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Welcome to tonight’s debate, looking at the future of the media and entertainment industry. No-one here doubts there is a future to the world’s biggest industry, communications – it is just who will control the biggest bits. What needs to be publicly owned? And what can we quite happily leave over to the commercial sector?

Our speakers tonight have a wide background from the new media, music, radio and newspaper sectors. I’ve asked them to take an international perspective, so we can look at the successes and failures in other countries in Europe. This is not a repeat of Monday’s Dutch parliamentary debate on the future of public broadcasting – thank goodness! My colleagues in Britain comment that Holland has indeed a unique system of broadcasting, and they hope it stays that way.

Personally I have admirations for the under-dogs in the media. If you have deep pockets like Murdoch or Bertelsmann, you can afford to make a few big mistakes. But away from the spotlights, we’re seeing a few organizations emerging as winners, which no-one expected.

National Heroes

Take Denmark. 10 and 20 years ago, DR (Danish Radio) was the joke of Europe. Even its name indicated there were not ready for serious public service TV, let alone thinking about the web. At halftime during football matches they used to show the fish tank in the entrance. Today, they have fully integrated their radio, TV and web operations. This is much to the dislike of the politicians and spindoctors, who find it difficult to schedule their spin when broadcasters on each platform have the same access to statements. DR now starts building the brand with a website for kids starting at 3 years of age. The website has lots of graphics designed for those who can’t (yet) read. The technology behind that same web-site is ready for those with dyslexia or who need other forms of special access. This is an example of how public broadcasting can be turned around to become a market leader. It’s cool to listen to DR, its even cooler to work there.

In Europe, I believe there is a garlic line – the line defined by those who cook with a lot of garlic in their food. Traditionally, the feeling is that the north has had a more creative public broadcasting system. Well, go and look. In fact in the south, broadcasters in Italy, Spain and Portugal regard their role as the keepers of cultural heritage. They have managed to extract a lot of EU funding to preserve their archives in the digital domain. Whereas in other parts of Europe, 80% of the electronic archives are rotting. 

In the Scandinavia, public broadcasting is clearly representing the voices of the community, especially in isolated in areas. It has found its niche and is innovative with drama for young and old. In Holland, sadly the conversation has got stuck in groove about structure. Not enough is being learned about the experiences of much smaller countries. No-one is really talking about content, or making enough use of the wealth of creative talent this country has. 

Eastern Promise?

In the East, especially those countries joining the EU next year, there is mixed news. In places like Hungary, the media has been used as a political football. With the result that Hungarian public television is on the verge of bankruptcy and just closed its childrens TV department. Some might argue though that the days of vast East European corporations, should be numbered. They are bogged down by an inverted pyramid of rules and regulations, half of which are ignored by the journalists and broadcasters who work there. On the other hand, there is some extremely creative animation being born in “garage workshops” in the Baltic states. These new artists tell stories using Flash animation software and computers costing a couple of hundred Euro. They are great, they are innovative and they don’t have the inertia of the corporation.

In the meantime, some sectors of European society are becoming more isolated than before. How well are the information needs of minorities being served? And if they don’t get a voice, will acts of violence be the only way for certain sectors of society to grab the headlines?

Content isn’t king. Any idiot can make content. Look at 95% of what’s on the Internet. Context is king – putting the right selection of information into an order that draws the consumer in – not shutting him/her out. I believe that anything that is technology driven is doomed to be creatively crippled. 

Mobile & Broadcast – need each other.

Few public or commercial companies have really studied the information needs of the audiences they are trying to serve, and forget about the vast differences in cost between mobile and fixed. 

The mobile phone system as it stands now is the worst system of a broadcasting a message you can imagine. It will always break down in times of crisis, natural or man-made. It just wasn’t designed for one to many distribution. Governments would be crazy to rely on it. I’m glad too that companies like KPN have realized they are a mobile billing agency. Just as (I hope) they didn’t monitor the content of my calls, I don’t want them to get anywhere near content production. If I want news, I don’t immediately associate that with any phone company or access provider. Broadcasting, on the other hand, is infinitely scalable – all the costs of production & distribution are made for the first user. It costs nothing to add more. 

So, in South Korea, pioneers have just shown prototypes of new mobile phones equipped with what’s called DMB, digital multimedia broadcasting. They have concluded that (with the exception of Scandinavia and the UK) digital radio or DAB, in its current form is having trouble getting off the ground. The Koreans are doing to use DAB to provide data as well as streaming audio services through what we would regard as broadcast radio systems.

On the TV side, there have been enormous surprises. Digital satellite TV in the UK is a success. An attempt to run terrestrial TV services commercially almost destroyed commercial TV channels in the ITV networks. All people can remember of ITV-digital was the money cartoon character, who’s just been revived from the dead in time for this Xmas sales rush. However, Freeview, the digital TV system that rose from the ashes of the commercial disaster, has just over 1.8 million subscribers paying a one-time fee of 128 euro. I’m curious to see what happens to Digitenna in Holland, the only example left with of a commercial digital terrestrial television network relying on subscription.

The BBC Gorilla

Holland is not the only country questioning certain costs run up by its public broadcaster. In the UK today, the Guardian newspaper reports the BBC has "broken a catalogue of promises", spending 160 million Euro a year on its internet services instead of an agreed 37million budget. Yet that is still only a fraction of the 4 billion Euro the Beeb gets each year for its domestic media operations. Holland couldn’t afford the “BBC Model”, even if it wanted to. The Channel 4 approach is a better solution.
Major commercial rivals including News International, the Telegraph, the Mail group and the Guardian have called on the UK government to make twelve key changes to the BBC's Internet operations.  They say the BBC has strayed from its own public service remit, and has damaged the delivery of consumer choice. The group also suggests the BBC should link to its commercial rivals' services instead of trying to replicate them, and the corporation should list all of its online activities separately in its annual report and accounts. The BBC charter is up for renewal in 2006.

In other news today:

· Vietnam put all its TV services on-line, targeted at expats living abroad. Many expat communities are sending more money “home” than the same countries receive in development aid. It makes sound economic sense to keep in touch.

· There has been widespread outrage at the dismissal of the editor of the New Straits Times, an influential newspaper in Malaysia. Abdullah Ahmad was dismissed last week after the intervention of the Malaysian Prime Minister because of what he’d written about the policies of Saudi Arabia. The Saudi government is always quick to act in trying to suppress any stories that are negative; they have done the same in Lebanon several times. Likewise, the Paris based “Reporters without Borders” organization is urging a media boycott of the 2008 Olympic Games because of the “Great Firewall of China”. Don’t rely on Chinese government media to give accurate information when the SARS outbreak returns. 

· There was a daring robbery in Siliguri, India this morning when thieves broke into a heavily guarded transmitter site and left with essential bits of a 200 kw transmitter. Even more daring because bits of the transmitter were working at 22 000 volts at the time. Radio in India is tight controlled by the government, in contrast to TV and new media. Radio is doing very badly, commercial stations are trying to survive under crippling legislation. No news can be broadcast on the commercial stations and the spectrum fee is way over the top. There is a recent joke as to why India is becoming the call centre and IT software capital of Asia, indeed the world. That’s because India never set up a government department to try and run it.

· TIVO, one of the companies that make personal video recorders announced its revenues were up by 73%, its now got 1.3 million subscribers, and will have 2.5 million by this time next year. This is course is peanuts compared to ordinary TV. In the UK, the Sky digital+ system is still only used by under 10% of its customers. So we may have the equipment to download and store the whole world – where is the time to watch it all? 

· On the other hand, Endemol is making one third of its revenue from the Interactive services and merchandising deals it makes on the music events like Fame Academy and Big Brother. A lot of it is premium-rate voting with SMS.

· Finally news from a meeting of news journalists in Hungary and some comments on a survey done on the reporting done in the UK during the military conflict in Iraq.  The study found that television reports produced by embedded correspondents during the war in Iraq gave a "sanitised" picture of war. The research, covering 1,500 individual reports, showed that the BBC, like most other British broadcasters, tended towards "pro-war assumptions". The least pro-war British broadcaster so far has been commercial Channel 4. UK media does not show the bodies of dead British servicemen. 

There is nothing wrong with the aims of commercial media. But societies, like the US, where public broadcasting has been reduced to a minority role financed by “begathons” is having a profound effect on the ability of US citizens to think out of the box. The success of XMRadio (satellite radio) is due to the fact that the public is fed up with the cheap, bland, networked commercial programming that has taken the fun out of radio listening. XM has adopted live programming, with presenters who seem to care again about the music and information they are sharing.

Public broadcasting in Europe is chasing the wrong set of figures. It needs to abandon the general viewers number and define sectors society it wants to reach (not the same thing). It needs to show these groups are being reached. By listening to the needs of these sectors of society, programmes that entertain as well as inform, still have a huge chance of building trusted brands. Trying to do good public work and reach “40% market share” as being suggested in Holland right now is a recipe for disaster. It is truly Mission Impossible. 
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