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The other day, courtesy of Matt from door64.com, I had a chance to attend the Global Semiconductor Alliance  (GSA)
Silicon Series luncheon  here in Austin, TX. The luncheon was titled &ldquo;The Future of Consumer Electronics and the
Communication Convergence&rdquo; and was held at the Barton Creek Resort & Spa. The luncheon consisted of a
keynote address which was given by Henry Derovanessian, the Vice President of Set Top Box Engineering at DirectTV,
and was titled "Communication Convergence: Emerging Technologies in Mobile Computing and the Connected Home."
The key note was then followed by a panel discussion titled "Negotiating the Blurred Lines Between Consumer
Electronics, Home Networking and Mobile technology." The panel was moderated by Tom Sanderman, Vice President of
Manufacturing Systems and Technology at Globalfoundries. The panelists were Patrick Moorhead, Vice President of
Marketing at AMD, Sandeep Shah, Director of Marketing and Applications at Marvell Semiconductor, and finally Dr.
Naveed Sherwani, Co-Founder, President & CEO at Open-Silicon.The key note centered on how DirectTV envisions the
future deployment of entertainment media inside the house. The presentation slides are available here. Currently home
networks are moving from point to point systems to a single cable solution. The reason is simple: With the explosion of
set-top boxes and connected devices, point-to-point networks would require an excessive number of cables, and
consumers as well as content providers are not interested in technicians spending hours running new cables. Further
down the line, according to Henry, expect all the set-top boxes to converge into a single home server, with all connected
devices functioning as content streaming terminals. Once again, the reasons are simple: Consumers want to watch their
content anywhere, at any time, and in any format. Consumers do not care that they scheduled a recording in the family
room downstairs. If they want to watch it upstairs later or stream it to their mobile devices while relaxing in the hammock
outside they ought to be able to do so without any problems. From a semiconductor perspective, the central server will
need ever more processing power and larger amounts of memory. Driving factors for which will be the need to transcode
all of the content into different formats, newer and more advanced 3D user interfaces, and of course the ever increasing
amount of clients on the network. Reliability will also become paramount, since if the central server were to go down vs. a
single set-top box, the whole home network would become useless.Not surprisingly networking technologies are also
becoming an essential component of the home networking infrastructure. According to Henry, the most popular of which
are HomePNA and MoCA, both of which work over existing RG-59/RG-6 coax cables. With versions 3.1 and 2.0,
respectively, both offer theoretical bandwidth in excess of 200Mbps. There is also the HomePlug Powerline Alliance
which offers bandwidth of up to 200Mbps. Henry also sees potential for WiFi and other wireless technologies, particular
with the use of MiMO and beam shaping techniques, although he was cautious to point out that video reliability was still
unproven.  He concluded his talk with a brief discussion of the RVU Alliance which is a consortium of companies
promoting the user of Remote User Interfaces (RUI) for television or entertainment. One interesting question asked by
the audience was whether the future DirectTV server would allow for user content uploads, to which the somewhat
surprising answer was that no such possibilities were being examined at this point. Rather, Henry suggested that since
the user was likely to have a home PC connected to the same network anyhow, he or she might as well pull it from there.
Personally I don&rsquo;t think that is a very elegant solution, but it might be a direct result of the fact the Henry also does
not see any kind of merger of DirectTV and 3rd party internet content, since the business focus is for the customer to
view DirectTV programming and not other sources.The panel was more or less an open discussion questions for the
panel varied widely. As expected, given the fact that ARM based processors having been moving up in the performance
space while x86 solutions have been pushing into the low-power space, one of the questions centered on x86 vs. ARM
architecture. Patrick declined to pick a particular favorite, instead pointing out that conceptually anything can be
accomplished with either architecture, and neither is best for all. According to Patrick, the battle lines for the next 5 years
have been drawn in the mobile space and as such a lot will depend on the execution. Sandeep pointed out that the world
won&rsquo;t be getting rid of home PCs any time soon, and as such the bread and butter business for the x86
architecture is not at risk. Nevertheless, he thinks that ARM will be keeping the x86 camps up at night. In the ARM space
he thinks it will be interesting to watch the development between companies that have only a product license vs. those
that have an architectural license. Naveed suggested that the availability of the RTL is a significant advantage for ARM.
However, he also pointed out that should x86 RTL become widely available it would be a huge game changer,
particularly since companies would be able to utilize decades of x86 research.Another question that was posed was
concerned with the recent emergence of new form factors in the market place. Patrick pointed out that while there might
be a myriad of form factors emerging, he has been hearing about the demise of the desktop for 15 years, and so far it
simply has not happened. As such new form factors are not a threat to existing form factors. Further, he pointed out that
mobile is not always best, and that there will always be a need for central hubs, for such tasks as data backup for
example. He pointed out that currently only about 10% of people backup data on a regular basis, and as people learn the
hard lesson of losing digital data, which is even easier to do with mobile devices, the demand for central data / backup
hubs is likely to increase. Sandeep chimed in and stated that what we are witnessing is a lot of experimentation in the
form factor space; however, he does not expect most of these to last. Rather in the future he expects a lot of merging of
functionality and thus fewer unique form factors. Consequently, the questioned came up as to why the iPad seemed to
be succeeding. Naveed suggested that things succeed not because they are sexy, but because they are useful, and
conducive to the way people work. Reverting to the previous question, he cautioned that in his opinion it will take quite a
bit of time for convergence to happen, and in the near future, unlike Sandeep, he expects an even great variety of form
factors to emerge.On the more technical side, a question was asked about the future of chip packaging. The panel
agreed that in the near future we can expect a continuation of top packaging of devices. There was also consensus that
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there needs to be more dedicated research on trans-silicon vias (TSV), since a solution was urgently needed. Naveed
humored the crowd by stating that in the past one spent all the effort designing the chip and packaging was an
afterthought. However, these days it sometimes takes longer to develop the packaging rather than the chip. The
audience was also interested in the future of battery technology, given that some of the new smartphones are terrible
when it comes to battery life. Once again the panel was in agreement, pointing out that rather than looking for new
battery technology to save the day, a lot more emphasis has to be put on low power design on the circuit level and the
system level. On a related note, Patrick called for a truth in battery life disclosure, stating that these days it was
impossible to compare device specifications and get an accurate picture of how long they will operate without actually
testing them.Finally, one of the last topics that was addressed by the panel had to do with the overall semiconductor
model, and what the panelists thought ought to change. Naveed insisted that companies in the semiconductor field need
to do a much better job in areas of intellectual property (IP) sharing and validation. When I spoke with him briefly after the
panel, he mentioned that in his opinion it was not the manufacturing of the design that was causing most startups to run
into the trouble, but rather the integration and validation of 3rd party IP, often times forcing companies to develop
components from scratch making the costs prohibitive. Sandeep expanded on this, saying that rather than tying up
designers with mundane tasks, we need to let innovators innovate. Designers need to be given a good platform on top of
which they can develop, much like in the software realm, since it is then that they are most productive. Interestingly,
when discussing the foundry business, Naveed pointed out that in actually the exact opposite was happening. To make
design easier, a lot of upfront information from the foundries was needed. However, presently walls were going up, rather
than down, since foundries have figured out that making masks on a repetitive basis, rather than the actual chips, was
also a very lucrative business.I left out some of the smaller, but not any less important, questions that the panel
addressed, but hopefully the recap above gives you somewhat of an idea about what to expect from a GSA luncheon.
Overall, I found it to be a very interesting event that was well organized and which was also very conducive to
networking. If you find a GSA luncheon coming to your area, it might be well worth the fee to attend.
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