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Executive Summary

· A demo of Visicast technology for Broadcast was prepared by IRT for David Wood of EBU, the reviewer. In particular transfer of mask-VR data with rates about 50kbps is to be demonstrated. This level of bit rate is an important factor for potential terrestrial broadcast applications.

· An edited version of a Weather forecast with a Virtual signer has been completed, and looks very promising for internet applications.

· Significant advances have been made in the improvement of the realism of animation for virtual signers. This has been achieved by noise removal techniques on the captured data.
· Visicast was demonstrated on the UEA stand at ACM One, a major Association for Computing Machinery exhibition and conference, San Jose, Calif.
1 – Overview

1.1 Objectives

Objectives
Progress towards achieving objectives

ViSiCAST will develop, evaluate and apply realistic virtual humans (avatars) to the generation of European deaf sign languages. The gesture description language and the associated real-time virtual humans will be used in the human-computer-interface of many applications.

In the Applications Work Packages, ViSiCAST will: 

1. Enhance the status of Europe’s deaf citizens by improving their access to public services and entertainment, and enable them to develop and consume their own multimedia content for communication, leisure and learning. It will build applications for the signing system for: 

1.1 Television 


WP1: 
Television and Broadcast Transmission

· Working at Televirtual: Integration of motion CODEC into new WP1 demonstator: Preparation of demonstration for Visicast Meeting in Munich in April. (UEA)

· Liaison between Televirtual and UEA and joint work on TX format and compression specification and transmission codec.

· Work continued on refinements to the .BAF file converter, used as the transmission format for broadcast applications.

· MPEG-4 SNHC player version 2.1 released.  Includes a UDP client layer allowing remote avatar animation from MPEG-4 animation streams over an IP network

· MPEG-4 route to direct sign transmission: Implementation of a UDP server for streaming MPEG-4 compliant animation parameters.

· MPEG-4 video player version 2.0 released: provides interface with DirectShow – compliant audio codecs

1.2 Multimedia and the Internet


WP2: 
Multimedia and WWW Applications

· Plan for evaluation of weather forecast web-browser revised after WP2 meeting in Amsterdam

· M2-2 Initial WWW demonstrator.  Proposed a detailed planning of WP2 activities to achieve an additional milestone consisting of a Weather Forecast Applicaion, suitable for demonstration and evaluation in real-life field trials.

· Editing of captured data for DGS version of weather forecast model completed.

· Documentation prepared on player for the WP

1.3 Face-to-face transactions


WP3: 
Face-to-Face Transactions

· Ongoing work on the new TESSA system software.  The potential of Via Voice looks high because the grammar networks are more flexible and more easily contracted than in previous (Entropic) system.  However the API is at a higher level than the Entropic system and we are experiencing difficulties in getting the kind of lower-level control that we need for TESSA functionality.  A new set of signs is now available from the Post Office project to be integrated into the system when it is ready.

· Work continues on Active X player versioned for transaction system.

· Televirtual ran a Motion Capture shoot for the Post Office, designed to extend the phrase list/lexicon for the transaction system.  

· A raft of additional phrases has been identified in order to facilitate further transactions in a post Office environment.  These are being recorded and will be integrated into the recently completed face to face transaction avatar system.  An improved more photo real avatar has now been included into the system.

In the Research Work Packages, ViSiCAST will:



2 Develop systems for the generation, storage and transmission of virtual signing. 

3 Refine user-friendly methods for capturing signs 
WP4: Animation and Modelling

· Synthetic animation: longer sequences now synthesised; incorporation of ambient body motion (from motion capture) into synthesised animation; convergence of input parameter format with new SiGML definition. 

· Started discussions with Televirtual about enhanced boneset stream interface to Visia control.  New C++/ATL (ie not VB) VAF-player developed – handles multi-file playlist. 

· Work continues on generic Active X player and the installer for the Active X control – investigation of issues concerning position of Avatar in Virtual Space from file to file.  Updates of all applications were prepared for circulation to partners.

· Work on Active X player continues.  Focus on finalising of active X control installer and creation of Normalisation system – this has various functions; to stabilise position of Avatar in Virtual Space, to stabilise orientation of Avatar and to allow smooth blending between pre-recorded files.  System also contains a routine to remove avatar “judder” caused by hardware induced noise in the recorded data. 

· An investigation of issues for off-camera capture of major body moves is underway

· In effort to streamline process of creating avatars, and in the desire to increase the range of facial animation, Televirtual has been looking at alternative ways of acquiring face and head models and of animating them.  Experiments with a trial copy of D-sculptor appeared promising; developers of that system have decided to produce a version of their software intended explicitly for human modelling – this will be tested when available.  Possibly even more relevant were tests of the Digimask exporter (to VRML) which will allow importation of face/head models into the Visicast system.  To keep abreast of mass-market hardware developments, Televirtual attended an nVidia developers’ seminar for the launch of the GeForce 3 graphics adapter chipset.  It appears this will offer advantages for the real-time generation of subjectively real virtual humans.  A report on the G3 was circulated to consortium partners.

4 Create a machine-readable notation to describe sign-language gestures (hand, face and body) which can be used to retrieve stored gestures or to build them from low-level motion components. 

5 Use this descriptive language to produce tools that can translate from both speech and text into signing. 
WP5: 
Language and Notation

· BSL sign data collection of “kitchen domain” and glossing of data

· Preparation and follow-up work related to meeting in Hamburg (14-16 March )

· Description of BSL signs as “lexical entries”

· Input on current plans for DRS analysis of English with respect to BSL elements.
· Participated in 3 day working meeting to specify and organise the work needed for the description sign language in Hamnosys; and started this work for single SLN signs. End-user-readable documentation of HamNoSys refinements continued
· Started installation of dedicated software for grammar development.

· Continued refinements of deliverable D5-1, esp. on lexicon format. Preparation for and attendance at Seedorf WP5 meeting.  Continued development of DRS generation software.  Initial investigations of using Ale for the HPSG structure for sign language presented at Seedorf.

· HamNoSys to SiGML translation: All but a dozen of the 1073 examples in the HamNoSys test file now compile to valid SiGMLa 
· Many of these transform to SiGMLb  (revised [Si]GML of 2000-08), but SiGMLb now considered a dead-end SiGML definition

· Receipt at UEA of D5-1 from Hamburg

· Work on SiGMLc (successor to SiGMLb; compatible with AnimGen input parameter format; will become SiGML 1.0x in D5-2)

· Manual parts using a revised, HamNoSys(4)-compatible semantic model;

· Nonmanual parts based on D5-1;

· Models for timing, linguistic and media playing interfaced, to be loosely specified with reference to emerging standards (SMIL2, MPEG/MHEG etc).
· Initial domain for Del 5-3 defined semantically, with English sample sentences. DGS sample sentences for D5-3 domain recorded and glossed.

· HPSG modelling of different types of agreement verbs continued. Workshop on HPSG modelling held, reaching agreement on feature structures for simple signs.



6 Trial and evaluate the Application prototypes
WP6: 
Trials and Evaluation

· Community worker has spent time becoming familiar with the Visicast project

· Five sophisticated signers within RNID have been recruited to assess the sign quality of the first BSL weather forecast system for the Internet.

· Plans are in progress to set up five focus groups of profoundly deaf people whose first language is BSL in the UK.  These groups will evaluate the constrained  PO system, the BSL weather forecast system (after signing quality has been assessed and any problems rectified) and the demonstration TV broadcast

· Planning of work schedule for this year in progress to be revised given revisions to other WP milestones and deliverables.

· Contributed to a plan for the evaluation of the Weather Forecast Application in it different phase of development.

7 Ensure effective management, external communications and publicity for the project
WP7:
Project Management, External Communications and Publicity

· Discussions with BBC concerning a possible demo of Visicast technology in UK broadcast TV have continued

8 Ensure appropriate exploitation and dissemination of results
WP8: 
Exploitation and Dissemination

· Presented ViSiCAST at an opening of the ‘Drempels weg’ national programme of the Netherlands government.  This programme aims at making the Internet available for people with a handicap.

· Attended Exhibition and Presentation of Visicast technology at the UK Royal Society.

1.2 Milestones

Milestone
Planned date
Actual date
Comments


























1.3 Deliverables

Deliverable Code & Name
Planned date
Actual date
Comments

1.3 – TV Specification


MPEG-4 route to direct sign transmission. 

MPEG-4 video player version 2.0 released.

4.4 - Advanced MPEG-4 animation system


MPEG-4 SNHC player version 2.1 released.  

2.1 Internet Browser Plug-in
12.00
02.01
Delivered and under peer review

5.1 Interface Definitions
12.00
03.01
Delivered and under peer review

5.2 SiGML

05. 01 
Slight delay to include most recent updates regarding SMIL standard.

5.3 Proto text-to-sign
06. 01
07. 01


4.1 Prototype Transmission system
10.00
09.00
Demonstrated working system to UK DTN Committee ahead of schedule; written up and supplied for peer review this month.

1.1 Broadcast Demonstrator
12.00
12.00
Peer reviewer selected to conduct next week.






1.4 Deviations from Plan

Causes and Description
Corrective actions




2 – Contractual Arrangements
3 - Project Meetings (held and foreseen)

Title
Data and Place
Main conclusions

WP 5 meeting on HPSG modelling
13.-16.3.01

Seedorf DE


WP 2 meeting
23.02.01 Amsterdam


Consortium Meeting.
11.01.01 to 12.01.01

RNID, London, UK
Participation to WP2 and WP1 technical meeting on Jan 11.  Presentation of European Economic Interest Groupings as potential track for Visicast early exploitation.  Participation to the WG on European legislation for deaf people.

Consortium Meeting.
26.04.01 to 27.04.01

INT, Évry, Paris
Workpackage and Consortium Business Meetings.

Consortium Meeting.
05.07.01 to 06.07.01

ITC, Winchester
Workpackage and Consortium Business Meetings.

Consortium Meeting.
27.09.01 to 28.09.01

UKPO, London
Workpackage and Consortium Business Meetings.

Consortium Meeting.
10.01.02 to 11.01.02

IRT, München
Workpackage and Consortium Business Meetings.

WP5 Meeting
14.03.01 to 16.03.01

Hamburg


WP2 Meeting
23.02.01

Amsterdam
Planning of D2-1 and future WP2 plans

WP5 sub meeting
26.02.01- 27.02.01

Norwich
Discussed RNID BSL input required to WP5 and evaluated work plan.

WP1 Technical Meeting
10.04.01

Munich
Review of advancement and future work

WP1
01.03.01
Meeting between Televirtual [, UEA] and BBC research with a view to collaboration on transmission systems.

WP4 Meeting
22.02.01

Norwich
To discuss ways of improving and simplifying acquisition of signing performance, using alternative methods of facial and body capture.

MPEG-4 in WP1
13.02.01

Munich
MPEG-4 data into the MPEG-2 transportstream

WP1
08.01.01

Munich
Preparation for consortium meeting

4 - Dissemination / Promotional Information

4.1 Conferences and/or Workshops attended/organised/foreseen by the project

Date
Title
No
Number of persons attended + other information

15.01.01 

19.01.01
55th MPEG Meeting, Pisa, Italy

Participation to MPEG-4 SNHC and MPEG-7 groups.

01.03.01

05.03.01
56th MPEG Meeting, Singapore

Participation to MPEG-4 SNHC and MPEG-7 groups.  Input documents: Generic articulated model: definition and animation (restricted access)

22.07.01

27.07.01
57th MPEG Meeting, Sidney

Participation to MPEG-4 SNHC and MPEG-7 groups

09.02.01
Nvidia Developers conference

1 TV person

08.02.01

09.02.01
UK Royal Society – BCS Award Winners Presentation

Televirtual – 1 person  Exhibition and presentation to invited audience of politicians and heads of IT industry.

03. 01
Demonstrator

D1-1: Direct Sign Transmission

10-14.03.01
ACM1, San Jose, California

Visicast and Tessa demonstrated on UEA stand at major Association for Computing Machinery exhibition and conference, San Jose, Calif.

4.2 Articles Published, Press coverage, development web sites, etc.

Date/ Type
Details

3.01.01  16:35 
Radio interview broadcast by Deutschlandfunk.

Interview with Rolf Schulmeister (UH): “Pantomime aus dem Rechner - Virtuelle Dolmetscher übersetzen Sprache in Gebärdensprache” within the programme “Forschung aktuell”

9.2.01
Tages-Anzeiger (Zurich newspaper), p38. 

Andreas Hirstein: Gebärdensprache, die aus dem Computer kommt. (sign language out of the computer) concentrates on the value of the Visicast project for the Deaf community. Online version available at http://www.tages-anzeiger.ch, (go to Archiv, search for articles dated 2001-02-09 by author Hirstein)

24.2.01 
DER SPIEGEL (one of the largest weekly news magazines in Germany), p. 186 

Katja Timm: Dolmetscher im Datenanzug (Interpreter in data suit) by The article features linguistic aspects of the Visicast project.

Text only version available at http://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/0,1518,120631,00.html.

5 – Main results

Description
Details

Weather Forecaster complete
· An edited version of a Weather forecast with a Virtual signer has been completed, and looks very promising for internet applications.

Captured human movements improved
· Significant advances have been made in the improvement of the realism of animation for virtual signers. This has been achieved by noise removal techniques on the captured data.

Interface Definitions
· First deliverable in the language technology package.

6 – Project Effort

Please refer to spreadsheet Q5man month.xls.

