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RESPONSE BY THE INTERNATIONAL BROADCASTING TRUST  
TO THE BBC TRUST SERVICE REVIEW OF NEWS AND CURRENT AFFAIRS 
 
EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY 
 

1. In general terms IBT commends the BBC for its delivery of news and 

current affairs.  

 

2. IBT research demonstrates that BBC News, along with other UK News 

providers, tends to cover the same, relatively narrow, international 

agenda in terms of topics, countries and original stories and they adopt a 

similar treatment and use of pictures to report the biggest international 

stories. We would like to see the BBC widen its range of stories to include 

more original journalism and unique stories.  

 

3. IBT research shows that both the Six O’Clock News and the Ten O’Clock 

News have maintained the number of stories in their bulletins and the 

number of countries they cover since 2009 and we welcome this.  

 

4. However, the amount of air time dedicated to foreign stories on the 

evening bulletins has decreased.  We would urge the BBC Trust and 

Executive to investigate this further. One of the defining features of the 

Ten O’Clock News, in particular, over many years has been its 

international coverage; if this coverage is now occupying a smaller part of 

the bulletin on a regular basis, then this is a worrying trend. 

 

5. IBT welcomes the integration of World Service staff into the main BBC 

News operation in the hope that this process will lead to an inherently 

more global perspective in UK news.  

 

6. IBT would like there to be a greater diversity of voices on BBC News. Our 

research shows that experts and commentators are the dominant voices 

in BBC News bulletins and we would like the BBC to provide a range of 

opinions from people directly involved in a story and not just reflect the 

consensus of opinion. 
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7. IBT would like to see Newsnight provide an alternative source of 

information to the main bulletin at 10pm on BBC One, rather than 

primarily providing a platform for discussion of the main stories as 

covered in the news.  If it is going to cover one of the major stories of the 

day it needs to add public value to the BBC’s news provision.  

 
8. IBT congratulates the BBC on its current affairs provision which has 

improved significantly since the BBC Trust Review of BBC One, Two and 

Four in 2009. IBT welcomes the strategy to broaden the appeal of current 

affairs by including both ‘hard’ current affairs (investigations such as 

Panorama’s Undercover Care) and ‘soft’ current affairs (Simon Reeve’s 

travel programmes) in its prime time schedule.  

 

9. On BBC One Panorama is more engaging and the journalism and 

filmmaking of a higher quality than previously. BBC Two’s strategy to be 

the channel with the most distinctive international current affairs seems 

to be working well and we welcome this. And BBC Three continues to be 

the home of engaging, informative current affairs which provide an 

alternative to more traditional content in this genre.  

 

10. We would like to see the strategy to engage a wider audience with a range 

of different types of current affairs programming which covers a range of 

subjects and countries to continue and encourage the BBC to do all it can 

to constantly innovate, question and be risk-taking with its current affairs 

output.  

BACKGROUND TO IBT 

11. IBT is a coalition of the UK’s international development agencies. The 

views in this submission reflect the concerns of IBT’s member agencies 

regarding adequate common understanding of the world in which we live.  

We are supported by a large proportion of the UK public which is 

concerned with the effects of ‘globalisation’ and with communicating 

across the world. 

12. One aspect of the convergence era is that a ‘global information society’ 

has been created in which we are all citizens. Communication has become 

global; and information exchange has become a primary driver of 

economics, politics and social interaction.  

 
13. IBT’s position, reflected in all our policy work since 1997, is that coverage 

of the developing world should not just focus on images of suffering 

which is more often than not what is presented in news coverage. It is 
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IBT’s view that an international dimension should be an integral part of 

all programming. 

INTRODUCTION 
 
14. IBT welcomes the opportunity to respond to this BBC Trust consultation. 

High quality domestic and international News and Current Affairs are 

essential if we are to be well-informed and maintain our democratic 

engagement with the world around us. This is an important review and 

we welcome the BBC Trust’s decision to conduct it despite the fact that it 

is not a statutory requirement for the Trust to do reviews of news and 

current affairs because they are not services governed by a licence. We 

see this as an indication of the BBC Trust’s commitment to maintain high 

quality news and current affairs on the BBC.  

 
15. In general terms IBT commends the BBC’s seriousness of purpose in its 

delivery of news and current affairs and encourages the BBC Trust and 

the BBC Executive to be open to recommendations on how to improve 

these services.  

 

16. IBT’s primary focus in this submission will be on television news and 

current affairs but will make references to radio as well where 

appropriate. This is because we understand that 78% of people still use 

television news as their main source of information about the world, with 

only 8% relying on the internet, 5% on radio and 4% on newspapers. 

Television news is consistently rated as the most important purpose of 

public service broadcasting – 81% of adults rank this as the highest 

priority.1    

 

17. While understanding that the BBC Trust needs to measure the 

performance of the BBC against all six public purposes of the BBC and the 

Licences of each Service, IBT will focus primarily in this submission on 

delivery of the global purpose, Bringing the UK to the world and the world 

to the UK. This is because IBT’s expertise lies in the provision of 

international content which informs us about the wider world.  

 

18. The Agreement which accompanies the 2006 BBC Charter states: 

 

In developing (and reviewing) the purpose remit for bringing the UK 

to the world and the world to the UK, the Trust must, amongst other 

things, seek to ensure that the BBC—makes people in the UK 

                                                 
1
 Ofcom PSB Report (2012). 
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aware of international issues and of the different cultures and 

viewpoints of people living outside the UK through news and 

current affairs and other outputs such as drama, comedy, 

documentaries, educational output and sports coverage; and 

brings high-quality international news coverage to international 

audiences.  

 

19. We will aim to assess how successful the BBC is in delivering this 

ambition to make people aware of international issues and the different 

cultures and viewpoints of people living outside the UK through its news 

and current affairs provision and we will make recommendations which 

may help in the delivery of this purpose.  

 

20. One of the principal questions we have asked ourselves in preparing this 

submission is how the BBC can deliver more public value to licence fee 

payers by broadening our horizons and increasing our understanding of 

the world through its news and current affairs output and we make 

recommendations based on this criterion. 

 
BBC NEWS 
 

21. In 2009 IBT published The World In Focus. This report analysed 

international news available on UK platforms. It concluded that more than 

ever before we need to know about and understand events occurring 

outside the UK: 

 

Now more than ever before, events happening outside the UK have 

direct consequences for the lives of UK citizens. The credit crunch, 

climate change, migration and the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan 

are just some of the global issues with local impacts and these issues 

cannot be fully understood without sufficient, accurate reporting of 

events and processes taking place internationally. News continues to 

be the most important source of information about the wider world 

for most UK citizens and recent research has revealed the value 

audiences place on the international dimension of news bulletins.2 

 

22. The BBC’s provision of a range of news across a range of platforms for a 

wide variety of audiences is valued highly by the public. Television is still 

by far the most used platform for news with 78% of adults in 2012 saying 

                                                 
2
 The World in Focus, Scott, IBT, 2009 
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they use it as their primary source of information about the world around 

them.3  

 

23. While there has been a decline in the number of hours watched the public 

on the main five PSB channels since 2007, we note that during this period 

viewing of news on BBC One increased by 5 hours to 61 hours in 2012. 4 

IBT sees this as an indicator that news on BBC One remains a trusted and 

important source of information about the world around us and as the 

most popular television news supplier in the UK it holds a great 

responsibility.   

 

24. The World in Focus analysed international content of UK news across a 

range of platforms over a two week period.5 For this Review we have 

commissioned a piece of quantitative research to update the quantitative 

findings in 2009. 6 While it is a limited piece of research which only 

analyses one week of output, it is useful as an indicator of potential 

change.  

 

25. The key findings of The World in Focus were: 

 
 All UK news bulletins have a tendency to cover the same, relatively 

narrow, international agenda in terms of topics, countries and 

original stories and they adopt a similar treatment and use of 

pictures to report the biggest international stories. 

 

 Despite the dominance of stories about the UK recession during 

the two weeks of this study, broadcasters largely maintained their 

levels of international coverage (at an average of 32%).  

 

 BBC One’s Ten O’clock News was singled out for praise as it 

contained the highest percentage of international news (48%), 

international lead stories (38%) and coverage of developing 

countries (47%) of any television bulletin in the survey.  

 

 The USA dominated the international agenda of news 

broadcasters. In the sample period, it received 34% of all 

international coverage. By contrast, developments in Iraq, Sri 

Lanka, Latin America and the Caribbean received relatively little 

                                                 
3
 Ofcom News Consumption in the UK, 2013 Report 

4
 Ofcom PSB Report 2013 

5
 World in Focus, IBT, Scott, 2009 http://www.ibt.org.uk/documents/reports/TheWorldinFocus-

summary.pdf#view=FitV 
6
 Data and methodology of this new 2013 research is attached as an appendix to this submission.  

http://www.ibt.org.uk/documents/reports/TheWorldinFocus-summary.pdf#view=FitV
http://www.ibt.org.uk/documents/reports/TheWorldinFocus-summary.pdf#view=FitV
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coverage as did a number of ‘good news’ stories about parts of the 

world which are usually only reported during a crisis (Somalia, 

Darfur and southern Sudan). 

 

 News coverage of developing countries appeared to have 

increased and is no longer dominated by ‘coups and earthquakes’. 

However, news stories about these countries are still treated 

differently as they are more likely to include the voices of those 

outside the country and significantly more likely to be covered as 

one-off features, compared to developed countries which are given 

more continuous coverage. 

2013 Comparisons 
 

Our 2013 study has found that both the Six O’Clock News and the Ten 

O’Clock News bulletins have maintained the number of countries they 

cover.  

 

Ten O’Clock News - In 2009 on average 11 different countries were 

covered in the Ten o’clock news each week during the survey period and 

in 2013 on average 12 different countries were covered.  

 

Six O’Clock News – In 2009 on average 8.5 different countries were 

covered each week during survey period and in 2013 on average 10 

different countries were covered.  

 

The number of stories in bulletins has also remained stable: 

 

In 2009 the Ten o’clock news had on average 9 stories/bulletin; in 2013 it 

had 10 stories/bulletin.  

 

In 2009 the 6 o’clock news had on average 10.29 stories/bulletin; in 2013 

it had 10.8 stories/bulletin.  

 

These findings are extremely encouraging and welcomed by IBT, 

demonstrating that a variety of countries continues to be covered in the 

main BBC One bulletins and the number of stories in bulletins is 

remaining the same which means the audience is continuing to be 

provided with a range of stories in every bulletin.  

 
There is one finding, however, which may be significant. The amount of 

time dedicated to foreign stories has decreased quite significantly.  
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In 2009 on average 48% of airtime in the Ten O’Clock News was 

international and in 2013 36.5% was international.  

 

In 2009 on average 29% of airtime in the Six O’Clock News was 

international and in 2013 only 23.1% was international.  

 

These findings imply that, although the number of foreign countries 

covered in the main BBC Television bulletins has remained stable, less 

time is dedicated to those stories, providing less information and context. 

We would urge the BBC Trust and Executive to investigate this further. 

One of the defining features of the Ten O’Clock News, in particular, over 

many years has been its international coverage; if this coverage is now 

occupying a smaller part of the bulletin on a regular basis, then this is a 

worrying trend. 

 
THE IMPACT OF THE INTEGRATION OF THE WORLD SERVICE  
 

26. As stated in its submission to the BBC Trust’s Review of the World Service 

in September 2013, IBT welcomes the integration of World Service staff 

into the main BBC News operation. IBT members hope that this process 

will lead to an inherently more global perspective in UK news.  

 

27. To quote IBT’s submission:  

 

Another benefit the World Service could bring which should be 

promoted by the Trust is increased internationalism in domestic 

BBC output through the expertise of its staff who are integrating 

into the main BBC News operation.  

 

In principle IBT supports the progressive integration of the World 

Service into the editorial and managerial structures of the BBC. We 

support the ambition as set out in the BBC Trust paper: the 

international dimension of the BBC’s domestic output is 

immeasurably enhanced by having access to the global network…of 

World Service staff.’7 

 

We commend the BBC Trust’s ambition to see improvements in the 

BBC’s journalism through this new way of working8 and we welcome 

the wording in the draft Operating Licence that BBC World Service 

                                                 
7
 BBC World Service. A licence fee funded Service. June 2013. BBC Trust. Page 7 

8
 BBC World Service. A licence fee funded Service. June 2013. BBC Trust. Page 11 
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should work with the BBC’s domestic services by adding 

international depth to the domestic news and factual output. BBC 

World Service should use its global network and correspondents 

overseas reporting in local languages to increase and enhance the 

range and breadth of the BBC’s service to licence fee payers.9 

 

We hope that the pooling of the skills of BBC domestic journalists 

and producers with those of World Service journalists will result in 

the BBC’s domestic news having a more global perspective. BBC 

domestic news services should exploit the informed, nuanced 

understanding and specialist knowledge of World Service staff - 

many of who were born and educated in other countries, 

commanding other languages and familiar with other cultures. This 

is a resource which we believe should be valuable for the BBC in 

producing domestic news with real authority provided by 

journalists who have first- hand experience of countries and 

cultures outside the UK.  

 

Beyond being anecdotally aware of more non-British born voices 

and faces on air, IBT understands that the integration of the World 

Service into BBC News operations is taking place to the advantage 

of news-gathering, reporting and production - as well as improving 

the career prospects of World Service staff concerned. 10 

 
28. In light of these comments, we welcome James Harding’s comments made 

recently to staff at the BBC when he stated a commitment to international 

news on the BBC:  

 

‘The strength of our global news footprint is not only a point of pride 

for the BBC, but one that distinguishes us from all our competitors.  

It is our unique selling point – and we must showcase it.  Our task is 

to ensure that all our audiences - globally and in the UK - get the 

benefit of the BBC’s unrivalled global reach.  In particular, we will 

make more of the material on World News available to viewers in 

the UK. We will build on the growing success of our bilingual 

reporters, as has been so powerfully demonstrated by people like 

Anne Soy during the Westgate Mall attack in Nairobi. We will 

harness the expertise of the World Service and BBC Monitoring for 

domestic audiences. And we will earmark days and seasons for the 

                                                 
9
 Draft Operating Licence: BBC World Service. June 25

th
 2013. Page 4. 

10
 IBT Submission to the BBC Trust Service Licence for The World Service, September 2013 
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dedicated coverage of the big global themes and the world’s 

unreported stories.’11 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

29. In light of IBT research we would like to make the following 

recommendations to the BBC. These are made in the hope that they may 

help the BBC broaden our horizons and take us to new, surprising places. 

Thus they should add public value to what the BBC already does and 

increase public engagement.  

 

30. A More Diverse agenda & More Original Stories: IBT would like to see 

more original, or unreported stories to which James Harding refers to, in 

mainstream BBC bulletins. IBT’s 2009 research found that while the BBC 

Ten O’Clock News performed well in terms of the percentage of 

international content in its bulletins it broadcast very few unique stories. 

During the two week period surveyed the Ten O’Clock bulletin broadcast 

3 unique international stories, ie stories not seen elsewhere. The Six 

O’clock bulletin broadcast no unique international stories. This compares 

with Al Jazeera English which broadcast 30 unique international stories 

during this period.  

Number of countries and unique international stories covered by each 
bulletin12 
 

 
No. of 
countries 
covered  

No. of unique 
international 
stories 

Al-Jazeera English (8pm) 47 30 
CCTV News (3.30pm) 40 24 
BBC4 World News Today  30 10 
The World Tonight 28 9 
Today (8am bulletin) 23 5 
Channel 4 News 23 5 
Islam Channel News 22 22 
Sky News (10pm) 22 8 
BBC 10 o clock News 22 3 
ITV 10pm News 18 0 
More4 News 17 3 
BBC 6 o clock News 17 0 
ITV 6.30pm News 14 2 
Five News (5pm) 13 4 
NTA International (BEN 
8pm) 12 14 

                                                 
11

 James Harding speech to BBC Staff, 4 December 2013 
12

 The World in Focus, IBT, Scott, 2009 
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Newsnight 11 5 
Newsround 9 5 
5 Live Breakfast (8am 
bulletin) 8 1 
NDTV 9 o clock News 7 1 
BBC3 60 seconds 7 0 
BBC1 90 second update 6 1 
Newsbeat (12.45pm 
bulletin) 5 3 
GMTV (8am bulletin) 4 3 
Magic FM (8am bulletin) 4 0 

 
31. The broadcasting of unique stories analysed here ties in closely to the 

ambitions expressed by James Harding – to deliver more original 

journalism, more of our own stories.13 IBT welcomes this ambition. 

 

32. We believe that the BBC has a responsibility to present a more varied, 

original diet of international stories on its main news bulletins and in its 

news programmes. We would like the main evening bulletins on BBC One, 

as well as Newsnight and other news programmes, to follow the example 

of The World Tonight (Radio 4) by widening the range of international 

stories which they cover to include more off-agenda stories which present 

an antidote to the relentlessly negative stream of news items which 

emanate from abroad, especially from developing countries.  

 

33. Increased range of opinion: IBT would also like there to be a greater 

diversity of voices on BBC News. We are concerned that in general UK 

news services, with limited budgets, tend to follow the same agenda, 

interviewing the same experts or commentators repeatedly. IBT would 

like the BBC to provide an opportunity for us to hear a range of opinions 

and not just to reflect the consensus of opinion. This would mean that we 

hear from both experts who may be able to put a story in context as well 

as those who are directly affected by an event or an issue. It is far easier, 

less time-consuming, therefore less expensive, to call contacts who are 

already well-used and reliable rather than search out new voices.  

 

34. The World In Focus research found that there is strong evidence to support 

the claim made in previous reports that developing countries are treated 

rather differently to developed countries (DFID, 2000). In this study it was 

found that news items about developing countries were twice as likely to 

include the voices of individuals outside of the country as items about 

developed countries. Alistair Burnett [Editor of The World Tonight] admits, 

                                                 
13

 James Harding speech to staff, 4 December 2013 
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‘inevitably we are slanted towards using English speaking people who tend 

to come from the US or from former UK colonies. There is a lot of expertise 

in think tanks in South Africa, Indonesia, Argentina and Brazil, which we 

just don’t tap into’. Sam Barratt [Oxfam]argues that who speaks about 

events in developing countries is a particularly important issue because ‘if 

you have somebody from that location describing what’s happening, it 

actually shows that the people there are responsible for the problems 

themselves and are actually acting on them. Broadcasters need to be aware 

of how they can show how people are being active and resourceful in 

addressing problems within their own backyard. It can be so easily 

portrayed as it’s the water engineer from Bristol that solves all the problems 

in Darfur when actually it is the 300 or 400 public health volunteers from 

the villages that have been made homeless that are there actually doing the 

hard work to make sure cholera doesn’t spread’. 

 

35. An analysis of the range of interviewees during the two week period 

surveyed for The World in Focus can be seen in the chart below. On the 

BBC Ten O’Clock news it can be seen the people directly involved in the 

story (participants) had 10% of the time to speak in comparison with 

government officials (33%) or experts (18%). The Six O’Clock News gave 

more time to direct participants (27%) and less to government officials. It 

is interesting to note that the programmes which aim to be more 

‘populist’ in their approach – such as GMTV or Five News or even the Six 

O’clock news – include the voices of the public more than experts.  

 

36. It is IBT’s view that it is essential to examine this element in delivery of 

news to audiences because it is important that the public hear a range of 

voices in the debate around a story – especially from those people who 

are directly impacted by events.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Amount of time various individuals get to speak in news items, as a 
percentage of total number of voices 14 

                                                 
14

 World in Focus, Scott, IBT (2009) 
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37.  

 
38. More Returning stories : While IBT accepts there is naturally a limit on 

the number of stories the BBC is able to cover or broadcast, we would like 

to suggest that BBC News could track stories over the long-term more 

successfully, returning to countries after the event to update us on 

developments in significant international stories. We would suggest this 

could be done cost-effectively by using the extra staff available in the field 

because of the integration of the World Service operation into the main 

BBC News operation. These staff will have an up to date understanding of 
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stories as they evolve over time and can provide expertise which wasn’t 

available to BBC News in the past.  

 

39. International comparisons: IBT would like to make a general editorial 

recommendation that when the BBC is covering any story, whether it is 

international or domestic, journalists should consider whether there are 

comparisons to be made with other countries which could provide us 

with greater understanding. These comparisons could provide us with 

solutions which we otherwise are not aware of as well as reinforcing our 

awareness of the inter-connectedness of the world.  

Newsnight 

40. While it is too soon to judge the impact which Ian Katz, the new editor of 

Newsnight, has had, from early signs it appears that the programme is 

being refreshed. We welcome this change as well as the arrival of new 

correspondents such as Laura Kuenssberg to the mix to encourage 

greater diversity of output and refresh the content. 

 

41. IBT would like to see Newsnight provide an alternative source of 

information to the main bulletin at 10pm on BBC One, rather than 

primarily providing a platform for discussion of the main stories as 

covered in the news.  In the past we have sensed that stories and issues 

have often been covered on Newsnight through the prism of politics and 

politicians. We would like to see Newsnight widen the news agenda and 

broaden its range of stories. If it is going to cover one of the major stories 

of the day which has already been well covered in the news bulletins on 

radio and television, it needs to bring something new to the mix, thus 

adding public value to the BBC’s news provision. It could also be a space 

for alternative stories and dissenting voices. In this way it would have a 

stronger identity and could fulfil some of the ambitions as set out recently 

by James Harding.  

       THE FUTURE DIRECTION OF BBC NEWS 
 

42. While James Harding’s comments to staff are very welcome, we are 

concerned that further budget cuts could undermine the quality of BBC 

News.  

 
43. It has recently been confirmed that there will be a further £20million of 

savings from the news budget required by 2017 and further cuts to 

contribute to the £100million cost of developing the iPlayer.  
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44. IBT is concerned that these cuts could lead to an increased tendency for 

BBC News to prioritise ‘big’ international stories (disasters, wars and 

conflicts) above stories which enhance our understanding of the world in 

a general sense. These stories which help us understand international 

issues and the different cultures and viewpoints of people living 

outside the UK (an obligation in the BBC Charter) need to remain in the 

rundown alongside other international news which may be relevant to 

the UK audience if we are to properly understand the world around us.  

 

45. Looking further ahead, we welcome Lord Hall’s statement regarding the 

BBC’s goals to innovate in the digital world. We believe that the BBC 

should maintain its online news presence in a world where the public are 

overwhelmed with news content online but people are often uncertain of 

its trustworthiness. The trust placed in the BBC to provide impartial, 

accurate and up to date news – whether that be online or broadcast - 

needs to be maintained. If this information is not available in an accessible 

manner to audiences free of charge at the point of access, it is IBT’s view 

that the value of what the BBC does will be undermined. We welcome the 

strategy to examine trends in usage by audiences and to develop new 

methods of delivery which will be appropriate to engage audiences in the 

years to come.  

 
OVERVIEW OF BBC CURRENT AFFAIRS PROVISION 
 

46. It is clear from Ofcom research that the public appetite for current affairs 

has increased in the past 6 years. It is one of only three genres on the 

Public Service Broadcasters’ main channels to have seen an increase in 

viewing between 2007 and 2012. During this period overall hours of 

viewing of current affairs on the main five PSB channels increased from 

37 to 47 hours. Viewing increased by 5 hours to 28 hours a year alone on 

BBC One, accounting for 10% of viewing.15  

 

47. Despite the increase in popularity of current affairs programming, spend 

on this genre is decreasing steadily every year, which is of concern to IBT.  

 

48. In the BBC Trust’s Report following its Review of BBC One, Two and Four 

in 2009, the BBC Trust made a number of recommendations relating 

specifically to current affairs and amended the BBC Two Service Licence 

to reflect these: 

 

                                                 
15

 PSB Annual Report, Ofcom, July 2013 
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BBC management should aim to increase the impact of its current 

affairs programming on BBC One and BBC Two.  

BBC One should continue to broadcast current affairs regularly in peak 

time, chiefly through the Panorama strand, where we expect a 

consistently high quality offering with a mix of topical and reactive 

programming as well as longer form investigative programmes 

covering both domestic and international affairs.  

 

BBC Two should provide a significant amount of high quality current 

affairs output, with distinctive and analytical coverage of the major 

international and domestic stories. We are satisfied that the channel is 

committed to meeting these aspirations. It is our view that to achieve 

this will mean that much of this programming will be scheduled 

prominently within peak time, as well receiving enhanced promotional 

support to increase audience awareness.  

 
To re-affirm the importance we place on BBC Two’s role in covering 
international affairs within its current affairs output, we will amend 
BBC Two’s service licence to strengthen the contribution we expect the 
channel to make to the BBC’s global purpose, and we will assess the 
performance of current affairs output through a combination of reach 
to, and audience perceptions of, its quality and originality.16 

 
49. IBT welcomed these recommendations because it could not have been 

clearer from them that the BBC Trust was keen to reinforce delivery of the 

global purpose via current affairs in peak time on both BBC One and BBC 

Two.  

 

50. At this time BBC Management presented to the BBC Trust its strategy for 

current affairs on BBC Two: 

 

Since we published our interim finding for this review, BBC 
management has developed plans for current affairs output on BBC 
Two. It has outlined its broad approach as being to offer a portfolio of 
output from both current affairs and documentaries and including 
landmark series, Newsnight and the This World strand. BBC 
management has clarified the purpose of international current affairs 
on BBC Two as being to:  

• cover the most significant news stories  

• explore international affairs beyond the core news agenda  

                                                 
16

 BBC Trust Report on BBC One, Two and Four, November 2010 
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• identify and cover emerging stories reflecting changing 
global trends  

• reflect ‘human interest’ stories that shed light on the points 

above.  

Our aspiration for BBC Two is that it provides the most prominent, 
comprehensive and authoritative international current affairs 
programming of any UK channel, either BBC or commercial. We are 
satisfied that BBC management is committed to meeting this 
aspiration.17  

 

IBT CURRENT AFFAIRS RESEARCH 
 

51. In January 2013 IBT published a report examining the state of current 

affairs on UK television, An Uncertain Future – the Threat to Current 

Affairs18. This qualitative research assessed current trends in 

commissioning of current affairs content and the impact of such 

programming.  

 
52. The key findings of the report are as follows: 

 
 Current affairs producers are particularly concerned about the future of  

investigations and international stories. They say that both sub-genres 

are difficult to get commissioned because they are expensive because 

they are often labour intensive and there is a perception that 

international current affairs programmes don’t attract large audiences.  

 
 The definition of current affairs programming in recent years has been 

relaxed to allow a wider range of programmes which attract new 

audiences, such as younger viewers to BBC Three, and ‘softer’ subjects.  

 
 The real value and impact of current affairs is its contribution to a well-

informed public although a number of programmes studied in the report 

were seen to have concrete social or political impacts.  

 
53. The report found that the BBC One and Two exceed their quotas for 

current affairs output every year.  This is a genre which the Controllers of 

both channels told us is challenging, in terms of reaching audiences, but 
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also an essential part of their DNA. Janice Hadlow, Controller of BBC Two, 

said: 

‘If we take as a starting point that you can’t be a functioning citizen 

of the world if you walk through it in ignorance, then we are 

challenged to find a variety of different ways of answering that need. 

We wouldn’t be doing our job if we weren’t trying to think of ways of 

appealing to larger audiences in a different way.’19 

 

54. With reference to BBC Three and BBC Four, the report found that these 

channels successfully provide an alternative to what is on the main BBC 

channels.  

 

BBC3 controller, Zai Bennett, believes the channel has developed a 

new language for current affairs – finding a way of attracting and 

engaging younger audiences to challenging subjects, including 

serious foreign affairs. ‘It differentiates the channel from others 

aimed at its demographic… young adults feel patronised by the belief 

that all they want all the time is entertainment. They want through-

provoking stuff put before them. We are trying to reflect the world to 

our audiences; it is part of our duty as a channel. If you do it right 

and tell the right story it can rate’20 

 
THE DEFINITION OF CURRENT AFFAIRS 
 

55. For the purposes of this Review we understand that the definition of 

current affairs is content which is produced by the Current Affairs 

department of the BBC but we would like to highlight how difficult it is to 

define which programmes are ‘current affairs’ programmes nowadays 

and IBT believes this is a positive change.   

 

56. IBT’s research in An Uncertain Future – the Threat to Current Affairs, 

found that the distinction between current affairs, specialist factual and 

documentaries has increasingly blurred in recent years and for most 

viewers the output of the current affairs team may be indistinguishable 

from that of documentaries and for them it is an irrelevant distinction.  

 

57. This is an important point because previous IBT research (The World In 

Focus, 2009) found that while current affairs programmes are highly 

valued, there was a tendency to respect them but avoid watching 

them….There was evidence of a tendency for most participants to respect 
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but avoid such programming. This was especially true of less engaged 

audiences. ‘I work long hours and sometimes just want to get home and 

zombie out whereas some of the documentaries required too much 

concentration’ (London). Another said ‘sure I want to learn and have an 

understanding of the world but I’m not sitting there to be educated or 

learning to pass an exam so I’ve got to be entertained as well’ (Glasgow).21 

 

58. It seems that the description of a programme as ‘current affairs’ can be a 

deterrent for a potential audience and that therefore blurring the lines 

between documentaries, specialist factual and current affairs is a good 

thing. Current affairs programmes nowadays appear to attract an 

audience on the basis of their subject matter or style of treatment rather 

than the genre they are defined under by the BBC which IBT views as a 

positive move.  

 

59. It seems to IBT that the BBC has successfully overcome the challenge of 

attracting viewers to current affairs by devising innovative approaches to 

content which could be classed as current affairs but isn’t presented as 

such. IBT welcomes this strategy and would like to encourage the BBC to 

maintain its commitment to both ‘hard’ current affairs (investigations 

such as Panorama’s Undercover Care) and ‘soft’ current affairs (Simon 

Reeve’s travel programmes).  

 

60. It is our view that both these ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ current affairs programmes 

are valuable and should have a place in the schedule because this is a way 

of offering a portfolio of such programming which will attract different 

audiences and play different roles in engaging the public.  

 
BBC CURRENT AFFAIRS PERFORMANCE SINCE 2010 
 

61. It is IBT’s view that since the BBC Trust Review of BBC One, Two and Four 

in 2009, the BBC’s current affairs strategy has been very successful.  

 

62. From anecdotal evidence, IBT believes that international current affairs 

content on both BBC One and BBC Two has improved significantly since 

2009 and this could account for the rise in viewing of current affairs, as 

noted above in the Ofcom research.  

 

63. We note in detail comments on individual programmes and strands 

below, but as an overview we believe that on BBC One Panorama’s output 

has improved significantly and,as a result, the programmes are more 
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engaging and the journalism and filmmaking of a higher quality  than 

previously. 

 

64. BBC Two’s strategy to be the channel with the most distinctive 

international current affairs seems to be working well and we welcome 

this. This World has  improved and changed its tone, style and approach to 

make its programmes more distinctive and accessible. The many 

international stand-alone programmes and series on BBC Two have been 

very impressive – whether they are current affairs programmes under the 

terms of this review is difficult to know, but they appear to be current 

affairs programming and certainly we would describe them as such 

because they inform us about what is currently happening in the world 

and have elements of inquiry and investigation. 

 

65. BBC Three continues to be the home of engaging, informative current 

affairs which provide an alternative to more traditional content in this 

genre. IBT has commended BBC Three in the past for the innovative 

nature of its output and encourages it to continue doing such a good job at 

broadcasting engaging, entertaining but serious programming in this 

genre.  

INTERNATIONAL CURRENT AFFAIRS PROGRAMMING 

66. From an informal analysis we note and welcome an increase in the 

number of international episodes of Panorama which as the BBC’s 

flagship current affairs programme on BBC One has the potential to 

attract large audiences and therefore has a special responsibility to keep 

us informed about the wider world. Since January 2013 Panorama has 

broadcast 44 films on BBC One of which 18 have been international 

(40%).   

 

67. We recognise that the number of international episodes is not wholly 

indicative of Panorama’s performance and that other measures, such as 

reach and impact, need to be taken into account, but in addition to the rise 

in the number of international episodes there is a qualitative difference in 

the series now. The quality of storytelling on Panorama has improved 

significantly under the current editor’s leadership and in our view this is 

now a strand which is succeeding to deliver the highest quality 

programming. Recent episodes which we would particularly like to 

commend have been Saving Syria’s Children, Terror in Nairobi, Malala: 

Shot for Going to School, Dying for a Bargain, Jungle Outlaws: the Chainsaw 

Trail, and The Russians are Coming.  
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68. This World on BBC Two came under particular scrutiny following the 

Review of BBC One, Two and Four and since then has also significantly 

improved in IBT’s view. We welcome the fact that it now has 12 episodes 

a year and is regularly given a 9pm slot. The programmes are genuinely 

more engaging and the strand is eclectic, reflecting a wide range of stories 

and interests. The branding of this strand is an issue which IBT is aware 

has been in question – whether the programmes should simply be 

marketed as stand-alone documentaries or branded as a series. In our 

view, it is the nature of the content which attracts viewers to these 

programmes as much as the branding of the strand and if there is 

evidence that it continues to attract good audiences it should be allowed 

to market its programmes without the ‘This World’ branding. Notable 

recent episodes include Don’t Panic – the Truth about Population, Frank 

Gardner in Saudi Arabia, Peter Hain in South Africa, Dan Snow’s History of 

Congo and Syria, Simon Reeve in Cuba, America’s Poor Kids, India’s 

Supersize Kids and No Sex Please We’re Japanese.  

 

69. Other series such as The Iraq War, India on Four Wheels and Putin, Russia 

and the West , have all made impressive contributions to BBC Two’s 

output, although, as stated above, it is difficult to know whether they 

came from the Current Affairs or Documentaries department.  

 

70. A significant international series which we understand was produced by 

the Current Affairs department was the Toughest Place to be…series.  This 

would probably be described as ‘soft’ current affairs by purists, but in 

IBT’s view it provided a quirky, popular approach to current events and 

issues outside the UK and was very successful. We would welcome more 

series of this type in future and encourage the BBC to continue to 

innovate in its current affairs output to reach as wide an audience as 

possible. We believe that the distinction between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ current 

affairs is out of date and no longer relevant to audiences. 

 

71. BBC Three’s success with current affairs has been remarkable in 

broadcasting terms. To name but a few, The Stacey Dooley Investigates 

strand, award winning Women, Weddings, War and Me and The Truth 

about Child Brides. The channel has attracted a younger audience to 

content which tells them about issues, places and people outside the UK in 

a way which no other UK broadcaster has. We cannot commend BBC 

Three’s output enough and encourage the channel to continue to 

broadcast engaging content which tells us about the wider world.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
72. We would like to see the present strategy regarding the BBC’s 

international current affairs output maintained and strengthened. We are 
very pleased with the changes which have come about and believe that 
the BBC’s output has improved significantly in the past three years. 
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