FREE-TO-AIR LISTED EVENTS REVIEW

7TH MEETING OF THE ADVISORY PANEL

7 JULY, DCMS, 9.30 AM

Those present:

David Davies (Chairman)

Michael Pescod

Colin Jackson

Chris Gratton

Secretariat

Tony Dyer

David Patterson

1.
Apologies

Dougie Donnelly

Angus Fraser

Penny Hughes

Eamonn Holmes

Nick Pollard

2.
Changes in declarations of interest

None.

3.
Minutes of 6th Panel Meeting on 7 June and matters arising

The minutes were approved. 
The Chairman informed the meeting that ESPN would not be attending as planned, and an e-mail and background information provided by ESPN was circulated (Action: Secretariat to circulate to Panel members not present).  
The Chairman confirmed that he had written to broadcasters seeking trend data on hours of broadcast sports coverage as agreed at the last meeting – copies of the letters had already been circulated to Panel members.
4.
Presentation by Setanta
Setanta was represented by Trevor East and Simon Green

The Chairman opened by noting that the reasons for Setanta’s demise were not a matter for the review, but that the Panel was interested in the broader issues around the market for broadcast sports rights and would be interested in Setanta’s views on the current listing arrangements.

The following main points were made in discussion:

· the world had changed greatly in the past 11 years. Sky was now part of the broadcasting establishment and had shed its bunker mentality. Likewise there were far fewer people who objected to paying for premium channels. Sky had done a fantastic job in sports broadcasting;

· the main pressures for extending listing came from a diminishing group of older viewers who wanted England home Test matches back on free-to air television.  However, overseas tests were now available on Sky where they had never been available on free-to-air television; and the BBC did not want Test match cricket;
· Pay TV and multi-channel viewing were now the norm and particularly for young people – a fact borne out by the viewing figures for BBC, IT, C4 and C5;

· The time was not yet right to sweep the listing arrangements away in their entirety, but the review should acknowledge these shifts and start the process;

· National resonance was an extremely difficult concept;

· For example, rugby union and rugby league only had audiences because of Sky and its investment. And why should the whole of the Olympics, World Cup and European Championships be listed? The UK was out of step with other countries who got a better balance. The Derby was unable even to find a sponsor;

· Conversely some events on the group B list could be promoted to group A – the Open Championship, for example, as the R&A would never sell the rights to anyone other than the BBC; and the Commonwealth Games, which were generally of no interest to broadcasters;

· As for the BBC’s role it was not right that they were not supporting  other  sports – for example, minority sports in the run-up to the summer Olympics - whilst managing to spend £40m a year on Formula 1, which was a highly commercially successful product;

· The argument that lower social groups could not afford premium sports channels was also heavily flawed. Most had or had access to it, and it was one of the last things to go when discretionary spending came under pressure;

· So the Panel should abolish the Group B list, and reduce the number of events on the Group A list;

· This was all the more essential as governing bodies of sport were concerned about the future direction of commercial revenues;

· People watch what they want, and will find a way of getting it – legally or illegally. Putting cricket on the BBC won’t make more people – let alone young people – watch it;

· Sky would be in the market for listed events – particularly football events – and also for any events that might be partially de-listed;
· In the immediate future the demise of Setanta was good news for Sky. ESPN would probably be a benign partner for Sky, which would have the effect of driving down the cost of rights to the benefit of both in the future;

· The licence fee would inevitably come under pressure as changes in consumer practice continued;

· The listing of the Olympics, World Cup and European Championships in their entirety created an uneven playing field that allowed the BBC and ITV to dictate price. The BBC did not properly cover the Olympic football tournament, and Sky could take on sports that the BBC could not do justice to – there was over 5000 hours of Olympic broadcast feed;

· Where football was listed it should apply only to home matches. To list away matches deprived poor national football associations of crucial income;

· Listing primarily benefited the BBC;

· The existence of the Group B list damaged the value of rights: broadcasters would pay more for exclusivity;

· Sports rights holders should be free to raise as much money as they could: it was for others to ensure that money was properly invested in the development of the sport globally;
· Total spending on sports rights will not go up. But football will increase its share at the expense of other sports;

· The only way to stimulate competition for rights is to abolish listing.

5.
Presentation by MCC

The MCC was represented by Keith Bradshaw and Peter Leaver.

The following main points were made in discussion:

· the MCC was not a rights holder;
· access to Test match cricket on free-to-air television greatly exercised MCC members, who were particularly worried that people – and young people in particular – were missing out because they could not, as opposed to would not, pay for premium sports channels;

· Their concerns had been confirmed by an e-mail exchange with a cricket coaching school – because of the way in which cricket is played in schools, youngsters coming to coaching schemes didn’t know that two batsmen played were at the wicket at the same time because they had never seen a real game of cricket;

· The MCC had therefore set up a Working Party to look at the issue and a copy of its report was given to the Panel (Action: Secretariat to circulate to Panel members not present);

· As a result the MCC discussed with the ECB a number of possibilities that would have increased the 27 packages on offer to broadcasters to incorporate a degree of free-to-air coverage of Test match, one-day and T20 cricket. But the ECB still proceeded on the basis of the same 27 packages in selling the rights last time round;
· The MCC stressed it had no animus against Sky, which had done a great job in broadcasting cricket. Its concern was the ECB’s broadcast rights policy and the question of access, and its view was that the ECB had not achieved the right balance between exposure and commercial exploitation;

· The MCC also had concerns about the impact of the way in which the ECB spends its commercial revenue.  The MCC – which does not have a county cricket team – does not share in the broadcasting revenues. It therefore has to cover the costs of Lords Test matches from earned income. This means that ticket prices rise and fewer people see cricket either at Lords itself or on TV;

· The Home Ashes series is always an event of national resonance. Series against South Africa, India and Pakistan are important, but do not have that iconic status;
· The MCC believed that terrestrial broadcasters would still be interested if the price was right, especially as there was a greater number of channels that overcame traditional scheduling difficulties;

· The MCC did not dispute the ECB’s participation figures, but did not think that the growth was down to the ECB alone. The MCC and others did an awful lot to increase children’s participation;
· Highlights appeared not to be an adequate substitute for live coverage. They worked for football, but not for cricket;

· To understand which business model works best for cricket one would need to undertake a comparative study of Australia – with free- to- air cricket and coaching schemes – with England – no free-to-air cricket and coaching;

· T20 is now the entry level for young people. Middlesex played the Rajasthan Royals at Lords the night before, attracting a crowd of 22,000. The match was broadcast live to India and (accidentally so) here in the UK because the ECB had not read the paperwork. Such matches are for the good of the game, but generally the ECB’s approach under the Staging Agreement is to make things as hard as possible – games must be for charity and use ECB approved broadcasters.
· Overall, the MCC’s key message was that greater flexibility was needed when the ECB put together broadcast rights packages so that some cricket remained available on free-to-air television.

6.
 Presentation by Channel 4

Channel 4 was represented by Kevin Lygo and Daniel Dyball.

The following main points were made in discussion:

· C4 was in favour of the listed events regime. It was in the longer-term interest of sport; and was good for viewers too:

· Its preferred option was the status quo;

· The Ashes series and how it fared on pay television was something of a test-case for the review;

· C4 had not been able to match Sky on price. It had broadcast cricket at a loss, taking into account the costs of the rights themselves, production costs, and the opportunity cost of other commercial options for the schedule;

· Securing the rights to  England’s home Test matches had been a piece of pure counter-intuitive C4 opportunism. It had never been a commercially-driven decision but it livened up summer schedules

· And in the case of series involving the West Indies, India and Pakistan, C4 would also mesh with a wider multi-cultural offering which served its wider public service broadcasting remit and brought in new audiences;
· The juxtaposition of cricket and Big Brother had also been  commercially very valuable to C4;

· C4 was glad to have done it, and tried to share the 2006-09 rights with Sky but the ECB went with Sky. C4 did not bid for the current rights.

· There was no doubt however that cricket was now much less in the public consciousness;

· C4 felt a little let down by the ECB as it did a lot for cricket. They were not precious about that, but the ECB went for the money because of the need to support a financially ailing county cricket structure;

· Cricket highlights were good, but were difficult for C4 because of the 7pm news slot. But generally live was everything for broadcasters;
· C4’s overall programming budget was small and reducing. Everything came down to cost. They were still bidding selectively and opportunistically for events, but at very low financial levels;

· Digital switchover might increase the number of qualifying free-to-air channels theoretically able to bid for listed events but they would be small and have small budgets. The greater value was probably in having the additional scope to schedule live events away from the main channels eg on BBC3 and BBC4;

· Group A and B events should remain unchanged. If Group B events were abolished there would be fewer highlights free-to-air as Sky would demand exclusivity;

· There was also still public value in highlights;
· There were still those who could not pay for premium sports channels, and listing served an important public policy objective;

· C4 did not expect the value of rights to go down;

· The effect of Setanta’s demise on Sky was probably broadly neutral. In the longer term competition for rights between ESPN and Sky could however drive the costs of sports rights up. 

7.
Presentation on quantitative research by BMRB
Sue Clegg, Ben Hewitson, Rebecca Hamlyn and Michael Potter attended for BMRB.

The Panel had received at its previous meeting the results of the qualitative stage of the research conducted BMRB, and had approved the questions for the next, quantitative, stage. 

The Panel now received with approval a presentation on the key findings of the quantitative research phase (Action: Secretariat to circulate to Panel members not present).

BMRB will now submit by the end of the consultation period a report that synthesises the results of their research.
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