
BBC Trust Service Review of Radio 3, Radio 4 & Radio 7 – August 2010 
 

Response from the Church of England 
 

Made by the Rt Revd Nigel McCulloch, Bishop of Manchester 
 

Senior Spokesman on Communications 
 
 
 
This response, co-ordinated by the Archbishops’ Council Communications Office for 
the Bishop of Manchester, is written in the context of a long-term engagement in 
media policy issues, particularly relating to religious broadcasting and the depiction of 
faith by broadcasters.  
 
The Church of England’s General Synod discussed religious broadcasting, including 
the role of the BBC, at its February 2010 meeting, and this submission draws on 
insights presented by Synod members during that debate. This submission should 
also be seen within the context of the response made to the Trust’s consultation 
exercise on their Strategic Review earlier this year, which is quoted in some parts of 
this response and available at: 
http://www.cofe.anglican.org/info/papers/bbctruststrategicrev.rtf. 
 
We welcome the opportunity to comment and the generous timescale given by the 
BBC Trust for responses. We hope that the following comments will be of use as 
the Trust identifies whether the three radio stations’ service licences are fit for 
purpose and what strategic direction they should take for the future. 
 
 
 
1. How well are these services performing against the terms of their service 
licence and the Reach, Quality, Impact and Value for money performance 
framework?  
a) To what extent are these services being used?  
b) To what extent are the services producing high quality and distinctive content?  
c) To what extent are the services contributing to the BBC’s public purposes?  
d) Are these services good value for money?  
e) How well are different audience groups served by these stations within the BBC radio 
portfolio?  
f) What is the impact of BBC orchestras, choruses and BBC Singers on the performance of 
Radio 3?  
 
 
1.1 The three radio stations under review broadcast a significant proportion of 

the BBC’s total output of religious programming. While Radio 3 and Radio 7 
are not obliged to meet ‘public commitments’ on the number of hours of 
such programming, Radio 4 is required to deliver 200 hours of original 
religious programmes (excluding repeats) a year, and in 2009/10 it broadcast 
225 hours. By comparison, BBC One and BBC Two are together currently 
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required to broadcast at least 110 hours of religious programming each year 
(and are currently exceeding this). We wish to record our appreciation that 
the corporation has exceeded the hours of radio programming it was 
compelled to air. This is presumably a reflection of the fact that high quality 
radio on religious themes is proven to attract audiences at the same time as 
meeting the corporation’s public service objectives. This voluntary decision 
by the BBC based on the popularity of religious programmes might be noted 
by some of the commercial public service broadcasters, who are scaling back 
their commitment to such output1. 

 
1.3 An intelligent, sophisticated approach to investigating, challenging and 

reflecting religious belief and practice in the UK and abroad sits squarely 
within the BBC’s overriding public purposes to “sustain citizenship” and 
“represent the UK”. As we noted in our response to the Trust’s service 
review of BBC One, Two and Four in December 2009, “the importance of 
religion in the public sphere, and its particular importance in the lives of many 
under-reported and under-represented groups in the UK, demands the 
highest quality of programming”. We contend that the BBC radio stations 
currently under review do indeed meet this challenge, and broadcast an 
unparalleled range and depth of religious programming which deserves 
grateful acknowledgement by all those concerned with increasing mutual 
understanding between people of all faiths and none.  

 
1.4 That is not to say that there are not some elements of news and current 

affairs coverage of religion in particular that could not benefit from greater 
attention and investment. We explore this in section 2, as it relates more to 
wider BBC strategy. 

 
1.5 We hope there is no need to restate the widely accepted fact that the 

majority (regularly reported as over 60 per cent from large-scale surveys) of 
the adult population of the UK regard themselves as Christian, that a great 
many people wish to hear programmes about Christianity and to listen to 
Christian worship, and that such provision is an entirely proper part of the 
BBC’s output. A recent survey by the BBC2 showed 85 per cent of 2,200 
people polled identified themselves as having a faith – 62 per cent of them, 
Christian. 

 
1.6 At this point it may be helpful to state our position regarding calls from 

Humanists and others to be given a wider platform on which to explore and 
explain their viewpoint. We have no issue with Humanists and other atheist 
positions being portrayed and challenged alongside “religious” positions in the 
majority of broadcast contexts. Indeed, representatives of the Church of 
England participate in on-air discussions with people of other faiths and none 
somewhere across the BBC network virtually every day of the year, in 

                                                 
1 See responses to my letter to mainstream broadcasters of March 2010, available at: 
http://www.cofe.anglican.org/about/gensynod/agendas/july2010/gsmisc/gsmisc959.pdf  
2 Research study, Taste, Standards and the BBC, Quantitative Research, conducted by Ipsos/Mori, June 
2009 
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current affairs, documentary and other output. However, we very much 
welcome the decision by the Trust to retain Radio 4’s Thought for the Day as a 
distinctive slot exclusively for representatives of faith communities that, if 
diluted, would have become nothing more than a comment slot. This slot 
(alongside similar strands such as those offered by some local BBC stations) 
enables wisdom based on holy scriptures and traditions to speak into current 
affairs. We repeat our contention that non-religious groups and individuals 
have a wide range of other opportunities, through output such as the Moral 
Maze (as well as the vast majority of the rest of the Today programme), to 
articulate their perspectives on contemporary ethical questions. 

 
Specific services 
 
1.7 Radio 3 and 4, and to a lesser extent Radio 7, are providing high quality and 

distinctive content that serves those who are interested in exploring or 
experiencing religious belief and practice. We rarely receive critical feedback 
of the output of these stations, and indeed, receive a steady stream of 
positive anecdotal comments about some strands. 

 
1.7.1 In the Radio 3 service licence there is a commitment (5.3) to “broadcast 

religious services with a strong musical element”.  This commitment is most 
obviously met by the regular broadcast of Choral Evensong, complemented by 
one-offs such as the broadcast première of James MacMillan's St John Passion 
on Good Friday in 2010. Religious themes also appear in the station’s speech 
output – recently including The Essay series on the topic of “a good death”. 

 
1.7.2 It is generally regarded that the Radio 3 orchestras, choruses and BBC 

Singers make a very positive contribution to this output, playing crucial roles 
in some religious programming by providing world-class talent that in turn 
creates world-class radio. 

 
1.7.3 As noted above in 1.1, Radio 4 makes a huge contribution to BBC radio’s 

total religious programming output. From its regular worship output (Daily 
Service, Act of Worship, Sunday Worship, Prayer for the Day) to other 
programmes (Sunday, Something Understood, Beyond Belief, Moral Maze, Bells on 
Sunday), the station’s willingness to devote airtime to both an authentic 
portrayal of Christian worship and in-depth discussions and explorations of 
religious and ethical themes is greatly appreciated by listeners with a 
Christian faith (and others). The station also broadcasts a number of ‘one off’ 
commissions, such as the outstanding Twin Sisters, Two Faiths3, to supplement 
the regular pattern of religious programming. This example in particular 
serves to demonstrate how religious programming can make truly compelling 
radio, of interest to a broad range of audiences.  

 

                                                 
3 This documentary (produced by Ladbroke) about two sisters’ strongly-held but separate beliefs, and 
how this affected relationships within the family, won the overall radio award at the Sandford St 
Martin Trust Awards for Excellence in Religious Programming, May 2010. 



1.7.4 This commitment means that Radio 4 greatly supports the BBC’s public 
purpose of ‘sustaining citizenship’ by fulfilling its service licence obligation to 
offer “in-depth, accurate, impartial and independent news and current affairs 
output which should seek to enable listeners to participate more actively, 
critically and constructively in the democratic life of the UK”. We naturally 
wish to acknowledge the station’s contribution, as part of this, to boosting 
religious literacy and understanding across the UK; and further to recognise 
the station’s role through some of its programming to provide access to 
Christian worship to a large number of people, including those physically 
unable to attend Church. 

 
1.7.5 In its current format guided by its service licence, Radio 7 broadcasts little 

specific religious programming. Given the wealth of material in other parts of 
the network, we do not seek to suggest that this needs to be urgently 
addressed, although below in section 2 we offer our view on how the 
concept of ‘Radio 4 Extra’ might include religious programming distinct to 
that offered elsewhere by the corporation. 

 
 
 
2. What is the future strategic direction for these services?  
a) What is the future strategy for these services?  
b) Are the plans aligned with the wider BBC strategy?  
c) Are there sufficient resources to deliver this strategy?  
 
 
2.1 It is unclear how responses to (a) and (b) can be accurately informed while 

the Trust and Executive are still considering the final outcomes of the 
Strategic Review process, but in general terms we feel that the output of the 
three stations is collectively a vital asset for the BBC and that strategic shifts 
should not jeopardise some of the ‘jewels in the crown’ of the corporation. 

 
2.2 We note the challenges faced by the BBC (shared by most individual licence 

fee payers) to adapt to the changing economic context, and that this pressure 
is one of the key factors in driving the current Strategic Review process. 
However, given the unparalleled contribution made by these services 
(particularly Radio 4) in meeting aspects of the BBC’s public purposes related 
to religion and faith, we believe that continued investment in some specific 
areas is vital. In that context, there are three specific suggestions we wish to 
make. 

 
2.3 Firstly, the identity and purpose of Radio 7 will presumably remain 

unclear until the ongoing Strategic Review is completed. However, we note 
the suggestion that the station undergoes a phased transformation to become 
‘Radio 4 Extra’. It would be shame for such a station to become perceived as 
a ‘dumbed down’ version of Radio 4 – but an approach that instead saw it 
become a brand that facilitated deeper engagement with topics of interest to 
a more diverse ethnic and age range than that currently explored by Radio 4, 
and a testing ground for innovative new content, would add real value to the 



BBC’s network radio stable. We could envisage, and we would welcome, a 
station that included extended interviews with key public figures, and that 
had more freedom to experiment with the opportunities for interaction with 
audiences afforded by new media. Religious content would form a natural 
ingredient in a fresh station devoted to ‘going deeper’ into the nation’s 
psyche. 

 
2.4 Secondly, we call for a more incisive approach to religion in the news 

(which is of course carried extensively on Radio 3 and Radio 4). In our 
response to the Trust’s Strategic Review consultation, we welcomed the aim 
to put Trustworthiness (defined as “meeting the public’s expectations in 
editorial standards and impartiality, and providing a benchmark for 
broadcasting in the UK”) as one of the key elements in putting quality first. 
We suggested this requires the capacity to be ‘in-depth’, providing the expert 
background analysis that can put complex stories into context, and we called 
for the BBC’s coverage of religion within news and current affairs to be 
strengthened.  We argued: “Analysis of the complex and dynamic nature of 
religious and ethical affairs in the UK and across the world needs to be able 
to draw upon in-house specialist expertise, and this expertise should not be 
unduly weakened by cost cutting measures. We suggest, for instance, that 
more resources should be devoted to extending the ‘College of Journalism’ 
activity for BBC staff, which we believe should include religion as a 
compulsory module.” We repeat that suggestion here, and add to it a further 
suggestion. 

 
2.5 There has been at least one public call for the BBC to appoint a Religion 

Editor, to reflect the importance of religious literacy to any proper 
understanding of today’s world4. We echo that call, which would provide a 
recognised expert to bring greater co-ordination and depth to the 
corporation’s religious output across all channels. We see no logical 
distinction between the genre of arts, science and business (all of which 
include reflecting and discerning between different opinions and perspectives, 
and have BBC editors) and that of religion (the landscape of which likewise 
demands a ‘trusted guide’ for both internal and external stakeholders). We 
urge the Trust and Executive to give serious consideration to this proposal; 
one that is intended as much for the benefit of people of no particular faith as 
for those of faith. 

 
2.6 Finally, we call for continued investment and senior management 

support for the work of the dedicated Religion and Ethics team, 
based in Manchester. As we have noted in our response to the service 
reviews of BBC One, Two and Four, the team offers a wealth of in-house 
expertise and knowledge. The skills involved in planning, producing and 
directing recorded worship; understanding complex theological debates and 

                                                 
4 Roger Bolton, speech at the Sandford St Martin Trust Awards for Excellence in Religious 
Programming, 25 May 2010: 
http://www.sandfordawards.org.uk/sandford/userfiles/Speech%20by%20Roger%20Bolton(3).doc 
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serving as an analytical resource for other areas of the BBC; and possessing 
the insight to develop new and creative strands that will be appreciated by 
people of faith and others are not readily replicated, and concern remains 
about the extent to which the BBC is committed to retaining a sufficient level 
of this in-house talent. While we originally applied the argument to TV 
channels, the same goes for radio: “Retaining and nurturing a core team of 
specialists is absolutely crucial to maintaining the current stable of regular 
programmes and developing innovative new formats.” We call for such a 
commitment to be made explicit by the corporation at an appropriate 
juncture. 

 
 
 
3. Should the services licences for these services be changed? 
 
 
3.1 As the sections above indicate, there are relatively few areas where we 

would seek to make changes to the existing service licences for Radio 3 and 
Radio 4.  

 
3.2 We do, however, suggest that to reinforce Radio 3’s commitment to 

reflecting the importance of religion to people across the UK, there should 
be an explicit encouragement to station management to pursue a more 
creative approach to commissioning religious programming beyond existing 
long-standing strands. Under its obligations for ‘stimulating creativity and 
cultural excellence’, we suggest: “The station should produce regular special 
events on significant themes across a wide range of music and arts topics, 
including the annual BBC Proms, anniversaries of cultural or religious 
significance, and special seasons.” 

 
3.2 We call for Radio 4’s specified ‘public commitment’ hours of religious 

programming to remain at least 200 hours per annum. 
 
3.3 As outlined in 1.7.4 and 2.3 above, we understand Radio 7 to be braced for 

considerable changes to its format; recommendations for changes to the 
station’s service licence are therefore difficult to succinctly articulate beyond 
the appeal that any new licence that more closely relates the station to Radio 
4 should continue the tradition of the latter brand in the quality and 
sensitivity of its approach to religious affairs. 

 
ends 



The BBC Trust usually publishes organisational responses in full when we reach our 
conclusions.  If you would prefer that all or part of your response is treated as 
confidential, please complete the confidentiality section below.  

 

What do you want the BBC Trust to keep confidential?   

 

Nothing X 

Whole Response  

Part (please state which part)  

 

 

 

 

 

Name/ Organisation      Ben Wilson, Communications Office, Archbishops’ 
Council of the Church of England 

 

Address      Church House, Great Smith Street 

London  SW1P 3AZ 

 

Other contact details (telephone, email)      020 7898 1464, ben.wilson@c-of-
e.org.uk 

 

 

The BBC Trust will retain and use your name, address, email address and 
organisation you work for (if applicable) for the purposes of administering the public 
consultations on the BBC Trust’s Review of Radio 3, 4 & 7. Your personal details will 
not be passed to any third parties for marketing purposes.  

mailto:ben.wilson@c-of-e.org.uk
mailto:ben.wilson@c-of-e.org.uk


The BBC complies with the Data Protection Act 1998. For more information on 
BBC’s Privacy Policy please refer to http://www.bbc.co.uk/privacy/. 

The BBC is listed as a public body in Part VI of Schedule 1 to the Freedom of 
Information Act 2000; this means that, subject to certain restrictions, the BBC may 
be required to disclose information it holds to individuals and organisations making a 
valid request to be supplied with that information under the Act. 

If you have requested that all or part of your response should be kept confidential, 
the BBC will take reasonable steps to maintain confidentiality of that information if a 
request for its disclosure is received under the Act.  Please note, however, that in 
the event the BBC is able to withhold information under the Act, this decision may 
be overturned by the Information Commissioner, the Information Tribunal or the 
courts. 

Please note that we may still refer to the contents of responses in general terms, 
without disclosing specific information that is confidential.  We will exercise due 
regard to the confidentiality of information supplied.  

 

 

DECLARATION 

I confirm that the information I have submitted is a formal consultation response. It can be 
published in full on the BBC Trust's website, unless otherwise specified, and I authorise the 
BBC Trust to make use of the information in this response to meet its legal requirements. If 
I have sent my response by email, the BBC can disregard any standard e-mail text about 
not disclosing email contents and attachments.  

Name        Signed (if hard copy)  

Ben Wilson 

(on behalf of the Bishop of Manchester) 

 
 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/privacy/
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