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groups, public and private, has the backing of politicians
and takes a national view.

He believes that Australia - along with its Government
-hasdeveloped a culture which resists technological devel-
opments. The rate of development overseas has left Aus-
tralia behind, and the opportunities which existed when
the QUT report was being prepared 18 months ago are fast
disappearing. O
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ABA Getting In On The Act

The ABA has announced that it will co-ordinate a
group of government and industry experts ‘to exam-
ine options for a digital TV broadcasting system
which will best suit Australia’s consumer and broad-
casting needs into the next century’.

In addition to the ABA itself, this group is expected to
comprise representatives from the broadcasting and tel-
evision manufacturing industries, Department of Trans-
port and Communications (DOTAC) and its Communica-
tions Laboratory, FACTS, the ABC, the SBS and the
Community Broadcasting Association of Australia.

The group’s focus is on digital terrestrial television
broadcasting (DTTB) and on objectives for the system.
Colin Knowles, the ABA’s Director of Planning, told CU
that there had been ‘a conscious decision’ not to widen the
scope of the group’s consideration into the area of conver-
gence.

It will however ensure that it remains in contact with
wider developments by setting up working parties with
direct links to such bodies as AIMIA, Standards Australia
and DITARD, and by regular monitoring of related areas.
Hesaid that an earlier committee convened by DOTAC had
become too big and tried to cover too many areas,and as a
result had been ineffectual. .

Knowles said that the computer market represents
about 84 per cent of video screens, far more than television,
and there are clearly potential economies of scale if the two
could be built together, incorporating multimedia con-
cepts, with integrated graphics and text.

The push by different interest groups for a co-ordinated
strategy should however be viewed with caution, Knowles
said. The computer industry’s motivation may be that ‘if
thereis a common piece of hardware they willbe able to flog
more hardware’. The carriers on the other hand are
interested in selling more bandwidth with a view to at-
tracting more television services which will ‘contribute
dramatically to paying the bill’.

Colin Knowles said that the emphasis of the ABA group
willbe firmly on what the consumer wants. He said that the
push for High Density TV, for example, has failed to
recognise that there are potential consumer problems, like
the fact that the equipment is too big, too heavy, and
requires a dark room for viewing.

The group will produce papers telling people ‘in plain
English’ what the technology can do, and will call for
comments. They expect to issue their first publication, an
options paper on system objectives, within a couple of
months. Q
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Computer Buffs Weigh In

The Australian Computer Society (ACS) is another
key organisation which has weighed into this de-
bate with a strong call for Australia to widen its
horizons and look to multiple uses of new communi-
cations technologies, saying that there are ‘many
more ways to use high-speed digital communica-
tions than watching re-runs of early 60s sitcoms’.

The ACS, a professional body for information technolo-
gists with 14,000 members nationally, says that the emer-
gence of multimedia or ‘hypermedia’ will mean the same
computer and telecommunications equipment can be used
to carry both sound, and still and moving images.

Spokesperson Tom Worthington says that the proposed
MDS and satellite pay TV systems could be modified for
other delivery methods and services, and that the way the
debate has focused on ‘either-or’ between these two has not
been productive.

Worthington says that for many years, Australia’s in-
formation technology researchers have been developing
new applications for digital subscriber services, combining
computers and telecommunications in innovative ways
and with ‘the best features of TV, radio, telephone and
newspapers in the one product’.

Millions of dollars of Government and industry re-
search fundshave goneinto this work and the resultsgo far
beyond pay TV as currently envisaged in Government
policy.

‘It is time our policy makers and corporate executives
looked at the innovative ideas which the Australian com-
munity has already paid for’ Worthington says. When
subscribers buy or rent a digital pay TV decoder, they are
investing in a powerful digital computer, programmed to
decode pay TV signals, which could be programmed to
receive other digital subscriber servicesfor little extra cost.

Given that it will be some time before pay TV programs
aredelivered, the ACSbelieves thereis still time to develop
policies which will answer these questions satisfactorily.

The ACS strongly emphasises the importance of uni-
versality of access in the application of these services to
both home and business.

The Society has recommended an action plan to govern-
ment which includes consultation with the information
technology industry on what is possible in the next few
years with digital subscriber services; development of a
range of policy options with costs and benefits, and consul-
tation on these options with the community and the indus-
try; and assistance for Australian industry to compete in
design, manufacture and delivery of services. O
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