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INFORMATION ABOUT THE VLV
1. Voice of the Listener & Viewer Limited (VLV) represents the citizen and consumer interests in
broadcasting and speaks for listeners and viewers on the full range of broadcasting issues. It
uses its independent expertise to champion quality and diversity in public service
broadcasting, to respond to consultations, to produce policy briefings and to conduct
research. VLV has no political, commercial or sectarian affiliations and is concerned with the
issues, structures, institutions and regulations that underpin the British broadcasting system.
VLV supports the principles of public service in broadcasting. It is a charitable company limited
by guarantee (registered in England No 4407712 - Charity No 1152136).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
2. VLV believes that in examining the impacts of fake news, the Committee should take into
account opinions which include unverified facts because the impact of such content on
citizen’s understanding can be equally as damaging as fake news itself. VLV would like to see
greater debate among regulators and broadcasters about how newscasters should manage
situations in which opinion is expressed which includes statistics and facts which are
unverifiable.
3. VLV believes that the implications of the Edelman 2017 Trust Barometer Report which shows
a decline in public trust of key institutions should not be underestimated. Any institution in
the UK which depends on a relationship of trust with the public, which includes all media
organisations, should be working overtime to rectify this situation.
4. If we do not trust those who are working on our behalf within the institutions which underpin
our society, then our system could be described as ‘in crisis’. It is essential for UK society and
for the survival of UK media organisations that public trust is regained.
5. VLV is concerned by research which demonstrates a need for greater media literacy. It is clear
that online users are often unable to differentiate content produced by established news
organisations from that provided by those who may be posting it for political or financial gain.
VLV believes the Government should take urgent action to help educate citizens about the
nature of different sources of media through a nationwide media literacy campaign.
6. VLV agrees with the Committee that just as major technology companies have accepted they
have a social responsibility to combat piracy online and the illegal sharing of content, they
also need to help address the spreading of fake news and offensive material on social media
platforms. VLV believes that, at a minimum, they should provide users with tools to help them
assess the origin and likely veracity of news stories they read online.
7. VLV notes efforts by the BBC and other media organisations such as The New York Times to
provide more detailed fact-checking processes and tools for the public to use to check facts,
but we consider that such services should be more prominently displayed in order to be
effective.
8. VLV would like to explore whether there are more scientific ways to assess impartiality. We
believe this would reduce the opportunity of detractors to criticise broadcasters which further
undermines the public’s trust in those broadcasters.
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9. VLV would welcome a debate about whether politicians should have to subscribe to the
standards set by the Advertising Standards Authority. This could lead to greater trust in
politicians.
10. At a time of budgetary constraint among all UK broadcasters, VLV would like news budgets to
be maintained or increased with a view to increasing the amount of money for training for
journalists and more reporting being done ‘on the ground’, with less studio comment from inhouse or visiting ‘experts’.

INTRODUCTION
11. VLV welcomes the Committee’s timely inquiry into ‘fake news’ and its examination of the
impact of stories which are inaccurate.
12. We have delayed submitting evidence because Lord Puttnam delivered The Jocelyn Hay VLV
Lecture 2017 in late March focused on the issue of ‘fake’ news and we wanted to be able to
include reference to this lecture in our submission. The full transcript of the lecture is included
at the end of the submission for reference.
13. In representing the interests of UK audiences, VLV’s focus in this submission is largely on
broadcast content on radio and television.
14. VLV believes that in examining the impacts of fake news, opinions which include unverified
facts should be taken into consideration in the Committee’s inquiry because the impact of
such content on citizen’s understanding can be equally as damaging as fake news in its purest
form.
15. VLV believes citizens need news which they can trust in order to understand what is
happening in the world, to understand the UK’s place in the world, to understand what our
Government is doing in our names and the impact of policy decisions, such as those involved
in the Brexit negotiations. They need to know what is happening in the world to be actively
engaged democratically in the running of the country.
16. The UK’s traditional news model has had to adapt significantly as a result of the arrival and
growth of online news platforms, apps and social media platforms. Audiences are now
inundated by news from a much wider range of sources than previously. The Reuters Digital
News Report 2016 found that 22% of those surveyed in the UK say they use online news1 and
more 18 to 24 year olds globally use social media as their principal source of news instead of
television for the first time.2
17. In this context of fast-moving technological change, trust is a key issue. If we do not trust
those who are working on our behalf within the institutions which underpin our society, then
our system could be described as ‘in crisis’. It is essential for UK society and for the survival of
UK media organisations that public trust is regained.
18. VLV is concerned by research which demonstrates a need for greater media literacy. It is clear
that online users are often unable to differentiate content produced by established news
organisations from that provided by those who may be posting it for political or financial gain.
According to a survey commissioned by Channel 4 in February 2017 only 4% of UK adults were
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able to correctly identify whether a news story was true or fake.3 VLV believes the
Government should take urgent action to help educate citizens about the nature of different
sources of media through a nationwide media literacy campaign.
19. VLV agrees with Phil Harding, former editor of the Today Programme and BBC Controller of
Editorial Policy, when he wrote in the February 2017 VLV Bulletin:
‘Impartial and accurate broadcast news, based on a compact of trust between the
broadcaster and the audience is an essential part of the foundations of the British
democratic system. But unless the broadcasters can now meet the challenges of the
new political world in which we find ourselves, they risk being swamped and rendered
irrelevant by the rising tide of post-truth junk. As we are already seeing in the United
States, the implications of such a failure would be immense.’ 4
The decline of public trust
20. The 2017 Edelman Trust Barometer Report provides evidence that globally public trust in four
key institutions – business, government, NGO’s and the media - has declined which is ‘a
phenomenon not reported since Edelman began tracking trust among this segment in 2012’.5
Notably the Edelman research suggests that official sources are less trusted than online
rumour.
21. Referring to this research in the 2017 Jocelyn Hay Lecture Lord Puttnam said:
‘….in the end this is all about trust. We are in the trust business. Whether we like it or
not, broadcasting, the media are in the trust business.
So where are we? We’re not in great shape. Trust in retrospect has been eroded since
the first report in 2001. Quite dramatically. The trust gap has widened in almost every
country, but certainly in all the advanced democracies. But without trust, belief in the
system fails….I’m used to people saying that the system doesn’t work… but once you
reach a point where there’s not a belief in a system, that’s much more dangerous than
believing that the system doesn’t work.
So we’re in a sense in deep trouble… Concerns have turned into fears. And … when
people become frightened they’re capable of doing extraordinarily stupid things…And
the echo chamber, the echo chamber that we’re all very aware of now, amplifies the
fears and accelerates the cycle. So we’ve got ourselves in to a very dangerous vortex
where we’re not even prepared to believe that we can return to a trusted
environment. And that’s scary. We have reached a point this year…where unsourced
rumour is more trusted than an official announcement so people are more prepared
to trust something that they hear on the grapevine than they are to trust an official
announcement.’6
22. VLV believes that the seriousness of the implications of the Edelman 2017 report should not
be underestimated. Any institution in the UK which depends on a relationship of trust with
the public, which includes all media organisations, should be working overtime to rectify this
situation.
3
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What is ‘fake’ news?
23. The British Oxford Dictionary made "post-truth" its word of the year in 2016. It defines it as:
"relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping
public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief".7
24. The deliberate manufacturing of news stories to amuse or mislead is nothing new, but the
speed with which information spreads on social media sites means that nowadays lies can
spread half way round the world before anyone is able to challenge them. It is also the case
that content on social media sites often turns into ‘Chinese Whispers’ in which allegations or
comments are escalated into ‘facts’ as they spread before they have been confirmed.
25. While it is clear that fake news, in its purest form, refers to content which is deliberately
misleading, it has also come to be used, especially by politicians, to describe something they
don’t agree with, as recently highlighted by Alex Krasodomski-Jones, researcher at the Centre
for the Analysis of Social Media at Demos, ‘It is amazing how quickly fake news has gone from
meaning one thing to meaning everything to one thing to nothing. Now fake news is just used
as an insult against CNN’.8
Maintaining news standards
26. One of the key issues facing news providers is how to fund accurate, balanced news which in a
post-truth environment is more expensive because fact-checking is required more than ever
before.
27. Phil Harding suggests that budget cuts have led to news organisations conducting less
primary, original research on the ground, instead relying on an increased volume of studiobased commentators:
‘Journalists on both sides of the Atlantic need to spend less time talking to themselves.
[with reference to the Brexit referendum and US elections] the media got both stories
wrong and missed a lot of the anger voters were feeling because they didn’t spend
enough time on the ground. Newspapers have too many columnists and too few
reporters out of the office. Television correspondents can help us understand the
story, but the news networks spend too much time interviewing their own people.
Studio discussions are a lot cheaper than coverage. The rise of the in-house political
analyst has often produced more heat than light. On CNN during the election the
normally excellent Anderson Cooper was reduced to chairing eight-way shouting
matches between Trump-supporting and Clinton-supporting “CNN analysts”.’9
28. The fragmentation of media platforms and increased competition for audiences is driving
down budgets for all broadcast content. The reduction in news budgets are of significant
concern to VLV. News output, whether it is broadcast or print, needs to continue to be
properly funded in order to ensure that adequate training is provided for journalists and we
maintain the editorial standards which the UK public has come to expect. If standards are not
maintained, public trust will only diminish further and as Phil Harding says, traditional news
providers will become ‘rendered irrelevant’.
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Impact of fake news, balance and impartiality on the democratic process
29. As stated above, in order to maintain public trust and democratic engagement, VLV believes
that there are other issues which need to be considered in an analysis of fake news and its
impact. These include the impact of broadcasting opinions which include unverified facts and
the balance and impartiality of reporting. It is clear that during the run up to both the Brexit
referendum in the UK and the American Presidential Election in 2016 fake news and the
broadcasting of unverified facts influenced the democratic process.
30. The spread of fake news in the run-up to the American Election was particularly noteworthy.
Online platforms and those who published fake news benefitted significantly from it.
31. Tim Berners Lee, the creator of the world wide web, highlights that algorithms on social media
platforms drive an interest in fake news stories:
‘They choose what to show us based on algorithms…The net result is that these sites
show us content they think we’ll click on – meaning that misinformation, or ‘fake
news’, which is surprising, shocking, or designed to appeal to our biases can spread
like wildfire. And through the use of data science and armies of bots, those with bad
intentions can game the system to spread misinformation for financial or political
gain.’10
32. A BuzzFeed News investigation in November 2016 found that in the final three months of the
US presidential campaign, the top performing fake election news stories on Facebook
generated more engagement than the top stories from 19 established news outlets
combined.11 The report said:
‘Of the 20 top-performing false election stories identified in the analysis, all but three
were overtly pro-Donald Trump or anti-Hillary Clinton. Two of the biggest false hits
were a story claiming Clinton sold weapons to ISIS and a hoax claiming the Pope
endorsed Trump, which the site removed after publication of this article. The only viral
false stories during the final three months that were arguably against Trump's
interests were a false quote from Mike Pence about Michelle Obama, a false report
that Ireland was accepting American "refugees" fleeing Trump, and a hoax claiming
RuPaul said he was groped by Trump.’
33. It is clear that in 2016 news organisations faced significant new challenges in providing
accurate and balanced news and this has led to a decline in trust.
Balance, impartiality, legitimate commentary and propaganda: Where does biased but legitimate
commentary shade into propaganda and lies?
34. Accuracy, balance and due impartiality are fundamental principles which underlie broadcast
news in the UK. VLV considers balance to be the provision of a range of views on the issue
under consideration. Impartiality, however, requires more judgement on the part of editors
and journalists: ‘It requires a journalist to actively seek out and weigh up the relevant
arguments on any issue and to present them appropriately without preconceptions or bias.’ 12
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35. In an effort to provide balanced and impartial news, where a range of points of view are
presented, there is always a risk that news producers may give air time to those who express
opinion as fact and in some instances the facts they present are unverifiable.
36. Lord Puttnam highlighted the risk of opinion masquerading as fact in the 2017 Jocelyn Hay
VLV Lecture:
‘So what happens is, you have this extraordinary situation where someone can make a
claim - the claim has got no credibility whatsoever - but the other newsfeeds pick it up
and it’s fact. This is very, very dangerous. I think this is the ultimate… slippery slope.’13
37. As reflected in criticism of news coverage of the Brexit Referendum, there is widespread
concern that audiences were unable to distinguish between opinions and news and were
unable to judge the veracity of claims which were made by both sides during the debate.
While there is no suggestion that any of the UK’s broadcasters broadcast ‘fake’ news during
the Referendum campaigns, there has been criticism of how facts and statistical claims were
presented in interviews by politicians on both sides of the debate.
38. Cardiff University research found that of 517 statistical claims made on news bulletins in the
run up to the Referendum vote very few were challenged or contextualised by journalists or
other independent sources. Richard Sambrook says that:
‘This meant that palpably misleading claims – such as the £350m a week the UK was
sending to the EU – had much the same status as the consensus view from most
economists that withdrawal from the EU was likely to have a negative impact on the
UK economy.’14
39. In a report to the BBC Trust in January 2016, Cardiff University suggested that a senior data
editor should be appointed to help journalists better understand competing source positions
on major stories covered by the BBC.15
40. In his pre-appointment hearing before the Culture, Media and Sport Committee in January
2017 Sir David Clementi highlighted the reporters should always make it clear if they are
providing commentary on a story or presenting facts:
‘I do think that it is true that journalists are bound at points to be putting their own
look on things, their own commentary, but I do think it is important, when a BBC
journalist is speaking, that the distinction is between what is fact, what is rumour.
They have to report rumour, because it is important, but they must report it as rumour
rather than fact; and if there is a personal commentary it must be clear it is their
personal commentary.’16
41. VLV agrees that news broadcasters should clearly indicate when content in a news piece or
interview is an expression of opinion and when it is fact. VLV believes this should apply when
commentary is provided both by in-house journalists and other contributors to a programme
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and that facts presented by interviewees should be challenged wherever possible, or at least
it should be highlighted if they are unverifiable at the time of broadcast.
42. VLV welcomed Sir David Clementi’s commitment to the BBC’s mission to provide accurate and
duly impartial news when he said, ‘The BBC is nothing if it doesn’t carry the trust of the
people through producing impartial and accurate news on what is going on’. 17
43. In light of concern following news coverage of the Brexit Referendum in 2016, VLV considers
that existing impartiality guidelines should be reassessed for their effectiveness. We therefore
also welcomed Sir David’s suggestion that analysis of BBC impartiality could become more
scientific in future:
‘My message to Tony Hall and to James Harding and the BBC ... would be that I am
absolutely determined that we should meet this particular requirement for the BBC at
every time, and to stand back and question itself as to whether there is some implicit
bias. I do not think it is necessarily explicit and I am not sure it is intended, but does it
happen anyway? I want to see some more numerical, scientific review of how the BBC
has done.’ 18
Online regulation
44. While online regulation is outside VLV’s area of expertise, we believe it is clear that there is an
appetite both among policymakers and parliamentarians to encourage online platforms,
including search engines and social media platforms, to take more responsibility for the
content which is published on their platforms.
45. At a recent Home Affairs Committee hearing on March 14th 2017, it was highlighted that
online platforms do not respond quickly enough when harmful content has been identified to
them by users, including by members of the Committee. Following the hearing with
representatives of Google, Facebook and Twitter, the Chair of the Committee wrote a strongly
worded letter to Facebook reprimanding it for not having taken down certain content which
had been highlighted in the hearing.19
46. VLV would encourage parliamentarians, policymakers and regulators to continue their efforts
to ensure that online platforms work more effectively to ensure that they regulate their sites
to remove fake news, offensive content and content which is harmful.
47. We also support recommendations made by Channel 4 for the implementation of a social
media ‘Kitemark’ for regulated news organisations and the creation of algorithms that
promote verified content.
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Advertising
48. Lord Puttnam made a very interesting observation in his 2017 Jocelyn Hay VLV Lecture that
advertising is well regulated in the UK by the ASA, but that politicians are the only group
exempt from such regulation. This allowed advertising of slogans, such as the one on the side
of the Brexit ‘battle bus’ that said We send the EU £350 million a week let’s fund our NHS
instead to go unchallenged:
‘I think this is a new and really interesting battle to have in Parliament. If we’re to
develop trust, and trust is the subtext of everything I am saying today, if we are to
develop trust how is it possible to develop trust when the people we most need to
trust refuse to be judged in the way that a product is or Unilever is? This is an
absurdity. Now, to be absolutely honest, the ASA are not crazy about the idea of being
given the responsibility, but irrespective of whether they’re crazy about it, we’d be
crazy not to ensure that they do.’20
49. VLV would agree with Lord Puttnam’s suggestion that there should be a debate about
whether advertising by politicians should be regulated in the same way as others, holding
them to account for any assertions they make which are advertised in public spaces.
Media Literacy
50. VLV considers that along with encouraging better self-regulation by online platforms, the
Government should consider reinvigorating the Ofcom-led media literacy work which was
active until 2010.
51. Ofcom has a statutory duty to promote media literacy under Section 11 of the
Communications Act 2003:
“It shall be the duty of OFCOM to take such steps, and to enter into such arrangements,
as appear to them calculated […] to bring about, or to encourage others to bring about
[Media literacy]” (Section 11, Duty to promote media literacy, Communications Act
2003).21
52. The funding for such work has been significantly reduced, as highlighted by Professor Sonia
Livingstone:
‘In the UK, up until 2010 Ofcom actively promoted media literacy in the UK and
internationally with some vigour, with financial and political support from the
government of the day. But when the coalition government came to power in 2010,
both forms of support were summarily cancelled, and little progress has occurred
since, except in the specific domains of digital access and internet safety.’22
53. With an ever-widening choice of sources of news citizens need help to make sense of the
proliferation of information available. Since online news sources are only likely to increase in
popularity with the ease of access provided by mobile smart phones, this is a particularly
important issue for the next generation. VLV believes that Ofcom should be tasked once again
to prioritise media literacy work in the UK, especially in schools. VLV considers that such work
20
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is essential if citizens are to be encouraged to watch and read news with an educated, critical
approach.
Conclusions and Recommendations
54. Online Platforms: VLV agrees with the Committee that just as major technology companies
have accepted they have a social responsibility to combat piracy online and the illegal sharing
of content, they also need to help address the spreading of fake news and offensive material
on social media platforms. VLV believes that, at a minimum, they should provide users with
tools to help them assess the origin and likely veracity of news stories they read online.
55. Fact-checking services: We note efforts by the BBC and other media organisations such as The
New York Times to provide more detailed fact-checking processes and tools for the public to
use to check facts, but we note Phil Harding’s recommendation that such services need to be
prominent:
‘For fact-checking to be truly effective it has to be both prominent and fast. In future it
should be right at the heart of the mainstream output. It should be in the middle of
the Ten O’ Clock News; an integral part of the Jeremy Vine programme. Interviewers
will have to call out ‘alternative facts’ for the lies they are.’23
56. Opinions which include unverifiable facts: VLV would like to see greater debate among
regulators and broadcasters about how newscasters should manage situations in which
opinion is expressed which includes statistics and facts which are unverifiable.
57. Media Literacy: VLV believes that Ofcom should be tasked once again to prioritise media
literacy work in the UK, especially in schools. VLV considers that such work is essential if
citizens are to be encouraged to watch and read news with an educated, critical approach.
58. Impartiality regulation: VLV would like to explore whether there are more scientific ways to
assess impartiality. We believe this would reduce the opportunity of detractors to criticise
broadcasters which further undermines the public’s trust in those broadcasters.
59. Political advertising: VLV would welcome a debate about whether politicians should have to
subscribe to the standards set by the Advertising Standards Authority. This could lead to
greater trust in politicians.
60. Funding for news: At a time of budgetary constraint among all UK broadcasters, VLV would
like news budgets to be maintained in the UK with a view to increasing the amount of money
for training for journalists and more reporting being done ‘on the ground’ and less studio
comment from in-house or visiting ‘experts’.

23

Remember that Facts are Sacred, British Journalism Review Vol.28 No. 1 March 2017, Phil Harding

10

ANNEXE:

THE JOCELYN HAY VOICE OF THE LISTENER & VIEWER LECTURE 2017
Tuesday 21 March 2017
TRANSCRIPT
Why Public Service Media matters more than ever in the age of
Brexit, Trump, Facebook and Twitter
LORD PUTTNAM CBE
I’m trying to do something which in a sense is quite ambitious this evening, but I should explain. I
gave up doing lectures some while ago when I discovered the moving picture. I discovered what was
quite incredible that it’s people’s memory of what they’ve seen and heard on the screen which is
rather greater than my miserable delivery of text which I was so neurotic about, which is absolutely
true, that I literally used to have a red pen that told me when to pause. That’s pretty sad, one way or
another.
Jocelyn was a friend to all of us and certainly a friend to me. She was a truly remarkable woman. I
was thinking about her the other day. Last week I was in Oxford where I delivered a similar event, for
the centennial of Leonard Cheshire. I’d worked for Leonard - he was a great friend - and actually they
were very similar people. They were people that when they would very nicely ask you to do
something, it wasn’t really asking you to do something at all, it was an instruction. And certainly in
Leonard’s case the instruction could come from way, way, way after the grave because I still found
myself doing things ten years after he was dead, remembering he’d actually told me to do that as
well. And I think Jocelyn to an extent had very much the same quality. She was a force of nature.
Searching around for this evening I’ve discovered something at the BFI Library, which I didn’t know
was there, which absolutely delighted me. It was a movie made by John Grierson, 1935, called The
Voice of Britain. It’s actually rather wonderful. It’s an hour and a quarter long. Anyway I’ve just pulled
out a short extract from it because I thought you’d be intrigued to see the people the BBC dealt with
in its earliest days, 1935, eighty years ago, in its early days and what they had to say about
broadcasting and affairs of state. So here we go:
[Plays a video clip from The Voice of Britain, a documentary describing how radio broadcasting was a
new means for distributing knowledge and opinion to a mass audience. It features Ramsay
Macdonald, Stanley Baldwin, George Lansbury, Sir James Jeans, JB Priestley. It includes a clip of
George Bernard Shaw who describes the power of the microphone to expose when speakers are not
being honest.]
The film is honestly quite wonderful. It was made by John Grierson. It’s a really, really well made
piece of work. But my only caution here is to all of us at VLV is there is this tremendous danger,
especially I found it watching the movie, that we drift in to a kind of nostalgia for the BBC of Larry the
Lamb in our childhood, which is inappropriate and not that helpful. We must always remember that
we only have a very few more members than the Flat Earth Society which, interestingly enough, if
you go on their website it says, ‘We have members all over the globe’. You couldn’t make it up could
you?
Let me first, if I may, set out my heretical credentials as exposed only too clearly by Barry Norman in
1981.
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Plays video clip from a television interview of Lord Puttnam by Barry Norman where Lord Puttnam
says that despite the audience having a very high level expectation of quality in television, the
financial model isn’t sustainable with only one channel which relies on advertising (ITV) and one which
relies on the licence fee (BBC One). He points out that the licence fee isn’t enough to support the BBC
to supply what people expect so that television in the next decade will need to find another area of
funding. We need to accept that TV is a form of technology like the telephone where the amount you
pay depends on your consumption. He suggests that eventually it will have to be funded on a pay-asyou watch basis because he didn’t see any government being willing to subsidise television as a
service.
A little later on in the clip Barry Norman actually loses it with me. He does obviously see this as the
end of the world as he envisaged it, but I sort of stand by a lot of what I said and what I think what I
was recognising was that there was a problem. And the first step in solving a problem is recognising
that one exists.
And the truth is, in the late 1970s, just two years prior to that interview when, for example, someone
like me as a film producer could not work in television you had to make a choice: you either went as
an employee to ITV or the BBC or you couldn’t have anything appear on television. It was binary and
that clearly wasn’t helping anybody but we had quite a good lobby that eventually pushed and
created Channel 4. So I’d say that two men had some real vision and understood there was a
problem: Willy Whitelaw, on the one hand, and Rupert Murdoch on the other and out of it evolved
Channel 4 and Sky.
In one case I think the thinking was genuinely altruistic. In the other case, if you like, slightly less so as
described by John Maynard Keynes. [Shows slide ‘Capitalism is the extraordinary belief that the
nastiest of men, for the nastiest of reasons, will somehow work for the benefit of all of us’.]
And, you know, Keynes was never wrong.
Now all this becomes for me really very personal and I’ll try and explain why. My dad was a journalist.
He loved Fleet Street. He believed passionately in news and spent his entire life trying to convey that.
He was a very idealistic man. He had a friend during the war named Ed Murrow. Ed Murrow shared
my dad’s idealism. Whereas my dad was in the press, Ed Murrow rather transferred his to television.
Here’s Ed Murrow, or a replica of Ed Murrow from the movie, in 1958. This is exactly what he said in
October 1958 at a celebration of his career:
[Plays clip of the 2005 film ‘Good Night and Good Luck’]
‘Our history will be what we make it. If we go on as we are, history will take its revenge and
retribution will not limp in catching up with us. Just once in a while, let us exalt the importance of
ideas and information. Let us dream to the extent of saying that on a given Sunday night, a time
normally occupied by Ed Sullivan is given over to a clinical survey on the state of American education.
And a week or two later a time normally used by Steve Allan is devoted to a thoroughgoing study
American policy in the Middle East. Would the corporate image of their respective sponsors be
damaged? Would the shareholders rise up in their wrath and complain? Would anything happen
other than a few million people would have received illumination on subjects that may well be
determine the future of this country and therefore the future of the corporations? But to those who
say people wouldn’t look, they wouldn’t be interested, they’re too complacent, indifferent and
insulated I can only reply, ‘There is in one reporter’s opinion considerable evidence against that
contention.’ But even if they are right, what have they got to lose? Because if they are right and this
instrument is good for nothing but to entertain, amuse and insulate, then the tube is flickering now
and we will soon see that the whole struggle is lost. This instrument can teach; it can illuminate and,
yes, it can even inspire. But it can do so only to the extent that humans are determined to use it
towards those ends. Otherwise it is merely wires and lights in a box.’
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That’s what he said. Now what I find particularly extraordinary about that speech is the two examples
he happened to choose. One is ‘How about devoting an hour to an analysis of the state of American
education?’ As you know, as well as I do, the American tertiary education is not great and hasn’t been
great for a long, long time. That was one suggestion. Even more telling, devote an hour to American
policy in the Middle East? Try to imagine if 60 years ago the United States had devoted itself to
analysing what its responses were and its responsibilities were in the Middle East. How very, very
different our world might be today. So I regard that as an extraordinarily serious piece of work.
That begs the question where did it all go wrong? A very good film came out two years ago called The
Best of Enemies that identified, I think pretty accurately actually, the 1968 debates between Gore
Vidal and William Buckley as being the moment where it became evident that an important shift had
taken place. Here’s again a short clip from this movie The Best of Enemies.
Plays clip from The Best of Enemies a documentary with the premise that debates on television have
become ‘theatre’ to entertain rather than ‘illuminate’ the audience. It also raises the issue of
polarisation where we no longer have a collective experience of hearing both sides of the argument
rather than living in echo chambers.
I think it’s pretty accurate to see that as roughly the dividing line when we headed off in a direction
that we’re still finding it very, very difficult to rein in from. In 2003 thanks to Elspeth [Howe] and
others like her, we managed to take this very complicated piece of legislation, the 2003
Communications Act, through the House, particularly through the House of Lords, but through both
Houses and we established a couple of very interesting things. One was a Public Interest Test in
respect of mergers and takeovers and it was the very first time, interestingly, that the word citizen
appeared in any UK legislation. It turned up because, to her enormous credit, Tessa Jowell, having
been given instructions by her officials that she may not use the word citizen in legislation, said, ‘If
you think I’m going to the despatch box to tell the British public that they are not citizens you’re
crazy.’ And that’s how we got it in: it was literally that. But there were some wonderful people
involved. I got a lot of credit, but in truth Lords Crickhowell, Fowler, McNally, George Thompson, the
late George Thompson, Elspeth [Howe]: they were real heroes. We knew exactly what it was we were
trying to struggle towards and I would say Elspeth, looking at you [in the audience], we got two thirds
of what we hoped for. We ended up with an incomplete and not wholly satisfactory Bill, but
something a lot better than had gone before it.
During that debate there was a lot of discussion. These three words cropped up: reciprocity,
equivalence and sovereignty. Now as someone who has watched the word sovereignty echo around
the Chamber, the House of Lords, more in the last few weeks than it has ever in the entire history of
the place, it’s a sort of wonderful irony here. But what we were arguing for at that point was that if
we were going to have American ownership of British broadcasting, there had to be some form of
reciprocity. Of course there wasn’t. The Americans would not even think about a non-US citizen
owning a US broadcasting outlet at that point.
And equivalence: the notion that somehow or another we were very, very major creators of content
and there ought to be some equivalence in terms of the sale of content. And the last one was
sovereignty. I remember during the debates Melvyn Bragg dragged up, and quite rightly, the word.
He said, ‘What about dignity? How about having the dignity to say, ‘No. These are the things we
want. This is the way we think it should be. No.’’
And I thought it was a very, very interesting time. Now why was that, in my judgement,
overwhelmingly important? Well, if I’d forgotten, I was brutally reminded in January when I read
this. [Shows series of slides from the Edelman Trust Global Barometer Report 2017]. I don’t know how
many of you have read the Edelman Trust Report. It is done each year. This year is a particularly
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sobering version because in the end this is all about trust. We are in the trust business. Whether we
like it or not, broadcasting, the media are in the trust business.
So where are we? We’re not in great shape. Trust in retrospect has been eroded since the first report
in 2001. Quite dramatically. The trust gap has widened in almost every country, but certainly in all the
advanced democracies. But without trust, belief in the system fails. Now what do we mean by the
system? The system, we need a system. I’m used to people saying that the system doesn’t work. I’m
prepared to say, ‘Alright the people who’ve been running the system may deserve some quite big
important questions.’ But we need a system. Once you reach a point where there’s not a belief in a
system, that’s much more dangerous than believing that the system doesn’t work. So we’re in a
sense in deep trouble.
Here’s where it becomes really worrying: concerns have turned into fears. And as we all know, once
you start dealing with fears, when people become frightened they’re capable of doing extraordinarily
stupid things. In fact, I think we just did one last July. But people do strange and stupid things when
they’re fearful.
And Roosevelt was right, FDR, was right when he said, ‘The only thing we have to fear is fear itself’.
The problem is the word ‘only’: I think it was an overstatement. But fear becomes endemic and it
gets worse and worse. And the echo chamber, the echo chamber that we’re all very aware of now,
amplifies the fears and accelerates the cycle. So we’ve got ourselves in to a very dangerous vortex
where we’re not even prepared to believe that we can return to a trusted environment. And that’s
scary.
We have reached a point this year, this is what was really important about 2017, where unsourced
rumour is more trusted than an official announcement so people are more prepared to trust
something that they hear, as it were, on the grapevine than they are to trust an official
announcement: so scary times.
Now I’m kept sane at the moment by John Oliver.
Plays Clip of Last Week Tonight with John Oliver (HBO) which talks about Donald Trump’s lies and how
difficult it is to report on news in America as a result. He says that we should make extra efforts to
fact-check content before we share it on social media and we should stop trusting outlets which
repeatedly get things wrong.
I had tea this afternoon very fortunately with Mr Sulzberger, the son of the publisher of the New York
Times. He was saying actually the biggest single issue is how deeply they get into the fact-checking
world which is obviously massively important and probably one of the few defences they’ve got
against what’s going on, but it’s extremely expensive and you have to now do it more and more
rapidly.
And at a speech I attended recently by the now former, but was at the time, head of GCHQ, he made
the point that we’re into a world now where, his phrase not mine, data verification becomes the
singularly most important thing in our lives because inaccurate data has reached a point now when it
becomes catastrophic if it goes wrong. This is not a point where you get a few facts wrong. Everything
gets, as they used to say in my school, “tits up” when the data is inaccurate.
Now, Phil Harding I think nailed it absolutely in the VLV newsletter [shows slide with quote] when he
said, ‘Impartial and accurate broadcast news based on a compact of trust between the broadcaster
and the audience is an essential part of the foundations of the British democratic system.’ That is it.
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That’s where we’re at. If we lose trust, we lose everything. And we’re on a slippery slope away from,
certainly, the democracy that all of us in this room feel is part and parcel of our heritage.
So what facts? How do you deal with facts? Well here’s a lovely example, a very short example, of the
late Brian Hanrahan reporting from the Falklands:
Plays a video clip of a documentary about Brian Hanrahan reporting from the Falklands in 1982 under
restrictions imposed by the Ministry of Defence when he manages to tell a story without saying how
many planes left on a sortie from a ship.
Now I’m not silly enough, I hope I’m not silly enough, to believe that the acquisition of facts, hard
facts, is all that easy. But in fact it can be very, very difficult as illustrated by this.
Plays a video clip of the assassination of President Kennedy.
We still don’t know if it was the single sniper. We still don’t know. So facts are tough, but we have an
obligation to attempt to flush them out.
Now just last week someone I’d genuinely never heard of before, and I kind of slightly hope I never
have to hear about again, but a fine legal mind apparently, Judge Napolitano entered for all of us an
entirely new era of untruth:
Plays an episode of Fox & Friends programme broadcast by the Fox News Channel in which it is
alleged that President Obama spied on Donald Trump. It includes an interview with Fox News Senior
Judicial Analyst, Judge Napolitano, in which he says that GCHQ passed transcripts of Trump’s phone
conversations onto President Obama.
Well, you’ll be interested to know that the Senior Legal Analyst, the judge there, is off air until further
notice. Fox have probably conceded that he’s not the most reliable source in the world, but the
problem with this, which is really worth pointing out, if you go on YouTube and look at this clip,
alongside it is all the other newsfeeds that picked up from it,all of which drop the equivocation. They
move from being ‘alleged’ to ‘fact’.
So what happens is, you have this extraordinary situation where someone can make a claim - the
claim has got no credibility whatsoever - but the other newsfeeds pick it up and it’s fact. This is very,
very dangerous. I think this is the ultimate, if you like, the slippery slope. So this happens to be a sort
of entertainment show, Fox & Friends, but people look at it as a news show. So it’s news, it’s
entertainment masquerading as news. This goes on and on. And here’s another, I think, brilliant
example of how dangerous this becomes:
Plays Clip from the TV drama ‘The Newsroom’ in which a news presenter interviews a guest about
citizen journalism which is unverified.
[Laughter] Well, you’re right. It is absolutely great. That’s where we are.
Martin Sorrel last weekend said this to the Financial Times, ‘Google, Facebook and the others are
media companies and have the same responsibilities. They cannot masquerade as technology
companies any longer.’ We’re trying to address that actually in the Digital Economy Bill right now. It is
an absurdity to pretend that somehow by covering yourself as a technology company you have no
responsibilities to the truth of what you do, the accuracy of what you do or the way in which you play
a role in the, as it were, the public sphere and the public place.
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Things are changing very, very rapidly and one of the problems I think is this: I just put this together.
[shows slide with pictures of professional TV equipment]. There’s £4,500 worth of kit here that you
would have used 20 years ago to inform yourself: complex, expensive, bulky, etc. etc. [ Then shows
slide with picture of a mobile phone] All of that is on there, the whole lot at one tenth the cost.
So we are having to deal with something very, very different. And it is this new consumer that we’re
having to address and the new consumer appetites has started a kind of arms race for content.
[Shows slide of article about Netflix growth] Netflix are brilliant in many respects at exploiting this.
They found a gap in the market and, I’ll come on in a second to why we actually allowed that gap in
the market to occur because we were there before they were interestingly, but they created a gap in
the market and created something very special. And this is why consumers like it.
Plays Netflix Advert in which a man and woman watch a programme on TV where the woman admits
she has been watching the series already in advance.
It’s an amazing product, there’s no question about that. It’s an extraordinary product and it’s a
phenomenally successful product. It’s streaming subscribers go up and up and up and here’s the
sadness: when I was on the Channel 4 Board, not many people know this, we negotiated for almost
two years for a thing called Kangaroo. Kangaroo was going to be basically Netflix because it was going
to aggregate ITV, Channel 4 and the BBC in a single place so the consumer, who was seen to be the
most important element in this, could go to one place and see the best of whatever it was they
wanted to see on Kangaroo. For reasons entirely due I suppose to the technological leap that iPlayer
represented, the BBC pulled out at the very last minute. I’m sure they had their own reasons and,
Lord knows, iPlayer has been a phenomenal success, but we could have had, without doubt in my
view, our own Netflix and we let it go.
Not for the first time: when I was a very young man, Alistair Milne was denied the right by Mrs
Thatcher to put a satellite up and experiment with satellite television. It wasn’t felt to be part and
parcel of what public broadcasting ought to be doing, another kind of horrible missed opportunity.
Now I’ve done two TED talks. I did one on climate change, but I did one a couple of years ago on the
duty of care and whether the media ought to subscribe to the same duty of care that we expect of
care workers, health workers, the police, the armed forces. The concept of the duty of care is not a
complicated one at all, but somehow or other the media have managed to escape from those
obligations on the grounds that it somehow or other it impinges their freedoms.
Plays TED talk video clip in which Lord Puttnam argues that integrity is essential in maintaining
standards. He says that artists, journalists and those governing society should accept responsibility for
maintaining a sustainable social agenda and encouraging an active, informed debate even among the
disaffected sectors of society.
What I’m proud of about that, and that’s pre-Brexit, pre-Trump, that actually it was obvious to
anyone that was watching that there were this group, a large group of disillusioned, disaffected,
disappointed people who were not being addressed and that what we were doing was storing up for
ourselves an immense problem.
We have had some successes. One of the great successes of that 2003 Act was a decision, an
important decision I think, to deregulate the Advertising Standards Association. The Advertising
Standards Association had established itself as a very responsible, very good organisation. There was
no reason to keep it under the regulatory issues that had been dealt with in the past and it was freed
up and continued to be a real success story.
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Now the ASA, under its Chairman Lord Smith and brand new Chairman Lord Curry, has established a
fantastic track record to the point that [shows slide of Persil washes whiter advert] ‘Persil washes
whiter’: you can’t say that anymore, you’ve got to prove it. So a lot of the advertisements that you
were brought up with as children have become challenged and challengeable, but, and there’s a
wonderful ‘but’ here, I recently addressed the centennial evening of the IPA, the Institute of
Practitioners in Advertising: six hundred ad luminaries. I asked them - I was very complimentary
about the ASA - ‘You’ve got a lot to be proud of, but who knows which single body, group of people,
refuse to be regulated under the ASA rules? One group of people refuse absolutely to be regulated.
Does anyone know who it is?’ It’s politicians. So whilst you can regulate ‘Persil washes whiter’, no one
could do anything about the £350 million a week battle bus [shows picture of Brexit campaign bus
with advert on the side saying We send the EU £350 million a week let’s fund our NHS instead] because
politicians refuse to fall under the ASA’s remit.
I think this is a new and really interesting battle to have in Parliament. If we’re to develop trust, and
trust is the subtext of everything I am saying today, if we are to develop trust how is it possible to
develop trust when the people we most need to trust refuse to be judged in the way that a product is
or Unilever is? This is an absurdity. Now, to be absolutely honest, the ASA are not crazy about the
idea of being given the responsibility, but irrespective of whether they’re crazy about it, we’d be
crazy not to ensure that they do.
[Shows slide BBC Reality Check on Twitter] The reality check issue the BBC have certainly grabbed
hold of is a very, very important one. And I actually do think that this whole business of fact-checking
will become the norm. And we’re going to have to adjust our viewing habits and our reading habits
around that. And that is going to be quite interesting and quite challenging.
James Purnell said less than a month ago, ‘We will only get the best out of our culture with the right
regulation. Ofcom should have the power to intervene with on-demand environments, not just linear
ones, to secure prominence for public service content.’ I think this is actually very important. This is
an amendment coming up tomorrow in the Digital Economy Bill, the notion that public service
broadcasting has due prominence.
I’ve got one issue with it which is I do think we’ve now reached a point with technology where each
of us ought to be enabled to program our own mobile devices with what we see as our own little set
top box. So I’m not in favour of the idea that you create something that’s so punishing that we’re all
stuck with an EPG which is fixed and standard, but I do think it’s that the default mechanism ought to
have public service broadcasting at its heart, and James agrees with me, it should solve some of the
problems.
The other big amendments tomorrow are about plurality and the fit and proper test. I say the ‘fit and
proper test’, but I’ve now been told I mustn’t call it that any more. It is actually the Broadcast
Standards’ Test because apparently ‘fit and proper’ is insulting and upsetting and a lot of people
would become offended by it.
This is a major, major issue and I think we may, please God, have a breakthrough certainly over the
next few months. There seems to be a general acknowledgement at last from Government that
plurality has to be defined much more closely than has been the case in the past and that the
Broadcast Standards Test has got to be rigorous and transparent. And one of the reasons for this is
interesting, this may be contentious and Claire I’m sure will bring it up, I think it is not helpful having
the Secretary of State having to make decisions which are arguable and subjective in an environment
where actually it is quite, quite possible to come up with much more concrete, much more sensible,
much more serious regulation whereby Ofcom literally can go to the Secretary of State of the day and
say, ‘Secretary of State it is very clear in these circumstances, for these reasons, this is the judgement
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you should be making.’ She wants that, I want that, I think this government wants that. And we may
well make an important move towards that tomorrow. I really hope so.
The last thing I’d like to say is this: I’m a child of the 60s. A lot of what you hear. A lot of the quasi
idealism is built on exactly that fact. So I was brought up with Eldridge Cleaver, a sort of heroic figure,
who said, ‘You’re either part of the solution or you’re going to be part of the problem.’ And only
recently I realised that a 100 years earlier Abraham Lincoln said, ‘You cannot escape responsibility
tomorrow by evading it today’. That I think is where we are at. We are confronted by a very, very
complex media ecology. It’s not going to get easier. If anything it’s going to get harder, but we
certainly are not going to deal with the problems of the future by pretending they’re just going to go
away. Right this week we’re dealing with problems that we inherited by not really grappling with
them 14 years ago. I have no idea what the problems 14 years hence will be, but we have an absolute
obligation to do our best to future-proof legislation in such a way that it’s got some chance of dealing
with the monoliths, and I mean monoliths, who undoubtedly will emerge over the next ten or 15
years.
Thank you very much for listening to me.
21 March 2017
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