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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, 
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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. 
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