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1
METHOD AND DEVICE FOR INDICATING
QUANTIZER PARAMETERS IN A VIDEO
CODING SYSTEM

This application is a divisional application of and claims
priority to a U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/421,629, filed
Apr. 23,2003, now U.S. Pat. No. 7,263,125 which is based on
and claims priority to U.S. provisional application No.
60/374,667, filed Apr. 23, 2002.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to a method, an encoder, a decoder
and a device for the coding of digital video. More specifically,
the invention relates to the indication of quantization param-
eter (QP) values in a video coding system.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Digital video sequences, like ordinary motion pictures
recorded on film, comprise a sequence of still images, the
illusion of motion being created by displaying the images one
after the other, typically at a rate between 15 and 30 frames
per second.

Each frame of an uncompressed digital video sequence
comprises an array of image pixels. In a commonly used
digital video format, known as the Quarter Common Inter-
change Format (QCIF), a frame comprises an array of 176x
144 pixels (i.e. 25,344 pixels). In turn, each pixel is repre-
sented by a certain number of bits, which carry information
about the luminance and/or colour content of the region of the
image corresponding to the pixel. Commonly, a so-called
YUV colour model is used to represent the luminance and
chrominance content of the image. The luminance, orY, com-
ponent represents the intensity (brightness) of the image,
while the colour content of the image is represented by two
chrominance or colour difference components, labelled U
and V.

Colour models based on a luminance/chrominance repre-
sentation of image content provide certain advantages com-
pared with colour models that are based on a representation
involving primary colours (that is Red, Green and Blue,
RGB). The human visual system is more sensitive to intensity
variations than it is to colour variations and YUV colour
models exploit this property by using a lower spatial resolu-
tion for the chrominance components (U, V) than for the
luminance component (Y). In this way, the amount of infor-
mation needed to code the colour information in an image can
be reduced with an acceptable reduction in image quality.

The lower spatial resolution of the chrominance compo-
nents is usually attained by sub-sampling. Typically, each
frame of a video sequence is divided into so-called “macrob-
locks”, which comprise luminance (Y) information and asso-
ciated chrominance (U, V) information, which is spatially
sub-sampled. FIG. 1 illustrates one way in which macrob-
locks can be formed. As shown in FIG. 1, a frame of a video
sequence represented using a YUV color model, each com-
ponent having the same spatial resolution. Macroblocks are
formed by representing a region of 16x16 image pixels in the
original image as four blocks of luminance information, each
luminance block comprising an 8x8 array of luminance (Y)
values and two, spatially corresponding, chrominance com-
ponents (U and V) which are sub-sampled by a factor of two
in both the horizontal and vertical directions to yield corre-
sponding arrays of 8x8 chrominance (U, V) values. Accord-
ing to certain video coding recommendations, such as Inter-
national Telecommunications Union ITU-T)
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recommendation H.26L, the block size used within the mac-
roblocks can be other than 8x8, for example 4x8 or 4x4 (see
T. Wiegand, “Joint Model Number 1 ”, Doc. JVT-A003, Joint
Video Team (JVT) of ISO/IEC MPEG and ITU-T VCEG,
January 2002, Sections 2.2 and 2.3). ITU-T recommendation
H.26L also allows macroblocks to be organized together to
form so-called “slices”. More specifically, each slice is
formed from a number of consecutive macroblocks in coding
order and is encoded in such a way that it can be decoded
independently without making reference to any other slice of
the same frame. This arrangement is advantageous, as it tends
to limit the propagation of artefacts in the decoded video that
may arise due to transmission errors. While there is no spe-
cific limitation on the way in which slices may be constructed,
one straightforward scheme is to group all the macroblocks in
a single row of a frame together as a slice. This arrangement,
together with the division of a QCIF format image into 16x16
macroblocks is illustrated in FIG. 2.

As can be seen from FIG. 2, a QCIF image comprises 11x9
macroblocks (in this case grouped into 9 slices of 11 consecu-
tive macroblocks each). If the luminance blocks and chromi-
nance blocks are represented with 8 bit resolution (that is by
numbers in the range 0 to 255), the total number of bits
required per macroblock is (16x16x8)+2x(8x8x8)=3072
bits. The number of bits needed to represent a video frame in
QCIF format is thus 99x3072=304,128 bits. This means that
the amount of data required to transmit/record/display an
uncompressed video sequence in QCIF format, represented
using a YUV colour model, at a rate of 30 frames per second,
is more than 9 Mbps (million bits per second). This is an
extremely high data rate and is impractical for use in video
recording, transmission and display applications because of
the very large storage capacity, transmission channel capacity
and hardware performance required.

If video data is to be transmitted in real-time over a fixed
line network such as an ISDN (Integrated Services Digital
Network) or a conventional PSTN (Public Switched Tele-
phone Network), the available data transmission bandwidth is
typically of the order of 64 kbits/s. In mobile videotelephony,
where transmission takes place at least in part over a radio
communications link, the available bandwidth can be as low
as 20 kbits/s. This means that a significant reduction in the
amount of information used to represent video data must be
achieved in order to enable transmission of digital video
sequences over low bandwidth communication networks. For
this reason, video compression techniques have been devel-
oped which reduce the amount of information transmitted
while retaining an acceptable image quality.

Video compression methods are based on reducing the
redundant and perceptually irrelevant parts of video
sequences. The redundancy in video sequences can be cat-
egorised into spatial, temporal and spectral redundancy.
“Spatial redundancy” is the term used to describe the corre-
lation (similarity) between neighbouring pixels within a
frame. The term “temporal redundancy” expresses the fact
that objects appearing in one frame of a sequence are likely to
appear in subsequent frames, while “spectral redundancy”
refers to the correlation between different colour components
of'the same image.

There is often a significant amount of spatial redundancy
between the pixels that make up each frame of a digital video
sequence. In other words, the value of any pixel within a
frame of the sequence is substantially the same as the value of
other pixels in its immediate vicinity. Typically, video coding
systems reduce spatial redundancy using a technique known
as “block-based transform coding”, in which a mathematical
transformation, such as a two-dimensional Discrete Cosine
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Transform (DCT), is applied to blocks of image pixels. This
transforms the image data from a representation comprising
pixel values to a form comprising a set of coefficient values
representative of spatial frequency components. This alterna-
tive representation of the image data reduces spatial redun-
dancy significantly and thereby produces a more compact
representation of the image data.

Frames of a video sequence which are compressed using
block-based transform coding, without reference to any other
frame within the sequence, are referred to as INTR A-coded or
I-frames.

Generally, video coding systems not only reduce the spatial
redundancy within individual frames of a video sequence, but
also make use of a technique known as “motion-compensated
prediction”, to reduce the temporal redundancy in the
sequence. Using motion-compensated prediction, the image
content of some (often many) of the frames in a digital video
sequence is “predicted” from one or more other frames in the
sequence, known as “reference” frames. Prediction of image
content is achieved by tracking the motion of objects or
regions of an image between a frame to be coded (com-
pressed) and the reference frame(s) using “motion vectors”.
As in the case of INTRA-coding, motion compensated pre-
diction of a video frame is typically performed macroblock-
by-macroblock.

Frames of a video sequence, compressed using motion-
compensated prediction, are generally referred to as INTER-
coded or P-frames. Motion-compensated prediction alone
rarely provides a sufficiently precise representation of the
image content of a video frame and therefore it is typically
necessary to provide a so-called “prediction error” (PE)
frame with each INTER-coded frame. The prediction error
frame represents the difference between a decoded version of
the INTER-coded frame and the image content of the frame to
be coded. More specifically, the prediction error frame com-
prises values that represent the difference between pixel val-
ues in the frame to be coded and corresponding reconstructed
pixel values formed on the basis of a predicted version of the
frame in question. Consequently, the prediction error frame
has characteristics similar to a still image and block-based
transform coding can be applied in order to reduce its spatial
redundancy and hence the amount of data (number of bits)
required to represent it.

In order to illustrate the operation of a video coding system
in greater detail, reference will now be made to FIGS. 3 and 4.
FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of a generic video encoder that
employs a combination of INTRA- and INTER-coding to
produce a compressed (encoded) video bit-stream. A corre-
sponding decoder is illustrated in FIG. 4 and will be described
later in the text.

The video encoder 100 comprises an input 101 for receiv-
ing a digital video signal from a camera or other video source
(not shown). It also comprises a transformation unit 104
which is arranged to perform a block-based discrete cosine
transform (DCT), a quantizer 106, an inverse quantizer 108,
an inverse transformation unit 110, arranged to perform an
inverse block-based discrete cosine transform (IDCT), com-
biners 112 and 116, and a frame store 120. The encoder
further comprises a motion estimator 130, a motion field
coder 140 and a motion compensated predictor 150. Switches
102 and 114 are operated co-operatively by control manager
160 to switch the encoder between an INTRA-mode of video
encoding and an INTER-mode of video encoding. The
encoder 100 also comprises a video multiplex coder 170
which forms a single bit-stream from the various types of
information produced by the encoder 100 for further trans-
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mission to a remote receiving terminal or, for example, for
storage on a mass storage medium, such as a computer hard
drive (not shown).

Encoder 100 operates as follows. Each frame of uncom-
pressed video provided from the video source to input 101 is
received and processed macroblock by macroblock, prefer-
ably in raster-scan order. When the encoding of a new video
sequence starts, the first frame to be encoded is encoded as an
INTRA-coded frame. Subsequently, the encoder is pro-
grammed to code each frame in INTER-coded format, unless
one of the following conditions is met: 1) it is judged that the
current macroblock of the frame being coded is so dissimilar
from the pixel values in the reference frame used in its pre-
diction that excessive prediction error information is pro-
duced, in which case the current macroblock is coded in
INTRA-coded format; 2) a predefined INTRA frame repeti-
tion interval has expired; or 3) feedback is received from a
receiving terminal indicating a request for a frame to be
provided in INTRA-coded format.

Operation of the encoder 100 in INTR A-coding mode will
now be described. In INTRA-coding mode, the control man-
ager 160 operates the switch 102 to accept video input from
input line 118. The video signal input is received macroblock
by macroblock and the blocks of luminance and chrominance
values which make up each macroblock are passed to the
DCT transformation block 104. Here a 2-dimensional dis-
crete cosine transform is performed and a 2-dimensional
array of DCT coefficients is formed for each block.

The DCT coefficients for each block are passed to the
quantizer 106, where they are quantized using a quantization
parameter QP. Selection of the quantization parameter QP is
controlled by the control manager 160 via control line 115.

In more detail, quantization of the DCT coefficients is
performed by dividing each coefficient value by the quanti-
zation parameter QP and rounding the result to the nearest
integer. In this way the quantization process yields a set of
quantized DCT coefficient values that have a reduced numeri-
cal precision compared with the coefficient values originally
generated by DCT transformation block 104. Thus, in gen-
eral, each of the quantized DCT coefficients may be repre-
sented by a smaller number of data bits than required to
represent the corresponding coefficient before quantization.
Furthermore, certain DCT coefficients are reduced to zero by
the quantization process, thus reducing the number of coef-
ficients that must be coded. Both these effects result in a
reduction in the amount of data (i.e. data bits) required to
represent the DCT coefficients for an image block. Thus,
quantization provides a further mechanism by which the
amount of data required to represent each image of the video
sequence can be reduced. It also introduces an irreversible
loss of information, which leads to a corresponding reduction
in image quality. While this reduction in image quality may
not always be desirable, quantization of DCT coefficient val-
ues does provide the possibility to adjust the number of bits
required to encode a video sequence to take into account e.g.
the bandwidth available for transmission of the encoded
sequence or the desired quality of the coded video. More
specifically, by increasing the value of QP used to quantize
the DCT coefficients, a lower quality, but more compact
representation of the video sequence can be created. Con-
versely, by reducing the value of QP, a higher quality but less
compressed encoded bit-stream can be formed.

The quantized DCT coefficients for each block are passed
from the quantizer 106 to the video multiplex coder 170, as
indicated by line 125 in FIG. 1. The video multiplex coder 170
orders the quantized transform coefficients for each block
using a zigzag scanning procedure, thereby converting the
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two-dimensional array of quantized transform coefficient val-
ues into a one-dimensional array. Typically, the video multi-
plex coder 170 next represents each non-zero quantized coef-
ficient in the one-dimensional array by a pair of values,
referred to as level and run, level being the value of the
quantized coefficient and run being the number of consecu-
tive zero-valued coefficients preceding the coefficient in
question. The run and level values are further compressed
using entropy coding. For example, a method such as variable
length coding (VLC) may be used to produce a set of variable
length codewords representative of each (run, level) pair.

Once the (run, level) pairs have been entropy (e.g. variable
length) coded, the video multiplex coder 170 further com-
bines them with control information, also entropy coded, for
example, using a variable length coding method appropriate
for the kind of information in question, to form a single
compressed bit-stream of coded image information 135. It is
this bit-stream, including the variable length codewords rep-
resentative of the (run, level) pairs and control information
relating, among other things, to the quantization parameter
QP used for quantizing the DCT coefficients, which is trans-
mitted from the encoder.

Alocally decoded version of the macroblock is also formed
in the encoder 100. This is done by passing the quantized
transform coefficients for each block, output by quantizer
106, through inverse quantizer 108 and applying an inverse
DCT transform in inverse transformation block 110. Inverse
quantization is performed by reversing the quantization
operation performed in quantizer 106. More specifically,
inverse quantizer 108 attempts to recover the original DCT
coefficient values for a given image block by multiplying
each quantized DCT coefficient value by quantization param-
eter QP. Because of the rounding operation performed as part
of'the quantization process in quantizer 106, it is generally not
possible to recover the original DCT coefficient values
exactly. This results in a discrepancy between the recovered
DCT coefficient values and those originally produced by
DCT transformation block 104 (hence the irreversible loss of
information referred to above).

The operations performed by inverse quantizer 108 and
inverse transformation block 110 yield a reconstructed array
of pixel values for each block of the macroblock. The result-
ing decoded image data is input to combiner 112. In INTRA-
coding mode, switch 114 is set so that the input to the com-
biner 112 via switch 114 is zero. In this way, the operation
performed by combiner 112 is equivalent to passing the
decoded image data unaltered.

As subsequent macroblocks of the current frame are
received and undergo the previously described encoding and
local decoding steps in blocks 104, 106, 108, 110 and 112, a
decoded version of the INTRA-coded frame is built up in
frame store 120. When the last macroblock of the current
frame has been INTRA-coded and subsequently decoded, the
frame store 120 contains a completely decoded frame, avail-
able for use as a prediction reference frame in coding a sub-
sequently received video frame in INTER-coded format. The
flag indicating INTRA or INTER-code format is provided in
line 122.

Operation of the encoder 100 in INTER-coding mode will
now be described. In INTER-coding mode, the control man-
ager 160 operates switch 102 to receive its input from line
117, which comprises the output of combiner 116. The com-
biner 116 receives the video input signal macroblock by mac-
roblock from input 101. As combiner 116 receives the blocks
of luminance and chrominance values which make up the
macroblock, it forms corresponding blocks of prediction
error information. The prediction error information repre-
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sents the difference between the block in question and its
prediction, produced in motion compensated prediction
block 150. More specifically, the prediction error information
for each block of the macroblock comprises a two-dimen-
sional array of values, each of which represents the difference
between a pixel value in the block of luminance or chromi-
nance information being coded and a decoded pixel value
obtained by forming a motion-compensated prediction for the
block, according to the procedure described below.

The prediction error information for each block of the
macroblock is passed to DCT transformation block 104,
which performs a two-dimensional discrete cosine transform
on each block of prediction error values to produce a two-
dimensional array of DCT transform coefficients for each
block.

The transform coefficients for each prediction error block
are passed to quantizer 106 where they are quantized using a
quantization parameter QP, in a manner analogous to that
described above in connection with operation of the encoder
in INTRA-coding mode. Again, selection of the quantization
parameter QP is controlled by the control manager 160 via
control line 115. The accuracy of prediction error coding can
be adjusted depending on the available bandwidth and/or
required quality of the coded video. In a typical Discrete
Cosine Transform (DCT) based system this is done by vary-
ing the Quantizer Parameter (QP) used in quantizing the DCT
coefficients the DCT coefficients to a specific accuracy.

The quantized DCT coefficients representing the predic-
tion error information for each block of the macroblock are
passed from quantizer 106 to video multiplex coder 170, as
indicated by line 125 in FIG. 1. As in INTRA-coding mode,
the video multiplex coder 170 orders the transform coeffi-
cients for each prediction error block using a zigzag scanning
procedure and then represents each non-zero quantized coef-
ficient as a (run, level) pair. It further compresses the (run,
level) pairs using entropy coding, in a manner analogous to
that described above in connection with INTRA-coding
mode. Video multiplex coder 170 also receives motion vector
information (described in the following) from motion field
coding block 140 via line 126 and control information (e.g.
including an indication of the quantization parameter QP)
from control manager 160. It entropy codes the motion vector
information and control information and forms a single bit-
stream of coded image information, 135 comprising the
entropy coded motion vector, prediction error and control
information. The indication, qz, of the quantization parameter
QP is provided to multiplex xoswe 170 via line 124.

The quantized DCT coefficients representing the predic-
tion error information for each block of the macroblock are
also passed from quantizer 106 to inverse quantizer 108. Here
they are inverse quantized, in a manner analogous to that
previously described in connection with operation of the
encoder in INTRA-coding mode. In INTER-coding mode,
the quality of the encoded video bit-stream and the number of
bits required to represent the video sequence can be adjusted
by varying the degree of quantization applied to the DCT
coefficients representing the prediction error information.

The resulting blocks of inverse quantized DCT coefficients
are applied to inverse DCT transform block 110, where they
undergo inverse DCT transformation to produce locally
decoded blocks of prediction error values. The locally
decoded blocks of prediction error values are then input to
combiner 112. In INTER-coding mode, switch 114 is set so
that the combiner 112 also receives predicted pixel values for
each block of the macroblock, generated by motion-compen-
sated prediction block 150. The combiner 112 combines each
of the locally decoded blocks of prediction error values with
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a corresponding block of predicted pixel values to produce
reconstructed image blocks and stores them in frame store
120.

As subsequent macroblocks of the video signal are
received from the video source and undergo the previously
described encoding and decoding steps in blocks 104, 106,
108, 110, 112, a decoded version of the frame is built up in
frame store 120. When the last macroblock of the frame has
been processed, the frame store 120 contains a completely
decoded frame, available for use as a prediction reference
frame in encoding a subsequently received video frame in
INTER-coded format.

Formation of a prediction for a macroblock of the current
frame will now be described. Any frame encoded in INTER-
coded format requires a reference frame for motion-compen-
sated prediction. This means, necessarily, that when encoding
a video sequence, the first frame to be encoded, whether it is
the first frame in the sequence, or some other frame, must be
encoded in INTRA-coded format. This, in turn, means that
when the video encoder 100 is switched into INTER-coding
mode by control manager 160, a complete reference frame,
formed by locally decoding a previously encoded frame, is
already available in the frame store 120 of the encoder. In
general, the reference frame is formed by locally decoding
either an INTRA-coded frame or an INTER-coded frame.

The first step in forming a prediction for a macroblock of
the current frame is performed by motion estimation block
130. The motion estimation block 130 receives the blocks of
luminance and chrominance values which make up the cur-
rent macroblock of the frame to be coded via line 128. It then
performs a block matching operation in order to identify a
region in the reference frame which corresponds substantially
with the current macroblock. In order to perform the block
matching operation, motion estimation block accesses refer-
ence frame data stored in frame store 120 via line 127. More
specifically, motion estimation block 130 performs block-
matching by calculating difference values (e.g. sums of abso-
lute differences) representing the difference in pixel values
between the macroblock under examination and candidate
best-matching regions of pixels from a reference frame stored
in the frame store 120. A difference value is produced for
candidate regions at all possible positions within a predefined
search region of the reference frame and motion estimation
block 130 determines the smallest calculated difference
value. The offset between the macroblock in the current frame
and the candidate block of pixel values in the reference frame
that yields the smallest difference value defines the motion
vector for the macroblock in question.

Once the motion estimation block 130 has produced a
motion vector for the macroblock, it outputs the motion vec-
tor to the motion field coding block 140. The motion field
coding block 140 approximates the motion vector received
from motion estimation block 130 using a motion model
comprising a set of basis functions and motion coefficients.
More specifically, the motion field coding block 140 repre-
sents the motion vector as a set of motion coefficient values
which, when multiplied by the basis functions, form an
approximation of the motion vector. Typically, a translational
motion model having only two motion coefficients and basis
functions is used, but motion models of greater complexity
may also be used.

The motion coefficients are passed from motion field cod-
ing block 140 to motion compensated prediction block 150.
Motion compensated prediction block 150 also receives the
best-matching candidate region of pixel values identified by
motion estimation block 130 from frame store 120. Using the
approximate representation of the motion vector generated by
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motion field coding block 140 and the pixel values of the
best-matching candidate region from the reference frame,
motion compensated prediction block 150 generates an array
of predicted pixel values for each block of the macroblock.
Each block of predicted pixel values is passed to combiner
116 where the predicted pixel values are subtracted from the
actual (input) pixel values in the corresponding block of the
current macroblock, thereby forming a set of prediction error
blocks for the macroblock.

Operation of the video decoder 200, shown in FIG. 2 will
now be described. The decoder 200 comprises a video mul-
tiplex decoder 270, which receives an encoded video bit-
stream 135 from the encoder 100 and demultiplexes it into its
constituent parts, an inverse quantizer 210, an inverse DCT
transformer 220, a motion compensated prediction block 240,
aframe store 250, a combiner 230, a control manager 260, and
an output 280.

The control manager 260 controls the operation of the
decoder 200 in response to whether an INTRA- or an INTER-
coded frame is being decoded. An INTRA/INTER trigger
control signal, which causes the decoder to switch between
decoding modes is derived, for example, from picture type
information associated with each compressed video frame
received from the encoder. The INTRA/INTER trigger con-
trol signal is extracted from the encoded video bit-stream by
the video multiplex decoder 270 and is passed to control
manager 260 via control line 215.

Decoding of an INTRA-coded frame is performed mac-
roblock-by-macroblock. The video multiplex decoder 270
separates the encoded information for the blocks of the mac-
roblock from possible control information relating to the
macroblock in question. The encoded information for each
block of an INTRA-coded macroblock comprises variable
length codewords representing the VL.C coded level and run
values for the non-zero quantized DCT coefficients of the
block. The video multiplex decoder 270 decodes the variable
length codewords using a variable length decoding method
corresponding to the encoding method used in the encoder
100 and thereby recovers the (run, level) pairs. It then recon-
structs the array of quantized transform coefficient values for
each block of the macroblock and passes them to inverse
quantizer 210. Any control information relating to the mac-
roblock is also decoded in the video multiplex decoder using
an appropriate decoding method and is passed to control
manager 260. In particular, information relating to the level of
quantization applied to the transform coefficients (i.e. quan-
tization parameter QP) is extracted from the encoded bit-
stream by video multiplex decoder 270 and provided to con-
trol manager 260 via control line 217. The control manager, in
turn, conveys this information to inverse quantizer 210 via
control line 218. Inverse quantizer 210 inverse quantizes the
quantized DCT coefficients for each block of the macroblock
according to the control information relating to quantization
parameter QP and provides the now inverse quantized DCT
coefficients to inverse DCT transformer 220. The inverse
quantization operation performed by inverse quantizer 210 is
identical to that performed by inverse quantizer 108 in the
encoder.

Inverse DCT transformer 220 performs an inverse DCT
transform on the inverse quantized DCT coefficients for each
block of the macroblock to form a decoded block of image
information comprising reconstructed pixel values. The
reconstructed pixel values for each block of the macroblock
are passed via combiner 230 to the video output 280 of the
decoder where, for example, they can be provided to a display
device (not shown). The reconstructed pixel values for each
block of the macroblock are also stored in frame store 250.
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Because motion-compensated prediction is not used in the
encoding/decoding of INTRA coded macroblocks control
manager 260 controls combiner 230 to pass each block of
pixel values as such to the video output 280 and frame store
250. As subsequent macroblocks of the INTRA-coded frame
are decoded and stored, a decoded frame is progressively
assembled in the frame store 250 and thus becomes available
for use as a reference frame for motion compensated predic-
tion in connection with the decoding of subsequently received
INTER-coded frames.

INTER-coded frames are also decoded macroblock by
macroblock. The video multiplex decoder 270 receives the
encoded video bit-stream 135 and separates the encoded pre-
diction error information for each block of an INTER-coded
macroblock from encoded motion vector information and
possible control information relating to the macroblock in
question. As explained in the foregoing, the encoded predic-
tion error information for each block of the macroblock typi-
cally comprises variable length codewords representing the
level and run values for the non-zero quantized transform
coefficients of the prediction error block in question. The
video multiplex decoder 270 decodes the variable length
codewords using a variable length decoding method corre-
sponding to the encoding method used in the encoder 100 and
thereby recovers the (run, level) pairs. It then reconstructs an
array of quantized transform coefficient values for each pre-
diction error block and passes them to inverse quantizer 210.
Control information relating to the INTER-coded macrob-
lock is also decoded in the video multiplex decoder 270 using
an appropriate decoding method and is passed to control
manager 260. Information relating to the level of quantization
(QP) applied to the transform coefficients of the prediction
error blocks is extracted from the encoded bit-stream and
provided to control manager 260 via control line 217. The
control manager, in turn, conveys this information to inverse
quantizer 210 via control line 218. Inverse quantizer 210
inverse quantizes the quantized DCT coefficients represent-
ing the prediction error information for each block of the
macroblock according to the control information relating to
quantization parameter QP and provides the now inverse
quantized DCT coefficients to inverse DCT transformer 220.
Again, the inverse quantization operation performed by
inverse quantizer 210 is identical to that performed by inverse
quantizer 108 in the encoder. The INTRA/INTER flag is
provided in line 215.

The inverse quantized DCT coefficients representing the
prediction error information for each block are then inverse
transformed in the inverse DCT transformer 220 to yield an
array of reconstructed prediction error values for each block
of the macroblock.

The encoded motion vector information associated with
the macroblock is extracted from the encoded video bit-
stream 135 by video multiplex decoder 270 and is decoded.
The decoded motion vector information thus obtained is
passed via control line 225 to motion compensated prediction
block 240, which reconstructs a motion vector for the mac-
roblock using the same motion model as that used to encode
the INTER-coded macroblock in encoder 100. The recon-
structed motion vector approximates the motion vector origi-
nally determined by motion estimation block 130 of the
encoder. The motion compensated prediction block 240 of the
decoder uses the reconstructed motion vector to identify the
location of a region of reconstructed pixels in a prediction
reference frame stored in frame store 250. The region of
pixels indicated by the reconstructed motion vector is used to
form a prediction for the macroblock in question. More spe-
cifically, the motion compensated prediction block 240 forms
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an array of pixel values for each block of the macroblock by
copying corresponding pixel values from the region of pixels
identified in the reference frame. These blocks of pixel values,
derived from the reference frame, are passed from motion
compensated prediction block 240 to combiner 230 where
they are combined with the decoded prediction error infor-
mation. In practice, the pixel values of each predicted block
are added to corresponding reconstructed prediction error
values output by inverse DCT transformer 220. In this way, an
array of reconstructed pixel values for each block of the
macroblock is obtained. The reconstructed pixel values are
passed to the video output 280 of the decoder and are also
stored in frame store 250.

As subsequent macroblocks of the INTER-coded frame are
decoded and stored, a decoded frame is progressively
assembled in the frame store 250 and thus becomes available
for use as a reference frame for motion-compensated predic-
tion of other INTER-coded frames.

As described above, typical video encoding and decoding
systems (commonly referred to as video codecs) are based on
motion compensated prediction and prediction error coding.
Motion compensated prediction is obtained by analyzing and
coding motion between video frames and reconstructing
image segments using the motion information. Prediction
error coding is used to code the difference between motion
compensated image segments and corresponding segments of
the original image. The accuracy of prediction error coding
can be adjusted depending on the available bandwidth and
required quality of the coded video. In a typical Discrete
Cosine Transform (DCT) based system this is done by vary-
ing the quantization parameter (QP) used in quantizing the
DCT coefficients to a specific accuracy.

It should be noted that, in order to stay in synchronization
with the encoder, the decoder has to know the exact value of
the QP used in the coded video sequence. Typically, the QP
value is transmitted once per slice leading to increase in the
number of bits needed to encode the image. (As previously
explained, a slice contains part of the image and is coded
independently from other slices in order to avoid propagation
of possible transmission errors inside the picture). For
example, if the coding of a single QP value takes 6 bits and 20
images, each divided into 10 slices, are transmitted every
second, 1.2 kbps is spent for the QP information alone.

Prior art solutions (for example, the H.26L. video coding
recommendation presented in the document by T. Wiegand,
“Joint Model Number 1 ”, Doc. JVT-A003, Joint Video Team
(IVT) of ISO/IEC MPEG and ITU-T VCEG, January 2002)
code the picture/slice QP parameters independently with a
fixed or variable length code. This leads to increased trans-
mission bit-rate as described above. More specifically,
according to H.26L. Joint Model Number 1, the quantization
parameter value QP used in quantizing the DCT coefficient
values is typically indicated in the encoded bit-stream at the
beginning of each picture (see T. Wiegand, “Joint Model
Number 17, Doc. JVT-A003, Joint Video Team (JVT) of
ISO/IEC MPEG and ITU-T VCEG, January 2002, Section
3.3.1). If the macroblocks within a frame are arranged into
slices then the QP value is also indicated at the beginning of
each slice of the frame (e.g. in an optional slice header portion
of the encoded bit-stream). In both cases, the QP value is
indicated as such or is coded using an appropriate variable
length coding scheme. As stated above, it should be realized
that this scheme is very costly in terms of the number of bits
required to represent the quantization parameter information,
particularly in situations where frames are divided into many
slices and/or the available bandwidth available for transmis-
sion of the encoded video sequence is low. This is a particu-
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larly significant problem in mobile video applications in
which the encoded video bit-stream is transmitted over a
radio communications link. In this situation, the bandwidth
available for transmission of the encoded video bit-stream
may be as low as 20 kbits/s and the QP information included
in the bit-stream may represent a significant proportion of the
overall available bandwidth.

Furthermore, according to H.26L, the value of QP may
optionally be varied at the macroblock level by inserting a
quantizer change parameter (Dquant) in the portion of the
encoded bit-stream representative of the macroblock in ques-
tion (see T. Wiegand, “Joint Model Number 17, Doc. JVT-
A003, Joint Video Team (JVT) of ISO/TEC MPEG and ITU-T
VCEG, January 2002, Section 3.4.7). This leads to a further
increase in the amount of information in the encoded bit-
stream that is devoted to the indication of QP related infor-
mation.

In view of the foregoing, it should be realised that there is
a significant need for an improved mechanism for indicating
information relating to quantization parameter values in
video coding systems.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention improves prior art solutions for indi-
cating QP related information by introducing a sequence level
QP. This allows the encoder application to decide a video
sequence dependent reference QP to be used in coding of the
picture/slice QPs. Now, according to the invention, instead of
coding the absolute values of picture/slice QPs, itis enough to
code the difference between the reference sequence QP and
the actually used picture/slice QP. In this way there is no need
to transmit a full QP for every picture/slice, but a statistically
smaller difference value is transmitted and used to reconstruct
the picture/slice QP, thus leading to reduction in transmission
bit-rate.

The bit-rate savings are most evident in the case of constant
QP. In this case, it is sufficient to send just one bit per slice to
indicate that the sequence QP is to be used when decoding the
slice. For example, in the previously described example, the
bit-rate for QP is reduced from 1.2 kbps to 0.2 kbps (now only
one bit needs to be sent instead of six for each slice).

According to a first aspect of the invention, there is pro-
vided a method of encoding a digital video sequence, the
method being applied in a video coding application to pro-
duce an encoded video bit-stream representative of the digital
video sequence. The digital video sequence comprises a num-
ber of frames, each frame of the sequence comprising an array
of pixels and is divided into a plurality of blocks, each block
comprising a certain number of pixels. The method comprises
encoding a frame of the digital video sequence by applying
motion compensated prediction to blocks of pixels, thereby
producing corresponding blocks of prediction error values. A
transform coding technique is applied to the blocks of pre-
diction error values to produce sets of transform coefficient
values representative of the blocks of prediction error values
and a level of quantization is applied to the sets of transform
coefficient values to yield sets of quantized transform coeffi-
cient values. According to the invention, the method further
comprises defining a default level of quantization to be used
throughout encoding of the digital video sequence to quantize
the sets of transform coefficient values.

Advantageously, the method according to the first aspect of
the invention is also used to indicate quantization parameter
(QP) values used to quantize sets of transform coefficient
values representative of blocks of pixel values produced for
frames coded in INTRA-coding mode in a manner analogous

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

12

to that described above for indicating the quantization param-
eter values used to quantize sets of transform coefficient
values representative of prediction error values produced for
frames coded in INTER-coding mode.

Advantageously, the default level of quantization to be
used throughout encoding of the digital video sequence is
specific to the video sequence being encoded. Alternatively,
the default level of quantization is specific to the video coding
application.

Preferably, an indication of the default level of quantization
to be used throughout encoding of the digital video sequence
is provided. Even more preferably, an indication ofthe default
level of quantization is provided in the encoded bit-stream
representative of the digital video sequence, advantageously,
the encoded bit-stream, including the indication of the default
level of quantization to be used throughout encoding of the
digital video sequence, is transmitted to a video decoding
device.

Advantageously, the default level of quantization to be
used throughout encoding of the digital video sequence to
quantize the sets of transform coefficient values can be
updated during encoding of the digital video sequence and a
further indication indicative of the updated default level of
quantization is provided.

The indication of the updated default level of quantization
is preferably transmitted to a video decoding device, advan-
tageously, in the encoded bit-stream representative of the
digital video sequence.

Advantageously, the level of quantization applied to said
sets of transform coefficient values can be adjusted such that
the actual level of quantization applied to the sets of transform
coefficient values is different from the default level of quan-
tization to be used throughout encoding of the video
sequence. Preferably, the actual level of quantization applied
is represented as a difference with respect to the default level
of quantization. Advantageously, an indication of the differ-
ence with respect to the default level of quantization is pro-
vided in the encoded bit-stream representative of the digital
video sequence.

In an embodiment of the video encoding method according
to the first aspect of the invention, the level of quantization
applied to the sets of transform coefficient values can be
adjusted from one frame of the digital video sequence to
another such that an actual level of quantization applied to the
sets of transform coefficients for a particular frame of the
digital video sequence is different from the default level of
quantization to be used throughout encoding of the digital
video sequence. Advantageously, in this embodiment, the
actual level of quantization to be used in the particular frame
is represented as a difference with respect to the default level
of quantization and an indication of the difference with
respect to the default level of quantization is provided in the
encoded bit-stream representative of the digital video
sequence.

In an alternative embodiment of the video encoding
method according to the first aspect of the invention, the
plurality of blocks into which a frame of the digital video
sequence is divided are grouped into one or more segments
and the level of quantization applied to the sets of transform
coefficient values can be adjusted from one segment of a
frame to another such that an actual level of quantization
applied to the sets of transform coefficients for a particular
segment of a frame is different from the default level of
quantization to be used throughout encoding of the digital
video sequence. Advantageously, in this alternative embodi-
ment, the actual level of quantization to be used in the par-
ticular segment is represented as a difference with respect to
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the default level of quantization and an indication of the
difference with respect to the default level of quantization is
provided in the encoded bit-stream representative of the digi-
tal video sequence.

Advantageously, if the default level of quantization is to be
used to quantize all sets of transform coefficient values
throughout the digital video sequence, an indication of the
default level of quantization is provided together with an
indication that said default level is to be used to quantize all
sets of transform coefficient values throughout the digital
video sequence.

According to a second aspect of the invention, there is
provided a method of decoding an encoded digital video
sequence, the method being applied in a video decoding
application to produce a decoded digital video sequence. The
digital video sequence comprises a number of frames, each
frame of the sequence comprising an array of pixels and being
divided into a plurality of blocks, each block comprising a
certain number of pixels, frames of the digital video sequence
having been encoded by applying motion compensated pre-
diction to blocks of pixels to produce corresponding blocks of
prediction error values and applying a transform coding tech-
nique to the blocks of prediction error values to produce sets
of transform coeflicient values representative of the blocks of
prediction error values and applying a level of quantization to
the sets of transform coefficient values to yield sets of quan-
tized transform coefficient values representative of the blocks
of prediction error values. According to the invention, the
decoding method comprises defining a default level of inverse
quantization to be used throughout decoding of the encoded
digital video sequence to inverse quantize the sets of quan-
tized transform coefficient values.

Advantageously, the default level of inverse quantization is
identical to a defaultlevel of quantization used to quantize the
sets of transform coefficient values during encoding of the
video sequence.

Advantageously, the default level of inverse quantization
defined to be used throughout decoding of the encoded digital
video sequence is specific to the encoded video sequence
being decoded. Alternatively, the default level of inverse
quantization is specific to the video decoding application.

Advantageously, the decoding method comprises retriev-
ing an indication of the default level of inverse quantization,
preferably from a bit-stream representative of the encoded
digital video sequence.

Advantageously, the default level of inverse quantization
can be updated during decoding of the digital video sequence.
Preferably, updating of the default level of inverse quantiza-
tion is performed responsive to an indication of an updated
default level of quantization used during encoding of the
video sequence, retrieved from a bit-stream representative of
the encoded digital video sequence. Alternatively, the default
level of inverse quantization is updated responsive to an indi-
cation of an updated default level of quantization used during
encoding of the video sequence, transmitted from a video
encoding device.

Advantageously, the level of inverse quantization applied
to the sets of quantized transform coefficient values can be
adjusted such that an actual level of inverse quantization
applied to the sets of quantized transform coefficient values is
different from the default level of inverse quantization to be
used throughout decoding of the encoded digital video
sequence. In this case, the actual level of inverse quantization
is determined by adding a difference value to the default level
of inverse quantization, the difference value being represen-
tative of the difference between the default level of inverse
quantization and the actual level of inverse quantization to be
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applied. Preferably, an indication of the difference value is
retrieved from a bit-stream representative of the encoded
digital video sequence.

In an embodiment of the video decoding method according
to the second aspect of the invention, the level of inverse
quantization applied to the sets of quantized transform coef-
ficient values is adjusted from one frame of the digital video
sequence to another such that an actual level of inverse quan-
tization applied to the sets of quantized transform coefficients
for aparticular frame of' the digital video sequence is different
from the default level of inverse quantization to be used
throughout decoding of the encoded digital video sequence.
Advantageously, in this embodiment, the actual level of
inverse quantization to be used in the particular frame is
determined by adding a frame-specific difference value to the
default level of inverse quantization, the frame-specific dif-
ference value being representative of the difference between
the default level of inverse quantization and the actual level of
inverse quantization to be used in the particular frame. Pref-
erably, an indication of said frame-specific difference value is
retrieved from a bit-stream representative of the encoded
digital video sequence.

In an alternative embodiment of the video decoding
method according to the second aspect of the invention, the
plurality of blocks into which a frame of said digital video
sequence is divided are grouped into one or more segments
and the level of inverse quantization applied to the sets of
quantized transform coefficient values is adjusted from one
segment of a frame to another such that an actual level of
inverse quantization applied to the sets of quantized trans-
form coefficients for a particular segment of a frame is dif-
ferent from the default level of inverse quantization to be used
throughout decoding of the encoded digital video sequence.
Advantageously, in this alternative embodiment, the actual
level of inverse quantization to be used in the particular seg-
ment is determined by adding a segment-specific difference
value to the default level of inverse quantization, the segment-
specific difference value being representative of the differ-
ence between the default level of inverse quantization and the
actual level of inverse quantization to be used in the particular
segment. Preferably, an indication of the segment-specific
difference value is retrieved from a bit-stream representative
of the encoded digital video sequence.

According to a third aspect of the invention, there is pro-
vided an encoder for encoding a digital video sequence to
produce an encoded video bit-stream representative of the
digital video sequence, the digital video sequence comprising
a number of frames, each frame of the sequence comprising
an array of pixels and being divided into a plurality of blocks,
each block comprising a certain number of pixels. The video
encoder according to the third aspect of the invention is
arranged to encode a frame of the digital video sequence by
applying motion compensated prediction to blocks of pixels,
thereby producing corresponding blocks of prediction error
values. It is further arranged to apply a transform coding
technique to blocks of prediction error values to produce sets
of transform coefficient values representative of said blocks
of prediction error values and to apply a level of quantization
to said sets of transform coefficient values to yield sets of
quantized transform coefficient values. According to the
invention, the video encoder is further arranged to define a
default level of quantization to be used throughout encoding
of'the digital video sequence to quantize the sets of transform
coefficient values.

Advantageously, the encoder according to the third aspect
of the invention is also arranged to indicate quantization
parameter (QP) values used to quantize sets of transform
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coefficient values representative of blocks of pixel values
produced for frames coded in INTRA-coding mode in a man-
ner analogous to that described above for indicating the quan-
tization parameter values used to quantize sets of transform
coefficient values representative of prediction error values
produced for frames coded in INTER-coding mode.

Advantageously, the default level of quantization defined
by the video encoder is specific to the video sequence being
encoded.

Advantageously, the video encoder is further arranged to
provide an indication of the default level of quantization in the
encoded bit-stream representative of the digital video
sequence. Even more advantageously, it is arranged to trans-
mit the encoded bit-stream to a corresponding video decoder.

Advantageously the video encoder is further arranged to
update the default level of quantization during encoding of
the digital video sequence and to provide an indication of the
updated default level of quantization. Preferably, the encoder
is also arranged to transmit the indication of the updated
default level of quantization to a corresponding video
decoder. Advantageously, the encoder includes the indication
of the updated default level of quantization in the encoded
bit-stream representative of the digital video sequence.

Preferably, the video encoder is further arranged to adjust
the level of quantization applied to the sets of transform
coefficient values and thereby to apply an actual level of
quantization that is different from the default level of quan-
tization. Preferably, the video encoder is still further arranged
to represent the actual level of quantization as a difference
with respect to the default level of quantization and to provide
an indication of the difference with respect to the default level
of'quantization in the encoded bit-stream representative of the
digital video sequence.

In one embodiment, a video encoder according to the third
aspect of the invention is arranged to adjust the level of
quantization applied to the sets of transform coefficient val-
ues from one frame of the digital video sequence to another.
In this way it is arranged to apply an actual level of quantiza-
tion to the sets of transform coefficients for a particular frame
that is different from the default level of quantization to be
used throughout encoding of the digital video sequence.
Advantageously, the video encoder according to this embodi-
ment is further arranged to represent the actual level of quan-
tization to be used in the particular frame as a difference with
respect to the default level of quantization and to provide an
indication of the difference with respect to the default level of
quantization in the encoded bit-stream representative of the
digital video sequence.

In an alternative embodiment, a video encoder according to
the third aspect of the invention is further arranged to group
the plurality of blocks into which a frame of the digital video
sequence is divided into one or more segments and to adjust
the level of quantization applied to the sets of transform
coefficient values from one segment of a frame to another. In
this way the video encoder is arranged to apply an actual level
of quantization to the sets of transform coefficients for a
particular segment of a frame that is different from the default
level of quantization to be used throughout encoding of the
digital video sequence. Advantageously, the video encoder
according to this alternative embodiment is further arranged
to represent the actual level of quantization to be used in the
particular segment as a difference with respect to the default
level of quantization and to provide an indication of the dif-
ference with respect to the default level of quantization in the
encoded bit-stream representative of the digital video
sequence.
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In a particular embodiment, the video encoder is arranged
to provide an indication of the default level of quantization
and an indication that the default level is to be used to quantize
all sets of transform coefficient values throughout the digital
video sequence.

Advantageously, the video encoder according to the third
aspect of the invention is provided in a multimedia terminal.
Even more preferably, it is implemented in a radio telecom-
munications device.

According to a fourth aspect of the invention, there is
provided a decoder for decoding an encoded digital video
sequence to produce a decoded digital video sequence. The
digital video sequence comprises a number of frames, each
frame of the sequence comprising an array of pixels and being
divided into a plurality of blocks, each block comprising a
certain number of pixels, frames of the digital video sequence
having been encoded by applying motion compensated pre-
diction to blocks of pixels to produce corresponding blocks of
prediction error values and applying a transform coding tech-
nique to the blocks of prediction error values to produce sets
of transform coefficient values representative of said blocks
of'prediction error values and applying a level of quantization
to the sets of transform coefficient values to yield sets of
quantized transform coefficient values representative of the
blocks of prediction error values. According to the invention,
the video decoder is arranged to define a default level of
inverse quantization to be used throughout decoding of the
encoded digital video sequence to inverse quantize the sets of
quantized transform coefficient values.

Preferably, the default level of inverse quantization is iden-
tical to a defaultlevel of quantization used to quantize the sets
of transform coefficient values during encoding of the video
sequence.

Advantageously, the default level of inverse quantization
defined to be used throughout decoding of the encoded digital
video sequence is specific to the encoded video sequence
being decoded.

Advantageously, the video decoder is arranged to retrieve
an indication of the default level of inverse quantization,
preferably from a bit-stream representative of the encoded
digital video sequence.

Advantageously, the video decoder is arranged to update
the default level of inverse quantization during decoding of
the digital video sequence, preferably by retrieving an indi-
cation of an updated default level of quantization from a
bit-stream representative of the encoded digital video
sequence. Alternatively, the video decoder is arranged to
receive an indication of an updated default level of quantiza-
tion transmitted from a video encoding device.

Preferably, the video decoder is arranged to adjust the level
of inverse quantization applied to the sets of quantized trans-
form coefficient values and to apply an actual level of inverse
quantization to the sets of quantized transform coefficient
values that is different from the default level of inverse quan-
tization. Advantageously, the decoder is arranged to deter-
mine the actual level of inverse quantization by adding a
difference value to the default level of inverse quantization,
the difference value being representative of the difference
between the default level of inverse quantization and the
actual level of inverse quantization to be applied. Preferably,
the video decoder is arranged to retrieve an indication of the
difference value from a bit-stream representative of the
encoded digital video sequence.

In one embodiment, a video decoder according to the
fourth aspect of the invention is arranged to adjust the level of
inverse quantization applied to the sets of quantized trans-
form coefficient values from one frame of the digital video
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sequence to another and to apply an actual level of inverse
quantization to the sets of quantized transform coefficients for
a particular frame of the digital video sequence that is difter-
ent from the default level of inverse quantization to be used
throughout decoding of the encoded digital video sequence.
Advantageously, the decoder is arranged to determine the
actual level of inverse quantization to be used in the particular
frame by adding a frame-specific difference value to the
default level of inverse quantization, the frame-specific dif-
ference value being representative of the difference between
the default level of inverse quantization and the actual level of
inverse quantization to be used in the particular frame. Pref-
erably, the video decoder is arranged to retrieve an indication
of the frame-specific difference value from a bit-stream rep-
resentative of the encoded digital video sequence.

In an alternative embodiment, a video decoder according to
the fourth aspect of the invention is arranged to decode an
encoded video sequence in which the plurality of blocks into
which a frame of said digital video sequence is divided are
grouped into one or more segments and is further arranged to
adjust the level of inverse quantization applied to the sets of
quantized transform coefficient values from one segment of a
frame to another and to apply an actual level of inverse quan-
tization to the sets of quantized transform coefficients for a
particular segment of a frame that is different from the default
level of inverse quantization to be used throughout decoding
of the encoded digital video sequence. Preferably, the
decoder is arranged to determine the actual level of inverse
quantization to be used in the particular segment by adding a
segment-specific difference value to the default level of
inverse quantization, the segment-specific difference value
being representative of the difference between the default
level of inverse quantization and the actual level of inverse
quantization to be used in the particular segment. Preferably,
the video decoder is arranged to retrieve an indication of the
segment-specific difference value from a bit-stream represen-
tative of the encoded digital video sequence.

According to a fifth aspect of the invention, there is pro-
vided a multimedia terminal comprising an encoder accord-
ing the third aspect of the invention.

According to a sixth aspect of the invention, there is pro-
vided a multimedia terminal comprising a decoder according
to the fourth aspect of the invention.

Preferably, the multimedia terminal according to the fifth
and/or sixth aspects of the invention is a mobile multimedia
terminal arranged to communicate with a mobile telecommu-
nications network by means of a radio connection.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates the formation of a 16x16 macroblock
according to prior art.

FIG. 2 illustrates subdivision of a QCIF picture into 16x16
macroblocks and grouping of consecutive macroblocks into
slices.

FIG. 3 is a schematic block diagram of a generic video
encoder according to prior art.

FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram of a generic video
decoder according to prior art and corresponding to the
encoder shown in FIG. 3.

FIG. 5 is a schematic block diagram of a video encoder
according to an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 6 is a schematic block diagram of a video decoder
according to an embodiment of the invention and correspond-
ing to the encoder shown in FIG. 5.

FIG. 7 illustrates a decoding process according to one
possible embodiment of the invention. Quantization param-
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eters (QP) for each slice are obtained by adding the Sequence
QP (SQP) to slice specific difference QP values (AQP”).
FIG. 8 is a schematic block diagram of a multimedia com-
munications terminal in which the method according to the
invention may be implemented.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

In a preferred embodiment of the invention a video
sequence specific quantization parameter (QP) is transmitted
and used as a reference when coding and decoding the actual
picture/slice quantization parameters. In this way there is no
need to transmit a full QP for every picture/slice, but a statis-
tically smaller difference value is transmitted and used to
reconstruct the picture/slice QP, thus leading to reduction in
transmission bit-rate.

Embodiments of the invention will now be described with
reference to FIGS. 5 through 8.

FIG. 5 is a schematic block diagram of a video encoder 600
implemented according to the preferred embodiment of the
invention. The structure of the video encoder shown in FIG. 5
is substantially identical to that of the prior art video encoder
illustrated in FIG. 3, with appropriate modifications to those
parts of the encoder that perform operations relating to the
quantization of DCT transform coefficients and the signalling
of quantization parameter (QP) values used in the video
encoding process. All parts of the video encoder that imple-
ment functions and operate in a manner identical to the pre-
viously described prior art video encoder are identified with
identical reference numbers. As the invention is particularly
relevant to the signalling of quantization parameter (QP) val-
ues at the slice or frame level, it will be assumed throughout
the following description that video encoder 600 according to
the preferred embodiment of the invention is specifically
adapted to apply a video coding method in which the frames
of'a video sequence to be coded are divided into macroblocks
and the macroblocks are further grouped into slices, an indi-
cation of the quantization parameter being provided at the
beginning of each frame and at the beginning of each new
slice within a frame. An example of such a video coding
method is the previously cited ITU-T H.26L video coding
recommendation, as described in T. Wiegand, “Joint Model
Number 17, Doc. JVT-A003, Joint Video Team (JVT) of
ISO/IEC MPEG and ITU-T VCEG, January 2002. Alterna-
tively, the method can be applied in a video coding system in
which an indication of the quantization parameter is given
only at the beginning of a frame. While the following detailed
description is written specifically to illustrate application of
the method according to the invention in the indication and
signalling of slice level quantization parameters, it should be
appreciated that the method can applied in an exactly analo-
gous manner to the representation of frame (picture) level
quantization parameters.

Operation of video encoder 600 will now be considered in
detail. When encoding a digital video sequence, encoder 600
operates in a manner similar to that previously described in
connection with FIG. 3 to generate INTRA-coded and
INTER-coded compressed video frames. As explained earlier
in the text, in INTRA-coding mode, a Discrete Cosine Trans-
form (DCT) is applied to each block of image data (pixel
values) in order to produce a corresponding two-dimensional
array of transform coefficient values. The DCT operation is
performed in transform block 104 and the coefficients thus
produced are subsequently passed to quantizer 106, where
they are quantized. In INTER-coding mode, the DCT trans-
form performed in block 104 is applied to blocks of prediction
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error values. The transform coefficients produced as a result
of'this operation are also passed to quantizer 106 where they
too are quantized.

According to the invention, when starting to encode a new
video sequence, encoder 600 determines a default or refer-
ence level of quantization thatis to be used throughout encod-
ing of the video sequence to quantize the DCT coefficient
values generated in quantizer 106. Throughout the following
description, this default or reference level of quantization will
be termed a “sequence level quantization parameter”, or SQP
for short. The choice of an SQP for a given video sequence is
controlled by control manager 660 and, for example, may be
based on consideration of the properties of the sequence to be
encoded and the bandwidth available for transmission of the
encoded bit-stream produced by the encoder.

In the preferred embodiment of the invention, encoder 600
determines SQP as the default or reference level of quantiza-
tion to be used when operating in INTER-coding mode, i.e. in
situations when the DCT coefficients generated in transform
block 104 are representative of prediction error values. It
should be appreciated that the method according to the inven-
tion can also be applied to the quantization of DCT coefficient
values produced in traditional INTRA-coding mode utilizing
no spatial prediction. However, given the different origins of
the transform coefficients in INTRA- and INTER-coding
modes (the DCT coefficients produced in INTRA-coding
mode are derived from pixel values, while those generated in
INTER-coding mode are produced by applying a DCT trans-
form to prediction error values) it is unlikely that a single SQP
value can be determined that is optimum for quantization of
DCT coefficients in both INTRA- and INTER-coding modes.
Therefore, in an embodiment in which the method according
to the invention is used in both INTRA- and INTER-coding
mode, two SQP values are preferably be used, one that pro-
vides the most efficient representation of QP value informa-
tion in INTRA-coding mode and another that provides the
most efficient representation of QP values used during
INTER-coding. In all other respects, the method according to
the invention may be applied in a directly analogous way in
both INTRA-and INTER-coding modes. Of course, in an
alternative embodiment, a single SQP value may be defined
and used as the sequence level quantization parameter for
both INTRA- and INTER-coded frames. This is a practical
approach especially in modern video coding systems, such as
the one described in T. Wiegand, “Joint Model Number 17,
Doc. JVT-A003, Joint Video Team (JVT) of ISO/IEC MPEG
and ITU-T VCEG, January 2002, where spatial prediction is
applied to the INTRA coded macroblocks before coding the
INTRA rediction error with DCT.

It should further be noted that as the majority of frames in
a typical video sequence are encoded as INTER frames, the
greatest saving in bit-rate is achieved by applying the method
according to the invention to the representation of QP values
in INTER-coding mode. Thus, in the preferred embodiment
of'the invention, a single SQP value is used, this value being
indicative of a default or reference value of quantization to be
used in quantizing DCT coefficients representative of predic-
tion error values in INTER-coding mode.

Having determined the SQP value to be used for the
sequence, control manager 660 provides an indication of the
selected SQP value via control line 122 to video multiplex
coder 670 which, in turn, inserts an indication of the SQP
value into the bit-stream 635 of coded image information
representative of the video sequence. Preferably, this indica-
tion is provided in a sequence header portion of the encoded
video bit-stream 635.
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Video encoder 600 then starts to encode the video
sequence. As explained in connection with the description of
prior art video encoder 100, illustrated in FIG. 3, the first
frame of the sequence to be encoded is encoded in INTRA-
format. As the SQP value defined according to the preferred
embodiment of the invention is specific to the quantization of
DCT coefficient values produced in INTER-coding mode,
operation of encoder 600 in INTRA-coding mode is entirely
analogous to that of prior art video encoder 100 and will not
be considered in further detail here.

Once encoding of the first frame is complete, control man-
ager 660 switches video encoder 600 into INTER-coding
mode. In INTER-coding mode, switch 102 is operated to
receive its input from line 117, which comprises the output of
combiner 116. Combiner 116 receives the video input signal
macroblock by macroblock from input 101 and forms a block
of prediction error information for each block of the macrob-
lock. The prediction error information for each block is
passed to DCT transformer 104, which performs a two-di-
mensional discrete cosine transform on each block of predic-
tion error values to produce a two-dimensional array of DCT
transform coefficients for the block in question. The trans-
form coefficients for each prediction error block are then
passed to quantizer 106 where they are quantized, as previ-
ously described, using a quantization parameter QP. The rest
of the INTER-coding process continues as previously
described in connection with prior art video encoder 100.

As each macroblock is received, control manager 660
determines whether the macroblock currently being pro-
cessed is the first macroblock of a slice. If it is, the control
manager determines a quantization parameter value QP to be
used in quantizing the DCT coefficient values generated in
DCT transformer 104. It should be noted that it is possible to
make an estimation about the QP based on the bit-budget
allowed for the frame, bits already spent in the previous slices
or the same frame and possibly the bits spent for slices in the
previous frame. Having done this, control manager 660 deter-
mines a difference (AQP) between the previously defined
sequence level quantization parameter value SQP and the
actual QP value to be used for the slice in question. It then
passes an indication of this difference via control line 624 to
video multiplex coder 670, which further includes an indica-
tion of the difference value AQP in bit-stream 635. Preferably,
this indication is provided in a slice header portion of the
encoded video bit-stream 635 containing control information
specific to the slice in question. This process is repeated until
all slices of the current frame have been encoded in INTER-
coded format, at which point the video encoder starts to
encode the next frame of the video sequence.

A video decoder 700 implemented according to a preferred
embodiment of the invention will now be described with
reference to FIG. 6. The structure of the video decoder illus-
trated in FIG. 6 is substantially identical to that of the prior art
video decoder shown in FIG. 4, with appropriate modifica-
tions to those parts of the decoder that perform operations
relating to the inverse quantization of DCT transform coeffi-
cients. All parts of the video decoder that implement func-
tions and operate in a manner identical to the previously
described prior art video decoder are identified with identical
reference numbers.

Here it is assumed that the video decoder of FIG. 6 corre-
sponds to the encoder described in connection with FIG. 5
and is therefore capable of receiving and decoding the bit-
stream 635 transmitted by encoder 600. As previously
described, in the preferred embodiment of the invention,
encoder 600 determines a sequence level quantization param-
eter SQP to be used in INTER-coding mode. Correspond-
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ingly, decoder 700 is adapted to receive an indication of this
SQP value and to use the sequence level quantization param-
eter SQP in the determination of inverse quantization param-
eters to be applied to blocks of quantized transform coeffi-
cient values (representative of prediction error values)
received in the encoded bit-stream for INTER-coded frames.
In an alternative embodiment of the invention, the same pro-
cess may also be applied to quantized transform coefficient
values extracted from the bit-stream for INTRA-coded
frames. As explained above, in this alternative embodiment,
an indication of two SQP values may be provided, one for
INTRA-coded frames of the sequence and one for INTER-
coded frames. In a further alternative embodiment, a single
sequence level quantization parameter may be indicated for
frames coded in both INTRA- and INTER-coding modes.

Operation of a video decoder according to the preferred
embodiment of the invention will now be described in detail.
Decoder 700 receives bit-stream 635 and separates it into its
constituent parts. This operation is performed by video mul-
tiplex decoder 770.

When starting to decode a new sequence, video multiplex
decoder 770 first extracts information and parameters relating
to the sequence as a whole from the sequence header portion
of'the received bit-stream 635. As explained above in connec-
tion with the description of encoder 600, according to the
preferred embodiment of the invention, the sequence header
portion of the bit-stream is modified to contain an indication
of the sequence level quantization parameter SQP used in
quantization of DCT coefficient values produced in INTER-
coding mode. Video multiplex decoder extracts the indication
of the SQP value from the bit-stream and, if it was encoded,
for example using variable length coding, applies appropriate
decoding to recover the SQP value. It then passes the SQP
value to the decoder’s control manager 760, which stores it in
the decoder’s memory.

Video decoder 700 then starts to decode the encoded
frames of the video sequence, the decoding of each frame
commencing as soon as the video decoder starts receiving
information relating to the frame in video bit-stream 635.
Video multiplex decoder 770 extracts an INTRA/INTER trig-
ger control signal from picture type information associated
with each compressed video frame received in the encoded
bit-stream 635 and passes it to control manager 760 via con-
trol line 215. The control manager 760 controls the operation
of'the decoder responsive to the INTRA/INTER trigger con-
trol signal, so as to switch the decoder into the correct decod-
ing mode.

In the preferred embodiment of the invention, the decoding
of frames coded in INTRA-format is performed in a manner
analogous to that previously described in connection with the
operation of prior art video decoder 200. The decoding of
frames encoded in INTER-format, on the other hand, pro-
ceeds as described in the following.

When it receives an indication that the next frame to be
decoded is an INTER-coded frame, extracted from the
received bit-stream by video multiplex decoder 770, control
manager 760 switches decoder 700 into INTER-mode. As
explained in connection with the description of encoder 600,
according to the preferred embodiment of the invention, in
which the macroblocks of each frame are grouped into slices,
encoded bit-stream 635 comprises certain slice-specific con-
trol information, which includes an indication of a slice-
specific QP value, represented as a difference value AQP with
respect to the sequence level quantization parameter SQP.
Advantageously, the control information specifically related
to each slice is provided in the bit-stream as a header portion
specific to the slice in question. On receiving such a portion of
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the bit-stream, video multiplex decoder extracts the slice-
specific control information from the slice header portion of
the bit-stream and passes the indication of AQP for the slice,
retrieved from the bit-stream, to control manager 760 via
control line 717.

Next, control manager 760 determines a level of inverse
quantization to be applied to the quantized DCT coefficients
of'the macroblocks in the slice. This is done by combining the
AQP value for the slice with the sequence specific quantiza-
tion parameter SQP, previously received and stored in the
decoder’s memory. As described earlier in the text, the inverse
quantization operation performed in the decoder involves
multiplying each quantized DCT coefficient by a value equal
to the level of quantization originally applied, that is, by the
QP value used in the corresponding encoder to quantize the
DCT coefficients. Thus, according to the preferred embodi-
ment of the invention, control manager 760 determines the
level of inverse quantization for the macroblocks of the slice
by adding the received AQP value for the slice to SQP. It then
passes this value to inverse quantizer 210 via control line 218.

As encoded information for each macroblock of the slice is
received in the bit-stream 635, video multiplex decoder 770
separates the encoded prediction error information for each
block of the macroblock from encoded motion vector infor-
mation. It reconstructs the quantized DCT transform coeffi-
cients representative of the prediction error values for each
block and passes them to inverse quantizer 210. Inverse quan-
tizer 210 then inverse quantizes the quantized DCT coeffi-
cients according to the slice QP constructed from the AQP and
SQP values by control manager 760. It then provides the
inverse quantized DCT coefficients to inverse DCT trans-
former 220. The rest of the decoding process continues as
previously described in connection with prior art video
decoder 200.

The steps of receiving a slice-specific AQP value, combin-
ing AQP with SQP and inverse quantizing the qauntized DCT
coefficients for each block of the macroblocks within the slice
is repeated for each slice of the frame until all slices of the
current INTER-coded frame have been decoded. At this point
video encoder 700 starts decoding the next frame of the
encoded video sequence.

FIG. 7 illustrates the way in which slice-specific QP values
are reconstructed according to the preferred embodiment of
the invention. As can be seen from the figure, the process
comprises the steps of:

1. retrieving a sequence level quantization parameter
(SQP);

2. retrieving a picture or slice level difference quantization
parameter (AQP);

3. adding the difference quantization parameters to the
sequence level quantization parameter to obtain the quanti-
zation parameters for a picture or a slice;

4. constructing the received prediction error-coding coef-
ficients by means of said picture or slice quantization param-
eter.

FIG. 8 presents a terminal device comprising video encod-
ing and decoding equipment which may be adapted to operate
in accordance with the present invention. More precisely, the
figure illustrates a multimedia terminal 80 implemented
according to ITU-T recommendation H.324. The terminal
can be regarded as a multimedia transceiver device. It
includes elements that capture, encode and multiplex multi-
media data streams for transmission via a communications
network, as well as elements that receive, de-multiplex,
decode and display received multimedia content. ITU-T rec-
ommendation H.324 defines the overall operation of the ter-
minal and refers to other recommendations that govern the
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operation of its various constituent parts. This kind of multi-
media terminal can be used in real-time applications such as
conversational videotelephony, or non real-time applications
such as the retrieval and/or streaming of video clips, for
example from a multimedia content server in the Internet.

In the context of the present invention, it should be appre-
ciated that the H.324 terminal shown in FIG. 8 is only one of
anumber of alternative multimedia terminal implementations
suited to application of the inventive method. It should also be
noted that a number of alternatives exist relating to the loca-
tion and implementation of the terminal equipment. As illus-
trated in FIG. 8, the multimedia terminal may be located in
communications equipment connected to a fixed line tele-
phone network such as an analogue PSTN (Public Switched
Telephone Network). In this case the multimedia terminal is
equipped with a modem 91, compliant with ITU-T recom-
mendations V.8, V.34 and optionally V.8 bis. Alternatively, the
multimedia terminal may be connected to an external modem.
The modem enables conversion of the multiplexed digital
data and control signals produced by the multimedia terminal
into an analogue form suitable for transmission over the
PSTN. It further enables the multimedia terminal to receive
data and control signals in analogue form from the PSTN and
to convert them into a digital data stream that can be demul-
tiplexed and processed in an appropriate manner by the ter-
minal.

An H.324 multimedia terminal may also be implemented
in such a way that it can be connected directly to a digital fixed
line network, such as an ISDN (Integrated Services Digital
Network). In this case the modem 91 is replaced with an
ISDN user-network interface. In FIG. 8, this ISDN user-
network interface is represented by alternative block 92.

H.324 multimedia terminals may also be adapted for use in
mobile communication applications. If used with a wireless
communication link, the modem 91 can be replaced with any
appropriate wireless interface, as represented by alternative
block 93 in FIG. 8. For example, an H.324/M multimedia
terminal can include a radio transceiver enabling connection
to the current 2”4 generation GSM mobile telephone network,
or the proposed 3’7 generation UMTS (Universal Mobile
Telephone System).

It should be noted that in multimedia terminals designed
for two-way communication, that is for transmission and
reception of video data, it is advantageous to provide both a
video encoder and video decoder implemented according to
the present invention. Such an encoder and decoder pair is
often implemented as a single combined functional unit,
referred to as a “codec”.

A typical H.324 multimedia terminal will now be
described in further detail with reference to FIG. 8.

The multimedia terminal 80 includes a variety of elements
referred to as “terminal equipment”. This includes video,
audio and telematic devices, denoted generically by reference
numbers 81, 82 and 83, respectively. The video equipment 81
may include, for example, a video camera for capturing video
images, a monitor for displaying received video content and
optional video processing equipment. The audio equipment
82 typically includes a microphone, for example for capturing
spoken messages, and a loudspeaker for reproducing received
audio content. The audio equipment may also include addi-
tional audio processing units. The telematic equipment 83,
may include a data terminal, keyboard, electronic whiteboard
or a still image transceiver, such as a fax unit.

The video equipment 81 is coupled to a video codec 85.
The video codec 85 comprises a video encoder 600 and a
corresponding video decoder 700 both implemented accord-
ing to the invention (see FIGS. 5 and 6). The video codec 85
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is responsible for encoding captured video data in an appro-
priate form for further transmission over a communications
link and decoding compressed video content received from
the communications network. In the example illustrated in
FIG. 8, the video codec is implemented according to ITU-T
recommendation H.26L, with appropriate modifications to
implement the method according to the invention in both the
encoder and the decoder of the video codec.

The terminal’s audio equipment is coupled to an audio
codec, denoted in FIG. 8 by reference number 86. Like the
video codec, the audio codec comprises an encoder/decoder
pair. It converts audio data captured by the terminal’s audio
equipment into a form suitable for transmission over the
communications link and transforms encoded audio data
received from the network back into a form suitable for repro-
duction, for example on the terminal’s loudspeaker. The out-
put of the audio codec is passed to a delay block 87. This
compensates for the delays introduced by the video coding
process and thus ensures synchronisation of audio and video
content.

The system control block 84 of the multimedia terminal
controls end-to-network signalling using an appropriate con-
trol protocol (signalling block 88) to establish a common
mode of operation between a transmitting and a receiving
terminal. The signalling block 88 exchanges information
about the encoding and decoding capabilities of the transmit-
ting and receiving terminals and can be used to enable the
various coding modes of the video encoder. The system con-
trol block 84 also controls the use of data encryption. Infor-
mation regarding the type of encryption to be used in data
transmission is passed from encryption block 89 to the mul-
tiplexer/de-multiplexer MUX/DMUX unit) 90.

During data transmission from the multimedia terminal,
the MUX/DMUX unit 90 combines encoded and synchro-
nised video and audio streams with data input from the
telematic equipment 83 and possible control data, to form a
single bit-stream. Information concerning the type of data
encryption (if any) to be applied to the bit-stream, provided by
encryption block 89, is used to select an encryption mode.
Correspondingly, when a multiplexed and possibly encrypted
multimedia bit-stream is being received, MUX/DMUX unit
90 is responsible for decrypting the bit-stream, dividing it into
its constituent multimedia components and passing those
components to the appropriate codec(s) and/or terminal
equipment for decoding and reproduction.

If the multimedia terminal 80 is a mobile terminal, that is,
if it is equipped with a radio transceiver 93, it will be under-
stood by those skilled in the art that it may also comprise
additional elements. In one embodiment it comprises a user
interface having a display and a keyboard, which enables
operation of the multimedia terminal 80 by a user, a central
processing unit, such as a microprocessor, which controls the
blocks responsible for different functions of the multimedia
terminal, a random access memory RAM, a read only
memory ROM, and a digital camera. The microprocessor’s
operating instructions, that is program code corresponding to
the basic functions of the multimedia terminal 80, is stored in
the read-only memory ROM and can be executed as required
by the microprocessor, for example under control of the user.
In accordance with the program code, the microprocessor
uses the radio transceiver 93 to form a connection with a
mobile communication network, enabling the multimedia ter-
minal 80 to transmit information to and receive information
from the mobile communication network over a radio path.

The microprocessor monitors the state of the user interface
and controls the digital camera. In response to a user com-
mand, the microprocessor instructs the camera to record digi-
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tal images into the RAM. Once an image is captured, or
alternatively during the capturing process, the microproces-
sor segments the image into image segments (for example
macroblocks) and uses the encoder to perform motion com-
pensated encoding of the segments in order to generate a
compressed image sequence, as explained in the foregoing
description. A user may command the multimedia terminal 80
to display the captured images on its display or to send the
compressed image sequence using the radio transceiver 93 to
another multimedia terminal, a video telephone connected to
a fixed line network (PSTN) or some other telecommunica-
tions device. In a preferred embodiment, transmission of
image data is started as soon as the first segment is encoded so
that the recipient can start a corresponding decoding process
with a minimum delay.

Although described in the context of particular embodi-
ments, it will apparent to those skilled in the art that a number
of modifications and various changes to these teachings may
be made. Thus, while the invention has been particularly
shown and described with respect to one or more preferred
embodiments thereof, it will be understood by those skilled in
the art that certain modifications or changes may be made
therein without departing from the scope and spirit of the
invention as set forth above.

In particular, according to a second possible embodiment
of the invention, a sequence QP is not transmitted but an
application specific constant is used as sequence QP instead.

In a third possible embodiment of the invention the
sequence QP can be updated depending on the changing
characteristics of the video sequence if a reliable way of
transmitting the new sequence QP is available. The updated
SQP value can be either included in the encoded bit-stream
representative of the video sequence or can be transmitted
directly from encoder to decoder in an associated control
channel.

In a fourth possible embodiment of the invention, if QP is
constant for the whole video sequence only the value of the
sequence QP is transmitted together with the information that
it should be used as the QP for all the pictures/slices.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of encoding a digital video sequence for use in
a video coding application to produce an encoded video bit-
stream representative of the digital video sequence, the digital
video sequence comprising a number of frames, each frame
of said sequence comprising an array of pixels divided into a
plurality of blocks, each block comprising a certain number
of said pixels, said method comprising:

encoding a frame of the digital video sequence by applying

motion compensated prediction to blocks of pixels for
producing corresponding blocks of prediction error val-
ues;

applying a transform coding technique to said blocks of

prediction error values to produce sets of transform coef-
ficient values representative of said blocks of prediction
error values;

defining a default level of quantization for use in encoding

of the digital video sequence to quantize the sets of
transform coefficient values; and

providing an indication of the default level of quantization

to a decoding process.

2. An encoding method according to claim 1, wherein said
indication of the default level of quantization is provided in
the encoded bit-stream representative of the digital video
sequence.

3. An encoding method according to claim 2, wherein the
encoded bit-stream is transmitted from a video encoding
device to a corresponding video decoding device.
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4. An encoding method according to claim 1, wherein the
default level of quantization is updated during the encoding of
the digital video sequence, said method further comprising
providing an indication of the updated default level of quan-
tization to a decoding process.

5. An encoding method according to claim 1, wherein said
sets of transform coefficient values are quantized to yield sets
of quantized transform coefficient values representative of
said blocks of prediction error values based on a level of
quantization different from the default level of quantization.

6. An encoding method according to claim 5, further com-
prising providing to a decoding process an indication of a
difference between said level of quantization and the default
level of quantization.

7. An encoding method according to claim 5, wherein said
level of quantization is adjusted from one frame of the digital
video sequence to another such that an actual level of quan-
tization applied to the sets of transform coefficients for a
particular frame of the digital video sequence is different
from the default level of quantization.

8. An encoding method according to claim 7, wherein said
actual level of quantization is representable as a difference
with respect to the default level of quantization.

9. An encoding method according to claim 7, further com-
prising providing to a decoding process an indication of a
difference between said actual level of quantization and the
default level of quantization.

10. An encoding method according to claim 5, wherein the
plurality of blocks of pixels, into which a frame of said digital
video sequence is divided, are grouped into one or more
segments and wherein the level of quantization applied to said
sets of transform coefficient values is adjusted from one seg-
ment of a frame to another such that an actual level of quan-
tization applied to the sets of transform coefficients for a
particular segment of a frame is different from the default
level of quantization.

11. An encoding method according to claim 10, further
comprising providing to a decoding process an indication of
a difference between said level of quantization and the default
level of quantization.

12. A video encoder for encoding a digital video sequence
to produce an encoded video bit-stream representative of the
digital video sequence, the digital video sequence comprising
a number of frames, each frame of said sequence comprising
anarray of pixels divided into a plurality of blocks, each block
comprising a certain number of said pixels, said video
encoder comprising:

means for encoding a frame of the digital video sequence

by applying motion compensated prediction to blocks of
pixels to provide corresponding blocks of prediction
error values;

means for transforming said blocks of prediction error

values for providing sets of transform coefficient values
representative of said blocks of prediction error values;
means for selecting a default level of quantization for quan-
tizing said sets of transform coefficient values; and
means for providing an indication of said default level of
quantization in the encoded bit-stream representative of
the digital video sequence.

13. A video encoder according to claim 12, wherein said
sets of transform coefficient values are quantized to yield sets
of quantized transform coefficient values representative of
said blocks of prediction error values based on a level of
quantization different from the default level of quantization.
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14. A video encoder according to claim 13, arranged to
provide an indication of a difference between said level of
quantization and the default level of quantization in the
encoded bit-stream.

15. A video encoder according to claim 12, wherein the
default level of quantization can be updated and the video
encoder is arranged to provide an indication of the updated
default level of quantization in the encoded bit-stream.

16. A video encoder according to claim 15, wherein said
sets of transform coefficient values are quantized to yield sets
of quantized transform coefficient values representative of
said blocks of prediction error values based on a level of
quantization different from the updated default level of quan-
tization.

17. A video encoder according to claim 12, provided in a
multimedia terminal.

18. A video encoder according to claim 12, provided in a
radio telecommunications device.

19. A video encoder according to claim 13, wherein said
level of quantization applied to said sets of transform coeffi-
cient values can be adjusted from one frame of the digital
video sequence to another so as to apply an actual level of
quantization to the sets of transform coefficients for a particu-
lar frame of the digital video sequence and wherein said
actual level of quantization is different from the default level
of quantization.

20. A video encoder according to claim 19, arranged to
provide an indication of said difference with respect to the
default level of quantization in the encoded bit-stream repre-
sentative of the digital video sequence.

21. A video encoder according to claim 13, arranged to
group the plurality of blocks into which a frame of said digital
video sequence is divided into one or more segments and to
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adjust the level of quantization applied to said sets of trans-
form coefficient values from one segment of a frame to
another so as to apply an actual level of quantization to the
sets of transform coefficients for a particular segment of a
frame, wherein said actual level of quantization is different
from the default level of quantization, said video encoder
further arranged to represent the actual level of quantization
for use in the particular segment as a difference with respect
to the default level of quantization.

22. A video encoder according to claim 21, further
arranged to provide an indication of said difference with
respect to the default level of quantization in the encoded
bit-stream representative of the digital video sequence.

23. A video encoder for encoding a digital video sequence
to produce an encoded video bit-stream representative of the
digital video sequence, the digital video sequence comprising
a number of frames, each frame of said sequence comprising
anarray of pixels divided into a plurality of blocks, each block
comprising a certain number of said pixels, said video
encoder comprising:

a module for encoding a frame of the digital video
sequence by applying motion compensated prediction to
blocks of pixels to provide corresponding blocks of pre-
diction error values;

a module for transforming said blocks of prediction error
values for providing sets of transform coefficient values
representative of said blocks of prediction error values;
and

a module for selecting a default level of quantization for
quantizing said sets of transform coefficient values,
wherein the default level is specific to the video coding
applications.
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