


1. RTE is actively
pursuing this possibility
for television. RTE radio is
already on the ASTRA
satellite and in the World
Radio Network (eds.)

2. This experiment went
ahead. (eds.)
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Gastarbeiter in Germany, for Japanese managers in Europe and for the Chinese
everywhere. There ought also to be a combined international RTE channel for the Irish
abroad although 1 believe there are rights problems.'

Here is a clear example where the extra choice that satellite television can offer, far
from merely being a vehicle for the homogenizing influence of an increasingly universal
American culture, can actually underline and protect both the language and culture of
internationally scattered minorities. Instead of half an hour a week of the BBC's
valuable time early on Sunday mornings for Asian minorities, now they can have their
own channel. You can even argue the opposite: that the possibility for ethnic minorities
to control their own media could slow down assimilation. Apart from channels for ethnic
minorities — and in culturally diverse countries like the US that could add up to a large
number of channels - and extra choice, the new technologies offer greater convenience of
viewing in the hope of generating greater revenues.

In most scenarios now being planned at least sixty or seventy channels would be
devoted to the top ten films, with no less than six or seven channels showing the same
film with staggered start times, the viewer would never be more than fifteen or twenty
minutes away from the start of a film — virtual video on demand. The real thing - the
right to call up anything you want to watch at any time - is not all that far off either.

British Telecom will decide next month whether to go ahead with a significant
commercial experiment in the Colchester area of Essex sending a service down
conventional telephone lines.? | am assured by BT executives that they can send
pictures better than VHS video recorder standard down conventional telephone lines at
the same time as the line is being used for a conventional telephone conversation. For
BT now facing increasing competition from cable television operators who have the right
to offer telecommunication services there is the enormous attraction of a possible new
business and an existing network that goes into twenty three million homes in the UK.
Other entrepreneurs are planning to offer video on demand by squirting a digitally
compressed feature film from a satellite to specially adapted video recorders in the space
of ten minutes. You pay your money for two viewings of the film.

It is very easy for me to present to you layer upon layer of technological change and
not just for television. Work is already advancing on the electronic newspaper, on the
individual newspaper that is tailored to your individual preferences. A computer
informed of my personal interests will tirelessly scan electronic data bases in the
middle of the night and deliver my very own ‘newspaper’ to my personal computer for
viewing on the screen or for printing out first thing on the morning. This coming
Sunday, if I had such a newspaper I hope the first page would contain an article along
the following lines: ‘Les Ferdinand scores three in Queen’s Park Rangers defeat of
Manchester United’.

The US newspaper group Knight Ridder earlier this month demonstrated the
prototype of an electronic newspaper system called the Tablet — a flat portable screen
that can have the contents of one newspaper or many downloaded each night for the
scrolling and reading wherever you are. The machine has convinced me above all else of
one thing - that dead trees have a real and continuing future.

More media, greater choice?

What I am convinced of however is that the era of mass media will slowly give way to
an era of more personal media, an era of greater individual choice. It will happen as
always at the top end of the market first as a service to those who can pay a luxury
media price and will concentrate on need-to-know information rather than the
serendipity that is one of the prime joys of a good newspaper. (For instance, I did not
know I wanted to know that if you put a compact disc in the freezer the sound quality
was improved. Our freezer now has a few experimental frozen discs at this moment!)

76



IRISH COMMUNICATIONS REVIEW _ VOL 4 1994

domestic satellite dishes and rapidly building cable networks — so much more
controllable - in the major cities.

Ultimately there is no way of blocking the endless flows of pictures and words
because the footprint of satellites rarely coincides with the boundaries of most nation
states. Murdoch says, for example, if his Star TV is kicked out of Hong Kong after 1997,
he could probably continue to run the service by sending the signal up to the satellite
from Los Angeles but certainly from Australia.

What actually is the point of all that communicating? What on earth is going to be
shown on 500 channels that anyone would conceivably want to watch? And will
humanity benefit as a result or are we all in danger, as the American social theorist Neil
Postman has it, of ‘amusing ourselves to death'? Postman takes a gloomy view of the
effects of the onward march of entertainment, the surfeit of visual images and the
blurring of the lines between politics and show business.

When a culture becomes overloaded with pictures, when logic and
rhetoric lose their binding authority, when historical truth becomes
irrelevant, when the spoken or written word is distrusted or makes
demands on our attention that we are incapable of giving; when our
politics, history, education, religion, public information and
commerce are largely in visual imagery, rather than words, then a
culture is in serious jeopardy.

I stopped in the middle of typing that paragraph not to draw breath because of the
weight of words but because Classic FM, the new commercial classical music station was
playing a 1916 recording of Enrico Caruso singing ‘Santa Lucia'. I know it was words and
music and not the visual images that Postman was railing against but it was still a
timely reminder that not all the outpourings of technology and the electronic media can
be so easily dismissed or destructive of culture. How much poorer we would all be
without the sound of Caruso in New York nearly eighty years ago or even more modestly
David Frost and Millicent Martin for ever rattling out ‘That Was The Week That Was'.

I believe that overall the opportunities presented for more choice, for more
convenience, are on balance beneficial. I do not think there is any chance of going back,
however attractive and comfortable it might seem, to the days when television was new,
when there was only a tiny handful of channels and the family gathered around the
single set like an alternative hearth. It is useful and fun to be able to select from a wide
range of channels — films, sport and news. It is interesting to be able to watch the CBS
evening news in your home as it goes out live in the US. As a potential news junkie it is
great to have the ability to watch non-stop live coverage provided by CNN or Sky Sport
on the really big news days such as the storming of the Russian parliament - to have a
seat at history in the making. I would like to point out though that however dramatic
those pictures were, and they were memorable, you got much more of a sense of what
was going on from the Italian newspaper journalists who actually risked their lives by
going inside and meeting the plotters — an article well deployed across the front page of
The Independent.

On a more trivial level the extra channels can quite simply give more time over to a
particular sporting event than the traditional mixed channels that must serve all of the
audience as often as possible. For instance, the BBC at least for the time being, does an
excellent job covering the Wimbledon tennis championships but then top level tennis
virtually disappears off the BBC screens until next year. It is as if all the players
disappear too even though we know they are playing world class tournaments week-in
week-out. As a tennis fan I find it is a great boon to be able to watch the French or the
US Open live on Eurosport, Sky Sport or even Screensport where the German
commentary is not particularly intrusive.

Satellite television can also play a significant role in easing the pain of emigration,
whether permanent or temporary. There are channels already for the Turkish
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influence. Apart from Ted Turner, they include Mr Sumner Redstone, chairman of
Viacom, the company that owns MTV, the pop music channel and Nickelodeon, the
children’s channel. Sumner Redstone is a particularly interesting character. An old
fashioned Boston liberal who lives in a simple stone house even though he is a
billionaire. Redstone wants to take his channels around the world but he also sees the
need to be sensitive about local cultures although here unconscious assumptions play a
role. No matter how great the understanding and the sensitivity - and in Sumner's case
I believe it to be genuine — the economic imperative we are seeing at work here is that
programmes are made and amortized in the saturated US market and then the jam is
earned through export. Rupert Murdoch is taking a similar route and it is difficult to
over-emphasize the enormity of what he has achieved in the past four years.

I was there at 6p.m. on 6 February 1989 when four new channels were
simultaneously switched on by Murdoch and he announced, to considerable derision,
that a new age of broadcasting was born. The joke then was: what is the difference
between the Loch Ness monster and Sky Television? Answer: more people have seen the
Loch Ness monster. In the four years since its launch Sky Television has expanded to a
system received in more than 3.5m homes in some form, earning operating profits of stg
£2m a week and financially strong enough to take premier league football and other
important sporting events such as the Frank Bruno world title defence away from
terrestrial television. I shall get to a judgement on what Sky has achieved and is likely to
achieve in a moment.

The expansion, thanks to a merger with BSB, and despite difficulties with banks and
S$7bn of debt, has taught Rupert Murdoch an important lesson. It is that, with satellite
television, first in wins the market. It is a lesson he plans to export around the world
and the first step has already been taken with the purchase of the controlling interest of
the Star television system in Asia for $525m. Murdoch quite simply is broadcasting
satellite television channels to no less than thirty eight Asian countries containing two
thirds of the world's population. He wants to take Sky News — a decent basic service,
politically straight unlike some of his newspapers — and Sky Sports around the world.

You will be relieved to know that Rupert Murdoch does recognize that there are
cultural and linguistic differences between India, China and Indonesia and he is already
thinking about separate services for those parts of the world. But [ am not at all
convinced that Rupert Murdoch or any of the other would-be international media
tycoons have really got to grips with the potential impact of what they are proposing to
do. William Shawcross in his excellent book on Murdoch expressed the problem like this:

It is the democratic right of millions of Americans to enjoy American
culture. But what democratic decision is that being imposed upon
older cultures in Asia, the Middle East and elsewhere? Are people
really being offered more choices than before?

The signs of influence are already there from the export of programmes by more
traditional methods than satellite.

According to Murdoch the North African tribesmen, the Tuareg, postponed their
annual camel caravan across the Sahara to watch an episode of Dallas. Less apocryphal
perhaps is the definitive true story about another international broadcaster with the
BBC. A BBC Asian reporter with a little time on his hands decided to do a story about
Burmese rebels in a mountainous region of the country straddling the border with
Thailand. He found the tribesman in a clearing in the jungle and was astonished to hear
the opening titles from the BBC world television news. Other stories come back from
obscure presenters who find they are household names in remote valleys in Pakistan.
Apart from the most ferocious military dictatorships, I see little chance of stopping, even
if you wanted to, the spread of more and more international channels. Interestingly the
Chinese appear to be at least trying to hold back the tide by requiring licences for
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his fortune was essentially founded on the naughty vicars and priests of the News of the
World — expressed it rather well recently. Now separate major industries — computers,
telecommunications, entertainment and television — are indeed converging into one giant
industry which will be the third largest in the world.

The evidence of rapid and dramatic change is everywhere and we are not talking
futurology here. We are talking very much about the present or at the very most next
year. TCI, the world’s largest cable television operators, has already ordered the black
boxes capable of handling 500 channels. I have been to the cable company in the New
York borough of Queen's where they are already offering 150 channels. In December, the
Hughes aircraft company is launching the first of two satellites which will be
broadcasting 150 channels of television over the entire continental United States. Next
month, Filmnet, the subscription film company of the Low Countries, will begin using
digital compression.

I hardly need to remind this audience of the enormous corporate forces now being
unleashed. But if you have any residual doubt that the world of communications is
changing in a dramatic way look at the battle for Paramount Studios and the $22bn
merger between Bell Atlantic, the US telephone company and TCI. It is however, a lot
easier to point to the growing evidence of convergence, of the potential hundreds of
television channels that could soon become available than to try to work out what, if
anything, it all means. What on earth has any of this to do with Glenroe, or Gay Byrne
and the Late Late Show?

I am not for a moment arguing that we are all inevitably heading for a homogenized
international, Hollywood dominated culture and that public service broadcasters like the
dinosaurs will pass away from the earth, no longer needed, no longer wanted. I most
emphatically am saying, however, that traditional broadcasters will continue to face
growing competition — videos and interactive games, virtual realty and CD ROMS as well
just television channels — as the television set in the corner becomes more and more
sophisticated and eventually turns into a computer before our eyes. The days have long
since gone when broadcasters could like Lord Reith, the founding director general of the
BBC, offer the public what he thought they ought to have rather than what they actually
want to watch. For broadcasters, the key will lie in creativity - shifting power and money
from the bureaucrats to the producers and directors — the people who might just come
up with the ideas that will keep viewers in a country like Ireland watching Irish-made
programmes with Irish preoccupations.

In the end, however, | believe there is no escape from political decisions. Is
broadcasting, and indeed the film industry, just a business like any other, subject to the
free flow of market forces and minimum regulation on matters of taste and decency? Or
is it something more important than that, an integral part of national culture and
identity — the place where a nation talks to itself? To be more specific, what sort of
broadcasting system can a country of the size of Ireland realistically have and most
important of all, how should it be paid for?

Media at the turn of the century

As you have already gathered, in this area there are many more questions than
answers and I'd like to add another even broader one. What sort of media, print as well
as electronic, will Ireland be consuming at the turn of the century? Will much have
changed? Having talked to many of the players involved I have no doubt at all that the
scramble is on to create integrated production and distribution chains that start in
Hollywood and end in the transmission of new channels to every nation on earth. And
some of the same people are just as interested in newspapers and electronic
information. The truly international premier league players will be well known to you
and in most cases, although sometimes they talk of international understanding and
sensitivities for local cultures, their overriding interest is money and/or power and
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