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                             OFCOM PHASE II REPORT ON THE 

      REVIEW  OF PUBLIC SERVICE TELEVISION BROADCASTING 

A RESPONSE TO THE CONSULTATION QUESTIONS BY Voice of the Listener & Viewer (VLV)

1.  Voice of the Listener & Viewer (VLV) welcomes Ofcom’s Phase II report of its review of public service television broadcasting and is pleased with the renewed emphasis on the maintenance and strengthening of public service broadcasting, as VLV so strongly emphasised in its Phase I response.  The Phase II report also refreshingly removes some of the market dominated dogma that had clouded Phase I propositions and has put stronger emphasis on the needs of viewers as indicated by the Phase I research.

2.  VLV welcomes the introduction of new ideas such as the Public Service Publisher (PSP) which provides a thoughtful way of extending the debate on a strong public service sector.  Although only highly embryonic at this stage it provides an opportunity to put into perspective some of the other proposed measures affecting existing broadcasters.  As a suggestion in its own right it would require much further refinement, and Parliamentary involvement, but OFCOM is to be congratulated in starting off the process even if it cannot progress it alone. VLV’s concern at this stage is that attention given to the proposed new PSP should not be at the expense of other issues which require urgent attention. These include the future of Channel 4.

3.  In the comments below to the specific questions for consultation VLV have identified a number of areas for further examination and improvement. VLV also draws specific attention to concerns about the inadequate demands on ITV’s public service obligations particularly relating to the nations, regions and children’s programming. 

Question 1:  Do you agree with our analysis that the existing PSB system will not survive the move to the digital age, and may decline before then?

No - the OFCOM emphasis in this respect is on ITV1 and Channel 4, not on PSB as a whole which remains healthy, and which OFCOM’s research shows to have a positive future in the public mind if content is used as the criterion, not technology.  

Question 2:  Do you accept that public funding for PSB continues to be justified as we approach switchover, and should remain broadly at a similar level to that provided today?

Yes - both funding, and the level, should be maintained. 

VLV accepts the analysis prefacing the question but notes that no independent analysis of the subsidies to commercial public service broadcasters has been undertaken to substantiate their own estimates of the declining value of spectrum as digital switchover approaches. If it can be proved over time that the worth of the ITV1/Channel 4 spectrum declines as predicted, then these broadcasters should be offered the option of relief from licence payments through subsidy top-up funding in return for providing a wider and carefully specified range of public service broadcasting. 

Question 3: Is plurality vital to the future of PSB?
Yes

. 

Question 4:  Will PSB need to take a new form, across new technologies in future?  If so, which technologies should PSB embrace in the digital world?

VLV believes PSB content and the needs of viewers should be the driving force in determining the technologies to be embraced, not the other way round as implied by these questions.  The question should be reversed to ask what the viewer needs and the technology then selected that best serves that need.  

Questions 5: Do you agree that the BBC should remain the cornerstone of PSB, but that there ought to be a mid-Charter review and a clarification of the roles of governance and regulation?

This questions embraces three separate issues which should not be conflated under a single yes or no response.

a) Do you agree that the BBC should remain the cornerstone of PSB?

Yes. VLV agrees that the BBC should remain the cornerstone of PSB.

b) Do you agree that there ought to be a mid-Charter review?

VLV welcomes OFCOM’s support for a 10 year Charter but does not believe that a mid-Charter review is essential, or that it is for OFCOM to determine this.

c) Do you agree that there should be a clarification of the roles of governance and regulation?

VLV agrees that there should be a clarification of the role of governance and regulation as  put forward in the BBC’s Building Public Value.   VLV does not support any change to the responsibility for regulation of the BBC. 

Question 6: Do you agree with our proposals for the future funding of the BBC?

Yes - except that the case for subscription is not one that VLV could support based on the currently available evidence.

Question 7:  Do you think we have judged ITV1’s PSB role correctly both in the short and the longer term?

No - VLV considers that the PSB role assigned by OFCOM to ITV 1 to be inadequate and questions the validity of the financial assumptions underlying OFCOM’s proposals for ITV1. These assumptions seem to be belied by ITV’s current actions.

VLV is very concerned about what OFCOM calls ‘re-balancing’ of non-news ITV obligations to the BBC, especially in regard to programmes for the nations and regions. VLV is also extremely concerned about the future range and quality of ITV programmes for children.  CITV has provided a much-valued service. VLV considers ITV should be required to continue providing a wide range of high quality original, indigenous programming for children, including entertainment, factual and live programming. The fact that many foreign-owned satellite and cable channels are available to young UK viewers is irrelevant as they do not provide the wide range of high quality original, indigenous programming that our children need. It is important for the BBC to have competition in this as in other areas of programming. 

Question 8:  Do you agree with our proposals for the role of Channel 4, and are we right to ask Channel 4 to look to self-help and joint-ventures to fund PSB for the foreseeable future?

VLV believes Channel 4 remains a crucial element in the plurality of PSB but Ofcom’s analysis to date provides no indications for a forward direction for Channel 4.  We believe a full debate, involving viewers and advertisers, should be initiated by OFCOM to determine a way forward for Channel 4. 

Question 9:  Should other means of support for Channel 4’s remit be considered in the longer term?  If so what, form should they take?

See answer to Question 8.  VLV does not believe that the transfer of BBC assets to Channel 4 would be in the best interests of PSB overall.

Question 10: Are we right to take a more flexible approach to the regulation of PSB on Five?

VLV considers that Five’s obligations, though limited, are very important and that they should be increased in line with its increased reach and opportunities after switchover.  VLV is concerned that OFCOM’s reference to ‘flexibility’ indicates a readiness by OFCOM to countenance a dilution in Five’s commitments.

Question 11:  Do you support this long-term vision of programming for the nations and regions?

VLV shares Ofcom’s vision that there is a continuing role for ITV1 in the nations and regions, including the maintenance of a regional production base. VLV also believes that the introduction of a range of innovative new local TV and other services using new technology and delivery methods is highly desirable. Ofcom does not, however, go far enough in suggesting how these new services could be funded. At VLV’s conference In Wales in October it was suggested that a proportion of the  PSP’s  funding should be earmarked and used specifically for programme-making in the Principality. It was pointed out that since HTV lost its independence, funding for programmes made in Wales has fallen so low that if 6% (representing the percentage of the UK population resident in Wales) of the £300 million proposed budget for the PSP was earmarked for Wales, it would exceed what ITV is currently spending.        

Meantime, VLV is concerned that ITV, having gained considerable economic benefit from the consolidation of its ownership and subsequent reductions in its administration costs and the closure of regional studiosowever, VLV considers that Ho, is over-stating its case for a lightening of its regional programme obligations. At VLV’s conference in Cardiff in October, the validity of some of Ofcom’s economic forecasts was also challenged.  Economic forecasting is notoriously unreliable and it was felt that there was a danger that irrevocable decisions with damaging consequences could be taken too soon. There is a strong demand for Welsh language programming in the Principality – as Ofcom reports, 30% of the population of Wales is now proficient in the language. There is also a demand for Gaelic broadcasting, although the proportion of Gaelic speakers in Scotland is very small, as is the proportion of Irish Gaelic speakers in Northern Ireland. The speaker from Scottish Media Group at VLV’s conference in Edinburgh said that Scottish Television would drop Gaelic broadcasts. The UK has an obligation to provide minority language services, yet all minority language services will require public subsidy if they are to survive in any but token ways. The well-research report on S4C, the Welsh language channel, by Professor Roger Laughton published by the DCMS in August, is relevant and requires further study and debate. 

 In the nations of the UK cultural, language and political factors demand the provision of specific programming and for a regional production base to be maintained to provide it. When programmes are of high quality and scheduled at accessible times, they not only meet this demand but achieve reasonable ratings. Channel 4 has made a valuable  contribution in commissioning programmes made in the nations and regions in  recent years, providing welcome support for local producers. It should be encouraged to continue. Five could also be encourage to commission more from outside the South East.

The BBC should not be expected to be the sole provider of minority language or regional programmes.  The BBC needs competition in every area of programming.            

Question 12:  Do you support our specific proposals for the future of regional programming on ITV1?

Whilst VLV accepts that the provision of regional non-news (and news) programmes may not be as economically profitable for ITV as programmes which are networked, more research needs to be done into why Ofcom’s research showed a relatively low appreciation among viewers for some non-news regional programming. Some of the lack of appreciation may be due simply to the poor quality of some programmes resulting from low budgets, or because of inconvenient scheduling.  It is not surprising that some programmes which achieved reasonable audiences in peak time were less popular when moved to less accessible times.     

VLV is concerned that Ofcom’s proposal to halve ITV1’s quota of non-news regional programming in 2005 will result in the loss of some valued programmes in the English regions and to regional production companies going out of business. Once this reserve of creative talent has been lost it will not be possible to recover it if, for instance, the proposed PSP becomes a reality. Nor will Ofcom’s proposal to raise out of London production quotas on ITV1 be feasible unless a production base is maintained in the regions in the interim.   

Question 13:  What do you think a sustainable model for PSB in the nations would be?

VLV considers that a much wider public debate needs to be encouraged in the nations of the UK.  VLV held conferences in October this year about the future of public service broadcasting in Cardiff and Edinburgh at which great dismay and anger were expressed about Ofcom’s proposals.  Members of the public who had only learnt of the proposals because of the VLV conferences, were both furious and dismayed at their apparent impotence to affect decisions about programmes for which they would be paying in one form or another. VLV would therefore be glad to help to facilitate and to participate in a wider debate involving citizen, consumer, arts and other interested groups about the future of programming in the nations and regions. VLV would also like to see Ofcom’s economic forecasts opened up to further scrutiny before irrevocable decisions are based on them.       

Question 13:  Do think this is the right approach?  What issues should be taken into account in judging whether further action is taken in 12 month’s time? 

Rather than determining new quotas for independent production VLV considers that any analysis of independent production within BBC quotas should involve a review of what in-house and independent production separately contribute to overall PSB value.

Question 14:  Do you agree with our assessment and preference for a system which introduces competition for the provisions of PSB?   

VLV has expressed earlier its support for plurality and welcomes any attempt to provide new competition for audiences, as opposed to competition for funding.  The motivation and purposes behind new providers of PSB are essential to any understanding of their long-term potential. There are many different purposes which could be identified from the review, ranging from a replacement for ITV’s assumed weakened challenge to the BBC, to totally new broadcasters in new media. The review has not clearly identified these purposes. These must be identified and coherent before a plan can be assessed.

Question 15;  Is the idea of a PSP one worth pursuing?  If so what form should the new service take?  How should a PSP be awarded?

The idea is worth pursuing but the purposes have to be honed down to define the particular contribution it can make to strengthening PSB.  The PSP may fulfil several functions but it cannot fill every gap.  It could very valuably provide a way of entrenching public service value in new media, an objective VLV would heartily support. Or it could fill a gap left by ITV’s diminished PSB obligations, particularly in the nations and regions, an objective VLV would not accept because of the time that would elapse before the gap could be filled, and the failure to press ITV to fulfil its obligations.  The proposal needs substantial refinement and VLV would be willing to participate in any future debate on new ideas for solving the problem.

VLV considers it is premature to be considering how the PSP should be awarded, not least because the whole process of approving such a new service would be in the hands of Parliament.  As regulator, OFCOM cannot be both the proposer and implementer of a new service.  This currently sketchy proposition merits further development in VLV’s view, but needs to be given much clearer shape and then, if it is considered viable, to be progressed through the Secretary of State.

Question 16:  What do you think the best source of funding would be?

VLV has welcomed OFCOM’s proposals that the current level of PSB funding should at least be held.  VLV would therefore also support any proposal which would ensure that any decline in spending on PSB in one area (such as by ITV) was made up in other areas, provided its clear purpose was to strengthen PSB, and that it would not undermine other PSB providers. However VLV is not satisfied that Ofcom has exhausted all the means of maintaining  existing PSB obligations, particularly in the case of ITV and Channel 4, even in face of the changing environment.  The source of funding for a PSP will not become an issue until the need and purpose of the PSP is resolved.

End.
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