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The ABA will coordinate digital datacasting trials which will enable 
potential datacasters to test the technical feasibility of their 
services before the allocation of licences for permanent or long
term digital datacasting services.

T he ABA is to make spec
trum available for test 
transmissions o f digital 

datacasting services. The trans
missions will enable potential 
datacasters to test the techni
cal feasibility o f their services 
before the allocation of li
cences for permanent or long
term d ig ita l datacasting 
services.

‘Digital datacasting promises 
to be an exciting addition to 
the range o f media services 
available to the Australian 
community,’ said Professor 
David Flint, ABA Chairman.

‘While the limits on the type 
o f services a llow ed  as 
datacasting are still to be de
termined, various specialist 
information services provid
ing news, weather, stock re
ports and sports results are 
anticipated. Once permanent 
or long-term digital datacasting 
commences, there are likely 
to be a range o f services of
fered which can only be im
agined at present. These 
services would be provided 
using the broadcasting spec
trum and may be able to be 
accessed through television 
sets.’

The ABA is currently devel
oping a draft policy frame

work for the trial which will 
address issues such as the 
markets in which the test trans
missions can be conducted, 
the length o f time that test 
transmissions can be provided 
and the process by which as
pirant datacasters will be 
licensed. The ABA hopes to 
release the draft policy frame
work for public comment in 
the next few months. It will 
form the basis o f consultation 
with all interested parties.

‘The ABA plans to hold the 
trial in the second half o f this 
year,’ said Professor Flint. 
‘While it is impossible to know 
at this stage how many candi
dates there may be and how 
many channels might be avail
able, the ABA will endeavour 
to let everyone who is inter
ested participate in the trial.’

Existing free-to-air broadcast
ers will not be eligible to par
ticipate in the datacasting trial. 
It will be directed to potential 
new players in the terrestrial 
transmission o f media serv
ices.

Background to the 
trial

The Minister for Communica
tions, Information and Tech

nology and the Arts wrote to 
the ABA in August 1998 re
questing advice on practical 
arrangements for making 
broadcasting services bands 
spectrum available for test 
transmissions o f datacasting 
services. In December 1998, 
the ABA replied proposing 
the features o f a datacasting 
trial.

The Minister recently gave 
the ABA a formal direction to 
carry out the datacasting trial. 
The direction was gazetted on 
3 March ( Gazette No. 9) ■

It is the ABA’s intention that 
the trial be limited. This is to 
minimise diversion o f re
sources away from the prepa
ration o f digital channel plans 
needed for the conversion of 
television services from ana
log to digital and completion 
o f analog planning for metro
politan and regional radio 
services. For example, it is 
currently envisaged that a 
maximum o f two broadcast
ing services bands channels 
will be made available in two 
capital cities and two regional 
centres for the purposes of 
the trial.

In these and other features, 
the proposed policy frame
work must conform to the

Minister’s direction, which 
provides in part for:
• limited test transmissions of 
short term duration with clear 
commencement and comple
tion dates; and
• provision of opportunities 
for all organisations with genu
ine proposals to have access 
to test transmissions, and mini
mise scope for individual or
ganisations to gain an unfair 
commercial advantage.

Digital television 
conversion

The ABA has commenced de
tailed technical planning for 
the introduction o f digital tel
evision on 1 January 2001. 
The ABA’s objective in pre
paring its digital channel plan 
will be to enable a broadcast
er’s digital transmission cov
erage to match its analog 
coverage.

Spare capacity in the broad
cast frequencies is likely in 
most areas o f Australia after 
providing each existing tel
evision broadcaster with ad
ditional channels for digital 
broadcasting. The precise 
channels available will vary 
from area to area. The Minis
ter is to conduct a review, by
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1 January 2000, into how this 
spare capacity will be made 
available for allocation to other 
users for non-broadcast pur
poses. Spectrum availability 
will increase considerably at 
the end o f the analog/digital 
simulcast period.

What is datacasting?

Datacasting services are de
fined in the TeleuisionBroad- 
casting Services (D ig ita l 
Gonuerskm)Actl998 :

... a service (other than a 
broadcasting service) that 
delivers information (whether 
in the form of data, text, 
speeches, images or in any 
other form) to persons having 
equipment appropriate for 
receiving that information, 
where the delivery of the 
service uses the broadcasting 
services bands.

Consequently, datacasting is 
not broadcasting, but it does 
use the broadcasting services 
bands. The term applies 
uniquely to services delivered 
via the broadcasting services 
bands, even though similar 
services may be available over 
other spectrum.

The Digital Conversion Act 
does not contain any further 
guidelines for determining 
what types o f services are to 
be considered datacasting and 
for determining how these are 
to be distinguished from 
broadcasting. It does, how
ever, require the Minister to 
cause a review to be con
ducted into:
whether any amendments of 
the laws of the 
Commonwealth should be 
made to deal with the scope 
of services that are categorised 
as datacasting services 
(paragraph 59 (1) (dd)).

The Department o f Commu
nications, Information Tech
nology and the Arts is currently

conducting the Review into 
Scope o f Datacasting Services.

Who will be able to 
provide datacasting 
services?

There are two groups o f po
tential datacasting service pro
viders— existing free-to-air 
broadcasters and new en
trants.

Taking the new entrants first, 
channels in the broadcasting 
services bands not needed for 
the digital television conver
sion process will be identified 
and made available for alloca
tion, on a competitive basis,

services) using any residual 
capacity in their digital televi
sion channels, but will pay a 
charge for doing so, under the 
the Datacasting Chargeflm- 
pcsition)Actl998 

The charge will be deter
mined by the Australian Com
munications Authority and will 
be linked to the price paid for 
datacasting channels by other 
datacasters in a way that pro
motes competitive neutrality. 
The principle that will under
lie the determination is that 
free-to-air broadcasters, who 
are allocated spectrum free of 
charge, should not have an 
unfair competitive advantage

liament. Such a resolution can’t 
be passed until a report has 
been provided to Parliament 
by the Minister on the out
come o f a number of reviews 
provided for in the Digital 
Conversion Act, including the 
review into the scope o f 
datacasting services. In prac
tice, the date for commence
ment o f permanent digital 
datacasting is also dependent 
on the completion o f digital 
channel planning by the ABA.

These restrictions on the 
commencement of permanent 
digital datacasting services do 
not prevent the ABA allocat
ing channels in the broadcast-

for the provision of datacasting 
services. Free-to-air broadcast
ers will not be allowed to bid 
for these channels. In identi
fying such channels, the ABA 
will need to take account o f 
the possible need for spec
trum for future commercial 
broadcasting services.

Free-to-air broadcasters will 
be a llow ed  to prov ide 
datacasting services (includ
ing subscription datacasting

over other datacasters, who 
have purchased spectrum on 
the open market.

When will permanent 
digital datacasting 
services commence?

Permanent digital datacasting 
services cannot be transmit
ted before a day to be fixed by 
Proclamation following a reso
lution by both Houses o f Par

ing services bands for tempo
rary datacasting services un
der the provisions o f section 
34 of the BroadcastingServ- 
icesAct 1992 . Hence, the
datacasting trial is to be con
ducted. It will assist in identi
fying potential providers of 
datacasting services and in 
understanding the types of 
services they may wish to de
liver.
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