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AM: Camilla Tominey was saying during the paper review, that 

actually like for Meghan and Harry in North America may not be as 

comfortable as they expect. American tabloids are quite 

aggressive and American paparazzi have different rules they play 

by.  

MT: And the First Amendment means that actually there’s broader 

freedom everywhere including in the matter of privacy. What I 

want to say though – I heard her say that – I mean much of the 

American press is much more high minded than the British press, 

straight forwardly. It’s rather more in some ways like the Public 

Service Broadcasting institution of the BBC, but of course there 

are the magazines, the National Inquirer. The big thing is social 

media though. I mean there is a world of celebrity following and 

paparazzi images which are turning up on the different social 

media platforms and I want to say, to be honest, there probably 

isn’t a place on the planet, maybe there’s some kind of you know 

South Sea island or somewhere you can go and not find that. 

That’s unique around the world.   I think what you do, what kind 

of life you lead is there a point where in a sense you don’t, 

because you’re not saying stuff, because you’re not doing the kind 

of things that paparazzi and  celebrity hounds find interesting, you 

begin to have a quieter life. I think there are plenty of cases of big 

movie stars who’ve done that. So I think the idea that in these 

vast countries it will be possible to you know – a better chance of 

living a quiet life than if you’re absolutely spending your entire 

time inside the kind of royal system in southern England, I kind of 

believe that that could work for them. 

 

AM: I mentioned just now an extraordinary turnaround of the New 

York Times, congratulations for that. What was the essential 
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aspect of that? I know that you changed advertising and moved 

online, but what about the editorial side? 

MT: Well, one thing, we just invested in journalism. We have 300 

more journalists now than when I arrived in 2012 and I think the 

very simple insight is, great journalism is actually at a premium. 

Most news organisations around the world are in trouble and are 

cutting journalists and the amount of journalism they can do is 

reducing, and to be honest, because the journalists as they are 

pressed the quality’s going down. So if you can be different – I 

mean this in a way is the Netflix tactic. Pour money into content, 

make great content and then you’ll get customers. So the first 

thing was simply putting our money where our mouth was in 

terms of actually fresh money for journalism. Second thing was 

essentially taking, if you like, the digital machine, the digital 

product and the engineering. We’ve been adding journalists at you 

know, about a hundred extra journalists a year. Sorry, a hundred 

extra engineers a year, so these are software engineers. And that, 

taking the digital challenge really seriously – and bluntly, giving 

the print job, running the wonderful print paper which is by far the 

biggest part still today or at least significantly the biggest part of 

our economics, giving that to a handful people to run – so always 

everyone is focused on the future. 

 

AM: So you’re cutting as well as growing. What about the politics 

of the New York Times, because famously President Trump isn’t 

your biggest fan. Do you think that the Trump presidency, with all 

its theatricals and it’s spills and its divisiveness has actually helped  

your newspaper? 

MT: The New York Times attempts in its news pages, which are 

most of what it does, to adopt an impartiality which is very like 

that which the BBC aspires to. Of course it’s one thing to adopt 

that approach and it’s another thing for critics to accept that that’s 

what you’re doing. 

 



3 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, MARK THOMPSON, CEO NY TIMES  

 

AM: Do you have a single person on the staff who would like to 

see Trump re-elected? 

MT: Of course, and indeed since 2016 we’ve hired one or two very 

high profile opinion writers, notably Brett Stevens who came to us 

from the Wall Street Journal. So oh no, one of the things that 

we’ve been doing and James Bennett, our Opinion Page Editor, 

has actually made a point of trying to broaden the spectrum of 

opinions in The Times to include the right. Now in a very polarised 

country many of our heartland existing subscribers don’t love it 

when they hear right wing voices in The Times, but we believe 

that actually you need some place where all the different voices 

can be heard. I often say to American colleagues, you know, the 

BBC is one of these platforms where everyone bumps into 

everyone else and almost everyone who touches the BBC hears 

opinions they disagree with, or people from different countries in 

the UK and all the rest of it. That’s a very precious thing and it’s 

harder to do that in the United States because of the lack of that 

kind of platform. 

 

AM: We will talk about the BBC. Just before we do all the papers 

here and the BBC full of the impeachment proceedings as this is 

the really really important momentous moment. And yet we all 

kind of know when it gets to the Senate it’s going to be stopped.  

What’s going on? 

MT: Well, as you know I’m not the Editor of the New York Times, 

I’m the Chief Executive, but I guess as an observer what I’d say is 

we continue to see evidence coming out. Now it’s a separate issue 

about whether this evidence is actually going to be heard inside 

the Senate trial, but there’s a constant drip drip of additional I 

would say material evidence about what’s happened. We’ve also 

had this official adjudication that the withholding of the aid, the 

temporary withhold of aid by the President to the Ukraine was a  

crime. So there’s a lot which is developing. Having said that, I 

think it is indeed very hard to see why the party lines votes in the 



4 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, MARK THOMPSON, CEO NY TIMES  

 

Senate, they need a kind of super majority of Senators to get a 

conviction and it’s very very hard to see that happen. 

 

AM: Let’s turn to the BBC. The licence fee. You were engaged of 

course all your time as Director General thinking about this and 

negotiating and so forth. Now there is an official inquiry into 

whether the licence fee should be de-criminalised and effectively 

become voluntary. What would be the effect, in your view, on the 

BBC if that’s successful? 

MT: Well I think unfortunately it will be pretty negative.  I mean 

the licence fee is a tax, it’s official defined as a tax and there’s a 

reason why governments tend not to decriminalise taxes. There 

are two reasons. One, it leads to a loss of funds, it’s possible to 

imagine the BBC losing as much as 2 or 3 hundred million pounds 

of funds through decriminalisation. On top of –  

AM: Managers would never know month by month how much they 

were going to lose of course.  

MT: Of course not. And this is on top of what’s already a pretty 

tough licence fee settlement, given the obligation around the free 

licence fees for over 75s. There’s a second reason, which is once 

you decriminalise you de-legitimise a given service or a given tax 

because all the people who actually pay it, who still pay it, feel 

they can see other people who are still enjoying the service for 

nothing.  So I think what I want to say is, if you want to change 

the funding of the BBC I think having an open debate about that – 

media’s changing, consumption’s changing, the media landscape’s 

changing, it’s entirely appropriate – ideally frankly, once every ten 

years around Charters. One of the ways we keep the BBC 

independent is making sure there is a constant debate about the 

funding of the BBC. But I think it’s legitimate to ask the question 

about the future, but I worry that decriminalisation is a de facto 

beginning of the abolition of the licence fee but without the kind 

of courage simply to say that and put it out to the public for the 

public to say whether or not they want a properly funded BBC or 

not. 
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 AM: Thinking about the future therefore, is there any way that 

the BBC in your view could reshape itself and go in a different 

direction and become a subscription service which seems to be the 

alternative? 

MT: Well what I want to say is I think that were the BBC to do 

that it’s possible that a successful subscription company could be 

made, but it wouldn’t be the BBC which is in the end a universal 

service, paid for by everyone and used by everyone. And when I 

listen to the new Prime Minister, to Boris Johnson talking about his 

plans, to really get serious about investing in the Midlands and the 

North and to start projecting this country’s talent, ideas, its 

potential to the entire world, I think that the BBC and Channel 4 

are potentially great allies in that.    

 

AM: Before we leave the licence fee, I mean there is a very strong 

argument if you look particularly at consumption among young 

people who are on Netflix and all the American streaming services 

much more, that actually going forward the licence fee is not 

sustainable.  

MT: Well in my view the BBC has an obligation to deliver high 

value content and relevant content to everyone. And that means, 

in my view, leaning even more into digital and really focusing on 

making sure that the BBC makes programmes which appeal to – 

and content which appeal to younger audiences. It often does, by 

the way. The BBC has vast young audiences, but the balance of 

the BBC’s current services do differentially appeal to the middle 

aged and the old. That is an editorial choice and it seems to me 

that the big challenge for the BBC is reposition and Tony Hall, the 

Director General was recently talking about putting more money 

into content for younger audiences. I think that’s existentially 

important. And by the way it’s not just true of the BBC, it’s true of 

all legacy media. If we don’t radically change and start thinking 

about the audience of the future, the risk is we age out with a 
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given generation of people and we all are beaten by companies 

like Netflix. 

 

AM: And for that reason it’s very very hard to imagine that in ten 

years time there will be a compulsory tax to fund the BBC. 

MT: I disagree with that. In my view essentially commercial media 

in the UK, like in most European countries, is in real trouble. Local 

journalism is in danger of disappearing. By the way the national 

titles in this country are struggling as well and over time ad 

funded TV is going to get into real trouble. And the real risk is that 

you lose a commercial sector’s ability to do great news, great 

drama, great comedy even as you’re winding down your public 

services. The fundamental argument for the licence fee is market 

failure. It’s guaranteeing provision of essential content to the 

public where there’s a risk of it not being provided by the 

commercials. 

 

AM: Netflix have moved in over huge swaths of area. There’s no 

market failure when it comes to drama is there for instance? 

MT: I think if we look at what’s going on there, you know, 

Fleabag, a wonderful British comedy playing around the world it’s 

a BBC3 show and it comes out of an ecology of comedy and 

backing new comic talent; BBC Radio, BBC Television, Channel 4 

plays a key role in this. If you take those away the Amazon 

commissioners will find it much much harder to identify the British 

talent and the British pieces and the real risk here is we fool 

ourselves about the core central role played by the public 

broadcasters in the ecology of creative content in the future. 

 

AM: You mention Fleabag there which I think it was a BBC3 

commission originally. Do you think taking BBC3 off mainstream 

television was a mistake, because that had a big big youthful 

audience. 

MT: I do, I have to say. I mean it seems to me that the BBC is a 

very large number of television and radio services which appeal to 
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older people and very few which appeal to young people. And 

BBC3 was always conceived… When we launched BBC3 as a 

broadcast network it was always conceived as a feeder to BBC 

One. Gavin and Stacey, I think the single most watched 

programme at Christmas is a BBC3 programme as well, a BBC3 

commission. So the idea was the way of rejuvenating BBC One 

was by having another broadcast network which was specifically 

aimed at new audiences. 

 

AM: The other big issue at the moment is the treatment of the 

over 75s and the BBC’s obligation to pay for free licences for over 

75s. Now this has been a long running thing. I think the 

government tried to pressurise you into doing it too in your day. 

So what happened? 

MT: They came with a sort of drop dead, we’re going to do this 

back in 2010 and indeed told me it was a decision, it was about to 

happen and I was literally on a train writing my resignation when I 

got it. 

AM: You walked out of the  meeting did you? 

MT: I did and went  home assuming that I had to get ready to 

stand up and announce my resignation the following morning 

‘cause I was literally on my train back to Oxford where we lived 

here scribbling out the various kind of internal memos and all the 

rest of it about that. And I got a phone call from essentially from 

Jeremy Hunt, the Secretary of State for Culture saying why don’t 

you get out at Slough and come back and talk and they changed 

their mind. But in 2010 it was a coalition government, we had the 

Liberal Democrats who became very supportive, the Prime Minister 

changed his mind and that essentially overruled the Chancellor. 

The same Chancellor in 2015, Conservative majority gave the BBC 

fewer choices.   

 

AM: The last thing I’ll ask you about the BBC which is that we’re 

under a huge amount of pressure at the moment at the BBC. 

Ministers are not coming on certain programmes and so forth.  
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MT: No, I’ve heard that. 

AM: What kind of posture should the BBC be adopting in these 

circumstances? 

MT: Well I want to say firstly, keep calm. 

AM: Keep calm and carry on. 

MT: And in the end over time it seems to me forging a strong 

relationship with all the political parties – elections are quite 

divisive and tempers get raised during elections and all the rest of 

it – keep calm, emphasise that  the BBC’s commitment to the 

nations and regions of this country and its ability – it’s the only 

truly globally known British media brand - the ability to reach out 

on behalf of the UK with  our talent, our ideas to the entire 

planet… I think the government’s got very exciting ideas actually - 

I mean whatever one thinks about Brexit - about what this country 

could do and the opportunities to be seized, in terms of 

investment in some of the lesser advantaged parts of the country, 

in terms of keeping every nation in the UK  properly you know – 

not just properly as it were served with news about themselves, 

but about the whole of all of the other nations, the whole UK. But 

above all getting out to the rest of the world I think the BBC could 

be an ally in the government’s agenda. 

 

Ends  

 


