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Introduction 

The ABC welcomes this opportunity to comment on the duration of the analog/digital 
television simulcast period set out in the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 (“BSA”) and supporting 
regulations. 

In the four years since the commencement of free-to-air digital television broadcasting in 
Australia, the ABC has actively supported the roll-out of digital television in both the provision 
of its digital services to the great majority of Australians as well as providing a digital television 
experience that extends beyond a simulcast of its analog television broadcasts in order to 
promote the adoption of digital television by viewers. 

The ABC believes that the Government can take an active leadership role by setting firm analog 
switch-off dates while ensuring that analog viewers are supported in their move to digital. The 
establishment of a fixed, realistic date for the switch-off of analog television services throughout 
Australia is likely to be one of the most significant drivers of transition to digital for consumers. 

The ABC does not propose a particular date for analog switch-off, as it believes that 
responsibility for setting that date for analog should rest with a new digital transition agency, as 
described in this submission. The new agency should also determine whether a timely transition 
will be better achieved if switch-off occurs in accordance with a single, national timetable or on a 
region-by-region basis, leading to a total digital transition by a fixed final date. 

Achieving digital switch-over is likely to require a two-stage process, comprising the 
development of a detailed plan for the transition and a well-resourced implementation phase 
that includes extensive public education campaigns. Recent research by the Australian 
Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) has underlined the need for an effective public 
education campaign, finding that 61% of those who had not adopted digital television were 
either not interested or not sure if they were interested in taking up the technology, and 17%, or 
one in six, had not heard of digital television at all. 

To ensure the success of the implementation phase of digital switch-over, the ABC believes that 
the Government should establish and fund an independent national body with the sole objective 
of ensuring the implementation of the Digital Action Plan. This new digital transition agency 
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should be given adequate resources and authority to plan and coordinate digital conversion. It 
should be responsible for conducting the extensive public education campaigns that are likely to 
be necessary to ensure a smooth transition to exclusively-digital television. 

The public investment required to form this body is justifiable in order to achieve a return on the 
investment already made in the transition to digital television in Australia. The Government is 
spending a substantial sum of money on the public broadcasters’ transition to the new 
technology and currently provides more than $50 million each year to meet the analog 
transmission costs of the ABC and SBS, which would cease once analog switch-off is achieved. 
In addition, the continued simulcast of analog and digital versions of existing services prevents 
valuable spectrum from being applied to other uses, such as digital radio broadcasting or 
extending digital television. 

For the consumer, the return on their investment in digital television comes in the form of new 
content and better quality pictures and sound. An extensive body of research from overseas 
shows that new content and services are what will lead consumers to take up the technology. 
The ABC has consistently argued that one of the key drivers of digital television take-up in 
Australia is the availability of new and innovative content. The Corporation has sought to 
encourage interest in the technology through its digital-only channel, ABC2, and a range of 
experiments with interactive services. However, the ABC’s ability to do so is constrained by 
existing restrictions on the genres of content that it is able to carry on ABC2. These prevent the 
Corporation from broadcasting in genres in which it has range of content available—both 
current and from the archive—which would be attractive to digital television audiences, 
including national news, drama and sport. 

In addition, the Corporation has identified a small number of issues, such as ensuring 
equivalent coverage and the transition to digital television by self-help providers, which the new 
digital transition agency should address. 

Timetable for Analog Switch-Off 

The Need for a Fixed Date 

The current target for analog switch-off is 31 December 2008 in the five largest capital cities—
Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth and Adelaide—followed by regional centres over the 
following four years. The ABC regards this as unrealistic. 

There are currently slightly more than two million digital television receivers in Australia, 
comprising over 1.1 million subscriptions to digital pay television services and the slightly more 
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than one million free-to-air digital terrestrial television receiver sales to the end of September 
2005.1 Recent research conducted by the ACMA shows that in July 2005 around 22% of 
Australian households reported having digital terrestrial or subscription television.2 Thus, while 
the ABC has rolled out digital television broadcast services covering 95% of the Australian 
population, fewer than 25% of Australian households have adopted technologies enabling them 
access to those services. 

In the case of digital terrestrial television, the subject of the current review, an estimated 13% of 
the Australian population possess the receiver equipment necessary to access broadcasts.3 
Further, while sales of receivers have grown in 2005 (figures provided by Digital Broadcasting 
Australia (DBA) show that the rate of take-up of free-to-air digital terrestrial television receivers 
increased by 64% over the twelve months to June 2005),4 it seems unlikely that they will be in 
even half of Australian households by the end of 2008. 

The Government has committed to spending over $1 billion on the public broadcasters’ 
transition to digital television.5 As the discussion paper notes, analog transmission costs for the 
ABC and SBS are currently more than $50 million per year. 

The ABC believes that, if the Australian people are to see a substantial return on this investment 
within a realistic time, the Government should set a firm switch-off date for analog television. A 
fixed switch-off date will provide certainty for audiences, broadcasters, receiver manufacturers 
and other sections of the industry. 

The ABC notes that governments and regulators in both the United States and the United 
Kingdom have moved away from criteria-based switch-off targets for analog television services 
(e.g. switch-off only after a specified proportion of households are able to receive digital 
services) towards firm dates. These decisions reflect the realisation that firm dates provides 
certainty for consumers, broadcasters, manufacturers and retailers, and the acknowledgement 
that it is difficult to educate consumers and plan for the end of analog services if the point at 

                                                      

1 See AUSTAR and FOXTEL. “AUSTAR and FOXTEL commit to HDTV and 100% Digital”. Media Release, 24 October 
2005; and Digital Broadcasting Australia. “Free to view digital TV sales pass the 1 million mark”. Media release, 
3 November 2005. 
2 Australian Communications and Media Authority. Digital media in Australian homes. ACMA Monograph 1. 2005. 
Sydney: Australian Communications and Media Authority, p.2. 
3 ACMA. Digital media in Australian homes, p.15. 
4 DBA has reported that the average monthly sales of digital television receivers for the June 2005 quarter were 47,500 
units. This compares to a monthly average of 29,000 units for the same period in 2004. see 
<http://www.dba.org.au/index.asp?display=news&newsID=719>. 
5 Senator the Hon. Helen Coonan (Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts). “Review to 
drive digital take-up”, media release, 27 September 2005. 
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which that will occur is uncertain. Further, they reflect the reality that it is difficult and costly to 
determine when criteria have been met in particular markets—take-up levels, in particular, are 
difficult to measure accurately. 

The ABC also notes that take-up-based models actually create incentives for consumers to defer 
adoption of technologies, as a decision to delay purchase of equipment by six months is likely to 
result in the same hardware being available more cheaply or newer hardware being available 
for the same price. 

As the ABC has previously argued in its submission to the Review of the Broadcasting Services 
Band Spectrum, as existing analog broadcasting equipment approaches the end of its 
operational lifetime, decisions will need to be taken about whether the equipment should be 
replaced or refurbished to extend its life. Certainty about the date on which analog 
transmissions will cease would allow broadcasters and transmission service providers to make 
these decisions more effectively. 

When Should Analog Switch-Off Occur? 

The ABC does not wish to propose a particular date by which analog switch-off should occur. 

There are a number significant dates relevant to analog switch-off. In the case of the ABC, its 
transmission contracts for analog television are set to expire in 2009, with the option to extend 
the contracts until 2014. From the Corporation’s point of view, these two dates would provide 
the easiest points for the cessation of analog television transmissions. 

The ABC supports the imposition of a single, fixed date for national analog switch-off. However, 
it acknowledges that this can be achieved either through a single, national timetable or on a 
region-by-region basis, leading to a total digital transition by a fixed final date. Each of these 
approaches has advantages and disadvantages. 

For example, the development of a single national timetable for switch-off—such as the 
extension of all simulcast periods to the end of the eight-year period for the last regional areas 
suggested in the Issues Paper—would provide clarity for consumers, manufacturers and 
retailers, simplify the message of public education campaigns and ease the financial burden on 
regional commercial broadcasters. However, it would also have the potential to overburden 
organisations involved in the switch-over, particularly those involved directly with the public. 

By comparison, region-by-region switch-over is likely to reduce these difficulties, but may create 
greater confusion among consumers. In particular, attention will have to be given to audiences 
that receive services from across regional boundaries. 
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One of the key roles of the proposed digital transition agency (see below) would be to evaluate 
these options and determine the best approach. 

The ABC believes there may be merit in the accelerated switch-off of analog television in one or 
more trial markets to fine-tune communications strategies and identify all issues for consumers 
in the switch to digital. One possibility would be to use the Canberra television market as a trial 
market for the commencement of analog switch-off. As the city is served by a small number of 
transmitters, the transition is unlikely to be technically challenging, and its population is 
relatively technology-literate and small enough for any unforeseen issues that arise to be dealt 
with. A Canberra trial would also provide hands-on experience of the intricacies of the 
transition to digital for the Department, the ACMA and the Parliament. 

As broadcasters in remote areas are presumably under even greater economic pressure than 
regional broadcasters, consideration would also need to be given to switching off analog signals 
in remote areas at the same time. However, the completion of planning for these services would 
need to be accelerated and completed by the regulator. 

Planning and Implementing Analog Switch-Off 

As indicated above, the ABC believes that a hard deadline for the switch-off of analog television 
services is required to drive take-up of digital television services within a finite timeframe. Such 
an approach to the transition to an exclusively digital television environment is likely to require 
a two-stage process, comprising the development of a detailed plan for the transition (the 
“Digital Action Plan”) and a well-resourced implementation phase that includes extensive 
public education campaigns. 

The first stage, in which a high-level Digital Action Plan is formulated, will require leadership 
from Government. The process of developing the plan should incorporate input from key 
stakeholders, including the ACMA, free-to-air television broadcasters, transmitter operators, the 
receiver industry, installers and consumer group representatives. The Digital Action Plan 
should establish clear responsibilities for the various stakeholders during implementation. It 
should also be recognised that the plan need not resolve all problems at the beginning but set a 
clear timetable and milestones for consideration and resolution. For example, the issue of 
subsidies and assistance to low-income families for the conversion may not be addressed in the 
first instance. 

For the second phase, the ABC believes that the Government should establish and fund an 
independent national body to focus solely on the objective of ensuring the implementation of 
digital conversion. The new agency should be given adequate resources and authority to plan 
and coordinate the efforts of stakeholders, including government, to meet the milestones 
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established by the Digital Action Plan. It would be responsible for conducting the extensive 
public education campaigns that are likely to be necessary to ensure a smooth transition to 
digital television, and it should be expected that the body’s management will have expertise in 
this area. 

The proposed body would be clearly focused on the single objective of implementing the Digital 
Action Plan. It would be required to first coordinate efforts to encourage take-up and address 
barriers to digital conversion, and secondly, to go beyond increasing digital take-up to actually 
achieving switch-over. 

While Digital Broadcasting Australia (DBA) currently plays an information and coordination 
role in relation to digital television in Australia, the ABC does not believe that it would be able 
to take on the proposed role. DBA has provided invaluable information and advice to the retail 
and manufacturing sectors, but does not have the resources to market digital television broadly 
to the general public. It has neither the funding nor the authority to move the conversion 
forward with all industry players. Ensuring the completion of the rollout of digital transmitters 
and resolving equivalent coverage issues is the role of an agency with sufficient authority to 
coordinate the activities of the regulator. 

In establishing such a body, the Government would be in part following the example set by the 
United Kingdom, which has established Digital UK to oversee its transition to digital television.6 
However, there are important differences between the approach adopted in Britain and the 
approach advocated here. 

In particular, the ABC understands that Digital UK is funded by Britain’s main terrestrial 
broadcasters and digital television multiplex operators, who also comprise the organisation’s 
board.7 The Corporation cannot see how such a funding arrangement could work for a body of 
the kind envisaged here, which is expected to be independent from the various industries 
associated with digital television and vested with sufficient authority to implement digital 
conversion, including resolving issues that have regulatory components. 

The ABC notes that establishing and funding a body of this kind will be potentially costly. 
However, the public investment required to the proposed digital transition agency is justifiable 
in light of the sunk and continuing costs of the transition to digital television in Australia. As 

                                                      

6 See <http://www.digitaluk.co.uk/site/index.html>. 
7 The SwitchCo board consists of representatives from the main terrestrial broadcasters, Teletext, and the digital 
terrestrial television multiplex operators, all of whom are funding the organisation. Two positions on the board are 
reserved for representatives of the supply chain—i.e. television equipment manufacturers, retailers, aerial 
manufacturers and installers. 
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noted above, the Government has committed to spending over $1 billion on the public 
broadcasters’ transition to digital television and currently provides more than $50 million each 
year to meet their analog transmission costs. In addition, the continued simulcast of analog and 
digital television services prevents valuable spectrum from being applied to other uses, such as 
digital radio broadcasting or extending digital television. 

The ABC is committed to participating with government and industry in developing a Digital 
Action Plan to further promote and encourage take up of digital television. While the ABC 
acknowledges that the role of industry will be key in achieving the final outcome of digital 
conversion, decisions need to be made at a government level, particularly regarding switch-off 
dates, which provide certainty to all industry sectors and the motivation to ensure that the 
conversion is successful. 

Implementation issues 

The ABC believes that there are a number of issues that will need to be addressed as part of the 
planning and implementation of the switch-off of analog services. These issues will require 
either legislative changes or that sufficient powers be vested in the new digital transition agency 
to ensure their resolution. 

Equivalent Coverage 

The ABC has already highlighted issues relating to equivalent coverage in its submission to the 
Review of the Broadcasting Services Band Spectrum. However, as equivalent coverage is a 
significant issue that will need to be considered in the planning for analog switch-off, it is 
revisited here. 

Paragraph 19(3)(f) of Schedule 4 of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 (“BSA”) sets as an objective 
that national broadcasters’ standard definition digital television (SDTV) broadcasts “should 
achieve the same level of coverage and potential reception quality as is achieved by the 
transmission of that service in analog mode in that area”. As yet, there is no definitive measure 
of equivalent coverage or the way in which it will be assessed. The issues relating to the 
different characteristics of analog and digital need to be understood and taken into 
consideration in determining whether the equivalent coverage requirement for any particular 
service has been met. This needs to be coordinated by government and recognised by viewers in 
a particular area as a consequence of the move to digital. 

There are further issues resulting from frequencies changes for the ABC, and indeed all 
broadcasters. Reception of services on channel 12 will always be more restricted than for 
channel 2, which was originally selected for the national broadcaster on the basis of maximising 
coverage. Similarly, there are reception limitations in moving services from VHF to UHF in a 
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given market. Equivalent coverage will need to be established on the basis of all services in a 
market having common criteria to the greatest extent possible. 

The issue is further complicated by the different emission arrangements currently utilised by the 
broadcasters to meet High Definition Television (HDTV) and multichannel arrangements. 
Differences in bit-rate allocations, which impact on guard intervals and forward error correction 
rates, will result in differences in reception between services within a particular market. Viewers 
are likely to find it difficult to understand that they have reception of some digital free-to-air 
channels in a market, but not others. 

Finally, equivalent coverage cannot be achieved while analog services must be protected. The 
ABC has a number of digital television services that are currently not operating at full power to 
protect existing analog services. Clearly, the Digital Action Plan—or a more detailed 
implementation plan flowing from it—will need to make provision for a transition point at 
which digital services can be brought to full power so that any additional translators that will be 
required can be identified and planned to achieve equivalent coverage. 

Reception in Multiple-Dwelling Buildings 

An emerging issue around the world is the difficulty of achieving adequate reception of digital 
television services in multiple-dwelling buildings. Most viewers in these dwellings are 
continuing to rely on the reception of analog services. The modification of antennas and/or 
cabling required to allow digital viewing in multiple-dwelling buildings is costly and sometimes 
difficult to implement. As bodies corporate and developers of new complexes have to the pay 
the cost of an often expensive upgrade, this will continue to be an issue. A firm timetable for the 
switch-off of analog television would encourage them to address it. 

In addition, the installation of appropriate antennas and/or cabling for digital television in new 
building developments could be facilitated through the introduction of local or state 
government planning laws. The proposed digital transition agency would have a role in 
engaging with these levels of government to seek appropriate modifications to building 
standards. 

Training of the Antenna and Cable Installation Industry 

The ABC has received feedback from viewers and also the manufacturing industry that other 
issues frequently emerge when viewers purchase digital television receivers. The digital 
television signal is unforgiving of loose or poorly-connected cabling, resulting in a lack of 
reception for viewers. Further training of the antenna and cable installation industry is needed 
to ensure that the correct cable and other equipment is used to maximise digital television 
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reception. Ensuring that such training occurs would be a responsibility of the proposed digital 
transition agency. 

Public Education About Recording Devices 

A further emerging issue involves the education of consumers regarding the ongoing use of 
their Video Cassette Recorders (VCRs) with digital television. Most existing VCRs do not have 
digital tuners and consumers will need to be educated on how to connect their VCRs to their 
digital television receivers. While the market is changing for domestic recording of television 
programs, including the introduction of personal video recorders (PVRs), a firm date for the 
switch-off of analog services and public education conducted by the new digital transition 
agency will also assist in the drive to digital for these program recorders. Generally, domestic 
VCRs have a shorter life than television sets. 

Enhancing the Transition to Digital Television 

The Issues Paper requests comment on a range of issues related to the transition to digital 
television, including possible drivers for adoption of the technology, consumer-related issues 
and alternative uses of the spectrum freed up at the end of the simulcast period. 

New Services Are A Driver for the Take-Up of Digital Television 

As the ABC has previously indicated, a growing body of evidence indicates that new and 
innovative services are a key driver for the take-up of digital television. 

In some markets, particularly in Tasmania, audiences are able to receive digital-only commercial 
television services in addition to the digital multichannels being provided by the national 
broadcasters. The ABC notes that an increased rate of take up for digital television services has 
been experienced in those markets. 

Similarly, greater program choice has been a significant factor in the adoption of digital 
television overseas, particularly in Europe. 

Recently-published ACMA research into the take-up of digital television shows that 18.5% of the 
households that have adopted digital terrestrial television nominated extra channels and/or 
greater variety and choice as a reason for adopting the technology.8 However, among those 
intending to acquire digital terrestrial receiver equipment, 23.8% cited additional channels and 
choice.9 Among those currently uninterested in the technology, the possibility of additional 

                                                      

8 ACMA. Digital media in Australian homes, p.37. 
9 ACMA. Digital media in Australian homes, p.48. 
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channels and greater program choice was the most appealing feature associated with digital 
terrestrial television, with 31.5% of such households rating it as the most attractive feature and a 
further 10.5% expressing greatest interest in detailed supplementary information about 
programs.10 This strongly suggests that content that is otherwise unavailable is likely to be 
highly significant in ensuring future growth of digital television penetration. 

In accordance with these observations, the ABC has sought to offer a range of new and 
innovative services that provide a digital television experience extending beyond a simulcast of 
its analog television broadcasts in order to promote the adoption of digital television by viewers. 
The Corporation’s digital television offering now includes the required SDTV and HDTV 
simulcasts, as well as the digital-only channel ABC2 and Internet radio services dig and digJAZZ 
as audio sidebands to its digital television broadcasts. The ABC is also actively experimenting 
with interactive television content, including developing an interactive electronic program guide 
(EPG) for digital terrestrial television in consultation with other free-to-air broadcasters, and 
providing a text-based news service for Broadcast Australia’s trial datacasting service, Digital 
Forty Four. 

As the ABC has previously argued, its ability to offer viewers greater choice through its 
multichannel service, ABC2, is currently constrained by the genre restrictions applying to the 
content of national broadcaster multichannels under subclause 5A(2) of the Schedule 4 of the 
BSA. The current list of permitted genres prohibits the Corporation from transmitting content in 
a number of genres in which it has a range of appealing content available, such as news, current 
affairs, documentary, and Australian drama, comedy and entertainment. The ABC proposes that 
these genre restrictions be lifted to allow public broadcasters to provide the Australian public 
with greater access to the full range of publicly-funded programs. 

In addition to its digital content offering, the Corporation has also undertaken a range of 
activities to encourage digital adoption, including set-top box giveaways on ABC Local Radio as 
part of programs to raise awareness of digital television. 

Alternative Uses of Spectrum at the End of the Simulcast Period 

As previously indicated in its response to the Review of the Broadcasting Services Band 
Spectrum, the ABC does not believe that questions relating to non-broadcast uses of spectrum 
freed up after the end of the simulcast can be addressed until a firm switch-off date is 
determined. 

                                                      

10 ACMA. Digital media in Australian homes, p.54. 
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The Corporation notes that a number of digital broadcast needs will require addressing before 
consideration can be paid to alternative uses for spectrum released from the switch-off of analog 
television services. As a first priority, the needs for spectrum to complete equivalent coverage 
for existing digital television services must be addressed. Additional priorities are for the 
allocation of spectrum for use by community broadcasters and self-help operators. Finally, 
consideration should also be given to making some provision for future additional television 
services, including potential expansion of the spectrum allocated to existing services if 
Australians adopt HDTV. 

Another priority for the use of spectrum made available from the closure of analog television 
services is the provision of digital radio services using Eureka 147 DAB technology. VHF Band 
III spectrum has been identified in the recent Ministerial statement as the preferred spectrum for 
digital radio in Australia. The ABC firmly supports this decision. The Corporation has been a 
participant in both trials in Sydney and Melbourne of digital radio services using channel 9A. 
Freeing spectrum in this band would allow consideration to be given to a wider range of digital 
radio services, in particular allowing for new services which in turn will facilitate the take-up of 
digital radio in Australia. Further, it would reduce the need for L-band in-fill transmitters, thus 
reducing the need for more costly multi-band digital radio receivers. 

It also should be pointed out that there are limitations to the range of non-broadcast uses for this 
spectrum. The power levels of broadcast transmissions limit the utility of the band for more 
typical radio-communication services. These power levels result in a high noise floor and 
widespread interference. Unlike other uses of the radio frequencies, with broadcasting this 
interference is managed in the way broadcast services are planned. Therefore, the most logical 
alternative use if for broadcast type services using similar emission characteristics, such as 
digital radio services. 

Further, it needs to be acknowledged that there are a range of difficulties for both broadcasters 
and consumers with any program to consolidate television spectrum usage after analog switch-
off. The modifications to existing transmission infrastructure required to consolidate spectrum 
would impose significant costs on broadcasters. Such consolidation will also create significant 
inconvenience and potential expense for viewers, who would have to at the least retune their 
digital receivers and at worst install additional antenna. 

Consumer Issues with Digital Television 

A number of issues need to be addressed that impact on the consumer experience and uptake of 
free-to-air digital television. 
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Mandating digital tuners 

The ABC believes that mandating the sale of digital tuners in televisions limits options for 
consumers and also drives the market towards more costly integrated digital television options. 

As discussed in the ABC’s submission to the Review of High Definition Television Quota 
Arrangements, higher-priced integrated digital television receivers are now appearing on the 
market. It is anticipated that consumers will expect these units to have longer lives than lower-
cost set-top boxes. This will in turn, lengthen the time frames for the introduction of any 
technology changes that may assist with the delivery of quality multi-channels, including the 
ABC’s proposal to eliminate over time the HDTV-SDTV simulcast and to adopt a more 
bandwidth-efficient encoding standard for HDTV in Australia.11 A phased and mandated 
introduction for any future changes is necessary to allow time for compatible receivers to fully 
penetrate the market. The ABC believes that, to allow digital television technologies to continue 
to develop, it is necessary to encourage an aggregated modular model for television in which the 
receiver and screen are separate components, thus allowing consumers to replace receiver 
equipment as technology develops. Moving the consumer away from this model and towards 
integrated receivers will slow this process. 

Labelling requirements 

The ABC supports requiring more detailed labelling on television reception equipment as an 
alternative to a tuner mandate that would facilitate consumer understanding of equipment 
requirements for digital conversion. This needs to be supported by widely-available advertising 
campaigns that build on the very good work already undertaken by DBA in providing 
consumer information on reception availability, receiver equipment and digital services. 

Developing and enforcing labelling requirements and conducting the associated advertising 
campaigns would be a key task for the new digital transition agency. 

Affordability of receivers 

The ABC does not wish to comment on the price of digital conversion for households as this is 
not an area of expertise for the Corporation. 

                                                      

11 The ABC notes, for instance, that the BBC is commencing trials of HDTV services. According to information 
received in correspondence, these trials will be primarily based on MPEG-4 encoding, rather than the MPEG-2 
standard currently used for all digital terrestrial television in Australia. The BBC anticipates that HDTV services in the 
United Kingdom will be encoded in MPEG-4. 
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The new digital transition agency should be charged with evaluating the merits of set-top box 
subsidies in Australia and report back to government within a specified timeframe. Any such 
subsidies would need to be carefully targeted to identified groups and apply only to specific 
technology and over a particular timeframe. Unless a subsidy program is very tightly designed 
and well communicated, there is the risk that some consumers may delay digitisation in the 
hope of receiving subsidised equipment later on, in the process potentially turning the issue of a 
firm date for analog switch-off into a more public and political debate that is negative and 
detrimental to the public’s experience of digital. 

As a way of redressing the issue of the cost of receivers, some have suggested that the 
government supply bulk lowest-cost set top boxes for provision to the disadvantaged and 
recover the costs from the savings in transmission costs paid for the national broadcasters’ 
analog television services. The ABC is concerned that the mass acquisition of lowest-cost boxes, 
which would have minimal functionality, would further stifle the development of receivers for 
enhanced services, including interactivity and HDTV. 

Moving Other Free-to-Air Broadcasters and Services to Digital 

Community Broadcasters and Narrowcasters 

The ABC does not believe that it is appropriate to comment on matters relating to the conversion 
of digital television for narrowcaster and community services. However, a major issue is how to 
allocate spectrum for services that do not require a full 7MHz channel of analog spectrum. A 
suggestion has been made in the Issues Paper that perhaps these services, instead of being 
granted additional or new spectrum for digital broadcasts, could instead be carried on another 
service, such as those of the national broadcasters. The ABC does not have any capacity on its 
digital television multiplex for any additional services. 

Self-Help Services 

Many communities in Australia obtain their television services from ‘self-help’ facilities that 
they or their local governments have installed (sometimes with assistance under the Australian 
Government’s Television Blackspots Program). While these self-help operators do not have to 
formally advise the ABC that they are retransmitting its services, the Corporation is aware of 
more than 400 self-help facilities for ABC analog television. The question of how these 
communities will receive broadcasting services after the end of the simulcast period is of 
concern to the ABC. 

The ABC is concerned that many viewers of ABC Television analog services would not even be 
aware that they are viewing on a self-help facility. As many of the operators are local 
government and other community groups, subsidies may be necessary for these operators to 
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purchase digital transmitters and manage information dissemination to the local communities 
about the conversion. 

Spectrum needs to be planned and allocated for these self-help operators and financial 
assistance provided. From an audience perspective, it would be logical to have the conversion of 
the self-help facilities timed so that there is a common date for analog switch-off. 
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