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Fortune Favours the Brave 
Optimism is an underrated quality but universal among those who have worked in the broadband content market for the past few years. Those who have kept the faith, advocating the potential of broadband as a delivery channel for premium and niche content are about to their belief rewarded as broadband comes of age. 

Today, close to 5m UK households access the Internet via their PC with a broadband connection. Broadband will shortly become the most common form of access for the majority of home Internet users. Meanwhile Vodafone, O2, T Mobile and Orange are launching their 3G mobile services for those who want broadband on the move.

The result - new content delivery channels with more users than ever accessing audio and video content online, whether it’s bundled free in their ISP subscription package, available as free sponsored content or as pay media. Take up is being driven by falling access costs, by convenience of “always on”, by users’ desire for greater speed but also by their desire to access premium content. Sport is one of the most popular genres and this rapid take up is creating exciting new commercial opportunities for rights owners while presenting new challenges as well.
First, how do you make content available without damaging your core business, which for many big competitions and events are the TV rights? Broadband can pose a risk if video content is unsecured and made available to unauthorised users, or can be illegally duplicated by authorised users. Unresolved, this issue about security has, until now, led many rights owners and holders to see the Internet as threat rather than an opportunity. 
It is now possible to limit access just to authorised users, such as paying customers, to prevent copyright theft and set geographic controls in line with legal rights. This is about protecting the value of TV rights and potential TV advertising revenues by making sure they are not undermined by access to the same content over the Internet. Digital Rights Management (DRM), controlled access and tight system security provided by pay media specialists and content delivery networks are today protecting arguably the most valuable broadband content for key international sports competitions. A few years ago this would be unthinkable as the necessary infrastructure to protect such valuable assets and enable efficient, secure, high quality distribution was not available. Today it is.
Another dilemma is revenue – will users be prepared to pay given the mindset that everything on the Internet should be free? But that view is changing too. Look at how consumers are willing to pay for premium services whether its connection bandwidth or access to live sports events on TV. Consumers, especially sports fans are very familiar with the concept – pay media now accounts for a greater share of revenue in UK television than advertising. People understand the principle but the onus is on the online content owner to make their content attractive, easy to buy and to establish what business model works best for the consumer. A “season pass” may  work well for some events – like a Cricket Test Match Series for the serious fan, but a Pay Per View model may work better for the more numerous fans who just want to watch that record breaking innings by Michael Vaughan on the second day of the Third Test for example. The key – like a direct marketing business (which I’d venture is what this is), is to constantly experiment and test different models, packages, pricing, promotion strategies and along the way develop an understanding of what the fan prefers. 
And this is the third dilemma – TV makes it easy, you sell the exclusive rights by territory and get a nice fat cheque in return. Broadband may require an entirely different approach – where the rights owner or holder is actively managing a content business, including the relationship with the end user. The attraction lies in maximising revenues from a potential audience of millions worldwide, who are passionate about their sport and will pay handsomely for the privilege of accessing exclusive video content online. At present the pay TV platform or mobile operator, manages the customer transactions and relationship. Broadband can place the rights owner directly in contact with the end user with its corresponding financial benefits and responsibilities. The optimists among you will see that, as broadband grows, the attraction of this direct approach can only increase. In any case, for many niche sports, TV was never much of an option in the first place, so broadband is going to create entirely new revenues for these interests. 

One solution combines a traditional TV distribution model with direct control of access to content – syndication. Online syndication means making your content accessible to as large an audience of sports fans as possible, through accessing the users of third party sites. Provided you can protect your content, use technology to enforce your legal agreements, you can securely and efficiently syndicate your content to third parties ensuring only their users have authorised access. The syndicator can pay for the rights to offer your content free just to their users or subscribers, or offer your content as pay media to their users but placing you in control of revenue settlement based on actual transactions and usage. 
Finally, you could monetise that content differently, by offering it free to users but securing revenue through sponsorship. By being able to track usage you can measure and prove to the brand partner the value of their sponsorship investment in terms of exposure to your audience. 

As 40,000 UK households sign up for broadband, consider where this will lead. Research shows that TV viewing hours in homes with broadband access drops significantly and that content, especially sports, is a key factor driving take up. To make broadband work as a distribution channel you have to be able to protect your assets and you have to be able to make it pay. But having flexibility will be the key as you trial different business models – subscription, pay per view, syndication to figure out what works best. Sport has huge potential as online pay media combining the users’ passion for their favourite sport, team, star or event, with a proven propensity to pay to view it. Make sure your content is worth paying for, that the delivery quality is high, that buying it is simple and quick and starting learning about your customer – the fan. Being an optimist will be helpful. 
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