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I would like to thank Minister Bruton and Frank Ryan for their opening 

remarks.  

 

I would also like to wish Torlach well in his new role as Director of the IBEC 

Audiovisual Federation and pass on my very best regards to Tommy 

McCabe who recently stepped down from the role.  

 

A few weeks ago I was invited to speak in Dublin City University about the 

future of public service media in Ireland. 

 

Implicit in the invitation was the sense that now it has become necessary to 

recast or re-imagine the role of the public service broadcaster.  
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I certainly don’t need to convince any of you here today of the rapidly-

changing nature of global media consumption, audience expectations, 

technological innovation or the present complexity and diversity of the Irish 

media market. All of this is unrecognisable from the period when public 

service broadcasting was first conceived and when RTÉ was established.  

 

However as I began to think about how I would address the question of 

RTÉ’s core public purpose today, I realised how little change there has been 

in the societal needs which must underpin any rationale for public service 

media.  

 

I would argue that far from being diminished, RTÉ’s core public purpose has 

rarely been more relevant or more necessary than it is today.  

 

RTÉ has a prescribed duty to be accurate, fair and impartial, to explain and 

to challenge and to provide escape and entertainment. This duty plays a 

central role right now in helping Irish people to better understand and cope 

with the complex and unpredictable events affecting their daily lives.  

 

Daily lives that are increasingly intertwined with digital technologies and 

services.  

 

Now, more than ever, amidst all the change, fragmentation and 

uncertainty, given our economic vulnerability, given the emergence of 
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global media players, social media and the consolidation of media 

ownership in Ireland, there is a need for a publicly-owned media service 

with a strong Irish voice.  

 

And perhaps above all, a media service that is accountable, not to 

shareholders, individuals or the government of the day, but to the public.  

 

Of course RTÉ has to adapt to the media environment and the society it sits 

within. To remain relevant, RTÉ must extend its public value into the new 

areas and new services that our audience demand and have a right to 

expect as licence fee payers.  

 

The challenge is to ensure, amid profound technological, societal and 

economic change, that RTÉ continues to be a public good, accessible to all, 

trusted and relevant to the everyday lives of Irish people.   

 

If we are to offer a complete service, RTÉ must be available wherever and 

whenever our audience requires.  

 

We don’t have a choice, media consumption is changing. Just as arrival of 

the internet posed and is posing huge challenges to the publishing industry, 

so too the high-speed and increasingly mobile internet of today is beginning 

to pose real, albeit different, challenges for broadcasters.  

 

That is what I would like to talk to you about this morning – how RTÉ will 
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extend its public value in the digital age, how we plan to develop new 

digital services and what we will do to raise revenue from some of them.  

 

I also want to offer a challenge to all of us in the room who have an interest 

in quality Irish online production. We are all trying to position ourselves for 

an online, digital future without being totally certain about how we’re 

going to generate enough revenue to keep investing in what we’ve 

originated. No one wants to be left behind but the timelines on getting 

ahead seem further away than ever. We will all have to work more closely 

together to solve what is a shared problem - to square the circle of 

increased investment costs but uncertain financial returns, while realising 

that in some cases we are also competitors. 

 

In an Irish context, RTÉ sits at a vital creative intersection; between 

information, culture and technology.  

 

Many Irish people view RTÉ as a news organisation, a broadcaster and a 

cultural institution – but we are much more than that.  RTÉ is also a creative 

and innovative hub that is one of Ireland’s leading providers of digital 

content and services.  

 

RTÉ currently operates:  

• the most visited Irish-owned website in the country 

• the most popular TV and Radio live streaming and catch-up services  

• and the most downloaded Irish owned mobile applications in the 
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country 

 

We have put ourselves in this position: 

• by investing early in the development of our online services 

• by creating relevant content for online and mobile users  

• by extending our TV and Radio content to new platforms 

• by successfully adapting our work practices and systems  

• by tapping into the creativity and innovation of our staff and the 

independent sector  

• and by bringing the trust we have built with our audience over many 

years to new online and mobile services.   

 

So as we look to the future we are coming from a position of strength but 

certainly not one of perfection. We know we need to enhance our public 

service focus online. We know that within RTÉ we need to break down the 

silos between TV, Radio and Online and better integrate to maximise the 

benefits from ever scarce resources; to make them more profitable and 

grow more and new revenue streams. I know we have much still to do.  

 

In short, we have to make a cultural step change to firmly place our online 

operations at the heart of our thinking and planning.   

 

Understanding the speed at which this market is changing is paramount. 

Online and mobile consumption of content is growing exponentially. The 

time spent online by Irish consumers this year stands at 3 hours per day, 
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that is one hour more than it was just last year. But this growth has not 

displaced traditional media as fast as some had predicted.  

 

Despite the increases in online and mobile usage, despite the arrival of 

social media, consumption of television in Ireland is actually growing. Year 

on year more people, including young people, are now spending more time 

watching television - not less!  

 

Radio audiences are also robust. Traditional television and radio are far 

from dead.  

 

Indeed a feature of TV today is that many viewers are watching live TV 

programming, while following and contributing to the live commentary on 

social media on phones, laptops and tablets - increasingly viewers are 

sharing the experience as groups, but interacting individually. 

 

It seems, so far at least, that social media is adding to the media landscape 

but is not necessarily displacing broadcast services. In fact it could even be 

helping them. 

 

I mention this to give you some sense of the complexity of the broadcasting 

and media landscape that faces us all as we look ahead into the future. 

 

However, despite the rapid growth in use of our digital services, the 

commercial revenue generated from those services is still a fraction of that 



7 
 

from Television and Radio.  

 

Last year RTÉ’s commercial revenue from TV advertising was over 100 

million Euros; from Radio advertising it was over 27 million; but from RTÉ’s 

combined digital services (websites, Player, mobile and digitext) it was just 

3.5 million.  

 

TV and Radio advertising remain a key media for advertisers wishing to 

reach big audiences. It is clear to me is that, in the short term at least, TV 

and Radio advertising will remain RTÉ’s primary sources of commercial 

revenue. 

 

What is also clear however is that old certainties and simple assumptions 

about audience and content no longer apply. The audience just got more 

sophisticated and we must respond to that, as must the advertising 

industry. 

 

As RTÉ considers how to develop new digital services we are mindful of our 

overall public service remit and of the principles which must underpin all 

that we do. That is our key public purpose. 

 

We are mindful that RTÉ has a unique place within the Irish cultural 

ecosystem; we are mindful that we must reflect the diversity of Ireland; 

that our journalism must remain impartial and independent; and that 

crucially our services must be accessible to all. These core public service 



8 
 

values are just as relevant online as they are on TV or radio.  

 

Providing free-to-air services that are accessible to everyone has always 

been a key feature of public service broadcasting.  

 

It is rooted in the principle of equality and a strong sense that if society as a 

whole is to benefit from publicly-owned media then everyone who 

contributes to funding those media services through a licence fee must be 

able to access them free-to-air.  

 

In short, public service media must be a public space.  

 

RTÉ has applied this principle to the development of its online services in 

recent years. We have set them up as public spaces where everyone with 

an internet connection can enter.  We have not put up pay walls nor have 

we charged subscription fees. We have ensured that there are no barriers 

between the public and the news, information and entertainment which 

they need – and which they have contributed to with their licence fee.  

 

RTÉ has come in for some criticism for applying this core principle of public 

service media to our online products and services - that somehow by giving 

our audience what they have already paid for, in ways that are convenient 

to them, we are acting inappropriately and beyond our remit.  

 

This is simply not true. An even cursory reading of the 2009 Broadcasting 
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Act will show you that it not only allows RTÉ to develop web services but 

explicitly obliges us to.  

 

But leaving aside the legal basis for RTÉ’s web services, it makes no sense to 

charge users for access to core RTÉ content and wouldn’t in any way help 

other Irish traditional media organisations if we did.  

 

If for example, RTÉ put up a paywall on our online news website, the 

likelihood is that the majority of our current user base would simply go to 

the many free international and Irish online news providers and 

aggregators, such as: Google News, Yahoo News, the Huffington Post, the 

Mail Online, the Guardian, the Telegraph, Joe.ie, the journal.ie, politics.ie, 

to name but a few… 

 

We are by no means alone in this view. Media organisations the world over 

choose to offer much of their core content, particularly news content, for 

free over the internet. Public service media organisations like the BBC, 

Channel 4, ABC in Australia, CBC in Canada, NPR and PBS in the United 

States all operate an open access model similar to us for much if not all of 

their core content. 

 

Last week I met Martin Baron, the Editor of the Boston Globe who was in 

Dublin. We were supposed to discuss a range of editorial and management 

issues but, applying the new adage that an obsession shared is an obsession 

doubled, inevitably after five minutes we were talking digital strategy, 
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integration and paywalls.  

 

The US market like Europe is experimenting, trying to find its way. The 

Boston Globe has a new dual web site approach – one site where you get a 

percentage of total content free and another where you subscribe for the 

complete online Globe. This approach differs from the one adopted by the 

Globe’s parent company, The New York Times. The Times’ approach differs 

in turn from its main competitors. The US TV Networks have an entirely 

different business model and have resisted paywalls. Local broadcasters are 

also offering free online content.  

 

What is clear is that experience around the world shows that there is no 

silver bullet solution that public service broadcasters like RTÉ are thwarting. 

There is no market consensus to be distorted. 

 

Free open access to core RTÉ content for Irish audiences will remain a key 

part of our digital strategy in the coming years.  

 

However, it is clear that without an adequate financial return, the 

development of quality Irish online content will be threatened. Audiences 

want new services, more content, and more accessibility. As the audience 

becomes ever more accustomed to getting all online content for nothing, it 

becomes harder to convince them that this content will no longer be 

available if those generating it are not receiving an adequate return.  
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Advertisers also understandably want options and innovations – new ways 

of reaching consumers. However those advertisers and their agencies must 

also realise that unless Irish content generators can establish a secure value 

for their online propositions and an adequate share of advertising budgets, 

the number of choices those advertisers will have over time will reduce.  

 

As I have mentioned, revenue from our ad supported digital services has 

remained small. This is partly due to the relative immaturity of the digital 

advertising market in Ireland.  IAB Ireland, the trade association for digital 

advertising, estimated that the total value of Irish digital advertising last 

year was €110 million Euros - a little over 12% of the total Irish advertising 

market. This compares with 31% in the UK, the most mature digital market 

in Europe.  

 

But it is also due to the nature of that digital advertising spending. Within 

digital advertising there are three broad categories: Search, Display and 

Classifieds. In Ireland in 2010 the spending split between the three 

categories was as follows:  

• Search made up 44% of the market 

• Display made up 31% of the market  

• and Classifieds made up 25% of the market  

 

Mobile digital advertising, while small in revenue terms at the moment is a 

key, growing segment; it also includes search, display and classifieds.  
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Search is of course dominated by Google and the other search engines and 

is not an area where RTÉ, or any other Irish media company for that matter, 

competes for revenue. 

 

Classifieds make up a very small part of RTÉ’s current digital revenue. It is 

revenue that is shared in any event with Irish partners such as: Irishjobs.ie; 

daft.ie; anotherfriend.com; myhome.ie; and Buy and Sell.  RTÉ must 

generate additional commercial income but we also realize our position 

and responsibilities in this market. While classifieds is important for some, 

RTÉ does not view it as core business and it will not be a significant area of 

strategic focus for us in the future. 

 

Given the popularity of our digital services, RTÉ does compete in the 

Display market and we will continue to do so, but at present holds just a 

10% share of this market.  

 

The global online display ad market, including Ireland, is dominated by huge 

international players: Google (through their Google Ad Network), 

Microsoft, Yahoo, and other online advertising networks most people have 

never heard of such as Value Click Media or Specific Media. This 

international competition is only going to grow in the coming years as the 

big players, with the resources to innovate and increasingly target their 

Display advertising, gain market share. 

 

If the US is any predictor of what may happen here, it is worth noting that 
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while there is nominally healthy competition for digital revenues, the 

reality is that a relatively small number of very large companies dominate. 

Just 10 companies currently account for approximately70% of total digital 

revenues in that market.  

 

In a global context, Irish-owned online properties selling display ads are 

very small.  

 

So what does this mean for RTÉ?  

 

It means that even if the digital advertising market was to grow by double 

digits year-on-year for the next five years, as many predict it will, and even 

if RTÉ managed to hold onto approximately 10% of  display advertising - our 

net increase in annual revenues from digital advertising would be at best 4-

6 million Euro.  

 

This is simply not sufficient to either make up for the long term 

displacement of TV and radio advertising revenues or to support the 

development of the kinds of digital services that are essential if RTÉ is to 

remain relevant in the increasingly digital lives of Irish people.  

 

So how do we tackle this problem? How do you square the investment 

versus return circle? 

 

RTÉ is currently introducing a range of changes to how we operate, how we 
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view the market and what we offer that market. We know we have to think 

differently: 

 

• think differently about the relationship between our online areas and 

the rest of the organisation 

• think differently about the value of our content  

• about the range of new mobile services and applications we offer 

• about the size of our potential market outside Ireland 

• think differently about our approach to merchandising 

• and think differently about the types of partnerships we need to 

develop 

 

We have estimated that if we make the right choices, RTÉ can grow its 

digital revenues from 2.5% of total commercial revenues in 2010 to 15% of 

total commercial revenues by 2015.  

 

To put this in context, online income would at that stage be contributing 

close to what Radio advertising currently contributes to RTÉ. Radio in 

Ireland is over eighty years old. Online is a child of the new century. This is 

an ambitious growth target but this is a sector that requires some ambition. 

 

What does this mean in terms of specific actions? I want to outline to you a 

number of priorities and new initiatives that are now central to our overall 

planning for online. 
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Firstly, in order to enhance our online offerings in the middle of the worst 

recession in living memory, we all have to maximise the effectiveness and 

efficiency of our existing resources. This has to be a key part of any business 

modelling. There is a shrinking pot of new investment monies available and 

yet online development will require additional resources. That means we 

have to ensure that we have closer integration between online generators 

and other output areas.  

Integrating online content production 

 

Last month, RTÉ announced significant changes to the way we plan to 

deliver new and existing online services. We are establishing a new division, 

RTÉ Digital, which will become an innovation hub within RTÉ to lead the 

development of RTÉ’s digital services.  

 

In parallel, we are integrating online content generation to the TV, News 

and Radio divisions. Previously most of this was run through the central 

Publishing Division. By making these changes and working more efficiently, 

existing budgets and resources within those Divisions can be used to 

enhance our total online offering. A 5% transfer of resources from some 

existing budgets to new online content would increase investment in online 

production by multiples from its current levels.  

 

Existing staff and management will also have a greater degree of ownership 

over that content. And a new generation of multi-skilled programme 
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makers will emerge with a knowledge, passion and skill base that covers TV, 

Radio and Online. There will still be Television, Radio, News and Online 

specialists but in the future there will also be a much greater proportion of 

production staff that operates across a range of areas. Production training 

courses we offer to staff in future will be multidisciplinary, equipping 

producers and others with the skills to create content for multiple 

platforms. We will also work with the independent production sector to 

discuss how we best communicate what our priorities are and how we can 

help develop their skills to meet the new demands of production.  

 

As a result of these measures, in time our audiences will notice that our 

online content and services will become richer, more social, more 

interactive and more comprehensive. 

 

Improving the quality and range of RTÉ’s online content makes little sense 

unless we also place a real value on that content. This firstly involves taking 

a more proactive approach to piracy and to those who would treat our 

content as valueless, there to be taken and used without agreement. This is 

an area where there needs to be much greater co-operation between 

content providers in Ireland. 

Valuing Content 

 

Similarly there needs to be much greater co-operation on the development 

of an agreed and transparent trading currency of online audiences, 

particularly around streamed audio and video live and catch-up content.  
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While both the TAM Ireland and JNLR systems have limitations, they are 

currencies that the whole industry understands. They have enabled 

broadcasters and advertisers to effectively trade verifiable audiences.  

 

While analytics systems yield online data at a much more granular and 

indeed much more accurate level in relation to event-based activity – they 

fundamentally deal with the activity of IP addresses rather than people. 

 

There is no doubting that there is huge activity as measured by visitors, 

page impressions, streams and other binary measures of online services, 

but what is much less clear is who is engaging in all this activity and for how 

long - crucial and necessary information for advertisers and online service 

providers. In addition, understanding the links between online usage and 

the consumption of other more traditional media is still quite 

underdeveloped.  

 

I know an attempt was made a number of years ago to develop an agreed 

industry standard for measuring the reach of online services. It didn’t last.  

But the problem hasn’t gone away.  

 

Ireland is not by any means unique in this area. In the UK, for example, 

BARB (the UK equivalent of TAM Ireland) is looking to develop a method of 

adding new measurements to their panel. These could very usefully align 
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the online and TV usage habits of people within a common tradable 

currency. Perhaps Ireland could look at developing something similar.  

 

RTÉ would support efforts to move in this direction, because to build 

durable online businesses we all need a currency that we can trust and that 

we can trade.  

 

The next step in ensuring value for online content is to resist attempts to 

treat it merely as an advertising ‘add on’- a freebie to be thrown into a 

cross-divisional advertising deal where Television and Radio are the main 

component.  

 

This is a time when the advertising industry, like the rest of us, is obsessed 

with price and discount. I completely understand the urge from advertisers 

and agencies, particularly larger clients, to see online as another part of the 

discount equation but that is a dead end for anyone hoping to see real and 

long term value online. RTÉ will of course offer cross-media packages but 

they will be underpinned with a belief that the online space has real value 

for advertisers and broadcasters alike. We will not be pushed into making 

short term decisions that undermine the long term viability of this sector. 

 

Another focus for us in trying to strengthen our online proposition involves 

new services, applications and markets.  

 

New Premium Digital Services 



19 
 

RTÉ has been delivering TV and radio content on-demand and free over IP 

in different ways for a number of years.  

 

The RTÉ Player compares with the best online live streaming and TV catch-

up services available anywhere in Europe. This was joined just a few weeks 

ago by the RTÉ Radio Player, which gives more choice and more control in 

how and when listeners access RTÉ radio content. But these are just the 

beginning.  

 

As I have already said, free and open access to core RTÉ content will remain 

a key part of our digital strategy in the coming years. That is at the core of 

our public contract with our audience and is not up for discussion. But just 

as other public institutions run specific exhibitions and events for which 

customers pay, either on entry or by subscription, so too RTÉ is considering 

developing new IP- based premium, live and video on-demand services for 

different audiences, particularly international audiences.  

 

We believe that a movement by the largest domestically-owned content 

producer and online operation in Ireland into the premium space, however 

limited initially, can only help build recognition from the public that online 

content needs to be financially supported. We also believe that entering 

this space will enhance opportunities not just for ourselves but for others 

as well. 

 

Many broadcasters are now trying different business models and different 
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types of services aimed at different markets.  

 

The launch in June by BBC Worldwide of the Global BBC iPlayer service for 

the iPad is a good example of what is possible.  The service was launched 

initially in 11 European countries but that reach has been extended 

recently. People can subscribe to the service for a monthly fee or for an 

annual subscription, which gives access to series’ such as Top Gear, 

Eastenders and Doctor Who. The app itself is free and there is also some 

content available without a subscription. 

 

Channel 4’s 4oD catch-up player also has an iPad service but they have 

adopted a different business model involving sponsorship of the service 

and advertising around content. 

  

At present we are examining the different possible content types and mixes 

for different audiences; pricing strategies; and technology and partnership 

options for these new types of services. Some may be free and ad funded; 

some may be subscription-based; some may be event-based, some may be 

sponsored and some may combine different commercial elements.  

 

What is clear is that there is no one right model and finding the right mix of 

commercial approaches and products will be iterative and take time.  

 

Although no decisions have been made, we are currently looking at a 

number of possible avenues - on-demand archive services, new digital 
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merchandising of drama and factual programming, live sport for 

international audiences, companion applications for two screen 

experiences, thematic player type services in areas such as arts and culture 

or children’s services – just to name a few.  

 

Some of these new services will begin in the next year; others will take 

longer to develop. They offer real opportunities for partnership. 

 

We are under no illusions that any of this represents a magic solution for 

online revenue generation but we must all be prepared to try new things – 

to take calculated risks and to test this new and emerging market. 

 

As we announced at the recent Dublin Web Summit before Christmas, RTÉ 

will launch an iPhone and iPad RTÉ Player application for both domestic and 

international audiences - allowing users to access RTÉ’s catch up services 

over both WIFI and 3G networks anywhere in the world.  

 

RTÉ was one of the first, if not the first, broadcaster in the world to use 

Adobe's HTTP Adaptive Streaming technology for last year's FIFA World Cup 

Final.  That public-facing trial is now being followed up with a production 

rollout to facilitate an enhanced user experience in the soon-to-be 

launched new upgraded RTÉ Player. This will see RTÉ lead the way in 

providing a better experience for the end user, and allowing RTÉ to deliver 

video content to multiple platforms. 
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Just this week, on Tuesday night, RTÉ completed a public trial of High 

Definition Streaming with online live HD coverage of the Ireland Vs Estonia 

playoff – a first for an Irish broadcaster. 

 

Next year we are likely to see RTÉ partner to pilot a new video on demand 

and television catch up service, involving the RTÉ Player.  

 

We will also explore new on-demand distribution opportunities for our 

content in Ireland and internationally across all platforms including IPTV, 

Cable, DTT, Smart TVs, mobile and web.  

 

It is interesting to note that just last week the BBC Trust announced that it 

has revised its guidelines regarding the BBC's on-demand syndication policy 

– allowing the BBC to offer for the first time its on-demand content on a 

range of third-party platforms in addition to the BBC iPlayer.   

 

As I said a few weeks ago in DCU; this is an exciting time, there are huge 

possibilities and opportunities – much is changing and many of the old 

barriers are falling.  

 

However, if audiences are to benefit from the full potential that these 

technologies allow, connectivity and network speeds will have to improve 

and improve quickly. They will also need to adapt. For example last year, 

15% of traffic on RTÉ’s web services came from mobile devices. Just twelve 

months later, that figure stands at over 40% - a staggeringly rapid increase 
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that has all sorts of implications for network providers and regulators.  

 

It will require new, more flexible and creative approaches by regulators and 

government. As I’ve said, innovation will require experimentation – some 

initiatives will be successful and others won’t but it will be critical that such 

innovation is supported and allowed time to grow.  

 

It will also require more flexibility by producers and rights owners to 

develop mutually beneficial revenue models from services that are durable 

and that offer real economies of scale.  

 

I very much hope that creative partnerships can be a key part of RTÉ’s 

digital future. We understand that to drive innovation and to continue to 

bring audiences compelling content in new and exciting ways, we must 

partner with others.  

 

Some of you may have noticed that last Friday RTÉ’s live coverage of the 

inauguration of Ireland’s new president was streamed live on 

irishtimes.com.   

 

This was an entirely new departure for RTÉ and the Irish Times. It is the 

result of changing relationships in this market, where competitors continue 

to protect their own interests but realize that there are also shared 

interests that can drive real change.  RTÉ is in discussions with a number of 

individual newspaper groups about content-sharing possibilities and 
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hopefully audiences will soon see the results of these discussions online.  

 

RTÉ’s goal is to seek mutually beneficial partnerships with companies and 

organisations that have an interest, like us, in the provision of quality Irish 

content. It is to be more open to the possibilities of sharing RTÉ content 

with a wider audience on terms that benefit both parties. Where new 

sources of revenue emerge we will share them in a way that is fair and 

mutually beneficial.  

 

So here you have our vision for RTÉ:  

 

• An organisation that knows, understands and respects its past but is 

clearly focused on its future. 

 

• An organisation that embraces its public service obligations and 

wants to extend its core public value online. 

 

• An organisation that will respond to the needs of its audience, even if 

that requires a re-imagination of itself. 

  

• An organisation that is determined to exploit the commercial 

opportunities of our digital future but which knows its 

responsibilities in this marketplace. 

 

• An organisation that, if the right opportunities arise, is prepared to 
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share its content and also share the financial return.  

 

We all know first-hand the difficulties our economy and society are facing. 

But there are also exciting opportunities opening up.  

 

Are there risks - absolutely.  Does anyone have all the answers – you must 

be joking. 

 

But this is not a time to be timid, defensive or conservative. RTÉ is very 

much up for the challenge and we want to play a leading role and 

progressive at the centre of this new and growing creative digital 

ecosystem. 

 

We must embrace the opportunity offered by new technologies. We must 

apply all our collective creativity and ingenuity and we must all be open to 

new ways of working – both together and individually.  

 

The prize is a big one for all of us - to ensure that our collective efforts see 

Irish voices and quality Irish content remaining distinct, accessible and 

relevant in this global digital age. 


