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Public Interest Test on the Proposed new BBC Television Channel for Scotland 

Consultation Response  

21 July 2017 
  
1. Introduction. 

MG ALBA is short for Meadhanan Gàidhlig Alba (Gaelic Media Scotland) and is the operating name of 
Seirbheis nam Meadhanan Gàidhlig or Gaelic Media Service.   

MG ALBA’s statutory purpose is set out in section 208, Communications Act 2003:  

“to secure that a wide and diverse range of high quality programmes in Gaelic are broadcast 
or otherwise transmitted so as to be available to persons in Scotland”  

“…and a reference to being available to persons in Scotland includes a reference to being 
available both to persons in Scotland and to others” 

Governance oversight of MG ALBA is exercised by Ofcom, who appoint members of the board of MG 
ALBA subject to the approval of Scottish Ministers.  MG ALBA is funded by the Scottish Government.  

2. BBC ALBA 

BBC ALBA was launched on 19 September 2008.   The channel is funded and operated by the BBC 
and MG ALBA in partnership, the first partnership television service to operate under a BBC licence.  

BBC ALBA seeks to fulfil the UK’s obligations for Gaelic television under Article 11 of the European 

Charter for Regional or Minority Languages and is an important part of the Scottish broadcast 

ecology, commissioning a large proportion of all independently produced TV content in Scotland.  

BBC ALBA has been a success but it faces significant challenges. The BBC Trust’s Audience Council for 

Scotland, in its 2015/16 report1, noted:  

“The channel exceeds the targets set for it by the Trust but suffers from under-funding which 

may not be sustainable in the longer term.”  

                                                           
1 http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/who_we_are/audience_councils/scotland/annual_review  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/who_we_are/audience_councils/scotland/annual_review
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 “Overall, the channel needs more funding to boost the proportion of originations in the 

schedule.” 

In its final recommendations2 prior to its dissolution the Council added:  

“BBC Gaelic services should be entirely funded from the centre, not from BBC Scotland’s 

budget, and the BBC should set a strategy to resolve any inappropriate disparity in the 

funding of BBC indigenous minority language services across the UK.”  

In 2017/18, 73% of BBC ALBA’s output will be repeats, with only 1.8 hours per day (out of a total of 7 

broadcast hours) being first-run originations.  This compares to almost 8 hours per day of first-run 

programming by S4C and almost 5 per day by the Irish language channel TG4.  

3. Impact of the Proposals in general 

We note that the proposed new channel will:  

• Offer around 3 first-run hours per day (“approximately 60% of the schedule will be new 

programmes”) 

• Have “a budget in excess of £30m to spend on content”. 

The increase in expenditure on new content for audiences in Scotland has the potential to create 

significant benefits for the creative economy in Scotland.  Such benefits should include new on-

screen talent, more production and craft jobs and apprenticeships, new formats and shows, more 

production conceived and delivered by indigenous production companies, and more international 

sales and collaborations. All of these, if achieved, would be very welcome. 

We agree that around 3 hours per day of new content is required.  This was also the output level 

agreed by the BBC and MG ALBA for BBC ALBA to achieve within 5 years of launch, “subject to 

funding”.  Currently BBC ALBA broadcasts 1.8 hours of new programmes per day on average.  

4. Impact of the Proposals on BBC ALBA 

The proposed new BBC Scotland television channel has the potential to be beneficial to BBC ALBA, 

but potential challenges should be recognised and mitigated.   

Two issues of principle should be recognised, in addition to specific points below: 

• An operating principle of parity of status between the new channel and BBC ALBA (and other 

BBC services). This is to ensure that the impact of decisions in relation to the new channel 

are considered in relation to BBC ALBA to ensure they benefit or are neutral for BBC ALBA 

(and other BBC services).  

• The BBC should set out its principles in relation to minority language broadcasting so that 

BBC ALBA’s status is clear and to ensure greater parity between the BBC’s minority language 

services.  

 

News 

The promised additional Gaelic weekend news bulletin is very welcome. An Là (the weekday News 

on BBC ALBA) and Seachd Là (a weekend news digest of the previous Monday to Friday) are 

                                                           
2 http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/who_we_are/audience_councils/scotland/annual_review_2017  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/who_we_are/audience_councils/scotland/annual_review_2017
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consistently among the most appreciated and viewed programmes by the BBC ALBA’s core audience.  

We would also urge the BBC to extend BBC ALBA’s current affairs output.  

Programmes 

The prospect of additional hours of programmes for BBC ALBA is also welcome.   

“Cross-commissioning opportunities are envisaged to lead to the provision of up to an 

additional 100 hours of content each year on BBC ALBA”  

If achieved in full, this should take BBC ALBA’s new programme output to around 2.2 hours per day 

by 2020. The statement, however, falls short of a firm commitment in three ways: (1) no funding is 

allocated; (2) there is no minimum commitment of hours, only a ceiling of 100; and (3) it is an 

expectation rather a promise.     

Competition 

The new channel will introduce more competition for viewers. BBC ALBA will continue to offer 

compelling and attractive content that continues to offer a service to users of Gaelic and a choice to 

viewers across Scotland and the UK. We would expect that BBC ALBA will at times compete for 

viewers and at times complement the new BBC Scotland offering. Finding the right balance will be 

critical.  

The impact of the new channel must be to build audiences in Scotland, both in terms of the overall 

number of viewers and the length of time spent viewing.  It should seek to have a positive impact on 

BBC ALBA, helping to build the BBC ALBA audience and not take away from it  

Promotion 

We would expect the new channel to be heavily promoted prior to its launch and thereafter.  We 

also see this as an opportunity for the BBC to significantly increase its promotion and cross-trailing of 

BBC ALBA, enticing audiences from one channel to the other to access high quality content. It is 

essential to get this right.  

Learning 

The new channel should also help raise awareness of Gaelic language and culture, particularly for 

non-speakers or new learners of the language.   
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