What is Prestel?
Prestel is the first of a new kind of instant
information service. A system simple and
cheap enough to be used by anybody.
Prestel is currently being used by
thousands of customers in Britain and
overseas, large businesses, small firms,
schools, colleges, farms, hotels, high street
shops and in a growing number of private
homes. They find Prestel a quick and very easy
way to get the information they need every day,
as well as offering powerful two-way
communications.
An adapted television set and an ordinary
telephone line link Prestel customers to an
enormous range of computer-held information.
To call up an item from the thousands available

you simply press the numbered buttons on a
keypad the size of a pocket calculator. No
complicated codes are required.
The information on Prestel is organised in
'pages'—a page is a screenful of information.
As soon as you ask for a particular page, the
computer sends it instantly down the telephone
line and it appears on the screen of your set.
Prestel can store hundreds of thousands of
pages but finding the information is easy. There
are special index pages on Prestel to help you,
and also printed directories. You can learn how
to use the system in a few minutes without any
special training.
The information on Prestel is supplied by
hundreds of independent organisations called

Information Providers. These include wellknown names like the Financial Times and
British Rail plus many new organisations set up
to exploit the new medium and provide a
variety of information services, some of them
aimed at specialised business customers, others
of more general use.

These allow you to order goods via Prestel,
book a hotel room or reserve a seat at the
theatre.
The dialogues that can be carried on
between the user and the computer make
Prestel a powerful means of communication.
Salesmen who work from home can keep
up-to-date with head office and key in their
orders directly. Travel agents can make
bookings and order supplies of brochures from
holiday companies.
Business can also set up private information
networks on Private Prestel, keeping their
pages confidential to selected users.
The network of Prestel computers covers
the major centres of population. Most UK users
can get Prestel on a local telephone call without
expensive trunk charges or private lines. But if
you live outside the local call area of a Prestel
computer, you can of course get through on the
STD or international telephone networks.

Information Providers are in direct contact
with the central computer and edit their pages
to keep them continually up-to-date. Prestel is
therefore an important medium for fastchanging information like foreign exchange
rates, the availability of airline seats, or the
latest sports results. It can also of course bring
you company results and analysis, commodity
prices, the latest news, detailed guides to the
countries of the world, office space to rent,
theatre and cinema guides, and more.
Prestel is a 2-way system

Viewdata and Teletext

With its vast range of topics, Prestel can be
thought of as an electronic publishing medium.
But Prestel's interactivity makes it something
more than that. As well as receiving
information, users can send messages both to
each other on a special computer, and to
Information Providers using Response Pages.

Prestel is a viewdata system operating over
the telephone lines. It is different from
broadcast Teletext systems like Ceefax and
Oracle because it is faster, has much more
information and allows the user to send as well
as receive information. Prestel does of course
cost more.

What information is on Prestel?
The Information Providers (IPs) on Prestel,
specialists in their own field, are entirely
independent organisations. They rent pages
from British Telecom, which operates the
service and provides index pages. The IPs have
complete editorial freedom in how they use
their pages and what they charge for them.
With hundreds of providers and many
thousands of pages there is therefore an
enormous variety of information available.
Some IPs, such as the Consumers'
Association, with its Prestel version of Which?
magazine and Viewtel 202 with its electronic
newspaper, offer information of interest to the
public at large.

Other IPs provide services aimed at
particular groups of people or organisations,
such as travel agencies, farmers, importers and
exporters, hoteliers, estate agents, lawyers,
traders in commodities and foreign exchange,
advertising agencies, the racing fraternity and
local newspapers.
Prestel is fast becoming part of the every
day working life of these users because it
provides them with essential facts they need in
their jobs. The number of these specialised
information services is growing all the time.

Many IPs aim their information services at
the business community as a whole. The
Financial Times, for example, through its
subsidiary Fintel provides a comprehensive

range of business news, company information
and economic analysis as well as many
specialised financial services.
The Economist concentrates on
authoritative briefing on the countries of the

world, plus key statistics for the businessman
and analysis of current events.
The Stock Exchange has a direct link from
its own computer to provide regular updates of
share prices, whilst Intercom Videotex pages
are updated every few minutes. Guinness
Mahon and other leading banks provide the
latest foreign exchange rates.

Other import organisations providing
business information include American
Express, the Central Statistical Office,
Datastream, Dow Jones, Dun and Bradstreet,
Philips and Drew and The Wall Street Journal.

The first group of people to take to Prestel
in a big way were travel agents, and every
-go-ahead agency now uses Prestel several
times a day. There are over 250 tour operators,
ferry companies and airlines on Prestel
detailing fares, timetables and up-to-date
availability, all at the press of a button. Prestel
saves the agent valuable time and money on

long phone calls and helps him to give his
clients a better and more comprehensive
service.
Most of the travel information is available to
all Prestel users and can be invaluable when
planning holidays and business trips. Amongst
the leading names are British Airways, Thomas
Cook, Horizon, Pan Am, P & 0, Qantas, Sealink,
Thomson Holidays, Townsend Thoresen
and TWA.

Some businesses keep their Prestel pages
confidential by placing them in Private Prestel.
This means that only users nominated by the
owner of the page (that is the Information
Provider) can look at those pages. This
effectively gives them their own private
information system, but without all the
problems and costs of running it themselves.
Prestel is a highly selective medium. Most
customers make regular use of a few pages
giving information that they need every day,
but they also find Prestel invaluable for
information which they only need occasionally:
railway timetables, weather forecasts, film and
theatre guides, hotel bookings, career and
educational advice, and even quizzes and
games. The range is enormous and growing all
the time.

