
 
Getting the best out of the BBC for licence fee payers 

 

 

Consultation on proposed 

allocation criteria for Party 

Election Broadcasts 2015  

 

Outcome of Consultation 

 
February 2015 



 

 

 

bbc.co.uk/bbctrust  

 

 

 

Consultation results 
 

Background 
The BBC is required under the terms of its Charter and Agreement of 2006 to ensure 
that matters of political controversy and matters of public policy are covered with due 
impartiality.  
 
The following elections are due be held on 7 May 2015:  
 
- the General Election 
- English local government elections (including mayoral elections)  
 
In advance of elections, the BBC publishes criteria for allocating Party Election 
Broadcasts (PEBs) in respect of the elections. 

 

The criteria  

The criteria are developed by the BBC Executive and are brought to the Trust for 
approval.  
 
The BBC Trust is the governing body of the BBC. It is separate and independent from 
the BBC Executive, which is responsible for the day-to-day management of the BBC. 
The Trust is also the final appeal body in the BBC complaints process. The Trust has 
given its Editorial Standards Committee (“the Committee”) delegated authority to 
approve the PEB allocation criteria1.  
 
The draft criteria drawn up by the BBC for these elections were as follows:  
 

Party Election Broadcasts – allocation criteria 
General Election 2015 & Local Elections (England) 

 
General Election   
BBC Services carrying PEBs: 
PEBs will be broadcast in the relevant nation on:  
BBC One and BBC Two, BBC Radio Scotland, BBC Radio Nan Gaidheal 
(broadcast in Gaelic), BBC Radio Wales, BBC Radio Cymru (broadcast in Welsh), 
BBC Radio Ulster.  

 
Threshold Criterion for PEBs  
A registered political party which stands candidates in a minimum of one sixth 
of the seats up for election in a nation will qualify for one PEB in that nation. 
 
Accordingly: 

 in England, a political party will qualify for one PEB if it stands candidates in a 
minimum of 89 seats. 

                                                 
1
 

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_operate/committees/2014/
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 in Scotland, a political party will qualify for one PEB if it stands candidates in a 
minimum of 10 seats. 

 in Wales, a political party will qualify for one PEB if it stands candidates in a 
minimum of 7 seats. 

 in Northern Ireland, a political party will qualify for one PEB if it stands 
candidates in a minimum of 3 seats. 

 

Criterion for Additional PEBs  
A registered political party which meets the threshold criterion may qualify for 
one or more additional PEBs in a nation if it can demonstrate substantial levels 
of past and/or current electoral support in that nation. 

 

Local Elections, 7 May 2015 
There will be no separate PEBs for local elections 

 

The Electoral Commission  

As is required by section 11(3) of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 
2000, the draft criteria for the allocation of PEBs were sent to the Electoral Commission 
for comment. The Commission stated that: “The approach seems to be consistent with 
that taken in previous years” and confirmed that it had not identified any issues where 
it would suggest a change. The Committee had regard to the Electoral Commission’s 
views when considering the criteria. 

 

The Consultation 

On 4 November 2014, the Trust published its consultation on the Executive’s proposed 
allocation criteria for PEBs.  
 
The Trust’s consultation document asked the following two questions:  
 

• Do the proposed Party Election Broadcast allocation criteria seem 
appropriate?  Please explain why. 
 
• Do you have any other comments on the proposed Party Election Broadcast 
allocation criteria? 
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Responses  

The Trust received 61 responses to the consultation, 58 of which were from 
individuals. The remaining three were from the following organisations: 
 

•  The Democratic Society 
•  Liberal Democrats  
•  Mebyon Kernow / The Party for Cornwall 
 

 
For these organisations’ replies, see Annex 1. 
 
Before reaching a decision on the Executive’s proposed criteria, the Committee 
considered all the responses to the consultation and took into account all relevant 
points raised. It also took into account the clarifications received from the Executive on 
a number of points. A summary of the key issues raised in the consultation responses 
is below, together with the Executive’s comments and the Committee’s decision.  

 

Responses regarding the definition of ‘substantial 

levels’ of support   

The draft criteria include an additional criterion which states that political parties which 

satisfy the “threshold criterion” will qualify for one or more additional PEBs if they can 

demonstrate “substantial levels of past and/or current electoral support”. Ten 

responses to the consultation felt that the term “substantial levels” required further 

clarity. One individual described the current wording as “too vague to be useful.”  The 

Democratic Society described the additional criterion as “very weak and open to 

interpretation.” Another submission asserted that it was not clear what the maximum 

number of additional PEBs would be. Several submissions called for the criteria to be 

numerically defined.  

 

The Executive’s position in response to this concern was that any attempt to 

impose strict definitions or mathematical formulae to be applied uniformly might limit 

the BBC's ability to make appropriate judgments in changing and sometimes 

unpredictable political circumstances. The Executive further noted that the criterion 

of “substantial levels” of electoral support was well-established and understood by 

those eligible for a PEB. 
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The Committee’s decision  

The Committee acknowledged the importance of fairness and transparency in applying 
the allocation criteria. The Committee also recognised that, given the fluid nature of 
the political landscape,  it was essential to allow the Executive appropriate levels of 
flexibility and to have criteria in place that might be adaptable to changes in that 
landscape. Taking all the evidence and responses into account, the Committee 
concluded that the term “substantial levels” of electoral support is well-established and 
understood by those eligible for a PEB and that it is appropriate to adopt this criterion 
in respect of these elections. 
 
The Committee considered the question of whether the maximum number of PEBs 
available should be specified in the criteria but accepted that this was not practicable 
due to the range of relevant factors, such as which nation the PEB would be broadcast 
in, the number of parties eligible for PEBs in that nation and the number of 
transmission slots and broadcast days available.   

 

Responses regarding Mebyon Kernow/Party for 

Cornwall  

There were 6 contributors on this issue, including the party itself and one person who 

identified himself as a party member. The party made the following points: 

 
a) the threshold criterion of fielding candidates in one sixth of seats up for election 

in a nation is unfair, absurd and undemocratic as it requires Mebyon Kernow to 
stand not only in all six seats of the Cornwall region (where the party is 
standing) but also 83 additional seats (in England) outside Cornwall to obtain a 

PEB.  It is wrong to exclude Mebyon Kernow when it is standing in all 

constituencies reasonably available to it; 
 

b) political parties in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales only have to stand in 3, 

10 and 7 seats respectively, which has meant that in recent elections small 
political parties have been allocated a PEB;  
 

c) in April 2014, the UK Government recognised the Cornish people as a national 

minority through the Council of Europe's Framework Convention for the 
Protection of National Minorities. Mebyon Kernow argues this gives additional 
weight to its call for Cornwall's national party to be treated with parity with the 

parties in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales.  
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In addition, other submissions regarding Mebyon Kernow's position argued: 

 
a) the proposed criteria perpetuate the stranglehold of main parties and 

discriminate against small parties, such as Mebyon Kernow, which has achieved 
a high share of the vote in the past; 
 

b) the number of candidates required to obtain one PEB is over-centralised; 
 

c) local radio stations (which do not currently carry PEBs) could carry PEBs 
 

d) the BBC Trust does appear to have achieved a working and mainly equitable 

solution within the nations which could be used as a model for a more local 
solution. 

 

In response, the Executive made the following points— 
 

a) it would be difficult to implement regional PEBs, primarily because the 
transmission areas of the BBC’s broadcast services do not map accurately onto 
electoral boundaries, so the people who received regional PEBs would include 
those in electoral areas where the regional party was not fielding a candidate, 
and (conversely) people who were in an electoral area where there was such a 
candidate might not be able to receive the regional PEB; 
 

b) even if the BBC applied the current proposed criteria directly to regional 
broadcasts, and Mebyon Kernow stood in all six seats in Cornwall, the party 
would still not satisfy the threshold criterion in relation to seats falling within 
the South West BBC television broadcasting region (which total 55, so one-sixth 
would require a South West party to stand in at least 9 seats); 
 

c) if regional PEBs were broadcast national parties would need to be asked to 
produce regional PEBs as well as a national PEB which would raise practical 
difficulties and might be objected to by smaller parties 
 

d) regarding electoral support, Mebyon Kernow stood in all six Cornish seats in the 
General Election in 2010 and lost their deposit in all of them, with an average of 
less than 2% of the vote.  They hold four seats (out of 123) on Cornwall 
(unitary) Council.    They did not stand in the 2014 European elections. 
 

Further information 
The Trust Unit informed the Committee, and Trustees noted that, in the 2009 
European Election, Mebyon Kernow stood in six seats in the South West region - they 
did not win any seats, with 1% of the vote (7% in Cornwall). 
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The Committee’s decision  

The Committee considered whether, in light of the relevant information before them, 
including the responses received in the course of the consultation, the comments of 
the Executive, and confidential and privileged legal advice, the draft Allocation Criteria 
needed to be amended to allow for regional broadcasts generally, or specifically to 
allow Mebyon Kernow to have access to a PEB. The Committee's conclusions on the 
specific issues raised by this question were as follows. 
 
The Committee recognised that, given that the broadcasting region and the 
hypothetical electoral region do not match, there would be substantial “overspill”, i.e. 
that voters outside the areas where Mebyon Kernow candidates are standing would 
receive any regional PEBs, including from parties for whom they could not vote, and 
this would risk discrediting PEBs, creating viewer and listener indifference, and 
inducing “PEB fatigue”. They also recognised that where there is no match there is the 
risk that viewers and listeners within the regional electoral area would not be within 
the broadcast area in which the regional PEB could be received.    It was noted that 
Cornwall is much smaller than the relevant BBC television broadcasting region (the 
South West), and applying the threshold criterion to the South West would still not 
qualify Mebyon Kernow for a PEB.   The Committee also took into account, in 
considering whether the criterion should be amended, the information available about 
the level of electoral support for Mebyon Kernow, which it did not consider to be 
substantial (as substantial electoral support  might, in theory, suggest it should qualify 
for a PEB if the one-sixth threshold criterion were removed). 
 
The Committee noted that BBC One HD and BBC Two do not broadcast on a regional 
basis.  Only BBC One in standard definition broadcasts on a regional basis.  Therefore, 
if there were to be regional PEBs, viewers of BBC One HD and BBC Two would receive 
the national PEBs but not the regional ones of relevance to them. 
 
Further, they noted that, if there were regional PEBs, national parties might feel it 
necessary to produce both national and regional PEBs (e.g. to meet the arguments of 
regional parties), and that that could cause practical (e.g. resource) difficulties for 
national parties, some of which might feel disadvantaged as a result, in particular 
smaller parties. 
 
The Committee observed that there would be difficulties for broadcasters in identifying 
and defining hypothetical regional electoral areas. From this perspective, the cases of 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland were materially different from that of an English 
region, given the recognised boundaries of those nations and their constitutionally 
separate identities.  
 
The Committee considered the possibility that regional PEBs could be carried on 
appropriate local radio stations. They recognised that in some areas the transmission 
areas of local radio might more accurately match hypothetical regional electoral areas 
and that this might counter the objections (see above) that some viewers or listeners 
might receive PEBs not intended for them, and vice versa. However, they also 
acknowledged that several difficulties remained, including— 

• while the match between electoral areas and local radio transmission areas 
might be good in some areas, that was not the case in all parts of England or 
the UK; 
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• it might be argued as wrong in principle for regional PEBs to be carried on local 
radio and not on television (but broadcasting on television poses the problems 
referred to above); 

• there would be questions as to how the BBC would satisfy its impartiality 
obligations in its services if local radio stations carried only regional, and not 
national, PEBs. 

• national parties might feel the need to produce local radio PEBs, causing 
practical difficulties and raising the risk that they would feel disadvantaged if 
they were practically unable to do so (see above). 

 
 
The Committee considered the terms of the Framework Convention for the Protection 
of National Minorities, noting that the UK Government had recently recognised “the 
Cornish people” (not Mebyon Kernow itself) as a national minority. The Committee did 
not consider that the draft criteria placed the UK in breach of any obligations in the 
Convention, and that the Convention should not alter their conclusion that (for the 
reasons stated) the criteria were rational and justifiable. 
 
The Committee also took account of the fact that PEBs are not the only medium by 
which political parties can put their views across to voters. For example, the BBC's 
2015 Election Guidelines (which remain open for consultation until 11 February 20152) 
provide in relation to smaller parties that parties standing in less than one-sixth of the 
seats in an area but running serious campaigns are to receive coverage in English 
regions, on local radio and online.  In addition it is of course open to regional parties to 
make use of the internet, and in particular, social media. 
 
As well as having regard to the views expressed by the Electoral Commission in 
responding to the Trust consultation, the Committee also had regard to the views of 
the Electoral Commission in its report Standing for Election, published in January 2015, 
which concluded that the UK-wide criteria for PEBs are working well and did not 
suggest any need for immediate change. However the Electoral Commission also 
stated: 

 
“We also appreciate the clear problems expressed by the broadcasters in 
making provision for separate PEBs in different English regions, including for 
Mayoral elections, outside London.  However, this also presents the risk of 
smaller parties or independent candidates that command significant support in 
a particular area being disadvantaged.  Whilst we agree that provision for PEBs 
on this basis is not practicable at this stage, broadcasters should keep under 
review technological developments that may make such provision more feasible 
in the future.” 

 
The Committee agreed the technological developments should be kept under review.  
 
The Committee decided in light of the relevant information before it that the draft 
Allocation Criteria should not be amended to allow for regional broadcasts generally, or 
specifically in Cornwall.  

                                                 
2 http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/have_your_say/election_guidelines 
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Responses regarding SNP as a potential party of 

government/holding balance of power 

Two respondents made the point that the SNP should have PEBs broadcast to the rest 
of the United Kingdom, as well as Scotland. The argument made was that the SNP 
could hold a balance of power if one of the major parties fails to achieve a majority, 
and thus viewers outside Scotland should be able to hear the views and policies of the 
SNP. 
 
The Executive takes the view that broadcasting PEBs to areas where the party is not 
standing could undermine the principles of a PEB, namely to provide a direct appeal to 

those who can vote for that party. The point was made that if the PEBs for eligible 

parties in all the nations were broadcast on the UK-wide output, it was possible to end 
up in a situation where audiences would be hearing more PEBs from parties for which 

they could not vote than from those for which they could. This could damage the 

credibility of PEBs. The Executive also explained that the PEBs would be available to all 
UK audiences online, should individuals wish to see PEBs not broadcast in their nation. 
 

The Committee’s decision  

Trustees noted that other parties besides the SNP might also effectively hold the 
balance of power in a hung Parliament and so, according to this argument, all parties 
with a PEB anywhere in the United Kingdom should be granted a UK-wide PEB even if 
they were not standing in all the parts of the United Kingdom.  
 
Trustees considered this would lead to voters receiving PEBs for candidates for whom 
they could not vote. This would risk discrediting PEBs, create viewer and listener 
indifference, and cause “PEB fatigue”. In the case of the SNP specifically, Trustees 
noted that many people living in England would not be interested in the party’s PEB 
and would be frustrated if it were broadcast in England. 
 
Trustees agreed that audiences would have access to the views of the SNP and other 
parties through the BBC’s other election coverage as well as access to their PEBs 
online, and through the party's own social media. 
 

 

Responses regarding favouring the established 

parties  

Seven respondents said the draft criteria favoured the established parties, failing to 
capture the fast-moving changes in the political landscape. One respondent argued 
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that in an age of mass communication, the favouring of the established parties is 
unjustifiable, and that, by not broadcasting the views of smaller and/or regional 
groups, individuals and independents, the BBC is failing in its duties of encouraging 
people to engage in the democratic process. Another submission asserted that the 
criteria reflect the limitations of the First Past the Post system and prevent audiences 
from being exposed to an appropriately wide range of views, thus endorsing the status 
quo. Conversely, the Liberal Democrats expressed the view that “the treatment of 
larger parties, in terms of Party Election Broadcast allocation, should be identical, i.e. 
identical allocation for the Conservative Party, the Labour Party and the Liberal 
Democrats.”   
 
The Executive’s view is that as regards endorsing the status quo, PEBs have to be 
relevant to the current electoral system. They also state that the criteria point to “past 
and/or current electoral support” and so capture the changing electoral picture using 
indicators such as by-election results, robust, consistent polling trends and the number 
of candidates fielded by a party. 

 

The Committee’s decision  

Trustees noted the arguments that the current criteria favoured the established parties 
but concluded that the criteria reflected the current electoral system and political 
landscape appropriately. They agreed that the criteria did not prevent less established 
parties from being awarded PEBs, provided they could meet the requirements of the 
criteria. 
 
In addition, smaller and/or regional parties can expect appropriate and proportionate 
levels of coverage on the BBC during the election period as set out in the BBC’s 
Election Guidelines. Addressing the point made by the Liberal Democrats, the 
Committee considered that the impartial allocation of PEBs was best achieved by 
objective criteria applied to all parties equally. 

 

To note 

The consultation received a large number of submissions addressing the issue of the 
proposed party leaders’ television debates, which is not relevant to the PEB allocation 
criteria consultation. Any such broadcasts would be assessed against the BBC’s Election 
Guidelines, also being consulted on by the BBC Trust. These respondents were directed 
to the Election Guidelines consultation.  

 

Conclusion 

The Trust has approved the allocation criteria with no amendments. 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 
BBC Trust Consultation  page 10 

 

Annex 1 

Responses to the consultation from organisations  

 
Response from the Democratic Society  

 

The Democratic Society would like to submit our views on the draft Party Election 
Broadcast criteria to be taken in to account by the BBC Trust in advance of the 2015 
UK elections. 
 
In response to the question 'Do the proposed Party Election Broadcast allocation 
criteria seem appropriate?' we would like to raise concerns over the section 'Additional 
Criteria': 
 

A registered political party which meets the threshold criterion may qualify for 
one or more additional PEBs in a nation if it can demonstrate substantial levels 
of past and/or current electoral support in that nation. 

 
This, to our minds, is too vague. What constitutes 'substantial levels' of electoral 
support is subjective, and therefore an example or a sketch of the sort of levels 
necessary would be helpful. Also 'of past and/or current electoral support' gives no 
indication of how recent this past needs to be and who can take advantage of it - for 
example would a reformed party who has experienced no election success in its 
current incarnation take advantage of election support over a matter of centuries? 
 

 

Response from the Liberal Democrats  

 

We believe that the treatment of larger parties, in terms of Party Election Broadcast 
allocation, should be identical, i.e. identical allocation for the Conservative Party, the 
Labour Party and the Liberal Democrats.   

 

 

Response from Mebyon Kernow/Party for Cornwall 

 

Consultation on proposed criteria for Party Election Broadcasts in 2015 
 
I am writing on behalf of the registered political party Mebyon Kernow – the Party for 
Cornwall (MK) concerning arrangements for Party Election Broadcasts (PEBs) during 
the upcoming General Election. 
 
MK is a political party, which was founded in 1951. It has contested local elections 
since 1965 and parliamentary elections since 1970. In the 2015 General Election, MK 
will be standing candidates in all six Cornish seats. As a Party, we have always been 
denied the opportunity to have PEBs and we have made numerous representations on 
this issue, in recent years, particularly to the Broadcasters’ Liaison Group.  
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2015 General Election 
 
We are extremely disappointed that the basis of the consultation for the 2015 General 
Election is “draft criteria” provided by the Broadcasters’ Liaison Group, which states 
that, as in previous General Elections, a “political party would qualify for one PEB” if it 
stands in a “minimum of one sixth of the seats up for election” in one of the “home 
nations” of England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. 
 
We consider this recommendation, which would deny Mebyon Kernow airtime, is both 
absurd and undemocratic. How can it be fair that MK, a Cornish political party, would 
need to stand in all six seats within the historic nation of Cornwall, as well as a further 
83 seats outside of Cornwall, in order to be allowed a broadcast?  
 
We believe it is wrong to exclude a political party from being allowed a PEB when it is 
standing in all constituencies reasonably available to it.  
 
By contrast, the recommendation would mean that political parties in Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales would only have to stand in three, ten and seven seats 
respectively. This has meant that, over recent elections, a host of political parties – 
including the Christian Party (Wales), Scottish Green Party, Scottish Socialist Party and 
the Scottish Trade Union and Socialist Coalition – have all been allocated airtime. 
 
It is our view that genuine “regional” or “national” parties, which stand candidates in 
most (or all) of the seats in a particular region or nation – including Cornwall – should 
be allowed a PEB. 
 
W1A 
 
We would also wish to point out that, last year, our organisation was “featured” in the 
BBC comedy / mockumentary W1A. 
 
On the BBC’s website, it was promoted as follows:  
 
“Ian Fletcher’s first challenge on arriving at New Broadcasting House, on his brand new 
and much-improved folding bike, is to find somewhere to sit in a building aggressively 
over designed around the principle of not having a desk. Ian finds himself holding the 
hottest of hot potatoes when Mebyon Kernow activist Nigel Trescott complains that 
Cornwall and the Cornish are shamefully under-represented on the BBC.” 
 
It did seem strange to us that, at the same time as the BBC had failed to allow MK fair 
access to the media, it should sanction a satirical programme which featured the issue 
as a vehicle for humour. 
 
It is our hope that the BBC Trust will confirm that it will allow MK the right to broadcast 
a PEB, rather than living up to the content of one of its own spoofs. 
 
Further information – European elections 
 
We would also wish to bring to your attention how the arrangements for a PEB for the 
European Elections are unfairly rigged against Mebyon Kernow. 
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The guidance stated that in “England”, “political parties which are standing a full list of 
candidates in each and every region in England will qualify for a minimum of ONE 
broadcast in England.”  And yet in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, a political 
party standing a full list of candidates in the single Northern Ireland, Scotland and 
Wales seats would qualify for a PEB.  
 
It is unfair that to be allowed a PEB, MK would have had to stand in all (nine) euro-
constituencies in England – an absolute nonsense – whereas “national” parties 
standing in the (single) Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales seats – such as Plaid 
Cymru, SNP, Scottish Socialist Party, etc – would be allowed their own broadcasts.  
 
Further information – local elections 
 
We would furthermore wish to bring to your attention how the arrangements for a PEB 
for the local elections are unfairly rigged against Mebyon Kernow. 
 
With regard to the 2013 local elections, we were informed that the threshold criterion 
for a PEB was one-sixth of the total number of seats being contested in “England,” 
which they estimated to be 394.  
 
But there are only 122 council seats in Cornwall, which means MK would have had to 
contest an additional 272 seats outside of Cornwall, which is both ludicrous and unjust. 
 
Further information – national minority status 
 
In April 2014, the UK Government recognised the Cornish people as a national minority 
through the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of National 
Minorities (FCPNM). 
 
The official government press release stated: “The decision to recognise the unique 
identity of the Cornish, now affords them the same status … as the UK’s other Celtic 
people, the Scots, the Welsh and the Irish.”  
 
It is our view that the recognition of the Cornish as a national group gives additional 
weight to our call for Cornwall’s national party to be treated with parity with the parties 
in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales.  
 
Request for fair access to the media 
 
We would respectfully request that the BBC Trust gives full consideration to the above 
points and allows a Mebyon Kernow PEB to be broadcast. 
 
We would be willing to make further representations and meet with members of the 
BBC Trust if this would be helpful. 
 
Oll an gwella, 
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