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Cable, Satelite and Digital Technologie

Michele Hilmes

New technologies come into the world notin a pristine state, but deeply ernbedded In social
context. For broadcasting, and for m_:,w {0 a certain exdent, one of the most significant and
powerfd forces is that of :m,moa From its inception, radio and then television broadcasting
developed in a desply natichalistic oo:ﬁm.xﬁ guided by the twentisth-century imperatives of
national cefinition, unffication and uwa:@m Broadcasting, though ideally suited as a tech-
nology y_ho transgrassing borders, defying social and political boundaries, and addressing
audisnces as private individuals in wswmﬂ homes réther than as puplic citizens of a nation, was
from: the beginning drawn under fight paticnal control. Carefutly kept from crossing nationa
fines, crafted to address only its own citizens and no others, shaped and regulated by
national governments, broddcasting history reflects this nationalistic bias.

While the impact of cable, satellite and digital fechnologies on the media universe
ercompasses many aspacts; within the context of nation their most salient and disruptive
characteristic centres on their function gs mades of fransmission. Cable, though in many
ways a far more localised BmQ”:B than ?o.mao.mw%m_ was able fo break through the fmi-
tations enforced by regulated broadcasting systems and eventually open up the national
media universe, not least by more tightly integrating fim into tlevisuat content. When finked
with sateliite Wmmma_mwwom in the late ._mNOm cable televisi wm channe! capacity soared,
along with ifs abifity ta escape restrictive national mm@c_m#.o:w During this process cabie
and satéllites exceaded their inifial function as primarity transmitters of existing media and
nmomam an arena for ._mmo,\mmé production of new modes of creative expression
mmn expansion of Access to a @8&.@% diversity of cuttural products and meanings. Digital
tectinclogy has wnnoBv:m.r,,mn_ Ewo:“ and promises much more, along these lines. This

' chapter will examine each technology in ”:S.Ammw.mmmm:@ its abilty to exdend and disrupt
the national restrictions and functions of film and broadcast media, and looking at their
convergence in the early years of this new century.?

CABLE TELEVISION
Cable transmission did not begin Emn telavision. Various couniries experimentad with wired
transmission of radio, most sig homr% perhaps in the UK, where so-called ‘refay
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exchanges” afiowed subscribers to save the cost of buying incividual radlic sets {and paying
the m_owzom fee) by simply instaliing a loudspeaker hooked up 1o the cehtral exchange, fora
few | @mzom a month, Later, the wired services brought in cornmercia! stations broadeasting
from rcxmﬁwommm and Norrnandy, much fo the BBG's Qmmn_mmmcﬂma A few US clties experi-
Bmﬂma with mccmo_.ﬁmom radio sent over wires into eustomers’ homes. Yet th expense of
laying émmw whiere few! limitations on reception then existed, due 10 US radio's abundant
and E_Ezmz wide-ranging signalg, made such experiments short- fived.

It was fot until the late 1040s, as television’s reach spread much more giowly than the
immense hype surrounding it, that a few remote localities in the LS bigan 1o set up high-
ground antennas {commurity antennag, henca the acronym CATV} and run wires down into
homes m:a Uca_jmmmmw below. Picking _.% m_@:mmm avafiable from nearby cities’ TV stations,
the earljest omgm ovmﬁmﬁo_\m {often the _002 appliance store owner, whose igrest was in
selting television mm?_v chargéd subscribers a dollar or two & mopth. Thus cablé began as a
re-transmission medium; encouraged at this point by broacicasters as it widened thelr audi-
ence base and raised thglr advertising rates. This was particularly frug during the licence
“repze’ of 1948 o 1953, However, once the freeze was lifted and :mﬂz stations bagan to
spring up in previously underserved areas, it did moﬁ take long for _uamn_amwﬂmuv to perceive
cable as & threat ag # coud nc__ in distant rival stations or even dffer special pragramming
on available channels, stich as filims, m<3a5maa programmes and local produetions.

in other countries whers television began as a statg- wﬁommoﬂma vmwu__o sarvice monopoly
{the far more common medel, especially in Europe), great effort was expendad 10 snsure
that broadcast reception was avalable natiorwide from the beginhing, Compstition with
state broadcasters was not allowed. After the éarly 19506, in areds where récgplion dfif-
cufties abounded, for example, within large apariment buildings in major cities or in
meuntainous areas, cable was used much as it was in the US, as a re-transmission device.
Howevgr, until satelite :‘mzma_mw_on promised an outside source of wamﬁmBB_:F cable
was lirited mn most public-service based systems o the two or three stale safvices avail-
able. Few snmﬂzmm for éxpansion existed. it sorne countries, however, particularly
Belghum, _;cxchoca. Switzerland and the Netherlands, cable was used more extensively
o refay B:_:u_m public senvice mﬁmwowm into argas outside their reach.* In Canada, csmr its
rmix of publi 5 and 83339% gowaomwgmm omU = eipanded muth mors rapidly, BomQ as
& vehitle *oﬂ Uu_,_@:m American programming ito Canadian homes, by microwave.®

During this early period i the US, another possitility, fater 1o bacoms highly signfficant
for cablg, reared its head, much to the dismay of cartain sectors of the industry. In the late
18408 m.ﬁa garly 1950s, several mathods for bypassing broadeast networks by bringing
cgo& and uninterrupted featurs fims to televiion audiences made their debut.
wccwazgoz television, transmitted afther via unused UHF ?mmcmsoam or via cable, would
allow customers 1o receive additional channels of fim anteriainment ,mﬂ:mw for g monihly fee
or on a pay-per-view hasis. A few ambitidus eritreprenaurs, alied with Hollywoad studic
interests, mqmwngma io test the tectinology in bath the US and Canada. Although reviied by
struggling cinema owners, and ulimately shut down by regulators who sew {haelr duty as
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protecting broadcasters from competition, caple seemed 1o promise a means for breaking
the bottleneck of the solidifying three-netwark oligopoly in the US and allowing the film
industry a foothold in television that had péan deried it it by reguiatory decisions. Howevar,
the Federal Communications OOBSW&E: (FCT) rafed againgt pay-TV experimentation as it
began to crack down on the importation of distant signals In the early 1960s.2

Opgosed by breadeasters and regulators, limited to twalve or fewer channels, faced by
high system construction costs, cable might have rernained forever a secondary medium
were it not for two techriclogicat developments of the late 1970s: sateliite broadcasting and
fibre optics. Yet even before these Hn::wo,oeﬁm expanded cable's abilitiss, the early 1970s
in tha US, Canada, Europe and oﬁmw.mmmam:m tslevision nations began to witness a rise in
perceptions of cabie’s social noﬁmnmmw. Pregsuire was bullding to break free of broadcast
television's fimitations, Envm%mw commercial or public, and expand the number and types of
senvice available, In the US, comimercial network television whs increasingly perceived as a
‘vast wasteland’ dominated by greedy sponsors and a ‘lowest common denominator’ pro-
gramming mientality, Cable promised the imwaéommm:m_ of more specialised minority
programming, local access channels that could pick up the community television function
that local commercial stations had long since dropped, and commerclal-free fim channels:
a television of abundance rattier than searcity. The fact that the UHF band remained largely
ermply, and might have provided many of these same senvices, went unexamined in the
rush 16 embrace the 'new’ technology.

In Europe, where soms countries had beglin to privatise broadcasting and expand the
number of public chanrials, the promise of cabile’s interactivity proved compsling, evoking
visions of public participation in civic decision-making. Cable was seen as the potentiat
backbone of the burgeoning deployment of information technology. It also allowed the
growing pressure towards expansion of media systerns 1o bypass the difficult battles over
terresitial broadcasting and move into a new, promising arena uncolonised by established
interests. A *blue skies’ scenario develdped, whereby cable would solve the myrlad prob-
lerns that seemed so deeply embadded! in current broadoasting systems.” This was avidly
encouraged by Sm burgsoning cable _aacmw:\ in the US and by some public broadcasters
and state m@%o_mw clsawhers. The FCO be agan to make cable's way a little smoocther,
marked by cable regulations passed in 1972, _: Canada, regulators’ attempts to limit cable
o comrunities that already 1»9.& two of more Canadian stations available, and to allow onty
one commercial and one public Us channa} on thoge that met that standard, sparked gen-
eral outrage and the proposal was dropped. In the UK, owc_m began to be studied for its
potential, and In 1983 & few companias would begin 1o offer regional services. Yet cable
was sxpensive to instal and st depanded largely on broadoast programmes for its
material. In 1975 cable mawmo%zo: rates stood at only 12 per cent of homes in the US.
mﬁaoomﬁm local franchisees dmmm: to sell out to larger companieas, creating the first mustiple
systems operators ﬂz_mOmv

However, in 1975 Time Inc.'s wccm_n_m.,mq Ioam mox Office (HBO) launched the first serv-
ica 10 take advaniage of satellite QwSUEmom of cnﬁcm fim-based programming to local
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ceble franchises nationwide. Leasing a commefciat sateliite transponder and using it fo
beam its aignal across the satelite footprint, HRD was only the first of cable’s rapidly
exganding mumo&:mma services that began to find g niche. w_:_:_wm:wocm y, fibre-optic {Bch-
3o"om< which sends data through bundied Qmmm fiores in place of the oid copper wirg,
allowesd cable Eﬂm%m to expand thelr channel capacity exponeritially in the 1980s. From
12 charinels, cable graw to the 'Bruck Springsteen phase’ (‘52 chahnels and nothing on'}
and beyoridl. Now cabie came nto Its own. Atlanta station owner Ted Turner beamed His
WTBS, with its axch cmam franchise over the Atlanta Braves {alsb owngd by Tumer), up onto
a satellite Tansponder, fobrding the first cable * superstation’.

Othér channals munmm«mg quiickly, MBB Turner's second effort, thé Cable News Network
IGNN, often derided during its early <mﬂm as the Chicken Nobdie Network, due {o its low
production values), to music <_amo-ao§:m$a MTY, alf sports aff ﬁ_um time on ESPN, and
other more varied offerings such as CSPAN (televising Congress and other governmental
ectivitios), USA (a varied-format channsl owned mostly by mowvie studios}, the Christian
Broadcasting Network Aomzu.~ Black Entertainment Television ﬁmd. various home shopping
channels, and pay-TV services such as Showtime arid The Maqvie Channel. Aules imposad
by the FCC meant that cable operators were oummma to carry all “gignifficantly viewad' foca)
stations in each franchise area, giving a boost to independent stations that would aventu-
ally lsad io the Somgo: of new, movig-studio networks Fox, United Paramount Network
{UPN) and Warner Bros. (WE).® The demand for programming created U< thig surge in
venues sparked the growth of independent preduction in Hollywooed and mﬁmméjma arid
créated new television oullets for such marginalised forms as _amumzamﬁ fi _Bm dogu-
mentaries, children's programmes and ethnic/oreign  language il m:u television.
m<m§mm_? the film arid tolevision industries would become so gwgz Intertwined %6:@:
Cross- _:<mm§m% and uaacoﬂ_oz that they could umﬁ< be separated any oumm« Crigipal
production for cable would, in thiz Awwom. begin to rival both netwdrk television mpa film for
audience and critical acclaim, as with xwo s series The ,w%wmzom Sy 2001 the mc_,:_umﬁ of
Hm_msmwam channels available I the average US home had reached 55, an increase fom 38
only eight years Umﬂoﬂm s

Cable expanded foross the globs. Ganada’s subscription fated had exceeded 80 per
cent by the early 1990s." Iri Europe, as a wave of privatisation and ooﬁ_jwﬂo_m__mmﬁ_o: trang-
tormed the public service environment, cable was envisioned as playing & WQ\ role in the
new telecommurications infrastructure. #t could be used to open up fimited cmﬁ_bzmm sys-
t8ms 1o the new, combined public and commercial mulii-channel sérvice now prevalent in
most couritries. By 1802, sable reached as many as 82 per cent of homes with televisions
in Belgium and 87 pef cernit in the Netheriands, with most nations above the 80 per cent
mark. Only France and the UK resisted the trend, Both had attempted to launch cabie
mméamm_.." both had run into unforessen difficulties ,ﬁmmc_m:@ from & mm.ﬂ.m m.wm_.m. cumnbsersoms
regiiatory restrictions and the unéxpected rise of direct sateliite competition.™ In order 1o
oosuscm the story of cable's development, and to mn_aﬂmmm soms of the culwral and uo__m_-
cal instes it raises, we must first turn 10 a history of Em development of satétite ﬁwosmn_o@
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SATELLITES

By the mid-1980s satelfite broadcasting and cable had become deeply intertwined. Cable
as wé know it could not exist without the nationa! and international distribution that satel-
lites make possible. On the other hand, as direct troadcast satelitg [DBS) becomes a
medium in s own right, & promises Mmm first real competition to cable television services.
Both msdia depend on the vital techricldgy of the geostationary satellite. The first satellites
uged for communication pleposes were launched in the early 1980s by US telecormnmuni-
cafions compénies such as AT&T, Hughss and RCA. The Communications Sateliite
Corporation ﬂcog_mka was formad in the US in 1882 with the encouragement and partici-
pation of the US mo(_msam_:w much as RCA hac been formed earler, to co-ordinate
American  satslliie déveiopment, investment and uge. In 1984 the International
Tefecommunications Sateliite Organlzation (INTELSAT) brought together a consortium of
countries 16 serve a similar purpose for international satellite operation. At first managed by
COMSAT, it became an independant corporation in 1973, with shares owned by over 3100
meamber nations (the US, through COMSAT, owns 25 per cent).

Television networks and telecommunicdtions companies began using satefites fo dis-
tribute their signals in mjm 1970s. With the success of HBO and other cable charnsls, the
dernand for commercidl transpondér space, usually leased from the sateliite operator, so00n
rose 1o such an extent that 3@ aarospace industry could hardly kesp up. Not only cable,
but alsp network and syndicated prograrnming are distributed via satefiite, as are radio,
data and voice commurications, al wyinig for transponder space. Live coverage of avents
across the giobe depends on &, Add 10 this most hations’ use of satelite communications
for défence and information-gathering operations, not to mention the burgsoning cellutar
phone industry and, increasingly, s_m_‘m_mwmw Internet transmission, and the demand for
satellite capacity wmmBm infinite. The geostationary band is becoming full, Digital technology
may save the day herg, as discussed Below.)

The half-hemisphere-sized footprint of the typicat sateliite signal began to change the
nigs of the national media game mma_om:w In the early stages of satellite television trans-
mission, dishes were so _mam and expensive to install that most satefite reception was
done through cable chahriels: cablée systéras provided the B_ngmﬂmg between senvice
providers and the home audience. This fact alone heiped to slow the developmant of cable
in soms European countries, such as France and the UK, as so much of the early television
matérial available via satélite consisted of US-based entsrteinment and news program-
ming. State broadcasters and agencies (particularly those who alrsady produced the bulk
of programmes viewad intheir home counfries) saw no need 1o invest public dollars to bring
American programrming 1o their national audiences, and woulg-be commercial providers
needed mocm_ﬁama parmission to operate, usually meeting with opposition from state
broadcasting interests. However, in mare heavily eabled countries, the importation of dis-
tant signals via mmﬁmmma. Both from the US and from other European broadeasting systems,
becams & widespread practice.

in the US, DBS became a smalt but thriving industry in the 1980s, sending saleflite
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m@mm_m directly to ﬁmqm_.cmwm in cmonwm_w homes. }t was subscribed to BOm% by residents of
rural greas with ne moommm to cable ﬁﬂmmgmm #ib ‘double wide and dish’ sit-lp s0 preva-
wm:ﬁ écross ihs natlion’s heartiand) and by woBm oty dwellers through SMATV {satsllite
Bmmwmﬁ antenna tele n} systems that wired mﬁm_dzma Ucma_nmm_ darmitories and hotels

“with a cish on ths roof and wirss running to the units within. / did not yet present much of

a ..u:m,__mumm 1o the expanding cable industry. Howsver, by the mid-1880s, with the deregu-
fation of cable television and with most local franchises remalning monopolies in their areas,
dissatisfaction with rising subscription rates, limitations on channels canied and the less-
than-perfect mm?.wnm that monopolies tend 1o provide began 1o encourage DBS ownership.
Here digital technology becomes key to DBS's current mﬂwm_.m. and we will pick up this story
in the next section. Yet in the Us, sateliite broadcasting’s role up until now has been pri-
marily linked to the cable television revolution, in an already cornmercial énd fairly azmwmm
enwironmant, DBS presented simply one more option for delivery of the same w_:m_m of
entartainment, news and speciality channels that American audiences have a@mama as
:D,B&_ since the 1980s. The US's large landmdss, nearly the size of a satellite footprint,
meant that the Imporiation of other countries’ signals was pot an immediate challenge,
although Canadian and Mexisan channels should certainly be réceiving more widespread
%mﬁavcmow in the US than they currently are.

In m_.movm ahd across thi globe, however, the impact of satgliite U_\omaomw%m has been
profound. Oo_,:_:@ ata :Bm in the late 1980s when %E@c_mﬂon and commércialisation of
Uwomgomme:@ systems wers Sxﬁ@ w_mom in most countries, as one authot puts &, 'the rapid
expansion of sateffite channels :ma aremendous impadt. i rempved, mwmoﬁzm? alt practi-
cat constraints on the prompt development of private commefcial oymsmm_w "2 For mary
oocazmw one of the primary cufturet effects of satellite _uﬂomaommﬁ_:@ was an influx of
American films and sefies; as well as entire channels of American programming, offerad by
satelite services that crossed many borders. 1t is also significant that ”_._m igte 1980s saw
the collapse of Em Soviet Union and renawed movemsnts SEm_\owm no_&om_ ao@ms,mmzo:
and liberalisation across the globe. mmwm lite broadoasting played a significant role in the ib-
eralising and globalising of media systems Hhat went along with this process.

The first commercial satelite to debut in Europe wais the Astra satefiite operated out of
Luxembourg, launched In 1988 with 16 channels. In the UK, the Independent Broadcasting
Auihority in 1986 fiad authorised British Sky Broadeasting, 2 consortium conmposed mostly
of UK commarcial television providers, to introduce sateliite »mmmswwom to Britain in a regi-
lated, public senice context. However, dug both o technicat and maBm:_mw\mmé probleris,
its launch was delayed unt] 1980; in 1989 Rupert Murdoch's Sky o:m%m_ beat it to the
punch, broadcasting into Britain from thg Astra satelite, outside British 8@:.58;“ control,
By 1991, “.s_._waoo: had bought out the struggliing BSB operation and renamed it BSkyB.®

Offering a mix of music vitieos, news, bopudar films and television series {many of themn
American), and sports, BSkyB's success in Great Britain and across Europe um:.womm.:mﬁmw
not onlly the influx of American programring that satellite broadcasting brougtit, but aiso its
inbility to be ponfroliéd by the regutations of individual nations. The European Gommunity

Diractive on Television attempted to impose soms order on satellite channels, including a
vague ruling that ‘a majority proportion of thelr fransmission time, excluding the time
appointed to news, sports events, gamas, advertising and teletext senvices’ be reserved for
mgﬂoumm?uaacoma programmes. Yat it mmgc_ﬁmamoc% confirmed the fact, now raised tc a
principle, that if a satellite service launched from one member country passed its own local
regulations, i could not be moﬁmm:wa out by any other member natlon.” By 1881, a host of
par-European satellite senices wers on offer: 21 English language services, ten German,
11 French and 29 others. mojmm ¢f the most poputar channels were SkyOne, Eurosport,
MTV, CNN, Euronews, Canal Plus and the TNT Cartoor Network. In Quebec, sateliite chan-
nels became an Euo,.;m:”m sotirce of French-language programming.

Of coursg the .waumﬁ of satefiite tefevision was not confined to North America and
Furope. Satelites m«.a(\m the movernent towards globalisation in the 1890s as the primary
vehicle of international communication. The whole world was socon watching US-based
channels such as CNN, MTV and HBO, along with competitors from other nations such as
the BRC World News, the Eurcpean ARTE, India’s Zee-TV and Mexico’s Telemundo, among
a host of others. In ooccﬁm.w such as India, myw first major competitors 1o state broadcasters
amearged, often based around re ”Mnnm_ cultures end languages. in Taiwan, pirate cable
systems bagan to spring up, vw_a.@_am in foreign television channels via sateflits, but also
providing oné of the few spaces for oppositional pofitical programmes.™ In mainland China,
illegral home Hishes picked up Murdoch's STAR TV signals from Hong Kong, breaking the
communications isolation that had for so long prevalied in that country. However, it
remained for the digital revolution to shatter national boundaries conclusively.

DIGITAL CONVERGENGCE
inthe US, by 2001 DBS (satefite broadcasting directly 10 the home; sometimes called DTH
in Europs) was growing at a rate faster ims cabli tejevision, The US's two major satellite
distributors, EchoStar mﬁm Dmmoé rariked in the top ten of subscriber television services,
right up thers with cable Emom such as AT&T, Time Warner, and Comcast, DirecTV was
number three.” This amswwo_u_ﬁma hadt sverything to do with the stunning proliferation of
digital technology in the 1990s. Digitel transmission technologies primarlly led to the
unprecedented rate of convergence behween cable, sateffites and broadcast television and
film, along with newer technol om“mm msor as Em internet and its myriad applications.
Digital media begins with the m%m:m of the computer: data broken down info a series of
1s and Os so that it can be handled, stored and transmitted by the microchips at the heart
of m.:.oa@ﬁ techiriclogy. By the mid-1980s, computers had been developed that were able
to convart more oo.Bmex data — picturss, graphics, music and sounds — into digital formats.
But for the most part this was happering in discrete, spacialised environments: the video
mamﬁ@ suite, the design Qmﬂmlamnﬁm of architectural firms, the sound studios of recording
oanmamm and the production fa _ ies of Q_R media companies. The technology that
brought wobaﬂ_omwma digital mmv__omw_o:m 8@&:@‘ in a way that exponentially multipiied
thelr uses was the Infernet, beginhirig in the early 1990s. The Internet’s rapid colonisation
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of other media and spread Into ail aréss of modern life helped 1d accelerate the trarisition
from anajogue to digital media, as it began to seem clear that digital modes of creation and
transmission would dominate the coming decade and probably the century. Cable teja-
vision regained something of Its former cachet ds media and information industries looked
around for high-speed routes into consumer gBmm it searned as though the television set
wollld no fonger function as just a visua! sntert _:Bmmﬁ device m:< ouwmﬂ hooked up to the
home compuiter, television would deliver et ephone m:a interriet sérvice ahd possibly invade
household privacy by collecting data on its users as well. Ioé@@ a struggle was taking
place in the workd of broadeasting that would tranisform theé madium, sven 50:@: its par-
ameters were not at all clear when tHe process began.

In the ?ﬁ 1980s, high-defirition tlevision {HDTV) techriclogy, devel onmq in Jagan,
threw >_.mmzom: broadeasters into disarray. HDTV promised to déliver much v@ymﬁ quality
pletures and sound, m_o:@ with an improved screen aspect ratlo mm CinemaScope-ike 16:9
versus television's boxy 4:3), by increasing the definftion, or numbeér of scarkiing fines, usaed
10 compose a telsvisual image. The US had always'had a poorer quahty television Image
than most European arid Asian countrles, the resuit of the 525 scapning line NTSC stan-
dard as opposed 1o the B50 scanning fine PAL sysiemn used eisewhére. As omdwm.. aatellites
and the néw broadcast owm:mm_m brought film and television closer 8@9:& ﬁmz avay,
improvement of picture quallly seemed an m@cnma goal

Howsever, HOTV, with up to 1080 scanning liriss, required a much graater bandwidth to
broadeast than standard American telsvision. To make this technology feasible, broadcast-
ers would need additionsl, broader spectrum mv.wom operating in tandem with their current
assignments as they made the change o HDTV. Just as the _uamaomm::w incmwé was
cbming te terms with this fact, the FCC began t look into repossessing m:a auctioning off
some of the mostly smply UHF band frequencies formerly reseived for hroadeasting. US
broadicasiers determined to ward this off, along with the prospect of becoming dependent
on a Japanese technclogy; by promising Congress that, if it woliid leave the UHF bands in
place for future HDTV uge, Amarican electranics manufactirers, broadcasters, and fim-
makers would embark on a campaign to develop ﬁwm__\ own Brand oﬂ HDTV.

At this point, however, the digital revelution intervened. With digital tachnology, & much
higher definition jelevisich picture could be produced, as good or bettér than the Lmnmamwm
MUSE technology (an analogué/digital hybrid) that had started the drive. By 1993, US
Emm&mﬂcﬂmﬁw had come up with & strategic ‘Grand Alliance’ standard for digitat transmis-
sion of imsm_o: signals, wmvwmwmsﬂ_:m a technical compromise betwbeh the competing
naeds of different industry segments, that could | handle averlety of digital high-definition for-
mats with varying degreas of ﬂmwomcw_o: me“ ammm_? frame rates and scanining methods.
Digitat technology also uommmmwma another advantage: not only cauld it be used to broad-
cast a high quality picturs, but it could also be used to compress signals in such a way that
four ar five wﬁmuama quakity channals could _um Mﬁmsma_mma on bandwidth uasocmz
mawmcm.@ for onfy onéy a single caple oum::mm could garry 12 or more. This is calied multi-
meS@
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ih a very clever manoeuvre, US broadcasters mandged to win an astonishing victory in
the Telecommunications Act of 19986, not only xmmuw:@ their current analogue frequencies,
but also receiving, gratis, bilions of dollays worth of ?mmmﬁ frequencies on the UHF spec-
trum. They achiéved this by xmmn_am Oo;wamm confused about the two competing
capacities of digital transmission: High dsfinition and multipleXing. Multiptexing would allow
esch broadcaster to tm one channsl into several, multiplying not only the number of
potential channels available, U,E also the advertising revenue obtainghle from them. Gr such
additional channels could be used for Internet services or leased 1o corporate customers
for cther types of dala transmission. US breadcasters saw dofiar signs, Meanwhile
Congress continued to think of digital television as a way of ensuring that American tele-
vision picture .@cmms\ emerged as second to hone, cerainly not to the Japanese.
Broadcasters %wmm@ma 0 convince Congress that they stit needed the additionsl band-
width in order 1o provide this mmm?m_am__q imags, while making plans for more profitable
multiplexing, Congress's generous dedlsion to award an additional frequency to each
sicenced US station provided an enormous windfall for the broadeasting industry.

However, the rules did stipulate that ai VHF frequencles would have to be returned to
the Federal govemment by 2006 or by the time %mm digital television ownership had
réached 85 per gent penetration of the US market. Most major networks bagan digital
broadcasting during 2000, Yet by 2001, even among those willing to invest more than
$2000 for a digital tolevision set, few were able o experience this new technology, as 80
per cant of Americans receive thelr telévision via cable. Cable systems were under no such
reguatory pressure 1o convert to digital Qomawommz:@_ although many had already begun
the process for rsasong of their own - largely to comglete with DBS. Digital cable aliowed
not only more channel capacity, bt also enhanced ability for two-way communication,
providing interactive guides to the increasingly complex programmes on the 100 or more
charingls now made avaiable, as well as more pay-per-visw services. It aiso increased
prices for cable service 1o consumers already disenchanted with cable franchises” forays
into Internet connection and unimpressed with cable’s service record. DBS began to ben-
efit from the digital revolution as well.

The main factor hoiding DBS back wo% greater market penetration in the mid-1990s
Emm‘wm. inability 10 delivér local television stations to its customers. Instead, the two domi-
nant Cm companrdes, DirecTV and EchoStar, had begun to import distant station signals into
markets across e country, forming contracts with one affifate from each network {usually

“in a rigjor urban fooation) and purvéying its signal to DBS subscribers: & network affifiate
suparstation. Local station owners resented the competition within their own markets, and
DBS subsoribers missed the local news and sports, which were only avallable to them if
they switched over 1o their Uﬁomn_,ﬂmmn ahtennae {or, in rural areas, not available at afY). To
mmedy sz situation, in 1999, the FCC nmwmmm,m&sm Satellite Home Viewer Improvement Act,
effectively extencing cable's regulations to Uw,m. By January 2002, satelite providers were
réquired to begin carrying local station signals in each local market served. DBS companies
objscted on the same first dmeridment grounds long argued by cable cperators, but the
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rule remains in place today. This, 100, is made possible by digital techinology’s ability to spiit
the satellite signal, umﬂaﬁ%@ local signals to crowd onto an existing satefiite channel,
usually via microwave. ,.moémf,mﬁ ong sdctor of television that Ummm spread threaténs 15
cable’s role In focal communities, Most Gabje franchises pay g feg of & par cent of gross rev-
enues 1o their local municipalities, besides providing channels space and some funding for
jocal accass channels. Satellite broadcasters are under no such obligation. And onie again
the Internet promises to play a key role in DBS use, since a new iype of wo-way high-
speed wireless Infernet access called VSAT technology debuted in Novernber 2000 through
a coalition of EchoStar and Microsoft.™ _

In Elrop, the convergence of digital telecommunications and cable, and digital tech-
nology and satelites, has producad a boom in those Eacwﬁ_mm particularly it the UK, now
Europe’s lafgest pay-TV market. According to The Economist, d gitat fechnology has frans-
formed the economics of multi-channe! television: ehebling indepenident operators to cater
to market niches, and the big pay-TV companies to offer Hundreds of o:m::m "5 Movie
channels account for a substantial proportion -of satefite-distributed n.@mm_ fare, especially
in their ‘nearly-on-demand’ manifestations, where staggered 15-minute showtimgs afiow
almost continuous avaiiatility of indivicdual films. m< 2001, digital pay television channsts,
am_emaa either by DBS or cable, had reached 44 per cen{ of UK houssholds and
accounted for 20 per cent of ak television viewing.® The BBC announcad plans to roll ot
digital telavision, but fad run into delays by Surmmer 2001, Australia’s fivé terrastrial public
channels debijted in digital %n_m@_mx in January 2001, with ﬁm_mm_mmovm that preventad corm-
mercial netwoiks from following suit untl 2008, Japan relled out fuily digital television on
MHIKIn 2000, with plans for expansion. China announced elaborate plans for a pational dig-
ital senvice in the Summer of 2007,

However, in light of the daveloped world's smbrace of these new wander technologies,

it seemns necessary 1o emphasise that the vast bulk of the world’s sl mmos has vet to
mxnm:m:om regidar and reliable telephone oméom. much less encounter even a distant echo
of the digital revoiution. Yet clearly the tide of new media cannot be roidd back; especially as
wirsiess Internet applications Join news and entertalnment in the cable/satellite/digital inter-
fae. New applications arise faster than our ability to understand or gontrol tharmn. )
OUTLOOK ,
The gonvergence of cable, satellite and digital technologies has transformed the basic
arena of film and ﬁm_mc_m.oz Q_mw_cczoa from the national to the global Escaping from the
geographigal, cuitural and qm@cmmwoé boundaries that formerly played such a cruclal role in
the production, circulation and reception of media, giobal convergence means that, even
while opportunities for few Kinds of creativity and cultural S&_ idity exist and expand,
threats emerge over which exigting systems o* control have M_m_m sway, | end this chapter
with méntion of only a few of the major areas of revoiution and ﬂmsmmoﬁ_mﬁ_o:

One 9035@2 factor is the dominance of US media. >oooaﬁm i} mam Divke, D_aoﬁoﬂ
General of the BBC, ‘We are ioid the world is globalising — that’s hot true: it |
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>3%am.§m5m._ﬁmmmwm:mmx:mﬁgﬁ%omaaosmzmmjotawmmwaﬁwmoc_ﬂcamowumaoc-
iz countries’.? The fact that so marly of the integrated media companies distributing chan-
nels woridwide are American-owned, and that their content is heavily US-oriented,
threatens the cultiral mpﬁmmw@ of nations adopting new media. Whiie thecries of cuiturat
hybridity point to the many examples of local adaptation, experimentation and culfural
growih spurred by the opening up of sometimes repressive and rastrictive national media
regimis, the pre-aminenge of channels such as CNN in world news coverage and Americen
dornination of the _&.mﬁm% point in the other direction. However, it is precisely the disen-
franchising of popular cuiture {and cultures) in many state public service systems that left
the field open for American wm..oacoﬁm 10 enier; new media promise a corrective to thelr
exclusivity that is not necessarily Americany. And somé would argue that the film, television,
video and music produced in sites such as Holiywood, Hong Korig and Bombay represent
fess the culture of those nations than a new world pepular cutture, emanating from world
production centres.# It Is certain that the boundaries of the national - imagined, after afl
will continue to arode and biur, cultural ly as well as technologically.

As national regulations ise their grip over muitinational conglomerates, little remains to
halt the monopolising téndencies of soms of the biggest corporations in thelr march across
he globe. A new form of ‘global ~méw_mmmammm. could be the regult. If Rubert Murdoch’s 2001
proposéd merger with DirecTy goes through, his Sky Global satellite senvice would have
reached 300 mifion homes across North and South America, Asia, Furope and Australia,
Teamed up with Hughes/GM, DirecTV's owners, Sky Global under Murdoch’s management
would have raads him ‘the only globdi TV gatekesper with confrol of both the programming
and the platform that funnsls that programming info hemes around the world' @ Although
the US continugs fo exercise some limited anti-trust supervigion of major media mergers in
that country, and the European Union monitors those that affect its member markets, for
example denying the proposed Internet BMW@@ of MClIWolldeom and Sprint in 2000, litte
authority exists to biock the spread or to diract the operations of mega-corporations such
as Murdoch's or others such as ACL Time Warmer and Bertelemann,

Cne area of parficularly contentious ‘lawlessness’, or the aftempt fo assert too-
aggressive legal rights, is that of intellectual property and copyright. The Napster saga of
1889-2000 brought the world's attention to the threat posed by new digital technologies to
the legal concepts currantly used 10 contain culture, define ownership and channe! profits
in the Internet age, pitting adamant nogzmz holders against resistant users. For the past
few decades, Hollywood has fought 10 maintain its coniro! over illegal copying and distri-
bution of videocassettes and ﬂmnmm further challenges with the more perfect reproducibility
of DVDs. Satelite channels beaming programmes intc areas where competitors have
aready purchaged exclusive rights fo their exhibition have caused problems in Canaca.
Recently a corisortiurn of film studios has announced plans for digital distribution of films
gver the internet, in a pre-emptive move 1o ward off both Napster-like file-sharing
technologies and the thriat posed by mwam: recorders such as Tivo and Recall- TV, As one
studio representative put i, ‘We want to give honest people an honest afternative.’®
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"Honesty’, as defined by an industry rarely associated with that quality itseff, is only one of
the defences of the legal status quo that may be put seriously to the test as digital invasion
of national, cuftural and Industrial territories continues.

m_:,mwg new rhecia convergence seems certain to result in a redefinition, not only of the
national, but also of the local. The concept of ‘nation’ has been, as | have argued, one pri-
rary wey of drawing boundaries arbund a certain community of interest and struciuring
media products and _m<w63m within its terms: In the context of twentisth-century nation-
alisms, this seems so obvious as o be ‘natiral’ and inevitable. Yet other organising ideas
have also opsrated. in countries such as Germany, sub-national regional identities shaped
the Landér structure of broadeasting, influencing fitm production as well in the Netherlands,
e 'pilarisad broadcasting systern that divided control between dominant sockal groups -
muawmmwmam Catholics, conservatives, iiperals — produced a a_mmﬁma way of h_oomwzm cul-
ture and distributing power. In the US, the concept of 'local Uﬂomanmmﬂim has mostly been
defined by tran areas, not by States or regions; one innovation of the puislic broadcasting
m<w$3 was 1o aliow the eémergence of statewide networks,

The digital era, offering instant communication across &l thése largely geographical
1ypes of commiunities, promises 8 redefinftion of ‘the local’ based on affinities, W:mm_‘mm_”w lan-
guags, pofitics or other cu ftural identities that supercedes or at least ooBu_mBm:mm other
Gefinitions, vm:_o:_m% the :mm%m_ .mﬁm hip-hop music fans in Japan, m:m_nﬁa Poland and
the LS may mmwwwmma oné kind of ocatl’ identity, while Web sites and satellite television
channeis aimed at inctan dlasporic ocBB:mm_mm in South America, Canada, Africa and
Greece creale another type of _comma\. Non-governmental orgarisations (NGOS) concerned
with environmental or wornen's issues cafi now connect woridwids, creating political enti-
ties and pressures that are voth g global and local, Theorists have barsly begun to explors
these nation-defying collectivities, and indeed many of our feading media theories, suth as
those groundad in the public sphere or an_om_ écahomy, will have a very hard tims Ingor-
porating their challenges in that context. Yet it is vital i that we do 80, approaching new Bmmmm
convergence neither with blug ski Utopianism ner its .equally technclogically deterministic
converse, dystopian gloom, that has marked 8o mich twentisth-century theory.

Culture, rathet than nation, promiisss 1 defide the media of the twehty-first dentury and
10 present the battleground on which most of lts struggles will be waged, Yet thé means of
culture stit f8i under the sway of nationalised oﬁmmmmmﬁ_ozm at u:wmm% or of commercial
concerns that threaten to replace the fiawed power distribution of :&ﬁou.m_ governments
with the often even less scrutable machanisms of markeiplace and profits. While tech-
nology, indeparably alied with culture, the market and the state, does occasionally hand us
ways to redistribute ooBEmw_omﬁEm power in a more equitable manner, the forces of con-
tainment and coniro just as wmvm Iy move ifi. This osmvﬁ@‘ is an attemnpt o boint at both the
promises and the betrayals of recent devalopments in cable, satelite and dightal trang-
mission and to indicate new ways of thinking that may provs helpfui in se-imagining their
potentlal and actual use.
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