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In Summary 

• Cardiff University's School of Journalism Media and Culture is a world
leading centre for media research and education. Its research was ranked 
2nd in the country for quality and impact in the UK government's latest 
Research Excellence Framework (REF) assessment. 

• The School is home to the 'Arts, Culture and Public Service Broadcasting' 
workstrand for the AHRC-funded Creative Industries Policy and Evidence 
Centre led by Nesta. 

• Members of the School have conducted numerous research projects both 
for and, independently, about the BBC. (See end notes for links) 

• The professorial staff includes a number of former BBC and Ofcom 
executives providing first-hand experience of the managerial and 
regulatory issues surrounding the BBC. 

• Our response to the consultation rests on two overarching conclusions: 

o The Licence Fee should be clearly and solely for the funding of 
media programmes and content by the BBC, demonstrating the 
independence of the BBC from government. 

o The BBC's public purposes are more important - not less - in the 
current global digital environment and require full funding. 

• As such, while recognising the case for some over 75s to benefit from free 
viewing and listening, we believe that should be a government 
responsibility to fund, not the BBC's. The licence fee should not be re
directed as a tool of social policy or indeed in support of other 
government priorities but should remain as the clear and direct means of 
funding BBC output and activities. 
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Contextual Factors 

The Licence Fee should be clearly and solely for the funding of media 
programmes and content by the BBC demonstrating the 
independence of the BBC from government. 

• The licence fee is formally set by the Secretary of State for Culture, Media 
and Sport by the use of statutory instruments. 

• It was introduced in 1946 to cover both radio and TV reception as a fee 
paid per household owning a TV. (The separate radio-only licence was 
dropped in 1971) 

• Since then this has been the principle means of funding the output and 
activities of the BBC (supplemented by some commercial revenue from 
international channels and programme sales). Effectively, a universal fee 
from those benefitting from its services. 

• However, in recent years, portions of the licence fee have been re
directed in support of other government priorities including digital 
switchover, regional broadband roll-out, local newspaper council 
reporting, and free licences for the over 75s. 

• This has diluted what was at one time a direct link between what 
households paid and the services they received from the BBC - a direct 
link which helped the public understand the value for money of BBC 
services and helped the BBC's accountability to the public. 

• This trend away from a direct link has been unhelpful in terms of public 
understanding of the BBC, particularly where young people are 
concerned, and in clarity of maintaining the BBC's independence from 
government policy. It has also meant BBC funding for services has been 
reduced with minimal public awareness or understanding of the levels of 
cuts to service budgets. 

• Over the last ten years BBC service budgets have been cut by 
approximately 20 percent with significant cuts in funding for new British 
programming. (See BBC consultation documents) 

Implications 

• The BBC calculates that maintaining the current concession to over 75s 
would require budget cuts equivalent to the costs of BBC 2, BBC 3, BBC 4, 
BBC News Channel, and CBBC and CBeebies OR more than the amount 
currently spent on all BBC radio services. 

• This would entail a drastic reduction in the scale and scope of the BBC
one for which to date there has been no public consultation. It is unlikely 
that there would be public support for such a drastic re-shaping of the 
BBC's provision given the high levels of trust the public continue to show 
in the BBC and it would come at a time when the public purposes of the 
BBC are increasing, rather than decreasing, in importance. 

• On this basis, a decision to force the BBC to bear the full cost of the 
current concession is untenable. Post-Brexit, we anticipate there will be 
increasingly compelling arguments for restoring the direct link of the 
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licence fee being for the sole purposes of supporting BBC programming, 
not least given the Corporation's central role in forging national unity. 

The BBC's public purposes are more important - not less - in the current 
global digital environment and require full funding to be sustainable. 

Public Trust in the BBC 

This consultation for decision-making is being taken at a time when the public 
purposes of the BBC are more urgent than ever. 

• There is a crisis of trust in public information and a growth of "fake 
news," both from within the UK and internationally. The BBC has an 
unequalled reputation for, and commitment to, accuracy and impartiality 
which can act as a bulwark against propaganda, disinformation and 
misinformation, particularly in the digital realm. 

• It has earned a strong reputation for digital innovation, which attracts 
and builds audiences across all age-groups and demographics over 
multiple visual and/or audio platforms. 

• There are currently high levels of political polarisation and growing social 
and economic inequality in the UK. (See end notes). The BBC's 
commitment to open public debate across all platforms and to providing 
educational content and entertainment to support social cohesion can be 
a major factor in countering these trends. 

• The BBC plays a central role in uniting the UK, supporting positive 
projections of national identity, helping with public education and 
understanding, and attracting high levels of popular support for its public 
service commitments. 

• In a climate of uncertainty, these pressures are being felt at a time when 
media are operating on an increasingly global scale, where intense 
competition with the so-called FAANGs (Facebook, Apple, Amazon, Netflix 
and Google) challenge a public service broadcasting ethos with the 
commercial imperatives of narrowcasting. The BBC is the UK's leading 
global media brand and best placed to offer vital alternatives to the 
United States-based giants or the growing Asian media sectors. 

• In so doing, the BBC is in a position to represent the best of the UK 
internationally at a time when the country is re-defining its place in the 
world. To do so will require growth in funding, not further significant cuts 
in service budgets brought about by the need to fund this concession. 

Conclusion 

There is clearly a case for fellow citizens who are elderly and living in poverty to 
be provided with the civic resources of free access to the BBC's broadcast and 
digital services in order to enhance their participation in society. It has been 
rightly acknowledged in this consultation that elderly citizens unable to afford 
the licence fee are at higher risk of social isolation, and may find themselves 
facing prosecution for non-payment. 
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Our strong recommendation is that the concession that currently allows the 
over-75s to consume BBC content for free should be supported by government 
funding going forward. 

In the event government opts to introduce a means test for eligibility, perhaps 
linking it to Pension Credits for this specific age group, it is essential that such 
testing be undertaken directly by government and not the BBC. Any BBC 
involvement in such measures would pose severe reputational risks for the 
Corporation, effectively calling into question the very integrity of its public 
service ethos. 

The BBC needs to remain independent of government and sufficiently well 
funded to compete at scale in the new media environment. The budget relief 
engendered by government responsibility for any concession on licence fees will 
allow the BBC to make a greater contribution to the growing need for the public 
purposes - and national interest - it exists to address. 

Prof. Stuart Allan 
Head of School 
Email: Allans@cardiff.ac. uk 

Prof. Richard Sambrook 
Deputy Head of School 
email: sambrookrj@cardiff.ac.uk 
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Endnotes: 

Links to Cardiff University Research on BBC 
http: //downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets /files /pdf lour work/stats impartia 
lity/content analysis.pdf 

http: //downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets /files /pdf /review report research I 
impartiality/2016/cardiff university 2016.pdf 

http://orca.cf.ac.uk/cgi/search/archive/simple?q=bbc&order=&screen=Search 
&order=-date%2Fcreators name%2Ftitle&satisfyall=ALL%3AIN 

Link to Research Excellence Rating 
https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/research/impact-and-innovation/quality-and
performance /ref-2014 /units-of-assessment/communications 

Links to data on public trust in BBC 
http://downloads.bbc.eo.uk/aboutthebbc/insidethebbc/howwework/reports/p 
df/bbc report trust and impartiality nov 2017.pdf 

https://www.ipsos.com/en/media-we-trust-how-our-views-media-are
changing 

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/apr/21/bbc-funding-only-half-of-
young-people-know-about-licence-fee 

Link to research on rising polarisation and inequality. 
http://ukandeu.ac.uk/research-papers/brexit-and-public-opinion/ 
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