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“Beeeeeeeeeer!”

S

...and football at 3pm on Saturday. Sounds perfect, but watching
foreign broadcasts in pubs is illegal, says the Premier League

It's 3pm on a Saturday afternoon and a
couple of hundred people are crammed into
adarkened pub, shutters drawn, doors
locked. Every so often there's a knock on
the door, and a cautious deorman hurries
another punter inside. It's Like prohibition,
but the commodity on offer isn't moonshine.
It's live Premiership football - 3pm games
transmitted by foreign broadeasters, picked
up by oversized satellite dishes, and shown
on big screens in pubs across the land.

Mearwhile, thousands of fans are watching
the same match in the comfort of their own
homes, their noses pressed against computer
screens as the footballis streamed’ Ive over the
internet, They are part of an enline community
swapping secret links and tips for the latest
football streaming websites and software,

Three o'clock Saturday matches aren't
shown on Sky, sowatching them in pubs or
via the intermet seems like a fair proposition.
But why the caution and secrecy?

“These broadcasts are in breach of copyright
and are illegal,” says the FA Premier League’s
Dan Johnson, adding that the anly legal way to
watch a 3prm Saturday game is to pay for a
ficket. The Premier League claims foothall
attendances fall when matches are shown on
TV, hence the instigation of 2 “closed pericd”
that prohibits the screening of Premiership
matches in England and Scotland bebween
Z.45pm and 5.15pm on Saturday afternoans,

"We're not frying to be bloody-minded ar
gresdy,” says Johnson. “The closed period is to
pratect sttendances across the whaole foothall
pyramid. For exampls, if 2 Manchester United

Just say no, kids.

It's wrong,
wrong, wrong!

Herwever, the closed period doesn't apply
outcide aof the LIK, where channels such as
Egypt's ART Sport and Greece's Supersport
broadcast up ta five Premiership matches
every Saturday. The problem for the Premnier
League is that these channels can be picked
up in the Lk using widely-available satellite
systems. The Premier League says all foreign
football broadcasts are illegal in the UK; the
suppliers of these systems to pubs and
hiomes claim they are doing nothing wrong.

“There is no law against it,” says Joe
Ibrzhirm of Digital Sales in Lancashire. Both
Digital Sales and fellow supplier Fub Footkall
offer information apparently supparting the
legality of the broadcasts on their wehbsites
[wewrw digitalsales.co.uk and waw.pubfootball.
co.ukl, But the Premier League accuses the
satellite suppliers of misleading their
customers, “There is no grey area,” says
Johnson, “They are trying to make it Look Lile
it’s legal when it's not.”

Pub licensees, mearmwhile, face uncertainty
and possible legal action. The Premier League
says thers have been over 100 suocessful
prosecutions where licensees have been fined
hezwvily, but there have also been several high
profile cazes in which licensees have won court
victories after the prosecution failad to prove
dishonesty or breach of copyright. Pub-goers
whi watch these broadcasts, however, seam
=afe from legal action. "We're more concerned
with the suppliers than the fans,” says Johnson.

Anather concern for the Premier League is
the proliferation of fareign foothall broadcasts
streamed over the internet that can be viewsd
on any broadband-
enabled PC. Scores of
'% websites offer links to
football streams for a
subscription fee of a few
pounds perseason, Such
sites claim they don't
stream foatball, mersty
offer links to sites that
do, but that seems to
mzke little difference.
In Jure the wehsite
v sportingstreanms.
corm was shut down

and the three people
i~ behind it wers ardered
T topay£176,000incosts
by the High Courts.

"By site involved with unauthorised
streams is acting illegally,” says Christophar
Stokes of MetResult, an agency that acts for
the Premier League and UEFA in protecting
against online rights thefts. In 2005, NetResult
shut down one website that helped stream
foatball to 10,000 subscribers. The site was
awmed by Craig Harris of Sunderland, who
earned up to £50,000 2 year from the venture.

Much harder to shut down is the streaming
saftware that lets users download foreign
football broadeasts direct to their PC. The
saoftware utilises the same ‘peer-to-peer
technology that allows the sharing of music
files — and it's just as contentious. Basically,
the software turns users” PCs into mini=-Tys
capable of recening varous foreign channels.
Uszers then check the web to see which
chanmel is showing which match — global TV
listings are available on the official Premier
League website - and tune in to watch,

But the senvice provided by the software is
lirmited. Even with a fast broadband connechon
the picture quality isn't great and the viewing
windones little bigger than a cigarette packet. Due
to demand, most games are “buffered”, which
rneans the e’ action can be delayed by around
fivie minutes. So you're likely to suffer eyestrain
and you'll be the L=t to know if your side scores,

Also, the streaming software isn't very easy
o set up, particularty as the mast popular
stream player, FPLive, has a Chinese interface
and needs to be trickily configured before use.

Although in principle such software is legal,
Lsing it to stream copyrighted material is not
Thase broadeasting the streams could face
prasecution, but what about these weatching
them? The Premier League seam to have no
intention of prosecuting fans at presant, though
they'd be within their fights to do so. “Anyone
watching illegal streams is leaving themseles
open to prosacution,” says NetResults’
Christopher Stokes. You have been warned.
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