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16 June 2004

Dear «Title»
Digital Television and the Government’s Plans for Digital Switchover

The purpose of this letter is to advise you about the Government’s objectives for digital television and to explain why it is important that you start preparing for digital switchover. There may be action for you to take.

Background

Digital television has spread very rapidly. In just five years around 53% of UK households have chosen digital television in either its free or pay format.

In 1999, Chris Smith, then Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, outlined the Government’s vision for switching to digital television.  Subject to Ministers’ approval, analogue terrestrial transmissions could begin to be phased out as early as 2007, with full switchover completed by 2010.

How you will be affected 

Switchover will affect all users of terrestrial television services. Communal television systems, where one aerial or dish serves a number of housing units and televisions in a building (or in some cases more than one building) will certainly be affected.  This includes systems in care homes, schools and other non-domestic settings.  Research carried out by the Digital Television Group (DTG) indicates that the majority of communal television systems set up to carry analogue terrestrial transmissions will need some attention if they are to work with a digital signal.

Communal television systems that cannot deliver digital television could be a major cause of dissatisfaction for tenants who find their television services disrupted or stopped altogether. People living in homes connected to communal television systems will want the option of digital television well before the final switch off of analogue services.  They will look to their landlord to ensure that digital television equipment they purchase will work when connected to the communal television system.

The costs of ensuring that communal systems can deliver digital television services will vary depending on the age, size and condition of the system and its cabling.  In addition, communal aerial designs have variations in digital capability and, consequently, cost. There are number of options for landlords to consider. 
-
The optimum solution, particularly for new build, is to install an Integrated Reception System (IRS).  IRS gives tenants a choice of free or pay television services from terrestrial or satellite or even both at the same time if they wish – provided they have obtained the necessary receiving equipment.  It allows tenants to swap from one to the other whenever they want with no impact on the infrastructure of the system. IRS can carry both FM and DAB radio as well as other services. IRS involves the complete replacement of the existing analogue system including cabling. 

-
An alternative method is to ensure the existing analogue system is capable of relaying digital terrestrial (Freeview) services to homes. This will not give tenants the same choice of television service as IRS, or the same level of access to other information services.  Nevertheless it does provide a reasonably inexpensive way of upgrading to digital as existing cabling can normally be reused. With careful design, new equipment installed as part of the upgrade for digital terrestrial can be used as part of a later upgrade to IRS. 
-
The final method is to consider a cable-based solution, where this is available, either the digital cable networks or ADSL broadband services, such as those in Hull or North-West London.  Cable-based systems provide a similar range of benefits to IRS, but they do not include a free to air option for households who do not want to subscribe to pay services. If tenants covered by a system do not all want pay services, you will need to factor this into discussions with providers. 

There are clearly important decisions to be made. As the Government moves closer to an announcement of a switch-off date, you need to think about both your needs and those of your tenants and factor digital switchover into future investment plans.  Many landlords, following consultation with tenants, have already taken steps to upgrade existing systems - some have stepped up to IRS.  Now is the time for all landlords to begin preparing.  
Our role

Our role is to provide clear, independent advice and give all the housing industry impartial help and guidance on preparing for digital switchover.  We have established a Housing Sector Communications Group that brings together key Housing Bodies such as the National Housing Federation, the Chartered Institute of Housing, the Housing Corporation, the National Residential Landlords Federation as well as the Local Government Association, COSLA and representatives from the Welsh Assembly Government to work with key television industry representatives including the industry standards body for digital television, the Digital Television Group. If you consider that you may not be represented in this Forum, please let us know. 


The Group is developing detailed guidance that will help you to assess your needs and make the right choices not only for you but also your tenants.  We shall build on the earlier advice we published (which is available at www.digitaltelevision.gov.uk
We need your help

We need to understand the needs of the housing sector in order to finalise the Digital Television Action Plan.  It would be very helpful if you would complete the attached Questionnaire and return it to Rachel Hitchman either by fax to 020 7211 6460, e-mail or by post by 15 July 2004.

If you have any questions on digital switchover please call Rachel on 020 7211 6431 rachel.hitchman@culture.gsi.gov.uk or Ian O’Neill at ian.o’neill@culture.gsi.gov.uk.
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Director, DTI





Director, DCMS
Joint Chairmen, Government Digital Television Group

Digital Television – Questionnaire for Local Authorities & RSLs

Return to Rachel Hitchman 
E-Mail
rachel.hitchman@culture.gsi.gov.uk                                        By 15 July 2004
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DCMS, 2-4 Cockspur Street, London, SW1Y 5HD 

	Name of Organisation 

Address

(amend if different)


	«Organisation»
«Address1»
«Address2»
«Address3»
«Post_Code»

	Contact Name
	

	e-mail
	

	Telephone Number
	

	How many (a) houses (b) flats does your Authority/organisation have under direct management?
	

	How many of these units are serviced by a communal TV reception system 

(a system where one aerial feeds television pictures to a number of homes)?
	

	How many individual systems do you have. 
	

	What number of (a) homes (b) systems has been upgraded specifically for digital television (either for Digital Satellite, Cable or Digital Terrestrial)?
	

	What best describes your current position. 
	Tick one

	
	We have already updated all homes for digital services
	

	
	We are in the process of updating all communal TV systems and expect to complete this work by 2006
	

	
	We have completed work on some properties and are exploring options tendering work on the remainder. 
	

	
	We are exploring options/are tendering for work.
	

	
	We have outline plans, but will not doing anything until Government makes a clear statement about the timetable for digital switchover.
	

	
	We have yet to think about this and currently have no plans.
	

	What additional information would you find useful.
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