Dead set

Transmitting over the Internet offer both opportunities and risks for broadcasters and advertisers, says Dominic Dudley, not least unregulated programming

TV companies might never again have to warn viewers about levels of nudity or strong language, and you can forget about those apologies after the programmes too. The reason is that TV companies are increasingly experimenting with delivering their programmes over Internet Protocol (IP) networks and, due to a quirk in the law, this means they’re moving outside the remit of media regulator Ofcom. 

Parliament deliberately carved out anything delivered over IP networks from Ofcom’s remit when it set up the uber-regulator a few years ago. But it didn’t choose anyone else to take on the role either. So all of a sudden, TV programming will break free from the chains of regulation. Its one of a number of issues the industry is going to have to face up to in the near future, and its one that Ofcom is rather concerned about. 
There are some heady claims being put about. “The TV schedule is dead. It’s a matter of time before everything moves to on-demand” says Dean Hawkins, COO of Video Networks, which runs the UK’s main IP-TV service, Home Choice. 

Ashley Highfield, The BBC’s new media and technology director, is rather more cautious, “I don’t think IP will substitute linear broadcasting any time soon – probably not in our lifetimes”, he says, although he adds, “I think we’ll see 10% to 20% of viewing go to IP pretty rapidly.”

Research firm Screen Digest is even more guarded, estimating that 340,000 more people around Europe will have subscribed to IP-TV services over the course of this year, an increase of 120%. This will continue to grow until 5% of pay TV subscriptions will come from IP-TV by 2008.

Time to talk

Although everyone can see it coming, Ofcom is concerned that they haven’t started debating one of the main changes IP-TV will herald for the industry: placing broadcasters beyond its reach. The regulator is conscious of the potential importance such a shift might mean and wants to thrash out the implications. “We need the debate now,” says Ofcom spokeman Matt Peacock. But m,any of the players seem to be dragging their feet ov er getting involved. Indeed, if they’re having a debate at all, the major broadcasters in the UK are keeping it very much in-house and wouldn’t comment to NMA. Bill Gash, director of the Partners in TV consultancy, says there’s no consistency to broadcasters’ plans at the moment. 

Richard Ayres, portal director of Tiscali UK thinks the BBC is crucial. “Of all the broadcasters, it has by far the greatest investment in online technology and content provision, and the most zeal. The other broadcasters that will have an active interest in this area will be much smaller players like cable TV channels which already build interactivity into the operation,” he says.

“THE GREAT OPPORTUNITY FOR BROADCASTERS IN AN ON-DEMAND WORLD IS TO PROVIDE A SAFE HAVEN WHERE YOU KNOW THE GOOD STUFF IS AVAILABLE”  
Bill Gash, Partners in TV
Other interested parties, such as the Internet Service Providers’s Association (ISPA), are getting involved only to the extent of making sure there are no more restrictions on its members’ businesses. It points out that the Internet is a pull medium, not the push medium of broadcast TV. With people actively looking for and selecting to watch certain content, the onus is on the consumers to act as their own regulators, it says. 

“It’s growth industry as long as it’s not over-regulated,” says the ISPA spokesman Brian Aherne. 

Hawkins adds, “The right thing to do is develop self-regulation. The industry is moving so quickly that the people best placed to set standards are the ones developing the technology.”

For its part, Video Networks has been developing things like a kid’s remote control that can only access certain channels and has a PIN system for logging on to the service, which has been used to restrict access to content. The company was also involved in setting up the Video on Demand Association, headed by Elizabeth Filkin, the former Parliamentary Standards Commissioner. 

“There’s no merit in having a video-on-demand industry that doesn’t adequately protect families,” says Hawkins. 

Big media brands like ITV and the BBC will have a vested interest in not shocking their audience. Highfield is clear that the BBC won’t try to bypass the regulators with content delivered over IP, just as it doesn’t try to get away with the content on its network of Web sites that would fall foul of Ofcom if included in a TV show. 
“The great opportunity for broadcasters in an on-demand world is to provide a safe haven where you know good stuff is available,” says Gash. 

The content that moves onto IP-TV first is also likely to be fairly inoffensive. Highfield thinks the main thrust of early efforts is likely to centre around genres like education, children’s, news and factual programming. For other content, the demand will still be for people to watch it as early as possible, such as live sports. 

Mimicking its success with making radio programming available online, the BBC is planning a pilot service to put its back catalogue or Creative Archive, online in the spring of next year, probably around just a few genres like natural history. A full service is unlikely to happen until 2006 and 2007, but even so Highfield reckons the BBC will be moving more rapidly than most commercial broadcasters. 
Its also pressing ahead with more extensive trials of its Interactive Media Player, which will allow users to download TV and radio programmes to the PC and watch or listen to them for seven days after the transmission date. In the meantime, the BBC has put deals in place with lots of major portals for them to deliver some of its content on their sites, particularly news. 

Gash says that the technology also makes it a useful way to exploit archive and more niche content. “The opportunity is for the content that can’t get distributed, not the content that already has effective distribution.”

Other broadcasters might, therefore take more risks with online content. They could, for example, deliver regulated content through existing methods but offer more risky programmes over IP, as either an add-on to programming or as a whole new content stream. 

This is where the problems could arise. In his recent Fleming Memorial Lecture to the Royal Television Society, David Currie, Ofcom’s Chairman, pointed out that one “cannot assume that self-regulation by a provider and caveat emptor by the user will in all circumstances be the answer in this new world”. 

Protecting copyright
Beyond trhis new found freedom for broadcasters there are some considerable risks too. As soon as everything is sent over IP, the likelihood that it will be illegally copied and distributed arises pretty quickly. TV companies need to start addressing digital rights management issues in a way they’ve never had to before, as the music film and games industries are already doing. 
Video Networks says this isn’t a problem for itself, as it simply delivers programming directly to its own set top boxes, where it can’t be copied any more easily than conventional TV programmes. However, other broadcasters could find themselves in the firing line. 

Rights issues are also significant when it comes to broadcasters actually getting access to content they can send over IP. Internet rights have been increasingly separated from broadcast rights in recent years, and all the broadcasters are locked in talks with production house for IP rights for both historical and new content. 

“We’re negotiating with PACT (The Producers Alliance for Film and Television) at the moment. It’s very constructive,” says the BBC Highfield. 

If TV broadcasters don’t have the rights for more recent programming, then telecoms firms such as BT could start bidding for content too. “Looking at the industry as a whole, there are major companies keen to participate,” says Hawkins. 

“FOR ADVERTISERS, THE GROWTH OF ON-DEMAND WILL TURN PEAK TIME FOR BROADCASTERS INTO ANY TIME FOR THE AUDIENCE”  
David Currie, Ofcom

BT is already the main driver behind the ability to offer services in the first place, with both its local loop unbundling and 21st Century Network initiative, which will shift its entire infrastructure onto an IP network. In April it launched BT Rich Media, a digital media platform for businesses wanting to provide online content. 

“I expect we’ll start to see things from the telco’s next year,” says Nigel Smith, VP of broadband Internet at pay-TV specialist NDS. “The technology is capable and the business imperative to do it is strong.”
There are some rather more basic technical issues, though, that could be a bigger headache, not least the fact that a lot of archive material is still on tape and so needs to be digitised – a time consuming and potentially expensive task. 

There is also the question of how to pay for all this. “Its one of the key issues this industry is trying to come to terms with,“ says Hawkins. 

For example people will be able to avoid ads far more easily, putting advertisers’ TV spend at risk if they begin to think its no longer an effective medium. To get around this, TiVo in the US is reportedly thinking of running as in the corner of the screen while people skip through ad breaks of programmes they’ve stored. “Perversely, some people need to concentrate more when they’re skipping through ads, to know when to stop,” points out Hawkins. 

ITV has been running spot ads within its online coverage of I’m a Celebrity.. Get Me Out of Here, in a direct translation of the offline method of funding a programme. 

But there are all sorts of risks and difficulties ahead. “For advertisers, the growth of on-demand will turn peak time for the broadcaster into any time for the audience, so shy pay a premium for a mid-evening adult audience?” says Currie. 

At the same time, advertisers could benefit from more risk taking ads, in the way that broadcasters could for programming. Self-selection also helps. People will watch programmes that they are interested in, making it easier for advertisers to be sure they’re getting in front of the most relevant audience.

Speeding ahead
For broadcasters and advertisers alike, this all adds up to a potentially momentous shift for the industry. And it could start taking off very soon. Advances in video compression technologies mean you can get a decent TV experience at speeds as low as 1Mbps, according to Smith, although others say that 2Mbps is a more useful entry point. Such speeds are quickly becoming a standard broadband speed, so providers will be able to target a sizable audience very soon. High-definition TV needs speeds closer to 8Mbps so that’s still further off. 

“The rapid growth first of multi-channel TV, then digital, then PVRs and soon higher-speed broadband are simply the pre-shocks of the real volcanic eruption that technology is about to unleash,” predicts Currie.

“Once people can decide what to watch and when, then things like the 9pm watershed suddenly become redundant. “There will need to be a new means to achieve that end in an on-demand world,” adds Currie. 

The danger, if the industry doesn’t start a more vigorous debate to address some of these issues, is that MP’s and others – often under-informed and willing to play to the tabloid galleries – will start bemoaning the lack of taste and decency and could start calling for tighter regulation of the Internet itself.
