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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).

Executive summary

1. VLV believes the BBC’s core mission — to inform, educate and entertain the whole British
public, and to share British perspectives, values and culture abroad — is more necessary
than ever.

2. While the media’s transition from print and TV to online and streaming has brought many
benefits, it has also brought a number of problems, which the BBC is the organisation by far
the best-placed to address. These include market failure in key public service genres like
news and children’s programming, increasing inequality in access to audio-visual media,
audience fragmentation, and the rise of hyper-partisan media and disinformation.

3. The BBC’s present challenges stem not from its mission having become any less necessary
or relevant, but from obstacles to the fulfilment of its mission in five key areas:

a. The transition to online: the internet has brought about a radical transformation in
media production and distribution, audience habits and the structure of media markets.
The UK's public service media (PSM) have been disadvantaged by some of these
changes, the power they have given to global platforms and streaming services, and their
impact on PSM funding and costs. The UK’s PSM require more support from
policymakers than they have so far received if they are to continue to fulfil their public
service goals and remain central to British cultural and civic life.

b. The BBC’s public purposes: while the BBC’s core mission remains as important as
ever, VLV believes that its public purposes are in certain respects too narrow a
specification of the objectives that mission entails. Below, we propose some adjustments
to those purposes to broaden their cultural, educational and technological dimensions.

c. Funding: the BBC’s funding is not adequate to fulfil its mission. Licence fee income has
fallen by 40% in real terms between 2010/11 and 2024/25. Top-slicing of the licence fee
to fund a range of government initiatives and benefits and cuts to the World Service’s
grant-in-aid have compounded the problem. While the BBC’s commercial income has
increased, the size of the dividend it delivers to help subsidise public service activities is
a tiny percentage of the real-terms cut in licence fee income since 2010/11 —only 2.7% in
2024/25. Despite several major cost-saving drives to find efficiencies in its operations,
funding cuts are now increasingly biting into the BBC’s programmes and services. The
recent announcement it will be forced to cut between 1,800-2,000 jobs — 10% of its
workforce — to tackle “significant financial pressures” is just the latest illustration of the
problem.’ VLV believes the licence fee remains the most appropriate way to fund the

" Paul Glynn and lan Youngs, “BBC to cut almost one in 10 staff to make £500m savings”, BBC News 15 April 2026
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BBC as a universal public service, but it requires fundamental reform to ensure future
BBC funding is sustainable, secure and increasing, and that the licence fee is collected
efficiently and fairly. We believe the solution is to make the licence fee a universal
obligation for all UK households regardless of device or service use, but with social
exemptions for the poorest and most vulnerable households.

d. Independence: the BBC is too vulnerable to political pressure and interference, which
produces institutional caution, undermines editorial and creative freedom, and corrodes
public trust. The basic cause is its lack of independence from government in three areas:
funding, its Royal Charter, and appointments. To give the BBC the independence and
autonomy it needs to fulfil its mission unobstructed by political pressure, we propose that:

i. the level of the licence fee should be proposed to the government by an independent,
non-partisan Public Media Commission (PMC), following an open, public consultation
process;

ii. the BBC should either be given a permanent Royal Charter with no expiry date, or be
established on a statutory basis — we think both these options need to be considered
and debated;

iii. power to appoint members of the BBC Board should be removed from the DCMS and
given instead to an independent, non-partisan Media Appointments Panel (MAP)
chosen in line with published criteria by the Commissioner for Public Appointments. The
MAP should also be made responsible for appointing the boards of Ofcom, Channel 4
and the Public Media Commission, removing the DCMS from its current role in media
appointments.

e. Accountability: the BBC’s accountability for its fulfilment of its mission and purposes is
flawed in certain ways. Ofcom is responsible for assessing whether the UK’s PSM are
fulfilling their remit, but has no power to affect PSM funding, leading to a situation where,
in this committee’s words in 2021, “Ofcom continues to tell PSBs to do more with less,
but does not detail how they expect this to be done.”? We think responsibility for
assessing PSM'’s performance against their objectives should be given to the new PMC,
which we propose should also have the power to recommend the level of licence fee
funding. In addition, we think there should be fundamental reform of the BBC’s
accountability to the public. The BBC's public purposes should be amended to require it
to engage the public more often, more directly, and in deeper and more varied ways, in
three areas: in how it interprets and fulfils its remit, in monitoring and assessing its
output, and in making programmes.

4. In the rest of this submission, we set out why and how we believe the government should
use this cycle of Charter Review to address each of these challenges.

The BBC’s mission in the internet age

5. The BBC’s mission remains as important as ever. Although it remains widely used by UK
audiences overall, there are major and growing imbalances in which parts of the UK
population engage most and least with BBC content. There is now a major problem of low
engagement by younger audiences. Many now use SVOD platforms like Netflix and video-
sharing platforms (VSPs) like YouTube more than UK broadcasters as a whole. 16-24s

2 Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee, The future of public service broadcasting — Sixth Report of Session
2019-21, 25 March 2021, p. 10, paragraph 24



watch only 18% of the amount of live TV they watched in 2010 (25-34s watch 28% and 35-
44s watch 38%). Among children aged 4-15, and adults aged 16-44, SVOD services and
VSPs account for more viewing time than all broadcasters combined across linear TV, catch-
up and on-demand. Among 16-24s, SVOD and VSPs combined account for over three times
the viewing minutes of broadcasters and YouTube alone accounts for more minutes than
broadcasting.® Broadcasters’ share of overall video viewing has declined rapidly since the
last charter review in 2017: from 73% of total video viewing to now only 56% of in-home
video viewing (i.e. not including mobile).*

. The rise of the internet has brought a number of benefits to UK audiences, such as the
proliferation of media choices, the ubiquity and ease of access to media, the development of
new kinds of content and content creation, the widening of access to means of content
production, and the formation of online communities of interest, identity and perspective.

. At the same time, the internet has also brought about a number of major problems, which
VLV believes the BBC is best placed to address:

. Market failure in public service genres: there is a by now well-documented problem of
market failure in public service genres, such as news and children’s TV, which are socially
valuable but less commercially viable.® The new SVOD services are only strong in some of
the more entertainment-oriented genres: big-budget scripted series and films; some limited
factual programming, much of it ‘true crime’. They supply very little in key public service
genres like news, current affairs, arts, history, science, religion, educational or children’s
programming. No SVOD service provides any news programming. Yet these genres are all
part of a healthy, well-rounded viewing diet that informs and educates as well as entertaining
the public, which it is the BBC’s mission to provide. The problem in news provision, in
particular, extends beyond SVOD. The Cairncross Review concluded back in 2017 that there
is a general problem of market failure in the provision of public interest news online; since
then, successive governments have failed to address the problem. The BBC is clearly part of
the solution: it has the provision of “impartial news and information” as one of its core
purposes, and spent £324 million on news and current affairs programming in 2024/25.

. Increasing audio-visual inequality: the proliferation of SVOD platforms has given UK
consumers a wealth of options to choose from. But at the same time, many households are
constrained in how much of it they can afford to access. The combined cost per month of all
the streaming and pay-TV subscriptions available is £250-265 a month, or £3,000-3,200 a
year. Around 5.9 million UK households have access to all of Netflix, Amazon and Disney+;
a further 14.6 million can access at least one SVOD service; but 8.9 million — about a third —
can access none. ltis likely that many of those households simply cannot afford it: more
than 1 in 5 people in the UK are in poverty, including 3 in 10 children.® So while some
households might be enjoying abundance, others are experiencing exclusion and
deprivation. Whereas in the past — before pay-TV — everything on UK television was freely
accessible to everyone who had a TV set and paid the TV licence, there are now major
inequalities of access: a new dimension of cultural inequality and exclusion.

3 Ofcom, Media Nations: UK 2025, 30 July 2025, p. 19

4 Ofcom, Media Nations: UK 2025, p. 18

5 BBC, Annual Report and Accounts 2024/25, p. 64

6 Of those, 8.1 million were working-age adults, 4.3 million were children (among whom the rate is 30%) and 1.9
million were pensioners. See the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, “UK Poverty 2025”, 29 January 2025
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10.Audience fragmentation: the high degree of media choice that the internet now affords
users across all connected devices, including TVs, is leading to the fragmentation of
audiences, as people sort themselves into smaller niches according to their tastes, interests,
views and identities. While this has enabled people to pursue their interests in greater depth,
the danger is it also leads to a cultural and political balkanization of the public, and to the
development of the closed-minded attitudes that tend to result from rarely encountering
different perspectives, or challenges to long-held views. The universality at the heart of the
BBC'’s remit makes it an essential counterweight to these processes, whether through
convening democratic debate, making programmes addressed to the broadest possible UK
audiences, or bringing the country together in moments of national community.

11.Hyper-partisan media and disinformation: the decline of market funding for news,
principally as a result of the decline of the newspaper and the rise of the internet, has
produced a situation where some news media are increasingly dependent on private
subsidies that come with political strings attached, and which are provided as a means of
seeking to influence the political process in a partisan direction. The result is the
development of ‘hyper-partisan’ media that generally display an intense partiality that can
lead to a weaker commitment to accuracy too. The problem of disinformation and fake news
is not exclusive to hyper-partisan media, but it is through the latter that the former is most
easily able to reach mass audiences, as the example of the United States shows.” VLV
believes the BBC is an essential counterweight to the development of hyper-partisan media,
by remaining the most widely trusted supplier of high-quality, impartial and accurate
journalism in the UK.

12.At the same time as it has created a range of new challenges for British society, the rise of
the internet, streaming and social media has created major challenges for the UK’s PSM:

a. It has handed enormous power over content distribution to mostly American tech
platforms like Alphabet (Google, YouTube), Meta (Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp), X
and TikTok, which intermediate in the supply of information on a massive scale and offer
hyper-personalised services designed to maximise engagement, including by addicting
users. These are both rivals to PSM in the competition for viewers and engagement, and
extremely powerful players with whom PSM must bargain over terms: of access to
audiences, of data sharing, of a fair share of the value generated by their content.

b. It has created a global streaming market in which most of the dominant players are
American media conglomerates and tech companies. Although the UK’s broadcasters
punch above their weight globally, these giant American firms have had fundamental
advantages over them. First, the much bigger size of the US domestic market is a
decisive advantage in the media business, where economies of scale are vital. Second,
the scale of resources they have been able to bring to bear, whether because of the
massive revenues they generate from their other businesses (Apple, Amazon) or
enormous corporate borrowing to fund aggressive strategies of global expansion (Netflix)
and of corporate consolidation (Paramount Skydance’s acquisition of Warner Bros
Discovery, Disney’s acquisition of 21st Century Fox). Third, the big catalogues, franchise
IP and deep knowledge of high-end, big-budget content production (blockbuster films,

" This is the argument of the most authoritative study of fake news and disinformation in the 2016 US elections,
Network Propaganda by several colleagues at Harvard’s Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society. See Yochai
Benkler, Robert Faris and Hal Roberts, Network Propaganda: Manipulation, disinformation and radicalization in
American politics (Oxford University Press 2018)



epic TV series) that come with their ownership of major Hollywood studios. The risk now
is that American firms swamp the British domestic streaming market just as Hollywood
swamped the British domestic film market in the mid-twentieth century.

c. The rise of streaming services and video-sharing platforms has driven a shift in viewing
away from linear television, where the UK’s PSM were given channels and EPG positions
of privileged prominence, which helped them generate large audiences for their
programmes. For commercially funded PSM, that prominence also helped them generate
substantial advertising revenue they could use to fund the production of high-quality
public service programming. The decline of linear viewing and TV advertising revenue
has led to a reduction in the benefits of channel/EPG prominence, and as a result to a
decline in the amount of public service programming it is profitable for commercial PSM
to make in exchange for that prominence. This development has been ratified by Ofcom
through the reduction over time in commercial PSM’s quota obligations, and by the last
government’s 2024 Media Act, which diluted the overall remit for PSM. 8

d. The rise of global streaming services with huge content budgets has led to intense
competition for production resources and talent, causing rapid programme cost inflation
in the most popular programme genres, like premium drama, and content with exclusive
rights like live sport.

13. At the same time as the internet has reshaped media in these ways, funding for PSM in the
UK has stagnated or fallen. One cause has been the impact of the decline of linear viewing
on TV advertising revenue, as set out above. But another has been the 40% real terms
decline in the BBC'’s licence fee income since 2010/11.

14.The UK’s PSM are being been squeezed from five directions: by platforms and their power
over content distribution; by streaming services and video-sharing platforms that compete
directly with them for viewers; by the loss of viewers, and advertising revenue, caused by the
declining value of traditional TV channel prominence; by programme cost inflation; and —in
the case of the BBC — by a long and major real terms decline in licence fee income.

15.So far, the UK’s PSM, including the BBC, have only lost some ground as a result of this
squeeze. But the situation is now, as the title of Ofcom’s most recent report on the future of
PSM put it, ‘transmission critical’. If policymakers fail to use the opportunity of this Charter
Review to put the BBC on a much better footing to compete in the streaming age, the risk is
of the UK’s PSM being trapped in a vicious circle of declining viewing, funding and content
budgets, eventually ending in marginality and irrelevance.

16. With that danger in mind, we propose reforms in four areas: purposes, funding,
independence and accountability.

Purposes
17. In VLV’s view, the BBC’s public purposes should further, in greater detail, its core mission to

inform, educate and entertain. In the main, the current public purposes do that. However, we
believe there are some areas in which they are too narrow and should be broadened:

8 Voice of the Listener and Viewer, “VLV response to Ofcom consultation: Statements of Programme Policy and
Statements of Media Content Policy Guidance”, March 2025, p. 3-4, paragraphs 9-10
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18.Education is fundamental to the BBC’s mission, but while we agree with the second public
purpose, “to support learning for people of all ages,” we think greater emphasis should be
given in the supporting text on supporting lifelong learning through BBC content, and not
only providing educational content to support school-age learning.

19.The cultural dimension of the BBC’s mission is narrower in the 2017 Charter than it was in
the 2007 Charter. Where the latter required the BBC to “[bring] the UK to the world and the
world to the UK”, the former now only requires the BBC “to reflect the United Kingdom, its
culture and values to the world.” VLV believes it is an essential aspect of the BBC’s mission
to inform and educate UK audiences that it ‘brings the world to the UK’, especially in genres
like news, current affairs, history, drama and films, and we therefore think this language
should be restored to the charter.

20.The 2007 Charter also contained a sixth public purpose requiring the BBC to, in promoting
its other purposes, help “to deliver to the public the benefit of emerging communications
technologies and services”. VLV believes this purpose too should be restored to the BBC'’s
remit: the BBC should be encouraged to be at the forefront of using innovations in digital
technology to benefit the public.

21.VLV believes a seventh public purpose should be added, focused on requiring the BBC to

actively engage with and involve the public, for three purposes:

a. to ensure that the BBC interprets and fulfils its remit in ways that remain deeply informed
by the public’s views on those questions.

b. to afford the public meaningful opportunities to play a role in assessing the BBC'’s
fulfilment of its remit.

c. to involve the public in making some programmes.

The BBC should be required to establish permanent bodies through which representative

cross-sections of the public can monitor and assess its performance and offer feedback. It

should also provide ways that members of the public can routinely play a significant role in

making some programmes, providing opportunities for social, political and cultural

expression for ordinary people outside of the worlds of the creative industries, professional

politics and interest representation.

22.These changes to the BBC’s public purposes expand them in ways that are continuous with
its core mission to inform, educate and entertain. However, this expansion of the BBC’s
remit requires that the long-term decline in licence fee funding is reversed, which in turn
requires reform of the licence fee mechanism.

Funding

23.VLV believes most participants in the debate over future BBC funding recognise that the
current system is not sustainable. The only real debate is over how the system should
change.

24 .VLV’s view is that commercial funding is both incompatible with the BBC’s core mission as a
universal public service, and likely to be detrimental to commercial media too:

a. Advertising: the use of advertising to fund BBC services has been rejected many times.
The BBC'’s lack of advertising is one of the features the public likes most about it. The
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BBC carrying advertising would constitute a major expansion of supply that would drive
down prices and damaging advertising funding for commercial PSM. And the decline of
linear viewing means TV advertising revenue is in long term decline anyway.

b. Subscription: by excluding those who can'’t afford to pay, subscription violates the basic
mission of the BBC to serve all audiences. It introduces a means through which some
audiences will in practice matter much more to the BBC than others because they can
more afford to pay for a subscription and therefore constitute a source of extra revenue.
This is true even if the subscription were only to be for a ‘top-up’ or premium service on
top of a core of BBC services available freely to everyone. Indeed, in this scenario, it also
means the BBC contributes to, rather than reducing, the problem of unequal access to
audio-visual media, as the public will become divided into those who can afford the extra
top-up subscription and those who cannot. In addition, the institutional orientation
towards acquiring and retaining subscribers is likely to push the BBC in the direction of
making programmes similar to those already provided by the array of commercial SVOD
platforms.

25.VLV believes that the licence fee system is perfectly sustainable for the future if it is
reformed in the following ways.

26.The requirement to buy a TV Licence should become a universal obligation, regardless of
device or service use, for all UK households. Our starting point is that the BBC is and must
remain a universal service aimed at all audiences. If a section of the UK audience feels it is
not getting a good enough service, the correct response ought to be to ensure the BBC
serves that section of the public too, not to have some households able to opt out of paying
towards the BBC by not using its services and declaring ‘no licence needed’.

27.The terms of the current licence requirement revolve around device use. In the past, when
the only means of accessing television was an external TV aerial, evasion could be proven
without needing to gain access to the premises. Now, the rise of the internet, connected TV
and digital means that households can be accessing licensable content without any clear
evidence external to the premises that they are doing so. The job of TV Licensing
enforcement has therefore become much harder.

28.The number of TV Licences sold has been in absolute decline since 2018/19 and in decline
as a proportion of UK households for even longer. The greater ease of evasion is one likely
cause of the decline. Another is a decline in the consumption of licensable content, due both
to the rise of streaming and other alternatives to traditional linear TV viewing, and to the
decline in PSM funding, including the sustained real-terms decline in licence fee income to
the BBC, which has combined with programme cost inflation to result in cuts to programmes
and services.

29.Regardless of the level of personal use of BBC services, the public collectively benefits from
the impact of the BBC both on British society and the wider world, just as it collectively
benefits from public spending on education, infrastructure, health, defence, justice and other
public goods. It is therefore right that all UK households should contribute to BBC funding,
regardless of their level of personal use.

30.At the same time, some households should be exempted from the requirement on social
grounds. It is well known that every year, a substantial proportion of those people who are
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prosecuted for licence fee evasion are, in reality, too poor to afford the cost of buying a
licence.

31.However, we also reject the idea that this problem cannot be solved within the current
licence fee system, or that the only solution to the problem is to decriminalise licence fee
evasion: a ‘solution’ which, in practice, would just amount to replacing the threat of criminal
prosecution with the threat of a civil penalty, a county court judgement that negatively
impacts credit ratings, and bailiffs.

32.Many other European countries provide exemptions from TV licence fees, household
broadcasting levies or broadcasting income taxes on a range of social grounds: receipt of
low-income benefits, disability, student status and so on. Doing so has the additional
advantage of making licensing enforcement far simpler and more effective, by focusing
enforcement on households guilty of genuine evasion — that is, of choosing not to buy a
licence despite being genuinely able to pay.

33.Depending on the number of households given social exemptions from the licence fee, and
on how much more effective enforcement becomes in tackling evasion once the licence fee
obligation is a universal one, the overall number of TV Licences sold may increase. More
importantly, the long term trend will return to the situation of the 2000s and early 2010s:
steady organic growth in the absolute number of licences sold, roughly in line with household
growth.

34.1n addition to reform of the licence fee system, last year, in its response to this committee’s
inquiry into children’s television, VLV proposed that the government created a permanent
contestable public fund for children’s content of all formats, to which PSM and others could
apply. Funding would come from a small tax on the sale of all SVOD and pay-tv
subscriptions. We estimated that a 2% tax could raise around £140-200 million a year:
enough to treble or quadruple the total spending on children’s programming in 2023
according to Ofcom (£74 million). We pointed to the precedents of similar taxes in EU
countries like France and Denmark.

35.Our proposal is similar to the one this committee made in its report British film and high-end
television last year, of a 5% levy on the UK subscriber revenue of SVOD platforms.® Having
ruled out the idea of a streaming levy in its response to this committee’s report last July, the
government has, in its green paper on BBC Charter Renewal, ruled out the idea of “a levy on
the revenues of streaming services to fund the BBC.”'® Our proposal would use such a levy
to create a contestable fund all media organisations could apply to, rather than to fund the
BBC only.

36.The government suggested in its response to this committee that its position was determined
by “the importance of enabling strong inward investment” but there is no reason to think that
a streaming levy would meaningfully reduce inward investment by SVOD platforms: indeed,
the whole point of the levy would be to increase investment in programme production. The
government gave no evidence that similar levies in France, Denmark and other countries
have reduced overall investment in those countries. We therefore urge this committee to

9 Culture, Media and Sport Committee, British film and high-end television — First Report of Session 2024-25, 10
April 2025, p. 27, paragraph 62

10 Culture, Media and Sport Committee, British film and high-end television: Government Response, 3 July 2025, p.
8. Department for Culture, Media and Sport, Britain’s Story: The Next Chapter, December 2025, p. 71
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reiterate the case for a streaming levy to support the licence fee as an additional source of
public funding for public service content.

37.As well as reforming the licence fee system to make contribution a universal obligation (with
social exemptions), VLV believes political control over the level of licence fee funding should
be reduced, in order to better protect the BBC'’s independence, as well as the long-term
stability, security and predictability of funding. We set out our proposals for how to do so
below in the section below.

Independence

38.VLV believes that one of the major obstacles to the BBC'’s fullest pursuit of its mission is
political pressure and interference. The principal harm — and often the aim — of that
interference is to hamper the BBC'’s ability to hold the government (and other power-holders)
to account, by using the threat of political decisions harmful to the BBC.

39. The government wields power over the BBC in three key areas: senior appointments, the
Royal Charter, and funding. Not all government seek to use these powers to improperly
apply pressure or interfere in the BBC, but while governments do hold these powers there
will always remain the possibility and danger that they might. This possibility is itself enough
to produce a chilling effect.

40.The danger is not only that the BBC is deterred from holding the government to account as
fully as it otherwise might, but that it produces a broader atmosphere and culture of
institutional caution which is antithetical to high-quality, impartial journalism as well as to
creativity. One former BBC journalist has set out at length how institutional caution can lead
to ‘safe’, bland, dull and unengaging news and current affairs output, because the safest
thing to do in covering the government without offending ministers becomes, in effect, saying
little to nothing.

41.0ne of the greatest strengths of the public funding of the BBC through long-term settlements
is that it can give the BBC the security and autonomy to take risks. The institutional caution
that fear of political interference produces goes some way towards negating that strength,
not least by leading to a ‘brain drain’ where journalists and creative people leave the
Corporation and work elsewhere because of a perceived lack of editorial and/or creative
autonomy.

42.The other major danger is that political interference contributes towards a public perception
of a lack of independence which ultimately erodes public trust in the BBC and its impartiality.
The BBC’s own recent survey found that 91% of respondents said that it was important for
the BBC to be independent from the government of the day — a higher proportion than for
any other response in the category — but that only 43% of respondents believed the BBC
was doing well at being independent, lower than for any other response.’ There is clear
evidence, then, that the public both cares deeply about the BBC'’s independence and is
deeply unsatisfied that the current arrangements secure that independence.

43.VLV proposes reforms to reduce government power to pressure and interfere in the BBC in
all three of the areas identified above.

" BBC, “Our BBC, Our Future”, 16 October 2025
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44 Appointments: VLV believes the DCMS’s power of appointment over some members of the
BBC Board, including the Chair, should end. Instead, the government should establish (in
statute) a new Media Appointments Panel (MAP), to be chosen by the Public Appointments
Commissioner in accordance with a statutory process and criteria. Those criteria could
include not currently holding, or having recently held, any political office or party-political
affiliation. The MAP would then be required to follow its own statutory process and criteria to
appoint those members of the BBC Board currently appointed by the DCMS. The MAP
could, and in our view should, also take over the DCMS'’s responsibility for appointments to
the boards of Ofcom and Channel 4, and be given responsibility for appointing the board of
our proposed new Public Media Commission (PMC).

45.Our proposals follow the precedent of the method through which the Press Recognition
Panel, which was designed to maximise its independence from government, is appointed.
We think that system has worked well, and should be replicated for the BBC, Channel 4,
Ofcom and the PMC, so that in effect ministerial power of appointment over both public
media and media regulators is ended. We have seen too many instances in recent years of
appointments made on political grounds, which undermine public trust in the independence
and impartiality of our media institutions and regulators.

46.Royal Charter: at present, the prospect of the expiry of the BBC’s Royal Charter every ten
years constitutes a permanent sword of Damocles over the Corporation: unless a new
Charter is granted, on the recommendation of the Privy Council (in practice, the Cabinet) to
the monarch, the BBC’s constitutional basis will cease to exist. We think this inevitably
constitutes a potential source of pressure on the BBC from government, especially a
government plausibly hostile enough to the BBC to follow through on a threat not to renew
its Charter.

47.0ne way of reducing this threat to the BBC’s existence, and the power over the BBC it
confers on governments, is to establish the BBC’s next Royal Charter on a permanent basis.
This proposal has been made by the BBC itself, and the Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport has indicated she supports it. 2 VLV supports this proposal and thinks it
would be a major improvement on the status quo: it would give the BBC more security and
stability, and a provision could be put in the permanent Charter still requiring a wide-ranging
review of the BBC’s remit, governance, funding and other arrangements once a decade.

48. Another option that VLV believes also needs examination is the establishment of the BBC on
a statutory footing, like Channel 4. One major advantage of statute would be that any future
changes to the BBC’s remit and governance would require the approval not just of the Privy
Council, as with changes to a Royal Charter, but of both Houses of Parliament. While this
option might cost a degree less flexibility in the speed with which future reform of the BBC
could be carried out, the extra constitutional protection afforded by the requirement to secure
parliamentary approval for those reforms would also deliver even greater stability and
security from political interference. A requirement for periodic reviews of the BBC could be
inserted in the legislation, as with, for example, Ofcom’s statutory requirement under the
Communications Act 2003 to periodically review the Act’s media ownership rules and report
to Parliament on them.

2 Michael Savage, “Lisa Nandy vows to give BBC permanent charter to prevent political interference”, The
Guardian 17 March 2026
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49.Whether the BBC is established by a permanent Charter or by statute, we think it makes
sense to give responsibility for periodic reviews of the BBC to our proposed new Public
Media Commission. These would be complemented by the regular reviews of the BBC. and
public service media more broadly, carried out by this committee and the Lords
Communications and Digital Committee.

50.Funding: the major regular source of political pressure on the BBC is the threat of a loss of
funding through the government deciding on an adverse licence fee settlement.
Governments are frequently tempted not only by a desire to apply pressure to the BBC, but
by a desire on the part of individual politicians to win favour with private media owners for
whom the BBC is a rival and competitor, and who are consequently in many cases very
hostile to it.

51.To reduce the problem of political control over the BBC’s main source of funding, we
proposed that the government establish a new Public Media Commission (PMC), with a
board appointed by the Media Appointments Panel set out above. The PMC would be given
responsibility for conducting an open process of deliberation and evidence gathering in order
to come up with a recommended licence fee settlement.

52.The PMC'’s view could be informed by its other responsibility, to be taken over from Ofcom,
of regularly monitoring and assessing the BBC'’s performance against its remit. The PMC
could also be given responsibility for assessing and making recommendations on the list of
social exemptions from the licence fee obligation.

53.The PMC’s recommendations for the next BBC licence fee settlement would be developed
through an open, consensus-building process informed by consultation, evidence gathering
and the use of forms of democratic deliberation, such as citizens’ assemblies. Its
recommendation would then be submitted to the government with a statutory requirement for
the government either to accept it, or publish its reasons for not doing so.

54.Under this system, while the government retains the power of final decision over how much
households are asked to pay, that power is constrained by the power of the PMC’s
recommendation. The PMC then has every incentive to maximise the openness, deliberative
quality, evidential basis and procedural legitimacy of the process through which it formulates
its recommendation, in order to make it all the more politically difficult for the government to
refuse to accept it.

55.VLV believes that the BBC'’s independence from government would be substantially
enhanced by reform in the three areas highlighted here. However, we also believe that if the
BBC is to be given greater independence from government, that needs to go hand in hand
with reforms that also give it greater direct accountability to the public.

Accountability to the public

56.0ne of the main justifications for the government retaining powers over the BBC is that, in so
doing, it is able to keep the BBC accountable to the public on behalf of which it serves and
by whom it was elected. The problem with this logic, however, is that the BBC is itself a key
means by which the government is also made accountable to the public, playing a central
role in the processes of democratic deliberation that inform which parties are chosen to
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become governments. The temptation, therefore, is for governments to improperly interfere
in and apply pressure to the BBC not in the interests of the wider public, but to further
narrower party-political interests in electoral success.

57.VLV believes that the BBC should be required to pursue a range of different forms of direct

accountability to the public. As set out above, we believe the BBC’s remit should be
amended to include a public purpose setting out this requirement in detail. The overarching
requirements should be for the BBC to actively engage with and involve the public in its
activities.

58.Public involvement is needed at three distinct levels. The first is to ensure that the way the

BBC interprets its remit — for example, how it understands its educational responsibilities — is
deeply informed by the public’s views. The second is to ensure that the public are afforded
the ability to meaningfully participate in the assessment of the BBC’s performance against its
remit. The third is to afford the public opportunities to participate in the making of some kinds
of BBC programmes.

59. The significance of the third level is that, through it, the public would have opportunities to

demonstrate the kinds of programmes they feel the BBC is not making, as well as to use the
programmes they make to articulate critiques of other BBC programmes, or other media
beyond the BBC, and to propose changes to the BBC or other media. Some of the past work
of the BBC’s Community Programme Unit (1972-2004), for example, fulfilled this function.

60.VLV believes the BBC should be required to establish permanent bodies through which

61.

representative cross-sections of the public can monitor and assess its performance and offer
feedback. In the past, the BBC has used voluntary audience panels for this purpose. It could
also use citizens'’ juries or assemblies, or establish expert panels to inform its approach to
particular aspects of its remit, such as its educational function.

The BBC’s methods of consultation and accountability could be periodically reviewed by the
PMC as part of its periodic reporting to Parliament, as set out above. The PMC could
investigate and establish how deep the BBC’s commitment to genuinely engaging with, for
example, audience panels or citizen assemblies is, and examine to what extent their
recommendations have an impact on the BBC’s decision making. Proving to the PMC that it
genuinely fulfils the accountability dimension of its remit would be in the BBC’s material
interests, given the PMC’s power to recommend future funding settlements.
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