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A revolution as big as the Internet will hit us in the next few years, and even most computer people don’t yet realise it. It’s an indication of how quickly things can change in this industry.

The revolution will be wireless based. It is amusing that the term “wireless” has come back into vogue after it was invented in Marconi’s day, but it has. It is usually used now not to describe broadcast radio, its original meaning, but two-way communication between electronic devices.

The biggest indication so far of the wireless revolution has been the massive growth in mobile phones in many countries of the world. These devices are now ubiquitous in Australia and Northern Europe, with the more advanced Asian countries not far behind. North America and Japan have been dragging the chain a bit because of their failure to adopt the superior digital GSM (global system mobile) standard used in the rest of the world.

The world leader in mobile phone usage, believe it or not, is Finland, where mobile phone usage now exceeds that of fixed phones. And the world’s biggest mobile phone company, Nokia, is based in Finland. Ericsson is also based in Scandinavia, in Sweden. It must be those long winters.

Mobile phones, until now, have been used largely for voice communications, in the same way as normal phones. The only difference has been their portability. But because they are digital, they can also be used for data.

We are starting to see this happen, though it is early days. In Europe, SMS (simple messaging service) is widely used, allowing people to use the keypad on mobile phones to send short text messages to each other, this spelling the death of the pager.

A technology called WAP (wireless applications protocol) has been developed that allows mobile phones to act as Internet terminals. The data transfer is slow, and the limited display capabilities of phones severely constrains the applications, but it is happening. Already the sharp suits in the financial district of Sydney can be seen checking their stock prices on their phones as they hop in and out of lifts.

WAP will really start to fly when the next generation of mobile phones, called 3G (third generation) come into being over the next couple of years. This technology will be far superior to the current version of WAP. There will be much higher bandwidth (up to 2 Mbps, compared to 9.6 kbps for the current technology) and mobile display technology will be much more sophisticated, employing colour and liquid plasma displays for much greater clarity and much more information.

When people create Web applications, they use a language called HTML (Hypertext Markup Language) to design the pages and format the data. The wireless equivalent is WML (Wireless Markup Language), which enables the data on web sites to be accessed by mobile phones.

And by other portable devices. It will not only be mobile phones that can access the Internet. So can palmtop computers, sometimes called PDAs (Personal Digital Assistants), such as the Palm Pilot and the Psion. Already some mobile phones have PDA capability, though they tend to be pretty cumbersome.

Opinions are divided over whether PDAs and mobile phones will converge into one device. I believe they will, particularly when improved voice recognition technology makes input a lot easier. Then we will get even more people talking to themselves in public places.

But there is much more to it than that. The possibilities, as they say, are limited only by your imagination. One of the reasons people do not comprehend the impending wireless revolution is because they invariably think of new technologies in terms of how previous technologies were used. Some people thought the best use for a telephone would be to ring people to tell them they had a telegram.

(And an American mayor in the late 19th century is supposed to have said that he believed the telephone was a wonderful invention and he could foresee the day when every town would have one).

Just as we need to stop thinking of wireless communications solely in terms of voice telephony, we will soon have to stop thinking of it wholly in terms of Internet communications. There is another aspect to wireless, called Bluetooth, that enables the short-range exchange of data between any enabled devices. The consortium was founded by Ericsson, IBM, Intel, Nokia and Toshiba in 1998 and now has over 1000 members.

When Bluetooth was first proposed it was seen largely as a way to cut down on the number of cables connecting the various parts of a computer system. We all have a giant rat’s nest of computer cables behind and under our desks, and the situation in corporate data centres in horrendous. I’m all in favour of fewer cables.

But it soon became apparent that Bluetooth was capable of much more than cable replacement. If you have a PDA or mobile phone with data capability, and if it has a Bluetooth chip in it, it can communicate with anything else. Your device can be connected to your bank via the Internet, and it can download your credit card details into a Bluetooth-enabled terminal when you buy something in a shop.

Indeed, the credit card itself will become a thing of the past. It will all be in your PDA or mobile phone. So-called smart cards will be another casualty, overtaken by a superior technology.

Already in Finland you can buy thing from vending machines this way. You walk past a Coke machine, you ring it up on your mobile phone. The machine dispenses your Coke and charges your account, and the cost is added to your phone bill. A carwash in Helsinki works the same way. With Bluetooth, this type of application will be commonplace.

Bluetooth is taking a bit longer to get to market than was originally hoped, but the consensus is it will be with us in 2001. So will 3G phones and PDAs that are actually useful. The world is about to change, again.
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