
Draft RSPG opinion: Long Term strategy on use of the UHF band: Response from Digital UK  

 

1 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Response to consultation: 

 

Draft RSPG opinion 

Long Term strategy on the future use of the UHF band (470-790MHz) 

in the European Union 

12 January 2015  

 

 
 

  

 

This response is submitted by Digital UK on behalf of its Members – the BBC, ITV, Arqiva and 
Channel 4 - the holders of the UK terrestrial Broadcasting Act and Wireless Telegraphy Act 
licences. 



Draft RSPG opinion: Long Term strategy on use of the UHF band: Response from Digital UK  

 

2 

1. Introduction 

 

About Digital Terrestrial Television (DTT) 

Digital Terrestrial Television (DTT) is Europe’s most popular TV platform. In the UK, DTT 

provides a universally available service offering a range of more than a hundred free-to-air 

TV, radio and text-based services. At the heart of DTT in the UK is Freeview, which is used 

in around three quarters of homes. 

Prior to digital switchover (DSO), more than four million UK households could not access 

DTT services and elsewhere signal strength was variable. Thanks to industry investment in 

excess of a billion pounds, switchover made DTT available to 98.5 per cent of homes.  

 

About Digital UK 

Digital UK supports the UK’s terrestrial TV service and its viewers.  

We are responsible for day-to-day operational management, including the Freeview 

electronic programme guide, and lead on developing platform strategy, working with our 

broadcast partners and industry. We also provide viewers with information and advice about 

terrestrial TV channels, services and reception. 

Digital UK is owned by the BBC, ITV, Channel 4 and Arqiva  
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2. Executive Summary 

Our response to this draft RSPG Opinion focuses on ensuring the long term health of DTT – 

the most widely used television platform in Europe and in the UK. 

We recognise the benefits of a well-co-ordinated spectrum release across multiple bands to 

deliver increased mobile broadband capacity. We also acknowledge within this process, the 

momentum behind plans to provide wireless broadband services in the 700MHz band and 

the consequent displacement of DTT.  

However, as Pascal Lamy’s recent report to the Commission1 and others have shown, there 

is now a wealth of evidence regarding the need to strike a balance between the demand for 

mobile broadband capacity and sustaining the health of DTT as the ‘backbone’ of the EU’s 

audio-visual sector. Essential to achieving this balance will be ensuring that DTT has 

sufficient spectrum to secure its long-term health and that spectrum changes are well 

planned and fully funded.   

The timing of clearing television from this band is a critical factor in the planning process. 

The RSPG calls for cross-border agreements to be finalised at the latest by the end of 2017 

and puts forward options of 2020 or 2022 as a deadline for making the band available. 

While these dates may be achievable by some member states, there remains considerable 

uncertainty for others. It should be noted that based on the experience of 800MHz 

clearance, the planning and co-ordination process might be expected to take longer than 

three years. The clearance of the 700MHz band is a complex process which will pose new 

issues for member states and cannot be assumed to follow the timelines of previous 

spectrum re-organisations. 

Similarly, making the band available by 2020 or 2022 may be achievable for the UK but is 

likely to pose greater challenges for others, notably those with complex cross-border co-

ordination issues.  

Critical to the development of a robust plan will be the completion of an international 

frequency plan. This will require active member state engagement and extensive stress 

testing of plans to ensure deadlines are achievable. 

Our response also highlights the increasing use in the UK of spectrum efficient technologies 

such as DVB-T2. The RSPG should consider the potential for further deployment of such 

spectrum efficient technologies to mitigate the impacts of clearance of the 700MHz band, 

which carries with it a risk of a reduction in DTT coverage and capacity. 

We welcome the RSPG’s recognition of the value and popularity of DTT as an audio-visual 

delivery platform for the long term and importance of security of access to the 470-694MHz 

band. The Lamy report and other analysis highlighted below make a compelling case for 

broadcasters to have secure access to this band for the foreseeable future. 

The demand for more spectrum for mobile broadband is driven largely by forecasts which we 

and many others consider to be overstated. The RSPG will be aware of Cisco and others 

                                                           
1 Results of the work of the High Level Group on the future use of the UHF Band (470-790MHz), September 
2014 
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reducing their mobile data forecasts and additional analysis which has raised concerns over 

‘fundamental problems’ with the ITU modelling. 

Finally, we would emphasise significant costs which are associated with major changes in 

spectrum use, such as the clearance of the 700MHz band. As the European Commission 

develops its next Radio Spectrum Policy Programme (RSPP), we agree with the RSPG draft 

Opinion that member states should be provided with early guidance on the need for 

compensation. As we make clear in our response, DTT multiplex operators and PMSE users 

would derive no benefit whatsoever from this change of use.  

We consider it vital that any 700MHz clearance process must respect the legal rights of the 

DTT multiplex operators whose substantive and legitimate expectations, including 

unencumbered use of their allocated spectrum free from any interference, have underpinned 

their very significant long-term investments in DTT. 

 

3. Views on key proposals of the Opinion 

3.1 The provision of WBB in the 700MHz band  

We recognise the momentum behind plans for provision of wireless broadband services in 

the 700MHz band and the consequent displacement of DTT. This change has the potential 

to deliver benefits to EU citizens and consumers from enhanced mobile data services using 

the released spectrum. However, it is essential that this complex change is carried out in a 

way that maximises benefits to all, ensuring free-to-air DTT remains attractive and 

competitive.  

To this end, European policy relating to clearance of 700MHz must facilitate a process which 

allows mobile broadband to co-exist alongside DTT and PMSE services in the adjacent 

frequencies, while also enabling a clearance programme which is properly costed, funded 

and managed to protect the integrity of DTT.  

In order to secure the benefits of new mobile data services, European UHF policy governing 

the clearance of this band must ensure the following: 

 DTT viewers do not bear the costs that would result from any clearance process 

 The multiplex operators who are the existing authorised users of the 700MHz band 

should be left no worse off than if they retained access to the band  

 Viewers are fully supported through the transition, any impact is minimised and 

existing DTT coverage and capacity nationally, regionally and locally is maintained 

 DTT is assured of continued access to the 470-694MHz band for the long term 

 

3.2 The timing of clearance 

The draft RSPG opinion suggests that 700MHz clearance should take place as soon as 

possible and urges member states to ‘move quickly’. It puts forward two dates – 2020 and 

2022 as deadlines under consideration. 
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In the UK, Ofcom has recognised the need to ensure that the process for the displacement 

of DTT out of the 700MHz band is ‘carefully planned and well-managed’2 but also holds 

open the possibility of an accelerated timetable for clearance. 

In our response to Ofcom’s most recent consultation on 700MHz clearance3, we stated that 

a 2019-2021 timetable is credible. However, we would urge the RSPG to note that for other 

member states facing more complex co-ordination issues, the proposed options of 2020 or 

2022 may not be achievable. There cannot be greater certainty until the international 

frequency planning process has been completed, the extent of changes needed to the 

current DTT infrastructure is known and the funding arrangements have been agreed.  

 

3.3 Cross-border coordination 
 
The draft RSPG Opinion calls for cross border agreements to be finalised at the latest by the 

end of 2017. 

While we consider the end of 2017 to be an achievable deadline for the UK, some member 

states may find this more challenging. It should also be noted that this remains highly 

dependent on the development of finalised frequency plan. 

 

3.4  Supporting a transition to more spectrum efficient technology 

The RSPG proposes that the Commission should support national measures to facilitate a 

transition to more spectrum efficient technology, including mandating the inclusion in TV 

receivers. 

The UK is seeing steady growth in the take up of spectrum efficient technology. Since 

launching the first DVB-T2 multiplex in 2009, there are now three such multiplexes on air in 

the UK with a further multiplex likely to launch in 2015. These developments have enabled a 

significant expansion of channel choice on the platform, including the launch of 14 

subscription-free HD services. Sales of television sets based on DVB-T2 are increasing fast 

and accounted for 59 per cent of all sales in October 2014.4   

DTT operators in the UK and in other member states are also combining this expansion in 

channel choice with new internet-based services to create a converged hybrid platform able 

to offer viewers the best of linear and on-demand content. In the UK, Digital UK and 

Freeview have announced plans to launch such a service which enable viewers to move 

seamlessly between live content and catch-up services such as BBC iPlayer.  

While manufacturers and consumers are steadily moving towards these new standards, 

member state support for measures to accelerate their adoption could deliver significant 

benefits in both spectrum efficiency and channel choice.   

                                                           
2 Ofcom, ‘Consultation on future use of the 700MHz band,’ p 53, para 6.1 
3 Ofcom: The future use of the 700MHz – response from Digital UK 

http://www.digitaluk.co.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/87521/DigitalUKResponseOfcom700MHzCBA_
29August2014.pdf 
 
4 GfK Lektrak, October 2014 

http://www.digitaluk.co.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/87521/DigitalUKResponseOfcom700MHzCBA_29August2014.pdf
http://www.digitaluk.co.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/87521/DigitalUKResponseOfcom700MHzCBA_29August2014.pdf
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Further deployment of such spectrum efficient technologies could also have a role to play in 

mitigating the impacts of clearance of the 700MHz band, which carries with it the risk of a 

reduction in DTT coverage and capacity – the scale of which is currently unknown. In the 

frequency planning process to date we are yet to see an emerging plan that matches 

existing coverage on a local, regional, nations and UK-wide basis. Further use of DVB-T2 

could ensure existing DTT viewers continue to receive a service.  

Until evidence is available to confirm that existing coverage can be maintained, it may be 

prudent for member states and the European Commission to retain further deployment of 

DVB-T2 as one possible tool to mitigate coverage losses which may materialise as a direct 

result of 700MHz clearance, while recognising this is only one factor that would determine a 

decision on full DVB-T2 migration which we recognise would carry wider costs. 

 

3.5  Maintaining the 470-694MHz band mainly for audio-visual content 

The draft Opinion proposes that the 470-694MHz band is mainly used for downstream 

audio-visual content distribution and recommends that it remains as such for the long term, 

‘even beyond 2030’. 

We welcome the RSPG’s recognition of the value and popularity of DTT as an audio-visual 

delivery platform for the foreseeable future.  The corollary of this view is that sufficient 

spectrum is securely allocated to ensure that DTT services can continue to meet viewers’ 

needs and expectations. 

It is therefore essential that RSPG recommends that member states do not support a mobile 

allocation in the 470-694MHz band at the Word Radiocommunication Conference 2015 

(WRC-15). This position is also consistent with the views set out in Pascal Lamy’s recent 

report to the European Commission5.  M Lamy’s report highlighted the importance of the 

European audio-visual model which has provided viewers with a broad range of high quality 

programming, while also meeting important public policy objectives in relation to cultural 

diversity and media pluralism. The report identified DTT as ‘the backbone’ of this model. This 

finding was also reflected in the recent CEPT study on the future use of the UHF band 

completed in the ECC TG6 group. The report explored a range of future scenarios and 

concluded that this band is essential for the delivery of audio-visual services.  

In the UK, this view has also been reflected in Ofcom’s discussion paper The Future of Free 

to View TV6 which set out the public policy benefits delivered by a strong free to view offer. 

The paper identified DTT as ‘the cornerstone technology’ for providing free to view television 

which ensures the following:  

 Reach and impact for public service broadcasting 

 Platform choice and range 

 Competition between platforms 

 Mitigation against overly powerful gatekeepers 

                                                           
5 Pascal Lamy report to the European Commission, Sep 1 2014 
6 The Future of free to view TV, Ofcom, May 2014  
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/700MHz/discussion/ftv.pdf 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/700MHz/discussion/ftv.pdf
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Ofcom’s discussion paper also sets out the challenges facing DTT over the coming years as 

technology improvements drive changes in audience behaviour. DTT operators in the UK 

and across Europe are rising to those challenges through the integration of on-demand 

services to create hybrid platforms and increased use of the latest transmission standards to 

deliver an expanded portfolio of high definition channels. 

We would highlight the recent report published by Aetha7 on the future use of the 470–

694MHz band which concluded that there was no economic case for switching-off existing 

DTT networks across Europe on the grounds of spectral efficiency. The report found that 

even with the most aggressive mobile traffic forecast, the costs of clearing DTT from the 

spectrum significantly outweighed the potential value of using it for mobile by a factor of four 

to one. 

The Aetha report findings serve as a reminder of the risks associated with making costly and 

disruptive policy decisions based on uncertain forecasts for mobile data requirements.  The 

ITU report (ITU-R Report M.2290) referenced in the Opinion forecasts global spectrum 

requirements in 2020 to be in the range of 1,340MHz to 1,960MHz. These forecasts are 

almost certainly over-stated and if alternative traffic forecasts are considered, the economic 

benefit to mobile approaches zero. 

The RSPG will be aware that acknowledged industry reference for data forecasts, Cisco, has 

twice reduced its traffic forecasts in recent years and that these revised figures are still 

considered by some to significantly overstate the likely level of future demand. 

The RSPG and Commission should also consider the analysis undertaken by the EBU8 and 

others which casts serious doubt on the ITU modelling being used to estimate future 

spectrum requirements. Analysis by LS Telcom9 exposes ‘a fundamental problem’ with the 

ITU modelling. It states that ITU forecasts based on traffic density across a variety of service 

environments uses traffic density figures which are at least two orders of magnitude too high. 

Recent research by University of California and Goldin Associates10 also highlights the 

persistent tendency of spectrum forecasts to overestimate future demand. The authors point 

to the potential for persistent bias in projections to result in errors in spectrum policy which 

compound over time and the failure to anticipate new business practices, such as mobile 

offloading or tiered data plans. 

Far greater certainty exists around the important role that Wi-Fi will play in meeting the 

growing demand for data - most notably video - on portable devices. It has been recognised 

that a significant proportion of ‘mobile’ data consumption is static and facilitated by traffic 

                                                           
7 Future use of the 470-694MHz band, Nov 2014 
https://tech.ebu.ch/docs/news/2014_11/Aetha%20Future%20use%20of%20the%20470-
694MHz%20band%20in%20the%20EU%2031%20Oct%202014.pdf 
8 Crystal ball, tealeaves or mathematics – forecasting traffic for mobile data services, EBU Q1 2014 
https://tech.ebu.ch/docs/techreview/trev_2014-Q1_Mobile-Spectrum.pdf 
9 Mobile spectrum requirement estimates, getting the inputs right: http://satellite-spectrum-
initiative.com/files/Mobile%20Spectrum%20Forecast%20final%20report%20v106[1].pdf 
10 Overestimating wireless demand: policy and investment implications of upward bias in mobile data forecast, 
August 2014 http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2418364 

https://tech.ebu.ch/docs/news/2014_11/Aetha%20Future%20use%20of%20the%20470-694MHz%20band%20in%20the%20EU%2031%20Oct%202014.pdf
https://tech.ebu.ch/docs/news/2014_11/Aetha%20Future%20use%20of%20the%20470-694MHz%20band%20in%20the%20EU%2031%20Oct%202014.pdf
https://tech.ebu.ch/docs/techreview/trev_2014-Q1_Mobile-Spectrum.pdf
http://satellite-spectrum-initiative.com/files/Mobile%20Spectrum%20Forecast%20final%20report%20v106%5b1%5d.pdf
http://satellite-spectrum-initiative.com/files/Mobile%20Spectrum%20Forecast%20final%20report%20v106%5b1%5d.pdf
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2418364
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offload on to Wi-Fi11 somewhat questioning the need for additional sub-1GHz spectrum for 

mobile networks. Most video content is consumed in the home and Wi-Fi is increasingly 

ubiquitous in towns, cities and on public transport networks. 

We would also highlight that the increased use of small cells and mobile network 

densification to increase data capacity is better addressed by access to higher frequency 

spectrum, regardless of whether the user equipment is static or mobile. 

 

3.6   WBB downlinks 

The RSPG draft Opinion proposes that member states should have flexibility to use the 470-

694 MHz band for WBB downlinks, as long as it does not constrain the operations of DTT in 

this band. 

We agree that flexible approaches will become increasingly important in achieving the most 

efficient use of spectrum. DTT and PMSE have had an effective and successful coexistence 

arrangement for many years. The PMSE community will also need security of access to 

spectrum and appropriate assurances at least for the same timeframe as DTT.  Failure to 

provide adequate spectrum for PMSE would pose a considerable risk to the audio-visual 

content creation sector, a driver of high economic value creation and employment. 

In the UK, Digital UK and its members have supported the principle of extending spectrum 

sharing to allow for the development of white space devices (WSDs) provided there is no 

interference to DTT services. 

The RSPG recommends that member states should also have the flexibility to use the 470-

694 MHz band for WBB downlinks, provided that such use is compatible with the 

broadcasting needs in the relevant member state and does not create a constraint on the 

operations of DTT in this band, including for neighbouring countries. 

While we support the principle of flexibility to delivery greater efficiency, we would urge the 

RSPG Opinion to acknowledge the inherent incompatibility issues with the implementation 

and operation of adjacent networks highlighted in the recent CEPT report 22412 and analysis 

by Plum and Farncombe13 for the European Commission. 

Given the uncertainty around how WBB downlink services would work in practice, any 

deployment should be subject to detailed planning and technical trials while also observing 

                                                           
11 Wik/Aegis, Study on Impact of traffic off-loading and related technological trends on the demand for wireless broadband 

spectrum, http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/study-on-impact-of-traffic-off-loading-and-related-technological-trends-on-the-
demand-for-wireless-broadband-spectrum-pbKK0113239/ 

 
12 Long term vision for the UHF broadcasting band, November 2014 
http://www.erodocdb.dk/Docs/doc98/official/pdf/ECCREP224.PDF 
13 Challenges and opportunities of broadcast-broadband convergence and its impact on spectrum and network 
use, 2014 
http://www.plumconsulting.co.uk/pdfs/Plum_Dec2014_Broadcast-
broadband_convergence_and_impact_on_spectrum_and_network_use.pdf 
 

http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/study-on-impact-of-traffic-off-loading-and-related-technological-trends-on-the-demand-for-wireless-broadband-spectrum-pbKK0113239/
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/study-on-impact-of-traffic-off-loading-and-related-technological-trends-on-the-demand-for-wireless-broadband-spectrum-pbKK0113239/
http://www.plumconsulting.co.uk/pdfs/Plum_Dec2014_Broadcast-broadband_convergence_and_impact_on_spectrum_and_network_use.pdf
http://www.plumconsulting.co.uk/pdfs/Plum_Dec2014_Broadcast-broadband_convergence_and_impact_on_spectrum_and_network_use.pdf
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the terms of the GE06 Agreement designed to protect broadcasting services from 

interference. 

 

3.7  Social, cultural and economic considerations  

The draft Opinion urges policymakers to consider political, social, cultural and economic 

general interest objectives in relation to future use of 470-694MHz. 

As the RSPG’s draft Opinion makes clear, DTT plays an important role in the lives of 
European citizens and has high cultural and social value, especially in countries such as the 
UK where the majority of households have at least one set relying on DTT. 
 
In 2014, a report by Communications Chambers14 revealed new evidence concerning the 
economic and social value of DTT. The report found that: 
 

 The economic benefits of DTT are considerable and higher than previously estimated 
– some £80bn in the UK alone.  

 DTT plays a critical role in the overall UK broadcasting and content ecology.  

 DTT delivers more value than mobile broadband, when the amount of spectrum used 
by the respective services is taken into account.  

 A strong DTT platform is critical to healthy competition in the TV market, and to the 
realisation of a wide range of social benefits.  

 

These findings are likely to apply to European member countries where DTT is used 

extensively and where alternate platforms are unable to offer equivalent coverage or ensure 

widespread access to public service broadcasting free from subscription.   

While IP services will undoubtedly become more widely used in the years ahead as a 

complement to broadcast television, even rapidly developing markets such as the UK face 

significant challenges in creating the conditions to enable a mass market proposition.   

Ofcom’s recent discussion paper on the future of free to view television15 highlighted DTT’s 

role as the cornerstone of a broadcasting ecology which ensures the reach and impact of 

public service broadcasting while also promoting competition and protecting consumer 

choice.   

Ofcom highlighted areas of significant challenge which will need to be addressed in order for 

IP networks to become a mass market proposition. These include ensuring the universal 

availability of superfast broadband and high levels of consumer take up. Ofcom estimates 

that a quarter of UK households will still not have superfast broadband by the mid-2020s. 

Significant questions have also emerged concerning the resilience of broadband 

infrastructure and its ability to ensure a consistent, high-quality viewing experience similar to 

that offered by broadcast networks such as DTT. Recent high-profile IP failures have 

illustrated how such networks can succumb to technical problems during periods of high 

demand – an issue which does not affect DTT services.  

                                                           
14 The value of DTT in an era of increasing demand for spectrum, Communications Chambers, January 2014: 
http://www.digitaluk.co.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/87000/The_Value_of_DTT_in_an_era_of_increasing_
demand_for_spectrum_20-1-14.pdf 
15 The Future of Free to View TV, Ofcom May 2014 – p20 

http://www.digitaluk.co.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/87000/The_Value_of_DTT_in_an_era_of_increasing_demand_for_spectrum_20-1-14.pdf
http://www.digitaluk.co.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/87000/The_Value_of_DTT_in_an_era_of_increasing_demand_for_spectrum_20-1-14.pdf
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3.8 Guidance on state aid rules 

The RSPG draft Opinion calls on the European Commission to providing ‘early guidance on 
compensation to member states, in particular clarifying cases where it would not be 
compatible with state aid rules’. 
 
Should the 700MHz band be cleared of television services, it is clear that the DTT multiplex 

operators and PMSE users would derive no benefit whatsoever from this change of use, and 

potentially material costs (beyond the direct costs of change of use). 

In this context, the European Commission needs to provide clarity on compensation. We 

believe that it is entirely inappropriate to levy costs on one set of private organisations 

(multiplex operators and PMSE users) in a programme which appears likely to deliver at 

least some private benefits to another group of private organisations (future mobile 700MHz 

licensees). This is equally inappropriate where existing public funding (in the case of certain 

multiplex operators) is diverted away from agreed and defined public purposes for potential 

private benefit. 

Moreover, any 700MHz clearance process must respect the legal rights of the DTT multiplex 

operators, who hold Ofcom licences and/or are lawful users of spectrum under the BBC 

Charter and Agreement. The licensees’ substantive and legitimate expectations, including 

unencumbered use of their allocated spectrum free from any interference, underpin their 

significant long-term investments in DTT infrastructure. 

UK multiplex operators will co-operate in a clearance process on the basis that they are left 

no worse off than they would have been absent any 700MHz clearance. It follows from this 

that – in the event of 700MHz clearance – broadcasters (whether commercially or licence 

fee funded), multiplex operators and consumers should not incur any additional costs that 

might result from this process. In particular, a 700MHz clearance programme would require 

costs to be incurred in order to re-plan DTT networks in such a way that maintains DTT 

coverage, number of multiplexes and the number of channels on the platform. 

In light of these facts and in order to achieve a properly planned and effectively executed 

clearance programme, the European Commission needs to make clear that compensation is 

properly payable to those parties incurring costs. We would welcome steps by the 

Commission to provide clarity to member states that the payment of such compensation is 

both legitimate and compatible with state aid rules.  


