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1. Introduction 
 
In order to inform this submission to the BBC Trust’s consultation on the Delivering Quality 
First proposals Audience Council Northern Ireland engaged with a wide range of local 
stakeholders and listened to their views on the specific proposals contained in the 
document. 
 
In addition to these views, members also drew on their own knowledge and experience of 
BBC services – and on the wider themes which have consistently characterised Council’s 
engagement with audiences in Northern Ireland in recent years. 
 
Amongst those we spoke to there was limited comment on the plans regarding network 
services, apart from expression of a general aspiration that the BBC should, regardless of 
cost savings, continue to provide high quality and distinctive output across television, radio 
and online which delivers on the public purposes for which the organisation has been 
constituted. 
 
The substance of Audience Council’s response therefore focuses on the specific Delivering 
Quality First proposals for Northern Ireland, and what impact they might have on the 
enduring issues raised by audiences and stakeholders here. 
 
 
2. Executive Summary 
 
Audience Council considers that the key issues for the Trust, arising from engagement in 
Northern Ireland, are as follows: 

 
• While there was general acknowledgement that the financial impacts of the proposals 

were relatively less in Northern Ireland, DQF on top of the ongoing Continuous 
Improvement Programme means that many efficiencies have already been built into 
the current operating model leaving little scope for further real cuts without impact 
on quality; 

 
• Council understands that the BBC Trust is not consulting on the efficiency savings 

contained in the Delivering Quality First proposals, however audiences and 
stakeholders alike told us that they had concerns about the ability of a ‘smaller’ 
BBC—particularly at a local level—to continue to provide quality journalism across 
all its platforms which scrutinises and, where appropriate, challenges those 
responsible for public policy as well as reflecting other important aspects of life in 
our changing society;  
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• There were serious concerns expressed in some quarters about the specific plans for 
rationalisation of politics output, and the proposal to cease live coverage of political 
party conferences; 

 
• Stakeholders from the local creative sector—particularly those involved in 

independent television production—told us of their perception that the BBC lacked a 
cohesive Out Of London commissioning strategy, and that this, coupled with any 
further pressures arising from the Delivering Quality First settlement, could have 
serious negative consequences for the sustainability of the creative sector in 
Northern Ireland; this, ultimately, could also have implications for portrayal of 
Northern Ireland at a network level; 

 
• Overall there was also concern that, given the limited opportunities for economies of 

scale within BBC Northern Ireland and the lack—thus far—of any major 
infrastructural investment such as that seen in Salford, Cardiff and Glasgow, 
Northern Ireland could find itself further ‘stretched’ as the full implications of 
Delivering Quality First are felt between now and the end of the current Charter 
period. The Trust may wish to give consideration to having a clear strategy for each 
Nation; 

 
• Looking ahead, the future of nations’ opts on BBC 2 was also cause for concern, 

given BBC Northern Ireland’s use of the channel to schedule key local programming 
genres such as Irish language content and sports coverage.  
 

 
3. Evidence Base 
 
Audience Council operates a rolling programme of engagement with licence-fee payers in 
Northern Ireland as a means of gathering feedback to inform specific BBC Trust 
consultations and Service Reviews, and to hear views more generally on any aspect of the 
BBC’s content and performance at both a network and local level. 
 
The Delivering Quality First consultation is the culmination of work which began in 2010 
under the auspices of the Putting Quality First consultation. It represents a fundamental 
review of the BBC’s resources and output with the objective of identifying 20% savings 
across the organisation, in line with the financial challenges posed by last year’s licence fee 
settlement.    
 
Audience Council acknowledges that the decisions taken as a result of the consultation will 
have a lasting impact on the future shape and size of the BBC and as a result have sought to 
hear views not just from general audience members, but also from those representing the 
interests of industry, including the independent production sector and the wider creative 
sector; local commercial broadcasters; political representatives and those in wider civil 
society with an interest in ensuring that the BBC remains true to the aims and objectives 
which underpin its existence. 
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In addition to the wider engagement campaign carried out throughout the UK on behalf of 
the BBC Trust, the consultation was also publicised locally via the Audience Council’s 
website and through an e-newsletter sent to over 500 subscribers who had previously 
expressed an interest in Audience Council activities and in the work of the BBC Trust.   
Stakeholders were also alerted to the launch of the consultation and were encouraged to 
participate either directly via an online submission or through the BBC Trust Unit in Belfast.  
 
Audience Council members were briefed by both the BBC Trust and representatives of the 
BBC Northern Ireland Executive on the specific proposals contained in the Delivering 
Quality First document and had an opportunity to discuss their concerns both as part of the 
normal schedule of Audience Council meetings, but also during a meeting with the Chairman 
of the BBC, Lord Patten, during his visit to Northern Ireland in November 2011. 
 
A public meeting was held in Derry/Londonderry and members of the Audience Council 
engaged with licence-fee payers on the proposals at a BBC Experience event in Lurgan. 
Council Members were also encouraged to seek views on Delivering Quality First via their 
own third party networks and to feed these back into the submission. 
 
The Trust itself also canvassed views on the proposals: a stakeholder event was held in 
Derry/Londonderry and two similar events held in Belfast offered the opportunity to discuss 
the issues with Lord Patten. Private meetings were also held with the First Minister and 
Deputy First Minister; the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland; the Chair of the 
Northern Ireland Assembly Committee for Culture, Arts and Leisure; Northern Ireland 
Screen; PACT and Ofcom Northern Ireland. 
 
 
4. Feedback 
 
4.1 Politics Coverage 
 
The proposal to protect the level of local daily news and current affairs across all platforms 
was met with general approval. Audiences in Northern Ireland appreciate this genre of 
output and Council feels it clearly plays an important role in ensuring that the BBC meets 
many of its public purpose commitments. 
 
There was however some wider discussion about the plans to refocus politics output on 
television – particularly the suggestion that the resources of Stormont Today, The Politics Show 
and Hearts and Minds should be drawn together to potentially provide a ‘slimmed down’ 
politics portfolio.   
 
Those we spoke to were mindful of the particular political environment in Northern Ireland 
and the absence of a formal opposition party at the Northern Ireland Assembly. Clearly it is 
not the BBC’s role to provide opposition to government, but audiences continue to have an 
appetite for the organisation to challenge, scrutinise and investigate, as appropriate, those 
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with responsibility for the formulation of public policy. Council would ask that the BBC bear 
this role in mind when making any changes to political coverage in Northern Ireland. 
 
Views were also expressed, amongst both elected officials and stakeholders, about the BBC-
wide proposal to stop live coverage of political party conferences. Council acknowledges 
that there is a limited audience for this type of content but does feel that it plays an 
important role in the wider citizenship debate and in holding our elected representatives to 
account in a transparent manner.   
 
Council, again, points to the particular political landscape of Northern Ireland and the fact 
that one of the parties currently forming part of the power-sharing government at the 
Northern Ireland Assembly is organised on an all-island basis and therefore benefits from 
live RTÉ coverage of its party conference. Clearly RTÉ is available to many viewers in 
Northern Ireland via satellite, cable and analogue overspill—but Council is mindful of a 
situation, should these proposals go ahead, whereby live coverage of only one local party’s 
conference is available to audiences—albeit from a non-UK broadcaster. 
 
4.2 Depth and Quality of Journalism 
 
In the light of devolution, the role of the BBC in continuing to provide impartial and accurate 
reporting of public policy matters remains a vital cornerstone of the citizenship debate in the 
UK. Council has, in the past, raised concerns about aspects of the BBC’s reporting of 
differences in policy in the nations of the UK and is pleased to note that, following the 
recommendations of the King Report, there has been some significant improvement in this 
area. 
 
Given that there are likely to be resourcing implications arising from Delivering Quality First, 
Council is keen to ensure that the impact on BBC journalism is not such that these 
improvements are halted, but rather that the journey continues. 
 
In the context of Northern Ireland, Council also hopes for a continuing commitment to an 
appropriate mix of reporting, reflecting the ongoing transformation of Northern Ireland 
society. To this end, members—and indeed stakeholders in the wider sector— recently 
welcomed the appointment of a local Economics and Business Editor, but note that in other 
significant areas—such as Arts and Culture—there is still no dedicated Editor. This remains 
an important issue for the Audience Council as BBC Northern Ireland aims to rebalance the 
output of interest to the audience. 
 
Council notes one of the BBC’s stated aims is to provide audiences with access to the best 
journalism in the world and in considering the Delivering Quality First proposals would ask 
the Trust to ensure that some further thought it given to what this now means for 
audiences in Northern Ireland. 
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4.3 Portrayal 
 
It has been indicated that in the future the BBC will seek to make enhanced use of 
programming made in the nations by ensuring that it plays a more prominent role in the 
network schedules. This has a double impact for Northern Ireland, for not only does it 
provide for investment in the local creative sector, but it also potentially allows for an 
improved representation of Northern Ireland in respect of UK-wide audiences. 
 
This aspect of the Delivering Quality First proposals has been broadly welcomed by local 
audiences and stakeholders who have long since felt that Northern Ireland has, at best, been 
under-represented at a network level and, at worst, stereotypically represented as a people 
continually preoccupied with the ‘Troubles’. Some we spoke with went as far as to suggest 
that the prospect of a slot on the network schedule would provide added motivation for 
local programme makers to continue to enhance the quality and distinctiveness of their 
output. 
 
4.4 High Definition Television 
 
Council welcomes plans to provide BBC One Northern Ireland in high definition by the end 
of 2012. The current lack of local opts on the HD version of BBC One has long since been a 
source of frustration for local audiences. There is, however, growing concern about the 
proposal not to move BBC Two national variants to High Definition. 
 
Audience Council fully understands the financial implications of such an upgrade, but asks the 
BBC Trust to take into consideration the fact that BBC Northern Ireland currently uses the 
channel to broadcast key programming strands such as Irish Language content and local 
sports, including rugby coverage.  
 
While niche in their audience appeal, Council feels that these programmes play a vital role in 
the overall genre mix and would not easily find a home on the BBC One Northern Ireland 
schedule, where they would almost certainly displace local programming with a more broad 
appeal, something which would also be of concern. 
 
4.5 BBC Commitment to Sustaining Local Creative Centres  
 
Council welcomes the potential opportunities in Delivering Quality First to enhance 
production from, and portrayal of, Northern Ireland at a network level. It is equally pleased 
to hear that the BBC remains on course to meet the 3% production target by 2016 
envisaged in the Network Supply Review.   
 
However it remains a cause for concern from our discussions that the ambition of the BBC 
Trust to create sustainable creative centres throughout the UK will not be achieved in 
Northern Ireland. The targets in question have been put into place without a supporting 
coherent strategy aimed at growing and sustaining the independent sector from which a 
proportion of the production is sourced. 
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The independent production sector in Northern Ireland is small to begin with and until quite 
recently has had well documented concerns in respect of a lack of commissioning at a 
network level (from across the UK’s Public Service Broadcasters, not just the BBC). The 
importance of a healthy local commissioning dynamic as a route to network commissioning 
has also been highlighted to us. 
 
This low base, coupled with uncertainty around the outcomes of the Delivering Quality First 
process and a perceived lack of clarity about the programme genres likely to be considered 
for commission in the future have led to a degree of frustration amongst the independent 
production sector.  
 
Production companies have told us that, on the whole, they find it almost impossible to plan 
for the future—both financially and in terms of skills—since they have little or no visibility of 
the BBC’s thinking as regards a clear commissioning strategy for, and from, Northern 
Ireland. 
 
Put quite simply, the perception amongst many of those we spoke to in the creative sector 
in Northern Ireland is that the BBC’s current commissioning process is not fit for purpose.  
Council has concerns, therefore, that any momentum intended as a result of the Network 
Supply Review has the very real potential to be further threatened by the forthcoming 
Delivering Quality First settlement.  
 
As part of our engagement we also spoke to those in the radio sector who indicated a view 
that the BBC could do more to encourage, and indeed commission from, independent radio 
production companies locally – particularly where these might provide a more cost effective 
solution, without any loss of quality. 
 
4.6 Infrastructure Investment 
 
In the wider creative sector in Northern Ireland there seems to be a growing appetite for a 
collaborative approach to growing the sector in a more strategic and long-term fashion.  
There have been calls from some for the examination of a flagship project to help drive the 
sector forward, with suggestions for a physical creative hub along the lines of those recently 
developed in Salford, Cardiff and Glasgow.  
 
It appears that opportunities to take advantage of economies of scale within BBC Northern 
Ireland’s current infrastructure are limited – and as technology continues to develop the 
existing property footprint may cease to be fit for purpose. Audience Council is concerned 
to understand what thought, if any, is being given as part of the Delivering Quality First 
process to ensuring that BBC Northern Ireland is best placed to continue to play its full role 
at the heart of the local creative sector. 
 
Clearly the BBC cannot act alone to develop an entire sector of the Northern Ireland 
economy, but Council would encourage the BBC Trust to be mindful of the role that the 
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BBC could potentially play, post-Delivering Quality First, as an anchor partner if such a 
project were to be adopted by the relevant organisations within Northern Ireland. 
 
 
5. Other issues 
 
5.1 Indigenous Minority Language Programming 
 
There are no proposals in the Delivering Quality First document that specifically suggest 
reductions in Indigenous Minority Language programming in Northern Ireland. Equally, there 
are no plans to protect such programming – as is the case via S4C in Wales and BBC Alba in 
Scotland.   
 
Audience Council acknowledges that the Irish language and Ulster Scots do not receive 
statutory protection in the same way as Welsh and Scots Gaelic, but nonetheless feel it is 
important that these languages are supported via an appropriate level of programming, 
commensurate with audience demand and mindful of other provision in the marketplace. 
 
Council believes that the current provision meets these criteria and, as the impact of the 
Delivering Quality First proposals begins to be felt, would hope that this continues to be the 
case. 
 
5.2 BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle 
 
Council was briefed on a range of proposals with the potential to impact on BBC Northern 
Ireland’s television and radio output. Some of these, such as the proposal to reduce the 
weekly output of BBC Radio Ulster by eight hours a week and the plan to have fewer 
programme strands on the station’s weekend morning schedules, were generally thought to 
be an acceptable approach to the savings challenge. Although it is worth pointing out that 
Council were keen to ensure that the content carried in these slots should not be lost, but 
rather re-deployed elsewhere within the schedules. 
 
Feedback we received also suggested that audiences and stakeholders alike were relieved to 
hear that there were no further plans for additional rationalisation of either content or 
resources at BBC Radio Foyle – particularly given that the station had already gone through 
a similar review in recent times. Plans to develop Radio Foyle further as a production base 
for BBC Radio Ulster were also welcomed. 
 
Council also noted the opportunity for a network commissioning strategy for radio content 
from the Nations which would also help address issues around portrayal. 
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5.3 Performing Groups 
 
While a separate review of the BBC’s support for performing groups is underway some of 
those stakeholders we spoke to were keen to stress the important role such groups play in 
the cultural landscape of the nation.   
 
In the case of Northern Ireland, the Ulster Orchestra is not a fully funded BBC orchestra, 
but rather receives support from a number of sources. Nonetheless, the BBC makes a 
significant contribution and while it is accepted that cuts are necessary across the BBC’s 
activities, Council is sensitive to the impact of any reduction in the Ulster Orchestra’s 
funding – particularly given the limited opportunities in Northern Ireland to either increase 
box office income or source alternatives funders.  
 
Council would highlight that the Ulster Orchestra is the only symphony orchestra in 
Northern Ireland and that is perceived as the BBC Orchestra in Northern Ireland, even 
though the BBC only funds approximately 30% of costs. Council asks that the Trust request 
the BBC Executive to work with other funders to deliver a clear strategy, with agreed 
objectives, for the Orchestra going forward. 
 
5.4 Online 
 
The BBC’s online resource continues to be held in high regard by audiences and Council 
hopes that any reductions in journalism teams will not have a disproportionate effect on the 
organisation’s online output, particularly in respect of updating news content outside of core 
hours. 
 
5.5 Value for Money 
 
Audience Council recognises that much has been done in recent times to address 
perceptions of excess and/or poor value for money at the BBC – both in terms of output 
and in respect of internal arrangements regarding Senior Management and talent pay. 
 
Council noted that some of those with whom we engaged welcomed both the scope and 
efficiency proposals contained in the Delivering Quality First document, highlighting their 
view that even with fewer resources the BBC could still continue to deliver high quality 
programming that met the public purpose objectives.  
 
We did however hear calls for the BBC, particularly BBC Northern Ireland, to become 
more active in the pursuit of partnerships and to be more alert to the opportunities offered 
by the appropriate leveraging of funds at its disposal, rather than simply spending those 
funds. Council believes this is an important consideration if the spirit of the Delivering 
Quality First savings is to be fully realised. 
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6. Conclusion 
 
Licence-fee payers we talked to in Northern Ireland understood that the BBC needed to 
make significant cost savings and were broadly supportive of the proposals affecting the 
output of BBC Northern Ireland.   
 
Audience Council did however ask that the Trust be mindful of issues relating to the quality 
of the BBC’s journalism, with particular reference to the stated editorial ambition of 
providing the best journalism in the world. 
 
Concerns were also raised about the nature of politics coverage, given the specific political 
landscape in Northern Ireland. 
 
Throughout our Delivering Quality First engagement both audiences and stakeholders alike 
were often more concerned to ensure that the values underpinning the BBC—quality, 
distinctiveness, and impartiality—would be maintained, if not strengthened, as a result of the 
process; and that the specific needs and interests of diverse audiences in Northern Ireland – 
and indeed across the UK would continue to be at the heart of everything the BBC does. 
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