


BOUDEWIJN NEDERKOORN SAYS GOODBYE TO SURFNET




Director and cofounder Boudewijn Nederkoorn left SURFnet at
1 September. Emphatically not to retire: he intends to keep on working
fully. But he wishes to do different things, and less intensively than

previously. It is goodbye to a man who likes unconventional solutions.

t the end of August Boudewijn Nederkoorn

(61) closed the door of the SURFnet office
for the last time. He has now definitively left.
‘I won’t be in anyone’s way. Voskuil’'s book Het
Bureau clearly shows what can happen if one
sticks around,” he says. ‘After twenty years the
time is ripe for a rejuvenation of SURFnet. | am
contributing to this healthy development by
leaving now. My successors are well-prepared,
so I’'m leaving everything in proper order.’

SURFNET WAS FOUNDED IN 1988. YOU HAVE BEEN
INVOLVED SINCE THE INITIAL IDEAS IN 1984. WHY DID
THIS WORK OUT SO WELL FOR YOU FOR SO LONG?
‘For a start, | am someone with a long-term view,
and | like to attach myself to an organisation.
Before | joined SURFnet, | was with the Radboud
University for 17 years. I'm not a butterfly-type.
Additionally, | get a kick out of getting people
with a common interest to work together and
achieve results in that way. | am also fond of
coming up with unconventional solutions to
seemingly unsolvable problems. There was always
a call for this creativity here. For instance, five
years ago we needed fibre-optic connections in
several cities. Commercial parties at that time
were not willing to provide them. We then
decided to contact partners that shared the same
interest. Municipalities, educational institutions
and housing corporations also wanted to connect
their locations. Together we published a tender
for the construction of fibre-optic rings. That was
unheard of back then. With the result that an
entire market was created that did not exist
before.

WHAT WAS YOUR FINEST HOUR?

‘That was when we collected the signatures
from 49 institutions for the proposal of GigaPort
Next Generation. We worked on that with great
focus and very intensively for two months.

In mid-December 2002 we were really still trying
to find our way and the plan still had to be
written, and the deadline for the Bsik subsidy
from the government was 17 February 2003.
And this with the Christmas holidays in between.
People predicted that we would never succeed

in such a short timeframe to convince the
institutions of the fact that they had to commit to
us for five years. The universities also had to put
four million Euros on the table. It was great to
achieve that’

WHAT IS THE GREATEST CHALLENGE SURFNET FACES?
‘A national research network is indispensable.

We are in the lead globally and have a great
influence on the developments. On the one hand
this is the result of the fact that we have the
commitment of institutions with a high level of
ambition, and on the other hand of a government
that repeatedly showed itself to be prepared to
invest in innovation. Commercial enterprises are
therefore eager to try out their latest technologies
with us. That is a good mix, but it could become
dangerous if one of those three parties

reconsiders. For me that is the greatest concern’
WHAT WILL YOU BE DOING AFTER 1 SEPTEMBER?

‘I put a lot of energy into SURFnet over the last
twenty years and that was a good thing; | wanted
to put that energy in. Now I'm entering a new
phase, in which | will not attach myself to a single
organisation or a single project on purpose. | am
very curious to experience what that will be like.

| need challenges and | will have to provide them
myself. Although climbing a hill takes a lot of
energy and persistence, that is something that |
am happy to invest because after that the ride
down is such a pleasure. It is great to enjoy the
results. For one thing I'm going to put in an effort
for Glazenkamp, the fibre-optic network in
Hazenkamp, my neighbourhood in Nijmegen.

24 houses have now been on-line for a year
without disruptions, and we want to extend that
to the entire neighbourhood.’

Daphne Riksen




INTERVIEW )

STUDENTS NEED TO GET A GRASP OF MATHEMATICS AGAIN

GETTING THE
PENNY TO DROP

A lack of math skills is an increasing problem in higher education.
SIGMA, a SURFfoundation special interest group, intends to join
forces to achieve a lasting solution. ‘I don’t like to complain that things
used to be better, but it is apparent that a number of math skills are
not routine for students anymore,’ says Robbert Dijkgraaf, university
professor at the University of Amsterdam. ‘They know about it,

but they don’t know how to do it.

obbert Dijkgraaf: ‘It takes real effort
to learn something in mathematics,
but at a certain point the penny
drops, and then you really have a
deep understanding of how something works,
and you can apply it in a very natural way.
Currently secondary education stops before this
moment.’

Why? Dijkgraaf say that he has read a lot of
reports and talked to many people, ‘but | don’t
believe anyone has ever managed to point out a
single main reason. The number of class hours
may be a factor, but also the kind of maths, a lack
of well-motivated teachers or the prevailing
culture at the school’

PATIENT REMEDIAL TEACHER

The Netherlands therefore has a problem: after
all, mathematics is an indispensable element in
technology, economy and the hard sciences. The
latter are already battling a shortage of students,
therefore unnecessary drop-outs need to be
prevented.

In the short term the solution is a remedial
programme at the university. The computer can
be deployed for this task, a remedial teacher that
is as patient as it is affordable. ‘They can be
extremely useful in training skills,’ finds Dijkgraaf.

‘l see an enormous potential there, and it turns out

the students are also greatly appreciative.’

Over the past few years various projects have
been set up to develop this kind of software, by
SURF and the Digital University, among others.
Gradually the need arose to exchange experience
and ideas. This demand has led to the foundation
of SIGMA, SURFfoundation’s ‘Special Interest
Group Mathematics Activities’.

FITTING THE PIECES

Leendert van Gastel, manager higher education at
the Amstel Instituut, chairs SIGMA. He describes
SIGMA as ‘a club of enthusiastic people, with

no money, but with support from SURF. As a
community SIGMA almost completely covers the
involved areas in higher education, especially with
respect to the universities.’

The activities of SIGMA are varied: meetings, a
website and various workgroups, including one
for the SIGMA Price and one to start up
collaborative projects. This is how the NKBW
(National Knowledge bank for Basic Mathematics
Skills) came into being. Van Gastel: ‘First you
need to assess: what is going on with this
student? Then you can join together the pieces

of available learning materials that fit the need.’

‘Communication with secondary education is of

course important. The shared research agenda is
the main item,” says Van Gastel. ‘One problem in
the communication is the question of what
exactly is the problem, and how it came about.

SURF N° 03 2007



LS —Y T

PHOTO: DIEDERIK VAN DER LAAN

This is a project that runs for one year, so we
cannot investigate everything. But one thing we
want to agree on is that research agenda, and to
get started with it’

GREAT SUCCESS

The communication is not easy, warns Dijkgraaf.
‘The university lecturers are already complaining
that they no longer know what math skills to

expect from first-year students, and the variation
in levels is increasing: some schools perform
excellently, with highly motivated teams of
teachers; others are clearly lagging behind.

The increase in the number of foreign students
will further increase the variation.’

‘It takes real effort to learn something
iIn mathematics, but at a certain point
the penny drops’

The situation is starting to look like that in the
United States. However, Dijkgraaf also sees a
positive example there: ‘Those universities take
responsibility for the entry level of their students:
everyone first goes through the grinder of the
graduate colleges. That is where they lay the
foundation for the huge success of the American
Master/PhD programmes.’

‘The SIGMA approach greatly appeals to me,

he continues: ‘finding the individual deficiencies,
and subsequently repairing them. [»]
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Leendert van Gastel

Van Gastel also finds inspiration across the
Atlantic. ‘The American website Merlot.org for
educational software is an example of what we
wish to achieve with our knowledge bank. The
site has been active since the mid-90s, and has
gained quite a volume since the millennium. It is
supported by a large, involved community.’

‘Each individual student will
always have to work hard’

HARD WORK
Will things ever work out for the troubled relation
between the Dutch student and mathematics?
Van Gastel is optimistic. ‘Over the past months is
has become increasingly clear that things are
going the right way. With the coming changes in
education the skills should gain a more solid
foundation in secondary school. | see the first
signs that the intended graduation and entry
levels are beginning to move towards each other.
That is an excellent basis for further collaboration.’
But like Dijkgraaf he thinks that the connection
between pre-university education and university
can never be smoothened completely. ‘Each
individual student will always have to work hard.
<] |

Aad van de Wijngaart

At the next Lowlands pop festival, in Augustus 2008,
mathematicians will be able to bask in glory on the
stage. This will be the first time that the SIGMA prizes
are awarded, for the best contributions to getting
math skills in line with the university requirements.
The sponsors are SURFfoundation, the Platform Béta
Techniek, Kennisnet and companies such as IBM,
Philips and Shell.

The Award ceremony was already announced at the
Lowlands festival in 2007. A the same time SIGMA
promoted mathematics as part of Lowlands University.
This included daily workshops and Hendrik Lenstra,
professor at Leiden and Berkeley, lectured on

encryption and search algorithms.

A kind of web store: this is how Leendert van Gastel
describes Wizmo.nl, the knowledge bank for math
skills. ‘As a student you will be able to find the right
tests ands self-study materials to repair your
deficiencies. Like at Amazon, each component will
have a review by a teacher and users will be able to
add their own experiences. Additionally, there is the
possibility to submit questions though WisFaq.’

‘In this way a new kind of learning can arise,” he
continues. ‘But it is also possible to use the knowledge

bank for remedial programmes taught by teachers.’

The knowledge bank is part of the Nationaal Actieplan

E-learning (national actionplan E-learning).

u FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:

SIGMA: E-LEARNING.SURF.NL/SIGMA

DEVELOPMENT SITE NATIONALE KENNISBANK
BASISVAARDIGHEDEN WISKUNDE (NATIONAL KNOWLEDGE

BANK FOR BASIC MATHEMATICS SKILLS): WWW.NKBW.NL/
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lankesteijn continues: ‘Of course lightpaths

have been designed to meet a specific need.
And yes, right now they are being used
intensively, especially in high-energy physics and
astronomy. The purpose of the lightpath
competition was to promote lightpaths among
a larger part of the academic community, as well
as to generate examples of what they can be
used for. And yes, with the intention of having
researchers describe problems that will be solved
by lightpaths.’

THE COMPETITION

esearchers did manage to find such
Rproblems. SURFnet and NWO (Netherlands
Organisation for Scientific Research) received
very diverse project proposals from different
academic disciplines, characterised by their a high
degree of social relevance. The submissions for
this first edition of the “Enlighten Your Research”
lightpath competition show that scientists are
aware of the added value of lightpaths for their

ENLIGHTEN YOUR RESEARCH LIGHTPATH
COMPETITION APPEALS TO RESEARCHERS

A SOLUTION LOOKING
FOR A PROBLEM

research, for instance by sharing scarce resources
such as measuring equipment with colleagues in
the Netherlands and abroad. The academics
expect that their lightpath will contribute
significantly to accelerating or improving their
research.. £ @

u FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:

LICHTPAD.SURFNET.NL

Mariellé Schipper-Heesters en Joost Mulder

A lightpath is a fibre-optic point-to-point connection in the
SURFnet6 hybrid network. It is characterised by high
transmission speeds and reliability, a very constant and low
network latency and a high degree of security. These properties
make lightpaths suitable for academic research and offer Dutch
researchers the possibility of moving in new directions.
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LIGHTPATH FOR RESEARCH INTO
INTELLIGENT CAMERA MONITORING

“The foundation for our intelligent camera
monitoring research in football stadiums is a
combination of a relatively low-resolution
overview camera and a high-resolution video
camera. This second camera comes into play
when events are noted in the overview
image that have been defined as a trigger
for panning/zooming. The high-resolution
video images can then serve as input for
facial recognition, for example.”

LIGHTPATH FOR THE VISUALISATION OF
CLIMATE DATA

“Together with SARA we have devised a
manner of visualising the results of climate
simulations on a tiled panel display, a matrix
of flat screens. This allows a much larger
group of people to simultaneously watch
and comment on what they see. It works
well. When the whole group is gathered in
front of the display, they immediately see
where the interesting things are happening,
allowing them to determine which other data
they wish to have displayed on their screen.”

LIGHTPATH FOR FASTER SECOND
READING IN LUNG CANCER SCREENING

“We are going to deploy the lightpath in the
context of the NELSON study, a large-scale
study into the possibility of introducing lung
cancer population screening. In our study
there is a key role for the second reading of
CT-scans by a second group of radiologists
elsewhere in the country. Those images
arrive practically immediately when a
lightpath is used. Straight away this kind of
research is rendered much more direct and
more interactive, with much faster feedback.”

LIGHTPATH FOR TRANSATLANTIC
COLLABORATION IN MEDICAL RESEARCH

“The lightpath competition caused us to
consider using a lightpath. The application
was immediately clear: collaborating with
our colleague geneticist Roel Ophoff, who
has an appointment both here and at the
University of California in Los Angeles. In the
context of the research into the causes of
the disease Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis
(ALS), colleagues in Los Angeles perform
analyses of data files delivered by us.
These are very extensive data sets, for
which a lightpath really offers a solution.”

LIGHTPATHS FOR ELECTRON MICROSCOPY

“Other research groups abroad make regular
use of our equipment and our expertise in
the field of electron microscopy. It is much
more efficient to do this remotely. Using
the lightpaths we wish to create a ‘live’
environment, by feeding them the
microscope’s computer images in real-time
and by combining them with audio and
video images of the microscopy lab. Step
two will be the possibility for the researcher
to operate the microscope himself.”
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CROSSING FRONTIERS

CINEGRID

SURFNET INVOLVED IN BID TO MAKE CINEGRID AMSTERDAM

THE FIRST TO BE PUT ON THE EUROPEAN MAP.

he world of cinema is on the eve of a big

breakthrough. Waag Society and a large
number of partners intend for CineGrid
Amsterdam to become the first European node of
a world-wide innovative network in the field of
developing, showing and distributing this super

broadband content. And SURFnet is lending a
hand.

DISTRIBUTING SKY HIGH VIDEO QUALITY
‘Sharp, bright, no flicker: the quality of 4K-cinema
is truly baffling. The image is

hyper realistic: larger and

sharper than reality, four times

as good as HDTV (High

Definition Television), ten times
better than regular television.

The audio is many times better

as well. This offers many new
possibilities for science and
education, but also for culture,
entertainment and, in time,

gaming,’ says Frank Kresin,
programme manager at Waag
Society.

The idea to start CineGrid

emerged during the iGrid2002 conference in
Amsterdam. Since then some one-hundred
researchers and technicians have managed to
create 4K-facilities in three places in the United
States and Japan. SURFnet, SARA, the University
of Amsterdam and Waag Society took the
initiative to bring about the first European tested
and network node for 4K-cinema in Amsterdam.

‘HDTV offers many new possibilities for

science and education’

ONE NETWORK

Working within the framework of the SURFworks
innovation project, SURFnet is one of four
initiators of this cultural project. SURFnet is
extremely interested in network applications with

such complex content. It is SURFnet’s role to
deliver lightpath connectivity through
NetherLight in Amsterdam to the other CineGrid
locations. ‘Five years ago great investments were
made to generate optimum international
networks. CineGrid makes good use of the
outcome: SURFnet6, explains Kees Neggers,
Managing Director of SURFnet. The Dutch
government and others have invested to support
the needs of researchers in universities and
research centres: collaborating with colleagues all
over the world. Neggers: ‘I am
really pleased to see how
CineGrid is developing in the
world of new digital media by
using SURFnet6.’

EXPANDING TECHNOLOGICAL
KNOWLEDGE
£ SURFnet6 makes it possible to
transmit gigantic amounts of
data and to broadcast them in
real time without delay,’ says
Frank Kresin. The content is at
least as important as the
technology. ‘There is hardly any
original content as yet, but we
are working hard to reach agreements with
other parties, in order to experiment with the
technology, to investigate the potential for users,
and to gain experience with creating content.
Examples of the first applications of 4K-cinema
are the broadcasts of concerts, soccer and also
movies.” Frank Kresin stresses the importance of
collaborating with the international CineGrid
initiative: ‘Currently there are just a few dozen
people in the world who have the technological
know-how to implement 4K-cinema. With
CineGrid Amsterdam we are enlarging this group.’

a FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:
WWW.CINEGRID.NL
WWW.NETHERLIGHT.NET
WWW.CINEGRID.ORG

Mariélle Schipper-Heesters




