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Cram Those Bits

If you want the freedom to watch whatever
you want, whenever you want, your cable
company will have to buy a video-stuffing
box. RGB Networks makes these things.
Cisco is in hot pursuit | By Dorothy Pomerantz

HEN ABL CHIEF ANME
Sweeney announced in
April that her network
would be offering hits
like Desperate House
wived and Lost on the Internet for fres, it

was 2 blow o cable firms that had been
hoping to sell those shows for a buck
through their video-on-demand services,

YViewers can now watch Lost over the
air an Wednesday night, stream it the next
day over the Internet or download it onto
an iPod to watch on the train ride home.
They don't need video-on-demand. They
don’t even need cable,

In a world hurtling toward watching
what you want when you want it, the cable
industry is at risk of falling behind. Only
14 millicn of the 85 million U.S. homes
with cable have video-on-demand today
and, for those who do, its glitchy, Because
of network constraints, cable companies
can make only 40 video-on-demand pro
grams avaitable to 500 households at the
same time, The 418 family that wants 1o
watch, say, last night's eplsode of The
Sopranos is out of luck.

RGR Metworks, a privately hield upstast in
San Mlaten, Calif., believes it has a way tobrng
efficiencies fo cable—and hap oot the tele-
phome coeripandes furoushy bullding their own
fiber-ciptic Video networks. “The cible com
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panics need to provide more programiming
to commpete, says RGEHS d4-year-old cofounder,
Aakarm T ™ Thelr miamber ome ksue b band-
widlth. Their capacity |s reaching its Limits”

Tomis sofution is a pleea-box-size video
router that siis in various spois on the net-
wirk, either at the cabde’s operations conter,
known as a “headend.” or ina hub doser o
the home. An RGE box does all the video
processing and compressing needed o
squecre 40% moee space oul of e existing
bandwidth, allowing cablers to get 16 mone
Soprianos streams o those 500 houscholds.
RGES router also frees up space in the head-
ened by doing the work of 30 older boxes,

"They're allowing us to grow,” says
RGH fan Douglas Tke, head of new video
technology for Adelphia Communica-
tions. ~They're helping us cram maore
strearms into the same space”

RGE i currently in talks with Comost
amd Verizon Communications, which is
offering video over fiber networks in
seven states. Eventually RGE will pitch to
[ntermet videos firms, boa

Video-on=-demand servers tradition-
ally send down video af a constant bit rate
in a single stream, RGE can produce mone
on-demand streams by performing—on o
single chip=two bandwidth-saving feats
called staistical multiplexing and vari-
able-bit-rate compression. Statistical mul-
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teplexing mixes together all the broadeas
vidoo streams so ones that don’t change
often, like a talking bead, take up less
rooan, creating more space for strewms of
coxnplex video, Like an action flm, Vari

able-bit-rate compression sends the fa
soenes down the pipe fster than the thin
ares, The set-top box puts the channels
back together for viewing,

RGH can do it all with one router by
taking full advantage of the power of its
field-programmable gate-array (FPGA)
chips. Video processors that handle one
stream per chip leave lots of circuits
underused. RGH gends 30 streams
through the chip so all circuits are in
conlinuoLs use

Tom and the two other RGE foamnders
have been in caheods in video networking
since the r.arl:.-' 1995, At s company called
Imedin, Ihq" dﬂignrd a movw-standard
device called a “cherry p'.'L'cr.' a by that
gathers video from satellites and antennas
fo send out o homess, They sodd Imexdia to
Terayon Communication Systems in 1995
but left in 2000, After taking a year off.
they began leoking for a mew venbure,

As more video was moving to on-
demand, they realized that the current
technotogy (which they helped design]
wasnt going to be able 1o handle all of the
additional streams. They started RGE In
2000 with SH00.000 of thelr own money
O the strengih of the VoD router idea.
they gatlered 55 million In venfure capital
o Accod Pariners and Kleimer Perkins
Caulield & Byers in 2003

But then they realized the cable indus-
try had a msore pressang problens: how o
climinate all the older, bandwidth-
hogging analog sgnals in s pipes. Only
30 million cable homes in the U5, have
Hpﬂr.lljl’!d. [T -ﬂi.gi'..jl. which uses abaul
ane-tenth the bandwidth of analog,

[y late 2004 Tom pitched his backers
an getting to market guicker with an
altered wersion of hardware that merely
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