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A Comparative Analysis of HDTV Policies
in the United States, Japan, and Europe

Kazuhiro Maeshima

This study attempts to analyze and compare the policies about HDTV
(High Definition Television) development and standardization in Japan,
the United States and Europe. The focus of the study is the degrees of
governmental involvement in the HDTV industry and the relationship
between the government and the industry.

The Japanese government took the lead role in promoting HDTV
developments. Especially, the former Ministry of International Trade and
Industry (MITI) and the former Ministry of Posts and Telecom-
munications (MPT) have championed the new technology. Also, NHK,
the Japanese public broadcasting corporation, played a pivotal role in the
development of the MUSE, the once-dominant analog HDTV standard .

Japanese HDTV policies provide typical features of a “developmental
state,” in which a state pursues a strategic approach to develop its
economy. For instance, the intimacy between the government and the
private sector, and the intensity of governmental involvement in the
market have been clearly observed in the development of HDTV.

In Europe, the European Research Coordinating Agency (EUREKA),
a government-industry consortium, had been the main driving force in
pursuing the European-originated HDTV standard, MAC. Its EUREKA-
95 project strongly promoted the standard both in Europe and abroad.
Another characteristic of the European HDTV policy is the conflict
between the EU and European states and the electronic industries in the
region. As a result, in 1991, the states and the industries formed Digital
Video Broadcasting (DVB) Group, a new independent organization to
promote digital television applications. Since then, the EU’s leadership
role in HDTV development was greatly weakened.

In contrast with Japan and the EU, the US government has been
reluctant to engage in the HDTV sector. Many government officials and
members of Congress believe the “free-market approach” to the
industrial development. The approach elucidates that governmental
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support is more effective when focused on creating an environment that
promotes the competitive forces of the market.

Nonetheless, in two specific periods, the US government was
relatively active in promoting HDTV technology. In the late 1980s,
numerous calls were made for direct United States government initiatives
to promote HDTV. Several bills then had been submitted to Congress for
government initiatives to promote HDTV. This was the period when
international trade competitions with Japan were getting fierce, and the
possibility of military applications of HDTV technology became viable.

The US government resumed engaging in the HDTV market around
1999. The drastic change in the paradigm of the consumer market, most
notably, the surge of interactive commerce, took place in this period, and
the retooling of the existing HDTV policies became necessary. This
study concludes that various changes in international relations and the
consumer market are the factors that forced the US government to get
involved in the HDTV industry.



