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Good evening and thank you for asking me to take part in this event.  I feel a bit of a fraud this actually. As I stand here with just a mere 30 years in the BBC and a paltry 10 years involvement in high definition. A relative baby amongst some of the masters of HD here tonight.

Just a month ago I had the privilege of producing the session at the IBC that celebrated 25 years of high definition in Europe.  It was incredible to have so many of the pioneers both famous and infamous on the stage and in the audience.

When we planned the event, I thought long about the intended audience and in the end decided it was actually me – that is people just like me who were now dealing with HD on a daily basis but were too new, too young or not even in the industry when it all started.

Planning and organising the session made me, and I hope the audience realise, just how much had been done by those early European pioneers that came from both broadcasting and manufacturing, to shape what we now know as HDTV.

But despite all that effort Europe is now the newcomer to high definition broadcasting.  We are in a fragile and vulnerable position both economically and politically and it’s not helped by ever decreasing programme budgets and the rise of a very aggressive and quite frankly frighteningly high quality HD consumer market.

But HD broadcasting in Europe is growing very quickly.  By the middle of next there should be over 20 European countries with some sort of HD service and by 2010 it is predicted Europe will have over 120 HD channels.

I personally think those predictions are very conservative.  Just take the UK example, British Sky Broadcasting went from a standing start just before the 2006 World Cup to over 300 000 HD subscribers and from no HD channels to 12 in under a year and it’s no boast when they say high definition is their fastest growing new technology ever.  

Although the BBC HD trial is free to air and unencrypted, it is still part of high definition subscription packages on both BSkyB’s HD satellite and Virgin Media’s HD cable offerings and unfortunately the easiest way to get our free HD channel is to get a subscription service of some sort.  The BBC can’t let this be the only way though.  We firmly believe HD should be available to all and that the public service broadcasters should have some free to air high definition without the need to be part of a subscription service.

Next month the BBC’s regulators will announce the results of the public and industry consultation process we have to use before we can launch any new service.  If we do get the go ahead we will launch a full HD channel that will become one of the corner stones of the UK’s Freesat service and as switchover progresses we hope it will become a key part of digital terrestrial broadcasting.  These two platforms should ensure there is a viable and healthy free to air high definition market in the UK.

Free HD is vital across Europe and the rest of the world for that matter, it is quite clear now that even if you have a subscription service for say sport of movies, you cannot expect to charge a super premium for the high definition versions of those channels for very long and if you are funded by a licence fee of any sort, you cannot expect to charge at all!  In fact quite the reverse, before the BBC started its trial, many people asked why we spent any licence fee money making HD programmes the licence fee payers couldn’t see.  Now we do transmit high definition, albeit a trial channel, the same people ask why, if they pay a licence aren’t all their programmes in HD.

It’s quite a challenge as you can imagine, but getting enough content isn’t the only challenge.  It is part of my job to set and enforce the high definition standards for the BBC, it’s a job that should take no more than an hour or so a day but even now a year after starting it’s taking at least 30 hours every day!

Actually it’s not the standards that are the problem; it’s the formats that cause the grief.  It became very easy in a standard definition digital production environment to make high quality programmes. People have grown lazy and some of us have forgotten some of the basic engineering of the analogue era.  Some of our new engineers don’t even know what they don’t know because we forgot to tell them.

HD was a bit a rude awakening and the cause of a few very embarrassing blank screens or mute pictures and even worse, pictures that are quite frankly poorer quality than standard definition! Why does this happen?

Well it starts with producers thinking, just because it has 1080 lines it’s HD so let’s just up-convert!   Then there’s the consumer HD equipment tempting anyone on a tight budget to cut the technical spending.  It’s too early for that in HD, it took nearly 40 years for consumer equipment to make its mark in standard definition, but in Europe we could use consumer equipment before we had any HD channels but it’s just not good enough yet!  

So to help producers I made a simple rule.  No HD programme can have more than 25% standard definition material.   But then I had to go on and define just what standard definition actually was!

In the end it is a simple list.  There was standard definition itself of course, then there was 16mm film, that one made me popular! Also consumer equipment was out and so was 720, that one made me especially popular around Europe, but the BBC has to exchange programmes round the world and we need to make sure we protect our archives and sales 10 or even 20 years into the future.

But the most worrying problem was the engineers who had forgotten about timing and the effect of connecting devices together.  What should I do for them?

To make sure we maintain high definition as the best television has to offer I added a very simple paragraph for the engineers.  It made a few comments about standards and standards bodies but the key things it says is “All high definition programme delivered to the BBC must use processing and equipment that meets the standards laid out in ITU Recommendation 709”

That’s all I have to say this evening, thank you for listening to me and please enjoy the rest of the event

Thank you 

