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317 March 2004
From: David Benn

THE RENEWAL OF THE BBC CHARTIR

Ae o former momber of the BRC World Service, | neturally
suppoli the VIV campaigh Lo presenve the BBC as & public
service Droadcasting organisetion, frec from both government
4o commercial pressire. We ae, of course, qoing 1o sec the
proliferation of all kinds of broadeasting channels in the years
shead. But amidst this growing - end often confusing -
giversity the listenet will incrcasingly need at lcast one source
which he or she cen trust. This is where the BBC can play a
wiGue role. It should lso bo remembered that the BBC World
Serpvice has, thenks (o its reputation for reliability, done much
10 enhance this country’s influcnce and prestige atbroad.

K is sometimes argued that the BRC should be allowed 1o
Lrosgeast only e sort of prog atmes which cormunercial
channcls find unprofitable. This would spell the end of the BEC
a5 we know it - beceuse iU would vastly reduce the size of the
BIC audience. The distinetive role of the BRC does not lie in
the fact that it proguces good duzlity programmes: other
chiennels cen elso do thal. Indeed, the BBC isin many ways
like some of its competitors - except for the fact that it has,
o1 should have, dificrent priontics. For @ commeteial
l;=1'rr:a:ci(:z=.s;1ctl' it rnight be unprofiteble, for example, 1o report
I oday in Parliamoent’ o 10 carnty news bullelins at peak
ictening times in the ovening, Bul in such cases the BBC
should not be swayed just by the ratings.
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When the Charter comes up tor renewal, it should include a
More precise definition of the term ‘hublic service
broadeasting’, even though moest people pay lip service to this
tero U naturally covers o wide renge of programmes,
Including those of popula enterlzimment or high culture. But it
should not be cquet e sirmply with the production of
Prestigious dassics such as Pride snd Prejudice’.

The crucial, make or-break, test for the BEC s its handling of
news (which commeands larae audicnces) and current affan s,
Provided that it is seen gs accurate ahd impartial - both by the
left and the right - it stends 2 Qood chance of survival, The
BEC has every right, indecd duty, 1o broadeast material which
miay be unwelcomce 1o the govermment of the dey. There
would have been no cause for complaint against Androew
Gilligan if he had quoted Davig Kelly zccurately. And the BEC
should not be timid about haudling controversy. The key point,
however, is that the BRC (unlike nows sapers) has no editorial
position of its own - on the Luro, the hraqg war or anything clse.
Uis the publisher of opinions, not their author, with a
responsibility to give fait coverage 1o the whole range of
opinions in this country. Provided it is seen primarily as a
‘Publisher” it will probably be accepled as fair.

One final point relsting to the Charter concerns the need f{or
arealer ransparcney end the rights of the listeners
themselves, 1t has alrcady been suggested that the candidates
for Chairmran and Dircctor General should be interviewed in
public. There is also 2 need {or a more rngorous procedure for
publc consultation beforce Major programme changes are
etnbatked on. Under the present Charter no such clear
procedne is laid down, But there s z strong casc for allowing
Judiicial review by the Courts, at the request of recognised
atoups of licence-payer (such as VIV perhiaps) if changes are
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mede which might @ntagoenise audience or potentially
undermine the BBCs public service mandate. Possible
examples would be if the BBC dedided to chenge the time of
the evening news bulletin 1o @i of[-peak istening time; or if
Redio 4 were 1o stop cporting Ytoday in Patiament’. Two
feily recent exemples were: the dedision in 1988 to drop the
Cam hews bulletin on Redio 43 and, even more inaportant, the
decision in 1996 1o zbolish the sutonomy of the BBC World
Sarvice. s led to widespresd protests from both the vight
andd the lefl of the political spectiom - which had ho effeat
vhatever.

This is a difficult timc both for the BRC ana for sociely as «
whiole, IUis greatly 1o be hoped thet the VIV campaion will
mecet wilth success.

Pprand Seov

(David Benn)



