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Chapter- 1 

Broadcasting in the United Kingdom 

 

 
Television in the United Kingdom 

British television broadcasting started in 1936, and now has a collection of free and 
subscription services over a variety of distribution media, through which there are over 
480 channels for consumers as well as on-demand content. There are six main channel 
owners who are responsible for most viewing. There are 27,000 hours of domestic 
content produced a year at a cost of £2.6 billion. Analogue terrestrial transmissions are 
currently being switched off and this is due to be completed in 2012. 

Television providers 
Free and subscription providers are available, with differences in the number of channels, 
capabilities such as the programme guide (EPG), video on demand (VOD), high-
definition (HD), interactive television via the red button, and coverage across the UK. 
Set-top boxes are generally used to receive these services; however Integrated Digital 
Televisions (IDTVs) can also be used to receive Freeview or Freesat. Top Up TV and BT 
Vision utilise hybrid boxes which receive Freeview as well as additional subscription 
services. Households viewing TV from the internet (YouTube, Joost, downloads etc.) are 
not tracked by Ofcom. The UK's five most watched channels, BBC One, BBC Two, ITV, 
Channel 4 and Channel 5, are available from all providers (although in many areas, 
including almost the whole of Wales, Channel 5 is not receivable on analogue terrestrial 
television). 

UK households receiving pay vs free TV on their main TVs 
 Type Percentage Households Providers 

 

Free 50.4% 13,033,440 Freesat, Freesat from Sky, Freeview, 
analogue terrestrial TV 

Pay 49.6% 12,826,560 Sky TV, Smallworld Cable, TalkTalk TV, 
Top Up TV, Virgin Media, Wightcable 

UK households by broadcast/reception system on their main TVs 
 Type Percentage Households Providers 

 

Terrestrial 47.6% 12,300,000 Analogue terrestrial, Freeview 
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(free) 
Satellite 
(free/pay) 37.1% 9,600,000 Freesat, Freesat from Sky, Sky 

TV 

Cable (pay) 12.0% 3,100,000 Smallworld Cable, Virgin 
Media, Wightcable 

Others 3.3% 860,000 BT Vision, TalkTalk TV, Top 
Up TV 

 

 
 
Bar graph showing number of households for each television provider platform on their 
main TVs, as of end of June 2009 
 

Reception devices for the UK's television providers 
Provider TV or IDTV STB Computer Mobile phone 

(Unbranded analogue terrestrial) Yes N/A Yes No 
Freesat Yes Yes No No 
Freesat from Sky No Yes No No 
Freeview Yes Yes Yes No 
Freewire No No Yes No 
The Internet No Yes Yes Yes 
BT Vision No Yes No No 
Orange No No No Yes 
Sky TV No Yes No No 
Smallworld No Yes No No 
T-Mobile No No No Yes 
TalkTalk TV No Yes No No 
Top Up TV No Yes No No 
Virgin [digital] No Yes No No 
Vodafone No No No Yes 
WightCable No Yes No No 
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Analogue terrestrial television 

 
 

Crystal Palace transmitter. Constructed in 1956, it is the main transmitter for London. 
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Digital switchover progress across the UK      Switchover not yet started; area receives both 
analogue and digital transmissions     Switchover in progress; analogue BBC Two transmissions 
ceased as a precursor to the full switchover     Switchover complete; area receives digital 
transmissions and no analogue transmissions 

VHF 405 Line Monochrome 

The first regular TV broadcasts started in 1936. Ttransmissions were originated by the 
BBC, using the Band I-VHF 405-line television system. In 1955, a second commercial 
service was created using the higher Band III VHF 405-line television system, 
administered by the Independent Television Authority. Both systems were superseded 
and finally closed in 1985. 
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One reason for the long switchover period was the difficulty in matching the coverage 
level of the new UHF 625 line service with the very high level of geographic coverage 
achieved with the 405-line VHF service. Whereas the VHF system had less than 200 
transmitters at approximately 100 locations at closure, the UHF systen numbered more 
than 4500 transmitters at over 1100 sites. 

UHF 625 Line Colour Service 

A decision was made to introduce a nationally co-ordinated network of transmitters using 
the UHF 625-line television system. The first station to appear on this system was BBC 
Two in 1964. From 1969, the two VHF services also started to use this network, which 
took many years to complete. 

Over the next 30 years, whilst the network of transmitters expanded, two additional 
commercial services were offered (Channel 4 and Channel 5). 

This system is currently being phased out, from 2008-2012. 

Since 1998, a small number of local channels have operated under Restricted service 
licences. These will also cease by 2012. 

Common 
channel 
position 

Channel name Channel owner Regions Original 
launch date 

UHF 
launch 

date 

1 BBC One BBC 18 regional variations 2 Nov 1936 15 Nov 
1969 

2 BBC Two BBC 4 regional variations  20 Apr 1964 20 Apr 
1964 

3 
ITV (on-air brand 
ITV1, STV or UTV; 
legal name Channel 3) 

ITV Network Ltd (ITV 
plc, STV Group plc, UTV 
Media, Channel Television) 

17 regional variations (14 
ITV1, 2 STV, UTV); 24 
advertising regions; 13 
Teletext regions 

From 22 Sep 
1955 - 14 Sep 
1962 

15 Nov 
1969 

4 (England, 
Scotland and 
Northern Ireland) 

Channel 4 Channel Four Television 
Corporation 6 advertising regions 2 Nov 1982 2 Nov 

1982 

4 (Wales) S4C Welsh Fourth Channel 
Authority 1 region 1 Nov 1982 1 Nov 

1982 

5 Channel 5 Richard Desmond 4 advertising regions 30 Mar 1997 30 Mar 
1997 

6 Restricted Service 
Licence channels Various 18 channels (approx) From Oct 

1998 
From Oct 
1998 

Analogue terrestrial transmissions are currently being switched off in phases as part of 
the Digital Switchover. The last region is due to be switched off in the second half of 
2012. 

As of January 2009, BBC One, BBC Two, ITV and Channel 4 broadcast from a network 
of 1,134 transmitters. Channel 5 broadcasts from 52 transmitters, and the Restricted 
Service Licence stations broadcast from 14 transmitters. 



WT
________________________WORLD TECHNOLOGIES________________________ 
 

NICAM-728 

Without affecting the definition of the "PAL-I" system, the UK also uses a digital stereo 
companding system on analogue terrestrial television called NICAM. Standing for Near 
Instantaneous Companded Audio Multiplex and used for digital stereo TV broadcasts to 
the public, it used the NICAM digital audio system used since the early 1970s for 
transmitting the audio carrier signal of a broadcast between two or more regional 
broadcasters and sometimes to the transmitters, where it was converted back to an 
analogue FM audio carrier almost 6Mhz above the video carrier signal. 

Reception of the NICAM signal provided the user had a VCR or a TV capable of 
decoding the NICAM signal, which was broadcast on a carrier 6.552 Mhz above the 
video carrier, and thus just 0.552 Mhz above the FM mono audio carrier. The first UK 
NICAM stereo broadcast was made in May 1986 on BBC2, NICAM slowly being rolled 
out across the UK and across the broadcaster's programme schedules over the next 5 
years, culminating in the official launch of NICAM on the BBC in 1991, ITV and 
Channel 4 having begun broadcasting NICAM in 1989 and 1990 respectively. 

The service is sometimes referred to by its full, official, name, NICAM-728 - the 728 
denoting the datarate of the digital stereo information - the datarate is 728Kbps, Adaptive 
DPCM. 

As of 2012, the NICAM digital stereo system will be obsolete, because that is the year 
when the last analogue TV transmitter in the UK is scheduled to cease transmissions. 
NICAM has been superseded by arguably superior digital stereo and surround-sound 
audio systems on digital TV platforms. 
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Digital terrestrial television 

 
 
Television aerials used for receiving analogue or digital terrestrial television. The term 
aerial is in common use rather than antenna. 

Digital terrestrial television launched in 1998 as a subscription service named ONdigital. 
Since October 2002, the primary broadcaster is Freeview, with Top Up TV and ESPN 
(previously Setanta Sports before it went bust) providing additional subscription services. 

Ofcom reports that, at the end of June 2009, there are 

• 29,700,000 television sets equipped to view digital terrestrial in the UK (directly 
or via a set-top-box) 

• 23,000,000 homes have main TVs equipped to view digital terrestrial 
• 18,200,000 homes using digital terrestrial equipment 
• 9,900,000 homes where digital terrestrial is the only form of digital television 

received 

As of January 2009, digital terrestrial is broadcast from a network of 100 transmitters, 
operated by Arqiva. 
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Cable television 

 
 
A pavement dug up revealing the cables underneath. The green box is a common sight in 
areas with cable coverage, as are manhole covers enscribed with CATV. 

There are three providers of cable television, targeting different geographic areas within 
the UK. In all cases cable TV is a subscription service normally bundled with a phone 
line and broadband. 

Smallworld Cable is available in south-east Scotland and north-west England. Pricing 
ranges from £10.50 (cost of phone line with 'free' TV) to £80 per month. 

WightCable is available in the Isle of Wight. 
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Virgin Media is available to 55% of UK households. Pricing ranges from £11 a month 
(phone line with 'free' TV) to £30.50 a month, with additional fees for premium services 
such as Sky Sports. Virgin also market V+, a digital video recorder and high-definition 
receiver. 

Virgin Media is the only cable provider to supply high-definition television and video on 
demand, although these aren't available in areas provided with their analogue TV service. 

Existing Virgin Media customers can end their ongoing subscriptions, and opt for their 
set-top box to be configured to receive digital 'freeview' channels, giving them a freeview 
service via Virgin Media. 

Satellite television 

 
  
Satellite dishes on a wall in Hackey, UK. The small oval dishes are for viewing Sky, and 
are known as Minidishes. The larger dishes are for viewing satellite services from outside 
the UK. 



WT
________________________WORLD TECHNOLOGIES________________________ 
 

There are three distinctly marketed direct-broadcast satellite (DBS) services (also known 
as direct-to-home (DTH), to be distinguished from satellite signals intended for non-
consumer reception). 

Sky TV is a subscription service owned by British Sky Broadcasting. It is the dominant 
satellite provider with the largest number of channels compared to other providers. As of 
September 2008, subscription starts at £18 per month and rises to £47 per month. 
Installation is from £0 to £150 depending on the chosen set-top-box. Additional pay-per-
view films, events and individual subscription channels are available. Sky TV markets 
Sky+ and Sky+HD, digital video recorders; the latter additionally provides high-
definition television. Sky TV also provides video on demand branded as 'Sky Anytime' 

Freesat from Sky, is a free satellite service owned by British Sky Broadcasting. Instal-
lation is priced at £75 or £150, which includes the receiver, dish, viewing card and access 
to all free-to-air and free-to-view channels in the UK. Existing Sky TV customers can 
also end their ongoing subscriptions, and opt for the Free-To-View viewing card, giving 
them the Freesat from Sky service. Freesat from Sky does not provide high-definition 
television or video on demand. 

Freesat is a free satellite service created jointly by the BBC and ITV. In contrast to 
Freesat from Sky, it does not need a viewing card. It is the UK's first provider of high 
definition television without a subscription; one channel was available at launch. Freesat 
currently provides the BBC iPlayer in terms of video on demand, but this service is in its 
beta version. It is slowly being rolled out to all HD receivers, and ITV Player is expected 
to join freesat later in 2010. In order to access on-demand services, you must have a 
broadband connection of at least 1Mbps, and an ethernet connection is required (using 
either a cable or Homeplug adaptors). Freesat does not give access to certain free-to-view 
channels which use BSkyB's encryption, including Channel 4 HD and Fiver. 
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¼ scale mockup of the Eutelsat Eurobird 1 satellite, a Spacebus 3000B2 manufactured by 
Alcatel Space 

Freesat, Freesat from Sky and Sky TV transmit from SES Astra satellites at 28.2° east 
(Astra 2A/2B/2D) and Eutelsat's Eurobird 1 satellite at 28.5° East. As the satellites are in 
geostationary orbit, they are positioned above the earth's equator( 0°00′N 28°12′E / 0°N 
28.2°E) approximately 35,786 km above mean sea level; this places them above the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. 


