EVENTS

Flash and the City 2010

by Louis DiCarro

What better way to learn about the latest in Flash and Flex
development? Learning it in New York City!

16ht, 2010 in New York City and is in its inaugural

year. The event was held at the 3LD Technology
Center in lower Manhattan and is a space used for a
variety of events dealing with technology and art. It was
three days of presentations by some of the top names
in the Flash and Flex development community, brought
together to share their knowledge, show demos and
meet with the community. It was also an opportunity
to network with members of the Flash community who
arrived from around the world.

But what makes FATC different from other Flash
conferences? Most importantly, it is how the event was
organized. The event team was led by Elad Elrom,
who is a developer based in NYC and has worked on
the Flash Platform for many large companies such as
Viacom and NBC Universal. He has also worked on
several books for Flash, Flex and Flash Testing — his
most recent release is AdvancED Flex 4 from Apress
publishing. He and his team are not event organizers
but are working developers. This makes a big difference
on the type of material that was presented at the event.

Elad spoke on the last day of the event on some of his
thoughts about the philosophy behind the planning of the
event. Since this is a conference put on by developers
and not organized by event planners, the subject matter
was carefully chosen to reinforce the development
community. Most of the speakers were sought out
by the conference organizers instead of putting out a
general call for speakers. There were many sessions
that either pushed new technologies, dug deeper into
the current technologies or just presented views of the
current state and future of the Flash platform.

Another important facet that sets FATC apart from
most other conferences is an issue that many attendees
have to deal with at other conferences. Often, you go
to a conference in a cool new location and are in
presentations from 9am to 6pm every day. Then there
are some social networking functions in the evening
before getting back to the hotel. FATC knows that this is
NYC, and it would be a shame to be here for three days
without getting to see the city.

In addition to the normal tracks that are usually
offered by conferences, FATC also offered a City track

F lash and the City was held May 13th through the
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Figure 1. Flash and the City logo

that took tours of NYC, visited museums and allowed
the conference goer to visit different parts of the city.
Most of the trips were half day adventures so it was not
a rushed offering. Tours were held of Brooklyn, Liberty
Island, South Street Sea Port and Wall Street while the
American Museum of Natural History and the Museum
of Sex visits were available.

Ample opportunity was set aside for social networking
with developers from across the country and the world.
Friday night after the last session had a performance
by the band 22nd Century who played while attendees
enjoyed pizza and beer provided by conference. After
the band, attendees were able to participate in bar
hopping through the city’s Meat Packing District in
Manhattan. Saturday had a cruise that went around
lower Manhattan and an awards ceremony and Sunday
had a final happy hour after all the events had wrapped
up.

On the cruise, the Statue of Liberty awards were
presented for various categories to recognize
outstanding members of the Flash community. It has
caused a bit of controversy as a person claiming to be
a certain CEO from a well known fruit named company
accepted the Most Influentual Person of the Year
award. He began claiming that his company had just
purchased Adobe and the cruise was now known as the
iBoat. He began discussing his future plans for iFlash
and changing the name of the conference to Objective
C and the City. It was all done tongue in cheek and
everyone enjoyed the presentation and liked the joke.
The video of his acceptance speech can be found on
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YouTube and you can see a full list of winners at the
FATC blog (blog.flashandthecity.com).

While the event officially began on Friday, workshops
were held on Thursday for those who could get to
the city early. These workshops included sessions
for beginning ActionScripters, coding for mobile and
devices and introductions for Flex 4 and AIR 2. There
was also a session that showed how to develop Flash
and Flex projects using the FDT IDE. These sessions
filled quickly and a wide range of skill levels attended
each session.

The presentations kicked off on Friday with a keynote
presented by Adobe and other sponsors of the event.
During the keynote, Adobe spoke to the present and
future of the Flash platform and how it is pushing
into new mediums. There was also a video shown to
demonstrate some of the technology that Adobe is
working with.

During the keynote, a Boston based company named
litt (www.litl.com) demonstrated their portable media
center called the Webbook with a Linux based OS that
runs Flash widgets instead of applications. Existing
widgets for the media device include slide shows, Twitter
feeds and other feed based services. The device has a
physical configuration of either a laptop or can be folded
into easel mode, where the litl can be used as a digital
slide show or display other information. In easel mode,
there are specialized controls on the hinge of the device
to control the unit without the need for the trackpad or
mouse. This makes the device especially usefully for
running slide shows or displaying information while
working elsewhere.

litle also announced their newest device which is a set
top box that attaches to the television
and will allow the same functions as
the portable version. Through the tv,
you will be able to use the widgets to
display information from the internet.
The device will include an interactive
remote control with keyboard and —
probably the most exciting feature in
a remote — a gesture based touchpad
to make the control of the on screen
content easier. The web connected
TV product is expected to be released
early in 2011 and the SDK will support
the Flash 10.1 platform.

A developer’s program has been set
up to help Flash and Flex programmers
to develop and share widgets for the
litl platform. The developer’s program
is in private beta right not but users
can sign up at developer.lit.com.
When joining the program,
developer can also download a virtual and Lee Brimelow
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litl so the widget that is being developed does not
have to be loaded to the device every time there is a
change to the code. Using the virtual litl, developers
can leverage their existing knowledge in Flash or Flex
to quickly deploy widgets for the platform.

litl also had a booth to showcase the Webbook and
representatives from the company were available to
answer questions and give demonstrations. Discussions
with the staff about the widgets led to reps revealing that
litl are looking into ways to allow developers to monetize
their widgets in the litl widget store. They stated to look
out this fall for more information.

In addition to litl, other sponsors were available
to show off their wares. Apress (www.apress.com)
publishing was on site showing the latest books that
are available covering a wide range of Flash topics
including game design and programming, Flex 4 and
making the transition to Processing from ActionScript
development. Influxis (influxis.com) representatives
were also on hand to discuss their hosted Flash Media
Server services and their hosting locations around the
world.

The three days were filled with sessions that were
on two different tracks in addition to the City Track
that included the tours of the city. The Technical track
focused on code and the infrastructure of building
applications. The Inspirational track was presented for
designers and developers who wanted to learn more
about user experience, cutting edged design and the
future of the technology and platforms.

Frameworks, platforms and tools were the common
theme on the Technical track. Each presentation either
discussed some technical prowess of one of these

the Figure 2. Mobile panel with Chuck Freedman, Thomas Joos, Scott Janousek, Elad Elrom
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themes or demonstrated savvy, real world example of
the technology. The topics were very accessible to all
levels of programming experiences and inspired many
attendees to try out new technologies or new ways of
using existing technologies they already know.

In the realm of frameworks, many were discussed
including Yogurt 3D engine, Robotlegs, Gaia and
others were discussed. Joel Hooks spoke extensively
on the Robotlegs framework (www.robotlegs.org), an
extensible framework that is an alternative to heavier,
more rigid frameworks such as PureMVC. Jesse
Warden expanded on the Robotlegs discussion by
talking about how the Gaia (www.gaiaflashframewor
k.com) framework works together with Robotlegs to
streamline the workflow on large projects.

The presentations showed developers how using
these frameworks can break a developer out of the
path of making their application overly complex but
still allowing their projects to be scalable. Flexibility
is the key theme when using the frameworks allowing
the developer more control over their project while still
getting things done quickly. Both presentations proved
to be popular with developers and opening many
eyes to some of the newest available frameworks
available.

Platform discussions covered both hardware and
software solutions. The themes included presentations
on mobile and devices, augmented reality, Flash Media
Server and their alternatives, AIR 2.0, ColdFusion
and robots(!) among others. Some sessions were
introducing the latest updates to the technologies while
others demonstrated use case solutions using some
form of the Flash Platform.
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Figure 3. 22nd Century rocks Friday night!
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On Friday, Peter Elst demonstrated capabilities of
the AIR platform not only showing what is currently
available in the current AIR 1.5 release but also in the
AIR 2.0 release. Many enhancements have been made
to the AIR platform to allow developers to create more
native applications. Some of the features that Elst listed
include secure connection sockets, enhanced printing
support, mass storage detection, native processes and
performance enhancements. Another important feature
is that it is now possible to create native installers for
individual platforms instead of .air files. This allows the
developer to create and distribute applications built on
the Flash platform but not limited to the security issues
of the swf player.

Many demos were shown that were compiled in
the presentation from code to show how much more
powerful the AIR platform has become. Many different
applications were shown but some of the highlights
include a contact manager that uses a SQLite database,
an application that recognized a USB drive when it was
plugged into the computer and a application that was
able to connect to a telnet session and interact with it
securely.

Any discussion on robots and physical computing
always makes me happy and on Saturday, Chad Udell
gave a presentation called Hacking Robots for Fun
and Profit. In this presentation, he discussed on how
his company, The lona Group based out of lllinois,
designed and built an interactive kiosk for a museum
using a custom control board, Flash, Red5 server
and the Rovio robots. While a lot of technology and
implementation was discussed, Udell also delved into
the early stages of the project that included the design
process, research and design
and even wrong paths that
were taken.

Using the custom control
board that the company built
themselves using an off the
shelf control board, Flash
was used to create a custom
interface for the user to
interact with. Flash then sent
and received data using the
Red5 server. Not only were
positioning and movement
commands passed between
the robot and the interface,
but also video streamed from
the Rovio’s camera. It was
very interesting to see the an
off the shelf robot controlled
by Flash with no modifications
to the hardware of the robot.
This was a great presentation
to show the Flash platform
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working in a very real world application but not bound to
the web browser.

Mobile experiences were a big part of the discussions
held throughout the weekend. In addition to individual
presentations, a panel discussion Flash on devices
was held with Chuck Freedman, Thomas Joos, Scott
Janousek, Elad Elrom and Lee Brimelow as members
of the panel. Discussions of the possibilities of the
Flash platform on mobile devices included questions
from the audience. Adobe has recently announced and
demonstrated AIR applications on the Android device
and the audience members were curious as to how this
impacts their development. The panel discussed ways
Adobe is working to overcome some of the limitation
in hardware when it comes to developing for a mobile
device.

Lee Brimlow, Adobe Flash Evangelist, discussed how
Adobe is working on the Slider framework for Flex. The
Slider framework (/labs.adobe.com/technologies/flex/
mobile/) is a Flex framework that has been optimized
for the development of applications for mobile devices.
It is meant to work with smart phones and other high
end mobile devices. It will have a light footprint as a
framework and custom controls optimized for mobile
development. It is currently not available for public beta
and not even the evangelists can start testing. Beta
testing is expected to start some time this year, but no
real road map is available at this time.

With the recent release of Flash Builder 4 and the Flex
4 framework, discussions of the new applications were
interwoven into most of the presentations. Jeff Tapper of
Digital Primates put on a presentation that showed some
of the differences of the Flex 4 framework compared to
the Flex 3 framework. Jeff also has recently took part
in contributing to the Adobe Flex 4: Training from the
Source book from Adobe Press.

A lot of the discussion dealt with the move from the
MX legacy components to the new Spark

policy from most components turning scrolling into its
own component. Now, a container should be lighter
and scrolling will only be added if needed instead of
constantly needing to be turned off.

Jeff showed several simple projects using the
techniques he was discussing as the presentation
progressed. The horizontal and vertical containers
have been replaced with the s:group component
and the layout property handles how the elements
of the container displayed. Using this component, he
demonstrated the view extended to display elements in
a custom circle format. It was also interesting because
using the layout property allowed the display of the
elements change on the fly without using add and
remove children.

Powerflasher gave several demos on their upcoming
version of the FDT tool (fdt.powerflasher.de/fdt4comfort/
)- This tool is an alternative IDE to Adobe’s Flash Builder
and Flex Builder IDEs with a lot of features that will really
make the developer’s life easier. The demonstrations of
the product covered which milestones the company
plans to achieve, many of the new feature available in
the new version as well as getting started with FDT.

The FDT tool is built off of Eclipse, as is Flash
Builder and Flex Builder, and looks to cover some of
features some developers feel are missing in Adobe’s
environments. Profiling has been greatly enhanced in
the new version as well as working with multiple SDK
including the new Flex 4. Code completion and live
error highlighting are two features that Powerflasher
put a lot of work into to make them be the best they
can be. It is definitely worth checking out the demos on
the Powerflasher site to see if this tool is right for your
development environment.

Even though there were many presentations on the
technology of the Flash platform, the creatives element
was not ignored during the weekend. The Inspirational

components. Tapper demonstrated how
the new Spark components are purely
built from the MVC framework which
makes them easier to extend and skin.
Because the view and logic code is not
separated, a developer can now extend
a component to give custom behaviors
and skins without having to extend the
entire component as in the past. \
The logic of the components has been
cleaned up to lighten the load not only
on the code, but the developer, too. For
example, most container components
of the MX framework had the scroll
policy turned on by default. Every time
a developer would use the component,
they would have to turn it off explicitly.

The Spark framework removes the scroll Figure 4. The Rovio robot
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track offered designers and developers a look into the
some of the latest trends and practices being used in
the modern Flash world. User experience played a
major role in the presentations that were provided as
well as other uses of the platform that went beyond
what the average user is accustomed to today.

The topic of User Experience (UX) has become hotter
and more relevant over the past few years. A third
element has been added to the design and developer
team and that is the User Experience Designer. The UX
designer, also called an Information Architect (1A), looks
atthe bare bones of an application before it is graphically
designed and figures out which elements will serve the
user is the most straight forward way possible. The UX
designer will then review the design of the graphics and
the usability of the application at various stages of the
process to ensure the user’s experience is as clean as
possible.

Several presentations were given specifically on
UX design by Andy Powell and Kevin Suttle. Powell’s
presentation called How | Learned To Stop Worrying
and Love UX discussed the issues and challenges
facing modern developers and how the user experience
designer can help some of those problems. He showed
several videos to reinforce his points and demonstrate
what it means to have good design.

Kevin Suttle presented The Next Generation of
Flash User Experience that discussed not only
user experience but also how the state of the Flash
platform fits in the modern world. The first part of his
presentation that despite all of the discussions on
which technology is going to win, the users still only
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care about the experience and content — regardless of
which technology is serving it. The second part of his
presentation dealt with some of the new technologies
on the Flash platform that are available to enhance the
user’s experience. He covered libraries in ActionScript
3 and Flash Player 10.1 such as gestures and touch,
geolocation and accessibility.

The Inspiration track offered several presentations to
give the designer some new views on how to design
for the Flash platform. Carl Sorvino presented Chasing
the Muse — Inspiration and Creativity taking a look at
the creative process in Flash development. There was
also a peek into how Flash fits into the web paradigm
with competing technologies being developed in a
presentation by Shashank Tiwari called Flash Amid
the Cool and Futuristic Web. He also discussed some
of the features that are being developed or have been
developed on the Flash platform to help it compete with
these new technologies.

Stacey Mulcahy’s high energy presentation on
social media APIs discussed less about code and
more about how to use the technologies to develop
and connect to social platforms. It also discussed how
talked about where the platforms are going and what it
means to engage a user on Facebook as opposed to
Twitter. Faceboook is more about a relationships and
discussions and Twitter deals with announcements
and responsive discussions. But there are time limits
to these discussions, if one side of the conversation
takes too long to respond, the original context of the
conversation may be lost. It causes developers to find
better ways to keep these conversations alive.

Figure 5. Custom control for the Rovio robot
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On the technology side of social media, Mulcahy
presented on how most major social media sites are
moving toward the Open Authorization (oauth) form
of authentication. Both Facebook and Twitter have
either changed their services to oauth or will be soon.
This creates a better experience for both the user and
the developer who is putting together the application.
Discussions of services that each social media site
offers were also presented.

Flash gaming was also discussed in two presentations
put on by Chris Allen, Infrared5 (www.infrared5.com)
President and CEO, and Jobe Makar founder of and
Chief Game and Virtual World Architect for Electrotank
(www.electrotank.com). Makar’s presentation discussed
the concepts behind making a games with predictive
movements to reduce lag time between the calculations
and what the users sees on the screen. There are
several methods available and each method will apply
best depending on which type of game that is being
built. A fast paced racing game will use a different style
of predictive technology than a slower paced avatar
based role playing game.

Not every element in the game needs to have these
techniques applied to them. Judging the elements of a
game, a player’s character would need to be updated
so the user sees what they are expecting without the
sprite jumping around. A static element or sprite such
as a power up or a destroyable icon would not need this
kind of constant updating because their movements are
limited.

Chris Allen demonstrated their upcoming platform
for controlling games using devices and wifi networks
without the need for internet connections. The Brass
Monkey SDK (brassmonkey.infrared5.com), which
allows networking of devices and computers over a
local network. An excellent demo of the Star Wars trench
game was displayed using an iPhone as the controller
for the game that is embedded in a web browser. Other
than loading the game from the internet, no outside
connection was needed other that a local network.

This technology is enabled not only for Flash, but also
Objective C, Java and other languages. The variety
of language libraries that will be available allow the
multiple platforms to work together such as the iPhone,
Android and the web. Gaming was the focus of the
presentation but examples of possibilities outside of
gaming were given from interactive scoreboards to
dance floor lighting. While the SDK is not in public beta
yet, it should be within the next few months.

Exploration with the Flash platform integrating with
hardware was presented in the Flex+Phidgets=Beer
presentation put on by Kevin Hoyt who is a Platform
Evangelist for Adobe. He demonstrated how, by using
the Flex 4 framework, it is possible to have a swf
interact with physical hardware. One of the projects he
is working on and demonstrated at the event is using
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a custom microcontroller to communicate with an AIR
application to monitor a beer keg in, what is termed in
the description, a social drinking experiment. Further
proof of the Flash platform expanding beyond the
browser.

The whole weekend proved to be informative and
showed that the Flash platform in not only a viable
option for projects, it is also pushing the boundaries
of where the development is going. The recent release
of the Flex 4 framework and its new features were
highlighted in many presentations by not only using
the program but also showing how these features
interact. Many discussions between presentations had
attendees discussing either how impressed they were
with the presentation or how they planned on using the
library or technology in future projects.

Despite the news and opinions that are prominent on
the web at this time over the demise of Flash, the platform
and its followers are continuing to grow stronger. This
conference proved that the enthusiasm for the platform
and the willingness to push the technology are still
alive and growing. It was also apparent that Adobe’s
commitment to the platform is solid and they are looking
into the future as the tools they produce grow.

It was also great to see the Flash platform used
out of the web browser and either as stand alone
applications or as interfaces with physical hardware.
Since the conference was organized by developers for
developers, many of the talks that were chosen pushed
the limits of the platform. There was very little beginning
ActionScript courses as the conference looked to
expand the Flash platform and break boundaries.

The social networking aspect of the event cannot be
denied as a major factor of any conference. But when
the conference is in New York City, the social aspect
is taken to a whole new level. Just the atmosphere
of the event and the area it was held in enhanced
the experience to get everyone buzzing about the
presentations. The after hours events gave attendees
a chance to explore the city together with their peers in
the business.

The City track gave visitors to NYC a chance to see
the city which the organizers felt was important to the
experience of the event. Being that the conference is
called Flash and the City, the city aspect must be part of
the weekend. Attendees got to visit well know landmarks
of New York and see what makes the city run.

All of the attendees enjoyed the weekend regardless
of which track they took and already looking forward to
next year's event. Elad Elrom, the event’s organizer,
stated in his discussion after the last presentation how
pleased he is with how the event turned out. Now that
he has one under his belt, next year’s Flash and the City
should be even better than the first one.
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