
 
 

BBC TRUST REVIEW OF BBC 
FILMS STRATEGY  
 

 

1: Background to this review  
The BBC Trust is the governing body of the BBC. It is our responsibility to get the best out 
of the BBC for licence fee payers. One of our responsibilities under the terms of the BBC’s 
Charter and Agreement is to ‘have regard to the need for the BBC to have a film strategy’. 
In line with this duty we started a review of BBC Films strategy last year. 

BBC Films is part of BBC Vision. It has an annual budget of £12m which covers film 
production and development along with staff costs and associated BBC overheads. Any 
return on investment made by BBC Films is returned to BBC Films budget, and is available 
to BBC Films on top of the £12 million.  

In 2009 we asked BBC Films to present their developing strategy to us. This strategy set 
out BBC Films broad aim as being to develop and finance a wide range of high quality 
diverse films (8 to 10 a year) in partnership with the commercial sector. Underneath this 
BBC Films set out five objectives. These were to:  

• provide the licence fee payer with a broad range of feature films;  

• maximise the impact of films on television and online;  

• support a healthy UK industry;  

• develop UK creative talent; and  

• enhance the quality reputation of the BBC. 

In October 2009 we asked a number of organisations to comment on whether this 
strategy was aligned with delivery of the BBC’s public purposes and maximising public 
value. We received responses from The UK Film Council (UKFC), The Producers Alliance 
for Cinema and Television (PACT), Channel 4, The British Film Institute (BFI), The Film 
Distributors Association (FDA) and Film Export UK. We have considered these responses, 
alongside a range of other information including discussions with BBC Films, to decide 
what changes we want BBC Films to make to its strategy. 

 

2. Summary of findings 
Our overall conclusion is that BBC Films draft strategy set out a clear statement of intent 
and commitment from the BBC Executive and we have found strong support for BBC Films 
from the UK film industry. We therefore endorse the BBC’s role in making and developing 
films and can see the benefits this bring to the licence fee payer, both through providing 
UK films, some of which may not otherwise have been made and contributing to the UK’s 
culture, and through helping sustain the wider UK film industry.  
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However we identified areas where BBC Films needs to take action to meet the objectives 
it has set, most notably in developing licence fee payer awareness of its work and 
generating greater impact when broadcasting its films on television, and we also 
identified a number of amendments for BBC Films to address in finalising its strategy.  

BBC Films has subsequently amended its strategy to take these points on board, and to 
reflect more recent developments in the film industry.1  

We have therefore approved BBC Films strategy, which is being published alongside this 
report. We retain an interest in how this strategy is implemented and will maintain 
ongoing oversight of this area through our regular performance monitoring arrangements.  

 

3. Commentary on BBC Films strategy  
This section outlines our comments against each of BBC Films five objectives.  

 

1. To provide the licence fee payer with a broad range of feature films 

Of the eight to ten feature films BBC Films produces each year, the majority are what it 
describes as “mainstream films consistent with BBC values”, with one or two smaller scale 
projects and authored arthouse films.  

As the governing body of the BBC we are charged with making sure the BBC delivers it 
public purposes. This means that while it is not our role to pass judgement on the precise 
make up of BBC Films ‘slate’, we want to emphasise that our ambition for BBC Films is 
that it develops and invests in distinctive films, taking creative risks, and supporting 
projects the commercial sector might not. We therefore support and endorse BBC Films 
strategic aspiration that “a BBC Film should be defined by its quality, originality, freshness 
and innovation”. This is how BBC Films can best contribute to the BBC’s public purpose 
‘stimulating creativity and cultural excellence.’ 

Generally this means that BBC Films needs to invest at the start of, or very early on, in a 
films development, taking a strong creative and editorial role and having a tangible 
impact on a films development. In some circumstances BBC Films might decide to invest 
in a film at a fairly late stage in its development. We are content with this approach where 
there are strong public value reasons for doing this, for example to ensure a film gets 
made or to secure the artistic integrity of a film. 

Some respondents told us that the BBC could provide greater clarity about what makes it 
distinctive from the two main other public investors. We agree with this point and asked 
BBC Films, in finalising its strategy, to do more to set out the context in which it operates, 
for example by identifying the key areas of expertise of other public investors and 
showing how BBC Films projects differ. This should help identify the more distinct role that 
BBC Films is aiming to play. It should also help address a concern of one respondent who 
felt the strategy focused too heavily on the industrial and economic benefits of the BBC’s 
investment and not enough on the cultural role the BBC has to play.  

 

                                                
1  In November 2010 DCMS announced a package of measures related to the UK film industry. More detail is available at 

http://www.culture.gov.uk/news/news_stories/7603.aspx 
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2. To maximise the impact of films on television and online 

It is important that licence fee payers are able to see BBC Films features on the BBC 
television channels. Therefore, as a condition of investment by BBC Films, the BBC holds 
the rights to free to air television premiere, and in some cases the television premiere.  

However the performance of BBC Films features on television has been variable, ranging 
from relatively low audiences of under 500,000 for some films through to over 5 million, 
for the premiere of Miss Potter on BBC One. In addition there is very low awareness of 
BBC Films work among licence fee payers (discussed further below). BBC Films has 
therefore recognised that it needs to make more impact on television by attracting greater 
audience reach and appreciation; and we are supportive of the ideas set out in BBC Films 
strategy to achieve this, in particular by building a stronger and more consistent ‘home’ 
for the BBC’s films on BBC Two. 

Some respondents told us that BBC Films could do more to take advantage of online 
opportunities. We have discussed this area with BBC Films and understand there is intent 
to take advantage of opportunities in this area subject to regulatory approval where 
necessary and rights issues, for instance through projects such as Youview and the BBC’s 
Archive project. We felt that BBC Films could do more to reflect this principle and asked 
them to signal this more clearly signalled in the final strategy document.  

 

3. To support a healthy UK industry 

Alongside other public investors, BBC Films is the cornerstone of the UK film industry, and 
during this review it has become clear to us that the UK film industry is a relatively fragile 
ecology which benefits greatly from the BBC’s presence and investment in development 
and production. This makes this objective, and the steps described by BBC Films to 
develop relationships and work in partnership with other organisations, very important, 
particularly in the absence of a thriving independent production sector.  

One respondent raised with us a number of suggestions about the deal terms BBC Films 
use with independent producers. While the deal terms operated by BBC Films are an 
operational matter for BBC Films, a more healthy and sustainable film industry is of value 
to the licence fee payer and is one of the strategic objectives BBC Films are aiming to 
deliver. We are therefore sympathetic to attempts to develop a stronger independent 
sector. We understand that the deal terms are due for review early in 2011 and encourage 
BBC Films to engage with the suggestions raised by respondents to this consultation at 
that point.  

We also encourage BBC Films to take a careful look, on a case by case basis, at the 
suggestion that the BBC should consider reviewing its rightsholding position on the films 
which it holds the rights to but cannot foresee making use of (for films developed from 
May 2008 the BBC holds rights for 15 years with a 5 year break clause; for films 
developed prior to May 2008 the BBC holds rights in perpetuity).  

Beyond the area of the production sector, BBC Films sets out a desire to continue to 
support partnerships with organisation such as Skillet, the BFI, the National Film and 
Television School and other skills academies. Several of the organisations who responded 
to our consultation have suggested further ideas for partnerships. In line with this stated 
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objective, we are passing these suggestions to BBC Films and encourage them to engage 
with the relevant organisations on their proposals over the coming months. 

 

4. To develop UK creative talent 

We support this objective and particularly encourage BBC Films to use its place within BBC 
Vision to provide a pathway for the creative community from television into film, as 
successfully illustrated through In The Loop. We also support BBC Films use of short films 
as a testing ground for new talent, and one respondent suggested a number of ways BBC 
Films could engage with a wider range of producers, ideas we encourage BBC Films to 
explore.  

Several consultation responses felt that BBC Films might make more of a commitment to 
diversity and equality as part of this objective. Having discussed this with BBC Films, they 
cited a number of examples of recent and forthcoming projects which are using 
inexperienced or first time talent as well as a diverse gender and ethnicity mix, and we 
are satisfied that they are aware of the importance of this area. In line with this we asked 
BBC Films to reflect this issue more fully within their final strategy document.  

We plan to undertake some qualitative research in 2011 to explore how successfully the 
BBC nurtures and supports UK talent, on and off air, and will consider including BBC Films, 
alongside other areas of the BBC, when scoping this.    

 

5. To enhance the quality reputation of the BBC 

Despite some notable successes over recent years, licence fee payer awareness of BBC 
Films is very low. While this is, in part, a reflection of the strength of the BBC’s brand on 
its TV and radio broadcasting networks, we agree with BBC Films that they can do more 
to increase licence fee payer awareness of their activities and get greater recognition for 
their successes.  

Some respondents raised concerns about the legitimacy of this objective, particularly 
about how much resource BBC Films would devote to this area. Our view is that trying to 
attract audience recognition is an appropriate aim for BBC Films, and we are hopeful that 
a sustained period of success on screen as well as a more consistent approach to 
broadcasting BBC Films on television will improve this more than anything else.  

 
4. BBC Films funding  
Several responses raised the question about whether the level of investment by the BBC 
into BBC Films should be increased. We think this is a fine judgement. We have seen how 
UK film is a delicate ecology, making the BBC’s investment very important, and a small 
increase could have a disproportionately beneficial impact on the sector. 

BBC Films has confirmed to us that there is capacity within the industry to take additional 
investment (i.e. there are enough high quality projects), although experience suggests 
that growth needs to be measured and careful. We also note that BBC Films funding was 
increased by 20 per cent in 2008/09 in the context of many other areas of BBC spending 
being reduced in real terms, and that financial pressures on the BBC have increased over 
recent months.   
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On balance we have decided not to pursue an increase in funding at this time, principally 
because we support BBC Films judgement that £12 million - fixed for the period of current 
licence fee settlement to 2012/13 - is sufficient to meet the objectives we have agreed 
within this review. However we will maintain an ongoing oversight over BBC Films and will 
reconsider the issue of funding should it become apparent that objectives are not being 
met.   
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