
TUC Response to BBC Trust consultation -- Delivering 
Quality First 

1 The Trades Union Congress welcomes this opportunity to respond to 

the consultation document Delivering Quality First, just as we 

responded to the Trust’s 2010 Strategy Review and before that to 

various consultations on the future of the BBC, including the 2006 

DCMS White Paper A public service for all: the BBC in the digital 

age. 

2 As we have made clear in response to previous consultations, the 

TUC believes that the BBC fulfils an important function in our 

national life and that it is essential that we retain a strong BBC, 

which is independent of government and which both maintains its 

traditional qualities and demonstrates a capacity to meet the 

challenges of the digital age.  

3 The TUC is the representative body of 55 trade unions with a 

total membership of just over six million. Our unions that organise 

in broadcasting, entertainment and communications represent a 

substantial proportion of BBC employees. They also represent those 

working for contractors and those working elsewhere in the media. 

These unions will be making their own responses to the consultation 

and we know that many of the proposals in the consultation document 

are the subject of discussion between the unions and BBC management. 

This response is made on behalf of our membership as a whole, which 

by its size and diversity forms a substantial part of the BBC’s 

overall audience. 

4 Over a long period of time, our members have told us how much 

they value the range and quality of services provided by the BBC and 

its role in entertaining, informing and educating the nation. They 

tell us that they regard the licence fee as the most effective means 

of funding this public service, as the fee provides a clear and 

transparent link between the services provided and the cost to each 

household. They recognise too that this system provides a degree of 

separation from government that would not be possible if the BBC 

were funded directly from taxation. But perhaps most significantly 

they regard the fee as good value for money. 

5 What our members tell us they particularly value is the BBC’s 

news and current affairs output, providing as it does an informed, 

impartial and independent source of news.   

6 At a time when the internet is largely unregulated and other 

sections of the media are increasingly dominated by comment, opinion 



and a news agenda driven by a desire to shock and entertain rather 

than inform and educate, it is important for our democracy that the 

BBC continues to provide a well-resourced and objective news service 

and remains editorially impartial on both political and industrial 

matters. The BBC website is especially valued as a shining beacon of 

impartiality in the internet’s ocean of opinion and propaganda. 

Local radio is seen as increasingly important at a time when local 

newspaper circulation is declining and a number of titles have 

closed or been merged with fewer resources devoted to journalism.  

7 The events of 2011: the attempt by Rupert Murdoch to take total 

control of BSkyB, followed by the revelations about the extent of 

phone hacking at the News of the World and now the Leveson Inquiry, 

all make it more important than ever that that the BBC continues to 

set and adhere to the highest standards of objective and impartial 

journalism and that it maintains its leading place within the 

national media. 

8 We also believe that the current proposals should be seen in the 

context of a rapidly changing media environment. The rise in 

subscription and pay-to-view television, principally around Sky’s 

offering of movies and sport, has drastically altered the balance of 

the broadcasting industry’s revenue. In 2002 the licence fee 

generated £2,216m. By 2008 this had risen to £2,591m. Over the same 

period advertising rose from £3,147m to £3,471m. But by far the 

greatest growth was in TV subscriptions and Pay TV income, which 

rose from £2,883m to £4,320m, meaning that the public spend on 

subscription television is now way in excess of that going to the 

BBC -- despite the much more diverse offering and greater range of 

original programmes offered by the BBC.  

9 Another important factor has been the growing influence of the 

commercial sector on the BBC through the increased use of external 

suppliers.  At the time of the 2010 strategy consultation the BBC 

spent £1.3bn with third party suppliers, many of them large and 

profitable companies.  

10 In our response to the 2010 strategy consultation we said that we 
supported the Trust’s vision of a BBC focussed on quality content 

and enduring values, keeping open a public space for all. We said 

that we supported the vision of putting quality first, guaranteeing 

access; making the licence fee work harder and setting new 

boundaries. We did however criticise the commitment to doing fewer 

things better and said that the BBC appeared to be paying excessive 

attention to the pressures from commercial companies who had no 

obligation to provide public service content and who wanted to see a 

smaller and weaker BBC to provide space so that they could grow. 



11 We note that two specific proposals contained in the 2010 
consultation were dropped following public pressure -- namely the 

scrapping of 6 Music and closure of the Asian Network But we also 

note that the new consultative document includes a severe cut in the 

budget of the Asian Network putting its future in doubt again. 

12 We supported the proposals in the strategy document to 
concentrate on five content priorities:  the best journalism; 

inspiring knowledge, music and culture; ambitious UK drama and 

comedy; outstanding children’s content; and events that bring 

communities and the nation together. We were however critical of 

whether these ambitions could be met within the restrained budget. 

13 Subsequent decisions and especially the licence fee settlement 
agreed in haste around the time of last year’s Comprehensive 

Spending Review serve to confirm our fears that the principles were 

not being met in practice and that far from putting quality first, 

quality was being sacrificed in order not just to meet but to exceed 

the terms imposed by government. 

14 The terms of the licence fee settlement were that the fee should 
remain at £145.50 until the end of the Charter in 2017 but that the 

BBC would also fund extra broadcasting-related activities consisting 

of the BBC World Service and BBC Monitoring; an expanded partnership 

with the Welsh language television service S4C; support for new 

local television services and raising and extending the current 

ring-fence in the licence fee for digital TV switchover from  £133m 

to £150m a year, to support broadband rollout.. The agreement was 

that these new commitments would be funded by making 16 per cent 

efficiencies over the four years to 2016/17. This was in line with 

the demands being made of other cultural bodies.  

15 As we have made clear on many occasions, in our view, the scale 
of the government spending cuts overall was excessive and self 

defeating in that the cuts have led to a slowing of growth and 

rising levels of unemployment.  

16 BBC management have argued that the length of the settlement 
imposed on the corporation has given it a greater degree of 

certainty than they would have expected under the usual arrangement. 

However, it is clear from the document that the level of cuts that 

will be necessary will make it impossible to maintain current levels 

of service. 

17 It is within that context that we note that in addition to the 
cuts necessitated by the level of the licence fee settlement the 

Director General has sought extra savings of four percent from 

reducing back-office costs in order to reinvest them in new high 

quality output and digital innovation. 



18 The document also acknowledges that it will be impossible to 
maintain the level of savings achieved from productivity gains in 

recent years and aims to make such savings at a rate of 2.5per cent 

as opposed to the 3.5per cent achieved each year since 2008. 

19 The document recognises that it would be wrong to seek similar 
levels of savings from all services and neither does it take the 

other option of cutting completely a particular channel or service. 

We understand this but are concerned about this target-driven 

approach, which as we know from other areas, can lead to decisions 

that make sense only in terms of meeting targets rather than in 

terms of service and value for money. 

20 We are also concerned about the overall impact of what is being 
proposed on general programming, both in terms of quantity and 

budgets. It is quite clear that the licence-fee payer will be 

getting less for the same fee, whereas we strongly believe and the 

evidence from subscription services supports our argument that 

viewers and listeners would be happy to pay more for a better and 

more varied service. 

21 The proposed reductions will have a major impact on jobs in 
certain areas, one particular concern is the reduction in both 

television and radio production in the Birmingham area, where the 

loss of so much BBC production will inevitably have an impact on the 

city’s skills base. 

22 We also have a particular concern about the plans to cut 22 per 
cent of local radio output at a time when listening is rising and, 

as noted above, overall media coverage of local affairs is in 

decline. This is in part due to the trend for major media 

corporations to take over local newspapers, to maximise the returns 

on capital and then reduce the journalistic input. At the same time 

advertisers are increasingly looking to use on-line media rather 

than local newspapers and consumers too are looking to the internet, 

when once they might have looked to their local paper. In these 

circumstances it would surely make more sense to invest in local 

radio rather than cutting this spending as this would help to bring 

communities together and help hold local government and local 

service providers to account.  

23 The 40 per cent reductions in current affairs and investigative 
programming outside London are also a matter of serious concern for 

the same reasons.  

24 The proposals include a flatter management structure and whilst 
this is something that we would support in principle we find it hard 

to reconcile this commitment with the fact that the pay of senior 

executives has been largely ring-fenced. 



25 Most significantly the option of re-opening the cost of the 
licence fee has not been considered. We recognise that at a time 

when household budgets are under pressure the BBC cannot take 

licence fee payers for granted. But when millions of subscription 

television payers have shown that they are willing to pay up to £60 

a month for additional services, that once you discount digital 

services now available free of charge, amount largely to  services 

consisting of sport and movies, it surely must be worth looking 

further into the possibility that licence fee payers would be 

willing, as previous polling research has indicated, to pay a little 

more for that wide range of services that the BBC provides through 

radio, television and on line.  

26 Finally, we would wish to record that the issue of the BBC 
licence fee was considered by our annual Congress this year. And we 

attach for information a copy of the resolution which was carried by 

delegates representing Britain’s six million trade unionists.  

____________________________________________________________________
_________ 
 

RESOLUTION CARRIED BY TRADES UNION CONGRESS 2011 

BBC licence fee 

Congress believes that the BBC is being subjected to death by 
a thousand cuts:  

i. The present government has frozen the BBC licence 
fee for six years, at a time when RPI has risen to over 4 
per cent. 
ii. The previous government made the BBC responsible for 
funding the digital switchover and delivering a digital 
help scheme; all of which comes out of the licence fee. 
iii. Congress notes the key value of the BBC’s move to 
Salford but that it comes at a cost to programme-making. 
iv. The government is trying to make the BBC responsible 
for S4C, which will not necessarily have the interests of 
Welsh-language programming as its primary focus and can 
only be detrimental to both parties; both financially and 
creatively. 
v. BBC Radio 4 is suffering cuts to what are considered 
by them to be high-cost programmes -- drama and, 
strangely, the short story -- thus perversely throwing 
away a spoken word product that is the envy of the world 
and historically provides vital opportunities to new and 
established writers and actors. 

All of this diverts precious money from programme making, 
which is the BBC’s core function. Not only do shows suffer 
(and with that the incomes of writers, performers and 
production workers), but it reduces the BBC’s future income 



from overseas sales, DVDs and downloads. There is only so much 
that can be loaded on to the BBC’s back before it breaks. 
Congress asks the government to unfreeze the licence fee and 
to give the BBC the respect and the freedom it needs to carry 
on with its primary purpose, which is to continue to make 
first-class British television and radio shows, the envy of 
countries everywhere. 
 


