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Context 
 
1. Northern Ireland Screen has been a partner and critical friend of the BBC 

and, in particular, BBC Northern Ireland since its inception as the Northern 
Ireland Film Commission in 1997.  While Northern Ireland Screen works 
well with BBC Northern Ireland on a wide range of activities, we are 
frustrated with the wider ‘network’ BBC’s engagement with Northern 
Ireland. 

 
2. During the 2011-12 financial year, Northern Ireland Screen will invest in 

excess of £4 million in projects associated with the BBC. 
 
3. This funding comes in many forms, including the Northern Ireland Screen 

Fund which has supported BBC television drama projects like the award 
winning Occupation, Five Minutes of Heaven and Small Island; 
development funding that has supported pilots including Secret Fortune, 
the BBC’s Lottery show produced by Wild Rover, and Big City Park, 
produced for Cbeebies; other funding supported Hitler On Trial and 
Digging for Britain and will support drama projects in the new year 
including The Fall and the comedy Blandings.  There is also considerable 
Irish Language funding, the newly created Ulster-Scots funding and 
funding for skills, most notably for the celebrated modern apprenticeship 
scheme Aim High. 

 
4. This appetite to support and assist with BBC projects, and particularly 

BBC network projects, is unmatched anywhere else in the UK, but yet the 
BBC will still miss its target to produce a modest 2% of its network 
programming in Northern Ireland by 2012.  Northern Ireland Screen 
constantly questions what the BBC would achieve against its stated 
network production target if Northern Ireland Screen did not assist in the 
manner in which it presently does.  We are also concerned that the 
projects we support that are associated with the BBC seem to have less 
impact on the development of the infrastructure, crew and talent base in 
Northern Ireland than other similar projects.   

 
5. In contrast, we can see that there are positive and deep rooted efforts to 

shift the footprint of the BBC in favour of Scotland, Wales and the North of 



 
England, with infrastructural investment, commissioning shifts and other 
powerful policy initiatives underpinning the BBC’s plan to reimage itself in 
a more devolved UK.  The North of England has Salford and the 
enormous shift in both man and commissioning power that goes with that, 
Wales has the Cardiff Drama Village, Doctor Who and its spin offs; and 
Scotland has Pacific Quay and, amongst other things, the shifting of 
Waterloo Road. 

 
6. Northern Ireland has no parallel initiative involving the BBC.  Instead, 

Northern Ireland independent producers often find that their activity is 
‘pulled’ towards one of these other new hubs.  For example, Sixteen 
South’s Big City Park had to be co-produced with BBC Scotland due to it 
being a centre for excellence for children’s content, while Wild Rover’s 
Secret Fortune is recorded in Pacific Quay due to the superior BBC 
facilities.  This is not to say that there hasn’t been progress – there has, 
but this progress is piecemeal and has, to date, failed to impact 
significantly on the infrastructure in Northern Ireland.   The very welcome 
new network production is not harnessed to ensure that the growth 
becomes self fulfilling; for example, by prioritising particular companies 
and focusing on genres where Northern Ireland can add value or on 
returning series. 

 
7. It is noticeable that Northern Ireland’s nearest equivalent to the Drama 

Village, Pacific Quay or Salford, is the development of the Paint Hall and 
the new Titanic Studios.  These developments have been underpinned by 
large-scale film production and HBO’s decision to produce Game of 
Thrones in Northern Ireland.  Local government has been extremely keen 
to support the new Titanic Studios initiative due to the clear evidence that 
it can contribute to economic growth.  Local government would almost 
certainly have supported, or support, a BBC underpinned or supported 
initiative that would complement Titanic Studios.   

 
8. It is also notable that MTV’s broadcast of the EMAs from Belfast 

represented the biggest positive event in Northern Ireland during 2011.  By 
contrast, the BBC’s network plans to mark the sailing and sinking of the 
Titanic in 2012 have been fractured and fraught and are ultimately very 
limited by comparison to many of the world’s significant broadcasters, 
including ABC,  ITV and RTE.  Symbolic events like these seem to bring 
into question the BBC’s wish to command its traditional position as the 
primary public service broadcaster for all of the UK. 

 
9. As the screen industry in Northern Ireland goes from strength to strength, 

it is a frustration that the BBC, which Northern Ireland Screen has always 
expected to be the most significant pillar or ‘anchor tenant’ of the growth of 



 
the sector here, has played a more limited part.  For the avoidance of 
doubt, this is not a reflection on BBC Northern Ireland’s importance to 
society in Northern Ireland, which remains considerable, but relates to the 
economic and cultural imperative within a devolved UK for Northern 
Ireland to derive both cultural and economic benefit from the main network 
activities of the BBC. 

 
 
Proposals 
 
10. Northern Ireland Screen is broadly supportive of the proposed efficiencies 

detailed in Delivering Quality First.  While there will be considerable pain 
involved in the cuts proposed, the BBC has correctly prioritised its 
programming output. 

 
11. That the BBC Trust presses the BBC to take its appropriate place within 

the development of the screen industry in Northern Ireland and, as a 
matter of urgency, develop a strategy that can deliver the increased 
network production and network portrayal that has been promised for so 
long.  This must be achieved in a manner that produces a stable 
infrastructure as opposed to a ‘fly in fly out’ approach.   

 
12. That the BBC Trust asks the BBC to consider how it can better utilise its 

own resources and its buying power to increase to the appropriate level 
the corporation’s economic value to Northern Ireland.  This strategy should 
include serious consideration of subcontracting many of the activities, 
services and production undertaken within the BBC to allow this activity to 
act as a more effective lever of further economic growth. 

 
13. That the BBC Trust asks the BBC to consider whether there is an 

appropriate initiative similar to the initiatives in Scotland, Wales and the 
North of England that can underpin its commitment to a future in Northern 
Ireland. 

 
14. That the BBC Trust asks the BBC to consider how it can strengthen and 

enlarge its relationship with RTE and TG4 for the mutual benefit of all 
within the UK and Ireland but particularly Northern Ireland. 

            
 

 
 
 

 
 


