Matter 1s here, but 1t’s
still a long road to the
simple smart home

At the official launch event for Matter this week, I saw a lot
of exciting things: a Google Nest Hub controlling an Eve
Energy smart plug; a Wiz light bulb working with Apple Home; a
Yale smart lock talking to a SmartThings hub over Thread. None
of these things were possible before Matter. And all of these
things worked well in their demos using voice, app, and other
smart home control interfaces — even in the interference hell
of a mini-trade show floor.

But I also saw that Matter has a long way to go before it
fully delivers on its promise of an interoperable and simple
smart home. A phrase I heard a lot throughout the two-day
event was, “Matter is a journey,” followed by, “This is just
the beginning.”

In the short term, don’t expect to be using Matter in your
home reliably until early next year. Too many companies have
yet to fully implement Matter support despite having had a lot
of time to prepare. It’'ll take even longer before you can just
look for the Matter logo on a box and confidently manage it
seamlessly in your smart home.
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The initial problem is Matter controllers. By my count we only
have three that are certified and have been updated to support
Matter. You need a Matter controller to pair devices to Matter
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and to control them over Matter.

Matter is an application layer standard, meaning it sits over
an existing protocol. There are two protocols to start with:
Matter-over-Wi-Fi and Matter-over-Thread. Plus, Matter-over-
Ethernet/Bridge will bring devices attached to a bridge (like
Philips Hue Zigbee bulbs) into Matter.

A Matter controller can support one, two or all of these.
Right now, Apple’s controllers (the HomePod Mini and some
Apple TV models) can do all three, and Samsung’s SmartThings
hub (v2 and v3) can do Matter-over-Wi-Fi and Matter-over-
Thread.

Amazon says it will only be launching its Matter-over-Wi-Fi
controllers this year, and Google hasn’t said anything about
when it will update its Nest speakers, hubs and routers to be
Matter controllers.

Additionally, the current Alexa, SmartThings, and Google
Home apps on 10S do not work with Matter. And, based on the
timelines the companies have given, they won’'t until next
year. So, if you have an iPhone, the only option you have for
using Matter this year is the Apple Home app.
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In the near term, there are some problems around Thread border
routers — the device that links a Thread network to the other
IP-based networks that work with Matter, like Wi-Fi and
Ethernet.

There aren’t enough of them yet, and only Apple’s and
SmartThings’ are Matter certified. Thread is a key part of
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Matter, and while there aren’t many Thread devices yet, they
are coming. (Nanoleaf announced the first Thread-over-Matter
lightbulbs this week, and Level Home has said its locks will
get updated to Thread).

You need a Thread border router to use a Thread device. The
big promise of Matter — that if you buy a device and plug it
in, it will just work and work with everything in your home —
will not be true if you don’t have a working Thread border
router in your home.

The holdup is that Apple, Google, Samsung, and Amazon (who
have all promised us border routers) need to share credentials
with each other so that you only end up with one all-inclusive
Thread network in your home and not two or three competing
ones.
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All this makes me feel like cracks are starting to appear in
the united front we’ve seen from the big players up to this
point. Now that they have to work directly with each other to
make the user experience better, cabals are starting to form.

Samsung and Google announced they’re working together on a
better form of multi-admin. (Multi-admin will let you operate
any device with any voice assistant or smartphone app of your
choice). Their “extra” features will let you add all your
Matter devices to each platform simultaneously, rather than
having to individually add them — as is the current flow.

Amazon and Samsung have announced a similar partnership. But
Amazon hasn’'t said it’s doing this with Google, and Apple
doesn’t seem to be working with anyone on “better” multi-
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admin. At least not that the company’s revealed and when I
asked, Apple wouldn’t provide anyone to speak on the record.

We may also have to wait for these types of partnerships to
get better experiences when using Matter devices. I was shown
several demos of how you will share a Matter-enabled device to
a platform after you’ve paired it with another. While it
doesn’t seem to be a bad experience, there are times when it
may involve cutting and pasting a code from one app to
another. Somehow that feels wrong in 2022.

What was also disappointing to see is that the device shows up
in the new platform as if it had never been set up before. So,
“Vanity” in “Bathroom” in Apple Home, for example, will show
up as “Light Bulb 1” in the Amazon Alexa app, essentially
making you set it up all over again (see the video below).

Plus, once it’s in the separate apps, if you change its name
or location in one app, that won’'t be reflected in the other
app, according to Chris LaPré, head of technology at the CSA.

He also told me that the CSA had wanted to add this type of
functionality but the platform makers pushed back. What we
have today “Is what the members agreed to,” he said. Back to
that journey idea, though, LaPré says that doesn’t mean it
won’'t happen in a future update or with future cooperation
between platforms.
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Additionally, I heard nothing about where
audio-streaming from speaker companies
like Sonos and Bose fits into the Matter
roadmap. (There 1s a Matter casting
feature in the specification). While I
was told the topic has been discussed
within the Alliance, there’s no formal
working group currently attempting to
make 1t a part of the Matter
specification.

We are also not saying goodbye to bridges
and hubs anytime soon. There may be a
future where we no longer need to connect
white boxes to our routers to make our
smart homes work, but if you want to use
the products already in your home, 1in
most cases, a bridge or hub will be the
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way to bring it into Matter.

Honestly, I don’t mind this. We need
bridges in Matter to make it easy to
bring your existing devices into this new
smart home. Hue’s demo had a smart bulb
from 2012 working with Matter through the
Hue bridge, and Ikea and Aqara announced
that their hubs and bridges will bring
existing products into Matter, too. Ten-
year-old technology needs to be part of
Matter just as much as the shiny new
thing that will be released next month.
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The Wiz demo working with
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Apple Home and Google
Assistant was one of the
few examples of a
completely new 1integration
enabled by Matter. Most
everything else I saw could
already be done 1n some
fashion - although it would
involve more steps and
possibly more hardware to
get 1t set 1t up than it
will with Matter.

Wiz — a smart lighting line
owned by Signify - has
never worked with Apple
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Home. But with Matter-over-
Wi-F1 coming to 1its 1line
with a firmware update by
the end of the vyear,
according to Danny Lousberg
head of product management
at Signify, these
i1nexpensive, color-changing
bulbs can be added to Apple
Home through Matter.



