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DIGITAL 
SWITCHOVER 
 
Digital Switchover [DSO] refers to the migration of traditional analogue television 
transmission to digital transmission; and of analogue radio transmission to digital 
transmission. 
DSO is often also referred to as digital migration.   
It should not be confused with the digitisation of production processes, although in 
some countries television production facilities are being upgraded from analogue, 
tape-based production, to entirely digital production environments as part of 
national digital transition strategies.  
The International Telecommunication Union has mandated June 2015 as the 
deadline for nations to switch television transmission to digital systems.  
This briefing note has been prepared to provide regulators, parliamentarians, 
broadcasters and others involved in broadcasting policy with key areas of 
consideration that need to be incorporated into successful switchover policies, 
concentrating on television rather than radio.  
AIB believes that these areas are essential to deliver a television delivery system 
that meets the needs of nations facing the challenges of DSO.  

 
  



 

BRIEFING NOTE 
DIGITAL SWITCHOVER 

FEBRUARY 2014 

BACKGROUND 
The switch to digital television is, arguably, the single greatest change to broadcasting 
since the introduction of colour transmissions.  
DSO presents an immense opportunity for nations to deliver greater choice of content to 
citizens, together with new services and far higher picture quality. It also offers the 
opportunity to develop media industries that can make a meaningful contribution to 
society and to GDP.  
In addition, there is much to be gained from the development of transferable engineering 
and technological skills during the implementation of DSO. These skills can significantly 
aid a country’s long-term advancement.  
DSO provides governments with the opportunity to reframe media regulation to take 
account of current developments in media consumption and, for example, the increased 
availability of new, portable devices that are changing citizens’ media consumption 
patterns. 
However, all nations undertaking DSO face immense challenges. There is a danger for all 
governments that rush to implement DSO without giving careful consideration to the 
impact on their citizens’ ability to access informational, educational and entertainment 
television programming.  
Dashing to meet the 2015 deadline is likely to incur significant costs to a nation without 
delivering tangible, long-term benefits to government, business or citizens.  
For nations that have already embarked on DSO, but are facing unforeseen challenges in 
the implementation of their programmes, there is much help available from countries 
that have successfully completed DSO. AIB is able to help in accessing this expertise for 
nations that may be struggling with DSO. 
This paper sets out, in outline form, key areas that must be considered in the 
development and implementation of DSO strategies. By giving careful thought to these 
areas, it is possible to mitigate the risks inherent in DSO while providing the greatest 
benefits to nations and their citizens. 
 
 
REGULATION 
DSO must not be seen as simply a technical issue. AIB believes that DSO must form part 
of the wider context of a country’s media regulatory regime. The regulatory framework 
must take account of likely developments within the media marketplace beyond the 
implementation of DSO.  
DSO is only one element of the long-term vision for a nation’s media development, as well 
as an integral part of its technological infrastructure plan. It is vital that DSO is 
incorporated into a comprehensive and transparent regulatory regime that sets out the 
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role of media and establishes the limits that apply to broadcasters and other media 
houses operating in the post-DSO environment. 
 
 
STAKEHOLDERS 
It is essential that all parties are involved in planning DSO from an early stage and that 
their voices are heard throughout the process. Stakeholders are likely to include public or 
state-funded and commercial broadcasters; government ministries, such as information 
and technology; transmission companies, where these are separate from the 
broadcasters; multiplex operators, where such companies have been established; mobile 
wireless operators or communication service providers [CSPs]; consumer electronics 
manufacturers and retailers; and groups that represent or support vulnerable members 
of society. 
 
 
VIEWERS 
It is vital that the consumer proposition of digital television is effectively communicated to 
viewers so that they understand the need to switch and the benefits that will accrue to 
them. This is particularly acute if a country decides that digital television will be delivered 
by paid-for subscriptions, rather than the free-to-air model.  
Viewers’ expectations must be managed. They will be upset if they are forced to move to a 
subscription model if they have enjoyed free-to-air television for a number of years. There 
is a danger of disenfranchising viewers by moving from a free-to-air to subscription-only 
television model.  
The requirement for viewers to invest in new reception equipment – whether set-top-
boxes or integrated digital television sets – is a sufficient hurdle on its own. 
DSO planning should incorporate outreach work that ensures that vulnerable sectors of 
society, such as the elderly or the poor, are not excluded from viewing television after 
DSO.  
It is important that tangible benefits are communicated – in markets where DSO has been 
successfully implemented, key benefits for viewers have been identified as greater choice 
of channels, improved picture quality (such as high definition) and the potential for 
additional services such as catch-up TV. 
 
 
BROADCASTERS 
Digital switchover is of benefit to broadcasters who will, once switchover is complete, 
have the potential to broadcast more channels and to offer high definition services with 
surround sound. This can be good for a country’s economy, as additional channels will 
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create the need for new programming. Creative industries can be encouraged to develop 
new, local content for local viewers – increased work will lead to the creation of new jobs, 
stimulating the sector and delivering additional revenue to government through new or 
incremental personal and corporate taxation. 
Access to part of a nation’s frequency spectrum should impose on a broadcaster a 
responsibility to provide programming that responds to the public need and should not 
comprise solely highly commercial content. 
In terms of delivering messages about the need for a nation to switch from analogue to 
digital transmission, a country’s broadcasters offer a wide-reaching and cost-effective 
promotional platform, both on television and on radio.  
 
 
GOVERNMENT 
There are clear benefits delivered to governments by DSO. Firstly, the digital dividend: 
terrestrial analogue broadcasting uses extensive bandwidth while digital broadcasting is 
more efficient and at the same time allows additional services to be delivered using less 
of the frequency spectrum. It is possible to reallocate portions of the frequency spectrum 
previously used by analogue broadcasting to other services. Some governments choose to 
auction these frequencies to the highest bidder, creating new revenue streams.  
At the same time, the “white space” in between digital television multiplexes can be used 
by other services – once again, such spectrum can be reallocated to other users. 
Secondly, the move to digital transmission assists in the development of a country’s 
infrastructure. While at first it may be necessary or appropriate to supplement local 
engineering and technical expertise with additional support from other countries, 
knowledge can be built and transferred and help to create a more technically-literate 
workforce.  
Thirdly, the potential increase in the number of channels can be encouraged to stimulate 
demand for more locally-produced programming. This will stimulate the creative 
industries sector and create additional revenue. 
Fourth, free and open media in a country stimulate economic development. DSO offers the 
opportunity to build a country’s media industry, allowing people to voice diverse opinions 
and helping to build public consensus to bring about change. Media also have an 
important role to play in human development and education, bringing health and 
education to more people in a more cost-effective way.  
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FINANCING 
Financial planning of the DSO programme must be carefully modelled. It is essential to 
incorporate not only the costs of developing the digital transmission network but also the 
costs of marketing and promoting DSO – and the reasons behind it – to viewers.  
It will be appropriate in some markets to subsidise the equipment for digital television 
reception and such costs will need to be included in the overall DSO finance case.  
At the same time, it may be necessary for governments to reduce import tariffs on 
consumer equipment where no local consumer electronics industry exists, or where it 
does not have the capacity to support the roll-out of DSO with sufficient units of set-top-
boxes or digital television receivers. This will result in a loss of revenue to government 
and must be calculated to avoid surprises. 
 
 
FREE-TO-AIR or SUBSCRIPTION 
Where television has been provided free-to-air – either by publicly- or state-funded 
broadcasters or by advertising-funded commercial channels – viewers will expect 
continued free access to such services. Moving a country’s broadcasting system from 
free-to-air to a subscription model will not engender positive feeling among citizens, 
particularly in poorer nations.  
However, the addition of subscription services to a free-to-air offer is possible and can 
create new business opportunities for existing and new players in the media industry. 
Almost every nation has a rapidly-developing middle class that seeks new forms of 
entertainment and is prepared to pay for new services. Subscription-based television is 
one such service that has shown remarkable growth potential in many nations.  
It is therefore recommended that a hybrid free-to-air/subscription model should be 
developed. However, those channels that have hitherto been delivered on a free-of-charge 
basis should continue to be available without charge.  
The regulatory framework should ensure that citizens continue to have access to such 
services; these are likely at the very least to include public or state broadcasters. 
 
 
TERRESTRIAL or SATELLITE 
Most countries have extensive terrestrial television transmission infrastructure in place. 
It makes little economic sense not to make use of existing transmitting stations and 
repeaters for digital television services which have power supplies and feeder systems in 
place.  
Coverage planning can be developed based on the existing mast infrastructure, with new 
sites developed for in-fill and additional coverage.  
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Where necessary, new cabins can be placed at existing sites to house digital transmission 
equipment and new transmitting antennae fitted to existing masts.  
This work will allow existing analogue terrestrial television coverage to be replicated by 
digital transmission, and allow for simulcasting of analogue and digital services during 
the switchover period.  
Satellite transmission of television is well developed in many parts of the world. In some 
places, satellite offers free-to-air services and in other locations, subscription services. 
Often, both free-to-air and subscription services are delivered to the same geographic 
territory.  
With the development of digital switchover programmes, some countries have created 
free-to-air satellite services. This allows a hybrid approach to coverage and permits 
consumers to choose between terrestrial or satellite, as they wish. National free-to-air 
satellite platforms allow countries to maintain the effectiveness of their regulatory 
framework without allowing in material that might be considered harmful, for example to 
minors.  
Consideration should be given to both terrestrial and satellite solutions for digital 
migration. It is however important that consumers are not confused if two separate 
transmission systems are to be offered.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
Television plays an important role in many people’s lives and it is essential, AIB believes, 
that countries embark on digital switchover only after a clear strategy has been developed 
with the input of all interested parties and that the strategy has at its heart the interests of 
the viewer and of the nation.  
There are many underlying complexities in digital switchover and a national strategy 
needs to mitigate the difficulties inherent in such a major undertaking.  
We reiterate the need to consider all aspects of digital switchover and not look at the 
problem solely as an engineering and technological challenge.  
Overall, digital switchover is a very significant public project for any nation. There needs to 
be a spirit of active co-operation between government and broadcaster, between 
government and citizen.  
As the international industry association for television, radio and online, AIB stands ready 
to assist in the implementation of successful DSO strategies and planning, drawing on its 
own in-house resources and those of its global membership. 
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AIB is the international industry association for television, radio and online broadcasting. It has a 
global membership of broadcasters – public and commercial, television and radio – as well as key 
suppliers to the broadcasting industry.  
 
AIB provides strategic consulting services to members and to the wider media industry around the 
world.  
 
AIB is in touch with more than 26,000 media leaders in 160+ countries who receive industry 
briefings about the media industry globally and AIB members in particular. AIB publishes a well-
respected and widely-read international media magazine, The Channel. 
 
AIB rewards outstanding talent in television, radio and online broadcasting in its annual 
international media excellence awards, known as the AIBs.  
 
AIB members are provided with exclusive market intelligence briefings that inform their strategic 
planning processes. 
 
AIB members benefit from exclusive networking opportunities in different regions of the world. 
 
For more information about AIB’s work, and to discuss how to become a member of this not-for-
profit organisation that was founded in 1993, talk to Edward Wilkinson.  
Reach him on ++44 20 7993 2557 or via e-mail edward.wilkinson@aib.org.uk.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
AIB 
PO Box 141 | Cranbrook | TN17 9AJ | United Kingdom 
T +44 20 7993 2557 
F +44 20 7993 8043 
www.aib.org.uk 
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Making contact
The AIB head office is located to the south of London in a rural

part of Kent. The postal address is shown below.

All staff can be reached through e-mail: the convention we use

for all e-mail addresses is firstname.lastname@aib.org.uk.
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