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         Folk singer Bob Dylan once famously quoted in one of his songs that “When you ain’t got nothing you ain’t got nothing to lose.”  I can relate to that statement in my present occupation as an executive director for a small community television station in Norton, Massachusetts. It is no secret that public access television is a niche of television broadcasting that oftentimes suffers for lack of adequate personnel and equipment resources. This translates into a well-known phenomenon that I’m sure all of you can appreciate whenever you try to watch locally-originated content on a PEG station. 

        But our weaknesses in this area can prove to be a strength when it comes to innovation. Here in PEG access, we have an advantage over larger commercial broadcasters in that we do not have to commit to old technology. At the enterprise level, commercial broadcasters have to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars investing in NLE’s, automation systems, and other broadcasting infrastructure to get their signal out at a rate of quality and consistency that their advertisers and audiences expect. When a new workflow methodology presents itself to this marketplace, they have to make their decision to purchase based on the perceived future stability of proprietary formats and hardware before they make any bold changes; this is where it is strategically advantageous to have nothing. In our much smaller environment, we can make our decisions without fear, knowing that things can only get better from our vantage point on the bottom-rung of the ladder. So in our own guerilla way we try to emulate what the big guys are doing -but on a shoe-string. Sometimes we miss the mark. But every once in awhile we are able to move and innovate in ways that beat the big guys to the punch. I am happy to report that what I am about to present to you is one such example of a successful emulation.  
         Like many broadcasters, I had been looking for an inexpensive way to migrate from an analog tape-based environment to a fully-digital plant. I was looking for an acquisition and play-out technology that would allow me to straddle both worlds until I was comfortable making a permanent switch to tape-less. With the help of my new friends at 360 Systems and Focus Enhancements, I have managed to accomplish both of these objectives as I fast-track my way into a tape-less digital work-flow. This would be no small feat for someone with a budget of $300,000 to spend let alone someone with $10,000 like me. But it is now possible, and I’m very excited to show you how we did it. 

       The first step in this process requires equipping the acquisition side of the equation. For this piece I chose the Firestore FS-4 Pro from Focus Enhancements. The FS-4 is one of the first examples of DTE hardware currently on the market. DTE is an acronym for Direct-to-Edit. It is simply a portable hard-drive that acquires a DV25 signal over 1394 from any DV camera and translates it into any one of several native NLE codecs for easy ingest. Since the file is encoded on-the-fly, it is instantly available for an editor to drag and drop into his/her timeline for cutting purposes. No log and capture is necessary. 
I was intrigued by the promises of this new technology and so I equipped all of my stringer cameramen with their own FS-4 units and stopped buying DV tapes altogether. This move saved my budget an average of $2,000 per year! 
       The next step is to equip the play-out platform. This came for me when I purchased an Image Server 2000 from 360 Systems. Like many MPEG servers, it can capture video via base-band composite and SDI, but what sets the Image Server 2000 apart is its ability to ingest raw DV streams via FTP over Gigabit Ethernet. Now let’s bring the two sides together to balance the equation...

I have my stringers capture their athletic events, municipal meetings, concerts and other live events into the FS-4 and when they return to the studio, we stream the raw DV files from the Firestores over my Gigabit LAN directly into my Image Server 2000 for broadcast. 
       The end result is a new acronym I like to call DTB or “Direct-To-Broadcast”. You cannot imagine the joy I feel when I am able to bring these events directly to my public without any real-time encoding lag, and at a quality level that is loss-less, pure DV25 in all of its 4:1:1 glory! (I even set-up my FTP software to play a clip from the Hallelujah chorus when the file is done uploading.) Sometimes it really seems as though hardware and software manufacturers have always conspired against the DV format in the way they have compelled content creators to rely on codecs to transport DV content to and from various pieces of equipment in our workflows. I can tell you that I have yet to implement any kind of network attached storage, but that has not stopped me from making use of the full 25mb/s that a DV stream can provide. The Image Server 2000 can easily handle up to a 50mb/s encoding rate in full I-frame.  
       For those of you who have adopted Final Cut Pro into your studios, I have great news for you on that front as well. With this workflow you are additionally able to export all of your edited content from Final Cut Pro as a DV stream and FTP it directly from the Mac.
      Archiving your content is another important consideration that can be addressed by this model. As soon as my Image Server 2000 drives begin to get filled up, I move all the old programming back over my Gigabit Ethernet line to my Lacie Firewire 800 drive, and then burn the files as data onto a dual-layer 8.3gig DVD.  
      Automation control is the final ingredient in this recipe, and the solution comes from another dear friend of public access--Leightronix. I personally cut my teeth on their lovable Mini-T controller, and graduated with their TCD/IP controller. They have recently developed a Plus-Bus module that speaks the VDCP control protocol language that the Image Server 2000 understands. I guarantee that you will be thrilled with the advanced playlisting abilities that have been included in the software. They make it a cakewalk to insert your favorite PSA’s and short duration bumps for a seamless broadcast presentation.

       Now you have a roadmap to the holy grail of tape-less broadcasting in your hands. The future is now. You don’t have to wait for P2 and expensive removable media to begin your journey. The price of admission can be as little as $9,995 for a shiny new Image Server 2000 and $795 for an FS-4. 

       Perhaps for the first time in media history, we as public access broadcasters have an edge over commercial broadcasters—we have nothing to lose and everything to gain.
