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The Ability to Develop Customized Solutions Allows SyncCast to Maintain and Advance its Position in the Content and Digital Media Delivery Industry
Published: April 2003

SyncCast is a leading Internet Streaming Hosting Provider and digital media technology company that provides solutions for secure delivery of digital media and related data via the Internet and other mediums (DVDs, CDs, etc.). The company is using Microsoft® Windows® Server 2003, which includes Windows Media® Services 9 Series, to maximize the value of its customers’ digital media investments. SyncCast has produced a series of applications that leverage the power and flexibility of Web services to enhance the functionality to the Windows Media platform. Windows Media Services 9 Series and Web services allow SyncCast to accommodate a wide variety of integration scenarios and distribute valuable digital media solutions to an equally wide variety of customers.
Situation

SyncCast is a leading Internet Streaming Hosting Provider and digital media technology company. The company distributes corporate information via secure technologies and infrastructures to help enterprises to safely share information externally with partners and customers via the Internet, and internally with disparate departmental and other corporate systems via the intranet. SyncCast offers enterprises an adaptable content delivery environment to help meet business needs and goals in today’s competitive and ever-changing business climate. SyncCast clients include: EMI Music Group, Lions Gate Films, AtomShockWave, American Film Institute, CinemaNow, FotoKem and others.

SyncCast offers a wide variety of digital media-related services. Among these services are several packaged solutions, including: SyncCast Dailies (Review and Approve), Digital Asset Management, and Digital Rights Management. The company provides streaming media services with the SyncCast Network, which is designed to deliver high quality content delivery services in the most cost efficient manner. SyncCast also offers XML-based tools for managing, ingesting, integrating and delivering content to the various systems of any enterprise. 

Building the tools, applications and services that maximize the value of a client’s digital media investment is an essential part of SyncCast’s business. The company’s digital media solutions are scalable, reliable, and offer integration with disparate systems. 

Solution

SyncCast is now using Microsoft® Windows Media® Services 9 Series, in Microsoft Windows® Server 2003, and is developing next-generation solutions that take advantage of modern technologies like Web services–the key enabling technology for a new model of distributed applications. SyncCast is using Windows Media Services 9 Series to provide new services and tools that help its customers’ build valuable business models around streaming digital content. Among these new applications are the SyncCast DRM Packager, Token Service and XStream Logger Plug-in.
“The Windows Media Services 9 Series platform lends itself to being customized,” says Ezra Davidson, Vice President of Business Development, SyncCast. “We’re doing things that we couldn’t do before. It used to be a challenge to extend our technology, but now–with Windows Media Services 9 Series sitting on top of Windows Server 2003–the platform is more extensible.”

With enhanced security and better performance, Windows Server 2003 offers a powerful server infrastructure for increasing IT efficiency, developing applications quickly, and enhancing productivity. Working in the .NET development environment, SyncCast is able to rapidly and easily develop its own services and products to extend the functionality of the Windows Media platform. The Microsoft .NET Framework–also included with Windows Server 2003–provides the ability to quickly and reliably build, host, deploy, and use secure and connected solutions through Web services. SyncCast is developing its new applications using Microsoft Visual Studio® .NET 2003, which provides a rich set of tools for developing applications, especially Web services-enabled applications. 

Windows Media Services 9 Series provides SyncCast with an extensible platform that is ideal for distributing streaming audio and video over corporate intranets and the Internet. Windows Server 2003 builds on the proven reliability, scalability, and manageability of Windows 2000 Server while improving essential services. “We’ve seen a 2 to 3 fold improvement in performance since moving to the new platform,” says Davidson. “That means we can offer more streams using less capital hardware. It used to take three servers to handle the number of clients that can now be handled on one.”

For SyncCast, Windows Media Services 9 Series provides the core that its services and applications are built around. The company has built a series of plug-ins that leverage Web services to deliver enhanced functionality to the Windows Media platform. “With Windows Media Services 9 Series as the hub, we have developed a series of applications that all integrate with that central core,” says Davidson. “Because these different modules are all based on Web services, they also communicate with each other. Beyond that, they even communicate with other enterprises and disparate systems.” 
Benefits

Ultimately, SyncCast helps customers develop new, valuable business models around streaming media; it also helps customers validate the business models that they already have in place. With Windows Server 2003 and Windows Media Services 9 Series, SyncCast is developing the kinds of solutions that help maintain and advance its position in the content and digital media delivery industries. The company is now able to rapidly develop modern, distributed applications that fully leverage the benefits of Web services.   

“With Windows Media Services 9 Series and Windows 2003 Server, thousands of APIs are exposed so we can easily develop customized solutions,” says Davidson. “The Framework and Visual Studio .NET 2003 provide a highly productive environment for developing solutions on the Windows Media Services 9 Series platform. We are able to move quickly and help our customers meet the demands of an ever-changing business environment.”

For SyncCast, two immediate advantages of Windows Server 2003 are its enhanced performance and inherent scalability. For content providers, performance and scalability are closely linked. Lower cost is a result of higher performance, as fewer servers are required to handle the same load. 
Securing Content with Web Services

One of the challenges that SyncCast faced involved receiving content from its customers. Before adopting a fully Web-services enabled environment, customers sent digital content to SyncCast via FTP, CD or DVD. SyncCast would then encrypt the content for the customer. Given the secure, copyright-protected nature of much digital content, this system needed improving. 
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SyncCast is using Microsoft .NET technologies to build Web services that share content and data with legacy and third party systems regardless of platform. The SyncCast DRM Packager is ​​​the first Windows Media DRM solution certified to carry the Premium .NET Connected Logo. Using the DRM Packager, the customer defines the business rules and DRM options that apply to the content. Once the appropriate selections have been made, the XML information can be sent to SyncCast securely via the Internet, without the owner having to send SyncCast any unprotected media and worrying about the content (a movie trailer, for instance) ending up in the wrong hands. “Secure content delivery is an important issue for Media companies,” says Davidson. “Our DRM Packager is giving us a competitive advantage and resulting in us getting more business from security conscious media companies.”

The SyncCast DRM Packager helps content owners and distributors to protect digital content using their existing equipment and personnel. This provides a real benefit because content is never released unprotected to third parties–including SyncCast–and is therefore protected from theft or unauthorized use. The SyncCast DRM Packager lets content owners and distributors confidently utilize new distribution methods and create new revenue streams.

With .NET technologies and Web services, SyncCast is able to deliver rich, interoperable, and connected solutions–like the DRM Packager–to their customers. “Our customers need to have a system for delivering content to us that they are comfortable with,” says Davidson. “Working with the Windows Media Services 9 Series platform, we were able to create a solution that can package the content and all of the relevant data–such as business rules–via Web services. The content is easily and securely sent via the Internet. This is an example of how Microsoft .NET technology is helping us improve the business model to meet the customer’s demands.”

The SyncCast DRM Packager is just one of the company’s digital media protection products. “Our En-Cryption Digital Protection Product line surpasses other encryption products by providing content owners with greater protection for PC readable content,” said Lance Ware, CEO, SyncCast. “With our .NET certification for our DRM Packager, we can also ensure customers that our digital protection products and services easily integrate with other systems using industry standards like SOAP and WSDL." 

To offer functionality like Geo-intelligence, SyncCast is able to easily extend its DRM solution by integrating its services with other partners via XML and Web services. Geo-intelligence does not identify the user but does provide information about the user’s geographic location. “This is important because many DVDs purchased in the US can’t be consumed by customers in other countries,” says Davidson. “This feature allows us to ensure that content only gets distributed where the content owner has authorized or licensed its use.”

Reducing Costly System Abuses

Another example of how SyncCast is using Web services to enhance the Windows Media platform is with its Token Service, which allows customers to sell access to streaming content in minutes or in other units. The Token Service can be used in several ways.  For instance, a token can be used to grant users a predetermined number of minutes of access for a fixed rate. The Token Service can also be used if a customer has a subscription model and wants to prevent users from abusing the system. For example, when a user buys a subscription to a streaming service, the Token Service can be used to limit the subscription to a certain number of minutes.  

Helping eliminate system abuse allows SyncCast customers to contain the cost of delivering streaming media. “We have built a plug-in that communicates with our dashboard system and cuts users off when they reach a predetermined threshold,” says Davidson. “The user is then notified that they need to purchase more time or upgrade their subscription. This is especially valuable for our customers that have tight business models where bandwidth and cost are key factors. Our system allows them to keep costs inline–tying the actual costs to what they are charging their customers.”

Connecting Customers to Data

SyncCast has recently introduced its XStream Logger Plug-in, which is designed to help service providers, enterprises and Internet Streaming Hosting Provider's to easily collect, aggregate and analyze Windows Media streaming logs. The plug-in supports Open Database Connectivity (ODBC) via a Web Service which works transparently through firewalls, load balancers and geographically distributed networks to Microsoft SQL Server™ databases–allowing users to focus on their network, content, and customers, instead of moving large text files around and importing them into various statistics or billing packages. 

Applying server log data to business applications has traditionally been a slow and difficult process. Using the XStream Logger Plug-in, users can collect logs in one centralized database and instantly provide their customers, and their own organizations, with real-time reporting information–bytes transferred, most popular files, error reports and other data are all readily available. Because the data is in a relational database, integration with billing, Customer Resource Management (CRM), and customer portal applications is easy.

One of the ways that SyncCast customers are using the XStream Logger Plug-in is to maximize the value of promotions. “Essentially, the XStream Logger Plug-in allows the content provider to track how much they are spending per customer,” says Ware. “For instance, when a provider offers new users a free five day subscription, they can easily track how much bandwidth is being consumed by the users, determine how many of those users actually purchase subscriptions once the promotion has expired, and gain insight into the effectiveness of the promotion based on real-time data.” 

Producing valuable solutions such as the XStream Logger Plug-in is at the core of SyncCast’s business. The company provides real world solutions that help customers meet the technical challenges of delivering digital media in a way that also meets their business needs and goals. To accomplish this, SyncCast leverages Microsoft .NET technologies. “With Windows Media Services 9 Series included as a component of Windows Server 2003, our ability to produce technology has improved,” says Davidson. “We offer a lot of different services and a lot of different applications. Our applications take the functionality of the Windows Media platform and expand it. We’ve been able to do this because Microsoft provides us with the ability to build our technology on top of theirs. Microsoft is providing the tools that further enable technology.”
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Microsoft Windows Server 2003 enables you to create a highly productive platform for powering connected applications, networks, and Web services. Windows Server 2003:
· Helps you to deliver a reliable, secure, scalable platform for applications and network services

· Makes it easy for you to deploy, manage, and use

· Empowers you with a complete server platform to quickly build connected solutions

· Enables you to maximize business value by leveraging the largest partner solution ecosystem

For more information about Windows Server 2003, please visit: 
http://www.microsoft.com/windowsserver2003/
For More Information

For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information using the World Wide Web, go to: 
http://www.microsoft.com/

For more information about SyncCast products and services, call 1 (877) 796-2786 or visit the Web site at: 
http://www.synccast.com/

© 2003 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. 

This case study is for informational purposes only. MICROSOFT MAKES NO WARRANTIES, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, IN THIS SUMMARY. 

Microsoft, Visual Studio, Windows, the Windows logo, and Windows Media are either registered trademarks or trademarks of Microsoft Corporation in the United States and/or other countries. The names of actual companies and products mentioned herein may be the trademarks of their respective owners. 
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Solution Overview 


Customer Profile


SyncCast is an Internet Streaming Hosting Provider and digital media technology company based in Norwalk, CA. The company is dedicated to providing its customers with the best digital media solutions available.





Business Situation


The company provides services, tools and applications that maximize the value of its customers’ digital media solutions. Improving the extensibility of its applications and enabling integration with disparate systems adds value for SyncCast clients. 





Solution


SyncCast is now building its digital media solutions on the Microsoft Windows Media Services 9 platform. A component of Windows Server 2003, Media Services 9 provides a scalable and reliable platform for distributing streaming audio and video. The platform also allows SyncCast to quickly develop applications that are Web services-enabled and enhance the functionality of Windows Media Services 9. 





Benefits


Increased digital content security 


Improved integration with disparate enterprise systems


Rapid development of new applications that enhance the platform


Improved scalability, performance and server efficiency





Software and Services


Microsoft® Windows® Server 2003


Microsoft Windows Media® Series 9


Microsoft Visual Studio® .NET 2003


Microsoft .NET Framework 
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Figure 1. The SyncCast DRM Packager–���the first Windows Media DRM solution certified to carry the Premium .NET Connected Logo.











Microsoft Windows Media 9 Series redefines the consumer experience, enhances communications and training for enterprises, and improves digital media commerce opportunities.





The new end-to-end platform includes: 





Windows Media Player 9 Series


Windows Media Encoder 9 Series


Windows Media Audio and Video 9 Series


Windows Media Services 9 Series


Windows Media 9 Series SDK





Ultimate Playback Experience 


Dramatically improves the digital media playback experience with instant-on/always-on streaming – optimized for your needs – and new fast and easy player with the industry’s first Smart Jukebox that puts you in control of your media. 


Unmatched Audio and Video Quality 


Extends industry’s best audio and video quality with 20% improvement, breaking new ground to optimize the dial-up experience, and delivering unmatched home-theater-like experiences for broadband and beyond. 


Most Comprehensive Platform


Comprehensive, industrial strength platform enables easy development and deployment of economical digital media solutions.





For more information about Windows Media 9 Series, please visit:


http://www.microsoft.com/windows/windowsmedia/











