
! BBC SCOTLAND PROPOSED NEW CHANNEL  - CONSULTATION RESPONSE!!!!
Given the long period of discussion about the possibility of a Scottish Six news 

bulletin, and the proposal of the Broadcasting Commission in 2008 that a new 

Scottish channel be established, a proposal which did not progress, it would be 

churlish not to welcome the proposed new BBC channel.!

!
What form the public appetite for additional programming might take is not entirely 

clear. Such evidence as we have does suggest a dissatisfaction with BBC 

Scotland’s television news provision and an appetite for more drama, more comedy, 

and more documentaries. The difficulty which immediately arises is that the 

commitment to an hour long news programme on the new channel, involving as it 

does the employment of 80 additional journalists, will take a very significant bite out 

of the budget. The Broadcasting Commission looked for an annual subvention of 

over £70m per year. What is available for this channel is considerably less, even if 

allowance is made for shared overheads and facilities. It therefore seems clear that 

the scope for the production of  a range of new programming beyond the existing 

material currently shown on BBC1 and BBC2 Scotland will be significantly 

constrained.!

!
For that reason there needs to be discussion of how programming budgets might 

be enhanced. My own view is that we need to look at the experience of other 

countries where government sponsored schemes make funding available for 

audiovisual productions. The Danish Film Institute, for example, spends 40m euros 

a year on direct support for screen production, while in Canada Telefilm Canada 

supports a wide range of programming, drawing on substantial government and 

industry funding. The establishment of some kind of ‘Telefilm Scotland’ seems a 

desirable way forward, and such an organisation would need to have a budget well 

beyond the funds currently disbursed to screen productions by Creative Scotland; 

the £20m per annum recently recommended by the Screen Sector Leadership 



Group would be a reasonable starting figure. However such public funding would 

have to be contestable and open to all broadcasters and to independent production 

companies.!

!
Ever since the publication of the Broadcasting Commission’s report Scottish 

politicians have enjoyed something of a free ride, in that they have done the easy 

thing, endorsed proposals for change but avoided the difficult issue of providing 

money to back up their support; the exception to this is the grant made by Holyrood 

to BBC Alba. The funding issue will now need to be confronted and perhaps a 

determined well organised campaign will be necessary to persuade legislators of 

the validity of the case. The new BBC Scotland channel is going on the air relatively 

quickly and its  lean funding may be dangerously exposed at an early stage, with 

potentially damaging long term consequences.!

!
A 9pm news bulletin has been presented as central to the channel’s output. It is 

difficult to find an ideal time for such a programme, given the number of competing 

channels, but the proposed 9pm slot might be particularly tricky, since the main 

channels tend to schedule popular drama and similar crowd-pulling programmes at 

this time. No doubt all other possible slots have their problems too. The ideal time 

would be 10pm - the end of the day. The argument that a Scottish bulletin at this 

point would be competing with the UK BBC 10pm bulletin, to the detriment of the 

audience figures of both, is not necessarily a convincing one because it is unlikely 

that people who wished to view a Scottish-based national and international news 

programme would also wish to view the London one. In any case most viewers now 

have the technology to access regional programmes, including London ones, from 

across the UK, should they wish to exercise that option, and thus choose between 

bulletins. This currently happens since both the late evening BBC and ITV bulletins 

are currently scheduled against each other. It might be argued however that a BBC 

Scotland 10pm news bulletin would not be able to offer live interviews with 

correspondents standing outside the White  House or Downing Street, since these 



correspondents would be committed to the BBC1 bulletin. However on most 

occasions interviewing these same individuals, say at 9.15, and using the 

recordings in a 10 pm Scottish bulletin should not present too many problems: what 

Jon Sopel, for example, might have to say at 9.15 about Donald Trump’s latest 

pronouncements would not differ greatly very often from what Sopel had to say an 

hour later.!

!
If the Scottish news programme is to work, presumably it will have to cast its net 

widely, so that viewers are not only informed about what is going on north of the 

border but also about what is happening in the other three nations of the UK - 

something on which London has a very patchy record - and internationally. 

Presumably too the second half of the programme might become a kind of revised 

Newsnight Scotland, to ensure that the BBC in Scotland has that kind of provision, 

which its major rival currently offers in Scotland Tonight.!

!
It cannot be denied that the new channel will provide stronger competition for STV. 

However the potential gain to Scottish viewers should outweigh the potential loss of 

viewers by STV. And it has to be noted that that ITV- affiliated company has shown 

itself adept at competing effectively, as the ratings for Scotland Tonight against 

Newsnight Scotland, before the latter was taken off the air, demonstrated.!

!
Finally, all the evidence we have seen of late - for example, the survey Ofcom 

recently commissioned on audience perceptions of of the BBC - contains a warning 

to the Corporation and to other mainstream broadcasters: younger audiences are 

more fickle and less enthusiastic about current output. It follows that the new 

channel will need to make a particular effort to capture young audiences if it is to 

have a secure future.!

!
The proposed new channel represents a major opportunity for the BBC and for 

Scotland. As indicated above however, I take the view that  there are important 



issues which need to be addressed if the channel is to be the success it deserves -  

and needs - to be.!
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