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SCREEN AFRICA EXCLUSIVE… As South Africa draws closer to the April 2012 roll out of digital terrestrial television (DTT) the public remains largely unaware of the implications of digital migration, such as the need to purchase set top boxes (STBs) to decode the digital signal as well as possible aerial modifications.

“The public awareness campaign should start airing in November. It has been delayed to date because of contractual issues pertaining to the ad agency that was awarded the contract. We will be working together with the Government Communication and Information System (GCIS) to educate the public about DTT,” said Norman Munzhelele, Chief Director:  ICT Policy Research and Development, Department of Communications (DoC) at a digital broadcasting seminar held on 6 October at the Institute for the Advancement of Journalism (IAJ) in Johannesburg.

Munzhelele stressed the importance of manufacturing the DTT STBs in South Africa. “This will help to revitalise and grow our economy.”

He said the DOC is committed to ensuring a proper environment for DTT which is not in favour of any particular broadcaster, signal distributor or content provider. “We can’t be seen to be biased towards public service broadcaster SABC. There must be a good balance. Government has been interacting with industry stakeholders on the DTT issue for many years and formed a working group to that end. Our concern is to ensure there is sustainability of broadcasting in South Africa going forward. DTT must help increase the country’s footprint.”

“Digital migration will result in many more channels for each of the local broadcasters and this will have an impact on the advertising pie. Broadcasters will need to be innovative in order to keep their market share. 

“Government is concerned that there be diversity in content producers. We will play an important role in ensuring that South Africa has the best education and health channels. The latter will not be solely dedicated to western medicine but will include traditional healing as well.”

Screen Africa readers will have already seen reports that the SABC plans to have 17 TV channels (including the existing SABC1, 2 and 3 channels) and 18 radio stations in the DTT era. 

At the seminar the SABC’s chief technology officer Richard Waghorn described DTT as ‘bigger better normal TV’ that includes radio and interactive services.

Waghorn continued: “Several years ago cabinet adopted DVB-T as the transmission standard for DTT using the MPEG4 coding standard. DVB-T runs at 22 Mb/s capacity and can accommodate up to 15 channels per multiplex (MUX). In November 2010 the Minister of Communications announced that the second generation DVB-T2 would replace DVB-T as South Africa’s DTT standard. DVB-T2 runs at 33 Mb/s which means a 50% gain in capacity and even more efficient spectrum use.

“On 28 September the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa (ICASA) issued the new Draft DTT Regulations which take DVB-T2 into account. Eighty percent of MUX 1 is allocated to the SABC and 10% for the country’s six community TV services, while the remaining 10% is reserved for other services and new entrants.

“Forty percent of MUX 2 is allocated to free-to-air commercial broadcaster e.tv, 30% goes to pay-TV broadcaster M-Net and 30% is for new entrants.”

According to Waghorn, most of the SABC’s new digital channels will be public service channels. These include a health channel, an education and SMME channel, a children’s channel, a 24-hour news channel and regional channels (which will be available all over South Africa). New services that will be made possible by DTT include additional audio tracks, closed caption subtitles and interactive services.

Waghorn explained that the SABC’s DTT interactive applications using the MHEG-5 standard will be a one-way service as there is no return path. The SABC and e.tv are working together to develop a user-friendly interface for the electronic programme guide (EPG) while M-Net will have its own EPG. 

“SABC is on track for the DTT launch,” stated Waghorn. “Three years ago we launched very successful DVB-T trials in Johannesburg, Pretoria and Durban with SABC1, 2 and 3 and 17 SABC radio channels. We’re now going to trial DVB-T2 in those cities and expand to Cape Town. SABC will introduce new TV channels in April 2012 through to 2014 / 15 and the take-up will be phased. By March next year all SABC’s playouts will be fully digitised,”

Munzhelele said that the DoC would have to work closely with the SABC to ensure that it survives in DTT environment. “We’re looking at how to fund the SABC’s additional channels while not ignoring commercial broadcasters and community services. So we have to set the policy parameters within which DTT can take place.”

The seminar, the second in the Sparks Seminar series, was initiated by the IAJ, Freedom of Expression Institute (FXI) and the SOS: Support Public Broadcasting Coalition.
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