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San Jose, Calif. -- Bill Martin, general manager for Mentor Graphics Corp.'s Intellectual Property Division, made an important statement in a panel discussion on IP quality here last week--and it wasn't anything he said. It was his appearance that mattered, despite reports that Mentor is turning away from the IP business.

"I'm still alive," Martin told EE Times. "I'm still selling and closing business. Part of the reason for me being here [at the International Symposium on the Quality of Electronic Design panel] is to dispel the rumors we hear from a lot of customers."

Those rumors apparently arose when Mentor closed its U.K. IP development office, a move that cut loose 20 people and left behind roughly 35 to 40 people in the company's IP division. Mentor also abandoned its efforts in the PCI Express controller IP market, but continues to sell standards-based IP in such areas as Ethernet, USB, serial ATA and PCMCIA.

The apparent pullback raises anew questions of whether EDA vendors should participate in the silicon IP market. Synopsys Inc. and Mentor Graphics actively do so, saying they're helping customers to be more productive. Others, including Cadence Design Systems Inc., say that IP sales by EDA vendors set the stage for conflict and confusion, potentially resulting in situations where EDA vendors compete with their own customers.

While IP is a significant effort for both Synopsys and Mentor, EDA vendors claimed only 9.1 percent of total silicon IP revenues in 2004, down from 10.7 percent in 2003, according to Christian Heidarson, analyst at Gartner Dataquest. Synopsys held about 6 percent of the $1.2 billion IP market with revenue of $76.2 million in 2004, according to Dataquest, while Mentor held 2 percent with revenue of $27.3 million.

Still, noted Heidarson, Synopsys and Mentor have significant positions in the standards-based IP segment. "EDA vendors tend to offer lower-value IP blocks such as 8-bit microcontrollers, codecs for error correction and audiovisual algorithms, bus interfaces and peripherals. If EDA vendors were to expand into more-differentiated products, they would run the risk of competing with their own customers," Heidarson said.

Guri Stark, vice president of marketing for Synopsys' solutions group, said that IP is simply another way that Synopsys helps its customers improve productivity. "We design IP that we believe our customers do not want to do on their own, that's not differentiating for them," Stark said. "We're not competing against the customers, we're helping them refocus their engineering efforts on things that differentiate."

Stark says he believes Synopsys is the market leader in what he calls "connectivity IP." This includes standard bus interfaces, such as PCI, USB, serial ATA, 1394 and Ethernet; hard macros for physical layers (PHYs) and serializer/deserializers; and verification IP. As such, Mentor has been a major competitor, but Stark said he hasn't been seeing Mentor lately in sales situations. "They did pull back significantly," he said. "I don't want to count them out--they're an important vendor in the IP market. I think we'll probably see them again in the future in some segments, but not as we used to."

But Mentor has been carrying the IP banner for years, and is far from giving up, said Martin, who took his current position last October. "We're mending things, getting ourselves on the right foot, and we'll start hiring again," he said. While Mentor is out of the PCI Express controller market, Martin said, the company is developing new products, including PHY cores for standard bus protocols coming this spring.

The U.K. office staff, Martin said, didn't have the right capabilities, and the PCI Express core they had developed "was architected in a way that would not meet the needs of the market." Mentor, which pulled the plug before the core got to market, will partner with an unidentified IP company on a PCI Express solution, he said.

Mentor is in the IP business, Martin said, because it helps open up new accounts to which Mentor might otherwise not have access. Mentor believes it's helping its customers rather than competing. "The line is getting really fuzzy between who's a competitor and who's a partner, and a lot of the time we're both," Martin said.

Cadence, however, takes a different approach. The company does sell some analog and mixed-signal "foundation" IP to key customers, netting about $12 million in 2004, according to Dataquest figures. But when it comes to standards-based digital IP, Cadence prefers to partner with existing IP providers rather than develop its own.

"It's viewed as competitive when an EDA vendor is attempting to sell IP into the market, and I think it's confusing to end customers," said Michael Horne, group director of IP and EDA alliances at Cadence. "We strongly support our [IP] partners and believe they are the best equipped to develop and deliver IP."

Selling IP is a different ball game from selling an off-the-shelf EDA tool. One point that arose at the ISQED panel is that IP is not, as Stark termed it, a "sell and forget" type of business. 

Even if an IP provider handles verification, validation and protocol compliance perfectly, Stark said, it doesn't guarantee the IP works with your design. "You have to make sure the IP vendor is there to help you," he said. "It's a partnership issue."

Martin noted that Mentor's IP division recently helped a customer that had a system-level problem in a software stack. IP integration, he noted, is an extremely complex task involving multiple vendors and tools. "Even if you have perfect documentation, you have to step in," he said.

"Most IP started with consulting businesses," said panelist John Goodenough, director of design technology at ARM Ltd. "It's an interesting hybrid between a service business and a true commodity."

Stark said the IP industry's next natural step will be the delivery of complete subsystems composed of interconnected blocks. But this kind of evolution, Martin said, may force out some smaller IP vendors. "We're not seeing as many small niche shops, because they don't have a lot of breadth to work with customers," he said. 

Panelist Naveed Sherwani, president and CEO of Open-Silicon Inc., said it's tough to innovate inside a large company like Synopsys. "I think IP startups are really needed," he said.

"When you have something that requires a major investment, how many startups are there?" Stark replied. "IP is a large investment. But if there are new ways to do IP, and new types of IP, there's definitely room in the market." 




