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For those who don’t work there, Adastral Park is the location of BT’s Research Laboratories.

Thirty years is a very long time for technology. We will see far more change by 2035 than we have since 1900. With BT having already evolved by 2005 into a value-add service provider with only a third of revenue from telephone calls, we should certainly expect that basic communications is free by 2035 and will make no financial contribution to whatever BT evolves into in the future. With communication built into trillions of devices all around us, the network will also have evolved into more of a sponge than a network based on wires. We will have fibre to every premises for the big stuff, but a lot of communication will just flood from place to place via informal ad-hoc networks that are just set up dynamically, on the fly. BT probably won’t still be called that, since we will long since have spread beyond our communications core into medicine, commerce, energy, media, security, transport, into almost every industry in fact. We are quite likely to have evolved into a logistics and coordination company that monitors things and people, connects things and people together and manages relationships, organisations, rights and ownership. We will also provide tools that people use to create and share virtual worlds, to live, do business, meet people, explore creativity and generally live out their lives in.

Visually, Adastral Park is likely to be a dual environment. We will have physical buildings still, but also an overlay virtual environment, rich in imagery, entertainment, socialisation and computer data. It will look different to each person there, according to their tastes and needs. People will wear eye-sets that give them a head-up displaying images straight onto their retinas using tiny laser beams. These will mostly be based on glasses, but some people will have active contact lenses.

Breakthroughs in nanotechnology over the next three decades will bring amazing new materials, so we should expect new kinds of building structures that would be impossible or unfeasible with today’s technology. Walls will change colour or thermal conductivity, or even change shape dynamically to collect energy or reduce thermal gain depending on the weather. Logos on the radio tower might be rather more exciting, given the scope for display panels built into the fabric of the building.

Many of the inhabitants will be human still, but there will certainly be a lot of robots around by then. These will do some of the routine building and grounds maintenance, deliveries, catering and other physical jobs. There is even likely to be an automated transport system around the site. Shuttles will take people between buildings much faster than they can walk, though the pleasant grounds will make it attractive for people to take the exercise when they have time. We would certainly expect that the lifts will be smarter and will adapt sensibly to demand variation, close properly and not insist on talking to the passengers.

Machines will also do a lot of other work too. In the 2035 timeframe, machine intelligence will probably be superior to human intelligence in terms of intellectually demanding tasks. So we may expect that most of the difficult stuff in R&D will be done by machine. Consequently, the R&D output will be far higher. On the other hand, this doesn’t mean there won’t be people doing some of this work. People will focus much more on the human angle. Most of the jobs people do then will be much more human-centric, dealing directly with people, or interpreting human needs. This emotional side of work will dominate greatly over the remaining intellectual tasks, which will mainly be done by the descendants of our computers. In fact, with some much of each kind of job being automated, most projects will need far fewer people, so there will be a far richer diversity of projects, and far higher productive output from the same number of people. That will be essential for BT to be able to work in such a broadened field. 

Corporate diversity on the Park will increase too. I would imagine a much wider range of companies sharing the park, working together on collaborative projects across a broad field.

Some things won’t change much though. An important part of the park is the parkland. Nature is a key source of inspiration, as well as a pleasant environment in which to work or spend free time. What few of us think about from day to day though, is that nature is actually the most advanced technology on site. It will still be in 2035, probably. With all the work going on in biotechnology and nanotechnology, and the future work we will do on cognition and artificial intelligence, we hope one day to catch up with what nature does all day, every day, in every cell, in every leaf, on every plant in the park. Adastral Park will have people from companies working on every aspect of this by then. I think we will certainly catch up with nature this century, maybe even in the first half. 2035 is an optimistic target, but optimistic targets is what Adastral Park has always been about.

