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Five Proposals for the BBC’s New Charter 

These five papers set out an interlocking constitutional settlement for the BBC, addressing the structural 

weaknesses that have left it progressively less independent, less well-funded, and less equipped for the 

challenges it now faces. 

Paper 1: A Permanent Charter. The BBC is the only major Royal Charter body whose charter has an expiry 

date. This creates periodic existential negotiations that have been repeatedly exploited, contributing to a 

40% real-terms funding cut since 2010. We propose a permanent Charter establishing the BBC in 

perpetuity, with a new Operating Agreement reviewed on a ten-year cycle. Amendments to foundational 

provisions would require a parliamentary supermajority and approval of the devolved legislatures. 

Paper 2: A Board Fit for Purpose. The BBC's own audience research found that while 91% considered BBC 

independence from government important, only 43% believed the BBC was currently effective in this 

area. The unitary board introduced in 2017 gives the Secretary of State direct appointment of the Chair 

and four Nations members. We propose a Board of Trustees with all non-executive members selected by 

a new Independent Appointments Commission modelled on the Press Recognition Panel. A separate 

Executive Board would handle operations and editorial decisions. 

Paper 3: A Universal Licence Fee. A growing number of households use BBC services without paying 

because the licence fee is linked to live television. We propose widening its scope to cover every 

household with a device capable of displaying video content. The fee level must be set by an Independent 

Funding Commission modelled on the German KEF, removing it from ministerial control. Subscription and 

advertising are rejected as incompatible with universality. 

Paper 4: A Public Purpose for Technology. The 2017 Charter removed the BBC's technology public 

purpose at the worst possible moment. We propose reinstating and expanding it, leading shared digital 

infrastructure for UK public service content, mandating a migration towards sovereign cloud, and 

deploying AI transparently in the public interest. 

Paper 5: The BBC as Critical National Infrastructure. The BBC is the UK's most trusted news source by a 

factor of seven, yet the Charter does not recognise its information security role. We propose a new Public 

Purpose for sustaining a healthy information environment, formal recognition as critical national 

infrastructure, the return of the World Service to full FCDO funding, and international partnerships with 

allied public service broadcasters. 

These proposals form an interlocking package. The permanent Charter (Paper 1) provides the 

constitutional foundation. The Board of Trustees (Paper 2) and Independent Funding Commission (Paper 

3) are sister bodies, both appointed through the Independent Appointments Commission. The technology 

and information environment purposes (Papers 4 and 5) sit in the Charter as foundational provisions. The 

Operating Agreement governs operational detail on a ten-year cycle. 
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Alignment with Government Priorities 

These proposals are consistent with and actively advance the government's stated objectives across four 

areas. 

Growth and the creative industries. The creative industries are one of the eight growth-driving sectors 

identified in the government's Industrial Strategy. The BBC contributes £6.5 billion annually to the UK 

economy, supports over 77,000 jobs, and is the largest single investor in original UK content. Every £1 the 

BBC directly adds generates a further £2.55 in the wider economy. Sustained investment through a 

Universal Licence Fee, with ring-fenced R&D funding, is an investment in the growth agenda. BBC R&D has 

historically generated between £5 and £9 of wider economic value for every pound spent. 

National security and resilience. The Green Paper, the National Security Strategy, and the MI6 chief's 

December 2025 speech all identify disinformation as a threat to UK security and social cohesion. The BBC 

is the country's primary institutional response to that threat. Formal recognition as critical national 

infrastructure, a properly funded World Service, and investment in verification and media literacy 

capabilities are security investments, not cultural subsidies. The 2025 NATO Summit commitment to 

infrastructure and civil preparedness spending provides a concrete framework for this investment. 

Institutional independence. The 1997 decision to grant operational independence to the Bank of England 

and the 2006 establishment of the Judicial Appointments Commission are both Labour reforms grounded 

in the principle that decisions with significant public consequences should be insulated from short-term 

political calculation. An Independent Funding Commission for the BBC and an Independent Appointments 

Commission for its Board are natural extensions of the same governing philosophy. 

The Green Paper's own objectives. The government has committed to retaining the Charter as the BBC's 

constitutional basis, to ensuring greater certainty over its future, to establishing sustainable and fair 

funding, to putting R&D and innovation back at the centre of BBC activity, and to considering a role for 

the BBC in countering disinformation. Our proposals provide the policy architecture to deliver every one 

of these objectives. They are not a defence of the status quo. The status quo is not politically viable, and 

the BBC cannot continue to absorb real-terms cuts while the challenges it faces intensify. These papers set 

out the direction of reform. 
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1. A Permanent Charter: Securing the BBC's 

Independence 

Executive Summary 

The BBC is the only major Royal Charter body in the United Kingdom whose charter has an expiry date. 

When it expires, the BBC ceases to exist. This creates a periodic existential negotiation with the 

government of the day, which has been repeatedly exploited: since 2010, the BBC has lost approximately 

40% of its income in real terms. Direct government control over funding levels compounds the problem, 

giving ministers a permanent lever over the Corporation's behaviour. We propose a permanent Charter 

establishing the BBC in perpetuity, as is the norm for every other chartered body from the Bank of 

England to the Royal Society; a new Operating Agreement reviewed on a ten-year cycle for operational 

accountability; independent determination of BBC funding levels; and abolition of the mid-term review. A 

permanent Charter does not remove democratic accountability; it separates the BBC's right to exist from 

the review of its operations, enabling bolder reform and greater accountability, rather than preventing it. 

The Problem 

The BBC derives its constitutional status from a Royal Charter which states that it is "operationally and 

editorially independent of government." Yet the Charter itself is time-limited, currently set at eleven 

years, and has historically run for periods of seven to fifteen years. When it expires, the BBC simply ceases 

to exist. This arrangement, introduced in the 1920s and never seriously re-examined, is anomalous: 

virtually every other Royal Charter body in the United Kingdom holds a permanent charter. The University 

of Oxford, the Royal Society, the Bank of England, the British Film Institute, and the Press Recognition 

Panel all operate under charters with no expiry date. 

The time-limited charter creates what has been described as a "Sword of Damocles" effect. As renewal 

approaches, the BBC faces an existential negotiation with the government of the day. This dynamic has 

repeatedly been exploited. Since 2010, a succession of adverse funding settlements has cut BBC licence 

fee income by approximately £2.7 billion (40%) in real terms, driven primarily by repeated licence fee 

freezes and the transfer of responsibility for free over-75s licences to the BBC. If licence fee revenue had 

instead risen in line with inflation and household growth, it would now stand at approximately £7.1 billion 

rather than £3.8 billion.  [1] 

The mid-term review, introduced in the 2017 Charter, compounds the problem by creating an additional 

point of political vulnerability mid-cycle. The combined effect is a BBC whose institutional behaviour is 

shaped not solely by its public purposes but by the need to manage its relationship with whichever 

government will next determine its survival. 

The second structural problem is government control over the level of BBC funding. The current Charter 

assigns responsibility for the funding settlement to the Secretary of State. This gives ministers a direct and 

permanent lever over BBC behaviour. Freezing the licence fee has become a reliable political gesture for 
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any government seeking a cost-of-living concession at the Corporation's expense, regardless of the 

consequences for services. 

The DCMS Green Paper itself recognises both problems. It acknowledges "the uncertainty [the Charter] 

can create for the BBC and the opportunity it can provide for political interference," and states that the 

government will consider ways of "ensuring that the BBC is provided with greater certainty over its 

future." It further notes that other organisations, including the Bank of England and the British Film 

Institute, hold permanent charters. This paper sets out how to apply the same principle to the BBC.  [2] 

The BBC's own consultation response (A BBC For All, March 2026) confirms this analysis. It states that the 

BBC's Charter is, as far as it is aware, unique among Royal Charters in containing an expiry date, and that 

"the public could lose its national broadcaster due to inaction or apathy rather than an active choice 

supported by a public mandate." It explicitly calls for the next Charter to "remove a fixed expiry date." We 

welcome this position. Our proposal takes it to its logical conclusion. The BBC also identifies a further 

consequence of Charter uncertainty: when negotiations approach a funding settlement or end of Charter 

period, the supplier market prices in explicit additional risk, and the BBC's ability to secure discounts for 

longer-term contracts is lost. Charter uncertainty does not merely constrain editorial independence; it 

costs the licence fee payer money.  [2a] 

Our Proposal 

1. A permanent Charter. The BBC's Royal Charter should have no expiry date. It should establish the BBC's 

existence, mission, public purposes, and core constitutional principles in perpetuity. This is not radical: it 

is the norm for every other Royal Charter body. The current practice of periodic renewal was introduced 

in the 1920s as a pragmatic arrangement for a new and untested institution. After a century of operation, 

the BBC's place in national life is established beyond question. The anomaly is not permanence; the 

anomaly is that the BBC alone among major chartered bodies must periodically justify its right to exist. 

Proposals for a 25-year charter, while well-intentioned, do not resolve the underlying problem; they 

merely move the cliff edge further into the future. 

What the permanent Charter would contain 

Because a permanent Charter must endure, it should be a higher-level constitutional instrument than 
the current Charter, containing only the BBC's foundational provisions. Operational detail would move 
to the Operating Agreement. We propose that the permanent Charter would establish the following: 

The BBC's existence and legal personality (currently Articles 1-2). 

The BBC's Mission: to act in the public interest, serving all audiences through the provision of 
impartial, high-quality, accurate, and distinctive output and services which inform, educate, and 
entertain. 

The BBC's Public Purposes. These define why the BBC exists and should be reviewed and updated 
as part of the new settlement. They should sit in the Charter as foundational provisions, subject 
to the same high amendment threshold as other core principles (see below), and should not be 
alterable through the Operating Agreement cycle. As our companion papers on Technology 
(Paper 4) and Information Security (Paper 5) argue, the new Charter settlement is an opportunity 
to update and expand the public purposes to reflect the challenges the BBC now faces: the 
removal of the technology purpose in 2017 should be reversed, and a new purpose relating to the 
health of the information environment should be added. 

The principle of independence (currently Article 3): that the BBC is operationally and editorially 
independent of government. 
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The principle of universality. Currently implicit in the Charter, this should be stated explicitly as a 
foundational provision: all BBC content and services must be available to all UK audiences, free at 
the point of access. 

The governance framework in outline: that the BBC shall be governed by a Board; that 
appointments shall be made through an independent process; that an Independent Funding 
Commission shall determine funding levels. The Charter would mandate the existence and core 
functions of these bodies without prescribing their detailed composition or procedures. Our 
companion papers on Governance (Paper 2) and Funding (Paper 3) set out these institutional 
arrangements in detail. 

The requirement for an Operating Agreement and the obligation for periodic Operational 
Reviews on a defined cycle. 

The amendment and revocation procedure (see below). 

What moves to the Operating Agreement 

Everything that governs how the BBC currently operates, rather than what it is, would sit in the 
Operating Agreement. This includes: the detailed composition, terms, and procedures of the Board; 
the scope and terms of individual BBC services; regulatory arrangements with Ofcom (the Charter 
would confirm Ofcom's role, but the Agreement would set out the detail); funding settlement specifics 
including mechanism, quantum, and collection; performance metrics, transparency, and reporting 
obligations; Nations and Regions obligations in operational detail; and S4C and MG ALBA 
arrangements. Moving this material out of the Charter is not a downgrading; it is a recognition that 
operational matters require regular adaptation, which a permanent constitutional instrument cannot 
provide. 

How the permanent Charter would be amended or revoked 

A permanent Charter does not mean an unamendable one. Parliament retains its sovereignty. But 
changes to the BBC's foundational provisions should require a level of democratic deliberation 
proportionate to their significance. We propose that amendments to the Charter's core provisions 
(mission, purposes, independence, universality, governance framework, existence) would require 
approval by a supermajority of two-thirds in both Houses of Parliament, together with the approval of 
the devolved legislatures (the Scottish Parliament, the Senedd, and the Northern Ireland Assembly). 
This would be reinforced by companion legislation, modelled on the protections afforded to the Press 
Recognition Panel under the 2013 Royal Charter and Section 96 of the Enterprise and Regulatory 
Reform Act, which specifies the parliamentary thresholds required to approve amendments.  [3] 

This creates meaningful friction in the system without frustrating democratic will. A government with a 
genuine mandate for fundamental change to the BBC would still be able to achieve it, but only through 
a process of proper cross-party and cross-nation deliberation. The purpose is to prevent the BBC's 
constitutional settlement from being altered by executive action alone, or exploited for short-term 
political advantage. At present, a government need not even act to threaten the BBC; it can simply 
allow the Charter to expire. 

 

2. A new Operating Agreement. The current Framework Agreement would be replaced by a new 

Operating Agreement reviewed on a ten-year cycle. This provides the mechanism for democratic 

accountability and strategic adaptation without threatening the BBC's existence. The review would be led 

by an Independent Funding Commission (see below and Paper 3, Funding), with input from government, 

Parliament, Ofcom, the National Audit Office, and the public. Crucially, by decoupling operational review 

from existential renegotiation, this process can be more substantive and strategic than the current 

arrangement permits. When the BBC's existence is not at stake, the review can focus on what matters: 
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how well the BBC is serving audiences, where it should invest, and how it should adapt to a changing 

media landscape. 

3. Independent funding determination. The level of BBC funding should be determined by an 

independent expert commission, not by ministers. This principle is addressed in detail in Paper 3 

(Funding), but it belongs here as a matter of constitutional architecture. Just as the Bank of England was 

made independent in 1997 to depoliticise interest rate decisions, the quantum of BBC funding should be 

removed from direct ministerial control. Government would retain the power to determine the 

mechanism (licence fee, household levy, or other means) and to set broad fiscal parameters, but the 

assessment of what the BBC requires to fulfil its remit would rest with an arm's-length body. The German 

KEF (Kommission zur Ermittlung des Finanzbedarfs der Rundfunkanstalten), an independent expert panel 

that has determined the level of German public broadcasting funding since the 1970s, provides an 

established international model for precisely this function; Paper 3 sets out in detail how a UK equivalent 

would operate.  [4] 

4. Abolition of the mid-term review. The mid-term review, introduced in the current Charter, creates an 

additional point of political vulnerability without adding proportionate accountability. The ten-yearly 

Operating Agreement review provides a sufficient and more robust mechanism for public scrutiny. The 

mid-term review should not be carried forward. 

Evidence and International Comparisons 

The precedent for permanent Royal Charters is overwhelming. The Bank of England (chartered 1694), the 

Royal Society (1662), the British Film Institute, and the Press Recognition Panel (2013) all hold permanent 

charters accompanied, where appropriate, by statute. In none of these cases has permanence removed 

accountability; in each, operational review and statutory regulation provide the necessary oversight.  [5] 

The evidence of political interference in BBC funding is well documented. All contributors to Patrick 

Barwise and colleagues' international policy briefs on public service media (Barwise et al., Public Service 

Media: Funding and Governance Options, 2024) argue for structures that place decisions on PSM funding, 

key appointments, and operational decisions at arm's length from government and political parties, as 

well as for longer-term funding settlements. The European Media Freedom Act and multiple international 

contributions to the debate on UK Charter renewal have urged the adoption of similar institutional 

arrangements. The BBC's own consultation response cites the VLV's argument for reformed funding 

processes and Demos' finding that lack of transparency and certainty is a risk to the BBC's independence. 

When the BBC, the VLV, Demos, and the British Broadcasting Challenge all identify the same structural 

problem, the case for reform is not contested.  [6] 

The democratic mandate is clear. The BBC's engagement exercise "Our BBC, Our Future" drew 872,701 

responses. Of those, 91% said it is important that the BBC is independent from the government of the 

day. Yet only 43% believe the BBC is currently effective in this area. The gap between expectation and 

perception is itself evidence that the current constitutional settlement is failing.  [2a] 

Anticipated Objections and Responses 

"A permanent Charter removes democratic accountability." It does not. The Operating Agreement 

provides a robust mechanism for regular review of what the BBC does, how it performs, and how it is 

funded. The Charter establishes the BBC's existence and principles; the Agreement governs operations. 

This is a clearer and more effective separation than the current arrangement, in which existential and 

operational questions are conflated. Parliament retains its sovereignty: companion legislation would set 
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the thresholds for any future amendment to the Charter's foundational provisions, ensuring proper 

deliberation rather than removing democratic control. 

"No government will bind its successors." The Charter is a Royal Prerogative instrument, not primary 

legislation. However, the precedent of the Press Recognition Panel's 2013 Charter, reinforced by statute, 

demonstrates that effective protections can be established within the existing constitutional framework. 

The purpose is not to prevent future change but to ensure that any change to the BBC's foundational 

settlement requires proper cross-party and cross-nation deliberation rather than executive action alone. 

"This entrenches the status quo." The opposite is true. The current arrangement conflates the BBC's right 

to exist with the review of its operations, creating a dynamic in which substantive reform is held hostage 

by existential anxiety. Decoupling the two enables more ambitious, strategic reform of what the BBC 

does, how it serves audiences, and how it adapts to technological change. A permanent Charter is a 

precondition for bolder reform and greater accountability, not an obstacle. 

"The devolved legislatures have no role in broadcasting." Broadcasting is a reserved matter, but the BBC 

serves all four nations and its public purposes include reflecting and representing their diverse 

communities. A constitutional settlement of this significance should have cross-nation legitimacy. The 

Press Recognition Panel precedent already provides for devolved legislature involvement in charter 

amendment procedures. 

Recommendations 

1. The BBC's Royal Charter should be made permanent, with no expiry date, establishing the BBC's 

existence, mission, public purposes, and core principles in perpetuity. 

2. The permanent Charter should be a high-level constitutional instrument containing only 

foundational provisions: the BBC's existence, mission, public purposes (including new or reinstated 

purposes as proposed in Papers 4 and 5), independence, universality, the governance framework in 

outline, the requirement for an Operating Agreement, and the amendment procedure. All 

operational detail should move to the Operating Agreement. 

3. The current Framework Agreement should be replaced by a new Operating Agreement, reviewed 

on a ten-year cycle, governing the detailed scope of BBC services, obligations, performance metrics, 

regulatory arrangements, and funding settlement specifics. 

4. Review of the Operating Agreement should be led by an Independent Funding Commission, with 

formal input from government, Parliament, Ofcom, the National Audit Office, and the public. 

5. The level of BBC funding should be determined by an Independent Funding Commission, on the 

model of the German KEF, removing the quantum of funding from direct ministerial control. 

Government would retain responsibility for the funding mechanism. 

6. Amendments to the Charter's foundational provisions should require a supermajority of two-thirds 

in both Houses of Parliament and the approval of the devolved legislatures, reinforced by companion 

legislation modelled on Section 96 of the Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Act 2013. 

7. The mid-term review should be abolished. The Operating Agreement review provides a sufficient 

and more robust mechanism for periodic accountability. 

Cross-references: This paper is the first in a suite of five. For related proposals, see: Paper 2 (Governance) on the structure of 

the BBC Board and appointments process within a permanent Charter framework; Paper 3 (Funding) on the Independent 

Funding Commission and level-setting mechanism; Paper 4 (Technology) on the reinstated technology public purpose and 

the case for shared public digital infrastructure; Paper 5 (Information Security) on why institutional stability is a matter of 

national security and the proposed new information environment public purpose. 
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[1] Voice of the Listener and Viewer (VLV), Briefing on BBC Charter Renewal, December 2025, p. 10. 
[2] DCMS, Britain's Story: The Next Chapter (Green Paper and public consultation), December 2025, Chapter 2.  
[3] Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Act 2013, Section 96; Royal Charter on Self-Regulation of the Press, 2013, Article 9. 
[4] See Sehl, A. and Zeitel-Bank, N., in Barwise, P. et al. (eds.), Public Service Media: Funding and Governance Options (UCL/EBU 
international policy briefs), 2024; Demos, OurBBC: A Vision for the Future of the BBC, January 2026, section 3.10. 
[5] DCMS, Britain's Story: The Next Chapter, December 2025, Chapter 2. 
[6] Barwise et al., Public Service Media: Funding and Governance Options, 2024, p. 11. 
[2a] BBC, A BBC For All: Consultation Response, March 2026. 
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2. Governance: A Board Fit for Purpose 

Executive Summary 

The BBC should be governed by a Board of Trustees holding it in trust for the British people, with all non-

executive members selected by a new Independent Appointments Commission operating at arm's length 

from government. The BBC's own audience research found that while 91% considered BBC independence 

from government important, only 43% believed the BBC was currently effective in this area. The current 

unitary board, introduced in 2017, collapsed the distinction between governance and management, and 

gives the Secretary of State direct appointment of five of its fourteen members, including the Chair. 

Recent governance crises have exposed these structural weaknesses. We propose a supervisory board of 

the kind used by German public broadcasters, British universities, and other major public institutions, with 

a separate Executive Board responsible for operations and editorial decisions. The Appointments 

Commission would draw on the model of the Press Recognition Panel, itself a Charter-derived body with 

statutory protection from political interference, working to published criteria, with parliamentary scrutiny 

through the CMS Select Committee. These arrangements sit within the permanent Charter and Operating 

Agreement framework proposed in Paper 1. 

The Problem 

The BBC is governed by a unitary board of fourteen members: five appointed by the government (the 

Chair and four Nations members, all selected by the Secretary of State), five non-executive members 

appointed by the Board's own nominations committee, and four executive members including the 

Director-General. This structure was introduced on the recommendation of the Clementi Review, which 

argued that a single board combining governance and management would be more efficient and produce 

clearer lines of accountability than the BBC Trust it replaced. 

In practice, the unitary board has created four interlocking problems. 

First, the collapse of the governance/management distinction. The BBC Trust (2007--2017), for all its 

operational difficulties, maintained a structural separation between oversight and editorial management. 

The unitary board removed this separation. The Chair now sits on the same body as the Director-General 

and other executives, creating inherent tensions: the person responsible for holding management to 

account is also, in formal terms, part of the management structure. As Professor Diane Coyle has 

observed, unitary boards of this kind are the exception rather than the rule globally, even in the 

commercial world. In the case of an institution with the BBC's public service character, the case for 

structural separation is stronger still.  [1] 

Second, the vulnerability of the appointments process to political interference. The Secretary of State 

appoints the Chair and four Nations members. This gives the government of the day significant influence 

over the composition of the body that oversees BBC editorial and strategic decisions. The broader public 

appointments process has been degraded over the past decade, with political considerations increasingly 

superseding public service criteria. This has led to a well-documented reluctance among able and well-
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qualified candidates to put themselves forward for positions because it has been conveyed to them that 

their opinions are unpalatable to the government of the day. This has been particularly prevalent in the 

media sector and the end result has been a weaker pool of candidates. As Patrick Barwise and colleagues' 

international policy briefs on public service media governance document (Barwise et al., Public Service 

Media: Funding and Governance Options, UCL/EBU, 2024), the risks of politicised appointments are well 

established internationally.  [2] 

Third, the capacity of the unitary board leaves much to be desired. Five independent non-executive 

directors, plus the Chair, is not sufficient to span the broad range of experience needed for an 

organisation of the BBC's size and significance. This is compounded by the fact that the non-executive 

members appointed by political patronage from Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are selected from a 

small population and, while they may bring a national perspective, the pool of candidates from which the 

Secretary of State can draw is necessarily restricted. 

Fourth, the absence of effective accountability mechanisms for Board members' own conduct. Recent 

governance crises, including the resignations of Director-General Tim Davie and CEO of News Deborah 

Turness, have raised serious questions about whether political appointees to the Board contributed to a 

governance culture in which editorial independence was compromised. Whether or not those specific 

allegations of non-executive over-reach are substantiated, the structural vulnerability is clear: the system 

contains no robust mechanism for addressing Board members' conduct, nor for removing members who 

act inconsistently with the BBC's public service obligations.  [3] 

The BBC's own consultation response (A BBC For All, March 2026) confirms the scale of the perception 

problem. Its audience research found that while 91% of respondents considered BBC independence from 

government important, only 43% believed the BBC was currently effective in this area. The BBC states: 

"We recognise there is a risk around the perception of independence." It proposes that all non-executive 

appointments should follow "a clearly defined, transparent and broadly consistent process." This is a 

welcome acknowledgement that the status quo is not working. We believe the scale of the perception gap 

demands a correspondingly ambitious structural response.  [3a] 

The DCMS Green Paper acknowledges the need for reform. It notes that the Mid-Term Review found 

some merits in the unitary board structure but that concerns persist, and it explicitly invites views on 

changing both the board structure and the appointments process. This paper responds to that invitation 

with specific, implementable proposals.  [4] 

Our Proposal 

1. A new Board of Trustees. The current unitary board should be replaced by a Board of Trustees of no 

more than twelve members, constituted as the BBC's supreme governing body. The Board of Trustees 

would hold the BBC in trust for the British people. It would set strategic direction, ensure editorial 

standards are maintained, appoint and remove the Director-General, and hold management to account. It 

would not manage. 

A separate Executive Board, chaired by the Director-General, would be responsible for day-to-day 

operations and editorial decisions. The formal separation between governance and operations would be 

defined in the Charter and detailed in the Operating Agreement, with explicit provisions to prevent the 

overlap between "strategy" and "editorial" that undermined the BBC Trust. 

This is not a recreation of the BBC Trust, which had specific structural defects: it attempted 

simultaneously to be the BBC's governing body and its regulator, and it maintained a substantial parallel 

bureaucracy. Nor is it a return to the Board of Governors. It is a supervisory board of the kind used by 
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major public institutions internationally, from German public broadcasters to British universities, the 

British Library, and the South Bank Centre. The permanent Charter would mandate the existence of the 

Board of Trustees and its core functions; the Operating Agreement would specify its detailed composition, 

terms, committee structures, and procedures. 

2. An Independent Appointments Commission. All non-executive members of the Board of Trustees, 

including the Chair, should be selected by a new Independent Appointments Commission, constituted by 

statute and operating at arm's length from government. The Commission's constitutional independence 

would draw on the model of the Press Recognition Panel, which also derives its authority from a Royal 

Charter and is protected from political interference by companion legislation (Section 96 of the Enterprise 

and Regulatory Reform Act 2013). Like the PRP, the Commission would be self-governing: appointing its 

own members through an independent process, working to transparent, published criteria for expertise 

and representation. 

It is of paramount importance that able and public-spirited individuals, capable of leaving their own 

political convictions at the door, should be attracted and encouraged to serve on the BBC Board. Current 

and former politicians and donors to political parties must be fully transparent about their connections 

and publicly commit themselves to impartiality. The appointments process must be rigorous on due 

diligence where conflicts of political or commercial interest exist. Candidates should also be required to 

demonstrate an understanding of the complex issues facing the BBC, including editorial ones. 

All nominees would appear before the CMS Select Committee in pre-appointment hearings, ensuring 

parliamentary scrutiny and public transparency. The Secretary of State would retain a power of veto, to 

be exercised only in exceptional circumstances with the rationale stated publicly, but would not initiate, 

direct, or control the appointments process. The Charter should specify requirements for national 

representation and essential expertise areas, including editorial, business, creative, financial, legal, 

technological, and security or intelligence experience. Our companion papers on Technology (Paper 4) 

and Information Security (Paper 5) reinforce the case for these last two: a public interest engineering 

organisation navigating an era of platform dominance and information warfare needs board members 

who understand both domains. A published skills matrix would inform recruitment against gaps. 

The four Nations non-executive seats, all currently appointed by the Secretary of State, should be 

eliminated as a separate category. Regional and national representation is better achieved through the 

appointments criteria than through political appointment, which risks the Nations seats becoming 

instruments of patronage rather than vehicles for informed governance. The Independent Appointments 

Commission should be required to ensure that the Board as a whole reflects the nations and regions of 

the United Kingdom. 

The Director-General would be appointed by the Board of Trustees through a nominations process led by 

non-executive members. The Chair of the Board would be identified through the appointments process 

and could be selected by the Commission or chosen as first among equals in consultation with appointed 

members. 

The Commission's remit should extend beyond the BBC. There is a strong case, advanced by the Voice of 

the Listener and Viewer among others, for a single independent body responsible for non-executive 

appointments across the public media landscape, including Channel 4 and Ofcom. This would ensure 

consistency of standards, remove the risk of political appointments across the sector, and create a single 

authoritative source of governance expertise for public service media. The scope of the Commission 

should be determined through the legislative process, but the BBC should be its first and primary 

responsibility.  [5] 
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3. Accountability and conduct. The Chair of the Board of Trustees, supported by a majority of the Board, 

should have the power to initiate a review of any member's conduct where there are concerns about 

behaviour inconsistent with the BBC's public service obligations. Where the circumstances require it, the 

Board should have the power to commission an independent external investigation. The Independent 

Appointments Commission should retain the authority to recommend removal of a Board member for 

serious breaches, providing an arm's-length check on the process without requiring the creation of a new 

standing body. 

The BBC's own consultation response proposes piloting deliberative audience forums, including citizen 

assemblies, involving "a cross-section of the UK public, reflective of the population overall," to deliberate 

on complex issues. We welcome this. Public participation in the BBC's governance is not a radical idea; it is 

one the BBC itself is now proposing. Our architecture provides the structural framework within which 

such participation can be meaningful rather than advisory. 

4. Ofcom's role. Ofcom should lose its current role in overseeing the BBC's editorial performance and 

fulfilment of its public purposes, which duplicates the Board's function and creates regulatory confusion. 

Under a supervisory Board of Trustees, performance assessment against the BBC's mission and public 

purposes would be the responsibility of the Board itself, informed by independent evidence and public 

engagement mechanisms. Ofcom would retain responsibility for market impact assessments, competition 

regulation, and the Broadcasting Code. This clarification would remove the double or triple jeopardy 

currently facing the BBC in matters of governance and editorial oversight. 

5. Fallback: a reformed unitary board. If the government is unwilling to move to a two-tier model, the 

Challenge would accept a reformed unitary board on condition that: all non-executive appointments are 

made by the Independent Appointments Commission; the Nations non-executive seats are eliminated as 

a separate political appointment; the accountability mechanisms described above are implemented; and a 

Senior Independent Director is given explicit responsibility for ensuring a firewall between governance 

and editorial. This is a minimum acceptable position, not our preferred outcome. 

What sits in the Charter and what sits in the Operating Agreement 

Consistent with the framework established in our companion Independence paper, the permanent 
Charter would mandate that the BBC shall be governed by a Board appointed through an independent 
process, and that an Independent Appointments Commission shall exist. The Operating Agreement 
would specify the detailed composition of the Board, terms of office, committee structures, the 
procedures of the Appointments Commission, and the terms of the conduct and accountability 
mechanisms. This division ensures that the principle of independent governance is constitutionally 
entrenched while the operational machinery can be adapted through the ten-year review cycle. 

Evidence and International Comparisons 

The case for structural separation between governance and management in public service broadcasting is 

supported by international evidence. In Germany, the ARD regional broadcasters operate under 

supervisory boards (Rundfunkräte) composed of representatives from civil society, with separate boards 

of directors (Verwaltungsräte) responsible for administration. The supervisory boards set strategic 

direction and appoint senior leadership; they do not manage operations. Reforms currently being ratified 

through the Seventh Interstate Treaty on Media Law are strengthening this model further, introducing a 

new independent Media Council of seven experts to evaluate whether the public broadcasters are 

fulfilling their mandate.  [6] 
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The Australian experience provides a cautionary account of what happens when board appointments are 

politicised. Under the Liberal-National Party government of 1996--2007, the ABC Board was populated 

with political allies and critics of the public broadcaster, including a former Liberal Party president and a 

member of the Institute of Public Affairs, which had called for the ABC's privatisation. An arm's-length 

nominations process introduced in 2010 was subsequently undermined when the incoming coalition 

government appointed two avowed ABC critics to the expert panel and, between 2015 and 2018, only one 

of five board appointees was actually recommended by the panel. The process was ignored entirely for 

the appointment of a new ABC chair in 2019.  [7] 

In Spain, RTVE's governance has been repeatedly compromised by politicised appointments made through 

the Spanish Parliament. Reforms in 2024 lowered the parliamentary threshold for approving board 

appointments, deepening concerns about the broadcaster's independence. RTVE is now categorised as 

"state-controlled" by international media monitors. The lesson is clear: mechanisms for appointing public 

service media leadership must be rigorously insulated from partisan influence, and safeguards, once 

established, must be robust enough to withstand changes of government.  [8] 

Domestically, the Press Recognition Panel provides the closest analogy. Established under a Royal Charter 

in 2013 and protected by companion legislation, it operates at arm's length from government, appoints its 

own members through an independent process, and cannot be abolished or modified without a 

supermajority in both Houses of Parliament. It is the only existing UK body that combines Charter-derived 

constitutional independence with a self-governing appointments function. The Judicial Appointments 

Commission, established in 2006, provides a further reference point for the operational methodology of 

independent selection processes: it removed judicial appointments from direct ministerial control without 

diminishing democratic accountability. As Paper 1 (Independence) argues, the logic that underpinned the 

1997 decision to grant operational independence to the Bank of England applies with equal force to the 

governance and funding of the BBC: decisions with significant public consequences should be insulated 

from short-term political calculation. 

Anticipated Objections and Responses 

"Two-tier boards are slower and more expensive." The BBC Trust was criticised on both counts, but its 

problems were specific and structural: it attempted to be both the BBC's governing body and its regulator, 

required a substantial parallel bureaucracy, and at times overreached into management. A properly 

constituted supervisory board avoids all three problems. It governs; it does not regulate (that is Ofcom's 

role for market impact, and the Board's for editorial standards); and it does not manage. The model is well 

established in British public life and internationally. 

"Removing the Secretary of State's appointment power reduces accountability." The Secretary of State 

retains a veto. Parliamentary scrutiny through the CMS Select Committee is enhanced, not diminished. 

The Independent Appointments Commission creates a more rigorous, transparent, and expertise-based 

process than the current arrangement, in which ministerial discretion is subject to minimal constraint. 

Public accountability is strengthened, not weakened, when the public can have confidence that the 

people governing the BBC were appointed on merit. 

"The nations need their own representatives." The nations need effective representation on the Board, 

and we propose that the appointments criteria should require it. But the current arrangement, in which 

the Secretary of State appoints a Nations member for each of the four nations, does not guarantee 

representation of the nation; it guarantees a political appointee from the nation. Representation is better 

achieved through transparent criteria and an independent process than through the allocation of seats as 

patronage. 
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"This duplicates the role of the Commissioner for Public Appointments." It does not. The Commissioner 

for Public Appointments oversees standards and process across the public appointments system; the 

Commissioner does not make appointments. The Independent Appointments Commission would select 

candidates for the BBC Board, operating within the standards framework but exercising an independent 

selection function. The Press Recognition Panel already demonstrates that a Charter-derived body can 

govern its own appointments without duplicating the Commissioner's role. The same relationship exists 

between the Commissioner and the Judicial Appointments Commission: the JAC selects candidates for 

judicial office; the Commissioner oversees the process. No duplication arises, because the two bodies 

operate at different levels. The current problem is not that the process lacks a standards regulator; it is 

that the power to select individuals rests with ministers. The IAC addresses that problem directly. 

"This entrenches a particular governance model." It does not. The permanent Charter mandates the 

principle of independent governance; the Operating Agreement specifies the detailed structure. If a 

future Operational Review concludes that the governance model should be adapted, the Operating 

Agreement can be revised on its ten-year cycle. What cannot be changed without the high amendment 

threshold is the principle that the BBC should be governed independently. That principle is not a 

governance model; it is a constitutional safeguard. 

Recommendations 

1. The BBC's current unitary board should be replaced by a Board of Trustees of no more than twelve 

members, serving as the BBC's supreme governing body, holding the BBC in trust for the British 

people and maintaining a formal separation from an Executive Board responsible for operations and 

editorial decisions. 

2. A new Independent Appointments Commission, constituted by statute and operating at arm's 

length from government on the model of the Press Recognition Panel, should select all non-executive 

members of the Board of Trustees, including the Chair. The Commission should work to transparent, 

published criteria for expertise and regional representation. 

3. All nominees should appear before the CMS Select Committee in pre-appointment hearings. The 

Secretary of State should retain a veto power, exercisable only in exceptional circumstances with the 

rationale stated publicly, but should not initiate or control the appointments process. 

4. The four Nations non-executive seats should be eliminated as a separate category of political 

appointment. Regional and national representation should be achieved through the appointments 

criteria, with the Independent Appointments Commission required to ensure the Board reflects the 

nations and regions of the United Kingdom. 

5. The Commission's remit should be capable of extension to non-executive appointments at Channel 

4, Ofcom, and other public media bodies, ensuring consistency and independence across the sector. 

6. The Chair of the Board, supported by a majority of the Board, should have the power to initiate a 

review of any member's conduct, including the power to commission independent external 

investigations. The Independent Appointments Commission should retain the authority to 

recommend removal for serious breaches. 

7. Ofcom should lose its role in editorial oversight of the BBC. Performance assessment against the 

BBC's mission and public purposes should be the responsibility of the Board of Trustees. Ofcom 

should retain responsibility for market impact assessments and sector-wide broadcasting regulation. 

8. The permanent Charter should mandate the existence of the Board of Trustees, the Independent 

Appointments Commission, and the principle of independent governance. The Operating Agreement 

should specify the detailed composition, terms, procedures, and accountability mechanisms. 
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Cross-references: This paper is the second in a suite of five. For related proposals, see: Paper 1 (Independence) on the 

permanent Charter and Operating Agreement framework within which these governance arrangements sit; Paper 3 

(Funding) on the Independent Funding Commission, which would be a sister body to the Appointments Commission; Paper 4 

(Technology) and Paper 5 (Information Security) on why technological and security expertise are essential competences on 

the Board, and on the governance credibility required for the BBC's role in national resilience. 
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THE BRITISH BROADCASTING CHALLENGE 

Policy Paper 3 of 5: Supplementary Submission to the DCMS Charter Review Consultation 

March 2026 

 

3. Funding: A Universal Licence Fee for a Universal 

Service 

Executive Summary 

The BBC has lost approximately 40% of its income in real terms since 2010, equivalent to £2.7 billion. This 

is the result of repeated licence fee freezes, cost transfers imposed by government, and a collection 

model whose scope has not kept pace with how audiences consume media. A growing number of 

households that regularly use BBC services are not required to pay because their consumption falls 

outside the live television trigger. Subscription and advertising must be rejected: the BBC is a universal 

public service, not a commercial media company, and its value lies in the fact that everyone gets the same 

thing.  

We propose a Universal Licence Fee covering every household with a device capable of receiving or 

displaying video content, closing the gap between who uses the BBC and who pays for it within the 

existing legal and administrative framework. The level of that fee must be set by an Independent Funding 

Commission modelled on the German KEF, removing the quantum of BBC funding from ministerial control 

and ending the cycle of politically motivated settlements that has driven the Corporation's decline.  

The Problem 

Since 2010, BBC licence fee income has fallen by approximately £2.7 billion (40%) in real terms, to £3.8 

billion in 2024/25. Had the licence fee risen in line with inflation and household growth, it would now 

stand at approximately £7.1 billion. The decline is the product of three reinforcing pressures. The BBC's 

own consultation response (A BBC For All, March 2026) confirms the severity: it states that licence fee 

income in 2024/25 was "around a quarter less, or £1.2 billion lower in real terms, than it was at the start 

of this Charter period," and explicitly concludes that "the current model is not sustainable and needs 

reform."  [1] 

First, successive governments have used the licence fee settlement as a vehicle for cost-of-living gestures 

and cost transfers. Repeated freezes have eroded the fee's real value. The transfer of responsibility for 

free over-75s licences to the BBC in 2015, a decision taken without the Corporation's agreement, imposed 

an unfunded obligation worth hundreds of millions of pounds annually. S4C's public funding has been 

moved entirely to the licence fee. The World Service, formerly funded by government grant-in-aid 

through the Foreign Office, was shifted to licence fee funding from 2014. Each of these decisions reduced 

the resources available for BBC services without any corresponding increase in income. 

Second, the licence fee's scope is increasingly misaligned with audience behaviour. The obligation to hold 

a licence is triggered by watching live television or using BBC iPlayer. As audiences shift to on-demand, 

online, and mobile consumption, a growing proportion of households that regularly use BBC services are 

not required to pay. Licence sales have fallen by 2.5 million (9.7%) since their peak in 2017/18, and the 

evasion rate now stands at 12.5%, having more than doubled in the past five years, primarily because 
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there is now a reasonable explanation for having a TV set without a licence. The combined cost of 

collection and evasion amounts to approximately 14% of licence fee revenue. The BBC's own data makes 

the fairness argument starkly: 94% of UK adults use the BBC per month, yet fewer than 80% of 

households now contribute to the licence fee, down from over 90% in 2016/17. A public service used by 

almost everyone but funded by a shrinking majority is neither fair nor sustainable.  [2] 

Third, the level of the licence fee is set through a bilateral negotiation between the BBC and the Secretary 

of State, a process that gives ministers a direct and permanent lever over BBC behaviour. As our 

companion Independence paper (Paper 1) argues, this is constitutionally anomalous: decisions with 

profound consequences for the national information infrastructure should not be subject to short-term 

political calculation.  [3] 

The consequences are visible across BBC output. Specialist programming has been reduced. The number 

of journalists has fallen. The World Service has contracted. Investment in technology and innovation has 

been constrained at precisely the moment when the competitive environment demands it. The BBC has 

made £1.35 billion in savings during this Charter period alone. There is no further efficiency dividend to 

extract; what remains is service reduction.  [4] 

Our Proposal 

1. A Universal Licence Fee. We propose retaining the licence fee model but widening its scope to cover 

every household with a device capable of receiving or displaying video content, whether broadcast, live, 

or streamed. In practice, this means any household where someone has a smartphone, tablet, computer, 

or smart television would be in scope. A household with genuinely no such device would not be required 

to pay; in practice, this would be a vanishingly small number. This reform retains the existing collection 

model, the existing enforcement framework, and a familiar brand, while closing the gap between who 

uses BBC services and who pays for them. 

The DCMS Green Paper explicitly invites views on expanding the scope of services for which a licence is 

required. The BBC is a national asset, and we note that a household levy of the kind adopted in Germany, 

Austria, and Switzerland has been ruled out by the government for unspecified reasons. Given that 94% of 

the population access the BBC in some form, a Universal Licence Fee for a universal service, updated to 

cover all audiovisual consumption, is the fairest alternative and is within the existing legal and 

administrative structure.  [5] 

2. Independent determination of the funding level. The level of BBC funding must be determined by an 

Independent Funding Commission, removing the quantum from direct ministerial control. The 

constitutional case for this is established in Paper 1 (Independence) and the governance architecture for 

the Commission is set out in Paper 2 (Governance). This paper specifies how the Commission would 

operate in practice. 

The Commission would be modelled on the German KEF (Kommission zur Ermittlung des Finanzbedarfs 

der Rundfunkanstalten), which has determined the level of the German household levy since the 1970s. 

The KEF's sixteen expert members assess the financial needs of public service broadcasters against the 

scope of their remit, the principles of economy and efficiency, and overall economic conditions. Its 

recommendations are then ratified by the state governments, which may deviate only on strictly defined 

fiscal grounds, subject to judicial review. Collection costs under the German system are just over 2% of 

revenue, compared with 14% (collection plus evasion) in the UK.  [6] 

A UK Independent Funding Commission would operate on the same principles. The BBC would submit an 

assessment of its financial needs for the forthcoming period, referenced to its public purposes and the 
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scope of services specified in the Operating Agreement. The Commission would review that assessment, 

take evidence from government, Ofcom, the National Audit Office, industry bodies, and the public, and 

issue a binding recommendation on the total funding required. The Commission's recommendation would 

be laid before Parliament for ratification, mirroring the German requirement for ratification by the Länder 

parliaments, ensuring democratic accountability while removing the setting of the quantum from bilateral 

negotiation between the BBC and the Secretary of State. The government would retain the power to 

determine the collection mechanism but not the level. Any deviation from the Commission's 

recommendation would be permissible only on strictly defined fiscal grounds, stated publicly and subject 

to judicial review.  [7] 

The Commission's assessment of BBC financial needs must include a ring-fenced component for research, 

development, and technology investment. As Paper 4 (Technology) sets out, the BBC's R&D capability 

generates between £5 and £9 of wider economic value for every pound spent, yet the BBC's current 

technology spending of approximately 2.8% of revenue is less than a third of the 8-11% typical of 

commercial competitors. This gap must be closed. 

Members of the Funding Commission would be appointed through the Independent Appointments 

Commission proposed in Paper 2 (Governance), ensuring that the body determining BBC funding is itself 

insulated from political influence. The Commission would be stood up for defined periods aligned with the 

Operating Agreement review cycle. 

3. Reject advertising. Advertising was rejected by the Peacock Committee in 1986, commissioned by a 

government that had initially favoured it, and has been rejected in every serious review since. It would 

damage commercial broadcasters that depend on advertising revenue, distort the BBC's incentives, and 

degrade the audience experience. There are no serious stakeholders advocating advertising on the BBC.  [8] 

4. Reject subscription and tiered models. The most commonly proposed alternative is a subscription 

model, whether a single monthly fee or a tiered system. This must be rejected, and the objection is not 

primarily economic; it is constitutional. The BBC is defined by its universality. As John Reith wrote in 

Broadcast over Britain in 1924, "There is no first and third class." A tiered BBC would create precisely that: 

a two-tier service in which the quality of a citizen's access to public service broadcasting depends on 

ability to pay. This is fundamentally incompatible with an institution whose value lies in the fact that 

everyone gets the same thing.  [9] 

We do not have tiered public libraries, where paying more unlocks a better selection of books. We do not 

have a premium NHS, where a higher contribution secures faster treatment. The public service itself is 

universal and equal. The same principle applies to the BBC. The moment it offers a basic and a premium 

tier, it ceases to be a universal public service and becomes a commercial media company with a public 

subsidy attached. 

The BBC's own consultation response endorses this analysis. It states that a subscription BBC "would not 

be universal, not provide something for everyone or cater to a full range of audience tastes and interests, 

or bring the nation together. It would be based on maximising value to some not to all. It would turn a 

public service into a consumer product, excluding many households, particularly older people and people 

on lower incomes." The universality objection is not ours alone.  [9a] 

The perverse incentives are immediate. A tiered BBC would need to put its most engaging content behind 

the paywall to drive premium subscriptions, hollowing out the free tier. It would need to spend 

substantial sums on marketing to encourage viewers to trade up, diverting resources from programme-

making. The overhead costs of subscription models dwarf those of a licence fee. Netflix, the leanest major 

streaming service, spent approximately 12% of revenue on marketing and administration in FY2024, rising 
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to 19% when technology infrastructure is included; Sky UK Limited's sales, general, and administration 

costs were 61% of direct-to-consumer revenue in the same year. The BBC's licence fee collection costs 

were 4% of income in 2023/24. A move to subscription would multiply the BBC's overheads several times 

over, while requiring conditional access on every device used to receive BBC services. General taxation 

would leave the BBC vulnerable to annual budget competition and political interference; the House of 

Commons DCMS Committee rejected this model for precisely these reasons.  [10] 

5. End top-slicing and cost-shifting. No further obligations should be imposed on the licence fee without 

corresponding funding. This includes proposals to fund MG ALBA on the same model as S4C: any such 

obligation would represent a further top-slice of licence fee revenue and should be funded directly by 

government if pursued. The BBC's consultation response details the scale of top-slicing during recent 

Charter periods: licence fee payers have funded digital switchover, local TV, and broadband rollout, with 

the latter alone costing around £700 million between 2013/14 and 2019/20. The World Service should 

return to full government funding as a strategic national asset, ending the zero-sum competition with 

domestic services introduced in 2014. As Paper 5 (Information Security) argues in detail, the strategic case 

for this is now overwhelming: with Voice of America effectively shut down, the BBC World Service is the 

most significant remaining instrument of democratic information projection, and its funding should be 

treated as a security investment, not a cultural subsidy. S4C funding and the over-75s licence fee 

concession (plus any further concessions the government may impose) should be funded directly by 

government, not from the licence fee. The Independent Funding Commission's remit should explicitly 

include the power to identify and account for costs that government has transferred or may seek to 

transfer to the BBC. 

6. Broadening scope must not be an excuse to cut the fee. Bringing additional households into scope will 

increase total revenue even at the current fee level. This additional revenue must be used to reverse the 

damage of fifteen years of real-terms cuts, not to reduce the fee. The marginal benefit to individual 

households of a lower fee is trivial; the cost to the national information infrastructure of squandering this 

opportunity would be substantial and irreversible. 

Evidence and International Comparisons 

The German household levy, adopted in 2013 and upheld by the Federal Constitutional Court in 2018, 

provides the most directly relevant international precedent. Every household pays a flat fee of €18.36 per 

month (approximately £15.88), about 20% higher than the UK licence fee, with exemptions for recipients 

of social benefits. Collection costs are just over 2% of revenue. Total revenues in 2024 were approximately 

€8.74 billion, collected from around 47 million contributing accounts. Austria adopted the same model in 

January 2024; the Austrian Constitutional Court ruled in July 2025 that the universal levy was lawful, 

holding that the mere possibility of benefiting from public service media was sufficient to justify the 

obligation. Switzerland endorsed a similar model by popular referendum.  [6] 

The UK licence fee rises to £180 per year from April 2026, equivalent to £15 per month. This is less than 

the cost of ad-free Netflix (£18 per month) and a fraction of the cost of Sky Sports (£33 per month). The 

average UK adult consumes BBC services for over two hours a day; 94% of UK adults used BBC services 

monthly in 2024/25. In deprivation studies conducted by research consultancy MTM in 2015 and 2022, 

69--70% of participants who initially considered the licence fee poor value changed their minds after nine 

days without BBC services.  [11] 

The BBC contributes £6.5 billion annually to the UK economy. For every £1 the BBC directly adds, a further 

£2.55 is generated in the wider economy, producing a total multiplier of £3.55. The BBC supports over 

77,000 jobs across the UK, with 50% of its direct economic impact generated outside London. It is the 
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largest single investor in original UK content, spending £1.6 billion in 2024/25, and commissioned over 

500 TV and radio productions from independent producers in the same year. The creative industries are 

one of the eight growth-driving sectors identified in the government's Industrial Strategy; sustained 

investment in the BBC is an investment in the growth agenda at no additional cost to the majority of 

households.  [12] 

New analysis cited in the BBC's consultation response estimates that the UK's audiovisual and 

broadcasting sector would have been approximately £13 billion larger in 2023 had BBC public funding 

been maintained at a steady level in real terms between 2012 and 2023, representing a cumulative loss of 

£62 billion in GVA over that period. The case for stable, independently determined funding is not merely 

about fairness to the BBC; it is an argument about economic growth.  [12a] 

Anticipated Objections and Responses 

"This is just a tax by another name." It is a fee for a universal service, collected as it is now. The 

theoretical opt-out remains: a household with no device capable of displaying video content would not be 

required to pay. The administrative and legal framework is unchanged. What changes is the scope, which 

is updated to reflect how audiences actually consume media in 2026, not in 1946. 

"People who don't watch the BBC shouldn't have to pay." The BBC is a universal service. Everyone in the 

United Kingdom benefits from it, whether directly through its content or indirectly through its role in the 

information ecosystem, the creative economy, and national life. This is a contribution to civic 

infrastructure, comparable to the principle that underpins the NHS or public libraries: the value lies in 

universality itself, not solely in individual consumption. 

"The BBC needs to learn to do more with less." It has been doing more with less for fifteen years. Real-

terms funding has fallen by 40%. The BBC has made £1.35 billion in savings in this Charter period alone. 

The result is fewer journalists, fewer specialist programmes, a declining World Service, and reduced 

capacity to invest in the technology and innovation that the Green Paper itself identifies as priorities. At 

some point, doing more with less becomes doing less with less. That point has been reached. 

"An Independent Funding Commission duplicates the NAO or the OBR." It does not. The National Audit 

Office audits value for money after the fact. The Office for Budget Responsibility forecasts the economy. 

The Independent Funding Commission would determine the level of resources the BBC requires to fulfil its 

public purposes. These are different functions operating at different levels. The German KEF coexists with 

audit and fiscal oversight bodies without duplication, as does the Judicial Appointments Commission with 

the Commissioner for Public Appointments. 

"Why not make it part of council tax?" Attaching BBC funding to council tax would break the 

independence principle by making local authorities intermediaries in the collection of a national 

broadcasting fee. It would also create regional variation in collection rates and administrative costs, and 

would expose the BBC to the political dynamics of local government finance. The BBC requires a 

dedicated, independent funding stream with a direct relationship to the households it serves. 
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Recommendations 

1. The scope of the licence fee should be widened to cover every household with a device capable of 

receiving or displaying video content, whether broadcast, live, or streamed, creating a Universal 

Licence Fee that reflects how audiences actually consume media. 

2. The level of BBC funding should be determined by an Independent Funding Commission, modelled 

on the German KEF, whose binding recommendation would be laid before Parliament for ratification. 

The government may override the recommendation only on strictly defined fiscal grounds, stated 

publicly and subject to judicial review. 

3. Members of the Independent Funding Commission should be appointed through the Independent 

Appointments Commission proposed in Paper 2 (Governance), ensuring the body that determines 

BBC funding is itself insulated from political influence. 

4. The permanent Charter should mandate the existence of the Independent Funding Commission 

and the principle of funding adequacy: that the government has a responsibility to ensure the BBC 

receives adequate resources to fulfil its public purposes. The Operating Agreement should specify 

the Commission's detailed composition, procedures, evidence-gathering powers, the funding 

mechanism in use, the quantum for the current period, collection arrangements, and exemptions. 

5. Advertising and subscription should be rejected as incompatible with the BBC's universality and 

independence. A tiered BBC is a contradiction in terms: the value of the BBC lies in the fact that we 

all get the same service. General taxation should be rejected as too vulnerable to political 

interference. 

6. No further obligations should be imposed on the licence fee without corresponding funding. The 

World Service should return to full government funding as a strategic national asset (see Paper 5, 

Information Security). S4C funding, any proposal to fund MG ALBA from the licence fee, and the 

over-75s licence fee concession should be funded directly by government, not from the licence fee. 

7. The broadening of the licence fee's scope must not be used as an occasion to reduce the fee. The 

additional revenue from newly contributing households should be directed to reversing the damage 

of fifteen years of real-terms cuts and funding the new responsibilities the Charter will bring. 

8. Subsidies or exemptions for low-income households should be a fully funded political choice by 

government, not an unfunded obligation imposed on the BBC. The debacle of the over-75s licence 

fee concession must not be repeated. 

9. The Independent Funding Commission's assessment must include a ring-fenced component for 

research, development, and technology investment, commensurate with the BBC's reinstated 

technology purpose (see Paper 4, Technology). 

10. The black and white television licence should be abolished. It is an administrative anachronism 

used by a negligible number of households, and its continued existence complicates the collection 

framework for no discernible public benefit. 

Cross-references: This paper is the third in a suite of five. For related proposals, see: Paper 1 (Independence) on the 

permanent Charter and Operating Agreement framework, including the constitutional case for independent funding 

determination; Paper 2 (Governance) on the Independent Appointments Commission, which would appoint members of the 

Funding Commission; Paper 4 (Technology) on the investment case for BBC research, development, and digital 

infrastructure; Paper 5 (Information Security) on the strategic case for returning the World Service to government funding. 

[1] Voice of the Listener and Viewer (VLV), Briefing on BBC Charter Renewal, December 2025, p. 10. 
[2] Barwise, P., in Mair, J. (ed.), How Do We Pay for the BBC After 2027? (essays on BBC funding models), Chapter 13; BBC Television 
Licence Fee Trust Statement 2022/23. 
[3] See Paper 1 in this series (Independence), Recommendations 3 and 5. 
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[4] DCMS, Britain's Story: The Next Chapter (Green Paper and public consultation), December 2025, Chapter 5 Key Facts. 
[5] DCMS, Britain's Story: The Next Chapter, December 2025, Chapter 5. 
[6] Sehl, A. and Zeitel-Bank, N., in Barwise, P. et al. (eds.), Public Service Media: Funding and Governance Options (UCL/EBU international 
policy briefs), 2024, Chapter 2; Austrian Constitutional Court ruling, July 2025. 
[7] Demos, OurBBC: A Vision for the Future of the BBC, January 2026, section 3.10; Article 5, European Media Freedom Act. 
[8] Barwise, P., in Mair (ed.), How Do We Pay for the BBC After 2027?, Chapter 13; House of Commons DCMS Committee, Future of the 
BBC, Fourth Report, Session 2014--15. 
[9] Barwise, P., in Mair (ed.), How Do We Pay for the BBC After 2027?, Chapter 13, citing Reith, J.C.W. 
[10] Netflix Inc., Form 10-K, FY2024 (SEC filing); Sky UK Limited, Annual Report and Accounts 2024 (Companies House filing no. 02906991); 
Television Licence Fee Trust Statement 2024/25 (audited by the Comptroller and Auditor General). 
[11] MTM, Deprivation Study: What is life like without the BBC?, 2022; DCMS, Cost of TV Licence Fee Set for 2026/27, February 2026. 
[12] DCMS, Britain's Story: The Next Chapter, December 2025, Chapter 3; BBC Written Evidence to the House of Lords Communications 
Committee, The Impact of the BBC: Independent Producers, 2025; BBC analysis with EY, cited in A BBC For All, March 2026.  
[9a] BBC, A BBC For All: Consultation Response, March 2026. 
[12a] BBC, A BBC For All, March 2026, Chapter 3, citing economic analysis by EY. 
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4. Technology: A Public Purpose for a Digital Age 

Executive Summary 

Almost every layer of the digital infrastructure on which the UK depends is now controlled by a small 

number of US-based companies. The BBC's own services run on Amazon Web Services. Commercial 

platforms control how audiences discover content, optimising for engagement and profit rather than 

accuracy or democratic outcomes. Generative AI is industrialising disinformation at near-zero marginal 

cost. The BBC has a century-long record as a public interest engineering organisation, but the 2017 

Charter removed its technology public purpose at precisely the moment these challenges were 

accelerating. We propose reinstating and expanding that purpose; leading the development of a Public 

Service Network providing shared digital infrastructure for all UK public service content; mandating a 

migration towards sovereign cloud infrastructure; and deploying AI transparently in service of the BBC's 

public purposes. Technology developed with public money should be owned by the public and open 

source by default. The BBC cannot compete with Big Tech, but it can build a credible public alternative in 

alliance with other public service broadcasters and civic institutions. 

The Problem 

From its earliest days, the BBC has not merely adopted new technology but pioneered it, creating and 

standardising the systems on which the entire UK broadcasting ecosystem was built. BBC R&D developed 

the first regular colour television service in Europe, pioneered Digital Audio Broadcasting, chaired the 

international committee that developed DVB-T2, and led the national switchover from analogue to digital 

television. Under Greg Dyke, the BBC drove the creation of Freeview. Under Mark Thompson, BBC iPlayer 

launched in 2007, years before Netflix moved to streaming. In the 2007 Charter period, every pound 

spent by the BBC on R&D generated between £5 and £9 in wider economic value. Yet the BBC's current 

technology spending of approximately 2.8% of revenue is less than a third of the 8-11% typical of 

commercial competitors. The BBC's R&D team was honoured in 2025 with an Engineering, Science and 

Technology Emmy, recognising over ninety years of sustained contributions to the media industry.  [1] 

This record of innovation was not incidental. It was a public purpose. The 2007 Charter included a sixth 

purpose: "delivering to the public the benefit of emerging communications technologies and services." 

That purpose enabled iPlayer and drove the digital switchover. It was removed in the 2017 Charter, 

sending a signal that technology innovation was discretionary rather than core. The DCMS Green Paper 

itself implicitly acknowledges that this was an error, proposing to put R&D and innovation "firmly back at 

the centre of the BBC's public service activities."  [2] 

Three developments since 2017 have made the restoration of this purpose urgent. 

First, almost every layer of the digital infrastructure on which the UK depends is now imported and 

controlled by a small number of US-based companies. The EuroStack analysis (Bria, Timmers, and 

Gernone, EuroStack: A European Alternative for Digital Sovereignty, Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2025) 

documents this dependency across the full technology stack, from chips and networks to cloud, software, 



The British Broadcasting Challenge - Five Proposals for the BBC’s New Charter 

 25 

and AI. The BBC's own digital services depend heavily on Amazon Web Services for the delivery of iPlayer. 

This is part of a wider pattern: around 80% of UK public sector cloud services run on just two US 

providers, and the US Cloud Act allows Washington to demand any data held by companies under US 

jurisdiction, regardless of where it is stored.  [3] 

Second, commercial platforms now control the primary routes through which audiences discover and 

consume content. Their algorithms optimise for engagement and profit, not for quality, accuracy, or 

democratic outcomes. The Media Act 2024 introduced online prominence provisions, but these are 

limited, mainly requiring smart TVs to carry iPlayer. Audience behaviour is moving faster than regulation.  

[4] 

Third, generative AI is industrialising the production and distribution of disinformation at near-zero 

marginal cost, while the convergence of technology oligarch and authoritarian political interests treats 

democratic information environments as competitive threats. The BBC needs the mandate and the 

capability to respond, and the 2017 Charter does not provide either. Paper 5 (Information Security) 

addresses the broader information environment challenge; this paper focuses on the technological 

response.  [5] 

Our Proposal 

1. Reinstate and expand the technology public purpose. 

The permanent Charter proposed in Paper 1 (Independence) should include a reinstated and updated 

technology purpose. We propose wording along the lines of: "to develop and deploy technology and 

infrastructure in the public interest, enhancing the accessibility, quality and sovereignty of public 

information and democratic participation." This is deliberately broad. It gives the BBC permission and 

mandate to innovate without prescribing what that innovation looks like. The Charter establishes the 

principle; the Operating Agreement would specify R&D investment levels, infrastructure commitments, 

and detailed obligations for each review period.  [6] 

A corollary of this purpose is that all licence fee-funded innovations should be explicitly owned by the 

public and open source by default, with respect for data privacy at their core. When the BBC invented 

Nicam or developed DVB-T2, these were not proprietary BBC technologies. They were shared with the 

entire sector. This principle must be stated in the Charter. Technology developed with public money 

belongs to the public. 

2. A Public Service Network: shared digital infrastructure for UK public service content. 

iPlayer should evolve into a platform that carries content from all UK public service broadcasters, not just 

the BBC. When the BBC builds technology using public money, it should be shared, just as the BBC built 

the analogue transmission infrastructure that ITV and others used. The digital equivalent is a shared 

platform: a single, trusted, publicly owned destination for public service content. This does not prevent 

ITV or Channel 4 from maintaining their own services, but it creates an additional distribution channel 

with the scale and prominence that individual PSB apps increasingly struggle to achieve. 

The cautionary tale of Project Kangaroo is instructive. A joint BBC/ITV/Channel 4 video-on-demand 

platform was blocked by the Competition Commission in 2009. Had it been allowed, Britain might have 

had a world-leading streaming platform years before Netflix arrived. The regulatory and competitive 

environment has changed since then. The Freely platform, the PSB joint venture for connected TVs 

launched in 2024, demonstrates that collaboration on distribution is now feasible and welcomed. Ofcom 

has argued that more ambitious cooperation between public service media providers can help them 
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achieve the scale to compete effectively, with the greatest opportunities for collaboration around 

technology and AI. The Green Paper endorses this view. The Charter should give the BBC the mandate to 

lead this work; the Operating Agreement should specify the terms, timelines, and competitive safeguards.  

[7] 

The BBC's own consultation response (A BBC For All, March 2026) proposes opening iPlayer to other 

public service broadcasters, supporting their business models while keeping BBC public service content 

advertising-free. It further proposes opening up the underlying technology and engineering capabilities 

that power BBC services to create "a genuinely collaborative backbone for the UK's media sector." This is 

the direction of travel we advocate. The Public Service Network we propose provides the constitutional 

mandate and the long-term framework for this ambition.  [7a] 

More ambitiously, the Public Service Network could extend to public institutions: libraries, museums, 

cultural organisations, and civic digital services. The BBC would serve as anchor partner, sharing its 

technological capabilities and infrastructure with organisations that share public interest values. This is 

not the BBC becoming a technology company; it is the BBC fulfilling the role it has always played, updated 

for a digital environment. 

3. Digital sovereignty and infrastructure resilience. 

The BBC should develop a migration plan towards sovereign or European cloud infrastructure for its core 

distribution services, and the Charter should mandate the direction of travel. A full migration away from 

AWS is a medium-term objective, not an overnight switch. The EuroStack initiative is developing European 

alternatives. The cost of sovereign infrastructure is real, but so is the cost of strategic dependence on 

infrastructure controlled by a politically aligned foreign actor. This aligns directly with the government's 

wider digital sovereignty and critical national infrastructure priorities.  [8] 

4. AI in the public interest. 

The BBC should be a trusted public interest leader in AI, as the Green Paper proposes. But realism is 

essential. The BBC cannot compete with technology giants on compute, talent, or investment. Joint 

research by the BBC and the European Broadcasting Union found that AI assistants misrepresented news 

content in 45% of responses tested, regardless of language or territory. The scale of the problem 

underlines the urgency of a BBC with the mandate and the capability to develop public-interest 

alternatives. The BBC should focus on deploying AI in service of its public purposes: improving 

accessibility, personalising content discovery in a transparent and accountable way, supporting 

journalism, and helping audiences navigate a polluted information environment. The BBC's algorithms 

should be auditable and designed to serve the public interest rather than maximise engagement.  

The BBC should also contribute to public understanding of AI through its editorial and educational output, 

and should convene international collaboration with other public service broadcasters and public interest 

technology organisations to share tools, standards, and resources. The government's AI Opportunities 

Action Plan identifies a potential commercial opportunity for British cultural organisations to licence their 

datasets at scale; the BBC is the most significant such organisation. The BBC is already demonstrating 

what a reinstated technology purpose would enable: it is a founding member of the Coalition for Content 

Provenance and Authenticity (C2PA), developing content credentials that allow audiences to confirm 

material has come from the BBC and understand how it has been verified, and has developed in-house AI 

tools to identify deepfake media. These initiatives exist despite the absence of a technology purpose, not 

because of it. Reinstating the purpose would give them the institutional backing and sustained investment 

they require.  [9] 
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5. Cross-PSB data and technology collaboration. 

The BBC should lead a collaborative effort with other PSBs to develop shared metadata, audience insights, 

and recommendation systems. This would help commercial PSBs monetise their audiences more 

effectively while giving the BBC better understanding of how its content reaches people. Germany's 

Seventh Interstate Treaty Amending Media Law (7. RÄStV) provides a direct precedent, mandating 

cooperation between ARD, ZDF, and Deutschlandradio on the development of a joint technical platform 

system, open to private-sector media providers.  [10] 

6. Digital transition and universal access. 

The Charter should acknowledge that broadcast switch-off will come, likely during the 2030s as DTT 

licences expire. The BBC must ensure that universal access is not compromised by broadband affordability 

or digital exclusion. This requires government support for broadband rollout, digital skills, and the 

provision of accessible devices for digitally excluded populations. It could extend to provision of dedicated 

bandwidth to ensure universal, free, access to the Public Service Network proposed above. The BBC 

should lead this transition, building on its proven record with the analogue to digital switchover. The 

Operating Agreement should specify the BBC's obligations and the government's corresponding 

commitments. 

Evidence and International Comparisons 

Germany's 7. RÄStV provides the most directly relevant international precedent for cross-PSB 

technological collaboration, mandating joint platform development and opening the resulting 

infrastructure to private-sector media providers. The European Broadcasting Union facilitates shared R&D 

across its member organisations. Helen Jay's work for the British Academy (The Possibilities of a 'Public 

Service' Intervention to Support a Good Digital Society, 2024) draws parallels with Digital Public 

Infrastructure initiatives in the Global South, where publicly governed digital infrastructure has helped 

countries maintain control over their information environments. France and Germany have both 

introduced levies on large streaming platforms, creating a regulatory context in which algorithmic 

prominence for public service content is a realistic policy option.  [11] 

The concept of the BBC as a "middle power" in the global technology landscape is apt: not competing with 

the technology superpowers, but possessing enough institutional heft, in alliance with other public service 

broadcasters and civic institutions, to shape a viable alternative built on public interest principles.  [12] 

Anticipated Objections and Responses 

"This is mission creep. The BBC should make programmes, not build platforms." The BBC has always 

been an engineering organisation alongside a content organisation. The two are inseparable. The BBC 

built the UK broadcasting ecosystem: the transmission infrastructure, the technical standards, the 

platforms through which content reaches audiences. Reinstating a Charter purpose that existed from 

2007 to 2017 is the opposite of mission creep. It is the restoration of a core function that should never 

have been removed. The commercial sector has always benefited from BBC technology innovation: 

Freeview, DAB, and DVB-T2 all enabled commercial services. 

"The BBC can't compete with Big Tech." It does not need to. The Public Service Network is not a 

competitor to YouTube or Netflix. It is public infrastructure for trusted content, analogous to a public 

library system in an age of commercial bookshops. The two coexist. 
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"Opening iPlayer to other PSBs undermines the BBC's competitive position." It strengthens public service 

broadcasting as a whole, and the BBC benefits from a healthier PSB ecosystem. BBC Studios' commercial 

activities operate in a different market. The BBC's own evidence shows that PSB content benefits from 

wider distribution, not less. The Freely platform already demonstrates that cross-PSB distribution 

collaboration is both feasible and welcomed by industry partners. A single destination for UK PSB content 

would make prominence easier to deliver, and might be similarly welcomed by platforms and device 

manufacturers 

"Sovereign infrastructure is unrealistic and expensive." A full migration is a medium-term objective, not 

an overnight switch. The EuroStack initiative provides a European framework. The cost of strategic 

dependence on infrastructure controlled by a politically aligned foreign actor is higher than the cost of 

migration. This is also an investment in UK technology capability, generating domestic economic activity 

and reducing long-term exposure to supply chain risk. 

Recommendations 

1. The permanent Charter should include a reinstated and expanded technology public purpose, 

mandating the BBC to develop and deploy technology and infrastructure in the public interest. The 

Operating Agreement should specify R&D investment levels, infrastructure commitments, and 

detailed obligations for each review period. 

2. All licence fee-funded technological innovations should be explicitly owned by the public and open 

source by default, with respect for data privacy at their core. This principle should be stated in the 

Charter. 

3. The BBC should lead the development of a Public Service Network: shared digital infrastructure for 

UK public service content, beginning with the opening of iPlayer to carry other PSB content and 

extending over time to public institutions that share public interest values. The Operating Agreement 

should specify the terms, timelines, and competitive safeguards. 

4. The BBC should develop a migration plan towards sovereign or European cloud infrastructure for 

its core distribution services, and the Charter should mandate the direction of travel. This should be 

treated as a national security priority, not merely a commercial procurement decision. 

5. The BBC should deploy AI in service of its public purposes, with transparent and auditable 

algorithms designed to serve the public interest. The BBC should convene international collaboration 

with other public service broadcasters and public interest technology organisations to share tools, 

standards, and resources. 

6. The Independent Funding Commission's assessment of BBC financial needs must include a ring-

fenced component for R&D and technology investment. The Operating Agreement should specify 

minimum investment levels commensurate with the scale of the BBC's technology obligations. 

7. The Charter should acknowledge that broadcast switch-off will come, and the Operating 

Agreement should specify the BBC's obligations and the government's corresponding commitments 

to ensure universal access is maintained through the digital transition. 

8. Technological expertise should be a required competence on the BBC Board of Trustees (see Paper 

2, Governance), ensuring that the governing body of a public interest engineering organisation 

includes people who understand technology strategy at the highest level. 

Cross-references: This paper is the fourth in a suite of five. For related proposals, see: Paper 1 (Independence) on the 

permanent Charter and Operating Agreement framework within which the technology purpose sits; Paper 2 (Governance) 

on the Board of Trustees and the requirement for technological expertise; Paper 3 (Funding) on the Independent Funding 
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Commission and the investment case for restoring BBC resources; Paper 5 (Information Security) on digital sovereignty, 

platform risks, and the information environment. 

[1] BBChallenge, Background to the BBC Charter Consultation, February 2026, pp. 3--4; DCMS, Britain's Story: The Next Chapter (Green 
Paper and public consultation), December 2025, Chapter 4; Children's Media Foundation, BBC Charter Review 2028: CMF Response, March 
2026, citing Ofcom data on BBC technology spending. 
[2] DCMS, Britain's Story: The Next Chapter, December 2025, Chapter 4; BBC Royal Charter 2007, Article 4. 
[3] Bria, F., Timmers, P., Gernone, F. (2025), EuroStack: A European Alternative for Digital Sovereignty, Bertelsmann Stiftung; Demos, 
OurBBC: A Vision for the Future of the BBC, January 2026, pp. 16--18; Freedman, S. (2026), Sovereignty for Sale, March 2026, citing UK 
public sector cloud concentration and the US Cloud Act 2018. 
[4] Media Act 2024, Part 3; DCMS, Britain's Story: The Next Chapter, December 2025, Chapter 4. 
[5] OurBBC Report, January 2026, pp. 16--19; see also Paper 5 in this series (Information Security). 
[6] See Paper 1 in this series (Independence), Recommendations 1--2; BBC Royal Charter 2007, Article 4(e). 
[7] BBChallenge, Background to the BBC Charter Consultation, February 2026, p. 4; Competition Commission, Project Kangaroo Inquiry, 
February 2009; Ofcom, Media Nations 2025. 
[8] Bria et al. (2025), EuroStack; OurBBC Report, January 2026, pp. 16--18. 
[9] DCMS, Britain's Story: The Next Chapter, December 2025, Chapter 4; BBC AI Principles, 2024; DCMS, AI Opportunities Action Plan, 2025; 
BBC/EBU joint research on AI misrepresentation, cited in A BBC For All, March 2026. 
[7a] BBC, A BBC For All: Consultation Response, March 2026. 
[10] Sehl, A. and Zeitel-Bank, N., in Barwise, P. et al. (eds.), Public Service Media: Funding and Governance Options (UCL/EBU international 

policy briefs), 2024, Chapter 2. 
[11] Sehl and Zeitel-Bank, op. cit.; Jay, H. (2024), The Possibilities of a 'Public Service' Intervention to Support a Good Digital Society, British 
Academy. 
[12] Turobov, A. (2025), What Does AI Sovereignty for the UK Involve?, Bennett School of Public Policy, University of Cambridge, October 
2025, proposing a "middle powers technology alliance" of the UK, Canada, Australia, Japan, South Korea, and Singapore. Mark Carney 
subsequently adopted the framing at Davos, January 2026. See also Freedman, S. (2026), Sovereignty for Sale: Tech Monopolies and the 
Future of the Nation State, March 2026. 
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5. Information Security: The BBC as Critical National 

Infrastructure 

Executive Summary 

Blaise Metreweli, Chief of the Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) warned in December 2025 that the United 

Kingdom is operating "in a space between peace and war," with disinformation forming an "export of 

chaos" directed at this country. The BBC is the UK's most significant institutional defence: the most 

trusted news source by a factor of seven over any competitor, the most trusted international news brand, 

and the provider of the most-used fact-checking service in the country. Yet the current Charter does not 

recognise this function, and the World Service has been chronically underfunded since its transfer to the 

licence fee in 2014. We propose a new Public Purpose for the BBC relating to sustaining a healthy 

information environment, framed positively: the BBC builds the conditions for informed democratic 

participation, not policing the speech of others. We propose formal recognition of the BBC as critical 

national infrastructure for information security; the return of the World Service to full FCDO funding as a 

strategic national asset; and international partnerships with allied public service broadcasters to 

coordinate responses to transnational disinformation. With Voice of America effectively shut down, there 

has never been a more urgent moment to invest in the BBC's global information security role. 

The Problem 

The world is facing what think tank Demos has termed a "democratic emergency" (Demos, OurBBC: A 

Vision for the Future of the BBC, January 2026). Authoritarian states are emboldened, information warfare 

has become a central tactic of geopolitical competition, and the processes by which reliable information is 

produced, distributed and assessed are under systematic attack.  [1] 

The evidence is not abstract. False information spread after the Southport attack in July 2024 helped fuel 

riots across the country. Over two-fifths of UK adults report encountering misinformation or deepfakes, 

and nine in ten of those who do are concerned about their societal impact. The World Economic Forum 

ranks misinformation and disinformation as the top short-term global risk. Generative AI is industrialising 

the production and distribution of false content at near-zero marginal cost. The owner of X has predicted 

civil war in the United Kingdom and openly promotes far-right movements across Europe. And the current 

US administration has effectively shut down Voice of America, creating a vacuum in global trusted 

information that hostile actors are rushing to fill.  [2] 

The BBC is, by every measure, the United Kingdom's primary institutional response to this environment. It 

is the most trusted provider of news in the UK: 49% of adults name it as the most trustworthy source, 

compared to 7% for the nearest competitor. It is the most trusted international news brand. BBC Verify is 

the most used fact-checking service among UK adults. The World Service reaches 418 million people 

weekly and is the most trusted international news provider, broadcasting in 43 languages from 75 

bureaux worldwide.  [3] 
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Yet the current Charter does not recognise the BBC's information security function. There is no Public 

Purpose that addresses the health of the information environment. The World Service has been 

chronically underfunded since its funding was transferred from the Foreign Office to the licence fee in 

2014, forcing the BBC's global information security role to compete directly with domestic services for 

resources. The BBC's verification, monitoring and media literacy capabilities are treated as discretionary 

activities rather than essential national infrastructure. The Green Paper itself acknowledges the threat, 

noting that the National Security Strategy identifies disinformation as a risk to social cohesion and 

proposing that countering misinformation and disinformation could become a BBC purpose. What it does 

not yet do is provide the institutional framework to make that recognition effective.  [4] 

Our Proposal 

1. A new Public Purpose for the BBC on the information environment. The permanent Charter proposed 

in Paper 1 (Independence) should include a new purpose. We propose wording along the lines of: "To 

sustain a trusted and resilient information environment in the United Kingdom and, through the World 

Service, globally, supporting the public's ability to access accurate, impartial information and to navigate 

an increasingly complex media landscape." 

This formulation is deliberately positive. There has been debate, including within our own group and 

among allied organisations, about whether the purpose should be framed as "countering misinformation 

and disinformation." We have concluded that a negative framing carries significant risks. A purpose 

defined in terms of "countering" bad information could be read as charging the BBC with policing the 

output of other UK media, inviting the criticism that it is a government-backed "Ministry of Truth." It 

creates a reactive posture, always chasing the latest threat rather than building resilience. And it could, in 

the hands of a less sympathetic future government, be exploited to direct the BBC's editorial priorities.  [5] 

The positive framing does the same substantive work from a position of strength. The BBC builds and 

sustains the information environment through what it already does: accurate, impartial journalism at 

scale; specialist verification (BBC Verify); monitoring of global information flows (BBC Monitoring); and 

media literacy education (BBC Bitesize and other services). The Charter purpose recognises and resources 

this existing function. It does not create a new editorial directive. The safeguard is editorial independence 

itself: the BBC decides what is accurate, not the government. The permanent Charter and independent 

governance architecture proposed in Papers 1 and 2 are the structural guarantees that prevent misuse. 

The BBC's own consultation response confirms its support for updating the public purposes with "an 

explicit reference to media literacy and countering disinformation." We welcome this. We believe the 

purpose should be positively framed for the reasons set out above. But on the principle that the BBC 

should have a formal Charter purpose in this space, there is no disagreement. 

2. Recognition as critical national infrastructure. The BBC should be formally recognised as part of the 

UK's critical national infrastructure for information security. This is not merely symbolic. It would bring the 

BBC within the scope of the government's critical resilience framework, with corresponding protections 

and, potentially, access to the infrastructure funding that the 2025 NATO Summit committed allies to 

providing (1.5% of the 5% GDP security pledge for critical infrastructure and civil preparedness). The BBC's 

own consultation response (A BBC For All, March 2026) cites the OurBBC report's conclusion in full: "The 

BBC is therefore critical national infrastructure that provides a trusted backstop both at home and abroad. 

It is vital not just to our national identity and creative economy, but to our national security."  When the 

BBC itself publishes this language in its formal submission, the case for translating it into the Charter 

settlement is strengthened. The Charter is a Royal Prerogative instrument, not DCMS legislation. The 
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BBC's information security function sits at the intersection of DCMS, FCDO, the Cabinet Office and the 

security community. This cross-departmental reality should be acknowledged in the Charter settlement.  [6] 

3. Full government funding for the World Service. The World Service is one of Britain's most effective 

instruments for projecting democratic values and countering authoritarian propaganda. It reaches 418 

million people weekly. BBC users globally are more favourable towards the UK, more likely to think it has 

global influence, more likely to invest in the UK, and more likely to believe in democratic values than non-

users. 76% of influential audiences globally have heard of BBC News, higher than any other British cultural 

export including British sport, film, and universities. The BBC has a plan that could extend this reach to 

close to a billion people within five to six years, depending on government investment.  [7] 

The BBC now has over 300 journalists operating in exile, a figure that speaks directly to the scale of the 

threat to press freedom and the personal risks borne by those who sustain trusted international 

journalism. And the consequences of retreat are immediate: within months of the World Service having to 

close its BBC Arabic radio channel in Lebanon as part of necessary cost savings, the Russian media 

company Sputnik began broadcasting an Arabic-language channel on the same FM frequency. Where the 

BBC retreats, hostile state media steps in.  [7a] 

The World Service was funded by the Foreign Office for the first eighty years of its existence. The transfer 

to the licence fee in 2014 was an austerity measure, not a policy decision. It created a zero-sum 

arrangement in which the BBC's global information security role competes directly with domestic services 

for funding, weakening both. Full government funding should be restored, from the FCDO budget, 

recognising the World Service as a strategic asset for soft power, development and security. As Paper 3 

(Funding) sets out, the Independent Funding Commission's assessment of BBC financial needs should 

treat the World Service separately, with its own dedicated government funding stream.  [8] 

The strategic context makes this urgent. Voice of America has been effectively shut down. China spends 

between $6 and $10 billion annually on its state media operations. Russia's RT had a budget of over $400 

million before sanctions. The BBC World Service budget is approximately £300 million, part-funded from a 

declining licence fee. The asymmetry is significant, but so is the BBC's advantage in trust and credibility. 

What is lacking is not capability but investment. The FCDO's soft power and international influence 

priorities are directly served by a properly funded World Service; the government's commitment to 

upholding democratic values internationally is undermined by chronic underinvestment in the institution 

best placed to project them. 

4. International partnerships. The BBC should lead coordinated responses to transnational disinformation 

threats through partnerships with allied public service broadcasters: the EBU network, ABC Australia, CBC 

Canada, ARD/ZDF, NHK and others. The "middle powers" concept applies here as it does to the 

technology agenda (see Paper 4): individual public service broadcasters cannot match the resources of 

hostile state propaganda operations or platform algorithms, but collectively they represent a formidable 

network of trusted information. Shared verification tools, coordinated responses to disinformation 

campaigns, and common standards for AI-generated content should be developed through this network. 

5. Algorithmic prominence. BBC and public service content must be algorithmically prominent on all 

major platforms. This is not about censoring other content. It is about ensuring that trusted, verified 

information is at least as visible as the most promoted content. The Media Act 2024 introduced limited 

online prominence provisions, but audience behaviour is moving faster than regulation. As Paper 4 

(Technology) sets out, the Public Service Network and the broader digital infrastructure programme are 

the medium-term response; algorithmic prominence is the immediate regulatory requirement.  [9] 
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6. Media literacy. The BBC should be given an expanded mandate and funding for media literacy 

education. In a world of deepfakes and AI-generated content, the ability to evaluate information sources 

is a core life skill. The BBC's existing educational services, including BBC Bitesize, BBC Young Reporter and 

BBC Verify's public-facing output, provide a strong foundation. The House of Lords Communications 

Committee (Media Literacy, 3rd Report of Session 2024--25) has recommended a more ambitious national 

approach to media literacy; the BBC is the institution best placed to deliver it.  [10] 

Evidence and International Comparisons 

The evidence base for these proposals comes substantially from the government's own sources. The 

National Security Strategy identifies disinformation as a threat to social cohesion. The Green Paper itself 

proposes countering misinformation and disinformation as a potential BBC purpose. The MI6 chief's 

maiden speech in December 2025 placed information warfare at the centre of the UK's security challenge. 

Ofcom's research confirms that BBC Verify is the most used fact-checking service among UK adults, and 

that the BBC remains the most trusted source of news by a very substantial margin. 

Internationally, the most instructive comparison is the United States, where the absence of a well-funded, 

universally available public service broadcaster has contributed to the fragmentation and polarisation of 

the information environment that many other democracies are now trying to prevent. Research across 17 

countries shows that countries with stronger public service media tend to have higher levels of 

democratic knowledge, greater trust across the political spectrum, and more vibrant commercial media 

sectors. The BBC is not just a benefit to the UK; it is a model that other democracies are seeking to 

emulate or strengthen, not dismantle. 

Anticipated Objections and Responses 

"This turns the BBC into a Ministry of Truth." The opposite. We are proposing that the BBC do what it 

already does, but with explicit recognition and adequate resources. The purpose charges the BBC with 

sustaining a healthy information environment, not with deciding what other organisations may publish. 

The BBC provides the trusted alternative; it does not police others. Editorial independence, guaranteed by 

the permanent Charter and independent governance proposed in Papers 1 and 2, is the structural 

safeguard. A future government that wished to weaponise this purpose would need to secure a 

parliamentary supermajority and the approval of the devolved legislatures to amend the Charter. 

"The World Service is a luxury we cannot afford." China spends between $6 and $10 billion annually on 

state media. Russia spends hundreds of millions on RT. The World Service costs a fraction of this and 

delivers outsized returns in influence and trust. It is one of the cheapest and most effective instruments in 

Britain's soft power arsenal. With Voice of America effectively shut down, the vacuum in global trusted 

information is being filled by authoritarian competitors. This is not a moment to economise on 

information security; it is a moment to invest. 

"Disinformation is too contested a concept for a Charter purpose." This is precisely why the purpose 

should be positively framed. The BBC is not being asked to define disinformation or to adjudicate 

contested claims. It is being asked to build and sustain the conditions in which citizens can access reliable 

information and form independent judgements. The contested nature of the concept reinforces the case 

for a positive purpose, not a reactive one. 

"Algorithmic prominence interferes with platform freedom." Platforms already algorithmically promote 

content based on engagement and commercial interest. We are asking that trusted public service content 

be given at least equivalent prominence. This is regulation of distribution, not censorship of speech. The 

principle is already established in the Media Act 2024; the question is one of scope and enforcement. 



The British Broadcasting Challenge - Five Proposals for the BBC’s New Charter 

 34 

"This is a DCMS paper; defence and security are not DCMS's remit." The Green Paper itself recognises 

the national security dimension. The Charter is a Royal Prerogative instrument, not DCMS legislation. The 

BBC's information security function sits at the intersection of DCMS, FCDO, the Cabinet Office and the 

security community. The institutional framework must reflect this cross-departmental reality.  [11] 

Recommendations 

1. The permanent Charter should include a new Public Purpose for the BBC relating to the 

information environment, framed positively. We propose wording along the lines of: "To sustain a 

trusted and resilient information environment in the United Kingdom and, through the World 

Service, globally, supporting the public's ability to access accurate, impartial information and to 

navigate an increasingly complex media landscape." 

2. The BBC should be formally recognised as part of the UK's critical national infrastructure for 

information security, bringing it within the scope of the government's critical resilience framework, 

with corresponding protections and potential access to infrastructure funding. 

3. Full government funding for the BBC World Service should be restored, from the FCDO budget, 

recognising the World Service as a strategic national asset for soft power, development and security. 

The Independent Funding Commission should treat the World Service separately, with its own 

dedicated government funding stream. 

4. The BBC should lead the development of international partnerships with allied public service 

broadcasters for coordinated responses to transnational disinformation threats, including shared 

verification tools, coordinated campaign responses, and common standards for AI-generated 

content. 

5. BBC and public service content must be algorithmically prominent on all major platforms. Ofcom 

should be given the mandate and resources to enforce this requirement effectively, extending the 

online prominence provisions of the Media Act 2024. 

6. The BBC should be given an expanded mandate and dedicated funding for media literacy 

education, building on BBC Bitesize, BBC Young Reporter and BBC Verify's public-facing output. 

7. The Operating Agreement should specify the detailed scope of the BBC's information security 

obligations, including BBC Verify resourcing, BBC Monitoring capacity, media literacy provision, 

World Service reach targets, and international partnership commitments. The Charter establishes the 

principle; the Agreement governs the specifics. 

Cross-references: This paper is the fifth in a suite of five. For related proposals, see: Paper 1 (Independence) on the 

permanent Charter as the foundation of the BBC's credibility as an information security asset; Paper 2 (Governance) on the 

independent governance architecture that safeguards against misuse of the information environment purpose; Paper 3 

(Funding) on the Independent Funding Commission and the return of the World Service to government funding; Paper 4 

(Technology) on digital sovereignty, the Public Service Network, and algorithmic prominence. 
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About us: 

The British Broadcasting Challenge is an independent group of media experts, academics and producers 

committed to strengthening public service broadcasting in Britain. We believe the BBC must emerge from 

Charter Review as a renewed force, able to speak to the nation and the world, and act as a bulwark of 

democratic resilience in a volatile and dangerous world 

We have two aims: 

1. To promote a wide-ranging discussion about the future of UK public service broadcasting: its potential 

for good, its ability to transmit truth, its institutional place at the heart of the UK and how it can be 

improved for the digital age. 

2. To ensure that this debate is accountable to parliament and the public, that it is open and 

transparent, and not conducted behind closed doors. 

The British Broadcasting Challenge launched in May 2021 with an open letter to the Secretary of State for 

Digital, Media, Culture and Sport asking for a genuine and transparent debate on the future of public 

service broadcasting. 

This was signed by a wide range of more than 120 public figures from the arts, science, literature, security 

services and civil society. 
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