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Childhood Television Fantasy Becomes a Face-to-Face Cost-Saving Reality

By Paul Kiesel

lashback to the year 1968. In

a suburban New Jersey home,
an 8-year-old waits for his favorite
television show, “The Jetsons.” I'm
sitting expectantly in front of the
console, which stands four feet high,
stretches six feet long, and weighs
as much as a Volkswagen beetle.
How many of us older than 40 can
remember the jingle? “Meet George
Jetson, His boy Elroy, Daughter
Judy, Jane his wife.” (A confession:
I can’t claim credit. A Google search
for the term “theme song from the
Jetsons” produced the words I now
recall so fondly.)

The show was a creative marvel,
promising a future in which cars
fly and people communicate over
television screens as easily as they
then spoke on the telephone. In my
8-year-old mind, this truly did seem
like science fiction.

While the flying cars have yet
to make their commercial debut,
I am pleased to report that “video
teleconferencing” is finally ready for
prime time.

It’s an exciting and revolutionary
technology that has only begun
to emerge over the last 10 years.
New compression techniques can
squeeze both audio and video sig-
nals well enough to provide a usable
means of communication. For our
practice, this has proved much more
than the realization of another tech-
nological marvel. At Kiesel Boucher
Larson, we have saved money, and
more importantly, we have improved
the quality of life of our attorneys.

O n a more personal note, without
videoconferencing, my son and
daughter would have missed the
very special opportunity to benefit
from their grandfather’s personal
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benefits in a single use. The firm’s current record is a meeting with counsel and experts sitting in conference rooms in four different states.

tutoring as they prepared for their
Bar and Bat Mitzvahs.

That was four years ago. We
used a very simple Web-based
camera and an inexpensive Web site
— Sight-Speed — to establish a ru-
dimentary video link between Short

Hills, N.J., and Beverly Hills. But
back then, the audio synchroniza-
tion still lagged three or four words
behind the images. We solved that
problem by combining the old with
the new: My son watched his grand-
father speak courtesy of the World

Wide Web, but heard his words on a
standard telephone receiver he held
to his ear. It was a reasonable fac-
simile of a “Jetsons” experience. It’s
hard to overstate the importance of
the time they spent together, gener-
ations linked by the new technology

as, together, they approached this
traditional cultural and religious
milestone.

So, of course, you are wonder-
ing what this personal story has
to do with this technology feature
in the Daily Journal? And here’s
the answer. Kiesel Boucher Larson
incorporated this new technology
as we remodeled and expanded our
Wilshire Boulevard offices. The
upfront cost was certainly not what
you could describe as inexpensive,
but within six months, the system
has returned dividends that have
already reached many thousands
of dollars.

F or those interested in achieving
such results, there are three op-
tions: PC based point-to-point com-
munications using office desktop
monitors, or laptops; proprietary
videoconferencing systems such
as those manufactured by Plycom,
Sony, Tandberg and Radvision Ltd,;
or commercial video teleconferenc-
ing centers such FedEx Kinko’s.
My very first video teleconferenc-
ing experience, in the commercial
context, was eight years ago. (As
with most things “technological,”
I tend to be a fairly early adopter.
Ten years ago, I had jumped at the
chance to acquire Sharper Image’s
telephone-based videoconferencing
system, but the images were worse
than Neil Armstrong’s first steps on
the moon, and the audio sequencing
made a Godzilla movie look syn-
chronized.) An expert witness in a
products liability case suggested
that he could submit to a deposition
in Chicago as I posed questions
from Los Angeles, using Kinko’s
videoconferencing capability. I read-
ily agreed and felt far more comfort-
able than I had imagined speaking
to the man who appeared on the
television screen in front of me as
though we were in the same room.
The session worked well at a cost of
about $300 an hour, but it required
a technician with an advanced engi-
neering degree to coordinate satel-

lites and video uplinks. Knowing the
ease with which teleconferencing
takes place today, just four years
later, it’s like comparing the archaic
rotary dial telephones with modern
cell phones.

With the potential apparent, we
researched “state of the art” video
teleconferencing for Kiesel Boucher
Larson’s remodeling project. The
concept was simple. If we could link
up with others using similar technol-
ogy, we could have virtual meetings,
any time, any place. We elected to
install a Polycom system, comprised
of a fixed camera, positioned on top
of a television screen (in our case a
52-inch plasma monitor) along with
the proprietary Polycom hardware
and software. The office needed a
fast access point to the Internet,
and we installed a T-1 telephone line
to accomplish that (though either
DSL or cable can certainly work).
Our system is Internet protocol (IP)
based which is how the majority of
new video teleconferencing systems
are configured today. The upshot of
all this technology: The only “exper-
tise” required to run our system is
knowing the IP address of the party
you are “calling”.

The total cost of installation for
our videoconference center, and
we really did not compromise (in
other words we put in a top-of-the-
line system), was around $25,000.
We now have complete and total
videoconferencing capability in
all of our conference rooms, full
audio microphone systems, and a
completely adjustable camera that
allows focus on an individual, or on
the entire room.

Since we have been operational,
the results have been astounding.

Consider this: three of our attor-
neys were faced with a trip to Chi-
cago in January, for a one-day meet-
ing with counsel from three states.
It was 10 degrees above zero in the
Windy City. To make the 9a.m.
meeting, we had an impossible
choice: lose one entire day to travel,
or take a red eye flight and lose, at
least for me, an entire night’s sleep,
then brave the bone-chilling tem-
peratures traveling to and from the
Chicago airport. Conservatively the
cost of this trip would easily have
run between $5,000 and $7,000. In-
stead we were able to link the 20 or
so attorneys participating via video
teleconference centers in Chicago,
Atlanta and San Antonio. We “met”
for three hours, said our goodbyes,
and then turned the television off!

Forget the actual dollar cost.
Consider the physical savings in not
having to schlep more than halfway
across the country, missing a night
home with the family, and losing the
productive time I could be spending
for the rest of the day in Los Ange-
les, rather than in travel time. I actu-
ally believe the system paid for itself
through that single teleconference.

And there have been many more.
Our current record is a meeting
with counsel and experts sitting in
conference rooms in four different
states. Even counsel for the defen-
dant, a major technology company,
joined in that teleconference.

As the technology becomes more
accessible, as compression of audio
and video data becomes more com-
monplace, the fantasy of George
Jetson, pictured 40 years ago, is on
the verge of realization.

“See” you soon!

Paul Kiesel is partner at Kiesel
Boucher Larson in Beverly Hills. He
has been an early adopter of tech-
nology in the practice of law and has
spoken and written frequently on the
subject.
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