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AUDIENCE COUNCIL ENGLAND 

Boardroom, BBC Trust, Great Portland Street, London; 7 June 2011 

 

Present: 

Alison Hastings   Chair (from item 10) 

Thelma Holland   Deputising for the Chair; Chair, South West  

Christine Fanthome   Chair, London 

Wendy Andrews   Chair, East 

Jill Hogan    Chair, South East 

Rob Fryatt    Chair, South  

Hannah Eyres    Chair, North East & Cumbria (from item 8) 

Phillippa Denton   Chair, East Midlands 

Ian Palmer    Chair, Yorkshire 

 

Trust Unit 

Phil Harrold    Head of Governance, BBC Trust (items 6 & 8 only) 

Louise Hall    Head of Governance & Accountability England 

Lydia Thomas Accountability Adviser, England  

Geoff Prout Public Accountability Manager, South East, East, London 

Russell Thomas    Accountability Assistant, England 

 

BBC 

David Holdsworth   Controller English Regions (item 3.1 only) 

Caroline Thomson   BBC Chief Operating Officer (item 8 only) 

Chris Waiting    Chief Adviser to Chief Operating Officer (item 8 only) 

Jessica Macfarlane   Head FCO & Stakeholder Liaison, BBC World Service (item 6 only) 

 

APOLOGIES 

Belinda Channer   Chair, West Midlands 

Steve Marshall    Chair, Yorks & Lincs 

Stuart Paterson    Chair, West 

Bruce Thomas    Chair, North West 

 

 

1. Apologies and Announcements 

Apologies were received from Belinda Channer, Steve Marshall, Stuart Paterson and Bruce Thomas. 
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Chair, South West chaired the meeting in the absence of the Trustee who would join the meeting 

during the afternoon session. The Chairman was unable to attend.  A revised agenda was tabled. 

 

Controller Radio 5 Live was originally to brief members at this meeting but would now attend the 

Trust Unit 5 Live Service Review seminar on 14 June. This would be attended by representatives 

from all the national Audience Councils. 

 

2. Minutes of previous meeting and matters arising 

2.1 Two amendments to the minutes were accepted, on DAB and RAC feedback. The minutes 

were then approved as a true record.  

 

2.2. Matters arising 

All action points had been completed. The role and remit of Local Radio Link representatives 

would be discussed under item 10. Head of Governance & Accountability thanked the members 

who had responded with ideas for the Local Radio Link role ahead of the meeting. There would be 

25 Local Radio outreach events taking place during June; the efforts of both the members and the 

Public Accountability Managers in organising the events were noted.  The action point covering 

appropriate regional categories would include any anomalies emerging during the Local Radio 

service licence review; these would be noted in the final ACE response. 

 

Items carried over: a paper from Head of Technology England was tabled.  No action was required 

for other items carried over at this time. 

 

Members were reminded about future guests for the July 2011 meeting which would be held in 

Birmingham. Controller BBC Learning would attend the dinner; Director BBC Audio & Music and 

Head of Diversity, BBC would attend the meeting. 

 

Two Burning Issues had been received; these were detailed in the tabled paper. Three members 

raised items under Any Other Business. 

 

3. Reports 

3.1 Controller English Regions’ Report 

Controller English Regions set Delivering Quality First in context.  There were no firm proposals at 

this stage; ideas from the nine work streams had been discussed with the BBC Director-General at 

a two day gathering of senior management in May; there would be a further meeting in June and the 

intention was to sign off some proposals in July.  

Many of the proposals would need to go to the Trust. Ideas had been discussed in the context of 

savings and rationalisation in relation to local audiences which included both BBC radio and 

television. There had already been pilots for Local Radio content sharing.  

 

Members commented on the proposals under consideration and the ideas for radio and television.  

There had been positive and negative RAC comments on the BBC Local Radio sharing pilot in 
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Yorkshire, with no negative comments from members in the South East.  A member asked when 

stations would share content during the day. Controller English Regions explained that some BBC 

Local Radio stations could share daytime content more easily than others because of regional 

affinities, but this was not possible everywhere. Members considered that the potential radio 

proposals under consideration were valid provided there was no adverse impact on listeners. A 

recent Radio 4 Feedback item on BBC Local Radio gave a good illustration of the value of the 

service to licence fee payers.  

 

A member welcomed the proposals for television and acknowledged that it was more difficult to 

defend the case for an Oxford opt-out compared with other regional opt-out proposals. Another 

member said that content sharing on BBC Local Radio was acceptable for her region but expressed 

caution about proposals for some regional television programmes in the context of content sharing.  

 

Members asked if there was a risk that local provision for audiences in England would be 

disproportionately vulnerable under the proposals, and for reassurance that England was not losing 

out in comparison with the Nations under Delivering Quality First. Controller English Regions said 

that all areas of the BBC were facing the same pressures and had to look hard to make savings. 

 

A member said that the success of the 6.30pm BBC regional news lay in its reflection of the local 

area. . Any proposals for sharing newsgathering between network and regional news required 

careful balancing. Controller English Regions agreed and said that a trial paper exercise was 

underway for one week in June on this matter.  

 

Head of Governance & Accountability England highlighted the matter of obsolete technology at 

both local and national levels combined with a lack of regular investment, and members raised 

concerns about the past level of investment in technology and hoped for a commitment to future 

investment that would keep the BBC at the top it its game.  Controller English Regions said that 

this was part of the bigger issue relating to how the BBC divided spend. The matter would be 

raised with the Chief Operating Officer under item 8.   

 

A member noted the Channel Islands agreement under the Charter which was emphasised in the 

context of opt-outs, any loss of which was deemed untenable.  

 

Controller English Regions responded to the two Burning Issues raised by members. The issue 

concerning Surrey had a long history; he would feed back the concern to the Head of Regional& 

Local Programming.  The issue concerning hours of specific content for BBC Radio Lancashire 

would be addressed as part of the BBC Local Radio Service Review.  

 

4. England Matters 

4.1 May RAC meetings and inductions: Feedback 
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The induction process had worked well but further development of the process would continue to 

help and support all RAC members. A member cautioned against trying to do too much in the 

short time dedicated to induction.  

 

Another member said that break-out groups were very effective but some members did not want 

to act as facilitators or note-takers. Other members said that the 2011 recruitment had resulted in 

some strong new members and the meetings had been well attended.   

 

England Accountability team members in the East were thanked for a successful event which 

culminated in watching a live edition of Look East from the gallery which had been appreciated. 

Public Accountability Manager East reminded members that the organisation of meetings was at the 

Chairs’ and PAMs’ discretion and he planned to have separate induction sessions in 2012.  

 

Members agreed there was work to be done to remind all members about their role in relation to 

outreach and being aware of content under review; and that it was the responsibility of each PAM 

to decide on the annual structure for induction, bearing in mind the membership needs of each 

council.   

 

5. Briefing Session 1: TV Audibility Project, Louise Hall, Head of Governance & 

Accountability England 

The findings of a recent BBC Vision TV Audibility Project were presented. Issues about sound and 

background music had been a source of regular complaint over many years and there were 

different views on the nature of the problem. 

 

The objectives of the TV Audibility Project were: 

 To understand the variety of issues that gave rise to viewer complaints about TV audibility; 

 To assess whether these issues were within the control of the production community or 

whether there were environmental factors; 

 To devise a set of recommendations to address the issues and develop new BBC best-

practice guidance. 

 

The background and methodology for the project were described. A combination of factors were 

highlighted including background noise, clarity of speech, accents, sound levels, hearing problems, 

subtitles and technical issues. 

 

Good links had been established with both the Voice of the Listener and Viewer (VLV) and the 

Royal National Institute for Deaf People (RNID) who carried out their own separate, parallel 

surveys. An engineering audio analysis was conducted by the BBC which uncovered issues in pre-

production, production and post-production.  
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The outcome of the research resulted in the BBC Academy delivering a series of master-classes, 

case-studies and guidance films to BBC Vision from respected industry experts about the 

importance of sound. These were widely available for use by the production community.  

BBC News and BBC Sport would also initiate best practice sound guidance for their areas. 

Marketing & Audiences were applying the guidance to trails and the jump level between 

programmes. 

 

Many factors affected audibility. A continual process of both reminder and awareness-raising was 

required for programme makers. The European Broadcasting Union (EBU) was introducing a new 

way of measuring sound based on the way the human ear hears and it was hoped that this would 

reduce many sound related issues.  

 

Head of Governance & Accountability said that the EBU initiative should help as it covered the 

whole broadcasting industry. A member welcomed this initiative and reminded the Council about 

the ongoing problem of individual sets not being set up properly.  

 

The BBC did not think there were similar issues for radio sound. One member disagreed, 

particularly for car listeners and specifically for Radio 5 Live on the AM frequency.  It was agreed to 

raise the AM frequency issue at the Trust Unit’s 5 Live Seminar on 14 June. It was also agreed to 

consult with RAC members to explore whether BBC radio audibility was an issue.  The TV 

Audibility Project findings would be shared with RACs.  

       

6. Briefing Session 2: BBC World Service 

Jessica Macfarlane, Head FCO & Stakeholder Liaison was the BBC Trust’s point of contact in the 

BBC World Service. Head of Governance BBC Trust explained that the FCO grant-in-aid had been 

cut, leading to the closure of some foreign language services. This was not connected to the move 

to fund the BBC World Service from the licence fee from 2014.  

 

Head FCO & Stakeholder Liaison gave a brief history of the World Service. From the outset Lord 

Reith had insisted that it be independent but not funded from the licence fee.  

The BBC World Service was now part of the BBC Global News Division, broadcasting in 28 

languages including English to a total global audience of 241 million, with the World Service 

reaching 180 million  listeners across all platforms every week. The language service portfolio had 

changed constantly over the years in response to geo-political needs and the BBC’s ability to 

remain relevant, given political and media developments within countries and regions.   

 

While the Foreign Office currently funded the BBC World Service it had no involvement in the 

editorial content. This independence from government earned the BBC World Service the trust 

and respect of audiences around the world. Shortwave radio was difficult to block, unlike FM which 

depended on the transmitter in the country and was easy for governments to block. FM 

Distribution was largely through partnerships of which there were around 2,000 globally. 
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All languages were available via multimedia online and the number of different language services 

which were accessible by mobile phone was increasing. 

   

The BBC World Service English language service was available on DAB 24 hours each day and on 

Radio 4. The latest BARB figures showed that the BBC World Service via DAB had more UK 

listeners than BBC Radio 3. All the language services were available online through the BBC World 

Service website. 

 

Following the screening of a DVD of Global News highlights for 2010, members asked how the 

BBC World Service functioned in areas where BBC journalists were excluded; what value the 

licence fee payer would get from the BBC World Service in the future and the public engagement 

that would be required to communicate the value; why there was more than one BBC Global 

News brand; and whether there was any scope for BBC Monitoring being self-funding.  

 

Head of FCO & Stakeholder Liaison explained that BBC Monitoring currently made a big 

contribution to BBC journalism both for research and background knowledge, and that all four 

parts of Global News – the World Service, BBC World News, BBC Monitoring and the World 

Service Trust - were under the same editorial umbrella despite the fact that they were separately 

funded. 

 

The BBC Trust wanted to communicate to licence fee payers the resources and value that the BBC 

World Service brought to the BBC as a whole. Bringing together the BBC World Service and 

Global News with domestic News operations at the new Broadcasting House would allow savings 

as well as benefits.  

 

A member was cautious about the public being persuaded that the licence fee should be spent on 

the BBC World Service. It would be for the BBC to make the case in preparation for 2014. 

 

 7. Programme and Service Review 

7.1 Local Radio Service Licence – early findings and discussion summary 

A member said that RAC members had welcomed the review particularly in the context of 

Delivering Quality First. 

 

 Chair South West commented on the lack of awareness of BBC Local Radio among the new, 

younger representatives of her council. Members said that some younger members were regular 

listeners at least part of the time; other younger members listened more to commercial stations. A 

learning point for future recruitment would be to focus more on the broad role of members in 

terms of awareness of all BBC services. 

 

It was felt that suggestions for BBC Local Radio were likely to emerge from the June outreach. A 

member said that the early findings had helped to shape the outreach more effectively. 

 

Chair South West summarised the early findings across the RACs: 
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 Sport:  content was very good and appreciated for its local coverage and knowledge; 

 Faith: listeners were less sure about faith content and did not consider that BBC Local Radio 

was the place listeners would think to go to; 

 Minority & Specialist: this was an area where BBC Local Radio could do better and serve some 

communities more effectively; 

 Social Media: there were linkages, good signposting and it was a growth area.  

 

Members agreed with this summary. One member said that the biggest growth in the social media 

audience was among the over 55s, many more of whom were using Facebook. 

 

 

7.2 Radio 5 Live ACE Consultation group: Progress Update 

The ACE Consultation group included twenty-one members from across the 12 RACs. Fifteen 

members had replied to the initial five factual questions which had been circulated, providing useful 

data. The first conference call on 26 May had been joined by eight members and a second 

conference call would be held on 9 June to delve deeper into the emerging themes; both calls 

would be supplemented by written responses from the remainder of the group. 

 

It was hoped that ten members would attend the Trust Unit Radio 5 Live Consultation Seminar at 

Broadcasting House in London on 14 June.  

 

Overall there had been a very good and informed response from the consultation group members 

who had identified the following matters: 

  

 Among RAC networks there was a perception that Radio 4 listeners undervalued 5 Live 

which was characterised as ‘Radio bloke’ even though there was a high standard of news 

content; 

 The instant access, expert coverage and rolling news were highly valued. The sports format 

worked well with rolling news; and the coverage of major sporting events was what 5 Live 

did best, for example the last day of the Premier League; 

 There was a view that there was insufficient coverage of European politics and cultural 

matters, with a sense that European news items tended to focus on the more scandalous 

stories and that US stories dominated, for example Richard Bacon broadcasting from New 

York;  

 The Local Election coverage was judged to be a success but the jury was out on the 

coverage for the devolved nations; 

 Minority sports required more work to feature more prominently on 5 Live. One member 

said that 5 Live  ‘doesn’t introduce me to anything’;   

 A note of caution was expressed about the role and use of celebrity analysts who could 

appear banal; 

 In-depth investigative reporting and journalism were enjoyed across the output. However 

there was some repetition and a view that sport was used too often in the news; 

 There was some concern about using celebrities or public figures to boost audience ratings. 

There was also a view that parachuting in national or network reporters to cover local or 

regional stories was unnecessary; 

 Participation was felt to be strong with good use of phone-ins, text and Twitter making the 

station very accessible; 
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 5Live Sports Xtra was a good, complementary service but was not promoted effectively; 

minority sports warranted better coverage; 

 The AM reception frequency was poor and described as ‘abysmal’ by one member. There 

was also concern given the lower take up of DAB, particularly in cars; 

 There was a strong view that Radio 5 Live should complement and not compete with BBC 

Local Radio.   

 

The Trustee joined the meeting. 

 

Overall there was genuine enthusiasm for Radio 5 Live. The consultation group would follow 

through discussion on the emerging themes during the second conference call; these would then be 

taken to the Trust seminar on 14 June. 

 

 

8. Briefing Session 3: Operational Overview 

Caroline Thomson, BBC Chief Operating Officer 

The Trustee was not present for this item which took place before item 7 on the day. 

 

BBC Chief Operating Officer outlined the strategic context and emerging proposals for Delivering 

Quality First (DQF) which realised the strategy set out in Putting Quality First and updated it following 

the October 2010 licence fee settlement. This settlement provided certainty over income up to 

2016-2017.   

 

Public support for the BBC was strong and rising, with support for the licence fee at an all time 

high.  There were challenges for the BBC to ensure that quality remained a priority to satisfy 

audiences’ high expectations at a time when the BBC was more financially constrained. There was a 

need to balance the different needs of different audience groups and remain relevant to audiences 

through distinctive content and availability across a range of platforms.  

 

DQF was a process encouraging radical change in the way the BBC operated, recognising the 

financial constraints which required a 20 per cent cut in costs to enable new investment to 

proceed.  

 

Nine work-streams had been organised to address separate aspects of DQF. Ideas from the work-

streams had been received which covered the following: 

 Focus investment in higher value output; 

 Make great content more widely available; 

 Clarify the scope and role of BBC services; 

 Accelerate access to digital; 

 Support the UK creative economy; 

 Address themes for productivity, people and simplicity to deliver a new operating model for 

the BBC. 
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There had been more than 13,000 staff interactions through DQF and BBC senior management had 

hosted a range of ‘Town Hall’ events across the BBC.  The DQF proposals would go to the Trust 

in July with a view to concluding the process in the autumn. 

 

Members asked a range of questions relating to DQF and other matters including plans for regional 

opt-outs in England and the Channel Islands; public support for the licence fee and the need to 

stress the value for money delivered to licence fee payers from the licence fee; HD opt-outs in 

England; BBC Local Radio and Regional Television; and the rationale for further investment in DAB.   

 

Members asked about technology and property investment in England. There was a current plan for 

technology investment and a need to keep innovating; the VILOR model (Virtual Technology Local 

Radio, offering remotely controlled centralised facilities) was being considered for BBC Local Radio.  

 

BBC North recruitment had progressed well and it was hoped that BBC North at Salford would 

impact across the entire north of England.  

  

Members asked for other areas of the country outside London not to be forgotten. BBC Chief 

Operating Officer said following the success of the Bristol City Partnership, future partnerships 

were now being considered including one driven by BBC North, focusing not just on cities, but also 

universities and cultural organisations.    

     

9. Lord Patten, Chairman BBC Trust: Introductions  

The Chairman was unable to attend on this occasion. 

 

10. Local Radio Link Role Review 

Members had been invited to forward comments on the Local Radio Link Role. 

 

The value of the role was perceived to be in the face-to-face connection between the RACs and 

the BBC Local Radio station. A member asked if there should be an equivalent role for Regional 

Television News.  The way in which members were briefed for the role was considered crucial, as 

was the management of link role member expectations and their relationship with BBC 

Management.  It was suggested that members should hold the role for a maximum of two years. 

 

The practice of one RAC was to ask all members to review particular Local Radio programmes 

which increased active understanding within the RAC and stimulated discussion. Chair South West 

asked if this was a common pattern; members said it was not. The Trustee suggested it would be 

useful to use this model to harness wider discussion of BBC Local Radio matters. A member said 

that three BBC Local Radio stations fell within their RAC region and members tended to be 

interested in their own station only. One solution was to pick up on cross-region aspects of BBC 

Local Radio. 

 

Members discussed the value of the Local Radio Link role to ACE. The Channel Islands had a 

specific role and remit, and flexibility was needed to incorporate this.  
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The Trustee reflected on the original aim of the role and suggested that a way forward might be to 

ensure that there was a commitment to recruiting a proportion of active BBC Local Radio listeners. 

The RAC as a group would then be asked to listen to specific content to enable a general view to 

be presented. It was essential for ACE to be aware of BBC Local Radio issues. 

 

The Trustee asked each member to forward two or three paragraphs to their PAM setting out the 

strengths and weaknesses of the Local Radio Link role. The role would also be reviewed at the June 

accountability team meeting and ACE would return to the matter in July.  

 

11. Burning Issues 

Those issues raised in advance had been dealt with during the course of the meeting. 

 

12. Any Other Business 

Chair East expressed concern about the potential closure of BBC Cambridge as part of the 

proposals under consideration within the Delivering Quality First process, and asked at what point 

ACE should engage with this matter as concerns had been raised by RAC members and their wider 

networks.   

 

Chair South West described the concern in the Channel Islands about any potential loss of the 

Channel Islands opt-outs within the Delivering Quality First proposals. Chair South said there were 

similar questions about local opt-outs for BBC Oxford.   

 

All these matters had been discussed under item 3.1 and would remain on the ACE agenda pending 

publication of the Delivering Quality First proposals later in the year. 

  

Chair East Midlands asked if there was a mystery shopper scheme for the Digital Switchover Help 

Scheme.  It was agreed to find out more on this matter. 

 

 A member asked how the DAB matters discussed at the ACE April meeting would be progressed. 

The matter would be further discussed at the July ACE meeting and concluded at the September 

ACE meeting.  

 

Chair East asked for an update on the BBC News Channel and BBC Parliament Service Review. 

Head of Governance & Accountability noted the timetable and said the plan was for one joint 

submission from the four national Audience Councils with a separate section for any nation-specific 

points.   

 

The Trustee and members thanked Chair South West for chairing the meeting. 

  

Details of next meeting: 

Monday 4 and Tuesday 5 July 2011,  Malmaison Hotel and BBC Mailbox, Birmingham. 


