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Audience Council Wales submission to BBC News Channel  

and BBC Parliament BBC Trust 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 four outreach events, with the first two being in Dyffryn Nantlle in 

north-west Wales, the third with the Women’s Forum of Chwarae Teg, the agency which 

exists to promote women in work in Wales and the most recent event being with 

representatives of Public Affairs Cymru, a membership organisation for public affairs 

professionals in Wales. At both the most recent events participants were specifically asked 

about whether they watched the BBC News and BBC Parliament TV channels, but comments 

made during previous outreach events regarding both channels 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 Reach, Quality, Impact and Value for money performance 

framework?  

 To what extent are the services producing high quality and distinctive content?  

 To what extent are the services distinctive?  

 To what extent are these services being used? Why do people choose to use them?  

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

 Are these services good value for money?  

 Are links to other BBC offerings, such as Democracy Live and BBC News Live pages 

 online, clearly understood and easy to find and use?  

 

The audiences which participated in Audience Council Wales outreach events were 

generally of a mind that both the BBC News channel and BBC Parliament produced content 

of a high quality which was distinctive, as well as considering the channels themselves to be 

distinctive. At more than one event participants said that the BBC News channel was their 

continuous news channel of choice, with one participant remarking that it seemed more 

often than not to be the channel shown in public buildings and workplaces, reflecting “what 

people want”. The Council also heard on many occasions that they considered that both 

channels contributed to the BBC Purposes, and in particular the Purposes of Sustaining 

Citizenship and Civil Society, Bringing the World to the UK and the UK to the world, 

although some participants considered that the BBC News channel had lost its pre-eminence 

in its coverage of international affairs, particularly its coverage of Africa, the Middle and Far 

East and South America. A further criticism was that BBC News channel’s international 

coverage seemed increasingly to concentrate on the USA and the western states of the 

European Union (rather than Europe as a whole). 

 

In the context of the Purpose of Representing the nations, regions and communities of the 

UK however, Council heard from a significant number of participants at its outreach events 

that they considered that the BBC News channel presented a huge proportion of stories of 

relevance to England only and failed in the Service Licence’s objective of “drawing on the 

BBC’s newsgathering operations across the UK”. Members of the BBC’s audiences in Wales 

informed the Council that they considered that BBC News, along with most other BBC 
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Network news outlets had significantly improved its ‘sign-posting’ of news items’ relevance 

to the UK’s constituent nations since the 2008 BBC Trust Impartiality Review. However, 

there was significant strength of feeling that BBC News channel’s failure to offer a 

comparative picture of national policy variations across the UK demonstrated a significant 

shortfall in fulfilling its Service Licence objectives. The Council further considered that while 

there could be some reasonable editorial justifications for this ‘weakness’ in shorter news 

bulletins on other channels, it was hard to see how the 24 hour a day News Channel could 

not address this. 

 

The Council also agreed with the comments of BBC audiences at its outreach events, that 

BBC News also fell short in terms of providing “in-depth coverage of …events in the UK’s 

nations and regions” and more than one participant asked why the lead stories of the 

national bulletins in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland were not routinely carried by the 

BBC News Channel. At present the perception of audiences in Wales who have attended 

ACW outreach events, and with which ACW agrees, is that BBC News has an in-built 

English bias, with coverage from the other nations of the UK appearing to be a nice, but 

optional extra. Audience Council Wales considers this to be unacceptable for the British 

Broadcasting Corporation. 

 

There was disagreement within the Council on the matter of ‘comment’ or ‘analysis’ by 

correspondents on BBC News, with some Council members of the view that analysis by 

correspondents, considered hugely knowledgeable about the issues within the subject area 

they cover, was a significant contributor to clarifying complex subjects and boosting the 

understanding of audience members. Another member however expressed concern about 

the amount of comment or commentary about possible outcomes from journalists heard on 

the News Channel saying that she would prefer ‘just the facts’. 

 

BBC Parliament is a unique service in the UK and is clearly appreciated by those who watch 

it. The Council considers that it represents remarkable value for money, despite the low 

numbers of viewers. It considers the channel at present to be a good fit with the web-based 

Democracy Live service and that the linkages between the two are generally known.  The 

Council commended the BBC News channel for making regular reference to BBC Parliament 

during its own Westminster coverage. 

 

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

 What is the future strategy for these services?  

 Are the plans aligned with the wider BBC strategy?  

 Are there sufficient resources to deliver this strategy?  

 

The ACW is concerned at suggestions that BBC News, in the post Delivering Quality First  

BBC, could increasingly become a ‘breaking news’ channel leading to an more superficial 

service for audiences. The Council considers that the channel’s present weaknesses, 

mentioned above, could be exacerbated by further cost savings. The Council shares the 

concerns of others that further DQF related cuts of 20%, coming as they do after 5 years of 

5% per annum savings, could fatally impair the channel’s newsgathering capability . The 

Council is concerned therefore both at the future strategy for the service and also the 

availability of resources to remedy the shortcomings apparent in the service at present.  The 

Council expressed the view that BBC News already suffers occasionally from ‘padding’ 

around significant news stories (it was suggested that coverage could become part of the 
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story itself, such as in the case of Ralph Moat, the Cumbria gunman whom it was suggested 

gained satisfaction from the news coverage of his activities) and that this could be 

exacerbated by any further moves towards placing a greater emphasis on breaking news 

stories. 

 

With the increasing availability, and audience penetration, of IPTV during the years to come 

ACW considers it is almost certainly the case that there will be increased convergence 

between BBC Parliament and the Democracy Live website, likely to be advantageous to 

audiences, enabling greater TV viewing choice through being able to select any one of the 8 

feeds accessible through Democracy Live. 

 

Another matter specifically raised with the Council is the viewing time-window on the 

iPlayer for BBC Parliament content. Public Affairs Cymru made a strong case to Council that 

the 7 day iPlayer window for viewing content previously broadcast on BBC Parliament was 

simply inadequate should be lengthened to a 14 day or longer time window. 

 

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

(For example, should the Democracy Live website be included?) 

 

The Council makes several comments above which could impact upon the Service Licences 

of BBC News and BBC Parliament.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Audience Council Wales felt that on the whole both channels contributed significantly to the 

BBC Purposes and fulfilled many – though not all – the objectives of their Service Licences. 

BBC News channel in particular should do more to fulfil the Purpose of Representing the 

nations, regions and communities of the UK in its news output and build on its success in 

sign-posting the relevance of news stories to particular nations within the UK by embedding 

the practice of including policy comparisons from across the UK’s 4 nations into relevant 

news items. BBC Parliament should do what it can to bring the flexibility and choice afforded 

by Democracy Live to the TV screens of viewers as IPTV technology evolves and becomes 

more commonplace. 

 

The Council also shares the concerns of many audiences regarding the additional 20% cost 

savings to be introduced as part of the DQF programme, coming immediately as it does after 

the 5 year 5% per annum savings experienced recently. 

 

*** 


