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Preface

This Preparatory study on “Simple Set Top Boxes” is in support of the directive 2005/32/EC
of the European parliament and of the Council of 6 July 2005.

The main objective of the directive is to establish a framework for the setting of eco-design
requirements for energy-using products (EuP).

The methodology developed by VHK for the European Commission (MEEUP2005)
is followed.

The report is based on discussions, presentations and documentation from core
stakeholders and is made available, for comment and input, to all stakeholders,
through the web-site:

www.ecostb.org

and

www.ecostb.com

All comments and input will be shown to and discussed with the European Commission.
They may be shown in the final report without identification of the source unless that is
specifically agreed.
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1 Task 1: Definition

1.1 Introduction

Less than two decades ago Television or TV was synonymous with analogue terrestrial

television. As new distribution channels developed, such as satellite TV and cable TV the

demand for adaptors to link the new broadcasting technology to the existing TV and VCR

equipment started to grow. These converters were the first set-top-boxes to be added to the

existing TV-set by the consumer. Set-top-boxes opened the door to new broadcasting

systems for the consumer (and to higher electricity bills as well)

The simple set top boxes (STBs) considered in this study are an intermediate technology to

keep existing analogue television equipment functioning in the transition to digital

broadcasting. These products will be required for a limited period only. Current schedules1

predict an end to analogue terrestrial television broadcasting in Europe by 2015, with South-

east Europe regions likely to be the last to switchover. At that stage the number of simple

STBs required to convert analogue television equipment will start a dramatic decline and

products already installed will probably be disposed of when the associated analogue

television equipment is replaced. The set top box will still exist as a product genre to provide

high functionality to basic television equipment as new broadcasting and home networking

technologies emerge.

This study focuses on terrestrial (DVB-T), Satellite- (DVB-S), Cable- (DVB-C). The primary

purpose of these simple STBs is to allow legacy analogue television equipment to receive

basic and additional digital broadcasting services in the transition to full digital television

broadcasting. Digital television tuner/demodulators that require an add- on processing

platform, such as those in USB stick form factor for personal computers are not part of this

study.

1) Source EBU and DigiTag
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For robustness the qualification is, can manufacturers modify the STB design in such way

that:

a) the STB does not meet the accepted product definition on which eco-design criteria is

based and therefore need not comply with related regulatory parameters

b) the modification costs are less than the costs needed to meet the regulatory criteria.

A closed definition runs high risks of being circumvented by products that have some func-

tionality that is not included in the definition. The CEC definition is closed (by the words ‘sole

purpose’) but in this case the risks are minimized because the same definition will be used

in a subsidy program and therefore it is not likely that condition b) will be fulfilled.

But also a more open definition, e.g. the EU Code of Conduct, can be avoided by jumping to

the next category of functionality, the complex STB. An allowance table makes this more dif-

ficult, because adding functionalities from the allowance table does not bring the STB

outside the “simple” definition; it merely allows some extra power consumption for the added

functionalities. Furthermore, in both the Code of Conduct and the Australian Standard the

(total) extra power consumption allowed is limited. So, whatever functionality from the

allowance table is added, the total consumption of the STB in standby active mode should

not be higher than e.g. 15 W.

However, in principle the naming simple suggest that complex boxes exist, which – by

definition – will be outside the scope of regulation for simple boxes.

The flexibility refers to the question; is the definition flexible enough to cope with functional

and technological trends? What is complex today can be simple tomorrow and in general,

regulation cannot be changed overnight and should be stable for a longer period, so that it

can be used as a design guidance for STB developers and manufacturers.

What are the trends expected for simple STB? In the near future, to take full advantage of

the usable lifetime of TVs and video recorders with analogue tuners, simple STB will be

used to enable the reception of digital TV broadcasting. However, it is likely that recording

functions will be included and it may have a return channel for interactive applications. The

return channel would not necessarily be Internet based; it can be PSTN or GPRS. An

important trend in the simple STB will be the move to High Definition television broadcast

reception and output. Significant stocks of standard definition simple STB are likely to be

replaced by High Definition versions in the switchover period.

As the broadcasting infrastructure in each European member state switches from analogue

to digital, TVs will have integrated tuners and decoders to receive these broadcasts. The

simple STB, marketed with the prime function of converting digital broadcast signals to
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analogue signals will rapidly become obsolete. STBs that provide many functional features

to enhance the basic TV functions will still have a significant market, but as argued later,

may usually fall under the definition of a complex STB.

The conclusion regarding the risk assessment on current definitions of simple STBs is, that

these are not robust or flexible enough to be used in product categorisation for, say,

regulation. Either they are closed and therefore easy to circumvent or they draw an arbitrary

line between simple and other (complex) STBs, which can become obsolete with technology

and market changes.

So how to solve this problem? In the next section a possible solution is provided.

The basic rules for a viable definition are:

1. The STB manufacturer is the addressee of regulation because potential regulation

targets tangible products.

2. Regulation should only target those issues that are in the control of addressee (in

this case the STB manufacturer).

3. Regulation is to be based on the functionality that is (actually) provided to the end

user

Potential consequences of these rules are

1. The functionality that is specified by another party (other than the manufacturer)

defines the boundary between simple (regulated) and complex (not yet regulated)

STBs. For example: Conditional Access (CA) and always-on (AO) functions.

2. The principle of efficient design and efficient components should be supported by

means of an allowance table for added functions.

3. Potential (but not used) functions should not qualify.

The availability of conditional access (CA) and STB functions that need to be always on

(AO) are important differentiators between simple and complex STB.

So the definition of simple STBs is given by the absence of any conditional access (CA)

module. Simple STBs just offer no CA. Throughout this study the products that meet this

definition of “Simple Digital TV Converters” are referred to as “Simple STBs”.

There is one problem remaining with this definition: There are - by this definition - simple

STBs including hard disks for time shift purposes and there are simple STBs with integrated

DVD-player coming to the market. To solve this problem simple STBs with additional

integrated and not removable storage components as hard disks are simple STBs with an

additional feature, i.e. with extra allowances for these features. Combo products integrating

exchangeable media, as DVD-players or others, are not covered by the definition of Simple

STBs.




