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Introduction 
 
Tern Television Productions, formed in 1988, is one of the larger Scottish owned production 
companies albeit, with a turnover of around £5m, small in UK terms.  In 1991 it was one of 
the first companies to win an independent commission from BBC Scotland.  In 1997 it was 
among the first to win a BBC network commission, and in 1998 the first to win a BBC 
network series commission.  Tern invested to expand from Aberdeen to Glasgow in 2000, 
and to Belfast in 2006. 
 
Tern consistently supplies to BBC Scotland a portfolio of factual programmes, including The 
Beechgrove Garden and a succession of award winning documentaries, and series, the most 
recent of which, The Harbour and The Mountain, are the highest rated in their slot.  In 
Belfast where Tern is BBC NI’s second largest supplier, the company produces a wide range 
of local programmes, from Prix Italia winning The Father, The Son and The Housekeeper to 
The Gaitherin. 
 
For BBC Network Tern has made a succession of history and arts series from Scotland and 
forty episodes of Songs of Praise.   From Northern Ireland Tern has made a daytime series 
and several The Beauty of…. Arts series.   
 
In addition, Tern produces for ITV, Channel 4, several series for BBC World News, Discovery, 
National Geographic and Sky, filming on every continent and in some of the world’s most 
remote corners.  
 
Tern has been a BBC facing company with a strong public service ethos, reflected in the 
active engagement with its gardening audience via a comprehensive company owned and 
funded website and the building of over one hundred community gardens, funded from 
sources other than license fee.   
 
Tern has consistently delivered value for money to the licence fee payer.  From the outset 
the company first produced BBC Scotland’s The Beechgrove Garden in a radically different 
way, reducing immediately the previous in house budget by 10%.  The series, produced at a 
fraction of the cost of BBC In house network equivalent Gardeners’ World, now delights a 
wider audience with its network repeat and is regularly favourably compared in trade press. 
More recently Tern has invested significant sums in developing network programmes for the 
BBC and has regularly sourced external funding, sometimes the majority of funding, to add 
to production budgets. 
 
Tern has contributed to the establishment, growth and stability of production infrastructure 
In Scotland and Northern Ireland by consistently investing the slender margins generated by 
factual, and especially local factual, in its own permanent staff, in a development team to 
deliver growth, and in targeting volume production to create sustainable freelance 
employment. 
 
Despite its relatively small size, Tern contributes to training through voluntary contributions 
to the Indie Training Fund, by making staff and materials available to develop and support 
University courses, particularly in Robert Gordon and Stirling Universities, and by regularly 
taking work experience and paid intern students and graduates. 
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Network and Non Network Supply Arrangements in the Nations. 
 
The Trust’s paper on the scope of the review identifies the milestones of legislation and 
policy which have established the current quotas for independent and out of London 
production.  However, it does not mention the consequences of, and motives for, such 
policy. 
 
Whereas previously the BBC’s channels could simply disperse production as they chose to 
any of the BBC’s production centres, the introduction of the independent quota in the 1990 
Broadcasting Act created a requirement for a market structure – buyers and sellers.   The 
growing buyers infrastructure, based in London, increasingly drew producers and production 
infrastructure to London, until over 90% of the license fee was being spent within the M25.  
As Trust audience research showed, this was clearly unsustainable editorially, and also 
commercially and politically.  Sucking the license fee out of the small Nations was not on. 
 
Since the nineties there have been various announcements of intent to commission outside 
London.  Firstly there was a 25% OOL target.  Then 33%.  Finally 50%, 17% to the Nations, 9% 
to Scotland.  These have been accompanied almost in equal measure by attempts to subvert 
them.  First there was the drama exception, allowing the full budget to count against OOL if 
any of the filming took place OOL.  Then a succession of London companies were 
encouraged to produce out of the nations projects for which it made no editorial or 
commercial sense to do so.  Offices scantily staffed with one or two junior people, 
sometimes merely subletting a desk or two from the BBC, claimed to be a permanent 
presence.  But they retreated South as soon as there was a gap in commissioning, thus 
completely failing to deliver economic value via the growth in infrastructure which the 
targets intended.  Furthermore, they had no chance of delivering cultural value either, as 
they were the result of London focused production companies having discussions with 
London focused commissioners then farming elements of the production out.  
 
In response to this abuse, Ofcom introduced more stringent definitions as to what was a 
Nations production.  These were designed to allow for an element of Lift and Shift in order 
quickly to support growth of production infrastructure.  However, the balance of Lift and 
Shift vs Indigenous has been excessive.  BBC evidence to the Scottish Parliament’s Energy, 
Economy and Tourism Committee in January 2014 claimed £90m of network production in 
Scotland, of which 80% had gone to independents.  £72m.  Since the announcement of the 
9% target for Scotland, Tern, one of only a few indigenous companies company with a 
successful network track record, has found its wins from network commissioning have 
actually decreased, currently to less than £1m.  The Nations targets have been achieved by a 
huge and disproportionate level of Lift and Shift. 
 
It is understandable that commissioners should want to commission trusted producers.  
Commissioners’ reputations depend upon work over which they have little control.  And 
almost all trusted producers, for reasons described above, have become based in London.  
But if the BBC wants to address issues which are, by the Trust’s own research viewer driven 
dissatisfaction with its failure to reflect all UK cultures to all of the UK, there has to be 
behavioural change.  It is not acceptable, in the context of a published strategy to obtain 
more production from a Nation, to invest BBC money in developing an idea which is  
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considered strong and then reject it on the basis that ‘we have too much of this sort of 
thing’.  If there was ‘too much’ then there must have been too much in the first place before  
the investment was made, and if there is genuinely a critical need for production from a 
Nation then ‘too much’ should lead to the dismissal of something else from the portfolio,  
not that critical offer from that Nation.  We are told that commissioners like to have lots of 
balls in the air and keep them there until the last moment lest something better comes 
along.  This is not compatible with a strategy to promote change.  If a Nations offer is one of 
those ‘balls’ – it would only be there on merit, and should be commissioned immediately in 
order to deliver the strategy.  Otherwise the reality is that there is no strategy at all, just 
empty words. 
 
The UK needs a balanced reflection of all its cultures to all its cultures.  For too long the BBC 
has been seen as the mouthpiece of South East England to the rest of the country, which is 
why there has been optout production to ameliorate the imbalance.  It can be hard for 
commissioners and producers from there to realize how inappropriate their judgments are.  
One BBC in house magazine series, made in England, recently represented Scotland by 
teaching one of its presenters to play the bagpipes, and having a South East England family 
learn to wear a kilt and cook haggis. The damage done to the BBC’s reputation by such 
clichés should not be underestimated. 
 
It may be argued that Nations companies are too small to be built upon.  It is certainly true 
that a smaller company, with its development capacity dependent on limited revenues, finds 
it harder to build a larger portfolio of offers to replace those which are, reasonably or 
unreasonably, rejected.  But a buyer in any other business seeking to have a supplier 
strategy would engage with suppliers to discover their situation and work in partnership 
with them to develop a relationship.  In the end of the day, despite all promises, delivery of 
strategy depends on how strongly commissioner behaviours have bought in to strategy.  
There is, demonstrably, a disjunction. 
 
In Wales a coordinated strategy between commissioning, pubic agencies and producers 
resulted in a significant proportion of the (albeit much larger) commissioning spend of S4C 
being deliberately concentrated on companies which had demonstrated success.  The 
growth of those companies attracted public investment, and subsequent growth attracted 
private capital, which resulted in, for example, Tinopolis buying Mentorn.  No such 
coordinated strategy has existed in Scotland, and the consequences are there for all to see. 
 
The advent of the new Channel 4 Nations target creates a once in a lifetime opportunity for 
coordinated strategy to build a strong production sector in Scotland and Northern Ireland, 
based on indigenous producers.  This distinction has nothing to do with ethnicity.  It refers to 
producers who live and work and understand their cultures, and are committed to staying 
there even when work declines.   
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Answers to specific questions. 
 
1. Are the principals the right ones to guide changes to content supply? 
 
Principle 4 should read at the end ‘across the UK’. 
 
Principle 5 seems to assume that protecting IP within the BBC is the only way to deliver 
value for the license fee payer.  In fact by protecting IP for independents the BBC delivers 
value for license fee payers also, as the limited value derived from them is almost entirely 
responsible for funding development, which the licence fee payer does not have to fund. 
 
2.  (i) How far do you think current content supply arrangements deliver on them? 
 
See above.  In terms of supply from the nations, there is much work still to be done. 
     
     (ii)Do you think that is likely to change in future years given developments in the market 
in recent years?   
 
The limited consolidation there has been in Scotland has left IWC owned by Zodiak, but still 
developing and producing from its own headquarters in Glasgow.  There is no reason why 
further consolidation should undermine Nations values and principles and reflection of their 
culture. 
  
 (iii) How do you think the principles can be fulfilled over the next ten years whether by 
regulatory changes or by other means? 
 
Regulation to protect independents in an unbalanced market is still required.  See the 
assessment of market share in Pact’s submission.  The prospect of wiping out those with 
smaller market share endangers the proper reflection of all cultures in the Nations.  Clearly 
therefore continuation is required of quotas both for independent production and for 
Nations production. 
 
DECLARATION  
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If I have sent my response by email, the BBC can disregard any standard e-mail text about 
not disclosing email contents and attachments.  
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