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Parting Shot – Hitting the Bulls Eye in 2003 and Beyond

By XXX

The most common question I am asked, by both video professionals and outside observers is, “How has the economy affected the video technology industry?”  We are all aware of the current economic slowdown and its effect on all industries as well as the vast societal changes effected by the World Trade Center attack.

Economically, I would say that the predominant effect on the industry has been a reduction in all aspects except quality.   R & D budgets have been pared, marketing expenditures all but eliminated, profit margins minimized, technical support automated and distribution channels optimized.  In short, we are being forced to do as much as before the recession, but with less.   

Any company, faced with these hardships, either folds its tent or learns new methods and gets more efficient.  No one likes bad times, but bad times make good companies better.  As a result, the companies that are surviving this down trend are applying their R&D only where it makes the most sense, they are making their prices more affordable, they are finding better ways to keep customers happy and they are streamlining their distribution.  Oh yes, and they’re making higher quality devices.

Nowhere is this improvement better experienced than in the governmental applications of our industry, where there is growth in both training and surveillance sectors.  In fact, government procurement is actually driving some of the newest and most exciting advances on my personal horizon.  

In the training sector, the leading technology is simulation, where a soldier or law enforcement officer is placed in a safe, harmless, but highly stressful environment.  Such environments require high resolution, large screen projection technology that can withstand a lot of punishment.  While home theater HD and digital cinema applications are moving along nicely, the requirements of these two technologies are, if you’ll excuse the pun, exploding.

We see an immediate market for a low cost, MPEG-based HD encoder, coupled to an inexpensive form of professionally configured VCR, pricing not much higher than the current standard definition SD gear.   And I believe such a combination will be forthcoming very soon.

In the surveillance sector,    The demand for more and smaller cameras, wider Internet bandwidths and higher accessibility of images creates a product specification that rewards miniaturization, higher quality compression and vertical integration between  acquisitive and distributive technologies.   

Both the training and surveillance sectors can make immediate and vast applications to very small cameras that are low priced, high quality and can deliver their images over a secure Internet backbone directly from the camera head. 

Some examples and their near-future implications.  The success of the Army’s Predator drones has propelled significant research into producing miniaturized aerial reconnaissance tools that resemble pocket-sized model airplanes.  These devices can be carried and deployed by individual soldiers, employing color video displays in their helmets or uploaded to a remote command center.

The Army’s Military Operations on Urbanized Terain (MOUT) training facility in Fort Polk, LA, an unqualified success, employs XX broadcast quality cameras and sophisticated editing terminals able to deliver 15 minute After Action Reviews (AARs) to students in less than three hours.   And yet this facility has been deemed to expensive to replicate.   

My analysis of the equipment at Fort Polk, when compared to the most recent developments in both cameras, editing equipment and streaming technologies, leads me to conclude that the MOUT facility’s video configuration could be replicated for X% of its equipment cost while decreasing the delivery time of a briefing to X minutes.   And that briefing could, at no additional cost, be streamed on secure networks to a global field of operatives in a matter of minutes.  

Many law enforcement organizations employ large screen projection, some allowing the use of life ammunition and shot scoring.  The key drawbacks to these installations is the cost of scenario production, the cost of the projectors and the quality of image.  All three of these limitations will be eliminated in the next 6 months, resulting, I believe, in immediate upgrading and proliferation of these facilities.   Coupled with high quality video from downloaded in real time from actual combat and crime incidents, the longer term possibilities for effective stress training are limitless.  

The possibility exists for two teams to be simultaneously deployed, one composed of experienced operatives who enter the field and another composed of trainees who experience the same situation in a simulated environment, surrounded by standard definition projections.   

Later, when the results of such operations are fully analyzed, higher resolutions products may be created, using the lower resolution field acquisition as a “rough cut.”  This staggered development fits well with the current development curve of HD, which, while not quite cinema-ready, is certainly applicable to a training and monitoring environment if the delivery price were within governmental limitations.  I believe such limitations will be met in the coming fiscal year.

Clearly, everyone in the government supply chain must address these new opportunities appropriately.  Manufacturers have to be aggressive in identifying needs and matching existing technology to them.  Dealers need to continual poll their customers for needs and communicate reliable information regarding immediately forthcoming products.  And finally, procurement specialists need to be highly flexible in terms of creating RFPs that define bottom line results rather than outdated specifications.  That’s asking a lot of everyone, but the rewards, in terms of higher quality, lower cost, wider and faster distribution and the inevitable goal of saving human lives and making our world a safer place are incalculable. 


Just as the 1990s Persian Gulf War produced a need for a new all terrain vehicle, that gave birth to the Hummer, so will our current governmental demands for high security and strategic intelligence produce and refine video technology that will soon invigorate the private sector.  

The immediate economy is difficult because it represents a simultaneous decrease in working capital during the staging of a broad technical reconfiguration.  However, I believe current, publicly funded media initiatives will, in a very short time, produce an explosion of growth in private industry, from home entertainment to corporate communications, to industrial applications of motion picture and telecommunications technology.  

Surely those companies with an aggressive philosophy of reducing cost, identifying the most efficient lines of research and providing solutions to immediate technical challenges will be the companies to survive and thrive until the economy rebounds.
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