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that its budget is inadequate both in relation to audience needs and in comparison with other BBC 
funded services. 

The type of live programming that would be reduced is more important in the service  programme 
offer of Radio nan Gàidheal than it might on the surface appear to be if it were in an English  
language service context: it serves to provide diversity of content with live interface  for different 
segments of the Gaelic audience for which Radio nan Gàidheal is the only access point, providing an 
immediacy of contact which is an important factor in the role that the service plays in the daily lives 
of the Gaelic community. This is borne out by the positive audience response to the fairly recently 
introduced lunchtime service which was itself initiated in response to demand to fill the gap in the 
Gaelic schedule. 

Reduction in live programming on Radio nan Gàidheal would be doubly damaging as not only would 
a budget cut adversely affect the Radio nan Gàidheal service per se, it would also impact on BBC 
Alba for which Radio nan Gàidheal is a sustaining feed, for example the lunchtime programming 
mentioned above, since it is underfunded and cannot sustain its own schedule outside peak times.   

It should also be noted that, as well as providing a restricted service, there are gaps also in the 
coverage of Radio nan Gàidheal which, despite the principle of universal access, is not available to 
audiences throughout Scotland.  

BBC Alba 

The Delivering Quality First consultation document proposes “No major changes” for BBC Alba. In 
the context of cuts in other services, this may be to acknowledge that BBC Alba is already   severely 
constrained financially. That appears to be the case, judging by the extent to which the channel 
depends on archive programming and sustaining feeds.  

BBC Alba has done remarkably well on tight budgets to build a schedule that maximises the impact 
of the programme budgets available.  That is borne out by strong viewing figures and reach, well 
beyond what one would expect if the audience was drawn only from the pool of people who speak 
or understand Gaelic as enumerated by census.  This may be as a result of a number of factors 
including astute scheduling, the professionalism and quality of production, the inherent language 
loyalty of the core Gaelic audience, the fact that the vast majority of the Scottish population is 
supportive of Gaelic and the channel’s providing a genuine alternative choice of service. 

BBC Alba is, however, heavily dependent on archive programming, in the main progammes with high 
production values, the producers of which had access to appropriate budgets. There must, however, 
be a limit to the number of times these programmes can be rerun and watched without serious risk 
to loss of audience.  Furthermore, as noted above, the range of programmes broadcast on BBC Alba 
does not meet audience needs, nor the priority criteria proposed in Delivering Quality First. 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion 

Delivering Quality First is a response to a licence fee settlement which forces the BBC to reduce costs 
whilst trying to maintain quality of programmes and services. 

BBC Radio nan Gàidheal and BBC Alba currently operate restricted, mutually dependent, services on 
minimalist budgets: whilst programme quality in the main is high, and attracts comparatively strong 
audiences, the range of programmes broadcast is much narrower than the audience requests and 
BBC priority criteria demands. 

These services are crucial elements in the range of agents necessary to promote the acquisition and 
use of the Gaelic language, and understanding of Gaelic culture – key aims of the Gaelic Language 
(Scotland) Act 2005. They act both as mirrors to reinforce Gaelic cultural identity for Gaelic speakers 
and supporters alike, and projectors of that cultural identity to wider audiences. Recent Scottish 
Government research has demonstrated that 81% of the Scottish population want Scotland to retain 
its Gaelic identity. Broadcast services have a major role to play in meeting that aspiration, and the 
audience figures of BBC Radio nan Gàidheal and BBC Alba give a strong indication that they are 
currently doing so. 

For this to continue, both services require more funding, not a direct cut as is proposed for Radio 
nan Gàidheal, nor a cut by inflationary stealth as will be the case with BBC Alba if the proposals in 
Delivering Quality First are implemented. There is no denying that the efficiency of Gaelic broadcast 
services should be examined like any other service, but on current budgets these services must be at 
risk of not being able to deliver for audiences in the future despite the professionalism of the staff 
who manage them.  
 
In the context of the Nations and the Regions the contrast between levels of funding for these 
services and other BBC services, including Welsh language services, is marked. The assumption by 
the BBC of responsibility to fund S4C under the licence fee settlement clearly indicates that the BBC 
recognises that the minority language television service in Wales should be adequately funded, and 
that raises the question as to why parity of respect is not accorded in Scotland to BBC Alba.  

Bòrd na Gàidhlig considers this an opportune time for the BBC to establish, in partnership with MG 
Alba, a funding model that enables BBC Alba to continue to deliver a quality schedule of 
programming throughout the five year licence fee period to 2016, and beyond. This should be dealt 
with as a matter of urgency. 

BBC Radio nan Gàidheal and BBC Alba provide distinctive, minority language, public services to 
appreciative audiences.  There is nowhere else for these audiences to go to get Gaelic services. Their 
unique nature should be recognised, treasured and adequately supported. 
 
Bòrd na Gàidhlig 
December 2012 
 
 
 



Background note: 

 

BÒRD NA GÀIDHLIG ROLE & FUNCTIONS 

A key milestone in Gaelic development was reached when the Scottish Parliament 
passed the Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act 2005.  The 2005 Act established Bòrd na 
Gàidhlig (‘the Bòrd’) as a statutory body charged with securing the status of Gaelic as 
an official language of Scotland commanding equal respect to English.  The Bòrd has 
specific statutory functions to promote, and to provide advice to Ministers and public 
bodies on matters relating to the Gaelic language, Gaelic culture and Gaelic 
education.  The Bòrd is required to exercise these functions with a view to increasing 
the number of users of Gaelic, and with a view to encouraging and enabling 
increased access to and understanding of Gaelic. 

 

The 2005 Act placed a duty on the Bòrd to produce a National Plan for Gaelic and this 
key policy document, approved by Scottish Ministers in March 2007, provides a 
blueprint for the future development of Gaelic.  The National Plan for Gaelic is 
underpinned by four well-established and interrelated language planning principles, 
and makes recommendations on how to support Gaelic in the home, community, 
workplace and place of learning through language acquisition, usage, status, and 
corpus development. 
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is incomplete in a number of key areas and this should be addressed as a priority to maximise 
on the investment and progress already made and to contribute towards the wider aspiration of 
growing the number of people speaking and using Gaelic. 

 

2. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal is unique.  Its key distinctiveness lies in the fact that it is the only 
universally available Gaelic radio service in the world.  The output on radio and streamed online 
provides the global Gaelic community with a virtual framework which has contributed 
significantly (since its launch in 1985) to the normalisation and revitalisation of the language.  It 
is a place where the whole Gaelic community can hear and use the language wherever they 
happen to be.  It has previously been described as “the cement which links the Gaelic linguistic 
community.” 

 

3. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal is now available every day for general reception across Scotland on FM 
and more widely on DAB digital radio and digital television platforms, and it may be simulcast 
on the internet.  For the previous two years (from September 2008) it has operated alongside 
BBC ALBA, the Gaelic television channel in which the BBC is an active partner. BBC ALBA and 
Radio nan Gàidheal are complementary rather than competitive and they jointly make a very 
significant contribution to Scotland’s (and the UK) media landscape. 

4. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal is a serial collaborator with a wide range of Gaelic and cultural 
organisations throughout Scotland.  It works extensively in partnership with organisations such 
as An Comunn Gàidhealach which organises the Royal National Mod, sporting organisations 
which undertake major events (up to and including World Cup in football) and has in its own 
right sustained major award-winning landmark projects such as Bliadhna nan Òran.  The service 
also contributes to major BBC Scotland initiatives such as the History of Scotland and Scotland’s 
Landscape. 

 

5. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal currently has an annual service budget of £3.8 million.  Bòrd na 
Gàidhlig believes that Radio nan Gàidheal’s potential for development can only properly be 
achieved by resourcing it appropriately.  The Bòrd does not have a view on the particular sums 
involved but would support any reasonable settlement which would enable the service to 
continue its development, particularly in areas the Bòrd has identified elsewhere in this 
submission, but primarily the following: enhanced provision for Gaelic learners through 
programming and podcasts; extension of news coverage to weekend; drama production; the 
development of programming for young people in support of the Curriculum for Excellence; 
more educational programming and the normalisation of comprehensive sports coverage 
throughout the week; all of which would be complementary to provision currently made by 
Radio Scotland and television through BBC ALBA and elsewhere. 

 

6. Bòrd na Gàidhlig believes that BBC Radio nan Gàidheal’s output is generally of high quality, 
original, challenging, innovative and engaging, and that it clearly nurtures Gaelic-speaking 
talent.  It has a key role to play in the development of the language and has made a significant 
contribution to the development of Gaelic vocabulary and register.  There is no shortage of 
ideas and any perceived restriction in its scale of ambitions relates to financial considerations.   

 

7. The staff are dedicated, well trained and highly committed.  The technical infrastructure, 
drawing on the BBC’s multi-national and advanced resources aligned with continuous 



professional development staff training programmes, enables it to punch well beyond its 
financial weight. 

 

8. One of BBC Radio nan Gàidheal’s key strengths has been its commitment to built speech-based 
programming through high quality documentaries, debates, discussions, discourses, features 
(such as profile, obituaries and “one-off” special programmes) and research-led output.  
Probably the best exemplar of such work recently has been the hugely successful Òran an Là 
series which has set new standards for feature-based programming extending well beyond the 
traditional output of Gaelic radio, increasing Radio nan Gàidheal’s reach through innovative use 
of websites.  This stream of programming is of considerable value to learners of the language at 
all levels and to schools and other educational establishments, as well as the wider Gaelic 
community in terms of the overall cultural experience of understanding the range of music, 
song and poetry available through Gaelic.  The material from which this is drawn is firmly 
rooted in Gaelic  traditional culture and its contribution to the service’s overall output has 
enabled Radio nan Gàidheal to offer material which no other media outlet embraces.  This 
unique element of Radio nan Gàidheal’s operation is of such importance that a Services to 
Industry Award was given by the 2010 Scots Trad Music Awards, and its development must be a 
priority with appropriate resources to enable further progress.  

 

9. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal provides an accurate, impartial and independent news service and 
plays a central role in reporting and scrutinising national political life as well as engaging with  
issues which can be tackled and debated by experts and listeners.  Bòrd na Gàidhlig believes, 
however, that there is a significant gap in its news provision at weekends, with bulletins only on 
Saturdays and no news on Sundays.  The comprehensive nature of the service is diminished by 
the lack of news programming over the weekend.  
 

10. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal offers a limited online text-based news service which could be 
extended to include a wider range of stories and features in order to compensate for the lack of 
a printed news service in Gaelic.  
 

11. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal’s daytime output offers a significant proportion of speech-based 
programmes, including news and other genres.  The station could support Scottish and Gaelic 
music and arts more significantly if it had the resources.  It should be enabled to commission 
work from new and established talent.  Drama should be much more obvious part of the mix.  

 

12. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal should provide a platform for the BBC’s cross-media activities in 
Scotland and should use digital and interactive technologies to extend its availability, encourage 
audience interaction and introduce audiences to related content and services, particularly for 
learners and through schools.  Bòrd na Gàidhlig is supporting the current initiative to develop a 
website facility for learners in collaboration with MG ALBA and BBC Radio nan Gàidheal.  This 
could be a very successful model in encouraging more people to learn and use the language, 
whilst adding significantly to the BBC’s Gaelic audience numbers. 

 

13. In terms of public value, BBC Radio nan Gàidheal makes a significant contribution to the 
promotion of the BBC’s public purposes, sustaining citizenship and civil society.  For example, 
BBC Radio nan Gàidheal is now well-established as the primary source of information for the 



Gaelic-speaking audience during weather crises where there is extensive travel disruption, or 
other civil emergencies such as floods and road traffic accidents.   

 

14. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal’s output reflects the diverse communities, cultures and faiths of 
Scotland.  Its ability to sustain comprehensive coverage of sport (rather than wall-to-wall 
football) throughout Scotland and beyond, user-generated content, events, ceremonies and 
anniversaries of national significance are only limited by its financial resources.   

 

15. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal promotes education and learning amongst its audience by providing 
opportunities for informal learning across a wide range of subjects in its factual and 
documentary output.  There is significant scope for further development in this area, 
particularly with regard to supporting parents with children in Gaelic Medium Education and 
the  Curriculum for Excellence and also in supporting adult Gaelic learners.    

 

16. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal adopts pan-BBC social action campaigns in Scotland, adapting them 
where necessary to enhance their appeal to Gaelic-speaking audiences.  It is a regular 
participant in Children in Need campaigns and supports campaigns in line with Disaster 
Emergency Committee appeals.  Most importantly the service offers daily local information 
bulletins which are highly valued by the Gaelic community and has on significant occasions 
suspended its schedule to cover emergencies such as fatal accidents or searches for missing 
individuals. 

 

17. BBC Radio nan Gàidheal has a track record of supporting established talent, and refreshing the 
service with new voices and contributors.  The major deficit in this regard is its lack of 
opportunity to sustain and develop any form of drama output.  Given appropriate resources 
Radio nan Gàidheal could easily (in tandem with, or even independently) commission output 
externally and contribute to the growth of the creative economy in Scotland.  It could, for 
example work, more closely with Creative Scotland to achieve shared aspirations.  The same is 
true of musical commissions which could cover all genres, not just traditional music, and 
contribute to much-needed Gaelic song-writing initiatives. 
 

18. There is no doubting BBC Radio nan Gàidheal’s ability to bring the world to the UK, by regularly 
covering international events and issues in its news and current affairs output.  It also clearly 
brings the Scottish Gaelic community to the world by making BBC Radio nan Gàidheal content 
available on bbc.co.uk and by its use of podcasting.  

 

19. Bòrd na Gàidhlig shares the BBC’s previously expressed concern about some weaknesses in 
coverage, despite the almost total provision of services to homes across Scotland.  There are 
still significant geographical omissions in terms of coverage for the traveller, for example, with 
large areas of the country’s main road networks blanked out.  It is not altogether clear whether 
the current position has improved from the BBC’s submission to Ofcom in 2006 when 
responding with comments on the future licensing of DAB Digital Radio.  Bòrd na Gàidhlig 
strongly believes that Radio nan Gàidheal coverage should be 100% under DAB and would be 
very uneasy about any proposition which would fall short of that. 
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visibility, supporting its status and providing impetus for continuing corpus 
development. 

 

The Bòrd believes that BBC Alba has, since its launch on 19 September 2008, 
achieved its stated aims of enhancing the service available to Gaelic speakers, the 
service for those learning the language and those that might wish to learn.  BBC Alba 
also offers a window on Gaelic language and culture to any who may be interested.  
It reflects and supports Gaelic culture, identity and heritage in a positive manner.  By 
achieving a core audience in excess of 200,000 viewers per week it has quickly 
established its credentials and has significant support and brand awareness amongst 
the Scottish public. 

 

BBC Alba has demonstrable creative, cultural, linguistic, social and economic 
benefits.  It taps the creativity of the Gaelic community, strengthens our cultural 
infrastructure, reinforces language development, bonds Gaelic speakers socially as a 
community and draws a wider population into it.  The channel also creates 
employment which would otherwise not exist in peripheral and central areas, in 
every sense gets to the parts that other media do not reach.  At the same time, its 
audience reach demonstrates that a significant segment of the Scottish population 
accesses it.  

 

BBC Alba is, therefore, a boon to Scotland as a whole, a significant Scottish asset, as 
well as a crucial element in the revitalisation and normalisation of Gaelic. 

 

BBC Alba sits comfortably within UK Government policy as set out in the provisions 
of the 2003 Broadcasting Act, the European Charter for Minority Languages and with 
Scottish Government policy as evidenced in the 2005 Gaelic Language Act and the 
National Plan for Gaelic.  It compares favourably with the performance of the media 
systems of our nearest minority language neighbours in Wales and Ireland, whilst 
being comparatively underfunded. 

  



Furthermore, it lies at the heart of public service broadcasting provision, in all 
respects bar one.  It is based on the traditional Reithian principles of providing 
information, education and entertainment, and meets the additional contemporary 
public service broadcasting criteria of providing a genuine alternative to other - and 
particularly commercial - services, widening consumer choice.  BBC Alba thus 
counteracts market failure, providing a service which commercial television could not 
provide; where it deviates from other public service provision is that it is not yet 
available on Freeview.  That defect should now be remedied. 

 

The Bòrd understands that for every Gaelic speaker BBC ALBA has attracted since its 
launch, it has attracted at least three non-Gaelic speakers with music, sport and 
factual programmes having particular appeal for them.  Despite BBC Alba being 
handicapped by not being available on Freeview, it is making a major contribution to 
raising awareness of Gaelic among non-Gaelic speakers and encouraging positive 
attitudes to the language as well as significantly enlarging and enriching the Scottish 
content available to all viewers. 

 

Bòrd na Gàidhlig believes that BBC Alba should be available on as wide a range of 
platforms as possible including Freeview and cable, and the BBC iPlayer.  The Bòrd 
believes it would not be acceptable to have access to BBC Alba only via the internet.  
The computer has not yet replaced the television in the majority of Scotland’s 
homes.  Areas with a large concentration of Gaelic speakers are often the areas 
where Broadband speeds are the poorest, making access to BBC Alba through the 
internet non-viable.  The Bòrd also considers it highly desirable to sustain Gaelic 
television output on BBC 2 Scotland, enriching the offering available to viewers of 
that channel, with a selection of the best of BBC Alba’s programming. 

 

The Bòrd values the support received directly and indirectly from BBC Alba and its 
staff and considers BBC Alba to be a key partner in delivering an ambitious plan to 
create a new generation of Gaelic speakers.  Its role in the enhancement of Gaelic 
education provision at all levels should not be underestimated.  BBC Alba has 
demonstrated its willingness to contribute to formal and informal learning initiatives 
at all levels and it has demonstrated its potential to support learners at all stages.   

 



The Bòrd recognises and is encouraged by BBC Alba’s commitment to increasing the 
skills base and employment opportunities available to Gaelic speakers and learners.  
The creation of opportunities for a wide range of new talent will be crucial to 
securing Gaelic’s future.  The creation of a new generation of Gaelic speakers is 
dependent on attracting and retaining young people and the Bòrd believes that BBC 
Alba has a crucial role in ensuring this happens. 

  

The success of BBC Alba is testimony to the unique collaboration between BBC and 
MG Alba. The Bòrd believes that the future success of BBC Alba is dependent on two 
key actions: 

1 Making BBC Alba available on Freeview with immediate effect; 
2 Increasing the funding available to BBC Alba to enable it to sustain and 

develop its programming. 
 

Bòrd na Gàidhlig urges the BBC Trust to support BBC Alba by recommending 
immediate transmission on Freeview with increased resources to enhance and 
develop the service output. 



Background note: 

 

BÒRD NA GÀIDHLIG ROLE & FUNCTIONS 

A key milestone in Gaelic development was reached when the Scottish Parliament 
passed the Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act 2005.  The 2005 Act established Bòrd na 
Gàidhlig (‘the Bòrd’) as a statutory body charged with securing the status of Gaelic as 
an official language of Scotland commanding equal respect to English.  The Bòrd has 
specific statutory functions to promote, and to provide advice to Ministers and public 
bodies on matters relating to the Gaelic language, Gaelic culture and Gaelic 
education.  The Bòrd is required to exercise these functions with a view to increasing 
the number of users of Gaelic, and with a view to encouraging and enabling 
increased access to and understanding of Gaelic. 

 

The 2005 Act placed a duty on the Bòrd to produce a National Plan for Gaelic and this 
key policy document, approved by Scottish Ministers in March 2007, provides a 
blueprint for the future development of Gaelic.  The National Plan for Gaelic is 
underpinned by four well-established and interrelated language planning principles, 
and makes recommendations on how to support Gaelic in the home, community, 
workplace and place of learning through language acquisition, usage, status, and 
corpus development. 

 


