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"RE-INVENTING THE WHEEL": BRITISH PATHE IN THE DIGITAL AGE.

Charles Pathe started experimenting with the production, duplication and distribution of film in 1895. His objective was to make good quality moving imagery available to as many people as possible quickly and cheaply.

Exactly 100 years later RealNetworks released RealPlayer, a piece of free software which enabled limitless numbers of viewers to watch the same piece of compressed video "streamed" simultaneously over the internet to a global audience now estimated at 155 million.

So what happened in between, and what's going to happen next?

In 1902, after making and distributing occasional films for the new "picture houses", most famously of the Funeral of Queen Victoria in early 1901, Charles Pathe set up office officially in London. By 1910 he decided to establish his "newsreel" as a permanent fixture; Pathe Gazette, later named Pathe News, ran at least once a week for the next 60 years (Feb 1910 to Feb 1970). 

In 1918 he set up the Pathe Pictorial "cinemagazine" which ran for over 50 years. He embraced sound in 1930, and technicolor in 1955. He even introduced a special cinemagazine for women in 1921.

British Pathe continued to embrace the opportunities presented by new technology and new markets after the newsreel ceased production in 1970. Most famously, in 1990, they apparently closed the archive for a whole year to make a series of 40 Home Videos called "A Year to Remember". At their peak they were selling 150,000 copies a year, staggering for an essentially historical title.

With 100 years of innovation and experimentation behind them, British Pathe now face the ultimate challenge set by any new medium; video on the Internet, itself only about 5 years old.

The first challenge is to justify any move "on-line" at all. Fundamental to this decision is an appreciation of the "rules of engagement". Doing all those things the Internet junkies tell you like "thinking outside the box" and "embracing the new paradigm". This means creating a new model for British Pathe on-line or "re-inventing the wheel".

The current "paradigm" is that British Pathe make most of their money from less than 1% of the archive. They license about 30 hours of core material every year to a small volume of professional television producers

This "high value low volume" model does not work on the Internet. To unleash the "digital" value of the archive a much higher volume of material needs to be made available to a much higher volume of new users. High volume sales at very low values. This does not work with 30 hours of material that everyone has seen before.

Who would pay to view a clip they have seen over and over again, at much higher qualities, on television? Nobody I know. But who would pay for that rare clip of their local football side in the FA Cup, or their village or school, their relatives, even their company or trade as perceived by the media over three generations…

The next challenge is a technical one. Each frame of 35mm film is supposed to contain the equivalent of 60 MB of information. To begin to "leverage" this amount of information on-line, to the vast majority of users connected at 56 Kb/sec, it would have to be "compressed" by a factor of nearly 100,000. This would result in "browsable" "proxy files" of about 1 MB per minute of material.

Should this material be "syndicated" on a pay per download basis or made available as limitless "streams" for a subscription? Future proofed at high resolutions or made less attractive to pirates at low resolutions? Is the market connected via single phone lines at 56 Kb/sec or an ADSL network of phone lines at 500 Kb/sec? Should we wait for MPEG-7, or will MPEG-4 deliver on its promises? How can this amount of media be organised on line? Can it be made secure?

Before these issues can be resolved 50 million feet of film has to be re-mastered to video and re-catalogued, an exercise that would cost at least £1 million. Encoding and hosting this amount of material for the Internet doubles this budget.

So the key question now is not strategic or tactical but financial; how do British Pathe get their £2 million back?

Whilst the provision of archive news material on a business to business basis is fairly high profile, the size of the market is not as big as many people believe.

British companies providing archive news clips to third parties move in a market that is probably no bigger than £15m. British Pathe aim to take a 10-15% share of this market. With the overheads associated with the marketing and maintenance of a large film archive factored into this level of turnover the profit generated by the company is way too low to support a multi million pound move on-line. 

Increased access and ease of use for the material would possibly lead to an incremental expansion of the Britsh Pathe market share, but the levels would be so marginal that the investment, let alone any interest on it, would take decades to recoup. The other problem at the heart of this challenge is that if the material was made available on-line and users did their own research and ordering, they would expect a cheaper price for the material.

A pattern that has developed over the last 10 years in the stock footage industry is that the volume of material sold has indeed gone up but the value of the sales has been pushed down. This is a very common trend with the "Life Cycle" of any product; the volume of sales goes up, but in a maturing market the price goes down. British Pathe's turnover in the last ten years has not changed dramatically from sales of its core product (clips to third parties), but the volume of work has probably doubled. Like so many companies in the television marketplace British Pathe are working twice as hard for the same revenue.

So where does the justification for "leveraging" content on-line come from?

Well, looking at the product life cycle again, it can be assumed that there will be new markets for this old product and distribution will become key to growth. This actually embraces the archive's destiny to move further and further into a high volume low value market place, but the territory is so new and so uncharted that placing value on it would be a high risk strategy indeed.

How much is the British Pathe Film Archive worth to schools? To universities? To home users researching the family tree? To web developers and publishers? How much would these markets cost to "open up"? How much would they cost to service?

There is a temptation to "test" the proposition with a smaller site, but the Internet demands more dynamic and revolutionary models. People use all manner of retailers on line because they know they are apparently getting a guaranteed "best deal", and that they are getting access to a complete catalogue, something they might not get in their local High Street.

Larger companies have taken a slightly more "cost benefit" approach to digitising large parts of their assets. By creating a near line or on-line resource for in house producers, often across continents, expensive reworking and duplication can be avoided. This model does not work at Pathe, whose return from their asset is not big enough to justify a very large investment for a small incremental gain in efficiency or productivity.

Having said all this, British Pathe have just finished re-mastering and re-cataloguing their archive. This was an expensive process that was justified in business terms through an initiative to improve on basic "house keeping". Transfer the film to Digital Videotape, re-catalogue it to increase access, and justify the cost through savings made on the storage of the film elements.

Having done this the migration of the "stories" online became an exciting possibility, but a possibility that never found a watertight business plan…

So in commercial terms the risk would probably have been too big until at least 2004. The alternative was to realise the value of the British Pathe asset in cultural terms, and as you know the government backed this proposition last year with £1m of lottery money which has been used to get the entire British Pathe Archive on-line.

What you see here today is the result of 50,000 hours of work by film handlers, telecine operators, cataloguers and encoding staff. It is a complete online digital archive. It is available anywhere in the world via a modem. It is free to browse and view at low resolutions, and it is also enabled to encourage the online purchase of higher resolution clips for PowerPoint presentations or Web Publishing.

It is the perfect marriage of culture and commerce.

So let’s see if it works…
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