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ERICSSON/CREATIVE MERGER INQUIRY 

Summary of hearing with Channel 4 held on 14 November 2013 

Playout requirements 

1. Channel 4 said that its playout requirements were relatively complex. It broadcast 
across a number of regions and had a lot of dynamic schedule changes, opt-out 
regions and complex, live events. Complexity was increased by the integration of its 
linear and non-linear systems. 

2. Channel 4 operated on approximately 20 non-linear platforms and content was 
processed for these as well as linear platforms. This affected the complexity of the 
playout service and increased the risk of problems emerging, for which safeguards 
were in place.   

3. Regional broadcasts were an important factor in increasing the complexity of playout 
and differentiated the needs of broadcasters. The complexity of its regional playout 
was similar to ITV, but on a smaller scale, and was slightly more complex than 
Channel 5. []. 

The current contract 

4. Four companies were invited to bid for its playout contract. The shortlist was 
compiled on the basis of industry knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of 
various playout providers and Channel 4 approached the companies which it 
believed could best provide the service it required. 

5. Channel 4 originally spoke with Ascent (now owned by Encompass), Technicolor, 
Red Bee Media (RBM) and Arqiva. These four providers were then shortlisted down 
to two: Ascent and RBM. []. 

6. The tender process took two years from start to finish. During the process, Channel 4 
had a lot of contact with both Ascent and RBM and from these discussions it felt 
confident that either could provide the functionality and service levels it required.  

7. [] 

8. RBM was awarded a ten-year contract. Channel 4 initially considered a contract of 
five to seven years, but this was not thought to be financially viable because it would 
have been cheaper to keep the services in-house. An equipment refresh was also 
expected during the contract term. 

9. []      

10. []  

11. Channel 4 would review the length of its next contract. A shorter contract would give 
it the flexibility to take advantage of the continuous improvement in playout 
technology. It would also ensure that companies were able to adapt quickly to 
technological changes. For non-linear services, advances in technology would see 
new operational models and architecture. The ‘Channel in a Box’ was one such 
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development and Channel 4 was happy with how this had performed to date for 
Box TV. 

12. If Channel 4 were to implement a new playout service today, it would not build the 
architecture it currently used and would look at alternative technologies. ‘Channel in 
a Box’ was a possible alternative, though it could not manage the complexity of the 
graphics Channel 4 currently used.  

13. Channel 4 believed it needed a minimum of three bidders to progress with a tender 
and these would need experience of managing a large-scale operation like Channel 4. 
The option of in-house supply would also be considered. It was important for Channel 
4 to narrow the shortlist to two bidders relatively quickly to reduce the amount of 
resources dedicated to the process. 

Current provider 

14. Channel 4’s current supplier, RBM, provided a good and reliable service for its linear 
channels. There had been some teething problems at the start of the contract, but 
RBM had provided a very capable service over the past two to three years.  

15. Channel 4 assessed the reliability of the current service against the service levels 
achieved when playout was managed in-house. As an advertiser-funded public 
service broadcaster, reliability was paramount and it did not want the performance 
under the new contract to be less reliable. In the event of an incident, service credits 
were in place, but it would prefer to avoid incidents in the first place. 

16. Channel 4 believed RBM had an incumbency advantage as it understood the service 
and the technology. A technology refresh would not be as disruptive as switching to a 
new supplier and this strengthened RBM’s position. 

17. The transfer of staff had the potential to increase the complexity of a switch from in-
house to a new provider. There was a higher degree of familiarity with staff when the 
service was moved from in-house to outsourced for the first time. For a subsequent 
move of supplier, even though staff would TUPE across this connection would be 
reduced. 

Alternative providers 

18. Channel 4 believed Ascent and Technicolor were both possible providers. [].   

19. [] 

20. []  

21. Price, technology staff and industry feedback, both from suppliers and customers, 
were important criteria when it conducted a tender. It was not a case of simply 
awarding the contract to the cheapest provider. While it had a reputation for using 
new technologies and wanted to innovate, it did experience cost pressures. When it 
considered the broadcast operations for its main channel, reliability was extremely 
important.  

22. Channel 4 believed it was very difficult to use an overseas provider due to its 
complex distribution requirements and the logistics of accessing the content it 
needed which was mainly generated in the UK. It was possible that by the time 
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Channel 4’s contract was renewed this may not be insurmountable due to 
technological developments.  

23. [] 

24. [] 

Box TV 

25. The playout service for Box TV was added to its main playout contract. The contract 
for Box TV was set up as a separate playout area in a multi-client suite, []. The 
process for Box TV started out as a formal tender, which was stopped due to the cost 
advantages of adding it to the main Channel 4 contract. 

26. Box TV had complex playout requirements with regard to the graphics it used, but as 
a channel was not complex. The graphics varied for every show and if a programme 
was repeated, both the graphics and the broadcast material might be changed. 

Other playout providers 

27. Channel 4 felt that Technicolor was in a stronger position since its acquisition by 
Ericsson in 2012. []. 

28. It could be possible for a playout provider to graduate to the level of complexity 
required by Channel 4 if it purchased the technical expertise and project and design 
teams of a competitor.  

The merger of Ericsson and RBM 

29. There might be benefits for Ericsson in acquiring the expertise of RBM, but there 
would be less competition. When Channel 4 next tendered its playout contract, it was 
conceivable that there would be new entrants to the market, possibly with 
international operations. There were currently a number of alternative suppliers in the 
market and insourcing was also an alternative. 


	Summary of hearing with Channel 4 held on 14 November 2013
	Playout requirements
	The current contract
	Current provider
	Alternative providers
	Box TV
	Other playout providers
	The merger of Ericsson and RBM


