Online video conferencing offers the prospect of a great saving
in time and travel costs. In the first of a two-part feature,
Darren Lock looks at the main software options

ioned video conferencing it conjurad up

images of a high-powered international
business deal baing struck between several
gentlemen scattered around the world,
using tha latest hi-tech equipment.

But with the praliferation of the Internet
and the davelopment of personal campuit-
ars that can actually handle the strain of
such muttimedia gymnastics, the workl of

Fwnsn‘t that long ago that if you men-

gis ‘the
heme with a flourish.

So what do you need 1o join in with this
communication revolution? First a PC is
needed. Then a video capture card and
videa camera. For the latter, there are pack-
ages available from Hauppaegs and Pace
that inchude a PC video camera connected
to an internal PCI card in the computer,
There are also some cameras svailabla that
take advantage of USB matherboards and
can do without the need for a video card -
Pace and Kadak have USB cameras avail-
able. Whether FCI or USB-based, these
products are aimed squarely at the fladgling
video canference user (the Hauppauge

WinTV CCD bundle even includes the
Microsoft Netmeeting software).

If you run Windows 95 with Internet
Explorer 4, or have been brave engugh to
upgrade 1o Windows 58, you'll probably
already have Microsoft Netmeeting
installed on your machine. This has the
advantage of baing one of the few FREE
piaces of video conferencing software
available. Its direct competitor is an appli-
cation from White Fine Software called
CU-SeeMe.

Strange new world

With & camera in place and software
installed, you will be ready to explare this
strange new world of Internat communica-
tion. But how you communicate will be
determined by the software that you have
chosen o use. All video

friend 1:ses a service provider such as AOL
where a different IP address is given every-
time the user logs an.

Applications such as CU-SeaMe rely an
reflectors as the paint of communication. A
reflector is a server where a number of
users can communicate without using &
direct connection. They are a bit like the
chatrooms of Imernet Relay Chat (IAC), The
only problem with these reflectors is that
they becama busy and only a finite number
of usars can be connected at one time, And
the busier the reflector the slower perfor-
mance will ba — video will bacome choppy
and sound braken,

Different approach

Micrasoft Netmeeting uses a slighthy dif-
farent approach to communication. Gone
are refl replaced by directory

cations allaw the user to engage in direct
connection (or DC - in net slang) with other
usars. It's a bit like using the telephone but
instead of dialling a telephone number, you
will need to know the other user’s P
address. This could cause problems i your

servers that spew huge great lists of users
currently logged onto the netwark. It can
be like searching for a needle in a
haystack but Metmeeting is geared
towards the direct connection approach,
Gane are IP addrasses. Here just add &



Speed Dial o your list of friends and chec
if they are online.

5o what does the future hold? Even
over the past two years, there have been
dramatic improvements in the perfor-
mance af videa conferencing software.
With mare and more |mernet Service
Providers offering 58k connection, the
average home PC becoming faster and
cameras getting cheapar, it won't be long
before everyone has used video confer-
encing to chat to a friend,

Microsoft Netmeeting

This application has been around & while
now but it has only been recently that
Micrasoft has refined the video capabili-
tias of their product. The early versions of
Netmeeting ware ‘chat-based’ and didn't
have any video capabilities at all.

The plus paoint is that Netmesting is
essantially free — it can be downloaded
from the Microsoft website at
http:/fwww.microsoft.com/netmeeting.
Also, copies of it can be found on mal
the installation CDs that come with a video

ThP other plus Dmnt is that the video
quality is marginally better than any cther
iece of software around - but remember,
depands on your in
tion and the equipment that you and your
But here's a good tip -
while soma of the Microsoft Netmeeting
sarvers are very arratic and can b
age to log on, a little known Netmesting
sarver located in the UK however offers
much better performance. Just go to
ilz kencomp.net and you'll find significant
speed and ulmlnylmpm ement,

tle unstable nml SOME USErs wlII find vhal
older versions of Netmeeting will not
recognise their video card and refuse o
work, There's also the problem of only
being able to send your video to one per-
son at a time which rules out any video-
f than two people.
Fortunately, this problem can now be
solved thanks to White Pine (the develop-
ar af Netmeeting’s main rival CU-SeeMa).
It has a piece of software called
MeetingPoint which allows users of
Netmeeting, Intel’s VideoPhone and other
H.322 applications to communic ate using
IF multicasting,

CU-SeeMe
White Pine’s CU-SeeMe has also been
araund for a long time, but nathing has real-

net video




net video Kk

CuSeeMee allows
up to six people to
communicate
together

Microsoft NetMeeting
is more geared to one-
lo-one conlerencing

Iy changed. Anyone familiar with Internet
Relay Chat will feel at home with this appli-
cation. You don't have to woery about direc-
tory servers and sts of users. All communi-
cation is done through a reflector or “ref”

and these can be regarded a litthe like a chat’

TODIM Sarvar

The goad thing about CU-SeeMe is that
the reflectors allow mare than one user to
sand and receive video. So you can have
quite @ few video windows open while you
communécate (thaugh this is limited by the
speed of the PCL. Also the reflectors are
usually packed with people and you will
s00n make a new friend or twol

Video performance is quite good and it
can be quite fun having several video feeds
coming into your heme from around the
world. There is also a sense of community
amongst the reflectors — if you spend
enough time skipping around, you'l soon
burmp into a familiar face.

One significant problem problem with
CU-SeeMe is that the reflactors can be a lit-
tle difficult to connect ta (as most of them
are physically located in the US| and, st
peak times when & lot of Americans are

fuull lows dawm to

an imitating crawl.
Also, many of the reflectors are not
warking, 5o you can spend allot of time try-

ing ta connact to them — there's a website
that manitors which reflectors are work-
ing and a full list can be downloaded from
the White Pine website along with the
demansiration version of the software at
hittpa/fwww cUSEEME.COM.

Perhaps the biggest drawback, is that
White Pine, unlike Micrasaft, charges for its
saftware. i you are interestad in buying, if's
a good idea to download the trial version
and see if your PC can cope.

Other software

There are plenty of other worthwhile
video conferencing packages out there
that can be considered.

Intel’s Video Phone: This package for the
PC is interesting because it can not only
connect to other users via an Intemet con-
nection but can also connect using a stan-
dard telephone call. Intel is packaging the
software around a camera bundle which
comes in both USB and PCI versions from

VDOnet's VDOPhone: This uses algarithmic
compression to allow the user to send and
receive video of up to 15 frames per second
over a standard Internet connection. Nat a
bed perfarmance spec but, again, this soft-
ware is not free, though there is & trial ver-
sion available for download. Check out
hittp:/famawvdongt.

Cinecom’s CineVideo Direct: This is
aimed squarely at the business user and
offers LANWAN and intranet suppart.
Again, this is another commercial product,
but there is a trial version which is now
easily located at and available from
hitp:ffwww.cinecom. ! d.hirn.
There is also a number of natwark support
products available from Cinecam that will
allow users to conduct true live video, full
duplex audio, and text conferencing.

A new product that hasn't reached our
shores yet is the Space Cam from Play
Incorparated — the peaple that brought us
the clever Snappy video capiure device,

Dedicated videaphones could one
day become commonplace

and recently the amazing Trinity TV station
saftware, The Space Cam seems designed
for all gizmo freaks and has a look that can
only be described as futuristic, The camera
and software package promises 30 frames
per second video sreaming and a software
interface that will make you feel as if you
are a TV star. Not comvinced? Check out the
wbsite at hitp:fwww.play.com/producis!
spacacamindex.html

Part 2, Making it work

The Space Cam promises a maore user-
friendly interface if the PAL version

becomes available




one of a feature on videaconferencing,

This gave details of the two top homa
Internet  videoconferencing  peckages,
Microsoft's NetMeeting and White Pine's
CU-SeeMe. Both packages are geared to the
Windows platform but being H323 compati-
ble should be compatible with Mac confer-
encing software supphad with Mac PC cams.
The following iz & simphe quide to installing
the twa programs onta your system.
Video input: In addition to 4 computer satup
equipped with soundeard and modam, ﬁn

frst -

Fnhwaw's Computer Video carried part

Audio tuning: Next, an audio tuning wizard
sets about its business to make sure the
sound card is working. Kesp your micro-
phone handy as you'll be expected to take
part in this tast. During the audio wizard, the
user is given the choice of which audio
o e

far 9 ]
audio, and the loudness of the reception and
transmission is sat. If o microphane is con-
nected or there is poor performance, the
user will be informed by the apphicatian.
The installation wizard then asks usars to
enter relevant personal nh(mmnn {e-mail

full
are a videa input device and microphane m

address, grograph name
etc?and»\mchnmﬂ:smrhhgm

every end of the intended 8. Most
video capture cards and PC cameras are
campatible with NethMeating or CU-SeeMe,
Getting NetMeeting: NetMeeting is part of
the suite of Internat applications being tout-
ed by Microsoft. If thare's Intemet Explorer
40installed on the PC, you can be pretty sure
that NetMeeting is also installed. i it isn't or

Oddly, at na time during
NetMeeting’s installation process are the
video capabilities of the machine tested by
‘the satup wizard. It is all down to the user to
twaak video performance manually using
the options offered in Tools/Dptions/Videa
menu, In this men, the user can configure
the device controlling the camera — and, if

you are nunning & Netscape wab-b

for have some other configuration that
excludes NethMeeting), the application can
ba downloaded free from Microsaft's web-
site i i

— the executable is about 2MB in size and
shauld take about 15 minutas to download i
there's a good connection speed and the
wind is blowing in the right direction,

IF you are running Windows 38 the latest
varsion of the NetMeeting software can be
downloaded direct by clicking the
Windows Update’ bution in the startup bar
ur by anmng wour Intermet browsar at

microsoft.comy]

you ¥ be running a system
with @ multiple corl'gutannn select which
S0Urce you wish to usa,

From here, the user can also set the size
of the output image and its quality. But,
remember that there's usually a trade off
betwaen quality and picture size on the one
side, and smoothness of transmission on
the ather. OF course, the faster the connec-
tion speed between the parties involved in
conferencing the better, which is why ISON
at both ends of & two-way conference will
provide superior results,

The  controls  governing  the
L fhuey's can he

Getting CU-SeeMee: CU-Seohe is slightly
diffarent in that it is not a free pieca of soft-
ware. A trial version of the software can be
davwnladed from the White Pine website at
Istp:/fwv.cuseeme.com but this is only for
evaluation purposes and guits after 15 min-
utes of continuous use. The full version of the
software weighing in at a healthy SME and
lahmg about an hour to dw-ﬂlnad. can be

i a0 for $60
(about £42). Or you can opt for a CL- SesMe
camera kit

colour PC camera for $124 (about £76).
NetMeeting installation

Once e

Microsoft website, run its satup program —
all files will be installed to the default c-\pro-
gram filesinetmesting folder.

The first time NetMeeting is launched,
an installation wizard takes the user
through the simplified configuration
process asking for details such as modam
speed and type of connection -
NatMeeting supports ranges fram 14,400k
modems up to ISDN

sccessed  and  altered from  the
Tools/DptionsVideo menu too.

Using  NetMeeting: After  entering
Netheating, the user is presented with the
current directory screen, Here current
users logged into the directary server are
listed. To communicata with a user, it’s just
a matter of double-clicking the mouse on
thair entry,

Use these speed dial
seltings and retain control

Eidesconferencing
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net video

Adjust
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Full duplex
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If the connection is successful, the cument
call screen i activated and presents two
windews contaming the incoming and ouge-
ing video feeds. The caller can now commu-
nicata with the recipient by speaking into the.
micraphane. You can also actvate a chat bax
and type in and receiva instant messagas.

To finish a call, click the hang up icon at
the top of the screen. Itis as simpla as that.

CU-SeeMe installation

After launching the setup program {this is
presuming the full version is being run), the
user is greeted by the registration screen in
which a pre-paid registration code unlocks
the software for full use. Then the CU-
SeeMe Sewp assistant guides the user
through the installation of the applicat

{ine of the main attractions of video can-
ferencing via the Internet is the relative
cheapness of tha local call charge con-
naction. While we all envy the free local
calls enjoyed by most Americans, careful
use of the reduced cost schemes offered
by telephone operators and Internet
Service Providers elsewhere can reap
considerable rewards. Some UK exam-
ples are given below:

BT. Tha full Local Call rate is currently
Monday 1o Friday 4p a minute 8am-Gpm
and 1.5p a minute Bpen-Bam; weekends
1p & minute 12pm Friday-12pm Sunday.
Costs can be browght dewn by 10% by
the Internet access numbar

There are five steps to follow before the
usar can operate the saftware, The first and
second steps imalves inputting all the data
about oneself (screen name, e-mail
address, etc.) and registering to the Fourl1
Diractory service so that this data is avail-
able for everyone to make contact.

The third step asks users to select their
network configuration. The software sup-
ports most modems, ISON connections and
high-speed LAN T1 connections,

The fourth step tests the video setup -
users are able to select their prefermed
video device, adjust the captura farmat, and
take a snap for a parsonalised electranic
cantact card for distribution to ather usars.

The final part of the setup enables users
1o fully test their audio capabiliies, selact-
ing which audio device to use and the loud-
ness of the transmission and reception.

'With that complete, you'll be ready to

take part in some serious online video
conferencing.
Making contact On activation, the CU-
SeeMe screen presents a seres of contact
cards. These rapresent the chatrooms or
conferences available. By double chicking
on one of these contact cards, you can
enter ong of tham.

Onca inside a confarence, icons fram the

as one of the ten available Friends and
Family numbers. This saving can be
doubled by nominating your Net con-
nection number under BT's Best Friends
scheme. A further discount. of 10% is
available on BTs Premier Line service
which costs £6 a quarter.

Cable & Wireless: CBW doesn't offer
special discounts but charges bower
fees as standard: Monday to Friday
3:55p a minute Bam-Gom, 1.18p a minute
Gipm-Bpm; weekends 0.8p a minute 12pm
Friday-12.pm Sunday. The campany also
provides a cazh rebate on its bills of 100
evening rate local mins each manth,
plies more according to usage.

ISP: Some: Internat Service Providars
offer cheaper local rates. An exampla is
ClaraMet (0E00 355 1000) which claims to
save you 40% off phone charges.
However, similar savings are not avad-
able from free Intemet Service Providers
such as Freeserve as they make their
incoma from the diference between the
Iacal call charge you pay and what they
pay on the talaphane time markat.

Parental guidance

A feature that CU-SeeMa has over M3
MNethd is a Parental Guidance

panelan ft-hand sida of the
screen can ba draggad into your video area
and the video feeds activated. As we
explained previously under the Video
Performance  section  of  installing
Microsofrs Netheeting, the quality of the
video feeds is largely dowm to the speed of
the slowest madems being used as wedl as
the size of the images chasen,

Most of the communication is made via
the seralling text chat panel n the centre of
the screen even though audio can be trans-
mitted via microphone. When finished, the
chat cen be tarminated by simply clicking
on the hang up icon.

Darren Lock

aptian. The Internet and the world aof
home video conferancing might appear
to be a jolly fun place but there ara some
dubious characters out thare.

The Parental Guidance option in CL-
SeeMe controls various aspects of the
application from whether or not the user
can allow incoming calls to whether mul-
Hicasting can take place. This can be quite
useful for protecing yourself and your
children = remamber, you never know
what ar who is at the other end of the
camara and the Imtarmet is a pratty difficul
place to regulate and poiice. NetMeating
leavas you o fend for yoursedf.

Sidesconterencing WYY SVATe

CU-5eeMe Setup Assistant - testing the video card

Using CU-5eaMa



