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Distributed collaboration and webcasting applications are complex distributed applications that require control of multimedia equipment (e.g., cameras, microphones, switchers, projectors, audio systems, etc.) and processes that capture, play, and operate on audio and video streams.  This presentation will discuss projects related to controlling multimedia equipment and automating production of distributed collaborations and webcasts.

INDIVA is a middleware package designed to manage multimedia equipment and services, media streams, multicast sessions, and conferences. It will solve three problems: 1) accessing and controlling the widely varying and constantly changing A/V equipment found in a typical studio, classroom or colaboratory, 2) managing streaming media processes and services, and 3) managing conferences, sessions, and streams. These problems are caused by the proliferation of A/V equipment with custom-designed command sets and interfaces and by the complexity of the interface between the audio and video signals used by broadcast production equipment and Internet streaming media and conferencing abstractions. The middleware services and the application program library for accessing these services hides details about where equipment is connected to the system and how it is controlled.

We have three applications in mind that will use this middleware: 1) an interactive end-user shell, 2) an automation system for an Internet webcast production system, and 3) an automation system for the Access Grid. The interactive shell is based on the idea of direct manipulation of equipment, streams, sessions, and conferences. The goal is to simplify the use of streaming media in day-to-day activities. 

Production of webcasts and collaborations requires selection of what video streams will be displayed and how they will be displayed (i.e., size and location) and control of audio mixing. In addition, webcast production requires the use of special-effects processing (e.g., titles, transitions, etc.) which can also be used in a collaboration. Conventional TV broadcast production uses many people, for example, producers, directors, and production assistants, to operate the equipment and produce the program. Wide-spread deployment of webcasting and collaboration will not happen if production requires many skilled people to produce the event. 

The solution is to automate the production decisions made by people and replace human operators (e.g., camera operators) with software. This talk will summarize our experience with webcast automation and the design of systems to support local customization of automation heuristics will be discussed.

