooking
process.

Say you're cooking spicy Indian
food but don't have the right ingredi-
ents—you need to replace hot peppers
with peppers you got in the local store.
The probe will test what you're cooking
as you cook and advise you on how
much of which ingredients to add to get
the best results. “Even if your mother-
in-law won't give you the recipe, you
can figure out her secret [with the
probe],” says Lisa Cajander, a designer
who works in Telia's Stockholm-based
lab. Telia does not commercialize its
devices, but is in talks with consumer
electronic manufacturers interested in
bringing the products to market.

Another Telia prototype, a collar for
the family dog, is fitted with a bone-
shaped device packed with global
satellite positioning and GsM phone
technology that = allows = the
owner to track the dog down
should it run away.

Or, for video conference
calls with distant relatives,
Telia is designing picture frames that
are actually screens with built-in cam-

eras that can be moved to allow eye :
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UPWARDLY
MOBILE: With
Philips’ interactive
technology, mobile
phones will offer
everything from
translation ser-
vices for travelers
to proximity sen-
sors for kids
looking for
playmates

WELL-WORN:
Telia's open air
activities com-
municator lets
you monitor
not only your

i vital signs but
also e-mail
messages or
even the
weather fore-
cast at the flick
of a wrist

DOGGED
PURSUIT:
Telia’s bone-
shaped Fido tracking
device will en-
able dog
owners to
locatea
lost ani-
mal or
summon their

pet via global satellite posi-
tioning and G5M technology

ON THE BOOKS: Telia's pvD player,
shown between these books, is an ex-»
ample of how the firm is embedding
computing power in unobtrusive ways

contact with each member of the group.
And who wouldn't want a little helper
to run the house and take care of life’s
mundane chores? Telia’s “Mama’ pro-
totype is designed to be the central in-
teractive gadget in the home, combining
the functions of a TV, computer and
phone. A thin, transparent device that
resembles a candy dish, Mama can be
placed on a coffee table or hung on a
wall. The screen can also be used to
conjure up the image of an intelligent
agent—family members can choose
from a cast of characters that includes a
woman named Breeze as well as famous
cartoons or film stars. The agents run
the home network and control other
devices both within and outside the
home. For example, if a person wanted
to spend a weekend at their summer
house, an agent could remotely access
the refrigerator there to determine what
was in stock and order groceries.

Telia's lab has also developed a vel-
cro armband that monitors the wearer’s
body functions and includes a flat dis-
play panel that doubles as a screen for
video and still images wirelessly down-
loaded from the Net. When in a car, the
user can strip off the band and stick it
on the sun visor, transforming the de-
vice into a navigational tool.

Outside the home, the COMRIS Par-
rot—a wearable computer that can be
strapped to the shoulder—is being test-
ed as a way of bringing people with
shared interests together. At present,
Parrot users must log onto a website
and fill in details about their interests,
as well as tips on the kind of people
they'd like to meet. Later versions of the
device are expected to build on previous
experience to guess what the wearer
wants,

Tourist offices could use Parrots to
help visitors find their way around un-
familiar  cities, while airports
could use them to contact wait-
ing passengers with informa-
tion about flights and shop-
ping. “IThe Parrot] is
something that will compete
with what we now know as the

mobile phone,” says Walter
Van der Velde, head of research
at Starlab, a Belgium-based in-
dependent laboratory partici-
pating in the COMRIS project,
Starlab = has  separately
launched the i-Wear intelligent cloth-

¢ ing consortium, which includes Adidas,

France Telécom and Levi Strauss



Europe among its sponsors. As part of |
that project chemists, health experts, :
computer scientists and engineers are

collaborating to produce networks of :
sensors in clothing 1o alert wearers 1o
atmos-
phere or to monitor a person’s vital |
signs. Starlab is even developing a |
washing powder that generates electric- |
ity when clothes are washed. When the :
freshly laundered clothes are exposed :

hazardous substances in the

to light they act as wearable batteries |
that could power a device such as the :
. “People will no longer need [computer]
i training because the technology will be

Parrot
Meanwhile 1BM is working on tech-

nology that allows computers to recog- |
nize gestures, removing the need 1o : _
i in the field of computer-human interac-

type in a command or even talk. One

project called SUITOR is developing a
way for your gaze to control the brows-
er. The content delivered is dependent :
computer has !

on knowledge the

HOME IMPROVEMENTS

acquired about your interests and
where vou fix your eyes on the screen,

pervasive and the interaction more nat-
ural,” says Myron Flickner, a researcher

tion at IBM. When that happens, living
with computers should get a lot easier
for everyone. —With reporting by Peggy
Salz-Trautman/Bonn

In a London suburb, domestic bliss gets a boost from cyberspace

From the outside it looks like
any ordinary mock Tudor-
style family home. But this
house, in Watford, a suburb
26 km northwest of London,
is more than ready for the
age of the Iinternet.

In addition to standard fea-
tures like double-glazed win-
dows, the house is equipped
with everything you need to
download audio, video and
data and remotely control all
the gadgets in your house: 72
data ports, 72 cables, one
networking router, four 64-
kilobit-per-sec. digital net-
work lines providing eight
digital communication chan-
nels, two standard phone
lines, five Internet-enabled
digital cordless phone hand-
sets, four personal comput-
ers, including one that acts
as a server and another
equipped for videoconferenc-
ing, an Internet access ser-
vice that offers speeds of
384 kilobits per sec., and
four webcams. All for a mod-
est SBoo,000.

The Watford abode is not a
showcase for the future. All
the technology is available
today and the five-bedroom
home is up for sale, targeted
at families with three chil-
dren. Built through a collabo-
ration between U.K. construc-
tion concern Laing Homes
and U.S. networking compa-
ny Cisco Systems, it is one of
nine residences in the Bran-
don Gate development that is
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AT YOUR FINGERTIPS: Coffee
machines take orders from a
webpad, above; that's a web-
cam, right, riext to the cactus

being equipped with the type
of high-speed cabling neces-
sary for “smart” homes. The
gizmos are optional.

Though I'm not in the mar-
ket for an S800,000 home, |
decided to spend a day in
Watford to check it out.
Equipping this home for the
cyberera cost about 513,000
for infrastructure and installa-
tion fees. Not included in the
overall price tag: 532,000
worth of cutting edge extras
like flat screen TVs.

But prices for such technol-
ogy are falling rapidly and
Laing Homes vows fo install
the cabling in all of its new
homes and apartments, re-
gardless of price bracket. This
high-tech home is part of a
trend that Bill Nuti, president
of Cisco Europe, Middle East

and Africa expects to see
across the Continent.

While in the living room |
used one of two wireless
smart devices called web-
pads to remotely instruct the
coffee maker to brew some
java. | zapped recipe cards
with an infrared scanner em-
bedded in the top of the
phone to electronically track
what was in the larder. | or-
dered pizza over the Internet
{and it arrived hot!) via a
wireless keyboard that also
controls browsing on the dig-
ital TV set. | tested a central
system that allows you to
preprogram and control
heating and other household
functions. And, using “white-

board” software, | handwrote
text messages on-screentoa
correspondent who watched
—and replied.

While everything worked
well enough, | couldn’t shake
the feeling that it is still early
days. | videoconferenced
with a Cisco employee—my
only choice for a conversa-
tion partner— because none
of my friends or family have
equivalent tech-
nology. | couldn’t
order groceries
online because
the local super-
markets need
more than a few
hours’ lead-time
for delivery. And
even if | had been
able to order, only
one local supermarket—
Somerfield —uses the recipe
card scanner technology to
help the home network deter-
mine what is needed.

Still, | can see the potential.
It would be useful to be able
to remotely turn off the iron,
for example, and end those
nagging fears. If would be
helpful to instruct the house
to notify me if the tempera-
ture exceeds a certain level
orif there is a change in the
water pressure. It would be
nice to use a webcam to keep
an eye on a sleeping baby. If
the pundits are right, all this
and more will be coming
soon to a home near you—or
perhaps yourown. —J.L.S.





