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Foreword 
 
 
It was while the Scottish Broadcasting Commission was producing this third 

interim report – on the democratic importance of broadcasting – that we received 

the sad news that Ray Michie had passed away after a long battle with illness. 

 

Baroness Michie of Gallanach understood very well the importance of 

broadcasting to a strong democracy and to national and local culture. Although in 

poor health in recent months, as a member of the Commission she took a keen 

interest in all our debates and deliberations and was particularly passionate 

about the future of Gaelic broadcasting. 

 

Ray embodied much that is best about Scottish public life in the knowledge and 

enthusiasm she brought to a wide range of activities and interests. As a 

Commission we will try to honour her memory by producing a final report and 

recommendations later this year of which she would have been proud. 

 

 

 

Blair Jenkins 
Chair 
May 2008  
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Executive Summary 
 
 
Democratic importance of Broadcasting 
 

• In a modern democracy, broadcast journalism plays a key role in 

supplying the electorate with accurate information and a range of views on 

major issues. 

• A recently commissioned public attitudes survey in Scotland shows that 

television remains the dominant news platform. More than 80% say they 

regularly use television to find international, UK and Scottish national 

news. Newspapers are used by up to 55%.  For radio the equivalent figure 

is a little under 25% while for the internet it is still less than 20% (but 

growing). 

• 83% of respondents in our survey said it was important or very important 

that topical Scottish issues are debated and discussed on television and 

not just reported in news programmes. 

• However, we were told repeatedly in evidence that much of “civic 

Scotland” finds it hard to be included in programmes because of the heavy 

focus on the main political parties. 

• There is a perceived challenge in attracting audiences to serious 

broadcast journalism, but much of our evidence referred to a lack of depth 

and context in existing broadcast formats. 

 

News 
 

• Viewers attach considerable importance to having a choice of channel for 

watching Scottish news. In the survey, 75% considered it important, with 

half of those saying it was very important. 

• SMG plc says it faces a “funding gap” which threatens its ability to 

continue to compete with the BBC in news and current affairs, and the 
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company is arguing for some guaranteed public funding for the services 

on its two Scottish licences. 

• The future of Scottish news in the Border Television area remains a 

serious concern and is currently under review by ITV and Ofcom. 

• Almost half (48%) of respondents in our survey said they were fairly or 

very satisfied with the way Scotland is reported in UK television news 

programmes, but a substantial minority (36%) said they were fairly or very 

dissatisfied. 

• However, the research also shows that 54% of viewers are only 

sometimes or rarely clear about whether or not items in UK news 

programmes apply to Scotland. This suggests a majority of the audience 

is regularly confused or uncertain about the relevance to Scotland of items 

on the network news programmes, although 75% think it is important that 

there should be clarity on this point. 

• Public opinion seems to favour a change to the structure of early evening 

television news to provide one integrated programme from Scotland 

covering international, UK and Scottish news. 53% prefer this option, while 

36% favour the status quo. 

• The BBC Trust has commissioned a review of the corporation’s network 

news and factual coverage of the four nations of the United Kingdom. The 

findings from Professor Anthony King are expected to be published later 

this summer. 

• BBC management said they had been “improving radically” in their 

understanding and reporting of the differences in a devolved Scotland, 

and there were much fewer mistakes than had been the case some years 

ago. 

• The challenge of providing UK network television news that is accurate for 

Scotland is also faced by ITV. Any change to the existing arrangements 

seems to be contingent on financial terms between SMG plc and ITN 

rather than any technical or editorial difficulties. 
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• Both BBC and SMG plc have expressed a wish to expand their “local” 

news provision – ie Scottish news at a regional or city level, rather than 

Scotland-wide. For both, this seems likely to be primarily an online 

initiative, although with benefits for their radio and television services. 

• The Commission is concerned that broadband initiatives would currently 

be unavailable to about half of the population in Scotland, and would 

exclude in particular many of those on low incomes or living in more 

remote parts of the country. 

 
Current Affairs 
 

• A prominent theme in evidence given to the Commission was a perceived 

lack of opportunities in the radio and television schedules for serious 

examination of important public policy issues. 

• The BBC Scotland Gaelic television programme Eòrpa was frequently 

praised as an example of ambitious and interesting journalism addressing 

the usually neglected field of European affairs. It was interesting to note 

that Eòrpa was raised by members of the public as a positive model in 

every one of the Commission’s public events. 

• A number of organisations highlighted a difficulty in having issues 

examined on STV or BBC through anything other than a party political 

prism, with the result that other perspectives were excluded. 

• Concerns were raised by political parties and others about funding 

restrictions affecting the depth and quality of coverage in television 

programmes especially. 

• The BBC pointed to recent editorial successes on Newsnight Scotland and 

The Politics Show, and said its current strategy was to place increasing 

emphasis on single programmes with high impact and cross-platform 

resonance rather than long-running current affairs series. 
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• The BBC is looking for cumulative savings of 20% in its broadcast 

journalism over the next five years, with any new investment likely to be 

targeted at strengthening its online services. 

 
Areas where the Commission will focus attention 
 

• Assessing the findings of the King review and the BBC response in light of 

our own public attitudes survey and other evidence. 

• Examining any fresh proposals from the broadcasters in relation to the 

delivery of network television news for Scotland. 

• Gathering more information on how people are using online news and 

current affairs content to supplement radio and television. 

• Exploring the nature of the “funding gap” for STV and what it means for its 

news and current affairs obligations and the services to Scottish 

audiences. 

• Looking at the options for Scottish news provision in the Border Television 

area. 

• Establishing the true position on the apparent steep decline in news and 

current affairs spending in Scotland. 

• Considering the evidence provided of a perceived absence of serious 

analysis and context for Scottish audiences and how this might be 

remedied. 

 

 4



Scottish Broadcasting Commission  
 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
1.1 This report is the third and last interim report of the Scottish Broadcasting 

Commission’s independent investigation into broadcasting and television 

production in Scotland.  We have approached our work by examining in turn the 

economic, cultural and democratic imperatives of the industry.  In this democratic 

phase, we have looked at how well broadcasting meets the needs of the people 

in Scotland in respect of news and current affairs journalism.   

 

1.2 Full details of the work of the Commission, its remit and membership can 

be found on the Commission’s website at  

http://www.scottishbroadcastingcommission.gov.uk.  The interim reports on the 

economic and cultural phases can also be found there. 

 

1.3 As with our previous interim reports, published at the end of January and 

March 2008 respectively, we hope to stimulate further debate by making our 

initial findings public at this stage of our inquiry.  We are now approaching the 

end of our evidence-taking for this investigation, although we shall continue to 

accept and consider any further submissions up to Friday 13 June.  The 

Commission will then spend time reflecting on the wealth of information, views, 

hopes and concerns people have shared with us, before producing our final 

report by the end of summer 2008. 

 

1.4 In this democratic phase, we have taken oral evidence and views from a 

range of commentators, academics, representative organisations, political parties 

and broadcasters. The transcripts of the oral evidence we have heard in the 

democratic phase can be found on our website. 
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1.5 We also completed our programme of public meetings around the country 

where we discussed what people want to see and hear on their broadcast 

services; and we held a vibrant debate where a panel of broadcasters and 

commentators was questioned, and challenged, by a large audience on the 

subject of ‘Democracy and Broadcasting: is Scotland being served?’  Reports of 

these events will be published on our website in June.   

 

1.6 Yet again, we have received substantial commitment and willingness from 

many individuals and organisations to help us in our work and we extend our 

message of gratitude and appreciation to these people.  Our thanks also go to 

the many members of the public who have taken part in our events, or the 

research survey of more than 1000 people, or written to us or engaged with us 

via our website feedback facility; and to the children and young people who are 

helping the Children’s Parliament and the Scottish Youth Parliament with their 

consultation on broadcasting. 

 

1.7 In this interim report on the democratic element of our work, chapter 2 

examines the importance of broadcasting in the democratic setting.  In chapters 

3 and 4 we look at the areas of news and current affairs, respectively; and we 

conclude in chapter 5 with the areas where the Commission will focus its 

attention. 
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2. Democratic importance of broadcasting 
 
2.1 There is no doubting the use people make of television and radio on a 

daily basis to inform them of what is happening in Scotland, the UK and the rest 

of the world.  In a modern democracy, broadcast journalism plays a major part in 

supplying audiences with accurate information and presenting the differing views 

and opinions on the issues that affect their lives. 

 

2.2 Earlier this year, a survey was undertaken to help inform our work by 

providing the most-up-to-date research on public attitudes to broadcasting in 

Scotland. More than 80% of respondents said they use television as a regular 

source of international, UK and Scottish news. Television also remained the 

dominant source for different types of news, including politics and social issues 

(67% and 62% respectively).   

 

2.3 Engagement of the electorate is not entirely the responsibility of 

broadcasters, of course, but the airtime given to topical matters affecting society 

is clearly significant for ensuring that there is a level of awareness amongst the 

public – whether this is through news or current affairs programmes, drama, 

satire or comedy.  Reflecting the results of other research, our public attitudes 

survey did indicate that 16-24 year olds consume less television news than the 

older age groups. Therefore, the range of opportunities to enlighten, reflect, 

debate and challenge conventional views through television programming is 

imperative in meeting the diversity of viewers’ needs.  Support for Scottish 

issues, in particular, being debated and discussed on television, rather than just 

reported on news programmes, was also evident from our public attitudes survey 

– 80% of respondents indicated that this was important.  
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2.4 If the electorate is uninformed then there is a risk that there will be 

indifference or even misunderstanding and this does not support a participative, 

engaged democracy.  The constitutional arrangements for governance of 

Scotland are multi-layered: local government, Scottish and Westminster 

Parliaments and European Union.  Yet we were told in evidence that this 

complexity is not fully reflected in broadcast news and current affairs 

programmes.  On European matters, it was reported to us that only 18% of the 

UK population considered themselves to be ‘well-informed’ about the European 

Parliament and 81% were ‘badly informed’. This lack of European coverage was 

raised in all of our public meetings around Scotland so there appears to be an 

appetite for information across all governance levels.  Comment was also made 

about the potential for local television to raise awareness of local concerns. 

 

2.5 However, that is not to say that the electorate should only be informed 

about politics and government.  Those giving evidence were also keen to stress 

to us the importance of civic society having a voice on television and radio, 

across a range of subjects and issues.  The breadth of reporting and the 

perspective it provides can be narrow and restrictive, for example sticking to the 

“political prism” or relying on the crime and justice agenda for a steady stream of 

stories.  All of this denies the viewers and listeners an insight to the complex and 

interconnected nature of the serious issues our modern democracy must 

address.   

 

2.6 While recognising the challenges of attracting audiences for serious 

broadcast journalism, much of our evidence in this phase found the lack of 

breadth of reporting in programmes compounded by an apparent lack of depth.  

Several witnesses stressed the importance of broadcasters providing context and 

analysis for major issues affecting society, to ensure an informed citizenry. It was 

felt that reactive reporting, without further exploration or discussion, may impart 

the facts of the arising situation but it does not necessarily promote 
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understanding of the journey or the wider policy implications or possibly the more 

significant value choices facing society.   

 

2.7 The balance and accuracy of broadcast journalism was also reported to us 

as being an essential element.  Having a trustworthy source and platform for 

news and healthy debate is supportive of a democracy where citizens are 

conversant with and engaged in the main issues. Although it is not regarded as 

an imminent threat, concern was voiced about any future risk of broadcasters 

abandoning impartiality to make news and current affairs edgy and biased and 

thus stimulate more interest, especially from younger audiences.  Impartiality of 

broadcast news is enshrined in the Communications Act 2003 and all witnesses 

giving evidence to us were fully supportive of this continuing.   

 

2.8 We also noted the comments made by, among others, the political parties 

in Scotland on the role of the Scottish Parliament in the accountability of the 

broadcasting industry, especially broadcasters with public service obligations and 

the industry regulator Ofcom.  This follows on from questions raised in the 

cultural phase of our work regarding broadcasting being largely a reserved 

matter for the UK Parliament. 
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3.   News 
 
3.1 Our public attitudes survey showed that television remains a clear leader 

when it comes to the sources and platforms that people in Scotland use to 

access news and information. More than 80% of respondents said they regularly 

used television to find international, UK and Scottish national news. Newspapers 

were similarly mentioned by up to 55% of the sample. Radio was used by 20–

25% of respondents and the internet by 13–18%, depending on the category of 

news involved. Although the internet is becoming more important in this 

landscape, particularly for younger audiences, it is clear that television remains 

the dominant news platform. 

 

3.2 Our survey demonstrated that viewers attach considerable importance to 

having a choice of channel for watching Scottish news. 75% considered it 

important to have such a choice, with half of those saying it was “very important”.  

This might also explain why even those viewers who have a “regular” channel for 

their news consumption (36%) say they would be interested in a new Scottish 

news programme on another channel – 74% of the total sample were fairly or 

very interested in this proposition, and that reduces only slightly to 70% among 

those who currently have a strong preference for one channel’s news. 

 

3.3 In its evidence, SMG plc focused on the imminent “funding gap” which it 

believes jeopardises its ability to continue to provide broadcast journalism in 

competition with the BBC. Because of what the SMG management call “the 

disintegration of the old business model”, they are arguing for a form of 

guaranteed public funding for their news and current affairs services on the two 

STV licences. Although they do not have a detailed specification of what this 

might entail at this stage, they are adamant that they need clarity and certainty 

about such future funding. This is an issue to which the Commission will give due 
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attention in compiling its final report, and it is also of course one of the issues 

being addressed by the industry regulator Ofcom in its current review of public 

service broadcasting. 

 

3.4 The threat to continued Scottish news provision on ITV is felt most acutely 

in the Border TV transmission area across the south of Scotland. As we noted in 

our last interim report, there is a proposal by ITV to merge the Border news 

programme with that of Tyne Tees, thereby reducing the quantity of Scottish 

news available to viewers. This proposal is currently subject to review by Ofcom 

as part of its second public service broadcasting review. In its most recent 

evidence to the Commission, SMG plc said it was in discussions with ITV about 

the possibility of supplying a dedicated news service for the Scottish parts of the 

Border franchise, although plans are at an early stage. 

 

3.5 The public attitudes survey also found that people are mainly happy with 

the current volume of Scottish coverage in television news programmes generally 

– 65% thought there was about the right amount, with 25% saying there was not 

enough coverage. 

 

3.6 When asked how satisfied they were with the way Scotland is reported in 

UK news programmes, 48% of respondents said they were fairly or very 

satisfied, but a substantial proportion (36%) said they were fairly or very 

dissatisfied. However, additional questions in the survey did seem to highlight 

further areas of concern in relation to the service provided by network (UK) news 

programmes for viewers in Scotland. 

 

3.7 Respondents were asked to indicate how important it is to them that UK 

news programmes make it clear which items relate to Scotland and which do not. 

Three-quarters of the sample (75%) said that this was important and very few 

said it was unimportant. 
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3.8 The survey then asked how often it was clear to people whether or not 

reports on the UK news programmes apply to Scotland. Only 7% said it was 

always clear, while 35% said it was usually clear. However, 36% of respondents 

said it was only sometimes clear and 18% said it was rarely or never clear which 

items related to Scotland. This is obviously an unsatisfactory finding and seems 

to indicate that a majority of the audience is routinely confused or uncertain about 

the relevance to Scotland of news items on the network news programmes. 

 

3.9 It seems likely that this finding is influential in determining people’s views 

on whether or not there needs to be structural change in how international and 

UK news is delivered to Scotland. For more than ten years now, there has been 

a significant level of debate about the advantages and disadvantages of a single 

integrated television news programme for Scottish audiences. The BBC in 

particular has looked at this issue in detail on at least two occasions, in 1998 and 

2003. 

 

3.10 In order to test if opinions had moved since then, we asked people in our 

survey to choose between two options for the delivery of the main early evening 

news programmes in Scotland. 

 

Option 1.  One programme running from 6-7pm that is produced and 

presented from Scotland which covers both the main news from 

Scotland as well as the main UK and international news edited to 

reflect a Scottish perspective. 

Option 2.  Two programmes between 6 and 7pm, where one half-hour 

programme is produced and presented for the whole of the UK 

(from London) and the other half-hour programme is produced and 

presented in Scotland for Scotland. 

 

3.11 Just over half the sample (53%) preferred Option 1, with 36% preferring 

Option 2.  The split is roughly 60/40 if one excludes those who say they have no 
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preference. This represents a shift in opinion from 5 years ago, when a BBC 

survey asked the same question and found a small majority in favour of the 

status quo. It should be noted that, unlike the survey undertaken for the BBC, our 

question was in relation to early evening news programmes in general and did 

not specify a particular channel. 

 

3.12 The BBC Trust has commissioned, from Professor Anthony King of Essex 

University, a review of the BBC’s network news and factual coverage of the four 

nations of the United Kingdom. The Commission awaits Professor King’s findings 

with interest. Part of his remit concerns issues of accuracy – “to assess in 

particular if it is clear whether or not the facts and views conveyed in the output 

apply to each individual nation”.  As we have indicated, our own research would 

suggest strongly that this is not clear, across all network provision. This raises 

serious questions in relation to network news programmes. Accuracy is of course 

paramount to the trustworthiness of broadcast journalism.  

 

3.13 In their evidence to us, BBC senior management said they thought they 

had been “improving radically” in their ability to understand the differences in a 

devolved Scotland and had got better at labelling stories correctly in terms of 

which parts of the UK were directly affected. The Deputy Director General, who 

chairs the BBC’s Journalism Board, said mistakes were “much fewer” than they 

had been seven or eight years ago. He also said the BBC had a very open mind 

about the need for constant improvement, but wished to be judged in the context 

of its entire portfolio of news and current affairs services. The challenge for the 

organisation was: “are we getting that portfolio of services right?” 

 

3.14 The issue of accuracy in network news programmes is not one for BBC 

alone and has also been discussed within the ITV system. The Editor-in-Chief of 

ITV News said that there was a strong editorial case for a single integrated news 

service for Scottish viewers on that channel, but that allocation of the financial 

implications of such a change had not been resolved.  SMG plc also told us that 
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the obstacles were primarily financial, rather than technical or editorial. It also 

remains the case that Ofcom and the Westminster Parliament would have to 

approve any change to the existing ITV network news arrangements in Scotland, 

which are covered by Section 280 of the Communications Act 2003. 

 

3.15 Much of the evidence in this democratic phase of the Commission’s work 

focused on the substantial editorial challenges involved in reflecting an accurate 

picture of the evolving UK, with four nations frequently pursuing different policies 

and different priorities. Without doubting that broadcasters are genuine in their 

attempts to reflect this complexity, the vast majority of the formal evidence to the 

Commission and of views expressed at public meetings suggested that the UK is 

not satisfactorily reported to Scotland and that Scotland is not satisfactorily 

reported to the rest of the UK. This was a matter of deep concern for some 

witnesses, who took the view that it had become more important than ever for 

broadcasting to present a comprehensive UK-wide picture because they felt this 

was no longer the editorial proposition of many newspapers. 

 

3.16 The challenge of accurately reflecting an evolving UK was also addressed 

by the Editor of Channel 4 News. He felt that, for Channel 4, having a longer 

programme format than other broadcasters made it easier to make comparisons 

between different policy approaches being taken in the four nations and that such 

an approach “rounds out analysis of the story”. His programme expected its 

specialist correspondents to have knowledge of what was happening around the 

UK and to make sure “we’re thinking about it and making sure it gets reflected”. 

In some respects, Channel 4 News thought this was an opportunity to 

demonstrate the journalistic range and strength of their programme. 

 

3.17 Both BBC and SMG plc have expressed an intention of expanding their 

“local” news provision (ie Scottish news at a local or regional level rather than 

Scotland-wide), especially in the online environment. This kind of initiative might 

address the frequently-expressed concern in our evidence and public events that 
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Scottish news is too concentrated on the central belt and Glasgow and 

Edinburgh in particular. Our survey would seem to suggest that this 

enhancement of services would be popular, although we asked the question in 

relation to more local news on television. 79% were interested in seeing stories 

from their area (which could mean region or city, depending on the part of the 

country). With broadband penetration at about 53% in Scotland in the latest 

Ofcom figures we are concerned that expanded local content in the online 

services would be unavailable to large parts of the population – especially those 

on low incomes or those living in areas of the country not supplied with 

broadband.  It was noted that this inequitable access, if it continues, would not 

serve a modern democracy well. 

 

3.18 The BBC made the point that, although broadband would be the main 

distribution platform for local video news, the content would also be used to 

enhance its radio and television news services. The proposal for enhanced local 

news is likely to go to the BBC Trust in the summer, with an extensive Public 

Value Test then being conducted and a decision made in the early months of 

next year. 

 

3.19 Only 6% of our total sample indicated that they did not watch television 

news at all, although this figure was higher for 16-24 year-olds at 11% of that age 

group. The BBC in particular stressed the importance of continuing to reach as 

high a percentage of the population as possible with their journalism and are 

convinced that a strengthened online presence will prove most effective in 

attracting younger age groups. 
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4. Current Affairs 
 
4.1 A prominent theme in much of the evidence heard by the Commission 

during this democratic phase was the sense that there were few opportunities in 

the broadcasting schedules for serious and detailed examination of important 

issues. News was largely felt to be reactive and event-driven (and for some, too 

obsessed with crime and sport) while more analytical programmes were 

marginalised either by scheduling or resources or both. There was a strong 

sense or hope that new standards could be set for contributing to the creation of 

an engaged and energised electorate. 

 

4.2 A telling point is that only very rarely were programmes singled out for 

praise for depth of coverage: the obvious exception was BBC Scotland’s Gaelic 

current affairs series Eòrpa, which was often cited as an example of ambitious 

explanatory journalism.  It was also felt to address a gap that exists in UK 

broadcasting and not just in the Scottish output – that of serious coverage of the 

growing European dimension to our lives and legislation. More than one 

commentator wondered why such a well-resourced and high-quality programme 

was available in Gaelic but not in English. 

 

4.3 Among organisations giving evidence on this topic, the Scottish Council 

for Voluntary Organisations (SCVO) said that “what we seem to lack in Scotland 

is that depth of current affairs coverage... there is a hinterland out there of issues 

that concern people, that affect them on a day to day basis that’s somehow not 

reflected in the media.” SCVO thought that the “dominant methodology” for 

coverage was to put politicians in a studio rather than to have any wider 

perspective. 
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4.4 The General Secretary of the STUC also felt that large parts of “civic 

Scotland” did not have the opportunity to make their voice heard on broadcasting 

outlets: “I don’t think there’s enough serious discussion around some policy 

issues. And a lot of it is, to use the term, dumbed down, or presented in a very 

superficial way....it’s not helpful if you want to have a thriving democracy, 

participative democracy, an informed democracy, as we want to have in 

Scotland”. The STUC also detected an over-reliance on “party political 

knockabout stuff” at the expense of other points of view. And the Scottish Green 

party talked of the difficulty of getting new ideas on the agenda. 

 

4.5 The Chief Executive of the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities 

(COSLA) felt there was a lack of “background knowledge” in the electorate on 

some of the more important and complex issues in modern Scotland.  News 

coverage tended not to provide enough context to promote understanding, and 

such broadcasting opportunities as there were tended to be “confrontational....not 

actually places to go and try and explain terribly much”. 

 

4.6 Some of the political parties questioned whether funding restrictions were 

limiting the ability of news and current affairs programmes to provide depth of 

coverage. The Liberal Democrats said they “believe that the funding of news and 

current affairs production in Scotland, in proportion to the funding available for 

network news and current affairs, is inadequate”. A very similar view was 

expressed on behalf of the Scottish Conservatives and the Scottish National 

Party. 

 

4.7 One newspaper columnist, and former presenter of political programmes, 

went much further in his criticisms of the funding of BBC Scotland programmes.  

In his view, “there’s an attitude that they pretend to pay us to make programmes 

and we pretend to make them, and at every level this happens”. He cited 

personal experience of the very different levels of expenditure associated with 
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network programmes and their Scottish equivalents and felt that this disparity 

was very evident in the quality of the broadcast output. 

 

4.8 Concerns about adequate funding of broadcast journalism in Scotland 

were heightened when figures were published last year by Ofcom1, showing very 

substantial reductions in spending when compared with other parts of the UK. 

Over a five-year period from 2001, current affairs spending was down by 45% 

and news by 27% - figures unmatched elsewhere. The Ofcom data combined 

returns from BBC Scotland and STV, so it was impossible to know which 

broadcaster had mainly accounted for the scale of the decline. The BBC has sent 

the Commission a note suggesting that changes in cost allocation methodology 

might lie behind the figures. STV could shed no light on the combined decline, 

although noting that the period in question did cover the scrapping of its half-hour 

lunchtime news programme. 

 

4.9 In their evidence, BBC management pointed to programmes like 

Newsnight Scotland and The Politics Show as examples of in-depth news and 

current affairs coverage on television. A new weekly business programme has 

just been launched on Radio Scotland. In addition, the BBC said that the creation 

of a new investigations unit would enable them to provide more current affairs 

than had been the case in the past on radio, television and online services. The 

emphasis had shifted from long-running current affairs series on television to the 

scheduling of more high-impact single programmes throughout the year, which 

could be developed further on all platforms. 

 

4.10 BBC Scotland is looking to make cumulative savings of 20% in its 

broadcast journalism over the five years from 2008-13, a target which is 

equivalent to that set for the rest of the BBC’s news and current affairs operation. 

                                                 
1 Ofcom, The Communications Market 2007 Nations and Regions 
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/research/cm/cm07/
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At the end of that period, the Deputy Director General said, the proportion of BBC 

income spent on news and current affairs would be at least as high as it is now. 

 

4.11 It seems clear that much of any new investment will go into online services 

rather than linear broadcasting. This will range from the local news services 

previously described (subject to a public value test by the Trust) to the Digital 

Democracy project aimed at streaming and strengthening the on-demand 

coverage of Holyrood and the other UK parliaments. 

 

4.12 The shift of emphasis towards online content is a key part of the BBC’s 

strategy for reaching the highest possible percentage of the UK public with some 

aspect of their news and current affairs portfolio. It is also consistent with the 

BBC’s approach to other programme genres and their exploitation of the 

opportunities afforded by online media – for example, the planned website 

components of the forthcoming BBC Scotland history series and the investment 

in the iPlayer and the Kangaroo project. 

 

4.13 There is widespread admiration for the journalistic strength of the BBC 

website, but also some concern that its expansion might be at the expense of 

linear broadcasting services in radio and television. In an evidence session with 

three leading media academics from Scottish universities, we were told that “no 

matter how good online news sites are, people tend to consume them in news 

bites”, and that there is a potential democratic deficit in the loss of a certain 

quality of information. “Because public service broadcasting still has the ability to 

command audiences that none of these online services will of themselves 

command. And therefore is in a position, if you like, to give people information 

they ought to have whether they want it or not, which is quite important.”   

 

4.14 As previously noted, added to this concern is the availability and 

accessibility of online services across the population and geographically across 
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the country and the adverse effect this may have on the equitable democratic 

reach of news provision by the broadcasters. 
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5. Areas where the Commission will focus attention 
 
5.1 As we work towards publication of our final report at the end of summer 

2008, the Commission will continue to invite debate and discussion on the issues 

identified in this interim report. We will also take further evidence and gather 

information where we think it is necessary. From this democratic phase, the key 

emerging issues where we will focus attention will include the following: 

 

• Assessing the findings of the King review and the BBC’s response in light 

of our own public attitudes survey and other evidence 

• Examining any fresh proposals from the broadcasters in relation to the 

delivery of network television news for Scotland 

• Gathering more information on how people are using online news and 

current affairs content to supplement radio and television 

• Exploring the nature of the “funding gap” for STV and what it means for 

their news and current affairs obligations and the services to Scottish 

audiences. 

• Looking at the options for Scottish news provision in the Border Television 

area 

• Establishing the true position on the apparent steep decline in news and 

current affairs funding in Scotland 

• Considering the evidence provided of an absence of serious analysis and 

context for Scottish audiences and how this might be remedied. 
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