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2. Introduction 
 
In arriving at its conclusions, Audience Council England has considered the DQF 
proposals from two perspectives: 

1. that of the distinctive audiences across the 12 broadcasting regions of England;  and 
 

2.   noting the four core objectives set for the BBC by the Trust in last year’s Putting    
Quality First strategy, namely: 

• Increasing the distinctiveness and quality of the BBC’s programmes and services 

• Improving the value for money the BBC provides to licence fee payers 

• Setting new standards of openness and transparency 

• Doing more to serve all audiences. 

  
With the last objective particularly in mind, the Council has highlighted within this 
submission the views and needs of audiences across England, including those who may 
be considered to be under-served; whilst being mindful that the other objectives are 
equally important to audiences. 

The Council’s evidence base is the regular interaction ACE members have with 
audiences within their local networks, based on the 192 volunteers who make up the 
regional council membership and supplemented by the audience engagement activity 
undertaken across England during the course of each year. On this specific proposal the 
volunteers considered the consultation document and communicated the representative 
views of around 1,000 people from their wider networks. 

The feedback from this on-going contact has delivered a useful dialogue about the BBC’s 
role as a local and regional broadcaster, and the high value which audiences place on the 
BBC’s smaller and more modestly funded services; and how they bring a sense of 
belonging and community to very particular parts of society which may not be well 
served or well represented in the mainstream.  

The Council acknowledges that the way the audience accesses BBC content is evolving 
and changing and recognises that the immediate economic outlook and the licence fee 
settlement mean that service changes are inevitable. However, the Council believes that 
it is vital to protect and preserve local and regional journalism in England as an essential 
aspect of the BBC’s role, both as the leading public service broadcaster in the UK and 
within the context of DQF’s five core objectives. Specifically we draw attention to the 
first DQF priority ‘The best journalism in the world’ and are mindful of this when 
thinking of the potential impact of the current proposals on local and regional 
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journalism.    

While members have commented on the individual DQF proposals from the perspective 
of audiences what is not fully clear at this stage is the cumulative impact the proposals 
will have on the BBC’s full portfolio.  

For example, in considering the proposals for BBC Local Radio, audiences have asked us 
about the future of local content and the potential erosion of local news, journalism and 
the ‘holding to account’ role which the service currently offers. When looked at 
alongside the proposed cuts in current affairs programming in England and the 
investigative teams behind that, the strategic impact in England becomes more striking.   

Audience Council England would like the Trust to ask the Executive to specify the value 
they place on local and regional services in England and how they will continue to 
deliver the services local audiences both rely on and expect to see within the BBC’s 
wider portfolio. The proposed loss of current affairs programming through the 
reconfiguration of Inside Out and changes to BBC Local Radio will impact on investigative 
journalism and current affairs in the English Regions and members ask the Trust to 
consider thoughtfully the strategic impact of such proposals on services for English 
licence fee payers at both the regional and local level   The point is endorsed in the BBC 
Trust’s introductory words to the DQF consultation, where the Trust is clear that the 
best approach to cutting costs is to consider each individual service’s role within the 
portfolio of television and radio services.  This surely applies to the regional television 
and BBC Local Radio in England. 

Audience Council England would therefore welcome further consideration of the DQF 
proposals by the BBC Trust, and greater clarity about how the BBC sees the relative 
merits and values of local and regional services across its portfolio.   

3.    Key Findings 

Nations & Regions 
Television 
Members note the sensible approach behind many of the proposals for BBC One, and 
while there was support for the commitment to deliver increased UK-wide showings of 
original content from Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, members were strongly 
concerned about the omission of similarly high quality content made in the English 
Regions, with the loss of diversity, distinctiveness and reflection of all parts of society 
which that represents. 
  
BBC One HD 
Members appreciate the need for savings but wish to register serious concern about the 
implications of not carrying the 15 regional news opts in England on BBC One HD when 
audiences in the three nations will be receiving this service; members interpreted this as 
a failure to serve the largest part of the UK audience, with the potential result being a 
decline in viewing for the English regional news programmes, currently the most 
watched in the whole of the UK.  Members also note the danger of a self-fulfilling 
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prophecy, where local and regional services which currently enjoy high reach and 
audience appreciation decline to such a degree that they become increasingly vulnerable 
in any further round of cuts.   Such a vicious circle would threaten some of the BBC’s 
most distinctive services in England while leaving other, less distinctive services relatively 
untouched.        
  
The proposal to move BBC One HD to slot 101 on the satellite EPG would have a 
similar impact, as viewers in England would have to re-tune to find their local service 
unlike viewers in the Nations, who would have local programming on the primary (101) 
slot. The Audience Council England is strongly opposed to such a move and 
recommends that the Trust not approve this move until an acceptable solution for 
English regions can be found.   
  
Network Television 
Members welcomed the recognition of the importance to audiences of high quality 
entertainment programmes,  especially for family and ‘must-see’ viewing on Saturday 
evenings; these, and the best of comedy and drama, provide ‘water-cooler’ moments 
and bring people together, reflecting irony, and challenging stereotypes. 
  
There was support for the suggestion to share more programming between BBC Two, 
Three and Four; a desire to retain the ‘quirkiness’ of BBC Three and its appeal to 
younger audiences; and a more distinctive and specialist role for BBC Four. Members 
raised questions about programming for the early teens audience who might miss out 
with the move of children’s programmes to CBBC; and there were mixed views on the 
value of sports coverage, with a small majority wanting to see the retention of the ‘listed 
events’ and Match of the Day; and a common view that the BBC should concentrate on 
nurturing minority and diverse sports including events like sheepdog trials 
  
Members were concerned about the proposed reduction in arts, culture, science and 
business coverage on the BBC News Channel, in particular the targeted reductions of 
‘bespoke business coverage'.  While welcoming the undertaking to reinvest in factual 
programmes on BBC Two, ‘in particular in history, science and business' the Council ask 
if this would compensate for less science and business coverage in news programmes? 
There was support for the unchanging role for BBC Parliament. 
  
Members stressed the importance of maintaining quality with the proposed increase in 
repeats. There was a common view that there had been a missed opportunity to reduce 
the number of television services with most members suggesting BBC Three and BBC 
Four as candidates for closure or for more sharing of programming between BBC Two, 
BBC Three and BBC Four (whilst not abandoning the more distinctive and specialist 
role of BBC Four). 
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English Regions Television 
Members accept the necessity to reduce off-peak news bulletins, at 3pm on weekdays 
and Saturday lunchtime; and members would welcome the opportunity for Inside Out to 
feature a broader range of hard news stories and to reflect more communities – but not 
at the expense of local content. 
  
Inside Out 
There were concerns from members about the proposed loss of current affairs 
programming through a less local Inside Out strand at a time when commercial media 
organisations are pulling out of local coverage; and for the impact on local identities in 
England.  
 
The plans to create meaningful "super regions" for some programming must be seen in 
context of the existing size of the BBC's regional offering. Already many regions in 
England comprise population sizes larger than the population of some European 
countries; for example West Midlands 5.5m, East 7.3m and North West 6.4m compared 
with Norway 4.9m, Denmark 5.5m and Croatia 4.4m. 
  
Members expressed serious concern at the threat to regional investigative journalism 
should resources be stretched across larger geographical areas. The impact on local and 
regional audiences will be to deliver content that is less relevant to people,  alongside 
coverage of local events/situations which might be of significance only to a local or 
individual community. Under this proposal, subject matter would have to be chosen for 
broad relevance rather than to illuminate diverse and unique aspects of British life.  
  
At present Inside Out performs well, with an average audience of 3.3million and an 
average episode reach of 4.6m. This audience is higher than that for the network BBC 
One Panorama current affairs strand and delivers current affairs and investigative 
journalism to inform an audience who might not seek it elsewhere. Inside Out is critically 
important for BBC One in the 7.30pm slot and the Audience Council England considers 
that there is a danger that any plan to homogenise the content or reduce the number of 
episodes may result in a fall in Inside Out viewing figures, as happened with current affairs 
programming across the ITV regions. This ultimately resulted in the self-fulfilling 
prophesy of ITV using the reduction in viewing figures to stop its local current affairs 
offer. 
Members ask the Trust to be mindful of such an impact, both for the audience and for 
maintaining the reach and importance of local and regional journalism in England.  
  
DSat for Freeview carriage 
Members were concerned about the proposal to reduce by two the regional variants in 
England on DSat to Freeview carriage only, on the basis of distribution costs; the 
Council’s view is that audiences in England are losing more of their specific services 
under DQF generally, as it is seen as too costly to provide those specialist services, 
which in themselves represent good value for money per user hour and fulfil many of 
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the Public Purposes. In addition, many areas continue to struggle with poor Freeview 
reception for reasons of topography.  
   
Local Radio in England 
There was acceptance of the need for some shared off-peak programming across the 40 
BBC Local Radio stations and members appreciated the commitment to provide local 
news bulletins and support the essential emergency role of BBC Local Radio. 
  
However there was some criticism of the proposal for shared afternoon programming 
on the basis that this currently carries most of the BBC’s local social action and cultural 
news content; and this combined with concerns to be mindful about the impact on shift 
workers and those who are housebound, who may appreciate and value off-peak 
programming in particular. 
  
There was concern too for the implications for the service’s vital – and in many parts of 
England unique responsibility given the decline of the regional press and ITV - of holding 
local decision makers to account; and a common view that the proposal for one shared 
‘England’ evening programme contradicted the descriptor ‘Local Radio’; members 
consider that this will be unacceptable to the very audiences which have recently 
increased as a result of a renewed focus by the BBC on stronger local content.  The 
current proposals for Local Radio suggest that local output will be preserved when the 
majority of the audience are listening. However members note that the proposal does 
not take into account the intended efficiency savings which will reduce the number of 
local and regional journalism posts, which in turn will diminish journalistic expertise and 
affect journalism in peak-time aswell. 
  
Members noted the likely impact on the two million listeners out of the seven million 
total who listen to no other BBC radio service and raised strong opinions about the 
proposal for the sharing of content across ‘the North’, representing a total population 
of some 15 million people with varied and distinct communities, geography, local 
economies and social conditions. 
  
Members would like to highlight the BBC’s firm commitment to minority sport balanced 
against the proposal to significantly reduce local sports coverage, for example coverage 
of home matches only, a serious impact on non-premier league football and on BBC 
London 94.9, a decrease from approximately 20 hours a week to four.    
  
The proposal to end many Medium Wave transmissions will affect sports commentaries, 
for example where multiple local football matches are currently covered by BBC Local 
Radio alone, through the use of different frequencies including MW;  there may also be 
an impact on some ethnic minority, schools and community programmes.  
  
Some members questioned whether there could be a closer working relationship 
between the World Service and Local Radio, with Local Radio being able to make use of 
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some of the best content from the World Service in off peak times. Such a move could 
help contribute to the BBC’s public purpose of ‘bringing the world to the UK’. 

 
NETWORK RADIO 
 
Network Radio stations 
While there was a view from some members that there are too many network radio 
stations, with the digital stations being seen as representing a luxury the BBC can no 
longer afford ie 1Xtra and 4Xtra, there was support among members for the sharing of 
news bulletins for Radio 1 and 1Xtra, and Radio 2 and 6 Music; and for the proposal to 
share a single programme on Radio 1 for new talent across the four UK nations 
  
Radio 4 
Members questioned the stand-still budget for Radio 4; they acknowledged that while 
highly valued, Radio 4 is probably the best funded speech radio station in the world and 
for the most part, serving an already super-served audience at a time when other less 
well-funded services for under-served groups are likely to be squeezed. There was 
support for the proposal to reduce the amount of originated programming on Radio 4 
Extra. There were questions about the need for any origination on the service which 
started life as a celebration of the best of content from the recent and distant past. 
  
Members expressed concern at the prospect of the demise of Radio 4 on Long Wave, 
and were in agreement with the BBC Trust’s support for the commitment to make 
Radio 4’s Long Wave programmes available on other analogue BBC radio stations, 
should the Long Wave transmitter fail. 
  
BBC Orchestras, Singers and Proms 
Members would like to understand more about the implications for audiences of finding 
significant savings within the BBC’s portfolio of orchestras and singers; and question the 
rationale for further investment in the Proms. 
  
BBC Asian Network 
Members welcomed the commitment to continue the BBC Asian Network as a national 
service although some members questioned the affordability of the station. The current 
limitations of DAB reception were highlighted. There was concern at the loss of 
documentary programming on the BBC Asian Network; some misgivings about the scale 
of cuts to the station and a view that closing the BBC Asian Network between midnight 
and 6am might be counter-productive, as it was considered that many young people 
listen between those times. In the view of members the station fulfils a unique role 
across the UK radio and broadcasting sector for the many different British Asian 
communities, through the exploration of major social, faith and community matters; and 
helps deliver the Citizenship purpose of the BBC 
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DAB 
The Council acknowledges the BBC’s duty to encourage digital radio switchover but 
members continue to question the value to the consumer of DAB technology over the 
advantages of a wider broadband take-up and internet radio.   For some members, 
DAB's exemption from cuts is questionable and its £25 million a year budget would be 
better spent on BBC Local Radio, regional current affairs or regional opts on BBC One 
HD.  
  
DIGITAL & DISTRIBUTION 
 
BBC Online 
There was support for the previously approved 25 per cent budget reduction and the 
commitment to prepare the BBC for full convergence, for the widest possible benefit of 
audiences. 
  
There was a view that the service would not be able to sustain further funding cuts; and 
questions about the future of Democracy Live, which is not referred to within the 
consultation document   
  
Members expressed a desire to see better use of the Archive, and retention of 
educational material alongside reinvestment to enable iPlayer to offer content for more 
than seven days. 
  
Red Button 
Members understood the need to rationalise the BBC Red Button service and would 
have liked to see more information about what is being proposed.  Some members 
point out that they can access content quicker on YouTube, and see the Red Button 
service as out-dated  
  
There was some regret from members about the proposed loss of the multi-screen 
service for music and sporting events such as Glastonbury and Wimbledon, which 
engenders a sense of viewer involvement and choice, and at minimal cost. 
  
Members raised questions about the wisdom of cutting the Red Button service after the 
Olympics, when people will have become accustomed to it. 
  
Members support the commitment to develop new services for Internet Protocol 
Television, as part of the drive to wider broadband take-up across the UK; and flagged 
the importance of government and industry support for the goal of achieving super-fast 
broadband for all in the UK. 
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Concluding remarks 

Members are mindful of the scale of the funding challenge faced by the BBC, and clearly 
appreciate the difficult choices that must be taken. 

However, Audience Council England’s key concerns are the reduction of resource and 
support for regional journalism in England. The audience would be better served by an 
effectively resourced English Regions and BBC Local Radio service. 

While the planned reductions to the BBC’s property estate in England do not form part 
of the DQF consultation, members highlight the long term impact of moving production 
from areas of high, to low, diversity, resulting in a smaller talent pool and poorer 
reflection of all of the UK’s communities. 

 No less important is the impact on local economies through the loss of production and 
legacy, where long established centres are to be phased out. Council members note 
with regret the slow but steady decline in the BBC’s presence in England’s second city 
Birmingham. 

Members would also like to share with the Trust the view that many of the people it 
was in contact with found the online consultation document burdensome to complete. 
Not only was there some confusion with it running in parallel with the consultation of 
the Local Radio Service Licence Review, but it was felt there was not enough meaningful 
information surrounding the specifics of the Local Radio and Inside Out proposals to 
always give an informed "local" view. 

 As a final point, members consider that the BBC’s local and regional services in England 
are being particularly targeted by the current proposals. The Council’s submission to 
the BBC Trust asks that the objective – ‘doing more to serve all audiences’ and the 
BBC’s editorial strategy pillar – ‘the best journalism in the world’ are both made 
manifest in the final difficult choices which have to be made. 
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