NOTES

Information providers
Peter Sommer and Duncan Campbell write: The ,
public launch, on Tuesday, of a 'new form of mass
media' was a small and little heeded step in the
history of communications. The grand occasion was
the public connection to the telephone network of
the Post' Office's new Prestel computers, which
supply information to an ordinary television screen.
The new service is supposed to provide low cost
electronic information to business and domestic
customers, using the ordinary telephone system.
Hitherto, the air has been thick with unfulfilled
visionary statements about the potential of the view.
data service, as it was originally known. But the
development programme has been subject to a
series of postponements and reappraisals; the service introduced this week is in the London area
only, and is nine months behind schedule.
.
The core of the problem is that the development
of the new service has been co-ordinated by a
fragile grouping of the Post Office (who supply the
phone system and computers to hold information), .
the so-called 'Information Providers' who put the
information into the computers and receive revenue
on its use, and the set manufacturers. In this slightly
informal atmosphere, with each side looking to the
other for leadership, no-one has seen to it that the
public can actually buy the special TV sets for the
service at a reasonable price. Sets now cost between
£700 and £1000, and the set manufacturing industry
clearly would like a government safety net before
venturing into cost-cutting mass production. Such a
safety net is unlikely to be forthcoming.
The lP's are understandably disgruntled that their
considerable investment in providing over 130,000
electronics 'pages' is going to be slow in coming to
fruition, if ever. Inevitably too, unexpectedly high
costs mean that the Prestel service is being slanted
more and more towards use by business. None
of the parties has been helped by the recent
VAT increase - which also affects information
access - on Prestel, unlike all other commercial and
information media. Post Office costs - already
estimated at £14 million a year - are escalating, and
will mount as new provincial computer centres are
brought into service. Internal pressure to increase
charges, however, is hardly likely to encourage the
interested public.
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