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This is a product of interest to any organi-
zation that wants to keep track of what
is being broadcast on air or cable. The

Observer works like multiple digital video
recorders, displaying any number of live tele-
vision feeds while simultaneously recording
them onto a server. 

Advanced search functions make it possi-
ble to do keyword searches that isolate down-
loadable clips. All channel streams can be
accessed via any standard Internet Explorer,
allowing one to monitor selected channels
worldwide from any computer with an
Internet connection.

The Observer is an ideal tool for archiving,
but it has even greater potential for content
monitoring. It can search closed-caption text
across all channels and displays a clip menu
for instant access to any topic is selected. This
has obvious uses for tracking ads, news anal-
ysis and many other types of research.

FEATURES
The first function of the Observer is to

monitor and capture live television program-
ming. At its most basic level, it can be used as
a single-channel archiving device for an indi-
vidual TV station. The data rate is scalable
from 128 Kbps to 4 Mbps. For most uses, 512
Kbps is good, as it provides better-than-VHS
quality and conserves storage space. At this
rate, 90 days of video can be stored using only
6 GB of space per day. The video can be then
be transferred to DVD for permanent storage.

But the advanced features expand the
Observer’s uses immensely. Using RAID-pro-
tected drives, you can build a monitoring sys-
tem in groups of two or four channels. The
hardware is supplied in a rack-mountable

chassis, with monitoring and management of
the channel feeds done via a simple interface
displayed on Internet Explorer. The only
equipment needed beyond the supplied RAID
chassis is any standard computer running
Windows XP.

Access is controlled by password and dif-
ferent users can be granted varying degrees of
access or control over the system.

Capturing channel feeds can be continu-
ous or scheduled for specific times. 

For example, a station could choose to
only archive its news, or record news at des-
ignated times from all of its competitors in the
market.

Monitoring is very simple. Clicking on the
available stations brings up monitor windows
that resize to fit the number selected. You select
the desired channel’s audio by clicking on an

icon. Each individual monitor gives the
appearance of a mini-VCR streaming live video
in real time while recording. You can pause,
rewind or select any time point for review. 

For example, you may want to check a
news story that aired five hours ago or on a
previous day. You simply click on the clock
icon and select the desired day and time. You
can synchronize all displayed channels to play
at that time as well.

The search and management functions are
particularly impressive. All channels display
closed-caption text, which allows for very
powerful keyword searches. If you type “space
shuttle,” you will get a thumbnail display with
a brief description of every video clip from
every channel over the selected time period
where the space shuttle was mentioned. 

Click on the clip and you can view it, save
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FAST FACTS
Application
Long-form video recording with search
functionality.

Key Features
Can store a day’s broadcasting activity
in 6 GB of drive space; provides pro-
gram ratings.

Price
Single-channel, $8,995; 2-channel,
$11,500; 4-channel, $19,900. Expansion
beyond four channels is approximately
$5,000 per channel
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it, or e-mail it to someone if desired. This has
obvious applications for learning when specif-
ic products or corporations are mentioned on
television in any connection. Public relations
firms could use this feature to verify the effec-
tiveness of their efforts. It is also useful for ver-
ifying advertisements and for any form of
media research.

Another interesting feature is the
Observer’s ability to link the program displays
to ratings charts. At any given moment, you
can view what stations are airing and compare
ratings for the displayed programs.

Finally, the Observer provides all of the
necessary tools for parceling and managing
the video archive. Clip lists based on topics or
broadcast times can be shared and accessed
by multiple users. Any clip can be exported
and repurposed. Clips can be sent anywhere.
And one can choose to download at a higher
resolution to create material that can be edit-
ed for re-broadcast or DVD distribution. 

This flexibility yields numerous applica-
tions. As an example, a broadcaster could
gather selected portions of daily programming
and repurpose it for Web site or other deliv-
ery. Or they could quickly find and re-edit
material for use on other programs. PR firms
can make reels for individual clients. And
broadcasters and advertisers can easily verify
ad placement.

There is no limit to the number of feeds
that can be monitored. Theoretically, an
unlimited number of servers can be added
without taxing the system. Several major
broadcast and cable networks use the
Observer for monitoring dozens of stations
and feeds from all over the world.

Finally, the Observer has a new cousin
called Observer-RPM. This is a revolutionary
tool that enables cable operators to sample the
user end of all of the channels they carry. The
system then alerts operators to any irregulari-
ties in video and audio at the set-top box level.

IN USE
My first look at the Observer was in the

Volicon offices near Boston. By simply connect-
ing a laptop to the Internet, we were able to mon-
itor the live television signals from four stations in
Europe and four in Boston. In fact, the servers
can be anywhere in the world and easily moni-
tored from any Internet-connected computer.

Later, equipped with a user name, pass-
word and a Web address, I used my own
computer to run the Observer. It is amazing-
ly convenient, since no software is required.
All of the functions and controls are displayed
on the Internet Explorer interface.

The Observer interface is entirely intuitive,
and I didn’t need any instruction to use it. On
the left are small boxes that you click on the
channels you want to view. In this case, I was
provided with the four main broadcast chan-
nels in Boston and one in France.

I could click one box to get a large view, or
click as many as five to be viewed simultane-
ously. Additional buttons allow users to select
the audio source and to turn the closed-cap-
tion display on or off. It’s also possible to
select the date and time you wish to monitor
and navigate with VCR-type controls.

The faster the Internet connection, the bet-
ter the performance. But I found that with
standard DSL I could view up to three sources
in perfect real time. When I brought up four
or more windows there was an occasional
stutter in the additional windows. Most likely
this was due to my Internet connection speed
and a computer with less than the recom-
mended 3 GHz processor.

But most users will probably not spend the
day watching the monitor windows. It’s the
advanced search and clip filing capabilities
that really make the Observer useful.

Selecting the “Search” tab brings up a win-
dow for entry of any word or phrase. When
this is done, Observer will scan the closed-
caption text for that entry in any or all chan-
nels. I typed in “Madonna,” and instantly
retrieved 26 clips from the last five days on
the four stations I’m monitoring.

Each clip was displayed with a thumbnail
frame, a brief description, the date and station
on which it aired. 

The resulting clips were each a minute long,
although you can select the desired clip length
and place a limit on the number of clips that
are displayed. Clicking on the clip description
allows you to view the clip with a basic log of
the closed-caption text, both of which can
quickly be downloaded. I downloaded a one
minute video clip, which was saved as a 3 MB
Windows Media file in about 20 seconds.

To assist with sharing files and informa-
tion, clips can be referenced in a central bul-

letin board accessed under the “Clips” tab.
Here, for example, you could store news
items related to a given topic. Other users can
access this menu from any computer and
view or download the clips. The clips are
actually pointers to the media on the server,
so you can list as many as you want without
taking up additional storage space. You can
even press a button to e-mail the link to a
client who may wish to know when a name or
topic was mentioned.

The Observer makes it easy to select pro-
grams or advertisements to record by tapping
into the TV station’s program log. The
Observer allows you to import a station’s elec-
tronic program guide, as-run log, or custom
company data. After importing the program
log, you can click on the “Program” tab and
see a detailed report of everything that is
broadcast. Clicking on a specific program
brings up the clip, which can be downloaded
or sent to the Clips window for other users to
access.

And for television stations concerned with
their ratings competition, Observer can dis-
play ratings information for all stations select-
ed. The ratings are displayed as a graph show-
ing how ratings compare at any point in time.

SUMMARY
After testing Volicon Observer, I can’t

imagine why any station or network would
not want to have one. First of all, it is a very
efficient method of archiving programming
around the clock that eliminates tapes and
vastly improves access capabilities.

But it is the monitoring, search and man-
agement functionality that make this an
incredibly powerful asset for a wide range of
users including PR firms, ad agencies, content
providers and media research groups. 

There are hundreds of applications made
possible by the ability to search unlimited
television streams worldwide for any topic,
brand, name or phrase. And the ease of clip
management and transfer combine to make
this an extraordinary tool with a universe of
applications. ■
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