
 

The BBC beyond London: 
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The BBC is defined by its universality. Everyone pays for it, in one form or another, so everyone 
has a claim on it representing them, on screen and in where it operates. It's the constitutional 
bargain that underpins a universal licence fee. 

The bigger picture 
The media landscape around the BBC has been consolidating at speed, and not just to London. 
In July 2026, Comcast's Sky has agreed to buy ITV's broadcast and streaming business for £1.6 
billion, folding Britain's second largest public service broadcaster into an American cable and 
theme park conglomerate. Channel 5 has been under Paramount Skydance since last year's 
merger, run out of Hollywood. The Telegraph completed its sale to Germany's Axel Springer at 
the end of June. And as Pat Younge pointed out to the CMS committee on the 19th May 2026: a 
small number of very rich men, none of them British, now control most of the pipes and 
platforms through which this country gets its information and entertainment. 
 
In this context, whether a drama commissioner sits in London or Sheffield has very little impact. 
The BBC is already very non-London-centric by various metrics - so any further intervention 
requires clarity about the end goal: symbolism, jobs, budgets or portrayal. This needs to be 
done based on experience and recognition of the threats to the BBC and the information 
ecosystem around it. 

You can't rebuild the ITV franchise system 
There is a well-founded nostalgia for the old ITV franchise system, designed in the 1950s to 
counter a BBC that was then deeply London-centric. Fifteen regional companies, with a 
monopoly on TV advertising and control of their schedule, ran their own newsroom and broad 
slate of drama, documentaries, children’s and entertainment shows. Each was not only hugely 
lucrative for those who controlled them (as Rivals entertainingly depicts), but established a route 
into the industry for people who grew up outside London. That system built real careers and 
infrastructure in the regions, and its slow consolidation through the 1990s and 2000s into a 
single ITV plc narrowed where British television gets made and by whom. That loss of 
opportunity and regionality endures.  
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But in 2026 nobody can order Comcast or Netflix to run fifteen separate production hubs, and 
they would laugh at the very idea. The economic and political forces that killed the franchise 
system, including fragmenting advertising, rising production costs, an increasingly global 
market, apply with even more force today. 
 
Three things follow. 
 
First, the UK needs a BBC funded and secure enough to actually compete with 
organisations backed by American cable giants and Hollywood studios. Even amongst the 
PSBs, the BBC and Channel 4 are the only routes by which the UK is reflected back to itself by 
organisations that aren't ultimately answerable to shareholders abroad. That's a lot to rest on 
just two institutions, only one of which produces content itself. 
 
Second: making the BBC less London-centric means swimming against the tide of the rest 
of the industry, which is consolidating toward fewer, bigger, more centralised (or outsourced) 
operations because that's what the economics reward. If we want the BBC to do the opposite as 
a public good, we have to be honest that this costs money and makes it less efficient. Efficiency, 
and geographic spread militate against each other - we can task the BBC with one or the other - 
not both.  
 
Third, it is important to note that London is also disproportionately home to the UK’s ethnic 
minority population. A shift from London puts them at a disadvantage, even as it rightly tries to 
increase representation elsewhere.  

Two case studies 
BBC North. The early 2010s move to Salford worked because whole self-commissioning 
divisions went, Sport, 5 Live, Children's, Learning. These units controlled their own budgets and 
made their own decisions, so the economic and creative weight of the BBC actually moved with 
them. They weren’t vulnerable to being cancelled a few years later, or spending their budgets 
back in W12.  
 
The decision was taken in 2006, tied to that year's Charter renewal negotiations. The move itself 
ran from 2011 to 2012, on time and close to budget. The National Audit Office put the final fit-out 
and relocation cost at £224 million, against a lifetime cost to 2030 of £942 million. Around 1,500 
posts transferred from London, of which 38% of affected staff chose to relocate, against a 30% 
target, with local recruitment filling the rest. It’s important to note that while the BBC was able to 
unlock a one-off windfall by reducing its London property footprint, relocation overheads, 
duplicated infrastructure and the loss of institutional knowledge all increased costs during the 
North transition. 
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Researchers at LSE's Centre for Economic Performance found the move's local multiplier grew 
from 0.34 in its first five years to 0.55 by 2017, meaning every two BBC jobs in Salford 
eventually supported one further job in the area's creative industries, adding around 2,000 jobs 
and over 220 businesses to Salford itself.  
 
ITV followed the BBC to Salford in 2013, moving around 500 staff from its existing Manchester 
site, including its Granada newsroom and daytime production, into MediaCityUK, with 
Coronation Street's production following by the end of that year. That's the single clearest case 
of the BBC's presence pulling a competitor into the same cluster, and it's why Salford, alone 
among the newer hubs, now looks like a genuine two-broadcaster ecosystem rather than a BBC 
outpost. 
 
Channel 4 and Leeds. Relocating its HQ to Leeds was a political survival strategy under the 
threat of privatisation, and has delivered only modest gains. Channel 4 doesn't make its own 
programmes, so moving office doesn't shift production or craft jobs the way the BBC move did, 
and most of its senior leadership, including the chief executive, have stayed in London, as has 
Channel 4 News’ Westminster coverage. It's proof that commissioning or HQ moves don't 
deliver very much on their own. 

Why moving commissioners specifically doesn't work 
There are many good reasons to want the BBC to be less London-centric: better on-screen 
representation, a BBC that understands life outside the M25 rather than treating London as the 
default, a stronger sense of ownership of the BBC by the people who pay for it, the creative and 
economic boost of the BBC acting as an anchor tenant and trainer, and the wider ripple effect of 
good jobs landing in a local economy. 
 
Done well, ambitiously and imaginatively it will strengthen the national infrastructure. Research 
has shown that countering mis and disinformation is best done locally.  
 
Moving commissioning power barely touches any of the arguments above. A handful of genre 
commissioners is a handful of salaries, not a production hub. It forces the same choice every 
time. Either the commissioner based in Manchester or Glasgow is free to commission from 
anywhere in the country, in which case nothing about where their desk sits changes what gets 
made or where. The budgets flow through them, but don’t stay where they sit. Or if they're 
ringfenced to spend only in their region, you've built a thinner imitation of the old regional 
franchise, with the same balkanisation risk but none of its structural advantages. 

That ambiguity sits at the centre of the argument for moving commissioning power itself. Traitors 
already is what devolved commissioning looks like on paper: made by a Scottish company, 
filmed in Scotland, counted against the Scotland quota. If crews are still flown in despite all of 
that, the problem isn't where the commissioning decision was taken. It's that the depth of 
production talent and infrastructure in Scotland hasn't caught up with the ambition yet. This can 
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be solved with time and money but not by moving a commissioner's desk. Meanwhile Last 
Tango in Halifax was commissioned from London but is about as unmistakably Yorkshire as 
television gets. Designating where a show "comes from" is hard, because the people who make 
it are usually spread across the country regardless of where the commissioning decision was 
taken. The government's own Charter Review evidence makes the same point: of the fifteen 
largest producers of Scotland-qualifying content, only five were actually headquartered there, 
and 80% of episodes counted as Scottish were made by companies based in London. 

Ofcom already sets targets for exactly this, and the BBC already beats them. Against a 50% 
quota for content made outside the M25, the BBC delivered 67% of hours and 61% of spend 
last year. It beats its Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland quotas too. Whatever the actual 
problem is here, "the regulatory targets aren't demanding enough" isn't it, and "the BBC isn't 
hitting them" definitely isn't. 

Streaming investment is sometimes held up as proof that geography and PSB status doesn't 
limit where good regional stories get made. But it's worth being precise about what that 
investment looks like on the ground. Netflix UK employed an average of 263 people in 2024, up 
from 220 the year before, against close to £1.85 billion in UK revenue, all out of a single office in 
Fitzrovia. Whatever content a streamer commissions around the country, the jobs, payroll and 
careers of actually running a broadcaster stay in one building. That's the real difference between 
a streamer and a public service broadcaster with staff and production hubs in multiple cities and 
every nation. 

You can only spread the jam so thin 
Production, not commissioning, is where the jobs and the economic impact sit, and it's where 
the BBC has already made big changes. It now has major production hubs in seven UK 
locations. More than half its direct economic contribution now lands outside London, against a 
sector average of one fifth, and that contribution generates a further £1.63 in the wider economy 
for every pound spent, a total multiplier of 2.63, well above the sector average of 1.84. 
 
Commissioning gets the attention because it holds the budget, production because it holds the 
microphone. But a huge amount of what makes an organisation the size of the BBC actually 
run, finance, legal, HR, technology, sits in the same pull toward London that affects every other 
large employer, because that's where the equivalent jobs at other companies are, and people in 
these roles are more able to move between industries.  
 
Even with the understandable appetite to push further, there's a hard limit on how many places 
the BBC can meaningfully be. Building Salford and Cardiff into genuine hubs meant pulling 
scale not just from London but from Bristol and Birmingham too, and when those newer hubs 
need to grow further, the same pattern repeats: something else has to shrink to backfill it. That's 
viable for three or four major out-of-London hubs. It stops being sustainable beyond that, 
because you end up with thin, under-resourced outposts instead of a handful of places that can 
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compete with London on the depth of their supply chain and talent pool. Even if the BBC works 
hard to attract and develop local skills and entry level roles, the industry today is largely 
freelance based, so if a hub isn’t large enough to provide regular work, the talent drifts towards 
London, where more commercial opportunities are available. 
 
Shuffling existing budgets between additional hubs without adding more money just means 
everyone gets a thinner slice. And the more distributed your commissioning team, the harder it 
is for producers across the country to meet the right ones face to face, creating further 
inefficiency and frustration. 
 
There's ultimately a question of whether the BBC's whole centre of gravity should shift north. 
That ambition deserves to be taken seriously, whilst also looking at whether Channel 4’s 
equivalent shift delivered. BBC North showed what a genuine shift in centre of gravity looks like 
when it works: whole self-commissioning divisions relocating with their own budgets, not a 
rebadged head office nameplate. But having gone through that major process, further 
opportunities are extremely limited. 
 
Which brings us back to the root cause. Fifteen years of licence fee freezes, additional costs 
and real-terms cuts mean there's simply less money to spread around, and that's precisely why 
the licence fee mustn't be cut as part of any wider settlement. Charter Renewal is a rare chance 
to reverse the damage and give the BBC the resources to fulfil the multiple missions we're all 
asking of it, including this one. 

What could actually help 

The most powerful form of devolution is the most local one. 

In 2010, facing sustained pressure from the newspaper and publishing industry, the BBC's 
strategy review committed it to going no further into local services than it already had, pulling 
back on its plans for hyperlocal digital services. In the years since, the regional press 
consolidated, with just four companies now owning most of what's left of the local titles, 
employing a fraction of the journalists they once did, and running many of them from a handful 
of shared hubs rather than a newsroom in every town. Research has shown consolidation has 
left residents relying on unverified word-of-mouth accounts of local crime, with stretched 
reporters unable to corroborate what's actually happening. Over the same period, budget 
pressure has forced the BBC to cut back its own local radio and online offer. Both halves of the 
local news ecosystem shrank together, for different reasons, at the same time. 

That trend explains something that otherwise looks like a paradox. The BBC's own 
commissioning data shows it moving decisively out of London. But audiences, especially 
outside the big regional centres, often don't feel that. People notice what's disappeared from 
their own patch - they miss a reporter at the council meeting, a radio bulletin about somewhere 
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they recognise, a local accent at breakfast and drivetime. This will not be remedied by the 
re-location of one drama commissioner and an assistant. 

The BBC responded to this trend in the last Charter through the Local Democracy Reporting 
Service. But the bulk of that funding goes to the same few large publishers, Reach, Newsquest 
and National World between them take around 90% of the contracts. The reporting these 
journalists deliver isn’t credited back to the BBC or the Licence Fee Payers that fund it - 
weakening that vital link of accountability and ownership. The Public Interest News Foundation 
has argued the LDRS must be opened to independent, community-rooted publishers, like the 
Manchester Mill and the Bristol Cable. We support that as redirection, as an investment in next 
generation local news, as long as it doesn’t come at the cost of top-slicing more of the licence 
fee to pay for it.  

The consequence of a hollowed-out local information environment isn't abstract. Where trusted 
local reporting has disappeared, the gap gets filled by unregulated social platforms, and those 
spaces are far more easily captured by bad actors pushing rumour and disinformation. The 
Government's own Charter Review Green Paper already draws the connection between the 
decline of reliable local news and the misinformation that fuelled the summer 2024 riots. The 
same pattern repeated this year in Belfast and Southampton, where rumour and false claims 
spread online long before anyone in authority could correct them. Properly resourced local 
media isn't a nice-to-have alongside community cohesion. It's one of the few things that actually 
protects it. 

The single most powerful thing the BBC could do to make itself seem truly representative of the 
public that fund it, would be to rebuild its local presence. This devolves editorial decision 
making and budgets down to the community level, creating opportunities for local storytelling 
and talent, and new routes into the industry. The Charter review is an opportunity to give the 
BBC that mission, and to ensure it has the resources to deliver it. The companion Media Green 
Paper is an opportunity to ensure that local content is prominent where audiences now spend 
their time. This doesn’t mean recreating BBC local radio exactly as it was, though that remains 
an important channel. It could mean real partnership with quality independent regulated 
publishers and civic institutions, or giving trustworthy public service content genuine prominence 
on the platforms audiences already use. What matters is the outcome: every community, and 
every licence fee payer, gets something tangible back from the BBC. A stable, present, trusted 
source of information about their own patch. And, as James Graham's own account of his first 
commission from BBC Radio Nottingham shows, a place that can find and develop a new voice 
before anyone else will. 

But this isn’t the only practical tool for delivering greater representation and opportunity 
across the UK: 

Build on the co-commissioning model that already exists between the nations and the 
network, rather than trying to devolve whole budgets. It has already put distinctly regional shows 
on the national schedule without creating a rival power centre that then has to survive the next 
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reorganisation. Keeping Faith began as a BBC Wales and S4C co-production before being 
shown nationally on BBC One from 2018. Blue Lights, made through the BBC's partnership with 
Northern Ireland Screen, has become one of the corporation's biggest recent drama hits, 
commissioned by the same network Drama team that commissions everything else. Mammoth, 
jointly commissioned by BBC Comedy and BBC Cymru Wales and made in Cardiff, is a newer 
example of the same model working in a different genre. 
 
Use the schedule deliberately, the way the BBC already does with some of its regional drama 
slots, so representation is guaranteed on air rather than left to hope that wherever the 
commissioner happens to sit will produce it. This City Is Ours, filmed in Liverpool, and Beyond 
Paradise, filmed in Devon, are both doing exactly that on BBC One this year. 
 
Where the BBC does move things, move whole self-commissioning units at real scale, the 
way it did with Sport, 5 Live and Children's, rather than single posts that are easy to reverse and 
carry little real budget or editorial weight. But having exhaustively reviewed almost every part of 
the organisation as part of the North process, there aren't many easy options of this kind left 
untapped. 
 
A smaller, more replicable model sits alongside it: NESIP, the North East Screen Industries 
Partnership. A committed £25 million in network commissioning since 2021, matched by 
regional investment, is credited with an 83% increase in regional production spend and 1,419 
full-time jobs, on North East Screen's own figures rather than the BBC's. That's a more realistic 
template for what's left to do than another Salford: not a single big relocation, but a sustained 
funding commitment matched by the region itself. 
 
Invest directly in vocational access, not just geography. For some groups, the barrier is often 
less about where an employer sits and more about whether there's a way in at all. Alongside the 
move to Salford, the BBC's Anchor partnership in Bristol paired the Corporation with the city 
council, the regional development agency, the two local universities and the region's screen 
industry body to build structured routes into the industry. Its Face to Face scheme took 15 young 
people who weren't in employment, education or training, gave them BBC mentoring, and 
moved three into paid six-week placements. That model has a live successor: the BBC's current 
partnership with the West Midlands Combined Authority and Create Central runs an Apprentice 
Hub and a dedicated writers' scheme backed by Lenny Henry, giving people with no industry 
contacts a genuine route in. 
 
Be deliberate with tax and top-up funding. The UK's core screen tax credit, the Audio-Visual 
Expenditure Credit, is available on the same terms UK-wide. It doesn't nudge a production 
towards one nation or region over another. What does is the growing layer of national and 
regional top-up funds sitting alongside it, Screen Scotland's Production Growth Fund, Creative 
Wales, Northern Ireland Screen, and smaller funds in the North East, West Midlands, Liverpool 
City Region and Yorkshire. NESIP, above, is one of these working well. The case is to grow this 
layer deliberately rather than treat it as incidental to the tax credit. It won't catch everything, 
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Lynley was set in Norfolk but shot almost entirely in the Republic of Ireland, a reminder that 
funding alone doesn't guarantee where a story ends up made, but a properly resourced regional 
fund is a more targeted tool than a relocated commissioner, and one with a track record. 
Terms of trade are a comparable lever, and currently apply on the same basis no matter where 
a producer is based, which made more sense when the whole sector needed protecting than it 
does now the market has consolidated (Banijay is now worth $8 billion after completing its 
merger with All3Media). Weighting terms of trade to favour genuinely regional producers, 
through a lower backend share to the BBC or a longer rights window, would put the tool to work 
for companies still building capacity outside London and the South East, rather than ones that 
no longer need the help. 
 
Some programmes don't need to choose a single home at all. Gardeners' Question Time 
has recorded in a different village hall, garden or community venue almost every week since 
1947, this year alone visiting places from Diss on the Norfolk-Suffolk border to the outskirts of 
Bolton. The nations' own Proms in the Park events, in Glasgow, Belfast and Swansea, run every 
September alongside the Royal Albert Hall's Last Night, each staffed by its own national 
orchestra rather than one sent from London. Neither needed a relocated commissioner or a 
purpose-built hub. What they needed was a format built to travel, and a commitment to keep 
travelling it. There's room for more of this: touring formats put the BBC's physical presence into 
a community for an afternoon or an evening, at a fraction of the cost of a permanent office, and 
without the risk that a future reorganisation quietly walks it back. 
 
Treat the back office as seriously as the front of house. Long-term, durable finance, legal and 
technology careers outside London do more for a place's economy, and a person's 
willingness to put down roots, than a single high-profile relocation which can be walked back 
further down the line. Although again, many of these moves have already been explored and 
implemented. BBC Technology and R&D has been split between labs in White City and Salford 
since 2011, with a newer technology hub now growing in Newcastle. It's an example of dispersal 
happening because of genuine capability need rather than political optics, and it deserves more 
attention. 
 
Fund it properly. None of the above will work if the BBC’s resources keep shrinking. The last 
15 years of licence fee freezes, additional burdens such as old-age pensioners and funding the 
World Service have taken their toll on screen and on the airwaves and viewers and listeners 
have noticed.  
 
It is unrealistic to expect the BBC constantly to do more with less. If the Government is serious 
about a BBC which is less London-centric then moving commissioners or laying on new targets 
will not be effective. The DCMS needs to make a strong case to the Treasury and No10 that the 
BBC must be given sufficient resources to reverse the damage and fulfil its remit.  
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