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Since the late 1990s the use of webcasting has grown steadily in Australia, passing through a period characterised by significant experimentation to reach a stage where it is a stable, if not quite mature, industry. Over this time the pattern of webcasting events has changed, with live webcasting becoming less frequent and recording for access on demand more common. This change has come about for a number of reasons, such as the expense involved in attracting a sizable audience for one-off or infrequent events now that the novelty factor has worn off. Combined with the lack of a suitable multicast option, which means that it is difficult to achieve economies of scale, and a downturn in Internet advertising revenue, the economic pressures mean that webcasters must develop other strategies. Usually this involves either archived access or access on demand, or archived access coupled with a live webcast. This allows for greater exposure over time and reduces the expense involved in attracting a sizable audience for a specific event. The trend is not universal however, as webcasters with strong cross-media ties or well-established audiences continue to focus on live webcasts. This article examines the trend in depth, drawing on the experience of Kick-Art, an independent Melbourne-based production company.

Introduction

Since the late 1990s the use of webcasting has grown steadily in Australia, passing through a period characterised by significant experimentation to reach a stage where it is a stable, if not quite mature, industry. Although there is significant scope for development in both technical and commercial terms, the broad parameters within which it operates are known and the issues well understood. It is an expanding industry and recent predictions suggest that the industry will reach a turnover of $50 million by 2005  (Brown 2001, 2). 

It is currently used in a variety of applications, one of the major ones being its use by radio stations, many of which provide live audio streams of their broadcasts. For example, the ABC, Australia's national broadcast service, provides audio streams of many of its live-to-air services such as News Radio and its youth network, JJJ, as do community stations such as PBS in Melbourne and a number of commercial stations nationwide. There are also a small number of Internet-only services, but in general those that exist either supplement the activities of a traditional broadcaster, such as the ABC's DIG Internet Radio, or are closely involved with major media player, for example The Basement, which Telstra uses to showcase its broadband services. 

Other applications are varied. The Commonwealth Government has been webcasting via seven channels for approximately a year, and while the initial reaction could have been due to the novelty of the service, they report an 80% increase in use over the past year with over 75,000 webcast requests in the first two sitting weeks of the 40th Parliament and 14,000 each day for the recent Senate committee hearings (Parliament of Australia). The New South Wales Government also broadcasts via multiple video streams, while other states are known to be investigating similar services. Take-up is also strong in the corporate world, with reports that approximately half of the ASX (Australian Stock Exchange) top 100 companies use webcasting for their annual general meetings, and reporting of half and full-year results, in a bid to make management more accessible while minimising the cost of reporting to shareholders (Chong 2002). Development of this trend accelerated after the terrorist attacks in the US in September 2001, presumably because of an increased reluctance to travel.   

Major events such as music festivals, sports and the Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras are also well served as are more sedate gatherings such as conferences and seminars. And, of course, there are a number of more innovative or unforeseen applications, such as the webcasting of funerals for loved ones who can't make it in person, an application pioneered by the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board in Perth, WA (Lane 2002). 

These developments have all raised a variety of issues as they have developed, but the purpose of this article is to examine the webcasting of live events in a little more detail, to explore the logistics and some of the issues raised, while at the same time trying to discern future trends. This will be done primarily by focusing on the experience of Kick-Art, a small independent production team based in Melbourne, which has produced several live webcasts of music festivals and more recently, conferences and the production of material for archived or on-demand access.

The Kick-Art experience

In addition to some shorter events, Kick-Art produced four live webcasts of music festivals in Australia in the period December 1998 to April 2001. These included The Falls, a two-day event held in a coastal rainforest each New Year's Eve (1998, 1999), and Offshore, a three-day event held on Victoria's more accessible surf coast each Easter (2000, 2001). These experiences have been partly documented (Lawrence et.al. 1999) but the developments over time are quite illuminating in terms of the trends in the webcasting of live events in Australia and are worth revisiting.

The first of these, The Falls, was held on New Year's Eve 1998. The organisers (Ashlorien Enterprises) were agreeable to the idea of a webcast as an experiment, but had little idea of what they wanted it to achieve, nor did they have an understanding of the technical complexities involved. They also had little idea of the time-scales involved in such a project and only gave the go ahead at the start of December. Despite the short time-frame and the difficulties of producing a webcast from infrastructure-challenged rural Victoria (the festival is held on a farm in the middle of a rain forest), the Kick-Art team decided it was too good an opportunity to miss and accepted the challenge. 

Although a two-day festival, it was decided to concentrate on the focus of the event - New Year's Eve - with a live webcast from 5pm to 1am that night. As the event revolves around a single main stage, the logistics of the coverage were somewhat simplified, however it did mean that there would be 'dead' periods of up to 20 minutes while the performers set up. With this in mind it was decided to present a mix of pre-recorded and live material, supplemented by online chat sessions with selected performers. It should be noted that one of the reasons the idea of a webcast appealed to the organisers was that they also hire a superscreen which operate nexts to the stage, to enhance the spectacle for the audience. Their thinking was that the same camera crew could provide a video feed to both the superscreen and the webcast, making them both more financially viable.   

Based on this scenario, Kick-Art planned to cover the main stage with three cameras (one fixed at front-of-house and two roving). A fourth, portable camera was to be used to video interviews with performers and the audience which could then be used in the gaps between performances. The ABC offered to provide a quality audio stream through its outdoor broadcast unit, which was at the festival to broadcast the headline act, Blondie, live over the national youth network, JJJ. On the ICT side, a small software and communications team was assembled to maintain a website specifically created for the event, provide technical support for the chat sessions, produce the video stream (in RealVideo) and to deal with any telecommunications problems that might arise. Two interviewers for the recorded segments and a digital photographer to provide extra material for the website completed the team, which was brought together under the control of a single director. 

In the event, the telecommunications lines were of poor quality and although adequate for the chat sessions were inadequate for streaming, forcing the abandonment of the original plan to webcast live from the actual site. An alternate strategy of a somewhat shorter, delayed webcast from the nearby town of Lorne was developed at the last minute. Nor was that the only problem. The last minute nature of the project meant that there was no prior opportunity to gain the legal clearances necessary to webcast performers, and these had to be obtained on site. In general these were not difficult to obtain, but the uncertainty this created in the schedule forced an increase in the amount of pre-recorded material collected as a fallback. It became necessary to use this when Blondie, the headline act, refused permission. It was a minor comfort to realize that traditional media experience the same types of problem in this area, as JJJ were also refused permission to broadcast Blondie's performance. Despite the difficult conditions, the webcast proceeded and set the basic pattern for subsequent events.

Building on the lessons of this experience, subsequent webcasts were far better planned. The festival organisers had come to terms with the capabilities of the medium reasonably quickly and although staying at arms length and allowing almost complete freedom, did express a general desire that future webcasts reflect their broad philosophy. So, although the festivals featured a line-up of national and international acts, drawing an audience from around the country, they saw themselves very much as serving the local community and providing a lifestyle experience (camping and other activities) for their audience. So, although the music still formed the core of the content, the role of the roving camera crew increased in importance, allowing us to pick up on some of these other aspects as did, to a lesser extent, the digital photographer. Between them, they managed to video/photograph the camp sites and interview members of the audience, capturing some of the other activities such as stand-up comedians, street theatre and performance art. At Offshore, they also collected highlights of the annual surf carnival held in the vicinity.

The telecommunications infrastructure in the region also improved considerably shortly after the first broadcast and allowed for more ambitious programming. As a direct result of this, each day of subsequent festivals were broadcast, typically from 4pm to the scheduled close of 2am. Content consisted of live broadcasts of performers as they took the stage, with gaps of up to 30 minutes between performers being filled with the pre-recorded material supplied by the roving camera crew. As at The Falls, the need for pre-recorded material was significant and imposed a real burden, especially as in a small number of cases performers refused to give legal clearance for the broadcast and replacement material had to be found.  

In each case, the broadcast was hosted on an independent website specially developed for the event, which provided news and information on what was happening, and was regularly updated with photos.  

Teams of approximately 25 people were assembled for these subsequent webcasts with the same basic structure as that assembled for The Falls 1998. There were several small but important changes to cover tasks that were either not performed satisfactorily during that event or missed altogether. 

The camera crew was necessarily the largest group. As before, three cameras were used to monitor the stage, and the need to have these operating for 10 hours each day meant two shifts had to be provided for each camera. In addition, a central video switch was installed and a co-ordinator was required to direct the team and ensure a seamless feed when crossing between the cameras on the main stage. All of this was provided by RMITV, a community television group based in Melbourne. Given the desire to present a continuous, seamless stream, the increased use of pre-recorded material and the need to include short advertisements on the superscreen, which were not to be included in the webcast stream, a second smaller video team was hired with more sophisticated switching capacity. They also provided the crew for the pre-recorded material, thereby taking some of the strain off the RMITV crew, and overall video direction. The more sophisticated equipment also allowed for the creation and insertion of titles announcing performers to be inserted directly into the video stream. 

As before, the audio feed was provided by the ABC, which continued to broadcast live from the site.

A purpose-built webcasting unit was hired from Spider Eye Studios to reduce the number of separate components that had to be dealt with in the hardware and communications area. The unit comprised two networked PCs with separate video and audio capture cards, separate audio filter, and an inbuilt ISDN connection. Both PCs were loaded with RealVideo and Windows Media encoders. This equipment simplified on-site setup procedures and saved a remarkable amount of time, allowing the ICT group to concentrate on other tasks. For example, the in-built redundancy was never required, which allowed the second PC to be used for monitoring the user stream and provide early warning of problems. More time was also available for the provision of online help and troubleshooting for users trying to access the streams, via email, the chat room and message board. A FAQ section was also maintained on the event website and updated as queries and problems were resolved. As before, the ICT group was also responsible for updating the event website.

As can be seen from the above description, the equipment also allowed a choice of streaming in either RealVideo or Windows Media. For The Falls 1999 and Offshore 2000 the decision was made to use RealVideo, reflecting of the group's technical familiarity with RealVideo and more general perceptions that it had a marginal technical superiority coupled with a larger and more platform-neutral base of installed players. By April 2001, when Offshore 2001 was held, these advantages had largely disappeared, and that event was webcast using Windows Media because of the availability of cheaper streams. 

The creative group also had to respond to the need for a more seamless presentation. The public face of this was quite simple, with the on-air presenters being given the task of introducing performers as they took the stage, but this masked a much higher level of activity behind the scenes. Only the minimum had been considered for the Falls 1998, but for subsequent festivals the director and on-air presenters had the tasks of planning the content, organising the pre-recorded material, obtaining legal clearances, liaising with the performers, their management and the festival organisers, organising chat sessions and preparing the running sheet with sufficient notice to allow website schedule to be updated sufficiently in advance to be useful to those trying to watch from home. And on more than one occasion, the on-air presenters were called on to ad lib for extended periods when the schedule on the main stage slipped.

Another significant difference between the first and subsequent festivals was the amount of lead-time available for planning and preparation. This certainly made some tasks easier, but did not always solve the problems experienced with The Falls 1998. Negotiations with festival organisers, seeking sponsorship and publicity, and design and implementation of the event website all benefited from the extra time, but legal clearances remained a major issue. Despite seeking them in advance, between 40% and 50% of performers did not provide them until they arrived on site to perform. Even then, many of the lower profile performers did not know what their rights (as opposed to their record companies) actually were. Higher profile acts and their management were clearly better informed. In practice, performers agreed to the webcast with only a few exceptions, and of the small number that did not, some agreed to include their first three songs.  On the other hand, despite requesting permission to archive performances on the website, almost no-one agreed - from their perspective this would added an unwanted degree of complexity in that it would bring their record companies into the equation - and instead suggested we should take up the question directly with their management and/or record companies.

After each of these events, the websites were maintained in a reduced non-active form, the main content being photos taken at the event and selected video. Because of the issues surrounding the reproduction of live music, such as the lack of standard APRA/AMCOS agreements (subsequently developed) and the need to negotiate individual agreements, none was used. Instead the video comprised the more straightforward material such as interviews with performers and the audience, video of the side acts and in the case of Offshore, surf reports.

Issues arising

Although there were a number of technical issues arising out of this experience, with the exception of the quality of the stream at the user end, they were generally minor and would be described as being more in the nature of troubleshooting. The issues which would have most impact on future Kick-Art webcasts were business issues such as the ability to estimate the size and nature of the potential audience, how to reach that audience, the cost of mounting a webcast, the cost of distributing the stream and the likelihood of obtaining sponsorship or sufficient advertising to cover those costs. 

Estimating the potential audience

Estimates of the size and nature of the potential audience are useful from two perspectives: site design and planning on the one hand; and attracting sponsors on the other. It is not intended to explore the demographics of the intended audience here nor their influence on the site. The nature of the festivals was taken as being a fair indicator as to the nature of the expected core audience: age range from 15-30, interested in alternative rock music and outdoor sports such as surfing. Certainly the festival organisers and sponsors alike took these base descriptors as accurate and had little interest in exploring the issue further. What potential sponsors were more interested in, however, were estimates of how many people could be expected to watch the webcast, and this is much harder to predict.

Although of little use in estimating an expected audience for any given event, trends in the level of Internet access do provide an interesting context for both the size of the audience that was actually attracted and the trends in online advertising. It was also necessary to consider them as potential sponsors were well aware of them and had their expectations raised as a result. As can be expected, estimates of the number of Internet users in Australia varied considerably during the period in question, but perhaps the most reliable were those being produced by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). These show a dramatic increase between 1998, when 4.2 million adults (32% of the adult population) and 2000, when an estimated 6.5 million adults (47%) had access. The nature of this access also changed during the period, the same series of surveys reporting that in 1998 only 14% of adults accessed the Internet from home, while by 2000 that figure had risen to 29% and for the first time represented the main access source for Australian Internet users. More specifically, by 2000, 39% of 18 to 24year-olds were accessing the Internet from home, as were 34% of 25 to 34 year-olds. The report also estimated that the most common applications were email or chat rooms (68%), followed by general browsing (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2000).

These figures are too general to be of much use, but they do reflect a rapidly increasing interest in the Internet and presumably in the types of applications it can deliver. They also represent a significant potential audience - smaller than that which can be delivered by television, but certainly one that sponsors and advertisers would be loath to ignore if they thought a reasonable proportion could be attracted by a particular event. 

The problem with using these sorts of estimates in calculating what constitutes a reasonable audience for a webcast are that they conceal as much as they reveal. The first and perhaps most obvious point that should be made is that they only account for the Australian component of the audience (albeit the component that sponsors are most interested in). Another is that they include all forms of Internet access, from those dialing in over 14.4K lines to those with full broadband connections, and while it is possible to access a stream using a 28.8K modem, the quality of the experience is often lacking because of problems associated with buffering and activity occurring in bursts rather than via a constant stream. The breakdown by level of access at this time is unknown, but it is a crucial point in understanding what constitutes a reasonable audience. One point of reference would be to consider the number of broadband users, which is available because the ACCC (Australian Competition and Consumer Commission) has been charged with monitoring broadband take-up since July 2001. According to that data, there were a total of 104,000 domestic broadband subscribers in July 2001, subsequently rising to 204,900 in September 2002. (ACCC 2002). This presents quite a different picture to the general estimates, especially considering that public perceptions may have been influenced by the fact that digital streaming in Australia has always been promoted by the government and other vested interests as a broadband activity, generally as part of a push to increase broadband take-up in this country. 

These numbers are much less impressive from the point of view of sponsors and advertisers, and by themselves are no doubt just as misleading as those for general levels of Internet access. The truth about the number of users who are capable of reliably accessing a webcast no doubt lies between the two. However, they are still strong enough to raise sponsors' expectations about what can be achieved and that becomes a problem when talking to them about what they should expect, which is essential if messy recriminations are to be avoided after the event. The situation was not helped by the lack of accurate publicly available information regarding numbers of viewers of Australian webcasts, where counts were either exaggerated to come closer to expectations or statements about the numbers of available streams worldwide rather than the number of actual viewers. 

For the record, The Falls 1998 attracted approximately 750 successful requests for streams, while subsequent festivals varied from 1,000 to 3,000 per day. With some notable exceptions, these figures were quite reasonable by Australian standards. 

Reaching an audience

In any case, having a reasonable potential audience does not mean that a significant number can be attracted to any given event. This is especially true on the Internet, where the difficulty of attracting an audience among the literally millions of other distractions cannot be overestimated. Indeed, even finding someone and getting their attention for long enough to publicise an event is extremely difficult.

For these events Kick-Art worked together with its sponsors to provide as much cross media publicity as the budget and the novelty or significance of the event would allow. On the part of Kick-Art, this consisted of a mix of online and offline publicity. Online publicity consisted of the Kick-Art email newsletter, the festival organisers email newsletter, contact with websites hosted on behalf of the performers and/or fan groups, alerts through selected newsgroups and webcast announcement sites. Offline publicity consisted of press releases, editorial in the music street press, inclusion of details in festival publicity and announcements by JJJ (on the day only). These had the potential to reach a reasonably targeted audience of hundreds of thousands but in reality only a small proportion of these could or would view the broadcast at the scheduled time. Various sponsors, such as Telstra and K*Grind used their own channels to publicise the events to varying effect. Telstra has a huge reach due to its role as the predominant carrier in Australia and although it heavily promoted the webcast in its banner ads, it was largely an untargeted audience. K*Grind presented itself as a youth lifestyle portal and had a more targeted audience, but due to the nature of their site - at the time it was set up as a broadband only capacity (with no Macintosh access) - could have only limited appeal.

As can be seen from the figures quoted above, this publicity translated into significant but not exceptional audiences and it is difficult to see how this could be improved upon without spending significant amounts of money in cross media advertising campaigns. That in itself would be difficult to justify given the cost of acquiring the audience would in all probability exceed the advertising revenue that the webcast could attract. Anecdotal reports suggest that numbers are somewhat higher with higher profile webcasts such as the Big Day Out festival or events held in conjunction with other media, but that these benefit both from extremely large overall marketing budgets and from being a part of the publicity for the main event.

In all, audience reach remains a troubling aspect for those wanting to webcast independent one off or limited run events. The free publicity derived from their novelty value in the early days is no longer available and there are few reliable viral marketing techniques or communication networks in place that can provide any sort of mass announcement of an event. Some webcast announcement sites do provide limited service, but cannot be considered as guides capable of reaching a targeted audience. Once again, the number of guides and the difficulty of knowing what reach they have actually works against their effectiveness. Just as finding information on the web is a case of drinking from a firehose, so finding out what webcasts are occurring remains an ongoing problem.

As a footnote, Kick-Art has found that the material archived on its archival websites is particularly useful in this regard. As mentioned, only a limited amount of material is available on these sites, primarily interviews with performers. Analysis of Web logs has shown that that over time these attract more use than the original webcasts. For example, in the twelve months after The Falls 1998, the material held on the archive site recorded more than three times the number of requests for streams as did the original webcast, despite the limited nature of the material and the complete lack of any attempt to publicise it. (The average duration of such sessions would also appear to be similar, at about 15 minutes.) This fact was used by Kick-Art to help publicise future events, but as will be discussed later, could be used as the basis of an alternate webcasting strategy.

Costs

The costs of Kick-Art's live webcasts varied considerably, and given that they relied almost entirely on volunteer labour would be as close to the minimum as could reasonably be expected. Thus, The Falls 1998 cost approximately $7,000 to produce while the longer Offshore events had budgets closer to $16,000. The largest single component of these costs were the cost of the video equipment and consumables, followed by the hiring of the specialist webcasting equipment. The next most significant cost (roughly 10% of the total) was the cost of hiring access to streams to deliver the actual webcast. This last cost exemplifies one of the aspects of the economics of webcasting that most differentiates it from the traditional broadcasting model, such as applies in broadcast television, and which makes it less attractive to sponsors: the larger the audience, the higher the cost of the service. That is, just as you have to pay more to attract a larger audience, you have to pay more to deliver the service to them. Per stream, per hour. What is more, the audience may well be paying more as well: Telstra now has a 3 Gigabyte cap on its broadband service, after which extra charges apply. 

As noted in a recent report by McKinsey & Co, the problem is the same in the US, where they estimate that in addition to infrastructure costs, "media networks must pay US70c per one hour of streaming media to technology and telecommunications providers for distributing the feed". (McKinsey & Co 2001)

Sponsorship and online advertising

The difficulty in attracting an audience or even establishing a reliable estimate of audience size makes it difficult to attract sponsorship by itself, but in Australia this has been compounded by a weak and unpredictable market for online advertising and sponsorship in Australia. This has been generally acknowledged and is a continuing one. For example, in 2001 Jupiter Research estimated that around $10 per person is spent on online advertising in Australia, compared with $21 per person in Europe and $84 per person in the US (quoted in Scevak 2001).

Another measure of the industry's weakness in 2000 can be seen from the fact that online advertising represented only 1% of total advertising revenue  (Brown 2001a). Although this represented an increase on previous years with online advertising revenue growing from $13 million in 1998 to $80 million in 2001, the volatile and unpredictable nature of the market was reinforced when revenue actually fell in 2001, to $65 million (Hoare 2002). What this situation really meant in terms of independent companies trying to raise advertising revenues was that they were fighting an uphill battle, as revenues fell or were unpredictable at best and established advertisers with cross media interests took the lion's share of what was available. In fact, only those who could readily tap into that market did well.

In spite of this, Kick-Art did manage to attract a number of sponsors, most of which met the typical profile of online advertisers in Australia - ISPs and carriers such as Telstra and dotcoms seeking to enhance their own online presence, such as K*Grind. As if to emphasise the fragility of the market, K*Grind itself ran into financial difficulty some three months after their webcast sponsorship and had ceased to operate by the end of the year (Needham & Nicholas 2001). 

Apart from the difficulties created by a weak market, it must be stated that sponsorship and advertising require reasonable lead times and generally must fit in with an advertising strategy, neither of which is necessarily easy for a one-off event. This further limits the possibilities in an already limited market. From this perspective, those that have have cross media support or can be flagged well in advance have a real advantage. In difficult industries, eg independent producers trying to webcast events online, they are at a real disadvantage, and the combination of factors as discussed above, while still unresolved, make this a risky proposition at best. Unfortunately none of these factors are set to change dramatically in the short to medium term.

Alternative strategies

Lack of advance in the technical options, the take-up of broadband within Australia and the unreliable nature of online advertising and sponsorship have meant that live webcasting by independent producers is at best a marginal economic proposition. This has lead Kick-Art and a number of other production companies to consider alternate strategies in the webcasting of live events, primarily by increasing their reliance on archived or access-on-demand material. Sometimes this has been done in conjunction with a live webcast, but on some occasions the live webcast itself has been dropped.   

For example, Kick-Art has produced webcasts of two conferences for VALA, the Victorian Association for Library Automation. The first of these, in 2000, webcast the entire conference live from the main auditorium and followed up by including streaming video of the keynote speakers and selected others on their website. The live webcast received approximately 500 requests for streams while the archived material received 3,000 requests over the following 10 months (as could be expected, the average viewing time of each stream was signicantly longer than for the music webcasts, at just under an hour). Based on the strength of this delayed access and a desire to reduce the budget allocation, VALA decided not to webcast the 2002 conference live but only to have archived access. The strategy worked in so far as access to the archived material has achieved levels similar to the 2000 conference and reduced operating costs by approximately 15%. 

Kick-Art has also found that this style of delivery can have other benefits, notably in the long-term preservation of the material, as agencies such as the National Library of Australia actively collect and archive such material themselves through their legal deposit and preservation of national culture programmes such as Pandora.

Conclusion

Due to factors such as limited take-up of broadband and the unreliable nature of online advertising and sponsorship, live webcasting of events by independent producers in Australia has become a marginal economic proposition at best. While this situation is unlikely to change in the medium-to-short term, webcasting within the country is a growth industry and continues to support a number of independent producers. However, there has been a noticeable trend to the increased use of archived or access-on-demand material as this has been shown to be an effective way of both reducing costs and increasing audience reach, thus reducing the effect of two problems which continue to be of major concern to those producing live webcasts. 
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