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The ‘Delivering Quality First’ Consultation 

BBC Trust Unit 
 180 Great Portland Street 

 London 
 W1W 5QZ 

 
Wednesday, 09 May 2012 

 
Dear Sirs, 
 
Re: Proposed Cuts to Local Broadcasting 
 
On the 30th of November, the Yorkshire Centre of the Royal Television Society held an 
emergency debate in response to the proposed cuts to local radio and television in the 
Yorkshire Region. It was a full and frank debate attended by RTS members, BBC staff as 
well as concerned listeners and viewers. Several concerns and points were raised about the 
proposed cuts and the long term effects it will have the broadcasting industry in the region. 
We would like to bring those concerns to your attention. 
 
Proportionality & Feasibility 
 
It was felt that the depth of the cuts to local radio and television were not proportional to the 
value they provide to local viewers and listeners. It seemed that the formula used to quantify 
‘cost per viewer’ for programming was flawed. By its very nature, local broadcasting is only 
available to a limited audience. It was felt that basic number crunching would never reflect 
the true value of providing programming from and for the region.  
 
There was particular concern about the 40% cut to the budget for Inside Out, the primetime 
local current affairs TV strand. Although typified as a ‘failure’ when subject to arbitrary cost 
per viewer criteria, the regional versions of the programme in terms of total ratings actually 
make Inside Out one of the most successful current affairs shows in the country. It also 
provides a valuable way for local independent production companies to present ideas and 
provide content. It also has a track record in taking programming that started life in the 
regions to a national audience. 
 
Richard Edwards, representing the National Union of Journalists and a journalist working for 
BBC Yorkshire, expressed his concern that there was ‘very little fat to trim’ at both BBC 
Yorkshire and the other regional centres. The inevitable job cuts to a team already working 
flat-out would cause irreparable damage to the quality of broadcasting in the region as well as 
inevitably impacting on the morale of the staff. 
 
It was generally felt that the cuts will be disproportionally detrimental to the 7.5 million 
licence fee payers who regularly tune into local radio. Especially as 2.5 million of those 
listeners do not listen to anything else. 
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It was also a strongly expressed opinion by several participants that the BBC’s local radio and 
television infrastructure was something to be admired and supported not sacrificed to an ill-
advised licence fee settlement. In particular, it was felt to be foolhardy and redundant of the 
Government to be developing competing and nebulous plans for local television when a tried, 
tested and successful network for delivering local programming is already in place. 
 
Engagement and Representation 
 
An area of great concern in the debate was the loss of opportunities for viewers and listeners 
to participate and engage with the BBC if the cuts to local programming go ahead. 
 
Local radio in particular relies on the participation of the audience and community groups for 
a great deal of its content. It is a carefully nurtured relationship that ensures that truly local 
voices and opinions are heard. It is a relationship that should be envied by other areas of the 
BBC, particularly as this relationship includes groups that often feel neglected by national 
programming: older viewers and ethnic minorities. 
 
It was also highlighted that whilst local radio phone-ins are often lampooned and considered 
mundane conversations about ‘wheelie bins and the like’, they are often actually an important 
part of the news ecology where viewers and listeners are treated as citizens not spectators. 
And whilst national programme may on occasions appear to find local issues about the 
environment, local economy and indeed refuse collections to be frivolous, for that reason they 
do not always have a genuine impact and certainly not the impact or involvement that local 
radio can create. Local radio phone-ins are often with those people who have genuine 
influence including local constituency MPs, council leaders and department heads. 
 
In a time of local austerity measures and council cuts it was suggested that it was short-
sighted of the BBC to be limiting their ability to report and reflect what will be a 
transformative time for British society. Indeed, it was also suggested those limits may be 
welcomed in certain government offices. Whilst the national news does an excellent job of 
crunching numbers and reporting on the theoretical and projected impact of the economic 
crisis, local broadcasting surely has a role in reflecting the actual long term effects on real 
communities. It must be preserved to give voice to those who share our economic future. 
 
It was also noted that local news does not only report and reflect upon the negative aspects of 
the news. A strong example is the representation of young people in the national news. Had 
viewers only watched the national news in the last twelve months, they could have been 
forgiven for believing that Britain’s youth were violent, criminal, unemployable and without 
hope. However, local news often presents an alternative and more hopeful view of local 
young people who are involved in their local community through sport, charitable work, 
education and other local projects. And this is not a phenomenon limited to young people; 
other sections of society are often better and more evenly represented by local news. 
 
It was noted that several Yorkshire MPs had voiced their concerns about the cuts to local 
media. A cynical view could be taken that they are attempting to preserve local radio because 
it gives them a great deal of exposure. However, it was also suggested that these MPs could 
also be ‘turkeys voting for Christmas’ as local radio often provides a forum for voters to 
challenge and question their local politicians on thorny local issues that are otherwise ignored 
by the national news media and yet are still of great concern to voters. Anything that increases 
people’s participation in democracy is surely something that we lose at our peril. 
 
Indeed, a question was raised about how the effects of these cuts on local audiences will be 
monitored if they go ahead. It is not just a question of what will be lost, but whether we will 
even be aware that it has been lost. If the proposed cuts go ahead then we would urge the 
BBC Trust to consider the question of monitoring the effects very seriously. 
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Skills and Education 
 
An area of great concern was the impact that local broadcasting cuts will have on employment 
and education opportunities for those living outside of London. The Yorkshire region boasts 
several excellent broadcasting and journalism courses across several universities. Those 
courses are heavily reliant on the work experience and employment opportunities offered by 
BBC Yorkshire. It was felt that despite assurances that these opportunities will be available, it 
is inevitable that a cut in broadcasting hours will result in a cut in opportunities. 
 
This loss of opportunities for the widest possible range of students and trainees will have a 
long term detrimental effect on the BBC itself. By limiting access to work experience and 
internships, the BBC will limit its access to the widest pool of talent and skills and therefore 
may be missing out on the best. Relying on a ‘limited gene pool’ of new voices and talent can 
only damage the BBC.  
 
Much of the current on and off-air talent currently working at a network level started in local 
radio and television. It seems short-sighted and mean-spirited to pull the ladder up and limit 
the opportunities for new talent.  
 
There was also concern that the cuts will bring about a drain of existing skills from the 
regions. The Yorkshire region boasts some of the best production, technical and post-
production talent in the country but this will change as regional BBC cuts begin to bite. And 
whilst we welcome the BBC departments that have moved to Media City in Salford, there is 
concern that in real terms it may have very little positive impact on production and 
employment opportunities in Yorkshire and the North East. 
 
Conclusions 
 
It was appreciated that the BBC finds itself in a very difficult financial position as result of 
the licence fee settlement. Any cuts will inevitably be met with opposition and anger. 
However, there was a strong feeling from the RTS debate that the shock and dismay at the 
cuts to local broadcasting is well justified. 
 
The value of BBC local broadcasting cannot be quantified in viewing figures or profit 
margins. If the aim of this consultation is truly to ‘Deliver Quality First’ then cuts to local 
broadcasting would seem to be a mistake of mammoth proportions. The quality of local 
broadcasting is its localness. There is quality in offering viewers and listeners an opportunity 
to engage and participate with the BBC. There is quality in providing comprehensive and 
detailed coverage of what is happening in the whole of the UK and not just in London and 
Salford. There is quality to be found in new talent but the opportunities for that talent have to 
be there. There is quality to be found in diverse and under-represented voices.  
 
We urge the Trust to seriously reconsider the proposed cuts and the impact that they will 
have. 
 
Yours Faithfully 
 
 
 
 
Mike Best 
Chairman: Royal Television Society Yorkshire Centre 


