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Dear Ms Fairhead, 

 

We are writing to you once again as John Whittingdale has indicated that it is for the Trust to 

address our concerns. 

 

The Executive's principal rationale for making the proposed change to BBC3 is to deliver 

cuts. All the available evidence points to the fact that moving BBC3 online will deliver no 

reduction in spend but will lead to a reduced audience which means that the cost per viewer 

will go up. Perhaps that is why the BBC Executive has not been transparent about the 

financial impact of its proposals and has tried to cloud the issue by repeatedly asserting there 

will be a saving but not saying how the saving has been calculated. 

 

Given that at the top of the list in the Charter describing the Trust's role is "stewardship of the 

licence fee revenue and its other resources" we are referring back to the Trust the 

fundamental issue of whether the Executive's plans for BBC3 represent value for money.  

 

In particular, we would ask the Trust to respond to the following questions: 

 

1. Assuming the £30m saving can be substantiated, is the Trust convinced that it makes 

financial sense to seek what amounts to a saving of less than 0.6% of the BBC's annual 

revenue achieved at the expense of the billion pounds invested in establishing BBC3 as a 

linear channel? 

 

2. Given OFCOM's finding that it is more expensive to reach viewers via online compared to 

linear channels, is the Trust satisfied that the BBC will not ultimately have to spend more in 

order to continue to reach the diverse audience currently served by BBC3? 

 

3. Has the Executive included in its calculations of the expected saving, what it will cost 

upfront to set up BBC3 as an online operation and if the answer is yes, then how much is that 

set up cost and over how many years has it been amortised? 

 

4. Similarly given that the BBC is now saying that 50% of its entire BBC marketing budget 

will need to be spent on marketing BBC3 online, how much is that budget worth and if the 

other BBC channels can apparently do without half of the marketing spend, has any 

consideration been given to cutting the marketing budget to find a saving, rather than BBC3?  

 

5. Has the Trust taken into account the fact that there is no commercial market for short form 

content and as such, has the reduction in BBC's revenues from exploitation of content 

commissioned for BBC3 online been taken into account in calculating the £30m saving?  

 

6. Has the BBC given due and proper consideration to alternative solutions for making 

savings or increasing revenues, including our proposal to purchase BBC3 which despite the 

Executive's cavalier dismissal of our offer, remains on the table?  

 

7. Has the Trust fully considered whether it would be in the public interest specifically from a 
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financial perspective, to endorse these plans?  

 

The financial implications of the Executive's proposals have received very little attention in 

the debate, despite the Executive's plan being based on the supposed cost savings. Moving 

Family Guy to BBC2 pre-emptively before its plans have been approved, has led to a 

dramatic drop in viewing figures. So instead of the audience following the show to its new 

channel as the management argued would happen, the BBC and the licence fee payers, are 

now getting less value for the money spent on that show. This is clear evidence that 

dismantling BBC3, will either increase the cost to the BBC of reaching its existing audience 

base, or lead to a reduction in the number of viewers. The protection of the BBC3 spectrum 

for the young and diverse audience it serves and protecting the financial investment the BBC 

has already made in building that audience, must be key considerations for the Trustees in 

making their decision. It cannot make sense for the BBC to start virtually from scratch and 

try to replicate a result that after 12 years of endeavour and a billion pounds of licence fee 

payers' money, it has already achieved.  

 

We understand why the Trust would wish to support the management and is reluctant to 

withhold its approval. But in this instance, leaving aside all the qualitative issues about the 

value of BBC3 as a linear channel, the Executive's proposals must surely be rejected on the 

grounds that they represent such poor value for money. The Executive is asking the Trust to 

approve plans to deliver less content to fewer people at an increased cost per viewer on an 

untried platform and to write off a billion pounds of investment by the public in a successful 

channel. It is difficult to see how the Trustees could possibly endorse the plans, whilst acting 

with their statutory powers and discharging the Trust's overriding duty under the Charter to 

act as "Guardians of the licence fee and the public interest".  

 

To add to the long list of examples of the BBC behaving as if approval has already been 

given, is an upcoming panel session at the Encounters Short Film and Animation Festival 

which refers to "BBC Three's move online" as something that has already happened. Given 

that the BBC is making a mockery of the PVT, having abandoned even the pretence of 

waiting on the Trust's endorsement, it seems inevitable that a "yes" decision by the Trust, 

irrespective of the merits of the decision reached would be subject to Judicial Review.  

 

We hope that you will reconsider your provisional approval in light of the unprecedented 

opposition from well-informed parties on all sides and will decide not to ratify the 

Executive's proposals.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Jimmy Mulville and Jon Thoday 
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