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FOR ACTION
Question 10/1: 
Regulatory impact of the phenomenon of convergence within the telecommunications, broadcasting, information technology and content sectors

Question 11/2: 
Examine digital broadcasting technologies and systems, including cost/benefit analyses, assessment of demands on human resources, interoperability of digital systems with existing analogue networks, and methods of migration from analogue to digital technique

STUDY GROUPS 1 AND 2
SOURCE:
THALES COMMUNICATIONS (FRANCE)

TITLE:
THE DIGITALIZATION OF TERRESTRIAL RADIO AND TELEVISION BROADCASTING IN FRANCE (CONSEIL SUPERIEUR DE L'AUDIOVISUEL)

________

Action required: 

Delegates are requested to consider the contribution, which gives a recent example of measures taken by a regulator to introduce new digital technology in the audiovisual field.

Abstract: 

The document describes the measures taken by CSA (the audiovisual regulator in France) in connection with a public enquiry for the introduction of terrestrial digital television broadcasting in France in 2001/2002.

In France, CSA has organized extensive dialogue on reorganization of the radio frequency spectrum, with a view to optimizing the development of digital terrestrial broadcasting in 2000. This document summarizes CSA's position on the digitization of terrestrial radio and television broadcasting. CSA will publish the list of frequencies available for digital television by 1 August 2001 (Act of 1 August 2000).

CSA regards digital terrestrial broadcasting as a vehicle for progress and a basic component of the information society, since it will provide TV viewers with a broader and richer choice of programmes and associated services, coupled with better technical quality. It will reduce broadcasting costs, which will benefit both existing and new operators. In due course, it will be possible to put the analogue frequencies thus released to good use for high definition and mobile reception. And while satellite digital broadcasting has already been extensively developed in France and is also being provided over cable networks, terrestrial broadcasting does offer decisive advantages. It provides the greatest possible number of people with access using existing equipment, and is the media best suited to the development of regional television and preservation of our cultural identity. As for radio, digital terrestrial broadcasting (DAB) also offers interesting advantages such as consistent quality of mobile reception and the possibility of associated services. The magnitude of the offer will depend on the spectrum resource allocated to it. Lastly, at the technological and industrial levels, a fully digitized industry - from the production of image and sound to their broadcast and reception - represents a major step forward.

To summarize, CSA wished to highlight the following points which in its view are essential:

•
the fundamental principles which should guide digital terrestrial broadcasting;

•
the main characteristics of the offer to be made available to television viewers;

•
the role and status that will pertain to the "multiplex technical operator", as the new player in the digital broadcasting industry;

•
the stakes involved in the choices to be made in the area of broadcasting;

•
the means by which TV viewers can access the programmes and services in question;

•
questions regarding the system's economic equilibrium.

1
Ten fundamental principles

CSA considers it essential that the following principles be respected: technological progress in this area must be aimed at broadening television viewers' freedom of choice. It must in no event reduce such choice, even temporarily.

The global offer must respect the principles of diversity and pluralism. A service-by-service licensing regime that begins with a call for applicants will serve to safeguard those principles and preclude any possibility of a closed market.

Two priorities must be taken into account: the federative role played by general-interest programmes (national and local), and enhancement of our cultural identity.

There must be genuinely open competition in all areas of production, multiplex management, technical broadcasting and commercial distribution. The different areas of expertise involved must be clearly identified and defined, and appropriate legislation could be adopted in order, in the interests of pluralism, to restrict the accumulation of some of the functions in question.

The economic equilibrium of the existing operators, which inter alia constitute the driving force behind audiovisual and cinematographic production, must not be upset.

The emergence of a local and regional television sector in response to strong demand justifies the creation of a specific support fund.

The migration from analogue to digital technology must be swift so that all players, especially new ones, can achieve economic equilibrium as quickly as possible.

Use of the equipment must be straightforward, and the decoding, access and navigation systems must be interoperable.

The need to implement the above principles coupled with the scarcity of frequency resources make regulatory control more necessary than ever before.

One of the fundamental principles of French legislation on the radio and television media consists in entrusting a single body with a global mandate to regulate the sector with balanced and indivisible responsibility for all technical, production, cultural, economic and financial aspects. This same principle underpins digital broadcasting, and must be retained.

2
Content

2.1
Television viewers must continue to have access, without interruption, to what is already available to them via analogue systems. Initially, this will require simultaneous broadcasting of existing programmes in both analogue and digital modes, to which end it will be necessary, among other things, to modify the anti‑concentration legislation and extend existing licences.

2.2
The offer must be composed in a way that respects a number of equilibriums: public television/private television; free uncoded service/encrypted pay service; national services/local and community services; general‑interest channels/thematic channels. There must be a substantial focus on the public audiovisual sector if it is to fulfil its specific missions. It must also be free to develop services that operate on a competitive basis and are covered by the common law thereof, through subsidiaries dedicated to such activities with full clarity and transparency, in particular with regard to financial matters. A considerable part of the new offer must be available free of charge, so that the advance really benefits as many people as possible. A priority status must be accorded to local and regional television in all its forms, including associative, with a multiplex being dedicated to it. Alongside the general‑interest channels with their federative function, the thematic offer must also be as diverse as possible.

2.3
Among the criteria to be taken into account when it comes to licensing the various services broadcasting audiovisual and cinematographic works, the degree to which the latter contribute to European production and works in original French will be decisive.

2.4
Given the scarcity of the resource, in the matter of capacity‑sharing between radio and television services on the one hand and other audiovisual communication services on the other, priority must go to radio and television services, with the services directly associated with them to be covered by the agreement concluded between each programme producer and CSA. Independent services, including high‑bit-rate services, will be more suitably accommodated by other media. High definition and mobile, which both devour resources, will subsequently be accommodated on the released frequencies. On the other hand, there will be every advantage to be gained from speeding up the development of 16/9.

2.5
A single programme guide, to which each producer will be required to contribute, will have to be broadcast as part of the uncoded offer.

3
Multiplex technical management

3.1
CSA notes that digital broadcasting brings with it a new profession, that of multiplex operator, for which there is no equivalent in analogue broadcasting, and considers that this operator is destined to play a major role. The multiplex operator is responsible for assembling the signals and for the dynamic management of the multiplex's technical capacity, as well as for the statistical management of the resource at any given time, and for ensuring optimum use of the global technical capacity over time.

3.2
The multiplex operator must therefore be subject to a specific legal framework.

In order to avoid a monopolistic situation, there will have to be at least two multiplex operators, and all such operators will be required to comply with precise technical specifications. They will be linked with the producers upstream and the technical broadcasters downstream on the basis of contractual arrangements. CSA should have the power either to license these operators further to a call for applicants or to approve them on the basis of proposals by the producers working via a given multiplex, and in all events it should have supervisory powers. It will maintain an ongoing dialogue with the multiplex operators in order to ensure, for the benefit of all, that the best possible use is made of the resource as it develops.

4
Technical broadcasting

4.1
This function covers two separate operations: transport of the signals to the transmitter, and broadcasting from transmitter to receiver. Here again, both activities must be carried out on a competitive basis. The principles of free access to broadcasting infrastructures and tariff transparency must therefore be respected. Insofar as the public sector is concerned, TDF's monopoly in the analogue mode cannot be maintained when it comes to digital, especially insofar as public and private channels are liable to share the same multiplex.

4.2
For reasons of cost, terrestrial broadcasting will obviously not cover the entire national territory.

Efforts will be made to complement such coverage by means of satellite and possibly cable broadcasting. Nevertheless, in order to limit the areas not covered by conventional terrestrial broadcasting, public financial assistance (possibly from the government and/or local communities) will probably be required for the purchase of equipment.

4.3
The multiplex to be used for local and regional television must have a broadcasting infrastructure that is tailored to its objective: service area, population served, cultural homogeneity and economic coherence. The costs of installing or adapting such infrastructures could be offset by public funding.

5
Access to programmes and services

5.1
Insofar as the different media are to complement one another, it is desirable that programmes which are accessible free of charge via digital broadcasting should also be free of charge over the other media. The programming available via satellite should include as a minimum, and free of charge, the existing national uncoded terrestrial radio and TV channels, both public and private. Cable networks should take over the uncoded programming of digital terrestrial television for the areas in question, and digital terrestrial television should be accessible as part of an inexpensive antenna‑based service under CSA supervision.

5.2
Commercial distributors will provide television viewers with access to the pay channel offer.

It is the wish of CSA that:

•
competition should prevail between the offers;

•
television viewers should be able to choose to receive pay programmes on a programme-by-programme basis if they so desire.

5.3
In order to ensure full freedom of choice for the television viewer, it is necessary to ensure that:

•
the access control system as required by the pay offer is either single or interoperable;

•
the interactivity engines are compatible.

6
Economics of the system

CSA considers that several key issues regarding the system's economic equilibrium must be clarified before digital television is launched.

6.1
The question of who is to finance the digitization of the networks must be addressed.

•
On the one hand, this question relates to the cost of the infrastructures and their re‑equipment. It is hard to imagine that cost not being wholly or partly borne by the State, as was the case in the past where analogue broadcasting infrastructures were concerned.

•
On the other hand, the question relates to the programme broadcasting costs, which will have contradictory impacts depending on the players concerned. They will be much lower than the costs involved in analogue broadcasting, and could be financed by existing national producers with a view to achieving equilibrium in the medium/long term and the extension of existing licences.

The economic situation of the thematic channels which are currently broadcast via cable and satellite, and will tomorrow be broadcast over digital terrestrial networks, will change considerably, as they will find themselves having to assume far higher broadcasting costs; however, they will benefit from greater exposure.

6.2
The funding of local channels will require the removal of various restrictions currently applicable to television advertising. Such advertising would thus have to be authorized and reserved for local private channels.

6.3
The introduction of digital terrestrial broadcasting might represent a good opportunity to study the possibility of charging a duty on the use of audiovisual digital frequencies. The convergence of the audiovisual and telecommunication sectors and the mixed nature of some services could indeed militate in favour of the imposition of such a duty. On the other hand, the content regime applicable to radio and television programme producers continues to justify use of the spectrum free of charge in the audiovisual sector.

NOTE: Extract from CSA letter No. 123

_____________.
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