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AUDIENCE COUNCIL ENGLAND 

Minutes of meeting held on 13 October 2009,  

Peter Scott House, University of Birmingham 

 

IN ATTENDANCE: 

Alison Hastings   Chair 

Belinda Channer   Chair, West Midlands  

Christine Fanthome   Chair, London 

Clarke Willis    Chair, East 

Jill Hogan    Chair, South East 

Ajit Singh    representing Yorkshire RAC  

Phillippa Denton   Chair, East Midlands 

Rob Fryatt    Chair, South RAC 

Steve Marshall    Chair, Yorkshire & Lincolnshire 

Stuart Paterson   Chair, West 

Thelma Holland   Chair, South West 

Hannah Eyres    Chair, North East & Cumbria  

 

David Holdsworth   Controller English Regions (by phone, item 3.3 only) 

Alan Ross    Head of Technology English Regions 

Alix Pryde    Controller, BBC Distribution 

Graham Plumb    Head of Distribution Technology, BBC Distribution 

Steve Pollock Head of Audiences, BBC Trust  

Louise Hall    Head of Governance & Accountability England 

Lydia Thomas    Accountability Adviser, England 

Carol Cooke Public Accountability Manager, Yorkshire, Yorkshire & Lincolnshire, 

North East & Cumbria 

Russell Thomas    Accountability Assistant, England 

 

APOLOGIES 

Elizabeth Peacock   Chair, Yorkshire 

Taryn Rock    Chair, North West 

 

1.  Apologies and announcements 

Alison Hastings welcomed Ajit Singh standing in for Elizabeth Peacock and noted apologies from 

Taryn Rock.   
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Alison informed members that the ACE Appointments Panel had received two nominations for the 

South East RAC; both had been approved. She also noted that members would be travelling on to 

the BBC Drama Village immediately after the meeting and thanked all those who were then travelling 

on to Salford to attend the Joint Audience Councils’ Conference; she gave her apologies for the 

dinner in Salford.   

 

2. Minutes of previous meeting and matters arising 

2.1 There was a reiteration of an amendment to the minutes which was accepted: North West 

corrected to South West on page 2.    The minutes were then approved as a true record. 

 

2.2 Matters arising 

All action points had been completed.  

 

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

 

Alison reminded members about future guests, and noted that Jacky Brandreth, Director of Brand & 

Planning and a senior member of the Weather department would join the December meeting. 

 

No Burning Issues had been received. 

 

No items were raised for Any Other Business.  

 

3. Reports 

3.1 Trust Meetings 

The Trust Minutes for July had been tabled and Alison noted a further Trust meeting on 15 October 

where the Strategic Review would be a key issue.  She also reminded members about the partial 

upholding of two fair trading complaints against the BBC which had been noted in the 9 October 

Friday email.  She thanked Belinda Channer, Thelma Holland and Clarke Willis who had agreed to 

represent the Council at the forthcoming Audience Councils Day on 19 January 2010 in London. 

   

3.2 Head of Governance & Accountability, England 

The ACE workplan for 2009 to March 2010 was tabled. One date change was noted: the December 

2010 meeting would take place on 7 December 2010. It was also noted that the 12 May 2010 

meeting would take place on a Wednesday. Louise explained that she was waiting for the Trust draft 

work plan before populating the ACE workplan; the RAC dates could now be confirmed within the 

two week window for 2010.  

 

Alison said that she aimed to visit all RACs twice during her term of office and would advise 

members of her plans to visit forthcoming RAC meetings.  

 

The issues raised by members about itemised receipts for expenses as RAC Chairs had resulted in a 

proposal to use a Declaration of Interest form to record incidental expenses, to be submitted 

quarterly. This would ensure that an audit trail was recorded and that members would not be out of 

pocket.  
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Louise would inform members once the new system had been given approval by the BBC Trust 

Finance & Compliance Committee.  Travelling expenses would continue to be dealt with separately;  

there were no changes to the current system for travel claims.  

 

There was a brief discussion about the previous night’s dinner with Mark Thompson, BBC Director- 

General. Overall members had found Mark’s analysis impressive and had enjoyed the discussion. One 

member would have appreciated hearing more about his thoughts on the future, but others found 

the discussion informative, useful and a very positive step. It was felt that ACE members had 

appropriately reminded Mark that not everyone shared in automatic ownership and use of new 

technology, including young people. Members felt that the ACE role was being increasingly 

recognised by BBC management, were impressed by Mark’s character and considered him a 

charismatic and resilient leader, well able to steer the BBC through difficult times and crises with 

authority and confidence.   

 

3.3 Controller English Regions’ Report 

David Holdsworth joined the meeting by conference call from Manchester. He noted it had been a 

short time since the September ACE meeting and the priority remained Local Radio audiences. 

Detailed audience analysis was underway to help understand the decline in numbers in recent years. 

He asked if members had seen the Local Radio TV trails in their regions and noted that the Gillard 

Awards the previous week had flagged up much that was distinctive and of quality in terms of output 

from Local Radio across England.  

 

David reminded members that the new weekend television news bulletins would commence on 7 

and 8 November. He also informed members about the new Impact Fund, established to support 

landmark programmes that would have a positive impact on audience perception of localness on 

regional television.  

 

He was about to advertise for the 12 dedicated political reporter posts. A strand was also being built 

around meeting the Mayor in London, which he hoped to replicate in the major cities and shire 

counties. 

 

Alison noted that Local Radio was a ‘red alert’ issue which had been discussed at the dinner with 

Mark Thompson on the previous evening. She invited David to give his views on the state of play and 

asked where the audience councils might usefully contribute. 

 

David emphasised the need to distinguish the performance of Local Radio from the strategic wish to 

serve local audiences via TV, radio and online. He said that while Local Radio audiences had dropped 

from eight million to seven million, this was still a significant audience and there remained a high 

number of C2DE listeners for whom Local Radio was their primary contact with the BBC. While 

strategists in a time of crisis might focus on concerns around Local Radio, the English audience 

councils could help through giving an honest, frank assessment of what worked in Local Radio for 

audiences and what else could evolve.  

The audience was driven by the breakfast and mid-morning output and he was satisfied that the 40 

or more breakfast presenters were doing a strong job across England. 
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One member noted that Local Radio was largely aimed at older people who were a constantly 

expanding section of the audience, and took the view that a challenge for Local Radio was to 

maintain strong programmes with smaller resources.  One option might be to radically change 

presenters to refresh formats. The view was also expressed that Local Radio was not attracting a 

wider audience and the challenge to station managers was to ‘up their game’, particularly when 

reflecting local news and events 

 

David responded that audience demographics varied across the country. In considering future 

options, any retreat from Local Radio would place the BBC in the position of being a national 

broadcaster rather than a local one.  Such a decision would constitute a fundamental change of 

direction for the BBC.  

 

Members agreed that they would not wish to see the demise of Local Radio and wished to help by 

considering the challenges and contributing to the ongoing strategic discussion.  

 

Louise referred to past ACE discussions about the future of the BBC in the English Regions and 

asked members to reflect on whether the emphasis might now shift from the regional to the local. 

She also asked whether there was a debate to be had to explore whether the current regional-based 

model was outmoded. 

 

Alison said that this was a major topic.  It was important to understand the issues better and it was 

critical for ACE to provide feedback to ensure consideration of the audience perspective. It was 

agreed that Local Radio with related issues should be a key item for the December strategy meeting.  

 

3.4 Project England Report, Alan Ross, Head of Technology English Regions 

Alison welcomed Alan and invited him to give an update on Project England and the project 

portfolio. 

 

Alan talked members through his presentation (see Annex).  He explained that since 2008 there had 

been further constraints on BBC cash spend.   Plans had been adjusted, as the original budget had 

been cut by almost a third over four successive re-budgeting exercises.   

A new Chief Technology Officer had also been appointed, John Linwood, formerly of Yahoo.   

Plans for activity up to 2012 had ring-fenced funding, up to and including the Lancashire (Blackburn) 

project; not all had been approved.  The approvals process was very complex as different budgets 

had to be drawn together from FM&T (Future Media & Technology) and BBC Workplace.  Major 

projects pass through up to six approval boards; experience was demonstrating this could take a 

minimum of six months. 

The Scarborough premises were completed and were essential in the management of the BBC Radio 

York refurbishment, where design work and costing was taking place. Everyone was going to leave 

the station for 18 months and work out of BBC Leeds, Scarborough and a BBC bus.  Plans should be 

going back for approval this December.  
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The Plymouth new build had been delayed by three years due to the developer losing funding for 

part of the original development plan – a consequence of the sudden change in the property market; 

this meant that essential refurbishment had to be carried out on the existing building to keep 

services on air.  Other refurbishment projects were on the timeline but were still to be approved.  

Beyond 2017, the site causing most concern was Lincoln which was an old site and may need to 

come forward in the timeline. 

The oldest sites have analogue technology, which has been durable enough to last over twenty years; 

some parts would last the anticipated further five years until full refurbishment.  Some interim 

remediation work was required in these cases and this had now been done at BBC Hereford 

&Worcester and BBC Derby; this approach reduced but didn’t remove significant risk of failure. 

Additionally, the digital equipment installed in the fully refurbished sites would not last as long as its 

analogue predecessor,  so partial technology refresh would be needed before the oldest analogue 

sites had been refurbished. 

The Radioman replacement was a major investment, costing £5.5m; approval was awaited. The 

system was now ten years old and incompatible with the latest computer operating systems.  A pan-

BBC Journalism  procurement process for the replacement of 70 tapeless shoulder-held cameras 

was underway; these were up to eight years old and falling apart.  Newsroom cameras too needed 

replacing, with pilots installations successfully completed in Newcastle and Birmingham.      

The English Regions Technology team was accustomed to developing smarter ways of working using 

new technology, for example, resilience pods or self-contained apparatus rooms which could be 

temporarily installed as stand-alone facilities, sometimes in the site’s car park, to reduce cost and 

build times for a refurbishment project, making the work easier and less disruptive; the pods could 

also be used as emergency backup.   

A fleet of iCAVs – IP Content Acquisition Vehicle, which uses a satellite link to send video, audio, 

and stills – was proposed.  Each cost £100,000 to build compared with £300,000 for the usual 

satellite truck. The iCAV had been piloted in Yorkshire & Lincolnshire and there was also now one 

in Cambridge; the Nations were now interested in building iCAVs. 

Alan was also proud of VERV – a V-sat enabled reporter vehicle – which was currently being piloted. 

VERV would replace the simple radio reporter cars, used extensively across Local Radio and whose 

sending/receiving technology was obsolete; this ‘receiving infrastructure’ was a big issue across the 

BBC.  VERV worked by creating a mobile Wi-Fi hotspot so that data could be sent from any 

location; the kit cost of £20,000 was extremely competitive and the hope was to capitalise on some 

of these cutting edge technological developments. 

The final slide showed a total budget of £160m across the BBC’s FM&T portfolio, of which English 

Regions’ share for approved projects was £12m; there were £5m of other projects which were 

currently unfunded. 

Members were asked to give Alison or Louise any burning issues or instances of where outdated 

premises/technology were affecting audiences through an impact on services, to pass on to Alan. 
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4. England Matters 

4.1 Digital Switchover 

Alison noted that Granada would be the next region to switch, via the Winter Hill transmitter group 

with stage one on 4 November and stage two on 2 December, serving Liverpool, Manchester, 

Lancashire, Cheshire and North Staffordshire. No issues were reported.   

      

4.2 Half Year Reports 

Louise outlined a number of shared areas of concern from the Half Yearly Reports, excluding 

‘portrayal’ which was to be discussed at the Joint Audience Councils Conference with the Trust.  

 Strong regional programming; examples worthy of network transmission 

 Little ‘localness’ in large TV regions  

 Anticipated low impact of Plan B (Linear Enhancement) on audiences 

 Local Radio: monitoring of performance at RACs; outdated kit; declining audiences/future 

 Project England and impact on audiences through loss of service   

 Religious programming 

 Wimbledon scheduling against regional TV news 

 Digital matters including switchover and DAB; also defaulting to London news in Yorkshire & 

Lincolnshire 

 Questions around the impact of BBC North  

 Network Production outside London 

 Trust/Audience Council profile-raising 

 

In addition there were some ‘Burning issues’ which had been raised during the year: repeats being 

trailed as new programmes; BBC responses to audience complaints meriting more serious on-air 

consideration than on Points of View; and varying sound levels in programming and trails. 

Yorkshire & Lincolnshire RAC also continued to highlight the lack of a dedicated Inside Out and The 

Politics Show for their region. 

Alison thanked everyone for the helpful and informative summaries and for members’ hard work and 

focus on the September outreach and public engagement which had helped to further raise the 

profile of the Audience Councils. It was important for ACE members to give positive feedback to 

RACs to headline successes and productive outcomes, and make clear where the Audience Councils 

have made a difference. 

 

One member said that the recent outreach had been an amazing exercise for all council members 

involved, and wanted to be clear that the Trust and Executive valued the resulting feedback from 

audiences. With this in mind it was felt that more time and support was needed to help develop the 

skills of council members for such public engagement. Alison agreed that this was a shared concern 

and members were assured that future training considerations were actively being considered. 

 

Another member asked about the timetable for the Strategic Review and whether the audience 

perspective would be included. Alison said that she would report back to members on this matter 

following the forthcoming Trust meeting. 
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4.3 ACE Strategy Meeting: Feedback 

Alison reminded members that the December meeting in London would be the first full strategy 

meeting, as the September meeting had been a hybrid. She thanked members for their feedback and 

noted the importance of probing BBC Executives when they attended ACE meetings. It was agreed 

that ACE briefing notes were essential to help members in this regard 

 

5. Outreach Activity 

5.1 TV Services Review: September headlines 

Louise explained that all the raw data and reports were being co-ordinated into a final draft 

submission. This would be tabled as an agenda item at the 8 December meeting after which a formal 

submission from ACE would be delivered to the Trust. 

  

6. Trust Business 

6.1 Response to ACE submission on Radio2/6Music Review 

Louise said that she was awaiting a formal response to the ACE submission from the Trust. 

 

6.2 Background Noise briefing : Steve Pollock 

Alison formally welcomed Steve.  

 

Steve summarised his new role as Head of Audiences, noting that he would provide more detail 

during the morning session at the Joint Audience Councils Conference in Salford. His remit and 

responsibility covered both the Trust and the Audience Councils, including research, equality, 

diversity and line management of the Heads of Governance & Accountability in the four Nations.  

This broad remit was an opportunity to lead on the Trust perspective with the audience while also 

ensuring a strong alignment between the Trust and Audience Councils. 

 

Steve noted that in his previous role with the BBC, he had spent many years dealing with complaints. 

Background sound complaints were a perennial issue and would continue to be an issue, in his view, 

as the problem was between producers’ production values and the different responses of audience 

members, some of whom liked music over drama and some of whom found it overwhelming. 

Ultimately it remained a personal choice but there were measures that could help to alleviate the 

issue.  

 

BBC staff had attended a number of background sound workshops around the UK and these had 

resulted in a page on the BBC’s intranet site to sensitise producers to the background sound issues 

and audience sensibilities.  He also said that where programmes prompted complaints above a 

certain number, producers were informed that background noise was an issue and this had helped to 

secure changes in programmes ranging from The Chelsea Flower Show to The Olympics.  

 

It was possible that the problem might lie with the automatic default setting on each television, which 

could be adjusted. While this consumer information was the responsibility of the manufacturer and 

not the BBC, Steve felt that further research was required to explore this, and how information 

could be better communicated to audiences.  
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It was important to investigate all options to improve matters for the audience; there was also the 

potential for the BBC’s new Production Academy to address the matter.    

 

Members were interested to hear about the issues but said that one aspect was also to do with 

increased hearing loss as part of the ageing process, combined with an increased inability to filter out 

extraneous sound as people aged.  

 

Steve said that the key issue was that audience concerns were acknowledged and responded to.  

 

Members agreed that the subject would be raised at the November RAC meetings with feedback 

welcomed. 

 

6.3 Audience Council/Trust Seminar 14 October: ACE points 

Louise Hall tabled the Council’s script for the 14 October seminar and outlined the structure 

and format of the presentation. She reminded members that Doreen Baidoo would be joining the  

seminar as the RAC Diversity Champion. 

 

7. Alix Pryde, Controller BBC Distribution and Graham Plumb, Head of Distribution 

Technology  

Alison welcomed Alix Pryde and Graham Plumb.   

 

Alix and Graham took members through their presentation (see Annex).  

 

Alix referred to three horizons that the BBC Distribution team operated on: keeping the BBC on air 

today, finding audience-focused solutions for the problems of tomorrow, and advising BBC 

colleagues on future strategic development.   BBC Distribution was part of BBC Operations and its 

budget was about £200m per annum, or five per cent of the licence fee; this covered radio and TV 

transmission but excluded the internet distribution costs met by FM&T with whom she and her team 

had increasingly close collaboration, for example with the broadcast-IP hybrid Canvas project.  

For television, there were no distribution costs for cable; for satellite and DTT/analogue 

transmission, Astra and Arqiva were UK monopolies both adjudicated by the regulator Ofcom.    

The date for analogue radio switchoff has been put at 2015 in the government’s Digital Britain report. 

However the report provided for radio stations or populations (for example the Channel Islands) 

that were very small, to remain on analogue for the foreseeable future.  

The BBC was the largest single customer on DAB multiplexes (Digital Audio Broadcasting) because 

of English Local Radio.  Alix explained that BBC Distribution had taken up all slots available to BBC 

English Local Radio on local commercial DAB multiplexes. She presented a slide showing that two 

thirds of the English Local Radio stations now had a slot on a DAB multiplex and a further quarter 

had a slot on a multiplex that was due to launch.  The remaining ten per cent (ie Cumbria, Guernsey, 

Jersey and Suffolk) were in areas where no DAB multiplex had been advertised but BBC Distribution 

would continue to ensure that the interests of Local Radio were promoted.  



CONFIDENTIAL 

9 
 

The Local DAB slide showed Zone 3 which would not be commercially viable; there was a case here 

for public funding.   

In answer to questions on sound quality, Graham said that surveys showed that 80 per cent of 

people were happy with the sound quality on DAB; however this depended on the content.  Thanks 

to coding efficiencies, the DAB bit rate had been able to be reduced over the years without reducing  

On the comparative costs for radio transmission and listening via analogue versus digital radio, 

Graham explained that energy efficiency was becoming a more important factor.  With regard to 

transmission, energy consumption per service was comparable.  As for receivers, DAB radios 

consumed more energy than analogue ones, although they were improving.   

The Freeview national retune on 30 September was a pan-industry collaboration led by the BBC, 

which was required to deliver some important changes to the Freeview platform, including  

improvements such as making Channel Five universally available from switchover, and preparing the 

platform for the launch of HD channels.  Clarke Willis said that it had been a great process, with the 

reminders working well.   

Alix shared some audience research that had just been received. Eighty per cent of homes had 

successfully retuned, with more than nine million managing to retune on the day.  Unlike some 

others, the BBC popup reminder had been designed to be ‘smart’ and was only activated after 30 

September if a household hadn’t retuned.  The call centre had dealt with over 400,000 calls on the 

day and the website had also had a lot of traffic. 

On the imminent launch of Freeview HD, Alix explained that there were 18 million HD-ready TVs 

but only one in six was connected to an HD service (for example Sky, Freesat or Virgin).  Freeview 

HD would enable people to connect their HD-ready TVs to an HD service for a one-off cost of 

buying a receiver, with no subscription payable.  The separate receiver/box required would be  

marked with the ‘Freeview HD’ logo and not the two separate Freeview and HD logos; receivers 

would become available in shops from early 2010.  By the June 2010 World Cup, 50 per cent of 

viewers would have access to Freeview HD including the subscription-free HD: BBC HD, ITV1HD, 

and Channel 4HD.  

A further television retune would be required for 120,000 homes in Sheffield (Freeview) and 200 

homes in Harborne, Birmingham (analogue TV), in March 2010.    

8. Burning Issues 

There were no Burning Issues. 

 

9. Any other business 

No other matters were raised. 

 

Details of next meeting: 

Tuesday 8 December, BBC Trust offices, 180 Great Portland Street, London W1W 5QZ.   
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ANNEX - Presentations 

1tem 3.4  Technology Update – Alan Ross 

Item 7  Broadcast Distribution of the BBC’s Services in England – Alix Pryde 


