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Ofcom review of public service television broadcasting 

The UK Film Council response
24 November 2004

Overview

1. This paper sets out the UK Film Council’s response to the document published by Ofcom entitled Ofcom review of public service television broadcasting: Phase 2 – Meeting the digital challenge. The British Film Institute (bfi) which is funded through the UK Film Council has also submitted its own response to this consultation. The two submissions are intended to be complementary although there are differences of emphasis which reflect the different remits of the two organisations. 
2. We are pleased by Ofcom’s vigorous re-affirmation of the principles and validity of public service broadcasting (PSB) which we believe accords with the intentions of Government and Parliament as expressed through the Communications Act. But we remain very disappointed at the failure to explicitly recognise film as a basic and integral component of PSB.
3. Our response is informed by our status as the Government‘s strategic agency for film. The need to ensure that the complementary nature of the Government’s policy objectives for film and PSB translates into a convergent strategy for film and PSB was at the core of our submission responding to Ofcom’s PSB Phase 1 report.
 
4. In our view, the Phase 2 report has failed to even acknowledge the need for such a convergent strategy which is required if the Government’s policy objectives for the audio-visual sector are to be met. “Convergence” is not merely a matter that pertains to the development of technology or to content creation, but also to the sphere of policy development and implementation.  
Questions for consultation

Question 1:  Do you agree with our analysis that the existing PSB system will not survive the move to the digital age, and may decline before then?

The UK Film Council agrees with the proposition that, as markets and technologies evolve, the PSB system also needs to evolve. We would see this need in terms of both preventing decline and seizing opportunities: the PSB framework needs to be able to respond to new challenges, for example the proliferation of platforms and of the ways of delivering content; new kinds of content and new demands from citizens and consumers. 
Question 2: Do you accept that public funding for PSB continues to be justified as we approach switchover, and should remain broadly at a similar level to that provided today?
We believe that public funding for PSB continues to be justified so long as it remains the most effective mechanism for ensuring that PSB delivers the maximum level of social and cultural benefits to a diverse range of audiences across the UK and to the creative economy, including film. 
Question 3: Is plurality vital to the future of PSB?

The key to maintaining and fostering plurality and diversity is regulation. In the context of broadcasting and film that means that the regulator must ensure that the PSB obligations set out in Clause 264 of the Communications Act are delivered upon in a meaningful and measurable way by the different broadcasters. We set out our views on how compliance with these obligations might be met in our response to the Ofcom consultation on Statements of Programme Policy and Self-Assessment reviews. 
Question 4: Will PSB need to take a new form, across new technologies, in future? If so, which technologies should PSB embrace in the digital world?
One of the main functions of PSB has been to drive take-up of new technologies: cable television, colour television and digital terrestrial television. The take-up of new technologies has the potential to enhance access to a diversity of films for a variety of audiences, not all of whom may be able to, or wish to, see films in the cinema. This contributes to Government policy objectives to enhance diversity and access to film. It is likely that PSB will remain important in driving the take-up of new technologies; we therefore believe that PSB should embrace as wide a range of technologies as possible.  
Question 5: Do you agree that the BBC should remain the cornerstone of PSB, but that there ought to be mid-Charter review and a clarification of the roles of governance and regulation?

The BBC needs to remain the cornerstone of PSB if the Government’s policies for the audio-visual media, including film, are to be fulfilled across the Nations and Regions of the UK. But given the centrality of the BBC to the fulfillment of these objectives we think it is appropriate that the BBC should be regularly monitored and evaluated against published targets and objectives –for example, in the future, in relation to film. 
We agree with the need for clarification of the governance and regulation of the BBC insofar as this contributes to the BBC being better able to discharge its public service obligations.
Question 6: Do you agree with our proposals on the future funding of the BBC?

We believe that a strong Corporation with secure and adequate funding is vital to the health of society and the fulfillment of Government policy objectives for the audio-visual media, including film, across the Nations and Regions of the UK.

Question 7: Do you think we have judged ITV1’s PSB role correctly, both in the short term and the longer term?

We would wish to echo the forceful case made by the bfi in its submission regarding the continuing need for ITV (and Channels Four and Five) to maintain the funding level of the National Film and Television Archive, as part of its PSB role.

Question 8: Do you agree with our proposals for the role of Channel 4, and are we right to ask Channel 4 to look to self-help and joint ventures to fund PSB for the foreseeable future?

Channel 4 has played an important role in supporting the film sector at various points in its existence. It still plays a role today as a consequence of its PSB obligations. But we believe that the “tension between maintaining advertising revenues and its [Channel 4’s] PSB remit” is already making itself felt.
 We thus believe that the potential challenges faced by Channel 4 in maintaining its PSB obligations, including those to film, are already apparent and that the seriousness of these challenges has been under-estimated by Ofcom. We wish Channel 4 to make a distinctive contribution to film in the UK. Self-help and joint ventures are unlikely, in themselves, to enable such a contribution to be made in the digital age. 
Question 9: Should other means of support for Channel 4’s remit be considered in the longer term? If so, what form should they take?

Yes, for the reasons stated in response to Question 8. A variety of possible mechanisms should be considered with the aim of ensuring that Channel 4 is able to maximise its contribution to PSB across the Nations and Regions of the UK. 
Question 10: Are we right to take a more flexible approach to the regulation of PSB on Five?

We wish to endorse the position set out by the bfi in its submission that Five’s PSB role should be retained for the foreseeable future as its PSB offer has proved a lively competitor to the established broadcasters. 
Question 11: Do you support the long term vision of programming for the nations and regions?
We wish to endorse the position set out by the bfi in its submission that the BBC should play an increasing role in serving the Nations and Regions of the UK, and we would encourage Ofcom to pursue the idea that further local services could be encouraged to emerge via broadband capacity. 
Question 12: Do you support our specific proposals for the future of regional programming on ITV1?
We wish to endorse the position set out by the bfi that a rapid diminution of the regional responsibilities of the ITV licensees is highly undesirable. These licensees are in a position to make a significant contribution to audiences and the creative economy across the Nations and Regions of the UK, and this role should not be relinquished lightly. 
Question 13: What do you think a sustainable model for PSB in the regions would be?

In relation to PSB in the regions, we believe that the model of the English Regional Screen Agencies which involves public service broadcasters working with other public service institutions to deliver common objectives is an excellent one. We believe that this model should be strengthened as a means of enhancing the delivery of PSB objectives in the digital age.
Question 13 [Production] Do you think this is the right approach? What issues should we take into account in judging whether further action is needed in 12 months’ time?

The UK Film Council works with independent production companies that are producing both for cinema and television and that collectively have been a force for the renewal and enhancement of public service, as well as helping to strengthen the creative economy of which film is a central part. We strongly support Ofcom’s efforts to secure the interests of these independent producers and would like the outcome of the proposed assessment of the working of the programme market to lead to a strengthening of the ability of the independent production sector to maintain and increase its contribution to PSB objectives.
Question 14: Do you agree with our assessment and preference for a system which introduces competition for the provision of PSB?
We believe that competition for the provision of PSB is likely to prove a more effective means of producing a converged strategy for the delivery of policy objectives for film and PSB, than would be the case if there was monopoly provision of PSB. This is because such competition is likely to enhance the delivery of diversity. 
Question 15: Is the idea of a PSP one worth pursuing? If so, what form should the new service take? How should a PSP be awarded?
We welcome Ofcom’s proposal to look to ways of increasing the resources available for investment in public service content. The decision as how to best marshal these resources needs to be taken in consultation with all public service institutions in order to secure the maximum leverage, benefit and efficiency of public monies flowing into the provision of public services. 

An approach which is primarily a reaction to the needs perceived by broadcasters is unlikely to produce the most desirable outcome. As set out in our response to the Hypothetical Tender document we believe the concept of the PSP merits further exploration. The UK Film Council is planning to convene an open meeting in early 2005 to invite views on the relevance of such a concept to the film sector. 
Question 16: What do you think the best source of funding would be?


It is premature to comment on this. 
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� See UK Film Council response to Ofcom Review of Public Service Broadcasting Review, paragraph 11 and passim.


� Ofcom Phase 2 PSB document, p.84
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