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AUDIENCE COUNCIL ENGLAND 

BBC Birmingham, Tuesday 11 October 2011 

Present 

Alison Hastings   Chair 

Christine Fanthome  Chair, London 

Wendy Andrews  Chair, East 

Felicity Harvest   representing South East RAC 

Stuart Paterson   Chair, West 

Bruce Thomas   Chair, North West RAC 

Thelma Holland   Chair, South West RAC 

Sarah Ralph   representing South RAC 

Veronica Alvarez  representing North East & Cumbria RAC 

Belinda Channer   Chair, West Midlands 

Steve Marshall   Chair, Yorks & Lincs 

Ian Palmer   Chair, Yorkshire  

Phillippa Denton   Chair, East Midlands 

 

Apologies 

Jill Hogan   Chair, South East 

Hannah Eyres   Chair, North East & Cumbria 

 

Trust Unit 

Louise Hall   Head of Governance & Accountability England 

Lydia Thomas   Accountability Adviser, England  

Frances Bryant   Public Accountability Manager South, South West, West 

Sukhi Nagra   Accountability Assistant, England 

 

BBC 

Craig Henderson   Head of Programmes, English Regions (item 3.3 only) 

Aaqil Ahmed   Head of Religion & Ethics (item 5 only) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2 
 

1. Announcements 

The Trustee welcomed Felicity Harvest representing South East RAC, Sarah Ralph representing 

South RAC and Veronica Alvarez representing North East & Cumbria RAC.  

 

The Trustee said that the 10 October dinner discussion with Controller English Regions had 

been very useful.   

 

2. Minutes of previous meeting and matters arising 

2.1 Referring to item 3.1, England matters a member asked for further guidance on 

engagement with politicians. Members were advised to be in listening mode when in contact 

with public figures and to bring the views expressed back to ACE meetings. There was no 

expectation that members should have official meetings with politicians or public figures on 

behalf of ACE.  

 

Referring to item 7.1, BBC News & Parliament Channels: Joint Audience Councils’ submission, 

a member asked if the report was to be signed off. Head of Governance & Accountability 

England said that following concerns raised by members of the ACE working party, some 

approved changes had been made to the Joint Audience Councils’ submission. It was agreed 

that the ACE submission would be published separately on the ACE website.   

 

The Trustee planned to talk about the process of joint audience council submissions with the 

national Trustees at the forthcoming Audience Councils Committee, as a similar approach was 

required across all four councils.  Head of Governance was keen to undertake joint 

submissions where appropriate. The Trustee agreed that the proposal to have common  

format and approach for joint submissions was the way forward, and thanked members for 

their work. 

 

Referring to item 4, a member asked if the proposed amendments to DAB and EPG would be 

circulated. Head of Governance & Accountability England would forward this information upon 

completion.  

 

Another member asked about a point from the July and September ACE meetings that had not 

been minuted, 3D coverage.  Head of Governance & Accountability England would progress 

and circulate the minutes to members for offline approval.  

 

With that one addition, the minutes for September were then approved.   

 

2.2. Matters arising 

All action points had been completed.   

 

No action was required for other items carried over at this time. 
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The Trustee reminded members about the plans for the 6 December 2011 strategy meeting 

which would be held in London, preceded by a tour around the new Broadcasting House. Head 

of Governance & Accountability would be in touch to confirm attendees and arrangements.   

 

One Burning Issue was raised concerning BBC regional news coverage of the August 2011 

riots. South West RAC members considered that much of the coverage was negative where in 

fact there had been many positive examples of both young people and people from black and 

ethnic minorities helping in their communities. The point about a general lack of positive role 

models for young people across wider BBC output was reiterated. West Midlands RAC 

members had raised similar concerns. The feedback would be forwarded to Controller 

English Regions.  Head of Governance & Accountability also invited members to forward any 

further comments on the August riots.  

 

Another member noted the inappropriate comments made by David Starkey on Newsnight.  

The Trustee advised members that this matter had been discussed at a subsequent Trust 

meeting.  

 

A further Burning Issue was raised by Chair West Midlands who reported that West Midlands 

RAC had asked for clarification about the future role of RACs with members wanting more 

meetings to maintain engagement across the year.    

 

No matters were raised under Any Other Business.  

 

3. Reports 

3.1 National Trustee: Trust Meetings & ACE reports 

The Trust minutes for 19 May 2011, 23 June 2011 and 7 July 2011 along with a summary of the 

21 July 2011 Trust meeting were received.  The minutes for 21 July 2011 would be published 

on or after 13 October 2011. 

 

The Trustee invited comments.  

 

A member noted that all sets of minutes referred to the Trust Governance Review published 

in July 2011, and specifically noted references to the use of the Audience Councils. The 

member asked if there were any implications for the Audience Councils. The Trustee explained 

the background to the Trust Governance Review and said that references to the Audience 

Councils were about using them more effectively.  

 

3.2 Head of Governance & Accountability England Report 

Members were informed about the BBC Local Radio and BBC Asian Network service reviews 

which had launched simultaneously on 6 October. All BBC Local Radio stations were running 

trails about the consultation and to date there had been a good response with 647 submissions 

concerning BBC Local Radio and 455 concerning the Delivering Quality First consultation, many 

of which referred to the BBC Local Radio proposals.  
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Members were updated on the Joint Audience Councils conference and a member expressed 

the view that England was under-represented at such joint events. The Trustee shared 

members’ concern about numbers attending and the subsequent costs.  

 

Members were informed about the forthcoming Audience Councils Day on 18 January 2012, 

when the Trust received the audience priorities for the coming year. No more than three 

members would represent each audience council. Chair West Midlands, Chair East Midlands  

and Chair West (to be confirmed) would represent ACE. 

 

Members were asked to note the amended date for the first ACE meeting of 2012 which was 

confirmed as 6/7 February.  

 

Head of Governance & Accountability England informed members about the Trust Audience 

Engagement strategy noting that the Audience Councils Committee(ACC) had been 

considering the matter and had concluded that most of the face- to- face activity should be 

delivered through the audience councils. A member asked if this was a shift in position and 

Head of Governance & Accountability England explained that this clarified the Trust position 

on the audience engagement work undertaken by the audience councils.   

 

 

3.3 Craig Henderson, Head of Programmes, English Regions 

Head of Programmes English Regions informed members about the Delivering Quality First 

proposals for regional current affairs and non-news programmes in England which included;  

 A 40 per cent cut to the current affairs budget 

 An estimated loss of 40 from 99 posts 

 Shared content across bigger regions 

 An estimated sharing of 5 to 7 regions (Plymouth and Bristol; London and South East; 

East and West Midlands; Manchester and Leeds; Newcastle; Southampton; East) 

 

A current affairs presence would be sustained in 11 regions, with shared regions for the 

output. Further multi-skilling opportunities would be sought and there would be closer 

integration with the newsroom, in addition to building in some informed estimates or 

agreements on inward investment.   

 

In the context of English Regions, current affairs performed strongly on BBC One with high AIs 

in particular in the Midlands and North. Head of Programmes advised members that this was in 

the context of broader market failure as ITV’s current affairs content had been reduced to 

zero hours from 1.5 hours per week and there was pressure on local newspapers and original 

journalism alongside the regionalisation of commercial radio. In this context BBC current affairs 

output consistently delivered the outstanding journalism in a region.  
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A member said that there were interesting geographical divisions and Head of Programmes, 

English Regions said that Inside Out was particularly appreciated in the North by those viewers 

who opted to watch the programme instead of Coronation Street.  The Trustee asked for 

confirmation of the date from which ITV was released from its current affairs obligation by 

Ofcom.  

 

Head of Programmes commented on the network investment into English Regions which had 

been consistent over five years and noted that series 19 of Inside Out had performed strongly.  

 

A member asked about the wording in the DQF consultation which gave the impression that 

the stronger elements of journalism would be saved. Head of Programmes said that the 

consultation inferred that if journalism in a shared area concentrated on the top news items, 

the features would contain stronger journalism.  The member felt that this needed clarification 

as in his view the document gave a misleading impression.  

 

There was discussion about the impact on BBC regional news following ITV’s move to shared 

regional content from the year 2006 onwards. The Trustee said that the BBC would not be 

sharing the 6.30 regional news programmes, but would be sharing regional current affairs.  A 

member said that in the past ITV had different current affairs programmes in different regions 

and had subsequently combined regions with little in common.  Audience figures were 

requested for the combined East and West Midlands programmes, compared with the figures 

for the separate broadcasts.    

 

Independent production companies provided 25 per cent of non-news programmes to English 

Regions; regular indie advice sessions were proving popular. A DVD of Hidden Painting, which 

had been made with an indie was shown and Head of Programmes welcomed members’ 

feedback on the series which had been delivered in partnership with the Public Catalogue 

Foundation. The series had performed well on BBC Four. A member commented on the 

quality of research for the series, expressing the view that the title was misleading as only one 

painting was genuinely not accessible and it was agreed to forward the RAC summaries of 

Hidden Paintings to Head of Programmes. Head of Programmes offered to review  

the episode.  

 

Head of Programmes informed members about a new political programme, Sunday Politics, 

which would start in January 2012, presented by Andrew Neil. Late Kick Off would also return 

in 2012. There would be 12 Olympic Dreams programmes on BBC One at 7.30pm alongside a 

half hour special to celebrate the Olympic Torch arriving in different regions. Post DQF there 

was an ambition to continue to deliver a range of programmes. The Trustee asked if the 

changing remit for BBC Four affected commissioning. Head of Programmes believed there 

were still opportunities for factual and arts programmes on the channel.  
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A member asked if there was a risk of weakening journalistic rigour as a result of DQF through  

less local community connectivity and knowledge.  Head of Programmes said that English 

Regions could call on local newsrooms for such contacts.  

 

A member questioned the validity of the proposed shared regional combinations, expressing 

the view that there were some ‘crazy pairings’.  

 

4. Programme & Service Review 

        4.1  Local Radio Audience Engagement: draft ACE report 

Members were thanked for their comments on the draft report which focused on aspects of 

BBC Local Radio including supporting citizenship, participation and coverage of arts and 

culture. 

 

The Trustee noted a desire for more robust questioning of decision makers in the context of 

citizenship. A member agreed that it was essential to hold local people to account, particularly 

given the market failure of many local newspapers leaving BBC Local Radio as the only place 

where this could happen regularly.    

 

In the context of arts and culture there was a wish for more strands. A member stressed the 

importance of informed research and noted that while there had been some good coverage of 

arts and culture, more subtlety was required alongside a greater understanding of the subject 

from presenters to inform better questioning and enquiry. 

 

Age continued to be an issue, with the target audience being set at 50 and over. The Trustee 

explained the commercial impact related to the stated target audience and said that the ACE 

submission could query this requirement. 

 

A member said that there was a risk that more local radio sharing might mean less air-time for 

local voices, particularly for local charities and community initiatives. This could mean that 

issues would not be picked up nationally and in a crowded schedule the range of voices could 

be reduced or lost entirely, with communities being disenfranchised.  

 

The Council then approved the Local Radio Audience Engagement report; this would now 

form the basis of the ACE formal submission to the Trust on the BBC Local Radio Service 

Licence Review. The Trustee further noted that ACE would draw on some elements of this 

report to use as wider evidence for the Delivering Quality First submission.   

 

 Head of Governance & Accountability England would also draft a provisional ACE position on 

 DQF, following discussion under item 7.1. 

 

 The Trustee asked about the November RAC engagement activity. Head of Governance & 

 Accountability England said that there would be workshop sessions in November, focused on 

 the Delivering Quality First consultation.  
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RAC members would be invited to use their local  networks to seek out wider audience 

views on the consultation questions in preparation  for the workshops which would be for 

RAC members only, as guided by the Audience  Councils Committee. 

 

 4.2  BBC Asian Network Service Review: update  

 The Trustee invited Chair Yorkshire to update members in his capacity as chair of the ACE 

 Consultation Group for the review. A round table discussion for audience council members 

 from the nations would take place on 21 October, followed by the hosting of a telephone 

 conference call on either 8 or 9 November for the members of the ACE Consultation Group 

 to comment on the six consultation questions. A draft submission would be prepared for 

 approval at the 6 December ACE meeting. It was agreed that the names of the consultation 

 group members would be circulated in the weekly email.    

 

 4.3  Regional TV programmes: Arts & Culture; 10.25pm Regional News Bulletins 

 Members were thanked for their feedback and the Trustee invited comments. A member said 

 that the geographical area covered by the 10.25pm regional news was too large. The Trustee 

 asked if Heads of Regional & Local Programmes (HRLPs) had been present at the discussion  

 and members confirmed this was the case. The Trustee said that it was most valuable for the 

 HRLPs to hear such feedback.  

  

5. Aaqil Ahmed, Commissioning Editor Religion and Head of Religion & Ethics 

Commissioning Editor Religion and Head of Religion & Ethics described his role as 

commissioning editor for BBC religious television within the BBC Knowledge division, 

commissioning 160 to 170 hours of TV content per annum from both in-house and indies; and 

leading the in-house Religion and Ethics department based at BBC North which provided 

content across BBC TV, radio and online.   In the past the roles had been served by two 

people but the new combined role was more strategic, and the obligations of the quota system 

ensured fairness and balance.  

 

Commissioning Editor Religion and Head of Religion & Ethics had responsibility for over 200 

hours of religion on TV, including programmes such as Songs of Praise, Sunday Morning Live and 

The Big Question for BBC One. He noted that the five main faith festivals were covered on BBC 

One including Diwali, Ramadan and the Jewish New Year; and he had introduced Vaisakhi 

which had not previously been marked.  BBC Two programmes tended to focus on more 

detailed content such as Island Parish, The Bible’s Buried Secrets and Seven Wonders of Buddhism.  

Some 600 hours of network radio were commissioned each year including Thought for the Day, 

Good Morning Sunday with Aled Jones and The Moral Maze. Content was also commissioned from 

the Nations and English Regions.  

 

There was an ambition to deliver quality programmes which also felt fresh and new, often 

combining a historical perspective while relating matters to contemporary issues.  The Life of 

Mohammed was noted in this context.  
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A member asked about the connection to the public purpose of Bringing the UK to the world and 

the world to the UK, and also about the potential impact of Delivering Quality First on the 

audience. Commissioning Editor Religion and Head of Religion and Ethics said that BBC 

Religion & Ethics was not losing a huge amount, although the final decision rested on the 

outcome of the DQF consultation.  

 

Members asked about the difference between current affairs and ethics content; how much 

space was given to humanism and secular beliefs; and how such decisions were made. A 

member also asked about Songs of Praise and whether it would offer more diverse content in 

the future as Pause for Thought did. Commissioning Editor Religion and Head of Religion & 

Ethics explained that Songs of Praise was targeted at a particular audience and this would remain 

the case. Other programmes had been expanded to include other aspects of belief such as 

Thought for the Day and Pause for Thought.  

 

The presentation concluded with a DVD showcasing the range of output from BBC Religion 

and Ethics.  

 

6. England Matters 

6.1 Digital Switchover (standing item) 

The Trustee invited comments on the latest phase of digital switchover in England. In the East 

there had been some regional issues related to retuning, pixilation and picture freezing; similar 

concerns were reported in the West Midlands and the East Midlands.  An update from 

Digital UK would be requested, to include preparations for the London switchover.    

 

 

7. Trust Business 

7.1 Joint Audience Councils Conference: Public Purposes discussion 

The purpose of the conference was to look at the purpose remits to determine whether they 

remained fit for purpose. 

 

Head of Governance & Accountability England noted the two agreed questions from ACE to 

the Chairman and further summarised the main points for discussion of the public purpose 

Bringing the UK to the world and the world to the UK, on which ACE members would lead.  There 

were four headings: 

 High approval among our audience networks for BBC News 

 Focus on improving current performance rather than a major strategic shift 

 Role of the BBC World Service 

 A broader approach, making better use of BBC resources 

 

The Trustee invited comments. A member said that there was excellent material on the BBC 

World Service which the daytime English audience rarely heard, including coverage of global 

matters which may be relevant to BBC Asian Network programming.  The Trustee agreed this 

was a valid point that should be raised at the conference.  
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There was some discussion about the variations in accent across international coverage.  

Another member commented on the non-sport documentary coverage linked to the World 

Cup and the Olympics which informed the audience about background stories to such 

milestone events and illuminated other aspects of world affairs. It was suggested that a style of 

programme in the format of From Our Own Correspondent  across a range of services, including 

television, might be of value. A member said that it was clear from ACE discussions during the 

BBC News & Parliament Service Review that while such suggestions were commendable, they 

were likely to be too expensive for the BBC in the current context of Delivering Quality First.  

 

The Trustee said that a question could be asked about what international current affairs would 

be in the future. Members discussed the meaning of giving insight into ways people lived in 

other countries through the range of BBC services. 

 

In the context of the fourth bulletpoint 4, it was agreed this should encompass the wider BBC 

portfolio including drama, children’s and factual content. 

 

 

7.2 Consulting on Delivering Quality First 

 The ACE submission would focus on four or five bullet points substantiated by fact-based 

evidence.  The Trustee invited feedback on comments from RAC members and suggested that 

the response be over-arching while highlighting local differences.  The following comments 

were noted. 

 

There was concern about the 25 per cent cuts to BBC London, the potential sharing across 

BBC Local Radio, the closure of BBC White City and the loss of jobs in the London area 

coming on top of the impact of the move to BBC North.  There had also been a big drop in 

sports programming from 21.5 hours per week to four hours, meaning that programmes such 

as the London Youth Games would be lost. 

 

The 20 per cent cuts to BBC Merseyside were thought to be disproportionate. RAC members 

wanted to understand the rationale and asked why the Proms were being protected. Callers to 

BBC Merseyside had argued how important local radio was to them. 

 

The Trustee explained that certain content such as the Proms and Children’s was ring-fenced, 

as the BBC Executive had chosen to protect these services along with BBC Parliament and 

BBC Alba. 

 

There were questions about the impact of sharing for Local Radio; how might local people hold 

public figures to account which remained key, when local context was only relevant in the 

morning or during drive time?  Also raised were the implications for the Channel Islands in the 

context of shared content on BBC Local Radio. It was agreed to find out more on this 

particular matter.  

 



 

10 
 

The budget cuts were regrettable but understandable; however the impact on English Regions 

seemed harsh when compared with BBC Radio 4.  There was also concern about the provision 

of local sports coverage, specifically that there would be commentary for home matches only 

and not away games.   

 

The question was raised about how fair and proportionate the cuts were when looking across 

the England model, as some stations were better funded while BBC Birmingham was being 

decimated compared with other regional centres.  It was noted that there were six million 

licence fee payers in the West Midlands and BBC Birmingham had a heritage which the 

audience associated with the centre.  It was agreed to comment on the proposals BBC 

Birmingham from a strategic perspective. 

 

The Trustee said that such decisions under DQF were operational and for the BBC Executive 

to determine.  The decision on BBC North was different as there was a commitment to move 

jobs out of London. 

 

A member asked if the proposals had been diversity impact assessed, as moving production to 

less diverse areas would have an impact.  In London, 28 per cent of staff were from diverse 

backgrounds and they tended to work in the more vulnerable areas of production. Another 

member said that it was important that good quality repeats should fill the daytime schedule. 

The Trustee said that the intention was to show landmark programmes which would deliver a 

more varied range of content, including more current affairs and documentary programming.    

 

Head of Governance & Accountability England said that the intention was to draft an 

information sheet to give more context.  

 

There were questions about the consultation itself, specifically whether there was enough 

detail to enable the public to respond meaningfully; and about the potential for confusion 

between the DQF consultation and those for BBC Local Radio and the BBC Asian Network.  

The Trustee would pass this concern on to the Trust.  

 

A member said that the document was not fit for purpose as a public consultation as it would 

be very difficult to formulate answers. Other concerns included a self-fulfilling prophecy; if the 

consequences of efficiency and productivity gains were not realised, what would then happen?    

On the intention to reduce Inside Out to between five and seven regions, this was likely to slip 

to five only; the series seemed vulnerable.   

 

The Trustee summarised the following key areas of concern: 

 BBC Local Radio and sharing; and the all-England programme 

 Sports coverage 

 Diverse and distinctive music content 

 Ethnic minority programmes 
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 The need to understand more about the cuts to Local Radio and the lack of cuts to 

Radio 4, by referring back to the Putting Quality First proposals  

 Posing the question about ensuring a fair deal for all audiences 

 The shared concern for Inside Out, and the request for factual details including figures 

for the Panorama audience 

 The long term impact of moving production from areas of high diversity to areas of low 

diversity, leading to the potential for a smaller talent pool in the future. It was important 

to ascertain whether such considerations had been factored into the wider strategy 

under DQF.   

 

Members also noted that regional TV was unlikely to move onto HD in the foreseeable future. 

The Trustee said that while welcoming the fact that this was being addressed. it was imperative 

that a solution was found. 

 

One member raised network issues with DQF including the proposed cutback on Business and 

Science which seemed very short-sighted; he would forward the precise references from the 

DQF consultation document.  

 

Members said that coverage of arts, science and culture were core BBC aims and any reduction 

would seem to contradict part of the BBC remit for distinctiveness and education. As the 

consultation was not specific on entertainment or sports rights, it was hard to form a view. 

 

A member asked about the process for further discussion with RACs. Head of Governance & 

Accountability explained that the November RAC engagement would focus on workshop 

discussions of DQF with RAC members, as guided by the Audience Councils Committee. 

Following a discussion on the November engagement process, it was agreed that four or five 

issues would be highlighted for RAC members to consider and discuss with their wider 

networks, before joining with their fellow members at the November workshops.  

 

A question was asked about the future for the RACs. The Trustee said that the RACs were 

not included in the BBC Charter; it was agreed to clarify the Trust statement about making 

fuller use of the Audience Councils.   

   

 

8. Burning Issues 

Two further matters were raised. Members in the South East had not received feedback about 

use of the word ‘reform’. Head of Governance & Accountability England would check on this 

matter.  

 

On the BBC Radio Lancashire Service Licence commitment relating to 500 hours of content 

aimed at the local Asian population, Head of Governance & Accountability reminded members 

that this concern had been responded to via a Burning Issue request earlier in 2011.   
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No matters were raised under Any Other Business 

    

 

The meeting closed.  

 

Details of next meeting: 

Date: Tuesday, 6 December 2011. 

Venue:  Members to meet first at BBC Broadcasting House for a tour of the new BH building, 

followed by the ACE meeting at the Trust offices, Great Portland Street, London.  


