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The BBC’s Online Services:  Consultation by the BBC Trust  
A Response by Voice of the Listener & Viewer (VLV)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Voice of the Listener & Viewer (VLV) is an independent, non-profit-making association, free from political, commercial and sectarian affiliations, working for quality and diversity in British broadcasting. VLV represents the interests of listeners and viewers as citizens and consumers across the full range of broadcasting issues. VLV supports the principles of public service broadcasting and is concerned with the structures, regulation, funding and institutions that underpin the British broadcasting system. VLV does not handle complaints

1.  Introduction

VLV welcomed the major presence on the World Wide Web for the BBC represented by the establishment of bbc.co.uk. It has set a standard for quality and diversity on the web. For those with internet access it has given much added value to programmes with background material and a third outlet for the BBC news service. The BBC, moreover, has done a huge amount to promote and build confidence in the general use of the Web and Internet services. Through many different projects, partnerships and initiatives such as the local buses and drop in centres which operate from local radio stations, and in giving assistance with building personal and community websites, the BBC has provided a trusted guide to the Web and thus encouraged many nervous surfers to test the waters. General use of the Web and Internet in the UK would probably be nowhere near so high without the BBC presence. 

We have the following comments which are not covered in the consultation.

Many of our members value the absence of advertising on bbc.co.uk. The BBC output provides consumers with a much-valued choice of high quality web content without advertisements.

We are concerned that there are still many citizens and consumers who do not have access to the internet particularly in their own homes where bbc.co.uk is most suitable and useful. Ofcom research indicates that internet use is at 64% of all UK households and internet usage is significantly lower than the average for the over 50’s. Television and radio penetration is almost universal. Although the BBC has been at the forefront of internet awareness VLV is very concerned by this widening digital divide.

The presence of all the national and local radio stations on bbc.co.uk has increased the audience for this BBC output beyond the reach of radio transmitter masts. This means that all BBC radio output is available around the world; it also means that local radio is available to all of the UK. In these ways bbc.co.uk makes a major contribution to the promotion of two of the public purposes of the BBC “Reflecting the UK’s nations, regions and communities” and “Bringing the UK to the world and the world to the UK” 

2.  In response to specific questions we have the following comments to make.

Question 1a  To what extent does bbc.co.uk serve the BBC’s public purposes and, in particular, the citizenship and educational purposes?

BBC.co.uk is a useful source for up-to-date local and international news, providing content which is both immediately accessible and free to use. It has specific educational areas for secondary and further education – GCSE Bitesize and SOS Teacher. It also has an area designed for teachers to obtain educational material. The ‘Onion Street’ messageboard allows users to contact others and exchange advice and views on schoolwork.

However, educational content aimed at those with special needs and the visually impaired which was part of BBC Jam has been removed in response to complaints that it was felt to be anti-competitive. Such products will never be immensely profitable, however, as there is a limited market, and as a result there is a lack of investment in these products. The BBC was a rare organization that was willing to develop such products without market concerns and its withdrawal creates a gap that will not now be filled.

In terms of citizenship, VLV would broadly contend that bbc.co.uk operates effectively in terms of news provision and the provision of information regarding the political process. In particular, it makes effective use of web formats to allow licence-fee payers to explore stories and debates to varying depths, and is updated with impressive speed and accuracy.

One area which is of more concern, however, is the role of bbc.co.uk in sustaining civil society, via the encouragement of debate, participation and media literacy.  

Perhaps the most obvious example of the BBC’s efforts in this regard is the Action Network site (bbc.co.uk/actionnetwork) - a laudable attempt to facilitate grassroots political campaigning that touches on various aspects of the citizenship and educational purposes. However, it has recently been reported (by the International Centre for Excellence in Local e-Democracy, quoting a BBC spokesperson at the World e-Democracy Forum) that Action Network is set to close in the next few months. We would consider this a serious loss, and, if this information is correct, we consider that the BBC, in collaboration with the Trust, must take the following steps:

i) Investigate the reasons for the project’s closure, and evaluate its successes and failures.

ii) Building on this investigation, develop a coherent strategy for attempts to facilitate political participation via bbc.co.uk in the future.

In more general terms, VLV remains concerned that the citizenship and civil society purpose should not be solely conflated with the provision of content related to formal politics.  A wide variety of content on bbc.co.uk has the potential to make a contribution to civil society, for example by encouraging dialogue between different communities through online discussion forums (with the caveat that, as noted in our response to question 1e), the BBC’s moderation of these forums remains problematic on occasion).

Accordingly, we contend that the service licence for bbc.co.uk should be re-examined to ensure that the citizenship and civil society purpose remains central beyond the provision of news and political content.  In this regard, there needs to be a clearer definition of precisely what is meant by ‘citizenship’, one which VLV would suggest should be focused around respectful dialogue between citizens.  In this definition, the role of bbc.co.uk would become more facilitative than prescriptive, providing appropriate spaces and background information to enable such dialogue to take place.

Question 1b To what extent is bbc.co.uk distinctive and innovative? Does it display the other content characteristics set out for it?

The Listen Again format for radio is particularly innovative and useful.

Newscasts are now available on the website, although this is also becoming common for news channel websites. 

The Iplayer is somewhat disappointing in this respect, because it has forced the user to use software originating from one source, ie Microsoft. Although it will now be Mac compatible, this was clearly an afterthought and came from pressure from outside sources. Other operating systems, such as Linux, were also not catered for. The Iplayer could have been from the start a truly innovative product, allowing users to download and store product which  has been paid for using their licence fee, in a format that did not lock them in to any one form of software. Instead, users have had to use a proprietary format for a limited time. In this aspect, the Iplayer has failed.

The radio podcasts allow users to download content and listen to it for free at their own discretion. This is excellent.

Question 1c To what extent does bbc.co.uk reflect and extend the range of the BBC’s broadcast services? 

The BBC has webpages for each of its radio stations and programmes, and webpages for each channel. Other pages are related to show topics, such as cookery, although an explicit connection may not always be made between the website and other forms of content.

Many of the radio stations have messageboards where listeners can comment on the topics raised in programming, such as the Today programme.  

Question 1d Does bbc.co.uk enable users to navigate and search easily and does it lead its users effectively beyond BBC content?

Search boxes are located prominently on the BBC homepage, with a search box at the top of each webpage. Along internal searches, external search results are displayed and clearly marked as external. Many webpages link to outside sources of knowledge and resources. 

Question 1e Does bbc.co.uk make the BBC more accountable to licence payers? 

Although bbc.co.uk encourages user participation through user comments on news stories and in their message boards, this does not equate with the BBC becoming more accountable to licence fee payers, particularly when comments and messageboard posts are screened before publication. We are sceptical regarding how exactly licence payers can hold the BBC more accountable, although online consultations provide one excellent example.

Question 1f As far as you are aware, does bbc.co.uk comply with the other requirements set out for it as key characteristics? 

BBC.co.uk complies with the other requirements of the Key Characteristics.

2. Does the service licence provide an effective basis for the Trust to hold bbc.co.uk to account?

Part one sets out acceptable basic standards for bbc.co.uk to adhere to.

3. Should the service licence for bbc.co.uk be developed or changed in order to reflect changes to bbc.co.uk, its users’ needs and the online market?

The “user-generated content” section is vague at best. Does this refer to ‘citizen journalism’, such as users sending in pictures from flooded areas? Or does it refer to the kind of content found on websites such as youtube.com, which can vary in length and content? Care has to be taken in this vein, particularly as there have been cases of the RIAA demanding the removal of videos wherein music happens to be playing in the background, rather than the music being an integral part of the product. There may also be problems regarding fair use of copyrighted materials and parodies. Will the users be paid for their products? Who will own the rights to the original material presented – will the user be allowed to reproduce it in other areas, and will the BBC be allowed to use this material in anyway they wish? Will the user be able to demand their work be removed if asked? 

The BBC is widely respected as a trusted source of knowledge, and so user-generated content would have to be clearly marked as such to ensure that it is not seen as portraying the views of the Corporation. Anything claiming to be educational or fact-based will have to be rigorously checked for accuracy. There should also be greater detail on how and when this user-generated content will be presented on the website. 

15th December 2007.
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