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UK Film Council Submission to the Culture, Media and 

Sport Committee

Inquiry into BBC Charter Review
Overview

1. The Select Committee for Culture, Media and Sport has announced an inquiry into BBC Charter. As the strategic agency for film in the UK, the UK Film Council is making a submission the keynote of which is the integration of the Government’s policy for film and its policy for public service broadcasting. This document draws heavily on the submission on BBC Charter Review made by the UK Film Council to the Department for Culture, Media and Sport earlier this year.

2. The DCMS’s December 2003 document, Review of the BBC’s Royal Charter, does mention film, but only in a relatively limited context that does not correspond to the full range of either the BBC’s established and potential role in carrying forward UK film policy, or UK film policy itself. 

3. In this submission, the UK Film Council wishes to set out the strong relationship between the goals set for the BBC and those of UK film policy. The UK Film Council notes that in its report Is There a British film Industry published in September 2003, the Committee urged “the BBC to review its approach and level of commitment to feature film production, in consultation with the UK Film Council, given the significant comity of interests in this area.” 
 The UK Film Council has been holding a series of meetings with the BBC as the first steps toward creating a strategic partnership whose goals would include reviewing the approach and level of commitment to film production. 

4. This submission is informed by the strategic objectives established by the Government for the UK Film Council to:

a. Encourage the making of distinctive UK films

b. Ensure audiences throughout the UK have access to the full range of British and international cinema

c. Support skills training 

d. Support the development of opportunities for all UK citizens to understand and appreciate film

e. Support the development of opportunities for access to cinema history and heritage

f. Promote social inclusion and celebrate diversity 

g. Encourage excellence and innovation particularly through the use of new digital technologies

The UKFC response

The BBC needs a film strategy. 

5. The UK Film Council wants to take up the offer made to it by the BBC to build an enduring partnership for film with the BBC based on shared objectives. These objectives extend beyond film production. That said, the UK Film Council remains convinced that the current level of BBC investment in new British films is inadequate for a public service broadcaster of the scale of the BBC. The UK Film Council recently commissioned a nationally representative survey from TNS which showed that 81% of people believed that the UK terrestrial television companies should support the British film industry by showing more new UK films. Seventy seven percent agreed that British films are an important part of British heritage.

6. The challenges facing the BBC for film can be usefully summarised in the following terms:

How the BBC can help the UK film industry to compete successfully

The BBC could and should intervene in three ways: by investing in talent and ideas; by showcasing the full range of UK and international cinema and by using its unrivalled media presence to promote and encourage film-going in the UK. The UK Film Council has already drawn the Select Committee’s and the Government’s attention to the insufficient level of investment by the BBC in feature film and in the marginal presence it gives to UK films (and all but a narrow range of US movies) in its schedules; indeed, the range of films shown on the BBC is far narrower than that seen in UK cinemas. These points were forcefully taken up by the Select Committee and endorsed by the UK Government in its response to that Committee’s report. The Government said that it “recognises and welcomes the BBC’s valuable contribution to the British film industry, both in terms of support and training, and the very fine films it has backed, including Mrs Brown, Dirty Pretty Things, The Mother and Sylvia". 

Nevertheless, the UK Film Council agrees with the Committee’s recommendation there should be a frank and open debate about the extent of the BBC’s involvement with the film industry. One forum for this debate will be through the review of the BBC’s Royal Charter. This review will provide an opportunity for Government to consult with interested parties, including the film industry, on all aspects of the BBC.”

How the BBC can encourage the making of distinctive UK films

7. First and most importantly, the BBC should increase both the number of films it supports and the level of its investment in those films. The BBC should also review the acquisition prices it pays for UK films. The BBC deserves real credit for investing consistently in distinctive UK films. But it could and should be doing much more given its power and centrality as the leading British Public Service institution. In particular, the UK Film Council believes that there is an opportunity for the BBC to develop popular yet distinctive UK films which could play on BBC1 at peak times to replace US Studio blockbusters. 

How the BBC can ensure audiences throughout the UK have access to the full range of British and international cinema

8. The creation of BBC4 has created a model which schedules a wider ranger of films and supports the distribution of those films in cinemas. But the level of this activity could be dramatically increased. It also has little echo in the BBC’s other radio and television services. In addition, the very effective on-line content in support of film releases is almost completely confined to major Hollywood films. The BBC also needs to participate more fully and directly in the promotion of cinema-going and of specialised films.
 The BBC could and should, in particular, engage with the development of the UK Film Council’s Digital Screen Network. 

How the BBC can support appropriate skills training
9. The BBC prides itself on being the largest provider of training in the UK audiovisual sector. It plays a leading role in Skillset and supports the National Film and Television School. The UK Film Council, in launching its training strategy, A Bigger Future, threw down a challenge to the UK audiovisual sector to boost its commitment to training, for example, by contributing to the £10 million-a-year skills training fund established by the UK Film Council and Skillset. The BBC is expected to play a central role in the achievement of the objectives of this training strategy.
 The BBC could also play a crucial role through such training in contributing to the promotion of diversity across the UK film industry workforce.

How the BBC can support the development of opportunities for all UK citizens to understand and appreciate film

10. The UK Film Council itself is keen to work in partnership with the BBC and to assist the Corporation develop ways of working with other key film stakeholders such as; the British Film Institute, Film Education, the Regional Screen Agencies, the National screen agencies, educational institutions and other organisations. Crucially, the UK Film Council together with the BBC, the British Film Institute and Channel 4 has recently created a Media Literacy Task Force to build on the outcomes of a major seminar on Media Literacy organised by the above partners in January 2004. The UK Film Council welcomes the BBC’s positive engagement with Media Literacy and looks forward to working with the Corporation and other partners in taking this work forward.

How the BBC can support the development of opportunities for access to cinema history and heritage

11. Access specifically to educational opportunities around history and heritage should be a function of the Digital Archive. The BBC should also lead on a progressive approach to rights management for legitimate educational use. There is real scope here for a major collaboration with the British Film Institute which is responsible for the National Film and Television Archive.

The encouragement of excellence and innovation particularly through the use of new digital technologies

12. The BBC has demonstrated in recent years how extraordinarily effective it can be in driving the take-up of new technologies, notably in relation to digital radio, internet and digital terrestrial television. The BBC is also contributing to the education of a generation of people confident in their use of the digital technologies. But this function could also be further improved by connecting with separate but similar initiatives taking place across the UK. Such initiatives should include, for example, the work of both the British Film Institute and First Light, the scheme funded by the UK Film Council to support the making of digital short films by young people each year.

The BBC’s openness, transparency and accessibility

13. Finally and most obviously, the UK Film Council believes that the BBC should publish a clear film strategy to be accountable for its delivery.  In addition the BBC must become transparent about the total amount of money which it commits to all its film-related activities. 

Conclusions

14. In responding to the Select Committee report the UK Film Council wishes to emphasise the distinctions between:

a. The BBC’s industrial roles as the UK’s major audiovisual producer, broadcaster and employer

b. Its role as the most powerful “cultural representative” delivering information and entertainment in the UK. 

c. Its educational role 

15. The UK Film Council therefore sees the Charter Review process as an opportunity to encourage the BBC to articulate and implement a clear and transparent strategy for film which meshes with the Government’s own film policy.

16.  As noted above, the UK Film Council has recently met with the BBC and agreed a range of potential areas of collaboration which will form the basis for developing a new partnership over the coming months.

17.  The UK Film Council looks forward to the development of this partnership but it remains the UK Film Council’s view that the BBC should also re-consider its overall level of investment in new British films, (in line with the Select Committee’s conclusions in its report on the British film industry) in a way which delivers on the three points set out at 21 above. 

� See UK Film Council submission to the Select Committee inquiry Is There a British Film Industry available at: http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200203/cmselect/cmcumeds/667/3062410.htm


� See Paragraph 116 at: http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200203/cmselect/cmcumeds/667/66709.htm#a22


� Available at: http://www.culture.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/eztsqbilydxjkx2jvvxj4rw3bf7szqjupszjyglehvgq2p7rf44ib6riczapxxixwhrjkbpm6r7as4udnrdecnlv7rf/907134Cm6022Film.pdf


� The UK Film Council uses the following the term “specialised film” within a particular context as set out below:


The UK market, in common with most others around the world, is generally driven by mainstream, US studio-originated material. In such a context, specialised films offer audiences a different experience of cinema. Such films are often characterised by an innovative cinematic style and by an engagement with challenging subject matter. As such, specialised films will challenge and educate audiences of all ages and backgrounds. 


Specialised films, therefore, are likely to be less obviously commercial and more difficult to market since they are economically more risky. Their theatrical release is usually characterised by the limited use of prints and a relatively low level of investment in advertising and publicity. Consequently, the opportunity to reach a wider audience is restricted. 


Examples may include, but are not necessarily limited to: 


Foreign language films 


Indigenous British films which are not aimed at the mainstream 


Films which directly address cultural, social and political issues 


Re-issues of classic and/or restored archive films 








� The UK Film Council endorses the points made on this subject by Skillset in its submission on Charter Review to the DCMS.
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