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1. Introduction  
 

BT welcomes the opportunity to respond to the revised BBC Trust proposals on the syndication of 
BBC on-demand content.  

 

BT Vision has worked closely with the BBC Trust and the BBC over the last few years to deliver a full 
screen BBC iPlayer1 experience to our customers. It is also an important part of our future plans. We 

want   the iPlayer to remain successful for both the BBC and BT Vision.  
 

Our overall view on the revised BBC Trust policy is generally supportive. Notwithstanding the lack of 
technical detail2, the proposals mainly align with our own higher level objectives and address some of 

the concerns which we expressed in our previous consultation response3. However we have two 

particular issues with the proposals;  
 

 The Trust‟s proposal to now consider access to disaggregated content outside the iPlayer, 

instead of aggregated content via the iPlayer, is unnecessary and ignores the considerable 
efforts BT and others have made to establish the iPlayer on their platforms. 

 Because the detailed guidance is not published at the same time as the proposed policy, we 

strongly suggest that there is an opportunity for further detailed discussions between BT and 

the BBC if necessary.  This would reduce our concerns that high level proposals may be 
changed or diluted when the detailed guidance is published.    

 
2. Commentary on the proposals 

 
There are a number of areas in the proposed policy where we wish to comment in more detail.   

 

2.1 Change in Syndication Policy 
 

In the BBC Trust‟s previous syndication proposals4, the Trust‟s position was;  
 

“…. on-demand full length PSB content should only be made available within a BBC product (currently 
BBC iPlayer). The Executive considers that the existing „legacy‟ arrangements for content outside of a 
standard BBC iPlayer should be migrated to a BBC iPlayer implementation.”5 
 
BT Vision has delivered a successful implementation of the iPlayer as the Trust is aware and as is 

noted in the Decipher analyst report6 accompanying the Consultation. This is a result of a) BT‟s 
significant investment of resource and money into developing an appealing iPlayer product and b) the 

temporary nature of BT‟s existing contract for disaggregated BBC content. Without a BT Vision BBC 

iPlayer development, this could have left BT Vision without access to on demand content directly from 
the BBC.  

 
The Trust‟s position of January 2011 of supporting only the iPlayer for on demand content directly 

from the BBC has changed. The Trust is now prepared to consider TV providers acquiring 

disaggregated BBC content, ie not through the iPlayer, where “it is not technically practicable or 
economically feasible for them to adopt a standard BBC product”7. This change of stance by the BBC 

Trust is highly unsatisfactory given that BT and others have spent considerable time and money 
complying with the previous position of the Trust, ie where access to on demand content is only 

available through the iPlayer. Given the extent to which BT and other platforms have already invested 

                                                 
1 The word iPlayer used in this response refers to the BBC iPlayer.  
2 To be contained in the BBC Guidance following the consultation 
3 Submitted by BT to BBC Trust 16 Feb 2011.  
4 Draft Statement of Policy on On-Demand Syndication of January 12 2011 
5 Page 9, Draft Statement of Policy on On-Demand Syndication of January 12 2011 
6 Technical Review of the iPlayer Landscape, Decipher Media Consultants, November 2011.  
7 Footnote 83, BBC Trust Review Syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 2011.   
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to deliver iPlayer it would be unfair to reverse the existing policy and allow general disaggregation, 

because other platforms are unwilling to make a similar investment in time or resource.  While 
disaggregation to support a backwards EPG and integration with the wider interface and different 

means of accessing the content is positive, that disaggregation should always augment a full iPlayer 
service, not apply instead of it. Crucially, if a disaggregated version of the iPlayer is made available 

we do not believe that use of the BBC iPlayer brand and logo in marketing or promotion should be 

permitted, as this may cause significant customer confusion and loss of public value given the 
potential for a very different and potentially inferior service.  We would suggest therefore that where 

only a disaggregated version of the iPlayer exists then this should be marketed differently, for 
example, as access to BBC catch up.  We would note that until BT implemented the full iPlayer 

service, we were not allowed to market the catch up service we offered as the BBC iPlayer.  
 

As is stated in the Review, this change has come about partly because of [redacted]. We strongly 

urge the Trust to maintain its previous position [redacted]. Likewise it will be important that 
consumers are made aware of the differences in the services, which is why we think that it is 

important the BBC iPlayer brand and logo is only used where a full service is provided.    
 

If, however, the BBC insists on allowing alternative arrangements, at the very least, the details should 

be made available to other providers to enable them to assess whether these arrangements would 
also be more suitable than iPlayer delivery.   

 
2.2 Content Delivery 

 
2.2.1 Content Delivery Networks (CDN)  

 

BT and the BBC Trust both agree that licence fee payers should “have a high-quality experience (e.g. 
ease of use, picture and audio quality)”8. This will partly be derived from the quality of the CDN used 

in delivering iPlayer content to users. In addition to CDNs supplied by the BBC, BT has argued we 
should be able to utilise our own BT CDN9 (WCC) on our own infrastructure, provided the quality is as 

good as the BBC could obtain in the external market. Running the iPlayer over WCC will maintain a 

high quality experience for BT‟s BBC iPlayer viewers. We believe the BBC Trust should be protecting 
the BBC brand by supporting this package of a quality aggregated iPlayer over a quality delivery 

network, rather than poorer quality alternatives.  
 

We are therefore pleased to see that the BBC Trust have accepted this position in their review and 

their statement “Our revised approach does not therefore prescribe a single approach to the delivery 
of content…” 10 is welcome. However even though  delivering iPlayer content over BT‟s CDN network 

will likely form a small part of the overall BBC CDN delivery of the iPlayer to all users, there is still a 
need for small CDN providers, like BT, to receive appropriate support.  

It would also be beneficial to further understand the definition of “high quality experience”11  and the 
parameters and means by which this would be assessed in the context of determining whether or not 

to enter into a “special arrangement”12.  

 
2.2.2 CDN Costs  

 
Although mainly redacted, there are two pages in the Report dedicated to the BBC‟s own content 

distribution costs. This suggests this is a major issue for the BBC.  The cost of delivering iPlayer from 

an ISP‟s perspective is also a significant challenge, and we think it is important that the Trust ensures 

                                                 
8 Para 14f, BBC Trust Proposed policy on the syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 

2011.   
9 Wholesale Content Connect (WCC) from BT Wholesale 
10 Para 4.6.3, page 33,  BBC Trust Review Syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 2011 
11Para 14f, BBC Trust Proposed policy on the syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 

2011.  
12 Para 24, BBC Trust Proposed policy on the syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 
2011. 
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that the BBC is committed to engaging with ISP‟s to ensure the optimal way to deliver content that 

takes into account the cost incurred by both the BBC and ISP‟s as well as the end customer 
experience.   

 
2.2.3 OTT Delivery 

 

The BBC Trust is not persuaded that OTT will necessarily result in inferior content delivery to that 
provided by platform operators, and quotes increased broadband speeds and improved video 

compression technologies to justify this position. However this position fails to take into account the 
rate of growth of video usage and network investment that will be required as well as other trends 

that offset these improvements, such as multi-user/multi-device households, and the demand for 
higher quality HD and simultaneous content. To allow for customers to make their own choices 

regarding delivery of content, we believe it will be important for the Trust to ensure that the BBC 

continues to support assured delivery as well as OTT.  If OTT was only provided this eliminates any 
choice from BBC licence fee payers on how they access iPlayer (via assured or OTT services). 

 
2.2.4 Network Access 

 

The Review makes numerous references to supporting multiple platforms and devices in the context 
of maximising reach, but fails to recognise that network access is also a major factor. The availability 

of higher speed access networks is not universal and has widened the gap between the haves and 
have-nots. In particular the government has moved a target for 2Mbps universal access from 2012 to 

2015, with the implication that (i) there will be significant customers on legacy networks for some 
time to come, and (ii) the BBC should consider using 2Mbps as the baseline for provision of its basic 

services. 

 
2.3 iPlayer Support 

 
2.3.1 Legacy Systems 

 

In common with other types of hardware, such as Internet enabled TVs, BT Vision set top boxes are 
expected to be in operation for several years. Therefore to avoid unnecessary replacements due to 

possible difficulties in supporting new iPlayer versions, it is important that original standard iPlayer 
versions continue to be supported. It is therefore welcome that the Trust Review has responded to 

industry comments about past iPlayer versions by recognising the “importance of support for legacy 
systems”13 and we would agree with the Trust‟s research that where upgrades do not take place 
users should “not have important services taken away from them”14.     

 
2.3.2 New Versions  

 
It is also important for networks/devices to be able to implement new versions of the iPlayer.  For this 

reason fair notification in advance of changes is key in ensuring that customers can, wherever 

possible, be supplied with the latest offering. This further emphasises our need to understand in 
advance the detail of the compatibility of new iPlayer version against agreed standards.    

 
The Trust Review has recognised our concerns about the importance to BT Vision of this long term 

planning for iPlayer releases. This is addressed by the Trust statement, “We can see considerable, 
practical value in publishing full information on product specifications, release windows and support 
regimes and, as part of the proposed policy, we will direct the Executive to make available within the 
guidelines all relevant material.”15 .  
 

                                                 
13 Para 4.6.3, page 37,  BBC Trust Review Syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 2011  
14 ibid 
15 ibid 
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While this is welcome, the role of implementing this policy lies with the BBC Executive and we are 

therefore keen to see the BBC Trust ensures that the Executive implements this policy 
comprehensively and as the Trust intended.   

 
2.4 Content available on iPlayer 

 

In the Review document the BBC Trust provides the following two descriptions of the content which 
could be available from the BBC on a syndicated basis; “… it [is] … important that the BBC is able to 
guide audiences.. and ensure they have access to the full range of programmes that they have, as 
licence fee payers, funded.” 16  and “As part of its wider strategy, the BBC may also syndicate other 
products that are editorially selected by the BBC that complement its wider offer and sit alongside the 
access to the full range of programmes available on the standard BBC product” 17.     

 

We are pleased that the Trust states in the Review that the proposed policy “is limited to UK content 
and does not apply to material made available through the BBC‟s commercial activities”18. However 

this statement appears at odds with the other statements quoted above. It would not be acceptable 
for BT to purchase from BBC Worldwide BBC content that was simultaneously available free of charge 

on the iPlayer or through other syndicated delivery methods. Clarification from the BBC Trust would 

be appreciated.   
 

There remain three further concerns to BT; 
 

 There is a possibility that the “other products which are editorially selected” may also have 

been purchased by BT and be available on a paid basis to our customers. It would therefore 
be useful for the Trust to confirm that editorially selected packages are not full length TV 

content as was previously stated in the On-Demand syndication Provisional conclusions of 12 

January 2011: “The Trust does not consider full length content to fall within “editorially 
selected packages””19 . 

 
 The content available on the iPlayer (or other syndicated methods) is no longer explicitly 

described as 7-day catch-up material as it was in the provisional guidelines of January 2011.  

“the use of a BBC product (currently the BBC iPlayer … allows the BBC … to …Ensure 
compliance with the BBC‟s strict on-demand time periods of public service content (i.e. 
content only available on catch-up for 7 days) and terms of rights deals with producers”.  We 

would like to see this 7 day limit re-confirmed in the final proposals.   
 

 We also note that the policy does not mention the online delivery of live events e.g. such as 

might be delivered by the iPlayer Sports App, which we understand will be launched before 
the Olympics. It is therefore unclear as to whether this policy applies to content of this 

nature. The policy assumes a clear separation between linear programming and on-demand 

content, without recognising that there may be content that sits in between these two. 
 

2.5 iPlayer use by Pay TV Providers 
 

2.5.1 Advertising and Sponsorship 

 
One of the key principles in the Review for Full-length television content20 is that licence fee payers 

“can access content free of charge (which in the case of subscription services, means entry-tier level 
or equivalent), and free from advertising and sponsorship”.     
 

                                                 
16 Para 4.4.3, page 18,  BBC Trust Review Syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 2011  
17Footnote 73, page 21,  BBC Trust Review Syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 2011   
18 Para 1.2.5, page 3, BBC Trust Review Syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 2011 
19 Page 41, BBC Trust On-Demand syndication Provisional Guidelines 12 Jan 2011.   
20 Para 14.g, page 74, BBC Trust Review Syndication of BBC on-demand content, 9 November 2011 
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BT agrees with the Trust‟s requirement for the iPlayer to be available free of charge at entry level for 

pay TV providers. In addition BT will keep the iPlayer experience free from advertising and 
sponsorship.  However BT Vision at a platform level may attract advertising and sponsorship and 

although we do not believe there is any conflict between platform level activity and the protection of 
the iPlayer at access level, the Trust may wish to recognise this in the final proposals.  

 

2.5.2 User Interface (UI) 
 

Whilst BT understands the need for the BBC to maintain a consistent style, look and feel, BT also 
wishes to offer its customers a consistent look, feel and user interface.  Therefore we would like to 

ensure that we can adjust certain UI capabilities, for example the function of specific control buttons 
or trick play operation. 

 

2.5.3 Parental Controls 
 

There is recognition in the Review of the importance of parental controls but not of the possibility of 
integrating BBC parental controls with a service platform‟s wider parental controls. The BBC policy 

should encourage such integration where possible to provide users with a consistent parental control 

solution. 
 

2.5.4 Recommendations 
 

The Review does recognise that iPlayer can appear in recommendations, however BT is keen to 
ensure that it can use iPlayer viewing information to feed its own recommendations. 

 

2.7 Reporting and Performance  
 

2.7.1 Reporting 
 

Whilst including the need for syndication partners to provide user data to the BBC, the policy does not 

specify what data the BBC should report back to those same partners. BT is willing to provide general 
usage information to the BBC but would expect to receive similar information in return. 

 
2.7.2 Performance 

 

The policy does not address the need to ensure some level of availability of the service, nor to 
provide an operational mechanism to support any issues that may arise with the availability, 

operation or performance of the service. Given that BT is likely to receive service issue calls from 
customers, BT is keen to have service level and support capabilities in place from the BBC. 

 
British Telecommunications 

December 2011 


