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I refer to your letter of 13 November 2012 regarding the above Inquiry and in which the 
Commission seeks the BBC’s views on: 
 

(i) how BBC radio competes for listeners with commercial radio stations; 

(ii)  any restrictions on the way individual BBC stations might seek to compete with 
commercial radio stations; 

(iii) the effect of the acquisition on current and future listeners   
 
Competition for listeners 
 
The UK radio sector as a whole delivers competition for quality between the BBC and 
the commercial sector; plurality of national and local news; provision of other local 
information; and investment in UK content that appeals to a variety of tastes and 
interests and reflects life in different parts of the country. To date, policy makers have 
considered that the market alone will not deliver all that UK citizens and consumers 
expect of radio, and as a result intervention has been made through the BBC’s public 
mission and the regulation of commercial and community stations via their licences.  
 
This intervention is reflected in the BBC Royal Charter1, which says that ”the BBC exists 
to serve the public interest” and its “main object is the promotion of its Public Purposes”.2 This 
framework has been reflected in the Service Licences for BBC radio services (issued by 
the BBC Trust) which require quality and distinctiveness as key themes of BBC radio 
output, and followed through in the annual Statements of Programme Policy.3

 

  
Therefore in competing with commercial radio for listeners the BBC is required to 
differentiate its radio services from those of its commercial counterparts.  

For instance, the BBC’s editorial radio strategies provide for a large amount of speech 
content, including news and current affairs, drama, comedy, readings, arts 
programming, documentaries and social action campaigns.  Radio 4 is the world’s 
largest commissioner of radio drama, local radio stations host phone-in programmes 
giving audiences the opportunity to engage directly with their community and local 
decision-makers, and programmes like Radio 2’s 500 Words provide distinctive content 
for children and families. For their part, the BBC’s music stations place great emphasis 
on curating playlists with unique range and depth, supporting new and emerging 
                                                           
1 http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_govern/charter.pdf 
2 For further information on the BBC’s Public Purposes see clause 4 of the BBC Royal Charter and clauses 5 to 
10 of the BBC Agreement: 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_govern/agreement.pdf 
3 BBC Radio service licences, BBC Radio service licence reviews, and the Executive Priorities and Summary Workplan, which 
includes the BBC's Statements of Programme Policy (SoPPs): 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/governance/tools_we_use/service_licences_reviews.html 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/insidethebbc/howwework/reports/pdf/workplan220512.pdf 
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composers and musicians, giving context to specialist music and offering live music 
output.  Radio 3 is the most significant commissioner of new music in the world and 
BBC Introducing gives unsigned artists the opportunity to be heard by mass audiences. 
 
In delivering its Public Purposes the BBC also makes an important contribution to the 
overall health of the whole radio sector by investing in innovation, developing talent, 
offering training in core radio production skills, introducing new technologies and 
supporting cross-industry initiatives, such as DAB roll-out and RadioPlayer.  In doing so, 
the BBC’s aims are to deliver high quality and distinctive content to audiences, to 
support the growth of the UK radio industry overall and to safeguard listening amongst 
future generations. 
 
Restrictions on competition 
 
The governance and regulation of the BBC’s radio services guarantees their distinctive 
nature and consequently there are limits on the extent to which they compete with 
commercial radio services. The scope, remit and headline budget of each of the BBC’s 
radio services is defined in the relevant Service Licences.  In essence, a Licence ensures 
that the relevant service promotes the BBC’s public purposes and also provides certainty 
about the characteristics of the service to other operators in the market. The Trust 
regularly reviews compliance and performance against each Service Licence and any 
change the BBC may wish to make to a service is also subject to a regulatory process. 
This process takes into consideration the potential benefit to licence fee payers, support 
for the BBC’s public purposes, and any potential impact on the wider market4

 

.  Where 
the introduction of a new proposed service or changes to an existing service are assessed 
by the Trust as likely to have an unjustifiable adverse market impact, then the BBC will 
not be permitted to undertake that activity. 

This sturdy regulatory framework, supported by clear editorial strategies that 
collectively underpin the BBC’s radio networks, ensures that our services remain 
focused on delivering the Public Purposes and remain distinct from commercial 
offerings. 
 
Effect of the acquisition 
 
A healthy and sustainable commercial radio sector is critical to the longevity of radio in 
the UK. Current audience figures are encouraging and radio listeners are finding new 
ways to engage with their favourite stations and programmes. However the industry 

                                                           
4 The BBC Trust is required to undertake a Public Value Assessment under clause 25 of the BBC Agreement for the 
introduction of a new service or significant changes to existing services.  Such an assessment is comprised of a Public Value 
Test  - which includes public consultation - and a Market Impact Assessment, the latter of which is undertaken by  In 
addition, the BBC’s activities are subject to the BBC’s Fair Trading Guidelines and the Trust’s Statement of Policy on Fair 
Trading, both of which require an assessment of the competitive impact of the BBC’s activities on the wider market. See: 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/fair_trading/fair_trading_policies_framework.pdf   
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/protocols/2012/c1_ulk_public.pdf   
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/governance/tools_we_use/public_value_tests.html  
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faces a collective challenge in that reach among the young and listening hours are falling.  
To address this and other strategic challenges, the market must remain vibrant and 
competitive, with the ability to innovate in new types of content and distribution 
technologies. 
 
Finally, I would make the same point that we have made in response to the 
Government’s Communications Review on future regulation of the radio sector. An 
essential feature of a healthy radio market is plurality in news provision which should 
exist at both the national and local levels, in terms of competition between providers, 
different voices and viewpoints, and a variety of ownership and governance structures. 
The result is accurate and well-funded journalism which sustains citizenship and 
democratic debate through high levels of news consumption and reach. Here I believe 
that public policy interventions will continue to play an important role in ensuring news 
plurality is maintained in the radio market. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
Graham Ellis 
Acting Director 
BBC Audio & Music 


