FREE-TO-AIR EVENTS REVIEW
Minutes of the 6th Meeting of the Advisory Panel

Held at DCMS at 1pm on 9 June 2009

Those present

Panel Members

David Davies (Chairman)

Chris Gratton

Michael Pescod

Colin Jackson

Eamonn Holmes

Penny Hughes

Angus Fraser

Secretariat

Tony Dyer

Simon White

David Patterson

1.
Apologies

Nick Pollard

Dougie Donnelly

2.
Changes in declarations of interest

None (Penny Hughes subsequently advised the Secretariat of an addition to her interests which presents no conflict.)

3.
Minutes of 5th Panel meeting on 18 May and matters arising

The draft minutes were approved subject to minor amendments (Action: Secretariat to circulate final agreed minutes, and to circulate the extract from Frontier Economic’s report showing who currently held the broadcast rights to listed events.)
The Panel expressed its continuing concern at the lack of ready, affordable and independent trend data relating to sports broadcasting. It was agreed that the Chairman should write to broadcasters to ask them to provide information (Action: Secretariat to draft for the Chairman.)
4.
Presentation by the International Rugby Board

Mike Miller and Susan Ahern attended for the International Rugby Board (IRB). The Chairman thanked the IRB for its letter of 20 May 2009 setting out its position.

The following main points were made in discussion:

· on the subject of listing the IRB accepted that there was a role for Government in determining the public interest;
· there was a wider debate in Europe at the moment on what constituted the public interest, and whether sport was simply a commercial activity or had wider social purposes that justified public intervention;

· all the home and international rugby unions were not-for-profit organisations which took their responsibilities for developing the game at all levels very seriously;

· Governments therefore needed to balance the public interest of viewers against the wider public benefits from a healthy sport able to encourage participation at all levels with the associated health and wider societal benefits;
· listing has an impact on the value of rights which in turn impacts on the ability of rugby to deliver participation and health outcomes. Since the first RWC in 1987 the IRB’s income had grown and the RWC now derived 97% of its income from it, reinvested globally to develop the sport;

· as a result formally registered player numbers had risen from 2m to 3m over the period; affiliated unions from 74 to 116; and over the current 4-year planning cycle £200m would go back into the game through a structure which supported rugby at all levels and sought to raise standards within the top 20 nations competing in the WRC to that of the leading nations;

· In France player numbers had, according to French Rugby Federation data, increased 34% following RWC 2007 and had been maintained at 28% since;

· The audience for the 2007 final between England and South Africa had been 62% - peak viewing of 16m, and 12.8m on average;

· the impact on income is greater from A-listing, where qualifying broadcasters faced no competition and bid the lowest necessary to secure the rights;

· competition was key to maximising the value of rights;
· the IRB had a lower global reach than football and the Olympics. Its top 5 markets were the UK, France, South Africa, New Zealand and Australia; with Japan and Italy next following;

· 40% of its non-ticket income derived from the UK and France alone;

· The IRB seeks to get the optimum balance of  income and exposure market by market;

· The UK is a sophisticated TV market with considerable penetration of TV in homes, pubs and clubs which may have added to the growth of rugby’s popularity;

· the IRB had been able to strike a balance in the UK which maximised both income and exposure;;
· The IRB estimated that its current income of 20% from the UK market would continue to rise if the present listing arrangements were maintained;
· If the whole WRC was listed that increase would not happen. Competition would dry up and qualifying broadcasters would exploit the position;

· And there was no obvious reason why the public should expect to see all 48 matches and all 20 teams on free-to-air television. Not all could be said to be of national resonance;

· It was worth noting that, apart from RWC matches, there had been no free-to-air coverage in New Zealand of the national team for 10 years, although it was the leading one of only two countries where rugby union was the national game (the other being Wales);

· In an ideal world there would not, from the IRB’s perspective, be a listing process, leaving it entirely free to determine its own broadcasting rights policy;

· The IRB had a natural preference to remain with a free-to-air broadcaster provided that competition for rights was maintained in the market and it secured a good price for its rights;

· It did not expect to change its view, although if Pay TV penetration were to rise to 75% it would obviously need to think again. People were increasingly prepared to pay to watch sports with a lower global presence or which were of minority interest;

· Production quality and values were also a factor in the view it took;

· but given that a list does exist, the IRB is content with its current position, with the Final of the Rugby World Cup listed as an A event with all other matches on the B list;

· if there was any proposal to change the current position the IRB would want to be consulted. The Chairman assured the IRB that, if the Panel  made any such proposal to the Secretary of State, and if it were accepted, the Secretary of State was statutorily obliged to consult affected rights holders;

· on other issues, the IRB thought that the BBC did have a moral responsibility to show listed events in order to give sport the widest possible social reach. But the ethos at the BBC had changed, with ratings the key driver of broadcasting policy;
· the IRB also thought that technological advances and the range of ways in which people consumed media had diluted the concept of an event of national importance. Events were more likely now to be of importance to different, smaller, groups. Some events did still transcend, but the fragmentation of audiences meant viewing numbers would be smaller;

· highlights were important to the IRB in terms of exposure, but less so in terms of value. They were also important to the viewer when the RWC was held in a markedly different time zone. But generally, for the viewer,  live coverage is everything;

· the IRB recognised the position of disadvantaged social groups such as the elderly and housebound that cannot afford subscription TV. But the wider public interest had to be set against that;
· on data, the IRB said that it was extremely hard to get reliable data about viewing in pubs and clubs, on the internet and by mobile. It would however let the Panel have viewing figures for recent RWC tournaments.

The Chairman thanked the IRB for their views. The IRB subsequently advised the Secretariat that it would consider whether to make a further written submission, or to rest on its letter and oral evidence.

5.
Presentation by BMRB on qualitative and quantitative research
The Panel received a presentation from Sue Clegg, Ben Hewitson and Jennifer Greggs of the British Market Research Bureau on the progress of work so far.

The Panel noted with approval progress so far on the emerging qualitative conclusions from the focus group research. 

The Panel also discussed the proposed questions for the quantitative phase of the research. BMRB would circulate a fresh list reflecting the Panel’s views in the next 24 hours for approval,

BMRB also agreed to think, in the light of their work so far and the views they had received, about whether there was a form of words which better captured the difficult concept of national resonance.
(Action: Secretariat to schedule a final presentation for the Panel’s next meeting on 7 July.)
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