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FIRST IT WAS MUSIC, NOW IT'S TELEVISION

Every Monday evening like clockwork, Mat Haille used to sit in front of his TV to watch his favourite show, 24. For the 40-year-old director at one of Australia's major banks, as for many Australians, Monday night TV was a household tradition he'd long relished.

But no more. One evening last year, Haille was visited by a TV viewer's worst nightmare. Seven Network, the network that broadcasts the American spy thriller, changed timeslots to the night before without telling him, causing him to miss a vital episode.

"You couldn't get a show more dependent on continuity than 24," says Haille, who asked that we not use his real name because of what he did in response to Seven's "cynical" programming change.

What he did was go to the internet, illegally download the episode he had missed using a file-swapping technology known as BitTorrent and copy the show to a DVD so he could watch it in his living room.

He's been doing it ever since, downloading and watching every series that the TV networks treat with "reckless abandon" - which nowadays seems to be just about every series worth watching.

Major American shows such as 24, CSI, Lost, Desperate Housewives, Six Feet Under and The West Wing all suffered seemingly arbitrary programming changes last year, prompting the TV guide of The Sydney Morning Herald to describe 2005 as "a year of disrespect for viewers" and to remark: "If we had a dollar for every complaint about network programming this year we would be rich."

The programming changes might make a complaints department rich, but they may one day make the TV networks poor, as people turn to the internet for a more reliable fix of their TV shows.

"If they start playing around with the night or padding the series with encore presentations, or decide to stop a series halfway through, I'll be going straight to the download," warns Haille.

Analysts warn that soon enough - not this year but next year or the one after - TV networks could be visited by the beginnings of a nightmare of their own. People won't turn to their favourite network for TV. Like Haille, they'll turn to the internet.

Nobody knows for sure how many Australians are already doing the same thing, and watching some or all of their TV from the internet, but it's undoubtedly a significant number.

The managing director of internet service provider iiNet, Michael Malone, estimates that about half the traffic on iiNet (and, by extension, the Australian internet) is consumed by BitTorrent, the file-swapping technology popular among internet users who want to swap large computer files.

Almost all of those files, Malone guesses, would be compressed digital copies of TV shows and Hollywood movies.

Elsewhere around the world the estimates are higher, with some analysts guessing that BitTorrent traffic, dominated by bootlegged TV shows and movies, could already account for 75 per cent of all internet traffic.

Amid moves by Apple, Google and ReelTime to muscle into television shows, TV traffic on the internet looks set to get very big, very quickly.

Apple has launched an online shop in the US that lets people buy TV shows from Apple's iTunes Music Store and watch them on their iPod; Google and Yahoo! both announced services and technology last week that let people download shows and watch them on their TV sets; and ReelTime Infotainment is set to launch a service that will let Australian TV viewers download new-release Hollywood movies and watch them via a TV set-top box.

Alex Pollack, a media analyst at Macquarie Bank, estimates that legal and illegal internet downloads could wipe 20 per cent or more off the revenue growth of local TV networks in coming years, with growth dropping "by at least one point" from its historical average of 5.5 per cent a year.

For a growth-driven business like TV, "that's an awful lot", he says. "That doesn't mean someone who owns a TV network is going to be out of business tomorrow", but it does mean the networks will have to be "incredibly careful" how they approach the coming era, when people will be able to access TV shows through an internet connection wired to their TV "and not know or care where the shows came from".

And that era may come quicker than the networks are expecting, warns Pollack.

"The market always overestimates the pace of change, and then underestimates it. During the dotcom era we were overestimating it. Now we're in the stage of underestimating it."

Evidence that pace of change is quickening came only last week, when Google and Yahoo! separately revealed their strategies to bring legal TV content to internet users, capitalising on the groundswell of illegal BitTorrent downloads.

At the huge Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas - a show dominated by news of internet TV gadgets and services - Google announced a service known as the Google Video Store, that will let TV makers sell their shows as downloads over the internet, with prices ranging from free to a few dollars per episode.

Already CBS, the US network behind CSI (the show Australia's Nine Network notoriously butchered last year when it decided not to broadcast the second of a two-part season finale directed by Quentin Tarantino) has signed up to the Google service, selling "current prime-time hits" as well as back-catalogue shows, ranging from CSI, NCIS and Survivor to The Brady Bunch and I Love Lucy, all as downloadable files over the internet.

All the episodes CBS sells over the Google service will be commercial-free, Google says.

The US NBA basketball league and the music giant Sony BMG Music have also signed on, respectively selling telecasts of current and former basketball games, and music videos.

It's likely Google will try to prevent Australian viewers from downloading shows that are yet to air locally, but as Apple has found with its iTunes Music Store downloads, where there's a will, there's a way. Usually it involves a friend with a US credit card.

Meanwhile Yahoo! launched a service known as Yahoo! Go TV, designed to make it easier to use the internet from a TV set.

While the launch focused on giving users the ability to display their photos on a TV, or access local cinema times, the company sounded an ominous warning for TV broadcasters: "We want to give consumers . . . the ability to find and view what they want, when they want it . . . on their PC-connected television."

Intel, too, is getting in on the game, announcing a series of internet download deals with TV and film producers, designed to drive adoption of Intel's Viiv home entertainment platform.

The pace of internet TV, both legal and illegal, is now so frenetic that general manager of network programming at Ten Network, David Mott, says that a TV programmer would have to be a mug to not take the internet into account when deciding when to program a show.

Ten is already "acutely conscious" of the fact that viewers can turn to the internet for their show if they're unhappy with the way the network is treating it, "but at the end of the day, we're still talking about very small numbers [of illegal downloads]", he says.

Nevertheless, the globalisation of viewing caused by internet TV is causing the networks to reconsider how long they're able to delay putting a show to air in Australia, after it's successfully launched elsewhere, says Mott.

If the US TV producers fail to clamp down on shows appearing on BitTorrent before they appear in Australia, then programs that Australian networks could once shelve for almost a year might soon have to be put to air at the worst possible time for viewers and the networks: in the middle of the Australian summer, coinciding with their launch in the US, he says.

For its part, Seven is unrepentant about switching the timeslot of 24 last year, a move it was forced into to accommodate the tennis on a Monday night.

"We all understand that viewers get locked into a certain timeslot," says Simon Francis, director of corporate development at Seven.

"But at the end of the day, commercial television is about delivering the largest number of viewers.

"Sometimes programs work, sometimes they don't connect with viewers in a certain timeslot, despite our best intentions," he says.

And, anyway, there is a fate worse than having a network muck around with the timeslot for your favourite show, says Adrianne Pecotic, head of the Australian Federation Against Copyright Theft, the anti-piracy arm of the film and television industry.

If BitTorrent continues to grow unabated, she says, there simply won't be shows to get excited about. "We just won't be able to afford to make TV. It's a very marginal prospect anyway, especially for Australian drama."

But Haille, the downloader from the beginning of our story, isn't afraid of the consequences of his downloading, even if it causes problems for the TV industry.

"They bring it upon themselves," he says.

HOW IT WORKS

BitTorrent, the file-swapping technology used for most internet downloading of TV shows, works differently from other popular file-swapping systems like Kazaa and e-Donkey.

Where a Kazaa user can simply open up the software, type in a search term and then download any files that show up in the search results, BitTorrent users must perform the searching and the downloading in two distinct steps, usually using two applications: a web browser, and a BitTorrent application such as Azureus.

The first and most difficult step involves finding and downloading a tiny file, known as a "torrent" file, that points to the larger file containing the TV show.

(Torrent files are typically about 55 kilobytes in size, while the files they point to can be hundreds of megabytes. A typical 45-minute TV show will be 350 megabytes to 700 megabytes, depending on whether the viewer who first recorded it to his or her computer was tuned to a standard or high-definition TV channel.)

The small torrent files are usually found on websites, which index thousands of torrents, often dividing the index up into different categories, such as TV shows, movies, software and pornography.

Because most of the torrent files refer to content that's been pirated or copied from free-to-air TV, these websites are targeted by anti-piracy agencies, and often don't stay on the internet very long.

As a result, many BitTorrent swappers have taken to trading the torrent files on other peer-to-peer systems, such as Kazaa.

Once an internet user has downloaded the torrent file, it's a simple matter of loading that file into a BitTorrent application, which then starts downloading the file from other BitTorrent users who have already downloaded some or all of the show. The BitTorrent download can take minutes, hours, days, or even forever, depending on how many other people are sharing it at the time.

Once the TV show has been downloaded, it can be watched on the PC, or burned onto a DVD for watching on a TV.

Media players that hook a TV up to a home computer network, can be used to play the files directly from the computer that downloaded it.

COMING TO A TV NEAR YOU

STEP ONE On the web, find the `torrent? file ? a small file pointing to the much larger video file ? for the show you want, and download it into a BitTorrent application.

STEP TWO Wait for BitTorrent to download the TV show from other BitTorrent users. Length of wait will depend on file size.

STEP THREE Connect your PC to your TV, and watch the downloaded show on your TV.
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