Prof. Guy Berger – response to SOS policy suggestions on the digital dividend

I would very strongly caution against a sectionalist approach to spectrum. We should not be silo-oriented about broadcasting, but rather see it as evolving within a broader communications landscape. If spectrum is also given out for wireless broadband, that is not necessarily at the expense of the goals of public service communications! In fact, it would allow audiences to interact with broadcasting, and for them to begin to put their own audio and audiovideo content into the public arena. So let’s get away from seeing broadcasting as traditional unidirectional push media, and see it rather as rich evolving networkable communications. 

My big pitch these days is that the STB is at the heart of convergence: it could enable audiences to use these devices as computers, with the TV set as monitors. It comes down to the specs and capacity of the boxes – and whether they have open APIs, and abilities to plug in storage and modems. 

Every home could have a Wikipedia sent to it via DTT signals, and if the STB has a modem, then the people formerly known as the audience could also email/sms broadcasters via their box, and request further DTT-delivered content (educational programmes, podcasts, etc). They could upload their own content. 

So, digital dividend should not be narrowly and defensively conceived, and especially the broadcast industry should not be reinforced in its narrow paradigm. They should be encouraged to welcome and work closely with telecoms and ISPs. 

A last point: the dividend is not equally exchangeable between different users. My understanding is that UHF is what is good for wireless broadband. But that is where DTT is initially going to be, cos VHF is already fully used (by analogue SABC mainly). So, when analogue is switched off, and VHF is accordingly vacated – then it makes sense to switch the DTT to VHF. I’m told that this is an easy thing to do. Such a move would then vacate UHF for broadband. And PSB can become public service communications, with people receiving a mass of great content via DTT (on VHF) on their big screens at home, and be empowered to request/manage/annotate/forward/social network with it via the wireless internet on UHF.

