RAYVELATIONS - Green Shoots 

“Information that is new, especially surprising, or valuable”
IS IT VIRTUALLY AS GOOD?
As an IT journalist and an accredited meeting manager I am often asked about the future of conferences. Will Video Conferencing (VC) or TelePresence (TP - the new, hip, name for the next generation of video conferencing) kill off face to face (F2F) meetings? 

The two technologies, whilst using similar tools are very disparate in their use. Let’s start with the Wikipedia definition of TP (items in square [brackets] and bold emphasis are mine).

TP is a set of [new] technologies [primarily video and audio using the internet as a transport mechanism] which allow a person to feel as if they were present, to give the appearance that they were present, or to have an effect, at a location other than their true location. TP requires that the senses of the user, or users, be provided with such stimuli [see, hear, touch, feel, smell, sense, environment] as to give the feeling of being in that other location. Additionally, the user(s) may be given the ability to affect the remote location [interact, question, answer]. In this case, the user's position, movements, actions, voice, etc., may be sensed, transmitted and duplicated in the remote location to bring about this effect. Therefore information must be travelling equally in both directions between the user and the remote location.

VC or podcasts are generally one way streamed communication with no real intent to make you feel that you are there.  They have a more a passive “opt-in audience” – like watching a show on TV.
HOW ARE THESE TECHNOLOGIES USED FOR MEETINGS?

VC has been an absolute flop in Australia because the average viewer has a pretty slow internet connection (especially uploads) and sitting in front of a monitor looking at a four inch stuttering single camera video picture and patchy audio is an invitation to “switch” off. I doubt that any conference can really claim to have made substantive money out of pay for view podcast sessions. Good podcasting still relies on having expensive multi-camera professional video footage tightened up by an editor who adds add graphics and support material etc., and remove bloopers etc.
TP is very new and very slick – only really available in Australia since mid/late 2008. Because it concentrates on two way communication using specialist equipment and software (you need to be in a TP equipped room to use it) it has the potential to replace smaller meetings (let’s say up to 10 people). Business meetings, especially those requiring travel and accommodation for a “one or two hour meeting” will dramatically drop (See “Who else is buying it” later).
TP will not have an impact on conference attendances until we all have easy access to TP facilities at home or in the office and that is a long way off – perhaps 10 years time. The technology goal, (apparently driven by the on-line pornography industry) is to achieve a seamless virtual experience (replete with 3D glasses, auditory and sensory inputs etc). Once that achieved and we can interact in a virtual F2F mode then meetings may become a thing of the past.
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WHO WILL LEAD THE CHARGE? 

There is no one super advocate for TP. In Australia companies including Telstra (they and other ISP’s will benefit most from charging for internet traffic), Cisco (that see it as an integral part of any corporate network and happen to provide all that stuff) and HP (that understand the vital need to mix in good hardware and software) are leading the charge. 

Typically TP suites have several large HD TV panels and a corresponding number of cameras aligned along one side of virtual boardroom table, coupled with spatially-accurate sound placement. Initial costs were reported at about $300,000 per six person (3 physical and 3 virtual) suite (you need two suites as well) but now for the same money you can get a 12 person (6 physical and 6 virtual) TP suite (see above). 
Cisco chief executive, John Chambers, said he believed that use of TP would eliminate at least US$100 million from his own company's travel budget each year, and generate a productivity gain of between five to 10 percent. 

Telstra said that given the higher cost of travel in Australia savings by reducing travel alone could be as high as 20 percent – pretty compelling stuff for the business meetings market.
TP – VERSION 2
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Telstra recently launched the service to a 500 pax conference with a three way TP conference linking a Cisco executive in San Jose and one from Telstra's other strategic partner, Microsoft, in North Sydney. Comments from the delegates indicated they were impressed – far more so than any traditional “video conference”. 

Telstra has also enhanced the TP offering with the addition of holo-presence and the presenter/s could actually see the audience and take questions. We are not sure of what technology is behind this but again it was impressive and no doubt expensive.
Perhaps to prove a point Telstra has cut its own department travel budgets from 50-100% and is forcing employees to use the TP facility wherever they can. 

WHO ELSE IS BUYING IT?

The Australian Government is spending $13.8M deploying TP across more than 20 offices. The network will span all Australian states and territories. Specifically it will help the government reduce the cost of travel, improve productivity and lower the impact of carbon emissions. Their target is an $80M per annum reduction in travel (that will leave more than a few business class airline seats and 5 star hotels empty) but more importantly they see it as significantly increasing productivity (no travel time) and decreasing stress related to travel (the next “RSI”).

The system will link seven Commonwealth government offices, Prime Ministerial and Cabinet offices, Parliament House and the offices of Premiers and Chief Minister Agencies in every state and territory. It is planned to use the system “70-80% of the time” which is far higher than the 1-2% for previous video conference set ups. It will also be used for inter-jurisdictional meetings, including Council of Australian Governments (COAG) and Ministerial Council meetings. A spin off is that tight and costly security required when all participants meet at a single venue will be eliminated.

Internationally BT (British Telecom) and AT&T (the largest provider of telephone services in the United States) say they will provide a 'meet-me' feature that will support inter-company TP in 23 countries later in 2009.
AND THE FUTURE OF MEETINGS?
Specific purpose business or corporate meetings will be the first to use TP to any great degree. The impact will be on venues, food and beverage, accommodation and catering. Many multi-city venues will install TP suites to make it more accessible to smaller business and retain some income.

Widespread use by conferences is a long way off but it may become common place to use TP to bring remote location speakers to the conference. This will reduce travel and speaker costs which generally account for about 10% of a conference budget.

In the longer term organisers will need to take into account a shift in meeting dynamics and economic metrics as their audience slowly accepts TP over F2F meetings. This will mean:

· Smaller meeting room sizes or more distributed meetings over multi-venues.

· A change in revenue streams away from F2F registrations and trade show and sponsorship income to pay per view TP participants.

· Loss of conference networking opportunities may lead to the re-birth of “umbrella meetings” where camaraderie and networking is the key reason to attend. 
TP ENABLERS – why it is not a threat now and what it needs to gain widespread use.

Fast, cheap, ubiquitous, and reliable internet. TP requires bandwidth – at least 20 Megabits per second full duplex (both ways) to deliver a realistic video and audio experience and this is currently very expensive. When the National Broadband Network is a reality and there are 100Mbit/s links (or faster) then TP will blossom and be used by consumers and business alike. Internet reliability is getting better but it is still a single “choke” point - if the internet is down then TP is down. At least at F2F meetings most people travel to get there and are committed to attending.

Low cost, fully featured video and audio equipment and software running on autopilot. VC is/was pretty boring stuff generally using a single low resolution camera/mic capturing a droning presenter and streamed to the internet. TP involves a multi-camera setup with better integration of visual aids, voting systems and perhaps even that elusive sense of touch and smell – 3D TP is not that far fetched. A huge enabler will be when real time voice translation becomes a reality. 

Change in attitudes. VC is universally poorly accepted – I am not aware of a single Australian conference that has had a substantial virtual audience nor managed to get them to pay for the privilege. 

Use of TP as a legitimate F2F conferencing medium is still a very way off. Baby Boomers who would rather shake your hand, buy you a drink and look you in the eye will, over the next 10 years no longer comprise the main conference audience and Gen X and Gen Y will be more comfortable using TP. 

I think it will take five years for TP to become a standard part of any conference. Initially to beam in costly international speakers and it may be useful in panel sessions but physical audiences will very much remain a part of the meeting.

Later as business, academia and science harness TP and have their own facilities in house we may see increasing virtual attendance, at least for part of the program but this will depend on the original premise of “allowing a person to feel as if they were present”. It may be a mix of “Second Life and TP” and I suspect this virtual world is a long way off.
A pervading “green influence” where business finally realises that TP will reduce carbon emissions and therefore costs. Whilst it is not an imperative now it may be in the future and TP will blossom. I think productivity and work life/balance will be bigger drivers.

In summary TP will become more important but until we get 3D TP and accept virtual experiences it wont supplant meetings as we know them.
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