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RESPONSE BY THE VOICE OF THE LISTENER & VIEWER 

TO THE BBC TRUST SERVICE REVIEW:  

NEWS AND CURRENT AFFAIRS 

 

BACKGROUND TO VLV 

 
1. The Voice of the Listener & Viewer (VLV) is an independent, non-profit-making 

membership association, free from political, commercial and sectarian affiliations, 

working for quality and diversity in British broadcasting content. VLV represents the 

interests of listeners and viewers as citizens and consumers across the full range of 

broadcasting issues. VLV is concerned with the structures, regulation, funding and 

institutions that underpin the British Broadcasting system.  VLV is a charitable company 

limited by guarantee.  

 

2. For 30 years the VLV has played a unique role in keeping a citizen’s eye on major 

legislative proposals and action taken by regulators and broadcasters, enabling the voice 

of consumers to be heard, independently from the interests of political parties, industry 

players and other pressure groups. 

 

EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY 

 

3. In general terms VLV commends the BBC for its delivery of news and current affairs but 

encourages the BBC Trust and the BBC Executive to be open to recommendations on how 

to improve these services.  

4. VLV members highly value BBC News and Current Affairs output across all platforms – 

radio, television and online – and want to see the quality and range of this content 

maintained despite budget cuts which have been necessary because of the Licence Fee 

Settlement of November 2011.  

5. VLV has a concern that the understandable aim of ensuring proper editorial control and 

direction of the news and current affairs output does not lead to a homogenous 

approach across all outlets. This has the potential to undermine that diversity of voices 

within the BBC’s output which is an important counter to those who argue that the 

Corporation has too big a share of the United Kingdom’s market for news. We are 

concerned that this trend may have been reinforced by the creation of the central 

newsroom and we believe that it is important that the forthcoming appointment of a 

news editor ‘to drive the agenda’ will not exacerbate the problem.  We are not convinced 

that the BBC’s role is to ‘drive the agenda’, but rather to use the expertise of its specialist 

reporters and commentators to explain and analyse events on behalf of listeners and 

viewers. 

 

6. VLV is also concerned that the way in which cost savings are implemented, necessitated 

by the last licence fee settlement, may have the effect of chipping away at the range and 

depth of output – a kind of death by a thousand cuts, with a consequent narrowing of 

the news agenda, particularly on international issues.  
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7. VLV welcomes the fact that there is now a wider range of current affairs programming on 

the BBC which attracts different audiences from those who traditionally watched current 

affairs investigations. We view the widening of the definition of current affairs as a 

positive change because it is more inclusive and engages a wider audience.  

 

8. VLV members question whether the news agenda reflects too much the views and 

activities of those in London and Westminster and is not diverse enough. We wonder 

whether the news agenda is too influenced by the interests of businesses, politicians, 

campaign organisations and the Government, rather than by interests of the public in 

general.  

 

9. VLV welcomes James Harding’s recent comments when he said it should be an ambition 

of the BBC to deliver more original journalism, more of our own stories.
1
 VLV would like 

to see more original stories in BBC News.  

 

10. VLV supports the integration of the World Service into the main BBC News operation in 

the hope that this will lead to an inherently more global perspective in the BBC’s 

domestic news provision.  However, care needs to be taken to ensure that integration 

does not lead to an overly homogenised output. 

 

11. In VLV’s view BBC Two has been doing an excellent job at providing a range of different 

current affairs documentaries which are engaging as well as informative. 

  

12. VLV believes BBC Three should be commended for its current affairs output and 

encouraged to continue to broadcast such edgy, accessible content which is relevant for 

younger views.  

 

13. VLV highly values the output of BBC Four and would encourage it to continue to 

broadcast current affairs documentaries, although with the budget cuts required as a 

result of the Licence Fee Settlement of 2011 it seems unclear what the channel’s future 

strategy in this genre will be.  

 

14. With reference to radio output in news and current affairs, VLV believes that each service 

is distinctive and tailored to a specific audience and welcomes this diversity of approach.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

15. VLV welcomes the opportunity to respond to this BBC Trust consultation. News and 

Current Affairs are essential if we, the UK public, are to be well informed about matters 

which affect us all in our public and private lives. This is an important review and we 

welcome the BBC Trust’s decision to conduct it.  

 

16. In general terms VLV commends the BBC’s seriousness of purpose in its delivery of news 

and current affairs but encourages the BBC Trust and the BBC Executive to be open to 

recommendations on how to improve these services.  

 

                                                
1 James Harding speech to BBC Staff, 4 December 2013 
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17. One of the principal questions we have asked ourselves in preparing this submission is 

how the BBC can deliver more public value in its provision of news and current affairs 

and we make recommendations based on this criterion. 

18. We welcomed Lord Hall’s comments made in his speech to the Voice of the Listener & 

Viewer Conference (27 November 2013) which affirmed a recognition that News and 

Current Affairs are a key element of the BBC’s delivery of its public purposes: 

BBC News is a national voice. It’s a crucial local voice too – in the time I've been away 

from the BBC our local and regional services have come to matter more, not less. The 

values of BBC News shine clearly in this country and to people all over the world. I 

want it always to act as a symbol for the UK – fair-minded, thoughtful, open to all, 

committed to the truth. The best of Britain across the globe.
2
  

19. Additionally, James Harding’s comments, made to staff at the BBC recently, made it clear 

he has high ambitions for News and Current Affairs output at the BBC and VLV members 

welcome his vision and his desire to ask questions of the BBC: 

The BBC is the best news organisation in the world. And yet, to my mind, the question 

is this: is it good enough? Do we break enough stories? Do we tackle important issues 

with sufficient impact? Are we keeping up with or setting the pace in mobile and 

social media?
3
 

He went on to say that it is journalism in the public interest which is most important to 

him:  

Above all, I want us to have the confidence, the resources and the time to devote to 

more of the BBC’s own, original journalism….we must renew our commitment to 

curious, inquisitive journalism in the public interest. There are some who say that the 

demands of feeding the beast of daily output mean that we simply don’t have the 

time for our journalism. I don’t think that’s either true – or tenable.  

I believe original journalism honours our contract with our audiences: each of us at 

the BBC is given, in effect, the licence to be curious, to examine and to interrogate on 

behalf of the public. If we fail to act on that licence, we run the risk of being 

marginalised by other media, of being bland and of falling short in serving the public.  

But, when we act on that responsibility to question, when we lean into the news, 

when we harness the BBC’s singular combination of excellent people working to good 

values in the service of the public, then I believe that we are more likely than any 

other news organisation to get to the real story.  

20. VLV welcomes James Harding’s ambition to provide journalism which is both 

interrogative, original and in the public interest.  

21. In order to compile this response VLV has canvassed its members on their views of BBC 

News and Current Affairs output and what is written in this submission reflects the views 

of our members who are licence fee payers while they are not necessarily media experts.  

                                                
2
 Speech made to VLV Autumn Conference, 27 November 2013 

3
 James Harding speech to BBC staff 4 December 2013 
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22. VLV members highly value BBC News and Current Affairs output across all platforms – 

radio, television and online – and want to see the quality and range of this content 

maintained despite budget cuts which have been necessary because of the Licence Fee 

Settlement of November 2011.  

 

GENERAL COMMENTS ON BBC NEWS AND CURRENT AFFAIRS 

 

23. We have a general concern that the understandable aim of ensuring proper editorial 

control and direction of the news and current affairs output does not lead to a 

homogenous approach and a pre-determined editorial line across all outlets. This has the 

potential to undermine that diversity of voices within the BBC’s output which is an 

important counter to those who argue that the Corporation has too big a share of the 

United Kingdom’s market for news. We are concerned that this trend may have been 

reinforced by the creation of the central newsroom and we believe that it is important 

that the forthcoming appointment of a news editor ‘to drive the agenda’ will not 

exacerbate the problem.  We are not convinced that the BBC’s role is to ‘drive the 

agenda’, but rather to use the expertise of its specialist reporters and commentators to 

explain and analyse events on behalf of listeners and viewers. 

 

24. We are also concerned that the way in which cost savings are implemented, necessitated 

by the last licence fee settlement, may have the effect of chipping away at the range and 

depth of output – a kind of death by a thousand cuts, with a consequent narrowing of 

the news agenda, particularly on international issues.  

25. We would also like to question how the relationship works between the News and 

Current Affairs department within the BBC and other departments such as religion, sport, 

music and the arts.  Do they have a relationship or work in isolation from each other? 

VLV questions whether more public value could be obtained by News and Current Affairs 

utilising the expertise of specialists within these departments to inform their output and 

vice versa.  

 

News 

26. The BBC’s provision of news across a range of platforms for a variety of different 

audiences is valued highly by the public. VLV notes that television is still by far the most 

used platform for news with 78% of adults in 2012 saying they use it as their primary 

source of information about the world around them, but radio and online are also 

popular among our members.
4
  

 

27. While there has been a decline in the number of hours watched by 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 per year in 2012. 
5
 VLV 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 in the UK, it holds a great 

responsibility.   

 

                                                
4
 Ofcom News Consumption in the UK, Report 2013 

5
 Ofcom PSB Report 2013 
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Current Affairs 

28. It is clear from Ofcom research that the public appetite for current affairs has increased 

in the past six years. It is one of only three genres on the Public Service Broadcasters’ 

main channels to have seen an increase between 2007 and 2012.  

 

29. VLV notes that during this period overall hours per year of viewing of current affairs on 

the main five PSB channels increased from 37 to 47 hours. Viewing increased by five 

hours to 28 hours a year alone on BBC One, accounting for 10% of total viewing on BBC 

One.  

 

30. VLV welcomes the fact that there is now a wider range of current affairs programming 

available which attracts different audiences from those who traditionally watched 

current affairs investigations. Some of this content may not be considered to be current 

affairs by purists, but is more accessible and engaging and plays an important role, such 

as the current affairs programmes on BBC Three. We view the widening of the definition 

of current affairs as a positive change because it is more inclusive and engages a wider 

audience.  

 

31. Despite the increase in popularity of current affairs programming, spend on this genre is 

decreasing steadily every year, which is of concern to VLV.  

 

BBC One 

32. VLV notes that live television viewing has remained relatively stable in recent years 

despite the proliferation of online media. 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.
6
   

 

33. We will focus our comments on BBC One on its News output and Panorama, its flagship 

current affairs strand.  

 

34. News is essential in the delivery of virtually all of the BBC’s public purposes – sustaining 

citizenship and civil society; promoting education and learning; stimulating creative and 

cultural excellence; representing the UK, its nations, regions and communities and 

bringing the world to the UK.  

 

35. When we canvassed opinion among our members these were some of the comments we 

received which we believe are noteworthy:  

 

Presenters 

36. VLV values straightforward news reporting in which content is key and while presenters 

and specialist correspondents can add value by providing expert commentary, it is the 

content of the actual story which is important. When presenters are sent across the UK 

or abroad even to anchor a programme outside the studio, it is our view that this should 

only be done in exceptional circumstances because it does not per se add  value or 

authority to the content itself, since most interviews can be done live by satellite.  

                                                
6
 Ofcom PSB Report 2012 
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Two-ways with Correspondents 

37. There appears to be a trend for news reports to be supplemented by two-ways or studio 

interviews with specialist correspondents off the back of their VT packages. While this 

can sometimes provide extra, more up-to-date information when a news story is moving 

fast and needs to be updated by the minute, it appears superfluous to include an 

interview with a correspondent when we have just watched their package. At the very 

least the presenter needs to have a more insightful question than ‘What more can you 

tell us?’  To be of value, these interviews need to draw on and draw out the specialist 

knowledge of the correspondent.  

 

Presenters on location 

38. Instead of sending news presenters or British reporters to the scene of a foreign story, 

we would suggest that better value might be achieved by using local reporters who have 

an expertise in that region. While we accept that certain key BBC correspondents are 

popular with the audience, we believe they should only be sent abroad when they add 

value to the story because of their expertise. 

 

Narrow news agenda 

39. VLV members question whether the news agenda reflects too much the views and 

activities of those who have power in society and isn’t diverse enough. We wonder 

whether the news agenda is too influenced by the interests of businesses, politicians, 

campaign organisations and the government rather than by interests of the public in 

general. While these important players more often than not reflect the interests of 

society as a whole, VLV would like to be assured that BBC News is aware of the risk of 

becoming too ‘diary’ led.  

 

Westminster dominated agenda 

40. We question whether the news agenda is also too influenced by the views of those in 

Westminster rather than those in the nations and regions. While we accept that political 

reporting from London is essential in order to inform us of events and developments 

which are important for us as citizens, it is the view of VLV that BBC News, as well as 

other news outlets, is too dominated by the opinions of politicians and those who hold 

positions of power in the capital.  

 

Diversity of voices 

41. Related to this point, we question whether there is enough diversity as well in the people 

who are interviewed, whether that is on television or radio. Do we only hear the voices 

of those who have power? The influence of those who employ public relations 

professionals seems unduly strong, whether they are campaigners or businesses, and we 

get the sense that all too often news bulletins reflect the consensus of opinion rather 

than allowing for dissenting voices to be heard. VLV members would like to more 

regularly be made aware of the opinions of people from a wider range of backgrounds, 

including those from the what might be viewed by the mainstream as from the ‘margins 

of society’. 

 

Independent Journalism 

42. In VLV’s view the BBC needs to think independently about which stories  are important. It 

needs to probe, follow up stories after the event, be inquisitive and go out in search of 
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voices rather than respond to approaches by professional organisations. By making this 

comment we are not suggesting that there is a lack of balance or impartiality within the 

BBC, but this is a cultural issue which all news organisations need to address when 

budgets are tight and good journalism is time-consuming and expensive. It is far easier 

and faster to call the contacts who are already well-used and reliable rather than search 

out new stories and new voices. As James Harding says, it should be an ambition of the 

BBC to deliver more original journalism, more of our own stories.
7
 VLV welcomes this 

ambition.  

 

Popularisation of news output 

43. James Harding refers to the potential for news to be bland and a number of our 

members raised this issue. The in-depth, accurate, impartial and independent provision 

of news as required by the BBC Charter may result in some BBC News output appearing 

less exciting that the ‘infotainment’ provided by other more commercial organisations, 

but that is often the way with truth. We do not want the BBC to try to ‘popularise’ its 

output if this is at the cost of high quality information and investigation, but should not 

mean that the output has to be grey or bland.  

 

National and International Comparisons 

44. VLV questions whether the BBC makes enough national or international comparisons in 

its coverage of issues within the UK. It is possible that we could learn an enormous 

amount from the experience of people in other places when policy issues such as health 

or education, for example, are covered but this is hardly ever seen in news output.  

 

Arts 

45. With reference to the purpose remit stimulate creative and cultural excellence we have a 

fear that while there is good coverage of the arts on BBC News, it has a tendency to be 

very London-based.  

 

Representing the UK, Its Nations, Regions and Communities 

46. Local news is essential in sustaining a democratic society and encouraging social 

cohesion.  

 

47. We welcomed James Harding’s plans announced recently regarding local news and 

current affairs output: 

So, we want to reinforce that by developing formats along the lines of Question 

Time, Money Box and More-or-Less that work locally. We want to do more to 

register the importance of our local journalism nationally. And, as I’ll come to in a 

moment, we want to plug the local news network – both stories and people – into 

the national news output.  

 

48. Local news is highly valued by the public and considered an important priority by VLV 

members who had a number of comments to make about the BBC’s provision in this 

area.  

 

                                                
7
 James Harding speech to BBC Staff, 4 December 2013 
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49. VLV recognises the important contribution the One Show makes to regional content. 

Much of its content is sourced from around the UK and is presented in an accessible and 

populist way.  

 

London-Centred News Agenda 

50. A number of VLV members suggested that national news is too London-centred and that 

the BBC should utilise its regional operations more effectively to bring us news which 

truly reflects events around the country. Too often the only reason for a story being 

covered in the regions is because there has been a killing or some other bad news story 

rather than because there is something interesting happening which we should all be 

aware of. It was thought by many that BBC local news on radio is better than that 

provided by local news on television.  

 

Diversity on Screen 

51. It was felt by many that while the diversity of contributors and journalists on air is 

improving  the BBC needs to continue to strive in this area if it is to reflect the diversity of 

the UK population adequately.  

 

Breakfast  

52. We understand Breakfast has a tricky balance to maintain between hard news and more 

magazine-type material. We believe that by-and-large they achieve this task and we 

welcome the contribution they make to ensuring a good representation of stories from 

across the regions and nations. 

 

International News 

53. VLV members value high quality coverage of international events and issues because 

they recognise international news content is essential if UK citizens are also to be able to 

be ‘global citizens’. 

 

54. To quote a report by the International Broadcasting Trust which has conducted research 

in this area: 

 

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.
8
 

 

55. Earlier this year VLV made a submission to the BBC Trust’s Consultation on the Service 

Licence for the World Service and made it clear that we support the integration of the 

World Service into the main BBC News operation, in the hope that this will lead to an 

inherently more global perspective in the BBC’s domestic news provision.  However, care 

needs to be taken to ensure that integration does not lead to an overly homogenised 

output. 

                                                
8
 The World in Focus, IBT, 2009 
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56. VLV welcomes James Harding’s comments relating to these developments recently: 

 

‘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 dedicated coverage of the 

big global themes and the world’s unreported stories.’
9
 

 

57. Sustaining coverage after a news story has left the headlines is especially difficult with 

international news given the budget cuts which have been required at the BBC in recent 

years. VLV would like to see more returning stories, outside the obvious anniversaries, 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 stories as they evolve over time and can 

provide expertise which wasn’t available to BBC News in the past. 

 

58. VLV is concerned by the cuts over the past two years to the BBC’s international 

newsgathering operation. While we accept that these may be ameliorated by the 

integration of the World Service, we are concerned that where there is not a strong 

World Service presence, such as in South America outside Brazil, we will not receive 

coverage unless there is a large disaster story.  

 

Panorama 

59. It is VLV’s view that Panorama is performing better after a period in which it offered 

uneven reporting on non-mainstream topics which were rather awkwardly packaged.  

 

60. In the past 12 months it has aired a regular stream of investigative stories which have 

held institutions, companies and individuals to account. Notable episodes include After 

Savile: No More Secrets, Murder in the Alps, Britain’s New Banking Scandal, Murder in 

Nairobi, Saving Syria’s Children, Dying for a Bargain and Malala – Shot for Going to 

School.   

 

61. We commend the team at Panorama for its refreshed output.  We would like to see 

Panorama remain in its prime time slot.  

 

BBC Two 

62. BBC Two plays a very important role for VLV members in providing regular current affairs 

content such as Newsnight alongside documentaries which engage us with international 

current affairs. It has a special remit to sustain citizenship through its journalism which 

                                                
9
 James Harding speech to BBC Staff, 4 December 2013 
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can add value to the main news bulletins on BBC One and to provide international 

content to engage us with the wider world.  

 

Newsnight 

63. 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.  

 

64. VLV understands that it is the strategy of the team to make the programme’s journalism 

sharper and more edgy, to focus more on technology and investigative stories, to use the 

studio more creatively and make the programme more engaging.  

 

65. While some of these initiatives have been more successful than others, we are hopeful 

that the programme will settle down well under its new leadership and we welcome the 

arrival of new correspondents, such as Laura Kuenssberg, to the mix to encourage 

greater diversity of output and refresh the content.  

 

66. VLV would like to see Newsnight broaden its agenda. In the past we have sensed that 

stories and issues have 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.  

 

Documentaries 

67. It appears to VLV that in the recent past BBC Two has been doing an excellent job in 

providing a range of different current affairs documentaries which are engaging as well 

as informative.  

 

68. It is on BBC Two that the blurring of the definition of current affairs can be seen most 

clearly. 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 

note that it is often difficult to define which programmes are ‘current affairs’ 

programmes nowadays. 

 

69. For most viewers the output of the current affairs department may be indistinguishable 

from that of documentaries and for them it is an irrelevant distinction. It is VLV’s view 

that they watch programmes because they are drawn to them by the subject matter 

being covered. 

70. VLV members welcome high quality programmes which engage them with a variety of 

subjects, whether that is considered to be ‘hard’ current affairs (investigations such as 

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

programmes). It is VLV’s view that both types of current affairs programmes are valuable 

and should have a place in the schedule because this is a way of offering a portfolio of 

programming which attracts different audiences and plays different roles in engaging the 

public.  
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71. BBC Two’s strategy, announced at the time of the last BBC Trust Review of the channel, 

to have the most distinctive international current affairs on UK television seems to be 

working well and we welcome this. The This World series has improved and changed its 

tone, style and approach to make its programmes more distinctive and accessible. 

Notable recent episodes include Frank Gardner in Saudi Arabia, Jeremy Bowen in Israel, 

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.  

 

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

as well as the popular Toughest Place to be… have all made impressive contributions to 

BBC Two’s output, although, as stated above, it is difficult to know whether they came 

from Current Affairs or Documentaries.  

 

BBC Three 

73. BBC Three’s contribution to current affairs output has been significant because it 

provides a range of programming which is distinctively aimed at a younger audience. The 

style of its current affairs programmes is qualitatively different from other BBC channels; 

it is engaging, edgy and accessible and should be commended for attracting an audience 

not traditionally served by current affairs programming.  

 

74. The subjects covered by BBC Three are aimed to appeal to this younger audience - body 

image, lifestyle choices, becoming an adult - but there are also international 

documentaries such as those in the Stacey Dooley Investigates strand.  

 

75. Recent notable current affairs documentaries include Escape from the World’s Most 

Dangerous Place, Britain’s Gay Footballers, So What If My Baby is Born Like Me?, Women 

Weddings War and Me and Young, British and Broke.  

 

76. VLV believes BBC Three should be commended for its current affairs output and 

encouraged to continue to broadcast edgy, accessible content such as this which is 

relevant for younger views.  

 

BBC Four 

77. VLV highly values the output of BBC Four and would encourage it to continue to 

broadcast current affairs documentaries although with the budget cuts required as a 

result of the Licence Fee Settlement of 2011 it seems unclear what the channel’s future 

strategy in this genre will be.  

 

78. We note that the budget cut to BBC Four’s budget of 9.6% is the highest cut to any of the 

television services and that BBC Four’s budget is the second to smallest television budget 

at £54.3m, higher only than the CBeebies budget. 

79. We recognise that the archive is an important resource for BBC Four current affairs and 

VLV members enjoy these programmes when they are aired. We would like to see more 

of such programmes which use events of the past, via archive content, to inform our 

understanding of current issues and events. 

 

BBC Online 

80. VLV responded to the BBC Trust service review of BBC Online and BBC Red Button in 

January 2013.  Its views have not changed and still apply equally to news and current 
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affairs output as to general programming.  Whilst there are significant numbers of people 

who choose not to access the internet, especially the elderly, VLV recognises that online 

and mobile services open up opportunities to engage with wider audiences, especially 

the young and audiences abroad.   VLV thinks it is essential that improvements in services 

are available to as many licence fee payers as possible and signposting for audiences to 

reach BBC News online, mobile and on social media need to be clear.  

 

81. News Online provides a different version of the news and is consumed in a different way.  

Ofcom's Communications Market Report 2013 says that 'people are still coming together 

to watch TV in the living room - 91% of UK adults view TV on the main set each week, up 

from 88% in 2002.  However, an increasing array of digital media are now vying for their 

attention. People are streaming videos, firing off instant messages and updating their 

social media status - all while watching more TV than before.   

 

82. Over half of adults (51%) now own smart phones, almost double two years ago (27%).  

Tablet ownership has more than doubled in the past year from 11% of homes to 24%.  

The average household owns more than three types of internet enabled device, with one 

in five owning six or more.  As James Harding asked 'Are we keeping up with or setting 

the pace in mobile and social media?' 
10

 

 

83. News Online offers background and detail to running news stories, as well as a bank of 

reference material - an online 'cuttings library'.  It needs to ensure that BBC News' 

accuracy and impartiality is embedded.  Checking for accuracy in such a vast bank of 

pages is crucial.   There is also no obvious way for reporting any inaccuracies noticed. 

 

84. Access to BBC News Online is instant and constant.  This can be a challenge - expectation 

from regular users online and via apps is that the news will be updated instantly.  The 

technology of the News App is amazing - but can sometimes read as a shopping list.  The 

arrangement of news items online needs different journalistic and editorial skills, as users 

will be dipping in and out for seconds. Signage is perhaps not as helpful as it could be.  

When there is a major running story it can look as if no-one is taking an overall view - the 

death of Nelson Mandela, for example, became the lead story in almost every mobile 

category - and the content was very repetitive. 

  

85. One of Tony Hall's ambitions for the BBC of the future is digital creativity and coding to 

inspire the next generation to get creative with digital technology and computer coding.  

Drawing in a younger audience to BBC News via online, mobile apps and social media 

must be a priority for the BBC, but neither the BBC News App or main online site seem to 

try to do so directly.   Whilst BBC News School Report, which gives 11-16 year-old 

students in the UK the chance to make their own news reports for a real audience, is now 

only online, it is difficult to find from the main BBC News Online site.   

 

BBC Radio  

86. The news and current affairs output of the BBC’s radio services is unrivalled anywhere in 

the world and is one of the BBC’s most valued content areas.  
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87. Radio is listened to by 90% of the population of the UK over the age of 15 (RAJAR quarter 

ending September 2013.) News is an important component of all analogue national 

services with a minimum requirement in the BBC Radio service licences to broadcast 

news bulletins.  

 

88. These services are particularly valued as they can be used while undertaking other tasks. 

The hourly bulletins provide concise news without the need to listen to a long 

programme or commit to a rolling news service on television. 21% of listening takes place 

in a vehicle. (RAJAR). 

 

89. The news and current affairs coverage of BBC radio services are important for many 

citizens of the UK. Therefore we consider it is essential that the present length and 

number of broadcasts along with their distinctiveness, quality and coverage must be 

retained.  

 

Distinctive News Coverage  

90. The news provided by each service is distinctive and tailored to a specific audience. For 

example, the hourly Radio 4 summary is a condensed version of the longer news 

broadcasts at peak times including shortened sound bites. Radio 3 only has summaries at 

peak times. These summaries are usually longer and just read without sound bites. Radio 

1 Newsbeat is designed to appeal to a completely different audience and provides a real 

alternative to the weightier content on Radio 3 and 4. This different coverage from each 

service makes BBC radio output distinctive and while it must evolve should retain the 

features unique to each service.   

 

News and Current Affairs on Radio 4 

91. BBC Radio 4 is a key provider of news and current affairs on the radio services. The 

service is required to provide 2,500 hours of this output each year and an hour a day of 

original documentaries. The wide range of documentary strands combined with the in 

depth news coverage provided by programmes such as Today, The World at One, PM and  

The World Tonight gives Radio 4 a distinct role in the current affairs output of the BBC.  

 

92. We welcome the distinctly different ‘feel’ provided by the main programmes at different 

times of the day, achieved partly by story selection and partly by the personalities of the 

presenters. We consider that there should be no diminution of the output required by 

the current service licence.  

 

93. Some VLV members suggested that the news programmes on Radio 4 are more 

comprehensive and well produced to provide insight than bulletins on BBC Television. 

This is perhaps due to the fact that The World at One, PM and The World Tonight all have 

slots which are longer than the television bulletins, thus providing them with more time 

in their rundowns.  

 

94. Current Affairs content on Radio 4 is highly valued by VLV members. From Our Own 

Correspondent and Crossing Continents provide good coverage regularly from around the 

world and From Our Own Correspondent regularly comes top of the voting in the VLV 

Annual Awards for Excellence in Broadcasting.  The long-running 'In Business' strand 

provides a range of in-depth coverage of business issues, not seen on television. 
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95. News Briefing has been praised by a VLV member for conveying the news of the day and 

setting it in context in a straightforward way. Its newspaper review often includes the 

foreign press. This is an item which could be copied by other BBC news programmes 

because it provides a wider perspective of what is going on in the world as well as a 

perspective of how the UK is viewed by people in other countries at little extra cost.  

 

THE FUTURE DIRECTION OF BBC NEWS & CURRENT AFFAIRS 

 

Budget Cuts 

96. While James Harding’s comments to staff recently are very welcome, VLV is concerned 

that further budget cuts could undermine the quality of BBC News and Current Affairs, 

despite his ambitions to maintain standards.  

 

97. It was recently confirmed that there will be a further £20 million of savings from the 

news budget required by 2017 and further cuts to contribute to the £100 million cost of 

developing the iPlayer. 

 

98. VLV is concerned that these cuts could lead to lower quality journalism at the BBC.  

 

99. Tony Hall expressed this challenge at the recent VLV conference: 

 

There will be hard choices to come. I can’t say at the moment what they will be. 

What I can tell you is that, for me, quality must come first. We must not stretch the 

elastic too thin.
11

   

 

100. The impact of budget cuts may not be immediately visible to the viewer but VLV is  

concerned that editorial decision making will be influenced by budgetary concerns. This 

could lead to a reduction in more costly types of content, resulting in less rigorous 

journalism, less investigation and less international coverage.  

 

101. While we recognise that the BBC is trying to ameliorate the difficult financial 

situation it finds itself in, following the Licence Fee Settlement of November 2011, it is 

natural that we have concerns about safeguarding the quality and nature of BBC 

journalism under such circumstances. VLV will continue to monitor BBC journalism 

output and canvass the opinion of its members on this matter regularly.  

 

BBC News in an Online World 

102. VLV supports the strategy of the BBC, as expressed by Tony Hall in October this year, 

to explore new ways to engage audiences and provide BBC news services in an online 

world.  

 

103. 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 
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information is not available in an accessible manner to audiences free of charge at the 

point of access it is VLV's view that the value of what the BBC does will be undermined. 

 

104. Civic engagement in the online world will be an essential priority for the BBC in the 

years to come and VLV would welcome a public debate about how the BBC should 

develop its online strategy since licence fee payers will be the ones who use these 

services.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 December 2013 

Voice of the Listener & Viewer 

 


