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International public services 
 

What is a protocol? 

‘Protocols’ are formal documents which set out how the BBC Trust will carry out its 

functions as required by the BBC’s Royal Charter and Framework Agreement. Protocols 
set out the Trust’s processes, and the respective roles and responsibilities of the BBC 

Trust and the BBC Executive Board. 

 

The Charter and Agreement 

The Royal Charter is the constitutional basis for the BBC. It sets out the public purposes 
of the BBC, guarantees its independence, and outlines the duties of the BBC Trust and 
the BBC Executive Board. 
 
The Agreement sits alongside the BBC’s Royal Charter. It provides detail on many of the 
topics outlined in the Charter and also covers the BBC's funding and its regulatory 
duties. 

 

 
 

What this protocol is about 

This protocol defines the BBC’s international Public Services and outlines the different 

responsibilities of the BBC Trust and the BBC Executive Board with regard to them.  
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International public services 

Approach and principles 

1.1 The BBC provides international Public Services through the World Service Group1 , 

under both commercial and public funding models. These services are principally 

aimed at audiences outside the United Kingdom. 

1.2 The BBC’s international Public Services are: 

(a) The BBC World Service – a global broadcasting service funded principally2 
from licence fee revenue.3 It has radio, television and online services in 

English and a number of other languages all aimed at a global audience.4 The 

BBC is required to provide the BBC World Service under the BBC’s Framework 
Agreement (“the BBC Agreement”).5 It is governed principally by an 

Operating Licence issued by the BBC Trust;6 and  

(b) BBC World News and bbc.com/news (provided through the commercial 
company BBC Global News Ltd) – an English language news service and 
website operating commercially in support of the BBC's public purposes. It 
provides news and information in English to audiences outside the United 
Kingdom through television and other mediums. 

1.3 As far as is relevant, the editorial standards and guidelines that apply to the BBC’s 

UK Public Services apply equally to the BBC’s international Public Services.  

1.4 The BBC’s international Public Services contribute to or fit with the delivery of the 

BBC’s public purposes, with particular regard to the international public purpose.7  

1.5 The BBC’s fair trading regime applies as follows: 

(a) the World Service is a public service activity for the purposes of fair trading; 

(b)  BBC World News and bbc.com/news (both provided through the commercial 
company BBC Global News Ltd) are commercial services for the purposes of 

fair trading. 

 

                                                 
1 The BBC World Service Group was formed on 1st April 2014. It encompasses the BBC World Service and BBC Monitoring 
(which are both public services) and, separately, Global News Ltd (a commercial subsidiary of the BBC). Global News Ltd 
provides BBC World News and bbc.com/news (which are both commercial serv ices). BBC Monitoring is not covered by this 
protocol. 
2 Until April 2014, it was funded principally through a grant-in-aid from the UK Government, through the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office. The move to licence fee funding was agreed between the BBC and the Government in October 2010 
and reflected in amendments to the Framework Agreement agreed in February 2011 (Cm 8002) and September 2011 
(Cm8170). The Framework Agreement sits alongside the Charter. It provides detail on many of the topics outlined in the 
Charter and also covers the BBC's funding and its regulatory duties.  
3 The World Service has permission to secure additional sources of funding, under the Statement of Policy on Alternative 
Funding approved by the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, pursuant to clause 75 of the Framework 
Agreement. Other provisions of the Charter and Agreement (e.g. fair trading requirements, including the law on State aid) 
also apply. 
4 Excepting television and online services in English, which are provided by BBC World News. 
5 BBC Agreement Clause 64(1) 

6 BBC Agreement, Clause 64A. 
7 BBC Charter Article 4 – “bringing the UK to the world and the world to the UK”. The World Service will also contribute to 
the promotion of: sustaining citizenship and civil society; promoting education and learning; and emerging communications.  
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Role and duties of the BBC Trust 

2.1 The BBC Trust must set the framework by which it will ensure editorial integrity 
and programme content and quality on the BBC’s international Public Services. In 

doing so, the BBC Trust will have regard to any particular requirements that apply 

to the UK Public Services, so far as the Trust considers them relevant.8 

2.2 The BBC Trust has overall responsibility for the stewardship of the licence fee and 

all other funds available for the provision of the BBC’s international Public Services. 

2.3 The BBC Trust will produce a written report each year on the performance of 

theWorld Service Group , within which it will identify separately the performance of 

the World Service against its objectives, priorities and targets for consideration at 
the annual meeting of the Chairman and the Foreign Secretary (see paragraph 2.6 

below).9 The report will be based on performance data reported in the Executive 

Board’s Annual Review of the World Service Group (see paragraph 2.11 below).  

 

BBC World Service 

2.4 The BBC Trust is responsible10— 

(a) when setting the overall strategic direction of the BBC, for defining the 

position of the World Service within that strategy; 

(b) for approving the budget for the World Service; and 

(c) for assessing the performance of the Executive Board in delivering the World 

Service, and holding the Executive Board to account for its performance. 

2.5 The BBC Trust is also responsible11 for agreeing with the Foreign Secretary— 

(a) objectives, priorities and targets12 for the World Service; and 

(b) the languages in which the World Service is to be provided. 

2.6 The Chairman of the BBC Trust will meet annually with the Foreign Secretary to 

review the performance of the World Service against the objectives, priorities and 

targets agreed as required by clause 64B(2) of the Agreement.   

 

Role and duties of the BBC Executive Board 

2.7 The Executive Board is responsible for the operational management of the BBC’s 

international Public Services. 

2.8 The Executive Board is responsible for ensuring that appropriate procedures are in 

place to protect the editorial and operational independence of the BBC’s 

                                                 
8 BBC Agreement, Clause 64(10). 

9 BBC Agreement, Clause 64(2)(b). 
10 BBC Agreement, Clause 64(4). 

11 BBC Agreement, Clause 64(5). 

12 As defined in Clause 64(6) of the BBC Agreement.  
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international Public Services and for ensuring that these services do not 

contravene any BBC principles, policies or procedures. 

 

BBC World Service 

2.9 The Executive Board is responsible for the delivery of the World Service in 

accordance with its Operating Licence. 

2.10 The Executive Board shall be principally responsible for liaison with the UK 

Government regarding the provision of the BBC World Service (except for matters 
which are solely the responsibility of the BBC Trust, as outlined above), within the 

framework set by the Operating Licence and this protocol. The Executive Board 

shall establish processes to ensure the BBC’s editorial and operational 

independence is protected at all times. 

2.11 In order to allow the BBC Trust to monitor the performance of the World Service 

Group , including the World Service (see paragraph 2.3 above), the Executive 

Board must deliver performance data based upon an agreed framework, including 
in the Annual Report and Accounts.  The Executive Board will also prepare and 

publish an annual review of the World Service Group,  which will include a report 

on the World Service against the objectives, priorities and targets set out in the 

Operating Licence.   

BBC World News and bbc.com/news 

2.12 The Executive Board is responsible for preparing and presenting business plans for 
the provision of BBC World News and bbc.com/news to the BBC Trust for 

consideration and approval. 

2.13 Except where specified in this protocol the provision of BBC World News and 
bbc.com/news, through the commercial entity BBC Global News Ltd, will in the 

main be subject to the same oversight, approvals criteria and performance 

assessment as other wholly owned commercial subsidiaries of the BBC. 

2.14 The Executive Board are responsible for overseeing the governance, financial and 

operating performance of BBC Global News Ltd.  

 

Procedures 

Issue of Operating Licence 

3.1 The BBC Trust must issue an Operating Licence for the World Service, in 
accordance with Clause 64A of the BBC Agreement. Subject to that clause, it is for 

the Trust to determine the form and contents of the Operating Licence. 

Content of Operating Licence 

 

3.2 The Agreement specifies a number of required contents for the Operating Licence, 

including a requirement to define the characteristics of the World Service. 

3.3 Beyond these requirements, the Operating Licence will— 
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(a) record the objectives, priorities and targets for the World Service, and the 

languages in which it is to be provided  

(b) specify the budget for the World Service; 

(c) set out how the World Service will contribute to the promotion of the Public 

Purposes and achieve its objectives, priorities and targets; and 

(d) define what is meant by a “significant change” that requires the approval of 

the Trust. 

3.4 The contents of the Operating Licence: 
 

(a) should give clarity about the remit and scope of the World Service to the Trust 

and to licence fee payers and other BBC stakeholders; but 

(b) should not unduly constrain the Executive Board’s ability to operate the World 

Service in a creative and flexible manner to meet audience needs. 

 

Operating Licence budget 

 

4.1 The Executive Board shall report to the Trust through the quarterly finance report 

on projected out-turn, as respects both total cash budget and the content and 

distribution budget, against the published Operating Licence budget through the 
course of each financial year.  

 

4.2 Under the Operating Licence, the Executive Board has a degree of operational 
 flexibility while the Trust maintains overall f inancial control. Accordingly, the 

 Executive Board may change the annual Operating Licence budget from its 

baseline level, without recourse to the Trust, by up to 10% in real value. This 
parameter is set for the duration of the Operating Licence and is not an annual 

margin whereby changes of over 10% can accumulate across a number of years. 

 
4.3 A proposal from the Executive Board to change the level of spending of the 

operating Licence by more than 10% requires the approval of the Trust and 

constitutes a ‘significant change’13 to the Operating Licence’s key characteristics. 
 

4.4 The Trust may take such steps as it considers appropriate to assess whether a 

proposed change to the level of spending is justified in terms of public value.  
 

4.5  When the Executive Board submits its financial plan to the Trust for approval each 

 year, any planned increase or decrease to service budgets beyond the stated 
 parameter must be highlighted in order to give the Trust sufficient time to consider 

 them and undertake any required regulatory process. 

 
4.6 The Trust will not normally intervene in the allocation of funding within the World 

Service, as long as expenditure remains within the agreed budgetary parameters 

of the Operating Licence. However, it has the discretion to initiate a review of 

                                                 
13 Operating Licence, Section 3. 
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 spending on the Operating Licence at any point, if it decides that circumstances 

warrant this. 

 

Operating licence variation 

5.1 The Trust must approve any variation of the Operating Licence (except that a 
change to the details in the Annex to the Licence does not amount to such a 

variation and does not in itself require approval).  The Executive Board may make 

proposals to the Trust for the variation of the Operating Licence whenever it thinks 

it appropriate. 

5.2 The approval of the BBC Trust must also be obtained before a decision is taken to 

start a service in a language not currently served; or to cease entirely to provide 

services in a particular language; or to make any other significant change to the 
World Service (whether or not that change entails a change to the Operating 

Licence). 

5.3 Starting a service in a language not currently served or ceasing entirely to provide 

services in a particular language also requires the approval of the Foreign 

Secretary.14 

5.4 Any change requiring the BBC Trust’s approval (as outlined above) should be 

proposed by the Executive Board.  

5.5 Before giving its approval the BBC Trust may take such steps as it considers 

appropriate to assess whether the proposed change is justified in terms of public 
value.15 BBC Trust approval is required before submitting to the Foreign Secretary 

a proposed change requiring the Foreign Secretary’s approval. 

5.6 The approval of the BBC Trust is required before the BBC enters into any 

agreement under which the UK Government provides funding directly16 to enable 
the BBC to undertake particular defined projects connected with the World 

Service.17 

5.7 The Executive Board is responsible for monitoring the likely cumulative impact of 

any proposals to make minor changes to the World Service and assessing whether 
the Trust’s approval may be required.  It must inform the Trust of proposals which 

it believes require Trust approval and whether or not they are significant.  The 

Trust will then confirm whether the change requires its approval.  

  

Operating Licence compliance 

 

6.1 The Executive Board is responsible for compliance with the terms of the Operating 
Licence and is accountable to the Trust. 

                                                 
14 BBC Agreement, Clause 64A(6). 

15 A Public Value Test is not applicable for changes to the Operating Licence, since the World Service is not a UK Public 

Service. 

16 Not, in particular, funding provided via BBC Media Action.  

17 BBC Agreement, Clause 64C. 
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6.2 The Trust may use any of the following to monitor compliance with the terms of 
the Operating Licence: 

 

  (a) reporting in the Annual Report and Accounts; 

  (b) the Annual Performance Review; 

  (c) performance against the Executive Board’s financial plan, as described 

 in protocol E1, Trust Oversight of the BBC; 

  (d) appeals on complaints about non-compliance with the Operating 

 Licence – as described in the Trust’s complaints framework; 

  (e) reviews of the Operating Licence by the Trust; and  

  (f) concerns arising from the Trust’s consideration of particular aspects of 

 the World Service. 

  

6.3 Complaints from licence fee payers or other BBC stakeholders about compliance 

 with the terms of a BBC service licence are normally dealt with by the Executive 
 in the first instance, subject generally to a right to request an appeal to the Trust. 

The 

 Trust’s approach to handling complaints and appeals is described in protocol E3, 
Complaints Framework, and in particular Procedure 4, General Complaints and 

Appeals. 
 

Performance assessment 

 

7.1 The Trust will assess the performance of the World Service against its operating 
 licence, on the basis of monitoring undertaken by the Executive Board and reported to 
 the Trust. 
  

7.2 The Trust may comment on the performance of the World Service in the BBC’s Annual 
Report.  The Trust may also comment upon the Annual Review of the World Service 

Group. 
 

7.3 The Executive Board must regularly deliver data on the performance of the UK 
Public Services based on a framework agreed with the Trust Unit; and deliver 

additional relevant data whenever required by the Trust. 
 

 

Operating licence reviews 

 

Timing 

8.1 The BBC Trust must review the World Service as a whole at least once every five 

years, and consider the performance of the World Service in delivering what is set 
out in the Operating Licence.  The Trust may also conduct more frequent reviews 

of particular aspects of the World Service18. Any concerns identified by the Trust 

                                                 
18 BBC Agreement 64B(3) 
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which may need to be addressed through an amendment to the Operating Licence 

must be conveyed to the Executive Board19. 

Conduct of reviews 

 

8.2 The Trust Unit is responsible for the undertaking of reviews of the World Service’s 
Operating Licence at least once in every five years, although individual elements of 

the reviews may be commissioned by the Trust Unit from external organisations or 

individuals. 

8.3 The review process will take appropriate account of the views of licence fee payers 
 and of people across the world who make up the actual or intended audience of 

 the World Service.  This may include input from the Audience Councils in  respect 

 of the World Service’s UK audience. 

8.4 The Executive Board may submit a request to the Trust to vary the operating 
 licence as part of a review, in which case the provisions above concerning 

 Operating Licence variation apply (including the need to assess whether the 

 change is significant and whether the change is justified in terms of public value).  

8.5 The Trust Unit prepares a report for Trust consideration. This includes the 
 conclusions of the Operating Licence review and provides sufficient evidence to 

 support its conclusions. 

8.6 A limited number of staff from BBC management may be allowed access to the report 

 before it is published for fact-checking and communications-planning purposes only. 

8.7 If at the end of the review, the Trust decides that it has concerns which may  need to 

 be addressed through a variation of the Operating Licence, the Trust must explain 

 those concerns to the Executive Board with a recommendation of appropriate 

 measures.23 

8.8 The Executive Board may need to respond to the Trust’s review with proposals to 

 change the service and/or vary the service licence. 

Non-compliance with the Operating Licence or poor performance 

 

9.1 The Trust has recourse to a number of sanctions, should the World Service fail to 
 comply with the terms of its Operating Licence, or its performance be judged to be 

 poor in other respects. 
 

9.2 The Trust must take steps to secure improvements if (without good cause) the World 
 Service fails to comply with the terms of its Operating Licence, or if its performance 
 against its agreed performance metrics is judged to be unsatisfactory. 

 

9.3 The Trust aims to ensure that the World Service makes best use of its 
 funding to promote the BBC’s public purposes amongst its audience; and that any  
 problems relating to the World Service’s ability or effectiveness in fulfilling its remit 

or delivering public value are rectified in a timely manner. 
 

                                                 
19 BBC Agreement, Clause 64B(6). 
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BBC World News and bbc.com/news 

 

10.1 BBC World News and bbc.com/news (provided through the commercial company  

BBC Global News Ltd) operate in pursuit of public service objectives but are 
funded through commercial means and as such are classified as commercial 

services and must abide by the protocols that govern the BBC’s commercial 

services (including the criteria for commercial services).20 

10.2 The BBC Trust is responsible for agreeing a business plan for BBC Global News Ltd. 
The business plan shall set out the scope of the activities undertaken by BBC 

World News and bbc.com/news and any change to the scope of activities would 

require approval by the BBC Trust.  

10.3 The BBC Trust will assess the commercial efficiency and performance of BBC 

Global News Ltd against its business plan. 

 

 

Outputs and timings 

11.1 This section sets out a summary of the key outputs, and where known, timings for 
this protocol. 

(a) The BBC Trust will approve significant changes to the World Service; 

(b) The BBC Trust will approve any proposals for any agreement under which the 
UK Government provides direct funding to enable the BBC to undertake 

particular defined projects connected with the World Service. 

(c) The BBC Trust will agree a business plan for the provision of BBC World News 

and bbc.com/news. 

 (e) The Executive Board will, at least annually, present to the BBC Trust (or the 
relevant BBC Trust committee) an assessment of the performance of the 

BBC’s international Public Services. 

(f) The BBC Trust will make an annual assessment of the performance of the 

BBC’s international Public Services in Part One of the Annual Report and 

Accounts (usually published in July). 

(g) The Executive Board will, in accordance with the obligations set by the BBC 

Agreement and any other agreement between the Corporation and the UK 

Government, publish an Annual Review on the performance of the World 

Service Group (usually published in July). 

(h) At least every five years, the BBC Trust must review the World Service as a 

whole, and may also conduct more frequent reviews of particular aspects of 

the World Service. 

 

                                                 
20 BBC Agreement, Clause 69. 
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References 

12.1 BBC Charter 

The following articles in the BBC’s Charter are relevant to this protocol: 

(a) BBC Charter Article 4 – the BBC’s public purposes. 

 

12.2 BBC Framework Agreement 

The following articles in the BBC Framework Agreement are relevant to this 

protocol: 

(a) BBC Agreement Clauses 64 to 64C – provision of the World Service 

(b) BBC Agreement Clause 69 – the BBC’s commercial services 

 12.3 Other documents 

The following other documents are relevant to this protocol: 

(a) The BBC World Service Operating Licence. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/other_

activities/world_service_op_agreement.pdf 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/other_activities/world_service_op_agreement.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/other_activities/world_service_op_agreement.pdf
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Version Date of 

publication 

Approved by 

the Trust 

Summary of changes since previous version 

1.0 January 2007 9 & 10 January 

2007 

n/a 

2.0 May 2010 18 February 

2010 

This document has been updated to fit in the new 

protocol format and explain processes in more 

detail. It incorporates the previous protocols ‘B4 

BBC World Service’ and ‘B5 BBC Monitoring’. 

2.1 January 2013 22 November 

2012 

The protocol has been amended to remove 

references to BBC Monitoring, which is now subject 

to a governance regime principally set out in a 

Scheme agreed with stakeholders under clause 64D 

of the Agreement (which was added by an 

amending Agreement in September 2011).  The 

Protocol has also been amended to remove 

reference to the prohibition on using licence fee 

funds for the provision of the World Service (which 

was lifted by an amending Agreement in February 

2011).   

3.0  May 2014 15 April 2014 The protocol has been amended to reflect the new 

regime of governance for the World Service after 

the move from grant-in-aid to licence fee funding. 

 


