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Giving the Viewers a Go
It is su rely  only for the delivery  o f  

p ro g ra m m in g  th a t p a y  T V  ex ists . I f  
it does not p ro v id e  the p ro g ra m ­
m ing th a t its  custom ers w a n t, it 
w ill fail.

This sta tem en t m ight sound  like  
the m ost ob viou s truism , but as its  
author p o in ts out, ‘[t]he m ajor e l­
em ent o f  pay  TV w h ich  has r e ­
ce ived  very  little  con sid eration  is  
w ithout doubt its  m ost im portant 
- programming*.

The speaker was consultant and 
former Ministerial staffer (to Tony 
Staley) Dick Rowe, whose paper at the 
Technology Training Corporation 
(TTC) conference took a provocative 
look at the conventional wisdom about 
the kinds of programs that would ‘work’ 
on pay TV.

A research study in which Rowe 
was involved last year asked people 
what they wanted from a pay TV serv­
ice. One overall requirement, he said, 
was consistently emphasised: what 
people expected from a television serv­
ice they were paying for was a rela­
tively high level of quality. When this 
response was explored further, the fol­
lowing conclusions emerged:

‘Quality’ programming will:
• be different to what is already avail­

able on television, and will there­
fore offer the subscriber a choice 
not available to non-subscribers;

• not suffer from the practice of coun­
ter programming (programming 
like against like) which is a major 
source of dissatisfaction with exist­
ing television, and will therefore 
offer diversity of choice rather than 
a choice of similar alternatives;

• meet subscribers’ specific interests 
by providing programs which are of 
direct re levan ce  to subscribers, 
rather than programs directed at 
the widest possible market.

Rowe believes that all three of these 
elements should be present in pay TV 
programming. In his experience, how­

ever, very few intending pay TV pro­
viders have any real grasp of what will 
meet any one of these requirements.

Radical Approach
The concept of‘theme channels’ in the 
context of existing pay TV involves 
extracting from free-to-air television 
services the program categories which 
are of greatest audience appeal and 
producing them as complete channels 
on the pay TV system. The result is 
what Rowe calls ‘vertical channels’, 
comprising a complete day’s program­
ming within each subject area.

Rowe proposes an alternative pro- 
grammingapproach which hebelieves 
would meet consumer requirements, 
an approach which is as much one of 
structure as of content. It presents 
material which ‘goes beyond the limi­
tations of what is expected of the tel­
evision medium’, and also does so in a 
way which is different from the stand­
ard pay TV format.

Essentially, it involves turning the 
‘vertical’ channels through ninety de­
grees to create ‘horizontal’ channels, 
each composed of different program 
elements designed to appeal to par­
ticular groups of subscribers. A sam­
ple day’s programming is shown in the 
schedule on p .ll. Rowe emphasises

that this is a suggestion and not a 
paradigm, intended to exemplify the 
eclectic nature of TV programming 
and to meet the demonstrated audi­
ence desire for choice, diversity and 
relevance.

Rowe told C U  that he had found 
little interest in this radical approach 
among aspiring operators, who seem 
content to assume that overseas expe­
rience will provide the basis for pay TV 
programming in Australia. This ig­
nores, however, substantial differences 
in the Australian market such as the 
existence of a strong television system 
comprising diverse elements, and the 
exceptionally longstanding and wide­
spread use of video hire as a form of 
pay TV in Australia.

After waiting so long for pay TV, 
Australia has the opportunity to do 
something different, Rowe believes. 
Because of the point at which we are 
entering the pay TV market, the area 
of pay-per-view is one which will play 
a much greater role in Australian pay 
TV than has been the case elsewhere, 
Rowe says. ‘Rather than the standard 
pay-per-view fare of boxing champion­
ships, however, this form of pay TV in 
Australia will have the potential to 
bringhome abroad range of entertain­
ment and information’. Rowe consid­
ers it essential that all systems of pay 
TV in Australia should be planned so 
as to incorporate pay-per-view. □
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How Pay TV Could Look
The following program schedule is an alternative approach to pay TV programming proposed by consultant Richard Rowe. It 
covers one day on a pay TV system with five channels, programmed to attract different target audiences at different times of 
the day.

M onday 1 2 3 4 5

09:00
Live co ve ra g e : 

fina l round o f 
in te rn a tio n a l 
g o lf

P ro sp e c ts :

W h a t’s on in 
p o lit ics , b u s in e s s  
a rts , e tc

M o v ie : 

S to rm  B o y

A u stra lia n  

s e g m e n t o f th e  
F inancia l N e w s  
N e tw ork

Age o f  R e a so n : 

th e  Jo h n  
Farnham  c o n ce rt

12:00
In te rv ie w : 
P e te r G a rre tt 
on the  
e n v iro n m e n t

M ovie :
S w e e tie

N a ture  W a tch : 
C o -p ro d u c e d  by 
N H K  o f Ja p a n  
and  T V O n t.

Ja g  v s  M e rc e d e s : 
a m o to rin g  o r 
in v e s tm e n t 
d e c is io n

O ff C a m p u s  
F ra n ce  in w o rd s  
and  m us ic

15:00
M o vie :
M id n ig h t C o w b o y

D ista n t S e a ts : 
A D o l l ’s  H o u s e  
from  B e lvo ir 
S tre e t Th ea tre  
(p a y per v iew )

1 9 8 9  W orld  
S u rf C irc u it

O s c a r  P e te rse n  
in C o n c e rt

Th e  A rt and 
S c ie n c e  o f the 
A rc h ite c t

18:00
Do It Y o u rs e lf: 
H ow  to program  
yo u r PC

C o ve ra g e  o f the 
C o n te m p o ra ry  
Art Fair from  
the  Royal 
Exh ib itio n  B ldg 

M e lb o u rn e

An In s id e  Look  
at In d u stry : 
the  m aking  of 
p a p e r

Th e  India o f 
S a lm a n  R u sh d ie : 
from  the  D is c o v e ry  
C h a n n e l

V irg in ia  S lim s
In te rn a tio n a l
T e n n is

Big Holes Gaping in BS Act
The Federal Court recen tly  rejected  an application  
by the C om m unications Law Centre to take part in 
the proceed ings brought by Steve C osser against the  
decision by M inister for Com m unications Bob Collins 
to bar the use o f MDS for pay TV. The court also  
ordered the Centre to pay C o sse ts  costs.

The CLC wanted to represent the interest of Australian 
TV viewers in the action. The Court found however that no 
matter how well intentioned and useful the Centre’s role 
may be in presenting a broader perspective and a more 
neutral focus than the other parties, its participation was 
‘not necessary’ to the determination of the issues before the 
court.

Acting Director of the CLC, Michelle McAuslan, said 
that the Court’s decision marked a return to the bad old 
days of broadcasting regulation where interested persons 
or groups - other than station licensees - had little or no 
chance of being heard in the resolution of broadcasting 
disputes. ‘The Centre is particularly concerned to ensure 
that the ABA carries out its functions independently of 
government interference and in the public interest’, Ms 
McAuslan said.

Although the Centre is grateful that Steve Cosser has 
waived the payment of costs, the fundamental problem of

lack of public process in the Broadcasting Services Act 
remains, she said.

The Centre has now written to the Minister seeking 
amendment to the Act to make it adequately reflect the 
Government’s stated commitment to take account of the 
public interest in broadcasting decisions.

In the same letter, the Centre drew the Minister’s 
attention to the seven month period that has elapsed since 
it first sought information from the ABA on licensees’ 
compliance with the advertising time standard, to assist 
the Centre in making submissions on the FACTS draft 
codes of practice.

During the drafting of the Act, DOTAC had told the 
Centre that such information could be obtained under 
Freedom of Information legislation. In practice, the Centre 
has found that the FOI Act is ‘wholly unsatisfactory’ as a 
means for the public to gain access to information.

The Centre called on the Government to implement 
regulations to:
• restore the previous ABT system of an open inquiry file;
• provide for all documents considered by the ABA to be 

publicly available;
• recognise the standing of any person to participate in 

ABA investigations and hearings. □
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