VLV CONFERENCE – GRADE – 25/4/05

The future of the BBC and its programmes and services was the focus of Voice of the Listener & Viewer’s 21st Annual Spring Conference, held in London on Monday, 25th April 2005. Michael Grade, Chairman of the BBC Board of Governors, was the key-note speaker at the morning session, which was chaired by journalist Gillian Reynolds.

In a short opening talk, Michael Grade pointed to the important role which VLV and other groups representing licence payers will play in helping inform the BBC about how well it is delivering content and value to listeners and viewers.

The planned BBC Trust , which is being proposed as a replacement to the existing BBC Governors, would, he said.  be much more outward facing and would make decisions based on listening to the views of licence payers.

In a question and answer session chaired by Gillian Reynolds, the following points were raised:

What is difference between Michael Grade’s original plans for the future of the BBC Governors and the proposals for a BBC Trust to replace the Governors proposed in the BBC Green Paper?

The original ideas was based around changing the behaviour of the Governors, but the Government has turned these into a more structured and future proof proposal. 

Why does Ofcom have residual powers over the BBC on the launch of new channels and fairness and decency?

The 2003 Communications Act  serves listeners and viewers well and the BBC is not at odds with Ofcom. A turf war between BBC and Ofcom is not in anybody’s interest.

Is there a place for an elected member of the BBC Trust?

This would risk capture by vested interests, or the election of someone like Robert Kilroy Silk. 

Is the BBC impartial or is it biased in favour of particular political parties?

It would peculiarif the BBC did not have complaints from parties in an election period. The BBC procedures on impartiality are very comprehensive and all individual complaints are investigated.

What is the future of the licence fee?

The licence fee the only way of paying for the BBC as it exists now. Its future depends on the nation supporting the licence fee and not on any sort of dogma.

How far can the BBC go down the road to becoming a broadcast publisher. 

“I used to believe that the BBC should be a publisher broadcaster – but now I believe that the casualisation of the industry does not promote innovation and the BBC needs a healthy and thriving in house production . 

Will there the BBC survive post  2016 when the next charter period will expire?.

“If we do our work right, if we deliver value for money and create content in ways that are relevant to people’s live I think the case for retaining the BBC post 2016 will be easier to make. We have to convince the British public that the BBC is worth it through the content and the services we provide and through innovation.”

In the afternoon Mark Damazer, Controller of BBC Radio 4  and BBC Radio 7, and Roly Keating, Controller of BBC 2, outlined their future plans.

Mark Damazer explained that he had been doing the job for 6 months and that it is the best job he has ever had at the BBC. In his first day he got hundreds of e-mails from listeners, including ones from people worried that he might move The Archers – which he won’t. And one which said that he should not bother coming into work as there is nothing that needs to be done as Radio 4  is already perfect!  

Radio 4, Mark explained, is all about intelligent speech and reflects lots of aspects about Britain which he admires its humanity, tolerance rationality, and dissent. 

In general terms, Mark expressed a belief that  R4 needs to be more open to all the UK, and not be just the voice of London and the South East – but this does not mean moving the Archers to Newcastle.

His plan is to modernise from within, There will be some changes; there will be an obituaries programme and a weekly profile of someone who is in the news, but not just politicians. With drama, Mark  assured the conference that new writing will remain at the centre of the proposition but there is also room for great modern writing such as that by Howard Brenton and Tom Stoppard.

Mark Damazer explained a recent new media success, Podcasting, which allows people with an Ipod or other MP3 player to download programmes. Over 22,000 people a week now listen to ‘In Our Time’ via their Pods and a variety of other shows will go podcasted  in the near future

R4 will continue to be more formal than R5. But Mark thought that it also needs more lightness and informality, particularly at junctions, which should  not make people switch off. He concluded by saying that  Radio 4 producers should be ambitious and the programmes need to be brain thrilling.

Roly Keating introduced his presentation by telling the Conference that he had grown up with BBC-2 It was the original extra alternative channel and he recalled great programmes including I Cladius and Arena.

Roly Keating thought  that there were some danger signs creeping in – BBC-2  is sometimes taken for granted and can recede into the background of people’s lives. But he would resist the temptation is to simplify, to cut things out as the BBC-2 audience is interested in everything.

He outlined his plans for some of BBC-2’s key genres.

Drama p there is not as much good drama as there should be, it should explore 20th C literature and would like a great writer to be let lose on the contemporary world.

Current Affairs, there will be many more hours of this on BBC-2  but perhaps it needs to be spikier. 

Features sometimes these are too thin, trying to be popular without telling us anything, so these need to be sharpened up.

Comedy – BBC 2 is where comedy needs to have its home

Music - BBC-2 ought to be the channel that has the widest range of music from Bob Dylan to Opera and  Soul to Ballet

.

