Minutes of the 6th Quarterly Management Meeting of the VISICAST Consortium

Venue: INT, Evry, France

Dates: 26 and 27th April 2001-04-26

Those Present:-

Thomas Hanke
Univ Hamburg
John Glauert
UEA

Christoph Dosch
IRT
Stephen Cox
UEA

Werner Brückner
IRT
Mark Wells
Televirtual

Han Frowein
IvD
Farzad Pezeshkpour
Televirtual

Nick Lodge
ITC (Chair)
Nicolas Rougon
INT

Andrew Dumbreck
ITC
Francoise Préteux
INT (part time)

Melanie Nakisa
RNID
Hortensia Popescu
Univ Hamburg

Alan Kennedy
Consignia (2nd Day)
John Low
RNID (2nd day)

1 Welcome and Introduction

The consortium was welcomed to INT. Andrew Dumbreck was introduced as the new project manager for ITC. 

2 Draft agenda approval

The agenda was accepted with the following specific additions agreed:-

5 – Reports on External Relations: Christoph will show slides describing project Sambits, relating to a set top box.

13 - AOB To include the following issues of strategic importance: 

· How deaf community feels about virtual human signers. 

· Appearance of avatars on TV screens, in terms of how they should be positioned on TV screens

· Extra time for additional funding discussions.

3 Minutes of meeting of 12 January 2001

Accuracy:  Accepted

Actions arising, not otherwise on agenda

Actions 5.1/5.2 /5.3 Review of Annex 1: Action for each WP leader to check and update (in correct format) descriptions, milestones and dates, and communicate by 4th June to Andrew Dumbreck. AD will distribute consolidated by 18th June. 

Action 6.1 All WP leaders, 4th June 2001

Action 6.2 Andrew Dumbreck, 18th June 2001

Actions 5.4/5.5 Monthly reports for January - Discharged
Action 5.6 Tape is available for viewing at the meeting. Discharged

Action 5.9 Now available on the WEB, Signing books documents URL is available from Rolf - Discharged

Action 5.11 Minutes of WP4 meeting - Discharged

Action 5.13: Peer review pro-forma - Discharged

3.3 Recruitment of new project  manager: Nick reported that a project manager was being recruited by ITC, Andrew would take on project management in the mean time. The consortium requested that ITC should provide adequate handover  between project managers and should allow sufficient overlap to ensure that the change does not adversely affect the audit.

3.4 Consortium working practice: Nick suggested, and it was agreed, that matters of general interest should be put on the electronic mailing list or web site. Otherwise consortium working practice is about right.

3.5 Video cards Nvidia Ge Force 3, Televirtual has early sample, results are stunning. This allows lighting effects, vertex shading and pixel shading and gives an extra degree of realism. Televirtual will maintain backward compatibililty to Ge2. A current Toshiba Satellite has Ge2 chipset with 16mbyte version of card. Toshiba haven’t said when the 32mb Satellite will be available, but probably later in the year. This would be better for dual head applications such as Consignia who would use a screen for the operator and second part of the picture for the customer (Current Satellite can do this, but a bit slow).

Christoph mentioned that a 1 Ghz Pentium show 100% processor useage when decoding the avatar. Televirtual said that the an efficient sleep process has been introduced and this will be distributed. Televirtual have ordered a 32MB Ge2 card, they believe it is the same chipset in the Toshiba.

4 Administrative report of the project manager

Nick thanked John Glauert for the quality of the work and the hand-over.

Julia Palmer (ITC) is producing the 3 monthly report (to end March 01) and collating the cost statements (for calendar year 2000). ITC will check on the correct pro-forma for the cost statements and inform the consortium 

ACTion 6.3, Andrew Dumbreck, 3rd May

All partners must submit their cost statements electronically using the correct form to ITC by 10th May (hard copy to be received by ITC by 17th May)  or risk non-payment. 

Action 6.4, – All partners, 10th May 2001
5 Reports on External relations and publicity

5.1 SNet Line:-  We don’t have any money for publicity, so were unable to participate.

5.2 In conf on human aspects of Human Society – no report

5.3 Gesture Workshop at City University – Thomas- 70 participants, covered signing, command of musical instruments, linguistics, gesture in HCI. There were 4 presentations by Visicast.  There will be a web site with abstracts. 

5.4 Emobility at Gothenburg. No plans to attend

5.5 European Conference for the advance of assistive technology, 3-6/9-01

5.6 International Broadcasting Convention, Amsterdam, Televirtual has been asked to do a paper on virtual humans, would like to show Visia and Visicast. Televirtual will have an exhibition stand in the new technology area. IRT will have a stand and might be able to offer to show Visicast, for example the broadcast demo, Christophe will investigate.

5.7 Maverick Television : Did not happen

5.8 Progress on Visicast web site: Nick has worked hard with ARQ. The site is finished and will be up on a service provider within a few days. The private area has been abandoned, and hits for this will be redirected to UEA. The current URL is www.arq.co.uk/visicast  . It will revert to www.visicast.org and www.visicast.co.uk .

It was generally agreed that the web site needs to be accessible and up to date. The route for posting material is via Julia at ITC.

The consortium will aim to get 4 demos in Quicktime video. Mark will provide a Quicktime of broadcast signing. Mark suggested a link from top page of the Visicast site to the  public part of UEA site, for example labelling it “low graphics site”. It was agreed to consider this at the next meeting.

5.9 Television signing in the UK – recent developments: 

Nick reported that in the UK virtual signers are not likely to be adopted by broadcasters. Satellite broadcaster might  use MPEG 2 transmissions of human signers to satisfy the UK legislation. Satellite broadcaster are now producing set top boxes with 2 tuners and decoders. 

Terrestrial broadcasters are attracted to virtual signing/ Visicast because of the bit rate savings.

 There was a general feeling that virtual signing will remain applicable to the internet..

5.10 UK signing set top box initiative:-  Nick said that a bid for UK government funding to develop a set top box with a virtual human interface has been submitted. Some broadcasters would prefer to have control over the size and position of the avatar on the screen

5.11 Part of the prize for the post office winning the BCS, was making a presentation at the Royal Society. This generated significant interest. 

5.12 Set top box developments: 

An IST Project Sambits was described by Christoph. Sambits full title is Systems for Advanced Multimedia Broadcast and IT services. The forward channel is over DVB. Requested info is transmitted in the interactive channel or broadcast stream. The project covers: content capture and creation tools; encoding tools; indexing tools; database and search tools; PPL Program production listing, which determines how the multimedia content is assembled for play-out. 

The Sambits set top box is a computer with an inbuilt DVD, DVB card, modem, hardware MPEG2 decoder, MHP API and associated MPEG4 player and 2-D /3-D scenes, MPEG7 metadata processor, MPEG 7 events processor. The nearest currently available set top box is the Fujitsu Siemens ACTIVY box (700Mhz windows machine, currently with Open TV) to which it would be  possible to add the Sambits features. The Nokia media terminal has similar functionality but currently runs Linux rather than Windows.

Concertation Meetings: No Visicast rep attended the mandatory concertation meeting on the  12th March. We will need to attend future concertation meetings. A decision was made at the 12th March meeting to form project “clusters”, a voluntary activity. Han mentioned possible alignment with item 1 “Projects interested in co-operating with the WAI (www access initiative)”. Han was in principle willing to act as liaison with this cluster after inititial contact by ITC.

Action 6.14 Andrew Dumbreck to contact project office to convey this interest.

7 Work package reports:

7.1 WP1 – Television and Broadcast Transmission: (presented by Werner) 

A demo was held at IRT on 10th April, David Wood of EBU was the reviewer. We demonstrated transfer of mask-VR data with rates about 50kbps. 

It was agreed that as far as possible appearance of the avatar should be variable (female/male etc). There was general agreement that Visia will be the icon of the project. Hooks should be left to accept other appearances. Televirtual agreed that they would provide (at least) one other avatar to enable evaluation of avatar-independent animation.
WP1 work plan requires modification by IRT

7.2 WP2 – Multimedia and WWW applications: (presented by Han)

The deliverable is ready and will be sent to ITC soon. It has been peer reviewed and the report received. Both will be sent to Brussels via ITC

A WP meeting was held in February. A new milestone has been added  to produce a live demonstrator of signed weather forecast on the www. If successful this will be available for the audit. A separate deliverable will not be made. Sample pages will be available in May and will aim to get the demo on the internet in September.

Year 3 deliverables will include: (1) an editor (D2.2 – “Web Page Sign”), the content needs to be further specified in detail; and (2) a Tutorial (D2.3 – “Signing Tutor”) for people who want to learn signing language.

7.3 WP3 – Face-to-face Transactions: (presented by Stephen)

Have rewritten the system using IBM Via Voice speech recognition software. In the near future UEA will further develop that “free input” system, and particularly will test the Via Voice recogniser.

WP3.2 will incorporate the experience of the Consignia evaluations

7.4 WP4 – Animation and Modelling: 

(presented by Farzad)

Work has concentrated on better realism in animation. This included a normalisation stage and filtering to reduce noise from the motion capture equipment. Constraint based animation is being developed to restrict illegal moves, eg arms passing through one another. This removes the need for blending areas. Televirtual are planning to convert from ascii to binary to enable faster run-time implementations.

There was discussion and general concern about the reliability and particularly the long set-up time for the capture process. It was agreed that the work package should include work to look at improving the set up times. 

(presented by Nicolas)

Reported on the MPEG4 compression work for transmission. In future will be incorporating real time Mpeg 4 coder. Some future work on the SNHC player. Demonstrations were made before the meeting.

7.5 WP5 – Language and Notation: (presented by Thomas)
D5-1 was finished in early March and is available on the UEA web-site. Peer review was mostly positive, and expressed some concern about the general goals in the project. Thomas agreed to write a response to the review to be submitted with the deliverable and the review. 

Action 6.5, Thomas Hanke, 5th May 01

D5-2 SiGML: The consortium agreed to stick with an early 

deliverable date but slipping this to May 2001. There is *no* 

additional milestone under this arrangement (unless something comes 

out of the general WP5 replan).

Action 6.6 ITC to mention in Quarter 5 report, May 01

D5-2 will be submitted in May. 

Action 6.7 John Glauert, 18th May 01
D5.3 Text to sign prototype: Rescheduled 6/01 to 07/01. First modelling workshop held in March. Thomas confirmed it will be ready in good time for the audit. Mark mentioned that WP4 is looking for specific requirements for animations from other work packages

7.6WP6 – Trials and evaluations (presented by Mel)

A deaf outreach worker has been engaged and is expected to start testing of the weather forecast early May 2001. RNID is also setting up focus groups around the UK, starting late June, early July. The deliverable will be ready for end August, and will be peer reviewed by end Sept,

Action 6.8 RNID, End August 2001

It was not clear whether this deliverable would be in time for the audit, ITC agreed to check the position

Action 6.9, Andrew Dumbreck, May 2001

7.7WP7/8 - Management and Publicity

Discussed elsewhere in the agenda

9) Future funding  for capture : “Content” call

A new call has been published with a return date  of 15th June 2001. The emphasis would be demonstrations and dissemination for internet applications.

Han said there could be 3 applications: weather, post office, also develop editing tool. Han will put some notes together as possible scope. 

Andrew agreed  to find out what is required by way of proposal, typical size of project, and  does it need to be a separate project?

Action 6.10, Andrew Dumbreck, May 2001

It was also noted equipment for capturing for broadcast applications of Visicast currently costs 50k£. One future development aim could be to develop cheaper acquisition equipment where the only specialist hardware were the gloves.

10 Exploitation

Nick will circulate draft terms and conditions for an exploitation working group, partners will be able to comment and then decide.

Action 6.11, Nick Lodge, May 2001

11 BBC agreement

There is a proposal to sign a 2 way confidentiality agreement between the  group involved within the BBC and the Visicast consortium. This would need to be signed by each Visicast member organisation. BBC has had a copy of the draft. Members are asked for comments [since the meeting a version modified by the BBC has been distributed – AD]

It was mentioned that we should include a definition of “Annex 1”, to make sure it is kept up to date.

Nick mentioned that ITC may object to BBC attending consortium meetings or parts thereof.

Comments or nil repies on the confidentiality agreement to be sent to Andrew Dumbreck

Action 6.12, All members,  14 May 2001

12 European Legislation Issues working group

Han made a presentation on the interim status. It covered terms of reference. IvD is collating  details of legistation and will produce a draft report. Partners are assisting with comments and modifications. Han expects to have a final report ready for issue by May 2001.

Action 6.12, Han, End May 2001

The main issues are

· Legal recognition of sign language as a legal language

· Prevention of disability discrimination

Recommendations

· Leave lobbying to EU to EUD

· Individual members of Visicast could focus on lobbying in individual countries

· Gain support of deaf communities

· Use opportunities from relevant national initiatives

· Gain interest from potential service providers

Han will send the slides to John who will put them on the internal web site.

Action 6.13, Han, End May 2001

13 AOB

The meeting is interested in that attitudes of the deaf community to virtual signing, We didn’t have time to discuss this, and instead agreed to correspond by email

AD will try to arrange the meeting in London 5,6 July 2001, The meeting will run 10am to 6pm on 5th and 9am to 5pm on 6th. This meeting would concentrate on the work programme revisions and the preparations for the audit.

Andrew Dumbreck,     7th May 2001
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