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Greetings from Dallas  |  By Wayne Howell

C 
I recently returned from the Technical Standards 
Programme (TSP) conference in Dallas. For those 
unfamiliar with the programme, the TSP is run by the 

Entertainment Services and Technology Association (ESTA) and 
is the standards-making organisation for the entertainment 
industry. Each year there are four TSP conferences, two are 
aligned with the USITT and NAMM tradeshows, the others 
are held in Dallas. At these conferences, a group of unpaid 
enthusiasts get together to develop technical standards. The 
July conference was a busy session with lots of good progress, 
and my column reviews this. 

RDM
RDM (E1.20) stands for Remote Device Management and its 
purpose is to allow bi-directional communication over the 
DMX512 cable. The best known use of RDM is for setting the 
start address remotely - but that is just a tiny fraction of what 
is offered by RDM, and the standard is currently being updated 
to include new features and improvements. Perhaps most 
significant is the addition of high-res handshaking, which will 
allow faster and more reliable use of RDM over radio networks. 
The standard is also receiving a number of updates that set 
the stage for the new RDMnet protocol. The RDM task group 
completed reviewing the 150 or so comments from the public 
review; the draft has been updated and will hopefully go out for 
its next public review in November. The RDM task group is 
co-chaired by myself and Scott Blair of Megapixel VR.

US PLUGFEST
A PlugFest, where engineers and designers from different 
manufacturers get together and test compatibility between their 
products, runs alongside the TSP conference at the July Dallas 
meeting. It is a hugely useful event, but sadly, attendance at the 
US PlugFest is not great. A friendly local rental house supplied 
a number of DMX/RDM fixtures to the event, significantly 
increasing the range of available equipment. While this has 
been really useful, it underlines why more manufacturers need 
to attend, especially since a number of the fixtures - from global 
brands - had truly awful implementations of DMX512 and RDM. 
I’m not talking about technical subtleties - these were the type 
of design faults that will cause a show to fail! Given that the 
US PlugFest is essentially free (the TSP has a $100 per year 
participation fee), I’m amazed that we do not see more 
participants. In addition to the wide range of equipment, 
participants have access to recognised authorities on the 
subject, such as Larry Dew of Benjamin Electric (author of the 
RDM Integrity test software), Bob Goddard of Goddard Design 
(designer of the DMXter test tool), Peter Willis of Howard Eaton 
(designer of the LabPack RDM reference) and myself (author of 
Art-Net and the DMX-Workshop test software). I hope we will 
see more manufacturers using this valuable resource in the 
future.  

RDMNET
RDMnet (E1.33) is the sister protocol to sACN (E1.31). Its 
primary purpose is to allow RDM 
data to be transported over a 
network. In fact, RDMnet is a suite 
of protocols that include:
• RPT: RDM Packet Transport, used 

to carry RDM messages over the 
network

• LLRP: Low Level Recovery Protocol, used to configure IP 
settings 

• BP: Broker Protocol, which allows connection and discovery 
for RPT
The standards writing work is complete and the documents 

were approved by the TSP and sent to ANSI to be ratified as 
a standard. Unfortunately, a trivial procedural issue derailed the 
process and the document had to be sent back out for a new 
vote. That has been completed, and we hope that RDMnet will 
be ratified as an ANSI standard before the end of the year. The 
RDMnet Task Group is co-chaired by Sam Kearney of ETC and 
Scott Blair of Megapixel VR.

FIRMWARE UPLOAD
The Firmware Upload (E1.37-4) task group (chaired by Peter 
Willis of Howard Eaton Lighting) is working on a mechanism 
within RDM that will allow updating of fixture firmware via RDM. 
The original draft of RDM actually included a firmware upload 
mechanism, but it was limited to uploading one fixture at 
a time, so it never made it into the standard. Now, the task 
group wants to develop a means that allows upload to multiple 
fixtures at the same time. The task group has just finished 
resolving the comments from the last public review and a final 
draft is expected soon.

NEXTGEN
The NextGen study group is arguably the most forward-looking 
programme at the TSP. It was set up to answer the question, 
what will the next generation of lighting control require? All 
involved in this group have their own views, and the bullet 
points collected at the first meeting ran to many pages! The 
group pooled its early efforts into writing an industry survey, 
which closed recently and hundreds of people participated - 
I will use one of my forthcoming columns to review the results. 
But in short, there are three critical subjects that we need to 
address, and the TSP has now set-up three study groups to work 
on the issues:

COLOUR
How we control colour of light remains, for the most part, in 
the Stone Age. So often a colour is selected by mixing RGB 
faders; this only works if all the luminaires are identical and 
so has no hope of allowing effective colour selection across 
manufacturers. The DALI DT8 protocol has attempted to 
address this, but that still has some significant limitations. 
So, the Colour study group will research these issues. 

LAMP LIBRARIES
Lamp libraries or personalities are the method by which 
a controller understands the capabilities of a luminaire. If 
colour communication is in the Stone Age, lamp libraries 
are arguably just entering the Bronze Age. There is minimal 
cross-manufacturer compatibility and all the data tends to 
be centred around the relationship between a luminaire and 
DMX512 channels. This is understandable as on a day-to-day 

basis, that’s what is needed; but 
this is the thinking of today, not the 
next decade. And today’s thinking 
unintentionally builds in today’s 
technological limitations. Often 
colour is defined as a 24-bit RGB 
value of arbitrary units; pan and tilt 
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is often a random angle range spread between the limits of a 
DMX512 channel; and we generally will need a greater emphasis 
on encoding real-world units that engender interoperability. The 
study group will research these issues and many others.

TRANSPORT
Protocols such as DMX512, RDM, Art-Net and sACN are 
designed to transport lighting data in one form or another, and  
are highly likely to be with us for the next decade. But when they 
need replacement, what will the criteria be? A key point that 
I took from the industry research is that the majority believe that 
Ethernet will be the long-term successor to DMX512, but that 
everyone wants the ‘loop through’ that comes with DMX512. 
With current technology, this isn’t a viable proposition, but 
the IEEE is working on a new system called 802.3cg, which 
will allow loop through of Ethernet. 802.3cg is in part driven by 
the needs of the automotive industry - which turn out to have 
similar needs to lighting. These are some of the issues that the 
transport group will be researching.

DMX512 RECOMMENDED PRACTICE 
In my previous report (see LSi February 2019) I wrote about 
what was then the Compliance Study Group. It was set up to 
investigate how best to help manufacturers produce DMX512 
products that are both compliant with the standard and 
interoperable with other manufacturers’ products. It also 
investigated, at great length, the idea of setting up 
a compliance programme (tests that a laboratory could use to 
certify products). The concept was widely liked, but ultimately, 
we concluded it was beyond the resources available. Instead, 
the study group has morphed into a Recommended Practice 
designated E1.68. The plan is to produce a document that will 
have two core sections: 
• Interoperability: A detailed analysis of the many things that 

can go wrong, and how to avoid them.
• Compliance: Extensive tests that should be carried out to 

prove DMX512 compliance. 
The Compliance Study Group is co-chaired by myself and 

Javid Butler of HDR Consulting. If you would like to read more 
on the subject, Javid penned an article for Protocol’s Summer 
2019 edition, linked below.

OBJECT TRANSFORM PROTOCOL
The Object Transform Protocol (E1.59) is developing a standard 
for a communication protocol that can report, in realtime, the 
motion of objects on stage. There are many uses of this, but the 
simple example would be a spot light tracking an actor standing 
on a stage rotate. E1.59 will allow automation of that task. 

The second public review comments were being resolved at 
the Dallas meeting and a new draft is expected soon. The Task 
Group is co-chaired by Dan Murfin of the National Theatre and 
Maya Nigrosh of Sonos.

EUROPEAN PLUGFEST
Meanwhile, in January the PLASA European PlugFest happened 
in Lille, France. We decided to run the event in mainland Europe 
to bring in more participants, and how right we were - the event 
sold out! PlugFest 2020 (25 - 27 February 2020) we will be held in 
Lille once again (Hôtel ibis Lille Centre Gares, Lille). Tickets will 
sell quickly, so ensure you get yours via the link below. I
P //plasa.me/plugfest2020tickets
P //plasa.me/protocolsummer2019


