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news and opinion.

· Why are you re branding?

We have a number of networks in the UK and internationally. These have been branded individually with names such as Subpostmaster TV, Tax Office TV and The Community Channel.  We have reached the point where we require one recognisable brand to encapsulate our networks.  The brand will be known as The Community Network a digital advertising and information network with international vision and local insight.

· What are the core changes to your brand, and what are the messages you’re looking to convey?

We have been told that we are the best-kept secret in the digital screen market, despite the fact that we have 1,900 sites. We wanted to freshen the branding and unify all of our networks with a common identity. We believe that this will convey the scale and scope of our business. We feel that the brand is modern and dynamic, just like the industry that we’re in.

· How important do you think branding is to the continued development of the digital signage market?

I think branding is very important. Although our business model has been successfully built on local advertising, it is our view that national advertising will have a big part to play in the future success of the industry. 

At the moment we all face the same dilemma as that faced by those pioneering internet advertising. Many still consider it an unproven medium, but I think that the agencies are coming round to the benefits and we need a brand that agencies can recognise when they look to place national advertising. 

· What are the key changes to the website – e.g. Are clients able to purchase content and ad-slots online?

The final phase of the website project will be to include the facility for clients to access content and purchase artwork changes, via a password protected client logon facility.

We believe that technology is a core component of a successful network, and we have backed up that belief by investing £2.5m in our IT infrastructure. We have also worked closely with the likes of Dynamax to develop the technology. 
· Do you think there will be a move towards allowing more direct input/decision making for clients online?

We are strongly motivated by the need to deliver excellent customer service whenever possible. That is why we have developed a website that allows clients to view their content on line. Our process for producing content has always been a collaborative one, with the client shaping how the content will look with advice from our in house graphics team. For us viewing content on line is the logical step, but whether the rest of the industry adopts a similar approach, I can’t say.

· How does the content-purchase process work?

The client will log on to a secure section of the website. There they will be able to view their profile which will contain client detail and a statement which will include the number of artwork changes that the client has remaining. If they wish to purchase additional artwork changes they can do so in exactly the same way that you would for any other purchase via the internet.  

· Is it key for small-scale local advertisers to have a simple, end-to-end digital signage service? Does offering a full service affect uptake?
By controlling every aspect of the process we can provide a level of control that seems to appeal to small businesses. As to the success of this approach, a client base of 25,000 advertisers would suggest that we’ve got it right.

· Does the website allow clients to check the status of their ads? For example, can they check which screens are currently down etc? Does the website help monitor the network?
Monitoring the status of the networks wasn’t really identified as a client requirement. That’s not to say that we wouldn’t include this facility as part of a later enhancement to the website. We already have the ability to audit our network performance and we do so, on a regular basis. 

· When are you looking to complete the re branding?
The deployment re branding is due to be completed by September this year and we expect the final phase of the website functionality (including client long on) to be completed by November.
MIS – On the challenges and opportunities in Australia

· How long have you been set up in Australia and could you describe the process that lead to getting established out there (finding contacts, setting up an office, installing a network etc)?

We have just celebrated our third birthday.

We began looking at potential international markets in early 2003. We formed a project team and with some help from Business Link North West, we identified Australia as a potential market. The next step was to establish a team out in Australia who possessed the necessary abilities to set up the operation there. Some of that team relocated from the UK offering us a consistency in approach. We currently have 300 locations and expect to double that by this time next year.  

· How does the Australian digital signage market today compare to the UK?

Of course it is different.  We have taken our business model; which we know works and applied it to a new country.  Our Australian network introduces local advertising to medical centres and grocery stores.  We are in every state in Australia and it works because we are local to each town.

· What are the key things learnt from progress in the UK market (both successes and mistakes) that have helped you make swift progress in Aus? 

Our UK operation provided the building blocks for Australia. When we started in the UK we targeted the post office sector and approached subpostmasters individually. This provided growth, but not as fast as we wanted. By securing the endorsement of the representative body for subpostmasters, it accelerated growth. 

This was something that we took on board when setting up in Australia, which with the other lessons learnt allowed us to move faster and smarter when developing Australia. 

· What are the main challenges faced in Aus? For example infrastructure, distances, understanding of the DS market in general…etc.

Australia is the sixth largest country in the world and over thirty times the size of the UK. You can drive for days without seeing anybody. This means that we are heavily reliant upon air travel. Broadband reliability is an issue for the same reason. The logistical problems of operating are the single biggest challenge to us in Australia.

· Who are some of the main competitors in Aus? 

It is a similar story to the UK. Because of the unique nature of our business model there aren’t any real competitors. There are a few s mall players attempting to mimic us, but these don’t have the nationwide coverage that we have. 

· What cultural factors influence the positioning of screens and the content supplied?

Clients differ but placing screens and content is not too dissimilar. The same principals apply over there as they do in the UK. Screens are positioned in high footfall locations were there are significant dwell times. Interestingly we have contracts with a number of churches.  

Culturally there are noticeable differences. Australians are quite relaxed and laid back. They also seem more willing to embrace change. Perhaps this is due to the relative infancy of the Australian nation.

· Where do you see the main opportunities in Aus?

We have a number of projects in various stages of development looking a various networks. Details will appear on our new website.

· Where do you see the Aus market in five years time?

There is still enormous room for expansion in Australia, but it isn’t limitless. I think that the market will have reached maturity by then. I think that businesses will expand by acquiring other businesses in the industry.

