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COMS World 2020 and the
online conference platform

DAVID TOLFREE, SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY WRITER

Will online or virtual 
conferences become 

the new international 
standard? During 2020, 

most organisers in countries 
seriously affected by 

COVID-19 were forced to 
use online conferencing. 

However, many conference 
organisers were 

already giving it serious 
consideration because of 
the high costs associated 

with venue hire and travel. 
Daytime webinars have 

been in use for some time 
and many have even evolved 

into conferences. The 
answer to the question at 

the start of this column will, 
of course, depend on the 

experiences of organisers 
and participants. Cost-

savings and flexibility will 
likely be the drivers. 

The most significant benefits 
of online conferences are 
low costs for organisers and 
participants, and easy access 

for speakers and delegates from their 
offices, homes or indeed any location 
that has a good internet connection. 
The ability for speakers in any country 
to upload pre-recorded talks to a server 
and the opportunity for delegates to 
access talks post-conference are further 
advantages. However, from the point of 
view of many delegates, these factors 
are going to be offset by the absence of 
physical networking.

COMS 2020, the annual MANCEF (Micro, 
Nano and Emerging Technologies, 
Commercialisation and Education 
Foundation) conference, was scheduled 
to take place at a university centre in 
Washington, DC, in October. However, 
because of COVID-19, MANCEF made 
the decision to re-name the conference 
COMS World 2020 and hold it online on 
October 19–22. 

The conference theme, 
Commercialisation of converging 
technologies—environment, health, 
medical, security and resilience, was 
chosen on account of its summarising 
the world’s top current concerns. Over 
60 speakers from Australia, China, 
Germany, Poland, the Netherlands, the 
UK and the US gave presentations on 
the convergence of technologies in 
healthcare, manufacturing, wearables, 
software, infrastructure and workplace 
education. In addition, a traditional 
pre-conference entrepreneurial 
workshop enabled 12 small companies 
to have exchanges with well-known 
entrepreneurs and market experts. 

COMS World 2020 talk highlights

Talk title: Exponential technologies for 
healthcare in exponential times

Rafal Grossman MD, a full-time 
surgeon specialising in advanced 
laparoscopic and robotic surgery, 
delivered a passionate and upbeat 
keynote. He spoke enthusiastically 
about how microtechnologies are 
allowing for significant surgical product 
developments, such as smart glasses, 
which enable surgeons to share what 
they are seeing with a remote specialist, 
and augmented/virtual reality headsets.

Talk title: Exponential acceleration of 
healthcare abundance

Dr Janusz Bryzek, a well-known MEMS 
sensor pioneer, as well as founder 
of eXo Imaging, a commercialisation 
spinout from his trillion sensors initiative1, 
gave a stimulating, two-part keynote 
on how the exponential acceleration 
of microtechnologies is revolutionising 
surgical techniques and healthcare. 
He explained how the convergence of 
artificial intelligence (Al), microsensors 
and new medical diagnostics, together 
with 3D printing and robotics, are rapidly 
advancing procedures and treatments. 

Bryzek also highlighted the hugely 
important role that telehealth is playing 
during the pandemic by allowing patients 
confined to their homes to be assessed 
remotely.

Talk title: Converging technologies for 
‘fashtech’ ‘medtech’ wearable trackers 
with predictive wellness monitoring 

Dr Robert Andosca, CEO of Inviza, spoke 
on how converging technologies have 
created self-powered sensors that can 
be concealed in wearables for health and 
fitness monitoring to produce data for 
the early diagnosis of health issues. He 
stressed that these sensors have many 
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advantages over the ones currently 
available on the market, a couple of 
the most important being that they are 
hidden and self-powered.

Talk title: Digital Twins for collaborative 
MEMS design 

Dr Mary Maher, CEO of SoftMEMS, 
explained the nature and use of Digital 
Twins software in the many phases of 
the MEMS design process. Digital Twins 
enables remote design collaboration 
and can be used from fabrication 
modelling to training AI. It is applicable 
to many of the new requirements in 
areas such as medical imaging multiple 
sensor arrays. 

Talk title: Organ on a chip

Prof. Malcolm Wilkinson of TFI outlined 
the developments that could lead to 
an alternative to animal testing for 
pharmaceutical drug safety. Research 
is focused on creating physiologically 
relevant human biology models, but 
there are significant challenges in 
connecting multiple different organoids 
(cultured masses of cells that resemble 
and function similarly to organs).

Talk title: Convergence of 3D printing 
and MEMS technology fabs, packaging 
and micromachine wafers 

Dr Doug Sparks, CTO of Hanking 
Electronics, highlighted how the 
breakdown of supply chains during 
COVID-19 has stimulated the need for 
more local and/or back up supply chains. 
He talked about alternative methods 
for improving the resilience of supply 
chains, for example, he suggested that 
businesses and fabs could use virtual 
3D printing warehouses for replacement 
parts, thus greatly reducing facility and 
tooling costs and downtimes.

Talk title: Integrated coatings to reduce 
the threat of SARS-CoV-2

Prof Seamus Curran of Curran Biotech 
presented an application of his 
integrated hydrophobic nanocoatings 
for the protection of surfaces from the 
SARS-Co-2 virus at the pre-conference 
entrepreneurial workshop. Two hospitals 
in New York and a museum are trialling 
the coatings.  

Future conferences

COMS has always provided a platform 
for speakers to cover topical subjects 
and, more importantly, the opportunity 
for physical networking. Much of 
the latter usually takes place during 
refreshment breaks, lunches and 
dinners, making it an area in which 
virtual conferences is sadly lacking.

In the future, we will perhaps witness 
the emergence of hybrid conferences, 
where participants local to the venue 
can meet face-to-face while others 
can engage through video links, etc. 
This compromise is the most likely way 
forward after the pandemic, driven 
by the continuing improvements in 
communication technologies and 
increasing need to reduce costs. ●
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