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In the UK, Ofcom's 2004 Review entitled Is Tel-

evision Special? has opened up the debate on

whether the existing Public Service Broadcasters

(BBC, ITV1, Channel 4 and S4C in Wales, Five) are

delivering the range and breadth of programming

and audience needs that constitute public service

broadcasting (PSB), and how PSB is to be delivered

in the future. 1\ acknowledges that Public Service

Broadcasting has both a consumer and a citizenship

dimension and it is concerned that digital switchover

and increased channel competition may result in an

overall decrease of programming plurality and origi-

nal production.

The report brought forward ten propositions, includ-

ing 'institutional' competition for Public Service

(PS) provision to end the BBC's near monopoly

in the area (the Ofcom's analysis is that commer-

cial pressures will make it harder for commercially

funded broadcasters to sustain their public service

obligations), competition in the provision of PS pro-

gramming, and 'contestable' funding (i.e. income

top-sliced from the licence fee). This article critically

assesses Ofcom's developing ideas with regard to

provision of PSB in the digital age: reviews other

scholars' views on these issues: and discusses the

state of plurality of PS providers and PS program-

ming in other European territories.

Institutional Competition and the Public Service

Publisher

In its 2004 review Is Television Special? Ofcom first

expressed interest in the idea that there should be

more than one PSB - the 'Public Service Publisher'

or the 'Arts Council of the airwaves' as outlined

initially by the 1986 Peacock Report. Ofcom's

analysis considers whether the digital switchover

and the intensified competition that will follow will

30 Volume 36 Number 1 MarchI April 2008

force commercial PSBs to water down or give up

their PS remit. While the UK viewers have so far

benefited from provision by five PS television broad-

casters, changes in the market may mean it is no

longer realistic to expect commercial broadcasters

to deliver significant PS obligations. This is gener-

ally correct. As I previously argued (Iosifidis 2007a,

2007b) ITV1 and Five have been released from

some of their obligations around regional, religious

and arts content, and Channel 4 has been accused

of 'dumbing down' as evidenced by the closing of

its multi-cultural department and airing programmes

such as Big Brother.

This has major implications for the BBC which may

emerge as a PSB quasi-monopoly. One would ask

what is wrong with thaI. Schlesinger (2004) provides

a number of far-reaching undesirable consequences

for having PSB production largely or exclusively

limited to one institution. First, the analytical sepa-

ration between PSB and its particular institutional

incarnations would be largely undermined. As the

quasi-monopolist of PSB, the BBC would be over-

whelmingly identified with it.

Second, this would make the future of PSB more

vulnerable by largely equating it with one institution's

output and profile. Third, it would impair the capac-

ity of British television to develop alternative ideas

about public service outside the BBC.

In sum, the future of PSB would be less sustainable

and more vulnerable because everything would

hang on the fate of the BBC. There is therefore a

need to ensure that more than one institution is

centrally tasked with providing PSB. In Schlesinger's

words, 'competition between organisations whose

purposes are focused on public service broadcast-

ing, within a market dominated by a commercial
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imperative, is a desirable counterweight to the

unmediated impact of commercial imperatives to a

quasi-monopoly' .

Nevertheless, the creation of a new body, notionally

described as the Public Service Publisher - PSP, an

entity rooted in the ideas, creativity and ethos of the

new media, is being met with scepticism. For a start,

one should look for the main motivation behind this

proposal. According to Jakubowicz (personal com-

munication 2008) the motivation is ideological and

has to do with a desire to promote competition, in

the public sector as elsewhere, and to prevent PSB

from dominating the market, rather than with ensur-

ing a plurality of PSB broadcasters.

Tongue and Harvey (2004) argued that a PSP would

only be required if the BBC were to be abolished

and this, they think, would be an unacceptable

waste of resources, reputation, brand name and

accumulated cultural capital. It is true that the exist-

ence and track record of the BBC gives confidence

that standards can be maintained and that the BBC

will continue to act as a benchmark of quality across

the entire broadcasting system.

But this can be achieved as long as the BBC's cur-

rent level of funding is maintained too. The argu-
ment about 'contestability of institutions' implies

'contestability of funding' as well and therefore

proposes an end to the integrity of the licence fee as

an exclusive resource for the BBC. The next section

discusses whether other PSBs should be offered a

portion of the licence fee.

Top-Slicing

Top-slicing is the suggestion that a part of each

licence fee should go to a body that would use the

money to subsidise PS content from broadcasters

other than the BBC. This presents a very funda-

mental change in the ecology of PSB. In his speech

to the IPPR Oxford Media Convention this year Sir

Michael Lyons, Chairman of the BBC Trust, stressed

that the strength of the British broadcasting ecology

lies not only in the strengths of each of its constitu-

ent parts but also in the ways that they interact with

one another. The commercial PSBs and the BBC

compete for audiences, not for revenue, and this

has resulted in incentives for all players to invest in
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high quality content.

But as the system is coming under strain, given the

downturn in TV advertising and the tight licence fee

settlement, there is good reason to question pos-

sible changes regarding the fundamental nature of

the licence fee. The BBC Trust, said Lyons, is open

to an energetic debate on the future funding of PSB

provision and sees the following as emerging ques-

tions:

• Should the clear relationship between the
BBC and the licence fee be diluted?

• Could the BBC deliver public purposes with
less money?

• Would it be a good idea to weaken the
BBC's ability to deliver PSB mission in

order to enable other broadcasters to

deliver theirs?

• Should the BBC's role go beyond pro-
ducer/commissioner/transmitter of 'wonder-

ful programmes'?

In an article in the Guardian Polly Toynbee (2008) is

categorically against giving a portion of the licence

fee to broadcasters other than the BBC in return for

PS content, because the BBC reaches well over

90% of the population with its many services and

independent studies show that the licence fee is
acceptable. Once the link between the BBC and the

licence fee is breached, she argues, then the way is

opened to go much further and reduce the organisa-

tion to a US-style niche subscription service offering
only education and information.

The BBC is Britain's most powerful global brand

capable of providing quality and diversity of content.

This will be jeopardised if the BBC channels were

drained of funds, Toynbee concludes. Top-slicing will

not be the end of the BBC, but it may be the begin-

ning of the end, and this is why other professionals

also argue against contestability for licence fee fund-

ing.

Maggie Brown (2008) for instance says that top-slic-

ing is not the answer to TV's problems and takes a

critical stance about culture secretary James Pur-

nell's speech at the IPPR Oxford Media Convention

which was associated with resurrecting of the policy

of sharing the BBC licence fee income around other
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worthy users (see Gibson, 2008).

Brown reminds us that top-slicing is in fact not a

new idea as has been on the agenda for at least a

decade, promoted by a group of academic econo-

mists. But is it a unique British consideration or is it

an issue debated beyond Britain's borders?

The European Experience

It should be said from the outset that the issues of

plurality of PS providers, plurality of funding sources

or PS programming are debated much less vigor-

ously outside the UK because of the lower levels

of legitimacy enjoyed by PS institutions in other

European countries. Whereas in the UK the BBC is

recognised for its cultural contribution and independ-

ence and is respected, admired and envied even by

its critics and opponents, the public service ethos

is less well implemented and more susceptible to

political considerations in countries such as Italy,

Spain and France.

In Italy up to the 1970s, pluralism of PS provision

was delivered internally through public broadcaster

RAI. Given the large size of the TV market and the

political conditions under which RAI evolved, each

RAI channel was referred to, legitimised and politi-

cally affiliated to particular political groups. In the

1980s external pluralism prevailed as Silvio Berlus-

coni's Fininvest consolidated its dominance in the

private TV market.

In more recent years and with the introduction of

Digital Terrestrial Television the notion pf pluralism

has become more closely associated with quan-

titative assertions, in particular, with the launch of
many more channels which are thought to provide

'numerical' diversity. The debate on PSB focuses

on diminishing, rather than enhancing, RAl's PS

responsibilities as the new Law (which has not yet

been passed) provides for privatisation of two out of

the three public channels, with only RAI-3 remaining

the publicly funded broadcaster.

In Spain the situation is also very different to the UK,

for the national public broadcaster RTVE and the

seven regional public channels serving the autono-

mous communities have not developed clear PS
obligations. RTVE has also been associated with
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governmental control and coercion and many of its

content providers are closely affiliated with the rul-

ing party, thus making it hard to offer true content

plurality. The public broadcaster is not funded by the

licence fee but runs a considerable 8 billion Euro

debt which increases year-on-year and this makes it

even more susceptible to political control and jeop-

ardises its independence.

In France too PS plurality is seen as harder to keep

going, particularly following President Sarkozy's

recent announcement that advertising would be

taken away from the public service channels France

2 and France 3. As in Spain, programming plural-

ism has been difficult to secure, especially when it

comes to news, current affairs and political cover-

age.

Things are different in Germany and the Nordic

countries which have a well developed PS ethos. In

the Federal state of Germany broadcasting issues

are defined as cultural issues and are guaranteed

by the Constitution which allocates responsibility to

the Lander (states). In Sweden, Norway and Den-

mark PSB is politically independent, but it is still pri-

marily defined in terms of internal pluralism.

Conclusion

I agree with Sir Michael Lyons that the PSB eco-

system is 'vibrant and productive' and this might

be a good reason to leave it as it is. The BBC and
some of the other PS TV broadcasters have upheld

domestic production and promoted UK's cultural val-

ues effectively. But is it equally true that the system

is under strain due to the financial difficulties which

commercial broadcasters are facing as well as

licence fee limits.

Social changes are also occurring as societies are

more multi-cultural and there is a growing trend

towards individualism and personalisation. In this

context there is a shift of audience preferences

and public channels need to enhance their public

purposes and find ways to reach and satisfy all

segments of the public. Ofcom's initiative to iden-

tify issues of plurality in this new environment and

specifically open a debate on plurality of institutions,

plurality of channels and plurality of sources of fund-

ing, is therefore welcome.
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However, institutional competition for PS provision

risks becoming unacceptable if this implies a weaker

BBC, which is Britain's most powerful global brand

and the most trusted source globally (most people

turn to the BBC's website for reliable information).

Top-slicing to subsidise other broadcasters such as

Channel 4 would only be a good idea if other chan-

nels focused more on domestic, risky and original

PS programming (like arts and regional news, for

example) and used less reality TV and repeats.

Under this scenario and given that viewers care

most about news and children's TV (Ofcom's 2004

conclusions), Channel 4 News could be publicly-

funded to ensure the broadcaster's funding dif-

ficulties do not adversely affect the quality of the

programme.

But there are other ways for funding PS output, not

necessarily associated with sharing the licence fee,

which indeed breaches the link between the fee and

the BBC. Toynbee (2008) for example proposed

allocating cash released from selling off the ana-

logue spectrum after digital switchover.

So far the debate on institutional competition of

PS provision has been largely absent in European

countries other than the UK. The issue of top-slicing

or contestability in funding is unique in the UK and

has not been debated at all in the rest of Europe.

But raising these issues in the UK will perhaps trig-

ger debate in other national contexts, especially in

Southern Europe, and may possibly cause them to

bring forward legislation to preserve the public serv-

ice ethos in the digital world.
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Here is what Sir Michael Lyons, Chairman of
the BBC Trust, had to say about top slicing,
in principle and in practice

Iam concerned that in one area of

the PSB review some people are in

danger of jumping to the decision stage

before all the other stages have been
completed - and in the process, short-

changing the audience.

I'm talking here about top-slicing - the

suggestion that a part of each licence

fee should go to a body that would use

the money to subsidise public service

content from broadcasters other than the

BBC.

Now the future funding of other PSB pro-

viders is a serious issue, put forward by

serious people and worth serious con-

sideration. And on this, as on everything

else, the Trust is open to an energetic

debate. But let me sound a note of cau-

tion here. Being open to debate means
just thaI. It means: let's have a debate.

My concern is that, right now, top-slic-

ing is being presented by some as the

solution before the debate has been held
~ or even before the necessary work has

been done to ensure the debate is fully

informed. And that's not in the interests

of our audiences.

So let me set out here what we in the

BBC Trust see as the key unresolved
issues here. First is the potential impact

of the proposed change. I think it is unar-

guable that top-slicing would represent

a very fundamental change in the ecol-

ogy of public service broadcasting. The

strength of that ecology lies not only in

the strengths of each of its constituent

parts but also in the way that they inter-

act with one another.
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System under strain

The commercial PSBs and the BBC

compete, broadly speaking, for audi-

ences, but not for revenue. The result is

incentives for all the players to invest in

high quality UK content, with - so far, at

least - enough money from a diversity

of sources to enable that to happen.

This has produced a good result for

audiences. But now the system is com-

ing under strain as the downturn in TV

advertising and the light licence fee set-

tlement put pressure on revenues.

So the question here must be: is this the

right moment to put the system under

further strain by changing the funda-

mental nature of the licence fee? Are we

quite clear what the effects of that would

be on the system as a whole? That's the

first issue. But there are others.

Ofcom has made a good start in clearing

the ground for the discussion by identify-

ing "five overarching questions" in its

terms of reference for the PSB review.

"Questions", note, not "answers". But if

we look at just one aspect of the issues

raised there - the issue of plurality

- then it becomes clear how much work

has yet to be done before we can start

to grapple with funding questions which

may - or may not - include top-slicing.

Plurality

Plurality - in other words, the belief that

there should be a range of broadcast-

ers from which audiences can get public

service content - has much to be said

for it. Competition in the supply of pub-
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lie service content has worked to the

benefit of audiences. The BSC does not

approach the debate with an aspiration

to be the monopoly PSS supplier after

switch over. I believe there is good rea-

son to question whether that would be

good for audiences - or for the BBC.

But it's important that we are absolutely

clear what we mean by plurality and

what the challenges are likely to be after

switch over. For example: do we know

what value audiences will place on the

maintenance of a range of public service

broadcasters after switch over? Will they

place greater value on some kinds of
programming than on others? If so, on

which kinds? How wide a range of PSBs

or of public service content will they

want? How can the costs and benefits

of maintaining that range be properly

evaluated?

Work undertaken by the Audit Commis-

sion whilst I was there clearly demon-

strates that while people value choice,

they are not always willing to pay for it.

What form does plurality need to take?

Is it about institutions? Or channels? Or

sources of funding? These are complex

www.iicom.org
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Sir Michael Lyons outside the BBC HQ in
London

questions, and the work of exploring

them still has some way to go. And also

is it possible for the SBG to get better still

at making a contribution to the diverse

needs and choices of its audiences? It's
clear the answers won't be simple.

The market

For example, the supply of public service

content is no longer the monopoly of

public service broadcasters as formally

defined. To give just one illustration: Sky

provides public service content on its
news channel and on its arts' channel

and it does so for its own commercial

purposes. The markel. in other words,

provides some degree of plurality with-

out the stimulus of regulation or public

funding.

This must not be overlooked in this

debate. And particularly so when some

of the current commercial PSBs seem

to be losing their appetite for continuing

to deliver a wide range of public service

content as currently required. We need

to work through all the implications of

this and other issues before we can even

start to consider issues of funding.

But let us say the work has been done,

and let us assume that the answer is that

some plurality of public service supply
should be supported after switchover.

Would it not, even then, be quite a leap

from there to the conclusion that direct

public funding is the answer? And a still

greater leap from that conclusion to the
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conclusion that top-slicing the licence fee

is the right source of that funding?

Where questions of funding are con-

cerned the ultimate decision lies, of

course, with the government. And the

Secretary of State will be carrying out
his own review of PSB funding once

the Ofcom PSB review is completed, so

there is still quite a road to travel. But

let me put on record here some further

questions about top-slicing that need

clear answers.

The questions

The first is this: what weight should

we give to the real risk that top-slicing

poses to the accountability of the BBC

to its audiences? The licence fee estab-
lishes a clear and vividly straightforward

relationship between audiences and

their BBC. The licence fee payer knows

exactly where the money is going and

who to hold to account. This is very rare

in the complex arrangements by which

we fund public services in this country.

its function as a commissioner, pro-

ducer and transmitter of wonderful pro-

grammes.

Through the Public Purposes the BBC

is expected to play an important role in

shaping the future of the UK - through

its educational activities, its contribution

to civil society, through its duty to stimu-

late creativity, to represent the nations

and regions of the UK, to bring the world

to the UK and the UK to the world, and
so on.

These Public Purposes can't be taken

lightly. The BBC is not just a publicly

paid-for lTV. Its responsibilities to its

audiences are much bigger. In any

debate over switching funding away from

the BBC we must ensure that a proper
value is attached to the Public Purposes

and a proper assessment made of the

potential cost to the UK if the BBC were

less able to deliver them.

New money?

All my earlier work on the funding of

local services underlined two things:

people don't much like to pay, but when

they have to, they want to know what

it's for and who's responsible for doing

the spending. The licence fee delivers

a degree of accountability that works

strongly in the interests of audiences.

As far as the Trust is concerned we

would like to see this degree of transpar-

ency increased, not diminished. Should

we not think very carefully indeed before

diluting or blurring the clarity and direct-

ness of the current licence fee arrange-

ments?

The second question is this: could the

BBC deliver its Public Purposes if top-

slicing resulted in a significant reduction

in its funding? Parliament has given

the BBC a role that goes well beyond
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Proponents of top-slicing tend to talk

about an "enhanced licence fee": in other

words the current licence fee with some

new money on top to subsidise non-BBC

broadcasters. Bul how likely is it that

any government would sanction a higher

licence fee for this purpose? And, just as

important, how likely is il that the public

would be prepared to pay it? Particularly

for services which up till now they have

perceived as free?

And if there is no new money and the

new subsidy is to be funded by reducing
the BBC's income, how big a risk does

that pose to the BBC's ability to deliver

the Public Purposes as laid upon it by

Parliament? The public need to have an
absolutely clear answer to this question:

would weakening the BBC's ability to

deliver its PSB mission in order to help

other broadcasters deliver theirs really
serve the interests of its audiences?
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