
 

Equity response to the BBC Trust review of the BBC’s arrangements for the supply of 

television and radio content and online services 

Equity is the UK based union representing over 39,000 performers and creative workers. Our 
membership includes actors and other performers working in television and radio drama, 
comedy and entertainment. We also represent television and radio presenters.  
 
The BBC is the most significant employer of Equity members because of the investments it 
makes across a diversity of output, including drama, comedy and entertainment, as well as the 
support it provides for the independent production sector. It also plays an important role in 
supporting the creative industries more generally, as a key provider of education and training 
for our members. 
 
While Equity welcomes the Trust’s public consultation on this issue, our members are very 
alarmed about the ideas currently being considered by the BBC Executive.  Future proposals to 
remove the current in house guarantee or to privatise or otherwise reorganise the BBC’s TV 
production unit could, in our view, have damaging consequences for the BBC, those who work 
for the BBC and its audiences. 
 
Notwithstanding the Trust’s stance that this consultation is not intended to test the Executive’s 
ideas, given the recent announcement at the start of March by the Director General that the 
Executive will embark on a two stage process of creating BBC Studios ahead of moving BBC 
production to a wholly owned subsidiary of the BBC, we have been mindful of this development 
in our responses below. 
 
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  
 
It is not clear how an immediate move to open competition and abandonment of the existing 
quotas for content production can better deliver high quality and creative content, while also 
maintaining, in the Trust’s words, “a strong focus on UK public service broadcasting values”.  
 

If there is to be more open competition between the BBC’s in house production unit and 
independent production companies of all sizes there is a risk that this could lead to market 
pressures challenging public service broadcasting values. 
 
Increased competition could lead the BBC’s production unit to cut costs by considering a 
reduction in permanently employed staff or by investing less in skills development and training. 
Greater competition could also lead to a greater focus on mass appeal productions and less 
emphasis on risk taking by the BBC and independent producers.  
 



For these reasons Equity continues to support the existing mixed economy model of content 
supply for the BBC. Over time and in response to changes in the sector this model has changed 
and has opened up opportunities for independent producers, however at this time we also 
continue to support the existence of the in house guarantee and believe that the level at which 
it is currently set is reasonable. 
 
There are other mechanisms which we believe the BBC Executive should explore before making 
changes to the content quotas in order to encourage more creativity. These include considering 
how the current commissioning process can be improved, as well as exploring how BBC 
production staff can be better supported to pursue their ideas and work more creatively. 
 
 
Principle two: Providing value for money to licence fee payers  
 
We agree that this is a sound principle however we would question how increased competition 
in production would better satisfy licence fee payers. The BBC’s viewers have an expectation 
that the licence fees that they pay go predominantly towards funding the production of high 
quality programmes for the BBC.  
 
Currently audiences are well served by the diversity of programming made by the BBC for its 
television channels and radio stations. The cost of an annual licence fee has gone up by just £10 
since 2007. It now costs just over £12 a month for all the TV, radio, website and live events the 
BBC covers. This compares to more than £60 a month for some subscription services. 
 
One of the strengths of the BBC’s in house production is that it creates programmes aimed at 
niche audiences as well as formats which attract large audiences and have a potentially global 
appeal. If BBC production is put on a more competitive footing, more resources may be directed 
towards the latter, particularly if the BBC is seeking to compete for more work from other 
broadcasters. This could lead audiences to question what the purpose of the licence fee is if it is 
not primarily focussed on delivering a diversity of high quality content for BBC channels. 
 
Equity has been concerned for some time that due to pressure exerted by politicians and media 
rivals, the BBC has been forced to narrow the range of services available to the public. The 
licence fee freeze which began in 2010 has already led to a 16% shortfall in funding, huge job 
cuts and reductions in BBC services such as radio drama and the production of drama for BBC4. 
These cuts have threatened plurality and could be further exacerbated by changes to television 
content supply which may be biased against investment in risk taking and the production of 
more challenging content.  
 
 
Principle three: Using a wide range and diversity of supply across all genres and from across 
the UK  
 
We agree with the Trust’s view that “securing the supply of high quality content means having 
arrangements for television that can help to build strong and sustainable network production in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and the English regions.” However we would question 
how increased competition would incentivise more investment in the UK’s nations and regions 
by the BBC and independent producers than is currently the case. 
 



For some time Equity has argued that broadcasters should spread their operations so that a 
greater proportion of production employment, including performing talent, is spread across the 
UK.  We have previously welcomed the BBC’s commitment to produce 17% of network 
television production from the UK’s Nations by 2016 and also believe that there is more that the 
BBC can do to support television and radio production in the Midlands region, following a 
migration away from the area over several years by the BBC and other broadcasters. 
 
While other broadcasters and producers have made considerable recent investment in areas 
such as Northern Ireland, through its public mission and funding the BBC is uniquely placed to 
work across all of the UK’s nations and regions to create a positive impact on the production 
base and workforce.  It is unclear how increased competition between the BBC and independent 
producers will provide a better basis for increased investment throughout the UK’s nations and 
regions. 
 
 
Principle four: Securing a sustainable production supply in terms of skills and capacity  
 
The sustainability of production supply is dependent on the survival of a well trained and 
experienced workforce. This includes performers, crew and other creative workers.  As stated 
elsewhere in this response Equity is concerned that more open competition between the BBC 
and independent producers could lead to market pressures having a bearing on the spending 
decisions taken by the BBC.  
 
Increased competition may force the BBC’s production unit to cut costs by considering a 
reduction in permanently employed staff or by investing less in skills development and training. 
A more aggressive competitive environment for content production could also lead to a 
reduction in terms and conditions offered to performers and other creative workers. This would 
not be conducive to maintaining the capacity of the workforce or in encouraging diversity. 
 
Principle five: Retaining sufficient value and control over the BBC's IP and content rights 
beyond the public service window to secure a fair return on investment for licence fee payers 
 
We agree with this principle. BBC Worldwide returned £174million to the BBC in 2013/14 

through investment in BBC commissioned content and dividends. BBC Worldwide is also an 
important source of revenue for independent producers, and in the same year paid £116million 
to independent rightsholders in upfront rights investment, profit share and royalties.  
 
Equity has a key role in ensuring that the rights of artists are protected and that they are 
rewarded appropriately for the future exploitation of work. We therefore believe that alongside 
securing a fair return for investment for licence fee payers, the BBC must also continue to 
pursue commercial arrangements that recognise the IP rights of performers.  
 
 
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? 
 
Please see comments above in response to Qu. 1 
 
 



ii. Do you think that is likely to change in the future given the developments in the market in 
recent years? 
 
Please see comments above in response to Qu. 1 
 
 
iii. How do you think the principles can best be fulfilled over the next ten years whether by 
regulatory changes or other means? 
 
A well funded BBC unencumbered from the kind of constraints imposed on it by the last licence 
fee settlement in 2010 is the starting point from which these principles can be best fulfilled. It is 
therefore imperative that through the Charter Review in 2016 the BBC is put on a much more 
secure footing financially.  
 
The UK is a world leader in television content production. This reputation is built on a number of 
foundations, including the presence of the BBC and the availability of a highly skilled creative 
workforce, which includes performers. The UK has witnessed much lower levels of investments 
in television production than current levels during the last ten years and this has had a huge 
knock-on effect on the employment prospects and job security of performers as well as other 
creative workers in the sector. 
 
Notwithstanding welcome developments such as the tax reliefs for high end television content 
and the proposed new relief for children’s programming, ensuring that the BBC can maintain a 
solid level of investment in content production is vital for the sustainability of the UK’s creative 
industries. As part of this, the BBC’s in house production must be protected from full 
competition so that the UK’s content production base more generally can weather any 
downturn in investment by other broadcasters or producers.  
 
 
3. Are there genres of programming or types of content that justify a different approach? 
 
We do not believe that there are genres of programming or types of content that justify a 
different approach from the mixed economy model that currently exists. 
 
 
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 members are very strongly in favour of an approach to content supply that can facilitate the 
continuation and an expansion in the production of original and high quality drama, comedy, 
entertainment and children’s programmes made in and about the UK.  
 
A critical part of this approach is the continued use of appropriate union agreements covering 
the engagement and remuneration of performers.  There have been recent incidences where 
the BBC have sought to source content from new providers, in some cases procuring from 



individual members of the public through the use of online engagement and other mechanisms. 
This has led to confusion and disagreements about the appropriate level of payment and/or 
rights due to contributors. Similarly, the increase in investment in co-productions by the BBC 
and particularly the increase in content produced in other European countries must respect 
existing agreements covering terms and conditions for performers.  
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For more information regarding this submission please contact Louise McMullan on 
lmcmullan@equity.org.uk or on 02076700260. 
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