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Ofcom Review of Public Service Television Broadcasting 

The UK Film Council response

25 June 2004
Executive Summary

1. The UK Film Council, the Government-backed strategic agency for film welcomes the Ofcom review of public service television broadcasting and the results of the review’s first phase. 

2. It believes the purposes and characteristics of public service broadcasting as set out by Ofcom have important parallels with the aims set out by Government for film industry and film culture and education in the UK. The UK Film Council believes that there is a very significant opportunity for public service broadcasters to use UK and European film as a means of connecting with audiences in a manner that transparently conforms to the purposes of public service broadcasting as defined by Ofcom. 
3. However, as yet, the UK Film Council does not consider that Ofcom has articulated how public service broadcasters and the film sector could become mutually supporting in the service of common objectives. 
4. In the view of the UK Film Council, the next two phases of the Review must deal with the issues raised by the identification of UK/European film as a PSB genre in the Communications Act, or otherwise this policy direction will be rendered meaningless. In particular we believe that in relation to the reference in Clause 264 of the Communications Act to “feature film”  Ofcom must identify a PSB objective for UK/European film that takes account of investment in UK/European films by broadcasters, transmission of UK/European films, and programmes about UK/European films.  

5. A clear methodology needs to be developed to measure the impact of policies developed by the public service broadcasters in relation to the requirements set out in respect of UK/European film in Clause 264.

6. The UK Film Council in the first part of its response sets out the general context, then follows the structure proposed by Ofcom: the ten questions (pp. 81 – 82) and the ten propositions (pp.11 – 12). It endorses Ofcom’s general analysis but wishes to highlight gaps in the analysis of the nature and function of feature film; the UK Film Council sees film, properly understood, as combining many of the “components” of public service television (for example, as set out in Figure 36, p.56) and contributing centrally to the fulfilment of the four purposes of public service broadcasting (para.147). 

7. The British Film Institute (bfi),  which is funded by the UK Film Council to deliver educational activities focused on film and the moving image has made a separate submission to the Ofcom Review. Many of the arguments developed in this submission are complementary to those made by the bfi. 
Why film matters

8. Film, like television, is an essential component of national identity. Film has an ambition and a scale which represents a very powerful means of representing ourselves to ourselves and ourselves to the world. Thus, in the cultural policy of the European Union and of many countries around the world, film is seen as central to the expression of cultural diversity: it is a means which enables us to contribute to, and to access, each other’s culture.

9. Film is also a key component of the knowledge-based economy. It is a driver of skills, ideas and innovation as they relate both to the form and content of knowledge. It is on the basis of both its cultural and economic importance that film occupies such a prominent position in UK government thinking and in European policy.

10. UK government policy for film is encapsulated in the aim conferred by government on the UK Film Council:


“To stimulate a competitive, successful and vibrant British film industry and culture, and to promote the widest possible enjoyment and understanding of cinema throughout the nations and the regions of the UK.”


The UK Film Council’s six strategic objectives describe how that aim is to be fulfilled:

· A globally-competitive UK film industry whose films raise the profile of the UK and its culture across the world.
· Distinctive UK films that are able to find their audience.
· Access by audiences throughout the UK to the full range of British and international cinema.
· Appropriate training opportunities across the value chain to help create a world-class UK film industry.
· Opportunities for all UK citizens to understand and appreciate film through the generation and dissemination of knowledge about film and the film industry.
· Opportunities for access to cinema history and heritage and for the use of film history in understanding identity, representation, culture and creativity.

11. There are very strong parallels, therefore, between how film is perceived by the UK Film Council and how Ofcom perceives public service broadcasting. In its report, Ofcom proposes (pp. 72-73) that the “four core purposes at the heart of any enduring case for PSB [public service broadcasting]” are:

· To inform ourselves and others and to increase our understanding of the world.
· To reflect and strengthen our cultural identity.
· To stimulate our interest in and knowledge of arts, science, history and other topics.
· To support a tolerant and inclusive society.

12. Public service broadcasting has the potential to make a very significant contribution to the advancement of policy goals in respect of film, thus strengthening the convergence of interest between film and PSB. This is explored in the next section.

The current state of play

13. In many parts of the world and in most countries in Europe, the importance of film is reflected by the involvement of public service broadcasters in the production, acquisition, transmission and promotion of domestic films. The record of UK public service broadcasters, by contrast, is lamentable. 

14. In 1998, the Government’s Film Policy Review stated that “if we are to develop a sustainable British film industry, there must be a steady stream of investment from such important and powerful end-users [as broadcasters].”
  Since that report, action taken by broadcasters to deliver such investment has been negligible.

15. In the life cycle of a feature film, use by “free” and “pay” television broadcasters is vital in terms of both broadening and diversifying the audience for film and creating the necessary economic value which underpins a successful business model for film production and distribution. If UK public service broadcasters do not play their part in the exploitation cycle of British films, then the potential for building a strong, culturally distinctive British film industry serving diverse audiences is radically diminished.

16. The BBC currently invests 0.7% of its entire programme budget in UK feature film development and production. By contrast, other cultural forms receive a much greater level of support; e.g. symphony orchestras receive twice the level of funding as is provided for film.  ITV and Channel 5, whose schedules are driven by American movies, invest even less than the BBC. Within the last two years, FilmFour has drastically scaled back its operation and Granada has shut its dedicated film arm.  

17. Action to increase the involvement of public service broadcasters was a key recommendation of the recent House of Commons Culture, Media and Sport Committee report on the UK film industry.
  

18. Despite this recommendation, in practice, the  level of involvement of terrestrial UK broadcasters in domestic film production and in the promotion of and the provision of access to the full range of film has, in recent years, and with small exceptions, been declining.

19. Not only is the active involvement of broadcasters a key component to building a sustainable UK film industry, but surveys conducted on behalf of the UK Film Council show that there is overwhelming support from the public for greater involvement of broadcasters in film and cinema. 
20. According to an Omnimas survey commissioned from TNS by the UK Film Council, the vast majority (82%) of the public endorse the view that broadcasters have a responsibility to support the film industry by showing more recent UK films. Over half the population (53%) strongly agrees with this sentiment.

Over three quarters (77%) of the population recognise that British films are an important part of British heritage, and nearly two thirds (65%) feel there should be more new UK films on terrestrial TV.

21. The UK Film Council is also making representations on these issues as part of the BBC’s Charter Review process. It wants to see the Government’s policy for broadcasting and especially for the BBC reinforce the Government’s policy for film as implemented by the UK Film Council. This would entail the development of a published strategy for film which delivers clear benefits for audiences, and which addresses itself to film culture and education as well as the film industry. In particular, it would mean the BBC increasing the percentage of its programme budget that it devotes to the development and production of feature films. 

22. The broadcasters have a central contribution to make to with regard to the advancement of Government policy in respect of the film industry and film culture and education. In making this contribution, the broadcasters would also be advancing the core purposes of public service broadcasting that Ofcom has clearly spelled out. Working together, the film industry and the broadcasters can produce outstanding films such as Mrs Brown, Iris, Billy Elliot, Bloody Sunday, In This World and Touching the Void. They can ensure that these and other films that play such an important role in cultural life in the UK are seen by the widest possible audience.

Film’s role in advancing the core purposes of public service broadcasting

23. In Table 1, we map film-related initiatives against the four core purposes of public service broadcasting as defined by Ofcom

Table 1: Film and PSB’s core purposes

	To inform ourselves and others to increase our understanding of the world
	· Production, promotion and scheduling of feature films and documentaries from the UK and around the world that deal with issues of widespread public interest (e.g. Bloody Sunday, In This World)

	To reflect and strengthen our cultural identity
	· Production, promotion and scheduling of feature films that celebrate cultural life in the UK (e.g. Billy Elliot, Bend It Like Beckham, Mrs Brown)

	To stimulate our interest in and knowledge of arts, science, history and other topics
	· Production, promotion and scheduling of new works, as well as scheduling of library material that meets these purposes (e.g. Shakespeare In Love and Sense and Sensibility)

	To support a tolerant and inclusive society
	· Production, promotion and scheduling of feature films and documentaries as well as shorts from diverse communities across the UK (e.g. East Is East)
· Supporting initiatives that encourage participation (e.g. First Light, a Lottery backed programme to support filmmaking by children and young people)
· Supporting skills training across diverse communities throughout the UK



24. The initiatives illustrated in Table 1 go considerably beyond the public service broadcasting obligations set out in Clause 264 of the Communications Act. While the Clause is important for how film is positioned in relation to public service broadcasting, it is not sufficient to ensure the proper read-across between UK film and broadcasting policy. The clause is confined to the “inclusion” of film within services whereas the relationship of film to broadcasting can and should be much wider as set out in Table 1 above. The UK Film Council would suggest that this wider role is much more consistent with the vision of public service broadcasting set out by Ofcom.

Questions for consultation 

Effectiveness of the current system

Overall conclusion (Question 1)

25. The UK Film Council recognises that television in the UK delivers a better range of services and of programmes than is the case in most other countries. In common with many of those countries, that range is declining as a result of the failure of the liberalisation of services that began in Europe in the mid-1980s to deliver increased diversity of output. This increased uniformity, as recognised by audiences surveyed by Ofcom, has been to the detriment of a diversity of film output. 

26. The report notes that “viewers have drifted away from the more challenging types of programming;” in our view it is the broadcasters that have drifted away, taking the viewers with them, rather than the other way round.

Output (Question 2)

27. Ofcom has correctly recognised the inadequacies of using basic programme genres as the basis of an analysis of how public service television is delivered. These inadequacies are evident in how feature film is addressed; for example no distinction is made between UK/European film and mainstream Hollywood output. The boundaries between feature film and drama are also blurred as they are between film and factual programme in the case of documentaries. 

28. Compounding these definitional difficulties, there appear to be reporting problems in respect of the data Ofcom has collected on film:

· The Ofcom data, based on questionnaire returned by the broadcasters, do not tally with the data compiled independently for the UK Film Council. Based on BARB data, the total number of feature film hours broadcast in 2002 was 3,948, only 71% of the Ofcom figure. We assume that the broadcasters have classified most “made-for-television movies” as feature films. This confuses two fundamentally different types of material; material intended for cinema release generally has an ambition and a narrative complexity that is rarely matched by “made-for-television” movies. 

· The more detailed analysis of programmes genres in Annex 2 does not include an analysis of Films but a number of films have been included in the Drama genre; thus Figure 67 (“Some Drama Highlights”) includes eight titles of films released theatrically in the UK as well at least two productions (The Navigators and  Mansfield Park) released theatrically outside the UK. 

29. Given these problems of definition, there must be question marks over the statistics in the report, not just of the volume of films on television but also of the levels of investment and audience.

Impact (Question 3)

30. The UK Film Council considers that public service broadcasters can – and do – respond dynamically to the shift of viewing away from analogue, generalist services to digital, thematic services. 

Value (Question 4)

31. The report gives statistics for the personal and social importance placed by viewers on film (Fig.34 p. 52). These suggest that films are considered by viewers to be relatively more important to them personally than to society. Only arts and classical music are considered relatively more important personally than film. 

32. As noted above however, film seems to be predominantly identified with mainstream cinema, perhaps also with US made-for-television movies. The potential of UK and European film to contribute to public service objectives as identified by Ofcom is thus largely obscured.

33. We would consider many of  the components of public service broadcasting identified by Ofcom (summarised in Figure 36 on p.56) as being applicable to film, for example:
· Keeping the population well-informed: a film like Bloody Sunday  was recently singled out by Ofcom as emblematic of how “significant audiences have been attracted to some challenging issues – often where new, innovative approaches have been taken.”

· Suitability for children: we would see films for young audiences as a glaring omission in the schedules of public broadcasting television in the UK, as compared, say, to services in Scandinavia or Germany.

· Balanced diet of different types of programme: as noted by the bfi in its submission, film can significantly enrich the mix of drama and programming in general.
· Informative factual programmes: although they are not factual documentaries, films such as Touching the Void and Bloody Sunday  make important contributions to informing the public about actual events. 
· High-level of technical and professional skill in programme-making: film is considered the technical and professional pinnacle of programme-making.
· First-run programmes: films known to viewers from cinema are vital to attracting audiences, although television can also significantly broaden the audience for films of cultural significance which did not receive a wide release at the cinema.
· Popular entertainment: films are capable of attracting significant audiences to mainstream channels. The most popular film shown on UK television in 2003 was the National Lottery funded Billy Elliot, with 12.7 million viewers tuning in to its television premiere on BBC1 – more than 3 million more than its closest rival.  Channel 4 has achieved some of its highest programme ratings for UK films: Mona Lisa, Madness of King George, East Is East.  
· Taste and decency: an established film classification system provides a useful filter which can work in tandem with any revisions which a broadcaster may make.

· Programmes that make you think: again, films will feature high up in lists of thought-provoking programmes, e.g. the Magdalene Sisters.
· Lots of new and innovative programme ideas: film as pointed out by the bfi in its submission is at the centre of innovation: in subject matter, how subjects are presented and how technologies are deployed. This is evident in films like In This World or Body Song.

· Made in the UK: the Ofcom review has tended to identify film with the “popular programmes from America” (Fig.31, p.49) but for audiences, film is also identified with such works as Mrs Brown, The Full Monty and the Harry Potter films.

Interaction between terrestrial broadcasters (Question 6)

34. The desire to increase competition was a cornerstone of the 1989 Broadcasting white paper and the 1990 Broadcasting Act. However, as already noted above (Para 20), with regard to broadcasters engagement with film, increased competition has not resulted in greater range and diversity of material for the viewer. 

Maintaining and strengthening PSB 

A sustainable rationale (Questions 7 and 8)

35. Consistent with the bfi submission to this review, the UK Film Council would suggest two principles be invoked in relation to the rationale for public service television:

· Public service television has as one of its purposes to promote the access to, consumption of and participation in the full range of initiatives supported through public intervention – in education, in the environment, in culture (i.e. arts, design, sport, heritage) – conceived as promoting and maintaining in the long term the quality of life in the UK. This quality of life is often associated with social inclusion and diversity.
· Public service television will thereby also contribute to the development of markets (supply, demand, information) that are better able to satisfy the public’s short- and long-term needs, and to the dynamism and sustainability of those markets.
Immediate issues (Question 9)

36. The UK Film Council broadly endorses the list of immediate consequences identified by Ofcom. We would make one additional suggestion: that Ofcom and the broadcasters work closely with the UK Film Council and other agencies responsible for film across the UK, such as the bfi, to develop a coherent and comprehensive strategy for integrating the policy objectives of public service television with those for film. 

Propositions for transition (Question 10)

37. Overall, we do not believe it is appropriate for the UK Film Council to comment on detail on these propositions. The propositions are concerned with the questions relating to the ecology of Public Service Broadcasting which lie beyond the purview of the UK Film Council.

38. We would however strongly endorse the proposition that independent producers make a major contribution to PSB purposes. Since most UK films are made by independent producers we would be keen to see a strengthening of the relationship between independent producers and the broadcasters in ways that would deliver specific benefits to the UK film sector. The current independent production quota does not deliver such benefits. We believe that there is scope to examine ways in which the relationship between broadcasters and independent film producers might be improved. Such an examination should take the Programme Supply Review as a model.

� A Bigger Picture, Report of the Film Policy Review Group (DCMS, 1998), p. 24


�  “We would like to see increased levels of support for film production and exhibition of


British product from the public service broadcasters. We recommend that this be done in


co-operation with the broadcasters in the first instance.” Para. 114, The British Film Industry, House of Commons Culture, Media and Sport Committee, Sixth Report of Session, Vol. 1, available at; http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200203/cmselect/cmcumeds/667/667.pdf





� Omnimas Opinion Survey for UK Film Council of UK adults over 16, conducted March 2004.


� 	Mrs Brown, The Van, Mrs Dalloway , Hotel, The Theory of Flight, Waking Ned, Bloody Sunday and The Last Resort


� 	Ed Richards, Senior Partner, Strategy & Market Developments, Ofcom, in his speech to the Westminster Media Forum on the Ofcom Review, 25 May 2004. This film was co-funded by the UK Film Council’s New Cinema Fund. It was awarded the top prize, the Golden Bear, at the 2002 Berlin Film Festival.
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