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INFORMATION ABOUT THE VLV

The Voice of the Listener & Viewer (VLV) is an independent, not for profit membership-based
charity, free from political and sectarian affiliations. VLV supports high quality broadcasting which
maintains the democratic and cultural traditions of the UK. We support the independence and
integrity of the BBC and encourage work which demonstrates commitment to the principles of
Public Service Broadcasting (PSB). VLV is a charitable company limited by guarantee (registered
in England and Wales No 4407712 - Charity No 1152136).

Background

1. Context

This is one of first major PSB/PSM proposals to come to Ofcom under the Media Act which
received the Royal Assent in May 2024 - barely two months following the last revision of STV’s
channel 3 licence in March of that year. Ofcom’s reappraisal of PSM strategy in the light of the
new Act (entitled “Transmission Critical”) followed in July 2025, calling for urgent action to
“strengthen and maintain” PSM in the UK and containing recommendations for action built on
what Ofcom describes as a “vital reforms” of the Media Act 2024. Considering these
developments, it is understandable that STV is seeking to reposition its offer in what are very
different circumstances to those pertaining when it last made PSB commitments less than two
years ago.

The present proposal is therefore an important test of Ofcom’s approach to preserving the range
and quality of PSB/PSM in the face of the current fast-changing commercial and audience
challenges.

We acknowledge these challenges and recognise that to an extent STV’s change request takes
its lead from, and aligns with, the recommendations made by Ofcom in Transmission Critical.

2. Early evening bulletins

Content-sharing, where editorially appropriate, makes sense; but we are concerned about the
intention to content-share to the extent of 70% in the main early evening bulletins, which seems
highly likely to result in a reduction in the volume of regional and local news in those
programmes. Focusing on nation-wide stories and restricting the news content which is specific
to each licence area to just 30% of the programme will inevitably reduce the level of informed
commentary and democratic scrutiny devoted to issues which are specific to those areas.

Further, the proposal appears to assume centralisation of all STV news output - for both licence
areas - to a single broadcast centre in Glasgow. Because of the presence of BBC Scotland
adjacent to STV in Glasgow, this would mean that (except the area covered by Border TV) all
Scotland-wide English-language TV news would emanate from Pacific Quay. It's not clear how
easily this may be achieved “while retaining [a] distinct regional character” in both licence areas
(Ofcom document 3.10).

There is at least a risk that editorial priorities shift towards a more metropolitan perspective and
so weaken the sense of connection for audiences outside of Glasgow. Although on the face of it
a matter of branding, the reality is that the rootedness of a heritage programme brand in a
particular community is a significant cultural factor for those communities, and an important
element in identification with and levels of trust in content. Further, the reinforcement of sub-
national cultural identity which such programmes offer is highly appreciated by audiences in all



parts of the country. The economics and technology of news media changes fast, but the
communities served by both parts of the channel 3 licence wholly within Scotland - the
Highlands and Islands and the North East on the one hand, and the Central Belt, broadly
defined, on the other - remain highly distinctive.

The high regard in which STV is held by audiences in Scotland derives in part from its
recognition of this distinctiveness which is implicit in the structure of the current channel 3
licence. Scotland is not a region, it is a nation of regions. While the BBC has historically
provided national news with some local opts, it is the channel 3 licences which have reflected
the underlying geographical diversity of the nation. This historic role for the channel 3 licence
holder should not be lightly set aside.

Further, a reduction in authoritative reporting and commentary on issues of regional and local
concern, such as STV currently provides, can only weaken the sense of involvement and
agency in the democratic process.

PSM should seek to reflect this diversity and sense of agency, not diminish it: we recommend
that Ofcom tries to find a way to retain this while enabling STV to make the logistical and
operational changes it considers necessary for commercial sustainability.

The presence of a bespoke structured news programme in early peak (6pm) for each licence
area therefore remains, in our view, an important audience expectation which Ofcom should
seek to sustain.

3. Will the digital provision compensate?

While STV does plan to provide a compensatory increase in its digital news provision, few
details of this are given. In any case, while digital content is of significant public value, it is not
necessarily equivalent in nature or extent to the public value delivered by a heritage broadcast
brand in the way that STV continues to do for audiences in Scotland.

While it is indisputable that the overall audience for TV news has been declining, it is not clear
that this process is irreversible. In particular, it is not clear from the data that a substantial
proportion of audiences in the North and Central areas of the licence no longer wish to consume
bespoke TV news services produced in and for those regions. Figure 1 (p5) in the Ofcom
consultation document shows that STV’s weekly reach is significantly greater than the UK
average for channel 3 regional news at 6.

We would caution against the assumption that “content” is replacing “platform” (STV revised
request p2) and that “newsroom models” are becoming redundant. Issues around authority and
trustworthiness of news have become very pressing of late. There is already some evidence of
Gen Alpha rejecting aspects of digital culture and returning to more traditional sources of
authority for information and guidance - which may include STV’s “legacy configuration”. Ofcom
should encourage PSBs to monitor this carefully and ensure that they retain the capability to be

responsive to trends of this kind.

4. Equivalence of broadcast and digital news

We are concerned that the long-term public value of digital news and TV news may not be
equivalent in terms of depth and understanding derived by their respective audiences. Ofcom
reminds us in Transmission Critical (p4) that people have significantly less trust in news on
social media than that on broadcast services. Recent events have led to unprecedented levels



of concern about the trustworthiness of social media and digital content more widely, making it
more important to maintain and strengthen the position of TV broadcast news and its associated
higher levels of public trust in the UK and Scottish media environment.

Assumptions about the long term future of media formats can be wrong: in the 1990s the rise of
the internet was widely predicted to spell the end of traditional radio services.

Ofcom data for use of “news [TV/online] in my county and neighbouring counties” and for “my
nation/region”, quoted in Ofcom’s provisional view document, actually show use of TV and
online sources for news to be effectively equal, especially given the small sample size used for
Scotland. In the case of “my nation/region”, the figure for TV is greater than that for online, so
some restraint is surely appropriate: is it going too far, too fast to give up the separate branding
of the two programmes?

Alternatively, if commercial PSBs can no longer sustain distinctive services at this level, Ofcom
may wish to consider whether the BBC as a publicly funded broadcaster should not be asked to
provide such a service instead. As Ofcom states in Transmission Critical (p6), there may now be
a need for support funding for PSM content “which is socially valuable but less commercially
valuable”, including “local news”.

5. Implications for UK regional news more widely

It should be borne in mind that Ofcom’s provisional view that it is acceptable to conflate regional
TV news in adjacent licence areas would obviously have implications for the structure of
regional TV news in other parts of the UK.

6. Need for an overall assessment of news provision for audiences in Scotland

STV’s licence change request follows hard on the heels of the changes in BBC news in
Scotland approved by Ofcom only last year. Given the increasing scarcity of resources for PSB
news this suggests a need for an overall assessment of the appropriate balance of services on
news media at various levels and across the whole of Scotland. While Ofcom has now overseen
three significant changes in TV news provision in Scotland in the last 18 months, there has been
no holistic assessment of PSM news provision for the nation and there may be a risk that the
two main services (from BBC Scotland and STV) - both under pressure for audiences - feel the
need to compete, and so overlap or duplicate at a time when overall funding for PSM comes
under greater pressure.

7. Out-of-peak and holidays
We accept that given the existence of alternative digital news sources, audiences may no longer
expect local news in the smaller weekday bulletins and on bank holidays.

Consultation question1:

We disagree with the assessment because we believe that content-sharing up to 70% will
reduce the volume of regional and local TV news, and so reduce informed commentary
and democratic scrutiny of issues specific to the affected areas. Coupled with any move
to a single broadcast centre in Glasgow, there would be a loss in the distinctive regional
characters of the current services.

We are not aware of evidence that an expansion in digital news provision would
compensate. In any case the public value of digital and TV news is not necessarily
equivalent. The risks to democracy which may be posed by digital content have become



very evident. If Ofcom does permit amendment of the licence, it may wish to consider
how the BBC might be asked to assume responsibility for regional English-language TV
news in Scotland. Given the recent speed of change in the nature and level of TV news in
Scotland, it may now be appropriate for Ofcom to make an overall assessment of PSB
news provision for audiences in Scotland.

We accept that it may be appropriate to extend the degree of sharing in STV news
programmes outside of peak, and on bank holidays.

8. “Sub-regional” opts and smaller bulletins

Part of the case made by STV for the proposed changes in output is based on the need to move
to a multi-platform commissioning model. Multi-platform commissioning is obviously sensible in
a multimedia business and should be welcomed. But today’s multimedia journalists are capable
of versioning their stories for many different media formats, and multi-platform commissioning is
not in itself a reason for abandoning any particular broadcast format.

However, the ‘sub-regional’ opts, which it is proposed to withdraw, are the only dedicated
spaces on TV where issues affecting what are actually entire regions (such as Tayside or the
East of Scotland) can receive proper journalistic coverage on a continuing basis. The loss would
be not only societal and democratic but would also weaken the connection between STV and
these entire regions of Scotland.

Consultation question 2:

We disagree with the assessment because we believe that loss of the “sub-regional”
opts will further reduce the volume of regional and local news in addition to the
proposed change in content-sharing referred to in consultation question 1. This would
increase further the risk of reduced levels of informed commentary and democratic
scrutiny of issues specific to the affected areas, as well as a further loss of
representation of these areas in the overall STV service.

Consultation question 3:

Given that STV is currently making substantial redundancies, we find it hard to agree that
the proposals can be seen to support economic growth (A2.5). Given that the purpose of
the proposal is to reduce the volume of regional and local news, we conclude that
audiences will inevitably be less well-served (A2.10 and A2.14) in that the overall range of
stories on STV news will reduce. There is no guarantee that digital provision will
compensate. We welcome STV’s commitment to retain news gathering staff in Aberdeen,
Dundee, Edinburgh Glasgow, Holyrood, Inverness and Westminster. However, in the
context of an overall reduction in the proportion of broadcast time devoted to ‘regional’
news, it is unlikely that the effect on audiences in the Highlands and Islands is “neutral”
(A2.15) as Ofcom provisionally concludes. Similarly, we do not see how - with removal of
the “sub-regional” opts - the level of service can “remain the same” or have a neutral
impact” as Ofcom concludes (A2.17-18).
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