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Some clever things are happening in Australia’s universities and research institutions. There are dozens of interesting computer-related research projects underway, developing new technologies and using existing ones in innovative ways.
Australia has a long tradition of major IT advances coming out of academia. These include the first ever Unix port (at the University of Wollongong in 1978) and Professor Cyril Brookes’ GrapeVINE system, an new approach to the management of unstructured knowledge first developed at the University of NSW.
There are hundreds of more examples. The quality of IT and communications advances made in Australian universities has been extremely high over the years, but unfortunately few of these innovations ever make it as a commercial products. GrapeVINE briefly made it as a US company, but it’s withered in recent years.
That’s the problem. Most research projects operate on very limited budgets, and Australia does not have the same culture of commercialising innovation as does the US. When a product does make it in the marketplace, the company invariably moves to the US or gets acquired by a multinational (read US-based) company.

But still the innovation keeps coming. One positive move in recent years has been the establishment of Cooperative Research Centres (CRCs), a program started by the last Labor government in 1990. CRCs, as their name suggests, are organisations established as a cooperative program between academia and industry to bridge the gap between research and commercialisation.
There are now 69 CRCs in Australia, ten involved in research in information and computing technology. A simple list of their names gives you an idea of the scope of their activities:

· Telecommunications CRC
· Enterprise Distributed Systems CRC 

· Satellite Systems CRC 

· Sensor Signal and Information Processing CRC
· Photonics CRC
· Spatial Information CRC
· Technology Enabled Capital Markets CRC
· Interaction Design CRC
· Integrated Engineering Asset Management CRC

· Smart Internet Technology CRC

Each of these centres is doing some amazing work. I’ve had a bit to do with some of the CRCs in the last couple of years, not all of them in the IT field, and I never stop being impressed with the quality of the people and the quality of the research.
Last week I visited the Smart Internet Technology CRC (SITCRC), based at the Australian Technology Park in the Sydney suburb of Redfern. It is involved in a number of interesting activities, including “Project Nightingale”, which explores the use of Internet and other advanced technologies to help elderly people reminisce.
Project Nightingale is led by Dr Aaron Quigley, a senior research fellow at the University of Sydney, one of SITCRC’s research partners. It uses technologies such as personal servers and Mitsubishi’s new DiamondTable interactive screen table to develop novel ways of collecting and sharing personal memories.

“Nightingale will help determine the natural environment for future generations and how technology can be made more accessible to social groups that may have missed the first wave of the Internet revolution,” Dr Quigley explains. “It allows memories to be shared and accessed by many people, across a range of devices that fit into their current lifestyles and daily routines.”

The project’s goal is to develop a range of interfaces to allow people to organise and share different media types on whatever computing device they happen to be near. It is based on the idea of a personal server, a small device the size of a mobile phone that will carry all of an individual’s personal files, and which will communicate wirelessly with interfaces around it.

“The days of people reacting with a computer solely through a keyboard and mouse are numbered,” says Dr Quigley. “Voices and gestures, and the use of pens and other pointing devices are all more familiar to us than a keyboard interface based on 19th century typewriters.”

Dr Quigley and the Nightingale team like to talk about “pervasive computing”, where computing devices and interfaces are built into the environment. The idea is hardly new, but most research involving the technology has been focused on areas like smart homes and offices. Project Nightingale uses it specifically to help elderly people build up electronic scrapbooks of their memories, and use these to interact with others.

“Reminiscing increases intellectual fitness and sense of purpose,” explains Dr Quigley. “Creating a family history improves one’s sense of purpose. Our aim is to develop some tools that enable easy access, easy capture, and some novel ways to share information, so that a lot of people can use our systems really quickly.”
Project Nightingale has worked with retirees at the Port Hacking Probus Club to develop its prototype electronic scrapbook and electronic table. These can be operated entirely by touch, speech and pen, and easily shared with others over the Internet.
The word “gerontechnology” has been coined to describe the use of technology to improve the lives of the aged. I’ve yet to see a better example than what Dr Quigley and his Project Nightingale team are developing.

Now, the trick is how to make it into a commercially successful product. That’s where the real hard work starts.
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