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Chris Thomas has a vision. It is of a world where every mobile phone, every laptop, every PDA, every pager and every mobile device yet to be invented communicate seamlessly and effortlessly with each other.

Thomas is chief strategist with Intel. He is also “director of strategic initiatives” for the company, which means his job is to try and work out what directions technology is going to take over the next few years, and ensure that Intel can make the chips that will get us there.

He believes we are on the verge of a “mobility inflection point”, where the sheer volume of wireless devices and the imperatives driving their usage will change the nature of communications and the way we work.
Wireless technology has been one of the hottest areas of the IT industry over the last few years. A range of technologies such as wireless LANs, WiFi and Bluetooth have been heavily promoted, and found their way into a multitude of devices. At the same time mobile phone usage has become ubiquitous, and widely used for much more than a replacement of the POTS (plain old telephone system).

But wireless use has been patchy. “Hot spots”, where wireless-equipped laptops can access the Internet, have sprung up in various places, but their use has been comparatively limited. Usage has been way below early predictions, and bandwidth remains an issue.

So does the multiplicity of suppliers. You need a different logon for different wireless providers. The telephone companies worked out these sorts of issues years ago, but the wireless world is still a hodgepodge of separate little islands of communication, which is hardly what the technology is supposed to be all about.

Thomas believes we are at a very early stage in the wireless revolution, and that these issues will be ironed out in the next few years. There are, he says, three problems that need to be solved. And he says all three will be solved, because none of them are technical.
The first is power management – in other words, battery life. Mobile devices run on batteries. “Over 80 per cent of the problem in power management is in the software,” says Thomas. “Batteries are improving, but the biggest improvement that needs to be made is how to apportion the battery’s power. Spinning a hard drive is very inefficient.”

The second important issue, says Thomas, is wireless applications. “The sorts of applications that deal with users that are only occasionally connected are very different to those that work on the basis that the user is always there.
“Vendors need to ask themselves how their applications will work in the wireless world. Traditional applications have been synchronous, wireless applications need to be asynchronous. Transactions may happen offline, then the details uploaded to the corporate information system only when the user is connected.”
This is happening in a big way with the introduction of web services, says Thomas. “Web services are not happening because of wireless, but the technology will be of great benefit to wireless. XML and web services technology use the same message queuing technology that wireless uses. All the major vendors are moving their applications in that direction.
“That technology leads us in the direction of interactive documents, where the application is the document. We are moving from a centralised online world to a distributed offline world.”

The third key wireless issue, according to Thomas, is that of interconnected networks. “Applications and devices shouldn’t have to know which network they need to connect to. The problem is that different network providers charge in different ways. Some charge at the door, some charge by bandwidth, and mobile phones and PDAs and laptops all connect differently.

“Again, it is a software and a management problem. There is no technical reason all these networks can’t be interconnected. There’s a lot of work to do to make it happen, but it can be done.”

Why should Intel be interested in wireless communication? Why is the chipmaker’s chief strategist spending so much time on a technology that, on the surface of it, has little to do with microprocessors? The reason is simple – Intel believes that its chips will power a very high proportion of mobile devices. And not just single chips, but whole sets of them. That is already the case with Intel’s heavily promoted Centrino technology, widely used in the new generation of wireless laptops.
There are already more mobile phone users in the world than there are Internet users. In the not too distant future, it will meaningless to make the distinction, because every mobile phone user will be, by definition, an Internet user. The range of applications, and the effects this will have on corporate computing, will be immense.
A few years ago consultancy Gartner coined the term “Supranet” to describe the inevitable merger of wired and wireless networks, where every device and every computer system interconnects in one giant network, all seamlessly integrated and with data flowing unencumbered between them.
We are closer to that ideal than you might think. Chris Thomas, for one, thinks we are very nearly there. And, as he’s fond of saying, when we get there we will find the world is a very different place.
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