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When Dawn unexpectedly invited me to give this 30th Anniversary lecture 
my immediate instinct quite honestly was to refuse - despite her formidable 
back-you-up-against-the-wall-you-can't-say-no-to-me powers of 
persuasion. My head is somewhere else now, I thought. Anyway, when the 
Bishop retires he should leave the Diocese. My presence will simply 
inflame old hostilities. But I forced myself to take a day or two to reflect. 
And I changed my mind. 

Truth to tell, I devoted the bulk of my life to this industry. I care about it 
deeply and passionately. And I stand before you tonight - one of the few 
MacTaggart lecturers ever to be eligible for a free bus pass - because I 
finally realised I really did want to talk to you - the people who drive and 
power this great industry - about a subject that increasingly sets me alight - 
the looming, intensifying threat to the UK's extraordinarily successful 
tradition of public service broadcasting. This will be my subject tonight. The 
health warning is that I speak purely in a personal capacity. 

Homecoming 
Now I'm here, I must say it is good to be back. I first immersed myself in 
this cauldron at its very inception, when there were only three television 
channels. And I've been here most years since, until I retired. The Festival 
was the brainchild of Gus Macdonald, a former shipyard activist and 
visionary. He and I had been joint editors of World in Action in our 20s - he 
still looking like a sinewy industrial worker, me with hair heading for my 
shoulders. It is hard now to remember just how radical a departure this 
Festival was. The industry in the Seventies was truly monolithic - 
dominated by two mighty big beasts, BBC and ITV. Debate on media 
matters at that time was limited - the emerging radicalism of young media 
workers stifled by the industry's hierarchical structures. 
But the tectonic plates were slipping. Gus and other media radicals came 
here to prise open this industry and to connect it more effectively to the 
shifts taking place in wider society. Television's executive classes were put 
on the spot here for the very first time. Alongside David Elstein - the Peter 
Pan of media radicals - I argued here for the fourth channel to be 
independent; for it to be a commissioner-only; for the opening up of an 
independent production sector which barely existed at the time. David and I 
did so in defiance of our bosses in ITV, who wanted an integrated ITV2. I 



pressed from the platform for something you would not now believe needed 
arguing for - for programmes which would serve the needs of minorities, 
like Britain's emerging minority ethnic communities; for programmes which 
would blast apart the all-white, male world we all inhabited. 

So I've witnessed in the Gothic mausoleums, scruffy venues and late night 
bars of this fine city the best and the worst of this awesome industry - its 
brio, humour and imagination on the one hand; but also its hysteria, 
introversion and cruelty on the other. I've argued with the movers and the 
shakers till four in the morning in the bar at The George, their eyes bright 
with alcohol, adrenalin and the promise of assignation. I've started 
friendships - and feuds - at Edinburgh. And I've been up again at eight to 
begin the argument all over again. Privilege How incredibly lucky was my 
generation of programme makers! What a privilege to have had such a 
grandstand view of all that was happening in Britain and around the world 
in the tumultuous times we worked through! And what fun we had while we 
were doing it! 

Granada 
I turned up as one of nine production trainees at Granada in Manchester in 
1966 along with the cheery and sadly-missed Andrea Wonfor and the 
already curmugeonly Nick Elliott. At our selection interviews, David 
Plowright and Denis Forman gave us the third degree. Then we were 
ushered upstairs to a panelled room to meet the by-then-elderly Bernstein 
brothers - the founders of the business Sidney and Cecil. It was a brief 
encounter. They didn't ask me about broadcasting. 'What does your father 
do?' they wanted to know. 'Tell us about Liverpool'. As part of our training 
Sidney insisted that we should all be exposed to the realities of the wider 
Granada group's cinema origins. Sidney himself had worked with Hitchock. 
Andy Mayer and I were duly despatched to the Granada Walthamstow in 
the East End to collect tickets for the afternoon matinee. Whilst Andy and I 
watched Southwest to Sonara for the sixth time, and flirted with the 
usherettes, the manager entertained himself with a massive model train 
set, on which little engines tootled all day through his office. Andy and I 
started a comedy show which put Germaine Greer and Kenny Everett on 
TV for the first time. The writing team was to become the Pythons and the 
Goodies. 
Through a misjudgement of youth I caused a serious riot involving literally 
thousands of dogs in a street in Wigan. One day while we were working on 
the programme, Germaine gave me a proof copy of the Female Eunuch to 



read, which I still have. I was tear-gassed filming the Washington peace 
march of 1969. I stood bail for Richard Neville and the other defendants at 
the Oz trial. I was part of a World in Action team that broke the mould over 
and over again - bringing investigatory journalism to television, pioneering 
the first crude, rather self-conscious drama documentary. 

I experienced one of the iconic moments of the Sixties when Mick Jagger 
and Keith Richards were sentenced to jail on drug charges. On the day 
Jagger's appeal succeeded, I persuaded him to meet the editor of The 
Times and other establishment luminaries in a coming-together of the 
generations in an English Country garden at a stately home in Essex. I flew 
there by helicopter with Jagger and Marianne Faithfull - his girlfriend - all 
three of us jammed together in a single bench-seat behind the pilot. We 
swooped exhilaratingly over a verdant countryside on a glorious, cloudless, 
summer's day. Faithfull - relieved her man was not in jail - snogged him 
ferociously, unselfconsciously grinding her bum against me as she did. A 
shy young man, I looked the other way. 

LWT 
In the Seventies I grew up at LWT. Peter Jay and I and a host of others on 
Weekend World tried to make sense of that grim, dark decade of 3-day 
weeks and 30% inflation as successive British governments struggled to 
get a grip. I got high on the thrill of live TV. I strained to make small talk 
with Edward Heath. I heard Harold Wilson's favourite stories over and over 
again. Though I shouldn't have done so, I advised Jim Callaghan when he 
was Prime Minister. 
I kid you not, I sat in hospitality and saw a young and socially uncertain 
Margaret Thatcher, newly elected leader of the opposition, sit rapt and 
silent whilst Peter Jay pontificated on monetary policy. 

At the point where my hair almost hid my collar, I spent three months in 
California producing David Frost's historic interviews with Richard Nixon on 
Watergate and other matters - the only cross-examination Nixon would 
ever endure, the most important programme I ever produced. 

Nixon, like Heath, was challenged by small talk. One Monday morning, on 
set, on camera, mics live, waiting to start, unprompted, Nixon said to Frost, 
'Did you do any fornicating over the weekend David?' Going to say my 
personal goodbye to the former President, he gave me a piece of advice, 
'Never be predictable. Always keep your enemies guessing'. 



I gathered together a remarkable group of talented people at LWT in the 
Seventies - too numerous all to mention - that were responsible for the 
most intensively creative period of my life. Janet Street-Porter and Jane 
Hewland cast aside conventions and invented modern youth programming. 
A young and fresh-faced duo, Trevor Phillips and Samir Shah, created 
seminal programming for the Black and Asian communities. Melvyn Bragg 
extended the range and reach of arts programming. There was never a 
livelier place to work than LWT at that time. 

The BBC 
Then, in 1987 ...the BBC ! Creating a single powerful BBC News for the 
first time out of five independent, separately-managed and often warring 
baronies. Taking a bloated and wasteful institution and halving its costs in 
ten years. Fashioning a well-managed public sector institution based on 
modern business disciplines. Positioning the BBC strategically for the 
digital age, whilst other broadcasters dozed. Creating BBC Online as the 
greatest content website in the world. Persuading Mrs Thatcher, at the 
peak of her zeal and power, of the value of the BBC, that she need not 
reform this great institution because we would. Memories! Memories of 
being visited in my office by a cheerful young Labour MP of good character 
who would stick his head round the door after appearing on the Today 
programme - an MP whom I had first met when he was a lawyer juggling a 
baby on his knee in Barry Cox's garden in Hackney. Eventually negotiating 
with Tony Blair, in my last months at the BBC, the biggest and most 
generous licence fee settlement in the corporation's history. 
I have less happy memories too. 

For 13 bloody years I wrestled with a sometimes conservative and 
hidebound, if instinctively creative, institution which had only ever known 
continuous expansion in the previous seventy years of its history. The 
quaintly named Sir Talbot Duckmanton, an early Director-General of the 
Australian public service broadcaster, ABC, expressed the challenge well 
when he said 'Managing a public service broadcaster was like pushing a 
mattress up a spiral staircase'. 

The reforms I introduced at the BBC were overdue, necessary and 
inevitable but caused enormous upheaval and understandable anguish. 
Throughout the long period of controversy I was and remained above all 
else a programme maker, presiding over the greatest cultural institution in 
the world as it increasingly fired on almost every creative cylinder; spotting, 
nurturing and supporting the best programme and executive talents; 



working with the strongest and most accomplished management team I 
have ever encountered anywhere. Whatever the brickbats, all of that was 
an unalloyed delight, the greatest privilege of my entire life. 

Public Service 
Those were just a few episodes from one media individual's personal 
odyssey. The main reason my career - like so many others - was so 
intensely rich and fulfilling was that I worked in a broadcasting system with 
public service at its heart. And I want to share with you a hypothesis. Over 
and beyond its inherent value, public service broadcasting also made a 
major contribution in this period to the success story which is modern 
Britain. 
Modern Britain 
I stand before you deeply proud of contemporary Britain and what it has 
become. My father was brought up in grinding poverty, no money for a 
doctor, off school for weeks for want of shoes. Though a scholarly boy, he 
had to end his studies at 13 to take on manual work in support of his family. 
The post-war settlement promoted a meritocracy and created a welfare 
state, ensuring the experience of my generation would be fundamentally 
different from his. 

The burst of working class energy that was the Sixties was the first prize. 
But it would take several more decades before we would get to grips with 
Britain's long-standing economic travails. Our public services fell behind the 
world's best. But we are tackling them with a verve and radicalism that is 
making other countries sit up and watch. And we have just enjoyed 52 
consecutive quarters of economic growth, unequalled in our history, 
powered by the business service and creative sectors, a magnet for talent 
from all over the world, attracted by Britain's renewed spirit of enterprise 
and its bubbling cultural vitality. 

Where else in the world would you rather experience the arts, eat, shop or 
have fun? The quality of work in the performing and visual arts in the UK is 
dazzling. Moreover, we no longer have a predominantly white, male, 
heterosexual Anglo-Saxon culture. In little more than a generation Britain 
has become a true melting pot. 

Role of broadcasting 
The authors of Britain's success are many, including our much put-upon 
politicians and Civil Service. But they also include our arts bodies, which 
have a sensational record in investing in talent - in our national companies 



and in our network of arts educational institutions. But public service 
broadcasting has been on the team too - stimulating, challenging, 
championing what's best - adding to the vibrancy of modern Britain. 
Witness, for example, Radio 3's great charge of energy into British music. 
Or - if I may give a very different kind of example - the much-despised-by-
the-haughty-but-never-by-me makeover shows. These have helped liberate 
Britons to express themselves imaginatively and individually by designing 
their own homes and gardens, their own private places in which to dream. 

UK broadcasting has surely helped fundamentally to transform the quality 
of British food. I was brought up on Spam and chips and beans on toast. 
Delia - a dedicated and skilled educator - and others who followed - 
joyously raised our sights. Remarkably, the British food scene is probably 
now the most exciting in the world. 

British public service broadcasting has intensified national cultural 
expression of every kind. It has created a rich and closely-observed 
pageant of national types, whether the petty bourgeois Captain 
Mainwaring; the teasingly knowing Kumars; or the crass and cynical David 
Brent. 

It has promoted equality, understanding and tolerance by welcoming an 
explosion of talent from minority ethnic communities onto our airwaves. It 
has helped draw homosexuality, where it should be, into the mainstream of 
our national life. Both achievements that did not seem possible when we 
debated the equality challenge in these halls 25 years ago. 

British broadcasting has deepened our understanding of science, of our 
history, of the arts. Horizon explained Tsunamis to me years before the 
tragedy of 2004. Simon Schama gave us all a superbly illuminated 
narrative of our history. Andrew Graham Dixon exposed me to a 
masterpiece of medieval British art in Abergavenny - the giant oak carving 
of the Jesse tree in St. Mary's Church. 

Though more on this later, British broadcasting has helped stimulate the 
most vigorous national debate of any nation - exposing our problems, 
holding our politicians to daily account. If you want to see how non-
deferential and opinionated the British have become, watch Question Time. 

Current state of PSB 
That was the past. What of the present? Let me continue to disappoint 
those who came here this evening expecting me just to biff and to bash. In 



many respects British broadcasting is extraordinarily on song. Thanks to 
the miracle of my PVR, my personal video recorder, Sky Plus, I find myself 
watching much excellent television. Some genres are in great shape. The 
standard of craft, invention and artfulness is very high. The quality of 
execution, programme by programme, sets new standards. 
Factual 
The UK's social fabric has never been better documented. If you want to 
understand the zeitgeist of modern Britain, watch TV. People like Roger 
Graef pioneered the fly-on-the-wall observational documentary. Alan 
Yentob drew it into the mainstream with programmes like Hotel and Driving 
School. 
The modern observational documentary goes from strength to strength. It 
helps you understand what it's like to be a single, resourceful mother 
bringing up a large family on a housing estate. Or what happens on the 
streets of central Nottingham on a Saturday night when the binge drinkers 
set off home. Or what the dynamics of modern British families can be. 

Entertainment 
If you want to be entertained and sometimes to learn whilst you are doing 
so, watch TV. 
I never expected to be moved by Ian Hislop but I was when he explored his 
family tree on Who Do You Think You Are. 

The Apprentice was electric viewing, bringing real business issues into 
sharp focus - though a career in close proximity to Alan Sugar is not my 
personal idea of a great first prize! 

I like celebrities in the jungle, even if sometimes I haven't the slightest idea 
who they are. I enjoyed Jamie Oliver hassling us - charmingly - into 
confronting a national issue. Pop Idol showed us talent striving, ambitious 
for success. Strictly Ballroom was a pure delight. Emerging from decades 
in the doldrums, three ticks for television entertainment, in its many and 
boldly inventive new forms. 

Comedy 
Three ticks too for comedy. The last ten years have been unsurpassed in 
television history, with many writers and performers reaching true heights - 
whether the work of the saintly Richard Curtis or iconoclasts like Ricky 
Gervais, Ruby Wax, Meera Syal, Steve Coogan, Armando Iannucci, 
Stephen Fry, Rory Bremner, Dawn French, Jennifer Saunders, Paul 



Whitehouse, Matt Lucas and David Walliams, and truly many others. What 
a roll call! 
Could Do Better 
BUT: just as in any other period, the cup isn't wholly full. Though much in 
the public service garden is blooming, there are areas of programming in 
need of visionaries. And the overall balance needs to shift towards more 
art, more authorship, more scholarship, more substance - in short, some of 
the schedules are a bit barren. We need more truth; and we need more 
beauty. 
Drama 
So Could-Do-Better Part One: British television drama is perfectly 
professional. Of course we need intelligent whodunnits and escapist 
melodramas. But today's drama practitioners ought to rent a great skip and 
throw away the stereotypes and the formulae. They need to break free as 
those working in the factual, entertainment and comedy genres have done 
in recent decades. 
For acute insights into the modern condition, watch television comedy. To 
be surprised, to uncover what it is like to live in contemporary Britain, watch 
reality TV or a documentary. To see feelings explored, to understand the 
pain and joy of the inner self, go to the cinema. There you will find the raw 
author's voice. See Paul Haggis's Crash, for instance - a disturbing, 
unsentimental exploration of the human impact of racism across the races. 
Try Sideways, Alex Payne's acute comedy about the vulnerability of 
middle-aged males. Or Festen, Dogme director Thomas Vinterberg's 
ruthless laying bare of a dysfunctional professional family. All fresh, 
captivating and unstereotypical. 

Scholarship 
Could-Do-Better Part Two: we need more scholarship. We still have it in 
the masterly work of Laurence Rees whose clinical dissection of depravity - 
Auschwitz - was almost too harrowing to watch. Or in Channel 4's excellent 
series on the English Civil War. Or Howard Goodall's virtuoso treatise on 
the giants of 20th Century popular music. But there's too little of it. And 
much programming that should be scholarly is not. 
Yes, it is fun occasionally to have national competitions for viewers or 
listeners to vote on the best this, or the best that. But, please: let us not 
tabloidise our intellectual life. Let's skew the balance back towards 
scholarship. Public service broadcasters should be brave enough to allow 
someone of manifest weight and authority who really knows their stuff, 
who's spent their life studying a subject, to champion or to enthuse about it 



- and not some celebrity (and I've heard the confessions personally) who 
literally knew nothing whatsoever about the subject in hand before filming 
started. Leave the celebrities for the jungle! 

Bias against understanding 
Could-Do-Better Part Three: I have already suggested that British 
broadcast and print journalism, like Parliament itself, performs a critical job 
- holding those in power to account day-by-day for those things plainly 
going wrong. We are undoubtedly world-class as a nation in allocating 
blame. But I have no doubt from my experience from many different 
standpoints that vigorous journalism has kept governments and UK 
institutions of all kinds on their toes, alert and responsive. And this is 
undeniably a good thing. 
But our media are less good at something at least as important - pressing 
governments to do the right thing, to diagnose the deeper causes of our 
problems, many of which have been decades in the making, and to devise 
and to pursue robust long-term solutions to them. As I put it in an article in 
The Times exactly thirty years ago ' ...there is a danger that the pressure 
brought to bear on politicians...will lead (them) to deal with the symptoms of 
crisis rather than to take a longer time to search out fundamental causes 
and to deal with them'. 

Modern political journalism - and especially print journalism - is obsessed 
not with policy but with personality - who's in, who's out; who's up, who's 
down. Personal qualities in politicians do matter - their essential character, 
values and convictions - but they matter above all to the public because of 
their impact on policy. The real interplay between politicians and policy is 
rarely explained. 

Public service broadcasting would serve the nation better if it shifted the 
balance of its political journalism towards depth of analysis; towards insight 
and substance; towards honest, patient inquiry - if it focussed less on the 
fevered preoccupations of the Westminster village; and rather more on 
better informing a mature democracy. 

Ridicule, cruelty and humiliation 
Finally, last but not least on the could-do-better list: I confess I am weary of 
cynicism; I have a strong distaste for the easy cruelty and the desire to 
humiliate that marks some part of our national life, media and culture. 
Ridicule is a long and honourable British tradition. When it is deft, when the 
jab is well-aimed, it can make a point tellingly. But if ridicule tips into 



cruelty, into the desire to humiliate, even into nihilism, into the sense that 
nothing really matters, then it is destructive. The end of deference is a good 
thing, but in a civilised society, and for broadcasters with public purposes, 
the starting presumption should be that every individual warrants respect. 
And broadcasters working for the public good should not be afraid to 
embrace the public virtues - however unfashionable - like courtesy, 
fairness, integrity and compassion. 

Overview of PSB 
If all is not perfect in the realm of public service broadcasting, well it never 
has been. Much, let me underline, is exceptional. And, taken over time, I 
have argued that the British broadcasting tradition has enriched and fulfilled 
us. It has bound us together by promoting tolerance and a more 
harmonious society. It has nourished the most creative talents with the 
result not only that we have television and radio of unrivalled quality - we 
are the best in class - but also that, in a virtuous circle, public service 
broadcasting enlivens and strengthens so many other branches of our 
national life too. 
It would be a tragedy for Britain if this tradition were diminished or lost. But 
we cannot assume it as a given. Our success didn't happen by accident. 
After all, no other country in the world has matched us. Rather, our success 
is the result of the vision and good judgement of many individuals and 
governments over 80 years. And our success in the future will depend on 
that too. 

The History 
The first foundation stone of success was laid by a Director-General of the 
BBC who in retirement became involved with government, had 
responsibility for Transport, and who got kicked upstairs to the Lords. I refer 
of course to John Reith - a zealous, tough, can-do Scottish engineer - 33 
years old when he founded the BBC. Like most media barons Reith had a 
high opinion of his abilities: 'What a curse it is,' he wrote, 'to have 
outstanding comprehensive ability and intelligence, combined with a desire 
to use them to maximum purpose'. I expect a number of us are thinking: I 
know how he feels! Reith gave the BBC two vital bequests and thereby set 
its compass. He insisted on high standards - ethical, engineering and craft. 
And he ensured the BBC, unlike most other public broadcasters around the 
world, would be independent of government. He did so by winning a 
seminal battle with Churchill in 1926 to prevent the government taking over 
the BBC in the General Strike. The independence of the BBC had to be 



defended again and again down the years but was never in any real doubt 
from that moment. 
Reith's BBC was, however, a dry, stuffy place. The BBC Television I can 
still remember from my childhood was a black-tie BBC - a bit stiff and dull - 
not an organisation of and for all the people, scaling creative and 
journalistic heights. 

The second foundation stone of success was laid when ITV was launched 
in 1955 and the BBC faced significant competition for the first time. The 
BBC lost 70% of its audience overnight, but the lasting impact was benign. 
The BBC generation of Shaun Sutton, Huw Wheldon and Hugh Carlton-
Greene rose to the challenge. They created in the Sixties popular quality 
programming. They turned television into an art form. And they allowed the 
Sixties generation to kick down the doors. 

In the Seventies, the third stone was laid when an enlightened generation 
of regulators at the Independent Broadcasting Authority insisted that ITV 
plough back its growing surpluses into making quality programmes in 
almost every genre - documentary, the arts, religion and so on. Right 
across the network some of the best television ever was made. The 
blossoming of LWT was a direct response to the IBA's diktat. For the first 
time in British broadcasting there was serious competition for quality as 
well as for ratings. And again - it was a huge spur to creativity at the BBC. 

The fourth and final stone was laid in the 1980s, when a Conservative 
government introduced Channel 4 into the mix. Two key consequences 
flowed from this. First, an independent production sector was created and 
for the first time competition was extended to programme supply. And 
second, BBC2 now also had a competitor committed to innovation and to 
experimentation in the most challenging genres. 

There followed by far the most extraordinarily creative period ever in UK 
broadcasting, a triumph of British governance, of the so-called Anglo-
Saxon model some of the French love to hate, a clever blend of public-
private partnership, regulation, market competition and a plural production 
sector, combining high creativity, public interest and value. 

The most critical elements of our success were, I think: - a well-funded 
BBC - competition in the provision of public services - competition in 
programme supply - and, finally, regulation of the commercial sector in the 
public interest. That model is now under threat. Indeed it cannot survive in 



important respects. If we want to maintain our glorious tradition, we will 
have to design a brand new model. And this is why. 

The challenges for PSB 
Technology has been and will remain at the root of the challenge to public 
service broadcasting. Multiple devices engage today's viewer - PCs, 
mobiles of growing functionality, games consoles, iPods and PVRs. These 
devices receive content via a variety of distribution channels - over the air 
via satellite, terrestrial or local wireless networks; or down wires - via cable 
or telecom lines - with growing capacity and capability. Today's audio-
visual consumers have been liberated. They have choice, mobility, 
convenience, search capability, archiving and interactivity. 
ITV 
It is no surprise that the major channels have been dropping share. The 
main consequence of the explosive growth in the number of television 
channels is that ITV - whose share has particularly tumbled - is clinging 
onto the public service tradition by its fingertips. Melvyn Bragg's recent 
History of ITV was a moving obituary for the exemplary tradition of which I 
spoke earlier. 
There is no hint of criticism here. ITV's leadership is simply responding to 
circumstances. I would do the same in their shoes. When analogue switch-
off occurs, and when ITV is more-or-less on a level playing field with a 
welter of commercial competitors, it will no longer be, in any meaningful 
sense, a public service broadcaster. 

Channel 4 
Channel 4 has been moving through an exceptional period. It certainly 
takes up more space on my PVR each week than any other channel. It 
doesn't have to face the pressure of shareholders looking for a return on 
their investment. But Channel 4 does have to generate the bulk of its own 
revenues through advertising. 
As competition intensifies, the channel's ability to invest and to take risks in 
every genre will diminish. Change will be incremental. But one day we shall 
wake up and realize either that Channel 4 has fundamentally shifted 
towards a more commercial stance, or that it has become a pale, frail 
version of its original self. Again, this is not a criticism. Channel 4 is facing 
a tide that cannot be held back. 

On the current path, we are heading for an inevitability: the BBC will face 
less-and-less competition as a public service broadcaster. It will be close to 
the monopoly supplier it once was before 1955 - a bleak prospect. If we are 



to have any hope of conserving a splendid tradition, public policy has to 
maintain the existence of strong public service broadcasters and to 
promote effective competition between them. 

Allow me to make some observations about the difficulties in the way of 
achieving this challenge. 

The first observation is that it is vital that Channel 4 is sufficiently well 
funded to be able to snap at the heels of the BBC. 

2. We need to consider whether any part of ITV's unique contribution to 
public service should be saved or revived. 

3. For all its bad-hair days, the BBC is unsurpassed. It is always going to 
be, and should be, the bedrock provider of public service broadcasting in 
the UK. 4. For the best part of a century now, the BBC has always had an 
anti-competitive gene in its DNA. Reith relished using 'the brute force of 
monopoly...to instruct and fashion public opinion'! 

He described ITV - a little extremely perhaps - as 'worse than smallpox, 
black-death and greyhound racing'! But, as I've tried to argue, the BBC has 
always needed competition for quality and innovation to find its true 
potential. The BBC should appreciate the value of such competition now. 

5. BBC Television - if not BBC Radio or BBC World Service - has exhibited 
a tendency from time to time to stray off-piste, to depart from its public 
service mission. It has become at times transfixed by its commercial 
competition and paid insufficient attention to the need to serve its many 
different audiences in unique and distinctive ways that the market alone 
does not. 

6. The alert amongst you may have noticed that I did not include 'the 
effective regulation of the BBC' as one of the reasons for the success of 
British broadcasting. That's because I don't believe it has been. The BBC at 
heart is a brilliantly anarchic organisation. Every so often it derails. In 
extremis, the Governors have intervened and put it back on track. Every 
ten years, as part of the Charter Review process, governments have 
insisted the organisation sorts out the problems of the moment. So the 
BBC's success overall has not been driven by effective governance but 
rather by its genetic creative impulses and by the spur of competition. 



The pressure within the institution to address failure has always been 
weak. BBC Governors have not historically maintained a clinical and 
detached view, genre by genre, audience group by audience group, of how 
well BBC Television has been performing its mission. Beady modern 
regulators in other sectors have shown just how effectively this kind of 
scrutiny can be exercised. 

So in sum the necessary characteristics of a system for maintaining the 
public service tradition in UK broadcasting appear to me to be - first: 
adequate overall funding, including of the BBC - second: competition 
between competing public service providers on quality and innovation - 
third: rigorous, independently-minded and continuous regulation of the 
biggest beast, the BBC - and, fourth and last: a clear, discrete regulatory 
focus to safeguard the health of public service broadcasting overall, with 
the regulator empowered to move quickly to deal with the unpredictable 
consequences of new technology. 

There is more than one way of achieving these ends. And, in case it's 
crossing anyone's mind, I have no doubt that the two Marks and the rest of 
the BBC's senior management are ideally equipped to lead the BBC on a 
virtuous journey, focussing harder on its public purposes. And, incidentally, 
Michael Grade and I, like Pink Floyd, have made it up after twenty years - 
and I'm really hopeful that Michael can take the governance of the BBC to 
the very different place it needs to be. Future challenges But let no-one 
suppose - even if all those regulatory drawers could be sorted - that public 
service broadcasting is guaranteed to flourish. For the conditions I listed 
are necessary to success but not sufficient. The blunt truth is that the 
challenge posed by the next generation of technology is formidable in yet 
other ways. 

Two big battles are about to be fought - for control of the media experience 
on mobile devices, and for dominance of the electronic gateway into the 
home - both driven by improvements in memory, broadband and wireless 
technologies. We are not many steps away now from the ultimate digital 
vision - what you want, when you want it, where you want it. If you want it 
to be, your mobile device will be your all-in-one broadcast TV and radio 
receiver, your video telephone, your video camera, your PC, your games 
console, your music and video store, and your on-demand video player. 

A single, wireless system in the home - one box at its hub - may manage 
your media, your communication, your computing, and your household 



security and utilities. The battle in the home will see the telcos and cable 
operators in the red corner trying to build a box to connect your TV and the 
rest of your home to broadband - a passport to an on-demand world. And in 
the blue corner - surprise, surprise - Sky, creating an enormous memory in 
your Sky Plus box, in which you - or they! - can store thousands of hours of 
treasures, a box Sky can build to be your home hub supplying all the 
functionality I outlined earlier. 

So watch out over the next decade for a new battle of the boxes, with BT 
and Sky likely to be the two Goliaths fighting it out to the death. The next 
generation of technology will pose substantial issues for policy makers and 
public service broadcasters alike. 

The first challenge is that households with Personal Video Recorders are 
fast forwarding to a pronounced extent through the adverts in broadcast 
programmes they have recorded. In the short-to-mid-term this may 
fundamentally undermine the advertiser-supported model. It may place 
significant additional pressure on Channel 4. Second, there will be taxing 
new issues for the regulators. The electronic programme guides that 
currently help us navigate the multi-channel universe are not even currently 
fit-for-purpose and will be antediluvian in an on-demand world. Compare 
the current generation of slow, clunky television EPGs with Google. If I 
want to know which live football matches are on TV tonight I have to 
embark on a slow, manual search through multiple channels. With Google I 
can find a needle in a haystack in less than a second - the fruits of a search 
of literally billions of items. 

So time to think again about not only the nature of the search and 
navigation gateway into the television digital universe, but who should 
control it? How can we ensure a level playing field for all programme and 
service providers? Should regulators encourage competing search and 
navigation systems in the television domain? How will the viewer find ready 
access to the public service offerings? The third major consequence is that 
digital production technology reduces the entry price of becoming a media 
content provider. 

For me the most important media event of the year was Tarnation, 
Jonathan Caouette's debut feature film. For over 20 years, since he was a 
child, Caouette chronicled his wider family's often harrowing life on home 
movie, video and voicemail. Edited on his own PC, this is an intense, soul-
baring, achingly honest story of anguished, imperfect love - though it feels 



more drama than documentary. The direct cost was £125. Even allowing 
for some exaggeration, Tarnation shows the way new technology is 
opening up, democratising, today's media. The internet bloggers, offering a 
sometimes authoritative alternative to journalists on the spot, are another 
example. 

The BBC's inspirational experiments with Video Diaries prove prescient. 
But they were just a beginning. Public service broadcasters are going to 
have to reach out beyond today's professionals to a new generation of 
young programme makers who are as adept with DV as they are with a 
keyboard. 

The fourth challenge of the new technologies is the most significant: when 
the BBC was a monopoly, Reith and his immediate successors had ample 
opportunity to feed licence payers cod liver oil for their own good! In the 
period of duopoly, educative or challenging programmes could be 
hammocked in peak-time between more popular or familiar fare, allowing 
viewers to trip over the unexpected, and to acquire new habits. 

The awesome challenge for the next generation of leaders in public service 
broadcasting will be to maintain universality amidst fragmentation. The 
task: to reach out to every kind of individual in an interactive media world 
which will offer an increasingly personalised viewing experience, in which 
the old linear broadcast channels will become progressively less important. 
How to engage the nation's children in such a world? Or young Muslims? 

The public service tradition in the UK has never been found wanting for 
long. And I have no doubt that imaginative, unexpected solutions to these 
enormous and historic challenges will be found. 

In Conclusion 
That's it! Thanks for staying the course. I've told you during this memorial 
lecture why I'm personally so committed to public service broadcasting. I've 
argued it's been good for Britain in many different ways, and why we 
should wish to maintain it. I've pointed out some current shortcomings, and 
I've pressed for more truth and beauty. But I have also suggested that 
overall the old girl remains in rude good health. 
I've outlined the substantial challenges the future holds - the importance of 
ensuring competition in the provision of public service broadcasting, the 
need to safeguard Channel 4, and rigorously to regulate the BBC. 



I've identified how seismic the next generation of technological change is 
likely to be; why public service broadcasters will need to strive with new 
ingenuity to reach their audiences; and how important it will be to find the 
right regulatory regime for the television gateway whoever wins the coming 
battle of the boxes in the home. But I've emphasised too the creative 
opportunities the technologies will offer to reach out to new sources of 
programming and to serve new audiences. 

Thank you for inviting me back to Edinburgh. If you ask me back at 70 - by 
which point I shall be looking forward to a free TV Licence! - for yet another 
positively final farewell appearance, I fully expect to be applauding once 
more the achievements of the UK's remarkable public broadcasting 
system, the majestic tradition that has shaped my life as a child and as a 
man, that has helped make Britain such a wonderful place to be and to live. 

 


