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The Audience Council Northern Ireland has been actively involved in the BBC Trust 
consultation on the Project Canvas IPTV proposals. It has already responded to the 
first phase of public consultation on behalf of local audiences. At this stage its advice 
to the Trust recognised the potential of Project Canvas to provide key audience 
benefits, particularly through the availability of programmes on demand through the 
television. However, the Audience Council also expressed some caution, particularly 
in areas of importance to the audience where it believed that more detailed 
information was required.  
 
The Audience Council therefore welcomes the provision of additional information 
from the BBC Executive, in response to a request from the BBC Trust. It has 
scrutinised this carefully on behalf of audiences and makes the following additional 
points in advice to the Trust :  
 
§ The Audience Council is concerned above all that the service and retail 

offering of Project Canvas will be distinctive and meet audience needs, and 
that this can be sustained over time.  

 
§ The Council notes that a number of devices offering some of the proposed 

benefits of Project Canvas are planned or already on the market.  For 
instance, it understands that Freeview manufacturers have announced an 
intention to integrate IPTV with Freeview under the next set of Freeview 
standards. The Audience Council recognises the need to evolve the Freeview 
offering, providing parity with pay TV and thus securing the future of 
subscription free Digital Terrestrial Television in the UK. However, it is 
important that Project Canvas, if approved, provides a distinctive offering to 
consumers and that licence fee payers’ money is not spent on something 
which would be provided in the marketplace anyway. The Audience Council 
asks the BBC Trust to ensure that the offering is distinctive and will provide 
value for money for licence fee payers. 

 
§ If the offering is not sufficiently distinctive and beneficial to audiences it would 

be better to invest in developing existing services, such as the iPlayer. The 
Audience Council notes the appetite for more content which is available for 
longer periods through the iPlayer.  
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§ It is important that consumers are not obliged to buy new set top boxes too 

frequently. The Audience Council notes that consumers will not at launch have 
a choice between a Freeview and Freesat set top box as Freesat is subject to 
a different approvals process.  

 

§ In its submission to the first stage of consultation the Audience Council noted 
that the £200 cost of a set top box was likely to be prohibitive for some 
sections of the population. This continues to be an issue which will affect the 
take up of Project Canvas, if approved. The Audience Council asks the Trust to 
ensure that the proposition is approved, offers value for money and appeals to 
a sufficiently wide customer base.  

 
§ The Audience Council has expressed some caution about the lack of 

information in the original proposal with regard to certain areas of interest.  It 
therefore welcomes further information on key aspects of the offering 
including quality of broadcast, usability, future proofing/digital switchover 
timescales, streaming and support.  

 
§ The Council noted particular interest in the electronic programme guide, 

accessibility and parental controls in engagement with audiences for the first 
phase of consultation. It welcomes the further information which the 
Executive has provided and which indicates that there is due consideration of 
all of these areas at an early stage in the planning process. It is especially 
pleased to note that the electronic programme guide will have a search 
function, which was considered a ‘must have’ and a real benefit to local 
audiences. However, it highlights the need for easy access to subtitles, signed 
and audio described content and would welcome further assurances and 
information about this aspect of the proposition.  

 

§ The Audience Council also welcomes the additional information in Section 5 
about how Canvas fits into the wider BBC platform strategy and the existing 
content syndication agreements.  

§ The Audience Council’s first submission also noted that audiences want the 
BBC to do more to reflect local communities, and that this is particularly 
strongly felt in Northern Ireland. It is important that local content suppliers 
find the experience of getting local video and web content onto Project 
Canvas both straight forward and low cost.  

§ The Audience Council has also highlighted the importance of cross platform 
support so that audiences can consume content in a variety of different ways. 
It would like to see the proposal offering consumers the ability to download 
(and, where appropriate, pay for) content just once for consumption across 
multiple devices, both home based and mobile. 

§ The Audience Council wishes to be assured that Project Canvas will develop 
with new communications technology such as wireless and 3G mobile.  



 3 

§ The Council agrees that public service broadcasters should have a majority of 
shares in Project Canvas. However, it wonders if convergence in the industry 
means that, in time, there could be less clear distinction between public 
service broadcasters and internet service providers.  

§ The Audience Council welcomes further detail about support arrangements. It 
believes that sufficient support arrangements will be critical to the success of 
Project Canvas. It will therefore be important to ensure that all aspects of the 
support service, whether provided directly by Project Canvas or by 
manufacturers, meet audience needs. The Audience Council suggests that 
adequate information and support arrangements, within the overall support 
service, might be a condition of displaying the Canvas logo on a set top box.  

§ The Council welcomes the assurances that there will be good arrangements in 
place for user data and measurement. It will be important to ensure that 
Canvas user data can be measured as part of output across all platforms for 
the BBC and other broadcasters.  

§ The Audience Council notes that the proposal requires a new organisation and 
governance structure to be established. Whilst it understands the reasons for 
this it also notes that this creates a high level of overhead, particularly in the 
initial years. It asks the Trust to exercise due oversight to ensure that, as far 
as possible, licence fee payers’ money returns value in content and services.  
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