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Foreseeing the day e
PICTURE A hangar filling withfighters returning from a sortie.Their pilots have left for theirown debriefing, but the air-waves are buzzing with the chatof computers exchanging andmemorising each other's experi-ences of the day's work.That is how one senior com-puter engineer with Sperryimagines the future of artificialintelligence.One present U.S. goal is acomputer smart enough to actas a second pilot in a single-seat warplane, says Dr PatCorbin, an executive withSperry's newly-formed Know-ledge Systems Center in Bloom-ington, Minnesota. The centreforms a hive of autonomousactivity designed to focus allcompany interest-commercialas well as military-in artificialintelligence (AI). It reports toMr Joseph Kroger, a main boarddirector and vice-president incharge of the 'informationsystems group.

The Knowledge SystemsCenter is already forging jointventures with other companiessuch as Texas Instruments togive Sperry a higher profile inwhat the company sees as thenext big step in computing. Thecentre is independent of thecompany's artificial intelligencelaboratory at Reston, Virginia,and of the interest of Sperry'sAI product divisions.Dr Corbin, one of the com-pany task force whichled to the centre's creation,offers some insight into the com-puting power intelligent compu-ters are going to need. Oneclever enough to sit alongside afighter pilot as his confidant andadviser in battle, and perhapshelp him home injured, willneed to handle a billion opera-tions a second, he says.But the U.S. Navy is thinkingof a computer that must handle10bn operations a second, andthe U.S. Army is thinking of anautonomous land vehicle

tc ters serve as co-pilots
David Fishlock on Sperry's bidto harness the potential ofartificial intelligence systems

(" smart tank ") which will needto handle 1,000bn operations asecond. With such goals as theseDr Corbin predicts that withinfive years " the computer willmean something completelydifferent."Sperry began to recogniseAI's importance to its ownfuture as part of the shift incorporate goals which is turningthe former engineering conglo-merate into a research-basedbased group specialising in elec-tronic systems. Last year itspent $460.7m of its own moneyon research and development-12 per cent up on 1984 -  and

another $423.2m on contract Rand D for its customers.Mr Gerald Probst, Sperry'schairman and chief executiveofficer, recruited his task forcefrom inside the company toexamine the implications of AIfor the refocused firm. The taskforce concluded Sperry mustplunge into AI without furtherdelay.Hence the autonomy grantedits Knowledge Systems Centerand the speed with which it hasconcluded its first commercialagreements. The Texas Instru-ments agreement is for Sperryto market Explorer, a powerfulmachine for developing Al

systems based on technology TIhas drawn from LISP MachineCorporation and MIT. Anotheragreement is with Intel Cor-poration for Sperry to marketKEE, its " expert system shell."The centre itself consists ofabout 13 professionals based atBloomington and another five" in the field," at key centresof AI application in the U.S.and Europe. Defence is expectedto provide the main impetus,but Dr Corbin sees three parti-cular target areas for AI exploi-tation where the Pentagon willbe showing particular interest.One is advanced aerospaceand marine systems such as the" second pilot " in the cockpit.It is already teamed with Rock-well and BDM, a defence con-sulting group, in studying Alapplications in battle manage-ment, a project funded by theStrategic Defence InitiativeOrganisation (" Star Wars ").The centre is also working withRockwell on NASA's $9bn inter
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national space station, whereAI is seen as the way to mini-mise the number of astronautsneeded in space.Another target must be manu-facture, where Dr Corbin saysSperry's own product divisionsare already proving "  veryreceptive." The centre is deve-loping an expert system to findflaws in very sophisticatedprinted circuit boards, as wellas doing all the inter-connecting-a task at present so complexit must be completed by hand.The third target he foreseesis applying AI to help the pro-curement of AI software-" notthe kind of problem we'd nor-mally think of."

Tomorrow: makingcomputers easier forthe military to use


