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Inventors: All
dressed up,
nowhere to go

By Gersld Frowlay
statf writer

they spend on research and develop-
ment, which opens up oppor!unl‘l(lu
“You

Greg Conley is an fnventor, or at
Teast he would like to be.

“I've got over three notebooks
crammed with ideas for wacky con-
sumer novelly items, but I don't
know how (o get them from there to
a store shelf,” said Conley, & Grosse
Ite resident who has been all aver
the metro area looking for a way to
transtate his ideas into products.

‘The goal, Conley sald, can seem
daunting at times. “It sounds very
dlfflcult, but I have encugh energy to
do it if I can only find out how.”

Canley s not alone, but at present
there are no answers.

“'People have this image of Inven-
tors elther welrd or magleal people
with a cure for cancer, but they nev-
er see them as people with ideas and
problems,” sald Barbara Eldersveld,
director of the Inventors Councll of
Michigan — a subsidiary of the Mot
ropolitan Center for High Technolo-
gy in Detroit.

Being average people, most inven-
tors have no idea how to market a
product, sell a product or make a

for
would figure there would be some
trickle down.”

Companies such as General Mo-
tors and Ford encourage their sup-
pllers to bulld new products, which
may also improve an inventor's
chances of getting a product to mar-
ket, Pawl sald,

For cxample, GKN Automotive
Inc., an automotive parts supplier
wlth an offlce in Auburn Hills, has
started what it calls a “product’s ex-
tra program,” which openly en-
courages Independent inventors to
come Lo them with Ideas,

“To stay In busincss, these compa-
nles have got to go out and find new
products,” he said,

But companies still rely on inslde
research and development dlvislons,
{fear lawsults from Inventors who
think thelr ideas were stolen, and the
process of getting a product to mar-
ket Is still very complicated.

J. DOWNS HEROLD, dircctor of
laisons for the Industrial develop-
ment divislon of the Unlversity of
on the diffleul-

proposal to a El-
dersveld sald.

She 1s worklng on a grant proposal
to the U.S. Department of Energy to
set up an inventor tracking program
to contact inventors throughout the
state to sec who has been successful.
‘Then she Intends to work with busie
ness representatives to determine
how corporatlons get products to
market,

TIN PAWL, prestdent of Auto In-
novatlons in West Bloomfield, a
company speclalizing in bringlng au-
tomotlye-related products to the
market, sald the options for Inde-
pendent inventors are expandlng.

Manufacturers and companies
have reduced the amount of money

ty of getting a product to market.

. Like Eldersveld, he suggests that
Inventors attempt to seck out part-
ners, “The more people Involved
with a product, the better the chance
for success,” he sald,

Herold suggested [nventors deter-
mine thelr product’s market value
before approaching a potential part-
ner. “If you've got a $30 can opener,
and it's the greatest can opener In
the world, you're not going to sell it
unless you can convince people it's
30 times better than a $1 can open-
o

Stil), the Independent Inventor’s
position continues to improve, he
sald. In addition to the lnveniors
council, there Is the Inventors En-
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trepreneur  Network "
which Is published out of Ann Arbor
by Ed Zimmer, Herold sald, The pur-
pose of the newsletter, which has a
circulatlon of nearly 5,000, is to get
inventors and entreprencurs togeth-
er.

Another program is the Ferris
State Manufacturing and Productivi-
ty Center, located north of Grand
Rapids, he sald, A state-funded pro-
gram, the center evaluates the inde-
pendent Inventor's ideas for thelr
marketability.

Eldersveld sald although agents
and manufacturer representatives
sometimes attend inventor council
monthly meetings, the council's real
value is that it gets Inventors togeth-
er to share experiences and glve ad-
vice.

View phones, over- wire
services no longer fiction

By Gerald Frawloy
‘stalf wrltor

: 1t's been talked about for years.
Two-way, real time plcture

he asked, A great deal of the accept-
ance wlll depend on costs and what
services are offered. .
GTE envislons a system offering
home shopping, financial services,

- ‘phones, on-line via the
televiston, movies on demand, home
shopplng — the stuif of sclence fic-
tlon untll only recently when tech-
nology caught up with the fantasy.

Many of the potentlal uses anticl-
pated for the computer can be done
on a television screen with a simple
device not unlike today's remote
control, according to Davld Decker,
{ueurch manager at GTE laborator-
CS.

Instead of a keyboard, the uscr
makes sclections from mulliple
cholce menus, he sald.

GTE has taken the concept out of
the laboratory and into the field.
‘““These things are already in opera-
tion In o test project in Cerritos,
Calit., and If everything continues to
work as expected, much of the coon-
try could be wired by the year 2000,

“What we're scelng now s the
forcrunner of what will be avaflable
in the 2ist century,” he said, “All

* this technology !s available in the
labs and In experiments — this is not
a fantasy; 1t works."

Now that the technology is avail-
able, the two blggest obstacles to
having such a system In homes by
the end of the decade is public ac-
ceptance and federal regulations,

“What is (he market acceptance?”

CMS has

CMS Energy Corp. restored Its
- dlvidend, posted a 15 percent earn-
" Ings incrense and saw the market
price of its stock jump 56 percent
Jast year, sharcholders were told last

week,
Willlam T. MeCormiek Jr., chair-
man and chief officer, saild

enter travel,

guide, publle services, and even on-
line data bases — all at the touch of
a button.

Costs, Decker said, should be com-
parable to current cable television
rates with additlonal services cost-
Ing more.

But offerlng such services at a rel-
atlvely low cost is dependent on who
offers the services, Under current
federal regulations, which the tele.
phone companles are attempting to
change, companics llke GTE and
Michigan Bell are restricted to of-
fering only Letephone services.

IF THOSE LAWS are not changed,
GTE and other phone companles
would have to lease out capacity on
the systems and allow private flrms
to offer the services. .

“You would probably sec a higher
cost if that were to happen,” he sald,
GTE's pilot project in Cerrilos,
which s being done in cooperation
with local cable companles, was giv
en a special walver by the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC).

Although [t sounds simple, the
technology is complex, he sald.

Some technology necessary for
two-way visual communication has
existed for years, he said. Picture

tubes provide the maln communlca-
{ion medla, and computers make
possible some of the difflcult tasks
Lhnl& must be performed automat!-
cally,

Conventional copper wires cannot
transmit video signals qulckly
enough for the two-way communica-
tion necessary In an interactive sys-
tem, Decker said.

Coaxlal cable, which is primarlly
wsed to transmit video signals via
cable systems, has shown promise
for more advanced roles and the
switching necessary for two-way
communicatlon Is possible, but wir-
ing the entire country to one cable
s)é;icedm would be a daunting task, he
added,

“And why would we when we al-
ready have the entire country
hooked up to lelephone Hnes? he
added.

FIBER OPTICS, the ultra-thin, ul-
tra-fast medlum used for most long
distonce telephone calls provide
greater possibllitles, he said “Fiber
optics provide the superhighway for
data transmission.”

When coupled with a new broad.
band switch developed by GTE late
last year, fiber optic cables will per-
mit the transmisslon of broadcast
quallty video signals, opening the
:ilnar to two-way visua! communlca.

on,

one powerful year

todires.t

cemployee serving 304
compared with an Industry mean of
162, he said.

“The company's Independent pow-
er subsidiary, CMS Generation, be-
gan secking to convert abandoned or
mothballed nuclear projects
natlon. Energy

2t the annual meeting that the Jack-
son-based uttlity is “carefully dlver-
ﬁylng {nto non-utility, energy-relat-

is uniquely qualified to manage all
aspeets of such conversions, given ita
successful development of the Mid-
land C: Venture (M

" but gave no det W

Its y, Cone

s largest

sumers Power, saw electric sales
grow 1,3 percent and gas deliveries
: climb to thelr highest level in elght
- years, Consumera Power also lm-
proved its position a1 the natlon'a
most productive utllily, with’ cach

' . {

plant and the first-cver conversion
of an abandoned nuclear power plant
to natural gas,” McCormick said.

owner, began construction of & 30-

gy {a-
cility in Sterling, Conn. — the
world’s largest tire-fucled power
plant.

Oxford and CMS recently agreed
to create a partnership for at least
three other waste-tires-lo-energy
projects clscwhere In the United
States, McCormick sald. .

CMS reduced its total debt from
§4 billion in 1985 to §3.46 billion by
year’s end, and Its outstanding pre-
forred and preference st rom
$1.08 billion in 1985 to $190 milllen
In 1989, said MeCormick.

CMS Encrgy, with $3 billion In
nales, serves about two-thirds of the
state. .o -

El hopes ideas
can receive morc attention through
product demonstrations, which are a
regutar part of the councll mectlngs.
But at present enly a few manufac-
turers, agents and patent attorncys
attend regularly.

MICHAEL STEER, vice president
with Random Games and Toys {n
Ann Arbor, specializes In getting an
inventor's ideas to companies like
Parker Brothers and Kenner,

Steer, an Inventor himself, started
Random Games and Toys along with
Garry Donner in 1985 after more
than a decade of creating games and
getting them to market,

Because of the time and hard
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How the

Remote

Caddy was born

By Gorald Frawley
stalf writer

When Thomas Edlson sald inven-
tion is 1 percent Inspiration and 89
percent persplration, he may have
been talking about how tough it is to
get an idea to market.

Randy Wotring and D¢k Clark, in-
ventors of the Remote Caddy, knew
persplration was going Lo be a big
part of bringing the product to mar-
ket, sald Clark, president of RND
Products Inc, “But it's not enough to
persplre; we've had to sweat smart.”

Clark and Wotring, who are intro-
duclng the Remote Caddy this
month, related thelr experiences
marketing their product to other in.
ventors at a recent meeting of the
Inventors Councli of Michigan at the
Livonia Civic Center library.

Wotring, who Invented a game
catted Skyball In college, said he
came up with the idea for the remote
caddy after he began getting royal-
tles for his first invention,

"I bought all kinds of sterco equlp-
ment with these remotes, and 1

‘An inventor has to be
ready for anything.’
— Dick Clark

to Improve the project for cone
umed

mers.

Manufacturing a product can be
extremely expensive. Clark said.

“You can count on spending from

$5,000 to $20,000 just to get a (mold)
made.”
After answering hundreds of ques-
tlons and developing several proto-
types, an Inventor must be prepared
to deaf with the unexpected, Clark
sald. In hls case, the die-maker, who
makes a product’s mold, dled.

“So we just about had to start all
over. An Inventor has to be ready for
anything."”

Wotring sald while the death of
the die-maker was discouraging,
they still hadn’t resolved all the
problems with the current prototype.
“Sometlmes, you've got te help the
engineer.” !
who works

didn't want to buy a re-
mote.”

There are probably a lot of le,
he thought, who had more !hﬁ\o(p:ne
remote, 50 it seemed like a good idea
to develop something to hold them
together and prevent them from
helng lost.

‘Through INCOM he met up with
Clark, who is a prestdent of the TEC-
LA Company of Walled Lake, and
lhc'); decelded that Wotring's tdea had
merit.

‘TO SUCCEED, an Inventor has Lo
rely on market-driven management,
Clark said. Market pressures should
gulde a product’s development and
shoutd dictate the marketlng strate-

gy

Once they knew what the caddy,
was golng to look like, there was’
much to be decided, Clark said.
Should it be made of plastic or met-
al? Molded by an extrusion or injee-
tion method? How should the re-
motes be fastened to the caddy? Are
there any things that could be added
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The
more with metats than plastics, was
trying to reat the mechanism for
Joining two of the caddles like atumt-
num. By working with the manufac-
turer, Clark and Wotring were able
to develop a way to connect them us-
ing the more flexlble properties of
plastle.

But even after a product Is nearly
completed, the inventer still has a
ways to go, Clark said.

PACKAGING CAN make or break
a product, Clark sald. “In most cas-
¢s, you've only got 15 Lo 30 seconds
to grab a consumer's attention, and
unless your packaglng docs that peo-
ple may not be able to figure it out,

“'And how will the product be dls-
played? In our case, we thought the
stores would probably want to put
the caddies on peg hooks so we in-
cluded that In the packaging."

An inventor even has to be con-
corned about who's buying his prod-
uct, Wotring said.
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