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Introduction 
The BBC Trust has carried out a review of Service Licences and has consulted publicly on 
some proposed minor changes to them. This note explains the conclusions of the review. It 
is being published alongside the amended licences. 

 

 

Background  
The BBC Trust governs the BBC’s UK public services by means of published service licences. 
Service licences set out the remit, scope and budget of each BBC service and include a set 
of commitments including some minimum “conditions” for particular types of output. They 
provide the framework against which the Trust reviews the performance of, and considers 
future strategy for, each service.  

The Chairman of the BBC Trust, Lord Patten, carried out a review of the BBC’s governance 
soon after his appointment in 2011. The review set out to establish whether the BBC’s 
governance arrangements could be improved within the framework of the current Royal 
Charter. It concluded that the system was workable, generally effective and that it provided 
benefits to licence fee payers as well as the wider communications industry. The review also 
found some areas where the Trust believed that improvements could be made.  

The governance review committed that the Trust would simplify its framework for governing 
BBC services, making service licences its primary tool for governing the BBC’s output. The 
Trust committed at this point to a review of the service licences in 2012 with a public 
consultation on any proposed changes.    

The review was completed by the Trust in October 2012 and the licences were reissued with 
amendments in November 2012. 

 

 

 



Scope of the review 
The governance review committed to three aspects of service licences being reviewed: 

 The number and breadth of the designated ‘key characteristics’ in each licence.  

 The numeric ‘conditions’ included in each licence.  

 How the current system reflects and provides clarity on the BBC’s provision in each 
Nation of the UK. 

The Trust identified a number of minor changes we thought could be made to service 
licences. We consulted publicly on these proposed changes from June to September 2012.  

The planned changes we consulted on were to: 

1. Include a short description of the role of service licences. 

2. Simplify the Scope section by editing the footnotes. 

3. Edit the Budget section. 

4. Update and edit the service licence annexes. 

We also proposed two changes to specific licences. These were: 

5. Update the aims and objectives for BBC Three and BBC Four to remove references 
to driving digital TV take-up. 

6. Remove the numeric condition for new factual programmes on BBC One and BBC 
Two.  

 

 

Outcome of public consultation 
The Trust received responses from two individuals and from six organisations who are either 
competitors or stakeholders in particular parts of the BBC’s output. We have published some 
responses, but several of the respondents have asked us to keep their responses 
confidential. 

The respondents were content with the planned changes, with the following exceptions. 

Removal of the factual condition on BBC One and BBC Two: both individual 
respondents and one organisation objected to the removal of the factual condition for BBC 
One and BBC Two. The members of the public were concerned that it could lead to an 
erosion of the quality of the channels, based on concerns they already had about the 
services. One industry stakeholder was opposed to the removal of the condition as it 
considers it part of the Trust’s framework for measuring delivery of public service 
programming.  

The Trust agrees that the BBC has obligations to offer clarity to the market regarding the 
scope of BBC One and BBC Two. However, we have not found the condition for factual 
programmes useful in our governance of BBC services and so are going ahead with its 
removal. This fits with our principle that numeric conditions are only used where they are 
necessary as well as the qualitative commitments in the licences. 



The BBC publishes information each year on its output of programming in each genre and 
the Trust will use this information as part of its performance assessment work going 
forwards.  

  

Drafting of summary paragraph in each licence: a new section in each licence aims to 
make service licences more accessible to those who are not familiar with the BBC’s 
governance framework. The proposed text was as follows: 

 

Service Licence provides certainty for audiences and stakeholders as to what 
each BBC service should be providing. This service licence describes the most 
important characteristics of BBC [service name], including how it contributes 
to the BBC’s public purposes. 

The Trust uses service licences as the basis for its performance assessment of 
each service. They are also the basis for the Trust’s consideration of any 
proposals for change from the Executive. A service may not change in a way 
that breaches the terms of its service licence without Trust approval. Any 
proposed change to a stated Key Characteristic of this licence will require the 
Trust to consider whether it should carry out a Public Value Test prior to 
approval of the change.  

One respondent was concerned that the wording relating to the obligation to carry out a 
public value test was weaker than the BBC’s Framework Agreement where this obligation 
originates. As it was not our intention to imply any weakening of the obligation, we will 
amend the wording as follows.  

 

[first paragraph as above] 

The Trust uses service licences as the basis for its performance assessment of 
each service. They are also the basis for the Trust’s consideration of any 
proposals for change from the Executive. A service may not change in a way 
that breaches the terms of its service licence without Trust approval. The Trust 
presumes that any proposed change to a stated key characteristic of a licence 
will require it to undertake a Public Value Test. Should it decide not to carry 
out a public value test before approving any such change, then it must publish 
its reasons in full.  

 

Reference to syndication policy: one respondent felt that the new footnote relating to 
syndication of BBC content did not take into account the continuing use of syndication under 
the old policy. They suggested that the proposed new footnote… 

1. In accordance with the Trust’s Syndication Policy for BBC on-demand content. 



… should be amended to include reference to arrangements previously approved by the 
Trust under its earlier policy. 

In fact, the BBC’s new syndication policy dealt specifically with transitional arrangements 
and included a footnote expressly to deal with this issue. So we do not think that every 
licence needs to make reference to this part of the policy and are making the planned 
change to the licences. 

 

Amendment to performance framework: there were mixed views on the plan to amend 
the performance framework in each licence, so that Quality metrics are listed before those 
for Reach. Some respondents support the focus on Quality. However, one stakeholder was 
concerned that the change might reduce the BBC’s commitment to making its services 
widely available.  

We do not think this will be the case: while Reach remains an important performance metric 
for the BBC, the agreed strategy is to “Put Quality First” and we think that the published 
performance framework in each service licence should reflect the performance work 
undertaken within the BBC, so we are making the planned amendment. 

 

Final conclusions of the review 
 

Having reviewed the licences, consulted publicly on our plans and considered the response 
to that consultation, we have made the following changes to BBC Service Licences. 

1. We have included a short description of the role of service licences in each licence – 
with an amendment arising from concerns raised in our public consultation. 

2. We have simplified the Scope section by editing the footnotes. 

3. We have edited the Budget section. 

4. We have updated and edited the service licence annexes. 

5. We have updated the aims and objectives for BBC Three and BBC Four by removing 
references to driving digital TV take-up. 

6. We have removed the numeric condition for new factual programmes on BBC One 
and BBC Two.  

 

 


