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Introduction 

 

1. The Commercial Broadcasters Association (COBA) is the industry body for 

multichannel broadcasters in the digital, cable and satellite television sector, and 

their on-demand services. COBA members operate a wide variety of channels, 

including news, factual, children’s, music, arts, entertainment, sports and 

comedy. Their content is available on free-to-air and pay-TV platforms, as well as 

on-demand. 

2. COBA members are arguably the fastest growing part of the UK television 

industry, and are increasing their investment in jobs, content and infrastructure: 

 Scale: In the last decade, the sector has increased its turnover by 30% to 

more than £5 billion a year. This is rapidly approaching half of the UK 

broadcasting sector’s total annual turnover, and has helped establish 

the UK as a leading global television hub.1  

 Employment: As part of this growth, the multichannel sector has 

doubled direct employment over the last decade.2  

 UK production: In addition, the sector has increased investment in UK 

television content to a record £725m per annum, up nearly 50% on 

2009 levels.3  

3. For further information please contact Adam Minns, COBA’s Executive Director, 

at adam@coba.org.uk or 0203 327 4101. 

                                                           
1 Ofcom International Broadcasting Market Report 2013 
2 Skillset, Television Sector – Labour Market Intelligence Profile 
3 COBA 2014 Census, Oliver & Ohlbaum Associates for COBA 

mailto:adam@coba.org.uk
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Response to consultation 

 

1. COBA has consistently stated that the BBC is a cornerstone of the UK 

broadcasting sector, and that we support the principle of the licence fee. The 

UK broadcasting sector, and viewers, have benefited greatly from having a 

mixed ecology of the licence fee, advertising and subscription revenues. 

Together, these have supported audience choice and sustained levels of 

investment in original content.  

2. That said, the scale of the BBC means that it has a significant impact on the 

market, making robust, independent and transparent oversight crucial. Our 

concerns therefore centre around the proposed framework for regulatory 

complaints, particularly with regard to complaints about market impact. 

While the BBC board has a valuable role in many areas, it is difficult to see 

how it can be independent when assessing market impact. Executives from 

BBC Management and BBC commercial operations sit on the board, while 

some of the external board members work for other commercial sector 

companies.  

3. Furthermore, the board is itself responsible for setting BBC strategy. 

Inevitably it will want this strategy, which may well involve changes to existing 

services or launching new services, to succeed.  

4. Finally, in the first instance, complaints are required to be made to the 

“Executive Complaints Unit” –we understand this is the the BBC executive 

itself. If this is the case, this unit is even more closely a part of the BBC than 

the board, which at least is partially made up of external directors. 

5. We believe that, taken as whole, the process  for handling and assessessing 

complaints presents a very real conflict of interest for the BBC board. Further, 

even the perception of such a conflict will be damaging for the BBC. 

6. In addition to this conflict of interest, we believe that the BBC’s expectations 

about the level of data that commercial competitors will be willing to provide 

to the BBC board when making regulatory complaints are unrealistic. The 

consultation paper says that parties must provide “full details of the 

complaint”, including details about “the markets affected…including evidence 

of actual or potential affect on competition”. 

7. By definition, this will be highly sensitive information, and few if any 

companies will be willing to provide such data to a party comprising, 

effectively, its competitors. 
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8. In practice therefore regulatory complaints my be doubly compromised by a 

lack on independence on the part of the assessors on the one hand, and a lack 

of comprehensive evidence on the other. 

9. We therefore ask the BBC to consider how it can address these concerns in 

order to provide assurances for the wider industry and policymakers that it is 

acting in a fair and transparent way. At the very least, the BBC could 

acknowledge in its guidance on the complaints framework that commercial 

competitors may be unable to provide certain data due to commercial 

sensitivity and that this should as far as possible not prejudice any decision. 

The BBC should also be clear that where it is unable to investigate a regulatory 

complaint due to a lack of data being provided on the grounds of commercial 

sensitivity, then parties are able to take a complaint to Ofcom as the 

independent regulator. 

 

 

 

 


