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The Audience Council for Northern Ireland welcomes the Trust’s review of licence fee 
collection arrangements. 
 
It understands that this is an important issue for the audience and has actively 
promoted the review through its website, the provision of promotional leaflets at its 
engagement events and by targeted email contact to a wide range of interested 
stakeholders and representative groups. 
 
The Council has heard the concerns of the local audience through a range of 
engagement events and also through Council members’ own networks. 
 
In addition, discussions have been informed by the experiences of the National Trustee 
who spent a day observing the work of TV Licensing Officers in Belfast, in early June.  
 
It has discussed these concerns at its meetings in June and November 2009.  
 
 
1. Awareness of licence fee requirement 
 
Council would understand that awareness of the requirement for a TV licence is high 
amongst local audiences. It would also note that audiences tend to talk about the 
licence-fee in connection with an expression of ownership. “It’s our BBC” is a 
frequently expressed phrase.  
 
However, Council is also aware of changing patterns of consumption of BBC content.  
 
Local audiences have expressed views around the issue of television owners 
carrying the burden of cost while those accessing content through PCs or other 
devices may do so for free. 
 
Council would welcome greater clarity about the requirement for a licence to access 
content other than on a television. 
  
It is particularly conscious that those who are not television owners, yet accessing 
BBC content through other mediums, are likely to be younger audiences. Council’s 
engagement with this audience would also suggest a greater disconnect from the 
BBC brand than other age groups.     
 
Council would suggest that considerations around awareness of the licence-fee 
should build in thinking around increasing both a sense of relevance and value to 
different – current and future - audiences.   
 
 
2. Payment arrangements 
 
Council welcomes the introduction of online payment and online licensing. It would, 
however, see scope for improvement in the more traditional payment methods; this 
includes a provision for fortnightly payments to coincide with income patterns. 
 
Council would also suggest that the mechanisms around lapsed payment cards, 
including the cost of reactivation, are studied further. 
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3. Communications about a TV licence 
 
Contact from TV Licensing is an area about which the local audience has expressed 
some significant concerns. Council has heard about issues around the tone of 
correspondence, frequency of contact and the burden of action that this 
correspondence places on the receiver. 
 
Council understands that there are strong audience perceptions of an accusatory 
tone to such correspondence.  
 
It would suggest that a shift in emphasis, from the consequences of default to the 
benefits that the licence brings, would be welcome. It is also proposed that the 
correspondence should include an appreciation of the financial support from 
audiences.  
 
There have also been complaints that the frequency of communications increases 
anxiety. While Council understands that some people may require some prompts to 
acquire a licence, it would suggest that these prompts are helpful rather than punitive 
in tone and that initial correspondence should always assume a positive outcome. 
 
In addition, there have been reports of an automatic generation of correspondence 
and delays in amending details, which have led to great upset in families suffering 
from bereavement or other issues.  
 
 
4. Marketing and TV trails/ 6. Other examples of alternative collection 
arrangements e.g. DVLA, local councils   
  
Council has considered these two areas in tandem. It notes that the marketing 
campaign in Northern Ireland has delivered some tough enforcement and detection 
messages. 
 
It understands that such strong messaging requires visible and effective action in 
support. It would consider that there is some tension with this requirement and the 
nature of the work to detect and deal with evasion which takes place over generally 
long time periods.  It is unsure of the effectiveness of such messages in the local 
context. 
 
Council would suggest that a move from negative messaging to increasing positive 
attitudes would be welcome. 
 
It would wish for a greater concentration on increasing the understanding of the 
licence-fee. It would suggest that recent work by the Benefits Agency to demonstrate 
the impact of ‘cheats’ on the rest of society may be relevant. It would also point to 
campaign work on the use of seatbelts to reduce road deaths, which have 
successfully highlighted the previously unknown danger of unseat-belted passengers 
to others in a car. 
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5. Enforcement 
 
Council is supportive of the enforcement regulations in place. It would understand 
that any visits to homes are required to be made with sensitivity and a respect for the 
householders.   
 
It is concerned, however, that individuals who may have fallen into arrears in the 
past, but have subsequently rectified this and obtained a current licence, may still be 
liable to prosecution. 
 
Council would suggest that there are issues around the effective use of public funds 
in pursuing such legal cases.  It would argue that if it is policy not to pursue such 
cases that this is made clear to the individuals when they have regularised their 
payments.    
 
 
7. Right balance in encouraging payment and deterring evasion 
 
Council would wish to see an increase in the openness and transparency around the 
performance of the Television Licence collection agency.  
 
In particular it would wish to see information in the public domain that would aid a 
clearer understanding of the issue of evasion. This would include historical 
information, details of geographical and sociological trends and information on 
complaints – volume, nature and resolution.   
 
 
8. What happens if you do not need a licence? 
 
Council has heard of many specific instances where the system fails to anticipate the 
possibility of a licence not being required. This may include cases where a licence 
already exists in a household or where a household has chosen not to have a 
television. 
 
The correspondence requires an action from householders, which demands that they 
spend time and sometimes money, through phone calls or letters, to prove that a 
licence is not required. 
 
This places a unique burden on the householder. It is suggested that any policy to 
issue correspondence on a ‘fishing exercise’ is reviewed.  
 
The decision to issue correspondence to individuals is a significant one. It can cause 
anxiety, stress and frustration to the recipient.  Any such action should be made only 
on consideration of all information, including that from retailers and the TVL 
databases.  
 
Council would wish to see a commitment that contact with householders would only 
be made once all of the information is cross-checked. It would wish to see that this is 
a public commitment with relevant targets to achieve a reduction in unnecessary 
contact with householders. 
 
 
  
 
 




