
T h e  1997 A u s tra la s ia n  C a b le  a n d  S a te llite  T e le v is io n  C o n fe re n c e  w a s  h e ld  in S y d n e y  

a t th e  C o n v e n tio n  a n d  E x h ib it io n  C e n tre , D a rlin g  H a rb o u r  o n  4 -6  F e b ru a ry  1997.

A B A  c h a irm a n , M r  Peter W e b b  p re s e n te d  a p a p e r  o n  n e w  d ig ita l te c h n o lo g ie s ; a n d  

A B A  M e m b e r , M r  T im  O 'K e e fe  discussed re g u la tio n  a n d  th e  A B A 's  in q u ir y  in to  

A u s tra lia n  c o n te n t o n  p a y  T V . A b r id g e d  v e rs io n s  o f  th e s e  speeches f o llo w ; 

call (0 2 ) 9 3 3 4  7700 fo r  y o u r  c o p y  o f  th e  fu ll te x t  o f  each speech.

B r o a d c a s t e r s  l o o k i n g  a t  l a r g e  i n v e s t m e n t  f o r  

d i g i t a l  t e l e v i s i o n

b y  P e te r W e b b , A B A  C h a irm a n

D igital television will require the 
m ost exp ensive m ak eover that 
A u stra lia ’s te le v is io n  in fra- 

■ structure is ever likely to have.
T h e tech n ological m ak eov er o f stu­

dios and the erection  of digital trans­
m itters for m etropolitan  and larger re ­
gional m arkets in the first tw o o r three  
years will require a capital investm ent 
o f som e $2 1 0  million from  the co m ­
m ercial television industry, plus an ­
nual m ain ten ance costs o f aroun d  $20  
million.

T he ABA’s Specialist G roup on digital 
te rre s tr ia l  te le v is io n  b ro a d c a s tin g  
rep orted  to the ABA in Jan u ary this year 
on policy and technology options for 
im p lem en tin g  digital te le v is io n  in 
Australia. The Specialist G roup reco m ­
m en d ed  that all existing analog b road ­
c a s te rs  b e  p ro v id e d  w ith  a high

definition capable digital channel within 
the currently available spectrum  so they  
maintain their analog service until m ost 
or all view ers have sw itched to digital.

The suggestion that the com m ercial 
television netw orks should pay som e  
kind of entry fee for access to the 
channels adjacent to those already in 
their possession —  channels w hich are  
virtually useless for any other purpose  
—  m isconceives the nature of the ABA 
Specialist G roup's proposal.

They n eed to chan ge to digital in order 
to rem ain relevant and com petitive. If 
they d on ’t their businesses will begin to  
atrophy som etim e well within the next 
ten years.

In my view , they should be assisted in 
achieving a techn ology chan ge w hich  
ca n ’t be m ade any other w ay, but w hich  
will be exp ensive and involve a signifi­

cant preoccup ation  for m anagem ent at 
a time of increasing com petition in the 
television market.

W hatever grow th there will be in 
revenues for the com m ercial netw orks  
will continue to be subject to the b road­
casting licence fee arrangem ents pres­
ently in place.

For the financial year 1995-96, the 44  
com m ercial television stations paid $154  
million in licence fees, a 10.9 per cent 
increase on the previous year. The com ­
m ercial television business is self-taxing, 
because annual licence fees are based  
on gross earnings, not profitability.

So the netw orks are facing the twin 
prospects of greatly increased  capital 
and running costs on the one hand and  
the continued taxation of any revenue  
increases on  the other.

3

M arch  1997 15




