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BBC Charter Review 
 

BBC Audience Council for Scotland submission to the BBC Trust  
 
OVERVIEW 
 
1. The current Charter period has been one of significant change in Scotland. At the end of 

this sometimes turbulent period, the BBC remains a highly valued presence in Scottish 
life. The BBC continues to perform well in Scotland compared with other parts of the UK 
on the key measures of audience reach and share. Consumption is high and overall 
approval remains strong. BBC content for and from Scotland - on TV, radio and online – 
generally matches or exceeds the highest standards of the UK production sector across 
almost all output.  

 
2. The BBC’s position as Scotland’s national broadcaster was clear during great sporting 

events like the London Olympics and the Glasgow Commonwealth Games and in the 
public debate which led up to the independence referendum. Though it drew some 
criticism, the BBC was a vital focal point throughout the long debate – one of the most 
important ever held in Scotland – providing high-quality content across a wide range of 
genres for all sections of the Scottish audience.  

 
3. However changes in Scottish life have meant that shortfalls in delivering aspects of the 

public purposes have become plainer. It is important for the political and cultural life of 
Scotland, and for the future of the BBC itself, that these should now be addressed. 
Political change continues apace. This Charter period has seen a Scotland Act 2012 
extending the powers of the Parliament established in 1999, a referendum which 
reshaped Scottish politics and now proposals for further devolution which are in passage 
at time of writing (Scotland Bill 2015-16). Scotland is also experiencing a cultural 
resurgence which many look to see reflected more strongly in drama, entertainment and 
factual programming on the BBC’s local and network services.  

 
4. Throughout this period there has been a failure to address some long-standing issues 

around news provision and representation in network programming, raising questions 
about how accountable the BBC is to its licence payers in Scotland. Other key issues 
have arisen concerning perceptions of BBC impartiality and, more recently, far-reaching 
proposals for the BBC’s content supply system which are likely to have implications for 
audiences in the nations. 
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5. Scottish audience views are wide-ranging, varying and sometimes conflicting, particularly 
so since a referendum which reshaped political attitudes. The BBC Trust has researched 
audience perceptions of the BBC since 2007, accumulating a valuable data series on the 
views of audiences in Scotland. Over most of the period the research has suggested that 
Scottish audience perceptions of the BBC, while strong, are generally more negative than 
those of audiences elsewhere in the UK. Audiences greatly value the BBC but, overall, 
perceive a shortfall in how Scotland is represented on its services.  More detailed 
research by the Trust suggested that this relates most strongly to the provision of news 
and drama on TV.  This supports the conclusions reached by the Council from its more 
informal audience engagement activities.  

 
6. The BBC makes a very valuable contribution to Scotland’s cultural and political life and 

the Council believes it is vital that this continue. To be fully effective, however, the BBC 
must also retain the trust and respect of all licence payers in Scotland. To do this, we 
believe the BBC must modernise its news provision for Scotland, improve its reflection of 
Scottish culture in local and network schedules, and establish real accountability to its 
audiences here. Members feel there is a risk for the BBC in Scotland that while its 
relationship with the audience requires significant reassessment, the BBC’s response – as 
a result of budgetary constraints - may be too minimal.   

 
7. Few of these issues are Charter-specific, and it has been open to the BBC to make 

progress on them before now. But it is perhaps by treading carefully that the BBC has 
evolved so successfully over 90 years, and understandable that it should look to a new 
Charter for a clear signal on the direction in which it should travel. The Council believes 
that the opportunity which now exists to reassess the BBC’s offer for Scotland is one that 
should not be missed. We believe it should become a Charter obligation for the BBC to 
provide relevant news, fully reflect national cultures and establish robust mechanisms for 
accountability in the UK and within the individual UK nations. 

 
Public purposes 
 
8. Overall, audiences in Scotland strongly support the role of the BBC as a broad-based 

cultural provider, reflecting and sustaining indigenous UK culture in the widest possible 
sense – what the UK Government calls “the BBC’s historic mission” in the Green Paper.  

 
9. However as a result of social and constitutional developments in Scotland during the last 

Charter period, the BBC has fallen behind in how it interprets its mission in the UK 
nations, particularly Scotland. Audiences in Scotland value the BBC highly, but express 
significant concerns on three aspects of BBC services which many would like to see 
improved: 

 
 A news and current affairs provision for Scotland that rebalances output to more 

accurately reflect issues relevant to Scottish audiences 
 

 Improved reflection of the cultural distinctiveness of Scotland within the UK 
especially in TV drama, on both network and local output 

 
 A more effective system of management and accountability which gives BBC 

Scotland real influence on what the BBC delivers for Scotland – something which has 
been effective only up to a point during the current Charter period 
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10. To help the BBC focus on these priorities in Scotland, the Council believes that the new 
Charter should set simple but clear and ambitious objectives for the BBC to deliver in 
each of these three areas.  

 
 
NEWS AND CURRENT AFFAIRS 
 
 ‘British Bold Creative’ vision 
 
11. BBC Scotland has provided high quality content across the range of factual programming 

from major news events like the Clutha disaster in 2013 to the unprecedented challenge 
posed by the two-year independence debate.  There has been investigative journalism 
on important stories from the Lockerbie bomber and the Edinburgh trams to financial 
problems at Rangers FC and abuse in a former Catholic school and outstanding 
documentaries like A History of Scotland and The Clydebank Blitz.  

 
12. But the Council feels that for many in the audience, there is an appetite for more 

content reflective of the life and story of Scotland. Given the wide scope for journalism in 
Scotland and the level of audience demand, the Council considers that the vision for 
news and factual programming outlined in the ‘British Bold Creative’ document lacks the 
detail required to confirm a suitable level of ambition. Audiences in Scotland should be 
offered a fully developed service - a well-balanced range of news, policy analysis and 
comment, debate, observational documentary and scrutiny of policy not focussed purely 
on the Scottish or UK Governments but also on opposition parties and other 
policymaking groups.  

 
13. It would not be possible or appropriate to reflect the whole of the Scottish news agenda 

in detail in UK network bulletins, but key developments in Scotland should be reported in 
some depth to audiences across the rest of the UK.  

 
News for the UK and its nations  
 
14. Since the last Charter was written, the nature of citizenship in Scotland has become 

much more distinctive within the UK. BBC journalism has developed to reflect this, to a 
degree; particularly (following a key recommendation of the King Report commissioned 
by the Trust) in being clearer about which UK nation a policy or statistic refers to. If BBC 
reports do not say where in the UK a policy or statistic is relevant, audiences are being 
given unclear or, by default, inaccurate information. Although the BBC is now better at 
doing this, there remains a need for further improvement.     

 
15. A wider recommendation of the King report – that the BBC has a duty to report from all 

of the UK to all of the UK – has not been fully taken on board. There may be good 
practical reasons for this: with so much material available from four distinct policy areas, 
stories of UK-wide relevance are naturally given priority; and it may be that citizens of 
any one UK nation have a limited interest in matters relevant only to those of another. 
The underlying principle here should be that of audience interest. Some see a value in 
reporting from around the devolved administrations, others less so. The BBC should 
consider carefully the extent to which “reporting the whole of the UK to the whole of the 
UK” is an audience priority or an institutional priority and strike an appropriate balance 
between the two.   
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16. But equipping citizens to take part in public policy debate is a key role for the BBC. Few 
of the major public policy debates in Scotland are covered in network news programmes.  
Examples are proposed changes in the legal system, the school curriculum, land 
ownership, the law on marriage and civil partnership, university governance, minimum 
pricing of alcohol and the organisation of police and health services. There is good 
investigative journalism on BBC Scotland but it rarely addresses the big policy issues for 
which there is a now a clear public appetite.  

 
17. The citizenship purpose can therefore only be delivered in full through customised 

Scottish services, which should be structured and funded appropriately. In areas such as 
those noted above the BBC should be a rich resource to help citizens reach their own 
conclusions on important social and political issues. BBC Scotland’s online referendum 
resource Scotland Decides offered an admirable template for this.  

 
18. The Council welcomes the proposal to “reconfigure [BBC] news coverage to meet the 

changing needs of audiences in Scotland” (British Bold Creative, p 4). However we think, 
in view of the very slow response to this issue since the Scottish Parliament opened in 
1999, that providing comprehensive news for devolved nations should be a Charter 
obligation. The Council believes it would be helpful if the new Charter specifies that the 
BBC’s journalistic mission should be fully delivered within the several nations of the UK 
as well as across the UK as a whole.  

 
What would this mean in Scotland? 
 
19. The proposal in ‘British Bold Creative’ (“As a start, we will deliver a different BBC News 

homepage in each Nation”, p 66) does not go far enough for audiences in Scotland. The 
Executive has announced that it is reviewing news provision for Scotland and will bring 
forward proposals early in the New Year. Council members welcome this initiative and 
hope that the Executive takes the opportunity to reshape news provision in Scotland.   

 
20. The BBC conducted audience research on its news offer in Scotland in 2010. At that time 

Council members advised that the audience wanted the BBC to pay more attention to its 
local interests and concerns. It also noted that Scottish content in the 6-7pm news hour 
was often ‘squeezed’ or duplicated, and that Scotland was not reflected strongly enough 
on network bulletins. The research indicated that there had been a move in opinion 
towards a news programme produced and presented in Scotland. Council members 
continue to believe this to be necessary and timely solution.  

 
21. Viewers of Reporting Scotland are predominantly from older age groups. Provision for 

younger audiences should be a high priority in news as elsewhere. As they move away 
from traditional platforms, there is a risk that younger consumers lose some of the 
richness and diversity of BBC journalism. As noted above, the referendum website 
demonstrated that the BBC can provide sophisticated online journalism which responds 
to specific Scottish needs and which can be accessed by younger audiences. Members 
believe this may indicate one important way forward for BBC news in Scotland.  

 
22. The key underlying principle is to allow BBC news to reflect Scottish audience priorities 

appropriately in the context of the overall news provision: a question of balance. British 
Bold Creative states that “We believe the time has come for us to strike a better balance 
between the delivery of pan-UK news and news tailored to the distinctive needs and 
agenda of the devolved Nations of the UK” (p 66). The Council believes it is important 
for the BBC to acknowledge that – as one former Council member put it – “other nations 



BBC Audience Council Scotland Charter Review Submission 

5 
 

are not in the same place as Scotland” and that there will be no “one-size-fits-all” 
solution to this issue.   

 
23. Audiences in Scotland continue to value highly what they recognise as the fundamental 

attributes of BBC journalism. However on this key issue of modernising news coverage 
for Scotland to keep pace with constitutional change, the BBC has seemed unable to 
respond for too long, while a need for further revision may arise again in the future. For 
this reason the Council advises that the Trust recommend that the Charter and 
Agreement [at 6 (1) and (2)] specify the provision of “accurate and impartial news” from 
a UK perspective and also from the perspective of each UK nation, having regard to 
specific circumstances in each one.   

 
24. Providing an appropriate news service for Scotland may not be achievable without re-

purposing resources from elsewhere in the BBC. The Council believes the BBC should be 
clear that fixing the Scottish news is long overdue and that, if necessary, resources 
should be reallocated from other priorities.  

 
BBC wider journalistic mission 
 
25. The Council also believes that the perspectives adopted in BBC journalism generally 

should continue to evolve to reflect the increasing sophistication of the electorate. The 
BBC’s high quality coverage of parliamentary debate remains highly valued. But 
journalism on social and political issues often seems to focus on differing party political 
positions and the tactics of a Westminster based two-party system.  

 
26. Engagement with licence payers during and since the Scottish referendum suggests that 

audiences seek deeper understanding of issues than is provided by party political 
spokespersons or press offices. They would value journalism which brings a wider range 
of perspectives to bear on social and political issues, which explores different policy 
options and the data underpinning them. They would also value reporting of views and 
arguments from the wider extra-parliamentary public policy sphere, including from social 
media.  

 
27. ‘British Bold Creative’ (p 62) says the BBC’s most important task is to “inform and explain, 

to contribute to … a world of greater understanding” and that “our mission” is to provide 
context and analysis that “makes sense of it”. Members think the important point here is 
not that the BBC should “make sense of it”, but – more precisely – that audiences are 
enabled to make sense of it for themselves.  

 
28. The Council therefore welcomes the commitment in ‘British Bold Creative’ (p 64) to 

“harness the potential of mobile platforms to explain to audiences the complexity of the 
world we live in by adopting a new form of journalism... [including] what has become 
known as ‘what does it all mean’ journalism”. However members believe this should go 
well beyond the gloss given to the phrase in the document (“that WDIAM helps 
audiences understand key terms or background to stories”) and suggest that current 
affairs  - recently in decline as a genre  -  could usefully be reinvented to meet changing 
social and civic needs. 

 
29. Online offers the opportunity to provide richer, more considered journalistic formats such 

as written commentaries and analysis which many in the audience demand of the BBC. 
Much of the most insightful and nuanced journalism in the referendum debate was 
found in correspondents’ blogs on the Scotland Decides website.   
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Broadband access and universal provision 
 

30. Trust research shows that audiences in Scotland and across the UK welcome increased 
provision of BBC content on digital devices. However although broadband take-up 
across Scotland is now close to the UK average, the speeds available in certain areas of 
Scotland (especially in the North and West) do not permit households there to exploit 
the BBC digital offer to the full. The Charter should oblige the BBC to ensure that where 
core public service material (such as the “Ideas” service or online versions of broadcast 
reports) is distributed digitally, an alternative means of access is provided so that 
licence payers in areas of poor connectivity are not denied key elements of the BBC’s 

offer.  
   
Impartiality 
 
31. The BBC’s reputation for impartiality is a keystone of healthy public debate in the UK and 

it is therefore very important that it is maintained. Impartiality emerged as a key 
audience issue during the independence referendum, with a group in the audience 
claiming to see BBC coverage as biased.  
 

32. Audience engagement suggests various possible factors at work. Accusations of bias 
may be an unavoidable consequence of covering an impassioned, existential debate. 
More widely, public understanding of the relationship between politics and the media is 
becoming more sophisticated – or more cynical. Because BBC funding is a matter for 
Government, some see the BBC as an “official” institution.  Some in the audience feel 
that while the BBC may not be biased, “it panders to the government of the day”.  The 
growth of social media means that alternatives now exist to what some see as the 
“complicit” news values shared by the BBC and other mainstream media. Research on 
television “framing” of the independence referendum (ESRC) showed possible 
disconnection between the “frames” chosen by broadcasters and those of the audience, 
risking perceptions of impartiality. The BBC’s failure to progress on some of the issues 
raised in the King Report may also be an issue: the privileging on network bulletins of 
news which applies only to England – while perhaps inevitable – gives these bulletins an 
Anglo-centric flavour and can contribute to a sense that the BBC news agenda is not 
drawn equally from across the nations of the UK. Research indicates that overall, BBC 
journalism retains the trust of the audience.  

 
33. The BBC should look more closely at how it achieves impartiality in its journalism. There 

was evidence from audience engagement that perceptions of General Election coverage 
were less negative than those of the referendum, perhaps because changing electoral 
arithmetic drove a more multipartisan approach to broadcast coverage. This could 
suggest that the problem may stem from a lag between public opinion and BBC 
guidelines at a time when political views are changing.  

 
34. The BBC could research licence payers’ expectations in this regard – perhaps especially 

with sections of the audience where it has been severely tested, as in the Scottish 
referendum - and review guidance to its journalists accordingly. The BBC needs to find a 
formula for impartiality which most in its audience can recognise and accept. To 
encourage a closer focus on this challenge, we suggest that the Charter requirement for 
“accurate and impartial news” could ask the BBC to do so “having regard to general 
audience expectations of impartiality”. 
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35. Council members feel the BBC has a dual role to play in the UK media as a key member 
of the sector but one which can also bring a unique exterior perspective, explaining and 
analysing what the media “pack” is saying.  The BBC could extend its role as an impartial 
guide by offering analysis of journalism on other media – including social media – driving 
up standards of journalism generally in the interests of creating the healthiest possible 
climate for civic debate.   

 
Shared local news proposal 
 
36. The Council questions whether the proposal to share 100 local reporters with local print 

media (‘British Bold Creative’ section 5.3, p 65) is in the public interest. The proposal to 
share would not increase choice; it would further expand the BBC’s footprint in the 
digital universe, risking a near-monopolistic situation in some cases; and it could lead to 
licence payers being asked to pay twice for content if a site using BBC-derived material 
were to put up a paywall.  

 
37. The BBC argues (p 55) that if BBC online provision was causing decline in the newspaper 

market, the decline would only be taking place in the UK, which it is not. However local 
newspaper markets differ in some ways from the national newspaper market and so the 
argument may not necessarily support the local news sharing proposal.  

 
38. The tried-and-tested organising principle of the UK media sector is to maintain a good 

balance between commercially-funded and licence fee-funded provision. This would also 
be the healthiest outcome for local news markets. Will subsidising local journalism on 
the licence fee help to bring this about? The ‘British Bold Creative’ proposal is that local 
news reporting be funded by what is in effect a state subsidy. This raises editorial issues 
because much local news is political in nature and involves matters of interpretation. 
Audience faith in the impartiality of the BBC in such matters is no longer a given. It may 
be more desirable if the gap was filled by successful commercial operations or by citizen 
journalism. 

 
39. The proposal to share certain categories of video and audio output is an extension of 

existing practice in some areas e.g. the Memorandum of Understanding between BBC 
Scotland and STV. As long as this is restricted to footage of news conferences or 
sporting events it does not raise the editorial issues referred to above. 

 
40. It is not clear if the description of the local news sector (p 65) is accurate for Scotland. 

Scotland has a distinctive local media and system of local government. The regional and 
local press in Scotland remains vigorous, and whether there is a loss of accountability in 
local decision-making is a matter of debate.  

 
41. The proposal for a “shared data journalism centre” raises questions about plurality in UK 

journalism. The creation of a “world-class data hub” may be desirable: but this and other 
proposals taken together (including that for arts producers “embedded” in English 
regions and working with local councils and Arts Council England “to amplify the area’s 
arts and culture”) may risk an unhealthy dominance of the BBC in UK journalism. In any 
case, ‘British Bold Creative’ gives no consideration to the position of the arts in Scotland. 

 
42. As noted above, the BBC is seen by some as an “official” broadcaster. There is a risk 

that in partnering with public institutions like local councils and quangos, the BBC 
intensifies perceptions of itself as an agent of “official” policy.  
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43. In discussing local news, ‘British Bold Creative’ refers to “structural changes” in the 
newspaper industry which are “not good for our democracy” (p 65). However relevant it 
may be to support local media in England, the democratic priority in Scotland may be 
different.  As Scotland increasingly follows a distinct constitutional path, it may be that 
supporting a robust, plural indigenous national press is more important from a 
democratic perspective. This may conflict with the audience appetite for an expanded 
national news service from BBC Scotland. The Council hopes the issue will be considered 
in the Executive news review currently under way.  

 
Serving international audiences 
 
44. It is not clear that responding to “increased competition from other international 

providers such as Russian and Chinese state broadcasters” (DCMS Green Paper, p 56) is 
a responsibility of licence payers. Some may feel that it is a matter for the state, and not 
a public service broadcaster. Some question whether the World Service should be 
funded at all from a universal household licence. Licence fee funds should be directed to 
meet the needs of the audiences who pay them.  

 
45. Launching specific services on the World Service on behalf of the UK Government and 

funded by them (as recently agreed) may confuse perceptions of the overall impartiality 
of the World Service. Similarly, many feel that full or part privatisation of BBC Worldwide 
(DCMS Green Paper, p 61) would be inappropriate as the BBC’s assets belong to licence 
payers and should not be used to generate profits for others. In addition, the activities 
of BBC Worldwide reflect on the overall BBC brand and such a development, by 
foregrounding commercial activity, could damage the BBC’s global reputation for 
independence.  

 
CULTURAL DISTINCTIVENESS 
 
46. BBC TV drama like River City is an important way of meeting the demand for portrayal. 

There has been other high quality drama from Scotland in the last ten years such as 
Field of Blood, Case Histories, Glasgow Girls and more recently Shetland. River City apart, 
the volume has been very low, and in the context of what is an extensive BBC drama 
portfolio overall, Scottish writing remains seriously under-represented. There is no lack 
of writing talent in Scotland and the under-representation must stem from the 
centralised nature of commissioning and/or some cultural amnesia at the highest levels 
about Scotland’s place in UK and global culture.  

 
47. The Council does not consider it acceptable for the BBC to step away from this 

responsibility and state that “significant new investment in a broader range of 
programming, such as drama, comedy and entertainment [for the Nations] cannot be 
delivered within the current Budget agreement with the Government” (‘British Bold 
Creative’ section 7.3, p 82). It is hard to see how BBC Scotland can be considered a 
national broadcaster for Scotland if it cannot consistently provide culturally-specific 
drama for that nation. We urge that the BBC consider repurposing cash from other 
priorities. Alternatively, BBC Scotland management could be encouraged to explore 
external sources of funding for drama, although this does not seem appropriate for a 
fundamental PSB component such as drama.   

 
48. Overall, BBC TV drama should retain its focus on UK culture and relevant international 

perspectives. The Council would not support the development of drama for the US 
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market beyond a certain point as this is likely to dilute its cultural distinctiveness, which 
may not be in the best interests of licence payers.  

 
Drama and entertainment for audiences in the nations 
  
49. The BBC remains an important part of the Scottish cultural fabric. Scottish audiences 

appreciate the BBC’s strengths to the same degree as audiences across the UK. Reach 
and consumption figures show that Scottish audiences appreciate the best of BBC 
network programming.  

 
50. However, they want to see Scotland reflected on the network and a stronger PSB 

provision for Scotland. The appetite for home grown drama, sport, entertainment and 
factual programming is greater than BBC Scotland can currently meet. In radio, provision 
of high-quality “built” speech is uneven across the UK. Radio Scotland performs 
consistently well, but does not have the resources to match the calibre of Radio 4 output 
across the full range of genres. ‘British Bold Creative’ does not identify or address this 
latter disparity. 

 
51. Research conducted for the Scottish Broadcasting Commission in 2008 found that 

“audiences in Scotland wish to have more Scottish content”, with 84% of those surveyed 
considering it important that television should “inform and teach you about Scotland”.  
This finding is supported by BBC Trust research on the BBC’s public purposes which has 
consistently shown over the years that the audience in Scotland does not consider that 
the BBC adequately represents Scotland in news, drama and entertainment. In addition, 
Audience Council engagement suggests that while valuing the BBC, many people in 
Scotland feel it fails to reflect their lives in ways that are important to them. The 
Government Green Paper acknowledges the deficit, stating on p 32 that “performance 
scores in ‘Representing my nation/region in news/ drama’ in Scotland have remained 
consistently lower than in Wales and Northern Ireland throughout the Charter period”. 

 
52. The Executive references the Trust research in ‘British Bold Creative’ and the Council 

strongly agrees with the conclusion drawn (on page 82) that “there is clearly a growing 
demand for programming that better serves the distinctive needs of Scotland and 
reflects Scottish life” (p 82) but is disappointed that the document does not give details 
of how the BBC intends to respond.  The wording is tentative. The Council believes it is 
very important at this point in time for the BBC to show that it can reflect contemporary 
Scotland properly, in an impactful way, across all genres and media.  

 
Learning 
 
53. The Council strongly welcomes the proposals on “Curriculum Support across the UK” on 

pp 75-6. The document accepts that learning provision is not consistent across the 
nations of the UK. Audience feedback to the Council has suggested that provision for the 
Curriculum for Excellence does not go far enough and we agree that it is a priority for 
the BBC to “develop curriculum resources for each Nation, ensuring that [the BBC’s] 
offer for students in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland is as comprehensive as it is in 
England.”  

 
54. Provision should take account of differences in the content of the various curriculums, 

but also differences in the overall pedagogical approach. This is likely to mean that 
provision for the Curriculum for Excellence in Scotland cannot always be simply a version 
of a resource designed for England and Wales.  
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55. However it is disappointing that the document does not contain concrete proposals for 

each nation. The Council would welcome detail on the specific provision that is intended.  
 
56. Members were puzzled by the proposal to establish a single “centre of excellence for 

experimental online content”.  Surely one of the benefits of online technology is that 
“centres” of excellence – indeed of anything – are no longer needed? Experimental 
content should be sourced from existing talent wherever it is found.  

 
57. The document says that “in Wales we will also provide Welsh-language content”. This 

should also apply to Gaelic language content which is currently funded out of BBC 
Scotland local budgets and by the Gaelic language broadcasting agency MG Alba. Due to 
the small size and fragmented nature of the market, there is little commercial provision 
of Gaelic language learning materials so BBC provision is a high public service priority.  

 
“Ideas” service 
 
58. The Council welcomes the concept of the “Ideas” service (pp70-71) as a way of adding 

value to the resources already available from UK cultural institutions. Members agree it is 
appropriate for the BBC to act as a gateway to these and to add in relevant BBC 
resources. We note the intention that “large initiatives” be “commissioned” – this 
element can ensure that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts, and that it 
meets the BBC’s definition of distinctiveness laid out in ‘British Bold Creative’ section 2.1. 
However it is important to note that problems with broadband accessibility in the UK 
mean that the service will not be equally accessible by all licence payers. Budgets for the 
service should be set in light of the likelihood that it will not be universally accessible.  

 
59. It is good that the service should aim to bring to a wider audience the “finest intellectual 

and cultural institutions— and individuals—from every corner of the country”. But we 
note that BBC ONE and Radio 2 are not mentioned among the list of BBC services from 
which content might be drawn for the new service, and are concerned that the service 
should adopt a wide-ranging definition of culture, avoiding elitism; draw lessons from its 
previous experience on partnerships and be careful to privilege the BBC’s partners, not 
exploit them; and should adequately represent culture across the whole of the UK, 
including Scotland, better than the BBC does in its current services: the list of bodies the 
BBC is working with on a new, open science platform (on p 73) does not include a 
Scottish-based institution. 

 
 “BBC Studios” proposal 
 
60. The BBC system of content supply affects the health and nature of the production sector, 

and also the nature of the content it produces. It is a particularly important issue in 
Scotland because the sector is under-developed and the network content produced here 
is, in the Council’s view, insufficiently reflective of the culture in which it resides.  

 
61. The Executive has laid out its proposals for TV content supply in “BBC Studios: 

Strengthening the BBC’s role in the creative industries” published in September 2015, 
part of the BBC’s vision for a new Charter. It proposes to bring together the majority of 
its in-house TV production units into a wholly-owned subsidiary called “BBC Studios”. It 
will include all network TV production teams in drama, comedy, entertainment, events, 
factual and music “wherever they are located”. BBC Studios will be a private limited 
company wholly-owned by the BBC. The document says it will be “for the Director of 
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BBC Studios and the BBC Group as a whole to shape BBC Studios’ presence around the 
UK, but BBC Studios is likely to build on existing in-house production centres of 
excellence wherever it can”. The document says “BBC Studios will play an important role 
in meeting the BBC’s distinctive supply needs, including the production of content in the 
Nations & Regions” and that the BBC remains “committed to sourcing programmes from 
outside London and across the Nations of the UK”.  

 
62. There are a number of concerns about this. It is a centralising move at a time when the 

Council feels that BBC should be de-centralising. There seems a clear risk that the 
system will, in effect, leave Scottish-based producers – independent or in-house – at a 
significant competitive disadvantage. In addition, the statements about retaining 
commitments to Nations and Regions are not reassuring.  There is no indication that the 
development of a vigorous, competitive and representative indigenous production sector 
in Scotland is a strategic priority of the BBC’s. 

 
63. At the very least the “BBC Studios” proposal should be fully tested against its likely 

effects on the health of the broadcasting sector in Scotland from the perspective of both 
producer and consumer. The UK creative economy is already significantly weighted 
towards the South of the UK so there is a high risk that the more market-oriented the 
system is, the more disadvantaged are production centres remote from London. The 
principle of more open competition is a good one, and provides creative benefits, but the 
playing field across the UK must be level. 

 
64. We feel the BBC should come up with proposals to develop the sector in Scotland as a 

priority in its own right. This is possibly something which the Trust could pursue. 
Whatever system is developed should contain safeguards to ensure that the sector in 
Scotland grows, and produces content more rooted in the environment it comes from. If 
the principle of the “BBC Studios” proposal is carried forward, we believe substantial 
quotas for production in Scotland must be put in place and carefully policed.  
Disadvantaging Scottish-based producers further will make it even harder to produce 
content representative of contemporary Scotland for the network, increasing the 
representational deficit in news, drama and entertainment.  

 
65. The BBC says it would “welcome views as to whether production units focused on 

making programmes solely for local audiences in the Nations would be best served by 
being retained in the Public Service or becoming part of BBC Studios as well”. The 
document points to the distinctive needs of audiences in the Nations and alludes to the 
distinctive characteristics of markets in the Nations, including the “more fragile ecologies 
of independent producers”. However, the Council’s instinct is that BBC Studios – which 
seems a more highly-centralised and market-oriented form of the BBC Production as 
presently constituted – is unlikely to work to the benefits of audiences in Scotland, and 
that some customised structure should be developed to ensure that the sector in 
Scotland grows and can meet the editorial objectives for network and local output to 
which Scottish audiences aspire. The Council is interested in doing more work in this 
area in the coming months. 

 
Gaelic 
 
66. The launch of the Gaelic language TV channel BBC ALBA (in conjunction with the Gaelic 

language broadcasting agency MG Alba) has been one of the BBC’s most signal 
successes of the current Charter period. There are important questions surrounding the 
channel strategy such as the volume of repeats, the proportion of English language on 
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the channel and the sub-titling policy, which the Council will consider as part of the 
Trust’s Nations services review currently under way.  

 
67. It is worth considering whether the BBC’s commitment to make provision for speakers of 

the UK’s major indigenous minority languages should not be enshrined in the Charter. 
The BBC could also be asked to have regard for other languages. At 5.(1) (a) where the 
Charter defines the BBC’s main activities as “the provision of output … by means of … 
television, radio and online services” this could be extended to add “including indigenous 
languages designated under Part III of ECRML”. This would cover Welsh, Scottish Gaelic 
and Irish. 

 
68. In British Bold Creative at section 7.3 the BBC Executive commits to “broadcasting and 

providing services in the UK’s indigenous minority languages” and mentions “growing 
audience challenges faced by these services” (p 82). The languages operate in very 
different circumstances so this generalisation covers many different, perhaps conflicting 
issues. However the document says the BBC wants to “move faster online to reach 
younger, digital audiences with content that is relevant to their lives” and this does echo 
a need identified by the Council in engagement with Gaelic speaking audiences.  

 
69. The Council agrees that this is a vital priority for Gaelic where there is a key gap in 

provision for the 12-25 age range, however the maintenance and improvement of 
existing services is equally important. There are key gaps in provision on both BBC Radio 
nan Gàidheal and BBC ALBA, especially around news and current affairs and core Gaelic 
cultural provision, and filling these should be a high priority for the Executive.  

 
70. The Trust’s approval of the BBC ALBA service included an objective “to achieve wider 

appeal beyond existing speakers” and the Council agrees that this remains an 
appropriate objective. However it is vital that the partnership strike the right balance 
between this and the channel’s primary objective to provide a wide ranging, high quality 
television service for the Gaelic speaking community. This is primarily a question of 
resources.  

 
71. Comments on Gaelic language learning materials are included in the section on ‘Learning’ 

(Para 53) above.  
 
 
MANAGEMENT AND ACCOUNTABILITY  
 
Engagement and accountability 
 
72. Accountability has emerged as an audience concern during Council engagement on the 

Charter. Issues about news provision and representation on the network, in particular, 
have been prominent throughout the period of the current Charter and have been 
pursued by the Audience Council, and at times by the Trust, during that period. However 
the BBC Executive has not succeeded in addressing the issues. This would suggest that 
the accountability mechanism may not be fully effective. In addition, there has been a 
growing sense since the referendum that the relationship between the BBC and at least 
some sections of its audience in Scotland could be stronger, and this may be caused in 
part by a perceived lack of accountability. 

 
73. Audience Councils have in general worked well with the Trust, and it can be shown that 

the Trust has taken some account of the views of audiences in the Nations. Both the 
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Audience Council for Scotland and the Trust played influential roles in the establishment 
of BBC ALBA, its eventual launch on Freeview and the restoration on Freeview of most of 
the radio services it displaced. However, there are other issues on which audiences 
views have not, in the Council’s view, been sufficiently heeded. The Council believes it is 
important that a structure be put in place to allow for genuine accountability to 
audiences in Scotland for the next Charter period.   

 
74. The Council agrees that, overall, licence payers in Scotland benefit from the BBC’s 

current unitary structure; however this does not preclude meaningful devolution of 
power and responsibility within that structure. We believe that an effective accountability 
mechanism in Scotland will need two components which are not currently in place: a 
service licence for BBC TV in Scotland, and a representative body with sufficient traction 
on the Executive to hold it to account within a wider unitary structure.  

 
Service licences 
 
75. Service licences are seen as one of the most successful regulatory tools developed by 

the Trust. They have been useful tools for accountability, acting as shared reference 
points both for those who produce services and those who use them; as well as 
regulators, competitors and other interested parties such as parliamentary committees. 
They offer clarity and consistency and have promoted mature discussion about the 
evolution of BBC services among relevant parties. This has helped to build more durable 
and transparent relationships between those with a stake in the services.  

 
76. BBC ONE SCOTLAND and BBC TWO SCOTLAND are branded as such and are strongly 

characterised by “opt-out” content produced for audiences in Scotland. However they 
appear only as annexes to the network licences. Despite the development of digital 
media, these services remain the most important interface between BBC Scotland and its 
audiences. Full licences would therefore give BBC Scotland an opportunity to build a 
more durable and transparent relationship with its consumers. 

 
77. The current BBC Agreement notes that “activities which are recognised as a service by 

licence fee payers are likely to be appropriate to be covered by a service licence, and the 
boundaries between different service licences are likely to reflect the boundaries 
between services in the perception of licence fee payers.”  Engagement has indicated 
some weakening of the relationship between BBC Scotland and some sections of the 
audience, particularly since the referendum. Creating full licences for all the BBC’s main 
services in Scotland would offer opportunities for strengthening the relationship. The 
Council recommends that the new Charter and Agreement specifies that service licences 
or similar be created for TV services in the nations.  

 
78. The Council also believes that the merits of an integrated service licence for the overall 

BBC service in Scotland should be considered. Apart from BBC Radio Scotland, BBC 
Radio nan Gàidheal and BBC ALBA, the Scottish service licences are somewhat unspecific.  
A clear statement of what audiences in Scotland can expect from the BBC overall would 
help to support robust regulation and accountability. 

 
79. ‘British Bold Creative’ (p 58) says the BBC will “no longer treat TV, radio and online as 

separate sets of services …  but look across everything that we do…” leading to 
“profound impacts on the shape and nature of our portfolio” during the next Charter 
period. This will apply to a more autonomous BBC Scotland also. It will need to react 
more quickly to changing circumstances and changing audience needs than it has done 
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in the recent past. A single comprehensive service licence for Scotland would facilitate 
this. 

 
BBC Scotland Executive 
 
80. A reasonable proportion of the licence fee raised in Scotland is spent in Scotland, but the 

Council believes that too many of the decisions about how it should be spent are taken 
outside of Scotland. The Council believes that BBC Scotland needs greater autonomy to 
respond to Scottish audience needs, and a greater say over how BBC money is spent in 
Scotland.  

 
81. There has been a large increase in the amount of network production in Scotland during 

the current Charter period. More than £80m worth of network programming is now 
accounted for within Scotland, yet commissioners in Scotland have a locus in very little 
of this network spend.  

 
82. It is not being argued that BBC Scotland command all the funds the BBC spends in 

Scotland, but it is suggested that it could be responsible for commissioning a greater 
proportion. Giving BBC Scotland more responsibility in this way would mean more 
Scottish-inspired content emerging from the creative sector here to enrich and diversify 
BBC network schedules. Council members believe this would benefit both UK and 
Scottish audiences.  

 
83. Commissioners in Scotland could be directly responsible for commissioning some of the 

network content, or there could be a double-tick system whereby network and local 
commissioners agree. The effect would be to increase the number of BBC network 
programmes which emanate from a non-metropolitan, Scottish perspective.  This will 
always involve a careful balancing of local and network priorities.  

 
84. Public service broadcasting in Scotland should not be a function of a UK strategy; it 

should evolve in part from the needs of audiences in Scotland. This can strengthen the 
BBC’s position in Scotland at no added cost.  

 
BBC Scotland governance  
 
85. In audience engagement the Council noted strong support for the principle of BBC 

independence from Government to be written into the new Charter. However audiences 
in Scotland do not feel that the BBC’s accountability mechanisms are very effective.  
Effective accountability also reduces the need for oversight by parliamentary committees 
and so helps protect the BBC’s independence from Government.  It would also bring the 
BBC in Scotland closer to its audiences.  

 
86. The Council believes that there should be a board of management for BBC Scotland 

which has greater autonomy and control over a greater proportion of the total BBC 
spend in Scotland, and responsibility for all BBC services in Scotland. It should contain 
non-Executive members, one of whom should chair it. The chair should also sit on the 
BBC unitary board.   

 
87. The non-Executive member would be able to act as a public face of the BBC in Scotland 

who was independent of day-to-day management and who was able to directly influence 
decision-making at the level of the unitary board. There should be a body similar to the 
Audience Council performing those of its present functions which survive in the 
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governance framework of the future. This body must have access to independent 
evidence on the performance and management of the BBC in Scotland, and have a 
public mechanism for holding the BBC Executive to account. Without a system of this 
kind, there can be no authentic accountability. 

 
BBC Audience Council for Scotland 
January 2016 
 
 
 

 

 


