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AI Is Fun

Editor-in-chief

A promise is a promise. In the previous issue there was a lot of attention for the BNAIC 2008 event, with several
general reports and many session reports. However, due to space limitations I only was able to include a single
photograph. I promised you more photographs in the next issue. So here they are. No less than fourteen
photographs are included, filling a double page, and providing a nice photo impression of two most enjoyable
days. Yes, indeed, AI conferences provide often also a lot of fun.

Though BNAIC 2008 is just behind us, preparations for BNAIC 2009 are already in full swing. The program
committee chairs, Toon Calders and Karl Tuyls of Eindhoven University of Technology, are working hard to
make the 21st edition of the BNAIC as good and enjoyable as the previous edition. Make sure that you make the
deadline of June 12 to submit a paper.

And yes, AI research can really be enjoyable,
especially if you are able to incorporate your ideas and
developments into funny applications. Surfing on the
internet I came across a website of a company, called
Oddcast. Oddcast is a provider of speaking avatar-
based products designed for viral marketing, user
generated content, website conversion, e-learning,
social networks and mobile. The management team of
Oddcast  consists  of  only  two  people,  Adi  and  Gil
Sideman. Both have a profound academic background
and experience in computer science. Adi was the
producer of many online games and animated
characters. Gil has a long experience in developing
client-server internet imaging products for the graphic arts
and medical imaging markets. Although their prime
interest is to develop and, of course, sell campaigns, they
have built many applications to show their skills. And
many of these demonstrations are really nice. I can
imagine Adi and Sid having a lot of fun while building
their demonstrations. To name just a few, on their website
they have a demonstration for text-to-speech translation.
Type your text and choose your language, intonation or
even a dialect. Amazingly good. By the way, notice how

the characters follow your cursor movement with their face and eyes. Alternatively, you can also let your text be sung
on an existing melody. Clearly this technology is not so well developed, but fun it is. And of course, funny also are the
demo’s where you can morph your face with existing faces or objects.

Another example of funny AI-related stuff on the internet? On a website, dedicated to math,
I encountered the sentence: “Bored? Talk to Splotchy, an artificial intelligence robot with
funny  voice.”  A  kind  of  Eliza-like  chat  bot,  in  this  respect  not  new,  but  Splotchy  has  a
conversation that surely is less boring.

Finally, I stumbled on a website by Leon Peshkin, with a list of links to amazing AI demos
on the internet. While unfortunately some of the links don’t work anymore (one of the big
problems with internet in my opinion), several of the links that do work reveal a lot of
interesting AI-related information.

Oddcast http://www.oddcast.com/
Oddcast’s text-to-speech demo: http://www.oddcast.com/home/demos/tts/frameset.php?frame1=talk
Splotchy the talking AI robot: http://www.algebra.com/cgi-bin/chat.mpl
AmazIng AI: http://people.csail.mit.edu/pesha/AmazIng.htm

http://www.oddcast.com/
http://www.oddcast.com/home/demos/tts/frameset.php?frame1=talk
http://www.algebra.com/cgi-bin/chat.mpl
http://people.csail.mit.edu/pesha/AmazIng.htm
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BNVKI-Board News

Antal van den Bosch

As hopes of spring are faintly in the air, the board is
happy to report that preparations for the next
BNAIC, the twenty-first, are well underway. Karl
Tuyls and Toon Calders are paving the way for the
next installment of our yearly meeting, at
Eindhoven Technical University, on October 29-30,
2009.

In the mean time, we are also pleased to see our
new Benelux AI Event Series shape up. As
explained in the last general assembly, we would
like everyone in the Low Countries to consider
hooking up locally organized events to our event
series; we can offer some sponsoring of your event
and can send out your announcements via our email
list.  To  start,  we  ask  you  to  provide  us  with  a
sponsoring request, a description of the meeting
(what is it about, who is likely going to come), and
a prospective budget. Subsequently, we invite you
to write about the event, to be published in the next
issue of this newsletter.

While we know that some of us prefer to “live close
to  the  deadline”,  we  already  wish  you  inspiration
and good results for your upcoming BNAIC
submissions. Do not forget to encourage your
talented (Research) Master’s students to consider
submitting.

Rich Cognitive Models for Policy
Making and Simulation

Virginia Dignum
Utrecht University

January 12-16, 2009

Organisers: V. Dignum, C. Jonker, W. Jager

The  aim  of  the  workshop  was  to  derive  a
perspective on how much cognition is required in
social simulation models to make them useful in
practical policy issues, such as the conflicts in
Afghanistan and Georgia, the contrasting views on
energy  issues  and  the  diffusion  of  the  iPhone,  to
name just three very different examples.

The invited speakers presented contrasting views on
this matter. B. Silverman presented a simulation
framework which was very rich and incorporated
many cognitive concepts such as culture. N. Gilbert
took the opposite view, and took the stand that
cognition is usually not necessary to model higher
order phenomena. Here two different approaches

were contrasted, one which reflected a more
engineering view, aimed at building complex
models, and one focussing primarily on an Occam’s
razor approach, trying to explain social phenomena
from simple models. This fuelled discussions during
the  rest  of  the  week  on  the  trade  off  between  the
complicatedness of models versus the transparency
of outcomes, a critical issue for understanding and
modelling complex systems. Another approach was
illustrated by J.M. Bradshaw, who focussed on man-
machine interactions. This presentation raised the
issue on the level of agent cognition needed for the
interaction with people.

Prof. Nigel Gilbert defending his view.

During the workshop a total of 19 attendants gave
short presentations on their own work, which further
fuelled vivid discussions, as the common interests in
cognitive rich agents in social settings were
addressed in many different ways. Hence these
presentations were both informative for the
audience, being confronted with different
approaches, as well as for the presenters, getting
feedback from different perspectives.

An  important  part  of  the  workshop  was  devoted  to
work in subgroups. During the first day, attendants
joined different topical groups on the basis of their
research interest, such as environmental policy,
migration in Europe, transportation and transitions
in energy. Here discussions emerged on what tools
and methodologies could and should be used in
developing simulation models that would provide a
perspective on policy making in complex
environments. During the second day groups were
formed along theoretical methodological interests.
Here the groups focussed on questions relating to
norms, second-order cognition (the representation I
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have of what another thinks of me) and social
networks.

Over the week discussions were aimed at
developing ideas for joint research projects. Several
ideas  for  proposals  (often  aimed  at  the  EU  FP7
program) emerged, and discussions are continuing
after the workshop, indicating that a number of
working groups will actually submit proposals. Also
it  was  decided to  organise  a  special  session  during
the upcoming ESSA conference on rich cognitive
models.

Finally, we observed that the discussions during the
day and the evening were very vivid, indicating that
the workshop contributed to strengthening the links
between researchers from different disciplines. The
many positive comments we received after this
workshop confirmed our belief that this workshop
reached its aims.

One of the many vivid discussions.

NSVKI Goes AWAI

Nico Vlaming
Board of USCKI Incognito 08/09

Since September last year, Incognito, Cover and
CognAC, student associations for AI in Utrecht,
Groningen and Nijmegen, together with the
NSVKI, joined hands to organise something
interesting, something fun and something across the
boarder for their members. Rumors became memes,
memes became reality and there it was: AWAI
08/09.

Last February thirty students of the aforementioned
city’s gathered in Enschede to make the (not so far)
journey to Osnabrueck, Germany. For three days
they would explore the city and visit the University
of Osnabrueck. Thursday, on arrival we played get-
to-know-each other games, had dinner and
participated in a most entertaining “night-watch”
tour through the medieval part of the city. While
holding lanterns we were lead through snow and

wind by a fully dressed night-watcher for two hours
and learned a lot about medieval buildings.
On Friday we visited the cognitive science
department of the university. In the morning six
speakers told us about the research projects in their
research groups; Neuroinformatics (the group of
Prof.dr. Riedmiller), Artificial Intelligence (Prof.dr.
Kai-Uwe Kühnberger), Cognitive Psychology
(Prof.dr. Franz Schmalhofer), Knowledge Based
Systems (of Prof. Dr. Herzberg), Neurocybernetics
(Prof.dr. Pasemann) and Computational Linguistics
(Prof.dr. Stephan Evert). Machine learning in the
physical world, a refreshing look at computational
linguistics (languages are not stand-alone systems in
the brain), new eye-tracking technology, using
lasers for vision (on robots) and self-learning limbs
(also on robots) are a few of the interresting topics
discussed in the presentations.

After  the  lunch  there  was  a  poster  session  to  get  a
more detailed look at the research projects and to
conclude our visit we had an extensive
demonstration of the Brainstormers Tribots.
Brainstormers is a team of robots playing soccer in
the RoboCup. In a room with a soccer field for a
floor the goaly and an attacker showed us their skills
(still assisted by humans though). Judging from the
numerous questions and endless talks afterwards
this was probably one of the highlights of our visit.
Friday night was time off for everyone which meant
having dinner, drinks and playing games at our
hostel for most of us. Saturday would be the day of
our return to Holland but not before we experienced
an annual “Volksfest” called “Ossensamstag” which
is the Osnabrueck-name for carnival.

Demonstration at the soccer field.

To conclude this report I think AWAI 08/09 (AWAI
is  short  for  Away  With  AI,  of  course)  was  a  big
success; we learned a lot about Osnabrueck and its
cognitive science department, we got to know new
students from other cities including Osnabrueck and
it was a great networking opportunity as well.
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BNAIC 2008: A photo impression

Alice Vissers
Twente University


