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AUDIENCE COUNCIL ENGLAND 

BBC Broadcast Centre, London; Tuesday 7 December 2010 

Present: 

Alison Hastings   Chair 

Christine Fanthome   Chair, London 

Wendy Andrews   Chair, East 

Jill Hogan    Chair, South East 

Stuart Paterson   Chair, West 

Rita Flanagan    representing North West RAC 

Thelma Holland   Chair, South West 

Rob Fryatt    Chair, South (from item 2.2) 

 

Apologies 

Hannah Eyres    Chair, North East & Cumbria 

Phillippa Denton   Chair, East Midlands 

Belinda Channer   Chair, West Midlands 

Steve Marshall    Chair, Yorks & Lincs 

Ian Palmer    Chair, Yorkshire 

 

Trust Unit 

Alison Gold    Chief Adviser, Performance, BBC Trust (item 8.2 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 

Ben Stephenson   Controller Drama Commissioning (item 3 only) 

Cheryl Taylor    Controller Comedy Commissioning (item 6 only) 

Janet Shaw Senior Investment &Business Manager, Comedy (item 6 only) 

Danny Cohen    Controller, BBC One (item 7 only) 

 

1. Announcements 

The RAC recruitment timetable for 2011 was noted and members were thanked for their hard work 

and contributions to the process. The Trustee thanked Wendy Andrews for her interview about the 

audience councils on BBC Radio 4’s Feedback programme. A member suggested that other ACE 

members might consider publicising the 2011 recruitment through BBC Local Radio interviews. 

Louise Hall agreed to raise this matter with the Public Accountability Managers. 
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2. Minutes of previous meeting and matters arising 

2.1 The minutes were approved as a true record.  

 

2.2. Matters arising 

All action points had been completed. BBC Question Time had given assurances about the name-

checking of venues. Members were grateful for the response.  A member asked about the 

completion of the new Audience Council Protocol and members were advised that Trust approval 

was imminent and the new protocol would be distributed in 2011. 

 

Items carried over: no action was required for other items carried over at this time. 

 

The Trustee reminded members about future guests for the January 2011 business meeting. Mark 

Thompson, BBC Director-General would attend the dinner. Roger Mosey, Director London 2012; 

Lucy Adams, Director Business Operations and Craig Henderson, Head of Programming English 

Regions would attend the meeting. 

 

No items were raised for Any Other Business. 

 

3. Briefing Session 1: Ben Stephenson, Controller Drama Commissioning 

Controller Drama Commissioning gave a presentation on the role and remit of BBC Drama 

Commissioning. A DVD of the 2010 autumn/winter launch gave members a sense of the range and 

diversity of BBC drama content. 

 

Controller Drama Commissioning said that across the breadth of BBC drama there was an 

imperative to portray the scope of human life experience and location, whether that be urban, rural 

or coastal, to reflect diversity and show more of the country.  

 

Members noted that drama commissioning aimed to create the optimum environment for writers to 

bring their best pieces of work to help contribute to the wider ambitions for diverse and authentic 

portrayal. The diversity of the writing community delivered a cross section of drama for audiences to 

enjoy. A wide range of regional accents gave authenticity and a sense of place.  

 

Members enquired about the proportion of independent and BBC in-house productions and were 

also interested in the potential impact on drama given the licence fee freeze. Controller Drama 

Commissioning explained that the paramount consideration was maintaining quality. The BBC was 

the biggest provider of drama in the UK and it was important for the BBC to maintain established 

series and create new ones to ensure all audiences were served. 

 

There was discussion about a recent episode of Accused which focused on the British Army in 

Afghanistan.  Controller Drama Commissioning explained that this was a fictional drama commenting 

on the human condition. There were compliance procedures in place and BBC Drama followed 

those while being careful about credibility and authenticity to produce programmes that audiences 

related to and wanted to watch.  
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A member asked when Channel Controllers were consulted in the commissioning process. 

Controller Drama Commissioning explained the procedure and also outlined the commissioning 

remit for Daytime drama and connections with BBC Radio drama.  

 

 

4. England Matters 

4.1 November Outreach: initial findings 

All outreach meetings had been completed. There were no comments on the initial summary report 

although an additional submission had been received by the South RAC from a home-tutoring group 

which would augment their findings. One member commented on outreach in Jersey using 

Democracy Live when there was no relevance to the Channel Islands specifically. Louise Hall said that 

the Isle of Man fared similarly. The final report would be available for discussion at the ACE meeting 

in January 2011. 

  

4.2 Audience Priorities for Audience Councils Day  

Wendy Andrews and Hannah Eyres would represent ACE at the Audience Councils Day on 15 

December 2010.  

 

There would be two sessions: 

 1. An update on the Strategy Review plus the impact of the Audience Councils on the Trust over 

the year 

 2. A short presentation from each Audience Council on shared issues.    

 

Members had received the draft papers which highlighted areas of concern for future audience 

priorities from England. They were asked to consider if these were the correct priorities and after 

discussion in smaller groups, the members agreed on the most important as: 

 the delivery of the citizenship purpose and exploration across the UK of moral, ethical 

and social questions   

 Local Radio and the importance of a rigorous assessment of the content sharing pilot 

 DAB and BBC One HD, and the impact of reduced or missing local and regional services 

on audiences  

 portrayal, and the importance of reflecting the range of diversity of the England 

population  

 better serving an ageing UK population; and  

 sharing the impact of the licence fee settlement fairly on audiences across the UK, 

including investment in technology and premises which are fit for purpose. 

 

A draft of the detailed priorities would be circulated by email along with statistics and powerpoint 

slides to support the script for the two ACE representatives.  

 

There was further discussion about the rationale for DAB. This was not purely a BBC issue but 

members considered that it was their responsibility to represent licence fee payers who could 

potentially receive a lesser service. It was agreed that further information on DAB would be sought 
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from the BBC as well as feedback from RAC members, to help inform ACE advice to the Trust from 

a listener perspective. 

  

5. Reports 

5.1 Controller English Regions’ Report  

Controller English Region’s report was received. Members agreed to forward any matters arising by 

email. 

 

6. Briefing Session 2: Cheryl Taylor, Controller Comedy Commissioning and Janet 

Shaw, Senior Investment & Business Manager, Comedy 

Controller Comedy Commissioning and Senior Investment and Business Manager, Comedy gave a 

presentation on the comedy commissioning process and the thinking for future comedy 

development.  

 

Members noted that work on authentic portrayal was important to ensure that a range of voices and 

talent were represented. Other key priorities were lower cost projects, identifying new talent, 

encouraging international co-productions, delivering flexibility in deal terms with indies, allowing 

producer recoupment from sales, funding pilots so that set-up and development costs were outside 

the series price, and commissioning a greater volume to give stability. There was also a need to 

ensure returning series. 

 

Showreels of both BBC One and BBC Two comedy were shown including forthcoming new 

commissions and familiar programmes. Members asked about the audience demographics for 

comedy on BBC One across the country. The ambition was to deliver a range of new approaches 

with a more diverse offering, in both tone and portrayal.   

 

One aspect of BBC Two development would be to originate more shows that worked as 

entertainment engines as Miranda had done, with its iconic, physical humour.  Variety and attention 

to reputation were also development imperatives. Asked how long it took for an idea to reach the 

screen, Controller Comedy Commissioning said that the development process could take up to two 

years but more commonly one year.  

 

A member asked when and how the decision was made to move a successful BBC Two show to 

BBC One. Such a decision involved discussions with Channel Controllers and sometimes the 

Director of Programmes.   

 

 7. Briefing Session 3: Danny Cohen, Controller BBC One 

Controller BBC One gave a presentation outlining his ambitions for the channel.  A BBC One 

showreel profiled the broad range of high quality drama, entertainment, factual programming, 

journalism, news and events that described the channel characteristics.  

 

The Trustee noted matters of importance to ACE which included BBC One and HD; sports 

scheduling on BBC One and BBC Two; regional programmes on the network; drama between 7pm 

and 9pm; and diversity.   
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A member asked for there to be greater awareness of the rest of England outside of the South East 

and London. Controller BBC One was conscious of this factor, particularly in drama, and said that 

BBC One would work to give a better sense of the BBC reflecting the wider UK. Members 

emphasised that this was not just about geographical location but also about wider life experiences 

and different communities of interest.  

 

The Impact Fund had produced some strong content from across England and there was a hope 

from members that this could continue and build.  Controller BBC One acknowledged that the 

6.30pm regional news programmes often gained the highest programme rating and this had been 

noted in this context.  

 

There was discussion about the movement of major sporting events from BBC Two to BBC One.  

Members explained that this was particularly evident during Wimbledon fortnight and had in some 

instances impacted on the regional news at 6.30pm. This had caused confusion for some licence fee 

payers about where to find the regional news and was also linked to current concerns about the 

impact of HD on regional news in England. This remained a worry although there was recognition 

that it was better for the majority to follow major events on BBC One.    

 

There was discussion about the judgement that was required to move a successful programme from 

BBC Two or BBC Three to BBC One. Looking ahead to ‘connected TV’ (ie combining online and 

TV), channel branding would remain important.  

 

Members were updated on the BBC’s audibility work, for which Controller, BBC One was the 

sponsor.  

 

A member raised a final point about trails on BBC Three using the terms ‘now’ and ‘next’ 

incorrectly. It was agreed to address the matter.       

 

8. Trust Business 

8.1 Distinctiveness; Alison Gold, Chief Adviser Performance, BBC Trust  

Distinctiveness had been a consistent feature of the Trust’s service reviews since the BBC Online 

review which stated ‘more needs to be done to ensure that all parts of bbc.co.uk are distinctive’.  

 

Service Reviews where distinctiveness had been key included Radio 1, where the Trust noted that 

‘we have found that Radio 1 is distinctive in terms of the amount of new music it plays’ and Radio 2 

which noted that ‘this success means there is an opportunity to use the station’s scale and influence 

to take more creative risks and be more distinctive, particularly in day time, even though this more 

ambitious approach carries with it the risk that audience numbers could fall. This means, for 

example, refreshing comedy and arts programming and integrating some of this distinctive content 

into the peak-time schedule’. 

 

In the Television review the Trust noted ‘we have...found some areas where both channels can 

improve, in particular to provide the distinctive offering that audiences expect from the BBC. BBC 

One needs to harness its scale and size by being more ambitious and taking more creative risks in 

peak time. BBC Two should ensure it provides something which audiences recognise and being 

manifestly different from BBC One, even at the risk that BBC Two’s reach may fall’.   

 

The Trust defined distinctiveness as being similar to quality but not the same as market impact. Four 

values underpinned distinctiveness: 

 High editorial standards 
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 Creative and editorial ambition 

 Range and depth 

 UK focussed content and indigenous talent 

 

Distinctiveness was central to the BBC’s new strategic objectives within the Putting Quality First 

conclusions. These were: 

 Increasing the distinctiveness and quality of its output 

 Improving the value for money provided to licence fee payers 

 Setting new standards of openness and transparency 

 Doing more to serve all audiences 

 

Future work to address distinctiveness in 2011 would include the service reviews for Five Live, the 

BBC News channel and English Local Radio in addition to assessing BBC performance against the 

Putting Quality First strategic objectives. 

 

Members discussed the definition of distinctiveness, which they considered was not about being 

something to everyone; a key characteristic was creative ambition. One member said that fresh and 

new versus distinctiveness versus quality versus value for money meant different things to different 

people. The overarching message of the four aspects of distinctiveness needed to be well 

communicated to licence fee payers. 

 

Members were reminded that the final Strategy Review would be published on 14 December and 

were encouraged to feed back any views from their networks.  

 

 

8.2 Performance Report, April – September 2010 

Members were asked for their feedback on the layout and structure of the report. Generally 

members agreed that it was useful and delivered clarity on the Nations which helped to think 

through issues relating to England. There was a view that a slightly shorter review would be useful 

but it was helpful to have the metrics for the other Nations for comparison. All agreed that it would 

be helpful to have an introductory summary/headlines slide. 

  

 

9. Burning Issues  

Two issues were raised by the West RAC.  

1. West RAC members would have liked a stronger stance in the letter detailing the Licence 

Fee Settlement, setting out the value for money measures already initiated, although there 

was recognition that this had been a complex situation.  In separate comments, South RAC 

had also given feedback on the Licence Fee Settlement which they considered gave stability to 

the BBC. Their view was that the BBC should get on with producing quality programmes on 

the available budget. The potential S4C costs raised some concerns. The views of both RACs 

were noted. 

2. West RAC expressed concern about the potential deterioration of science-based weather 

presentation and the maintenance of quality weather reports, should BBC Weather 

Forecasting lose trained meteorologist presenters such as Rob McElwee and Phil Avery. It 

was agreed to ask for a response from Liz Howell, BBC Weather Service Editor.  
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10. Any other business 

No issues were raised. 

 

Members agreed that it was very useful to hear from members of the BBC Executive at London 

strategy meetings as their presentations contributed to a broader understanding of matters.   

 

The Trustee thanked ACE members and the England accountability staff for their hard work during 

2010. 

 

Details of next meeting: 

Monday 24 and Tuesday 25 January 2011, Malmaison Hotel and BBC Mailbox, Birmingham 


