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Former US FCC Chairman Hundt foresees demise of analog broadcasters


Hundt plays taps for analog TV


By Tom Steinert-Threlkeld , Inter@ctive Week Online October 6, 1998 10:12 AM PT  


Monday at The Wall Street Journal Technology Summit in New York. At the beginning of the day, Sprint Corp. Chairman William T. Esrey was ready to bury the Internet. By the end of the day, former U.S. Federal Communications Commission Chairman Reed Hundt was ready to bury local television broadcasting, as well.  


“Analog broadcasting is a dead medium,” Hundt said. The only question that remains: whether local broadcasters can make the shift to digital technology.  If those broadcasters don’t make the move on their own, other technologies - such as the “fixed wire” systems that most people call cable television - will take over.  


“There is no question that this trend is unstoppable,” said Hundt, now a principal at the Charles Ross Partners consultancy, noting that all computing and communications devices and networks - from cellular telephony to video programming itself - are moving to digital technology.  


But local broadcasters have shown little inclination to take advantage of digital technology - the “$7 billion to $70 billion” giveaway of broadcast spectrum initiated during Hundt’s FCC regime to foster the development of digital television.  


Local broadcasters seem more concentrated on making sure that cable television operators carry their existing signals, rather than worrying about developing a broad over-the-air base of television customers for digital programs.  


Digital should cost about the same � Digital televisions that can receive over-the-air signals should cost no more than 10 percent more than conventional analog sets, Hundt said. That would push the cost of a $300 set to $330.  Currently, “high-definition” digital sets sell for between $5,000 and $10,000.  


But the local broadcasters don’t seem to understand that fostering the creation of a mass market for such sets is crucial to their long-term health. 


There still are more “portable” televisions, which simply plug into electrical sockets, in use in the U.S. - and worldwide - than there are connected to cable systems.


Local broadcasters also don’t seem to understand how to make use of the spectrum they’ve been awarded for free.


The idea of “multicasting,” where five or six channels of programming are digitally squeezed onto the equivalent of a single analog channel of spectrum, is foreign to many. 


They seem at a loss as to how to find enough programming to fill the channels or how to create new revenue.  


Hundt suggested they go to a cable television convention to find programming suppliers and to learn how they can ape cable competitors by charging for at least some of the programming they deliver.  


Hundt’s 10-point plan  


Hundt’s 10-point prescription for saving local broadcasting in the digital era included 


abolishing restrictions on the co-ownership of cable and broadcast properties in markets where there were at least two cable systems and five over-the-air stations;


abolishing restrictions on newspaper companies owning broadcast properties in such markets; 


giving spectrum to the Public Broadcasting Service and independent stations for digital multicasting; 


forcing cable systems to carry PBS and independent multicast channels; 


allowing any broadcaster to buy a station in any market where at least five stations compete; 


allowing “non-network” television groups to buy stations that cover 75 percent of viewing households; and 


allowing network-owned television groups to buy stations that might cover 50 percent of viewing households.  


Most of these recommendations should come to pass. But, it may not help, Hundt said. “It may be that they are medicine delivered too late to a sick patient.”


Warren Cordell,  Advanced Teleservices comments:


Hundt's comments here echo the sentiments of a number of contributors to the US Open DTV forum. 


If US broadcasters do indeed succumb to cable, the post-mortem will likely reveal that their fatal blunder was due to two bad choices. 1)  choosing the doubtful “8-VSB” transmission method over  “COFDM” now to be used by Europe, Australia and Japan �and  2) HDTV over multi-channel SDTV. 


By these choices, they effectively threw away 80% of the potential digital bandwidth and compounded the error by selecting the most bandwidth intensive digital format. 


Unless broadcasters change course quickly, a future based on exorbitantly priced TV sets and minimal-choice programming, (relative to cable), will indeed be their undoing. 


Broadcasters who pray to digital "must carry" as their salvation from this future worship a false god. 


HDTV's Mixed Signals -New York Times:


October 15, 1998; By JOEL BRINKLEY


WASHINGTON -- HDTV, the broadcast industry's experimental high-definition television station, doesn't have many regular viewers. In fact, the actual number is one. 


Two years ago, it went on the air here in Washington to give broadcasters and equipment manufacturers a signal they could use to test their newly designed equipment as they got ready for digital broadcasting, which begins on Nov. 1. 


In recent months, television manufacturers have been making clandestine trips into town with their prototype HDTV receivers to see how they worked with a real live broadcast signal. But until Oct. 1, no one in the Washington area actually had a digital high-definition television receiver at home. None have yet gone on sale. 


But at the start of October, the Panasonic Corporation lent me an advanced prototype of its receiver, a set-top box that will reach stores in a few weeks, along with a production model of the company's high-definition monitor, already on sale nationwide. With those, I became in short order WHD-TV's first and only regular viewer, "the only civilian in the nation" with an HDTV, Panasonic informed me. And I learned what thousands of eager Americans will soon discover: Having an HDTV in your home is an experience both mesmerizing and frustrating. 


If you can overcome the sticker shock (the Panasonic equipment sells for $7,700), the first problem is getting an HDTV into your house. Every manufacturer but one is making rear-projection sets, and they are big. The Panasonic monitor, with a 56-inch screen, is more than four feet tall, four feet wide and two feet deep. It weighs 251 pounds. And this is hardly the biggest one. (The largest Mitsubishi model is more than 6 feet tall and 5 feet wide.) 


As a two-man delivery team struggled to get the Panasonic set off the truck, Preston Padden's description of these first-generation HDTV's came to mind. When he was president of the ABC Television network early this year, he remarked: "You're going to need a crane to get them into your living room. Why, one of them I saw was eight feet wide and five feet deep. You'll have to lay a foundation slab for it and build your house around it." 


In this case, it turned out that the delivery squad couldn't get the monitor down the steps to the basement and into the room specially designated for this purpose. (As the television sat in the yard, there was a brief discussion of using a crane.) Instead, puffing and groaning, the men heaved it into the ground-floor living room. As soon as the set was rolled into place, the room's center of gravity seemed to shift. 


This set, like every HDTV to be sold in the next year, is also able to receive and display conventional television broadcasts. That turns out to be both a blessing and a drawback. 


The problem is that high-definition programming is generally broadcast in a new wide-screen format. As a result, the Panasonic monitor is shaped more like a movie screen than a conventional television screen. That is fine for wide-screen programming, but what about all the square-framed shows filmed and taped in the last 50 years? They are shown in a vertical space at the center of the screen with broad gray bands on either side, in what the industry calls a letterbox format. 


Well, television manufacturers are convinced that most Americans don't like letterboxes -- that they want their television shows to fill up all of the expensive real estate on the screen. So the Panasonic HDTV set has a resizing feature that allows viewers to stretch the picture so it fills the screen. 


It worked well enough but seemed vaguely dissatisfying, though the exact reason was not clear until a movie came on featuring Julia Roberts. Walking down a hallway on this stretched screen, she looked as though she needed a few weeks on a Thighmaster. Switching back to the letterbox format immediately solved her weight problem. 


(This is not a criticism of Panasonic's resizing technology, particularly. Almost every wide-screen set will offer a similar feature with the same benefits and distortions.) 


Of course, this issue is a bit beside the point. This set is not for watching conventional television. This is a digital high-definition television. 


Hooking up the prototype digital tuner box was simple enough. It is about the size of a laptop computer and sat comfortably atop the set, with acres of space to spare. Connected to jacks in the back of the television and invoked from a remote control, it took over control of the set and began looking for digital-television signals. 


For the foreseeable future, viewers will be able to receive high-definition programming only over the air. Cable television stations are not interested in carrying it. And while some direct-broadcast satellite services will offer a few high-definition channels, viewers will have to buy new dishes and set-top boxes, and those won't go on sale until next year. 


First impressions of HDTV: Major sticker shock, a hulking size and quirky signal. But, a pretty picture!  


So to get 21st-century television, it is necessary to use mid-20th-century technology: a rooftop television antenna, preferably with a rotor. The antenna company that had installed one on the roof a few weeks earlier had carefully labeled the rotor box with little stickers showing which way to point the antenna for best reception of the various television stations in the Washington area. 


The tower and antenna for WHD-TV, Channel 30, are right beside the tower for WRC-TV, Channel 4, the NBC station here. So with the antenna carefully aimed at WRC, and the digital tuner box turned to Channel 30, the first digital high-definition television set in a consumer's home showed---- nothing. 


Panasonic offered the services, by telephone, of several engineers on the tuner-box design team, who said they had faced the same problem on a recent trip to Washington. "Digital signals are funny," one of them explained. You have to turn the antenna away from the station by 20 or 30 degrees to get a signal. 


Presumably, most buyers of this box won't be able to call up the engineers who designed it. Still, Panasonic says it has advised its sales force not to sell customers the huge high-definition monitor before determining whether they can pick up a digital signal. 


But in this case, sure enough, with the antenna turned about 20 degrees away from straight on, the television did pick up a signal, of sorts. 


WHD was broadcasting a high-definition tape of a recent Duke-North Carolina State football game, recorded by the cameras of another model station, WRAL-HD in Raleigh, N.C. But on the monitor, the Duke quarterback was caught frozen in the middle of throwing a pass, his arm jerking spasmodically back and forth like a battery-operated toy quarterback with a stuck joint. 


Yes, just as the Panasonic engineer said, digital-television signals "are funny." On the edge of a clear-reception area, the signal doesn't simply grow fuzzier and fuzzier with every passing mile, a phenomenon known in the industry as "graceful degradation." Instead, digital signals seize up and freeze, as the Duke quarterback had done. Finally, with careful adjustment of the antenna rotor -- a degree east, two degrees south -- the picture unfroze, and the game played on. 


Even with the difficulties of receiving a signal from what is still, admittedly, an experimental station, the advantages of digital HDTV are immediately obvious. It doesn't simply offer a clearer, sharper picture. Color rendition is vastly improved. So the players' jerseys, the grass and the sky seem to sparkle. 


Of course, the clarity was startling, too. For the first time in watching a football game on television, it was possible to pick out the faces of individual fans sitting in the distant stands. And the players tangled on the turf after a violent tackle were not just a blurred lump of bodies. They were individuals with easily distinguishable arms, fingers and feet -- and anguished looks on their faces. 


But as glorious as the picture looked, it was also clear that this television, like almost every high-definition set going on sale in the coming weeks, is not capable of displaying full-resolution HDTV. Panasonic and other manufacturers had to make several compromises to keep the price just below the ionosphere. At several points along the signal path inside the set -- from the red, green and blue cathode ray tubes that create the picture through the lenses, then past the mirror that redirects the signal and through the screen, which acts as a filter -- rear-projection sets hold a host of resolution-reducing mechanisms. 


It turned out that WHD replayed the football game repeatedly over several days. In between, the station broadcast various promotional tapes that television stations around the country have made so they can demonstrate HDTV to their viewers. In this, the predawn of the digital age, there isn't much high-definition material available. None of this programming proved terribly interesting after a while, so as WHD's only regular viewer, I called Bruce Miller, the station manager, and asked if he would mind putting on a movie -- something like video on demand from my television station. 


"Sure," he said. "It'll be kind of fun, kind of like operating a real broadcast station." And then he listed the five high-definition films he happened to have on hand. 


I selected "Lawrence of Arabia" for the historical symmetry. It was the first movie ever broadcast in digital high definition, back in 1996. But it turned out that, at three and one-half hours, the film was too long for the time remaining in the station's broadcast day. The station shuts down each day at 6 P.M., so the staff would have had to stay late to turn everything off. Instead, Miller played "Sleepless in Seattle." And it looked splendid -- bright and crystal clear. 


But about halfway through the movie, the screen went blank. The signal was gone. Had the prototype tuner shorted out? Had the rooftop antenna slipped out of place by a degree or two? Or was there yet another "funny" digital quirk? 


After a couple of minutes, the movie came back. Later, Miller explained. WHD had only one video player in house. So midway through the movie, one of the station's technicians had to switch to the second reel


Japan's DTV plans Accelerate


16 October 1998; Tokyo -- The following report provides some clarification regarding the advanced scheduled dates for testing and deployment of DTV in Japan.


An announcement is expected that the Japan Digital Broadcast Advisory Committee proposes that TV and radio stations in Tokyo Metropolitan and suburban area (called Kanto region) will begin digital broadcasts in the year 2000. This will be along with the inauguration of the digital direct satellite broadcast in the same year. The Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications (MPT) will draft the broadcast bill.


The new regulations currently being drafted will require all the broadcasters in greater areas of Tokyo, Osaka and Nagoya to decide by the year 2003 whether they will switch to digital broadcasting. Broadcasts will be in the new frequency spectrum in the lower UHF band (470 - 590MHz).


If any of the TV stations wishes to remain as an analog station and finally stop its operation in the future, the MPT will allocate the frequency spectrum to a new participant.


MPT will require all other stations in provincial cities to make decision by the year 2006.  The analog stations are scheduled to be switched off in the year 2010.


Considering that there are 11 million households in Tokyo area out of 45 million nationwide, this means a substantial 25% of the whole nation, will be able to receive 7 channels of digital TV in Tokyo in the year 2000. 


Experimental digital TV broadcasts will begin from the Tokyo Tower in November this year. 


This is as good as or as bad as the situation in the United Kingdom where digital TV commenced this year with virtually no actual digital TV sets ready in households. Similarly US TV stations will not begin broadcasting many digital programs till next summer or fall. So it would be fair to say that Japan will be behind the US by one year or so in digital TV. 


As for digital radio, although MPT have to wait till the next Telecommunications Technology Council’s meeting of next month, hopefully, MPT will start with either one segment of 429khz or three segments in the unused channels of the VHF TV band starting the year 2000. 


The legal framework will be ready at least by next fall after all the bills are passed in the next Japanese Parliament (Diet) session.


Apparently the influence of the current recession in Japan is not affecting broadcasters. The fact is that most broadcasters, especially the network stations in Tokyo, are enjoying the very good business even in the recession. 


The TV stations made the highest revenue and the highest profit in the fiscal 1997.  The profit/revenue ratio of the TV industry is the second highest in Japan, after the pharmaceutical field.


There will be a MPT press conference late tomorrow afternoon and the summary will be on the MPT homepage (www.mpt.go.jp).


TV Digital Countdown Lacks One Component: Actual TV Viewers 


(October 12, 1998) By Eric Glick 


Broadcasters' plans to offer digital service beginning next month may be all for naught until consumers have the means to receive a digital signal. 


Indeed, as broadcasters unveiled a plan to start offering some digital programming a bit ahead of schedule, some cable operators said they wouldn't be able to carry the signal for some time. 


For example, WBNS-TV, a CBS affiliate in Columbus, Ohio, was one of 42 stations to announce last week that it would begin offering digital service in November. However, neither cable operator that serves Columbus offers digital channels, so the only viewers that will be able to receive the signal must own costly and scarce HDTV sets. 


"We do not (offer digital service) today," said Mary Jo Green, a spokesman for Time Warner Cable's Columbus system. Green wouldn't speculate on when the cable operator might begin digital offerings. 


Insight Communications, which recently purchased a system from Coaxial Communications in Columbus, is also presently unable to carry a digital signal, according to its general manager Greg Graff. 


Even if a cable system had the capacity to offer a broadcaster's digital signal, Graff said, it "would need to free up bandwidth. In a vast majority of cases, they don't have it." 


At a splashy event on Oct. 6 at the National Association of Broadcasters headquarters in Washington, D.C., four broadcasters -- representing a total of 42 -- announced their plans to launch digital service ahead of schedule. 


"Broadcasters are meeting their digital pledge" to offer the service on time, said Chuck Sherman, NAB's executive VP. 


But they'll be doing so in many markets without the help of cable operators. In fact, according to some sources, broadcasters haven't even been in discussions with local MSOs about how or when they would be offering digital. 


Insight's Graff said his company has had "general discussions" with representatives from WBNS, but no specific talks about plans to launch digital next month. 


And a source at Time Warner said WBNS has "not contacted us at all about their digital plans." 


The lack of communication points to the general discord between broadcasters, the cable industry and the manufacturing community over the best way to roll out digital. The broadcasters accuse cable of acting as a "bottleneck" to delivering crisp, sharp local signals and charge the manufacturers with delaying the availability of reasonably-priced digital equipment. 


NAB president Eddie Fritts wrote National Cable Television Association president-CEO Decker Anstrom a letter last week urging NCTA members "to carry local digital signals." 


The fight between broadcasters and cable operators essentially boils down to whether MSOs are obligated under a new set of must-carry rules to carry both an analog and a digital signal until all broadcasters offer digital and give back their analog spectrum. The cable industry is expected to vigorously oppose such a move in comments it files this week at the FCC. 


For his part, Anstrom fired a letter back to Fritts last week, saying, "the transition from analog to digital is an evolutionary, complex process that will take time to work out and is best resolved by the marketplace, not the government." 


But the evolution seems to be at a standstill if last week's events are any indication. Without cable to carry the local digital signal, broadcasters won't reach more about 66% of homes in their local market. It's unclear, however, which cable systems in the 42 markets that plan to go digital next month plan to carry the signal. 


A cable marketing expert who requested anonymity said last week that broadcasters may be going ahead with digital without cable carriage as a ploy to give consumers an incentive to lobby their local operators for digital service. 


Such a move, known as "pull-through" marketing, is practiced in the cable industry all the time, as when a programmer tells customers to call their local operator to carry their service. 


The technique, the source said, could get customers to say, "Wouldn't it be great if I could get this signal through my cable box?" 


Not exactly must-see DTV


Fewer than 20 percent of homes are expected to have digital televisions by 2006, the target date to switch from analog. The cost, and concept, are daunting


By Reid Kanaley; http://www.phillynews.com /inquirer/98/Oct/15/tech.life/DIGI15.htm


The television set with cinema-screen dimensions yawned across the showroom at American Appliance in King of Prussia, and shopper Steve Stelzer looked at the wide box with mixed emotions.


"I'm sort of a fan of this," he said on a recent afternoon. "But I won't buy that set."


As wowed as he was by the prospect of digital television (DTV), Stelzer, 41, of Springfield, Delaware County, said he wasn't in the market for a rear-projection set, and certainly not one with a discounted price tag of $5,500.


"I'll wait six months to a year, to let the price come down," he said.


Local television stations will begin broadcasting sharp digital signals in the next few weeks. But one thing is already crystal clear.


Hardly anyone will be watching.


It may take years, industry officials now say, for more than a handful of viewers to move from their cheap and trusty analog TV sets into the crisp-imaged, but confusing and expensive, world of digital TV.


Fewer than 20 percent of U.S. households will have digital TVs by 2006 -- the target date set by the Federal Communications Commission to complete the transition from analog to digital -- according to a report issued last month by market researchers at Jupiter Communications.


It's not just that the hardware prices are high. They are expected to decline over time.


Beyond cost, the mere concepts of digital broadcasting and high-definition television are befuddling consumers. There is considerable uncertainty about what programming will be available in the new format. And competing satellite and cable offerings already come labeled as "digital."


"There's going to be tons of confusion," said James Barry, spokesman for the Consumer Electronics Manufacturers Association.


And digital TV is a newfangled widget in search of a market.


"We're talking about a non-demand-driven product," said Bruce Leichtman, industry analyst at the Yankee Group. "It's going to have very little impact in the short run."


Confusion reigns in the countryside.


At Best Buy in Springfield, a wide-screen Toshiba was on display recently as part of a promotion for DVDs -- the CD-style discs that hold entire movies -- with no indication of impending digital broadcasts.


The American Appliance salesman assisting Stelzer insisted that the wide-screen TV set on display in his store was ready to receive digital broadcasts.


That was not correct. The 56-inch Panasonic was labeled "DTV compatible." It would need a separate, $1,600 set-top tuner for digital TV.


Well, anyway, the salesman said, digital broadcasts were years away, since neighborhoods first have to be wired with fiber-optic cable.


Also not true. Digital television will be broadcast over the UHF airwaves, starting Nov. 1 in the Philadelphia area. Not an inch of fiber-optic cable will be needed. A roof-top antenna, rabbit ears, even a bent coat hanger may do the job.


In fact, cable television system operators, while saying they intend to give customers what they want, so far have not promised to carry the new digital channels. Their reason, some operators have said, is that they would be forced to dump existing cable fare to add the digital broadcast channels to their systems.


"The industry as a whole is doing a horrible job of educating the public," said Mike Brunner, manager of the Bryn Mawr Stereo store in King of Prussia.


None of this bodes well for a technology that, despite the confusion, holds enormous potential for consumers.


Because digital broadcasts beam streams of ones and zeros -- instead of the sloppy, modulated waves of traditional analog broadcasting -- far more information can be packed into the usual 6-megahertz of broadcast frequency bandwidth.


That's enough to fill a wide screen with film-quality images and to pack high-wattage speakers with CD-quality surround sound -- a combination the industry calls high-definition television, or HDTV.


So much more information can be broadcast digitally, that if a station decides not to broadcast an HDTV program, it instead may send out three or four programs at once in "standard-definition" format.


These multiple programs can be broadcast simultaneously and sorted out by the computer inside the TV set or set-top tuner.


And since the signal is coming in ones and zeros, a digital broadcast doesn't have to be normal television at all. It can be data such as TV listings, videos for later viewing, World Wide Web pages, or even coupons that could be sent to a computer printer.


"Digital is much more flexible, inherently," said Glenn Reitmeier, vice president for high-definition and multimedia systems at Sarnoff Corp., which designed some of the technology behind digital TV. That flexibility means digital broadcasting is likely to produce services beyond television programming, perhaps Internet access or telecommunications.


But for now, said Reitmeier, expect "pretty straightforward TV-as-usual kind of stuff."


Mid-range and low-end models of digital and high-definition sets won't be in stores until Christmas 1999, several industry officials said. But even then, prices will be in the thousands.


For now, there is just the high end. Some of it very high.


There is, for example, a 48-inch Faroujda projection set with a built-in digital and HDTV tuner that Hifi House in Broomall is selling for $19,000.


If that's too rich, the store has just introduced a $9,000 Mitsubishi model, but it will require a $3,000 add-on tuner to pick up digital broadcasts.


Several of the Faroujda sets have sold, said Hifi House salesman Ray Martin, but "they're not going to fly out the door at that price point."


What most consumers actually expect to pay for their next TV set, said Leichtman at the Yankee Group, is $450. He said a Yankee Group survey found only 10 percent of consumers expecting to pay more than $800.


The equipment on display in stores now is for "early adopters," that small segment of consumers who insist on being the first on their block to have a new gadget, no matter how expensive, say industry officials.


Even with little to show on it for the time being, the wide-screen sets may become status symbols for the next few years. After all, "you can tell the difference even when the TV is off," said Terrence Smith, Sarnoff's director for advanced television systems.


He was referring to the fact that today's analog TV screens have a width-to-height ratio of 4-3. The screens of most digital sets will be stretched dramatically to movie-screen width, 16-9.


But the future for these eye-popping sets is by no means assured.


With two-thirds of homes wired for cable, the industry's stated reluctance to guarantee the transmission of broadcasters' digital signals is potentially devastating. "We think it's difficult to jump-start this technology if it's not carried by cable," said Dennis Wharton, spokesman for the National Association of Broadcasters.


The cable industry, he said, holds "the potential to kill this baby in the cradle."


Meanwhile, manufacturers and electronics retailers -- worried that buyers will stress out over digital and decide not to make any TV purchase for the time being -- are encouraging analog sales. They promise that upgrades to digital will be painless and cheaper with each passing year.


"Don't be nervous," assured Brunner at Bryn Mawr Stereo. "There's nothing really to sweat on this.


"It's going to be a slow and steady transition, and we're not going to leave anybody out in the cold."


Get ready for the age of HDTV 


By Michael L. Rozansky http://www.phillynews.com /inquirer/98/Oct/15/front_page/HDTV15.htm


On a hot July morning, employees from television station WPVI were bused to a grassy clearing in Roxborough, where tables under white umbrellas were set with muffins, melon and mineral water.


Surrounded by TV towers in the antenna farm, the group gazed down a dirt slope where construction workers were erecting a new $2.1 million tower and antenna.


"This," station general manager Dave Davis said, "is literally Ground Zero for the technological revolution in the United States today."


There's no question of whether this revolution will be televised; this revolution is television.


In its biggest change since the first color sets in 1953, TV is going digital. The move will affect all 99 million American TV households. Millions of people will have to buy pricey new TV sets, converter boxes for their old TV sets, and even new living-room furniture because digital TVs are wider and shaped more like movie screens.


Next month, 42 stations across the United States will start beaming digital signals on new channels. Four stations in Philadelphia, the fourth-largest TV market, aim to launch Nov. 1: CBS-owned KYW (Channel 3), ABC-owned WPVI (Channel 6), NBC-owned WCAU (Channel 10) and Fox-owned WTXF (Channel 2).


What'll be on the digital channels? At first, mostly the same stuff that's on today's regular analog channels, only in digital form.


But increasingly over the next few years, the networks will broadcast shows on their digital channels in super-sharp high-definition TV, which boasts pictures so clear you can almost count the pores on Jerry Springer's nose.


Television producers are just starting to explore how to create shows for digital TV. "It's like settling the Old West," Fox Broadcasting spokesman Tom Tyrer said. "We're in entirely new territory."


The changeover to digital won't occur overnight. You've got eight years until broadcasters switch completely to digital signals and turn off their existing analog channels (and return those frequencies to the government).


And that changeover may not be completed in 2006, as Congress planned, if at least 85 percent of the TV households in a region don't own digital TVs or converters.


So far, the debut of HDTV has been clouded by incompatible equipment, technical problems and interindustry fights. A member of the Federal Communications Commission recently warned it was "a potential train wreck."


So before you junk the old set and think about blowing the price of a Volkswagen Beetle on a giant new tee-vee, we thought you'd like to know a little more:


(1) What is digital television?


It's just another way of delivering television pictures and sound. It uses a stream of zeroes and ones, the language of computers. That is a flexible language and can be easily compressed, so it gives TV stations and viewers more options.


The most talked-about kind of digital TV is high-definition television, HDTV. At its best, HDTV has a thrilling clarity and depth -- as well as six-channel CD-quality sound.


TV makers and broadcasters like to demo it with pulse-pounding scenes of Olympic triumph, Imax-type nature footage, James Bond-style chases, and bombs-bursting-in-air-over-the-Capitol-at-night.


In other words, they're not trying to entice us with The Nanny.


HDTV was developed with a wider screen than today's boxy TVs. Today sets have a 4-by-3 aspect ratio (a screen that is 4 inches across is 3 inches high). An HDTV screen has proportions of 16-by-9, giving it more of a cinematic side-to-side sweep -- so producers must rethink the way they film shows.


When Congress gave stations additional frequencies for digital TV -- a move condemned by some as a giveaway worth up to $70 billion -- many lawmakers expected them to use the channels for HDTV. But some networks have other ideas.


(2) What else can digital TV do?


Multicasting -- that is, dividing the signal up and showing three or four channels simultaneously. These channels wouldn't be as high-quality as HDTV; they would be shown in "standard definition," a digital equivalent of today's broadcasts, with no ghosting, no visual static.


Public station WHYY-TV, which aims to go digital in late 1999, says it might divide its digital signal into four channels during the day. For example, it could have channels dedicated to children, education, the arts, and business training. And it could present a single high-quality HDTV show in prime time.


With four channels, a network could broadcast a baseball game from four camera angles and let viewers pick their shots.


Or, said CBS senior vice president Martin Franks, a network might simultaneously show four games in the early rounds of the NCAA basketball tournament -- then show the finals in HDTV. "We can keep giving people prettier and prettier pictures as the games become more marquee-quality," he said.


Digital channels can also be used to send data, such as player statistics, to TVs and computers.


(3) How much does an HDTV cost?


High-definition TV sets with price tags from $7,000 to $20,000 are starting to show up in consumer electronics stores, including Best Buy and Circuit City. Nearly all are big projection sets, rather than the ordinary direct-view TVs most people have. Those will come later.


Prices will fall, but how far and how fast is anyone's guess. An economist with the Consumer Electronics Manufacturers Association (CEMA) figures cheap HDTVs could still cost $4,000 by 2007.


This year, sets are in the stores mainly for show. "I don't think anybody thinks this is going to be the season for HDTV," said Circuit City spokesman Morgan Stewart.


CEMA says that 30 percent of U.S. TV households will have the sets by 2006, though another analyst predicts it'll be less than 20 percent.


There's a chicken-and-egg, supply-and-demand cycle at work here, involving broadcasters, TV makers, TV producers, cable companies and the buying, viewing public.


"By the year 2001 or 2002, buying a digital HDTV set will be relatively painless," said Charlie Jablonski, an NBC vice president.


(4) Should I still buy a regular TV?


Electronics manufacturers say yes. "Right now, we're protecting analog sets," said Lisa Fasold of CEMA, noting that digital sets won't be available in any numbers until next year.


CEMA says today's analog TVs will work until at least 2006, and they will display digital channels with the use of converter boxes, which will translate the signals. But what you'll be getting from them isn't true high definition TV.


Unless you're willing to spend an awful lot of money for something that will get better and cheaper in the next few years, you might be better off right now with a conventional set.


(5) Can I get HDTV through cable?


Generally, no. To get HDTV reception now, you need a rooftop antenna or rabbit ears. And that's a problem, considering that two-thirds of American households get TV through cable.


There are actually two problems, and they're being worked on. One is that the first HDTV sets cannot receive HDTV programming through cable systems. The standards for equipment that would easily connect them are not yet completed.


The other is that cable systems have not agreed to carry the digital stations. Broadcasters argue that cable legally must carry local stations in high-definition and analog form.


But cable systems are loath to surrender a second channel to every local station, and kick cable channels off to make room. Pennsylvania State Rep. Mary Jo White (R., Franklin) has said she's afraid that the public service Pennsylvania Cable Network, which covers state government, would get dumped.


If you have cable and want HDTV, you could hook up an A/B switch to toggle between antenna reception and cable.


(6) What's going to be on HDTV?


Not much at first. The networks' plans are sketchy. The earliest HDTV broadcasts will be movies, sports and "event" telecasts.


ABC, which will start with movies, plans to show 101 Dalmatians in high definition on The Wonderful World of Disney on Nov. 1, the digital-TV launch date.


CBS will have four football games in HDTV between Nov. 8 and Jan. 10 (the first only in New York), including the AFC divisional playoff.


NBC said next spring it will broadcast The Tonight Show in HDTV, and will show the movies Men in Black in 1999 and Titanic in 2000. Fox hasn't announced any HDTV plans.


In general, the same shows will run on regular TV at the same time.


Movies, which are filmed in wide-screen format, are well-suited for HDTV. Sports -- the other main attraction of HDTV -- are tougher, according to some broadcast executives, who say it's hard to get good graphics and slo-mo in HDTV.


The networks plan to experiment with "event" programs, like a season finale of ER or a mini-series.


(7) Who else will have HDTV shows?


In 2002, all commercial TV stations must have digital broadcasts.


Pay channel HBO has said it will offer two channels in HDTV next year. So far, no cable company has agreed to carry it. But USSB, a small-dish satellite-TV company, will. To get HDTV via satellite, you'll need special equipment.


(8) What effect will the wider TV screens have on programs?


The size difference raises countless issues with programs and commercials. When standard-size shows appear on the new screens, you will probably see a "letterbox" effect, with color bars filling the sides of the screen. Or networks could try to electronically stretch the picture to fill the screen.


(9) Where do I find the digital versions for my local stations?


Each regular station has been assigned a digital channel. But you won't have to remember the new numbers. Sim Kolliner, director of engineering at WCAU, says the new digital TVs will display menus so that when you tune to Channel 10 (WCAU-TV), you'll get a choice of the standard and digital versions.


You won't need to know that WCAU's digital channel is 67 -- or that KYW's is 26, WPVI's is 64 and WTXF's is 42.


(10) Does HDTV really look that much better?


HDTV has been compared to looking through a window, and it has a crispness and three-dimensionality that can be breathtaking. But it obviously depends on the program. Rock-concert footage in an HDTV demo looked just slightly better than ordinary TV. And the difference is noticeable mainly on large sets.


What no one mentions -- and maybe this should be a warning label -- is that HDTV will not improve the writing or acting on sitcoms and dramas, will not eliminate idiocy from talk shows and will not improve the performance of your favorite sports teams.


Remember: We're talking about TV.


Future world of television is flat and it's worth the price


By Mike Langberg; Mercury News Computing Editor 


I'm ready for the future of television. In September, I purchased an amazing new television set: the Sony FD Trinitron Wega KV-32XBR200.


What's special about this 32-inch TV is the tube: It presents a perfectly flat screen to the viewer, with absolutely no curvature on the 494 square inches of glass.


This is a breakthrough for two reasons:


First, there is almost no glare or reflection to interfere with the picture for viewers sitting at any angle in front of the flat screen.


Second, there is no edge distortion -- unlike curved screens, where images change shape as they move toward the sides.


I paid handsomely for the privilege. The Wega model I bought goes for $1,899 and weighs a gut-busting 176 pounds, about 50 percent heavier than conventional 32-inch sets.


For more information, call Sony Electronics Inc. at (800) 222-7669 or go the manufacturer's World Wide Web site (www.sel.sony.com/SEL/consumer/wega).


Before I tell give you details about the Wega, let me assure you I haven't turned into a video snob who assumes everyone needs to spend nearly $2,000 for a TV. There are many good 32-inch sets available for less than $750, and decent 27-inch sets are down in the $500 range.


However, fancy big-screen television sets -- the centerpiece of home theater systems -- are increasingly popular. Ordinary consumers, not millionaires, are snapping up premium-priced sets for $1,000 and above.


If you're one of those people willing to spend big bucks on a TV, you should seriously consider the Wega.


I initially saw the Wega in March at a demonstration of new Sony products staged for retailers. It was love at first sight.


The perfectly flat screen -- the ``FD'' in the product's name stands for ``Flat Display'' -- took my breath away. Every part of the picture stood out in perfect clarity. There was no reflection visible on the screen, even though I was standing in a brightly lit room. The images looked almost like a painting come to life.


Sony has pulled off an engineering miracle to create the Wega tube. A TV tube is basically a vacuum chamber, and the atmospheric pressure pushing on that chamber gets bigger and bigger as the size of the tube increases.


If you remember your high-school physics, the outside edge of a curve resists more pressure than a straight line. That's why an arched doorway can support a much heavier wall that a straight doorframe.


Until the Wega, TV manufacturers couldn't come up with a sufficiently strong design to support a flat screen on a large tube. And even Sony couldn't do it without adding lots of glass to shore up the sides of the tube -- explaining why the Wega is so much heavier than other 32-inch sets.


The Wega, a European spelling of the word we pronounce as ``vega,'' has a picture so good that at first I thought the set was defective. It took me several weeks to realize that a lot of ``artifacts,'' the video-geek term for jagged edges and other picture distortions that arise from the limitations of today's TV signals, were not the fault of the set. Instead they were actually things I'd previously not seen because my old TV didn't deliver sufficient clarity.


The best performance comes when I play a DVD, the new format that puts a movie on a compact disc, using the Wega's component video input, which I'll discuss further below.


In the DVD version of the political satire ``Wag the Dog,'' for example, I could see the pores on a woman's face in one close-up scene.


Video enthusiasts will also appreciate the many bells and whistles included in the Wega. There are numerous ways to configure the picture and sound, as well as a ``Channel Index'' feature that displays 13 channels on the screen simultaneously.


By the end of November, Sony says five Wega models will be on the market: the 32-inch KV-32XBR200 that I bought, which reached stores shortly before Labor Day; the 32-inch KV-32FV1, which has fewer of those bells and whistles and will sell for about $1,599; the 36-inch KV-36XBR200 for about $2,399, which matches the features of the 32XBR200; and the 36-inch KV-36FV1, matching the 32FV1, for about $2,099. The 34-inch KW-34HD1 at a nose-bleed-inducing $8,999, is Sony's first high-definition set designed for the new digital broadcast system set to begin in November.


Digital television promises to eliminate many of those ``artifacts'' from broadcasts, finally achieving the long-sought goal of movie-quality images at home.


But the launch of digital television, or DTV, is surrounded by confusion over technical specifications and how fast broadcasters will offer programming in the new format.


What's more, it is likely to be at least several years before DTV sets are anywhere close to the neighborhood of affordability.


Which brings me back to the subject of component video input.


Component video breaks the TV signal down into three basic elements, transmitted through three separate cables going into jacks on the back of a television set. This bypasses the TV's tuner and other circuitry, allowing the cleanest possible image to get on the screen.


DTV converters, which translate a DTV broadcast into today's television format, will do a much better job when the signal is piped to the television set through component video inputs.


The first such converters, due late this year and early next year, will be priced in the vicinity of $1,500. But DTV converters should be much more reasonable -- perhaps around $500 -- in a year.


So, if you need a TV today, it's worth looking for component video input as a way of future-proofing your purchase against the arrival of DTV. I don't think you should put off the purchase until DTV sets are reasonably priced -- that day is far enough away that it's not worth delaying your gratification.


Only a year or two ago, component video input was found only on a few top-of-the-line models. But it's now available on many models, all the way down to 27-inch sets. Toshiba has been one of the most aggressive in broadening the reach of component video input, including the manufacturer's 27-inch CN27H95, selling for about $599.


Write Mike Langberg at 750 Ridder Park Drive, San Jose, Calif. 95190; call (408) 920-5084; fax (408) 920-5917; or e-mail to mike@langberg.com


TV stations to begin digital broadcasts


Oct7,1998- The Associated Press; WASHINGTON from NAB Press release    There still are glitches to overcome, but more than 40 US TV stations will become pioneers next month when they begin offering viewers what is touted as crystal clear digital pictures and sound.


[Co-incidentally on the other side of the Atlantic, 23 of the 81 planned digital stations in the UK will officially commence digital broadcasting in the DVB format on November 1st .]  The US stations - 16 more than originally scheduled to be on the air in November - reflect an 11-year effort between US government agencies and industry to get the new generation of TV off the ground. Eventually, all US TV stations must make the switch from today’s NTSC analog signal to digital by 2006.


“More than one-third of the television households in the country will have access to at least one digital TV signal this year,” Federal Communications Commission Chairman Bill Kennard said about the 42 stations.


Those stations represent nine of the top 10 TV markets—all except Chicago—and some smaller markets too. 


The National Association of Broadcasters’(NAB) announcement Tuesday tried to deflect blame away from the industry over what has been a bumpy transition from analog to high-quality digital technology.  “Broadcasters are delivering on their digital pledge and, in fact, exceeding it,” NAB President Eddie Fritts said.


The digital stations in November hope to broadcast some programs - movies or sports events - in the sharpest high definition digital format. But many if not all of those stations will air their regular programming in a regular digital format. This still will look to the viewer quite like high definition, said NAB’s vice president of television, Chuck Sherman.


What [the NAB doesn’t say and] the stations can [not] do is change the program, for instance Friends, ER or Home Improvement,from its original analog format into HD digital. This needs a process called “upconverting.”


WRC-TV in Washington, one of the 42 stations, plans to do this for all its regular programming, said Jerry Agresti, the station’s director of engineering. The piece of equipment to do this costs about $120,000 to $125,000, he said.


In addition, WRC, an NBC affiliate, plans to air in high definition, The Tonight Show With Jay Leno in the spring of 1999, the movie Men in Black sometime next year and Titanic in 2000, said Linda Weir Sullivan, the station’s president and general manager.


ABC affiliate WKOW in Madison, Wis., another station going digital, plans to air the Disney movie 101 Dalmatians in high definition in November, and will be lining up other programs, said Terry Shockley, co-founder of Shockley Communications Corp., owner of WKOW.


During the transition to digital, stations will simulcast on their two channels—one in digital and the other in NTSC analog—so people can still watch broadcast shows on their existing analog TV sets.


But the transition hasn’t been smooth. There were problems between high-definition TV sets and cable TV systems not being compatible, and problems with viewers receiving broadcasters’ digital signals on indoor and rooftop antennas. All that raises the possibility that people who buy pricey high-definition TV sets—with price tags from $5,000 to $10,000 -- in November may have trouble watching high-definition shows on them.


Cynthia Upson, a spokeswoman for the Consumer Electronic Manufacturers Association, said TV set makers are working closely with cable to resolve compatibility issues and progress is being made. “We believe some sets will receive cable’s high-definition digital signals,” she said.


Free, Over-the-Air Digital TV Broadcasters Deliver Digital On-Time 


FCC Chairman Kennard, Commissioner Ness Recognize Efforts


October 7, 1998 WASHINGTON, Oct. 6 /PRNewswire/ via NewsEdge Corporation— Broadcasters today announced that they are deploying digital television broadcasts ahead of schedule, with 41 TV stations across the country capable of beaming a digital signal this November — half again, the number of stations that first volunteered to meet that date. 


“The message is as clear as an HDTV picture itself: Broadcasters are delivering on their digital pledge and, in fact, exceeding it,” said NAB President and CEO Eddie Fritts. 


FCC Chairman Kennard said in a statement, “I welcome and applaud the news today from the NAB that 41 stations will begin their digital television broadcasts next month. It shows that broadcasters...are taking DTV (digital television) seriously and are lining up to start their competitive engines. “ 


Commissioner Ness attended the press conference and stated that she is most excited about the small market stations early adoption of the digital technology. It shows, she said, that broadcasters are dedicated to bringing digital to all marketplaces. 


When the FCC approved a plan ordering TV broadcasters to begin offering digital TV, 26 local stations in the top 10 television markets volunteered to build digital broadcast capacity by November 1998. In addition, 15 other stations across the country, including stations in the 71st market and 84th markets, will join the 26 volunteers in meeting the November 1 deadline. 


These achievements have not come easily nor cheaply. When the entire industry digital build out is completed, broadcasters will have invested at least $16 billion. 


The 26 volunteers and their locations are: New York, WCBS-TV; Los Angeles, KABC-TV, KCBS-TV, KTLA-TV and KNBC-TV; Philadelphia, WPVI-TV, KYW-TV, WTXF-TV and WCAU-TV; San Francisco, KGO-TV, KPIX-TV, KTVU-TV and KRON-TV; Boston, WCVB-TV and WMUR-TV (Manchester, NH); Washington, WJLA-TV, WUSA-TV, WETA-TV and WRC-TV; Dallas, WFAA-TV, KDFW-TV and KXAS-TV; Detroit, WXYZ-TV and WJBK-TV and Atlanta, WSB-TV and WXIA-TV. 


The additional 15 early adopters and their locations are: Houston, KHOU- TV; Seattle, KOMO-TV; KCTS-TV and KING-TV; Miami, WLRN-TV; Portland, OR, KOPB- TV; Indianapolis, IN, WTHR-TV; Charlotte, NC, WBTV-TV; Raleigh, NC, WRAL-TV; Cincinnati, OH, WLWT-TV; Milwaukee, WMVS-TV; Columbus, OH, WBNS-TV; Harrisburg, PA, WITF-TV; Honolulu, KITV-TV and Madison, WI, WKOW. 


The television executives representing four of the new digital television stations also presented a glimpse of their experience building digital stations. A general manager of a tower cooperative also gave his views of broadcast tower siting issues. 


Digital TV seen as Home Multimedia Server at Japan Electronics Show


Oct. 12th, 1998; by Junko Yoshida, EE Times  �The digital TV will not be another PC-like Internet box, but rather a home multimedia server, judging by the prototypes on display at last week’s Japan Electronics Show.


Both JVC and Matsushita showed off TVs that incorporate Hard-Disk-Drives and act as central recording systems for audio, video, and data.   JVC’s prototype featured 1 gigabyte of storage capacity but Matsushita had a large-screen TV with a whopping 12.5-GB HDD. 


The two companies consider the hard drive a reasonable point from which to kick-start the concept of a home server, even though they agree that the platform that ultimately evolves will not be a full-blown server. The HDD, acting as local memory for a smart TV, would enable temporary storage of the information necessary to provide instant access for quick viewing. 


Calling its concept Information TV, JVC demonstrated a large-screen family-room set with a built-in encyclopedia, a data-broadcasting receiver, a comprehensive electronic programming guide (EPG), a search engine, and a Web browser bundled with dedicated service from an ISP [via a modem]. 


The system also features a handheld remote controller with a pen-input capability that would let viewers scribble down information for which they want to search, then display the captured information on a TV without using a keyboard, said Tomio Mori, senior staff manager of the strategic business-planning office of JVC’s audio-visual and multimedia sector. 


The goal for Information TV is to organize, sort out, and display a variety of data and entertainment information in a manner that’s actually useful to family viewers in a living room, Mori said. 


Matsushita, for its part, positions its HDD-TV as a set for the digital-TV era. The 12.5-GB hard drive has ample room for storing an hour’s worth of DV-format video or five hours’ worth of MPEG-2 compressed video signals. HDD-TV allows a simultaneous display of three video windows for EPG or programs that are already recorded. 


Matsushita also showed off an HDD-digital video player, to which consumers can connect a DV camcorder for video editing, and a prototype media controller, called MediaView. The latter system packs a variety of terrestrial and satellite broadcasting tuners and serves as a unified database for several different media, said Hiroyuki Uenaka, senior engineer of the AVC Products Development Laboratory at Matsushita’s AVC Co. 


As increasingly disparate media carriers bring more channels into homes, many consumer-electronics companies view their primary obligation to consumers as building an effective traffic-control system, offering a comprehensive electronic programming guide with an attractive user interface. Preferably, separate video streams could be shown simultaneously in separate on-screen windows. 


Uenaka said the MediaView prototype on display at the show was designed around a Pentium 400-MHz CPU running Windows NT, but the final product will likely differ. “We just happen to use that class of Pentium and Windows NT as an engineering development environment,” Uenaka said. 


Said JVC’s Mori: “We want to redefine TV not by adding what happened to become popular on the PC, but by exploring applications that prove to be ideal for the family-room TV.” Hence, the design focus looks beyond Web access to treat the Internet as one of many potential sources for entertainment and information streams. 


“We are sticking with the TV to do the things we want it to do, because the TV is always located in a prime spot in a Japanese living room,” Mori said. 


“Moreover, fundamentally, we don’t think this [evolving platform] should be a PC, because we are not counting on consumers to be tolerant of waiting a few minutes to get information or to switch to a program they want to watch.” 


Neither JVC nor Matsushita disclosed the type of real-time operating system they plan to use in their future HDD-TVs, though they acknowledged Microsoft’s Win CE as an option. 


Consumer Companies Eye Technology Tonic at the Japan Electronics Show 


Oct.12th,1998; by Junko Yoshida and Yoshiko Hara, EE Times  With a mounting economic crisis serving as a bleak backdrop, Japan’s top consumer-electronics corporations tried to stress a silver lining — their persistent technological prowess — at the Japan Electronics Show (JES), which started in Tokyo Oct. 6.


But even the technology picture betrayed ragged edges as the top system makers showed signs of struggle in their effort to rethink Japan’s vision of digital TV, rekindle interest in PDAs, and craft display technologies that may serve as the basis for next-generation multimedia products.


The glitz and gadgets of this year’s JES could not fully distract attention from Japan’s deteriorating economic situation. Under the specter of a banking crisis, Japan’s gross domestic product now is expected to shrink for two consecutive years—the first such projected decline since World War II. 


Executives from consumer-electronics leaders Matsushita, Sanyo, and Sharp held out hope that the technologies and products trumpeted at the show will lay the foundation for a new generation of networked multimedia systems that will pull the industry out of its morass. 


“The current economic turmoil is caused largely by inappropriate policies. Technology is steadily making progress,” said Sadao Kondo, president and chief operating officer of Sanyo Electric. 


“The Japanese electronics industry has been proceeding rationally after the collapse of Japan’s bubble economy,” said Kazuhiko Sugiyama, executive vice president of Matsushita Electric Industrial. “Companies are at a standstill, but the industry has the capability to grow [via] technology.” 


Government officials including those from the [infamous] MITI,  put on a similarly brave face. 


“Manufacturers are now restructuring by dividing operations and establishing internal companies. This year is still difficult, but in 1999 and 2000, the results will be [positive],” said Akira Kubota, director of the industrial electronic division of the Machinery and Information Industries Bureau of the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI). 


Kubota expressed optimism that the flat TVs and slim notebooks on the show floor will be hits that will demonstrate the technological might of Japan’s titans. But he also voiced concern that the economic crunch may force companies to curtail some long-term research. 


Fresh Concepts Surface


Indeed, the uncertainty was evident even on the show floor, as last year’s hot concept—Internet TV—was upstaged by visions of digital TVs that act as multimedia home servers. Matsushita and Victor Co. of Japan (JVC) demonstrated prototype TVs with built-in gigabyte hard drives and DVD-RAM changers. 


Elsewhere, OEMs displayed a host of hybrid handheld gadgets, including a palm-sized Personal Handyphone with built-in e-mail and Web browsing, a digital camcorder with an LCD that accepts pen input for adding text or illustrations to images, a handheld computer with a built-in CCD sensor for video mail, a virtual Dolby digital headset, and a pair of LCD eyeglasses wired with a tiny portable DVD player that would let consumers enjoy large-screen movies in the privacy of their own spectacles. 


What the various mobile devices have in common is their uniqueness. Companies displayed proprietary platforms, diversified applications, and distinct embedded-system implementations. Whereas conformity has been the norm for the PC, one would have been hard-pressed to find any two devices on the show floor last week that used the same chips, operating systems, and user interfaces. None of the embedded systems pretended to be a comprehensive, one-size-fits-all device. Each touted new features that add consumer interest but stop just shy of consumer confusion. 


Mitsubishi touted a tiny PHS device, priced at less than $200 and featuring a monochrome half-VGA display, for dedicated e-mail/Internet connectivity. The embedded system, with personal-information-management software, comes with a small earphone microphone so that it can used as a PHS voice phone if necessary. 


“A real advantage of PHS is its 32-kilobit-per-second data rate is ideal for data communications,” said Yukio Kurohata, a member of the marketing staff at Mitsubishi Electric’s IS division. 


The device, bundled with NTT’s e-mail service, lets consumers go online immediately. Integrated with a 4-MB DRAM and 4-MB flash ROM, the PHS/PDA runs on an undisclosed 32-bit RISC processor and uses VxWorks as its RealTimeOpoeratingSystem. 


Sharp has become the first vendor to add a pen-input capability and touch-screen features to the color-LCD viewfinder of a DV camcorder. Handwritten messages can be easily combined with still or moving digital images captured by the camcorder, and the 3.5-inch viewfinder lets users zoom in or focus on a subject without having to manipulate buttons. But ease of use comes at a price—as much as $1,700. 


Controversy Over Image Format


A number of companies showed digital still cameras that also offer limited motion video and audio recording. Yet there appears to be scant agreement on a format for compressing moving images in a digital still camera. Sanyo uses Motion JPEG; Sony has put an MPEG-1 codec in its Digital Mavica. 


Meanwhile, Sony opted for a software solution in its new Vaio notebook, with a built-in 1/6-inch 270,000-pixel CCD sensor. The DV codec runs on the notebook’s Pentium 233-MHz CPU to capture up to 60 seconds’ worth of moving images. 


Even as mobile communications and entertainment devices shrink, a movement is afoot to offer consumers a theater-like entertainment experience in a compact, portable device. Sony showed off a Glasstron device with a 0.7-inch, 832-by-624-dot LCD that simulates the experience of watching video images on a 24-inch screen with 640-by-480-dot resolution. Price for the personal theater: $2,200. 


Sony also demonstrated a virtual Dolby digital headphone system. The virtual Dolby digital decoder unit implements a Sony audio algorithm called Virtual Phones Technology; the cordless headphone integrates four tiny infrared receivers. Virtual Dolby Digital simulates a 5.1-channel sound environment using only two channels. 


At the component level, companies jockeyed for position in alternative flat panel-display technologies, though none emerged a clear winner. NEC devoted its floor space to PlasmaDisplayPanels; others also showed rectilinear-faced displays. Selections included PDPs, LCDs, plasma-addressed LCDs (PALCs), rear projectors, and flat CRTs. 


“Japan can contribute to displays the most with its original technologies,” said Masao Sugimoto, executive vice president of Pioneer Electronic. Pioneer announced at the show that it’s linking with Philips Components in next-generation PDP technology. 


Barriers to widespread use of PDPs have been their high cost and relatively low picture quality. PDP development entered the second-generation stage at JES this year, with manufacturers putting a priority on picture-quality improvement, said audio/video critic Reiji Asakura. 


PDP manufacturers exhibited displays that provide around 500 candelas per square meter of brightness and natural color, with a color temperature comparable to that of CRTs. Fujitsu and Matsushita got a higher brightness by altering the PDP structure in their newest displays. 


Asakura acknowledged the brightness and contrast gains, but said the overall effort to improve PDP picture quality has not been “a brilliant success” thus far. The panels need to provide even higher brightness and contrast if they are appeal to a broad spectrum of consumers, he said, and the signal-to-noise ratio must be improved. 


PALC displays, developed by Sharp, Sony, and Philips, also improved in picture quality compared with the models shown last year. All three companies showed 42-inch-wide, high-definition- resolution (1,920-by-960) prototypes. Sharp said the displays achieve brightness of 350 candelas. But some analysts expressed misgivings about the future of the technology because of its complex structure. 


LCD giant Sharp said it plans to shift its entire TV product line to LCD models by 2005. As a part of the strategy, Sharp announced 20-inch and 15-inch LCD TV sets at the show, enlarging the available screen size from the previous 11 inches. 


The organic EL display, a self-emitting technology that has shown some promise, was also in evidence. Pioneer showed a 5.2-inch, quarter-VGA full-color EL prototype that drew attention because it appeared to come closer to achieving practical viability than previous attempts at the technology. The Pioneer EL approach employs three different materials to emit red, green and blue light respectively. The prototype is the first full-color EL display of this type. 


Even competitors conceded Pioneer had pulled off a coup. “After I saw Pioneer’s prototype, I wanted to remove our own prototype from exhibition,” said an engineer from a competing company.


Asian flu hits TV equipment suppliers


13 Oct 1998,Mark Larson Staff Writer © 1998, Sacramento Business Journal 


The Asian economic crisis has pounded the Nevada City video and networking division of Tektronix Inc., contributing to a 41 percent plunge in its first-quarter sales.  None of the 400 local employees of Grass Valley Products has lost their jobs, but they could if the slump continues. Meanwhile, the division has laid off 200 employees in England, Oregon, and elsewhere in Europe and the United States. 


Blame the slump on upheaval in the Asian market and a reluctance by U.S. television networks to shift to digital equipment—the core products made by Grass Valley Products. 


For the first quarter ended Aug. 29, the division’s sales were $57.7 million, down from $97.9 million for the same quarter last year.  “We’re not planning on any” layoffs, said Tim Thorsteinson, president of Tektronix’s video and networking division. “But that doesn’t mean one won’t happen.”  Further moves will depend on how the division’s bottom line looks at the end of the second quarter on Dec. 1, he said. 


Analysts agree that the division is under a quarter-by-quarter expense watch, and if sales keep falling, layoffs will almost surely follow to bring expenses in line with sales.  Over the years, layoffs at the Grass Valley unit, formerly known as Grass Valley Group, have triggered several video industry start-ups in the foothills led by spun-off engineers. 


Tektronix, which also has printing and measurement divisions, posted a $4.7 million loss for the quarter ended Aug. 29, or 9 cents a share, on $419 million in sales. A year ago it earned $26.7 million, or 52 cents a share, on sales of $481.3 million. The company has laid off 600 people overall. 


“Hopefully, most of the layoffs are done,” said Ted Kundz, an industry analyst at Lehman Bros. in New York City. But Kundz predicted that the video and networking division will record a sales decline of 38 percent when the fiscal year ends next May 31. 


Tom Carley, an industry analyst with D.A. Davidson & Co. in Portland, said he thinks Tektronix has cut all the jobs -- 10 percent—it needs to. 


In recent years, Thorsteinson had already trimmed Grass Valley Products’ payroll to about 400. 


The division lost market share in the 1990s when it was slow to convert products from analog to digital. To recoup, Thorsteinson narrowed the division’s focus to produce only the most profitable digital conversion products. 


The goal has been to snag as much business as possible from TV networks converting their equipment to digital formats—a change required by the Federal Communications Commission. 


But the Asian swoon has stalled the usual flow of orders from Japan and South Korea, which usually provide one-third of the division’s business.  Korea, for instance, typically was good for $10 million to $15 million in orders annually, or about 10 percent of sales.  “They’re going to do nothing this year,” Thorsteinson said. 


In addition, TV networks have put off making digital conversions of their equipment, a huge market that will eventually come around.  Analyst Carley said those orders should pick up for Grass Valley Products after the National Association of Broadcasters equipment trade show next April. By then, Grass Valley Products will have its newest products on display, and because digital conversion deadlines will be closer, the pressure for orders will build. 


The financial conditions between now and then are the problem.  Thorsteinson is trying to build business by boosting offerings of broadband videoconferencing technology, a category that posted a 30 percent sales gain in the first quarter, and video editing products, both with the help of alliances with other companies. 


Analyst Kundz said those moves make sense in the soft market. 


“They’ve got to do some joint ventures and try to grow the business that way, with partners,” he said. 


Thorsteinson said his unit needs new markets to reduce its reliance on the Asian economy or TV networks’ equipment purchasing whims. That’s leading to an effort to sell video systems to hospitals, schools, corporations, or anywhere else they’re desired. 


But for now, Thorsteinson is looking ahead to Dec. 1. “We’re certainly hoping for the best, but we’re prepared for the worst,” he said. “I’m anticipating a pretty difficult next year.” 


SKYPLEX - the world’s first on-board DVB multiplexing facility


Oct. 9, 1998; Eutelsat Release � SKYPLEX has been developed by EUTELSAT and ESA, and built by Alenia, in order to uplink television or multimedia services from different locations while maintaining a single multiplexed downlink signal in the DVB format to consumer receivers connected to a television set or PC. 


It therefore allows broadcasting of low bit-rate video, audio or data digital streams towards high bit-rate DVB compliant IRDs without having to concentrate the low bit-rate streams on the ground. 


SKYPLEX was successfully tested on Hot Bird 4 and will be commercialised on Hot Bird 5. The satellite will be fitted with three SKYLEX units, each of which can receive up to eight uplink channels and operated at bit rates as low as 350 kbit/s per uplink. 


At the satellite level SKYPLEX involves demodulation of the different uplink signals, multiplexing of the bit streams onto a single digital stream and formatting and modulation of the stream for downlink transmission. The signal received from the satellite is in an identical format to a DVB multiplex assembled on the ground. Uplinks can be carried out either in SCPC or in a shared mode by small uplink terminals. In a shared mode up to six stations can access in TDMA an uplink channel. Signals can be uplinked either in the clear or with different encryption systems. 


In the DVB television world, SKYPLEX can be used for single programme uplinking, outside broadcasting, business television or satellite radio. With its simultaneous point-to-point architecture and MPEG2 compatibility it can also be used for multimedia applications and single-hop routing of the Internet. In the business market, it can be used for two-way, full meshed or hubless networks for reception by low-cost reception (PC-based) terminals. 


EUTELSAT is the first satellite operator in the world to offer this on-board multiplexing facility which will revolutionise multiplexing by offering flexibility, independence and reduced transmission costs to satellites for clients such as television and radio broadcasters and multimedia service providers.


Tektronix, Mitsubishi Electric demonstrate real-time HDTV Broadcast with Program and System Information Protocol (PSIP)


-- Creates Easy-to-Recognize Electronic Program Guides for Consumers --


Press Release, Beaverton, Ore., Oct. 14, 1998 


[Note: the DVB equivalent SI has been in use on satellite and cable systems for the past 3 years and for some months on DVB-T in the UK, so don’t be overwhelmed by this enthusiastic release.]


– As part of their commitment to providing television broadcasters with leading products and services for HDTV programming, Tektronix, Inc. (NYSE:TEK) and Mitsubishi Electric America (MEA) today announced the successful test of a production version of their Program and System Information Protocol (PSIP) generator at the Model Station (WHD) in Washington, D.C.  The demonstration was the first time that real-time PSIP was broadcast over the air. 


The Tektronix/Mitsubishi PSIP products enable the receiver to identify program information from the station and use it to create easy-to-recognize electronic program guides for the consumer at home.  The products insert data related to channel selection and electronic program guides into the ATSC MPEG transport stream.


“We were delighted with the successful PSIP transmission test of the only encoder which actively accepts PSIP, the Tektronix/Mitsubishi MH-1100.  This product is ahead of everyone else by being up and running and doing what it is supposed to do,” said Bruce Miller, president, WHD-TV.  “We were able to create and transmit the channel tables and program guide information and also change the program guide information in real-time.”


“The transmission verified our expectations of the system,” added Ralph Cerbone, senior vice president, Digital Broadcasting Business America division of Mitsubishi Electric America.  “We are now working with WHD to refine the design of our product and conduct additional verification tests.”  


“This demonstration of proven functionality is critical to the entire US viewing audience since more than 50% of consumer DTV television receivers will require PSIP transmission to acquire and select channels,” said Tim Thorsteinson, president, Video and Networking Division, Tektronix.  “We’re proud to be a part of this historic broadcast.”


Tektronix and Mitsubishi Electric, the first to bring PSIP products to the marketplace, are currently offering HDTV broadcasters three new levels of PSIP applications for channel allocation and program information.  The first tier provides the tables required for channel allocation.  The second tier adds program guide information for six channels for 12 hours.  The third tier provides full PSIP with program guide information for multi-channels for 16 days with off-air data monitoring, error detection and error alarm.   Fully upgradable, each tier is a complete system with all hardware and software required included.  


Tektronix is a portfolio of measurement, color printing and video and networking businesses dedicated to applying technology excellence to customer challenges.  Tektronix is headquartered in Wilsonville, Oregon, and has operations in 26 countries outside the United States.  Founded in 1946, the company had revenues of $2.1 billion in fiscal 1998.  
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