The New York Times website

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/18/technology/circuits/18basics.html?ref=circuits

Basics

Navigating With Feedback From Fellow Drivers 

By ROY FURCHGOTT

Published: October 18, 2007


Joel Castillo

At about 8:15 on a sunny San Francisco morning I received a call from Gina Bender, spokeswoman for Dash Navigation. She was in her car and running late. “We just got a traffic alert; it looks like there is a little accident or something. E.T.A. will be closer to 8:48.”

Dash Express uses trip records and up-to-the-minute reports to estimate time of arrival, even if the motorist is caught in a traffic jam. 

It seems like a small thing, but the technology behind that call represents a big change in car navigation systems.

Ms. Bender’s navigation device, a Dash Express, had done something that no other can currently do. It not only reported that there was a tie-up — many systems already do that — but it also told her how long it would take to get through it, based on current traffic reports and its record of past journeys.

What makes the Dash device so different is that it not only receives location data from the satellites of the Global Positioning System, like other navigation units, but it also broadcasts information about its travels back to the Dash network.

The continuous two-way reporting lets the system accomplish several things. It can measure how fast traffic really travels on a given road, and use that to compile a highly detailed and accurate database of traffic information. Dash units can warn each other through the network the second they hit a traffic slowdown. And because the units stay connected to the Internet, information on nearby points of interest like restaurants is instantly available and current.Dash was conceived by Mike Farmwald, a serial entrepreneur and computer science Ph.D., while he was sitting in traffic on Interstate 280 in the Bay Area on the way to Stanford University. “There was a traffic slowdown for no reason, and I thought, ‘This is crazy, why shouldn’t I know ahead of time?’” he said. “There’s this long chain of cars up ahead. What if the cars could talk to one another?” 
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The company was formed in 2003 and is backed primarily by Mr. Farmwald; Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers; Sequoia Capital; and Crescendo Ventures. Its system is still in the testing phase, but the company hopes to make Dash units available through major electronics retailers early next year for less than $600 each. 

To demonstrate how Dash works, Ms. Bender and Robert Acker, the company’s senior vice president for marketing, drove me from downtown San Francisco to the city’s airport on a Wednesday morning.

Ms. Bender started by typing in the airport address on the Dash unit’s touch-screen keyboard. The Dash then made a calculation and offered three routes, with an estimated time of arrival for each. Even though the major highway, Route 101, showed some congestion, Dash still estimated that it would be fastest.

Behind the calculation were three sources of data. First was standard traffic and traffic flow data from Inrix, a firm that collects real-time data on about 50,000 of the 4 million miles of highways in the United States. This is the same data many G.P.S. units with traffic reporting now use.

Added to that was the individual information Dash had collected. That database helps adjust time estimates based on a motorist’s personal driving habits.

In addition, data collected anonymously from Dash units is added to the group database.

As we drove out of the city, Mr. Acker tapped the screen to search for a restaurant. Most G.P.S. units now have the locations of millions of restaurants, stores and entertainment sites programmed in at the factory. But Dash’s information comes from an instant search on Yahoo Local, so the listings are more likely to be up to date, and you aren’t constrained to search terms listed in a menu like “Mexican” or “Asian.”

To demonstrate, Mr. Acker typed in “dim sum.” The Dash unit sent the request and the car’s location back to the company’s servers. (Drivers can also choose to search for places near their destination or somewhere else.) 

Yahoo generated the results, which Dash formatted for the unit. When the line on the screen was touched, more information was displayed, like the description of a restaurant, its phone number and a star rating. 

Dash’s outgoing information is sent over a cellular data network, which is also used to receive things like minor software updates and traffic alerts. Large amounts of data, like major map revisions, come through the Dash’s built-in Wi-Fi receiver. The unit will automatically spot open Wi-Fi networks and connect. Drivers opposed to piggybacking on a strange Wi-Fi can set the Dash to connect only with specified networks.

Dash also uses two specialized information sources: the Oil Price Information Service, which provides current gas prices at specific stations, and West World Media’s Cinema-Source for movie listings and show times.

Garmin, the big maker of G.P.S. units, also offers gas, movie, traffic and weather information through the MSN Direct service in collaboration with Microsoft, but it works very differently. 

The data is received over the FM band in the roughly 150 cities where it’s available. It is broadcast in a continuous loop, and it can take up to two days for complete information to transfer. 

As we approached the airport, the Dash screen showed a yellow section of road, and sure enough, we hit a slowdown. “Do we detour?” I asked. 

Mr. Acker pointed to the screen. “The road ahead is green, which means it clears up in about a half mile,” he said. If there had been red ahead of the yellow, we would have known it was a traffic jam and perhaps detoured. Still, the unit offered up alternate routes, but the time estimates showed them to be no faster. As we passed exits for the alternate routes the Dash offered, they disappeared from the screen one by one.

Whether our traffic alert was coming in from a road sensor or a car up ahead was impossible to determine. To get the system going, 2,014 prototype units were distributed to test drivers, primarily in 25 large cities. About 350 units were in the San Francisco Bay area, and that helped create a database for the demonstration.

The network is what really distinguishes Dash from its competitors, but it can also be seen as its Achilles’ heel because the real benefit of the system isn’t apparent until enough units are collecting data. 

“We started seeing that data becomes material with several hundred units in an area,” Mr. Acker said. To really become effective, Mr. Farmwald added, the number would need to be in the low thousands. In the meantime, he said, “it should never be any worse than the other guys.”

The prospect of a G.P.S. unit continuously reporting a car’s speed and location gives some drivers the willies, but Ms. Bender said that the information was sent anonymously — there was no way to know which car it came from. If the unit is stolen, the company can send a signal to erase its memory, including driving data and the address book, so that it can’t be extracted.

As we reached the end of the yellow portion of the map, our speed picked up again, as promised. If only the Dash could help with the next jam, the one at airport security.

