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SA's first VOD service

Mon, 25 Jul 2011 10:19

On 22 July the DStv pay-TV network launched South Africa’s first video on demand (VOD) pay-per-view service, allowing its Premium subscribers with SD or HD PVRs to rent the latest Hollywood blockbuster movies from the comfort of their sofas. Fifteen movies are on offer at any one time, each available for viewing within a 48-hour period and at the introductory offer of R25 a piece. 

Launch day was reportedly somewhat marred by system overload as DStv BoxOffice struggled to handle the high demand from subscribers, according to TV with Thinus. 

DStv BoxOffice follows last year’s launch of DStv Online, a ‘catch-up’ service similar to the BBC’s iPlayer.  

At an introductory event held in Johannesburg on 21 July, CEO of DStv Online John Kotsafatis revealed that BoxOffice will be launched online for Mac and PC at the end of the year. “All South Africans, not just DStv subscribers, will be able to use the online version of BoxOffice. The reason we are only launching the online service at the end of 2011 is because of South Africa’s current broadband limitations. However, we will be able to offer about 40 movies at a time on the online service.”

Kotsafatis explained that Hollywood sells its content in windows – first up is theatrical, four months later are DVD stores, six months after that is television and lastly, Netflix. “DStv Online licences its movies at the same time as DVD stores. MultiChoice, owner of DStv, has to purchase separate rights for the BoxOffice movies. Our introductory price of R25 is lower than what the studios are charging but our pricing and functionality will change over time. The first movie that any subscriber rents will be free and they will have 48 hours in which to watch it.”

A long time in development, DStv BoxOffice underwent an intensive six-month trial in the field prior to launch. According to DStv BoxOffice’s Jean-Louis Acafrao, formerly with BBC iPlayer, the most important criteria are to offer top content and to keep operation and payment procedures simple. “The user experience was designed to be easy enough for a five-year-old. We have rigorously tested various options in the run-up to launch.

“DStv BoxOffice pushes the catalogue to your PVR and when you buy a film we give you permission to watch it. There is no waiting for the movie – it’s immediate. We will refresh the offering with two to three new movies a week. If a movie proves really popular we’ll leave it on for longer. On our road map is to make bigger PVRs with more storage capacity so that we can offer subscribers more movies at a time.” 
                
Kotsafatis stressed that it was important to keep the payment procedure simple. “There are two ways to pay for a movie – you have the option of the BoxOffice monthly account (which can be built up as a wallet) or you can pay by credit card, which can be done by mobile phone. You receive an SMS with a number and then log on with your credit card. DStv BoxOffice does not compete with DVD stores as they offer thousands of titles.” 

All movies are in Surround Sound and HD, although you can choose to watch in SD. The resolution is 720p with MPEG2 compression.

Nico Meyer, CEO of the MultiChoice South Africa commented: “As a company MultiChoice is constantly searching for the next big thing - it’s in the DNA of the organisation. We continuously drive innovation.”  

Among the movies on offer at the moment are The King’s Speech and Black Swan. 

For more on the technology behind DStv BoxOffice see the August issue of Screen Africa.

