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The BBC Trust’s Service Review of BBC Local Radio, Local News and Current 

Affairs in England  

Submission from the Audience Council England 

 

1. Introduction 

 

1.1. The Audience Council England is an advisory body of the BBC Trust.  Our role is to 

provide the Trust with insights on the views, needs and interests of audiences in England.   

In order to do this we are supported by a network of panels, one in each of the BBC’s 12 

broadcasting regions in England.   

 

1.2. This submission is based on discussions at each of our regional panels, a joint panels 

meeting and subsequent consideration by the members of the Audience Council England. 

In preparing our submission to the Trust we have discussed the extent to which licence fee 

payers are using the services and their appeal.  We wanted to understand how effectively 

the BBC is performing on behalf of local and regional audiences in England. And we 

considered how the services contribute to the delivery of the BBC’s public purposes. 

 

2. Summary 

 

2.1. Overall we found that the BBC’s Local Radio, local news and current affairs services in 

England:  

 Provide core public value for citizens and licence fee payers across the 12 English 

Regions, delivering informative and enjoyable content, along with a significant level 

of audience appreciation.  

 Meet the individual service licence remits and are performing effectively, particularly 

for those who listen or watch regularly.   

 

2.2. We found that the ways in which audiences choose to watch, listen and consume 

news and current affairs content have evolved considerably in recent years reflecting 

newer trends and choices as a result of changing technology. While some panel 

members told us that they feel well served by traditional BBC regional and local 

news and current affairs services, and enjoy the style and tone of BBC content, they 

also told us that they regularly use other sources which complement the BBC offer. 

 

2.3.  “Getting the news” has to fit into individual lifestyles and, by choice, many people 

now use the most convenient sources of information – such as apps and mobile 
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phones; and Twitter and Facebook for quick news bites - whether sourced from the 

BBC or other providers. We heard too from some members that they supplement 

BBC regional TV news with local newspaper websites - which offer a different depth 

and range of more hyper-local content, as do local print newspapers. 

  

2.4. We welcome the BBC’s role in understanding and responding to such changes to 

ensure that licence fee payers and the wider audience in England, across all 

demographics, remain well-served with trusted, accurate, impartial, informative and 

engaging news and current affairs programmes and local radio services. 

 

 

3. Serving Audiences and Performance Against Service Licences  

 

3.1 BBC Local Radio 

 

3.1.1. BBC Local Radio has a remit to provide a primarily speech-based service of news, 

information and debate to local communities across England. Speech output should be 

complemented by music. The target audience should be listeners aged 50 and over, who are 

not well-served elsewhere, although the service may appeal to all those interested in local 

issues. There should be a strong emphasis on interactivity and audience involvement.  

 

3.1.2. We understand that radio listening is currently at its highest since 2012, with 90 per 

cent or 48.18 million of UK adults, listening to all BBC radio every week. BBC Local Radio 

share is broadly stable with 6.7 million listeners or 15.4 per cent of adults in England. While 

there has been a long term decline in listening to BBC Local Radio in recent years we are 

encouraged that the latest RAJAR Q2 2015 figures suggest that this decline may be showing 

some signs of stability - with market share stable and average hours listened per listener 

slightly up on both 2014 and Q1 2015.   

 

3.1.3. Variations in audience figures for BBC Local Radio are to be expected year-on-year. 

Audience tastes and listening habits have evolved in recent times - for example, we 

recognise that many over 50s use social media for local information and social engagement.  

In this context an important question arises as to how social media could further raise the 

profile and impact of Local Radio to reach and serve more listeners in the future. The Trust 

may want to explore how Local Radio in particular might further respond to such 

innovations and changes to develop its listener and audience base while continuing to serve 

the regular, target audience in the English regions.  

 

3.1.4. That said we found that regular listeners consider that BBC Local Radio provides a 

welcome, informed view of their community and locality, highlighting local life, concerns and 

issues. They told us that BBC Local Radio provides an easily accessible opportunity to 

express views and opinions on-air on local, regional and national issues and, on occasion, 

with significant decision makers.  This was seen to be making an effective contribution in 

delivering the BBC’s public purposes particularly the purpose of representing the UK, its 

nations, regions and communities.   

 

3.1.5. For some listeners their BBC Local Radio station provides welcome companionship, 

and people feel they are part of an extended circle. This is a distinctive aspect of BBC Local 
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Radio which continues to serve the traditional heartland audience well. Each station’s 

regular presenters provide a familiar presence and a common bond with many listeners who 

enjoy presenters’ local connections, their knowledge of the local area and authentic reports 

highlighting local events or issues. For example Radio Devon’s output this year has included 

150 news interviews, packages and programmes as part of the station’s campaign to raise 

dementia awareness in rural communities.   

 

3.1.6. In our discussions we found that regular listeners appreciate the mix of 

companionable, entertaining and serious programme content that BBC Local Radio provides 

at its best. This includes compelling investigative journalism - for example, the government 

announced a crackdown following an investigation at Radio Kent, exposing fraudulent 

websites selling false certificates from bogus universities;  informative interviews;  

knowledgeable presenters and moments when communities unite behind a local radio 

initiative – a further example includes 50 listeners picking up rubbish from a local wood 

following an appeal by a Radio Sheffield presenter who also joined the group. Regular 

listeners further told us that they appreciate the informed and detailed coverage of local 

sport; and the blend of speech and music content within programmes.   

 

3.1.7. Local Radio can be a highly responsive audience service, capitalising on its connections 

to the local community.  For some panel members the chance for listeners to express views 

on-air on a wide range of issues was of key importance and upholds the value of Local Radio 

to the community and licence fee payers. The programmes which hold decision makers to 

account - for example In the Hotseat - encouraging debate and audience interaction are 

respected components of the service. We understand that the opportunity to raise 

questions through the phone-ins and other media, such as Twitter, has a particular 

resonance when issues specific to the local area are discussed.  

 

3.1.8. However, some panel members felt strongly that the quality and distinctiveness of the 

speech content through the day varied across each BBC Local Radio station - ranging from 

valid journalism with real impact to phone-in discussions of limited merit.   

 

3.1.9. We found too that the coverage of arts and culture varied across the stations. There 

was a strong feeling from panel members that improved, consistent links and partnerships 

with local venues, events or festivals would help to bring a fresh perspective and serve a 

more diverse, contemporary and engaged audience in each region - while helping to inform 

listeners about the breadth of culture and diversity of an area, both locally and regionally. 

 

3.1.10. Unsurprisingly, we found that sports coverage brings different age groups together as 

listeners, and BBC Local Radio’s football commentary in particular was highly praised by 

some panel members. Local teams featured across the station’s output, the presenters 

understand the significance of the sport to local communities and coverage of non-league 

matches, cricket and rugby is keenly followed.  

 

3.1.11. We feel that local sports coverage helps to root BBC Local Radio in the community, 

and simultaneously provides an opportunity to bring the younger local audience to Local 

Radio. There was a call from some members for greater coverage of more minority sports, 

for example, hockey, netball, and athletics.  It was felt too that Local Radio could report on 

a wider range of sports to complement the BBC’s overall portfolio of sport.  Local Radio is 
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the only BBC service to cover and report on local teams, including some minority sports, 

and we found that this is highly valued.  

 

3.1.12. The travel and weather reports and updates have been well received at times of 

extreme weather e.g. snow, floods or to flag major local traffic problems. Such immediate, 

local content is also of immense value throughout each day, but particularly during peak 

travel time when Breakfast and Drivetime output offers a helpful link with updates and 

information affecting local travel. We heard that Local Radio is still considered by many 

listeners to be the best place to get hold of this information. While alternative sources are 

available, and increasingly so, we heard that BBC Local Radio provides a reliable service that 

is widely accessible, particularly for some listeners living in areas with poor broadband, or 

without access to websites or the latest apps.    

 

3.1.13. We consider that the roots of Local Radio in local communities, which also place the 

local in the context of national issues, are of significant value to licence fee payers. For 

example, events such as the Tour de France through the Yorkshire Dales, or the demolition 

of the power-station towers at Didcot, Oxfordshire were major interest events providing 

local radio listeners with coverage and authentic discussion about regional matters in a 

national context.  We also found that regular listeners considered local radio news often 

had the ability to be more immediate and responsive to breaking stories than regional TV 

news. 

 

3.1.14. However, there was a view from some regular listeners who felt that although there 

is national coverage of local stories through the all-England evening programme, this 

removes the ‘local’ from Local Radio. While some members noted local and regional 

features of considerable merit in the programme, we understand that this remains an issue 

for other listeners. 
 

3.1.15. BBC Introducing provides a platform for local music and emerging, creative talent, 

giving listeners a route to hear new music, unsigned local bands and performers. Although 

aimed at a fresh and new audience, many of our panel members felt local radio is the right 

place for such content.  BBC Introducing brings live, local music to the station, plus a sense of 

ownership and a connection with local talent.  This was seen as an important role for BBC 

Local Radio particularly for reaching a younger audience, and providing a link between the 

local stations and the wider BBC Radio portfolio of Radio 2, 6 Music and Radio 1.   

 

3.1.16. We found that the mainstream music content on Local Radio was less appealing for 

some panel members.  While it was agreed that musical taste is very personal and local 

radio was not intended primarily as a music station, there was a strong view that the range 

and variety could be developed to be more representative of listener’s contemporary, wider 

tastes. 

 

3.1.17.  We found that some panel members questioned the inclusion in the service licence 

of a target age of 50 years and over, who are not well served elsewhere. Members offered a 

different point of view suggesting that the prime focus should be the wider diverse audience 

and demographic who are interested in and connected to local issues irrespective of age. 

With this in mind the Trust may wish to consider how well all aspects of diversity and life 

experiences are reflected across BBC Local Radio.  
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3.2. BBC Regional and Local News and Current Affairs on TV and online 

 

3.2.1. The BBC’s commitments to local news and current affairs are set out in the BBC One, 

BBC Online and Red Button service licences. The remit of BBC One in this context is to 

make an important contribution to the nations, regions and communities purpose amongst 

its audience and it should offer opt-out programmes and news bulletins for the nations and 

English regions. BBC Online may have sites for 53 local areas across the UK which in 

England are linked to BBC Local Radio services and may aggregate content from these sites 

to ensure greater local relevance to users. These should cover news, weather and travel 

and may include some local interests, such as sport, heritage and events. Nations and local 

sites should aim to work effectively with other providers of local information, sourcing or 

sharing content and providing clear links from each BBC site to other local media and 

information providers.  

 

3.2.2 As part of our considerations we have discussed the extent to which licence fee 

payers are using the services; and whether the services are making an effective and 

informative contribution to delivering the BBC’s public purposes.  

 

3.2.3. The latest quarterly trend performance figures for BBC regional television news show 

a combined reach of 46 per cent of adults in England. The 6.30pm programme remains the 

most watched news bulletin in England, outperforming ITV with a strong overall share and 

scoring best for regional news.  Similarly, we found that Inside Out and Sunday Politics are 

both important to the BBC’s distinctive role as a public service broadcaster particularly 

given the absence of regional current affairs and politics programmes from other 

broadcasters in many other English regions.  

 

3.3. Regional and Local TV News    

 

3.3.1. We value the importance of BBC regional news and the role it plays in the BBC’s 

mission to inform, educate and entertain. Overall there is a high standard of professionalism 

and the ability of presenters to connect authentically with the audience in each region is 

appreciated. Some considered the production style formulaic but that said BBC regional 

television news has a different feel to national news; offering variation in the overall mix of 

news, current affairs and magazine style programme content across the BBC’s output. 

 

 3.3.2. Many panel members told us that they expected and valued the high standards of 

reporting, along with the trustworthy nature and distinctiveness of BBC regional and local 

TV news in England.  BBC regional news was considered to have a serious presentation 

style, while also being engaging, authoritative and well presented.  

  

3.3.3. With 12 diverse English regions we consider that it is essential to reflect both the 

urban and rural communities in regional and local TV news output. Each English region 

covers a significant geographical area, with varied demographics, and is often substantially 

bigger in area and population than each of the three devolved nations.  
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3.3.4.We discussed the views of some members who considered that there can be over 

reporting of certain areas in a region, while other areas were rarely featured, giving a sense 

that some parts of a region have more prominence than others. For some members in more 

rural or less populated areas there is a perception that they are represented less regularly 

within the regional news offer; and from their perspective their location and region could be 

more effectively served. 

 

3.3.5. In certain regions, London in particular, few panel members started the day with local 

radio or BBC Breakfast. The majority used apps and online newspapers for local news, with 

the BBC News app being popular.  

 

3.3.6. We heard too that weekend news coverage, operating with fewer bulletins, was in the 

opinion of some members out of kilter with contemporary news provision given the 

audience expectation of consistent 24/7 news coverage whether regional or national.  

 

3.3.7. With these observations in mind the Trust may wish to consider how the BBC’s 

understanding of the evolving ways audiences consume and connect with news and 

information locally and regionally can best inform its future news provision for licence fee 

payers.  

 

3.3.8. We found that panel members look to the BBC for analysis and impartial, balanced 

reporting. They also use the full range of content sources to access news and information in 

their regions and localities – from Facebook, Twitter, local paper’s websites and print 

newspapers. Overall the combined choice and range of services provide reliable, informative 

local and regional reportage of calibre although the online adverts within non-BBC sources 

were an irritation for some. 

 

3.3.9.  Increasingly the variety of devices and information sources people use throughout the 

day for getting news and current affairs content is expanding; from social media for 

headlines/snippets to the TV news bulletins and programmes for more authoritative detail 

and analysis.  

 

3.3.10. In this regard we understand from our discussions that for many panel members 

regional and local TV news complements the offer from regional and local newspapers – 

delivering a different perspective from newspapers (both in print and online) which are by 

the nature of their coverage more hyper-local and detailed.  

 

3.3.11. Members noted that more consistent and regular coverage of cultural events 

including the arts and science would be of value to the audience. They told us that they 

consider that regional TV news should provide a rich vein of local information across all 

aspects of contemporary life. Similarly we would also welcome more consistent coverage of 

technology and science innovation which are not always linked to the economics of a story.   

 

3.3.12. There was general appreciation for the trial of the extended regional TV news 

bulletin at 10.30pm during Spring 2015. We found that this format had suited many viewers 

and was a welcome addition to the regional TV news stable. There was a view that this 

would be a beneficial service on a permanent basis for both the audience and regional TV 

news provision in England.  
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3.4. Inside Out  

 

3.4.1. Many members told us that Inside Out is enjoyed as a format and appreciated for its 

informative, local and regional current affairs content. There was praise for its often high 

quality journalism and the coverage of urban and rural issues from a regional perspective, 

alongside national issues.  

 

3.4.2. However, given that the series is broadcast just twice a year on BBC One (autumn 

and spring) some members feel that there must be increased promotion to remind viewers 

of its return and build audience loyalty. In 2015 there was also some scheduling disruption 

which was frustrating for many members.  

 

3.4.3. We found that Inside Out is often watched on iPlayer by a significant number of 

members rather than live, largely because of the inconsistent scheduling. As a result for 

some members the programme was not in the category of an appointment to view unless 

the topic was both publicised and of specific interest.   

 

3.4.4. There was praise for the use of local experts and the mix of subjects from light to 

serious. While many members liked the engaging personality and range of presenters who 

know their region, others were more interested in the topics covered rather than the 

personality of the host.  We found that there is often a strong mix of current affairs and 

factual stories although some members would like to see specific topics covered more 

frequently - for example arts and culture, local government, business, science and education.  

 

3.4.5. The introduction of the England-wide themed programmes received a mixed response 

from panel members. They told us that the success of the programme relied very heavily on 

the topic chosen. We also found that for some there was a preference for two stories 

rather than three in each programme so that topics might be covered in more depth; and 

equally some members would value a return to stories from series to series to follow up on 

issues raised or conclusions reached.  

 

3.4.6. There was a diversity of opinion from some members on the sharing of content 

across the regions. We recognise that financial considerations have driven this but we have 

found that while the stories are of interest some feel that they have minor regional 

relevance and detract from the programmes’ regional identity.  There was a question too 

about how representative the resulting content is in relation to regional demographics and 

diversity.  

 

3.4.7. In our discussions it was suggested by some members that more connections be 

established with local universities, industry or research bodies to report on innovation and 

research, while also including academic or industry experts regularly in programme content.  

 

3.4.8. We consider that overall Inside Out,  as the BBC’s only regional television investigative 

journalism programme in England, is a distinctive component of English regions output. It is a 

series worth investing in to ensure that insightful, authoritative journalism has a presence in 

each English region - to sustain the essential reporting of current affairs issues and matters 



 

8 
 

of importance to regional audiences and licence fee payers which news coverage alone 

cannot cover.    

 

3.4.9. Finally, we remain particularly concerned that the Yorkshire & Lincolnshire region 

does not have its own edition of Inside Out. It has long been the case that the current 

programme covers both the Yorkshire region in addition to Yorkshire and Lincolnshire. 

This means that much of the content is irrelevant to the Yorkshire and Lincolnshire 

audience, and often has tenuous links to the region. We strongly consider that this service 

review should explore the potential for addressing this anomaly.  

 

 

3.5. Sunday Politics 

 

3.5.1. We found that Sunday Politics provides a distinctive service for the audience with 

debate and discussion on local political issues, combined with credible and expert 

presentation and an appropriate mix of guests and commentators. 

 

3.5.2. We heard from members who told us that they valued the political debate, combined 

with informed analysis and content. For those panel members who watch regularly the 

coverage of national politics and the democratic process at regional level is well received.  

 

3.5.3. The regional political reporters and Sunday Politics presenters were prominent during 

the General Election 2015 offering strong local coverage across the English regions. We 

found that members valued the service and the information available; the television debates 

provided an opportunity for the audience to challenge the candidates; social media played an 

important part in the election offering; BBC Local Radio profiled all the constituency 

candidates and listeners were able to go online before and after the election for more 

information and in-depth analysis.   

 

3.5.4. However, a key issue emerged strongly during our discussions as many members feel 

that Sunday Politics place in the BBC One schedule is consigned to an inconvenient time of 

day. If members watched at all it was more often on iPlayer as a catch up.   

 

3.5.5. We found that members consider that trustworthy, impartial political coverage is an 

essential component of the BBC’s public purposes and service to licence fee payers. In this 

context Sunday Politics plays an important role in the English regions, ensuring that essential 

discussion and debate on local and national political matters takes place.  

 

3.5.6. The Trust may wish to consider what more the BBC can provide to address audience 

issues with the scheduling of the programme to offer regional audiences in England more 

convenient access to local and regional political coverage. 

 

3.6. Local News Online  

 

3.6.1. Overall we found from our discussions that wider choice and access to varied sources 

of online news has changed the news landscape for some audiences.  While much of the 

information on social media is provided in short form, the links to BBC regional and local 
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news sites along with regional TV news coverage enable audiences to find out the fuller 

story progressively along with more detailed analysis and reportage.  

 

3.6.2. We found that those who regularly use the BBC website for news welcome the Local 

Live updates, giving immediate local news, and providing wider links to alternative sources of 

information on running or emerging news stories.  Currently 16 stations provide a Local 

Live service.  We recognise that BBC content remains a trusted news source and we found 

that many members turn to the BBC for accuracy.  

 

3.6.3. We value the service provided by Local Live which, at its best, provides more 

connection to regional and local news. It offers effective signposting to other local news 

sources.  While we understand that there are financial considerations in play we feel that 

the provision of Local Live as an integral BBC Local Radio service for all stations would be 

of value to all local audiences in the near future. 

 

3.6.4. One of the issues which emerged during our discussions is a concern that Local Live 

and BBC local news online require more regular updates. While the information can be a 

route into other sources of news we found that content remained unchanged for a period 

beyond the immediate news story. Travel updates can also be some hours out of date; while 

the Local Live sites are not updated after 6.00pm which members considered unhelpful in a 

24 hours news culture.  

 

3.6.5. In recent times, and certainly since the Trust’s last service review of BBC Local Radio, 

a significant change among audiences has been the usage and availability of social media 

which has changed the ways in which people access news content. Among panel members 

we found that social media is often their first alert to a local or regional story. Some have 

personalised their homepages to check local news first, while others receive news via 

Twitter, smartphone links and Facebook - getting their news on the move, including hyper-

local news from social media alerts.  

 

3.6.6. We understand that other non-BBC news sources including local newspaper websites 

with their own live links, regular updates and more detailed hyper-local content are also 

valued and informative resources for members. On the other hand some members disliked 

the prevalence of adverts on local paper websites.   

 

3.6.7. Members noted that the audience is frequently invited to go online for more 

information on stories by both BBC Local Radio and BBC regional TV. However some 

members felt that the subsequent online stories were less detailed than they expected. 

Given that there is an audience expectation that online news content will be instantly 

refreshed, and that members told us they wanted more regional detail and analysis, what 

more can the BBC do to ensure that local and regional online news stories are updated 

effectively to keep up with the evolving news agenda?   

 

3.6.8. The Trust may wish to consider how BBC regional and local news online can best 

serve audiences who would like easier navigation and consistent, regular online updates.  
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4. Future Challenges and Changes in audience expectations and consumption 

habits 

 

4.1. Throughout our discussions we have found that there remains consistent appreciation 

for the BBC’s Local Radio services and local news and current affairs output on television in 

England.  

 

4.2. We recognise too that audience listening and viewing habits are evolving and changing 

rapidly – and as we have flagged in our submissions to other recent service reviews, the 

BBC must innovate and develop strategies to meet the current challenges and opportunities 

such changes bring.  

 

4.3. For BBC Local Radio the changes in audience behaviour and consumption habits, for 

example with many over 50s using social media, prompts the question about how the BBC 

can best serve its wider local audience and understand what audiences want from the BBC 

Local Radio service in the next decade.   

 

4.4. With this in mind the Trust will want to consider how BBC Local Radio can continue to 

thrive and develop in the future. What should the identity of Local Radio be for the 2020s 

and beyond? How might BBC Local Radio invest in its versatility and strengths and capitalise 

on these for the future? And how can each BBC Local Radio station best serve an audience 

that has diverse tastes and interests within each locality and region?   

 

4.5. During the latter period of our discussions the debate on the future of the BBC began 

as the government published the Green Paper as the first stage of the process in setting a 

new BBC Charter. The core question of the current debate being what is the right BBC for 

the next generation? With the BBC’s future financial framework set, this clearly has a 

bearing on the range and scope of the BBC’s programmes and services.  

 

4.6. We feel that the BBC’s role as a trusted and reliable source of news and current affairs 

output, both locally and regionally, remains an essential part of its distinctive remit and 

public purposes, particularly during a time of significant change.  Our findings indicate that 

the BBC’s Local Radio, local news and current affairs services are essential and valued 

components of the BBC’s local and regional offer to audiences in England. 
 

4.7. In this regard how will the BBC safeguard an appropriate level of resource to BBC Local 

Radio and English regions news and current affairs output on radio, TV and online, to ensure 

that in serving its diverse communities in the English regions the BBC is enabled to continue 

to deliver the very best content to its audience and licence fee payers.   
 


