Italian Plan for Digital Switchover 

Digital Terrestrial Television (DTT) has already been introduced in some countries of the European Union, while others have only planned its introduction.  In many cases, the dates for the analogue switch-off have already been set, and range  from 2006 to 2012.  

The role of DTT is underscored in the e-Europe 2005 action plan as one of the three main access platforms to the information society, together with UMTS and fixed broadband access.  Italy fully shares this orientation, as can be clearly gauged from legislative initiatives and regulations implemented in our country between 2001 and 2003 for the development of DTT and broadband in general.

According to the e-Europe 2005 action plan, all the Member States are required to disclose their national strategies for the switchover from analogue to digital terrestrial television by the end of 2003.  

 This document describes the actions undertaken in Italy for the switchover process from analogue to digital television, referring to the outline indicated by the European Commission – Directorate General for the Information Society, in Document COCOM 03-52 of 3 December 2003, with which the Member States are invited to communicate the DTT development dates in their own country.  

1. Strategic plan for the switchover – Relevant regulations 

The legislative framework for the development of digital terrestrial television in Italy comprises various laws and regulations, and, in particular: 

· Law No 249 of 31 July 1997 broached the issue of digital terrestrial television for the first time, stipulating that the Communications Authority had to reserve part of the frequencies for the broadcasting of digital radio and television signals when planning analogue television frequencies.  

· The national analogue television frequency assignment plan, drawn up by the Communications Authority in 1998 pursuant to Law No 249 of 1997, reserved 4 channels for digital terrestrial television (66, 67, 68, 69). Nevertheless, the failure to implement the said plan has impeded the release of the aforementioned channels, which have been extensively used by local and national commercial broadcasters for analogue television.  

· Decree‑Law No 5 of 20 January 2001, amended by Law No 66 of 20 March 2001, provided for the switch-off of analogue networks, and therefore for the definitive switchover to digital transmission on terrestrial frequencies by 2006.  In particular, the aforementioned law provides for:  

a) an obligation on holders of more than one analogue licence, who intend to conduct trials with DTT, to reserve at least 40% of the transmission capacity of their own digital multiplex for independent third party operators ;

b) the possibility to request digital terrestrial television trials and to find the necessary frequencies for its development through frequency trading, for a period of three years as of the date of the entry into force of the law; 

c) the reservation of frequencies for the concessionary of the public broadcasting service to establish at least one multiplex for the transmission of free‑to‑air broadcasting of digital terrestrial television programmes;  

d) the abandonment of analogue television planning and the prompt establishment of a new, entirely digital, national frequency assignment plan.  

e) an obligation on broadcasters to transmit at least three television programmes on each digital multiplex and to design television programmes for "free to air" broadcasting. 

· Pursuant to Law No 66 of 20 March 2001, the Communications Authority approved the regulation for issuing individual licences and general permits for DTT (Resolution No 435/01/CONS of 15 November 2001). The regulation provides for three distinct figures for digital terrestrial television: content providers (who have editorial responsibility for contents), service providers (who, through network operators, provide information services), and network operators (who hold the right to install and operate the network).  Pursuant to the regulation, the interested parties (current analogue licensees and broadcasters transmitting via cable or via satellite, as well as in consortium with third parties), may request specific authorisation to conduct DTT trials by 30 March 2004, using their own analogue frequencies or obtaining others through frequency trading.  The public broadcasting service licensee is authorised directly by the law to conduct DTT trials, and a specific broadcasting multiplex for unencrypted television programme schedules has been reserved.  On this reserved multiplex, the RAI can transmit only its own programmes, and not those of others.  On other blocks, the RAI, like private operators, is required to reserve at least 40% of transmission capacity for third parties, and may operate as a  contents, as well as services provider. 

· The new national DTT frequency assignment plan, prepared in advance by the Communications Authority on 29 January 2002.  

· The service contract for the three‑year period 2003-2005 between the Ministry of Communications and the public broadcasting service licensee, approved by the Presidential Decree of 14 February 2003, Article 23 of which requires RAI to submit a plan defining the development of digital terrestrial networks.  The RAI plan, approved in July 2003, provides for national coverage with two multiplexes, which must reach 50% of the population by 1 January 2004, and 70% of the population by 1 January 2005. A programme agreement between the parties, dated 8 August 2003, defines the times and modes of development of the digital terrestrial multiplex of the public broadcasting service.  For the necessary frequencies, RAI will avail itself partly of frequency trading and partly of the assignment of frequencies that are free or available under the frequency reservation provided for under Law No 66 of 2001.  Moreover, it has partly optimised the use of its own analogue frequencies.  

· In confirming the date of 31 December 2006 for the switch‑off of the analogue networks laid down by Law No 66 of 2001, the draft law on principles governing the reorganisation of the broadcasting system and RAI-Radiotelevisione Italiana Spa, currently being reviewed in Parliament, regulates and accelerates the switchover process by defining a set of transitional measures that sets intermediate steps for the development of the new transmission technology and facilitates broadcasting to Italian families using new reception sets by means of government aid.  During the transition period, the public broadcasting service licensee must ensure the analogue transmission of current television programmes in analogue technology, and at least three new programmes using unencrypted digital technology. 

The legislation adopted in Italy attempts to implement an orderly, rapid and efficient DTT development through properly planned stages, the attainment of which will require the public broadcasting service to play a leading role.  To summarise, the date for the switch-off of analogue transmissions was set in 2001.  The stage of issuing permits for digital terrestrial technology trials through transparent, fair and non-discriminatory procedures was launched in 2002.  The reorganisation law greatly increased the pace in 2003, and the first digital terrestrial television broadcasts, for the time being by RAI and the major private broadcasters, commenced at the end of 2003.  By 31 December 2003, the main broadcasters were already covering 50% of the population.  Coverage will reach 70% in 2005, and analogue broadcasts will be definitively switched off in 2006.    

The DTT model selected by Italy is a "free‑to‑air" television model accompanied by the development of innovative applications, such as interactive and information society services that can offer added value to traditional television services and spread access to broadband services through a television set, which is the most widespread receiver in homes.  To develop IT literacy initiatives which guarantee "interactive digital terrestrial services", reference models and standardised architectures to create, test and disseminate new services are being explored with the effective cooperation of institutional partners, companies and industry.  The most important aspects to investigate and consolidate are:  

· models for service centres dedicated to the provision of interactive services; 

· conversion of Internet formats to formats appropriate for the digital terrestrial platform; 

· simplified interface for the dissemination of services on the part of the user; 

· transaction security ("smart-card" in Set Top Box);

· applications for the use of return channels; 

· development of the set-top box to the MPEG4/H.264 standard that makes it possible to duplicate the number of transportable channels on the multiplex; 

· use of voice interfaces in interaction with the set-top box;

· evaluation of the economic and market impacts. 

The studies being prepared in Italy therefore follow the path of most recent European developments, such as the DVB study for a standard that will enable the digital terrestrial TV broadcasting system to be received directly by new generation mobile phones, thereby interconnecting the two networks.  

The basic principle is for the user to be able to use all the services anywhere, at any moment, and from whatever terminal used, either in a multicast or a unicast configuration.  

In conclusion, the basic aspects on which the DTT transition plan is based in Italy are: 

· technological neutrality with respect to the application platforms; 

· attention to the needs of users/citizens/consumers; 

· involvement of all the main system players, broadcasters, producers, resellers, consumer associations, etc. 

· emphasizing the cooperative aspect in order to ensure a pluralistic, competitive and open market.  

2. Political objectives
The introduction of digital terrestrial technology in Italy is inspired by fundamental objectives of a social, cultural, political and economic nature.  Indeed, digital terrestrial television in Italy will have to be interactive in order to constitute a platform for the dissemination of services for the citizen and it will have to be mainly "free‑to‑air" to continue to pursue those objectives of democratic principles and social development which have previously characterised analogue television.  

 Whence the need to convert to digital reception some 25 million television sets, which justifies the provision of government incentives to acquire such receivers.  Furthermore, it is advisable to provide adequate information to consumers who must be put in a position to acquire reliable sets that are easy to set up at affordable prices, and have an efficient replacement or re-conditioning service for aerials where necessary.  Consequently, in addition to the above, an appropriate information campaign is being prepared in Italy on the transition and the benefits of introducing DTT, including a call centre at national level and services at home.  Optimal and reliable DTT reception by the user is actually an essential precondition for the full acceptance of the new system. 

 The main objectives guiding the switchover policy in Italy can be summarised as follows:  

· availability:  whoever can receive analogue TV programmes today must be able to continue to receive them through the digital terrestrial platform;  

· cost: the switchover to digital should represent an affordable option for the great majority of citizens and the switchover operation should be economically advantageous for the country;  

· pluralism:  the advent of the new transmission technology, which expands transmission possibilities and breaks down the highly vertical structures which have prevailed up to now, enables new operators and new electronic mass media to enter into the system, and gives rise to greater pluralism which analogue technology, that had built up a monopoly over time, could no longer guarantee.  

The transition strategy adopted by Italy is underpinned by a few basic points:      

· the simplicity and ergonomic nature of the sets, which are fundamental if the culturally and economically least privileged layers of society are to be reached; 

· almost total population coverage; 

· the development of appealing contents and innovative services.  Experience in other countries has shown that interactivity is still limited to the more simple applications (programme guide, tele-voting, games and betting), while T-Government and T–Commerce are still not very widespread. It is necessary, therefore, to study consumption models that serve as input for industrial planning, with an approach that puts the user centre stage, and focuses on the development of the information society through the various platforms available; 

· the development of an appropriate technological environment capable of supporting advanced services.  Some experiences with T-banking, for example, have highlighted some indispensable technical requisites, such as:  the broadband return channel (ADSL, GPRS, etc.), simple connectivity in homes (including by Wi-Fi), ease of use;  

· interoperability/integration with old platforms.  For example, the success of using SMS with TV already shows today the potential integration between the television and mobile phone platforms, including as regards the introduction of micro-payment systems;  

· homogeneous development of the television system.  DTT is a development opportunity for local day‑time TV, but the complexity of the business and the size of the investments in the transition stage requires recourse to forms of aggregation between companies or the sharing of sites and equipment on the networks of national broadcasters.  

For the development of DTT to contribute to promoting information and communication technology, digital terrestrial television trials in Italy have started  based on public utility and e-Government services. One specific programme of institutional interventions, provided for by Law No 3 of 2003, concerns a public trial campaign, promoted by the Ministry of Communication, the Communications Authority and the Ugo Bordoni Foundation – a research entity supervised by the Ministry – geared to offering the interactive services of public authorities and which are of social utility for citizens (tele-medicine and tele-education) to users, through a digital terrestrial platform that operates on frequencies assigned specifically for that purpose.  In addition to this programme, there is a joint initiative by the Ministry of Communication and the Department for Technological Innovation, geared to co-financing projects in which the central and local authorities act as providers of interactive contents on the new digital terrestrial platform.  

3. Spectrum management 
With regard to management of the spectrum prior to the switch-off, Italy has to deal with overcrowding on the radio-electric spectrum intended for TV broadcasting, because of the high number of existing analogue broadcasters, so it views the "more economical" use of the spectrum in connection with digital technology with keen interest.  This situation makes the switchover stage in Italy particularly sensitive, owing to the difficulty of finding adequate resources to allocate for an effective co-existence of the two systems.  For this reason, it was decided to shorten the switchover stage as much as possible in Italy, and to accelerate the generalised introduction of digital technology.  During the switchover stage, Italian legislation authorises the trading of frequencies between broadcasters of the analogue service, on condition that the buyer of the frequencies uses them for digital terrestrial transmissions.  Discussion regarding the possible reallocation of frequencies derived from what is known as the digital dividend, generated by a more efficient use of the spectrum inherent in digital television broadcasting, has scarcely begun in Italy, this matter still being in the initial phase, including within the CEPT.  Italy’s representative is taking part in the working groups active within the CEPT, and is maintaining contacts with national operators with a view to developing plans for the re-use of frequencies that will become available after the definitive cessation of analogue transmissions.  Accordingly, the Italian authorities are taking an active part in the preparation of the Regional digital terrestrial planning conference, in close cooperation with representatives from operators in the sector.  At present, they are studying the ECP proposed by the competent ECC Working Group to assess the expediency of subscribing thereto.  Italy is moreover in favour of coordination between EU countries, to be activated through the Radio Spectrum Policy Group and the Radio Spectrum Committee.

4. Implementation choices 

Italy has adopted a National Frequency Assignment Plan for Digital Terrestrial Television, approved by the Communications Authority by Resolution No 15/03/CONS of 29 January 2003. The plan is still to be completed by a more detailed plan to maximise the resources available for local broadcasters too.  It provides that a minimum of 3 television programmes can be transmitted by each multiplex (corresponding to an analogue channel); depending on the choice of modulation, however, it will be possible to broadcast between 4 and 6 programmes.  With regard to the type of networks, the plan stipulates that they be Single Frequency Networks (SFN) once the plan is implemented, although this requirement is not imposed during the transitional stage because of the difficulty in finding frequencies and the need to ensure a certain degree of flexibility to the system, given the coexistence of analogue and digital transmissions in the switchover stage.  During this stage, Multi-Frequency Networks (MFN) can be used.  Once the system is up and running, the scheduling choice is geared to 3-SFN networks, so as to guarantee national coverage with 3 frequencies, with the possibility that they be broken down into frequency networks of the same size with regional coverage.    

As regards the role of the authorities, the reorganisation law attributes to the Communications Authority an important supervisory role on the:  

a) proportion of the population reached by the new digital terrestrial networks; 

b) availability of decoders at affordable prices on the market; 

c) effective offer to the public also of programmes other than those offered on analogue networks; 

d) verification that the offers available have indeed expanded and of pluralism in the TV sector.  

Finally, the Authority will proceed to draw up proposals for actions to promote the subsequent increase in the offer of digital terrestrial programmes and a correct regulation of access to the digital terrestrial networks.  

An initial exhaustive examination of the offer of digital terrestrial TV programmes is to be carried out by the Authority by 30 April 2004, as stipulated by Decree‑Law No 352 of 24 December 2003, which has laid down procedures for the definitive cessation of the transitory system referred to in Law No 249 of 1997.  Within the following month, the Authority will have to send the results of the examination to the government and to the competent committees of both Houses of Parliament.  If the Authority ascertains that the conditions laid down by the law for pluralism have not been met, it will adopt the measures provided for by Law No 249 of 31 July 1997 to eliminate or impede the emergence of dominant positions or positions detrimental to pluralism.  

5. Draft timetable for the switchover and switch-off
As indicated above, the switch-off date laid down by Law No 66 of 2001 is 31 December 2006.  The RAI will have to provide two multiplexes on digital terrestrial frequencies with a national territory coverage rate of:  

a) 50% of the population by 1 January 2004; 

b) 70% of the population by 1 January 2005; 

c) by 1 January 2005, the Ministry of Communication and the RAI will identify one or more broadcasting catchment areas, normally coinciding with one or more municipalities in areas experiencing difficulties in receiving the analogue signal, in which to carry out complete conversion from analogue to digital.  

The regulation approved by the Communications Authority in 2001 provides that commercial broadcasters can convert their own authorisation for digital terrestrial trials into a network operator’s licence as of March 2004.  The new law, appended herewith, provides that the network operator’s licence can be issued to operators who can prove that they have achieved a digital coverage of 50% of the population or their own local broadcasting catchment area.  

6. Involvement of the interested parties

Parties operating in digital terrestrial technology will be: 

a) providers of contents, including, in addition to current broadcasters, publishers, producers of programmes, cinematographic companies, and the video game industries; 

b) providers of services who may be either current broadcasters or providers already operating on other platforms and, in general, providers of information society services; 

c) network operators, identifiable among current broadcasters, but also operators of telecommunications or other networks; 

d) manufacturers of terminals and equipment identifiable among hardware manufacturers and software developers. 

Only operators may be granted the right to use frequencies, while contents and service providers may be granted a regular authorisation as operators of communication services.  

Italy considers the involvement of all players interested in developing digital terrestrial technology to be of vital importance, and in particular pursues the following objectives:  

· promotion of industrial sectorial studies to take note of studies already carried out by commissions and committees already established for the purpose of examining the problems of introducing digital terrestrial television; 

· encouragement of the demand for digital terrestrial television services among users; 

· arrangement of the timing of the transition with industry and the consumers; 

· implementation of all incentive actions to complete the transition within the three years stipulated (2004 – 2006).

Various cooperative initiatives between institutions and manufacturers composed of terrestrial, satellite and cable broadcasters, manufacturers and service developers have been launched in Italy to achieve this goal.  These include the recent establishment of the DGTVi consortium, composed of the Ugo Bordoni Foundation, a research entity under the auspices of the Ministry of Communication, the RAI, and the major commercial broadcasters, to cooperate more during the impending DTT launching stage.  At the same time, information campaigns on digital terrestrial television have been initiated through analogue television networks, so that citizens can gauge the advantages of the new broadcasting technology through simple, constant and updated information.  

Operators and representatives of manufacturers, who are also extensively involved in European coordination initiatives, are part of ad hoc working groups and participate, under the coordination of the Ministry of Communication, in the international activity connected to CEPT and the preparatory stage of national positions with a view to the Regional Digital Terrestrial Planning Conference, the preparatory stage of which is scheduled for June 2004.  

7. Criteria for the pursuit of the political objectives 

Systematic conversion processes, such as the transition to digital terrestrial television, require the involvement of a varied set of parties and a continuous interaction between businesses and institutions, as well as information for the consumers on the times and implications of digital TV and the advantages of digital transmissions and interactivity through television.  

The current situation in Europe is characterised by certain critical elements that were cited at the Cernobbio Inter-ministerial Conference.  There is a risk that potential providers of interactive services on DTT will wait for the widespread use of set-top boxes in families before developing such services.  Families, for their part, will hold off buying a decoder until there is a desirable offer of services.  

 
Left to itself, the market will not be able to ensure or to affirm interactive television, nor to meet a switch-off date.  Consequently, coordinating initiatives are needed between institutions and industry capable of guaranteeing complete acceptance of digital terrestrial television, which Italy is in the process of implementing.  

  Furthermore, public intervention is needed to promote the purchase, by citizens, of decoders that have interoperability characteristics and are open to various services, such as MHP, so as to promote the supply and demand of new services and to forestall, in a timely manner, a potential stalemate, while observing the principle of technological neutrality and avoiding distortions of competition on the market.  

Furthermore, it is essential to guarantee a homogenous frame of reference from the legislative and regulatory point of view to companies, so that the relevant investments are carried out in a climate of legal certainty.  

Finally, it is necessary to reduce the digital divide as soon as possible, so as to avoid a situation where technological innovation is spread unequally among the citizenry.  Italy has decided to entrust the public broadcasting service with the leading role, requiring the RAI to cover the country in closely successive phases so as to avoid the uneven development of the service on the national territory.      

8. Market Situation – cost/benefit analysis

According to Eurostat studies, the European audiovisual sector was worth € 96 billion at the end of 2000 (1.13% of the EU’s GDP), 60% of which came from TV broadcasting.  Furthermore, likewise at the end of 2000, there were some 11,500 broadcasting companies, employing some 290,000 people, 200,000 of whom in the television sector.  

The remarkable development of analogue television in Europe led to widespread penetration and nearly 99% of European families own a TV set. 

Now, thanks to technological convergence and multimedia, the sector is experimenting with major changes due to the emergence of new services:  from data communication to on-line access to information, e-commerce, and the broadcasting of audiovisual contents.  Against this background, the development of digital television is a significant phenomenon that can represent a major opportunity for Europe and generate growth for businesses already operating in the sector, as well as those who intend to enter, with new and more interesting services for users, increased pluralism, an acceleration of computer literacy and a reduction of the digital divide. 

On the other hand, this technological innovation, with equally important social and economic repercussions, entails costs for companies to carry out relevant investments on infrastructure and new contents and the need for users to convert from analogue to digital reception.  

Among these elements, the dissemination of receivers acquires particular importance.  As previously mentioned, it is an aspect which Italy has decided to encourage through financial incentives and support measures. 

  9.
Political obligations and incentives

The 2004 Financial Law provides for an allocation of €150 for citizens who are in order with their broadcasting licence payments, who acquire or hire a suitable device for unencrypted reception of digital terrestrial TV signals and related interactivity at no cost to the user and the contents provider.  The allocation will be granted by way of a discount of €150 on the purchase of a decoder, to be reimbursed by the State.  The amount budgeted for 2004 is €110 million.  

This incentive measure is in line with the recent EU Commission announcement regarding the transition to digital terrestrial television, which also pursues the clear and transparent strategy of guiding the transition to digital terrestrial television according to market rules, in order to reduce the digital divide that might be created from a non-coordinated, non-harmonised development of new communication technologies and to respect the principle of technological neutrality.  

The choice is also based on positive experiences with the broadband sector, for which similar government incentives, granted in 2003 and offered again this year, have led to a considerable increase in access to broadband services. 

10.
Areas of possible EU coordination 
In line with the Council’s conclusions adopted in Brussels on 20 November 2003, Italy recognises the importance of coordination between EU Member States to contribute to efforts for the complete implementation and promotion of migration, with due compliance with the individual decisions of each Member State on the switch-date of analogue transmissions and the interim development stages of digital television.  Moreover, European coordination is useful in fostering an open and  orienting debate on such aspects of the transition as the radio spectrum in the context of the new EU strategic framework on the subject.  Fora for the development of such coordination include the Radio Spectrum Policy Group, the Radio Spectrum Committee and CO.COM. 


Furthermore, in the wake of the conclusions on Open Platform adopted by the Council of Ministers on 20 November, active coordination between technical organisations in the Member States seems of the utmost importance for defining the platforms and the type of MHP, so as to promote the principles of openness and of the interoperability of such equipment at international level. 

