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1. Overview

Wireless is very hot in the USA, at least in Silicon Valley.  The overall focus of the conference was almost entirely US-based, with only a handful of non-US companies represented, mostly from Europe.  

The conference had a keynote address each morning.  The format for this address was opening words from the CTIA CEO, followed by presentation of one or more “Wireless Survivors”, and a final interview with an industry spokesperson.  The five wireless survivors were:

1. Invertex “IM AnyWhere” product

2. Adaptive Info personalization

3. GlenAlre “ActiveLink” product

4. InfoWave “Wireless Business Engine”

5. Motient (was American Mobile) “eLink”

The industry speakers were:

· Dennis Patrick, President of AOL Wireless

· Dr Eric Brewer, Co-founder and Chief Scientist of Inktomi Corp.

· Paul Gross, Senior VP of Personal Services and Devices Group, MicroSoft Corp.

Overall, the keynote sessions were informative, however the same could not be said of the education sessions.  In general, the education sessions were aimed at a very high level, and had a extreme business focus.  These sessions appeared to be targeted at business decision-makers who were considering embarking on a wireless initiative in their business.  The themes present were:

· Customer focus is important – you must know what the customer wants the application to do

· Migration of existing HTML web sites to wireless access is not a viable long-term solution 

“Killer apps” are generally considered necessary to encourage customers to adopt wireless technology, however few current applications could be considered to fall in this category.  Instant Messaging is probably considered a “killer app”, however the divided carrier market in the US makes implementation of ubiquitous IM difficult.

Location sensing is definitely the “next big thing”, however while there are companies working in this space, the lack of location-sensing infrastructure appears to be limiting progress in this area.  There are large number of companies working in the “find the nearest …” space, and most of these are providing maps and/or driving directions.

An interesting idea mentioned in one of the education sessions was a navigation tool, similar to that discussed at CiTR, where the tool tells the user which way to face and move – that is, “follow the arrow”.  Pointing the tool at a land feature or building would cause it to give information or advertisements about that place.  An example might be that residents pointing the device at the Golden Gate Bridge would get traffic details, whereas tourists would get the history of the bridge.  We saw no evidence that this was a product – there was no demonstration or even slide show of this functionality, and as the concept was described by an advertising company executive, we feel that it is not likely to be a real product.

Personalization is a very hot topic, all vendors agree that it is important, however no-one is doing much in this area.  The best technology demonstrated prioritizes lists in order of importance to the user – this only applies to information retrieval (news, search).

Many players, including Microsoft, do not see the wireless device market converging on a single form factor device in the foreseeable future.  The general trend is for WAP phones to get higher resolution larger displays, and for PDAs getting very high resolution colour displays.

In the keynote addresses, the concept of splitting the wireless market into two groups emerged:  the corporate customer and the general public consumer.  From the exhibits shown, those companies working in the corporate market appear to have a strong focus on enabling roving business users keep connected to the enterprise through groupware.  In the general consumer market, there are a few wireless applications available, almost all of which are wireless enabling of existing e-commerce solutions (e.g. banking, shopping, billing).  There are a few entertainment applications being demonstrated, but none are available in the US yet.  Because of this, it is difficult to say whether wireless entertainment applications will be significant in the American market.

We feel that the current wireless “boom” in the US, particularly Silicon Valley, is being driven by demand for out-of-office email, voicemail and meeting tools from roving salesmen in the Silicon Valley area.  The other area attracting wireless investment is the provisioning of broadband access without dependence on physical cabling.

2. Major Directions

The companies and products exhibited at the conference fell into many categories.  Only a few of these are of interest to CiTR.  Of the products that were of interest to CiTR, each product fell into one or more of the following groups:

· Wireless Application Platform

· Mobile Access to Corporate Data 

· Content Aggregation Platform

· Instant Messaging Tools, Platforms and Services

· Location-aware Platforms

· Voice Recognition Engines and Portals

All of the above were offered as either ASP or software products.

In addition to the areas mentioned above, the following were also present:

· Antennas

· Transceivers

· Mobile devices

· Network cards

As these areas are not of specific interest to CiTR, this report will not discuss them specifically.

2.1 Wireless Application Platform

There were a significant number of vendors providing wireless application platforms.  There are two major methods being used:

1. Translation of existing HTML content into a wireless-based form.

2. Development support for building new wireless applications.

At the present time, the translation model is the most common, although there is consensus in the industry that translation of web content produce the best wireless applications.  It would appear that this is the first wave of adoption – where presence in the wireless space is more important than the real quality of the delivered customer experience.

2.2 Mobile Access to Corporate Data

In this category, the following paradigms are present:

1. Wireless access to e-mail/contact/phone-book/files (that is, “Outlook on a WAP phone”)

2. Synchronization of a corporate database with an image of that database held in a PDA (including Outlook contact lists)

3. Wireless interface to existing group-ware products (for example, Lotus Notes, Field-service products, task tracking products)

Of these, the dominant characteristics are wireless access to Outlook-functionality, and synchronizing Outlook data between a corporate server and a roving PDA.  Voice access is not common.  Most systems support single user access to corporate information, and do not have a significant collaboration focus.  Most systems are text only, although a few also support voice-mail or voice recording

2.3 Content Aggregation Platform

There are a few products, which are doing content aggregation across different providers. The premise is a “one-stop-shop” for a portal provider to locate suitable content for their portal.

2.4 Instant Messaging Tools, Platforms and Services

Instant Messaging is a current hot application.  Most platforms and services are offering some form of notification, usually based on some kind of SMS-style message.

2.5 Location-aware Platforms

Most location-aware platforms do not provide the location sensing component.  The premise appears to be a “broker” between the many mobile networks and the application, so that the application does not need to know anything about the specifics of how location is performed for each network, it just codes to the broker’s API.

The granularity of location sensing is currently at the cell tower, however a few companies (Nortel, Nokia) have location sensing technologies which are better than this.

2.6 Voice Recognition Engines and Portals

The majority of vendors are providing voice portals using third-party voice recognition engines.  VoiceXML is definitely an emerging standard for data integration here.  Nuance appears to be the most popular voice recognition engine to use.  Voice is beginning to increase in importance as vendors realize the limitations of PDA’s and that voice is an effective means of input (text input is too difficult) – writing it down is still slower than saying it, and keyboards are too small on mobile devices.

2.7 M-Commerce

The common application in M-Commerce area are bill and accounting.

2.8 Network Technologies

We observed the following network technologies being demonstrated:

· Un-licensed short-range fixed-wireless (e.g. 128kbps Ricochet mobile solution)

· Licensed medium-range fixed wireless (e.g. 364kbps Nokia wireless home broadband)

· IP Mobility from fixed LAN to wireless WAN (Nortel)

· Bluetooth very short range mobile wireless.

· Two-way paging systems.

There were no demonstrations of in-building wireless solutions in the voice space, which could integrate with the existing telephone service.

3. Specific Companies of interest

Companies of interest to CiTR fall into the following categories:

· Voice recognition systems that could be used by CiTR in a product,

· Alert and location products working in the same space as CiTR,

· Personalization products,

· GroupWare products.

These companies are discussed in the following sections.

3.1 Voice Recognition Products

The overall characteristic of Voice Recognition Systems were:

· VoiceXML is an emerging standard used by almost all vendors.

· Most voice products are design tools or voice portals that integrate with a third-party voice recognition engine (for example Nuence).

There were four companies of interest in the voice recognition space.  PipeBeach’ SpeechWeb, VoiceGenie VoiceWeb, Conversa Conversation Server, and Lucent’s Voice Browser.

3.1.1 PipeBeach’ SpeechWeb

SpeechWeb is a voice portal that integrates with a third-party voice recognition engine.

3.1.2 VoiceGenie VoiceWeb

VoiceWeb is a voice portal that integrates with a third-party voice recognition engine.  They use VoiceXML as the data exchange format between their portal and supporting applications.  (Price was US$85000 for the platform).  The vocabulary possible with this portal depends on the voice recognition system that it is integrated with – for example, 3,000 words is common, and AT&T claims 1,000,000 words.

Of particular interest to CiTR was their web-based test facility, where you can test a phone-based voice interface to your web software by using their phone hardware and recognition system.

3.1.3 Conversa Conversation Server

Conversa provides their own voice recognition engine, plus some GUI design tools for building grammars to used in recognition.  They claim speaker independent and a vocabulary of a few hundred thousand words.  The system runs on a Microsoft platform and uses commonly available DSP cards.  Action integration is primarily through Microsoft COM objects, however Conversa claim a C++ API which can be used to integrate with other software.

3.1.4 Lucent’s Voice Browser

Lucent has a voice browser that integrates with third-party voice recognition engines (e.g. Nuence).  They have their own speaker-independent voice recognition engine, which was not demonstrated.  Their demonstration platform used IBM’s voice recognition software, and was functionally identical to CiTR existing voice demonstration infrastructure.

3.2 Alert and Location Products

There were two companies working in the location and alert spaces that CiTR might have interest in.  Gravitate has ideas which closely match the “locate friends” scenario being considered by CiTR, and Sitraka has an alert service whose functionality closely matches the alert service which has been implemented at CiTR.

3.2.1 Gravitate

Gravitate is selling a wireless application platform. The main feature of their platform is the ability to find the location of a mobile device.  This is generally achieved using the carriers’ device location infrastructure, however they also provide a callback mechanism (named GVoice) that can be used in lieu of carrier infrastructure.  In this case, if the last known location of the device is out-of-date, the system calls the user’s mobile device, queries the user for their current location and uses voice recognition to understand the users’ response.

With the exception of the GVoice technology, this platform is really “glue” for different third-party products.  The main value statement is the abstraction of the location interface away from the specific technology used by the carrier, plus the additional advantage of the GVoice capability in situations where location technology is not available.

In discussion, the Gravitate representatives explicitly mentioned “finding friends close to me” as an application of their technology.  They were cognizant of the current focus on “find restaurant” et al, and considered the social possibilities of a “find friends” service the next step.  Their focus is on find the nearest moving object (i.e. device) rather than finding the nearest stationery object (i.e. restaurant).

3.2.2 Sitraka

Sitraka is selling a wireless application platform.  The main feature of interest in the Sitraka platform is their “Actionable Alert” facility.  This facility provides the propagation of alerts to multiple devices, but also allows one of a configurable set of responses to be initiated by the recipient of the alert.  For example, in the case where a “flight delayed” alert is sent to a WAP phone, the displayed WAP page might allow the user to select from responses like “cancel flight” or “rebook on next flight”.  These response are propagated back to the original application that generated the alert.

Sitraka make the following claims about their system:

· Their system can correlate alerts.

· Both user-defined and system-defined alert rules are permitted, however no specifics regarding rule definition were available.

· A given alert may trigger multiple additional alerts.  

· The response to the alert can arrive through a different access method than the method through which the original alert was propagated.

· Each alert has an associated context.  This context contains three parts, what generated the alert, who received the alert, and what actions can be taken.  The first two parts are normal event identity components.  The last part is the real innovation of the service.

· Their alert service is a “mobile workflow engine”

3.3 Personalization Products

There was only one product of interest that fell into the personalization category.  Adaptive Info produces an Adaptive Info Server.  It is not targeted as a personalization service.  They are aiming at improving the stickiness of a site, by encouraging visitors to read more pages at that site.  This is done by examining candidate pages, and showing these pages in order of priority.  The priority is determined by the system learning what kinds of pages the customer likes to read.   The product is specifically targeted at wireless devices, however there doesn’t appear to be any specific reason that this technology could not be applied to any other access mode.

3.4 GroupWare Products

GroupWare can be broken into two forms:

· Access to MS Exchange-style functions (email/contacts/message board)

· Collaboration products

There were a large number of companies essentially offering wireless access to MS Exchange functions.  A few companies were doing collaboration-based functionality.  These are considered below.

3.4.1 GroupSurf

GroupSurf supports one-to-many and many-to-many messaging, with support for text messages only, with the facility to speak these text messages.  They also provide a multi-way online text chat facility.  In the future they intend to support voice mail messages (recording of voice clips).  They operate on either a product basis or an ASP basis.

3.4.2 BizOA

BizOA is a web-based office product.  The concept is very similar to the “MyOffice” product  explored by CiTR earlier this year, with the exception that there is no support for a project concept, and they have a wireless interface.  They have their own e-mail implementation, but use MSN Chat to support their chat function.
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