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1. Introduction and Evidence Base  
 
The Audience Council Northern Ireland has drawn on engagement with audience 
and stakeholder groups, its own networks and its understanding of the broadcasting 
landscape in Northern Ireland to respond to the BBC Trust consultation on Project 
Canvas. Further details of its evidence base are provided in its first submission to 
the Trust.  
 
The Council made a detailed submission to the BBC Trust’s first consultation, which 
informed the Trust’s Public Value Assessment. It also responded to additional 
information from the Executive. This third and final submission from the Audience 
Council is in response to the BBC Trust’s provisional conclusions on Project Canvas. 
It should be read alongside the Audience Council’s previous submissions which 
have addressed many points of the proposal in more detail.  
 
 
2. Audience Council Response to the Trust’s Provisional Conclusions 
 
The Audience Council, building on the work of its previous submissions, offers the 
following advice to the Trust in response to its Provisional Conclusions :  
 
Audience benefits and promotion of the Public Purposes:  
The Audience Council believes that Project Canvas offers significant audience 
benefits.  On demand television is particularly attractive to audiences that do not 
already have access to these benefits through a subscription service.  There is also 
significant opportunity in the provision of enriched internet content to provide 
information about public services and to support digital civic participation.  
 
The Audience Council is very supportive of Canvas as an option for audiences who 
do not wish to subscribe to a television package. Project Canvas offers audiences a 
wider range of services and content, including better access to BBC content, on 
digital terrestrial television. The Audience Council believes that this free to air model 
has an important role to play in sustaining the future of digital terrestrial television 
broadcasting in the UK.  It agrees that Trust approval of Project Canvas should be 
conditional on it being ‘free to air always’.  
 
The Audience Council agrees that Project Canvas will impact most of all on the 
BBC’s sixth public purpose, to help deliver the benefits of emerging technology and 
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Digital Britain. It agrees with the Trust that the impact on the Citizenship and 
Creativity Purposes is also important and it asks that opportunities to maximise 
impact in these areas – particularly in the provision of public service and user 
generated content – are maximised.  
 
The Audience Council is concerned, above all, that Project Canvas provides a 
distinctive offering to consumers and that licence fee payers’ money is not spent on 
something that would be delivered in the marketplace anyway 
 
Industry engagement :  
The Audience Council believes that it is very important that there is close 
engagement with the industry and the Digital Television Group in particular, to 
ensure that the technical specification develops in a way that maximises its potential 
for content providers and consumers.  The technical specification should encourage 
openness and flexibility and support the widespread adoption of the Canvas 
standard. The Council welcomes the conditions for industry engagement which the 
Trust has set out in its Provisional Conclusions.  
 
Quality of service :  
The Council emphasises the importance of a guaranteed quality of service, noting 
the variations in broadband speeds in different locations and at different times of the 
day.  It welcomes the distinctive offer of a minimum quality of service but notes the 
difficulties in guaranteeing reliable, real time delivery of some video data at peak 
times with some possibility of delays.   
 
Accessibility and Usability : 
The Audience Council welcomes the emphasis that the Executive proposals and 
Trust scrutiny places on the accessibility and usability of Project Canvas.  It believes 
that a single user interface which conforms to best practice in accessibility will 
increase the value of Canvas to groups that are traditionally less included in digital 
developments – people with disabilities, older people and those less confident with 
new technology. It is vital that the Trust also takes advice from organisations (and 
individuals) representing people with particular access issues, to ensure that the list 
of features meets best practice and is as good as it can be.  
 
The Audience Council also notes that not all of the features relating to accessibility 
and usability will be available at launch. It agrees that the Trust should ensure that 
they are all in place within twelve months of launch, but would like to see this 
process expedited if that is possible. This particularly true for accessibility features 
on which certain groups of the audience may depend as well as usability features 
which have most positive impact on the user experience.  
 
The Audience Council notes that the user interface will include key features such as 
a searchable electronic programme guide which audiences have identified as 
important.   
 
It is, however, difficult for the Audience Council to make a detailed assessment of 
the user experience before it is fully developed. It therefore asks the Trust to ensure 
that everything is in place to ensure that the experience for the range of users is, 
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and continues to be, of a very high quality, at least comparable with other products 
on the market.  
 
Technical Support :   
Council’s audience engagement activity highlighted the need for a good level of 
technical support, reflecting the technical complexity of the new technology and the 
needs of vulnerable groups. It questions whether a pass-through telephone-only 
model of support meets the needs of potential users, most especially vulnerable 
groups. It notes the level of emphasis that the BBC Executive and Trust have placed 
on accessibility within the technical specification and suggests that there should be a 
similar emphasis placed on support needs.  The Council is also surprised that a 
broadband enabled device is supported only by phone, and suggests that the 
addition of an online support model would meet consumer expectations and 
maximise opportunities for consumers to self serve.   
 
Promotion :  
The Audience Council again emphasises the need for substantial and impactful 
promotion of Project Canvas to target audience groups such as Freeview users and 
potential new subscribers to broadband.  Audience engagement showed a need for 
information which would inform choices with regard to digital technology, and it is 
important that consumers have a firm basis for buying choices. The Audience 
Council asks the Trust to ensure that promotion is adequate to provide this level of 
information to different audience groups and to drive uptake so that public value can 
be realised.  
 
Parental controls : 
The Audience Council has welcomed the additional information that the Executive 
has supplied on parental control systems.  It notes that one likely implication of the 
low barrier of entry for content providers is that unsuitable or copyright content will 
appear on the video on demand electronic programme guide. It suggests that some 
form of content marking should be mandatory for all content providers in order to 
protect the very young and vulnerable groups and provide signposting options for 
others. It understands that there are industry models on which to draw.  It also 
advises that Project Canvas must have a process to respond quickly and effectively 
to audience complaints about inappropriate content being distributed through the 
platform.  
 
Cost of equipment :   
The Audience Council’s engagement with audiences suggested that the estimated 
£200 cost of a set top box is likely to be prohibitive for some sections of the 
population.  It will be very important for Project Canvas to offer significant consumer 
value in terms of content and services and usability to drive uptake. The Audience 
Council notes the expected fall in the cost of devices over time.  
 
Cost of entry :  
The Audience Council believes that an important element of Project Canvas’ public 
value will be realised through the involvement of public service / non-commercial 
content providers of all sizes. It agrees with the Trust that a low barrier of entry is 
very important to attract the widest range of content providers, including those 
offering public services. However, it suggests that it may not be appropriate or 
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conducive to the aspirations of Project Canvas to charge the same fee to all 
providers of a given type of content. A cost that would be very affordable for a large 
organisation (which may also have opportunities to generate significant income 
through Canvas) could be prohibitive for smaller public service organisations such 
as small charities, education and community organisations and for groups and 
individuals generating their own content. The Audience Council asks that 
consideration be given to a sliding scale of fees that would take these differences 
into account in a fair and transparent way, within an overall cost recovery model.  
 
Mobility and Cross Platform Support :  
The Audience Council notes that Project Canvas, while innovative, is still very much 
‘tied to the ground’ by fixed line broadband. This does not reflect the experience of 
many consumers, particularly younger age groups and some urban households. 
Through Ofcom’s research, the Council is aware of an increasing number of 
households in urban areas that have no fixed line telecommunications services but a 
higher take up and usage of 3G broadband.1  
 
The Audience Council therefore continues to seek assurance that current fixed line 
Canvas proposals will not preclude the future exploitation of new communications 
technologies such as wireless and 3G mobile.  
 
The Council has also highlighted the importance of cross platform support so that 
audiences can download (and, where appropriate, pay for) content just once for 
consumption across multiple devices, both mobile and home based.  It would like to 
see a strategy developed that would define the end to end mobility plan for licence 
fee supported BBC content.  
 
Cost to the BBC: 
The Audience Council agrees that there needs to be sufficient control and oversight 
of BBC spend by the Trust.  
 
It recognises the rationale for the Trust allowing costs to the BBC to increase by up 
to 20 %, instead of the usual 10 %, before Trust approval is sought.  It suggests that, 
in the interests of due oversight, the Executive should be asked to report to the Trust 
any anticipated increases above 10 %.   
 
12 Month Review :  
The Audience Council welcomes the Trust’s commitment to a twelve month review of 
certain aspects of Project Canvas such as the usability and accessibility features. 
The Council asks that the terms of reference of the review be extended to review the 
impact of Project Canvas on public value one year on.  A full review is all the more 
appropriate because Project Canvas is not subject to a service licence or service 
review.   
 
The Audience Council is particularly interested to ensure that public value is realised 
through the level and range of take up across different audience groups. It will also 
be interested in the distinctiveness of the offering and the value to different 
consumers groups and content providers against the Public Purposes.  A review 

                                                
1 The Communications Market report, Northern Ireland : Ofcom, August 2009 
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should also consider the future development path for Project Canvas in the context 
of the wider industry.  
 
Audience Council Northern Ireland 
February 2010 
 


