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80   Babbling Brooks

– The Last Word from Gerry Brooks

BABBLING Brooks

competition for viewers is going to move from intense 
to insane.

This means the traditional commercial TV station is 
going to be hard pressed to deliver the mass-market 
audiences they’ve enjoyed for so long. The new 
reach is going to be niche. It’s going to have a great 
impact on revenue streams, all downwards. This in 
turn will also put pressure on the amount of money 
available to spend on new programming. 

Foxtel’s chief, Kim Williams relishes the opportunities 
these changing viewership patterns will bring to the 
market place. He sees it as a great opportunity for 
creative experimentation in programmes. But the 
subscription service he’s got available is a ready-
made advantage. He can go to his viewers directly, 
offering a smorgasbord of extra services for little extra 
fees, with every expectation that enough people 
across the board will pick and choose – and be 
willing to pay. 

With all this about to overtake commercial TV 
stations, it may be that their only saviour will be 
“democracy” aka the political process. If the US 
example is anything to go by, the advertising spend 
from governments and political parties, is set to be an 
ever-increasing factor in modern life – especially on 
TV and radio.

Then again, as all these new technologies help 
to diversify delivery platforms and multiply interactive 
programming possibilities, it opens up a new 
dimension for targeted audiences. What we’ll see 
is maybe lower viewers per topic, but all with much 
higher value for specific reach and response. Who 
knows, with that kind of flexibility, TV advertisers may 
well move from mass-market mania and start to target 
their dollars more discriminately as well. 

This brings us back to my start point. Content. The 
more choice there is, the critical it is to have material 
that catches the viewer’s eye – and holds it, intrigues 
it, involves it, inveigles it to stay – and pay. In short 
– sport might work short-term, but not tiddlywinks 
24/7.

Quality programming doesn’t have to be expensive, 
but it certainly does have to be creative. “West Wing” 
was both – and it’s paid off handsomely. Perhaps I 
should just vote for Matt Santos!

Gerry Brooks is an Independent Consultant. You 
can reach him via email at gerry.brooks@gmail.com

Well, I’m confused. I went along to 
my local school to vote in the recent NSW Local 
Government elections. But there was no sign of 
Barrack Obama’s name or John McCain, Sarah 
Palin or even Hilary Clinton! I had to settle for a local 
version of Angela Merkel… er, she’s Greens isn’t she? 
Or is it just that the Channel I’m watching is obsessed 
with the USA election? 

All of which got me thinking about Content.
Next year, all the free-to-air stations will at last 

be allowed to do multicasting, thereby introducing 
another SD digital channel to their current offerings. 
This change will affect the commercial broadcasters 
significantly, while the ABC and SBS have been 
doing it for some time. For example – the recent split 
into ABC-1 and ABC-2.

Now comes the Big Question: what programming 
we will see on these extra channels. If they’re going 
to be operating 24 hours per day, they’ll need access 
to a very large store of on-air material for feeding out 
to viewers every week. And this will be an audience 
that’s invested in digital-era equipment, and expecting 
a similar standard in what they’re watching. Re-runs 
of James Cagney or Bette Davis really won’t do.

So, will we see more Australian programming, 
more sport and quiz shows? More morning talk-fests 
ad infinitum? Maybe more reality or even DIY project 
themes? Perhaps multiples of more in children’s 
programming? Each one is a big question-mark - and 
the answers will depend on what approach operators 
take to (guess what!) budgets.

I foresee the need for a radical rethink about 
funding models because this new content, especially 
quality content, is going to cost heaps. It’ll either be 
very expensive to make, or costly to buy in a sellers’ 
market with competitive channels all clamouring for 
their share. 

Remember too, this change means commercial 
channels will also be competing more directly with 
subscription TV Channels. Right now, it’s estimated 
that Foxtel, the main PAY-TV provider, has about 
20% audience share, but only attracts about 7% of 
the advertising revenue. SBS is also competing for 
a share of this pie – with limited success. Adding 
more channels into the mix is going to complicate 
the scene no end – especially in times of financial 
crisis, with global ad-spend tipped for some major 

Vote 1 

Freedom of Choice!

>>  >> Your selection sir!

belt-tightening.
To date, the free-to-air’s have hinted that more 

sports programming can be provided. More hours 
and/or more sports – no doubt all the way to 
tiddlywinks tournaments in Tidbinbilla. Quick, cheap 
actuality coverage with action replay galore to fill 
up those endless hours. Sounds easy, but there are 
consequences.

These include technical issues of available 
bandwidth and what sort of sharing the various 
programmes will pull out of the available data rate 
of around 20Megabits per second (Mbps). Statistical 
multiplexing, which shares bits around the programme 
services depending upon their need, will obviously 
be working overtime, but sports programming will try 
to take a large share of that pool, along with HDTV. 

The dilemma for the commercial TV stations is 
today’s diversification of the viewer marketplace. It 
demands content diversity to match. Some years ago, 
it was suggested that PAY-TV would be doing well 
to get 10% share of the viewers, but it has already 
doubled that figure. Certainly they are spending a 
large amount of money on local programming and 
maybe outspending the other channels, including the 
ABC.

But with at least an extra 3 digital channels (some 
predict a total of 15 SD channels being available 
free-to-air) the viewer-per-programme scores must 
decline – even if overall viewing expands. Now 
add vod-casting, IP Broadcasting and other Internet 
services into the mix. As these become available, 
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