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Introduction
What is AndroidChat?

AndroidChat is a location-aware chat client (and server, but more on that later) for the Android Platform de-

signed to compete in the Android Developers Challenge.

More technically, the project consists of modifications to the inspircd irc daemon to support location-aware 

services, and a client for Google's Android platform which supports location based channel matching.

The client allows users to connect to a centralized chat network and find other users chatting about things 

that are both related to their interests and local. 

This user manual covers the operation of the chat client. 

Who is AndroidChat for?

AndroidChat is designed for people on mobile phones. Initially designed for social purposes, a number of 

potential use cases have emerged through the design process. 

We can see people using AndroidChat...

• at a sports event chatting about the game

• for keeping track of a group as they have a night on the town

• over a larger geographic area organizing a large event (flashmob, protests, etc)

• to promote their local business or provide support

• for local law enforcement or fire department purposes

• to ask the locals for a good place to grab a bite to eat

• to organize hunting or fishing trips 

• to make a wicked game of hide and seek or manhunt

• as a local matchmaking service (like craigslist personals, for example)

The sky’s the limit - if you have a good idea or you’re using AndroidChat for something not listed, send the 

developers a line!
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Terminology Primer

Throughout this manual, we use specific terminology to describe aspects of the client and chat environment. 

Already, we’ve used some words (“Channel”) whose meanings may not be immediately obvious. The follow-

ing list of terms and definitions should give you a good grounding and allow you to understand the rest of 

this manual.

• Network

	 The chat network is the group of interconnected servers that contains all the people chatting. 

• Channel


 A channel is a group of users on the chat network who are all in the same ‘room’. A channel will 



 usually have a central topic, or theme of which most of the conversation will revolve around. Channel 


 names begin with a hash mark (#) to distinguish them from other windows. 

• Nickname

	 Everyone who connects to the chat network has a unique nickname. This is how you appear to 	

	 other chatters, and how you will appear on the map and in the channel listing. 

• Private Message

	 Most of the chatting is done in channels, where everyone in the channel can see the conversation. 	

	 Private Messages are sent between two users, and can only be seen by those two users. This can 	

	 be considered out-of-band, where chatting to a channel is in-band.

• Window

	 Within the main window, a user may have several different rooms and private messages open. Each 	

	 of these is represented by the concept of a window. Users can switch between windows. When you 	

	 receive a message in a window you are not currently viewing, a notification will be sent. 

• Channel Operator

	 When a channel is created, the user who creates the channel gains channel operator status. This 	

	 allows the channel operator to set the topic, remove users who are misbehaving, and give operator 	

	 status to other users.
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Quick Start
Not big on manuals? Neither are we. This section assumes you are familiar with how applications work in 

general, and with chatting. If you do not fall under these assumptions, you should read through the rest of 

the manual before you use AndroidChat. 

Quick Start

1. The first thing you’ll want to do is start the program. 

2. Next, you’ll want to open the options and set your default nickname.

3. Hit the ‘save’ button, and then hit ‘Start Chatting’

4. After you have connected and the message of the day appears, hit the menu button, then hit ‘Chan-

nels Map’. This will bring up the list of available channels. 

5. Select a channel you’d like to chat on, and hit the orange-arrow button to join. 

6. Type into the box at the top, and hit enter to send your message

7. You can join more than one channel. To switch between channels, hit menu, and then hit ‘Open 

Windows’ button. You can switch to any open window just by pressing on it from this view.

8. When you’re done chatting, hit the back button from the main chat window. Then, hit the ‘Discon-

nect’ button.

Congratulations, you’ve finished the quick-start guide! 
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How do I..?
Here’s a quick reference for if you just get stuck on one little thing, so you don’t have to go digging. 

Find a channel
To find a channel to chat on, from the main window hit the menu button. From the menu that pops up, hit 

‘Channels Map’. From here, select a channel from the spinner. You’ll probably want to choose a channel that 

seems interesting and is close to you. Press the orange-arrow join button, and you will be brought to the 

channel. 

Switch between windows
From the main window, hit the menu button. From the menu that pops up, hit the ‘Open Windows’ button. A 

grid of the available channels will appear. Hit the name of the window you want to switch to.

The status window is special, and is prefixed with a ~. Channels begin with #. Private messages have no 

prefix. The current window you are in appears bold. 

Create my own channel
From the main window, simply type “/join #channelname” without the quotes. You will simultaneously join 

and create the channel, as well as become the channel operator for your new channel.

Send a private message
From the main window, in a channel, hit the menu button. From the menu that pops up, hit the ‘Users Map’ 

button. A map view with the list of users will appear. Select a user from the drop-down box, and hit the mail-

box icon to initiate a private message with the user.

Disconnect from the network
From any window, simply hit the back button on your phone until you are back at the greeting screen. From 

here, you can hit the “Disconnect” button - you are now disconnected from the network.
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Interface Guide
A guide through the AndroidChat interface with pictures and explanations of all available features. 

Greeting Screen

This is the screen that appears when you first 

open AndroidChat. From here, you can start 

chatting or set your options. 

Once you’re connected, this screen gives you 

the option to disconnect from the network, or re-

display the main window.

You must disconnect to change your 
options!

Options Screen
From here, you can set all the available options for 

AndroidChat:

•Default Nickname

	 The nickname with which you connect.

	 This must start with a letter and be less 	

	 than 30 characters long.

•Channels to Automatically Join

	 Channels to automatically join after 	

	 connecting, separated by spaces

•Show Channels Map on Connect

	 Show the list of channels after first 	

	 connecting

•Send Location Updates

	 Send location updates for this client. 	

	 (This Option is Highly Recommended)

•Pop-up New Private Messages

	 Bring new private messaging windows to 	

	 	 	 	 the front as they arrive.
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Main Window
This is the main window, where you will spend 

most of your time in AndroidChat. When you first 

connect, this will display the contents of the ~sta-

tus window. ~status contains server messages 

and other network related information. 

The main window contains a text entry field at the 

top of the window, where chat and commands 

can be entered. The bulk of the display is reserved 

for the chat display, which is scrollable up to thirty 

lines back. 

At the bottom of this screen, a menu appears 

when you press the menu button on your phone. 

Once you join a channel, the default action when 

you press enter in the text entry field is to send 

what you typed as a message to the channel. This field will also accept 

slash commands (see below). 

From the main menu, you can return to the Greeting Screen by pressing 

the back arrow on your phone. 

Menu

When you press the menu button, a set of buttons appears at the bottom 

of the screen. The Channels Map button brings up all the available chan-

nels in an easy to browse map (see below). The Open Windows button lets 

you switch between active windows in the Main Window (see below). User 

Map shows you all of the chatters in the current channel, plotted on a map 

(see below).  It is important to note that User Map serves no function when 

accessed from a private message or the status window.
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Slash Commands

Some advanced functions do not correspond directly to a user interface element (yet). These functions can 

be accessed by entering them into the text ery field at the top of the main window. They are as follows:

• /me

	 Instead of sending a normal message, send an emote to a channel or private message. 

	 IE: for /me message, <YourNick> message will instead be sent as * Yournick message. 

• /close

	 You can use this slash command to close the current window or private message. It does not do 	

	 anything when you are viewing the status window.

• /join

	 This slash command can be used to join existing channels or to create new ones. To join/create 	

	 channel #foo, you would type /join #foo. 

There are more than just these three slash commands. They are standard IRC commands, and are outside 

the scope of this document. 

Channels Map

The channels map displays a screen with all 

available channels plotted on a map. The spinner 

in the upper left hand corner lists the channels, 

their distance from you, and the first part of the 

current topic, if any. 

When a channel is selected, the map will move to  

the channel’s location on the map. 

To join the selected channel, simply hit the or-

ange curved join channel button.

To go back to the Main Window, hit the back 

arrow on your phone.
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Users Map

The users map displays a screen with all the people in the current chat 

room plotted on a map. The spinner in the upper left hand corner lists all 

of the people and their distance from you.

If you wish to send a private message to a person, you can select their 

nickname and then press the envelope button. 

A new window will appear, and anything you type will be sent to the per-

son as a private message. 

To go back to the Main Window, hit the back arrow on your phone.

Open Windows

As explained in the technology primer, within the Main Window you may elect 

to have more than one window open. Each channel that you join and each pri-

vate message that you receive or send will create a new window, in addition to 

the special ~status window which is always present. 

To switch between windows you must first press the menu button on your 

phone, and then select the Open Windows item. 

A new window with all of the windows you have open will appear. The window 

you are currently in will be bold. To switch to a new window, simply select it 

with the directional pad or press it. To close the window you are currently in, 

press the menu button, and then press close window.
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Planned Features

There are several things that we look forward to implementing into AndroidChat. 

Here are but a few of them:

• Buddy Lists

Our back-end already supports this. Figuring out how to map it to a good graphical interface is go-

ing to be tough.

• Nickname autocompletion

So when you start typing SomeLongNick, once you get to Som you can hit <tab> and have the rest 

filled out for you.

• Scrolling topics for chat windows

This would allow for longer channel topics to be referenced just from the title bar.

• Channel and Nicknames appearing on the map

Also, being able to just click on them. 

• Channel administration interface

A way for someone to administer a channel other than through slash commands would be great.
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Notes from the Developers
We’re entering a new place here - a completely open mobile platform. This section contains some produc-

tion notes from the developers and is not in any way required reading to use the AndroidChat client. 

Security and Privacy
The security and privacy of our users is paramount. With all these internet-enabled location based services 

available, it is too easy to accidentally trample on privacy. For this reason, no personally identifiable informa-

tion is collected in the AndroidChat client, and location updates can be disabled. 

In addition, the IP address that the clients are connecting from is masked on the chat network, so devices do 

not become open to any sort of denial of service or other such attacks.

The worst breach available would be retrieving the channel and user lists, and this sort of data mining still 

would not yield any identifiable information.

Background Architecture
AndroidChat is at its core an IRC client. IRC has been around for a very long time and is both mature and 

stable. The location awareness is provided by a set of protocol extensions that have been implemented for 

the Inspire IRC daemon, though they could easily be ported for any IRC server. 

The AndroidChat network runs InspirIRCd version 1.2 with a custom module to provide for the special com-

mands and processing required for the location services. Commands that were added include a way to set 

and get locations for both users and channels, and also a new channel mode (+L) to fix a channel’s location.

We are also working on bringing Ecks (http://code.google.com/p/ecks), a free and open source set of IRC 

services, into the AndroidChat network. This will allow for persistent channels, prevent channel takeovers, 

and generally make the whole chatting experience much more pleasant. 

Design Decisions
AndroidChat is designed with the mobile user in mind. UI elements are large, menus are simple, and in gen-

eral everything can be accessed with only a few touches or button presses. The network connection runs as 

a background service, so if for whatever reason the UI portion gets killed, simply by re-opening AndroidChat 

a user can resume right where they left off. 

The bulk of the processing is done in the background thread, which leaves the UI feeling ‘fast’, which is very 

important. No one likes a sluggish UI, and especially in a chat application.

Also, AndriodChat is a good citizen of the Andriod OS. Notifications are sent instead of popups, and most 

everything can be killed off to save resources without affecting the application. 
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We decided to lock the client to the AndroidChat network for the time being for several reasons. First and 

foremost, we want to present a unified experience for all users. Using less than optimal techniques to imple-

ment location services into IRC on any given server might give the illusion of being clever, but in the end we 

decided that it would be best to augment the IRC protocol with location extensions and have it work in a 

native, seamless way. 

Secondly, we hope to ease the chatting experience for those on mobiles by putting them into a homogenous 

environment. If everyone’s client is the same, and everyone has the same features, then we can do some 

pretty cool stuff. 

Probably the most important reason is that we are not trying to be all things to all users. AndroidChat is spe-

cifically a location based chat matching service and client. Allowing users to connect to any IRC server, while 

possible, would be both confusing and infuriating. It is hard to explain why a feature just can not possibly 

work unless you’re on a specific network, so the network remains locked. It is even harder to explain to net-

work admins what these strange clients are that are behaving oddly and sending weird commands.

Open Source
AndroidChat is open source under the Mozilla Public License. So is the InspIRCd module that supports the 

backend. InspIRCd is GPLv2. Beyond that, AndroidChat and everything required to run it is free software.

The complete solution from front to back is open and free because we believe that free software is an ethical 

imperative, that users should have the freedom and control to know what is running on their hardware.  

The project page for AndroidChat is hosted at http://code.google.com/p/androidchat, but also available 

through www.androidchat.net
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Errata

Some stuff that we know is broken that we haven’t been able to fix.

• Channel Scrolling is iffy at best


 The latest update of the Android SDK totally butchered scrolling with TextView and ScrollView 



 widgets. It used to work much better, and we’ve heard from an android developer on Freenode IRC 



 that this may be fixed (or is already fixed) in an upcoming SDK release.


 This sometimes manifests itself as a blanks screen. It’s not our fault, honest.

• If something goes wrong with the connection, nothing happens

	 Some better error handling in this regard would be good. IRC is pretty lenient about ping timeouts, 	

	 but if the connection is severed altogether currently nothing happens.

• Occasionally, the Channels Map won’t have valid locations

This is due to the way we gather channel locations. This will take a little rejiggering on the back end 

to nail down properly.
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