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Last month a spoke at a conference on “The Connected Home”. It was attended by well over a hundred people, all of them in the building, electrical and home entertainment industries. It was not for end users, though a few sneaked in.
The conference was held in conjunction with the launch of a new magazine, Connected Home Solutions, which will be out this month. It is one of a spate of new publications for end users and the trade about the increasingly common phenomenon of integrated wiring for homes.

Most new technologies reach what many analysts call an “inflection point”, the stage at which the technology is sufficiently mature and there are enough suppliers and users to ensure a critical mass of activity. Magazine publishers and conference purveyors are keen students of these inflection points. Publish a magazine or mount a conference too early, and no-one will come. Do it too late, and it’s old hat and no-one is interested. Clearly, integrated home wiring is at an inflection point.
There are many terms used in the industry – the connected home, smart wiring, integrated networking, structured cabling. It has always been physically possible to wire houses for hi-fi, computer networking, telephony, TV, and security systems, but until recently all of these have been separate systems, and the cost of wiring has been prohibitive.

Now, with all communications digital and with computer control possible, it is possible to combine all of these into one integrated system. The one outlet can be used for your computer or your telephone or your DVD, and information piped anywhere in the house. What used to be very expensive is now well within the realm of the average household, and the prices are dropping.

One of the speakers at the conference was John Fennell, CEO of the Copper Development Centre (CDC). The CDC is a body representing the copper industry, and its role is to promote the use of copper. For many years now the primary use of copper was been for cabling, its use for most other applications having been superseded by other materials.
The CDC is at the forefront of initiatives to standardise household cabling. Of course, its motive is to maximise the use of copper and minimise the use of alternatives, such as wireless and fibre optic. It seems to be succeeding.

There was a general consensus at the conference that while wireless is useful for some applications, and fibre good for trunk cabling, copper is best for integrated domestic cabling applications. The CDC is one of the sponsors of the Smart Wired House initiative (www.smartwiredhouse.com.au), which has established an Australian standard for integrated wiring.
In his presentation Fennell outlined the results of a recent survey the CDC commissioned into the size and growth of the connected home market in Australia. The survey was conducted by the Housing Industry Association of Australia. Of the 600 builders surveyed, 445 responded.
Awareness of the Smart Wired House is at 90 per cent among the builders surveyed, though most said that fewer than 10 per cent of their customers were implementing it. But more than 20 per cent said the majority of new homes they were building were incorporating the new standard. And estimate of growth rates over the next few years were very high. Whole estates are already being built wired this way, even with intranets between homes for community activities.

The results indicate that Australia is just a few years behind the US, where in 2003, for the first time, the majority of new homes were built with some sort of structured wiring system. The trend, in Australia and elsewhere, is being driven by digital TV, the increased popularity of security systems, the number of houses with multiple PCs, DVDs and TVs, and the growth of Internet use and digital telephone systems.
People want multiple telephones, and they want their home computers networked. They want to be able to pipe their pay TV and DVDs into different rooms. Given that all this data is now digital, it makes sense to do it all with a single cabling system, rather than the rat’s nest of wiring found in most homes. There is even a technology that allows you to use existing electrical cabling to also carry digital data.

It is of course much less expensive to do this wiring when you are building a house, but there is also a large retrofitting market, particularly when people are renovating. There are nearly 8 million homes or flats in Australia, with 160,000 being added to the total each year. The annual home renovation market now exceeds $20 billion.

Apply the usage rates and growth rates from the survey, and the US data, and you can immediately see the size of the integrated wiring market. Little wonder all these magazines are being launched. The industry association for installers, CEDIA (Custom Electronics Design and Installation Association) is growing rapidly, and will be holding its annual convention on the Gold Coast at the end of July.
I remember as an eight-year-old in the 1960s reading a Sunday newspaper article about the fabulous push-button home of the future. It seems it may finally be here.
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