Smart lens crops out irrelevant images 
Software allows processing chips to pinpoint problem instantly
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The lens of a video camera is pointed at a stack of three polystyrene cups perched atop a tripod. Just behind the cups - and still in the camera's viewfinder - is a large whiteboard scribbled with red and black computer codes. 
But on a monitor, only the cups and tripod are visible, and the code scrawled on the whiteboard is conspicuously absent. The writing isn't out of focus, it's gone completely. 

Flawed camera? Not exactly. It's a smart camera. 

Pixel Velocity, a new Ann Arbor software firm, is hoping to bring more intelligence to cameras. The start-up company's technology is meant to absorb billions of bytes of video information, process it and deliver only the 3-D images that matter - and do so quickly. 

"By putting the processor right on the camera, it can digest massive amounts of data," said Eric Sieczka, president and CEO. "What we're doing is allowing a machine to make a decision by extracting what's important." 

The software, called LiquidGates, enables camera image-processing chips to filter out and/or focus in on just about anything, according to its inventors. The possibilities are vast, they say: From helping security guards spot a terrorist in a crowd of thousands to machines that recognize whether labels are straight on soup cans. The technology could even be used in heart monitors that alert doctors whether a patient has suffered a heart attack. 

Image-processing chips themselves aren't a new technology, and a handful of vendors supply them. But Pixel Velocity says the software to customize the chips is unique. Without it, configuring the chips to perform relatively simple tasks can take six to 12 months of worker time, according to David McCubbrey, chief technology officer. 

"(Our software) helps manipulate the images on the fly," McCubbrey said. "If I were to use the PC for this, it would max out very quickly." 

Sieczka and McCubbrey have extensive backgrounds in image processing. Both are former researchers at Altarum, the nonprofit Ann Arbor research institute previously known as the Environmental Research Institute of Michigan, or ERIM. Sieczka is also vice president at EOTech, another Ann Arbor firm specializing in image-processing tools for predominantly military customers. 

Launched in July 2001, Pixel Velocity is navigating a variety of business sectors. The company is in talks with an "international airport security firm" on face recognition software, but isn't ready to say which one. The local company says it also is working with the U.S. Air Force research labs in Rome, N.Y. But it's keeping the details of that contract private as well. 

Closer to home, the firm is collaborating with Matt O'Donnell, chairman of the University of Michigan's Biomedical Engineering Department, on a National Institutes of Health small business development grant, valued at $100,000. O'Donnell believes the Pixel Velocity software can help clarify data from ultrasound images of the heart, such as how well the muscle is pumping blood. The software may speed up the imaging process as well. 

"It's been a bottleneck for us," O'Donnell said. "We acquire data and it may take us a couple of hours to do the processing." 

With Pixel Velocity software, the data feedback and analysis can be done in real time, alleviating the wait and making the monitoring more user friendly, said O'Donnell. He hopes the non-invasive heart monitor will become a standard checkup tool. 

"The hope is it would be routine for physical exams for anyone over the age of 50, the same as an EKG," he said, referring to a common medical procedure to check heart health. 

In 2002, Pixel Velocity also received a $20,000 "Dare to Dream" grant from U-M's Samuel Zell and Robert H. Lurie Institute for Entrepreneurial Studies. 

Scott Anderson can be reached at sanderson@annarbornews.com or at (734) 994-6843. 
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