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February 23, 2003
This week's Winding Down is somewhat different. I got tired of bringing you gloomy winter news, so I thought I'd do a special on some of the more esoteric uses of webcams on the Internet. You'd think that cameras in public (and private) places was very big brotherish. And indeed it can be. But the human spirit is infinitely ingenious and has subverted the idea to its own ends.

One of the reasons this topic came up is that cameras and webcams have been much in the news here in wet and windy London, England. The London local authorities have just started (last Monday) charging for cars to access the centre of the city. Rather than do this with toll booths, they have opted to use cameras - a sort of ring of pixels around the centre of London. 

There were doom-mongers predicting chaos, but so far the apocalypse has not come to pass, though the jury is still out. However there was some consternation when the Mayor, Ken Livingstone, in an excess of crusading for the congestion charge cameras suggested that they could be used by the police to check on who was coming into London. 

Paranoia was then racked up another notch during the biggest demonstration ever held in the UK (it was against war in Iraq) because all the traffic webcams went down for 'operational reasons', so no one could view the demo on the Internet. However, now things have calmed down, it looks like much of Ken Livingstone's talk may have been hype, and it turns out that there -may- have been sound operational reasons for the traffic cams being unavailable on the day of the demo.

Oh and there was one other thing that came out of the frisson. It seems that whenever Prime Minister Tony Blair walks by, webcams become mysteriously inoperative! You can make what you want of that - though many of the tens of thousands of people who put their religion down as 'Jedi Knight' in the last census are espousing theories involving 'forces of the dark side'.

Anyway, to go back to webcams, many of London's traffic cameras, like those of other major cities, are linked up to the web so that you can look at what they are seeing at any time. There is one near me at what is known as the Hogarth roundabout (the artist Hogarth of 'Gin Lane' fame used to live nearby). You can look at it at http://www.bbc.co.uk/london/travel/jamcams/camloco/011803.shtml and there are links from it to all the other web traffic cams in London. For some reason watching London traffic seems to be something of a cult affair in the US mid-west.

The first ever web cam was installed by researchers at MIT. It watched the coffee machine on the next floor so they knew whether it was full enough to make the trip to get a cup worth while. It beamed its message out onto the web for many years, but was just recently taken down when the coffee machine was junked.

There are some really fascinating cams out there, though, and most of them aren't so prosaic as traffic cameras or coffee pots. One of my favourites is at the University of Western Australia's engineering department. It's focussed on a robot arm. Pretty boring, you may think. But, no, that's not the case - you can control this robot via the web. Very neat - the URL is http://telerobot.mech.uwa.edu.au/.

As I write this I'm watching a ship go through the Miraflores Locks on the Panama Canal. It's night over there, but the whole scene is floodlit, and the picture from the cam is refreshed every ten seconds or so. I suppose looked at logically, one has to ask why anyone would want to watch a ship traveling (very slowly) through a canal half way round the world. I don't know - maybe it's the fact that I am watching something half a world away. Anyway you can find the cam by going to http://www.leonardsworlds.com/capitals/index.html then select 'Panama' from the sidebar, and 'Panama Canal' in the panel that says 'Panama web cams'. Hmmm - the ship has just moved out of the lock - time to look for something else.

If half way round the word isn't enough, you can go completely out of this world, because some satellites have web cam facilities too! Take for instance SOHO (http://www.esa.int/export/esaCP/ASE08Y9KOYC_Protecting_0.html), which stands for Solar and Heliospheric Observatory, a joint NASA and ESA (European Space Agency) project. The URL I've given is a picture of the sun at extreme ultra-violet wavelength, but you can choose to view it through different coloured spectacles if you wish...

Ingenuity knows no bounds and you can watch anything you like on the web, from ant farms to web driven ouija boards*. You have to be patient, because a lot of the cams are amateur and come and go - if the link's broken one day, it might be back a few days later. You also need to have scripting, Java and active X controls enabled for many of the views. You have to have your own take on whether watching (say) the grass grow in Wyoming, llamas in Indiana or Chilean tarantulas is worth the loss of security. Broadband access to the net helps, but is not essential.

There are a number of sites that aggregate links to webcams, here are a couple to get you started

http://www.earthcam.com/
For an strange and interesting assortment of cams try earth cam | weird and bizarre cams | unexplained

http://www.leonardsworlds.com/camera.html
Generally good world wide assortment - I found the Panama canal on this site

http://cirrus.sprl.umich.edu/wxnet/wxcam.html
US weather cams (also lots of traffic cams) - Just the place to find out what the weather is like in Anchorage Alaska.

Many thanks to Barb Byro for help in researching this article.


Have fun on the web!

Alan Lenton
alan@ibgames.com
23 February 2003

* <sigh> All right, it's at http://www.shovemedia.com/, but I can't seem to contact it at the moment...
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