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DELIVERING QUALITY FIRST IN NORTHERN IRELAND  
 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The BBC in Northern Ireland aims to bring the highest quality, most distinctive programmes and 

services to local audiences, reflecting the diversity of its cultures, communities and languages, and 

informing, educating and entertaining all its citizens. Our ambition is to deliver content driven by 

the unique needs of our local audiences, fulfilling the BBC’s public purposes within the context of 

political, economic and social change in Northern Ireland. The capacity to evaluate and reflect a 

Northern Ireland society during this period of significant transformation is at the heart of our 

proposition. 

 

Northern Ireland-specific output such as BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle is extremely popular and highly 

distinctive. On television, BBC Newsline and the current affairs programme Spotlight combine with 

live sports coverage and a wide range of non-news programming such as The Estate, Belfast Blitz 

and House of the Year to deliver significant value to local audiences. In the first quarter of 2011, ten 

of BBC One Northern Ireland’s top twenty programmes were locally made Northern Ireland 

programmes. Within a very competitive television news market, the BBC’s television news 

specifically for Northern Ireland audiences (BBC Newsline) is highly trusted and valued by our 

audience. When the BBC’s programmes for Northern Ireland audiences opt into the BBC One 

and BBC Two network schedules, they consistently add to the overall channel performance. BBC 

Radio Ulster/Foyle reaches on average almost 38% of the Northern Ireland adult population each 

week – amongst the highest reach of all of the BBC’s national and local radio services. 

 

Despite the fact that some BBC network services perform less well in Northern Ireland than in 

other parts of the UK, audiences in Northern Ireland clearly value this output: EastEnders, for 

instance, remains one of the most popular BBC programmes wherever it is broadcast in the UK. 

An increasing proportion of the BBC’s network programmes will be made in Northern Ireland 

helping to increase the level of portrayal and representation of Northern Ireland within the BBC’s 

UK-wide programming. Moving some output to Northern Ireland is one part of the strategy, but 

over the longer term, we believe that this will also result in a more sustainable broadcasting 

ecology, benefiting in-house and independent producers in Northern Ireland.   

 

Delivering Quality First  

In response to the licence fee settlement for the period to 2016/17, the challenge for the BBC in 

Northern Ireland will be to build on the success of highly valued local content and programming 

while delivering 15% savings by 2016. In recognising the value delivered by local services and 

output, the BBC in Northern Ireland has ensured that the savings required will be first and 

foremost delivered through efficiencies thus protecting the range, breadth, quality and 

distinctiveness of programme content. The BBC estimates that between 50 and 70 posts in 

Northern Ireland will be closed over the period.  

 

The BBC in Northern Ireland remains central to providing platforms for robust and impartial 

public debate. There continues to be significant audience appetite for scrutiny and commentary on 

the fast-changing political, economic and social landscape. The BBC’s news and current affairs 

radio programmes such as Good Morning Ulster, The Nolan Show and Talkback contribute 

significantly to BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle’s strong reach and audience engagement. On television BBC 
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Newsline consistently reaches over half the adult population each week with high audience quality 

ratings. Delivering Quality First proposals aim to sustain the volume and quality of news and current 

affairs output across all platforms. In addition Spotlight will continue to be exclusively at the heart 

of Northern Ireland’s investigative journalism. Holding to account, reporting on and analysing the 

work of the devolved institutions will remain a strong commitment of the BBC in Northern 

Ireland. There will be some changes to political programming on television due to the requirement 

for realising savings, but a new editorial brief will also be delivered. 

 

Representation and reflection of Northern Ireland’s wider society is the focus of the BBC’s local 

non-news television programming, for example through factual programmes such as At The 

Crossroads which explored the legacy of the Holy Cross dispute of 2001. Insight into the marching 

bands and the lives of families in the Shankill area of Belfast was explored in an acclaimed 

observational documentary, The Men Who Won’t Stop Marching. The volume of this programming 

will essentially be maintained and there will be a substantial focus on building upon the existing 

quality, originality and distinctiveness of such programmes across all genres. Local sports coverage 

is also important to our audiences on all platforms and we will continue to focus on local core 

sports such as rugby union, Gaelic football, soccer and motorcycling which are particularly valued 

by our audiences.  

  

A number of Northern Ireland made programmes such as The Story Of Ireland have been 

transmitted on BBC network channels across the UK. The BBC has established economic targets 

with the aim of ensuring that the proportion of pan-UK programing made in Scotland, Wales and 

Northern Ireland should equal the proportion of the licence fee raised there. In addition, new 

objectives have been set to support the increased representation of Northern Ireland to the rest 

of the UK.  

 

Whilst there will be a very slight reduction in the overall hours broadcast on BBC Radio 

Ulster/Foyle (given the service will close at midnight), we will focus on prioritising the current 

distinctive content highlighted in the BBC Trust’s recent review of the station’s service licence. 

The editorial ambition therefore is for the station’s schedule to maintain and develop the current 

range of content most valued by our audiences. 

 

Our audience has a high expectation that the BBC will provide quality and distinctive programming 

reflecting key events and anniversaries. The BBC in Northern Ireland understands the diversity of 

the local community and continually reflects this through coverage of events that are important to 

all of the audience or a particular section of that audience. This strategy ensures that the BBC in 

Northern Ireland delivers the highest quality programmes in celebration and commemoration of 

contemporary and historical events of significance to all sections of the local community. 

 

Continued strong investment in local programming means that the overwhelming majority of the 

BBC’s savings in Northern Ireland will be driven by productivity improvements and other non-

content areas. Specific initiatives include simplifying management structures and changes to 

working practices within local newsgathering. We will also commission a feasibility study to assess 

the cost and benefits of a potential property move or capital refresh. 

 

Serving all audiences 

Northern Ireland will be the last region of the UK to complete digital switchover (24th October 

2012), and as a key stakeholder, the BBC has a significant role to play in ensuring that 

comprehensive information and assistance is communicated to local audiences. By the end of 2012 

Northern Ireland opts on television (programming specifically for NI audiences and which 
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displaces UK network programming) will be enhanced with the migration of BBC One Northern 

Ireland to HD.  

 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle on DAB is currently available to an estimated 73% of the Northern 

Ireland population with 9% of listening to the station via DAB. We will conduct a review to 

identify the options for improving DAB coverage in Northern Ireland. 

 

 

Conclusion 

The BBC is a valued part of everyday life in Northern Ireland, reaching approximately 94% of 

audiences every week. The BBC must continue to chart the twists and turns of political progress 

which can still turn into a national or international story at times. The BBC in Northern Ireland 

will continue to reflect community life in all its different aspects and diversity including the 

development of programming concerned with significant historical events and their contemporary 

resonances. Increasing Northern Ireland’s share of production for the BBC’s UK-wide networks 

will provide a creative and economic return to Northern Ireland. In addition we will also work to 

increase the volume, visibility and impact of content which offers distinctive Northern Irish voices, 

perspectives and an authentic sense of place across all the BBC’s channels. In doing so, we will aim 

to improve the performance of the BBC’s UK-wide services in Northern Ireland. 

 

As we look to implement Delivering Quality First whilst delivering 15% savings by 2016, we face the 

challenge of maintaining and improving quality and distinctiveness, and delivering on the BBC’s five 

editorial priorities. We believe this will be made possible through limited savings in content areas 

(less than 3% reduction in content budgets), and the investment in network programming 

produced in Northern Ireland.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In October 2011, the BBC published Delivering Quality First, detailing BBC Executive proposals for 

delivering Putting Quality First within the terms of the 2010 Licence Fee settlement. 

The BBC Trust asked the BBC Executive to prepare statements, as part of the implementation of 

Delivering Quality First, about what the BBC intends to offer the audience in each of the Nations of 

the UK. This statement sets out the strategy and proposals for Northern Ireland: 

1. The national, political and broadcasting context 

2. The BBC in Northern Ireland  

3. The value provided to Northern Ireland by the BBC through a high-level view of BBC 

performance 

4. Delivering Quality First in Northern Ireland to 2016 

5. The strategy for network production in Northern Ireland to 2016 

6. Summary and conclusions 

A more detailed Appendix on audience performance is included for context and is referred to 

where relevant throughout the statement. 

1.  NATIONAL, POLITICAL AND BROADCASTING CONTEXT 

The national, political and broadcasting environment in Northern Ireland provides important 

context for the relative performance of the BBC compared with the UK overall and with 

commercial broadcasters.  

 

1.1  Social, political and economic context 

Northern Ireland accounts for 3% (1.8 million people)1 of the population of the United Kingdom. 

Between 2001 and 2011, Northern Ireland had the fastest growing population of any UK region, 

increasing by 7.5% compared to a UK average of 6.0%.2 Northern Ireland also has the youngest 

population in the UK with a median age of 37 years compared to the UK median age of 40.3 While 

Greater Belfast is home to 36% (650,000) of the total population, Northern Ireland also has the 

highest proportion of its population (36%) living in rural locations compared to the rest of the 

UK.4 

 

After significant historical periods of emigration, immigration has been an important recent feature 

of demographic change. While still a relatively small proportion of the population, Northern 

Ireland has been a popular destination for people from the Central and Eastern European 

countries (the ‘A8’ countries) of the European Union.  

                                                
12010 Mid-year Population Estimates, Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA), June 2011 
2 Office of National Statistics (ONS), Components of Change UK, Northern Ireland, England, Scotland and Wales, 

2009.  
3 Ibid. (Comparative median ages: England – 39.6, Scotland – 41.4, Wales – 41.7) 
4‘Rural and Urban Areas: Comparing Lives Using Rural / Urban Classifications’, Tim Pateman, Office of National 

Statistics, Regional Trends 43, 2010/11 (Comparative rural populations proportions: England – 19%, Scotland – 18%, 

Wales – 34%) 
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A British national identity is very important for a large section of the Northern Ireland population.  

Also, a close affinity with the Republic of Ireland drives the political and cultural values for a 

further significant proportion of the population and they are more likely to describe themselves as 

having an Irish national identity.  

 

The socio-economic profile of the Northern Ireland adult population shows a heavy skew towards 

C2DE socio-economic groups; 54% versus 46% ABC1. This compares to a UK average of 53% 

ABC1 and 47% C2DE.5  A range of indicators further illustrate the challenging economic position 

faced by the local population. Benefits represent 10% of the average total household income in 

Northern Ireland compared with a UK average of 6%. The median weekly income in Northern 

Ireland is some 12% below the UK average and is the lowest level amongst the regions of the UK.6  

 

Almost 29% of those in employment in Northern Ireland are employed by public sector 

organisations, this compares to a UK average of 20%.7 While this reliance on public sector 

employment has in the past provided some protection during periods of economic downturn, the 

current focus on public sector cuts is likely to have a disproportionate impact on the Northern 

Ireland labour market.  

Northern Ireland has enjoyed a period of political stability since the restoration of the Northern 

Ireland Assembly in May 2007. Community relations and equality issues remain high on the 

political agenda. However, there has been a transformation in local society with a shift in focus 

away from the once dominant constitutional questions towards economic, educational, health and 

broader social issues. 

1.2  Media and communications context 

Northern Ireland will be the last region of the UK to complete digital switchover in October 

2012. In 2011 90% of television homes in Northern Ireland had access to a digital television 

service, up from 79% in 2008. While DAB radio set ownership increased from 22% to 28% 

between 2010 and 2011, Northern Ireland is still well below the UK average of 37%.8 Broadband 

take-up in Northern Ireland is on a par with the rest of the UK (75% of homes); however, 

smartphone take-up amongst mobile phone owners is 23% versus a UK average of 30%. Northern 

Ireland households are less likely to ‘bundle’ communication packages relative to the rest of the 

UK, 46% versus 53% in the rest of the UK.9 

This growth in access to digital television platforms is reflected in significantly increased 

consumption of these channels. The average share of digital channels has increased from 30% in 

2007 to 46% in 201110. Despite a reduction in UTV’s quota for ‘non-news’ local programming 

being reduced from 3 to 2 hours in 2009, the channel continues to perform very strongly in 

Northern Ireland and in 2011 accounted for 19% share compared to 15% across the ITV 1 

                                                
5BARB 2011 
6 Annual survey of Hours and Earnings, Office of National Statistics, 2010 
7 Labour Force Survey returns to: (Office of National Statistics, Scottish Government and Department of Enterprise, 

Trade and Investment for Northern Ireland) Quarter 4 2008. 
8 Ofcom Communication Report, Northern Ireland, 2011 
9 Ibid. 
10 BARB. 
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network.11 BBC and UTV jointly spent some £24m in 2010 on television content for Northern 

Ireland viewers, down from £26m in 2009.12 

Funding for Irish language programming primarily comes through the Irish Language Broadcast 

Fund (ILBF) and is administered by Northern Ireland Screen. Expenditure by the ILBF was some 

£3m in 2010/11 with just under half being spent on documentary output.13 Over the next five 

years, Northern Ireland Screen will also administer the Ulster-Scots Broadcast Fund (USBF) with 

an annual budget of around £1m per annum for the production of television and film projects 

relating to Ulster-Scots heritage, language and culture in Northern Ireland.14 

The radio sector in Northern Ireland is very distinctive from the rest of the UK. In addition to 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle, the relatively small population is served by the BBC network and digital-

only stations, 10 commercial stations and currently 11 community radio stations. The reach and 

share of the music-led local commercial radio stations has increased steadily since 2005 and in 

2011 accounted for 38% of all radio listening.15 U105 is owned by UTV and was established in 

2005. The station’s reach has increased year-on-year since its establishment and had an audience 

of 200,000 people per week in 2011.16 Audiences in Northern Ireland can also access a range of 

radio stations broadcasting from the Republic of Ireland and for populations in the border areas of 

Northern Ireland these stations can be popular.  

Against this cultural and media background, the BBC plays an important role in providing 

programming which reflects the diverse communities in Northern Ireland, both to audiences in 

Northern Ireland and to the whole UK. 

                                                
11 Ibid. 
12 Ofcom, op. cit. 
13 Ibid 
14 Ibid 
15 Rajar 2011 
16 Ibid. 
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2.  THE BBC IN NORTHERN IRELAND  

The BBC in Northern Ireland aims to deliver the highest quality content driven by the unique 

needs of our local audiences. The BBC continues to fulfil a broad range of public purposes within 

the context of continuing significant political, economic and social change in Northern Ireland. The 

capacity to examine and reflect a Northern Ireland society during such a period of transformation 

is at the heart of our strategy. 

 

The BBC delivers a range of output to Northern Ireland audiences. This content is delivered 

through news, current affairs, political and general programming on television, radio and online. 

 

2.1 The BBC’s services specifically for audiences in Northern Ireland 

The BBC broadcast around 660 hours of television opt programmes17during 2010/11. News, 

weather, current affairs and sport represented 80% of total hours, with factual and factual 

entertainment hours representing 16%. 

  

BBC One Northern Ireland delivers news, current affairs and a wide range of non-news 

programming within the framework of BBC’s five editorial priorities. High quality and distinctive 

factual and entertainment content is strategically placed into the BBC One schedule. These 

programmes ‘uniquely of Northern Ireland’ add value to the overall channel performance.  

 

BBC Two Northern Ireland provides the local audience with more specialist programming 

including indigenous language programming, political coverage and live sport (rugby union, soccer 

and Gaelic football). 

 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle broadcast 9,740 hours of output in 2010/11. Just over one quarter of 

this total output was news, weather and sport. 

 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle’s remit is to serve listeners seeking programming about the life, culture 

and affairs of Northern Ireland. The station is the only national speech-based station in Northern 

Ireland and provides a comprehensive Northern Ireland-wide news service. The station also 

delivers programming on diverse and specialist music, sport, local arts, rural interests, religion, and 

the places and history of Northern Ireland. Irish and Ulster-Scots content also constitute an 

important part of the schedule to reflect the widest possible range of community life. Radio Foyle 

serves audiences in the northwest of Northern Ireland and is an opt out from the BBC Radio 

Ulster schedule (it is required to broadcast at least 8 hours of news and current affairs output per 

week). 

 

The BBC’s interactive services for Northern Ireland deliver the BBC’s public purposes primarily 

through a focus on news, sport and information. Important editorial developments during 2010/11 

included the launch of a new online portal for Ulster-Scots content, additional learning materials 

and knowledge products linked to the curriculum needs of local schools. 

  

 

                                                
17 Programming specifically for Northern Ireland audiences which displaces network programming 
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3.  THE VALUE PROVIDED TO AUDIENCES BY THE BBC IN NORTHERN 

IRELAND18  

The BBC provides value to audiences in Northern Ireland in two main ways: through programmes 

and services made in and for Northern Ireland specifically; and through the delivery of BBC 

services that are broadcast across the whole UK.  

 

National services for audiences in Northern Ireland 

Northern Ireland-specific output such as BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle, BBC Newsline and Spotlight is 

clearly valued very highly by local audiences. For instance, in the first quarter of 2011, ten of BBC 

One Northern Ireland’s top twenty peak time programmes were locally made Northern Ireland 

specific programmes. 

 

Table 1: Performance of BBC services specifically for audiences in Northern Ireland 2011 

 

 Average 

weekly 

reach (%) 

Quality 

(Appreciation 

Index (AI) 

average out 

of 100) 

 

All BBC TV opts in NI, 4+ 

15 mins+ 

34.1 82 

BBC Newsline 18:30 

programme, 4+ 15 mins+ 

20.9  

BBC non–news opts in 

NI, 4+ 15 mins+ 

21.1  

BBC Newsline combined 

TV news bulletins, 16+ 3 

mins+ 

53.3  

 

Northern Ireland audiences are substantial consumers of local news across all providers and 

platforms. Within a very competitive television news market, the BBC’s television news specifically 

for Northern Ireland (BBC Newsline) is highly trusted and performs strongly.  

 

                                                
18 Unless otherwise stated, the sources of data in this section are as follows: 

TV: BARB, 4+, 2011 calendar year. Channel reach (15 mins consecutive); news reach 3 mins consecutive all BBC 

news for Northern Ireland, 15 mins reach consecutive BBC Newsline 18:30 programme and opts 

Radio: RAJAR, 15+, Q4 2011 12-month weight 

All BBC figures: Cross-Media Insight Survey by GfK NOP for the BBC, 16+, UK c37,080 responses, Northern 

Ireland c1,266 responses, 2011 

Quality: Appreciation Index (AI): average out of 100 based on scores respondents give to programmes they 

watched / listened to on the previous day (respondents give the programme a score out of 10 and the average of all 

the marks is multiplied by 10 to give an AI out of 100), Pulse panel by GfK NOP for the BBC, 16+, 2011 calendar year 

General impression of the BBC: Kantar Media for the BBC, adults 16+ in Northern Ireland (1,355), 2011 

(respondents give a score out of 10 based on their general impression of the BBC overall: 1 = extremely unfavourable; 

10 = extremely favourable) 
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BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle’s audience reach is amongst the highest of all of the BBC’s national and 

local radio services, reaching on average almost 38% of the Northern Ireland adult population 

(547,000 people) each week. 

 

Pan-UK BBC services 

The BBC’s UK-wide network services (such as BBC One, BBC Radio 1, CBBC or BBC Three) also 

provide significant value to audiences in Northern Ireland. Despite the fact that some BBC 

services perform less well in Northern Ireland than in other parts of the UK, audiences in 

Northern Ireland clearly value this output: EastEnders, for instance, remains one of the most 

popular BBC programmes wherever it is broadcast in the UK. BBC One’s Holby City is a further 

example of a network programme that delivers particular value to Northern Ireland audiences 

relative to the rest of the UK. Network services such as BBC One do not just deliver value to 

audiences, they also provide direct economic investment due to an increasing proportion of the 

BBC network programmes being made in Northern Ireland and other regions of the UK. 

 

Pan–UK and Northern Ireland specific services are highly valued by the audience and perform well 

in Northern Ireland. Appreciation of BBC television and radio content in Northern Ireland is very 

similar to the rest of the UK. However, as with other regions of the UK, the Northern Ireland 

audience has specific needs that are reflected in the level of consumption and reach of particular 

services. For example, the audience in Northern Ireland spends less time viewing BBC television 

than other parts of the UK, though when the BBC’s news and non-news television programmes 

for Northern Ireland audiences opt into the BBC One and BBC Two network schedule they 

consistently add to the overall channel performance. Table 2 summarises pan-BBC performance in 

Northern Ireland versus the UK average. 

Table 2: Pan-BBC performance in Northern Ireland, 2011 

 
Average weekly 

reach (%) 

Quality19 

 

Average time spent per 

viewer/listener per week 

(hh:mm) 

 UK NI UK NI UK NI 

All BBC20 96 94 7.0 6.6 (GI) 19:00 17:15 

All BBC TV 87 85 82.4 83.0 (AI) 10:45 09:30 

All BBC Radio 68 65 80.3 80.9 (AI) 16:30 14:00 

 

 

While BBC Radio 1 reaches a higher proportion of the audience in Northern Ireland than the UK 

average, the rest of the BBC’s network and digital-only radio stations tend to perform less well 

with the local audience than elsewhere in the UK; this is in contrast to the strong performance of 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle.  

 

For further context on audience performance in Northern Ireland, refer to the Appendix. 

                                                
19 Appreciation Index (AI) average out of 100: based on scores respondents give to programmes they watched / 

listened to on the previous day  

General impression (GI) mean score out of 10: respondents give a score out of 10 based on their general impression 

of the BBC: 1 = extremely unfavourable; 10 = extremely favourable 
20 ‘All BBC’ time spent per user is rounded up or down to the nearest quarter hour 
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4. DELIVERING QUALITY FIRST IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

4.1  Supporting quality and distinctiveness 

Following the publication of the Putting Quality First strategy in 2010, the BBC in Northern Ireland 

undertook a significant programme of work resulting in a renewed focus on ensuring our services 

and output meet our audience needs, have ambition and are of the highest quality. In delivering its 

strategy, and along with all other parts of the BBC, the BBC in Northern Ireland must make 

savings to its budget. Our strategy therefore is to focus on productivity and other non-content 

efficiencies. Content and scope will largely be maintained and we are committed to ensuring that 

the level of quality and distinctiveness already delivered to our local audiences is preserved. 

 

A greater emphasis on quality and distinctiveness is at the heart of local television commissioning. 

The BBC’s television opts for audiences in Northern Ireland are focused on delivering 

programmes ‘uniquely of this place’, or if they address universal themes then it is with an intensely 

local focus. The BBC in Northern Ireland is placing increasing emphasis on measuring quality 

(Appreciation Index or AI) across strands and at individual programme level including audience 

feedback on the distinctiveness and originality of programming.    

 

The BBC Trust’s recently published service licence review of nations’ radio services endorsed 

quality and distinctiveness as being at the heart of the stations’ strategies going forward21. From 

the analysis conducted during the review, BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle emerged as being viewed by its 

audience as being of high quality and very distinctive within the Northern Ireland radio market. 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle’s strategy has been developed to ensure this position is sustained. The 

station’s emphasis on distinctiveness is exemplified by its approach to music content which focuses 

on local and specialist music programming. The BBC Trust also stated that the station should not 

be targeted towards a particular demographic grouping but towards ‘….listeners seeking 

programming about the life, culture and affairs of Northern Ireland’. This will serve to reinforce a 

distinctive radio schedule. 

 

4.2  Serving the five editorial priorities 

The BBC also reviewed its strategy for Northern Ireland against the BBC’s key editorial priorities 

(the best journalism in the world; ambitious original British drama and comedy; inspiration and 

commitment in the fields of knowledge, music and culture; outstanding services for children; and 

events that bring communities and the nation together) to understand how its content and 

services will support their delivery. 

 

The best journalism in the world – the BBC’s television news programme specifically for Northern 

Ireland audiences (BBC Newsline) is one of the most trusted and valued sources of news in 

Northern Ireland and the combined news programmes regularly achieve a weekly reach of around 

50% of the adult population. In addition, key radio news strands (Good Morning Ulster, Talkback and 

Evening Extra) contribute significantly to the station’s strong reach. Spotlight, the BBC’s current 

affairs strand for audiences in Northern Ireland, is consistently acclaimed in audience research as 

being highly valued. Delivering Quality First proposals aim to protect and secure this critical output. 

                                                
21http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/service_licences/radio/2011/radio_ulster_foyle_

apr11.pdf 
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Inspiring knowledge, music and culture – the BBC’s output in Northern Ireland across all platforms 

strongly supports this priority. BBC NI provides content that extends understanding and reflects 

the diversity of creative and cultural life in Northern Ireland. With respect to non-news television 

opts, the commissioning team’s strategy emphasises three key genres within the overall television 

portfolio: 

 

 Local landmark – high-quality and impactful content, building understanding and knowledge 

 Northern Ireland documentaries – authentic stories involving local communities with a 

strong cultural focus 

 Live and relevant – celebrating Northern Ireland with programmes about personality, 

lifestyle and cultural interest. 

 

More specialist programming on BBC Two will continue to focus on reflecting Northern Ireland’s 

diversity with Irish language and Ulster-Scots music and cultural programming. Live local sports 

coverage will remain central to the BBC Two Northern Ireland schedule. 

 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle also plays a significant role in delivering this priority to local audiences. 

The station’s strength lies in being able to utilise its reach to stimulate both formal and informal 

learning opportunities. The station creates entertaining and informal opportunities through 

mainstream daily programmes to learn about new topics, new skills and new perspectives. The 

station is unique in Northern Ireland in also presenting stimulating and challenging content such as 

Sunday Sequence. Within the overall schedule, these and other programmes provide a cross-genre 

mix of intelligent speech content important to radio audiences in Northern Ireland.  

 

Uniquely within the Northern Ireland radio market, BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle broadcasts a wide 

range of specialist music. Specialist music is not only played but is discussed and critically assessed 

by expert, passionate presenters. The zoning of specialist music into the evening and late night 

schedule has enabled audiences to find programmes to suit their particular musical tastes.  

 

Ambitious UK drama and comedy – our drama and comedy portfolio recognises the challenges of 

providing local audiences with high-quality, distinctive and resonant content. Examples of quality 

drama include the network commissioned The Fall and the locally commissioned 6Degrees and SOS: 

The Titanic Inquiry. Our comedy output seeks to achieve a balance between innovation and 

representation of the more traditional characteristics of local humour. For example, Our Jimmy 

was a modern production which looked back with affection at the life and comedy of the late 

Jimmy Young, one of Northern Ireland’s best loved comedians. We continue to cultivate new 

comedy talent: Colin Murphy’s Great Unanswered Questions was first broadcast on BBC Radio 

Ulster/Foyle and later on BBC Radio 4.  

 

Events that bring communities and the nation together – the audience looks to the BBC in Northern 

Ireland for quality coverage of important events. During March and April 2012, BBC Northern 

Ireland provided multi-genre coverage and reflection of the events and commemorations around 

the centenary of the sinking of the RMS Titanic. Major sporting occasions play an important part in 

local life and our high-quality, multi-platform coverage of one of the world’s key motor cycling 

events, the North West 200, is an annual highlight, as well as our coverage of Gaelic football’s Ulster 

Championship. Our coverage of the Proms in the Park has developed to be a key occasion for 

significant audience engagement in the event calendar. The BBC recognises the diversity of the 

local community and seeks again to reflect this through coverage of events.   
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Outstanding children’s content - the production of a major portfolio of children’s programming has 

not been a priority for the BBC in Northern Ireland. However, a number of successful specific 

learning projects have been developed, for example Sesame Tree. Locally developed outreach and 

training initiatives, such as BBC School Report, are further important services for younger 

audiences. Significant value will continue to be delivered to audiences in Northern Ireland through 

the network services CBBC and CBeebies, as well as through online learning and knowledge tools.  

 

4.3  News, current affairs and politics 

The volume of hours and quality of daily news and current affairs output will be protected across 

all BBC Northern Ireland platforms. Spotlight will continue to be at the heart of local investigative 

journalism. With respect to politics on television, Sunday Politics, Hearts and Minds, Stormont Today 

and political party conference coverage reflect the full range of political developments in Northern 

Ireland. Reporting and analysing the work of the devolved institutions will remain a strong 

commitment of the BBC in Northern Ireland and the BBC continually assesses audience feedback 

to ensure that political coverage is set at the appropriate level within the overall schedule. There 

will be some changes to political programming on television due to the requirement for realising 

savings, but a new editorial brief will also be delivered. 

 

4.4  Non-news television 

The Delivering Quality First strategy will deliver investment ensuring that the Northern Ireland 

variant of BBC One is broadcast in high definition by the end of 2012. However, the BBC does not 

believe it is affordable or good value for money to convert the current BBC Two nations’ variants 

into high definition. The current SD BBC Two variants in the nations will be maintained until at 

least 2015, while the BBC reviews their long term future. The overall volume of local television 

programming will be principally maintained. Efficiencies will be achieved through review of the 

genre balance and benchmarking of programme prices. The strategy will result in more local 

television content appearing on network and there will be greater opportunities for co-

commissioning.  

  

The strategy will ensure drama and comedy will remain important in our overall portfolio. It is 

envisaged that comedy commissioning will be primarily targeted towards Northern Ireland’s 

independent production sector. The strategy for drama will focus on network development and 

co-commissioning.  

 

Coverage of events and historical anniversaries are important to our local audiences and will be a 

continued focus for the BBC in Northern Ireland going forward.  Derry / Londonderry’s 

designation as the UK’s first City of Culture in 2013 will offer significant opportunities for cross-

platform programming reflecting this unique event. As the centenary draws near, the BBC in 

Northern Ireland will be at the centre of commemorating and telling the stories of the local 

people who played such a vital role during the First World War, as well as a number of other 

major Irish historical events. It is envisaged that current output levels and scope of historical and 

event programming will be maintained. While there will be a marginal reduction in some sport 

coverage, the strategy will ensure a focus on local sports valued by our audiences.   
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4.5  BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle 

The strategy for BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle is grounded in the BBC Trust’s service licence review of 

the station published in September 2010.22 The review confirmed the extensive value which the 

station currently delivers to Northern Ireland audiences. The BBC Trust wishes to see the 

station’s strength in reach fully utilised to further the BBC public purposes. Therefore, while there 

will be a limited reduction in the overall hours broadcast with the closing of the station at 

midnight, BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle will focus on prioritising core content. The existing range of this 

content will therefore be maintained while the programme schedule is continually reviewed to 

ensure it remains fresh and distinctive.   

 

4.6  Interactive 

The BBC will develop ‘nations editions’ of bbc.co.uk which will enable our audiences to find 

content about Northern Ireland more easily. The editions will provide a more effective way of 

publishing relevant Northern Ireland content within a UK-wide online proposition. Implementing 

the nations’ editions strategy will see a significant reduction in the number of stand-alone sites, as 

content is integrated into ten pan-UK ‘products’. We will work to ensure that interactive content 

for Northern Ireland is widely available across PC, TV, tablet and mobile devices. 

 

4.7  Efficiency 

The BBC’s annual budget in Northern Ireland for the delivery of local content is £53 million. The 

BBC in Northern Ireland is entering the last phase (2012/13) of its five year savings programme 

under Continuous Improvement (CI) and has reduced its cost base by 25% over the CI period. 

These savings were achieved in the absence of any significant capital refresh and fundamental 

changes to local working practices. By the end of the CI period, there will have been some 130 

post closures. 

 

Over the strategy period 2013 to 2016, the BBC in Northern Ireland will make 15% savings 

equating to some £6.9 million. In delivering the savings, we have focused on ensuring the 

continuation of the supply of content and output that delivers such significant value to local 

audiences. For this reason, reduction to content areas will be 2.5% within the overall 15% total. 

The majority of the savings therefore will focus on productivity and other non-content areas: 

 

 Efficiencies and productivity: 5% 

 Overheads: 4.5% 

 Longer-term planning: 3%. 

 

Within these broad target areas, a number of specific initiatives will be taken forward. 

 

 Overhead costs for the BBC in Northern Ireland generally benchmark very competitively 

within the wider organisation. However, in line with overall BBC strategy, we will continue 

to evaluate opportunities for overhead savings including the assessment of senior 

management roles and structures and senior management to staff ratios. In line with overall 

BBC strategy, savings will be accrued from the simplification of structures with fewer 

management layers 

                                                
22http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/service_licences/radio/2011/radio_ulster_foyle_

apr11.pdf 
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 Evaluation of increased revenue raising opportunities accruing from facilities and craft skills 

including partnerships with other broadcasters and the independent production sector 

capitalising on network growth targets 

 

 Efficiencies via targeted changes to working practices within the local newsgathering 

operation 

 

 Assessment of structure and hierarchies within programme teams in BBC Radio 

Ulster/Foyle with fewer, more productive, senior roles and more progression and flexibility 

amongst more junior grades within the production teams 

 

 A feasibility study will be taken forward in order to assess the efficiency savings that may 

accrue from a potential property move or capital refresh.  

 

The BBC is estimating the closure of between 50 and 70 posts in Northern Ireland over the 

period. 

 

4.8  Universal access to services 

Northern Ireland faces a number of opportunities and challenges over the next few years around 

broadcast distribution. Northern Ireland will be the last region of the UK to complete digital 

switchover (24thOctober 2012). As a key stakeholder the BBC has an important role to play in 

ensuring that comprehensive information and assistance is communicated to local audiences.  

 

Digital switchover will potentially overlap with the launch of BBC One Northern Ireland on high 

definition. Latest Ofcom estimates suggest that the proportion of homes in Northern Ireland with 

access to HDTV channels is on a par with the UK average at 32%.23 The launch of BBC One 

Northern Ireland in high definition is a key commitment of the overall strategy and will be critical 

to ensuring the significant audience value currently delivered by BBC Northern Ireland’s opts on 

BBC One is maintained and enhanced.  

 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle is in a relatively strong position with respect to distribution. With only 

very small localised exceptions, BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle is available on AM/FM and DTV across 

Northern Ireland. Around 83% of listening is on FM and MW with MW almost entirely used for 

broadcasting live sport.24 

 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle on DAB is currently available to an estimated 73% of the Northern 

Ireland population and there is wide variation in coverage across the region. Listening to BBC 

Radio Ulster/Foyle on DAB represents around 9% of listened hours. Total radio listening via DAB 

in Northern Ireland is also around 9% of hours, approximately half the level of the UK average 

radio listening via DAB.25 

 

                                                
23 Communications Market Report: Northern Ireland, Ofcom, August 2011 (Ofcom cautions that there may be a level 

of over-claim as some consumers believe that having HD-ready TV set means that HD channels will automatically be 

received) 
24 Rajar 2011 
25 Rajar 2011 
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BBC Radio Foyle opts into the schedule are not currently broadcast on DAB. A six month trial of 

some BBC Radio Foyle speech content was conducted in 2010 and the BBC continues to assess 

longer term options for the station’s local output. 

 

4.9  Partnerships 

The BBC currently delivers significant value to Northern Ireland’s wider media and cultural 

sectors such as supporting orchestral music in Northern Ireland and in 2011 the BBC celebrated a 

unique 30-year relationship with the Ulster Orchestra.  

 

The Irish language Broadcast Fund (ILBF) was set up with the dual aim of funding Irish language 

content of high quality and of fostering the Irish-speaking independent production sector in 

Northern Ireland. In 2011, the Ulster-Scots Broadcast Fund (USBF) was established to ensure that 

the heritage, culture and language of Ulster-Scots are expressed through moving image. The BBC 

will continue to partner with Northern Ireland Screen to deliver high-quality distinctive Irish and 

Ulster-Scots programming to Northern Ireland audiences. In 2011, the BBC partnered with 

Skillset, Northern Ireland Screen and the local independent sector to launch the AIM HIGH 

scheme. This is a new trainee scheme aimed at attracting and retaining talent in the media industry 

in Northern Ireland.  

 

BBC Northern Ireland’s long-standing archive partnership with the Ulster Folk and Transport 

Museum provides public access to local programme recordings and other materials associated 

with the BBC’s work in Northern Ireland, including a large photographic collection. Our 

Community Archive also delivers screenings, illustrated talks and touring exhibitions – all of which 

are designed to celebrate broadcasting’s diverse contribution to Northern Ireland society. 

Partnerships and technology are helping to transform our work in this area and to extend its 

benefits. Unlocking the full potential of this resource is a key priority for the next period.   

 

BBC Northern Ireland’s Writer in Residence initiative at Queen’s involves an on-going programme 

of talks and events. These are intended to create new connections between broadcasting, 

academic life and the wider community. We will continue this unique collaboration, seeking ways 

in which to involve new audiences in this work and to maximise its contribution to BBC 

programming.  
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5.  BBC NETWORK PRODUCTION IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

Representation of Northern Ireland to the rest of the UK is an important issue for our local 

audiences and can be an important driver of approval. Research undertaken by the BBC in 2009 

found that Northern Ireland audiences would in particular welcome greater representation of 

contemporary society. A key way of achieving this is to increase the volume, value and range of 

programmes produced in Northern Ireland for broadcast throughout the UK. Therefore, in 

addition to supporting the five editorial priorities, the strategy will also focus on increased 

network productions. The BBC expects that the proportion of pan-UK TV programming made in 

Northern Ireland will equal the proportion of the licence fee raised there by the end of the 

Charter period in 2016/17.  

 

Table 3: Proportion of Eligible Network TV Spend in Northern Ireland26 

 

Base 2007 0.4% 

Actual 2011 2.1% 

Target 2016 2.9% 

 

The target in the table above represents BBC Executive’s planning assumption; however, the 

target for network production for Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales has been set at 17% 

across all three nations to allow for creative flexibility. 

 

The Network Supply Review of television has already contributed towards economic and 

portrayal targets. There have been significant local production opportunities from programming 

such as Sunday Morning Live, Panorama and This World. Looking to the future, the BBC current 

affairs team in Northern Ireland will continue to deliver its high-quality network programming to 

Panorama and other current affairs output.  

 

In 2011/12 BBC Northern Ireland brought comedy to network audiences with Ask Rhod Gilbert and 

continued to produce Songs of Praise and feature pieces for The One Show. Building on the current 

supply of programmes for network there will be important opportunities for drama and potentially 

comedy commissions. Capacity for quality drama has been building in Northern Ireland over 

recent times with the production of such BBC network dramas as Small Island, Christopher and His 

Kind and Hidden. The thriller The Fall set and filmed in Belfast represents a further significant 

investment in drama production. The production of HBO’s Game of Thrones has resulted in 

development in the craft and production infrastructure in Northern Ireland. This developing 

capability, combined with an overall strategic commitment to enhance the level and quality of 

portrayal and representation of Northern Ireland to the rest of the UK, will create a supportive 

framework for Northern Ireland drama commissions. Alongside increased production targets, 

specific objectives and measures to increase the quality of portrayal and representation will be 

introduced. Moving some output to Northern Ireland is a part of the strategy, but over the longer 

term, we believe that this will also result in a more sustainable broadcasting ecology, benefiting in-

house and independent producers in Northern Ireland. 

 

 

                                                
26 2011 figures are unaudited and may change 
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6. CONCLUSION 

The BBC is a valued part of everyday life in Northern Ireland, reaching approximately 94% of 

audiences every week. News and current affairs is a defining aspect of the BBC’s work in 

Northern Ireland attracting large and appreciative audiences and reflects some of our core public 

purposes. The BBC in Northern Ireland delivers programming and content around significant 

historic events and their contemporary significance and creates shared experiences around 

sporting and community events. Increasing Northern Ireland’s share of production for the BBC’s 

UK-wide networks will provide a creative and economic return to Northern Ireland but we will 

also work to increase the volume, visibility and impact of content which offers distinctive 

Northern Irish voices, perspectives and an authentic sense of place across all the BBC’s channels. 

In doing so, we will aim to improve the performance of the BBC’s UK-wide services in Northern 

Ireland. 

 

As we look to implement Delivering Quality First whilst delivering 15% savings by 2016, we face the 

challenge of maintaining and improving quality and distinctiveness, and delivering on the BBC’s five 

editorial priorities. We believe this will be made possible through limited savings in content areas 

(less than 3% reduction in content budgets), and the investment in network programming 

produced in Northern Ireland to help improve the portrayal and representation of Northern 

Ireland to the whole UK. We anticipate that the impact on audiences will be to re-emphasise 

quality and distinctiveness, prioritise core content, and help strengthen the role of the BBC in 

Northern Ireland, and across the UK. 
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APPENDIX - THE PERFORMANCE OF THE BBC IN NORTHERN IRELAND27 

A.  Overall BBC performance in Northern Ireland 

Average appreciation scores for the BBC in Northern Ireland are in line with the rest of the UK. 

However, during 2011, the average weekly reach and consumption of pan-BBC services lagged the 

UK average. 

 

Table 4: BBC performance in Northern Ireland, 2011 

 

 
Average weekly 

reach (%) 
Quality28  

Average time spent per 

viewer/listener per 

week 

(hh:mm) 

 UK NI UK NI UK NI 

All BBC29 96 94 7.0 6.6 (GI) 19:00 17:15 

All BBC TV 87 85 82.4 
83.0 

(AI) 
10:45 09:30 

All BBC Radio 68 65 80.3 
80.9 

(AI) 
16:30 14:00 

 

 

A1.  Reach and share 

While BBC television has a strong reach in Northern Ireland, audiences spend less time viewing 

BBC channels than audiences in other parts of the UK. This has resulted in BBC channels 

capturing a lower share of total viewing in Northern Ireland relative to other nations and regions.  

In contrast, major ITV soap and entertainment programmes are extremely popular with Northern 

Ireland audiences and contribute to a very strong UTV performance relative to ITV’s overall 

performance in other parts of the UK.  

 

BBC network radio reaches fewer people in Northern Ireland than any other region or nation. 

However, the performances of individual network stations vary greatly. BBC Radio 1 recorded a 

higher average weekly reach level during 2011 in Northern Ireland relative to the UK average: 

27.3% compared to 22.6%. The reach of BBC Radio Five Live in Northern Ireland was close to the 

UK average: 11% compared to 12.3%. BBC Radio 2, 3 and 4, however, reach significantly fewer 

                                                
27 Unless otherwise stated, the sources of data in this appendix are as follows: 

TV: BARB, 4+, 2011 calendar year. Channel reach (15 mins consecutive); news reach 3 mins consecutive all BBC 

news for Northern Ireland, 15 mins reach consecutive BBC Newsline 18:30 programme and opts 

Radio: RAJAR, 15+, Q4 2011 12-month weight 

All BBC figures: Cross-Media Insight Survey by GfK NOP for the BBC, 16+, UK c37,080 responses, Northern 

Ireland c1,266 responses, 2011 

Quality: Appreciation Index (AI): average out of 100 based on scores respondents give to programmes they 

watched / listened to on the previous day (respondents give the programme a score out of 10 and the average of all 

the marks is multiplied by 10 to give an AI out of 100), Pulse panel by GfK NOP for the BBC, 16+, 2011 calendar year 

General impression of the BBC: Kantar Media for the BBC, adults 16+ (1,355), 2011 (respondents give a score out 

of 10 based on their general impression of the BBC overall: 1 = extremely unfavourable; 10 = extremely favourable) 
28 Appreciation Index (AI) average out of 100: based on scores respondents give to programmes they watched / 

listened to on the previous day  

General impression (GI) mean score out of 10: respondents give a score out of 10 based on their general impression 

of the BBC: 1 = extremely unfavourable; 10 = extremely favourable 
29 ‘All BBC’ time spent per user is rounded up or down to the nearest quarter hour 
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people in Northern Ireland. For example, BBC Radio 2 reached 27.5% of the population across the 

UK but only 12.6% in Northern Ireland.  

 

A2.  Quality 

Over the past five years, people’s general impression of the BBC in Northern Ireland has been 

lower than the UK average. There has been a steady and encouraging improvement in the general 

impression measure since 2009 although it has recently flattened off whilst the rest of the UK 

continued to improve.  

 

Figure 1: General impression of the BBC in the UK and Northern Ireland (mean score out 

of 10)30 
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B.  Performance of the BBC’s programming and services specifically for audiences in 

Northern Ireland 

The BBC’s content specifically for audiences in Northern Ireland performs strongly. Local 

television and radio services play a significant role in enhancing the performance of BBC network.  

 

                                                
30 Source: Kantar Media for the BBC, adults 16+, UK 11,560, NI 1,355, (respondents give a score out of 10 based on 

their general impression of the BBC overall: 1 = extremely unfavourable; 10 = extremely favourable) 
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Table 5: Performance of BBC services specifically for audiences in Northern Ireland 2011 

 

 Average 

weekly 

reach (%) 

 Quality 

(Appreciation 

Index (AI) 

average out 

of 100) 

All BBC TV opts in NI, 4+ 

15 mins+ 

34.1 82.5 

BBC Newsline 18:30 

programme, 4+ 15 mins+ 

20.9  

BBC non–news opts in 

NI, 4+ 15 mins+ 

21.1  

BBC Newsline combined 

TV news bulletins, 16+ 3 

mins+ 

53.3  

 

B2.  Television Services 

The BBC’s television opts for Northern Ireland audiences on BBC One and Two during 2011 on 

average reached 34% of the population each week. 

 

 

Figure 2: Average weekly reach of the BBC’s Northern Ireland television opts (%)31 
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Television opts consistently add value to network share. When the BBC’s programming specifically 

for Northern Ireland audiences opted into the BBC One schedule in 2011 the programmes added 

some 3% points on average to BBC One share in that slot. Local opts on BBC Two on average 

added 1% point in that slot. 

 

                                                
31 Source: BARB, 4+, all 15 mins consecutive 
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Figure 3: % average share impact of BBC television non-news opts in Northern Ireland32 
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In Q1 2011, 10 of the top 20 performing BBC programmes in Northern Ireland were opts and 

were highly appreciated by our audience. The programmes included factual output such as Shankill 

Butchers, The Story of Ireland and the drama Brendan Smyth: Betrayal of Trust.  

 

B3.  TV news 

The Northern Ireland audience consumes high levels of regional news. UTV’s local news reach in 

Northern Ireland is the highest of all regions in the UK. Within this competitive environment, the 

BBC’s television news programme for audiences in Northern Ireland (BBC Newsline) is highly 

valued by local audiences. BBC Newsline’s combined programmes consistently reach more than half 

of the adult population each week. 

 

Figure 4: Average weekly reach of BBC Newsline (%)33  
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B4.  BBC Radio services for Northern Ireland 

Overall BBC radio reach in Northern Ireland is heavily driven by BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle. It has 

one of the highest reach levels of all the BBC’s regional and nations radio stations. During 2011 

the station reached on average just under 38% of the population (over half a million listeners each 

week).  

 

                                                
32 Source: BARB, 4+ 
33 Source: BARB, 16+ 
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Table 6: BBC performance in Northern Ireland, 2011 –BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle 

 

 Average 

weekly 

reach 

(%) 

Quality 

(Appreciation 

index (AI)  

average out 

of 100) 

Average time 

Spent per 

listener per 

week (hh:mm) 

BBC Radio 

Ulster/Foyle 

37.6 85 11:26 

 

With average listening of 11.5 hours per week, the station accounted for 22% share of total 

listened radio hours in 2011. The strength and the value delivered by BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle to 

our audiences are further illustrated with its significant levels of unique reach. For 49% of BBC 

Radio Ulster/Foyle’s listeners during an average week, it was the only BBC radio station that they 

listened to and for around one fifth of listeners it was the only radio station they listened to. 

 

Average weekly reach, time spent listening and quality scores for BBC Radio Ulster have been 

reasonably consistent over recent years. In line with speech-led and locally focussed radio, the 

BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle audience has an older age profile with those aged 55 and over making up 

50% of the audience (vs. 32% of the Northern Ireland population). However, the station has 

strong appeal and reach to a wide demographic range.  

 

B5.  Online services for audiences in Northern Ireland 

 

During quarter 4 2011, around 1.3m unique browsers34 on average each week visited the BBC’s 

Northern Ireland online services. Around 72% of online traffic was to the BBC’s Northern Ireland 

news websites. 

                                                
34 One individual may well use several browsers (for example on a work PC, a personal smartphone and a home 

laptop), so this may not equate to unique individuals. Source: iStats Digital Analytix, Q4 2011 


