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1. Executive Summary  
 
The Audience Council 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.  
 
The Audience Council is broadly supportive of the principle of partnerships to further public 
service aims in the UK.  
 
Overall it concludes that Project Canvas has the potential to offer significant value to a key 
section of the audience. However, it notes that there are many ‘unknowns’ in the Executive 
proposal and hence many potential qualifications to this support.  
 
The Audience Council asks the BBC Trust to consider these risks and opportunities with 
particular care to ensure that the audience interest is protected.  
 
Whilst supportive of partnerships, the Audience Council notes the potential issues which 
may arise from a joint venture which is not clearly defined in the scope of the Executive 
proposal. Again it asks the BBC Trust to ensure that the public interest is protected initially 
and going forward.  
 
The Audience Council’s main conclusions and observations are:  
 
Project Canvas offers significant audience benefits: 
 

o On demand programmes via the television  
o Some internet content via the television 
o Subscription free 
o Open standards and no ties to a particular supplier  

 
On demand television is particularly attractive to audiences that do not already have access 
to these benefits through a subscription service.  
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The Audience Council also sees significant opportunity in the provision of enriched internet 
content to provide information about public services and to support digital civic 
participation.  
 
The appeal is mainly to audiences that have experience of Freeview and Freesat and a 
broadband connection.  
 
It is appropriate that the BBC provides an option for consumers who do not wish to 
subscribe.  
 
Project Canvas could also appeal to a wider audience that does not currently have access to 
a computer (including family members who do not use the household broadband access).  
The Audience Council is particularly supportive of opportunities to extend digital inclusion 
given Northern Ireland’s relatively low and unevenly distributed digital take up.  However 
this will require particular promotion and support to clarify the benefits and encourage 
uptake.  
 
The Audience Council is supportive of open standards and would like to see manufacturers 
empowered to provide a variety of differentiated products to support different needs and 
budgets. 
 
Project Canvas has an important role to play in sustaining the future of digital terrestrial 
broadcasting in the UK. 
 
The Executive proposal for Project Canvas lacks detail in several key areas where the 
Audience Council cannot be satisfied that public value will be delivered to maximum effect 
e.g:  
 

o Quality and technical features 
o Ease of use, promotion and support 
o The scope of content  
o The nature of the joint venture 
o The fit with other partnership proposals and marketplace developments 

 
 
In conclusion the Audience Council is supportive of Project Canvas in principle 
but believes that further evidence is required to assure it that the potential for 
public value will be realised and sustained. 
 
 

2.  Audience Council’s Evidence Base  
 
The Audience Council engaged with different audience and stakeholder groups including: 
 

• Open Coffee Lisburn – an informal meeting of a very technically literate 
section of the audience  

 
• The Educational Guidance Service for Adults NI 
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• Community Service Volunteers (media trainees and staff, representing a mix 

of age groups including younger adults and a wide variety of media consumer 
experiences) 

 
• Digital Circle, the digital content industry group for Northern Ireland 

 
In addition Council consulted its own networks to understand the varied appeal of Project 
Canvas and the issues and queries from various sections of the audience.  
 
The Audience Council drew on its knowledge of diverse communities, public service, 
consumer issues, media literacy, digital inclusion and technical perspectives to inform its 
submission. It has referenced a number of reports from Ofcom and research agencies.  
 
 
 

3.  Detailed response to consultation questions  
 
Q1.    Do you think the Executive’s proposal for Canvas is attractive from a 
consumer point of view? Do you think Canvas would be a good use of licence fee 
money?  
 
Based on feedback from audiences and its knowledge of the local broadcasting landscape and 
consumer base, the Audience Council believes that Project Canvas offers key audience 
benefits through: 
 

• On demand programmes in the living room via the television 
• Internet content via the television 
• A subscription free option  

 
However, Project Canvas has a different level of appeal to different sections of the audience. 
This depends on a number of factors such as the appeal of the different elements of the offer 
and how different people envisage using it, their current equipment and services and their 
response to the cost. For instance, there is a higher appeal within households with Freeview 
or Freesat who already have a broadband connection but interest will vary even within this 
group. Sections of the audience see cost as a barrier and some are satisfied without on 
demand viewing and internet access through their television. Still others are happy with their 
subscription service and are not a target audience. These issues are explored in greater 
depth in response to Question 5 of the consultation.   
 
The response to this question focuses on providing an insight into the nature and depth of 
the appeal of Project Canvas to audiences in Northern Ireland as well as any particular 
drivers of interest and potential qualifications to that interest.   
 
In summary, on demand viewing is regarded as the key audience benefit within the Canvas 
offer, prompting considerable enthusiasm among key sections of the audience. Internet 
content via the television appears to be of secondary consideration, albeit a positive one 
which, when explored, has significant potential.  The Audience Council takes into account 
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the fact that it may be more difficult for audiences who are not already using the internet to 
envisage the sort of content available and how it might be used.  
 
Where it is established that Project Canvas provides an attractive offer, a subscription free 
option is considered highly valuable to some sections of the audience.  
 
However, it should be noted that consumers have identified several conditions which may 
qualify the appeal of Project Canvas:  
 
Content: Content is a major driver of interest, including channel line up for television and 
radio, the range of programmes available on demand and the range of internet content not 
previously seen in this format.  
 
Technical Features and Quality: Interest in Project Canvas is contingent on the quality 
of broadcast and down-load speeds, particularly for those already downloading video 
through their computer from authorised and unauthorised services.  
 
Usability: To appeal to a wider audience of television viewers it is essential that Project 
Canvas is easy to use / easily learnt and includes features which make it simple and 
rewarding to find and access relevant content. A search function within the electronic 
programme guide (EPG) was cited by several people as a particular example.  
 
Accessibility and Promotion: There is a range of barriers to access including low 
broadband speeds and a lack of understanding of benefits and technical requirements.   
 
Overall cost: The cost of entry is still considered high with set top boxes retailing at up to 
£200 and the need for a sufficient broadband package. There is considerable concern about 
the cost of exceeding download capacity on broadband packages.  
 
Future proofed: Audiences are generally very well aware of the pace of change in digital 
technology and have a strong interest in ensuring that they are investing in something which 
will not quickly become obsolete, but will develop to provide new opportunities over time.  
Project Canvas, if approved, will be available before Digital Switchover in Northern Ireland in 
2012. It is therefore imperative that Project Canvas takes account of switchover 
developments and standards from the outset.  
 
Unknowns: The Audience Council and the people it engaged with are particularly 
conscious that there are many unknowns in the proposal with regard to the technical 
features governing access and usage, content and the way in which the joint venture will be 
managed initially and going forward.  The Audience Council believes that it is in the audience 
interest for the BBC Trust to obtain further information to satisfy concerns in these areas 
before Project Canvas can be approved.  
 
Some sections of the audience, to whom Canvas appealed most, felt that it would be a good 
use of the licence fee and would bring subscription free viewing up to date.  Although others 
found the proposal less attractive to them personally few directly opposed the use of the 
licence fee in this way. There was a degree of recognition that the BBC must invest in 
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services which are not universal (in the same way as channels and internet sites have 
divergent appeal).  
 
There was considerable debate in the discussion with CSV staff and trainees about whether 
the BBC could justify spending the licence fee on a service that would not benefit all sections 
of the audience, because of choice or lack of access.  After discussion the dominant view was 
that it was an appropriate use of the licence fee.  
 
The BBC has to provide services to a wide range of people and it cannot possibly only provide 
services that everyone will use. For instance, a lot of radio output is specialised such as programmes 
for ethnic minorities. I have no problem with my licence fee being spent on this even though I do not 
use it. I feel the same way about Project Canvas.  
 
The perceived benefits of Project Canvas and possible qualifiers are explored in more detail 
below:  
 

a. On Demand Viewing via the television 
 
On demand viewing is an attractive proposition for many people who currently do not have 
this facility.   
 
There is a certain sense of luxury in being able to choose what you want to watch. It’s the consumer 
culture; it’s what we expect now. It would mean less stress as you would not mind missing a 
programme you wanted to watch as you can see it another time. It gives you more freedom. 
 
It gives greater value back to audiences through the longer tail and being able to access archive 
programmes.  
 
The unique selling point for audiences is that Project Canvas provides greater access to   
programmes without a subscription.  
 
Video on demand services, including iPlayer and 4OD, were highly valued by many people 
who accessed them through their PC. It was felt that the latent audience for iPlayer and 
other on-demand services via television were high, for instance for family viewing. This was 
further evidenced by the apparent satisfaction of viewers with on demand television services 
such as Virgin V+ and Sky+.  
 
There was a high level of enthusiasm for on demand viewing by television in the living room 
for social reasons and convenience:  
 
It will move iPlayer from ‘sit forward’ to ‘sit back in comfort’. 
 
It is much more appropriate to watch programmes on demand through your TV than your 
computer. If you are watching it with others it is more social. 
 
Very rarely would I watch something with other people sitting around a computer – but I would with 
TV.  
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Some more technically literate members of the audience manage a great deal of their viewing 
via computer. One person welcomed having the television as an option:  
 
It’s about six months since I watched any broadcast TV other than the rugby. It’s all through the 
iPlayer and Project Canvas will make it a lot easier. 
 
People also value the option to watch programmes on a bigger screen and to take advantage 
of any other features of their television such as high definition and surround sound.    
 
Other features of non-linear television through PVR were also highly valued such as 
recording programmes and full series to hard disk and pausing and rewinding live content:  
 
To be able to pause live TV is in itself world changing. 
 
However, there was a very clear indication that many people who already have on demand 
television through Virgin and Sky+ are not interested in Project Canvas because they are 
happy with the service they pay for.  
 
There were also a proportion of people who were happy to access programmes on demand 
through their computer. 
 
It was interesting that the majority of people tended to assess the proposal primarily on the 
basis of on-demand television with internet content very much a secondary consideration, 
albeit a positive one. This was true of people who would like to have this service and those 
who felt their needs were already met through subscription packages. 
 
This gives credence to evidence presented by the BBC Executive in support of Project 
Canvas that access to television on demand is very highly valued by audiences. 
 
 

b. Subscription free  
 
A subscription free service is highly valued by audiences, other than some of those who pay 
for a subscription package which they are happy with.  
 
I would rather pay my licence fee and get this service from the BBC than pay another service 
provider who will include in its charges the cost of receiving BBC services. I do not want to pay twice! 
 
Audiences who do not have a subscription television package cited cost as the main barrier.  
 
 

c. Channel Line Up and Content  
 
Feedback showed that content is one of the significant factors driving take-up.  
 
Consumers and content providers wished to understand the channel line up and what 
content would be available on demand and as internet content.  
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Consumers with Freeview or Freesat expect at least the channels that they have access to 
already and preferably more. Several people enquired specifically about a radio service, with 
the expectation that all BBC services and other channels would be available to stream and 
download. 
 
There is also a strong expectation that the channel offer will develop over time to keep pace 
with the market.  
 
If you are going to pay £200 you would expect your digital channels... I would at least be expecting 
what I get on Freeview, both the radio and TV channels. 
 
No point in a half measure. If I want to access the internet I want to get it all. 
 
There is also interest in the scope of programmes available on demand as archive material.  
 
The Audience Council sees the potential for development of internet based content for the 
television, and in particular the opportunity to enhance content with more video on demand 
and interactive elements.  This was of interest to consumers when prompted. The Audience 
Council notes that this is an anticipated outcome and not an immediate offer. It will be very 
important for the Trust to be clear about the commitment to future enhancements and how 
they will be measured.  
 
The Audience Council is very mindful of the significant gap in performance which audiences 
have identified in reflecting their local communities. It is important that the BBC’s new 
investments as well as existing services work to address this gap in creative and accessible 
ways. Project Canvas has significant potential in this regard in providing a wide range of local 
content which reflects the Public Purposes. 
 
The Audience Council sees particular opportunities to enhance digital civic participation 
through internet content accessible to a wider audience through television. It is mindful of 
the growing range of public information sources from government and other public bodies 
and the need to make these available to as wide a range of people as possible. For instance 
Online NI1 currently offers easy access to 4500 websites providing information and services 
to individuals and businesses, as well as a range of services from booking a driving test to 
making a benefits claim. Another web portal, MyGroupNI2, enables community and voluntary 
organisations to own a website without having to have the skills or resources to develop a 
site on their own. Project Canvas would make this information more widely available to 
these organisations’ members who do not have access to a PC or the necessary skills and 
confidence to use one.  
 
A recent Ofcom survey found that 44 % of people in Northern Ireland said that they had 
looked for information about a government or local council service online or completed a 
government form or process online.3 Project Canvas would not resolve all of the obstacles 
to participation (such as a preference for traditional methods of communication) but it could 

                                                
1 www.onlineni.net 
2 www.mygroupni.com 
3 Citizens’ Digital Participation, Ofcom, 2009 

http://www.onlineni.net
http://www.mygroupni.com
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help in areas such as raising awareness of the opportunities and enabling access to people 
who do not want to invest in a computer. Promotion and support will be very important.  
 
The Educational Guidance Service for Adults NI (EGSA NI) saw value in the availability of 
information about public services from Directgov to NHS Direct along with other consumer 
information. It underlined the need and potential for local content such as entertainment and 
inward tourism opportunities.  
 
It particularly saw the opportunity for content which would further media literacy and 
educational purposes. For instances, EGSA’s soon to launch education portal would be an 
example of internet content which would offer a one stop shop for adult education 
information.  
 
EGSA NI has a particular interest in content which encourages action e.g. experiences of 
volunteering, garden design, art etc. The Audience Council noted that the BBC’s own 
Information and Action Line services could be made available to a wider television audience.  
The technology should be used to make it easy to click through from a programme to 
relevant information. This may significantly enhance take up of the services as audiences do 
not need to note contact/url details and move from the television to a phone or computer. 
It may also be less inhibiting for audiences who might be hesitant to call about a sensitive 
Action Line issue.  
 
The Audience Council also notes that the comparatively low cost of entry is very attractive 
to content providers who may not be able to afford access to television. Project Canvas has 
significant potential to provide public value through enabling distribution of community 
television and providing a platform for content providers to reach an audience. This is also a 
way to grow and nurture new talent with potential to develop ideas and formats for more 
mainstream distribution, with low distribution costs – a benefit which speaks to the BBC’s 
Public Purpose to ‘sustain creativity and cultural excellence. 
 
Project Canvas’ value as a distributor for user generated content was particularly noted:  
 
Students can work on media projects for a year with the possibility of perhaps one showing at the 
local film theatre... this way their work could be broadcast on television. It is not reach that it 
important here, but impact. 
 
Some sections of the audience would expect access to the entire internet whilst others 
suggested that some areas were of less value e.g. You Tube. The Audience Council believes 
the key to success lies in find-ability with a searchable EPG and clickable links between live 
and on demand output.   
 
There were some strong views that Project Canvas should be digital rights management 
(DRM) free.  
 
The BBC must be daring rather than overprotective with its content as this is what consumers 
demand. There should be no digital rights management – comparable with iTunes and other 
popular consumer experiences. Consumers want choice and versatility.  
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The BBC has a responsibility to make its content as widely available as possible – the audience has 
already paid.  
 
However, others recognised a need for DRM but felt that it needed to drastically improve 
on the early experiences with iPlayer such as early expiry of content and unavailability of 
content.  
 
 

d. Technical Features and Quality 
 
Quality emerged as a very significant factor in determining the appeal and success of Project 
Canvas. Consumers were particularly concerned about the quality of the picture as well as 
connection and download speeds.  
 
The digital content industry group pointed out that the main competition for Project Canvas 
is through unauthorised sites such as Pirate Bay.  
 
Project Canvas has to be easier, quicker and at least as good quality as illegal download services 
which attract a huge level of usage.  
 
Unauthorised sites have helped to set high standards for viewing quality, availability of 
content and download speed:  
 
People want their downloads immediately. If I want to watch an episode of Dr Who I can download 
it for free from the internet within 25 minutes of broadcast and it is good quality. 
 
There were particular concerns about bandwidth capacity for households which also 
supported consoles and computers. It is important that these are addressed both in practice 
and in promotional material.  
 
The Audience Council notes research which indicates that, in spite of a measure of legal 
action, unauthorised download sites are expected to become even larger players in the 
market place for video on demand.4 Project Canvas has the potential to offer an authorised 
and regulated alternative to a wider audience which is in itself a public service. However, 
realistically its success is dependent on its appeal to consumers which will be determined by 
quality, speed and ease of use.  
 
Other consumers were concerned that a move to television would sort out some of the 
quality issues which they experienced with on demand television via their computer:  
 
Sometimes when I watch things on my computer there are glitches; the images jump or there are 
sound gaps. If you can get better quality through your TV then that makes more sense. 
 
A range of other features were mentioned:  
 

                                                
4 Video On Demand : Behaviour Challenges and Future Directions, Coda Research Company 
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Parental control features tended to be regarded as a given or ‘must have’ by audiences when 
mentioned.  
 
A majority were in favour of streaming as well as downloading being available.  
 
A desire was expressed to exploit the “metadata-rich environment” when integrating EPGs, 
PVR content and on-demand content: 
 
When I watch stuff on the PVR, I see the trailers at the end, think the programme looks interesting, 
and then am disappointed that I can’t watch it as I didn’t record them. So I’d want to be able to 
click a button and immediately tag those shows to add them to my play list or watch them 
immediately. 
 
There was also a request for ratings to point viewers to the most popular content.  
 
Other people enquired about the ability to watch the service through multiple TVs with the 
ability to view different content on each.  
 
There was a demand for cross platform support so that audiences could transfer content to 
another device. For instance, a programme might be downloaded to a television where 
viewing commences, to be transferred to a mobile device so viewing can be completed on 
the move.   
 
Consumers want versatility. 
 
It was noted that consumers have choices (which may already have been made) between 
different home networking solutions. Project Canvas must therefore offer manufacturers 
scope to provide different options.  
 
Not everyone will have an Ethernet in their living room which is what is currently scoped.  
 
It will be important that the proposition is open to all IP access technologies (current and 
future) including cable, Wimax, 3G (mobile broadband), LTE and DSL. It needs to be 
available to customers signed up (perhaps tied into contracts with) any ISP as long as they 
provide an IP address in a recognised UK range. 
 
It was suggested that open standards should allow for manufacturers to produce a range of 
set top boxes ranging from basic to premium features and priced accordingly to meet the 
need for choice.  
 
 

e.  Usability, Promotion and Support   
 
If it’s easy I’ll use it. 
 
Ease of use came up again and again as a criterion for success. Project Canvas will not 
succeed in promoting digital inclusion to new groups unless it is easy and intuitive to use.   
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If it is too technical some people will buy a computer instead and others will give up.  
 
Will it be easy for people to access? Easily used? Will the remote be easy to use? Otherwise there’s 
no point in introducing It. 
 
People who don’t have access to the internet or who are not used to this kind of thing might find it 
difficult. 
 
It is essential that the electronic programme guide (EPG) is easy to use and modelled on the 
best available standards. The Freeview EPG was considered one of the best starting points.  
 
The quality and reach of promotion will be very central to the success of Project Canvas. 
EGSA NI commented: 
 
People are confused about the different services on offer and how they compare in terms of 
audience benefits. Canvas must provide this information in an accessible way through promotion and 
support. For instance, people do not understand what broadband capacity they will need... 
 
And another member of the audience commented:  
 
I would be interested but I don’t think it sounds like something my grandparents would use. 
 
The complexities of on demand viewing need to be carefully explained, not least because of 
the different time limits on downloading, viewing and streaming compared with PVR 
recordings which have no such limits.  To avoid disappointment with unavailability EPG 
channel listings need to make clear what programmes will be available for on demand 
download and / or streaming and what will not (e.g. sports, US imports).  
 
It will also be important to have a seamless link between the proposed on-demand features 
and the traditional EPG and PVR functions (already familiar to many Freeview+ and FreeSat 
PVR users). For instance, the ability to look back, series link between off-air recordings and 
downloaded catch-up episodes are key. 
 
The Audience Council notes that there is provision in the proposal for promotion but not 
support. It is concerned that in order to reach the wider audience, including those with less 
technical skill, a degree of support will also be necessary. It is mindful that the BBC provided 
e mail and phone support for iPlayer and wonders what lessons can be learnt from that 
experience.  
 
 

f. Forward Looking  
 

Audience feedback noted that Project Canvas must have the right fit with the industry and 
consumption patterns at the time of launch and going forward.  There needs to be an 
appropriate upgrade path with the ability to download software updates and to fix problems 
and continue to innovate going forward. It must adapt with changes in the industry. 
 



 

 12 

There is a particular consumer issue in ensuring that the technology is reasonably future 
proofed so that set top boxes do not become obsolete in the short term.  
 
Project Canvas, if approved, will be available before Digital Switchover in Northern Ireland in 
2012. It is therefore imperative that Project Canvas takes account of switchover 
developments and standards from the outset.  
 
 
Q2. How important is it that the BBC improves access to its on-demand and 
online video content in the run-up to digital switchover and the launch of 
terrestrial HD television? Do you think the proposals for Canvas will help to 
achieve this?  
 
The Audience Council strongly endorses widening access to its on-demand and online video 
content in the run up to digital switchover and the launch of terrestrial HD television. It is 
the responsibility of the BBC to ensure that its services, paid for by universal licence fee, are 
as widely available as possible.  
 
Project Canvas has the potential to extend reach to people through the television without 
the need for a computer. Feedback noted the potential appeal, for instance, to older people 
who see the television as a familiar and trusted device.  
 
Other families may have a broadband connection and computer used by some members of 
the family, whereas access through the television is more likely to include the whole family.  
 
There was a consistent view that the BBC must keep up with developments in the industry 
and consumer demand. On demand television is now regarded as a significant consumer 
benefit of high value.  
 
The BBC cannot be left behind. It cannot give an outdated service. It needs to keep as up to date as 
possible. 
 
 
Q3. In what ways do you believe these proposals are different from other 
services or facilities available (or anticipated soon to be available) in the wider 
market? 
 
The Audience Council believes that although other IPTV solutions are available Project 
Canvas is distinctive in that no subscription is required and there is no requirement for a 
contract with a particular service provider. It also provides an upgrade path for digital 
terrestrial television.  
 
The Audience Council notes that IPTV services are already available on a subscription basis 
through services such as Sky+, Virgin V+ and BT Vision.  Project Canvas is distinctive in that 
it offers a subscription free basis on which to receive IPTV. The Audience Council firmly 
believes that consumers should have a choice to avail of IPTV on a subscription or a non-
subscription service, just as they can for DTT and DSat. It notes that other non-subscription 
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services such as use of an Xbox require a higher degree of technical literacy and are 
therefore not open to the main audience.  
 
The Audience Council further notes that not all subscription services are widely available in 
Northern Ireland – for instance Virgin’s V+ service is available in Greater Belfast and, on a 
more limited basis, in Londonderry. Although broadband is available to 100 % of homes due 
to a government initiative, the Audience Council is aware that there are areas with only 
satellite broadband which is of lower capacity and insufficient to deliver the benefits of 
Project Canvas (as well as being significantly more costly).  
 
Broadband on the other hand is available to 100 % of homes in Northern Ireland (although 
capacity issues may need to be addressed).  
 
Furthermore, the Audience Council is concerned to see that the future of digital terrestrial 
broadcasting in the UK is assured, not least because of the level of public investment to date 
and the fact that this is currently the digital platform of choice.   
 
It will be important for the BBC Trust to take into account in its market impact assessment 
planned services as well as those already available.  For instance the launch of Xbox Live 
enhancements later this year, the proposed Picnic service from Sky and Onlive (claiming 
exceptional quality over low bandwidth) will be significant.  
 
The Audience Council also believes that open standards provide a distinctive element to the 
offer. The digital content industry representatives saw open standards as essential and 
providing clear public value. 
 
Absolutely the right thing. As open as possible. The BBC should be like Open Source ... and not like 
other developers which impede progress by imposing restrictions for commercial reasons. 
 
This is the space that the BBC should occupy in making its content freely available to audiences as 
easily as possible and across all platforms.  
 
 
Q4. What effect, if any, do you think Canvas will have on consumption of on-
demand television and radio content (including content that is currently only 
available through subscription based or paid-for services)?  
 
The Audience Council notes that television consumption is growing in the UK as a whole.  
It believes that wider access to on demand television without subscription and its availability 
in the living room will increase consumption of television and radio through the ‘longer tail’.  
 
Feedback indicates that people who already enjoy on demand viewing and listening place a 
high value on it and have the opportunity to enjoy programmes which they would otherwise 
have missed. This is evidenced by the success of iPlayer as well as research which shows that 
on demand programmes account for a significant proportion of consumption for people who 
can access programmes this way.   
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It notes that some BBC Northern Ireland programmes such as Folk Club on Radio Ulster 
enjoy greater listening on demand than for its live broadcasts.  This trend is already 
impacting on scheduling and resource decisions.  
 
The Audience Council also notes that a significant proportion of on demand viewing and 
listening is currently not measurable through heavy use of unauthorised sites. This 
significantly compromises the BBC (and other public service broadcasters’) effectiveness in 
meeting the needs of audiences on an ongoing basis. One person commented  
 
The BBC’s connection with young audiences may be stronger than it appears but it just isn’t visible. 
The BBC doesn’t have the vital consumer information it needs to meet the needs of sections of the 
audience and it doesn’t get credit back for what it does. 
 
It is important, therefore, that Project Canvas enables meaningful measures for the new 
forms of consumption that can also form part of an overall picture of consumption.  
 
 
Q5. Is Canvas likely to be valuable, attractive and accessible to all licence fee 
payers? Does Canvas have a particular appeal to certain groups of people? Are 
there any groups who are likely to be excluded from enjoying any benefits of 
Canvas?  
 
 
Q6. One of the stated objectives of Canvas is to drive take-up of broadband 
services in households with Freeview or Freesat which do not currently 
subscribe to a broadband connection. To what extent do you believe the 
proposal will achieve this objective?  
 
Project Canvas is clearly more attractive to some licence fee payers than others.  
 
Feedback indicated that a significant proportion of people with a subscription package such 
as Sky+ or Virgin’s V+ were happy with the service they paid for and were therefore unlikely 
to avail of Canvas. This behaviour is reinforced by the fact that many will enjoy a range of 
services from their supplier including broadband, subscription channels and a fixed line 
phone service.  
 
The deals with other service providers are getting better and better as they are competing…. So 
people may not want to change over if they are happy. 
 
Project Canvas appears to have widest appeal to households with Freeview / Freesat and 
broadband already in place. This is partly because it would be considered as an additional 
one off payment.   
 
If it is just the initial expense then it is definitely worth it. 
 
It was notable that people who did not have on demand television services cited cost as the 
main reason.   
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However, even for this section of the audience it can be a relatively complex decision based 
on: 
 

• the value of the offer – or parts of the offer 
• perceptions of usability  
• market alternatives  
• current digital services  
• cost benefit analysis or ability to pay 

 
As reported in the response to Q1 some people consider access to on demand programmes 
through the television a major benefit. Whilst a wider choice of platforms was generally 
welcome others fed back that they would be unwilling to pay up to £200 for access to a 
service they can already receive on their computer.  
 
There were particular concerns about the level of broadband access required to avail of the 
service. Whilst all households in Northern Ireland have access to broadband as the result of 
a government initiative, it is not clear that they will all have access to the speeds required to 
benefit from Project Canvas.  
 
Many people were aware of the capacity required for downloading video on demand and 
that additional cost was incurred if they exceeded the limits of their broadband package.  
The Audience Council believes it is imperative that capacity issues are addressed and that 
consumers are made aware of any possibility of incurring additional cost (such as through on 
screen warnings).  
 
On a bad month, I’m already going over my broadband limit and having to pay for the excess. This 
will make it worse. 
 
The appeal of Project Canvas is likely to be less for Freeview/Freesat houses which do not 
already have a broadband connection. One view is that consumers who do not have a PC 
may have less interest in internet content via their television. The cost of broadband is likely 
to be the main barrier. Much will depend on the future cost of broadband packages at 
sufficient capacity, with the falling cost of commercial contracts and Digital Britain’s aims to 
make 2 MB broadband universally available encouraging factors.  
 
The Audience Council has taken into account the broadcasting landscape and consumer 
patterns in Northern Ireland in considering the Project Canvas proposal. It concludes that 
there is a particular need in Northern Ireland for projects which bring digital benefits to a 
wider audience; particularly as digital television uptake is lower in Northern Ireland than the 
UK as whole (79 % in Northern Ireland, compared with 85% in the UK5) with uneven 
geographic distribution. It also notes that there are signs of a latent audience evidenced by 
the closing gap in digital uptake and other factors such as higher than average use of mobiles 
to view content, interest in social network sites and a slightly higher proportion of digital 
civic participation.   
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In 2008 61 % of the Northern Ireland population had internet access at home, compared 
with 65 % in the UK as a whole. 52 % had broadband access compared with 57 % in the UK 
as a whole.6 However, it is also worth noting that people in Northern Ireland were slightly 
more likely to own a mobile and consistently more likely to use it for internet access, video 
or audio content. The rate of digital take up, whilst starting from a lower base than the rest 
of the UK, is growing at the same rate as the UK as a whole.  
 
The Audience Council is also aware of sections of the audience who are less likely to benefit 
from Project Canvas. In spite of 100 % availability of broadband there is a relatively low level 
of uptake and this is uneven across Northern Ireland (ranging from 50 % in the West to 60 
% in Londonderry7). Audiences without broadband do not have the experience of iPlayer 
and similar services which are likely to drive uptake of Project Canvas. The Audience 
Council also notes that the areas which have least broadband uptake, such as the west, are 
also more likely not to benefit from other digital services. 
 
Certain media literacy metrics are noted to be relatively low in Northern Ireland compared 
with the rest of the UK. Project Canvas provides an opportunity to bring the benefits of 
digital access to a wider less technically literate audience through the trusted and familiar 
device of the television. 
 
There is particular attraction in using the television, a familiar and trusted device in the living room. 
The TV is becoming the central hub for media. There could be particular value for older people and 
those more restricted to the home.  
 
Whilst the Audience Council understands that current ownership and consumption patterns 
mean that the value of any digital initiative is likely to be unevenly distributed, it does believe 
very strongly that promotion and media literacy initiatives are required to ensure that the 
benefits of investment in Project Canvas are applied as widely as possible. Particular 
consideration should be given to sections of the audience which currently derive least 
benefits from digital services, including areas of multiple deprivation.  
 
The Audience Council was pleased to note the commitment to providing accessible 
navigation to licence fee payers with particular access needs and thus to ensuring that 
viewers with disabilities have access to digital television by 2012. It cannot underestimate the 
importance of making IPTV available to audience groups which are underserved in the 
market place. If the EPG is sufficiently powerful, it would provide audiences who rely on 
subtitled or signed programmes with an ability to search with ease across the breadth of 
BBC and other providers' content and to build their own personal schedule of subtitled and 
signed programmes. This would allow for more ad hoc viewing to replace the current need 
to plan in advance which shows to record (with signed shows often broadcast overnight) in 
order to enjoy them at a more sociable hour. 
 
There was strong support for a high level of accessibility across standards for technology and 
content. EGSA NI described it as a ‘given’ that the BBC would support high levels of 
accessibility as part of its public service remit. Like iPlayer, Canvas should provide easy 
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access to subtitled and signed content, and it should continue to develop access to the 
highest standards.  
 
The digital content industry group, which has wide experience of providing content to meet 
access requirements, noted that open standards would greatly promote accessibility by 
reducing the need to design for different standards.  
 
We are all moving to digital in 2012 anyway so people will have to learn to use the new technology. 
There is no choice! 
 
The Audience Council would be interested in evidence which indicates that there will be 
significant take up from households who have Freeview or Freesat but currently no 
broadband package. It sees this as very much a secondary audience for Project Canvas after 
those who already have a broadband connection.  
 
This will depend very much on the cost of broadband packages going forward and the 
availability of broadband at sufficient speeds across the UK. If Digital Britain’s objectives for 
universal 2 MB broadband are achieved then this scenario becomes more likely.   
 
However, some sections of the audience will be content with Freeview / Freesat and 
possibly a PVR.  
 
 
Q7. The BBC’s role is defined by six ‘public purposes’, these are:  
 

 
1. Representing the UK’s nations, regions and communities  
 
2. Sustaining citizenship and civil society  
 
3. Promoting education and learning  
 
4. Stimulating creativity and cultural excellence  
 
5. Bringing the UK to the world and the world to the UK  
 
6. Helping to deliver digital Britain 

 
The Canvas proposal aims to make a significant contribution to the delivery of 
the sixth purpose, which includes:  
 
Making engaging digital content and services available on a wide range of digital 
platforms and devices: the BBC will offer interesting and enjoyable programmes 
and services that can be received through many different devices such as digital 
television, digital radio, mobile phones and the internet.  
 
To what extent do you believe the proposal, as outlined, will contribute to this 
public purpose?  
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The Audience Council believes that Project Canvas could have a significant part to play in 
helping to deliver digital Britain. Its success does, however, depend on the qualifying factors 
which Council has already identified including quality, usability, content, promotion and 
controls.  
 
In particular it believes that Project Canvas has a very important role to play in sustaining 
DTT (the audience’s preferred digital option at present) through a subscription free offer.  
 
It would contribute greatly to the digital world and widening participation – EGSA NI 
 
The availability of on demand programmes and internet content through the television 
rather than the computer gives the proposal a much wider draw, including people who are 
not as engaged with new technology as regular computer users.  
 
The Audience Council believes that Project Canvas has the potential to contribute to the 
other public purposes through the content that it makes available through programmes and 
internet. The Council feels that it is imperative that this potential is not lost and has a strong 
interest in how this will be achieved.  
 
The Audience Council particularly notes the potential for Project Canvas to help meet the 
significant gap identified by audiences in delivering the fourth Public Purpose. It wishes to 
understand what arrangements will be put in place to see that this potential is achieved 
through the use and development of local content.   
 
 
Q8. Are there any other issues regarding the public value assessment of the 
Canvas proposals you would like the Trust to consider?  
 
The commercial structure:  
The Audience Council seeks evidence that there are sufficient controls within the joint 
venture to promote the BBC’s public purposes as fully as possible. The Audience Council 
asks that the Trust ensures that the BBC’s public purposes will not be diluted within Project 
Canvas going forward as the commercial structure evolves.  
 
The Audience Council would also like the BBC Trust to ensure that audience interests are 
protected with regard to future costs.  
 
Fit with other developments: 
Project Canvas is one of a number of BBC initiated partnership proposals which are all at 
different stages of development. It is important that its fit with other proposals such as 
Project Marquee is understood as part of the approvals process.   
 
Free and Subscriber content:  
It will be important to make clear to audiences what content is free and what is available on 
a subscriber only basis.  
 
ends 


