


can sing your praises far louder than you can sing
them yourself.”

As for gadgetry, the major hoteliers are leading
the way with wider usage of electronic signage,
multipurpose kiosks with Internet-accessible
screens, and the installation of high-definition
televisions and flat-panel screens in guests’ rooms.
The electronic signage can eliminate sign clutter
and perform multiple functions. The kiosks, for
example, can become virtual concierges, offering
hotel and airport check-ins, and the ability to make
restaurant reservations and purchase entertainment
tickets. Flat panels in guest rooms eliminate the
need for bulky entertainment centers — enhancing
the appearance of spaciousness in the room — and
travelers will be able to connect their laptops
and iPods. Increasingly, business travelers are
demanding the same level of technology in their
place of lodging as they experience at home.

Which also means that Internet access should
be as commonplace in a meeting and event venue
as utilities are. “Basic Wi-Fi service should be
considered pretty much as basic light and water
service,” Corbin said, adding that guests should
be able to access the Internet anywhere within
the venue. While upper-scale hotels continue to
charge for access, the trend is toward free access,
according to Corbin. But he observed that, despite
this trend for free basic Internet access, there will
be a continued need for high-bandwidth, highly
secure Internet access for a fee, especially in
meeting rooms.

Radio frequency identification (RFID) is
considered the barcode of the future and should
serve a number of event-related tasks ranging from
lead-retrieval, access verification and attendance
tracking to catering counts and exhibit hall flow
analyses. And the booking of meeting space online
should continue to evolve.

As for what actually determines whether a
venue is justified in claiming “state-of-the-art”
technology, Corbin Ball believes that infra-
structure — not gadgetry — is the true determinant.
“If 1 owned a venue, what | would be really
concentrating on is making sure of the infra-
structure that is managing it,” Corbin said.
“The need for bandwidth will continually
increase.” And as far as he’s concerned, true state-
of-the-art technology starts with fiber-optic wiring,
which is capable of carrying an almost-unlimited
amount of information. Once a “fiber-based
backbone” is in place, venues are limited only by
the abilities of their computers to process the data.

One significant area where venues can tap
into evolving software — and the opportunities
provided by fiber-optic-provided bandwidth — is
videoconferencing. “Video will definitely be
of increasing demand,” Corbin said, pointing
to YouTube’s presidential debates as an
example of the trend. He expects the quality of

videoconferencing images to improve markedly as
high-definition television edges closer to the time
when it becomes the broadcast standard in 2009.

With fiber-optic cables opening up the
information pipeline, enhanced bandwidth not only
can be offered to guests but will enable the venue to
increasingly centralize its control of a wide variety
of functions, including property management,
security, lighting, voice systems, audio-visual
equipment, and air conditioning. The computer
will work in the background, functioning as a basic
utility — much like electricity and water. The actual
operations will be Internet-based and managed as
information packets through one, integrated system
known as an IP or Internet Protocol.

“HDTVs, flat panels, digital signage, state-
of-the-art board rooms, video-conferencing and
projection screens nicely hidden — those are all
nice, but those are always going to be changing,”
Corbin said. “It’s the infrastructure that’s the
important thing.”

As for the development of social software and
the buzz about virtual meetings and networking,
Corbin Ball sees them as new tools for the meeting
planners — but nothing that will significantly reduce
the meeting and event market. “I don’t think
there’s very much to fear from it. It’s coming,”
said Corbin. “I’d encourage people to become
aware.” He foresees web casts, pod casts, web
conferencing and videoconferencing as ideally
suited for short — 30 minutes or less — meetings,
involving information exchange and training. He
also foresees the use of social software to enhance
the value of traditional, face-to-face meetings by
bringing people of like interests together.

“The movie industry, for example, has
remained viable after 60 years of technological
onslaught from TV, VCRs, DVDs and home
theaters. Face-to-face meetings will remain
viable,” Corbin said. Meetings remain a primary
means by which adults are educated, exchange
information and share challenges. Network
building and brainstorming can’t be done easily on
line. The more people work in isolation behind
computer monitors, the more they desire to
gather as a group, laugh, and enjoy each other’s
company. For all of these reasons, the significant
replacement of face-to-face meetings with virtual
ones is not a trend that Corbin Ball sees now — or
expects to see in the future: “There’s no such thing
as a virtual beer.” @
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