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Eyeing College Market, Studios Seek Tech Partnerships with Universities 
by Sara Robinson 

The venture by five Hollywood studios for distributing movies over the Internet plans to enlist universities as distribution partners, according to an executive from one of the studios. 

The studios intend to place servers within campus networks in order to decrease distribution costs, said Ira Rubinstein, senior vice president of digital distribution for Sony Pictures Digital Entertainment [see 08.16.01 Five Major Studios Join Forces for Movies On-Demand Service]. 

Rubinstein wouldn't say which universities are involved in the venture, although he said the University of California at San Diego took part in a technology trial last summer. Officials at UCSD did not return calls for comment, and the University of California, Los Angeles said it was not in talks with the movie studios. 

By distributing directly through universities, the studios -- Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios (MGM), Viacom's Paramount Pictures, Sony Corp.'s Sony Pictures Entertainment, Vivendi Universal's Universal Studios and AOL Time Warner's Warner Bros. -- would pay less to content delivery network partners by pushing some of their bandwidth use into the university networks. Content delivery networks typically charge fees proportional to the megabytes per unit time delivered near the peak of network activity, said Michael Hoch, an analyst with the Aberdeen Group. If many users are going to a single cache within a university network, that spike will be lower, he noted. 

A content delivery partner, not yet disclosed, will distribute the studios' movies from server locations near the edges of the Internet to broadband users within the U.S., said Rubinstein. The venture plans to start by using formats and digital rights management technology from Microsoft and RealNetworks, although other technology partners could be added later. 

Universities can save money by storing the movies on edge servers within their networks. Universities pay only for the pipe from the internal network to the Internet backbone, not for traffic within the internal network. If movies are cached on local servers, students could download the movie files from the cache through a university's internal pipes. Only the connection from the cache to the central servers would be needed to pass through the university's Internet connection. 

Of course, the universities will only benefit if students' demand for Internet movies doesn't dramatically increase when they're provided with internal access to them. If students are regularly downloading large numbers of movies, as they did with music through Napster, the universities' network performance would suffer, Hoch said. 

"If the quality is that much better and it's not that expensive, universities might be suddenly overwhelmed with video delivery," Hoch said, citing a study that found that the faster people could download media files, the more files they downloaded. 

For universities, partnering with the movie studios may raise difficult questions about the boundaries between educational institutions and businesses. "From my naive position, it wouldn't seem to fit within the missions of a university," said Mark Bruhn, Indiana University's IT policy officer. To his knowledge, no one from the movie industry has contacted Indiana University about playing such a role, he said. 

College students rank highly among consumers of digital entertainment. At one point last year, when Napster usage was near its peak, downloaded music accounted for more than 60% of Indiana University's Internet traffic, Bruhn said. Since movie files tend to be on the order of 50 to 100 times larger than music files, a movie service popular with students could add a significant burden to university networks. 

The movie industry venture, if successful, could cause headaches for broadband access providers, noted Hoch, since movie file downloads consume a lot of bandwidth, yet consumers pay only a flat fee per month. If the movie industry is running a business using their bandwidth, broadband providers may ask for a cut, he said. 

Led by Sony Pictures, the movie industry is moving quickly to set up legitimate distribution channels before movie piracy gets out of control. 

"I think the recording industry was wanting to wait for the perfect solution and it never came and the consumer demand beat them to it," Rubinstein said. "We were successful in communicating to the other studio partners that while we may be early, if we don't act now the same thing may happen to us."

