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Physical distancing requirements and the move to virtual and hybrid meetings 
have made the role of webcasting in public sector transparency more important 
than ever before. Citizens and stakeholders who previously could have attended 
meetings themselves now rely on webcasts as their window into the proceedings. 
Replicating the transparency of the in-person experience means showing more 
than just talking heads, while webcasts’ elevated importance requires the detailed 
contingency planning befitting a high-visibility live event. 

This paper explores these concepts in detail, including key technical elements that 
should be factored into public sector organizations’ contingency approaches.

Webcasting’s Crucial Role 
in Public Sector Meetings’       

New Normal
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Webcasting has been a key tool in many public sector organizations’ transparency initiatives 
in recent years, but it has taken on a whole new level of importance during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Once a secondary component of transparency plans or an easily accessible 
option to complement in-person attendance, webcasting has gone from “valuable to 
have” to “absolutely essential.” 

Social distancing requirements and other pandemic-related protocols now preclude the 
public and media from attending most council, board, and committee meetings in person. 
Webcasting has become the only way for the public to have visibility into such sessions in 
many regions. For civic government sessions, this is particularly significant in municipalities 
where public access broadcasters had already ceased providing live cable channel 
coverage that could have been managed remotely. 

With this increased importance come new requirements and elevated public expectations 
for how comprehensive the meeting webcasts will be, an for ensuring the webcasts are 
delivered consistently and reliably. Public sector institutions have been forced to quickly 
become experts in live event webcasting. 

In our earlier white paper Key Considerations for Public Sector Webcasting we described 
13 attributes that organizations should look for when selecting a video streaming service 
for their transparency initiatives. All of those points are still relevant but now take on much 
greater significance, and there are even more considerations that must be factored in 
today to ensure success. 

Success = Transparency + Technical

Replacing public meeting attendance with live webcasts requires a tightly woven 
combination of technical enablement and transparent governance. Meeting administrators 
and IT staff must work closely together to ensure that all stakeholders mandates are met. 
A solution that checks all of IT’s technical boxes but doesn’t meet citizens’ transparency 
expectations has little value in modern democracy. 

Conversely, even the best meeting management and webcasting system for transparency 
and accessibility may be undermined by infrastructure or equipment failures if appropriate 
contingency plans are not set in place. There’s an adage in broadcast television production 
and performing arts that “live means no second chances,” and the same pressure holds 
true in live public sector meeting webcasts. 

One of the first hurdles organizations faced in conducting their council, board, and 
committee meetings during the early days of COVID-19 was simply being able to 
communicate with each other in real time. While browser- or app-based, mainstream video 
conferencing software – such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, WebEx or GoToMeeting – was 
readily available, new processes, protocols, and (in some regions) even new legislation 
were required to enable councils to continue governing efficiently and effectively via video 
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conference. Some organizations were already using one of these platforms for internal 
video communications, making the transition easier for their IT teams. Still, extending them 
to a wider range of users – and to the more formal structure of public meetings – was a 
non-trivial undertaking that required new procedures to be developed. 

As councils started returning to physical chambers in whole or in part, the next challenge 
was – and in some places, still is – to efficiently and effectively combine in-person and virtual 
meeting participants into a unified, hybrid meeting experience. As detailed in our white 
paper Guide to the New Norm for Successful Civic Meetings, it is critical that participants in 
both the virtual domain and physical council chambers be treated and managed equally. 
This requires more than just putting a webcam and large video conferencing display in the 
physical space. A robust meeting management system with integrated support for hybrid 
sessions can play a key role in helping administrators actively manage everything from 
debate and voting to quorum and member presence in real time. 

Beyond Talking Heads – Mimicking the In-Room Experience

Just as effective remote meetings aren’t as simple as having all participants join a Zoom 
or Teams call, providing complete public transparency for virtual and hybrid meetings 
requires careful planning and new tools. The traditional single-camera webcast showing 
council chambers must at minimum be replaced by a video conference style feed with 
the ability to see all remote participants. Any participants who are physically in chambers 
must also be shown, whether as their own camera feed within the video conference – just 
as remote participants would see them – or integrated directly into the webcast like an 
additional camera angle. 

Mainstream web video conferencing services may offer the option to stream the session 
live to the public or record it for subsequent viewing, but simply showing talking heads of 
the participants isn’t enough to provide the comprehensive transparency that constituents 
expect and deserve. Council chambers and meeting rooms typically feature large-screen 
displays to show materials that help the public connect more closely with the discussions 
taking place. With these inaccessible in a remote world, new tools and processes are 
needed to replicate this transparency. 

The top electronic meeting management systems offer public information display in council 
chambers – for example, showing the official description of the motion or amendment 
under discussion while voting is open, then switching automatically to display the results 
(including details of how each councilor voted, not just the total tally). This provides valuable 
information to onlookers, and the public now wants to see it in the webcast just as they 
would have in the room. 

By using a meeting management system with rich, tightly integrated webcasting capabilities, 
public sector entities can easily incorporate these visual elements into the live and recorded 
versions of their streams. Similarly, the ideal meeting webcasting system can automatically 
create timestamps of agenda items within its recordings, enabling subsequent viewers to 
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skip directly to topics of interest through the published agenda on the organization’s website. 
This again far exceeds what can be done with standard mainstream conferencing tools. 

Contingency Planning is Crucial

Not that long ago, webcasting was essentially used to support the “main event,” which 
was the in-person meeting itself. Now, from the perspective of the public, the webcast 
itself is the main event – or at least their only window into the main attraction. This elevated 
importance requires planning and executing each webcast with the same diligence and 
thoroughness as any highly visible live event. 

As with all live events, even the best webcasting strategy is only as good as its contingency 
plans, and robust back up options are always strongly recommended. Choosing the right 
meeting management and webcasting platform is only part of the equation, as video 
production and live streaming involve many moving parts that can trigger cascading 
issues. These range from something as simple as a failed video cable, to something as 
uncontrollable as a major internet outage – like the 2020 CenturyLink-related outage  in the 
U.S. that affected everything from church streams to gaming networks. 

As with any contingency planning, the first step is understanding the potential issues that 
may arise, so you can plan backups accordingly. Below we will outline some of the potential 
risks and failure points that can affect your webcasting efforts. The steps you choose to take 
to address these risks may depend on your existing IT infrastructure, as well as your budget. 
For example, complete redundancy – that is, having extra replacement units or equivalent 
services – of all equipment, cables, and technical services is certainly appealing, but may 
not be financially viable. Potential problems include: 

Internet Connectivity. If your network connection to the outside world goes down, so too 
will your webcast. Remediating such issues will depend on the source and scope of the 
outage. The problem could be an internal networking issue within your facility such as a 
failed Gigabit Ethernet switch; a localized outage such as an errant backhoe severing 
a fiber cable to your building; a regional outage by your internet service provider; or an 
extensive widespread outage such as the example cited above. If the cause of the outage 
is outside your building, there may be little you can do to quickly get your live webcast 
back up unless a backup internet connection is readily available. (Some organizations 
have secondary connectivity through a different vendor exactly for situations like this, but 
with lower maximum speed to keep costs down). 

Of course, the impact of an external outage may be more than just the webcast, as the 
same connectivity is likely also used for communication with remote participants via the 
web conferencing software. As such, your contingency plan for the meetings should also 
include attendee communication alternatives such as phone lines. If your meeting is able 
to continue (possibly even using cellular data to maintain remote video conferencing 
participation), depending on your webcasting solution, you may be able to keep recording 
the session even if you can’t stream it live. Solutions that incorporate physical, on-site 
encoding hardware may offer the ability to record the event through the encoder, so you 
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can still publish it for archival purposes once internet service resumes.

The impact of internet disruptions also isn’t limited to complete outages. With some 
webcasting solutions, even a brief connectivity interruption requires streaming to be 
manually restarted when the connection comes back up. The ideal solution not only can 
continue recording to local storage within the encoder, but will automatically resume 
streaming when internet connectivity is re-established. 

Webcasting Service Infrastructure Outage. Once your webcast stream leaves your own 
facility, its first destination – before reaching public viewers – is likely a webcast hosting 
service. Depending on your webcasting solution and service tier, this could be your 
specialized meeting management system provider; a multi-purpose content delivery 
network (CDN); or at the basic end of the spectrum, a mainstream social media network. 
Service interruptions at this level are very rare, but if they do occur, the live stream of the 
webcast will not be available for public consumption even if you can send the source 
stream from your building. Like the internet connectivity risk mentioned above, a strong 
back up option for this scenario is to use on-site webcasting encoder hardware that can 
continue recording the meeting for subsequent on-demand publishing. 

Video or Audio Feed Issues. Even if your webcasting solution and hosting service are 
operating perfectly, your webcast is only as good as the video and audio that are fed 
into it. Of course, that starts with using high-quality source equipment; for example, using 
a good microphone is important not only for the webcast fidelity but also for enabling 
accurate closed captioning. But even with great gear, signal issues can occur. 

Problems with the source feeds can manifest themselves in a variety of ways, from low-quality 
or even totally black video, to missing or distorted audio. A/V equipment configurations 
and combinations vary significantly between each organization, but there are several 
commonalities that should be considered first in your troubleshooting process. 

Start your troubleshooting at the cable ends, ensuring that cables are securely connected 
at both ends of the signal path – for example, the microphone output and mixing console or 
encoder input for audio, and the camera output and switcher or encoder input for video. 
It’s easy for one of the connections to have simply been missed, particularly if equipment is 
disconnected for secure storage between meetings. Don’t rule out the cables themselves 
either – cables can become faulty, particularly if frequently disconnected and reconnected 
or improperly coiled. Having extras on hand to quickly swap in will enable you to quickly 
debug and resolve such issues. 

Next, check for mismatched settings along the signal chain – for example, a mixer or 
encoder set for line-level input but receiving mic-level audio; or a video switcher or encoder 
expecting a 720p HD signal but receiving 1080i. While everything might have been working 
perfectly last time you used it, if equipment is shared between departments – such as 
a camera used to create training videos in between meetings – the settings may have 
been changed significantly by another user. Also, in today’s age of feature-upgradeable 
cameras and switchers, new firmware updates that were intended to enhance the 
components may have inadvertently changed or reset your settings. 
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The good news is that these types of issues rarely first materialize in the middle of a meeting; 
they can almost always be detected earlier – when nobody is watching - by testing in 
advance. Performing a test of the webcast stream 60 minutes prior to the meeting will help to 
identify these issues and allow for time to you to remedy them without impacting the meeting.

Aside from technical issues such as the above, issues in audio quality often arise if there is 
too much ambient background noise or people not speaking clearly into their microphones. 
Ensuring that all participants mute themselves when they are not speaking – which is 
particularly easy for remote participants to forget – will help in reducing background noise. 

Webcast Encoder Hardware Failure. As with any hardware, failures in equipment can occur. 
One best practice for contingency planning is to record a backup of the audio and video 
signals using dedicated, separate recording devices. These recording devices can take many 
forms depending on the A/V configuration of the organization’s meeting room, but they are 
usually connected to the A/V sources in parallel with or prior to being fed into the encoder.

Such backup recorders must generally be manually operated by someone on site – starting 
and stopping the recording, and deleting old recordings to make space for new ones. 
Backup recorders are very simple to operate and often feature a small screen, which has 
the added benefit of allowing the operator to see that video is being correctly sent to the 
webcast encoder. 

An additional recommended measure is to record your video conference through the built-
in tools in the conferencing software. This will allow you to capture remote participants’ 
contributions – which may not be entirely visible or audible through the cameras in the room 
– and you can post the recording after the meeting if there has been a disruption of your 
webcasting infrastructure or encoder. 

Helping You Elevate Your Webcasts 

eSCRIBE has been leveraging our deep experience and expertise to help public sector 
organizations adapt all aspects of their public meetings to the “new normal,” and webcasting 
is no exception. Our comprehensive meeting management platform lets you incorporate 
elements such as the display of motions and detailed voting results into your streams, and 
time-stamps key points for viewers to jump to specific agenda items in your recordings. We 
offer multiple tiers of webcasting options to fit your requirements and budget, from basic low-
cost streaming, to tightly integrated encoders with local recording, all the way up to a fully 
managed service. 

Your webcasts are more important to your transparency initiatives than ever before. Our 
meeting management and webcasting experts – along with our talented A/V partners – are 
ready to help you elevate them to meet the public’s growing requirements and expectations. 


