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Introduction
Background
The BBC Trust is the governing body of the BBC and it is our responsibility to get the best
out of the BBC for licence fee payers. One of the ways we do this is by carrying out regular
reviews of each of the BBC’s services.
A service review considers how well each BBC service is performing against the terms of its
service licence and in delivering the BBC’s public purposes.1 It also considers whether any
changes should be made to the service or its service licence in order that it can continue to
deliver public value in the future.
This review has looked at BBC Local Radio and local news and current affairs in England. It
covers BBC Local Radio in England, BBC regional news and current affairs on TV, and BBC
Local News online. The Trust previously reviewed BBC Local Radio in 2012, but this is the
first time we have looked at the whole of the BBC’s local and regional news and current
affairs output in England together.2
The Trust’s previous review of BBC Local Radio in 2012 found that it was highly appreciated
by its audience for providing distinctive local content. We found the stations were muchloved, acted as a friend to many, were a lifeline in local emergencies and played an
important role in reaching 1.3 million listeners who consumed no other radio. We concluded
that BBC Local Radio made a strong contribution to delivering the BBC’s public purposes
amongst its audience. Its news programming was highly regarded by the audience and a
vital part of the BBC’s local provision. This quality local speech content, together with a
focus on listener involvement and coverage of sports and local community events, made the
service highly distinctive.
The review also considered proposals for the future of BBC Local Radio as part of the BBC’s
overall cost-cutting and future strategy. It concluded that the service must continue to
provide a distinctive local offer for listeners and continue to improve quality while aiming to
reach some new listeners and reduce its costs.
The review set a number of conclusions and actions to ensure that the service continued to
deliver its distinctive speech-led content, which puts local issues at the centre of its output.
Where relevant, this report includes an update on progress the BBC has made on these
actions. The Trust also publishes an annual summary report setting out its follow-up against
the actions from each service review.3

Approach to this review
The review was carried out for the Trust by staff in the Trust Unit under the direction of the
review’s lead Trustee, Mark Florman. We gathered evidence from a wide range of sources
between July 2015 and February 2016.

1

Service licences and previous reviews can be found under: http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/our_work/services
See: http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/our_work/services/radio/service_reviews.html for our previous review of BBC Local Radio
3
The latest progress report can be found here:
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/ara_2014_15/service_reviews_progress.pdf
2
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We carried out a public consultation at the end of 2015 and received around 3,000
responses from licence fee payers. We received a number of responses from the industry,
other stakeholder organisations and the Trust’s Audience Council for England. We also
commissioned quantitative and qualitative audience research to inform the review, and we
visited 13 BBC Local and Regional locations across England and interviewed members of
BBC staff.
Our staff interviews and qualitative audience research focused on six areas across England
in order to enable us to look in more depth at a range of different types of stations and
regions – urban, rural, etc. These were: BBC Radio Berkshire, BBC Radio Devon/BBC South
West, BBC Radio Merseyside, BBC Radio Shropshire, BBC Tees and BBC WM/BBC West
Midlands. We visited the BBC in each of these areas, and the qualitative audience research
took place in these locations. We also visited: BBC Radio Bristol/BBC West, BBC Radio
Kent/BBC South East, BBC London, BBC Radio Manchester/BBC North West, BBC
Newcastle/BBC North East and Cumbria, BBC Radio Nottingham/BBC East Midlands and BBC
Radio Solent/BBC South.
We also carried out performance analysis using industry standard and BBC audience surveys
and we analysed BBC financial data. The majority of performance data in this report relates
to the latest full financial year (2014-15) for which data is available. Where appropriate, we
have also included more recent quarterly or monthly data.
This report has assessed the services using the BBC’s performance framework, which
considers the four drivers of public value:





Quality – measured in terms of audience perceptions of various aspects of the
services;
Reach – the extent to which the services are used by audiences;
Impact – the extent to which the services deliver the BBC’s public purposes, as set
out in the BBC’s Royal Charter;
Value for money – a consideration of performance alongside cost to provide a
perspective on cost effectiveness.

The way the BBC is governed and funded is set out in a Royal Charter, which is reviewed by
government every ten years. This review is currently taking place, and in September 2015
the BBC set out some plans for the next Charter period.4 The BBC Trust is ensuring that the
voice of licence fee payers is heard in this debate and has carried out consultation and
research work to present to government. Where relevant to this review, we refer to the
BBC’s plans and to responses made by audiences and stakeholders to the public consultation
the Trust has carried out for Charter review.

4
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Executive summary
Key themes

The BBC’s local radio and news and current affairs services are a very important
part of the BBC’s overall news and radio offer to licence fee payers in England. They
deliver the BBC’s public purposes to a large number of people who value the
services and see them as high-quality, informative and trustworthy.
The BBC’s local and regional output is part of a broader local media market across
the UK, including commercial radio, local and regional press, and local and regional
TV. We have found that the BBC services play a different role to commercial and
other local media, and we consider that BBC Local Radio and regional current affairs
are unique within UK public service broadcasting.

The evidence we have gathered for this review has shown that the BBC’s local and regional
services are highly valued. We heard widespread praise from users for the quality of these
services, and there was a strong sense of loyalty to them. Audiences feel the services are a
trustworthy source of information on local news and events and feel they provide relevant
and reliable information, day to day, as well as in extraordinary circumstances, such as when
there is severe weather and local emergencies. We conclude that the BBC’s local and
regional output is a vital part of the BBC’s news offer to audiences in England.
The BBC’s local and regional services on TV, radio and online reach a large number of people
each week: nearly half of all adults in England watch the BBC’s regional TV news, making it
one of the most popular programmes on BBC One. BBC Local Radio is listened to by 23% of
its target audience of adults aged 50 and over; regional current affairs programme Inside
Out is watched by around 9% of adults in England, and BBC Local News online is used by
9.3 million ‘unique browsers’. However, the services are much less likely to be used by black,
Asian and minority ethnic audiences than they are by white audiences. This challenge will
become greater, as the UK population of all ages becomes more diverse, so we have asked
the BBC to address this across all of its local and regional services, with a focus on localities
with the most diverse populations.
Increasing political and fiscal devolution within England means the BBC’s services have more
responsibility to keep audiences informed about local matters that may affect them.
Audience expectations are not entirely being met in this area, despite improvements made
by the BBC since our last review in 2012, such as the introduction of political reporters at
each Local Radio station and editorial changes such as monthly “Hot Seat” programmes. The
BBC will need to consider how it can address a growing need for information about local
politics as regional devolution continues.
We believe that it is increasingly important for the BBC to provide its local content online in
order to deliver its public purposes to a broad audience. Audience reach of the BBC’s local
and regional output on TV and radio has fallen in recent years, although it remains high.
Meanwhile, use of online and social media is increasing, and the BBC is increasingly making
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its local news and current affairs content more widely available online and on social media,
as well as on TV and radio.
The BBC’s online local news is valued by users, but there is a long-standing issue over
audience expectations not being met by the speed and breadth of the BBC’s online local
news reporting.
In response to similar concerns being raised in our last service review of BBC Online in 2013,
we asked the BBC to provide a better local news offer. It responded by rolling out ‘Local Live’
streams alongside the main BBC Local News pages. These provide more dynamic and up-todate local news, by combining short news updates with links to longer form content from
the BBC and other local news providers. While audiences feel that Local Live has made BBC
web pages feel more up-to-date, awareness of them is low and the main BBC pages
continue to be seen by some users as slow in reporting and offering a small volume of
stories.
We agree with BBC management that Local Live is a positive development but that it is part
of an evolution of the BBC’s local news offer and not an end in itself. In concluding this
review, we have asked the BBC to improve its local web pages further in order to keep pace
with audience expectations and needs. We support the growth of the BBC’s online activity,
but it needs to be distinctive and the BBC must be mindful of its potential market impact and
make the most of opportunities to partner with other local news providers.
The BBC is considering how its local and regional offer may need to be more varied in the
future across different regions in terms of the mix of TV, radio and online output. We have
seen the challenges already faced by many BBC local and regional services in covering large
and diverse regions, and we agree that in future the BBC may need to reprioritise different
types of output across different regions. However, given the deep concerns regarding the
potential impact of the BBC on local news markets, we are clear that there is a need for
ongoing regulatory oversight of BBC’s scope in local news. The system of service licences
will need to evolve in order to provide the right balance of flexibility for the BBC and clarity
for other operators. This is a task for the BBC’s regulator in the next Charter period.
Alongside the BBC’s own online offer, social media plays an increasingly important role in
delivering BBC content to less well-served audience groups. As this activity grows, we think
that future regulation of BBC services should also consider how best to cover output offered
on third-party platforms.
The BBC is working with other providers of local journalism on some online initiatives
already and it is discussing how broader partnerships can be forged in this area. We are
clear about the importance of the BBC working with other local providers in order to sustain
a plural and high-quality local news market and are encouraged by its commitment to
developing partnerships.
The BBC’s 2010 licence fee settlement required it to make a range of efficiency savings and
cuts to the scope of its services. Spending on the BBC’s local and regional output has fallen
in real terms since 2011-12 as a result of savings, which have left budgets very tight in
some areas. However, its savings are proportionally lower than some other parts of the BBC
because of the Trust’s decision in 2012 to protect the funding of Local Radio and regional
current affairs, due to their unique value to audiences. We believe that the scope of the
BBC’s local and regional output should be protected where possible from further budget cuts
due to its high public value and unique contribution to UK public service broadcasting.
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The following sections of this summary cover our conclusions, which are specific to each
BBC service.

BBC Local Radio
BBC Local Radio reaches a large proportion of its primary target audience of adults aged 50
and over and is clearly focused on serving this audience. However, listening levels have
fallen and, in response, the BBC has revised its editorial approach to local radio news, which
it aims to make more engaging for listeners through greater warmth and personality. This
does not reduce the stations’ focus on news, nor does it imply any change to the remit of
BBC Local Radio.
Audiences have very positive perceptions of BBC Local Radio regarding its quality,
accessibility and ability to engage them. Our evidence has shown that BBC Local Radio is not
just distinctive, but unique in many respects – the BBC’s local stations are often the only
ones in their area offering local content across the daytime schedule. The stations are
distinctive in other respects too: their focus on serving older listeners, their high level of
news and speech, and their provision of many opportunities for listeners to have their say.
Listeners told us they trust BBC Local Radio’s news and feel it is informative and relevant.
They value the opportunity to contribute and get involved with their station. Our research
highlighted that BBC Local Radio’s role as a companion and friend to many listeners is
extremely important.
Sports coverage on BBC Local Radio is highly appreciated by many listeners, although
listening levels are declining, as many people follow live sport online. BBC Local Radio is
performing well in supporting local arts and music, and in supporting new and unsigned
local musicians.

BBC Regional News
The BBC’s regional news on TV continues to reach a very large number of people: it is
watched by 47% of adults in England each week and the weekday 6.30pm programme is
the BBC’s most watched news programme – on some days, it the most watched programme
on BBC One overall. Reach is highest among older viewers, reflecting the increasing interest
in local news as adults get older. However, reach has fallen slightly in the last few years.
Audience perceptions are very positive for BBC regional news being up-to-date, accurate and
impartial. While audience expectations are even higher still, we have concluded that the
quality of the BBC’s regional news output is high. Viewers told us that the programmes keep
them well informed about news and events in their local area, they consider them a reliable
and impartial source of news, while being friendly and accessible.

BBC Regional Current Affairs
The BBC’s regional current affairs strands in England are Inside Out and a regional ‘opt’ in
Sunday Politics. There are also some one-off programmes each year.
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Inside Out is the BBC’s most watched current affairs programme, despite reach having fallen
slightly in the last five years. Reach of Sunday Politics has fallen significantly, but it remains
important as the BBC’s only TV programme with a dedicated regional politics slot.
The BBC’s regional current affairs is highly valued by audiences and is now a unique part of
UK public service broadcasting, as there is no comparable offer from other UK broadcasters.
Our research showed the majority of viewers feel the BBC’s regional current affairs is
relevant to them. Viewers told us they welcome the fact that it can focus on parts of the
region that can receive less attention in the news. However, budget cuts mean there are
now more items on Inside Out that are shared between regions, although joined-up editions
– where each region covers the same national issue from a local perspective – can be high
impact and perform well. We think the BBC could do even more to focus on political and
other serious issues in its regional current affairs programming.

BBC Local News Online
BBC Local News online attracts a large number of users. Research indicates that use tends
to be highest amongst men and ABC1 adults, with a fairly even spread by age.
The majority of users do not use the BBC Local News “index” pages (e.g. www.bbc.co.uk/
news/england/merseyside), instead finding local stories either via another BBC news page or
linking directly from an external (non BBC) website. Users are increasingly accessing BBC
Local News from mobile devices and via the BBC News app.
Audiences view the BBC’s local news online as informative and of a high quality. Our
audience research and consultation showed the pages are valued as a trustworthy source of
easy-to-access local news and information. The BBC’s online local news is distinctive by
virtue of its high editorial values, and the audience recognises and values this.
Use of the new ‘Local Live’ online pages is low, but is growing steadily as the offer is rolled
out across all regions. As set out above, we have asked the BBC to improve its local news
web pages further in order to meet audience expectations.

Actions and recommendations
These are the actions we are asking the BBC to take as a result of this review:
Action 1: The BBC should continue to improve how it explains local political and
policy issues and holds local decision-makers to account. As regional devolution
grows, this is becoming increasingly important.
Despite recent editorial improvements, audience expectations are still not being met by the
BBC’s output in this area. As regional devolution grows, the BBC will need to do more to
ensure its coverage of regional politics and policy issues meets audience needs.

Timing: The BBC should report back to us on its plans to address this issue in 6 months.
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Action 2: The BBC should improve its local web pages further in order to meet
audience expectations.
The BBC’s local news is a core part of the overall BBC News offer and key to the delivery of
the BBC’s public purposes. Online is an increasingly important platform for delivering local
news to audiences and, despite some recent improvements, the BBC will need to continue to
improve the speed of its local news reporting and flex the ways in which stories are made
available in order to meet changing audience expectations.
As it does this, it is important that the BBC continues to work collaboratively with other local
news providers and is mindful of its potential to impact the market negatively.

Timing: The BBC should report back to us with its plans to address this issue in 6 months.
Action 3: The BBC should increase the appeal of its regional and local output to a
wider range of audiences, particularly black, Asian and minority ethnic adults.
Use of the BBC’s regional and local TV and radio services is much lower than average among
black, Asian and minority ethnic audiences. This challenge is set to grow, as the UK
population of all ages becomes more diverse, so it is important that the BBC finds more
ways to improve performance of its local and regional services in this respect. We think this
is particularly important in localities where the population is more ethnically diverse, but that
the BBC should consider this issue across all of its regional and local output.

Timing: The BBC should report back to us on its plans to address this issue in 6 months.
We are also setting two recommendations for future regulation of the BBC. These should be
considered as part of planning for the next Charter period:
Recommendation 1: Future regulation of the BBC should consider how best to
regulate the changing scope of BBC news across TV, radio and online.
The Trust or a future regulator of the BBC will need to consider how best to regulate a
changing mix of BBC news across TV, radio and online, in order to allow the BBC to evolve
its offer and continue delivering the public purposes while ensuring sufficient accountability
to stakeholders, particularly the other providers in the markets in which the BBC operates.
Recommendation 2: Future regulation of the BBC may need to include oversight
of BBC output offered on third-party platforms.
The amount of BBC content (local and other) available on social media sites is growing fast,
but this is not currently covered by the Trust’s service licence framework. Future regulation
of BBC services may need to include oversight of this activity in order to give proper
accountability for the scope of the BBC’s content offer.

Timing: To be considered as part of planning for the next Charter period.
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Main report
1 Key themes across BBC TV, radio and online
The BBC’s local and regional services are a very important part of the BBC’s overall news
and radio offer to audiences in England. They deliver the BBC’s public purposes to a large
number of people who value the services highly, and they generally play a very different
role to commercial and other local media.
As audience consumption of local news and other content begins to move from radio and
TV to online platforms, the BBC is evolving its offer in order that it can continue to deliver
the public purposes. We support this evolution as long as the BBC’s offer remains
distinctive in the local media market and that it is mindful of its potential market impact.

1.

This review has looked at the BBC’s 39 local radio stations, its regional TV news and current
affairs output in 12 English regions, and its online offer. This section of the report draws out the
key themes we have found when assessing the performance of these services. Further detail on
performance of BBC Local Radio, BBC Regional News and Current Affairs on TV and BBC Local
News online can be found later in this report.

Audiences view the BBC’s local and regional output as high-quality, informative
and trustworthy
2.

Our audience research and public consultation have shown that the BBC’s local and regional
services are highly valued. We heard widespread praise for the quality of the services, and there
was a strong sense of loyalty. Audiences feel the services are a trustworthy source of information
on local news and events and feel they provide relevant and reliable information, day to day, as
well as in extraordinary circumstances, such as in cases of severe weather and local
emergencies. The majority of users agree that the BBC’s local and regional services are of a high
quality and are informative, and our research revealed a warmth of feeling for the BBC’s local
offer. Audiences felt it was important that they “had a voice”, and that their local news and
information was presented and delivered to them by people who live in, and understand, the
region.

The BBC’s local offer is distinctive overall. BBC Local Radio and regional current
affairs are unique within UK public service broadcasting
3.

Our evidence shows that BBC Local Radio is clearly distinctive and, in fact, unique in many
respects. As many commercial radio stations have moved away from local programming towards
networked programming with small amount of local content, the BBC’s local stations are often
the only stations offering locally produced news and other speech programming in their area
through most of the day.

4.

We have seen clearly that BBC Local Radio is distinctive in other ways too: by its focus on
serving older listeners, its high level of news and speech (rather than music) and its focus on
listener interaction. While ITV also offers daily regional TV news bulletins, the BBC is now the
only provider of regional current affairs output on TV, and so represents a unique element in UK
public service broadcasting.
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The BBC’s local and regional services on TV, radio and online deliver the BBC’s
public purposes to a large number of people
5.

The BBC’s local services in England continue to reach a large number of people. Nearly half of all
adults in England watch the BBC’s regional TV news each week, making it one of the most
popular programmes on BBC One; BBC Local Radio is listened to by 23% of its target audience
of adults aged 50 and over; regional current affairs programme Inside Out is watched by around
9% of adults in England, and BBC Local News online is used by 9.3 million ‘unique browsers’
each week.5 We consider the consumption of each of the services in more detail later in this
report.

6.

Audiences to the BBC’s regional TV and local radio output are more likely to be older, reflecting a
higher level of interest in local news. Our research showed that audiences’ interest in local news
increases with age and this is supported by earlier Ofcom research, which shows that older
adults are more likely to be interested in local events and current affairs.6 However, data
indicates that use of BBC Local News online has more of an even spread among age groups.7
The BBC is increasingly engaging with audiences through social media, which it sees as a way of
ensuring its content can reach a wider audience, including younger people.

The services have much lower reach among black, Asian and minority ethnic
audiences and we have asked the BBC to address this
7.

The BBC’s local TV and radio services perform well among people from lower socio-economic
groups (C2DE), who can be less likely to use BBC news.8 However, BBC Local Radio and TV
regional news reach is much lower among black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) audiences.
Among the target audience of over 50s, BBC Local Radio’s reach among BAME listeners is around
half of that among white audiences, despite a slight increase recently. Reach of BBC Regional
News on TV is also much lower among BAME adults, and this has fallen by slightly more than
average in the last five years.9

8.

The BBC recognises that it is a challenge to reach a wide range of people with its Local Radio
and regional news. Most BBC Local Radio stations have specialist programming aimed at ethnic
minority listeners; however, such programming tends to attract fairly small audiences.10 Many
stations are making conscious efforts to be more relevant to a broad range of listeners
throughout their mainstream output, rather than just in these specific slots. Stations do so by
aiming to ensure that the stories they tell are relevant to a wide audience, and that specialist
output feeds into mainstream programming. Similarly, BBC regional news is making conscious
efforts to ensure the stories it covers are relevant to a diverse audience, and improving the
diversity of its workforce. In its response to this review, audience group Voice of the Listener and
Viewer (VLV) raised a concern that local news, radio and current affairs in England could do
more to represent the interests of ethnic minority audiences.

9.

It is clear that this challenge is set to become greater, as the UK population of all ages becomes
more ethnically diverse. It is, therefore, important that the BBC finds more ways to improve
performance of its local and regional services among BAME audiences, with a focus on localities
that have the most diverse populations.
5

Source: Weekly reach figures: RAJAR for radio (Q4 2015, adults 15+ in BBC Local Radio transmission area), BARB for TV
(2014-15, adults 16+ in England), BBC iStats for online, 2014-15. Weekly reach of Inside Out is based on weeks it was on air.
6
Source: Ofcom News Consumption in the UK data tables, 2014. See http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/tvresearch/news/2014/Ofcom_News_Report_2014_data_tables.pdf
7
Source: BBC Cross Media Insight survey, 2014-15. Sample sizes are small, so results are indicative only
8
Source: BBC Accountability and Reputation Tracker, 2014-15, adults 16+ in England. Overall claimed reach of BBC News and
Current Affairs is lower among C2DE adults (at 75%) vs ABC1 adults (86%)
9
Source: RAJAR for radio (adults 15+ in Local Radio transmission area), BARB for TV (adults in England aged 16+). BBC
Regional TV reached 31.4% of BAME adults in England each week in 2014-15, down from 36.6% in 2010-11
10
Source: RAJAR, adults 15+ in England, 2014-15. Specialist programming is broadcast on most stations on Sunday evenings
(mostly from 6-8pm, although some also broadcast from 8-10pm). An average 273,000 listen to the 6-8pm slot, and 186,000
to the 8-10pm slot each week
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Action: The BBC should increase the appeal of its regional and local
output to a wider range of audiences, particularly black, Asian and
minority ethnic adults.
Use of the BBC’s regional and local TV and radio services is much lower than
average among black, Asian and minority ethnic audiences. This challenge is
set to grow, as the UK population of all ages becomes more diverse, so it is
important that the BBC finds more ways to improve performance of its local
and regional services in this respect. We think this is particularly important in
localities where the population is more ethnically diverse, but that the BBC
should consider this issue across all of its regional and local output.

Timing: The BBC should report back to us on its plans to address this issue in
6 months.

The BBC’s local and regional output is very important to the BBC’s overall news
provision
10.

The BBC’s local and regional output is a vital part of BBC News, forming a key part of the BBC’s
UK newsgathering and providing an important training ground for many BBC journalists. In its
response to this review, the National Union of Journalists (NUJ) states that BBC Local Radio and
BBC English Regions television together provide an essential part of the BBC’s overall network
news output, and that newsworthy events around the country are often reported first by the
BBC’s local teams. News stories from BBC local and regional journalists account for around half
of all domestic stories on BBC News Online.

11.

We have previously asked the BBC to find ways for closer cooperation between all the BBC’s UK
newsrooms, and to increase the use of correspondents and reporters based in the nations and
regions on network news in order to improve the relevance of network news to audiences across
the UK. We have not measured whether there has been an increase in this practice, but during
the course of our review, we have seen examples of local/regional expertise being used by
network programmes and services: for instance BBC Radio Kent staff reporting on Operation
Stack in summer 2015, or BBC Tees staff reporting on the future of the Redcar steelworks in the
autumn. In addition, as a result of the Trust’s impartiality review of the BBC’s coverage of rural
affairs,11 three regional BBC news reporters have been given extra responsibility to provide rural
stories from across the UK to network news.

Increasing regional devolution means the BBC’s local services have a growing
responsibility to keep audiences informed about local politics, but audience
expectations are not entirely being met in this area
12.

The BBC’s local services play a very important role in covering local politics by explaining local
issues and decision-making, and holding decision-makers to account. Ongoing regional
devolution (i.e. the transfer of power to a local level, e.g. for health services, including the
introduction of elected mayors and some fiscal devolution) means that this role is becoming
more important still.

13.

Our audience research showed that, while the majority of viewers and listeners agree that the
BBC’s services are performing well in helping audiences understand politics and decision-making,
and holding local decision-makers to account, audience expectations are higher still. The gap

11
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between people’s expectations and how well they feel the BBC is performing is largest for the
BBC’s regional current affairs, as audience expectations are particularly high in this area.
14.

Our qualitative audience research found that listeners feel BBC Local Radio news, debates and
phone-ins help them understand politics and decision-making, but that the volume of this was
dependant on what was going on in the area at the time, and that some presenters could do
more to interrogate decision-makers and hold them to account more directly. It also showed that
regional current affairs programming can be seen as ‘light touch’ in comparison with the network
current affairs output in this area, and audiences feel that programmes are not always long
enough to be able to go into topics in depth, explain complex issues and put them into context.

15.

Our research also showed there is a desire for more coverage on the regional news of issues that
have broad relevance and affect the whole news region (e.g. stories about hospitals, policing,
housing etc.). We think this may indicate an appetite for more coverage of politics, alongside
those topics which have known high levels of audience interest. The BBC’s regional current
affairs and political programming play a vital role in this area, but given that viewing and
awareness of this programming can be fairly low, it is important that the value of these
programmes spreads wider than their specific slots, and that stories, insights and analysis are
regularly featured in regional TV news, Local Radio and local news online.

16.

A similar issue was raised in our last service review of BBC Local Radio and we asked the BBC to
consider how to meet audience appetite for programming on local politics and decision-making,
and to seek more credit for current programming. Since then the BBC has made a number of
improvements in this area, such as the introduction of dedicated political reporters at each Local
Radio station, and editorial changes such as monthly “Hot Seat” programmes, in which local
decision-makers are held to account. It states that its political reporters are valuable in
uncovering stories and ensuring the stations provide coverage from the whole area covered by
the stations.

17.

We recognise improvements the BBC has made in this regard, and understand that the BBC aims
to ensure that the value of its current affairs and political output goes wider and feeds into other
news outlets. However, we think that the BBC will need to consider why audience expectations
are apparently not yet met and consider how it will address this area as regional devolution
continues. We have discussed this challenge with the BBC, and, while noting the increase in
political coverage in recent years, it agrees that there may be a need for greater scrutiny of local
political issues, particularly as more power devolves.

Action: The BBC should continue to improve how it explains local
political and policy issues and holds local decision-makers to
account. As regional devolution grows, this is becoming increasingly
important.
Despite recent editorial improvements, audience expectations are still not
being met by the BBC’s output in this area. As regional devolution grows, the
BBC will need to do more to ensure its coverage of regional politics and policy
issues meets audience needs.

Timing: The BBC should report back to us on its plans to address this issue in
6 months.
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It is increasingly important for the BBC to provide local content online in order to
deliver its public purposes to a wide audience
18.

Reach of the BBC’s local and regional output on TV and radio has fallen in recent years, although
it remains high.12 Meanwhile, use of online and social media is growing, and the BBC is
increasingly offering its local news and current affairs content online, as well as on TV and radio,
in order to continue delivering its public purposes to a broad audience. We believe that it is
increasingly important for the BBC to provide its local content online in order to deliver its public
purposes to a broad audience.

19.

The BBC is working in each region to find ways it can use existing TV and radio staff and
resources to serve audiences better online. Some of the ways it is doing this are to introduce
‘Local Live’ online streams, which provide more dynamic and up-to-date local news on BBC
Online, by combining short news updates with links to longer form content from the BBC and
other local news providers. Other changes include ensuring that news stories are shared across
BBC local TV, radio and online more effectively, and that staff are able to work more flexibly
across these platforms. Each region has had to identify savings in order to implement these
changes, as overall funding has not increased.

There is a long-running debate over the scope and impact of the BBC’s local
news, particularly online
20.

As defined in the service licence of BBC Online and Red Button, the BBC has local web pages for
42 areas in England, the Channel Islands and Isle of Man.13 These offer news, including weather,
travel and sport, and a linked site for each Local Radio station, giving catch-up access to
programming and a small amount of other content.

21.

The service licence sets out that BBC nations and local sites should aim to work effectively with
other providers of local information, sourcing or sharing content and providing clear links from
each BBC site to other local media and information providers.

22.

The BBC estimates that it publishes around 100 stories per day across its 42 local pages. This
equates to fewer than 3 stories per “index” page per day. This is a lower level of activity than
most regional newspaper sites. Despite this, there is a view within the regional press that the
BBC’s presence online has a negative impact on local news markets. We have also heard an
allegation that the BBC takes stories from regional press to use on radio and on its website and
fails to attribute these.

23.

The News Media Association, which represents national, regional and local news media
organisations in the UK, says that the BBC’s ‘local remit’ has steadily broadened beyond that of
the nations and wider English regions to which it always assured them its ambitions were
confined. It commissioned a report into the future of the news market and the likely implications
for the BBC’s role. This concluded that the BBC’s stated ambition to expand online news
provision threatens to crowd out commercial news providers at local, national and international
levels, and that the BBC’s drive to create a suite of local news services across the UK is
unnecessary and risks damaging the local press sector which is currently in transition to a
sustainable digital world. It also stated that where there are any uncertainties in the UK news
market, the BBC’s focus should be on support and cooperation, not the displacement of those
services with BBC services funded by the licence fee.

24.

However, audience group VLV states that BBC local services’ contribution to the public purposes
is now more important than ever because the local news sector is at increasing risk of market
failure.
12

Reach of BBC Regional TV News has fallen from 54% in 2010-11 to 47.1% in 2014-15 (Source: BARB, adults 16+ in
England). Reach of BBC Local Radio has fallen from 26.9% in 2010-11 to 23.9% in 2014-15 among its target audience of
adults 50+ (Source:, RAJAR, adults 50+ in England)
13
See http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/our_work/services/online/service_licences/online_red_button.html
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25.

As part of the Trust’s input to the government’s Charter review process, we commissioned KPMG
to assess whether the BBC’s online presence was ‘crowding out’ competition in local news
markets.14 The review found that there was no clear evidence that BBC activity had contributed
to the fall in local newspaper circulation or advertising revenue, and that this was more likely due
to overall growth in internet usage within the UK. However, it was not possible to conclusively
rule out a contributory (albeit, on the evidence, at best minor) impact from the BBC’s activities.
The Trust concluded that local news is an area where the need for plurality and for maintaining
high-quality journalism means that the BBC must be very careful in its actions and the Trust and
any successor regulatory body will need to ensure that the scope of BBC activity is effectively
policed.

26.

In our review of BBC network news published in 2014,15 we asked the BBC to provide online
links to external news providers and to credit external sources. BBC News has started to improve
linking and credits to external local sources, although there is still further to go in terms of instory linking.

27.

During this review, we have questioned BBC Local Radio editors on the issue of ‘accreditation’ of
stories used on-air and have been assured that using stories unaccredited is not normal practice
and that, if it did occur, there would be clear evidence in terms of immediate reaction from local
newspapers. We are not convinced BBC Local Radio or online regularly fail to accredit external
sources for stories, although when a range of media providers have some overlap in terms of
news agenda, this is hard to prove. In February 2016 the BBC published an attribution policy for
BBC local output, which states that it is the BBC’s policy to clearly indicate on its local output
when an original story comes from another news organisation, and that attribution is part of its
commitment to the core BBC News value of accuracy.16 We think the policy is helpful in ensuring
credit and attribution is applied fairly to external organisations.

The BBC is working with other providers of local journalism on online initiatives
28.

In 2014 the BBC established a ‘working group’ for local and hyperlocal media representatives to
consider practical ways of working together. It includes representatives from regional newspaper
groups, commercial radio, local TV, hyperlocal organisations and academics. A number of
initiatives have emerged from the group. These include:




The roll out of an improved method for linking to the best stories provided by local
newspapers across the country from BBC Local Live streams.
In summer 2015 the BBC announced plans to formalise its commitment to ‘hyperlocal’
bloggers and community news providers online.
A pilot to share selected daily BBC news video with local publishers began in August 2015.

There are now further ideas for how the BBC can work in partnership with local
news organisations
29.

The BBC’s plans for the next Charter include some new ideas for local journalism: the creation of
a local accountability reporting service; a new shared data journalism centre; a “news bank” to
syndicate the BBC’s content; and a partnership with Arts Council England for greater reflection of
English cultural life across the BBC.17 The Trust’s public consultation on these and other BBC
plans for the next Charter showed that the public is broadly in favour of better partnerships
between the BBC and local news organisations if this were to improve the quality of local news
services.

14

KPMG: An Economic Review Of The Extent To Which The BBC Crowds Out Private Sector Activity
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_govern/charter_review/annex_b_market_impact.pdf
15
See: http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/news_current_affairs/news_current_affairs.pdf
16
See:
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/insidethebbc/howwework/policiesandguidelines/pdf/ER_Policy_Credit_and_Attribution
.pdf
17
See: https://downloads.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/reports/pdf/futureofthebbc2015.pdf
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30.

Under the plan for a local accountability reporting service, the BBC would invest in reporting on
councils, courts and public services in towns and cities through a network of 100 “public service
reporters” across the UK who would work for the BBC and other reputable news organisations.
There has been some negative reaction to this plan: some stakeholders feel that this would be a
way for the BBC to recruit more journalists and that it signals an expansion of the BBC’s local
output. The BBC and external partners are now developing the original proposals in a way that
would be of mutual benefit. We strongly support this ongoing work.

31.

The Trust has set out some of the principles it would apply to its assessment of any proposal
from the BBC Executive in this area:




32.

Firstly, whatever arrangements the BBC agreed with local media, any resulting journalism
published by the BBC would have to meet the BBC’s editorial standards of impartiality
and accuracy.
Secondly, editorial compliance arrangements would need to be at least as rigorous as
those in force within the BBC.
And thirdly, any financial arrangements would have to be transparent and take full
account of state aid rules.

We strongly support the BBC’s commitment to working in partnership with other local providers,
as we believe this can help sustain a plural local media market.

BBC Local News online is valued by users but there is a long-standing issue over
speed and breadth of online reporting
33.

Our audience research showed that BBC’s local news online is valued by its users for providing
relevant local information, including news, weather, traffic and sport. In our public consultation it
was praised by users for offering impartial, reliable news, and it is seen to offer easy access to
local news at any time, from anywhere. However, our research and consultation also showed
that people did not always believe that the BBC’s local news online is as up-to-date as it could be
and that it did not always feel like there was enough content on the pages. This echoes findings
from previous work we have carried out in this area.

34.

In our last service review of BBC Online (published 2013),18 we asked the BBC to provide a
better local news offer. The BBC responded to this by rolling out ‘BBC Local Live’ streams, which
are currently available in 26 areas and will be available in all parts of England in 2016. The BBC
states that the development of Local Live is important for improving BBC Local News online, as it
makes it more up-to-date, broadens the range of stories from the few that are published in longform on the main web pages each day, and it enables better linking to other providers.

35.

Early indications of Local Live’s perceived quality are positive – BBC data suggests that audience
perceptions of BBC local pages are higher for those with Local Live. However, usage of the Local
Live pages is low (we provide more detail in section 5.1) and it still has some limitations: it only
operates on weekdays until 6pm and is not prominent on the BBC News website or BBC News
app. Our research has shown that audiences feel that Local Live has made BBC pages feel more
up-to-date, but awareness of it is low. The BBC’s main local pages continue to be seen by some
users as slow in reporting and with limited breadth of stories.

36.

On the main BBC local pages, technical and resourcing barriers mean the BBC is still sometimes
slow to get local news online. Local BBC pages are not able to offer ‘live’ or breaking news; when
local journalists file a news story, it often takes several hours for sub-editing and publication to
be completed. Changes are currently underway to address these challenges and to increase the
volume of video content online, but it does not appear satisfactory to us that BBC local pages are
lagging the BBC’s national and international news in their basic functionality and ability to serve
18

See:
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/service_licences/service_reviews/online_redbutton/
report_online_redbutton.pdf
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audiences with up-to-date news in the formats they expect. Local Live is a positive development
but BBC management agrees that it is part of an evolution of the BBC’s local news offer and not
an end in itself. We have asked the BBC to improve its local web pages further in order to keep
pace with audience expectations and needs. We support the growth of online activity, but it
needs to be distinctive and the BBC must be mindful of its potential market impact.

Action: The BBC should improve its local web pages further in order
to meet audience expectations.
The BBC’s local news is a core part of the overall BBC News offer and key to
the delivery of the BBC’s public purposes. Online is an increasingly important
platform for delivering local news to audiences and, despite some recent
improvements, the BBC will need to continue to improve its speed of local
news reporting and flex the ways in which stories are made available in order
to meet changing audience expectations.
As it does this, it is important that the BBC continues to work collaboratively
with other local news providers and is mindful of its potential to impact the
market negatively.

Timing: The BBC should report back to us with its plans to address this issue
in 6 months.

Alongside the BBC’s own online offer, social media is an increasingly important
way to engage audiences with local news
37.

BBC News is increasingly using social media to reach audiences with breaking news and related
content, and believes that such platforms offer important ways for the BBC to deliver its public
purposes. The BBC’s local and regional services engage with large audiences, particularly on
Facebook. While audience reach can vary significantly, some BBC content can reach very large
audiences: the number of people reached through Local Radio or BBC Regional News content on
social media can be significantly higher than the audiences to the services, although
‘engagement’ figures (i.e. those who have liked, shared or commented) tend to be much lower.19
Higher reach can often be due to posts going viral through mass sharing. However, the BBC’s
performance reporting doesn’t currently reflect this, in terms of total reach figures, although it is
currently investigating how to integrate social media and other online usage data. We support
the BBC developing ways to measure the services’ overall reach, including on social media, as
this is becoming increasingly important in understanding overall performance.

38.

Our research showed that people are increasingly using online and social media to find local
news and information. The BBC uses social media to reach people who might not find its news
content otherwise; local teams see it as very important for reaching new audiences, and they are
creating an increasing volume of bespoke content for these platforms. It is notable how easy it is
technically for BBC journalists to provide content on social media, sometimes using just a
smartphone, compared to providing it on BBC Online.

39.

Taking BBC Leeds’ Facebook posts as an example, on 12 January 2016 posts included a range of
information and updates related to the Junior Doctors strike (including links to BBC News
articles, live updates, videos and local information about the strike). It also included: a weather
update, a video clip of an interview with a rugby league player; links to BBC News articles; and
posts about contributing to a “people’s history of pop” initiative. This compares with five stories
19
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posted on the BBC Leeds and North Yorkshire online “index” page that day (although only one
was tagged as a specific “Leeds and North Yorkshire” story), although there were more news
stories and updates featured on the BBC Local Live page for the area.
40.

While use of social media for BBC Local News output was not widespread among respondents to
our consultation, among those that do use it there is a positive reaction – they like the
immediacy, and feel it complements the other services. Our research showed that audiences
expect social media and online content to support the main broadcast. Even among those who
don’t use it there was a recognition that social media is an important area for the BBC to be in,
or that it’s the way things are going, and that it can help to engage younger audiences.

41.

Given the declining reach of the BBC’s broadcast services, it is important for the BBC to provide
news where audiences will consume it. It is clear that social media can be used to provide
additional value to both users and non-users of the BBC’s broadcast news. However, this
shouldn’t be to the detriment of broadcast services, as some people are still not online or do not
use social media.

42.

As this activity grows, we are aware that, while all BBC activity on social media is covered by
BBC Editorial Guidelines and the Trust’s Distribution Framework, it is not covered within BBC
services licences and so falls outside the Trust’s regulatory oversight of the BBC’s scope. We
think that future regulation of BBC services should consider how best to cover output offered on
third-party platforms.

43.

The BBC is beginning to consider how, in the longer term, its local and regional offer may need
to be more varied across different regions in terms of the mix of TV, radio and online output. We
have seen the challenges already faced by many BBC local and regional services in covering
large and diverse regions, and we have noted earlier the challenge to serve a diverse audience
better. We agree with the BBC that it may make sense in future to move some money between
TV, Radio and online across different regions. However, given the deep concerns regarding the
potential impact of the BBC on local news markets, we are clear that there is a need for ongoing
regulatory oversight of the BBC’s scope in local news. The system of service licences will need to
evolve in order to provide the right balance of flexibility for the BBC and clarity for the rest of the
industry. This is a task for the BBC’s regulator in the next Charter period.
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Recommendations:
Future regulation of the BBC should consider how best to regulate
the changing scope of BBC news across TV, radio and online.
The Trust or any future regulator of the BBC will need to consider how best to
regulate a changing mix of BBC news across TV, radio and online, in order to
allow the BBC to evolve its offer and continue delivering the public purposes
while ensuring sufficient accountability to stakeholders, particularly the other
providers in the markets in which the BBC operates.
Future regulation of the BBC may need to include oversight of BBC
output offered on third-party platforms.
The amount of BBC content (local and other) available on social media sites is
growing fast, but this is not currently covered by the Trust’s service licence
framework. Future regulation of BBC services may need to include oversight of
this activity in order to give proper accountability for the scope of the BBC’s
content offer.

Timing: To be considered as part of planning for the next Charter period.

Spending on the BBC’s local and regional output has fallen in real terms since
2011-12 and savings have left budgets very tight in some areas
44.

BBC English Regions is part of the BBC’s News division. Its spending on the TV, radio and online
content which we have reviewed forms part of the service licence budgets of: BBC One; BBC
Online and Red Button; and BBC Local Radio.

45.

BBC English Regions had £145.8 million of direct content-related spend in 2014-15. When
including content-related allocations and overheads this rises to £218.3 million. Since 2011-12
content-related costs have fallen in real terms, although they are stable in nominal terms.

46.

The BBC’s 2010 licence fee settlement required it to make a range of efficiency savings and cuts
to the scope of its services in a plan termed Delivering Quality First (DQF). BBC English Regions’
savings target is £12.0 million and, by the end of 2014-15 it had reached £9.7 million of this,
with £5.5 million coming from Local Radio, while Regional TV news had saved £1.6 million,
Regional Current Affairs £1.1 million and Local News Online £0.7m. A further £0.8 million came
from management and other savings.

47.

It must find a further £2.3 million of savings to meet the target and has plans in place to do so,
primarily through reductions in staff-related costs, which are currently subject to consultation.
There is a small amount of further savings to be made in BBC Local Radio and BBC Local News
Online.

48.

In the three years to the end of 2014-15, BBC English Regions had saved around 6% in cash
terms, which compares with a level of around 13% for the BBC overall. Its savings are
proportionally lower than elsewhere in the BBC due to the Trust’s decision in 2012 that Local
Radio and regional current affairs funding should be protected, due to the unique value of these
services to audiences, and as we felt cuts to regional current affairs would put at risk the ability
to deliver output that remains relevant and impactful on a consistent enough basis. We consider
BBC Local Radio’s savings in section 2.4 and BBC Regional Current Affairs’ in section 4.3.
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49.

We have noted that, in some areas, budgets and staffing are now very tight. For instance, many
BBC Local Radio editors have told us they are not able to do outside broadcasts and be out in
the local community when they might wish to, and they have fewer resources to dedicate to
newsgathering. Tight resources in BBC Regional News means they have a reduced ability to
allocate staff to focus on longer lead time journalism as they must focus on daily newsgathering,
while BBC Regional Current Affairs state they are less able to do investigations as these can be
lengthy and expensive; they are concerned that budget cuts have made them more ‘risk averse’,
as they have be sure that an investigation will make it into a broadcast story.

Some resources have been reprioritised from broadcast to online activity
50.

As noted in paragraph 19, the BBC is working in each region to find ways it can use existing TV
and radio staff and resources to serve audiences better online. As part of this work, the creation
of Local Live streams has been possible by means of some broadcast staff and resources being
reprioritised to online activity. The impact of this will be reflected in revised service licence
budgets for 2016-17.

The scope of the BBC’s local and regional output should be protected where
possible from further budget cuts due to its unique contribution to UK public
service broadcasting
51.

The BBC reached a new licence fee agreement with the UK government in July 2015 and is now
planning how this affects the budgets of its existing services, as well as new activities it aspires
to provide. In November 2015 the BBC set out plans for a further £150 million savings in order to
address a shortfall in funding it identified earlier that year.20 This included a £5 million savings
target for BBC News. Further savings are likely to be required from 2017 onwards, and these
may include changes to the scope of the BBC’s offer in some areas, as well as major structural
changes to how the BBC works.

52.

This review has underlined the unique contribution of some BBC local and regional services to
the BBC’s news offer, as well as to UK public service broadcasting overall. While scope cuts
cannot be ruled out in the future, we will need to see clear evidence that the value of this offer
can be preserved if plans are made to cut its funding.

20

It states the shortfall has arisen because as more people use the BBC iPlayer, mobiles and other online catch-up, the
proportion of households owning a television is falling, while a loophole allows viewers to watch catch-up TV without a licence.
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2 BBC Local Radio in England
BBC Local Radio is made up of 39 radio stations serving local areas in England and the Channel
Islands. It has a remit to provide a primarily speech-based service of news, information and
debate to local communities across England. Speech output should be complemented by music,
and the stations should have a strong emphasis on interactivity and audience involvement. The
target audience should be listeners aged 50 and over, who are not well served elsewhere,
although it may appeal to all those interested in local issues.

2.1 Reach
BBC Local Radio reaches a large proportion of its target audience and has a high
level of unique reach; it is clearly focused on serving its target audience
53.

BBC Local Radio was listened to by 15.5% of adults in England each week in 2014-15, equating
to 6.7 million adults.21

54.

As set out in its service licence, the target audience of Local Radio should be listeners “aged 50
and over, who are not well served elsewhere, although the service may also appeal to all those
interested in local issues”. In 2014-15 nearly a quarter of over 50s listened to BBC Local Radio
each week, making it the BBC’s third highest reaching radio service among this age group,
behind Radio 2 and Radio 4, as shown below:

Figure 1: Weekly Reach (%) of BBC radio stations in England, adults aged 50+

Source: RAJAR 2014-15, adults 50+ in BBC Local Radio transmission area

55.

BBC Local Radio also has a high level of ‘unique reach’: in 2014-15 some 2.3 million people
listened to BBC Local Radio but no other BBC radio each week, and 1.1 million listened to no
other radio at all (BBC or commercial).22 These figures show that BBC Local Radio plays an
important role in bringing radio news (local, national and international) and other speech content
to listeners.

56.

In its response to this review, commercial radio stakeholder Radiocentre told us that Local Radio
is missing an opportunity to serve the growing number of older listeners. It states that changes
need to be made so that there is scope for further focus by BBC Local Radio on its 50 plus target
demographic, with particular focus on those aged 60 and over. Audience group VLV, however,
believes that the current requirement to target an audience of over 50s limits the value of BBC
Local Radio, and that local news should aim to attract younger audiences as well.

57.

Our evidence shows that BBC Local Radio is clearly focused on serving its target audience. Local
Radio editors and staff have told us that serving an older, local audience is of key importance
and audience figures illustrate this. BBC Local Radio’s weekly reach is particularly high among
listeners aged 70 and over: at 30%, it is almost double the average reach amongst all adults,
and the median age of listener is 58.23 Our audience research showed that perceptions are
21
22
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especially high among older listeners, particularly for its companionship role and its balance of
music and speech. Given how well BBC Local Radio serves its current audience and, taking the
remits of the BBC’s network radio stations into account, we see no reason to change Local
Radio’s stated target audience.

Reach of BBC Local Radio varies significantly by station; it tends to be higher in
more rural areas
58.

March 2016

There are 39 BBC Local Radio stations, and there is a large variation in listening levels by station.
Stations in rural areas, where there may be fewer commercial radio stations, tend to reach a
higher proportion of people, but those in urban areas tend to serve larger populations, so the
actual number of listeners is often higher. For instance, while BBC Radio London has the lowest
proportionate reach at just 4.1% of adults in the transmission area, it reaches a higher number
of listeners (478,000) than any other BBC Local station. The variation in reach by each station is
shown in Figure 2.

22

Figure 2: Weekly Reach (%) of BBC Local Radio stations, 2014-15

Source: RAJAR 2014-15, adults 15+ in BBC Local Radio transmission area. Note, the chart also includes reach figures for the
West Dorset ‘opt-out’ of BBC Radio Solent, so shows reach figures for 40 stations.

Despite continuing to reach a large audience, listening to BBC Local Radio has
fallen; in response, the BBC has developed a revised approach
59.

March 2016

Reach of BBC Local Radio has fallen by around 10% from 17.3% in 2010-11 to 15.5% in 201415. This loss has been fairly even among all age groups. Among the target audience of over 50s,
reach is down from 26.9% to 23.9% (a decline of 11%). In the longer term, reach has fallen
further, both among all adults and among over 50s, as shown in Figure 3. In more recent
quarters reach has fallen further; in Q4 2015 it was down to 14.8% among all adults, and 22.9%
among over 50s.
23

Figure 3: Long term trends in weekly reach (%) of BBC Local Radio, all adults
and adults aged 50+

Source: RAJAR, adults 15+ in BBC Local Radio transmission area

60.

Hours of listening to BBC Local Radio are also falling. In 2014-15 listeners tuned in, on average,
for 8.7 hours per week, down from 9.6 hours in 2010-11, and total hours of listening have fallen
by around 15%. Hours per listener are higher among the target audience, with over 50s listening
for 11 hours each week, although this has also fallen, from 12.1 hours in 2010-11.24 Radiocentre
states that, despite BBC Local Radio’s fairly unique output, an ageing population and an audience
with increased loyalty to radio listening, it has struggled to maintain listenership in the past
decade. We consider these points below.

61.

BBC Local Radio’s decline in reach and average hours of listening is compared with broad
stability for all radio amongst its target age group: overall radio listening among over 50s has
remained broadly stable in the last five years, as an average 91% listen to some radio each
week. Total hours per listener have fallen just slightly, from 25.7 hours per week in 2010-11 to
25.1 hours in 2014-15.25

62.

The BBC has, therefore, sought to understand why reach of Local Radio has declined to this
extent. Its research indicates that, as the number of sources of news and information increases,
BBC Local Radio listeners are increasingly using other sources for ‘utility’ news and information.
Audiences also have greater choice across a range of media. It concluded that BBC Local Radio
must deliver its public purposes and, in particular, its remit of local news, in ways that are more
engaging for listeners, delivered with warmth and personality. It hopes that this new approach
will encourage audiences to stay with the stations for longer and may help reverse the decline in
reach.

63.

In its response to this review, audience group Voice of the Listener and Viewer (VLV) told us that
it considers that BBC Local Radio’s news is significantly different and a valuable alternative to
news output from local commercial stations, but that it was concerned that a new direction is
likely to make it more difficult to argue that BBC Local Radio is providing distinct public service
broadcasting. Radiocentre states that BBC Local Radio appears to provide a well-resourced,
responsible and comprehensive local news service, but that it is of paramount importance that it
continues to focus on news and speech, and that there will be concern that the new type of
content being proposed strays from the quality journalism that audiences expect of BBC Local
Radio.

64.

We are clear that the remit of BBC Local Radio has not changed, and we have been assured by
the BBC that its new approach will not reduce the services’ focus on news, nor will it change the
24
25
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scope of the Local Radio offer – news-focused, locally produced and focused speech radio. And
we have seen no evidence that this has begun to happen. We further consider Local Radio’s
news in section 2.3.

BBC Local Radio performs well across all socio-economic groups, but reach
remains much lower among black, Asian and minority ethnic audiences
65.

BBC Local Radio performs well across all socio-economic groups – reach is slightly higher than
average among C2DE audiences (both overall and for over 50s only), which contrasts with
overall BBC Radio reach being much lower with this group. Listening is also fairly even among
men and women, with reach of 16.3% and 14.7% respectively.26

66.

However, reach among black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) audiences is much lower, at
9.3%, contrasting with the overall average of 15.5%. This hasn’t improved since our last service
review of BBC Local Radio in 2012, when we asked the BBC to seek to reduce the disparity
between white and BAME listening figures. Among BAME listeners aged over 50, there has been
some growth in reach from 11.5% in 2010-11 to 12.7% in 2014-15, but the disparity compared
with reach among white listeners remains marked.27 Local Radio’s reach by demographic is
shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4: Weekly reach (%) of BBC Local Radio by demographic, 2014-15

Source: RAJAR 2014-15, adults 15+ in BBC Local Radio transmission area

67.

As set out in section 1 (paragraph 8), most Local Radio stations have programming aimed
specifically at minority audience groups, but listening levels are low. We think it is important for
the stations to be relevant to a diverse audience across mainstream programming, by ensuring
that news stories covered and guests featured are relevant and appeal to a wide audience, and
that specialist output feeds into mainstream programming.

68.

We recognise that, within the categories of white and BAME listeners, there is a wide and
growing diversity of culture, background and taste, and that performance figures do not tell the
whole story, but we are clear that the BBC should aim to serve a wide range of audience groups
with mainstream services, such as Local Radio.

26

Source: RAJAR, adults 15+ in BBC Local Radio transmission area. In 2014-15 BBC Local Radio reached an average 16.1% of
C2DE adults each week, compared with 15.0% among ABC1s. Overall BBC Radio reaches 55.9% of C2DE adults compared with
72.9% of ABC1 adults.
27
Source: RAJAR, adults 15+ in BBC Local Radio transmission area
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69.

We think BBC Radio London is a positive example of a station whose reach among BAME
listeners is higher than average (5.1% vs. the 4.1% average).28 BBC Radio London aims to serve
a wide range of listeners across all programming and demonstrates that BBC Local Radio can go
further in this regard. As set out in Action 3, we have asked the BBC to look to address this
disparity. It is clear, however, that this is a long term challenge, and that changes made may take
a long time to result in a change in listener figures. Nevertheless, we expect to see clear plans
from the BBC as to how it will address the issue.

2.2 Quality and distinctiveness
Audiences believe BBC Local Radio is of a very high quality
70.

Evidence we have gathered for this review shows that audience perceptions of BBC Local Radio’s
quality are high. Our public consultation revealed widespread praise for the quality of
programming, with much appreciation for its accessibility and praise for presenters – particularly
those who are felt to be knowledgeable about the local area, as well as entertaining.

71.

Our audience research echoed this. Some 78% of those in our quantitative research agree that
BBC Local Radio provides high-quality programming, while audiences in our qualitative research
described it as warm, friendly and inviting.

72.

The BBC’s regular tracking surveys also show that audience appreciation is high. In 2014-15 the
average audience appreciation index (AI) score for BBC Local Radio was 81.3, which is higher
than Radio 1, Radio 4 and 5 live, but just behind that of Radio 2 and Radio 3. BBC Local Radio’s
AI score has remained broadly stable in recent years.29 Some 62% of listeners are ‘high
approvers’ of the service (i.e. rating the service at 8 or more out of 10 when asked their general
impression).30

73.

The Trust’s Audience Council for England told us that regular listeners appreciate the mix of
companionable, entertaining and serious content that Local Radio provides at its best. However,
some listeners told them that the quality and distinctiveness of the speech content was variable.
In our public consultation there was criticism of some presenters, with some respondents less
fond of an informal presenting style, or feeling that presenters can lack local knowledge, or that
the output is not varied enough.

74.

In our last service review of BBC Local Radio (published 2012) we noted that the BBC was
unable to measure perceived quality of individual local stations; we asked them to explore ways
to improve the measurement of quality, subject to value for money considerations. The BBC
subsequently looked at whether it would be possible to do so, but concluded the expense of
research surveys across 39 stations was too high. The stations continue to use the feedback they
receive from listeners to help them understand audience views, and they see this as extremely
important. The BBC also does internal reviews of the performance and journalism of each region
once a year, and assessing the quality of content is a key part of these reviews.

75.

Compliance with the BBC’s very high editorial standards is one way to assess quality. The overall
level of complaints to BBC Local Radio is low and the number of breaches of editorial standards
is also very low indeed, given the number of stations and the high volume of live speech output
across them. However, there have been two serious editorial breaches in 2015. While presenters
have considerable leeway to adopt a relatively informal style, in keeping with their own
personalities, on these occasions their comments went beyond what audiences would have
expected and breached the BBC’s Guidelines for Impartiality. In both cases, the causes have
28

Source: RAJAR 2014-15, adults 15+ in the BBC Radio London transmission area
Source: BBC Pulse Survey, adults 16+. Respondents are asked to rate programmes they have listened to out of 10. Scores
are then amalgamated up to give an average score out of 100
30
Source: BBC Accountability and Reputation Tracker, 2014-15, adults 16+ in England who have listened to BBC Local Radio in
the last seven days.
29
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been investigated and actions taken to lower risk in the future, and the BBC is introducing a
programme of staff training for presenters and production staff. We are clear that local radio
presenters have a good deal of freedom when engaging with their listeners and this is well
understood by audiences. However, we are clear that, even with a greater emphasis on
personality, rather than a ‘straighter’ presentational approach to news and topical discussion, the
risks of breaching editorial standards must be managed carefully.

There is strong evidence to show that BBC Local Radio is distinctive from other
local radio
76.

Our evidence shows that BBC Local Radio is not just distinctive but also unique in many respects.
As most commercial radio stations have moved away from locally produced programming
towards networked stations, which have a small amount of local content each day, the BBC’s
local stations are often the only ones offering locally produced and relevant content across the
schedule. Our research showed that a majority (59%) of listeners agree that BBC Local Radio is
distinctive compared with other radio stations.

77.

BBC Local Radio is distinctive in other ways too, as defined by its service licence: by its focus on
serving older listeners; by its high level of news and speech (rather than music), including all
speech at the breakfast time listening peak, through its strong focus on audience interaction,
which includes providing a forum for debate and holding decision-makers to account.
Radiocentre states that within the UK’s local media markets, the BBC and commercial radio
currently play largely complementary roles in serving local audiences, but that BBC Local Radio
must strive to offer licence fee payers something that they cannot get elsewhere. It also raises
concerns that the new approach for Local Radio risks diluting its distinctiveness, as noted in
paragraph 63.

2.3 Impact - delivering the public purposes
Sustaining citizenship and civil society
Listeners trust BBC Local Radio’s news and see it as informative and relevant
78.

BBC Local Radio should make a very important contribution to the BBC’s public purpose of
sustaining citizenship and civil society amongst its audience. Its delivery of high-quality,
independent local news is one of the most important aspects of the service.

79.

Our public consultation showed that the news on BBC Local Radio is highly regarded. Listeners
feel it is up-to-date, informative and relevant to their local area; they trust the information it
provides, and many find it entertaining. Similarly, our research showed that the vast majority
(93%) of listeners agree that Local Radio is informative. Listeners told us that they feel the
range of topics discussed helps keep them informed about issues affecting the local area, and
agree it performs well in giving them a better understanding of news and topical issues that are
happening both locally and beyond.

80.

Our quantitative research showed that the majority of listeners agree that Local Radio provides
up-to-date and accurate news, gives them a better understanding of news and topical issues in
their local area, provides them with high-quality, independent news and that they trust it to
provide impartial news. However, when asked how important they feel it is for Local Radio to
deliver these commitments, a slightly greater proportion of listeners agree they are important,
resulting in small ‘performance gaps’, as shown below:
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Figure 5: Performance and importance scores against BBC Local Radio’s news
commitments

Source: BBC Trust Quantitative Audience Research. Adults who listen to BBC Local Radio for at least one hour a week (577)

81.

Our qualitative research explored these gaps and found that listeners have higher expectations
of the BBC’s impartiality and independence than they do of other broadcasters. There was some
sense amongst listeners that the strong personality and opinions of local presenters make this
challenging to achieve. Some people told us they want to hear both sides of a subject being
debated, and did not feel that this was always the case on their local station.

82.

Having reviewed this evidence, we are satisfied that BBC Local Radio’s news is high-quality,
although we can see that this is not straightforward to measure and assess. As noted in
paragraph 64, the BBC’s revised editorial approach should not reduce the stations’ focus on
news, nor change the fundamental scope of the Local Radio offer.

BBC Local Radio is meeting its service licence conditions and performing well in
its news and speech provision
83.

BBC Local Radio is required by its service licence to provide all-speech programming in the
breakfast peak of 7:00 to 8:30am and to ensure 60% of all daytime output is speech. As well as
complying with the condition regarding breakfast, its level of daytime speech (versus music) is
high overall, at 73% in 2014-15. In its response to this review, Radiocentre states that Local
Radio service licences should provide a clearer commitment to local news, speech and
information, and that the all-speech programmes at breakfast should remain 100% speech and
primarily news focused. It suggests that the Trust should seek to increase the speech
commitment of BBC Local Radio to 70% during daytime.

84.

We are confident that BBC Local Radio has a sufficiently high proportion of speech in daytime
and that the use of some music is integral to the offer that audiences expect – it is not meant to
be a rolling news service. As set out above, while there are some small ‘performance gaps’
regarding news, the majority of listeners trust it and agree it is high-quality, informative, up-todate and accurate. For these reasons, we do not think that any change is currently needed to
Local Radio’s speech service licence conditions.
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BBC Local Radio performs very well in terms of listener interaction
85.

The remit of BBC Local Radio states that “there should be a strong emphasis on interactivity and
audience involvement”. Our research showed that BBC Local Radio is performing very well in this
regard. As shown in Figure 5, 65% of listeners think it is important for Local Radio to provide
opportunities for listeners to share their views and hear from others, and 77% agree that it is
performing well in this respect.

86.

This review has shown clearly how important Local Radio’s audience interaction is to its listeners.
Our qualitative research showed that phone ins, debates and the inclusion of opinions from local
people is especially valued by listeners. Similarly, respondents to the public consultation feel BBC
Local Radio stations are successful in encouraging participation, and they appreciate the
opportunity to contribute and get involved with their station. Audience Council England told us
that, for some, the chance for listeners to express views on air is of key importance.

87.

Local Radio’s listener involvement is extremely important and is a key element of its
distinctiveness. Its audience interaction is very important to Local Radio’s role as companion and
a friend to its listeners, which we consider further in paragraphs 93 to 95. We are clear that
Local Radio’s role in providing a voice to listeners is central to the public value it provides.

Our research showed that there was an unmet desire for BBC Local Radio to hold
to account and explain local decision-making
88.

As highlighted in Figure 5, there is a ‘performance gap’ when audiences are asked how well BBC
Local Radio “helps me understand politics and decision-making in my local area and holds
decision-makers to account”. Our qualitative research also showed that audiences feel Local
Radio could do more in this regard. As set out in Action 1, we have asked the BBC to increase its
focus on holding to account and explaining decision-making across its local and regional services,
including radio.

Reflecting the UK’s nations, regions and communities
89.

BBC Local Radio should make a very important contribution to this purpose amongst its
audience, primarily by placing local and community concerns at the centre of the output. Each
station should provide at least 85 hours of original, locally made programming each week. Local
Radio is meeting these commitments with an average of 110 hours of locally made programming
per station in 2014-15.

BBC Local Radio is clearly focused on serving its local audience and this is highly
valued by listeners
90.

In our discussions with the BBC it has been evident that Local Radio is very clearly focused on
serving the local interests of its listeners. It does this through the focus of its journalism and
other speech programming. We have seen many examples of this: through its presence in local
communities, in undertaking ambitious community initiatives, providing a forum for local people
to have their say, through discussion of important local topics, and in challenging local decisionmakers.

91.

BBC Local Radio can initiate powerful community initiatives: for example, as part of its World War
One centenary programming in 2014, Radio Nottingham launched a “big poppy knit”, asking
listeners to make flowers representing those from the county who had died. More than 100,000
poppies were made and were turned into an art exhibition and then sold in aid of the British
Legion.

92.

Our audience research suggests that Local Radio is meeting audience expectations in placing
local and community concerns at the centre of its output. The majority of listeners agree that it
helps them feel more involved and interested in their local community, that it caters for and
reflects the local area, and that it provides coverage of major events important to people in the
area, as shown in Figure 6.
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93.

Respondents in our qualitative research told us that they feel it provides a voice for the region,
and that local accents and the breadth of subject matter covered helps them feel connected to
the local community. It also highlighted that BBC Local Radio’s role as a companion is very
important, particularly for older listeners. Listeners feel it helps them feel more involved with the
local community, provides a comforting and reassuring voice/friend, and that it can help some
people feel less isolated.

94.

Our discussions with Local Radio editors have confirmed that this is of key importance. They
believe that their stations are at their best when programming is rooted in the local community.
For instance, Radio Devon told us that they aim to sound like a ‘family on air’, while BBC Tees
told us of their aim to reflect local pride and identity. Radio Berkshire discussed the importance
of providing companionship, and that the presenter-led approach is important to this, and Radio
Shropshire highlighted how they provide company and give a voice to the local community,
particularly as they are now the only station broadcasting from and serving the local area. Radio
WM told us of their aim to be out in the community as much as possible, aiming to broadcast
from a different location each week, which helps keep them connected with the local community.

95.

This review has also clearly highlighted the loyalty that many listeners have with their BBC Local
Radio stations. Our public consultation revealed a strong sense of loyalty and engagement from
listeners; there was praise for presenters, who are most enjoyed when they are seen to be locals
themselves – much of the loyalty seems to be driven by the sense of engagement with
presenters. During the course of this review we met with Radio Merseyside’s listener panel, who
were clear about the very strong sense of loyalty that listeners have with the station – this was
reinforced by a petition sent to the Trust with 742 signatures highlighting the value listeners
place on the service.

Figure 6: Performance and importance scores against BBC Local Radio’s
commitments to the “Nations, Regions and Communities” public purpose

Source: BBC Trust Quantitative Audience Research. Adults who listen to BBC Local Radio for at least one hour a week (577)

While BBC Local Radio stations are generally seen to reflect their local areas,
there are challenges in reflecting the full breadth of their areas
96.

Our research showed that, as the stations and their presenters are based in the local area, this
helps listeners feel they are relevant and trustworthy; it also gives listeners a sense of pride to
know the stations are involved in their community.

97.

But there are challenges for BBC Local Radio in reflecting the full breadth of communities in their
areas. Our consultation showed that local stations are not always felt to evenly represent their
local area: some towns, cities or areas may be perceived to be given priority over others. The
BBC is aware of this and agrees that covering the whole region can be challenging, particularly
as some regions are large and so difficult to report from at short notice. In BBC Devon, for
example, it can take a long time to travel across the county, although the station makes
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conscious efforts to ensure that it reports from all parts of its transmission area. Tight resourcing
also makes being out in the community and gathering news from across the region challenging,
but the local stations make conscious efforts to do so.

Some listeners feel BBC Local Radio could go further in meeting the needs of a
range of communities
98.

Our quantitative audience research showed that audience expectations for BBC Local Radio
reflecting the range of faiths, cultures and communities in the local area are being met: 60%
think it performs well at this while 58% think it is important that it does so, as shown in Figure
6. However, black, Asian and minority ethnic respondents are much more likely to say this is
important for Local Radio, resulting in a large performance ‘gap’ of -16 points for this statement.
While respondents in our qualitative research recognised that BBC Local Radio aimed to reflect
ethnic minority audiences, they felt it could go further in reflecting the breadth of the area’s
communities in its programming and presenters – this was especially the case in more ethnically
diverse areas. Similarly, our consultation highlighted that, while the stations are widely seen to
reflect the diversity of people within the local area, some felt that more could be done in this
regard.

99.

We are clear that it is important for BBC Local Radio to reflect a wide range of audiences
throughout its output as a way of being relevant, and we have asked the BBC to increase the
appeal of its regional and local output to a wider range of audiences, particularly black, Asian
and minority ethnic adults, as set out in Action 3.

Sports coverage on BBC Local Radio is highly appreciated, although listening
levels are declining as many people follow live coverage online
100. As set out in the service licence for BBC Local Radio, all stations should report on their local
sports teams, including minority sports when appropriate to the local area. BBC Local Radio
provides commentary on a wide range of football clubs, including the Premier League, Football
League and non-league. The BBC provides online coverage of every game in county cricket and
Premiership rugby union and BBC Local Radio stations also provide coverage of a range of other
sports, including rugby league, speedway, rowing, ice hockey and tennis.
101. Our consultation showed that Local Radio is seen to provide good coverage of local sports. In
particular, many listeners told us that football is covered well on BBC Local Radio and this is
valued by listeners; there was also praise for its rugby and cricket coverage. Our audience
research echoed this – its sports coverage was highlighted as a strength, with local football
commentaries especially valued for providing access to matches that are not broadcast
elsewhere. As shown in Figure 6, our quantitative research showed that BBC Local Radio is
performing very well in its provision of sport – the majority agree it does well in providing
coverage of local sports, and its perceived performance is higher than its importance, resulting in
a positive ‘performance gap’.
102. However, our consultation and research showed that, while there is some praise for minority
sports output, some people feel that some local minority sports do not receive enough attention.
Some listeners feel Local Radio’s sports coverage can focus too much on a particular sport or
team, and more generally some feel there is too much sport on Local Radio. This reflects natural
variation in tastes.
103. While radio listening measurement makes it hard to track performance of particular programmes
or types of output, particularly if their scheduling varies each week, there are indications that
reach of sports output on BBC Local Radio is high, with peaks in listening on Saturday
afternoons, when football tends to be broadcast. However, there has been a decline in reach on
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Saturday afternoons that has been greater than the average decline for BBC Local Radio.31 The
apparent drop in listening to football in particular represents a challenge to BBC Local Radio’s
provision of football commentaries in the long term, as people increasingly follow live sports
online. If this continues, there may be questions about whether football commentary rights,
which can be relatively high cost for local stations, continues to provide good value for money.

Stimulating creativity and cultural excellence
104. BBC Local Radio should contribute to this purpose amongst its audience. It should provide
opportunities for new and emerging musicians from the local area, and its music output should
be mainstream in peak time and include specialist in off-peak programming. The service licence
sets a limit for current and recent chart hits of no more than 15% of weekly music output. The
BBC estimates that an average 9.5% of its music output in daytime is current and recent hits.

The majority of listeners are content with the music on BBC Local Radio
105. Our audience research suggests that older listeners are content with the music on Local Radio
and they are happy with the balance of music and speech. They typically prefer more speech to
music, and this is more likely to be the reason they tune in. Younger listeners (aged 40 to 59)
have more mixed attitudes – they recognise that the amount of speech helps differentiate BBC
Local Radio, but some would like a greater volume of music, especially at breakfast.
106. Our consultation showed that many listeners were positive about the music on Local Radio and
praised it for playing music of different genres, although some feel their own tastes are not being
catered for, or that music is better provided elsewhere. Audience Council England told us that the
music on BBC Local Radio wasn’t to everyone’s taste and that the range and variety could be
developed, although they accept that this isn’t the service’s prime focus.
107. Our quantitative audience research showed there was a small ‘performance gap’ for Local Radio
playing the “right amount and type of music I enjoy” – 66% agree it performs well in this regard,
and 72% think it is important, as shown below. We think a small ‘performance gap’ in this area is
not too concerning, and is likely to be a reflection of natural variation in tastes. We do not think
any major changes are required to Local Radio’s music output.

Figure 7: Performance and importance scores against Local Radio’s commitments
to Culture and Creativity purpose

Source: BBC Trust Quantitative Audience Research. Adults who listen to BBC Local Radio for at least one hour a week (577)

108. Radiocentre states that where music is played on Local Radio it should be different to what is
available on other stations, and that in some areas the music played (at least in the weekday
daytime schedule) has been too similar to commercial stations. The much lower volume of music
on BBC Local Radio leads us to the conclusion that any similarity in type of music is not a major
issue, as people choose BBC Local Radio primarily for its speech. In fact, our audience research
showed clearly that those who want more music tend to turn to commercial stations for this.
31

Reach of BBC Local Radio on Saturdays 3-6pm has fallen from 1.26 million in 2011-12 to 1.07 million in 2014-15, a decline of
15%, compared with a decline of 8% in reach (000s) of BBC Local Radio overall. Source: RAJAR, adults 15+ in BBC Local Radio
transmission area.
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BBC Local Radio is performing well in supporting local arts and music events, and
in supporting new and unsigned artists
109. BBC Local Radio should provide opportunities for new and emerging musicians from the local
area and support local arts and music events by providing event information. Most stations offer
arts output as part of weekday afternoon programmes. Our research showed that BBC Local
Radio is felt to be good at informing audiences about local cultural activity and the majority
(76%) of listeners agree that Local Radio ‘tells me about musical and arts events taking place in
my local area’.
110. BBC Local Radio also plays an important role in supporting new music. It does this largely
through BBC Introducing programmes, which showcase unsigned local music. Artists can upload
their music to a BBC website and it can be selected to be featured on their local station. The
local shows then recommend the best tracks from their area to specialist and daytime DJs on
Radio 1, 1Xtra, 6 Music and Asian Network.
111. In our last review we set an action for BBC Local Radio to raise awareness of BBC Introducing
and other programming that supports new talent. Since then, the scheduling of BBC Introducing
has been made consistent across Local Radio stations, the BBC has invested additional resource
in staff to listen to uploaded tracks, and it now has a higher profile with the BBC’s popular music
stations; the BBC has told us that Local Radio presenters get regular opportunities to appear on
Radio 1 programmes. In 2015 some 88,548 unique tracks were uploaded and 20,739 new artist
profiles created.
112. Our research showed that, although performance scores are slightly lower than some other
measures (as 56% agree it is performing well in ‘introducing me to new performers, writers and
musical artists from my local area’), expectations are being met in this area. Audience Council
England told us that BBC Introducing plays an important role and is right to be on Local Radio.
Our consultation showed that Local Radio is seen to give a platform for emerging local artists
and musicians, and encourage and promote local talent, and many respondents were positive
about BBC Introducing.

2.4 Value for Money
BBC Local Radio has made the majority of savings required so far
113. The BBC spent £115.6 million on BBC Local Radio content in 2014-15, against a service licence
budget of £118 million. When adding in BBC Local Radio’s allocation of the BBC’s distribution and
infrastructure/support costs, its total cost was £153.8 million in 2014-15.
114. BBC Local Radio’s content costs are comprised of direct costs incurred by each station locally and
allocations of the BBC’s central costs, including music rights payments and some central news
and sports costs.
115. In 2014-15 the average budget for each BBC Local Radio station, including the centrally allocated
costs, was £3.0 million. This is much lower than the BBC’s stations for the devolved nations: in
2014-15 Radio Scotland had a budget of £21 million, Radio Wales £14 million and Radio
Ulster/Foyle £18 million.
116. As shown in Table 1, since 2011-12, Local Radio’s programme-making spend was falling until
2014-15, when it increased slightly. With a fall in its allocation of central content-making related
costs, and an increase in programme related spend allocated from network, overall content
spend has increased by £2.9 million in cash terms since 2011-12, but has fallen in real terms.
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Table 1: Breakdown of Local Radio’s spend (£millions) 2011-12 to 2014-15
2011-12

2012-13

2013-14

2014-15

Change
11-12 to
14-15

Costs incurred making Local Radio
programmes (1)

70.0

69.5

69.2

71.9

1.9

Content-making related overheads
allocated to Local Radio (2)

30.0

32.0

31.5

29.1

-0.8

100.0

101.5

100.7

101.0

1.1

12.7

13.1

14.6

14.5

1.8

Total Service Licence spend

112.7

114.7

115.4

115.6

2.9

Service Licence Budget

111.0

112.5

119.0

118.0

7.0

Actual spend vs. service licence
budget

1.5%

1.9%

-3.0%

-2.1%

Distribution

8.1

9.9

10.8

13.0

4.9

Infrastructure/Support

25.7

27.9

23.4

25.2

-0.5

152.5

149.6

153.8

7.3

Total transmission spend
Programme related (allocated from
network) (3)

Total

146.5

Notes: (1) Programme costs include all direct costs of making programmes on Local Radio, including production and staff costs,
and some infrastructure costs.
(2) The BBC’s central content-making related costs that are allocated to Local Radio. This includes Local Radio’s contribution to
overheads, such as buildings, studios, insurance and training, and some news costs. In 2013-14 some costs moved from this
category into “costs incurred making Local Radio programmes” as BBC English regions took on some costs from network news.
(3) Includes copyright spend allocated from network as well as allocations from network news and sport for activities carried
out across all licences for the BBC, allocated depending on where news content is considered to have been gathered and
delivered.
Source: BBC Annual Report and Accounts and BBC Finance. Note some small inconsistencies in totals and percentages are due
to data rounding.

117. In common with all BBC services, BBC Local Radio has been required to find savings as part of
the BBC’s overall savings programme.32 However, the BBC agreed with the Trust in 2012 that the
savings from BBC Local Radio would be lower than originally proposed. The Trust had concluded
that the scale and impact of the originally proposed cuts, although lower in financial terms than
for many other parts of the BBC, was disproportionate to the value of these services to their
audience and asked for a revised plan.
118. The revised plans included the introduction of an ‘All-England’ single evening programme for all
stations; a cut to overnight coverage with a switch to BBC Radio 5 live programming; and an end
to some locally split breakfast programmes. The BBC has also reduced the amount of local
output at weekends.
119. Local Radio is forecast to make £5.9 million in annual savings by 2016-17 and by the end of
2014-15 had reached £5.5 million. Savings have been made through a mixture of scope (i.e.
changes in output) and productivity savings, including: £2.8 million in staff savings (which
includes £1.4 million in schedule related savings), a further £1.8 million in reduced management
costs, and other savings of £0.9 million.

32

The BBC’s savings plan agreed in 2012 was set out publicly in
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/dqf/final_conclusions.pdf
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120. As a result of savings, nominal spend on making BBC Local Radio programmes went down for
three years, before increasing in 2014-15, so overall has increased by £1.9 million between
2011-12 and 2014-15, as shown in Table 1. Some of this increase is related to BBC English
Regions taking on some costs from network news (which previously sat under “content making
overheads” spend, but moved in 2013-14) and it has also absorbed the cost of inflation, which
amounts to £5.5 million in this period. This increase, therefore, still represents a fall in inflationadjusted spending.
121. The BBC has highlighted that the savings have been very challenging for Local Radio – it has
meant stations have had to reduce or stop doing some things, such as: the number of outside
broadcasts and outreach, and so the ability to be out in the local community; losing staff,
including the number of people working on some programmes; the ability to attract on-air
‘talent’; and having limited resource for newsgathering and original journalism. As noted above,
savings have meant they can no longer offer locally produced programming on weekday
evenings (although they can ‘opt out’ of the ‘All-England’ programme in order to offer local
sports coverage).

BBC Local Radio’s cost per user hour has increased due to a reduction in listening
hours; however, it represents good value for money
122. In 2014-15 Local Radio’s cost per listener hour was 3.8 pence. This has increased from 3 pence
in 2011-12,33 largely due to a reduction in listening hours. It remains lower than the BBC’s
nations radio stations but was higher than the majority of the network stations, as shown in
Figure 8. Despite the increase in cost per listener hour, given the unique and distinctive output
and the wide range of content it provides, we have concluded that BBC Local Radio is offering its
listeners good value for money.

Figure 8: Cost per listener hour (pence) of BBC Local Radio and other BBC radio
stations, 2014-15

Source: BBC Annual Report and Accounts, 2014-15
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3 BBC Regional TV News
The BBC broadcasts regional news bulletins on BBC One for 12 regions in England. It provides
three main programmes on weekdays: a bulletin following the 1pm network news, a half hour
programme at 6.30pm, and a late bulletin following the 10pm news. It also provides regional
news bulletins during BBC Breakfast and some bulletins at weekends.

3.1 Reach
The BBC’s regional news on TV continues to reach a large number of people
123. In 2014-15 an average 47% of adults in England watched the BBC’s regional news programmes
each week. Viewing figures to the individual programmes are high, with an average 4.2 million
people watching the 6.30pm weekday programme on BBC One, making it, on average, the BBC’s
most watched news programme and, on some days, the most watched programme on BBC One
overall.34
124. However, reach of the BBC’s regional news has fallen by 13% from 54% in 2010-11, and its
decline is slightly greater than that of the BBC’s network news, which is down by 7%, as shown
in Figure 9.

Figure 9: Trends in reach (%) of BBC network and regions news, adults 16+ in
England

Source: BARB / TRP / BBC management data, 3+ minute reach, adults 16+ in England

125. Despite the decline in reach, the share of viewing to the BBC’s regional news has remained
stable at around 31%, and the time people are spending with BBC regional news is also broadly
steady – with the average viewer watching for around 47 minutes per week.35 These are all
impressive performance figures and show the very solid appeal of these programmes.
126. Across the BBC’s regional bulletins, the 6.30pm programme has the highest weekly reach at
around 26.8%, followed by the late bulletin at 21.3%, while the lunchtime bulletin is watched by
12.5% of adults in England.36

Reach is highest among older viewers and is much lower among black, Asian and
minority ethnic audiences
127. Weekly reach of the BBC’s regional news increases by age, rising to 76% of adults aged 65 and
over. This reflects the increasing levels of interest in local news as adults get older, as highlighted
34
35
36
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36

in paragraph 6. However, BBC regional news also reaches a sizeable proportion of younger
adults: an average 18% of 16-24s and 24% of 25-34s watch each week, as shown in Figure 10.

Figure 10: Reach (%) of BBC Regional TV news by demographic

Source: BARB / TRP, 2014-15, 3+ minute reach, adults 16+ in England

128. Reach is slightly lower among men and C2DE audiences, but these differences are too small to
be a concern. However, in common with many other BBC services, reach is much lower among
black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) audiences and has fallen slightly more than average. In
2014-15 an average 31.4% of BAME adults watched BBC regional news each week, down from
36.6% in 2010-11, a decline of 14%.37 Weekly reach is lowest among Asian viewers at 27.4%,
down from 34.2% in 2010-11, compared with 38.6% among black audiences, which has fallen
only slightly, from 39.9% in 2010-11.
129. The BBC agrees that it faces a significant challenge in reaching a broad range of viewers,
particularly as the ethnic make-up of some regions is changing and can be very mixed. However,
it is making conscious efforts to improve performance by ensuring that news stories are relevant
to a diverse audience, and by improving the diversity of its workforce. As set out in Action 3, we
think the BBC should go even further in this regard and we have asked it to increase the appeal
of its regional and local output to a wider range of audiences, particularly black, Asian and
minority ethnic adults.

3.2 Quality, distinctiveness and impact
The BBC is meeting its statutory quotas for regional news programming
130. The BBC has statutory quotas, agreed by the Trust and set by Ofcom, for the amount of regional
news it should provide across the UK: it should provide at least 3,920 hours of regional news on
BBC One each year, of which at least 2,010 hours should be in peak. It is meeting these quotas:
in 2014 it broadcast a total of 4,807 hours of regional news, of which 2,295 was in peak.38

The majority of viewers agree that the BBC’s regional news is high-quality; they
are less likely to think it is different from other providers
131. Audiences see the BBC’s regional news as high-quality: 82% of viewers agree with this, while
89% agree that it is informative and 69% feel it is engaging. Viewers told us that BBC regional
news is up-to-date and accurate, and that the programmes keep them well informed about news
and events in their local area. They consider it a reliable and impartial source of news, and
37
38
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appreciate the less formal style of reporting, feeling that it is friendly and accessible. The BBC’s
regular tracking surveys also show that perceptions of the BBC’s regional news are high. Some
62% of people who watch news and current affairs on TV state that the BBC is best for regional
news, while 76% of people who state they ever use BBC News agree that the BBC provides highquality regional news.39
132. However, our research showed that viewers do not necessarily see the BBC’s regional news
programmes as distinctive, as they feel they are similar in look and format to the BBC’s national
news and to ITV’s regional news, although they did tell us that the sense of professionalism from
the BBC helped to differentiate it. However, while viewers told us that they welcome the more
informal, relaxed tone of BBC regional news compared to BBC network news, some viewers
prefer ITV’s tone.

Sustaining citizenship and civil society
Viewers see BBC regional news as up-to-date, accurate and impartial, although
their expectations are even higher still
133. Our quantitative research showed that the majority of viewers agree that the BBC’s regional
news is up-to-date and accurate (81%), high-quality and independent (75%), and impartial
(74%). While these performance scores are all very high, audience expectations are higher still,
as around nine out of ten viewers agree it is important for the regional news to provide these
things, as shown in Figure 11.

Figure 11: Performance and importance scores against BBC regional news
statements related to the ‘citizenship’ purpose

Source: BBC Trust Quantitative Audience Research. Adults who watch BBC regional new at least once a week (489)

134. Our qualitative research explored this further, and found that audiences see BBC regional news
as being high-quality, but some feel it is less so than the network news it follows on from,
although audiences did not feel this detracted from its ability to deliver accurate, up-to-date
news, keep audiences informed, and to help them understand topical local issues. In addition,
some believed that the nature of local news meant that it would necessarily have a bias towards
the local area, and that was permissible. Some respondents to the consultation point out that
BBC regional news can repeat stories that have featured on the national news, and they feel that
this duplication is unnecessary. However, our research also showed that the regional news can
do a good job of relating national and international news to the regions when it is relevant to do
so.

Reflecting the UK’s nations, regions and communities
Most viewers agree that the BBC’s regional news is relevant to them, but some
feel coverage is uneven from across their region
135. Our audience research showed that most viewers agree that BBC regional news keeps them
informed about news and events in their local area (79%), that it gives them a better
39
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understanding of news and topical issues in the local area (74%), and that it relates national and
international news to their region (69%).
136. Our research also showed that the majority (77%) of viewers agree that the BBC’s regional news
programmes are “relevant to me”. However, BBC regional news does not fully meet everyone’s
expectations in terms of whether it “represents my local area”: while the majority (70%) agree it
performs well, 85% think this is important for BBC regional news to do this, resulting in a
performance gap of -15 points as shown in Figure 12.

Figure 12: Performance and importance scores against BBC regional news
statements related to the ‘nations, regions and communities’ purpose

Source: BBC Trust Quantitative Audience Research. Adults who watch BBC regional new at least once a week (489)

137. Our consultation and qualitative research offer some insight into this gap: many feel that
regional news programmes focus too much on specific parts of their region, and those in rural
areas often feel that it focuses on larger towns and cities. However, many viewers recognise that
the BBC faces a challenge in being equally relevant to viewers across a large region, and that
online and radio could provide additional or supporting local content.
138. We have discussed this challenge with the BBC regional news teams. They aim to provide
coverage from across each region, although they are aware that it will not be evenly spread.
Newer production technology (for instance being able to file stories by smartphone) have
improved local journalists’ ability to cover large regions, but the BBC concedes that inevitably
there will be some audience dissatisfaction due to the size of regions they cover.

Audience expectations are not always being met for BBC regional news’ role in
helping audiences understand politics and decision-making
139. Our research showed that viewer expectations are not entirely being met in terms of regional
news helping audiences understand politics and decision-making in the local area. As shown in
Figure 12, there is a 10 point ‘performance gap’ for this statement. As set out in Action 1, we
have asked the BBC to address this issue across its local and regional services.
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4 BBC Regional Current Affairs on TV
The BBC broadcasts regional current affairs programming on BBC One for 11 regions in
England.40 The main programme strands are Inside Out and a regional ‘opt’ in Sunday Politics,
and there are some one-off regional programmes covering local stories. Inside Out is broadcast
for two series per year, while Sunday Politics is year round with a short break in the summer.

4.1 Reach
Inside Out remains the BBC’s most watched current affairs programme, although
its reach has fallen in the last five years
140. Inside Out reaches a large audience. In 2014-15 it reached an average 8.7% of adults in
England each week it was on air, and the latest series (broadcast from September to November
2015) was watched by an average 8.5% each week, with an average consolidated audience of
2.7 million. Reach has fallen slightly in the last five years, down from an average 10.2% in 201011, as shown in Figure 13, but it remains the BBC’s most watched current affairs programme. Its
reach tends to fluctuate by series – since 2010, average weekly reach per series has been
between 8% and 11%, but overall has fallen slightly. Audiences are increasingly watching on
catch-up – the number of iPlayer requests per series has almost doubled since 2012, although
remains small in comparison to the average audience.41

Figure 13: Trends in average reach (%) of Inside Out

Source: BARB, 3+ minute reach, adults in England aged 16+

141. Inside Out has a high level of ‘unique reach’. In 2014-15 an average of 1.3 million adults (59% of
its viewers) watched no other current affairs on the BBC that week.42
142. By demographic, reach of Inside Out is highest amongst older viewers. In 2014-15 it was
watched by 12.2% of 55-64 year olds each week it was on air and 15.6% of adults aged 65+.
Reach is slightly higher among women (watched by 9.5% each week compared with 7.9%
among men). By social grade, reach is similar among ABC1 and C2DE audiences.
143. However, in common with other BBC regional and local output, reach is much lower among
black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) viewers. Inside Out was watched by an average 4.6% of
BAME adults each week in 2014-15, much lower than the 8.7% overall average. As set out in
40

The BBC provides regional news programming in 12 regions; there are 11 current affairs regions, as BBC Yorkshire and BBC
East Yorkshire and Lincolnshire are joined together for regional current affairs programming.
41
There was a total of 559,000 iPlayer requests for series 27 (January to March 2015), up from around 292,000 requests for
the same series in 2012.
42
Source: BARB / TRP / BBC management.
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Action 3, we have asked the BBC to address this issue across the range of its local and regional
services. Inside Out’s reach by demographic is shown in Figure 14.

Figure 14: Reach (%) of Inside Out by demographic, 2014-15

Source: BARB 2014-15, 3+ minute reach, adults 16+ in England, weeks when Inside Out was broadcast

Reach of Sunday Politics has fallen significantly, but it remains important, as the
BBC’s only programme with a dedicated regional politics slot
144. In 2014-15 Sunday Politics was watched by an average of 572,000 viewers in England. The
audience to the regional ‘opt-out’ slot within the programme is similar. While this had increased
slightly on the previous year, in the longer term viewing has fallen significantly, down from
797,000 in 2010-11, a decline of 28%. The ‘opt-out’ slot of the programme reaches around 1.7%
of adults in England each week it is on air, down from 2.4% in 2010-11.43 The number of iPlayer
requests has also grown, by around 74% since 2012 to 13, but remains small in comparison with
average audience figures, and does not compensate for the declining viewing figures.44
145. By demographic, reach of Sunday Politics is higher among viewers aged over 55, C2DE viewers
and men. It is also slightly higher among white viewers than it is amongst BAME audiences.45

Figure 15: Trends in average audience (000s) of Sunday Politics

43

Including the network segments, the programme reaches around 3.2% of adults in England each week it is on air, down
from 4.5% in 2010-11. Reach of the ‘opt-out’ slot is lower, as it accounts for a smaller part of the programme.
44
There were a total of 1.2 million iPlayer requests for the 2014 to 2015 series, which equates to around 31,000 per episode,
up from around 674,000 requests (or around 19,000 per episode) for the same series in 2012 to 2013.
45
Source: BARB, 3+ minute reach, adults 16+ in England.
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Source: BARB, adults 16+ in England

146. We are clear that, despite this decline in audience, as the BBC’s only programme with a
dedicated regional politics slot, Sunday Politics remains an important outlet for providing political
analysis, explaining local decision-making and holding local decision-makers to account. The BBC
has explained how stories from the programme feed into other programmes which reach larger
audiences, such as BBC regional news and Local Radio, as set out in paragraph 17.

4.2 Quality, Distinctiveness and Impact
The BBC’s regional current affairs is highly valued by audiences and it is a unique
part of UK public service broadcasting
147. Our research and consultation showed that audiences value the BBC’s regional current affairs
programming. Consultation respondents told us they value its in-depth analysis of local issues, as
well as its provision of a local take on national stories. Inside Out was widely praised for its
interesting and original content, and viewers told us they appreciate the opportunity to hear
from their local MPs on Sunday Politics; they feel it is a good complement to national stories and
gives useful context to political issues.
148. In our research, 86% of viewers agree that its programmes are informative, 77% that they are
high-quality, and 77% that they are engaging. Audiences feel the programmes help them to
understand local issues in more depth and describe them as informative and relevant.
149. The BBC’s regional current affairs television is not just distinctive, it is now unique. There is no
similar offer from other broadcasters, as it is the only programming in which current affairs
topics are addressed from a local perspective. The public consultation highlighted that audiences
recognise that programmes such as Inside Out represent a unique offer from the BBC. However,
some audiences would like it to be broadcast all year round, and the Audience Council England
feels that there could be increased promotion to remind audiences of its return and to build
audience loyalty.
150. As shown in Figure 16, the majority of people (85%) agree that the programmes cover a wide
range of topics and subject matter. Inside Out tends to cover three stories per half-hour episode,
and audiences told us that they feel it covers a wide range of subjects. The BBC says that the
format works well, allowing it to cover a wide range of topics – a mix of challenging, serious
issues and stories that are lighter or more entertaining.

Figure 16: Performance and importance scores for BBC Regional Current Affairs

Source: BBC Trust Quantitative Audience Research. Adults who watch BBC regional current affairs at least once a month (121)
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Regional current affairs output serves viewers across each region well, although
budget cuts mean there are now more items shared between regions on Inside
Out
151. Our research showed that 73% of people agree that the BBC’s current affairs programming is
relevant to them. As shown in Figure 16, 82% of viewers agree that regional current affairs
“reflects local issues and concerns” and 76% agree that it “gives me a better understanding of
topical issues in my local area”. Viewers told us that they welcome that Inside Out can focus on
parts of the region that can receive less attention in the news.
152. The BBC told us that, while they serve large and varied areas with their regional current affairs,
the stories are rooted in the area and tend to resonate well across the whole region. However,
budget savings mean Inside Out now has to share more items between regions (we consider this
further in paragraphs 160 to 162).

In common with other BBC local and regional services, audience expectations are
not always being met for regional current affairs’ role in explaining local politics
and decision-making
153. Our research showed ‘performance gaps’ in meeting the audience’s very high expectations of the
BBC being able to hold elected and unelected decision-makers to account, explain complex
issues, and investigate and scrutinise issues and institutions. While a large majority of people
agree that the BBC is performing well in providing this, a larger proportion believes it is
important for the BBC to provide this. There are also smaller ‘performance gaps’ for covering
important political stories for the local area, putting issues into context, highlighting important
social issues and providing political analysis as shown in Figure 17. As set out in Action 1, we
have asked the BBC to address this issue across the BBC’s regional and local services.

Figure 17: Performance and importance scores for BBC Regional Current Affairs

Source: BBC Trust Quantitative Audience Research. Adults who watch BBC regional current affairs at least once a month (121)

We think the BBC could do even more to focus on major issues in its current
affairs programming
154. Through the course of this review we have heard many positive examples of how regional
current affairs programming gets local issues onto a national agenda and covers important
national issues from a local perspective (for instance Inside Out’s special on housing shortage in
autumn 2015). There is evidence that the audiences’ appetite for the BBC’s regional current
affairs tackling big stories is high – the occasions when Inside Out covers the same big issue
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across all 11 regions are often among the best performing episodes of each series.46 We think
these positive examples show that BBC could do more to focus on major issues, potentially with
a reduction in some consumer affairs topics to make space, given that the BBC has several other
consumer affairs strands on network TV.

4.3 Value for Money (regional news and current affairs)
BBC Regional News and Current Affairs on TV have made their required savings;
in some areas budgets are now very tight
155. Spend on the BBC’s regional news, current affairs and political programmes on TV is managed by
BBC English Regions, and forms part of reported spend against BBC One’s service licence
budget. As shown in Table 2, the BBC spent £66.5 million on this content in 2014-15. When
adding in the BBC’s centrally allocated content-related overheads costs, the total spend was
£92.5 million.
156. BBC English Regions TV content costs are comprised of direct costs incurred by each area of
output (regional news, current affairs and political programming) and an allocation of spend from
other areas of content. The majority of spending is on regional news, with smaller amounts
spent on current affairs and political programming.
157. Total spending on this programming has fallen from £68.4 million in 2011-12 to £66.5 million in
2014-15, due to a fall (of £3.1 million) in content-related costs allocated from other parts of the
BBC. When including centrally allocated overheads, the total service licence spend has fallen
from £96.4 million to £92.5 million.

Table 2: Breakdown of BBC Regional News, Current Affairs and Political
Programming Spend (£millions) 2011-12 to 2014-15
2011-12

2012-13

2013-14

2014-15

Change 1112 to 14-15

News

58.4

59.4

63.0

60.7

2.3

Current Affairs

7.9

7.5

7.1

6.7

-1.2

Political programming

2.4

2.3

2.5

2.6

0.1

Content spend subtotal (1)

68.8

69.2

72.5

70.0

1.2

Allocations (2)

-0.3

0.4

-4.8

-3.5

-3.1

Total Content Spend

68.4

69.6

67.7

66.5

-1.9

Content-making related overheads
and under recovery allocated to
BBC English Regions TV (3)

27.9

30.5

30.0

26.0

-1.9

Total BBC English Regions
spend allocated to BBC One
service licence

96.4

100.1

97.8

92.5

-3.8

Notes: (1) Content spend subtotal is the total amount spent directly on BBC Regional News, Current Affairs and Political
programmes before central allocations are applied.
(2) Content-related costs that are applied to BBC English Regions TV spend from other parts of the BBC. The allocation is often
negative as some funds are paid to BBC English Regions for its content from other parts of the BBC.
46

Source: BARB / TRP / BBC management data. Of the last six series, five have seen a ‘joined up’ episode have the highest or
second highest average audience of the series.
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(3) The BBC’s central content-making related costs that are allocated to BBC English Regions TV. This includes its contribution
to overheads such as buildings, studios, insurance and training.
Source: BBC Annual Report and Accounts and BBC Finance. Note some small inconsistencies in totals and percentages are due
to data rounding.

158. Spending on BBC Regional News in England increased from £58.4 million in 2011-12 to £63.0
million in 2013-14, but then fell to £60.7 million in 2013-14, giving an increase of £2.3 million
since 2011-12. The biggest element of this spend is staff costs, which account for 94%, with the
remaining 6% made up of production, infrastructure and other costs. Staff costs have increased
by £1.5 million since 2011-12, reflecting a series of below inflation salary increases, but not more
staff.
159. In common with all BBC services, BBC Regional News has been required to find savings as part
of the BBC’s overall savings programme. The BBC has made the savings of around £1.6 million in
this area. These have come from a mixture of scope cuts and efficiencies across: weather; a
move towards single presenters; cuts in newsgathering costs and the removal of Saturday
lunchtime bulletins.
160. The BBC spent £6.7 million on regional current affairs programming in 2014-15, a 15% decline
since 2011-12 in nominal value and a larger one when inflation is taken into account. Savings
have been made in staff and production costs and scope changes have included greater sharing
of content and co-commissioning between regions. Spend on political programming has been
broadly stable, although has fallen in real terms.
161. The BBC’s original savings plans proposed that the BBC would reduce the regional current affairs
budget by 40% and Inside Out would reduce its regional presence from the current 11 regions
to between 5 and 7, while retaining current patterns of scheduling and frequency. However, the
Trust was not convinced that these savings could have been achieved without undermining the
scope of the BBC’s journalism, given that regional current affairs is now a unique offer in UK
television, so we asked the BBC to revise its plans. We agreed to the revised plans, which halved
the proposed level of saving. This allowed Inside Out to continue to run 11 editions, although
more items are now shared between programmes.
162. As highlighted in paragraph 49, we have noted that in some areas, budgets and staffing are now
very tight. BBC Regional Current Affairs in particular has reduced its content spend by 15% and
we do not underestimate that these savings have been challenging to achieve. As stated at
paragraph 52, this review has underlined the unique contribution of some BBC local and regional
services to UK public service broadcasting. While scope cuts cannot be ruled out in future, we
would need to see clear evidence that the value of this offer can be preserved if plans are made
to cut its funding.
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5 BBC Local News Online
The BBC has local news web pages for 42 areas in England, the Channel Islands and the Isle of
Man. The pages are linked to BBC Local Radio services and may aggregate content to ensure
greater local relevance to users. The local news pages also offer weather and travel, and may
include some local interests, such as sport, heritage and events. BBC Local News content is also
available on the BBC News mobile app and on social media platforms.

5.1 Reach
BBC Local News online attracts a large number of users, although there has been
little growth in the past year
163. BBC Local News stories sit on the local news “index” pages (e.g. www.bbc.co.uk/news/
england/merseyside) and, depending on the scale or relevance of the story, they will also sit
elsewhere on BBC News Online – for instance, under the domains of /UK, /Health, /Business etc.
Users of BBC Local News are, therefore, a mixture of those who seek out any stories for their
local area, and those who read a local story if it appears on other parts of BBC News online.
164. In 2014-15 an average 9.3 million “unique browsers”47 used the BBC Local News pages, up
slightly from 9.1 million in 2013-14, and from 5.9 million in 2011-12. As shown in Figure 18,
usage was increasing strongly up until the start of 2014. Since then, growth in usage has
slowed, as it increased by 2% between 2013-14 and 2014-15, compared with growth of 31% the
year before, and it has been broadly stable during 2015. Overall usage of BBC News online has
continued to grow strongly and reached an average of 25 million unique browsers each week in
2014-15.
165. Some of this slow down in growth and recent stability may be due to the growing reach and
increasing proportion of usage of BBC News on mobile devices and via the BBC News app (we
consider this further below), where local news stories can be less prominent. However, the
service continues to reach a large number of users, so we do not think this is too concerning.

Figure 18: Average weekly unique browsers (millions) of BBC News Online and
BBC Local News Online

Source: BBC iStats / BBC management

47

The number of “unique browsers” to BBC Online is measured via the BBC’s internal iStats system, which counts the number
of different internet browsers accessing the site. It is not equivalent to the number of people using BBC Online, as people may
access BBC Online from more than one device (for instance a desktop computer, or a smartphone or tablet).
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166. Measuring the number of people (as opposed to “unique browsers”) using the BBC’s local news
pages is more challenging, as the BBC measures online “people reach” based on survey
respondents recalling pages they have used. As users are often unaware that they have
navigated to the BBC’s local news pages, it is hard to be certain about the number of people that
are using the pages. Survey results indicate (although sample sizes are low) that “people reach”
of the BBC’s local news online pages is higher among men and ABC1 audiences and that there is
a fairly even spread in reach by age.
167. The majority of users do not use the local news “index” pages, instead going straight to local
stories either via another BBC news page or linking directly from an external (non BBC) website.
BBC data shows that around 14% of browsers visiting a local news page visit a local news
“index” page.48 Internal traffic49 to BBC Local News online pages is most likely to come via the
BBC News homepage. This can be explained by the fact that BBC’s English Regions news
accounts for around half of domestic stories published on BBC News online.
168. People are increasingly accessing BBC England online news pages from mobile devices. In 201415, some 58% of visits to the pages were via mobile or tablet devices, and this has increased
further in the first six months of 2015-16, to 63%. In addition, an increasing proportion of use is
through the BBC News app – in 2014-15 an average 56% of mobile browser use was through
the app, up from 53% in 2013-14 and 30% in 2012-13.50 The trend in use by device is shown in
Figure 19.

Figure 19: Average monthly visits (millions) to BBC England news online pages
by device

Source: BBC iStats / BBC management. Note this refers to the number of visits per month rather than weekly unique browsers
and also includes usage of the BBC News England page, so differs from figures referred to in paragraph 1
 64. TV usage figures
are all <0.2m

The new ‘Local Live’ offers are still quite low in use, unless a big story breaks
169. As stated in Section 1, the BBC has developed new ‘Local Live’ online streams, which provide a
more dynamic and up-to-date local news offer, by combining short news updates with links to
longer form BBC and external content. The pages are linked to from the local news “index”
pages, as well as from individual local news stories.

48

Source: BBC iStats/BBC management data, October 2014 to September 2015
This refers to users accessing the BBC Local News pages from other BBC pages. It does not include users who navigate
straight to a BBC local page from an external site.
50
Source: BBC iStats/BBC management data. Note, this data includes use of the BBC England page as well as the local news
pages.
49
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170. Overall use of Local Live is low: an average of around 200,000 unique browsers used the pages
each week in Q3 2015, although this was up to 351,000 in Q4 2015, and it is growing as the
offer rolls out across regions.
171. Weekly use levels of Local Live vary considerably but appear to be growing strongly across all
regions. Visits to live pages peak when a major story breaks, such as the floods in winter 2015 –
as shown in Figure 20.

Figure 20: Weekly Unique Browsers (millions) to England Live Pages

Source: BBC iStats / BBC management

The BBC is increasingly serving audiences with local and regional output through
social media sites
172. As noted in Section 1, in addition to content on BBC Online and through its broadcast output on
TV and radio, the BBC is increasingly serving audiences through third-party social media sites. As
set out in Recommendation 2, we think this should be given some consideration in the design of
a regulatory framework for the next Charter period.

5.2 Quality and impact
Audiences view the BBC’s local news online as high-quality and informative, but
many feel the local pages aren’t updated frequently enough
173. Our audience research showed that 78% of users agree that BBC Local News online is
informative, 69% that it is relevant, and 66% that it is high-quality. Our research and
consultation showed that the pages are valued as a trustworthy source of local information,
including weather, traffic and sport; our consultation showed it was seen to be easy to access at
any time.
174. However, audience perceptions are lower when users are asked whether BBC Local News online
provides the right amount of news and is up-to-date. Some 53% of users agree it “provides the
right amount of news for my local area”, lower than many of the other areas we measured.
While the majority agree that BBC Local News online ‘reflects news from my local area’ (72%),
‘provides high-quality, independent news’ and ‘provides me with up-to-date news about my local
area’ (71%), a greater proportion think that it is important for BBC Local News online to do so
(at 87%, 86% and 87% respectively), resulting in fairly large ‘performance gaps’, suggesting
that audience expectations are not being met (see Figure 21). In addition, many respondents to
the consultation told us that they think BBC Local News pages are not updated frequently
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enough. This was a recurring theme among both current users of the pages and those who say
they have used them in the past but have stopped.

Figure 21: Performance and importance scores for BBC Local News online

Source: BBC Trust Quantitative Audience Research. Adults who use BBC Local News online at least once a week (216)

175. Our qualitative research explored these ‘performance gaps’ further and showed that, due to the
perceived lack of volume of content on the BBC’s local news pages, audiences did not always feel
it was relevant or that it reflected their local area enough. Audiences told us that, ideally, they
would like to be able to drill down to a more local level, but agreed that social media platforms
could help more with this. While they agreed that the standard of journalism is high-quality and
informative, they did not always feel there was enough content and so would supplement with
other online sources – for instance, local newspaper websites. In addition, our consultation
showed that, while users of the BBC News app were generally enthusiastic about it, not all users
were aware that it includes local news as well as national stories. As set out in Action 2, we have
asked the BBC to improve its local web pages further in order to meet audience expectations.

The BBC’s online local news is distinctive by virtue of its high editorial values; the
audience recognises and values this
176. The BBC’s online local news must adhere to the BBC’s very demanding editorial guidelines and,
in particular, uphold the BBC’s standards of accuracy, impartiality and independence. There is
strong evidence that the audience recognises these values: in our audience research, the vast
majority (77%) of users state that they trust BBC Local News online to provide impartial news,
and a slightly greater proportion (83%) agree it is important for the BBC to do so (as shown in
Figure 21). Similarly, respondents to our public consultation praised BBC Local News online for
offering impartial and reliable news.

The number of ‘click-throughs’ from BBC Local News online to external websites
has increased
177. BBC Online has a service licence commitment to increase the volume of click-throughs to
external sites from all parts of BBC Online each year. As set out in section 1, the BBC has rolled
out an improved method for linking to the best stories provided by local newspapers across the
country from its Local Live streams. These improvements have seen the number of external
‘click-throughs’ from BBC Local News pages increase – in the first half of 2015-16 average clickthroughs were up to an average of 3.19 million per month, from 2.63 million per month in 201415, which had grown only slightly from 2.57 million per month in 2013-14.51
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5.3 Value for Money
BBC Local News online’s service licence spend has broadly remained stable since
2011-12, although it has fallen in real terms
178. The budget for BBC Local News online is managed by BBC English Regions, and forms part of
the overall budget for the BBC Online and Red Button service. As shown in Table 3, content
spend has varied by year, but overall has not risen in cash or real terms since 2011-12, and
stood at £7.3 million in 2014-15. This spend is made up almost entirely of staffing costs. When
including the BBC’s centrally allocated overheads, the total spend on BBC Local News online was
£10.3 million.

Table 3: Breakdown of BBC Local News Online Spend (£millions) 2011-12 to
2014-15
2011-12

2012-13

2013-14

2014-15

Change 1112 to 14-15

BBC Local News online
Content Spend (1)

7.4

6.8

7.1

7.3

0.0

Overheads and under recovery
(2)

3.1

3.0

3.2

2.9

-0.1

10.4

9.9

10.3

10.3

-0.2

Total BBC English Regions
spend allocated to BBC
Online and Red Button
service licence

Notes: (1) Costs incurred producing BBC Local News online. This is primarily made up of staff costs. It includes a small amount
of production and infrastructure and some other costs, and an allocation of content-related costs applied to BBC English
Regions online from other parts of the BBC.
(2) The BBC’s central content-making related costs that are allocated to BBC English Regions online. This includes its
contribution to overheads such as buildings, studios, insurance and training.
Source: BBC Annual Report and Accounts and BBC Finance. Note some small inconsistencies in totals and percentages are due
to data rounding.

179. In common with all BBC services, BBC Local News online has been required to find savings as
part of the BBC’s overall savings programme. To date it has made £0.7 million of annual savings,
and this has come entirely out of staffing costs. However, the overall spend shown in Table 3 has
not fallen in cash terms because savings have been offset by inflationary increases in content
spend. It has a further £0.4 million of savings to make to 2016-17, and has plans in place to
deliver this.
180. The creation of Local Live news streams has been possible by means of some broadcast staff
and resources being reprioritised to online activity. The impact of this will be reflected in revised
service licence budgets for 2016-17.
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