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QWhy use a hardware 
(rather than a software) 

video encoder to capture 
analogue video?

AWhen dealing purely with 
digital video, frame by 

frame, your PC can take as 
much time as necessary to 
encode from one format to 
another. However, analogue 
video capture is done in real-
time, forcing your PC to keep 
pace with the video input  
from the TV broadcast, VCR  
or camcorder. 

Both hardware and software 
encoders convert analogue 
video into digital formats such 
as MPEG2. The quality of the 
resulting file depends on how 
much information the encoder 
can process from the stream of 
incoming video data. 

Modern PC processors are 
fast enough to process analogue 
video in real-time, with 
acceptable-looking results. 
However, a specially designed 
hardware encoder will make a 
better job of it, in much the 
same way that a PC’s graphics 
card is far quicker at 3D than its 
processor is. In testing, we’ve 
found that video captured  
with a hardware encoder looks 
consistently crisper and has 
fewer compression artefacts 
than an equivalent file created 
by a software encoder. 

Seth Barton
Deputy  
Reviews Editor

seth@computershopper.co.uk

faq

Flip’s Mino is a tiny camcorder, 
measuring only 100x50x16mm. It’s 
designed to shoot video for uploading 
to the web; there’s even a YouTube  
logo on the box. However, most  
digital cameras are capable of shooting 
video suitable for the web, which  
left us wondering if the Mino was 
really necessary.

The Mino has 2GB of built-in flash 
memory, which will store around an 
hour of footage at the 4Mbit/s bit- 
rate setting. The resulting files are in 
the popular XviD MPEG4 codec, along with  
8-bit mono audio. The CMOS sensor is a respectable 
¼in in size, which is bigger than the 1/6in CCDs used  
in budget MiniDV camcorders. The sensor’s native 
resolution matches the resulting video – only 640x480 
pixels. This means the size of each pixel is far larger 
than you would normally expect.

This allows the Mino to generate higher-quality 
video than most digital cameras we’ve seen. It’s 
particularly impressive in low-light conditions,  
where those big pixels help avoid 
significant noise problems. Colours 
were surprisingly accurate, though 
there was a tendency to overexpose 
the highlights in many shots. We 
saw fewer compression issues than 
we expected, given the relatively 
low bit rate. Even those that we  
did see aren’t a big issue though, 
given that your footage will be 
highly compressed again when  
it’s uploaded to video-sharing  
sites. Considering the Mino’s tiny 
size and small lens, we were 

seriously impressed with the results.  
It records at a steady 30fps, so the 
action stays smooth, even when things 
get hectic.

The compact size does have some 
disadvantages. There’s no room for an 
optical zoom, with only a digital 2x  
zoom instead. The small display has just 
528x132 pixels, and so is good only for 
basic framing duties. It’s cleverly designed, 
though, with a neat pop-out USB 
connector for plugging directly into  
your PC. There’s also an AV output for 
connecting to your TV. The Mino feels very 

sturdily constructed and the touch-sensitive 
controls are easy to understand and use.

Editing software is supplied on the Mino’s built-in 
flash memory. It’s easy to edit down your footage by 
setting in and out points. You can then combine the 
clips together, with an MP3 soundtrack if required, into 
a movie. This can be uploaded to YouTube for the world 
to see, and you can send an email that includes a link 
to your video. All this is done without leaving the video 

editor. It’s easy to use, with simple 
wizards to guide you through the 
whole process.

It’s fair to say that most people 
already own a camera or phone 
that can shoot low-resolution video 
for uploading to the web. However, 
if you don’t already have one then 
the Mino is specifically designed  
for the job and is easy to control,  
works well in low light and makes 
getting the results online both quick 
and easy. 

Seth Barton

FLIP
Mino
★★★★
£120 inc VAT
From www.firebox.com

summary

FLASH MEMORY CAMCORDER 2GB 
memory, 640x480 resolution, 1½in LCD 
screen, USB Hi-speed interface, AV out, 
100x50x16mm, 93g, one-year RTB warranty
PART CODE F360
DETAILS www.theflip.com

 Easy to use; good-quality video

 Built-in editing software

 No optical zoom

Reference-50% +50% +100%

Battery life

Performance (see page 64)

2h 28m
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Also consider… 

Humax’s PVR-9300T 
is easy to use. The 
remote control has 
clearly labelled buttons, and the 
easy-to-navigate interface includes a clearly 
presented EPG. Its two digital tuners are capable of 
showing a third programme while you record two 
others. The 320GB hard disk provides up to 200 hours 
of recording space. Series link recording means you 
don’t have to remember to record every episode. It’s a 
great way of enhancing your enjoyment of Freeview TV.

HUMAX
PVR-9300T
★★★★★
£200 inc VAT
From www.argos.co.uk

MSI’s Digivox Duo is a real bargain. For only £31 
including VAT you get dual tuners, so you can 
record one programme while watching another, 

or record two at once. It’s  
USB, so you can use it with a 
laptop, or upgrade your PC 
without opening the case. 

The Digivox Duo comes  
with decent software, 

and it is 
compatible with 

Windows Media 
Center, too.

MSI
Digivox Duo
★★★★★
£31 inc VAT
From www.lambda-tek.com/componentshop 

USB TV TUNER Two Freeview tuners, USB Hi-Speed interface,  
RF input  PART CODE DIGIVOX DUO 2
DETAILS www.msicomputer.co.uk 
FULL REVIEW Oct 2008 

HARD DISK RECORDER 320GB hard disk, two digital tuners, two 
SCART, three composite, three stereo phono and three optical  
S/PDIF outputs, one-year RTB warranty 
POWER CONSUMPTION 26W on, 1W standby
PART CODE PVR-9300T/GB  DETAILS www.humaxdigital.co.uk
FULL REVIEW Nov 2008

Also consider… 
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With the digital switchover upon us, the demise  
of analogue TV is fast approaching. Despite this, 
Compro’s Vista E900F uses a pair of hybrid tuners, 
which can receive both Freeview and analogue 
signals. We got good reception from both types of 
signal using our rooftop aerial. It can also capture 
analogue video, which means you can archive 
video tapes digitally. 

The Vista E900F is a PCI-E x1 card and comes 
with a second, half-height backplate, allowing it to 
be fitted into practically any PC chassis. The tuners 
are compatible with Microsoft’s excellent Media 
Center application, and if you have Windows Vista 
Home Premium or Ultimate, we recommend that 
you use it. Compro obviously agrees with us, as  
it has included a Media Center remote control  
in the box. Its rectangular shape isn’t that 
comfortable to hold, but the buttons are large and 
clearly labelled.

The remote will also work with Compro’s 
supplied software, but this application is very 
disappointing. The interface isn’t intended to be 
used from your sofa, with tiny text and confusing 
icons. The EPG is worse still, as 
you can only see scheduling 
information for channels in  
the multiplex you are currently 
viewing. This means you can 
browse only a handful of 
channels’ programme information 
at any one time, making it  
nearly impossible to plan an 
evening’s viewing.

It’s not all bad news, though, 
as the E900F can control your 

PC’s power state via an 
easy-to-install internal 
connector. This means it can switch the 
PC on for scheduled recordings, and then off again 
afterwards. It’s useful if you’re going on holiday 
and need to record only a couple of programmes 
while you’re away. However, this function won’t 
work with Media Center, so you’ll have to use 
Compro’s EPG to schedule those recordings.

The E900F will capture audio and video 
through a good range of inputs. Unlike many 
tuners – which use software encoding – this one 
has a built-in hardware encoder (see FAQ, left) that 
can create MPEG1, MPEG2 or MPEG4 video files 
from analogue video. The results are excellent, with 
less noise and fewer compression problems than 
we’ve seen from any software encoder. In addition, 
there was no noticeable processor overhead, so 
you can get on with other tasks while capturing 
footage to your hard disk. Plenty of options are 
provided, including setting your own bit rates.

The E900F’s downfall is its price. Digital-only 
tuners, such as MSI’s Digivox Duo (below left),  

cost far less. Some Freeview  
PVRs cost only a little more; for 
example, the TopUp TV+ DTR 
(www.topuptv.com), which  
comes with a 160GB hard disk, 
costs just £90 including VAT.  
Still, if you’re keen on capturing 
analogue video, the E900F’s 
excellent hardware encoder  
goes some way towards justifying 
the high price.

Seth Barton

COMPRO
Vista E900F Dual 
D/A HW2 PCIe
★★★
£85 inc VAT
From www.aria.co.uk 

summary

PCI-E TV TUNER Two Freeview/
analogue tuners, PCI-Express x1 
interface, two RF, S-video, composite, 
component, mini-jack line-in, FM  
and IR inputs
PART CODE E900F
DETAILS www.comprousa.com

 Hardware video capture

 Dual hybrid tuners

 Poor tuner software; expensive

1 If you want to shoot simple 
home movies, get a basic 

MiniDV camcorder costing around 
£120. It will produce decent results in 
most lighting conditions. Make sure 
your PC has a FireWire input though, 
or get a camcorder with a USB port. 
Check the battery life, which should 
preferably be 90 minutes or more.

2 MiniDV cameras can store 60 
minutes of high-quality video on 

a single tape. Common alternatives 
use DVD, hard disk, or memory card 
storage. DVD is convenient if you 
want to watch your video 
immediately without editing, but you 
can only get 20 minutes on each disc. 
Hard disk camcorders can store many 
hours of video, which can then be 
easily transferred to a PC for editing. 
Memory cards are limited in size 
compared with hard disks, but you can 
switch cards when one gets full.

3 If you’re shooting something 
more involved than a family 

holiday, you’ll want extra features. A 
good manual focus control allows for 
more flexible camerawork, while an 
accessory shoe and microphone input 
lets you use an external microphone, 
greatly improving audio quality. A 
larger sensor, with a higher resolution, 
will improve video quality and enable 
you to shoot better footage in poor 
lighting conditions.

4 If you’ve got the money, an  
HD camcorder is well worth 

considering. The best models shoot 
very sharp and detailed video that 
really shines when played back on an 
HD television. HD camcorders use a 
wide variety of storage media, but 
MiniDV models offer the best video 
quality at present. 

5 If you’re really serious about  
film-making, buying a few 

accessories can make all the 
difference. A tripod will improve  
your results far more than splashing 
out on a big sensor. Spare batteries  
are essential for longer shoots, and 
some decent video-editing software 
will help you produce a more polished 
end product.

choosing a...

Camcorder
Follow the steps to find your ideal specs
Sensor: 800,000 pixels CCD/CMOS
Zoom: 10x optical/300x digital
video ports: FireWire out, composite out
monitoring: Mono viewfinder, 21/ 2in colour LCDmedia:  MiniDV tape
stills capture: optional
extras: Remote control
Recommended minimum in grey

This good-looking 
compact camcorder is  
a pleasure to use. It 
records high-quality HD 
video, but is designed for casual users rather than 
video enthusiasts. The results are full of vibrant 
colour and sharp detail.

Video is stored on SDHC memory cards. You’ll 
get two hours of footage on a 16GB card, which 
costs £30. The battery lasted an impressive hour 
and 40 minutes. It’s a great camcorder for point-
and-shoot users who want to record HD video.

PANASONIC
HDC-SD9
★★★★★
£390 inc VAT
From www.buyacamera.co.uk 

The EVA8000 uses your 
home network to 
stream media 
files from your 
PC, so you can 
enjoy them on your 
living-room TV. It also accesses 
content from sites such as YouTube and Flickr.

It supports all the main photo, audio and video 
file formats, and has a wide range of video and 
audio outputs including HDMI. Image and video 
quality are good and it’s easy to use, too. 

NETGEAR
EVA8000
★★★★★
£200 inc VAT
From www.kikatek.com 

HD CAMCORDER SDHC storage, 10 optical zoom, 560,000-pixel 
three 1⁄6in CCD, 1,920x1,080 video resolution, 2.7in LCD screen, 
USB Hi-Speed interfaces, AV out, component out, mini HDMI 
out  PART CODE HDC-SD9EB-S   
DETAILS www.panasonic.co.uk  FULL REVIEW Jul 2008

STREAMING MULTIMEDIA RECEIVER HDMI, component,  
SCART, S-video, composite, stereo phono, optical S/PDIF 
outputs, 10/100 Ethernet and 802.11b/g wireless networking
PART CODE EVA8000-100UKS  DETAILS www.netgear.co.uk
FULL REVIEW Jun 2008


