How do I stop my cameras from ‘blowing’ when attached to the computers? 

Archived posts from Media Studies forum

My Sony cameras continue to be damaged. It is a weakness with the firewire port. They are not hot swappable and the port blows and then the computer will not see the camera. It is expensive to repair and I am not sure how to minimise damage.

What have you done to solve this? Help!

Milton Henry – Selwyn College

Yes that is a problem. I had it a lot last year but not common this year. Students must have the camera switched off before connecting or disconnecting with the PC.

We use Panasonic and although some earlier models had the firewire set in silly positions, the current NV180 seems to have it sorted out and seems to be quite reliable. Actually my old (4 year) DS88 cameras had it in the front below the lens and this has also proved reliable.

Panasonic have also worked out a source just for the firewire connector and we don't have to replace the motherboard. Price of repair dropped a lot.

We also have a couple of sony mini dv walkman which make a good fixed unit for transfer to and from PC.

However, I am still trying to come up with a good system for our editing lab due to open early next year, along with our media centre.

Gordon Lawrence – Pakuranga College

We use Sony PDX10P. When we brought them they were expensive but have dropped in price considerably. We have had them for four years and have not experienced any problems with them at all in that time. One has even been dropped onto a concrete floor. We have eight cameras and they are used during the year by 120 students. I reckon they are hardy. Also have not experienced any problems with the firewire port.

Rachel Renner – Diocesan 

Gordon, I have been in touch with Canon today and they have had similar problems and they think it is the quality of the cables and that the cheap cables don't have an earth, so they blow the main component.

Thanks.

Milton Henry

Hi,

the answer to this is apparently to purchase a line protector (or surge protector). We saw one used in Brisbane on a Mac.

It was a Kramer PT-1FW.

Deb

NZ price is around $180 to $185 each - but agent suggested that they could reduce the price for a number - like 10 or 20.

Amber Technology

fax: 09 4430752

phone: 09 443 0753

or phone 04 801 8797

Gordon

Jane just said to me she puts her computers on a rubber mat to reduce static electricity. Try it out, she is going to update me if it helps. - Deb

Might help to put the camera on a rubber mat as well

Gordon

Hi,

This ubiquitous problem has been talked about quite a bit on the Australian Version of our list-serv and someone has attempted to explain the problem - and give an answer. Here it is:

"There has been A LOT of talk here about how to prevent damage to cameras. By damage I refer to a current spike destroying a camera's main board. The camera will still capture footage to the tape, but will not communicate with a computer. I have been lucky so far, but have still lost 3 cameras. The cost of repair to one camera is more than what you spent on the DV line protectors.

Here is a reply from Mike who explains in technical terms. Macs are more prone to the spike than PCs.

"No its actually worse connecting to Macs, particularly Laptop macs which are absolutely notorious for it. (when I last had my PDx10 repaired for this issue the guy laughed and said "plugged into a Macbook right?". Indeed I had and his business was in the black because of the amount of subsequent repair work he was getting) . Some cameras are more suceptible than others but its not something you can predict.

The problem is not static - the problem is fluxuating bus power via the firewire cable caused by power supplies that do not regulate properly and devices that aren't expecting any bus-power. 6 pin FW cables have two pins dedicated to power supply and 4 for data. Those two pins power things like external hard drives but a camera's DV port doesn't need that power and isn't expecting it. Thus this problem can be avoided virtually all together by using a 4pin to 4pin connection rather than a 6pin socket and 6pin to 4pin cable. All PC laptops use 4 pin (non bus powered) sockets and thus this problem is virtually unheard of on PC laptops. But PC desktops more often than not have 6 pin, and Mac desktops and laptops always use 6 pin and this is where the issues happen. $50 will get you a PCI firewire card for your desktop that has both a 6pin port and a 4pin port - just use the 4pin for DV/HDV and problem is 98% solved.

There really isn't (or shouldn't be) a need for connecting with the system off. In 12 years and professional video producer this is kinda unheard of. That said, certainly don't have your camera connected and on when you turn the computer on - this is asking for trouble because of the test signal sent at boot up. But plugging a camera which is off in when the computer is on will not cause the problem of blown FW port. Similarly, do disconnect the camera before shutting the computer down. But you don’t need to turn the computer off to connect the camera

I hope that adds some clarity.

Mike"

You can tell the difference between a 4 and 6 pin by the size of the plug. 4 pin plugs are the tiny ones that are in laptops. According to Mike, if you have 4 pin plugs you shouldn't get the spike. I bought the line protectors, but only capture on 3 computers. If you had a computer lab the cost obviously is a consideration. I edit on PC, I don't know if you can get 4 pin firewire cards for Mac. If you can't then you must have the line protectors.

Hope this helps.

Paul

Runcorn SHS

_________________

Deb Thompson 

Cameras blowing has been our major headache - last year every camera in the school was blown. This year we have put in a lot of protection strategies... The main problem has been the surge factor blowing the camera so we have made every computer plugged into a surge protector multi-box, some on rubber mats, each computer has its own firewire permanently attached, I ground myself by placing my hand on the computer hard drive, the camera is turned off and out of the editing programme before I plug it in or out. oh I also make sure the students aren't moving, jiggling around creating any extra static energy. some may work some may be extra but so far this year (fingers crossed) no cameras blown.

Jane Hall Western Springs College

We had a number of cameras with blown DV ports after several new computers had matrox cards which were too much for the cameras we had. This turned out to be very very expensive.

So my advice would be:

- Consult with the people in charge of buying new computers/ICT people carefully and make sure that they know exactly what your requirements are going to be in terms of filming. We had gained new computers that weren't compatible with our aims and it cost us heavily.

- It is also a really good idea to keep a track of which cameras are used with what computers. That way if there is a problem you can identify it quickly (without sacrificing lots of camera DV ports in the process). It will also make it much easier to get the suppliers to fork out for repairs if you have a clear trail of evidence of what was causing the problems.

Louise Ryan – Mt Roskill College

Newlands College

Wellington

