





Editorial

A new momentum
towards the information

society.

Progress towards the information
society has attained a new momentum
in the last eighteen months, Now the
three key driving forces are all pushing
strongly in the same direction.

First and most importantly, the
industrial motor is firmly in gear. A
strong industrial interest has emerged,
led initially by the United States, but
swiftly followed up in Europe and
Japan. Real investment is being made, in
infrastructure, in applications, in “content”
and in new services of many kinds.

Second, the political will is now
behind the information society. In all
major countries and regions the issue
has been placed at the top of the
political agenda.

Third, this political will is finding
expression in new policies. Policy-
makers are beginning to examine the
information society, the issues it
raises, and the obstacles that must
be overcome, in a coherent and
coordinated way.

Furthermore, in the last year we have
seen a shift from a preoccupation with
national and regional initiatives to an
awareness of the need for truly global
efforts to promote the information society.

The recent G-7 ministerial conference
on the global information society,
and its associated showcase display,
hosted by the European Commission in
Brussels, was an important step in this
direction. It produced a consensus on
the fundamental principles to be
followed for the global information
society, and also highlighted concrete
actions to be taken.

One of the issues addressed at the
conference was the need to put in place
a regulatory framework that would
allow market forces to get to work, while
at the same time ensuring that the
benefits of the information society are
made available to all.

This framework includes:
telecommunications liberalization; the
opening up of markets (for example
allowing non-discriminatory access by
service and content providers);
promoting interconnection and
interoperability; fair and effective

allocation of licences and frequencies;
international cooperation on
competition rules; and protection of
rights — whether related to privacy,
intellectual property or freedom of
expression. The conference also
emphasized citizens’ access to services,
employment issues, education and
training, and cultural diversity.

In addition, a number of specific
actions were decided upon: to share
experiences on emerging applications;
to establish joint R&D efforts, for
example on interoperability and the
human interface for universal services;
and the development of joint demon-
stration projects to act as catalysts.

Eleven projects were agreed: these
ranged from establishing a global
inventory for applications to creating
interoperability links between high-
speed networks. They covered application
projects in the fields of training and
education, libraries, museums and
galleries, the environment, emergency
management, health care, government
‘on-line’, creating a global marketplace
for SMEs, and maritime information
systems. These pilot projects will be
monitored by a steering committee and
by ‘human networks’, thus avoiding the
establishment of new organizations.

While much remains to be done, it is
clear that considerable momentum has
been generated. Maintaining this
momentum will remain a top priority for
the Commission in the years to come. B

Stefano Micossi DGIII
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There is, nonetheless, a need for
standards to be based on sound science,
since a flawed standard will specify a
flawed product with consequent
economic losses or even, in some cases,
actual hazard.

The obvious areas in which this
applies are innovative ones. Where
science is moving quickly and product
cycle times are fast, empirical solutions
may conceal errors in the underlying
assumptions; it may be also that there
has not been sufficient experience to
reach empirical solutions.

Even in the traditionally standardised
areas, the drawing up of standards may
reveal areas in which the theoretical
basis is unsound or not well enough

Clearly, standards are not a
solution to every problem, but
they can provide an effective

instrument for improving

market efficiency.
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understood, or where the state of
knowledge is insufficient for the drafting
of reliable specifications, requirements
or test methods. Here, again, the tasks
fall mainly on those involved; in
particular, it is up to the standardisers
to define their research needs in such a
way that the necessary actions can be
carried out.

Developments in European policy
have given a new dimension to
standardization, in providing a link
between the needs of public policy on
the one hand, and safety and other
technical requirements on the other.
Where the standards are needed for
the support of European policy, the
Commission has a role. Both in the
transfer of research results to standards,
and the provision of research support to
the needs of standardization, activities
are underway at European level.

Standards as a link between research and
public policy
By providing a mechanism for the
presentation of research results in a
common, accepted and practical format,
standards have the capacity to provide
a link between public policy and
innovation. In the absence of proper
understanding of the underlying science,
over-regulation can be a temptation in
some technological areas.
Furthermore, it can be difficult

' for regulations or other legislative

requirements to refer directly to scientific
data. Standards, on the other hand, as
publicly available documents with a
recognised status, can provide a source
that can be more easily referred to. Thus
standards are able to provide a route for
the transfer of innovative development
and discovery to the regulatory domain.

Conclusions

In a short article such as this there is no
space to examine in detail the further
potential of the interaction between
standards, legislation and research.
However, there are some conclusions
that can be drawn. Wherever possible,
standards must be drawn up in such a
way as to avoid stifling innovation by
the need for compatibility with existing
specifications. Standards should not be
abused to erect trade barriers. The
delays inherent in the standardizing
process (which in innovative areas can
be comparable with product cycle
times) should be reduced.

Clearly, standards are not a solution
to every problem, but in many areas they
can provide an effective instrument for
the improvement of market efficiency. B
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coordinating the Esprit project for the
development of the components and
development tools needed to design
home systems products and services
based on the HomeSystem
specifications.

In the first half of 1994, the European
Commission carried out a survey as part
of the development of the Esprit
programme’s working plan for 1994-
1998. The exercise covered four major
topics: the development of the home
systems market, key success factors,
applications and standards. The
responses highlighted a number of
interesting aspects:

m The home and buildings automation
markets dovetail and could share
generic technologies and standards. If
the market is to develop, sound
business alliances are needed to
integrate complementary knowledge
and spread risks. The conditions for
home systems to become a mass market
are expected to be achieved from 1998
onwards.

= Cheap components and standardisation
are indispensable. The development of
general, user-friendly supply, coupled
with aggressive marketing plans, could
promote growth.

m Energy management, security, heat
management, ventilation and air
conditioning are the most obvious
applications in the short term.

m Owing to the presence of incompatible
specifications at both global and
European level, convergence is the
most appropriate way of reaching a
single standard.

Although the first generations of
components and development tools are
already on the market, a fully optimised
solution should become available
around 1998. A de facto standard is then
expected to dominate, thus allowing a
mass market to develop.

Via Esprit and the new information
technology programme, the European
Commission is supporting research
projects aiming to provide the
interoperable building blocks required,
thus acting as a catalyst to promote the
efforts of the various market players,
including users. It promotes activities
which seek to achieve interoperability
and convergence among currently
available specifications, the
development of components and
products using these components, and
the completion of pilot applications,
particularly in the field of multimedia
technology development.

Calls for proposals will be published
at regular intervals to support European
industry’s activities in the home systems
field. The most recent call, published on
15 December 1994, was due to close on
15 March 1995. It aims to encourage the
formation of consortia with the
objective of participating in projects
which are in line with the working
programme developed jointly by
industry, users and the Commission.
The documents relating to this call for
proposals can be obtained from the
Esprit information desk.

Home systems are a crucial issue -
an economic issue for industrialists in
the sector, and a social one in terms of
quality of life for private individuals
(particularly elderly and disabled
people) and for employment in Europe,
since prospects in this field are
particularly bright. m
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Four main development stages:

1987-1992:
Development of specifications

1992-1994:
Development of components and
completion of pilot projects

1995-1998:

Growth and optimisation of the
components on offer
Development of products

and services

Establishment of a single standard

1999-2000:
Gradual development of a
mass market
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