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BBC Research & Development
ex is ts to g ive compet i t ive
advantage to the BBC
through technology.
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Over six million homes now have
digital satellite, terrestrial or cable
television. Digital radio is an
established standard set for rapid
take-off. And the UK use of streamed
media across the Internet is the
highest in Europe. Britain is well
ahead of the rest of the world in
implementing these digital platforms
for broadcasting, and BBC R&D has
consistently led progress in these
fields. Prestigious awards in the past
year for our Digital Terrestrial
Television team and for John Sykes and
Justin Mitchell, pioneers in digital
broadcasting, reflect the contribution
that BBC R&D has made and continues
to make. 

There is still much work to be
done to consolidate, improve and
extend our digital broadcasting
platforms, and BBC R&D continues to
play a major part. The service strategy
unveiled by Greg Dyke in September
2000 requires significant development
of our underlying technical
infrastructure. New coding and
multiplexing arrangements for digital
television are needed to accommodate
our planned new channels. The
schedule information needed to
support onscreen programme guides
and other navigation systems needs
further development as the range of
our services becomes more complex
and the devices our audience uses
become more sophisticated. Further
development of the enhanced and
interactive capabilities of digital
television are needed to deliver the
exciting new media services being
designed by the BBC. And
broadcasters’ obligations to provide
audio description and signing services
to our audiences need innovative
technical solutions. BBC R&D’s work
remains central to our achieving
these aims. 

Alongside the deployment of
services on the digital platforms, a key
objective for the BBC is modernising
programme production. Now tools are
becoming available which offer
integrated production solutions. We
can improve efficiency in programme
making, and we can also create new
ways for audiences to enjoy BBC
content. Production modernisation
gives the BBC R&D team a range of
new challenges and new fields to
work in. 

• Low-cost computers and
networks allow us for the first
time to handle large parts of the
production process, from
capture through editing and
archiving through to playout, on
standard IT platforms.
BBC R&D’s ORBIT project is
leading the world in building the
tools to make this possible.

• We are making use of our
expertise in digital television
transmission to develop the
world’s first digital radio camera.
The prototype radio camera
offers creative flexibility as well
as reliability, in the studio, as
well as in outside broadcasts.
Our operational colleagues are
very keen to get it into
regular use. 

• Our work on virtual reality
production has made major
progress, offering further
flexibility for programme-makers
and enabling whole new types of
programme to be made. We are
working very closely with the
BBC’s Imagineering group to

make technical innovations
available to support new
programme concepts.

• New plasma panels are coming
to market, with direct digital
interfaces designed by BBC R&D
and showing to their full value
the high definition BBC
programmes that BBC R&D is
helping to create. 

• Our work applying speech
recognition to subtitling is now
fully operational within the BBC,
delivering significant efficiency
improvements in the Subtitling
Unit. The work of the BBC R&D
team and our commercial
partners was rewarded with
the RTS prize for
Innovative Applications.

We have been working at the leading
edge of the development of personal
video recorders. BBC R&D has been a
leader in the international effort to
create standards for such services; and
has been closely involved in the launch
of the first commercial personal video
recorder in the UK. 

A further priority for BBC R&D is in
planning for the eventual switch-over
from analogue to digital television
broadcasting. We are modelling the
scenarios for the transition, to ensure
that the BBC continues to deliver
service to all our licence fee payers.
This has involved a major collaboration
between our spectrum planning team,
and our system engineers, as well as
with the other broadcasters in the UK,
extending coverage for digital terrestrial
television and digital radio and managing
the knock-ons for existing analogue

services. As our European neighbours
begin to deploy digital television and
radio services of their own, our work is
a vital protection against interference
from abroad. 

At the same time, our System
Design Group has been heavily involved
in planning the implementation of the
BBC’s second digital phase; the new
‘MacTaggart’ services.

The year has also seen major
progress in the design and development
of Digital Radio Mondiale, a
broadcasting system for digital radio in
the AM bands which is needed by
World Service to modernise the
delivery of their services around the
world for the coming century.

The technology environment is
changing fast, giving the BBC new
opportunities to exploit our technical
skills in the commercial sphere. BBC
Technology, the new commercial arm of
the BBC’s technical resources, has been
launched. BBC R&D is working closely
with BBC Technology: it helps us bring
the benefits of technical innovation
faster to the BBC and gives us a route
to exploit our intellectual property
more profitably in the market. 

We have an outstanding team of
engineers, scientists and mathematicians
in BBC R&D. The quality of their work,
and the energy and commitment of all
the BBC R&D staff, is the reason why
demand for our work is booming. The
past year has seen some remarkable
achievements, and we look forward to
even more in the coming year.

BBC R&D delivers competitive advantage to the BBC through
technology innovation.

As digital broadcasting platforms mature, BBC R&D faces a new
challenge – to create joined-up solutions which bring the benefits
of digital technology to the whole of the BBC’s production and
distribution chain.

Peter Bury
Head of
Research & Development
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ENGINEER OF THE YEAR
John Sykes was named ‘engineer
of the year’ in the Production
Solutions Awards at the International
Broadcasting Convention
in Amsterdam.

The award recognised John’s
outstanding contribution to the
development of digital broadcasting in
Britain and around the world. As Head
of Transmission Systems Group, John
has been at the forefront of the
development of digital television and
radio since their beginnings in the
1980s, working with international
bodies on standards for both analogue
and digital technology. 

More recently John has been
working as part of the Digital Radio
Mondiale consortium helping to
develop a standard for digital
broadcasting in the AM bands
below 30 MHz. 

Although awarded to him,
John Sykes recognised that ‘The award
reflects the tremendous creativity,
imagination and energy of the many
engineers and support staff in
BBC R&D who have contributed to
the continuing success of digital
broadcasting in both Britain and
around the world.’ 

YOUNG TECHNOLOGIST
OF THE YEAR
BBC R&D’s Justin Mitchell was named
‘young technologist of the year’ by
the London branch of the Royal
Television Society, for his pioneering
work on the development of digital
terrestrial television. He led our team
that worked with LSI Logic to design
the prototype receiver chips for
digital terrestrial television set-top
boxes. Launched in April 1998, the
chips set the industry standard,
becoming the market leader for
consumer and professional use.

RTS JUDGES’ AWARD FOR
TECHNICAL INNOVATION
This year the RTS Judges’ Award for
technical innovation was given to the
BBC DTT technical team for their
contribution to the development of
digital terrestrial television.

The BBC took the lead in
developing the technology for digital
television to guarantee that it could
deliver public service programmes to
the widest possible audience. The
work was carried out by a team
working mainly at BBC R&D, but
which included others in many BBC
Departments. The BBC team not only
established a technical lead, but by
publishing its results and by working
with other organisations it has
encouraged others to follow. The work
we did was crucial to the timely
delivery of working technology for
both the broadcast network and the
consumers’ set-top boxes.

This award recognised the vital
contribution which the BBC has made
and continues to make to the
deployment of digital television in the
United Kingdom.

RTS INNOVATIVE
APPLICATIONS AWARD
We were particularly pleased when
Assisted Subtitling won the RTS Award
for Innovative Applications. We were
joint recipients along with
BBC Subtitling, 20/20 Speech Ltd., and
Softel Ltd. This work was an example
of research which might never have
happened if it were not for the BBC
and our public service obligations.
Work on subtitling, originally conceived
for the hard of hearing, has brought
benefits for many people
watching television.

The project embraced fundamental
research and showed how it could be
applied to real problems and lead to
real products in the market. Both
20/20 Speech Ltd, and Softel Ltd were
involved in the project, developing a
system which combines together text
analysis, speech recognition, shot
change detection and other techniques
to help in the preparation of subtitles.
Together with BBC Subtitling we were
able to create a product which really
works, giving significant savings in time
without compromising quality in
any way.

We are always delighted when our work is recognised by our peers.
This year’s awards are especially pleasing as they are the result of
long term commitments to public service broadcasting.
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