Networked dream home is still a fridge too far away
By Gideon Long
LONDON, Feb 18 (Reuters) - You're on your way to work when you realise
you forgot to switch on the washing machine you loaded earlier that morning.
No problem. You use your cellphone to send a text message to your personal
computer. It transmits the order to your washer, which whirrs into life.
Later that day you get stuck at the office. You're in danger of missing the big
soccer match on TV so you e-mail your PC and tell it to switch on your video
recorder at kick-off time.
Match saved.
It's a glimpse of a sleek technology-driven world which has been promised for
a while but, according to industry experts, is still some way off.
"The integrated home is at least five years out from here," says Ian Keene,
chief analyst of the European Telecommunications Group at research
company Gartner Dataquest.
"A lot of these smart domestic appliances are likely to stay in showrooms, at
least for the time being," he told a conference in London on the future of home
networking.
The problems facing home network innovators are many.
As wireless firms and electronics companies scramble to grab a slice of the
future, they develop their own network protocols in isolation. Many of these
protocols - which allow electronic devices to communicate with each other are incompatible with one another and there is no industry standard.

The most widely used wireless network is 802.11 which has already spawned
three variants - 802.11a, 802.11b and 802.11g.
And there are plenty of other protocols and acronyms to play with - Bluetooth,
10 base-T, HAVi, IEEE 1394, HomePNA and DECT - all of which might one
day become the industry standard in the way that, say, VHS is for videos.
"Six months ago, 802.11b was all everyone was talking about, then it was
802.11a, now it's 802.11g," said Bruce Beckloff, manager of the networking
department at British chip designer ARM holdings .
Gartner's Keene describes the jungle of competing protocols as "a nightmare"
and fears the industry will emerge with "half a dozen different solutions, none
of which talk to one another".
Houses are now being built, particularly in the United States, fitted with
wiring capable of delivering data at a speed and frequency which will make
networking possible and practical.
But what about existing houses?
Georgian terraces in London, art-deco apartments in Berlin and Renaissance
palazzi in Rome were not built with 21st century technology in mind.
Installing an Internet-responsive fridge is one thing. Ripping up the
floorboards to lay the cables and wiring for it is quite another.
"New houses might be being pre-wired for data but there are already many
more houses out there than will ever be built in the future," says Tim
Ferguson, head of the new business enterprise team at British telecoms group
BT .
Industry experts also say it is unrealistic to expect consumers to get rid of their
existing appliances overnight and adopt a home full of new gadgets, all
connected to one another and controlled by a single PC or set-top box.
"We have to live with legacy and there's inevitably going to be some overlay
as these technologies develop," says Daniel Bar-Lev, co-founder of Redux
Communications, an Israeli high-tech firm which uses semiconductors to help
deliver data via broadband Internet connections.

One partial solution to the problem of wiring up the home is to go wireless.
You would still need to send data through a single gateway to a personal
computer, but the PC could then onpass it to the house's electronic appliances
via airwaves rather than wires.
The wireless 802.11 protocol, originally designed to replace wired local
computer networks in offices, is now spreading to airports, restaurants and
hotels.
Some see a future for it in homes too but many feel it will prove too
expensive. Also, a network designed for computers might not prove ideal for
fridges and DVD players.
"Everyone knows the future is wireless but we can't get there now," says BT's
Ferguson. "In the meantime, if you want high-capacity, high-quality solutions,
you need wires."
There are also health worries connected to the use of radio wave technology,
similar to those associated with microwave ovens and mobile phones.
"People are scared about things that emit waves in their homes, particularly if
they've got kids," said Redux's Bar-Lev. "There will inevitably be objections
from customers."
Few doubt that one day we will live in a world where our home appliances
will listen to our PCs and obey the orders we shout at them down our mobile
phones or over the Internet.
But for now at least, the leap to that brave new world appears to be just a
fridge too far.
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