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MEDIA

Rogue websites illegally streaming top-fl ight football cost 
UK broadcasters alone an estimated £10 million a year. 
Matthew Hochberg looks at the latest moves to tackle the problem.

THE ENGLISH PREMIER League is popular. So 
popular, in fact, that its fans around the globe 
have gone online, in their droves, in search of  
illegal services to watch their favourite clubs and 
avoid paying TV subscription fees. 

According to the London-based Police 
Intellectual Property Crime Unit (PIPCU), 
illegal streams – which also enable football fans 
in the UK to watch live matches that aren’t 
televised – cost the UK broadcasting industry an 
estimated £10 million each year.

The Premier League began the New Year 
by finally forcing a leading illegal streaming 
website, Wiziwig.tv, to close down.

“Today is a sad day for all fans of  live sports 
streaming, as we at Wiziwig have to announce 
that we’re forced to close our website, at least 
for now,” a statement read on the website, 
citing a threat of  a €600,000 fine forced them 
to stop operating.

The central issue with sites such as Wiziwig 
stems from their potential to undermine the 
Premier League’s existing lucrative deals with 
broadcasting companies across the world. 

“It is only through legitimate investment 
in our broadcasting rights that we can put on 
a world-renowned football competition, and 
support and invest in the entire English football 
pyramid and beyond,” a Premier League 
spokesman told SportBusiness International. 

“This model is threatened by piracy, whether 
in the form of  illegal internet streams showing 
Premier League football, or unauthorised 
broadcasts of  our matches in UK pubs. We do 
a huge amount of  work to combat that threat, 
including through partnerships with Net Result, 
Irdeto and ID Inquiries.”

Fruitless Task?
Last season, the Premier League blocked 45,000 
streams that were illegally showing Premier 
League footage, and successfully took legal 
action against certain websites, in both UK 
courts and overseas.

While forcing Wiziwig to cease operations 
under legal pressure was certainly considered a 
victory, how big of  a win was it? Within hours 
of  the site’s closure, its loyal user base was 

SHORTSTOP
�� ESPN: The sports media giant’s 
Caribbean arm acquired exclusive 
broadcast rights for live coverage 
of the Nagico Super50 cricket 
tournament. ESPN Caribbean will show 
the one-day international competition 
from 2015 to 2018.

�� UFC: The mixed martial arts 
property was reportedly in talks 
with German broadcasters RTL and 
ProSiebenSat.1 after a five-year TV 
broadcast ban was overturned. The 
Administrative Court in Munich ruled 
the ban by the Bavarian State Media 
Authority (BLM) as “illegitimate”.

�� INDIAN PREMIER LEAGUE: The 
Twenty20 cricket league will put digital 
rights on the market this month. 
They will be offered from 2015 until 
2018, covering internet and mobile 
platforms, and both Multi Screen Media 
and pay-TV broadcaster Star India have 
expressed interest.

�� KEEMOTION: The sports production 
company was acquired by a consortium 
of investors led by David Abrams. 
Keemotion has developed the capability 
to autonomously produce live sporting 
events, eliminating the need for an on-
site production team.

�� UCI: The International Cycling Union, 
the sport’s international governing 
body, revealed the 2014 edition of its 
Mountain Bike World Cup generated 
record viewing figures. Fifty-three 
channels in 19 countries broadcast 
coverage, generating a total audience 
of 37m viewers across live, highlights 
and news coverage.

�� SOMMET SPORTS: The New Zealand 
free-to-air channel was exploring a 
crowd-funding initiative to resurrect 
the platform following its collapse in 
December. Sommet folded 18 months 
after launching, stating that anticipated 
funding for the venture failed to 
materialise, leaving the company to 
deliver a nationwide broadcast channel 
“on one third of the finance.”

�� SAMSUNG: The National Basketball 
Association and Red Bull Media House 
signed as content partners for the 
Korean electronics company’s new 
virtual reality video platform, Milk 
VR. Samsung said that its ‘Milk’ suite 
of entertainment services will be 
expanded, including new platforms 
beyond mobile for Milk Music and Milk 
Video as well as the debut of Milk VR.Video as well as the debut of Milk VR.

STREAM-CATCHERS



already being directed to dozens of  other sites 
offering illegal streams. The war between leagues 
and broadcasters against rogue websites has been 
referred to by many as a game of  “whack-a-
mole” – the more sites get shut down, the more 
sites continue to pop up.

Location is one issue that makes it so hard 
to close, and even prevent these sites from ever 
being created. It may seem odd that Wiziwig 
was operating out of  Spain for its duration, 
but when looking at copyright laws, it makes 
complete sense: in comparison to the UK, 
Spain’s former copyright legislation allowed 
Wiziwig to continue its business despite constant 
pressure from the Premier League. But starting 
on January 1 this year, Spanish regulations 
changed and put Wiziwig’s owners at risk for 
fines and a potential prison term of  up to six 
years if  they continued operations.

“[The] Main threat has been the English 
Premier League, who’ve tried literally anything 
to shut our website down, to cease our 
revenues, spread false accusations and who has 
constantly been chasing us down,” Wiziwig 
wrote to users in its goodbye message on the 
site. “Needless to say that this has cost us a lot 
of  time and money to fight against these fake 
claims and fake accusations.”

Global Problem
The Premier League isn’t alone in its fight 
against the illegal streamers. A key part of  
Roshan Gopalakrishna’s job is to find and take 
down these sites as head of  legal and business 
affairs at Copyright Integrity International. He 
works closely with the International Cricket 
Council (ICC) to ensure viewers are tuning in 
through the proper channels.

“I think it’s just a case of  hunting down as 
many [illegal streamers] as you can,” he told 
SportBusiness International. “I think for cricket, 
it’s happening all over Asia, in India, Pakistan, 
Sri Lanka and Bangladesh.

“That issue is being addressed, at least in 
part, by the fact that in cricket, STAR India is 
making available a free, high-quality live stream 
on its website. So there are two kinds of  services 
– one is the free service that operates with a five-
minute delay, and there is a paid TV service. I 
think, to a certain extent in cricket, this is taking 
care of  the problem of  live [illegal] streams.”

Gopalakrishna says that the reason 
broadcasters have begun to supply more options 
may be because of  a “cultural acceptance” when 
it comes to the public’s approach to illegallly 
streaming live sport. 

“I think it’s probably that fear, or maybe 
that prospect, that’s led broadcasters to start 
providing content free on their websites,” he 
says, adding that it wouldn’t be surprising 
if  STAR India’s strategy to allow premium 
broadcasts online free-of-charge will soon be 
emulated by other broadcasters and rights-
holders across the globe.

“The fact of  the matter is that internet piracy 
is here to stay.

“On the website you don’t really deal with 
an entire gambit of  adverts popping up when 
watching a game. And it’s a really high-quality 
feed. The only drawback, so to speak, is that 
there is a five-minute delay. But if  you want 
to watch good quality cricket on the web, it’s 
probably the best around.” �

Spanish telecoms operator Telefónica 
acquired domestic and international 
broadcast rights for two Primera Liga 
clubs – Celta Vigo and Real Sociedad – for 
the 2014/15 season.

What about the other 18 Primera 
Liga clubs?
The Catalan agency Mediapro snapped up 
2015/16 rights to 16 Primera Liga – and all 
the Segunda division – clubs by summer 
2014, without facing any competition 
from Telefónica or other players. It was 
expected to complete deals with the other 
four Primera clubs in due course. 

Telefónica’s late entry to the market 
means the two will go head-to-head 
over the two clubs whose rights for next 
season remain up for grabs: Barcelona 
and Espanyol.

Why has Telefónica got involved now, but 
stayed out last year?
The situation has changed. In October, 
Mediapro – backed by beIN Media Group 

– beat Telefónica to the UEFA Champions 
League rights from 2015/16 to 2017/18. 
Those rights are currently held by pay-TV 
operator Canal Plus, which Telefónica 
took 100-per-cent-ownership of last year. 

Suddenly, it appeared the only way 
to ensure top football on Canal Plus 
from 2015/16 would be to sublicense the 
domestic rights from Mediapro. Agreeing 
some club deals improves Telefónica’s 
negotiating position with the agency.

What about Barcelona and Espanyol?
Political factors seem to favour 
Telefónica’s chances of a deal with 
Espanyol. The club believes it would 
be overlooked by Mediapro, which 
has very close relations with its city 
rival Barcelona. The closeness of that 
relationship means experts think it 
unlikely that the telecoms operator could 
lure Barca away from the agency.

Why just 2015/16? Aren’t the cycles 
normally longer? 
They are. Almost all the clubs are on 
three-year deals with Mediapro or Canal 
Plus that expire at the end of this season. 
The 2015/16 season stands alone because 
it will be the final season in which clubs 
sell their rights individually – from 2016/17 
rights to the Primera and Segunda 
divisions will be sold collectively by the 
LFP (Liga de Fútbol Profesional), which 
administrates the two leagues �
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