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Finally, smarter prices for smart homes

COSTS SLIDE; SYSTEMS
EASIER TO USE
Touch-screen devices

transform market
BY FARHAD MANJOO
The New York Times

I suspect our species
has been longing for
“smart homes” since pre-
historic times. John Q.
Caveman is in one corner of
his cave, about to retire after
a long day of gathering (he’s
never been the hunting
type), and suddenly, a nee-
dling worry becomes lodged
in his mind: Did he put out
the fire in front of the cave?
He vaguely remembers do-
ing so, but what if he’s think-
ing of last night, not tonight?

Millennia later, we are
caught in the same fix. Do
you drag yourself out of bed
and down two flights of
stairs to check if you turned
off the space heater in the
basement?

Home automation was to
have solved this. For dec-
ades, technology companies
and futurist magazines have
teased us with visions of
houses in which the lighting,
temperature, TV and audio
system could be controlled
from a central unit. You are
supposed to be able to check
on that basement heater
while staying snug under the
blanket.

But while much of the nec-
essary technology exists,
easy-to-use smart-home sys-
tems have always been the
province of the ultra-

wealthy. Economical DIY al-
ternatives for the rest of us,
including partial home-auto-
mation devices like universal
remotes for entertainment
systems and devices that
control appliances remotely,
have largely fallen short of
the home-automation
dream.

The good news is that the
prices on that other route to
a smart home, customized
systems installed by profes-
sionals, are slowly starting to
fall. Some upper-middle-in-
come people may already be
able to afford a professional-
ly designed setup that con-
trols at least a complete en-
tertainment system, or may-
be one that controls a few
items, like the TV, the lights,
the thermostat, the door
locks and the coffee maker,
while others may be able to
afford them soon.

Randy Stearns, the presi-
dent of Engineered Environ-
ments, a Bay Area company
that sells professionally de-
signed automation systems,
showed me one of his small-
er projects, the automation
of an entertainment system
for Bill Weeks, a retired real-
estate executive who lives
near San Francisco.

Weeks’ wall-mounted TV
was connected to a rack of
other audiovisual equipment
in a nook carved out of a

nearby stairwell. There were
no visible wires; all the con-
nections were hidden behind
a wall panel. Weeks could

control his entire system
with a single remote.

When I have tested store-
bought universal remote
controls, they typically get
out of sync with the equip-
ment, or lack certain crucial
buttons, and inevitably I
needed to reach for the origi-
nal remotes to get everything
under control.

But the remote Stearns’
firm provided as part of

Weeks’ system (URC’s
MX-980, a complex device
usually sold to and config-
ured by professional install-
ers) did not suffer from those
flaws. Its buttons and on-
screen panel could be end-
lessly programmed to do ex-
actly what a user wanted.

When Weeks pressed
“Watch DVD,” for instance,
his TV and his DVD player
sprang into action.

It was easy to use, too.
Weeks said he had never had
to explain how to use the TV,
not even to baby-sitters or
grandparents.

He had to pay for that sim-
plicity, though. The total cost
of the configuration, includ-
ing equipment and installa-
tion, was $4,600, in addition
to the television, which he

bought separately.

Weeks’ bill is representa-
tive of current prices; profes-
sionally installed smart-
home systems run from a few
thousand to tens or even
hundreds of thousands of
dollars, depending on the
scope of the job.

But Dave Pedigo, senior
technology director for the
Custom Flectronic Design
and Installation Association,
a trade group of home thea-
ter and home automation in-

stallers, said prices for cus-
tom automation kept falling,
and that one major reason
was the advent of touch-
screen devices like the
iPhone and iPad.

“The onslaught of Apple
and Google devices has real-
ly been changing this mar-
ket,” Pedigo said.

To illustrate Pedigo’s
point, and to give me a taste
of what less-affluent home-
owners might be
able to enjoy in
coming years,
Stearns took me to
a sprawling house
where his firm had
installed an exten-
sive home-auto-
mation system.

It included more
than a dozen tele-
visions, among
them a 103-inch
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screen in a dedicated home
cinema, as well as a whole-
home audio system, with
speakers mounted invisibly
in the ceiling. There was also
an integrated lighting and
climate-control system, so
the family could, say, keep
tabs on the temperature in
the wine cellar while work-
ing out in the home gym.

Here is where the story
gets back to the rest of us:
This family commands its
princely system, which cost
$400,000 to design and in-
stall, from something as sim-
ple as an iPad (or, in this
case, any of the seven iPads
conveniently located in vari-
ous parts of the house).

Before the advent of
touch-screen phones and
tablets, Stearns said, he
would have used custom-
made controllers for this
automated system — and
those devices cost several
thousand dollars each. But
the iPad controller costs
$499, a big savings.

And because the iPad can
be customized with different

apps, it can be made to con-
trol lots of systems.

In this way, as prices fall at
the high end, they become
more approachable for the
rest of us. Consider a very

basic security and home-
automation service offered
by a company called Vivint.
The professionally installed
package carries a base price
of $200, and a monthly ser-
vice fee of about $70, includ-
ing security monitoring.

To be sure, Vivint’s system
lacks the refinements of a
higher-priced custom system
installed by a dealer affiliat-
ed with Pedigo’s association;
Vivint’s system does not plug
into a home-entertainment
center, for example. But for
many people a simple system
can be very helpful.

Vivint’s includes a video-
surveillance camera, an
automatic door lock, a re-
mote-controlled smart ther-
mostat and a module to con-
trol one appliance. (Extra
modules cost a one-time fee

these technologies haven’t
been adopted is because it’s
been very complicated and
expensive to have them,”

said Alex Dunn, the com-
pany’s chief operating offi-
cer, “and we felt we could
change that by changing the
business model.”

Jake Zalewski, a San Fran-
ciscan who manages a net-
work of college bookstores
and travels frequently, said
his Vivint system has freed
him from worrying about the
little things you think about
after leaving the house.

Did he remember to lock
the door, turn off the lights,
set the air-conditioner, turn
on the alarm? He can quell
all those concerns with Vi-
vint’s app on his iPhone.

“It just makes it so conven-
ient,” Zalewski said. He plans
to install a second system at
his house in Lake Tahoe, and
is looking forward to one fea-
ture in particular: turning on
his hot tub when he leaves
San Francisco, so it’s ready to

As technology prices fall,
low-cost systems like Vivint’s

could gain many capabilities
while keeping prices level. In
addition to controlling light-
ing, appliances and thermo-
stat, for example, you might
also be able to adjust your
sprinklers and be alerted
when there are water leaks.

Recently, Sigma Designs,
which makes a home-auto-
mation technology linking
many gadgets, announced it
had made its systems com-
patible with “smart meters”
that utilities countrywide are
rolling out to customers.

This development may en-
able you to program your ap-
pliances to turn on and off
according to the price of elec-
tricity. Your dishwasher, for
instance, could turn on when
it notices electrical rates

have dropped.

Such advances are likely to
be installed in the fanciest
homes first. But as prices fall,
it might not be too long be-
fore, finally, we are all in

Home-automation systems can be used to control locks, lights and many other devices, and they

of $39 each.) be jumped into when hear- oo of every corner of our
“We think that the reason  rives a few hours later. caves.
At your fingertips Living room Thermostat can be

can now do so either from a central panel, or from an iPad or iPhone app, like Vivint’s below.
Here is a sampling of the functions that an automation-minded homeowner might consider.

From the
bedroom

Press a button to
shut off all house
lights.

Source: Vivint

Throughout the house
Surveillance cameras can
be used for monitoring the
house while you're at work.

iPhone

Front door
Locks can be
. checked from afar.

Shades and
blinds can be
opened and closed
on schedule or at will.

Kitchen

A moisture sensor near
appliances like the refrigerator
and the dishwasher will alert
you if a pipe bursts.

Press the "cinema"
button, and the lights
dim for watching a
movie.

controlled from afar,
to save energy while
you’re out.

Backyard

Hot tub can be timed to
warm up so it’s ready
when you get home.
Sprinklers can be turned

on remotely, or off if it
rains.

Coffee maker can be
set to start brewing
before the alarm
clock goes off.
THE NEW YORK TIMES
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