
Test of significant change  
A Public Value Test (PVT) must be applied before a decision is taken to make any 
significant change to the UK Public Services. In deciding whether a proposal 
constitutes a significant change to the UK Public Services, the Trust must have 
regard to the four considerations set out in clause 25(2) of the Framework 
Agreement.  That is, the impact, financial implications, novelty and duration of the 
proposed change. The Trust's consideration of the four factors set out in clause 25(2) 
is detailed below:  

 
Impact 

The Trust looked at the potential impact of the proposals on users and others.  
Recognising that it is not possible to definitively establish the incremental impacts of 
the proposals on users and others, the Trust assessed broader market trends and 
dynamics in attempting to reach conclusions. We also took account of audience 
research, responses to our public consultation and the political context in Scotland. 

In assessing impact on users and others, the Trust considered the number of users 
that could potentially be affected by the proposals.  

 

Impact on users of BBC Alba 

Currently 43% of people in Scotland have access to satellite, providing 148,000 
viewers for BBC ALBA. This means around 7.5% of those with satellite in Scotland 
are choosing to watch BBC ALBA. A further estimated 20,000 people do not to have 
access to satellite in their homes but do watch BBC ALBA by other (unspecified) 
methods, taking the total viewing number to 168,000. 

34% of people in Scotland currently have access to Freeview only. Were the same 
proportion of these people to choose to watch BBC ALBA the Executive estimate this 
to be a further 117,000 viewers. 

Currently 8% of homes are cable-only in Scotland. Were BBC ALBA to also be made 
available on cable, and again assuming a similar proportion of viewing as achieved 
on satellite, the Executive estimate that cable carriage would deliver a further 28,000 
viewers 

11% of homes in Scotland have both Freeview and cable, giving a further 38,000 
viewers. 

Finally, around 4% of homes are yet to convert to digital television. When switchover 
is complete later next year, assuming the all choose to convert to digital and all 
choose Freeview as the easiest and cheapest option, this delivers a further 14,000 
viewers. 

These various gains mean that the BBC Executive’s total estimate is that BBC ALBA 
would gain just under 197,000 extra viewers if it were carried on Freeview, or 
139,000 on Freeview only. They estimate that, based on the average ALBA viewer 
watching 2.14 hours each week, this would result in a further 421,000 hours of 
viewing each week. 



The BBC Trust broadly agrees with the BBC Executive’s analysis, with only the 
following differences. 

We believe that the estimates of increased reach are on the optimistic side. As the 
Executive paper notes, reach in the Highlands and Islands far exceeds that in the 
rest of Scotland. While this may in part reflect the concentration of satellite versus 
Freeview, it also broadly mirrors the distribution of the Gaelic speaking population 
(we have not been provided with exact population distributions). We believe it is 
likely therefore that, not withstanding the channels progress in appealing more 
widely than Gaelic speakers, the channel’s ability to maintain the same level of 
viewing, around 7.5%, across mainland Scotland is less likely.  

However, even at a more modest level of penetration in the rest of Scotland of 
around 5% the uplift is still likely to be between 93,000 (on Freeview only) and 
131,000 viewers (on Freeview and cable), equating to around 280,000 hours. 

We also believe it is reasonable to assume that the current c.20,000 people without 
satellite who seek BBC ALBA out would simply use whichever service they already 
have in their home (whether Freeview or cable). As such, this should be discounted 
from the estimate above, giving an increase of between 73,000 to 111,000 viewers 
and 238,000 hours at the top end of this estimate. 

This increase on top of existing viewing would result in total viewing levels of 
between 261,000 and 279,000 people and 597,000 hours. 

Beyond the looking at the direct number of people affected by carrying BBC ALBA on 
Freeview, there are also more indirect impacts. The status offered by the television 
channel being offered on all the main television platforms is likely to further increase 
the normalising affect of the service. The uplift in the status of the Gaelic language is 
likely to be further enhanced as a result. 

 

Impact on users of BBC Alba 

The BBC Executive estimate that currently 165,000 people listen to the BBC’s radio 
services via digital television between the hours of 17:00 and 24:00 each day (the 
period affected by the proposed change). These people listen to a total of 320,000 
hours each week. Of these, around 51,000 are likely to be on Freeview (the rest 
being via satellite and cable), equating to around 119,000 hours of listening. 

Again, the Trust broadly agrees with this headline statistical analysis.  

The Executive also believe that many of these listeners will not in fact be ‘lost’ as 
they will be able to access the BBC’s radio services by other means. This is primarily 
because the majority of all radio listening is to analogue stations, meaning that 
listeners are likely to be able to easily use an alternative FM listening device. In 
addition, they estimate that around 15,000 of the 51,000 affected already have DAB 
digital radios and so could easily consume the BBC’s radio services by this means. Of 
the remaining 36,000 the Executive believe around 31,000 are able to receive the 
DAB signal and so could choose to buy a DAB radio. The Executive estimate that only 
around 4,000 people would therefore have no radio-based access to radio services, 
although they point out that around 2,500 of these could gain access via the 
internet. 



The Trust, in contrast, is more cautious about the degree to which people will choose 
to consume the BBC’s services by other methods. While DAB ownership stands at 
over 30% in Scotland actual usage is nearer 15%. It does not necessarily follow 
therefore that ownership of the technology guarantees a shift in listening behaviour. 
We also acknowledge that people may choose not to purchase extra equipment in 
difficult economic conditions (the same goes for purchasing satellite to access BBC 
ALBA). 

We also believe it appropriate to discount the internet as an alternative; if some 
people find satellite to access BBC ALBA inconvenient it is reasonable to assume that 
radio listeners would feel the same about the internet. 

The Executive’s initial submission also looked at the arguments for and against the 
removal of the radio stations beyond just the numbers of people likely to be directly 
impacted. Among the concerns they raise is that BBC radio services already 
underperform in Scotland compared to elsewhere in the UK (56% reach vs. 66% 
pan-UK reach) and that removing radio from Freeview may increase this gap. They 
also highlight that audiences particularly at risk include those who are 
disproportionately heavy consumers of radio through digital television; younger 
audiences; women; ethnic minorities and C2DEs (who are also under-served by BBC 
radio as a whole). 

While it is not possible to develop an accurate picture of the likely impact station by 
station, assuming relatively equal impact across all stations, Radio 5 Live (and 5 Live 
Sports Extra) and Radio 7 are the most problematic, given the lack or poor quality of 
Medium Wave and DAB coverage in Scotland. Looking at all the impacted stations, it 
is unsurprising that Radio 1, Radio 2 and Radio 4 are also heavily impacted, while 
BBC Scotland is also likely to be hit hard in terms of listeners lost. 

The impact of the change on radio listeners clearly goes beyond the headline 
numbers. While the radio services would be removed at a similar time each day, in 
order to not restrict ALBA’s scheduling the timings of carriage would undoubtedly 
vary and so audiences would not be clear what their access options were at any 
given time on any given day. 

As some of the consultation responses pointed out, the use of Freeview radio 
coupled with a video recorder (PVR) in order to ‘time shift’ viewing would be 
restricted, lessening people’s access to BBC radio content. Of course, the iPlayer is an 
alternative here but, as for BBC ALBA, limited by take-up and speed issues. 

There are also potential indirect impacts from the change recommended by the 
Executive. One potential negative impact if the radio stations to be removed is on the 
public perception of the BBC, BBC ALBA, and Gaelic more broadly. It is clear that 
many people in Scotland feel very strongly that ‘depriving’ them of radio is an 
unacceptable solution. We are therefore concerned by potential for longer-term 
damage to BBC ALBA and the BBC’s reputation in Scotland. 

 

 

 

 



Summary of impact on users 

The following table provides a summary of the likely impacts of the proposed 
changes: 

  Executive estimates Trust estimates 

Increase in number of BBC 
ALBA viewers 197,000 73,000 to 111,000 

Increase in BBC ALBA 
viewing hours 421,000 238,000 

Decrease in number of radio 
listeners  4,000 to 51,000 51,000 

Decrease in radio listening 
hours 

119,000 
(of which c.30,000 are to digital-

only stations) 
119,000 

Net user impact (ALBA gain 
vs. radio loss) 

Gain of 146,000 to 193,000 users 
(equivalent to a gain of around 

300,000 hours) 

Gain of 22,000 to 60,000 
users 

(equivalent to a gain of 
119,000 hours) 

 

Impact on others 

The market for Gaelic programming and broadcasting is small, with the BBC and MG 
ALBA representing the primary funding source. The decision facing the Trust does 
not affect the levels of funding for programming and so is unlikely to have a direct 
financial impact on the Gaelic media sector. 

If BBC ALBA were to be carried on Freeview, the raised profile of Gaelic broadcasting 
and the Gaelic language may have indirect positive financial benefits. 

Were the BBC’s radio services to be removed from Freeview the levels of funding for 
the services would be maintained at current levels. There is unlikely to be a direct 
financial impact on the market as a result. 

The expected small reduction on the BBC’s listening figures due to the change could 
positively impact on commercial radio players were listening levels to those services 
increase. 

 

Financial implications 
The Executive recommendation in this instance is effectively cost neutral. The BBC 
will use its existing spectrum to carry BBC ALBA instead of the BBC’s radio stations. 
The only cost involved in this change is the development of the technology which will 
enable the ‘timeshare’ solution. The Executive estimates this to be a one-off cost in 
the region of £50,000. 

 



Novelty 
The change, although ultimately still resulting in the BBC delivering television and 
radio services as it does already, requires a type of approach that the BBC has not 
taken before; restricting access to several national, network services in one area of 
the country only, in order to carry a service of more limited accessibility. As this has 
not been done before new technology is required to implement the proposal. 

The closest parallel is perhaps the BBC’s regional opt-outs, whereby there are 
different versions of BBC One and BBC Two broadcast in different geographical 
locations, for instance the local news broadcasts from your part of the UK. The 
Trust’s audience research suggests that BBC ALBA is not viewed by audiences as a 
Scottish service. Given this is not its primary remit, the goal of achieving wider 
appeal not withstanding, this is not surprising. 

This would also be the first time that a particular type of service, in this case thirteen 
radio services, would have been removed to accommodate an alternative, in this 
case a television channel. This is not merely a matter of semantics but cuts to the 
heart of the BBC’s wider distribution strategy in a world of finite resources and 
spectrum. 

 

Duration 
The Executive proposal is for the removal of the BBC’s radio stations from Freeview 
in Scotland for a period each day to be made permanently.  Clearly technological 
developments in the future might ultimately result in the possibility of the radio 
stations being restored to Freeview, but for the purposes of the assessment of the 
Executive's recommendation must be regarded as permanent. 

However, the Trust noted that it is required to consider all the relevant factors 
under clause 25 and that this alone does not mean it is a significant change, 
taking account of the other factors. 

 

Conclusion 
On the basis of the analysis above the Trust has concluded that the proposed 
changes do not constitute a significant change to the relevant service licences. As 
such a public value test is not required. 
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