ConfNET mobile confe

rence

application - Technical Case Study

Industry:
Events

Challenge:

Delegates at the Microsoft Mobility
Developer Conference needed a
reliable, scalable solution that provided
them with immediate access to key
conference information and the
whereabouts of fellow attendees, or
‘buddys’. A groundbreaking solution,
which met the high expectations of the
delegates, was needed. The aim was
also to use the opportunity to showcase
Microsoft’s technological leadership

in this field.

Solution:

Microsoft partnered with OverNet Data
to provide a wireless conference
application for over 1,000 delegates

at the Microsoft Mobility Developer
Conference, April 2002. ConfNET™ -
developed using Microsoft® .NET
technologies, Web services and OverNet
Data’s BALI.NET™ - enabled delegates
using the wireless local area network
(WLAN) to locate each other within the
4,000sgm conference venue and be
alerted to any important conference
news or schedule changes.

Benefits:

ConfNET supplied the delegates with the

following advantages:

m Immediate access to up-to-the-
minute conference news alerts

m Improved conference experience

m Convenience of locating
buddys/colleagues at the conference

m Experience of a Microsoft .NET
solution in action
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At a busy event, simply making
announcements and communicating
information on large plasma screens, over the
tannoy or through the PC network is no longer
sufficient. Event organisers must look at ways
to improve communications with delegates to
make the overall event and conference
experience more enjoyable.

The Microsoft Mobility Developer Conference
2002 - the premier technical event for
Microsoft mobile solutions - sought a wireless
conference application to make it easier for
delegates to communicate with colleagues
and receive up-to-the-minute conference
information. To accomplish this goal, Microsoft
turned to OverNet Data and its best-of-breed
development methods to provide a solution.
ConfNET, a wireless application suite which
uses a wireless local area network (WLAN),
was developed to deliver real-time conference
information and location-based services

to delegates.
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The goal was not only to revolutionise
networking between delegates but to allow
them to experience first hand, an end-to-end
wireless solution which demonstrated the
power of Microsoft .NET and Microsoft’s latest
mobile development technologies. “The
Microsoft Mobility Developer Conference was
attended by many experienced desktop and
mobile developers from around the world.

So we wanted a solution that would showcase
our technological leadership and deliver

an exciting solution to meet the high
expectations of our audience,” says Paul
Foster, Microsoft.

One deployment, three different
challenges

ConfNET - designed specifically for the
Microsoft Mobility Developer Conference -
ran over an 802.11b wireless LAN and
provided three key services:

= A news alert service: to notify delegates
of changes to session venues and times;

= A ‘buddy’ locator: to alert users of their
colleagues’ arrival at the conference and
to allow delegates to find their buddys/
colleagues within the conference venue
(pinpointing them to within 10m);

= Connection manager: to show the strength
of the wireless access point in each area
and the amount of data being downloaded
atany onetime.

The result was that delegates were able
to locate and meet other delegates, and
receive the latest conference information
and news without connecting any wires to
their devices.




Deployed in under four weeks

Developing the ConfNET application in just
over three weeks posed a major challenge. The
development technology used was essential
to ensuring that deadlines were met. “The four-
week implementation was carried out with
very few hitches,” says Peter Lenk, project
manager, OverNet Data. He credits the smooth
experience to Microsoft’s leading development
technologies and technical support, and the
highly-skilled OverNet Data team.

Development tool selection

The ConfNET application was built using a
Web services model, the cornerstone of the
Microsoft .NET programming model. The client-
side of the application was constructed using
OverNet Data’s own BALI.NET development
environment while the server-side was built
using Visual Studio® .NET on the .NET platform.
“Developing a mobile application for a user
base of 1,000 in less than a month is
something that could not have been
contemplated before the arrival of Web
services,” says Peter Lenk, project manager

at OverNet Data. “Packaging and integrating
functionality efficiently is something we've
been trying to do since the first days of object
orientation. Web services have now made

that a commercial reality - by making the
development of applications both easier

and quicker.”

Application architecture

With the inherent benefits of the Web service
development model and the standards that
support it, creating a mobile application for
such a large user base in such a short period
of time is no easy task. So it was essential that
OverNet Data could be confident that both the
device and server platforms would behave in

a predictable and robust way.

Devices: HP Jornada and Compaq iPAQ
devices running the Pocket PC 2002 operating
system were distributed to attendees at the
conference. The Pocket PC 2002 operating
system was chosen because it provides a
proven and stable mobile environment.

In addition, it also allowed developers to
leverage functionality within the operating
system for their own applications (see
‘Development’ section).

Servers: The Microsoft Mobility Developer
Conference implementation ran on two 667
MHz Dell servers - both running Windows
2000 using Internet Information Services.
The application database ran on SQL Server™.
“Because all the servers we used were part of
the .NET framework it was easy for us to both
create and deploy a Web services-based
application to run on them,” says Peter Lenk.

Network: Each device was fitted with a
wireless access card provided by Socket and
Compagq, and 25 wireless access points

were spread around the conference venue.
The 802.11b network protocol provided
connectivity between the access points and
the devices while the servers where connected
to the wireless LAN via Ethernet (see System
Architecture diagram).
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Alerts users of their colleaguesO
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Development

User Interface Design: “In order to develop an
application like ConfNET, the emphasis must
be on usability. Delegates at the conference
do not have time to be trained how to use the
application and are unlikely to read any
documentation. The use of the application has
to be completely intuitive,” says Peter Lenk.
OverNet Data has developed a unique
methodology for design of mobile applications
where the emphasis, and indeed the starting
point, is the design of the user interface. From
there, the rest of the application is built to
support the interface. This fits in well with

the use of Web services as they de-skill the
development of the lower layers and
communication interfaces. “We can now focus
developers’ talents and time on the difficult
elements - the user interface and business
logic of the application,” says Peter Lenk.

Client-side development: OverNet Data used
its own BALI.NET development environment for
device-side development. “We’ve put a lot of
work into areas like mobile application
interface design and connection management,
in relation to the Pocket PC operating system,
and we wanted to demonstrate that to
conference attendees,” says Peter Lenk.
Mobile devices move in and out of range of the
access points, are switched off and suffer from
variable data transfer rates. OverNet Data has
developed a set of components that are
designed to hide these issues from developers
and users. OverNet Data also supplemented
its own code by leveraging the Pocket PC
notification facilities. The ‘notification API’ was
important when programming functionality
that alerted delegates to conference changes
or the arrival of a ‘buddy’.

System Architecture diagram
ConfNET, built using the latest .NET
development tools, uses a WLAN

to deliver real-time conference
information to over 1,000 delegates

Server-side development: On the server-side,
OverNet Data used Visual Studio .NET. “The
use of Visual Studio .NET made the creation
and packaging of Web services incredibly
easy,” says Lenk. “In fact I'm confident in
saying that without Visual Studio .NET we
would have found it very difficult to develop the
application in such a short time.” The use of
.NET on the server has also given OverNet Data
confidence that the application will scale.
“Even though our target was to serve 1,000
attendees, we've tested the application up to
2,500 users and it works just fine,” says Lenk.

Benefits

The ConfNET solution benefited the delegates
at the Microsoft Mobility Developer Conference
in many ways. The intuitive user interface
enabled delegates to use the application
easily. The advantages of enabling operations
that use a .NET infrastructure for an event
such as the Microsoft Mobility Developer
Conference, are that delegates can connect
and interact with critical information. This in
turn allows conference organisers to improve
the user experience drastically.



