











Alvey to assist with coordination of the consortium. We
thank her for exceptional competence and patience, both
during the Alvey period and subsequently. It has been said
that trying to organise academics is rather like trying to herd
cats. If anyone is in good position to judge the truth of that
remark it is Grace.

6 SUMMING UP

An unusual feature of this book is that each of the subsequent
sections starts with the original grant proposal. This is
followed by scientific papers recording what emerged. This
enables readers to form their own judgements on the success
or otherwise of the Consortium in meeting its objectives.
(Readers who are not so inclined can of course skip the
introductory sections.) We will not therefore attempt an
overall review of the scientific content ourselves although we
do provide commentaries at the end of each section that
highlight certain aspects of the work. Here we simply record
some of our general reactions to the Consortium and its work.

*Amazing That It Happened At All

Given the current European science climate, in which many
large industrial/academic consortia exist funded by ESPRIT,
it is easy to forget that the consortium way of financing
U.K. academics is relatively novel. Certainly for us, Alvey
was a 'first go' at participating in, and indeed coordinating,
this sort of large-scale scientific activity. The view we have
come to is that Alvey was an heroic effort to get the UK's IT
effort into the 20th century before it ended, and one that was
remarkably successful. The shame is that the remarkable
spirit of collaboration which Alvey created, was not seized
upon in a suitable follow-up programme aimed at bringing
Alvey's research achievements nearer to the market place.
Brian Oakley (Alvey's Director) has lamented this failure in a
recent review of Alvey (Oakley and Owen, 1990) and we see
no reason to disagree with him.

*Collaboration Is Possible

Alvey introduced us to the benefits of proper travel funding
for inter-site visits. It is easy to forget how difficult it was,
indeed usually quite out of the question, for U.K. academics
to get on the train to visit colleagues in other institutions.
The travel money simply was not there (of course, this can
still be a difficult problem for academics on standard non-
collaborative grants). Alvey changed all that for us, and as
a result we had many and vigorous discussions with
consortium members, from which we benefited considerably.
Amongst other things, these gave us an insight into the
problems experienced by large industrial companies in
mounting basic research. It is very clear to us that that
endeavour cannot be left to them alone: the role of
universities in tackling long-term fundamental issues is
crucial. This may seem an obvious point to make but in a
decade of university cutbacks and government insistence on
academics finding industrial backing for their work, it
perhaps needs saying very loudly and very often. Nor do we
think industry disagrees; certainly our Alvey industrial
sponsors (GEC and IBM) concur. In any event, we found the
scientific- discussions within the consortium extremely
helpful and we hope this is visible in the papers in this
book. For us, the inter-relationships between the work
conducted at the various sites is evidence that the consortium
did achieve that elusive goal of the 'whole being more than
the sum of its parts'.

*Collaboration is Difficult

It came as a bit of a surprise to us to realise in the
compilation of this book that the consortium spawned not a
single inter-site publication. Presumably this was because,
despite the many visits and workshops, the underlying
reality was still that at the end of the day individual sites
knew they would be judged individually in future rounds of
grant getting. Another problem was the rather frequent
changes of personnel, especially, as it turned out to our
surprise, within the industrial partners. Despite these factors,
some code was ported between sites. For example, we
benefited greatly from IBM's body modeller WINSOM (see
[27]), and we circulated to everyone who wanted it a copy of
TINA, AIVRU's stereo-based computer vision environment
(see [29]). But it hardly needs pointing out that the character
of the consortium was never intended to be that of a closely
inter-twined multi-site software house bringing forth a large
software product. We were not building a ‘demonstrator’, Far
from it: the consortium was a club of colleagues who agreed
to pursue the goal of enhanced understanding of a set of
inter-related research issues, their work genuinely enlarged by
inter-consortium debates but in the end conducted separately.

*Medium term Pay-offs For Industry

It has taken a further two years after the end of our Alvey
grant to build a device (MARVIN - paper [10]) that can
deliver useful 3D scene geometry from stereo at industrially
relevant rates. That achievement fits the time frame we set
for ourselves at the outset (3-5 years). On the other hand, it
would be foolish to pretend that MARVIN is now an 'off-
the-shelf answer'. It offers scope for immediate industrial
exploitation but it is better regarded as the precursor of a new
device that builds on its performance. Such work is now
being planned between AIVRU and GEC. Other sites have
had their own follow-up programmes.

*The Alvey Vision Conferences

These became an annual event, beginning in September
1985. They have covered a wide range of topics but with
emphasis on the 'image understanding' approach to
recovering useful 3D scene descriptions, rather than on the
'pattern recognition' one with its customary attack on 2D
problems. The success of these meetings has been such that
they are to continue post-Alvey under the auspices of the
newly-formed British Machine Vision Association (BMVA).
This new organisation combines the Alvey vision
community with members of the British  Pattern
Recognition Association. That outcome of Alvey is in
itself no mean achievement.
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