Dutch intentions regarding the switchover from analogue to digital TV broadcasts over the air
The eEurope 2005 Action Plan requests Member States to publish their intentions regarding switchover from analogue to digital television broadcasting by the end of 2003. The following is our response. 

Before detailing our plans for the future we will first outline the policy context and show the relevant developments in the Netherlands so far. 

Introduction:

In the Netherlands a mere 1.5% of households (65 000 or so) rely on analogue transmission of television over the air for their main receiver. The overwhelming majority are connected via cable. Most Dutch cable firms do, however, still use the analogue terrestrial signal for receiving the transmissions they distribute by cable, as do a number of foreign cable networks. 

In the Netherlands only the national and regional public broadcasters are using analogue terrestrial services. The commercial broadcasters can only be received via cable or satellite. 

The Government wants to encourage competition with cable and introducing a DVB-T package that is competitive in size can play an important role here. To be able to offer such a package countrywide, it will be necessary, among other things, to take over all the frequencies currently used for analogue TV broadcasts. 

The Netherlands endorses the view that the switchover from analogue to digital is a national responsibility. Considering the international nature of the transition, it is very important for there to be an exchange of information on it. 

Dutch policy with regard to the introduction of DVB-T is based on the following:

-
digitisation must be mainly market-driven. The Government is responsible for compliance with conditions and a favourable climate of investment;
-
the Government attaches great importance to healthy competition between the broadcasting infrastructures (cable, satellite and terrestrial). The introduction of digital terrestrial television helps to increase consumer choice;
-
helping to solve spectrum scarcity problems;
-
the Netherlands sees digitisation as the most important means of enabling the development of new and innovative services;
-
before switching off analogue transmissions from the public broadcaster there has to be a digital alternative available;
-
according to the Dutch Media Act, the public broadcaster is required in any case to broadcast programmes by means of broadcasting transmitters.

Developments so far
DVB-T in the Netherlands
At the beginning of 2002 the licence to use the spectrum space intended for commercial digital terrestrial television was granted to Digitenne
. This was the only commercial party which decided to submit a licence application, and as it fulfilled all the “formal and material requirements” it was automatically granted the licence. At the same time, NOS received its licence to provide public digital television services over the air. Both parties are working closely together to offer a competitive programme. The licence periods are set at 15 years.
The rollout of digital terrestrial television is taking place in phases. After the inevitable teething difficulties, Digitenne started transmitting in April 2003 in a small area in the west of the Netherlands (Haarlem-Alkmaar-Hilversum-Amsterdam-Alphen aan den Rijn). The intention is that in time the major part of the Netherlands will be able to choose to receive digital television over the airwaves. Digitenne has chosen a payment model in which people have to subscribe to the Digitenne package. At present Digitenne is still in the start-up phase, and it seems that its business case is difficult. One of the main problems is cable’s strong position in the Dutch market. Though this is of course primarily a market issue, the Government is involved in two ways. For one thing it is a matter of the political importance of digitisation and, for another, the Government has a shareholder relationship with Nozema, which as one of Digitenne’s founding fathers is a major shareholder.
We have recently been concentrating our policy above all on ensuring that the rollout of DVB-T does not suffer any unnecessary delays. Digitenne is very important in that regard. Without such a satisfactory digital alternative, our policy objective of competing infrastructures hangs in the balance. 

Report of the Switch-off Committee
The rollout of DVB-T brings the ending of analogue terrestrial broadcasting into the limelight once again. Ending analogue broadcasting over the air has consequences for transmitter operators, broadcasters, licence holders, cable operators, industry and consumers. To gain a clear overview of the social, legal and spectrum-related technical consequences of switching off analogue terrestrial distribution, the Government asked an independent Switch-off Committee to deliver an opinion on the possibilities of and criteria for a (phased) switchover from analogue to digital terrestrial broadcasting and ending of analogue distribution. 

The Switch-off Committee delivered its opinion on 20 February 2003 (annexed). As inspired partly by the Government's request, the opinion is heavily weighted towards achieving digital TV over the air as an alternative to cable and as a condition for being able to switch off analogue terrestrial broadcasting. The committee did not come up with any cut‑and‑dried scenario for the switchover, neither was it asked to. It did, however, produce a detailed analysis of the most important environmental factors and the conditions that have to be met to be able to switch off analogue transmissions. 

Policy plans for 2004

One of the conclusions of the Switch-off Committee's report was that there could be no question of switch-off before 2007. This date is fixed in particular by the revision of the Stockholm ’61 plan, which will take effect in 2006. It seems more practicable, however,  to make an earlier start with the switchover that is eventually to lead to a full switch-off. 

In the course of 2004 the Dutch Government is expected to present a “Switch-off” policy plan in which a definitive switchover scenario is presented and important decisions are put forward with regard to making public broadcasting programmes available via the various infrastructures in the future. The switchover scenario will contain a clear and ambitious time schedule, and attention will also be paid to the technological, economic and social consequences of the choices made in the scenario for the various stakeholders. 

To steer the switch-off process in the right direction and as far as possible to bring out all the (social and economic) issues, we will create a Switchover Task Force in which the stakeholders and relevant experts will be represented. This will consist at least of the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the Ministry of Education, Cultural Affairs and Science, the national and regional public broadcasters, Digitenne, Nozema and the Consumentenbond (the Dutch consumers’ association). In this we are going along with the Switch-off Committee's recommendation to take clear control of the process as the Government authority.
The Task Force will first of all be invited to give its view of the policy plan outlined above. The policy plan will then be finalised taking into account the Task Force's contribution. The Task Force will then be required to implement and monitor the chosen scenario. 

Our overall timetable looks roughly like this:

-
January 04: have outline policy plan ready and invite Task Force members
-
February 04 - April 04: discuss outline policy plan with Task Force
-
May 04: finalise policy plan
-
from June 04: implement policy plan
It should be clear, therefore, that the Dutch Government does not yet have a finalised scenario for the switchover from analogue to digital TV broadcasting over the air, let alone being able to name a specific target date for switch-off. For that reason we have not been able to implement all of the items included in Annex 2 to the Commission's recent communication on the transition from analogue to digital broadcasting. 

A number of procedural stages have, however, been put in place for ensuring that a concrete switchover scenario is set up and agreed in the foreseeable future. We will of course keep you informed of developments in the matter. 

� consisting of Nozema, NOB, KPN and the broadcasters
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