Digital TV Software
Story Summary:

APC reviews software capable of scheduling, recording and playing-back Digital TV in Australia. We investigate which have the best HTPC menu systems for other multimedia applications like picture slideshows and music playback, but also consider ease of set up and technical reliability. 
Introduction
The market for Digital TV tuner cards is rapidly maturing the price of these cards are dropping to the level where digital TV tuner cards are now cheaper than analogue cards with hardware MPEG2 encoding/decoding, and deliver much better picture quality as they capture MPEG2 digitally “off the air” without analogue “artefacts” such as ghosting or noise.
Digital TV capable software are also maturing, but more slowly. Many manufacturers have implemented proprietary drivers for their cards, and often buyers have no alternatives other than the bundled software that came with the cards.

Microsoft has been promoting Broadcast Digital Architecture (BDA) as an emerging standard for TV tuner card drivers. To date, few cards have BDA drivers (and some of these are user-contributed rather than vendor-supported) because there is only one “application” that uses BDA: Microsoft’s Windows XP Media Center Edition (which is only sold with a pre-built PC). However, third party BDA-aware applications are finally coming out.
In the open source/Linux community, the LinuxTV DVB project is now part of the “production” Linux 2.6.x release. It currently supports mainly the Technotrend DVB-T PCI card (sold in Australia under the Hauppauge and DPANDA brand names), although more recently support has been added for Nebula DigiTV, Avermedia DVB-T and a few other cards not sold in Australia.
In this article, APC examines currently available “third party” Digital TV capable software (ie. software not bundled with the hardware). All software have been tested with the TwinHan VisionPlus DVB cards, using either the manufacturer supplied driver or the user-contributed BDA driver.
The ability to support downloadable Electronic Program Guides (EPG) is an issue, and none of the software featured will support Australian EPG downloads “out of the box.” There are no “official”/supported downloadable source of EPG data in Australia, unlike in the US and Europe where there are a number of such providers. Although Digital TV broadcasts contain EPG information in the broadcast EIT (extra information table) embedded in the transport stream, it’s limited to “Now” and “Next” programme information. The other option is download a utility such as tv_grab_au, TVHarvest, NebulaEPG, etc. These utilities convert information from public websites into a format (such as XMLTV) that can be used by the Digital TV software. Hopefully, the situation will improve in the near future.
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Showshifter DVB

	Contact
	Mark Harwood, New Magic

	Online
	http://www.showshifter.com

	Phone
	(02) 9528-4555

	Price
	Showshifter DVB US$59.99

Other versions (do not support Digital TV):

Showshifter Version 3 US$59.99

Showshifter Version 3 Pro US$74.99

	Intended market
	All-in-one Media Centre

	Verdict
	4.0

	Pro
	Nicest looking user interface optimized for TV resolutions

Includes additional functionality (DVD/video/music playback, picture viewer)
Can be used across network

Extensible via plug-in modules

EPG support via import of XMLTV listings

	Con
	Only supports Hauppauge/DPANDA cards
Beta version has a few problems and crashed at least once
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Showshifter DVB: lots of functionality in a visually appealing user interface suitable for TV resolutions//

Want the “ultimate home media centre?”

Showshifter supports not just the usual DVR features like pausing live TV and time-shift recordings, but also works as a DVD/multimedia player, picture viewer, music jukebox for a complete turnkey solution. It even supports operation over a network and can be operated using a supported remote control.

Earlier versions of Showshifter only supported analogue TV tuner cards, but there is now a new version called Showshifter DVB, with support limited to the Technotrend/Hauppauge/DPANDA DVB-T PCI/USB tuners. (It has support for Nebula DigiTV, but “not Australia.”) There is a beta version (3.02.2595) of Showshifter DVB that is BDA-aware, so this was the version tested using the Spectrum BDA drivers for the VisionPlus card.

EPG support is enabled through a utility called HMNXMLTV that can import XMLTV listings into its internal EPG called “ShowGuide.” It is extensible through plug-in modules and the user interface is skinnable.

The installation process was very user friendly and straightforward, and the channel tuning process found all available digital TV channels.

Showshifter has the most visually attractive and easy to use interface, with all functions in large font and easy to read at TV resolutions. The beta version appeared to have a few bugs and the application crashed at least once.
http://home.swiftdsl.com.au/~spectrum/
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myHTPC with DABDig plug-in
	Contact
	Pablo Pissanetzky, Meedio LLC

	Online
	http://home.bigblue.net.au/mulin77/DigitalWatch/

	Phone
	Email: info@meedio.com

	Price
	Free (for personal, non-commercial use)

	Intended market
	Front end menu interface integrated with EPG and TV scheduling functionality

	Verdict
	4.5

	Pro
	Attractive user interface
XMLTV compatible EPG viewer

Integrated scheduling of TV recordings via EPG viewer, plus support for recurrent recordings

Can front end any Digital TV application
Includes additional functionality (DVD/video/music playback, picture viewer)

Extensible via plug-in modules

	Con
	Does not have in-built Digital TV watching and viewing, but will front-end the application bundled with your TV tuner card
Difficult to configure
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myHTPC: a very nice-looking front end with integrated EPG and TV scheduling capabilities//

Want an attractive front-end for your HTPC that supports an Australian EPG and point-and-click scheduling of TV programmes?

myHTPC (current version Alpha Release 24) is strictly speaking not a Digital TV application, but it is Digital TV “aware” through “plug-ins.” myHTPC is actually a customisable, menu-driven HTPC front end that, according to the author, allows you to “to launch external programs, browse pictures and large collections of almost any type of media stored on your computer.”

The DABDig plug-in integrates myHTPC to a Digital TV application of your choice, such as the bundled software that comes with your card through a freeware program called DABDig (current version 2.50b14). DABDig supports a large number of both analog and digital TV tuner cards, including the TwinHan VisionPlus, Nebula DigiTV, Hauppauge Nova-T, DPANDA DVB-T and the AVerMedia AVerTV DVB-T.

myHTPC with the DABDig plug-in has an EPG (sourced from XMLTV listing files) to allow you to browse TV listings. It will also allow you to schedule TV recordings (including recurring recordings).
The author of myHTPC is currently working on releasing a commercial version called Meedio Essentials, that hopefully will be released by the time you read this. There will also be version called Meedio TV that supports Live TV and DVR capabilities. 

Integrating myHTPC with DABDig and your favourite DVR application is fairly complex (see the APC tutorial on page XX) but the software appears to work seamlessly and the user interface is very attractive and optimized for TV resolutions.
Word count: 247
DigitalWatch 0.701
	Contact
	“nate”

	Online
	http://home.bigblue.net.au/mulin77/DigitalWatch/

	Phone
	N/A

	Price
	Free (open source)

	Intended market
	Oriented towards advanced users mainly interesting in watching Digital TV rather than recording. Has a minimalistic user interface and is fully configurable allowing user selection of decoding filters.

	Verdict
	2.5

	Pro
	Minimalistic user interface, no clutter
Has zoom feature

Fully user customizable and configurable

Allows user selection of software decoding filters

	Con
	No EPG or scheduling TV recordings (but can be integrated with DVB TV Web Scheduler, another open source application)
No playback of TV recordings


//Picture: DigitalWatch.bmp

DigitalWatch: a minimalist user interface that is primarily oriented for watching TV//

Tired of cluttered and complicated user interfaces and just want a minimalist application for watching TV?

DigitalWatch is a free, open-source, Digital TV viewing and recording application. The current version (0.701) only supports the TwinHan VisionPlus PCI card, but there is a BDA version (0.722) in beta.
The author says that DigitalWatch is “oriented towards watching rather than recording although it does have recording capabilities” and recommends another tool called DVB TV Web Scheduler (BDA version also in development) for timed recordings.
The installation process is fairly manual and very few instructions are provided. TV channel scanning is done using an external utility and then manually entered into the channels.ini configuration file. The web site says channel configuration files for “most capital cities” are supplied, but we did not find them in the installation package.

The biggest drawcard for DigitalWatch is probably the ability to pick and choose the audio and video decoders of your choice, which allows tinkerers to experiment to see which ones have the best quality and stability. It also supports a screen zoom feature, which is useful for watching widescreen programs on a 4x3 display, or watching 4x3 programs on a widescreen display.
Some of the features such as Now and Next and channel strength/quality indicator did not work on the version tested.

The user interface is designed to appeal to users who want to watch TV without any screen clutter. Moving the mouse to the bottom of the frame will bring up a menu bar, but the software is designed to be best used through the keyboard or remote control.
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ProgDVB

	Contact
	“Prog”

	Online
	http://www.progdvb.com

	Phone
	Email: prog@progdvb.com

	Price
	Free

	Intended market
	Free alternative to the bundled application that came with your Digital TV tuner card

	Verdict
	3.5

	Pro
	Nice user interface - good balance between functionality and usability

Supports Teletext

Supports multiple formats for TV recording

Allows user configuration and selection of software decoding filters

	Con
	Still in development

Subtitles did not work

No downloadable EPG support for Australia
No support for BDA (yet)
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DigitalWatch: a minimalist user interface that is primarily oriented for watching TV//

Want a free but functional alternative to the bundled application that came with your tuner card?

The current version of ProgDVB (4.40.2 test) supports the TwinHan VisionPlus and Technotrend/Hauppauge/DPANDA cards, plus a number of other cards not sold in Australia. It supports both watching and recording Digital TV, and is extensible through user-contributed plug-ins.
Installation was relatively easy, but the TV channel scanning function (Channel List | Channel Search | Search All Transponders) did not find any channels. However, if a scan is performed individually for each TV station frequency, the program managed to detect and lock in to all channels successfully. In addition, the software allows users to pick and choose various decoding filter configurations, which allows tinkerers to experiment to see which ones have the best quality and stability.
The EPG feature is limited to Now and Next information. There is an additional EPG plug-in available (EPG-plugin from Relict Marauder) but this does not appear to support XMLTV. ProgDVB appears to support multiple recording formats, but recommends PVA (“Packetized Audio and Video PES”).
The Teletext feature appears to work, but subtitles didn’t. ProgDVB has a nice balance between features and usability. Even though the software is still under development, it shows a lot of promise and is worth considering as an alternative to the bundled application that came with your tuner card.
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Boxout: What to look for

If you are looking at Digital TV software, you may want to consider the following:
· EPG support – Does the software support Now and Next information? Does it support downloadable EPG listings for Australia? Can it import XMLTV format EPG listings?

· Extensibility – Does it support plug-ins? What plug-ins are currently available? What other functionality does it support besides watching and recording TV?

· Hardware support – Is the software supported on your card? If it isn’t, time to look elsewhere, or ask the company/author if they are planning support in the near future.

· Installation – How easy/automated is the software installation process? Are the instructions easy to follow? Is the configuration done through a menu/wizard or do you need to edit configuration files?
· HDTV – Does it support HDTV channels or only SDTV channels? Does it support Dolby Digital (AC3) audio streams?

· Recording format – Does it support HDTV recordings? What format does it record to (PVA, transport stream, program stream) and can the format be converted to program stream for DVD burning? Does it have DVD burning capabilities?

· Timeshifting – Can you pause Live TV? Can you schedule recordings? Using an EPG? Can it schedule recurring/repeating recordings? Is there an external/remote interface (API or web) for scheduling recordings?

· TV channel scanning – Did the software tune Australian channels easily? Are there any pre-configured channel files for your location?

· Usability – Is the software easy to use? Does it support a remote control? Does the user interface get in the way when you just want to watch TV? Is the user interface readable at TV resolutions?
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