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Content is key to SABC digital move

SABC confident it will have enough content to fill its 17 digital terrestrial channels but Icasa has warned that without attractive content, consumers are unlikely to migrate to digital terrestrial TV 
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THE SABC is confident it will have enough content to fill its 17 digital terrestrial channels but the Independent Communications Authority of SA (Icasa) has warned that without attractive content, consumers are unlikely to migrate to digital terrestrial TV (DTT) until the last moment.

The struggling broadcaster, which has received a government guarantee on a R1,47bn loan, approached the Treasury in June for funding to implement the DTT process. The undisclosed amount would cover costs for three years to 2015, during which time there would a phased introduction of new channels.

Speaking yesterday at a debate at the Institute for the Advancement of Journalism in Johannesburg, Icasa councillor Willie Currie said it was essential the SABC get not only the technical funding it has requested from Treasury, but the money for content.

Mr Currie said: "We can have policy, regulations and set-top boxes in place, but unless we can get an attractive content offering, it’s unlikely we will attract migration to digital terrestrial television. This is why SABC needs to get the funding necessary for the channels they are looking at."

Richard Waghorn, formerly the BBC’s distribution controller and now SABC’s chief technology officer, said the SABC was on track for a "soft DTT launch in April next year and a full launch in September". The broadcaster had already conducted trials in 2008 in Durban, Pretoria and Johannesburg and expected to hold trials in Cape Town using the new- generation Digital Video Broadcasting Second Generation Terrestrial tuner.

Mr Waghorn said the SABC would provide, among other channels, a dedicated health, education and 24-hour news channel, and planned to make full use of additional features on set- top boxes such as additional audio track capability to allow it to provide sound tracks in up to four languages. 

Mr Waghorn, who was involved with the creation of UK- based Freeview, a collection of free-to-air services on the DTT platform, said some of the content on SABC channels would be repackaged, some popular programmes would be repeated and some would be new content . 

"What has proved very successful has been programming that serves as an appendage to a top show, like Pop Idols, where people were told to go to channel ITV2 to get backstage gossip. People began to wonder why they did not have Freeview so they could view it." 

The debate around local content remains a thorny issue, with Mark Schwinges, of independent producer association the South African Screen Federation, saying lack of monitoring of local content quotas by Icasa and a commission system that deprived producers of rights to their work had created serious challenges for the independent production sector. 

New Icasa regulations dealing with DTT, which are up for public debate, did nothing to change this, he said.

Mr Currie suggested a TV monitoring advisory group to ensure local content quotas were met under DTT. 

Issues were also raised by the audience about the number of policies in the broadcast sector, which created confusion. 

Norman Munzhelele, chief director at ICT Policy Research and Development, said the policy review was expected to generate a single piece of legislation. 
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