
Public Service Assessment of 

proposed changes to BBC Three, 

BBC iPlayer, BBC One and CBBC 

Response from the Commercial Broadcasters 

Association to the BBC Trust 

February 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COBA response to BBC3 public service assessment 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

2 

 

Introduction 

 

1. The Commercial Broadcasters Association (COBA) is the industry body for 

multichannel broadcasters in the digital, cable and satellite television sector. 

2. COBA members play a vital role in the success of the UK broadcasting sector, 

and the multichannel sector is arguably the fastest growing part of the UK 

television industry. They are increasing their investment in jobs, content and 

infrastructure: 

 Scale: In the last decade, the sector has increased its turnover by 30% to 

more than £5 billion a year. This is rapidly approaching half of the UK 

broadcasting sector’s total annual turnover, and has helped establish 

the UK as a leading global television hub.1 The sector contributes £4 

billion per annum to the UK economy (GVA).2 

 Employment: As part of this growth, the multichannel sector has 

doubled direct employment over the last decade.3  

 UK production: In addition, the sector has increased investment in UK 

television production to a record £725m per annum, up nearly 50% on 

2009 levels.4 This was confirmed in Ofcom’s 2014 review of public 

service broadcasting, which found that new commissions by the sector 

were up 43% since 1998 and were the only source of growth in 

investment in UK television production over this period.5 

3. For further information please contact Anna Missouri, COBA’s 

Policy and Communications Executive, at anamaria@coba.org.uk or 

0203 327 4054 

 

                                                           
1 Ofcom International Broadcasting Market Report 2013 
2 Economic Impact Report, 2012, Oliver & Ohlbaum Associates for COBA 
3 Skillset, Television Sector – Labour Market Intelligence Profile 
4 COBA 2014 Census, Oliver & Ohlbaum Associates for COBA 
5 Public Service Content in a Connected Society, Ofcom’s Third Review of Public Service 

Broadcasting, December 2014 

mailto:anamaria@coba.org.uk
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Response to consultation  

 

1. COBA welcomes the opportunity to provide a response to the BBC Trust on 

BBC Management’s proposed changes for BBC3 and other services. The Public 

Value Test (PVT) is a welcome process and we appreciate that the Trust has 

made its consultation papers available quickly after receiving formal proposals 

from Management. 

2. We do believe, however, that events surrounding this set of proposals 

underline the need to strengthen the Trust’s powers in assessing market 

impact. In this regard, we support the chair of the Trust’s recent comments at 

the Culture Select Committee that there may be a need for a smaller version of 

the PVT for proposals that do not meet the current threshold for triggering a 

full test.6  The current threshold is extremely high, as indicated by the 

relatively few times a PVT has been carried out. Our view is that certain 

changes to the BBC’s activities may impact on the market – and indeed 

viewers – that fall beneath this threshold. These include the recent launch of a 

radio video channel for the iPlayer.  

3. The Trust should be given sufficient powers to, where appropriate, scrutinise 

these developments on a clear and transparent basis that involves a public 

consulation with industry and audiences. Crucially, stakeholder views and 

supporting evidence should be made public where consent is given. Currently, 

while stakeholders may submit their views, there is no obligation to publish 

these views or respond publicly to concerns raised. 

4. We are also concerned that, according to media reports, BBC Management 

took eight months to submit its proposals for BBC3 to the Trust after 

announcing them. As a result, the PVT only started nearly a year after the 

original announcement. Since then, according to reports, various changes 

relating to the proposal have happened.7 Furthermore, the BBC is already 

commissioning a wide range of exclusive content for the iPlayer.8  

                                                           
6 http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/culture-

media-and-sport-committee/future-of-the-bbc/oral/14707.html. The chair of the Trust said: “But 

there is a significance test that is mandated and if it hits that test then it goes to full PVT. I think there 

will be an issue to discuss in the charter review because, as I understand it, it is either full PVT, very 

expensive or very small pieces of work. There is not the flexibility to do something in the middle, so I 

think that will be something that we will raise in the charter process.” 
7 http://www.theguardian.com/media/2015/feb/08/bbc-trust-rona-fairhead 
8 http://www.broadcastnow.co.uk/news/multiplatform/bbc-iplayer-commissions-batch-of-

shorts/5082143.article 

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/culture-media-and-sport-committee/future-of-the-bbc/oral/14707.html
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/culture-media-and-sport-committee/future-of-the-bbc/oral/14707.html
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5. In our view, this raises the risk of prejudicing the process. In addition, the fact 

that some developments have already happened would mean that any decision 

by the Trust to turn down Management’s proposal, or request significant 

changes, would mean that licence fee payers’ money would have been 

potentially spent unneccessarily. 

6. Going forward, as part of any review of Trust powers during the Charter 

review process, the Trust should be given the ability to require BBC 

management to provide details of a proposal within a reasonable timeframe 

after it formally announces them. We also ask the Trust to clarify whether it 

believes that BBC Management is exercising due caution with licence fee 

revenue in implementing elements of these proposals before they are 

approved, and whether it believes it already has powers to intervene if this 

were the case. 

7. In terms of the proposals themselves, we are not convinved that Management 

has made its case. The closure of BBC3 as a linear channel is ascribed to the 

need to save costs, but the resulting savings are to be re-invested in other 

areas, particularly drama production, meaning that the proposals are “cost 

neutral”. If BBC Management believes it needs additional funding for drama 

to compete – a suggestion which seems to be implied in its proposal paper – 

then this case should be made in more detail. Costs may not have risen in the 

supply sector to the same extent as inflation, meaning that the real terms 

decline in the licence fee may not have had as great an impact in reality. 

Ofcom’s analysis in its current PSB Review supports this, indicating that PSB 

first-run output has declined by just 4% since 1998, while spending has 

dropped by 17.3% in real terms.9 In addition, the BBC is accessing the new tax 

relief for high end television production. More than 80 television productions, 

worth more than £600m, used the tax break last year, including such dramas 

as the BBC’s Wolf Hall and Poldark.10  

8. The other rationale for creating BBC 3 online is that younger audiences are 

migrating online. However, the Trust’s audience research for this consultation 

found no support for this move, particularly amongst BBC2 viewers. The Papa 

research found that licence fee payers had “significant concerns”, especially 

BBC3 viewers, and this proposal recorded low support in 65% of cases.11 The 

Communications Chambers audience research was also negative, concluding: 

                                                           
9 Public Service Content in a Connected Society, Ofcom’s Third Review of Public Service Broadcasting 
10 http://www.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/news-bfi/announcements/new-bfi-stats-show-record-year-

uk-film-2014 
11 Deliberative audience research into the proposed changes to BBC3, BBC iPlayer, CBBC and BBC1+1, 

Papa for BBC Trust, September 2014, page 22 
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“Just 14% of respondents expressed broad favourability personally…Indeed, 

many more (32%) were against the proposal and 16% were ‘Extremely 

unfavourable.’”12 

9. Furthermore, the BBC’s other proposal to create a BBC1 +1 channel appears 

contradicatory, indicating that it believes there is very much a future for linear 

provision of its output. 

10. We also note that the proposals to extend CBBC received a mixed response 

from audiences. 

11. As a matter of principle, we caution against using any spectrum or EPG 

position that becomes free were BBC3 closed as a linear service without a 

strong and substantiated reason for doing so. If there is no valid case for re-

using these assets, they should be offered to the wider market as appropriate. 

12. We would also like to raise two concerns regarding the market impact of the 

proposals. Firstly, extending the hours of CBBC may impact on commercial 

children’s channels broadcasting after 7pm. We believe the Communications 

Chambers analysis for the Trust mistakenly refers to these channels as 

exclusively pay-TV – some are free-to-air – and as global, when some are 

almost entirely UK. The impact may therefore be greater than 

Communications Chambers suggests. 

13. We would also like to point out that a negative impact on advertising revenues 

will be likely to impact on content budgets and, by extension, on investment in 

UK content. COBA members are investing in UK children’s content, with 

recent original UK commissions including Disney’s live-action drama 

Evermoor, Popgirl’s Style Stars, from UK indie Midnight Oil Productions, and 

Nickelodeon’s Lily’s Driftwood Bay. Crucially, the BBC does not depend on 

audience levels to determine its content budget, which is of course determined 

by the licence fee. Therefore, the net result of this proposal is likely to be a 

reduction in investment in UK children’s content. 

14. Secondly, commercial channels currently have an opportunity to schedule 

certain programmes at 10pm, knowing that BBC1 will be scheduling the news 

during this time. This allows them to schedule programmes to audiences that 

are less likely to want to watch the news. Creating a BBC1+1 channel will 

remove or limit this commercial opportunity. 

15.  We have raised both of these points with Ofcom as part of its market impact 

assessment. 

                                                           
12 BBC3 PVT, Summary of results from the quantitative research regarding proposed service changes, 

Communications Chambers for the BBC Trust, October 2014, Page 4 


