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Digital migration: DVB-T2 is the standard
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South Africa will adopt the DVB-T2 digital television standard, and the country's migration from analogue to digital TV broadcasting should be completed by December 2013. This was the verdict reached by cabinet in December but only announced by communications minister Roy Padayachie on 10 January 2011.
The decision was not without controversy. Early last year, the then minister of communication Siphiwe Nyanda overturned a decision made by cabinet several years ago when he announced that integrated services digital broadcasting (ISDB) and ISDB-T, supported by Brazil and Japan, should be considered. This was supported by the National Association of Manufacturers in Electronics Components (NAMEC) who had actively supported the lobby. "We hold the view that the European standard [DVB-T2] is not the best technology, in fact it is ill-suited for our conditions," NAMEC chairman Keith Thabo said in a statement. He said that they were optimistic that as details of the implementation were worked out, the technology would not stand up to the country's developmental needs.

"Adopting the European standard would encourage dominance by monopolies in the digital migration programme. NAMEC remains adamant that this process is not just about the 10-million set-top boxes for South Africa. It is mainly about the content, software and the transfer of technological expertise to blacks and historically marginalised sections of our society," he said.

NAMEC was in the news last year when it failed to vote for the formation of the SA Electronics Industry Federation (SAEIF) on the basis that the proposed composition of the board should only include the various electronics industries and not the industry at large. The chairman of the meeting, Jeenesh Manga of the Department of Trade and Industry DTI, asked why NAMEC had not submitted proposals when asked for. It was stated that this was not the time to raise objections as NAMEC had had the opportunity to discuss their issues during the period the constitution was being developed. The chairman of the SAEIF's steering committee, Sagran Pillay, pointed out that the constitution on the table was an interim one and would be further developed by the board and that NAMEC’s concerns could be addressed at that time. After a long and sometimes heated debate the chairman of the meeting closed the discussion and proceeded with the agenda. NAMEC did not accept the position and when it came to voting they declined to vote and left the meeting.

The 2010 International Broadcasting Convention, attended by 140 countries, presented the Innovation Award for Content Delivery Technology to the BBC for its successful implementation of the DVB-T2 advanced transmission technology. The award recognises the development and implementation of a world-class second generation digital terrestrial broadcasting standard. The standard was developed in the DVB-T2 study group within the DVB Project. The group was led by BBC R & D and involved 60 individuals representing 40 companies from around the world.

DVB-T2 is a second generation standard that builds on to the DVB-T standard. Numerous innovations including new forward error correction techniques and higher order modulation schemes are combined in DVB-T2, resulting in a second generation technology standard that outperforms both ISDB-T and DVB-T by leaps and bounds. 

The digital migration process could serve as a catalyst for revitalising South Africa's electronics manufacturing industry, Padayachie said, adding that there could be opportunities for exporting the set-top boxes to other African countries involved with digital migration.

According to the DVB Project, 14 Southern African Development Community countries had accepted DVB-T, the main digital standard in Africa, Europe and the Middle East. Mauritius has already completed the switch-over to DVB-T. 

According to the International Telecommunications Union (ITU), transition to digital broadcasting has become an important global issue. It will provide a greater number of channels with higher quality within the same available bandwidth along with advanced applications and features, such as interactivity and electronic programme guides. This transition also frees up spectrum – the so-called "digital dividend" – which can be used for enhanced broadcasting applications and wireless mobile broadband, leading to greater convergence of services. This is a key solution to extending internet access to currently underserved areas.

Craig Venter CEO of the Altech Group commended the Department of Communications and Minister Roy Padayachie on the selection of DVB-T2 as the standard for South Africa. "We believe this decision fits well with the stated national objective of creating policies that encourage innovation and the development of local internet protocol."

Altech is a major industry player as a manufacturer of set-top boxes (STBs) by its subsidiary, Altech UEC. "We have already started manufacturing DBV-T2-enabled STBs and look forward to the rollout that will bring the quality of digital television within reach of all South Africans. The next step in the process is for the Department of Communications to engage with all stakeholders to ensure that we meet the ITU’s global deadline," said Venter.
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