
 

 

AUDIENCE COUNCIL ENGLAND 
Minutes of meeting held on 17 March 2009 

Show Stoppers, TV Centre, London 

 

IN ATTENDANCE: 

 

Alison Hastings   Chair 

Annette Priestley   Chair, South 

Belinda Channer   Chair, West Midlands 

Christine Fanthome   Chair, London 

Clarke Willis    Chair, East 

Elizabeth Peacock   Chair, Yorkshire 

Graham Clarke   representing South West RAC 

Hannah Eyres    Chair, North East and Cumbria 

Jill Hogan    Chair Nominate, representing South East RAC 

Julie Panagarry    Chair, North West 

Phillippa Denton   Chair, East Midlands 

Steve Marshall    Chair Designate, Yorkshire & Lincolnshire 

Stuart Paterson   Chair, West 

Taryn Rock (observer)  Chair Nominate, North West RAC   

 

Chitra Bharucha (part)   Vice Chairman, BBC Trust 

Jon Plowman (part)   Executive Producer Comedy, BBC Vision 

Helen Boaden (part)   Director, News 

David Holdsworth (part)  Controller, English Regions 

Chris van Schaick (part)   Head of Radio Development, English Regions 

Gareth Tuck (part)   Senior Adviser, Trust Unit 

Lydia Thomas (observer/part)  Project Manager, BBC Wildlife Fund 

Louise Hall    Head of Governance & Accountability England 

Frances Bryant    Accountability Adviser, England 

 

APOLOGIES: 

Thelma Holland   Chair, South West    

Ted Wright    Chair, Yorkshire & Lincolnshire 

 

1. Apologies and announcements 

Alison Hastings welcomed everyone to the meeting including Chitra 

Bharucha, Vice Chairman of the BBC Trust, who was attending for the 

morning.  She thanked Steve Marshall, standing in for Ted Wright, and 

Graham Clarke, standing in for Thelma Holland.   

 

2. Minutes of previous meeting and matters arising 

2.1 The minutes were approved as a true record. 
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3. Reports 

3.1 Trust Meetings 

Alison highlighted the following areas: the continuing discussions of the Public 

Service Broadcasting Review and the Trust’s forthcoming response to 

Culture Secretary Andy Burnham on Digital Britain.  

 

3.2 Head of Governance and Accountability, England  

Members approved the draft Accountability Calendar, with the amendments 

noted below.  The year 2009-10 was a transitional period with seven ACE 

meetings, increasing to eight in 2010, and six RAC meetings (including two 

outreach).   

 

Suggestions were made for clarity’s sake, including arrows to indicate a two-

way process, and the Trust work plan.  An accompanying calendar with dates 

for coming year, when agreed, would be attached. 

 

There was concern about the gap between June and September for RACs; it 

was agreed that at the discretion of the Chair, a business meeting could take 

place before an outreach event.    

 

The need for an agreed deputy who could step in at ACE or RAC if required 

to do so was re-emphasised; this would remain an unofficial position.    

 

Should there be problems with moving the council recruitment campaign to 

the new year,  Chairs would be happy for new members to start later in the 

year (attending their first meeting in May). 

 

Accountability Review:  The Accountability Assistants outside Birmingham 

had chosen not to relocate to the Regional HQ and would therefore leave 

the team in mid-June. The PAMs had now been interviewed for retention and 

members would be informed about the outcome in due course. 

 

4. England Matters 

4.1 Delivering the Public Purposes in England 

The Public Purposes were clear and well laid out on the Trust website. The 

two Purposes of particular interest to the Council were the first – Sustaining 

citizenship and civil society and the fourth – Representing the UK, its nations, 

regions and communities.  However the definition of these two purposes was 

only concerned with journalism, with a brief reference to drama where the 

story raises issues of social concern.  It was felt that citizenship encompassed 

a much wider remit, and although citizenship was a relatively new concept 

within broadcasting (the term had been introduced in the 2003 

Communications Act to try and address young people’s lack of interest in 

politics and the parliamentary process),  it was hard to assess if the BBC was 

delivering this purpose. 
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Members discussed the broader issue of programme review using the 

Purposes and cited examples where programmes met them all but failed to 

engage; the Griff Rhys Jones series Losing It had achieved many of the 

Purposes but had not been well received by councils, while the Stephen Fry 

documentary,  The Secret Life of the Manic Depressive, was considered more 

successful; and the programme Joanna Lumley in the Land of the Northern Lights 

would not have scored high on the Purposes but was an entertaining and 

engaging programme.  It was important that the Purposes formed the basis of 

council discussions but it did not need to be the only focus. 

 

Members agreed there were wider issues and would continue the discussion 

with Director-General Mark Thompson later in the year; it could also be 

considered at a future ACE strategy meeting.  

 

4.2 ACE Annual Report 08/09 – for approval 

The draft Annual Report was presented; this reflected key issues raised 

across the year, the Audience Priorities presented to the Trust at the 

Audience Council Day in January, and the main points from the Chairs 

Introductions to the RAC Annual Reports. 

 

Members agreed the main points had been captured; amendments were 

suggested as follows:  

- an alternative to the word ‘normal’ (page 5: third para. of On-air 

portrayal) should be found. 

- the inclusion of concerns about Local Radio, with Radio York, falling 

off-air regularly. 

  - and a strengthening of the reference to Ross/Brand incident.  

 

Members were invited to make further comments up to the end of March, 

when the Report would be finalised for presenting to the Trust.  

 

The text would then be included in the BBC English Regions Annual Review 

which would have a more consistent appearance with the other nations’ 

Annual Reviews.  The Review would be sent to opinion formers and made 

available on line and in print form for the public. 

 

5. Programme Review - Comedy 

Alison Hastings welcomed Jon Plowman to the meeting and invited him to 

give an overview of comedy at the BBC.  

 

Comedy was one of the hardest genres on TV because it demanded an 

emotional reaction; it said ‘I’m going to make you laugh’.  It was more about 

surprise and character, rather than jokes; if you liked the characters when 

they appeared you had a good time, but if you didn’t like the characters, 

whatever they did would not make you laugh, and you switched over. 

 

 

 



 

 4 

Comedy often grew through word of mouth; The Office was first shown on 

BBC Two over the summer and had a small audience, but people began 

talking about it and the BBC repeated it three months later - the rest is 

history. 

 

The RACs had responded to the question ‘Is comedy alive and well at the 

BBC?’, with an overwhelming ‘yes’; and despite the recent editorial restraints 

it was refreshing to see that the BBC remained edgy.  It was felt there was 

little competition in this genre from Channel 4 or ITV.   

 

Panel shows such as Mock the Week and Have I got News for You? were still 

the bed rock of entertainment; people liked the mix that made them laugh 

but also entertained. Criticisms were around the lack of ethnic minority 

actors and comedians - people wanted more programmes such as Three Non-

Blondes; and radio comedy drew a mixed response with little beyond  

Radios 4 and 7.  BBC Three was praised with series such as Gavin and Stacey.  

Many members looked back to a golden era of comedy, with programmes 

like Morecambe and Wise and Fawlty Towers and wondered if this time would 

return. 

 

Jon explained why certain eras, for example the Not the Nine O’clock News 

era, would not be repeated;  the group of writers who came together then 

were now running their own independent companies and were competing 

against each other for commissions.  Comedy talent and writers were no 

longer available under one umbrella but Comic Relief was the one time 

viewers got a glimpse of all this talent coming together. 

 

Members asked how relevant the watershed was to comedy and how little 

there was for the younger audience.  Jon outlined some of the difficulties of 

writing pre-watershed comedy; because comedy worked best in an 

unrestricted environment, many writers had given up trying to work within 

the restrictions. 

 

6. Helen Boaden – Director, BBC News 

Alison welcomed Helen to her first Audience Council meeting and invited 

her to outline her new responsibilities with reference to England.   

 

The English regions had a great deal in common with network news, sharing 

the story-telling across its output.  She believed it was a real advantage for 

English regions to move to BBC News. The other nations had a wider 

network remit, and she considered the move a logical step and an exciting 

opportunity.   

 

Senior editors from the regions were spending time in London, which built 

confidence and developed a good understanding of how they could influence 

and contribute to the news agenda.  A good example, small but crucial, was 

the coverage given to the recent bad weather; this reflected stories beyond 
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London and for the first time BBC Local Radio was trailed in the middle of 

network news – this had had a huge impact locally.   

 

Looking ahead, not only would the change benefit each team but also the 

audience.  Regional news teams had links to their local communities and 

network news could learn from their insights.  Multi-skilling was another area 

where the regions led the way; the regions could learn from network news 

about multi-platform working – for example in some areas the regional online 

teams were not as integrated as they could be and this was a growth area.  

Audience research showed that for the first time the younger C2DE groups 

were now similar to other demographic groups in having their own i-phones, 

accessing information through online services. 

 

There were advantages for both English regions and BBC News, but most 

importantly an improvement for the audiences.   

 

Continuing concern was expressed about the lack of an England 

representative on the BBC Direction Group (BDG) when key strategic 

decisions were being taken.  Helen explained that the BDG was a big forum 

but many decisions, for example big budgetary decisions, were taken 

elsewhere and only ratified at BDG. 

 

With new meeting arrangements in place the Council hoped to have a strong 

voice for England, but members remained concerned about future decisions 

on the former BBC Local Video budget, and that England might lose out.  The 

battle for localness continued. 

 

Helen was confident that the plans going forward to the Trust responded to 

the challenge of filling the ‘localness gap’ in the Public Purposes.    

 

Referring to Helen’s title, members felt she should have a dual title which 

included ‘England’.  Helen stressed that success in the BBC was more about 

influence and tenacity than job titles; she believed it was important that the 

English councils continued to discuss their regions’ localness, looked at the 

output from the view of the target audience, and provided evidence when 

putting forward council views.   

 

The RACs’ impact in this area was very important.   

 

7. Controller English Regions 

7.1 Controller’s Report 

 David Holdsworth referred to the BBC/ITV partnership and Memorandum 

of Understanding (MoU).  While the MoU did not bind either party this was a 

step towards sustaining a pluralistic service.  Staff meetings to outline the 

partnership had elicited a range of responses.  It would be a huge cultural 

change for many staff, but having been part of the partnership discussions 

David believed it did not compromise the BBC, but would make the 

competition more intense. 
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Members asked if ITV had already moved out of a region, for example in the 

South West, might it move back to become more local.  David thought it was 

unlikely that ITV would reinvest; this partnership was an offer to hold their 

current position. 

 

The real challenge for the BBC was how they would operate with the current 

schedules.  It had been suggested that ITV pre-record their news or move 

their programme by half an hour.  The service to the audience was key; it 

was important they didn’t see the BBC regional offer diminished but that they 

saw the opportunity for choice.  The challenge for David’s team was to 

continue to deliver quality programming; material could be shared, but 

because of the treatment of the same story audiences would be able to 

differentiate between the services.  Channel 4 and ITN currently shared 

material, but their news offering was very different from each other’s.  

 

Members noted that ITV Local had closed down and remarked that having 

opposed the BBC Local Video proposal because of unfair competition, not 

one stakeholder had subsequently made any investment. 

 

On the matter of Local Radio Charitable Trusts a briefing paper was being 

drafted for the councils. Any charitable appeals on Radio were subject to 

legal and BBC compliance regulations.  

 

7.2 Review of Local Radio (presentation attached) 

Alison welcomed Chris van Schaick, Head of Radio Development, English 

Regions. 

 

David Holdsworth outlined the Local Radio brief, which was to provide a 

distinctive speech-based service to local communities, with a target audience 

aged 50 and over.  

 

Local Radio currently had an audience of 7.2 million, of which 2.7 million 

listen to no other BBC service.  However, one million listeners had been 

‘lost’ over the past decade. 

 

Chris gave his presentation. There were three stations that had suffered the 

greatest losses – Manchester, Solent and Leeds - and to a more limited 

extent, WM and Kent. Changing the name of a station, for example 

Manchester, was always a risk in an area with one of the toughest audiences 

to please.   Evolution served Local Radio better than revolution. 

 

Members recognised the challenge for Local Radio and the need to appeal to 

two very different groups, an audience moving into their 50s who were more 

active and possibly more demanding, while remaining relevant to the growing 

number of 80 year olds.  It was the stations’ responsibility to find the 

common thread.   
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Music on Local Radio caused the main division among council members with 

many preferring the commercial stations’ musical selection.  Chris explained 

that daytime output was driven by speech with music as a supporting act.  

Outside peak hours, there was a diverse selection of specialist music 

including the very successful partnership with Radio 1, BBC Introducing, 

offering opportunities for new local bands.   

  

One member was critical of the local travel service and contrasted it with 

Radio 2’s Sally-Traffic, which had a more dynamic service and sound.   

 

7.3 How Local should the BBC be? 

Local services were important to local communities, with Local Radio 

becoming the fourth emergency services during crises such as snow or 

flooding.  However ‘local’ meant different things to different people; people 

wanted something in their own area, a local connection. Even if the 

geographical area was large it was possible to be local, but no RAC was able 

to come up with a definitive answer to the question.  If too local, people can 

become alienated, but they also wanted to see their lives reflected by their 

local media.  

 

Members agreed it was important to find the shared community stories, 

those stories and information that had an impact on their area, that gave the 

audience a background and context they understood.  There was no single 

answer. 

 

8. Trust Business 

8.1 Children’s Service Review  

Alison welcomed Gareth Tuck who thanked the members for their 

submission to the Children’s Service Review; it had been very helpful and he 

was pleased to be given the opportunity to feed back to the Council. 

 

The submission had been used to inform how the Trust had approached 

quantitative analysis, to establish what were the widely felt views, and 

whether they reinforced messages coming from other sources. 

 

There was positive feedback about CBeebies, and the councils’ outreach 

provided information which dovetailed with other findings.  Equally CBBC 

was doing well, but the outreach drew attention to the fact that older 

children were not being served as well and this was reflected in the report. 

 

The Trust has made recommendations, for example enhancing the website, 

and more widespread commissioning across the nations, which were 

weaknesses highlighted by the councils’ outreach. A child friendly summary of 

the review was available a www.mybbcchildrens.co.uk/   

 

Gareth was grateful for the councils’ recommending the website; there had 

been over 2,000 hits to the site.   

 

http://www.mybbcchildrens.co.uk/
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One of the most useful sections of the Council’s submission had been the 

words and quotes from the children themselves; the charts were not so 

useful and were difficult to use within the context of the final report, but 

observations on a wider level and quotes gave authenticity. 

 

8.2 Generally Accepted Standards 

Audience Council Involvement:  The BBC Executive was currently 

undertaking research which would be presented to the Trust in early May. 

Dates for outreach needed to be agreed for second half of May; PAMs were 

looking at venues.  The detailed briefing for the events would not be available 

until nearer the time but it was suggested that these be small outreach 

events.  Where possible clips from programmes should be included to 

provide a focus for discussion and those taking part would be encouraged to 

give programme examples. 

 

9. Burning Issues 

A number of issues had been submitted, which would be recorded and 

tracked over the coming year. 

The particular issues to take forward were: 

 Inaccurate words/spellings in subtitles 

 Background music in programmes and volume of music for trails – this 

was a recurring complaint and would be raised with Director General 

Mark Thompson at the October ACE meeting. 

 The 14-day restriction for iPlayer would be considered as part of the 

Trust review of the service. 

 

10. Any other Business 

 

An updated list of ACE dates and venues to be circulated. 

 

Alison thanked retiring ACE members Julie Panagarry, Annette Priestley and 

in his absence Ted Wright for their contributions over the years to ACE and 

wished them well in the future. 

 

Details of next meeting: 

Monday & Tuesday 11 & 12 May, 2009 (venue: BBC Birmingham) 

 

 


