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Good morning.  Let me start by saying the following views are my own and not Ofcom’s.

Public Service Broadcasting is a societal act. I suspect that you can measure a civilization by the amount of public information it creates. I passionately believe in Public Service Broadcasting, but I also know that to exist, survive and thrive, Public Service Broadcasting has to keep reinventing itself for each era.

Monasteries and scriptoria were acts of Public Service Broadcasting. The Lending Library movement and the great museums of the 19th Century were acts of Public Service Broadcasting. In the 20th Century, in the guise of the BBC and other broadcasters, we had true Public Service Broadcasting.

Public Service Broadcasting has created major institutions of public service provision.  But we must remember it is the fate of every institution to meet its Martin Luther.

The Catholic Church could have defeated Luther but it could not defeat the combination of Luther and the new technology of the printing press. The printing press was to the Catholic Church what multi-channel television is proving to be to today’s institutional public broadcasters. 
The Music Hall met its Luther in the guise of The Cinema and Television.

The British Motorcycle Industry met its Luther in the guise of Soichiro Honda.

The most powerful telephone company in the world, Bell Telephone, met its Luther in the guise of Judge Green, who broke it up in the 80s, and last week the final part of Bell - AT&T - was gobbled up: an unthinkable thought in the first seventy years of the last Century.

Great institutions produce glories for us all, but they survive in direct proportion to their ability to maintain their relevance.

Christianity has survived two thousand years but the institutions that represent it have come and gone, changed and reinvented themselves for each era.  

The Medieval Catholic Church in Britain inspired architectural marvels.  With the Reformation we would not see their like again.  But the reformed Protestant Church, with its many fragmentations, may not have given us quite such splendid cathedrals, but it gave us other glories, a permission to question hierarchies, as well as helping the creation of modern capitalism, and being the midwife of British Socialism, while encouraging democracy and freedom of speech.  

So different eras produce different economics, and different glories, and this is the issue Public Service Broadcasting is facing as it moves out of it cathedral age, and contemplates what form it should take to be relevant to a mass information age.

I am not dealing in metaphor here but making the point that all institutions change: for institutions, change is never voluntary and it is always driven by forces beyond their control.

So the BBC, as we have known it, has at least a good ten    

Years left; it may have 30 years left, I don’t know, but I do believe we should be asking if the BBC was a Reithian act for the 20th Century.  What is a Reithian act for the 21st Century? 

What is driving the change in broadcasting is the changing economics wrought by new technology.  The key to analysing what is happening in television is simple: it involves one principle, and one question. 

The principle is there is no such thing as technology, there is only an ever-falling cost line. 

The question is what does the world look like if the device we have in our hands today is half the price tomorrow and half the price again the day after? How does a falling cost line change the world?

So if 1920’s refrigerators had stayed at the same price in today’s money of about £4000, the fridge would have had a limited affect on our own lives.  Bring the cost of the fridge down to under £200 where every one has one, and this creates the weekly shop, the rise of the supermarket, and a real fall in food costs, and a fundamental underpinning of modern life.

So as prices fall you get major societal change.  So the question you have to ask on television is what happens at each fall in price?  Television sets now cost under £100, DVD players £25. Freeview boxes were £100, now £50 and falling. The question you have to ask is what does the world look like when broadband is so cheap every home has it; that hard drive storage is so cheap it is bundled into every set? 

Falling costs have enabled new channels to spring up. In the 90s it cost £4 million per annum to transmit to the home on satellite; it now costs under £500,000. Thus it gets cheaper to start new channels and every new channel is an ant at the picnic of traditional British broadcasting.  

The falling cost of technology changes the nature of programme content. Channel Four’s ‘Big Brother’ only exists because of the falling cost of cameras: you could not have made ‘Big Brother’ in 1949 when the eponymous book was written because television cameras were expensive and cumbersome.

This is a force you can’t fight.  As television distribution and reception gets ever cheaper you have more television signals, audiences fragment, and it gets harder to maintain a monolith like the BBC.  The BBC exists in direct proportion to its use: as long as most of us use it we get to keep it. If audience share - as more of us watch and use alternative services – falls, the harder it will be to sustain the BBC.  

These arguments are often accused of being techno deterministic, as they seem to imply we have no choice but to accept this fate. That’s wrong: we do have choice. But the choice is how do you harness and ride these economic forces for your own ends? The one choice you don’t have is to ignore them. 

Now Jocelyn Hay quite reasonably asks, “Can’t we slow this rate of change down?” 

You can’t, for a simple, mathematical reason. Moore’s Law is driving the underlying change in television.

Gordon Moore, one of the founders of the integrated chip-producing firm Intel, said back in 1969 that the density of transistors on a given integrated circuit would keep doubling every 18 months for at least the next 15 years. 36 years later, in 2005, we are still doubling the density of transistors. It has slowed to a doubling every two years, but it is predicted that this doubling will keep going for at least another 20 years. In 1970 you could get 1000 transistors on an integrated circuit: by the end of 2005 it will be a billion transistors on an integrated circuit. 

This is the grains of rice on a chess board phenomena: the early ones – two, four, eight - don’t make a lot of difference, but this is a true exponential curve and doubling of capacity can be seen as a halving in cost and it is also a physical acceleration of change. That’s why you can’t slow it down. Because we all demand the benefit of constant falling costs.

For example, it means that nearly every one of you has an electronic device that take pictures, video, stores music, sends written messages, pulls down information, plays video games and you can talk to people on it - its a mobile phone - and nearly every one of you in this room has one.  90% of the population has a mobile phone - 45 million handsets out there.

If you buy cheap food from supermarkets, or take a cheap airplane flight, you are benefiting from increased computer power; a new hearing aid, a new drug, a cheaper car, and a new washing machine, and at each purchase you are all signing a pact with the devil that says you are contributing to this economic force. You can’t have those things and isolate television from that force.

So the cathedral-like Public Service Broadcasting of yesteryear that produced Civilization, The Ascent of Man, programmes like Your Life in their Hands, Tomorrow’s World, Arena; in fact all programmes that were created under the auspice of my father when he was at the BBC, start to change into new forms of Public Service Broadcasting.

Of course as a society you can elect to have any Public Service Broadcasting that the citizen is prepared to pay for.  But there are some questions you need to ask. Who is this public broadcasting for?  

If everyone has a mobile phone capable of receiving video from the internet, as you all will have in ten years, what form does Public Service Broadcasting take on that? If every child has access to a network connected games platform, as is beginning to happen in South Korea, what form does Public Service Broadcasting take on that?  

If Museums can digitise their collections and put them out on broadband is this not a new Public Service Broadcasting that needs to be encouraged?

You start to see the rise of single issue Public Service Broadcasting like Teachers TV that launched last week.

This is the point, that this new technology allows new forms of important Public Service Broadcasting. 

Regional ITV news has always fallen between local and national, as the regions are a historic anachronism based on the reach of 1950s transmitters. There is no reason why each city should not be able to produce and sustain its own local news, and to encourage this would be an act of useful Public Service Broadcasting. 

Maybe what we need tomorrow is high quality, truly local news from our licence fee instead of publicly funded general entertainment?

In this world of new PSB the rise of cheap storage on PVR (Sky Plus) means that continuous streams of Public Service Broadcasting are not necessary, as you move to an on-demand world.  You pull down the public service programme at the time most convenient to you.

This leads to another point. As fragmentation and hard drive storage increases, advertising is going to be harder to sustain for ITV and Channel Four. The underlying pressure over the next ten years will be the rise of 

on-demand revenues. 

Today this is being driven by music services like Napster and Apple’s iTunes, where you can download music tracks from the internet for 79 pence per tune. These downloads are now outselling traditional physical singles. The point being that music is always the first into a new, digital, economic model, and where music goes television always follows. So Video on Demand or downloading TV programmes will become an important economic reality.  If ITV can make additional money to compensate for falling ad revenues, by Video on Demand and selling programmes, i.e. Coronation Street, for a premium before they go out on free-to-air, they will.

If you doubt this downloading phenomenon, then you can already access BBC radio programmes on-demand from a central server and, last December, the BBC streamed and downloaded 6 million programmes out across the Internet to listeners’ computers.

In this world the real problem is how do you find good programming? Maybe what we need is a public service electronic programme guide that helps you find public service material and this should be available on every distribution platform.

In this world what few politicians understand, as economics are a bit hard for them, is that you can’t keep the preserved events of the FA Cup and the Wimbledon Finals on free-to-air for ever, as there is no legislation capable of corralling the talent. In other words, as Video on Demand changes the economics of sports events it will also change where the talent plays and who gets to watch them.

The usual reaction to this is to say that we must control the technology and not let the technology control us. This is a flat earth statement, uttered by the technologically illiterate: you can’t control the changes wrought by a one billion transistor chip going to a 2 billion transistor chip.  

The other ghastly truth is that if you don’t have Sky Plus, a mobile phone, don’t use the Internet, and you are still receiving television as an off-air, five channel, analogue signal, you are as relevant to the future of this debate as a telex machine in a world of e-mail.

Nowhere have I said that change is good, but we can’t preserve Public Service Broadcasting in aspic, nor should we. What we can do is keep reinventing PSB, so that it is relevant, and desired. The question we should be asking after the Catholicism of 80 years of institutional Public Service Broadcasting is, “What in this new technology world does Reformation Public Service Broadcasting look like, and how do we help create a new and different, but equally important, form of Public Service Broadcasting?”
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