
Audience Council Wales – response to BBC Trust consultation 
on BBC Strategy Review 

Introduction 
The Audience Council Wales considered its response to the Strategy Review at its meetings 
in March and April 2010. In this response it has also drawn on the comments of BBC 
audiences at its outreach events during the previous 30 months. The Strategy Review was 
also specifically addressed at an outreach event hosted by the Council at Newport, Gwent, 
mid April, attended by a wide cross-section of the BBC’s audiences.  
 
The ACW welcomes the 5 key principles outlined by the BBC in its Strategy Review 
document and has used them as a framework for its response below. Another key principle 
articulated often at Council outreach events is that of trust – that the BBC is considered the 
most trusted broadcaster by audiences, not just in the context of journalism, but also in 
other output and the delivery of services – and the Council considers it crucial that this 
trust is retained if the decision is taken to concentrate on the five content priorities. As the 
BBC’s values note “Trust is the foundation of the BBC; we are independent, impartial and honest”. 
Quality is meaningless where trust is lacking. The Council considers that the debate around 
the Strategy Review should happen in the context of the BBC’s Values.  
 
On the matter of trust, one significant matter of concern to the Council is the ambiguous 
use of the word ‘nation’ which could be interpreted to mean the UK. In post-devolution UK, 
the Council is disappointed that this ambiguity exists in such an important document and 
extremely concerned that there is such a paucity of references to the UK nations and 
regions in the document. Council feels that there is no real vision here for the nations and 
welcomes the Trust’s call for “a clearer vision for the BBC in the individual Nations of the UK”. It 
considers this to be crucial if the future strategy of the BBC is to be relevant to audiences in 
Wales. The Council also welcomes the question raised by the Trust as to “whether, at a later 
date, there are more radical ways of amending the internal structure, culture, or incentives of the 
BBC” to ensure that it better reflects the devolved nature of the UK. 
 
The Council welcomes the recognition in the Strategy Review of the importance of the BBC 
ensuring that public space is somewhere where people secure “the information they need to 
form their own judgement about the great issues of the day”. It feels, however that the 
document’s description of public space in the twenty-first century is dated for having failed 
to nuance these references to reflect the significant and fundamental changes that there have 
been in the UK’s public space following devolution.  
 
Since devolution, over eleven years ago, interdependent public spaces have developed within 
the UK and there is no longer just one public space (if that were ever the case). The Council 
considers that the BBC has a vital role not only in hosting those public spaces, but also in 
providing points of intersection for them and providing conduits between them. It is 
disappointing therefore that the Strategy Review document, both in this regard, and in its 
ambiguous use of the word ‘nation’, appears to demonstrate a lack of understanding of this 
significant development and of the BBC’s role in ensuring that these spaces promote the 
debate and discussion necessary to ensure a healthy civil society both within and across the 
different nations of the UK. Different public spaces (and in the case of Wales it could be 
argued that those who speak Welsh and those who don’t occupy different but inter-linked 
public spaces) exist in each of the different nations of the UK. On very many occasions, the 
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Council has been told at its outreach events that without the BBC the understanding of its 
audiences of civil society in Wales would be very much poorer, with some participants 
saying that “the turn-out to the last National Assembly for Wales election would probably have 
been lower had it not been for the BBC’s coverage”. The BBC’s first Purpose – Sustaining 
Citizenship and Civil Society – has to be central to any discussion of the Strategy Review if 
the BBC is to continue “to enrich people’s lives with programmes and services that inform, 
educate and entertain”. 
 
Putting quality first 
During most of the Council’s outreach events, participants make the point that one of the 
major attractions of the BBC’s output and a significant contributor to their perception of 
quality is that the BBC does not carry advertising. Comments supporting this view would 
include “I’m more likely to trust the BBC than other organisations. The BBC never makes rubbish” 
and “I appreciate the fact that BBC TV does not carry advertising”. 
 
News is a trusted area of the BBC’s activity where quality is widely appreciated, but some 
consider that the BBC was losing its pre-eminence in the coverage of world affairs and also 
failing to provide adequate news coverage at local level. The Council welcomes therefore 
the content priority of producing the ‘best journalism in the world’ while sharing the Trust’s 
desire to know more about how the BBC intends to realise this ambition, especially in 
bolstering news about Wales for audiences in Wales. 
 
Another key element for the Council in terms of safeguarding quality is safeguarding the 
independence of the BBC, and on more than one occasion, participants at ACW outreach 
events have urged the BBC to stand up to the onslaughts they have perceived it to have 
been facing recently and to have more confidence in its programming and services. At the 
same time it should avoid the pitfall of arrogance, and members of the Council have warmly 
welcomed what they detect as a new note of humility in the Strategy Review document, 
though acknowledges also that it will take some considerable effort to bring about this 
change in the culture of a large organisation such as the BBC.  
 
The Council believes, alongside many participants at Council outreach events, that the 
Licence Fee and the BBC’s Royal Charter are guarantors of quality which means that the 
BBC is, as one recent participants noted, “primarily a service rather than a business, which is a 
very positive thing”. 
 
Doing fewer things better 
On several occasions, participants at ACW outreach events have agreed in general with this 
principle and the Council considers it positive that the Strategy Review seeks to realise a 
greater clarity in the remits of BBC Two and BBC Four. However, the Council, while 
welcoming the increased emphasis in the Strategy Review on children’s programming is 
deeply concerned at the suggestion that the BBC should be reducing its activity targeted at 
teenagers. As participants at several outreach events, involving young people of secondary 
school age and University students, have noted “my pattern of viewing BBC channels was 
formed very early in life and because of the quality of children’s programming I’ve continued to 
watch the BBC”. The Council sees a clear danger of abandoning teenagers as resulting in 
losing them as members of the audience for the rest of their lives. 
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The Council is also concerned at the reference to a cap on sports rights expenditure since it 
is regularly told by audiences that they appreciate the sports coverage provided by the BBC. 
It considers that the importance accorded to different sports in the various nations of the 
UK differ significantly, and Council outreach events regularly give rise to comments 
appreciating the rugby coverage provided by the BBC in both English and Welsh and 
broadcast on BBC channels and S4C. The Council is also regularly asked why more Welsh 
soccer isn’t broadcast by the BBC which leads to discussions about sports rights coverage. 
Football fans feel strongly that it is the BBC, the national broadcaster, that should provide 
coverage of the nation’s soccer matches.  The Council is regularly made aware by audiences 
that for the BBC to lose the rights to broadcast Welsh rugby would be nothing short of a 
disaster since many of the games are key events in the national life of Wales. Some sport 
provided by the BBC to S4C, especially rugby, leads to savings of cost, scale and an 
opportunity for both BBC and S4C to benefit from what is widely held by audiences to be 
the world class skills present in the BBC Cymru Wales Sports Department. This can also be 
seen as an exemplar of effective collaborative working between broadcasters in the interest 
of audiences.  
 
The five content priorities were welcomed, with the proviso that it is of vital importance 
that the BBC also renews its commitment to production for the nations. The Council shares 
the concern articulated by many in Welsh public life that it is imperative that the BBC not 
only provides excellent multi-platform news provision in both Welsh and English in Wales, 
but also increases its commitment and investment to general programming for Wales on 
radio and television in both languages. The Council remains deeply concerned at the level of 
real terms financial cuts experienced by BBC Cymru Wales in recent years for producing 
local programming for Wales, despite the increased level of Network programming being 
produced in Wales. It considers it vital that this Strategic Review recognises the importance 
of strengthening the BBC’s PSB provision in Wales by reinvesting the cost savings realised so 
far thus allowing Wales to be reflected to itself. 
 
The Council strongly supports the assertion in the Strategy Review document that a “‘narrow 
market failure’ BBC confined simply to the genres that commercial broadcasters leave behind” 
should be rejected. 
 
Guaranteed access 
The Council warmly welcomes the commitment in the Strategy Review document that “UK 
audiences can always get BBC services free at the point of use, in ways and on devices that suit 
them”. For many years, the Council has been articulating the deep frustration expressed to it 
by the BBC’s audiences in Wales that DAB coverage of Radio Wales and Radio Cymru 
remains inadequate, having seemed to stall at 42% coverage of the population, and only 80% 
coverage for BBC Network Radio stations in Wales. About 70% of Welsh speakers are 
unable to receive BBC Radio Cymru on DAB. Radio Wales coverage on FM (at just over 
60% of the population) remains a concern particularly in the station’s south east Wales 
heartland. The Council strongly believes that the principal public service broadcaster’s 
services, the only national radio stations in Welsh or English in Wales, should be universally 
accessible. 
 
The Council is also concerned at the assumption, implicit in other areas of the document, 
that broadband coverage is also consistent across the UK, when the reality in many parts of 
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rural Wales is very different. The lack of availability of broadband services in many parts of 
Wales and the inadequate speed of the service on offer, when it is available, is an issue 
constantly brought to Council’s attention by audiences as something that impoverishes their 
lives and deprives them of BBC services which they would otherwise access. While 
percentage population coverage appears high, the reality is that many rural communities find 
themselves marginalised both geographically and technologically and, the Council feels that 
this exclusion may worsen in future as more technological developments are broadband 
dependent (such as the BBC iPlayer on the Freesat platform). The geography of Wales is a 
factor which contributes significantly to social exclusion and Council considers that 
broadband should be genuinely universally available at a high enough speed to enable proper 
access to those services that demand significant bandwidth. Where people have no adequate 
internet access they are deprived of a huge and growing amount of PSB on-line content 
available on this platform and television content available through BBC iPlayer for example 
on bbc.co.uk. 
 
An example of this issue was drawn to the Council’s attention recently in the context of 
Democracy Live. While welcoming the establishment of this politics portal, a member of the 
BBC’s audience told Council that he had previously been an avid viewer of the BBC’s gavel 
to gavel output from the National Assembly for Wales, and in particular the live plenary 
debates transmitted by S4C. This live coverage was recently moved to the on-line Democracy 
Live portal, but despite having broadband the audience member said that watching the live 
coverage was a frustrating experience since inadequacy in the speed of his broadband meant 
that the video feed was far from smooth. The Council considers it important therefore that 
when technological developments are under consideration by the BBC it considers the 
entire BBC audience and not just those already at the technological cutting edge. 
 
The Council is concerned at the caveat introduced later in the Strategy Review document 
when reference is made to reducing the costs of distribution and strongly suggests that 
expanding provision of existing output on existing platforms – such as Radio Wales on FM – 
should be given priority over expanding the number of platforms. It is self-evident that 
creating world-class content is futile for a member of the audience who cannot receive any 
content because of distribution failure. As a member of the audience at the recent outreach 
event hosted by the Council in Llandrindod, said, reflecting a widely articulated view: 
“everyone pays the same licence fee but some people aren’t receiving the same services due to lack 
of reception”. Council understands that a modest investment by the BBC could lead to 
increasing the reach of Radio Wales on FM from around 60% to around 80% of the 
population. 
 
Making the licence fee work harder 
The Council welcomes the BBC’s commitment to making the licence fee work harder since 
it is regularly reminded at its outreach events that support for the licence fee, while strong 
at present, cannot be taken for granted. The Council hopes that the BBC has learnt from 
the frustration felt by many amongst its audiences at what they perceive to be unacceptably 
high talent costs and is already taking action to address this in contractual negotiations.  
 
This support is however tempered by the concern already articulated at what the Council 
sees as the lack of funding for English language non-news programming for Wales. The 
Council felt that Geraint Talfan Davies, Chair of the Institute for Welsh Affairs, encapsulated 
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its own feeling and the view of many attendees at ACW outreach events when he stated in a 
recent lecture to the Honourable Society of the Cymmrodorion, “The spend on the BBC 
Wales’ English language service is slightly more than £23million, less than 1.3% of the UK spend 
…whatever the virtues of current programming, the television service for Wales in the English 
language is painfully inadequate in volume and range. It is inadequate to reflect the complexity and 
vitality of Welsh society, and it is de-stabilising also of the dispensation in the Welsh language.”  
 
Setting new boundaries 
The Council welcomes the Strategy Review’s ambition to set new boundaries for the 
Corporation’s activities. However, the Council does have some reservations – not least in 
the provision of local services in Wales – which the BBC Trust’s Purpose Remit Survey 
demonstrates is an area where the audience in Wales perceives there is a significant shortfall 
in the fulfilling of one of the BBC’s Purposes compounded by the lack of provision in the 
commercial sector.  
 
The Council is also concerned that this could mean an undermining of the commitment to a 
proportional universality of provision too, with some communities – both minority 
communities and minority interests – losing out. It is vital that the Corporation remains 
aware of the danger of knowing the price of everything and consequently losing sight of the 
true value of its current provision. 
 
The Council welcomes the commitment within the document to expanding the boundaries 
of partnerships – not least in the sphere of training which would bring substantial benefits, 
across the whole media sector in Wales. It is the case that there is significant scepticism 
about the BBC’s talk of partnerships amongst those in the media sector outside the 
Corporation so it is vital that the BBC demonstrates real commitment in this regard through 
action and not just through words, so as to overcome this scepticism. 
 

*** 
Audience Council Wales 

May 2010 
 

 5 


