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BECTU, the Broadcasting, Entertainment, Cinematograph, and Theatre Union, represents nearly

24,000 workers in the United Kingdom’s media and entertainment industry. Many thousands of

them either work directly for the BBC in production, technical, and support roles, while many

more provide their professional services as freelancers to BBC production departments and

independent producers.

The BBC is a significant provider of employment in the industry, offers extensive quality training to

staff and others, and in many aspects continues to set the standards for public service TV and

radio, and independent online content.

We have grave concerns over the proposal to abolish the in-house production quota, and are also

sceptical about establishing an incorporated entity to allow BBC productions to compete for

commissions from other broadcasters.

1.Overall, are these the right principles to guide any future changes to the BBC’s content supply

arrangements?

Principle one: Securing high-quality and creative content across all genres

We believe that the current mix of guaranteed production, contestable commissions, and inde-

pendent  production enables the BBC to take advantage of creative ideas from outside the organi-

sation, while conducting sufficient in-house production to ensure a critical mass is maintained.

As a consequence the BBC able to retain in-house the full range of skills needed to ensure it can

produce its own programming across all genres.

We have seen no argument or evidence that, without an in-house quota programme, quality and

range would somehow be increased. To the contrary, we predict that there would be fewer oppor-

tunities to win commissions for risky, cutting-edge, programming, and the low-budget but high-

quality content produced, for example, for BBC4.

Commissioners will inevitably be tempted to play safe with programme ideas that do not initially

look capable of generating large audiences, and the BBC’s range of specialist and experimental

programming may suffer.

The introduction of competition could produce two differing results. In one scenario the BBC’s

production arm could seriously distort the independent production market by taking advantage of
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its economies of scale, and organisational links with in-house commissioners. This would be dis-

ruptive to the independent production sector which, we acknowledge, has become an integral

part of the TV industry.

In another, and we believe more likely, scenario, BBC production flounders in the commercial

world, and responds to falling commissions by repeated downsizing, and an eventual sale to a

commercial operator.

This, sadly, has been our general experience of the larger wholly-owned subsidiaries established by

the BBC in the last 15 years, with departments like BBC Resources, BBC Broadcast, and BBC Tech-

nology ultimately being sold off, in whole or part, after struggling to operate as quasi-commercial

companies in side the BBC. En route to a commercial sale, we have invariably had to deal with

wholesale redundancies which have reduced secure employment

If the establishment of a production subsidiary ended in its sale,  it would put the BBC in a position

where, with the exception of news and current affairs programming, it would be without in-house

TV production capacity, and be at the mercy of the market for programme provision.

It is also hard to see how a production arm driven solely by competition could fulfill the BBC’s

various obligations like maintaining centres of creative excellence, offering training and career

development that benefits the entire industry, and ensuring the generation of diverse, top quality,

new public service content.

Principle two: Providing value for money to licence fee payers

The current arrangements for funding of TV production offer the Licence Fee payer better value

than any paid-for or subscription services available in the UK. Thanks to economies of scale and

the financial ability to take risks, the BBC offers audiences a mix of world-class popular entertain-

ment, news coverage with depth and integrity, and specialist programming provided by few other

broadcasters.

Over many years, cost-saving initiatives have cut the BBC’s production budgets to a point where

staff are working at spectacular levels of productivity, and using immense ingenuity, to get pro-

grammes on air despite the paucity of cash.

It is hard to envisage how TV and radio programming could be produced more economically, with

an extensive range of services currently available free-to-air for less than the cost of a daily news-

paper.

If independent production is increased from its already significant levels - currrently 100% of

contestable funding for TV Drama, and 86% for TV Entertainment - we predict a rise in aggregate

commissioning costs. We do not believe that an independent producer could take a given produc-

tion, find cost-savings that have not already been implemented by the BBC, add on their profit,

and end up with a lower price.

This cost increase would be inevitably exacerbated if a wholly-owned BBC production subsidiary

ended up in the private sector, with shareholder demands for commercial levels of profit.

Principle three: Using a wide range and diversity of supply across all genres and from across the

UK



We support the concept of a more even spread of TV and radio production activity across the UK,

and note that the BBC has already been a major contributor to a geographic rebalancing in the

sector. This has not, however, been the result of competition, but due to the BBC, operating a

command economy, being able to direct resources to areas outside London and the South East.

While the independent production sector does operate in the Nations and Regions of the UK, nine

of the top ten companies by turnover are headquartered in London, as are hundreds of others.

This demonstrates that, given the choice, competitive producers will often gravitate to London

and the South East, gaining the benefits of clustering, taking advantage of the well-developed

production infrastructure in the region, and the proximity of the feature film industry, which is

predominantly based there, and has an overlap with TV.

A competitive BBC production arm would find it impossible to ignore these geographic effects, and

had  the command economy not been in force, it is hard to envisage how the growth of the BBC’s

production base in cities like Cardiff and the North-West would have occurred, had decisions been

in the hands of commercial operators.

An increase in competition could therefore lead to the exact opposite of this principle, reducing

the diversity and range of supply from across the UK.

Principle four: Securing a sustainable production supply in terms of skills and capacity

Our experience of previous exercises in introducing competition, and incorporating BBC depart-

ments as limited companies, is that once they begin working to commercial expectations abour

their cost base and returns, one f the first public service obligations to be dropped is training of

staff.

The TV and film industries benefit greatly from the BBC’s long history of training staff who, during

their careers, will work for other employers, and this is just as true for production staff as it is for

the many thousands of ex-BBC technical and creative workers who are now freelancers in the

general industry.

In the three previous subsidiaries quoted above in the section on Principle One, provision of

training declined almost immediately on their incorporation as limited companies, and never

recovered.

Few producers other than the BBC conduct any serious, large scale, training of workers in the

sector, and the predictable fall in production and other training currently offered by in-house

departments would be blow for the entire TV and film sector. This would come at a particularly

unfortunate time as the enormous increase in High-end TV production, thanks to tax relief, coin-

cides with the gradual reduction of an aging workforce as they reach the end of their working

lives, and producers struggle to replace them.

Skills shortages in TV production are currently a major cause of concern, and the likely withdrawal

of a commercialised BBC production arm from training provision could undermine the UK’s posi-

tion as a world-class centre for production activity.

2. Taking each of the above five principles as they stand:

i. How far do you think the current content supply arrangements deliver on them?
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We believe that the current arrangements deliver on the principles outlined more than ad-

equately, and that there is no argument that increased competition could improve this.

ii. Do you think that is likely to change in the future given the developments in the market in

recent years?

From our point of view, the key developments in the market place in recent years have been large

reductions in secure employment, immense pressure on budgets with a consequent reduction in

real pay rates, and insufficient training opportunities for workers to keep up to date with new

techniques and equipment.

If in-house BBC production is opened up to competition, and commercialised, we can only predict

the continuation of these trends, but at an accelerated rate.

There is no evidence that the BBC’s current in-house model of production, with substantial levels

of secure employment, a tradition of good training provision, and sufficient scale in all genres to

take risks while retaining centres of excellence, cannot continue delivering in the future. Nothing

that has happened in the market constitutes a disruption to the model.

iii. How do you think the principles can best be fulfilled over the next ten years whether by

regulatory changes or other means?

BBC funding is crucial to its ability to deliver the principles over the next decade. The freeze on the

Licence Fee, coupled with the increased funding burden of World Service, S4C, Local TV, and

broadband roll-out have been a massive strain on the BBC’s finances.

Without a significant schedule of Licence Fee increases from 2017 onwards, the BBC will struggle

to maintain the wide variety of services that give it a unique place in our public sector, both as a

broadcaster and online provider. Without an impressive suite of services, the Licence Fee will be

harder to justify, especially in a world of audio-visual consumption that is overflowing with con-

tent, if not always quality.

So, in our view, the best way to achieve the principles is to retain a strong in-house programme-

making arm, funded by an adequate Licence Fee, and maintain the WoCC at 25% for TV.

As for radio, nobody else in the UK produces the quantity and range of programming that is made

by the BBC, and it is hard to see what would be achieved by the expansion of the 10% WoCC.  Last

time the radio production market was opened up by the BBC, with the original introduction of a

10% independent quota, it lead to a flurry of cottage businesses being set up, almost all by ex-BBC

staff. This created a situation where programme ideas were generated by the same people who

used to do it in-house, pitching to the same commissioners they always had done.

Although there have been developments in the sector, with a small degree of consolidation, it

remains a fragmented part of the industry, with few economies of scale, which is almost totally

dependent on the BBC.

Considering the BBC’s transactional costs of dealing with so many providers, who are in fact cap-

tive clients, and the in-house cost of operating the commissioning process, we see no justification

for any increase in the BBC’s independent radio production quotas.



Our view on the BBC’s online activities is based on the practice of its principal comparator web

publishers. The vast majority of these tend to operate on a vertically-integrated basis, which

suggests this is a commercially, and economically, effective way of delivering online content. Users’

interaction with websites has a seamless quality, which is better delivered by a single integrated

publisher, rather than a mix of subcontractors.

There is evidence that component parts of commercial website publishing activities are sometimes

contracted out to third parties, ad hoc, project-by-project.

We believe that the BBC is already commissioning a higher proportion of online content from

independent providers than its competitors, and there is therefore no justification for an increase

on the quota, nor the introduction of a contestable WoCC.

One particular issue where we believe regulation could better deliver the principles is training of

staff and freelancers. Placing a firmer statutory obligation on the BBC to provide professional

training would be a welcome contribution to the growing problem of film and TV skills shortages

in the UK.

Principle six: Maintaining appropriate separation between publicly funded BBC activity and its

commercial services

4. Please let us know whether you have any views on the relationship between the BBC’s public

services and its commercial activities in its content supply arrangements and how the necessary

separation can best be maintained in the future.

Our preference is for the BBC’s TV and radio production activities to remain in-house, at their

current proportions of output, not in a competitive relationship with independent producers, and

with guarantees on production volumes that will sustain economies of scale and centres of excel-

lence.

 As such we are not promoting a model where overlap problems could occur between public and

commercial activity, and decline to respond to this question.
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