Audience feedback and questions

As far as the public broadcasters are concerned how are they going to be truly representative of the nations and regions of the UK and the richness that exists?

James Purnell: 

The obvious bureaucratic answer is that all public broadcasters have a duty to represent the nations and regions of the UK in their licence but there is a wider answer, which is that regionalism has been at the heart of the success of public service broadcasting in the UK.  If you look at the structure of ITV and its history, the regional structure with organisations such as Granada and Tyne-Tees, this is one of the reasons why ITV was so successful.  People felt this was their television, it wasn’t just London broadcasting to them.  This is a trick which we need to pull off again as we enter a world where it is theoretically possible for people not to use public service television. If public service television is to continue to play a creative and cultural role then that depends on people feeling a level of ownership of organisations such as the BBC, which is why we welcome their commitment to moving more services out of London.  

Is it not the case that the rise of digital has a potentially damaging effect on the regional media centres such as Watershed in Bristol and Cornerhouse in Manchester?  These places are doing the kind of cutting-edge work that many of us want to see being done, especially in the regions but are finding it especially hard to survive in the present funding climate.

James Purnell: 

It’s clear that one of the key issues of the film policy ‘MOT’ which the UK Film Council is carrying out will be access to film in general, but in particular to British Film or specialised film, cultural film, art film.  Organisations such as those mentioned have played a very important role as a showcase for those forms of film and will continue to do so.  If you look at the way people are buying film, for example online, they are buying a much wider range of film than they consume at the box office so there is a real opportunity for widening the choice and range of films that people have access to.  

I don’t think you have to lose the concrete just because you are moving towards an environment where digital is just as important.

John Woodward:

Just looking at it from a film perspective, I personally don’t believe that you have to prepare for a life after concrete for film-goers.  People will still want to get out of the home, to get out and consume culture collectively.  Venues like Watershed and Cornerhouse are mixed arts venues and what we don’t have at the moment is a clear strategy for a venue that is doing perhaps film installations, photography and community work.  Somehow these venues just don’t quite fit any one strategic plan and they suffer as a result of this.  Personally, I think it’s one of the prime areas to be discussed when talking about partnership and collaboration.

Heather Rabbatts, Channel 4:

Building on John’s point, and thinking in particular about the relationship between broadcasting and the arts world, I think there are interesting developments with regard to how people will have access to content across different platforms both virtually and in going into buildings.  For example, we have worked with the V&A Museum on an online project which is absolutely about trying to make those objects more accessible to younger audiences and their audiences have increased.  What I think is interesting is that you can open up audiences to new experiences and take them into those concrete places which they never felt they were empowered to do before.

Nick Toon, Channel 4:

I’d like to comment on what Anthony said. In terms of the language used, Anthony talked about reminding broadcasters that we are the content creators and providers, ‘we’ sounds quite exclusive.  I believe very passionately that broadcasting is an art-form in itself; it is not just about distribution of content, there are a lot of very creative people working in the broadcasting industry and I’m all in favour of partnership, but if we are going to have that partnership it must be a partnership of equals rather than a partnership that’s simply based on content creation and distribution.

Anthony Minghella:

I think you are right to make that point – I didn’t mean the ‘we’ to be in any sense claiming ground back from the broadcasters because they are part of the ‘we’.  That was said slightly with my BFI hat on, where it sometimes feels as though we are being cherry-picked by broadcasters for what bits of content they like, as opposed there being a real sense of ‘we can be a reservoir of content to broadcasters’.

Jemina Lee, Tate: 

If we are witnessing a blurring of the traditional distinctions between museums, libraries, archives and public sector broadcasters, and if we do believe that the distinction is only going to get blurrier, then what steps are necessary to ensure that the public does get value across all these different media centres?

James Purnell:

I think it does raise genuine issues of accountability for public money.  If money is being spread across a whole range of organisations and art forms, how do you ensure that it’s delivering an outcome which is in line with the goals of policy?  I think it’s clear that creativity can spring in those frontiers between different art forms and different organisations but that’s harder to do.  It’s harder to fund a multi-disciplinary project than to just give some money to the Tate.  How one does that in an effective way is a really important question for today.

Nick Toon, Channel 4:

I agree with Anthony’s comment that as competition increases, experimentation will fall squarely in the lap of subsidy and subsidised organisations and I agree with that.  Historically, commercially-funded public service broadcasters such as Channel 4 have been able to make the investment in experimentation and innovation as a result of the subsidy that has derived from the gifting of the analogue spectrum.  That’s obviously going to go when the digital switchover takes place and I wanted to know the thoughts of the panel on how urgent it is to find alternative forms of subsidy to enable that kind of innovation to go in places other than the BBC.  

James Purnell:

Yes, of course there continues to be a role for public subsidy after digital switchover.  In fact, I think the very big picture is you’ll be moving from a world where regulation and subsidy have been equals, to one where regulation is going to be increasingly a more junior partner.  As regulation becomes a more junior partner, the role of investment, whether direct or indirect, is going to become the more senior partner.  That is why I think public service broadcasting is important and why I am optimistic about its future. I think the commercial sector has a really important part to play in providing innovation and quality which needs to be underpinned by public service broadcasting and we are very clear that won’t just be the BBC.

