
1 

 

BBC Audience Council Wales submission to BBC Trust  
consultation on the BBC’s Delivering Quality First proposals  

BBC Audience Council Wales regularly hosts audience outreach events across Wales and 
with a variety of interest groups, with the usual number being around 7 each year. Since 
April 2011, the Council has hosted nine outreach events in diverse geographical locations 
(such as Dyffryn Nantlle, Mold and Wrexham) and with interest groups such as Public 
Affairs Cymru, the Women’s Forum of Chwarae Teg (the agency which exists to promote 
women in work in Wales), with the gipsy and traveller community in north-east Wales, with 
opinion formers from national organisations from across Wales and with young Welsh 
Muslims from a Middle Eastern and south Asian ethnic origin. At all events since late 
September participants have been asked for their comments on the financial challenges 
facing the BBC and, since the publications of the proposals, specifically about the BBC’s 
Delivering Quality First (DQF) proposals. Comments made during previous outreach events 
have also contributed to this response. BBC Trustees Elan Closs Stephens and Richard Ayre 
hosted a discussion with representatives from Welsh independent media producers in 
December 2011 and this too has contributed to this submission. The ACW’s comments on 
the DQF proposals have been ordered under the headings of the BBC’s Purposes. In 
addition, significant elements of the DQF proposals, and the comments heard by ACW 
members during outreach events, have been references to partnerships, which here 
constitutes a separate section. 

Stimulating creativity and cultural excellence 

BBC Cymru Wales fulfils a crucial role in the life of Wales as the nation’s only major 
national broadcaster. With the decline of press and ITV and the weakness of the 
commercial radio sector the BBC is almost the only media provider of original content for 
Wales. Audiences constantly remind Council that in their opinion there is currently no 
rounded media service for Wales and that the nation does not function as it should without 
one. Thus DQF must not mean a further reduction in the volume of content since Wales is 
already poorly served in terms of programming made for Wales. The Factual, Drama, 
Comedy and Arts programming on English language television, Radio Wales and Radio 
Cymru is unique and any further reduction in output in these genres in Wales as part of the 
DQF proposals would rightly lead to serious objection. Any reduction in this content 
created specifically for Wales will not be replaced by content from other suppliers.  
 
The Council expressed its concerns that a reduction in the budgets of both Radio Wales 
and Radio Cymru leading to a reduction in off-peak programming could lead to both 
services becoming less distinctive and damage perceptions of their quality. It raises the 
question of how is this can be consistent with the conclusions of the recent BBC Trust 
Service Review of Nations radio stations which identified the unique role played by the 
station in national life, and their success in undertaking such a role? The Council observed 
that the total budget of both Radio Wales and Radio Cymru together was less than the 
individual budget of Radio Scotland, and that while the cuts to the stations were headlined at 
6% - which was significantly below the overall savings target of 20% - where the budgets 
were already relatively small such a cut was very significant. It seemed that Wales was begin 
penalised for being a bilingual nation and Council considered it was a matter of regret that 
this was not recognised at the BBC UK corporate level in practical terms.  
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The DQF proposals of a 16% reduction in BBC Cymru Wales’ budget, is a real worry to 
audiences in Wales. This comes after 5 years of Continuous Improvement savings which 
have resulted in a substantial cumulative reduction of English language TV for Wales. 
Audiences perceive a substantial reduction in programming reflecting life in Wales to the 
people of Wales, especially in television and radio drama and English language TV in general.  

The 2011 Ofcom Communication Market Report Wales supports this perception and says 
that “at £25m, total spend by the PSBs on first-run TV content specifically for viewers in 
Wales was down 13% in 2010, the largest year-on-year reduction among the four nations. 
Total spend in Wales has decreased by 33% over the past five years.” The report goes on to 
say that “the number of hours produced specifically for viewers in Wales [has seen] a 24% 
decline since 2005.” While the recent agreement between the BBC and S4C regarding 
future funding of the channel from the Licence Fee has been welcomed by many amongst 
audiences in Wales, this is tempered by a continuing concern regarding English language 
broadcasting from and for Wales. ACW is very concerned that the hours of opt-out 
programming are set to be reduced yet again under the DQF proposals and the process fails 
to recognise the particular challenges facing English language television in Wales. The ACW 
considers it essential to safeguard and strengthen the BBC’s core services which are 
specifically aimed at Wales in both Welsh and English. The Council asks to what degree will 
the BBC use a proportion of its DQF reinvestment fund to address these urgent specific and 
widespread existing concerns in Wales? It is deeply concerned that there are no overt 
references at all to reinvestment in the Nations in the BBC DQF proposals. 

Audiences pointed to a social harmony which had previously been in place as a result of 
funding for English and Welsh language TV programming for Wales from the BBC being 
roughly equal, with funding for S4C coming from a different source. The new arrangements 
for the BBC to fund S4C makes for a perception of a much higher BBC spend on Welsh 
language TV programming which further adds to the discontent regarding the reduction in 
funding for English language TV programming. 

DQF as currently drafted points to a “fewer better” strategy for opt-out programming 
across the Nations and ACW seeks further details on how the ‘better’ element of the 
strategy is to be delivered in Wales if budgets are being reduced to meet efficiency targets. 
The Council also seeks clarification on how this strategy is consistent with the BBC’s 
obligation to deliver a range of quality programmes across genres to serve the needs of the 
nation. Informing audiences of key issues in public policy and the nation’s affairs is not only a 
matter for News and Current Affairs as many audiences are informed more by the way in 
which drama and soaps address topical issues as they are by News or Factual output. A fear 
is already being expressed that the reduction already seen and proposed to BBC Wales 
content budgets across genres other than News and Current Affairs means that the BBC, as 
the key medium which informs people in Wales of public policy matters, is failing in its PSB 
duty to provide such relevant information to audiences across BBC Wales output. Sport is 
always a significant matter for discussion for audiences in Wales and concerns have been 
expressed regarding the references in DQF to limiting the future acquisition of sports rights 
by the BBC. At more than one event reference has been made to the central place of sport 
in national life - with the BBC’s failure to acquire wider broadcasting rights for the recent 
Rugby World Cup for example being a particular point of contention. Support for 
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broadcasting a wider range of more minority sports seems to exist and it has been 
suggested that to axing coverage of sports such as snooker, darts and wrestling would lead 
to a disproportionate loss to the working class audiences in Wales amongst which these 
sports are popular.  

The Council is extremely concerned at the suggestion that BBC Two Wales SD will not 
migrate to BBC Two HD in due course since the channel adds significantly to the range of 
television output available to the nation. The service is the home of BBC Wales sport and 
also carries other core PSB content such as Politics, Factual and Arts programming relevant 
to Wales. Council asks if BBC Two Wales were not to continue where would this content 
be broadcast in future? It hears from audiences that they consider it vital that BBC Cymru 
Wales continues to feature content such as live domestic rugby, but the transfer of such 
content to BBC One Wales could seriously undermine the nature of the channel’s schedule 
in peaktime. 

The partnership approach on acquiring sports broadcasting rights was generally welcomed 
by audiences and considered the way forward. 

Audiences in Wales are strongly supportive of the BBC’s Out of London television 
production strategy, and delight in seeing familiar locations on Network output. They 
welcome very strongly the further commitment made by the Director General to reach the 
17% Out of London target sooner than first anticipated and the commitment to exceed it. 
Further details on the specific growth of investment in Wales, in particular what this will 
involve and how much investment can be expected in Wales, would be welcomed by the 
Council. However the Council is regularly told that this increase in Network programming 
from Wales does not fill the void left by the decrease in programming made in Wales for 
Wales and there can be no trade-off between increased investment in Network productions 
from Wales and a decline in the volume of programming specifically for the audience in 
Wales. Both kinds of output serve different purposes and one isn’t a substitute for the other. 

Sustaining Citizenship and Civil Society 

The One BBC News agenda being proposed as part of the DQF strategy must take forward 
the proposals for implementing the recommendations of the BBC Trust Impartiality Review 
on the reporting of devolved matters on Network News.  

Members of the audience tell Audience Council Wales that they welcome Network News’s 
increased labelling of relevance of stories to the constituent nations of the UK but feel 
deprived by the lack of comparative stories highlighting legal and policy differences across 
the UK e.g. current Government of Wales proposals to introduce presumed consent for 
human organ donation or the introduction of a 5p minimum charge for single use bags in 
shops in Wales. Council feels that comparing different approaches to public policy in the 
nations of the UK could be profoundly enlightening for audiences. People say they need to 
know about these changes as, or if, they relate to them. The Council also hears regularly 
that audiences feel deprived when stories fail to be enriched to outline the reality in the 
UK’s different public policy approaches in the nations e.g. in the context of NHS reforms.  
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It feels to Council, and the audiences it hears from, as if that for too large a part of the BBC 
“devolution just hasn’t happened to them”. People in Wales feel that the devolved UK is a 
very dynamic place and the BBC must do better to reflect this new and growing reality of 
what it means to be British. There is a danger that it will no longer be able to consider itself 
the public service broadcaster for the whole of the UK unless it changes in this way.  

The changing role of the BBC in a period of dynamic devolution isn’t recognised in the DQF 
proposals but Council feels it must be addressed at the highest level by the BBC in the 
immediate future. The fact that decisions are made, and budgets held, centrally means that 
provision is not always sensitive to local needs. Devolved ways of working, commissioning 
structures and other issues about the structure of the BBC itself have to be addressed if the 
BBC is corporately to come to terms with devolution. 

Representing the UK, its nations, regions and communities 

The Council strongly welcomes the DQF proposals that a higher proportion of TV and 
radio programming made primarily for audiences in Wales should also be broadcast on 
Network since it considers this could contribute significantly to fulfilling this Purpose. 
However, the Council would welcome further details on how this is to be achieved while at 
the same time safeguarding the distinctiveness of programming that is aimed specifically at 
Wales. There is a risk that that the nature of this content will change to make it suitable for 
an UK-wide audience, undermining the core purpose of the opt out programmes and 
national radio services. 

The Council welcomes the positive progress made thus far in improving the portrayal of the 
nations and communities of the whole of the UK on BBC networks, and it is often told by 
audiences that there is more to be done. A particular bug-bear of audiences is the nature of 
Question Time, with Council being told by audiences that they consider the insistence on 
confining all discussion to either matters relating to England, or non-devolved subjects, 
wholly unacceptable and inappropriate. If the programme is to be considered a debate for 
the whole UK the Council shares the views of audiences that political policies in Wales, 
Scotland and Northern Ireland, and debates about the comparative approach of different 
administrations, also have a place in the programme’s discussions. 
 
The Council is told that there remains a paucity of older people generally and older women 
in particular – both as presenters and contributors – on TV, though there is a recognition 
that continuing drama (soaps) offer more positive portrayal of strong older women than 
almost any other genre. Gypsies and travellers also feel that there is little positive or 
accurate portrayal of their community. Another insight from audiences was that they often 
feel US-originated TV drama presents a far more positive portrayal of people in their 
teenage years and twenties than does UK originated TV, which they feel portrays young 
people negatively too often.  

The Council expressed some concern at the proposals to cut the current programme on 
Radio 1 which gives a platform to new unsigned and undiscovered musical talent from 
Wales, Introducing in Wales. It considered it vital that the BBC’s outlets for music ensured 
that musicians outside the M25 area and from the nations and regions were given 
appropriate exposure in programming highlighting new musical talent. 
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The Council asks the Trust to continue to challenge the BBC Executive to realise concrete 
and positive developments on the full, accurate and authentic portrayal of different 
communities and identities across the UK in Network programming, to ensure that the 
vision expressed by the former Director of BBC Vision, Jana Bennett, to locate 
programming somewhere rather than nowhere is truly realised. It is vital that the economic 
shift in spend is followed by an on-screen shift in the portrayal of Wales on Network 
screens. 

Bringing the UK to the world and the world to the UK 

The Council welcomes DQF’s proposals for greater degree of integration in the BBC’s 
world-wide news gathering operation. It also welcomes the recognition that there are some 
gaps in in BBC News international coverage – particularly in Latin America. The very high 
level of trust in BBC News’ impartiality expressed by audiences at all ACW outreach events 
is vitally important and must be protected at all costs despite the financial challenges of DQF. 

Universality of access and delivering to the public the benefit of emerging 
communication technologies and services 

The Council is concerned that DQF explicitly states that there should be a cap on the 
proportion of the licence fee allocated to distribution. While the ACW appreciates that 
there has to be a cost benefit analysis of distribution in the context of a proliferation of 
platforms, it remains concerned that many audiences in Wales still fail to receive services of 
key national importance – such as the nation’s two national BBC radio stations for Wales – 
on current platforms. Audiences inform Council that they strongly welcome the recent 
extension of BBC Radio Wales’ FM coverage in the station’s south Wales valleys heartland 
areas, but at 76% of the population FM coverage remains well short of the availability of the 
BBC’s UK-wide stations. With MW becoming an increasingly marginal radio platform, the 
Radio Wales coverage issue undermines the BBC’s commitment to provide universal access 
to its core services. The lack of DAB coverage for Wales’ two national BBC Radio stations 
remains a matter of deep concern. The Council regularly hears of deep scepticism regarding 
DAB both because of concerns regarding coverage, but also because of the perceived 
restricted dynamic range of music transmitted via DAB. Similar concern has been expressed 
regarding HD with some audience members perceiving it as an expensive and unnecessary 
change.  

The DQF proposals for a BBC Two HD without Nations opts is of great concern to 
audiences, as it is for Council, since this could limit the availability of Wales originated 
programming for audiences in Wales or, as a result of a higher level of opt-out programming 
on BBC One, undermine the wider feeling of cohesiveness within the British Isles which is a 
key element of the channel. The Council would welcome details of the value assessment 
underpinning the statement in DQF that it is not “good value for money” to migrate BBC 
Two Wales SD to HD and is concerned to know whether the BBC believes that an SD only 
channel has a long term future and whether, in effect, a decision has already been taken on 
this matter. If this is the case then the ACW considers that any proposals that lead in due 
course to the withdrawal of a long established and cherished service for the audience in 
Wales should be subject to a full public consultation 
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Audiences also tell Council that they fear that the BBC is lagging behind in its use of Social 
Media and development of apps for accessing content on smartphones and tablets. The 
Trust should continue to encourage the BBC Executive regarding these issues of 
accessibility for audiences. 
 
Partnerships 
 
The Audience Council is regularly informed of the importance afforded by audiences to 
partnerships – made manifest as they are in many different ways. Thus the Council 
welcomes the emphasis on partnerships in DQF, considering them vital while also 
emphasising that it hears that the BBC has much to learn in terms of establishing 
partnerships on a basis of equality. A partnership has to be mutually beneficial to all parties 
and the discussions Council has with BBC partners and potential partners tend to highlight 
some important issues relating to the nature of partnerships with the Corporation.  

For example, audiences welcome the increased cross-promotion of S4C and BBC Radio 
Cymru content arising from the 2010 partnership agreement between both broadcasters. 
Partnerships with educational establishments such as that with Glyndŵr University in 
Wrexham, where the university and BBC share premises and facilities, and the recent 
partnership between the Open University in Wales, the National Museum of Wales and 
BBC Cymru Wales in producing the series, The Story of Wales, are also considered positive 
exemplars for the future. Partnerships within the BBC too, such as seen in Network and 
local productions at the recently operational Roath Lock drama production facility in Cardiff 
Bay, should be welcomed and encouraged. Further partnership opportunities should be 
explored and embraced where possible for creative, social and educational as well as 
economic reasons as part of the BBC’s DQF Strategy. 

The Council welcomes the new agreement with S4C following the DCMS’ 2010 
announcement on future funding from the licence fee for S4C and asks the Trust to remind 
the BBC Executive of the importance of this in contributing fundamentally to the BBC itself 
fulfilling its PSB responsibilities by ensuring that Welsh speaking audiences are provided with 
a full public service broadcasting provision on all platforms, across all genres, of the highest 
quality. 
 
The Council believes that the BBC should be even more bold and endeavour to promote a 
change of culture within the BBC which could lead to partnership being a more natural and 
central part of the way in which it works. Council considers that partnerships that BBC 
Wales have established in recent years could be a model for other parts of the BBC.  

 
*** 

 
Audience Council Wales, December 2011. 


