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Audience Council Wales submission to BBC Trust Radio 5 Live  

and BBC Radio 5 Live Sports Extra Service Review 

 

Audience Council Wales regularly hosts audience outreach events across Wales and with a 

variety of interest groups, with the usual number being around 7 each year. During the 2010-

11 Financial Year, the Council hosted 10 outreach events across Wales. Since April 2011, 

the Council has hosted three outreach events, with the first two being in Dyffryn Nantlle in 

north-west Wales (with sixth form pupils at a local secondary school and the second being 

open to the wider community including several local football clubs).  The third outreach 

event was with the women’s forum of Chwarae Teg, which exists to promote women in 

work in Wales. At the three latter events participants were specifically asked about whether 

they listened to Radio 5 Live and Radio 5 Live Sports Extra, but comments regarding both 

stations at previous events have also contributed to this response. 

 

In drafting its response the Council has used the framework provided by the BBC Trust for 

conducting its Service Review: 

 

1. How well are these services performing against the terms of their service licence and 

the Quality, Reach, Impact and Value for money performance framework? 

a) to what extent are the services producing high quality and distinctive content? 

b) to what extent are these services being used? 

c) to what extent are the services contributing to the BBC’s public purposes? 

d) are these services good value for money? 

e) how well are different audience groups served by these stations within the BBC 

radio portfolio? 

 

The Council was content that these services were, on the whole, performing against the 

RQIV framework, and broadly fulfilling the requirements of their Service Licences. However, 

this view was reached with some caveats – particularly in the context of providing distinctive 

content. 

 

At outreach events, it was very much the experience of Council that the key driver for BBC 

Audiences to Radio 5 Live was the sport rather than the news content with several 

participants turning to the station for football coverage in particular. The sports coverage of 

the station was considered distinctive and of a high quality by participants. However, on 

several occasions, concern has been raised regarding the future cost of sports acquisitions 

(particularly post DQF) and the fear expressed that in an increasingly competitive market, 

this could become a significant issue for the station. With 75% of the station’s output across 

the year required by the Radio5Live Service Licence to be ‘news’ the concern was expressed 

by Council that this output was not generally distinctive and indeed considered by some to 

be bland. The demographic profile of the station shows it to be predominantly the choice of 

listeners from an ABC1 background and the Council is concerned that only 32% of the 

station’s listeners were from the C2DE demographic. The Council is similarly concerned that 

only 28% of the station’s listeners were women. However it welcomed the more even 

spread of listeners for the station across the UK than many other BBC Network radio 

stations and considered that the station’s relatively low listening figures in Wales could at 

least partly be explained by AM and DAB reception difficulties – which were mentioned 

more than once by BBC audiences at Council outreach events. Also of interest to Council 

was the comment heard from more than one participant that poor reception of other radio 
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stations had led audience members to ‘stumble upon’ Radio 5 Live , or introduced to the 

station as a result of spouses’ sports listening, and to have become more regular listeners as 

a result. 

 

The station’s senior management suggested that a goal for them was to make the news 

output ‘audience shaped’ thus ensuring that its news output covered the same range of 

stories as the news output of BBC Network’s Radios 1-4. The Council was not entirely 

convinced that in doing so the station was contributing in a distinctive way to fulfilling the 

BBC Purposes and that making the station’s news content too ‘audience shaped’ might 

contribute to the low Appreciation Index (AI) score of the station. It considered that too 

much of the station’s schedule appearing uniform and bland – albeit with some exceptions, 

with Nicky Campbell’s programme being mentioned more than once as an appointment to 

listen. However, questions raised by participants included whether the station’s schedules 

were too dominated by phone-in programming and whether there was simply too much 

reference to often ill-informed comments from listeners. In contrast however, other 

audience members said that they appreciated the station’s higher profile interviews with 

leading politicians during which listeners could put questions directly to them, with the 

recent interview with UK Secretary of State for Justice, Ken Clarke, mentioned as an 

excellent example. 

 

The Council were of the view that the station, on the whole did present value for money, 

particularly in its sports content and in view of the costs of acquiring sports broadcasting 

rights in an increasingly competitive environment. 

 

While Council was encouraged by the station’s ability to attract audiences from a wider 

geographical area than many other BBC Network Radio stations, it shared the views of 

listeners that the perception was that it was a station predominantly for England and that on 

the whole it did not wholly fulfil the Service Licence responsibility that it should “cover all 

aspects of UK politics..[and].. extensive coverage of local, general, and European elections, and of 

elections to the UK’s devolved chambers”. The Council also considered that the station did not, 

with the exception of its sports coverage, appear to attract a different section of the 

audience to the other UK-wide Network radio stations, the national radio stations in Wales, 

Scotland and Northern Ireland and the local radio stations in England. Based on its audience 

outreach events Council perceived that the station was not the first choice radio station for 

many but that it was a station to which some people turned fairly regularly and considered 

that this lack of loyalty to the station or its presenters could also possibly explain the 

relatively low overall AI of the station. 

 

2. What is the future strategic direction for these services? 

a) What is the future strategy for these services? 

b) Are the plans aligned with the wider BBC strategy? 

c) Are there sufficient resources to deliver this strategy? 

 

Audience Council Wales welcomed the relocation of the station to BBC North in Salford 

while also expressing the hope that it continues to pursue a wider geographical audience and 

outlook, does what it can to attract more women listeners and widen the age range of its 

audience. 
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The Council considers that the emphasis of both Radio 5 Live and 5Live Sports Extra on live 

sports was a major contributor to the BBC Purposes of Sustaining Citizenship and Civil 

Society, Promoting Creativity and Cultural Excellence and Representing the UK, its Nations 

Regions and Communities and hopes that this can continue despite the difficult current 

funding climate in the BBC. Sport is evidently the major attraction of the station to many 

listeners and a high priority for licence fee payers. 

 

There is a question however as to whether the current and future plans of Radio 5 Live are 

for an adequately distinctive station within the current portfolio of BBC Network radio 

stations and it has been suggested by Council that much of the station’s output could be 

covered by the other BBC Network radio stations. Whilst also recognising that the nature of 

the station’s flexible schedule means that big news stories could be given the attention they 

deserve on the station, the Council considers this a less valuable contributor to the BBC 

Purposes in 2011, with the existence of the BBC News channel and web-based rolling news 

provision, than it was at the inception of the station in 1994. 

 

The Council also received comments relating to the quality of Radio 5 Live’s transmitted 

audio, with some outreach event participants suggesting that the sound appeared ‘too 

compressed’, even when the output was listened to via digital TV, and considers this a 

matter to be addressed in future. 

 

3. Should the services licences for these services be changed? 

 

The Council makes several suggestions above pertinent to possible changes to the stations’ 

Service Licences. 

 

Conclusion 

The Council considers that on the whole both Radio 5 Live and 5 Live Extra contribute in a 

distinctive and positive manner through their sports output to fulfilling the BBC’s Public 

Purposes. However, the Council was not convinced to the same degree that in 2011 it did so 

to the same extent through its news coverage as at the station’s establishment in 1994. The 

Council shares the views of the stations’ senior management that the station faces 

challenging times ahead, particularly in the context of winning sports broadcasting rights, and 

increasing its reach in both geographical and demographic terms. 

 

*** 


