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Hitachi America

“Using Windows CE allowed us to put out a product that people and developers could grasp immediately and start working with right out of the gate. That was our number one priority.”

Andrew Mulazzi

Sales and Marketing Manager

Hitachi America’s HPC product line
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The Hitachi wireless web pad, called the ePlate, has filled the technology gap in many scenarios, whether it’s the wireless transmission of vital signs from a patient’s home to a hospital, order placement directly from a restaurant’s tables to its kitchen, the wireless purchase of a beer from within a stadium’s luxury box or buying a block of stock on the trading floor.  Hitachi chose to use the Windows( CE operating system for the ePlate because it supports so many versatile usage scenarios, including wireless Internet access from any location, remote thin client  access to corporate networks, point-of-sale tasks and many others.  It also gives Hitachi access to a very large pool of developers, and, most critically, it dramatically shortened Hitachi’s product development time to market.

Situation: Need for a versatile, robust wireless device

Hitachi America, Ltd. produces a broad range of electronics, computer products and semiconductors, and provides industrial equipment and services throughout the U.S.  Hitachi entered the young handheld, wireless data device market in 1999 with the release of its ePlate product. Originally targeted for consumer retail, the ePlates caught on instead in corporate vertical markets such as healthcare.  “The reality is that our success is in vertical markets,” said Andrew Mulazzi, Sales and Marketing Manager for the HPC product line at Hitachi America. “Application software developers are treating these devices as appliances for specific vertical markets.” 

Demand for this new class of devices is high in the healthcare, hospitality, financial services and many other industries, with each one calling for different usage requirements.  In order to accommodate the broadest possible number of industries, Hitachi needed to build a very versatile and robust device. 

According to Mulazzi, wireless handheld devices are generally used in three ways:  

· Specific point-of-sale task with a custom-developed application.  

· Information appliance whereby workers in the field have immediate access to information on the Internet. 

· Thin client whereby the device is used as a remote terminal to access applications running on a corporate server.  Connections can be wireless or wired, via the Internet, wireless LAN or WAN.

“We needed the device to successfully fulfill all these different scenarios,” said Mulazzi. “That’s the trend in technology and where people are going with these products.”

SOLUTION: INTERNET ACCESS, POINT OF SALE DEVICE AND THIN CLIENT ALL IN ONE

Hitachi’s answer is a comprehensive, reliable tablet computer device based on Windows CE called the ePlate.  The Hitachi ePlate can be used for Internet access, thin client features, point-of-sale tasks and many other uses.  ”Windows CE is the operating system that best suits our needs because it enables Hitachi’s technology to meet all these user requirements,” said Mulazzi.  In June of 1999, Hitachi released the ePlate HPW 600 series, based on Microsoft( Windows( CE.  A year later it introduced the more rugged ePlate HPW 630 series, powered by Microsoft( Windows( CE Platform Builder.  The ePlate HPW 630 has an IP22 rating which 
means it can withstand drops from four feet onto concrete, making it ideal for factory and machine floor environments.  Both series include a 128-MHz RISC processor, a built-in modem and USB interface, PC Card and CompactFlash( slots as well as pocket versions of the popular Microsoft Outlook, Word 
and Internet Explorer.  

Hitachi’s ePlates are widely used in many different arenas. Healthcare personnel use ePlates to collect data at patient’s bedsides. On the trading floors of some of the major stock exchanges, traders use them as web pads. In airports that have been wirelessly enabled, greeters meeting arriving passengers use them to provide instant information about connecting flights.   Automobile repair technicians use them to access automotive schematic data from the web.  In a pilot project with Tony Roma’s restaurants, the ePlates are used as point-of-sale devices, enabling waitstaff to take orders at the tables and convey them to the kitchen instantly.  Even the VIP suites in a stadium have been outfitted with ePlates, so that without leaving the box, users can check out the scores of other games, e-mail their homes or offices, order food, watch replays of other games via a sports ticker feed, or do their stock trading.

Windows CE provides a Robust Operating System 

In developing the ePlate, Hitachi needed to choose an operating system with three components corresponding to the three primary ways the devices would be used:

· First, there needed to be a robust development environment for creating custom applications required by specific point-of-sale tasks, rather than obscure proprietary tools. “In the past, I’ve worked with proprietary operating systems and proprietary tools for development of those systems, if they existed at all,” Mulazzi said. “Often the tools that did exist were very crude in their nature.”  

By choosing Windows CE, Hitachi ensured that Microsoft’s very popular Visual Basic and C++ tools could be used to develop applications, and that these applications would integrate well with other Microsoft products.  “The whole key to using Windows CE is the consistency it has with its other existing technologies on the backend, such as the server products,” Mulazzi said.

· Second, in order to be sold successfully as a web pad, the device would need to incorporate an easy-to-use Internet browser.  Since Microsoft’s Windows CE already includes the Internet Explorer browser familiar to millions of desktop users, this made it a smart choice.  “We wanted to take advantage of improvements that Microsoft made in Windows CE with regards to web browser capability, making it Internet Explorer 4.0 compliant,” said Mulazzi. “As webpads are a very hot trend, this gave us greater capabilities in the web pad arena.”

· Finally, Hitachi needed an operating system that could connect remotely to applications and files running on the network. With Microsoft Windows Terminal Server 2000 client built in, Windows CE enables users to easily access applications and files on the network wirelessly. This means that software companies don’t have to rewrite their code for use in handheld devices.  “Instead, the ePlate becomes a remote terminal using the thin client feature and the applications can continue to run on the servers,” said Mulazzi. This enables scenarios such as accessing a Microsoft Project application on the network, or viewing large auto CAD files remotely.

Microsoft operating systems are familiar to developers as well as consumers 

By choosing Windows CE as the ePlate’s operating system, Hitachi gained instant access to a very large pool of developers. “We will continue to go with Windows CE from here on out because of accessibility to a development community that has thousands of developers who can use standard Win32 development tools,” said Mulazzi.

“When you‘re talking about recruiting developers and training them on your system, if you’re working with Microsoft products you instantaneously have access to thousands of developers who are already using Microsoft’s Visual Basic and C++ development tools for desktops or notebooks,” Mulazzi said.  “The education gap from developing for Windows 95, 98, or NT to Windows CE is almost transparent.”  

When Mulazzi worked with proprietary operating systems in the past, the developer pool was limited. “You may have had ten, twelve, at best twenty very focused developers in the marketplace,” he said.

The Windows CE environment makes it easier for developers to create software for handheld devices, says Dennis Thomsen, a software developer for Micro Design Services in Parsippany NJ, who especially likes the Windows CE emulation feature.  “One of the most frustrating parts of handheld development is the extra time consumed in compiling on a desktop PC and then downloading to and debugging on a handheld,” said Thompsen.  “The Windows CE emulation is probably one of the best features about Windows CE development, since it eliminates the need to download and debug remotely.  It makes handheld development almost like Win98/NT desktop development -- you just compile and run instantaneously.”

Extremely fast time to market

Because both developers and consumers are already very familiar with Microsoft products, Hitachi realized another important benefit: the ePlate’s development time was very short.  “Using Windows CE allowed us to put out a product that people and developers could grasp immediately and start working with right out of the gate,” said Mulazzi. “That was our number one priority. We feel with some other operating systems, or with a proprietary system, it could have taken six months or up to a year just to get someone to develop a proof of concept.” 

“We immediately received a return on investment for the hardware itself and the development for that.  We saw sales from week one when we introduced the product,” he added.



Short time to market was crucial for Hitachi because in the electronics business, the race goes to the swift.  “In vertical markets, once they grab a solution, it’s hard for them to look at different technology,” said Mulazzi.  “We really didn’t seriously consider any other operating system when we released these products, because Windows CE gave us instantaneous time to market and so much else,” Mulazzi said.  

For More Information
To learn more about Microsoft products or services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (800) 563-9048. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. More information via the World Wide Web is available at the following Web sites: 

Microsoft Corporation http://www.microsoft.com/ 

Hitachi America http://www.hitachi.com 

This case study is for informational purposes only. MICROSOFT MAKES NO WARRANTIES, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, IN THIS SUMMARY. Companies, names, and/or data used in screens and sample output are fictitious, unless otherwise noted. 




Customer Profile


Name:  Hitachi America


Headquarters: San Francisco, California  USA


Business objectives:  Hitachi America produces a broad range of electronics, computer products and semiconductors, and provides industrial equipment and services throughout the U.S. Hitachi America is a wholly owned subsidiary of Hitachi, Ltd. an $75 billion corporation based in Tokyo, Japan.





Situation


Hitachi needed to develop a versatile, robust wireless handheld device for a variety of uses.





Solution


Hitachi created the ePlate, a tablet computer that runs on the Windows CE operating system.  The device is an all –in-one solution that can be used for wireless Internet access, thin client access of network applications and data, or point-of-sale tasks.
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