CATHOLIC BISHOPS’ CONFERENCE OF

ENGLAND AND WALES

Response to 

Ofcom’s Second Public Service Broadcasting Review

Phase One: The Digital Opportunity
Note: We have seen the submission by the Church of England and also endorse their conclusions.

Consultation questions

Section 3. 

i) Do you agree with Ofcom’s assessment that television continues to have an

essential role in delivering the purposes of public service broadcasting?
The Catholic Church in England and Wales has argued consistently that public service broadcasting contributes to the common good of society. It is an essential educative and information resource which ensures that the public has access to a broad range of information, news, opinion and insight that helps them make sense of an increasingly complex world. It has also a valuable role to play in fostering mutual understanding and social cohesion in a diverse and plural society. In this context, television, which remains the most influential of all the media, is obviously of great importance.

Ofcom’s own research indicates that the audience believes that “that television had an important social role to play for society as a whole” and that that people thought television was important in helping to build links within and across communities, by giving people different perspectives on the world around them.(3.18) This social role was “particularly valued” by people from ethnic minorities.

It is heartening to see that 75% of the audience believed that “television should help to promote understanding of religions, cultures & lifestyles. This is a significant recognition of the need for public service broadcasting to provide a public space within which the different strands of society can encounter each other and underlines the continuing relevance of broad-casting in contrast to narrow casting.
ii) Do you agree that UK-originated output is fundamental to the delivery of public

service broadcasting purposes?
 From the point of view of maintaining and enhancing cultural identity it is clear that UK originated output is of vital importance.

This view is obviously shared by the public, 83% of whom thought it was important to show programmes made in the UK. Even more tellingly “Just over three quarters (77%) of people think children’s programming made in the UK is important, and this rises to 85% of parents.” Given the pressures on children’s television and the retreat from its commitments by ITV, the danger of weakening the UK children’s television industry is acute.  Public service broadcasting must ensure that the UK’s children have access to a significant amount of home produced culturally relevant programming.

The research shows that 49% of viewers thought it important to see home produced religious programmes on the main channels. This is significant because television, if it is to reflect the life of Britain today, must be able to reflect the increasingly complex and varied religious life of the nation. It is important to retain a significant amount of religious programming based in the social and cultural realities of the UK and, therefore, able to contribute to mutual respect and understanding among different communities.  

The public is clear that plurality in programming is important.  In the area of religion, for example, 41% of viewers thought that it was important that religious programmes made in the UK should be made available on more than one of the main channels. Given this view Ofcom should not simply assume that it is inevitable that certain genres of programme can be abandoned or seriously marginalised and downgraded by ITV.  Ofcom has to challenge ITV to justify in practice its assertion that it wishes to retain its status as a public service broadcaster. If ITV really wishes to retain this status then it should pay more than lip service to the provision of serious documentaries, children’s programming, regional and local news and religious programmes.

Finally, the importance of plurality in relation to increasing understanding of different religious viewpoints and beliefs should be underlined.  As Figure 11 indicates this is seen as particularly important in relation to Islam.

Section 4. 

i) Do you agree with Ofcom’s conclusions about the way that other digital channels

and interactive media contribute towards the public purposes?

We are in broad agreement with Ofcom that other channels and interactive media do sometimes contribute to public purposes. The extent, quality and reach of this additional content should, however, not be over estimated, as the review itself implies. In many ways this additional provision only serves to underline the crucial role of dedicated public service providers, especially in their investment in the provision of UK originated content.  

The projections for the growth of public service content on the internet and the extent to which people may find the internet a substitute for TV should be treated with caution.  The review comments that  “Take-up of broadband by those aged over 65 is much lower than for younger people and therefore the substitutability of the internet for TV is less apparent for this group”.  Based on the data in Ofcom’s latest Media Literacy Audit a similar conclusion could be drawn about those people in the most deprived social groups.  The age and poverty divide needs to be taken seriously and policy framed to ensure that all segments of the population continue to have access to the full range of public service content.

Section 5.

i) Do you agree with Ofcom’s assessment of the implications of different  economicscenarios for the UK TV market for the future prospects for the delivery of the public purposes?

We agree with Ofcom that there is great uncertainty about the future development in the UK TV market but are not competent to judge between the different economic scenarios. The uncertainty in relation to audience preferences and tastes, as the population becomes older, suggests that policy makers should be cautious in making assumptions about the viability of a variety of public service programming genres.  It may be, for example, that as the population ages certain public service genres, including religion, will attract increased interest and audiences.

ii) Do you agree with Ofcom’s analysis of the costs and benefits of PSB status?

Our comments concentrate on the implications for religious programming of assumptions about the costs of providing public service broadcasting.

The question of the profitability of public service genres for commercial channels is a matter of some contention.   This suggests that it is important not to jump to conclusions that public service genres are a significant economic burden on commercial channels.  The costs of producing some genres, religious programmes, for example, are modest in TV terms and even Fig.39 notes that religious programmes can be characterized as only  ‘marginally unprofitable’. We would also draw attention to the comments made by Ofcom in Meeting the Digital Challenge (Phase 2 of the Review of Public Service Television Broadcasting, 2005, 3.13) that public service genres like “Religion and arts programming, ….did not place a significant burden on ITV1 because the channel showed few hours of these genres, they were relatively inexpensive and ITV1 scheduled the programmes in slots which would not have generated much more advertising revenue had a more popular programme been screened.”  

 We dispute strongly the tendency to place programmes on religious themes into the same category as special interest programmes, such as those dealing with hobbies. Religious issues arise in many different contexts and religious programming deals with the whole spectrum of human experience.  Religious programmes, in the broadest sense, appeal to much more broad-based audiences than those of the overtly ‘religious’. We contest, therefore, the statement that “these genres [including religion] tend to be well-supplied by the wider multichannel market, and on non-linear platforms, where models are more geared to making money from niche audiences.”  Only a certain kind of narrow religious programming is supplied through the multichannel market and is certainly no substitute for the range and variety of religious programming delivered by the public service broadcasters.

The statement that “In future, ensuring that people know about, and can find, a wide range of high-quality interactive public service content seems likely to be a greater challenge than

ensuring its availability”. (5.59). also needs challenging. The weight of the argument put forward by Ofcom itself suggests that ensuring the continued availability of a wide range of quality public service content (children’s programmes, news, religion and the arts etc) remains the key challenge.

Section 6.

i) Do you agree with Ofcom’s vision for public service content?

We agree broadly with Ofcom’s vision for public service content. There is a need for the provision of a range of high quality UK content (including religion) that meets the needs and expectations of an increasingly diverse audience.

Ofcom maintains that audiences attach less significance to some genres of programme, including religion. One of the difficulties in discussing religious programmes is the meaning of the term ‘religious’.  The assertion that religious programmes have ‘limited audience appeal’ needs further examination. Audiences have a variety of views of what constitutes a ‘religious’ programme and find it easy to assume that religious programmes are primarily worship programmes. They do not necessarily categorize documentaries on religious themes, for example, as ‘religious’. This means that the interest in religious topics may be much wider than implied in surveys which simply ask audiences about their attitudes to ‘religious programmes’. (See the ITC research report: Seeing is Believing: Religion and Television in the 1990’s. Gunter, B and Viney, R. London: John Libbey, 1994, pp.29-32)

ii) How important are plurality and competition for quality in delivering the purposes

and characteristics of public service broadcasting, and in what areas?

We agree that this vision depends on the existence of a plurality of providers and that this plural provision will require regulatory intervention and cannot be provided by the market alone.
As regards the case for intervention in respect of particular genres, we are concerned by any tendency to assume that audience needs could normally be best met by online services or specialized channels.  While this may be true in some cases, there should be a presumption, until demonstrated otherwise, that a plurality of content remains available on the mainstream channels.  We do not agree that the case for plurality and intervention is relatively weak in relation to religious programmes.  In fact, given the social and cultural importance of religion in the diverse society of modern Britain, the case for intervention in relation to religious programmes is particularly strong. (According to Fig.45, 41% of the audience rate plurality in religious programming as ‘important’. This is not an insignificant figure.) We reiterate that the audience for religion is not necessarily a ‘niche audience’. 
We do not agree with the proposition that the wider distribution of commercial channels like Sky News or Discovery should be subsidized to enhance their impact. Even though some of their programming may serve public purposes these are not public service channels.

iii) In maximising reach and impact of public service content in the future, what roles can different platforms and services play?

Different platforms and services can extend the reach and impact of public service content. Our concern is that the availability of some forms of public service content will be restricted as public service broadcasters place content on different platforms which also require specific subscriptions. We agree, therefore, with Ofcom’s principles of availability and access and would like to see more attention given to these issues to ensure that all members of society benefit from these technological developments.
iv) Do you agree that the existing model for delivering public service broadcasting

will not be sufficient to meet changing needs in future?

We agree that the existing model of regulation of public service broadcasting has significant limitations. The extent to which children’s, regional news and religious programmes have all been downgraded under the existing regime points to the need for a more robust system in which broadcasters are better held to account in relation to any public service obligations they have incurred.

Section 7.

i) What are your views of the high-level options for funding public service

broadcasting in future?

Regarding the high-level options for funding public service we have the following observations.

Direct public funding. We recognize the need to provide incentives and funds for the creation of public service content but believe that this proposal needs very careful scrutiny and investigation before being adopted. This mechanism has the significant drawback of increasing the scope for political intervention and pressure and consequent uncertainty. The creative independence of the public service broadcasters has been crucial to the success of UK broadcasting and it is imperative that direct governmental funding should not put this freedom in jeopardy.

Licence fee. This system continues to work well for the BBC. We oppose any top-slicing of the licence fee and do not see that the money provided for digital switchover provides a precedent for any further proposal to reallocate money from the licence fee.

Regulatory assets. This option deserves further exploration, especially the possibilities of extending public service broadcaster status to other channels. This model has the advantage of preserving the independence of the broadcasters.

Industry levies. This option would seem to merit further exploration.
ii) Are the proposed tests of effectiveness for future models for public service

broadcasting the right ones?

In relation to the tests of effectiveness for future models we would like to add “availability” and “access”. Are the new services available to the widest possible audiences and are these new services accessible to as many audiences as possible?
iii) Of the four possible models for long-term delivery of public service content,

which, if any, do you consider the most appropriate and why? Are there any

alternative models, or combination of models that could be more appropriate, and

why?
Model 1. Evolution. Given the uncertainty about market developments this model should not be easily dismissed and merits more investigation, perhaps incorporating some elements from model 4. It has the advantage of ensuring that the existing commercial public service broadcasters retain a designated public service role but we recognize that this depends in particular on the extent to which ITV is willing to take on a range of public service obligations.  

Model 2. BBC only. We oppose any proposed solution that reduces public service provision to the BBC alone. This would ultimately damage the BBC itself and would restrict the range and quality of public service programmes available to the audience. 

Model 3. BBC/C4 plus limited competitive funding.  Has the disadvantage that public service broadcasting is basically the preserve of two providers and abandons the attempt to retain a public service role for other commercial channels. The proposed funding agency does not inspire confidence.

Model 4. Broad competitive funding. Suffers like model 3 from the probable limitations and complications of a new level of bureaucracy, the funding agency. Also abandons the institutional commitment to public service broadcasting that the existing model requires of Channel 4 and ITV in particular. As public service is an ethos as well as a programming mix such a loss would be significant.  However, if the commercial broadcasters continue to reduce the amount and range of public service content available, elements of this model or model 3 may need to be incorporated into a new settlement.  
 Section 8.
i) What do you think is the appropriate public service role for Channel 4 in the

short-, medium- and long-term? What do you think of Channel 4’s proposed

vision?

Channel 4 should continue to play its role as the main provider of public service content that is ground breaking and innovative. Finding a financial mechanism that would sustain the health of C4 as an integral part of the public service system should be a priority. We support the broad vision articulated by C4.

ii) Which of the options set out for the commercial PSBs do you favour?
In principle, we support the continuation of a public service broadcaster role for ITV1 and note that ITV itself has indicated that it wishes to continue in such a role.
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