
By Jeff Sipe

Newon-screen programming
systems are slugging itout in the
marketplace - and in the courts.

With the dream —or nightmare
—ofthe 500-chamiel cable sys
tem closer to reality, electronics

manufacturers have been spending
millions developing products to help
viewers navigate TVland. According to
one Silicon Valley company, StarSight
Tfelecast, 60 million households sub
scribe to cable systems with more than
30 channels, but 90 percent of those
subscribers say they have trouble find
ing something to watch. Also, 70 per
cent of the more than 75 million peo
ple owning videocasette recorders in
the United States still cannot tape |
program with their own equipment.

StarSight, the first company to mar
ket an on-screen interactive program
ming guide—including what they call
a one-touch recording system—would
Uketo lay claim to the next generation
of television technology meantto make

StarSight: One-touch video recording.

program selection and videotaping
user-fiiendly. But Gemstar Develop
ment Corp., creator of VCR Plus
(videotaping by code) and the yet-to-
be-released Guide Plus+ (an on
screen guide and taping system) has
other plans. Gemstar has brought a
patent-infringement suit against Star-
Sight, an action that highlights the
intense competition in the video mar
ketplace.

Meanwhile, the Prevue Channel,
the only on-screen programming sys
tem up and running ona large sc^e,
"is pulling down ratings comparable to
some cable stations," says Mark Ben-
niker of Broadcasting and Cable Mag
azine. Prevue, however, is available
only on cable, and outside of a few test
sites it is not interactive; that is, Pre-
vue's information scrolls up the screen
without viewer control.

ETV Modems Home
America is log^g on to the Inter

net, but millions have yet to in--
terface with cyberspace. Entre-..

preneur Television, or ETV, an
Atlanta-based company hopes to make-
the process less intimidating with its

Hello, globe; Intro to Internet, kit, "An Introduction to the Internet:,
• What to Know & How to Get On."

The kit contains a booklet, video and floppy disk (for Macintosh or
Windows), but glitzy graphics and special effects often.override sim-.
pie instructionsand demonstrations, and a significantpart of the 45-,
minute video is wasted on silly skits. But according to ETV's operations
managerMichelle Hodges, "While thereare othercompanies outthere
that are making Internet videos, no one else also provides diskettes"
that are system-specific.

ETVwon't take the last byte out of the Internet, but it helps novices
take that first step.The kit costs$29.95 plus $4.50 for shippingand han
dling. Call(404) 355-5800. : ByJetfKessler,

Insight

StarSight, onthe other hand, broad
casts its scheduling information on
part of PBS' signal (called VBI, or
video-blanking interval), updating pro
gramming information daily. It is com
pletely interactive, allowing viewers to
jump about schedules at willand view
them according tovarious hierarchies:
by time, by channel, by program genre
— comedy, movies, sports and so on.
Viewers watching a program also can
call up windowswith text descriptions
of concurrent offerings. "This is called
'the marriage saver,'" explains a Star-
Sight marketing manager.

But the feature that the company
touts most is one-touch video recordii^
capability After calling up the sched
ule, viewers can choose to record spe
cificshows by highlighting their selec
tions and then pressing a "record"
button. The viewer is given the option
of one-time, one-week or one-month
recording of each selection—a month
of Sein/eld, for example, with the flick
of a finger.

StarSight already is available in
some models of Zenith and Mitsubishi
televisions and Samsung and Goldstar
VCRs. The company says that up to 40
models of 10 different products with
StarSight capabilities will carry the
programming system by year's end.
StarSight users must pay an activation
and subscription fee that ranges from
$3.95 to $6 a month, depending upon
location and length of subscription.

Gemstar's Guide Plus+ offers sim
ilar features with a significant differ
ence: It does not require an activation
or subscription fee. "If we want to be
a broad standard," says Gemstar Chief
Executive Officer Henry Yuen, "sub
scription fees will never make it."
Guide Plus-I- also offers real-time pro
gramming updates so that broadcast
ers can show changes to their sched
ules at any time. Other companies also
are competing for a market niche. "TV
Guide on Screen," a joint venture of TV
Guide and Ifele-Communications Inc.,
or TCI, is testing a noninteractive sys
tem.

As with all new technology, accep
tance rests in the hands ofconsumers.
This time, however, the courts may
play a role. Gemstar's complaints
against StarSight actually charge
three patent infringements, the most
significant of which concerns the
selection of a television program by
theme from an on-screen guide.
Though the court battle is of little
practical interest to the consumer, it
may determine which of the two
developers of different-but-similar
systems makes the biggest initial
splash in the market. Stay tuned. •
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