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Streaming WebCam with Windows Media Encoder
On the surface, setting up a WebCam can be a very intimidating project.  The learning curve is short and the whole project eventually becomes a lot of fun.

The basic setup of a WebCam is a single computer, acting as a Windows Media Encoder and a Windows Media service provider (WMSP).  The reasoning behind using a WMSP is that a basic cable internet provider probably will not let you host your own WebCam.  And the more visitors you have the slower your own internet browsing will be.  Your encoder will send your stream to the WMSP, who will then cybercast your presentation to the world for you.  Services don't necessarily need to be as expensive as they might seem.  WebCams can be served from dedicated or measured usage plans.  A measured usage plan may actually be much less expensive.  This will be discussed later.

Before you do anything, you must first decide on placement of your WebCam.  The camera should be pointed at a relatively interesting spot to keep your visitor entertained and at your site longer. The camera should not be pointing directly into the sun at any part of the day.  This is an easy way to destroy it.

If you are going to place the camera outside, make sure you purchase a suitable protective housing designed for outdoor cameras.  The housing should ideally have a heater and blower inside to keep the glass from fogging up.  You can usually find these, and the cameras to go inside them, from companies that sell alarm equipment.  A really nice touch to any WebCam is multiple cameras.  You can then plug (usually) up to four cameras into the switcher and let them rotate every 20-30 seconds between different views.  It really makes for a spectacular WebCam.

If the camera is pointing outside then you should also get a polarizing filter to attach on the lens.  This will get rid of the glare and make the color saturation significantly better.  If your camera is moving (and auto-focusing), then get a circular polarizing filter.

Another nice touch to an indoor camera is good lighting.  If your scene is going to be inside then try and keep from mixing your light sources, if at all possible.  Modern video cameras can usually do a fair job compensating for mixed light sources, but you can always see the quality in lighting that is done right.  Fluorescents are a terrible light source, unless you buy the special ones at 5600K and set the camera to outdoor.

You are now ready to setup a computer to act as a Windows Media encoder.  This encoder must be plugged into a broadband Internet connection with at least 150k reliable upstream bandwidth available.  A static IP address is not required but desirable.  You should also subscribe to a business plan or one of the gaming plans that the cable and DSL companies offer these days.  These types of plans nicely accommodate for the bandwidth requirements of the encoder.  

These are only starting points.  You will have some trial and error to do here as you optimize the data rate for your specific scene.  

You're almost ready!  The final step is to signup for a WebCam service.  Here is where you can waste money if you're not careful - you need to choose the best service plan very carefully.  Dedicated plans are billed by maximum simultaneous viewers, without regard to how much data is sent to those viewers.  Measured plans are billed by total data traffic usage.

Here’s what you will have accomplished; got a WebCam camera, installed it to run on your PC, signed up for a WebCam service, and published your WebCam for the world to see.

