MEETING OF THE ADVISORY PANEL ON FREE-TO-AIR LISTED EVENTS

9 SEPTEMBER 2009 AT THE DEPARTMENT FOR CULTURE, MEDIA AND SPORT


Rugby Football League

The Rugby Football League was represented by Richard Lewis., Nigel Wood and Paul Kimberley.

The Chairman confirmed that, although the meeting was being held outside the formal consultation period, the Panel would take the RFL’s views into account in reaching its conclusions. The meeting had not taken place within the consultation period solely due to administrative issues which were not of the RFL’s making and which should not therefore prejudice the RFL’s position.

The following main points were made in discussion:

· The RFL was opposed to listing in principle. But if a list was to be maintained the RFL would want the Rugby League Challenge Cup Final to be a Group A listed event;

· Historically, the only substantive negotiations that had taken place were with the BBC. Both ITV and Five had shown interest in the past, but had not made any offers;

· It would be difficult to demonstrate any potential loss from the listing of the Challenge Cup Final. The income profile for its rights had stayed flat, although the BBC would have reduced its offer by some 75% - because of the clash with a number of other major sporting events - if the Final had not been moved from May to August several years back;

· Had that happened the Final could have migrated to another channel – but rugby league is clearly linked in the public mind with the BBC and Sky Sports;

· The Challenge Cup Final clearly had national resonance;

· The change from May to August had not impacted viewing figures, which were in the range of 1.2 to 2 million;

· The BBC would maintain its interest in the Final even if there was no list. Rugby League is important to the BBC, as was particularly evidenced by television ratings in the North West and Yorkshire – although rugby league’s reach was UK-wide;

· Sky would in those circumstances be interested in acquiring the rights to the Final – but Sky was broadly satisfied with its existing exposure to rugby league;

· Delisting the Final would be a massive blow to rugby league. It would diminish its position and profile amongst the major sports and the loss of status would affect the view that sponsors took;

· Rugby league was also in a much stronger position now then when the Final was first listed in 1998, especially in the South, East and Midlands, and any decision to change its Group A listing would be politically difficult for the Government; 

· Listing conveyed recognition as a major sport. The prestige that attached to Group A listing – with sponsors, the government, regional agencies - was extremely important and had a clear value to the sport;

· It also conveyed a sense of momentum, of rugby league being a sport that is moving forward and upward and created a virtuous circle of income, exposure and increased attendances;

· Broadcast rights accounted for around a quarter of the RFL’s income, and Government funding around a further quarter;

· If the listing regime was abandoned, the RFL would be content. But being singled out would convey negative messages about rugby league;

· The RFL saw the alternative to listing as the operation of a free market in broadcast rights, with maximum competition and each governing body deciding itself how best to strike the balance between income and exposure; and,

· Sports governing bodies can be relied, in striking that balance, to act in the broader public interest most of the time. But that might not always hold – for example if there was a significant premium for exclusivity that a governing body could not ignore in the best interests of developing its sport.
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