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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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