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This year, CMF’s activities
have been dominated by the
long debate over the BBC
Charter and how to respond
to the government’s proposals.
A Green Paper was published
in July 2015 and other
documents have been published
subsequently, including

the Clementi report on the
governance of the BBC.

The Green Paper,
unusually, contained two
specific references to the
children’s audience — essentially
officially accepting that there is
“market failure” as evidenced
by Ofcom reports from as far
back as 2007 and proposing,
in the briefest of terms, some

solutions.

ANNA HOME

On one hand, the need to
“protect” the children’s budget
at the BBC was floated. The
Green Paper also included
a reference to “contestable
funding” — money that might
be taken from the Licence
Fee and distributed to other
organizations to stimulate
more content for children. Both
of these proposals needed to
be considered in the context
of a secretary of state (John
Whittingdale MP) who is
generally in favour of a smaller,
more “public service” BBC that
intervenes in the market far less,
but for whom children’s content
is a cornerstone of BBC public
service. CMF can claim some

success in lobbying the secretary

of state in his previous role

as chair of the Culture Media
and Sport Parliamentary Select
Committee, so he understands
very well the failure of the
commercial public service
broadcasters to commission
anything of significance and
the collapse in spending on UK
children’s content anywhere
other than the BBC.

However, these two Green
Paper proposals caused concern.
The idea that the government
would in some way “protect”

a specific budget at the BBC
seemed to us far too much like
direct interference in the work
of the Corporation. Our basic
position is that UK kids deserve
a well-funded BBC that can
independently create children’s
content it can wholeheartedly
stand behind rather than having
its hand forced by regulations

or spending quotas.



Equally, the idea of
“contestable funding” was
connected in the Green Paper
with what has become known
as the “top slicing” of the
BBC’s budgets to redistribute
the money to other bodies, or
companies. This, it seems to
us, does very little to alleviate
the real issue behind the
market failure — that millions
of pounds of commissioning
money have been diverted away
from children’s content because
the commercial PSBs are no
longer required by regulation to
provide children’s programmes.
We need to find new money to
bring the level of spend back to
what it was ten years ago, not
move the existing pot around.

So our response in the
various public consultations
that have followed the Green
Paper has been clear:

e No more cuts to the Licence
Fee

e The BBC should itself
commit to increasing
the children’s budget to
accommodate new content
for under-served audiences
such as the over-tens while
maintaining the range
and quality of its existing
services

® The government, having
accepted that there is

market failure, should now

conduct in-depth research
into alternative methods of
financing a contestable fund
(with no raid on the Licence
Fee). The research should
also encompass how that
fund might be organized
and who might receive the
funding — especially given
the rapid changes in the way
content is being distributed
with all the new video-
on-demand players in the
market such as YouTube
Kids, Netflix, Sky Kids and
the proposed BBC iPlay
platform.

CMEF has stimulated public
discussion of these issues. We
kicked off with the debate
we sponsored at last years
Children’s Media Conference
in July 2015. This featured
Alice Webb, director of BBC
Children’s, in her first public
outing, with culture minister
Ed Vaizey and representatives
from Ofcom, Animation UK
and CME. Media commentator
Steve Hewlett chaired a lively,
informative and entertaining
session.

In the autumn the
consultations flowed in
quick succession: from
DCMS, the House of Lords
Communications Committee,
the Parliamentary Select

Committee on Culture Media

and Sport, the BBC Trust, and
Goldsmiths University, which
staged an inquiry chaired by
Lord Puttnam. All our responses
can be found on the “Action”
pages of the CMF website.

And the consultations
continue. As I write, we have
just responded to another
House of Lords consultation —
this time on Channel 4 and it’s
future.

In the same period we met
and brokered more general
meetings with many key people
and organizations: Tony Hall,
the BBC Trust, MPs, opposition
shadow ministers, senior civil
servants at DCMS and other
organizations with whom we
share concerns. We have spoken
at the Westminster Media
Forum on several occasions and
on radio and TV.

In September we staged
another public debate in
London, this time with the
ominous title “Staring into the
Abyss”. The debate brought
out the differences of opinion
between interested groups as to
the best way to achieve more
funding for UK kids’ content.
There are those who support
top-slicing to achieve a fund and
there are those who don’t — the
CMF included. To find common
ground, the CMF arranged a
meeting with Pact, the VLV and



Animation UK. The outcome
was a joint statement on the
future of BBC Children’s, urging
the BBC to commit to invest at
least 8% of its overall content
budget on children’s content,
with a minimum spend of £100
million.

More recently we
suggested, and took part in,

a round-table meeting with
John Whittingdale to discuss
how children’s content fits in
to the Charter renewal debate.
We ensured that the partners
in the joint statement were
represented, plus a number

of independent producers.

All the relevant issues were
discussed, including the pros
and cons of contestable funding
and the CMF proposal of

a new alternative fund for
content production. I wrote

a letter to John Whittingdale
after this meeting, reiterating
our position. The letter can

be found on our website
along with our general policy
statement.

This story is not finished
yet. As I write this in May
2016, we await the publication
of the White Paper later this
month that will outline the
government’s conclusions
on the BBC following all the
consultations. There will be

a brief window for further

responses and in that period

the CMF will organize a major
event in London — a meeting

of the All Party Parliamentary
Group on Children’s Media and
the Arts (to brief MPs and Peers
on the issues) — followed by a
debate at the Children’s Media
Conference in Sheffield.

This is possibly the most
important issue to face the
entire children’s media industry
in the last ten years. The
outcomes will be swift and
potentially far reaching. There
is every possibility that the
government’s agenda for the
BBC may have adverse affects
on the quality and range of
content that the audience are
offered in the future. Equally,
with vision and care for the
consequences of their decisions,
politicians could make changes
that stimulate the UK children’s
content market in exciting
new ways. New money could
be provided for production,
reflecting the new platforms
that are hungry for original and
innovative content.

The CMF has been, and
will continue to be, at the heart
of the debate. We will press
on with our proposals for
an independent, well-funded
BBC that supports and even
expands its kids’ content,

and a new independently

financed fund that stimulates
real competition and growth

in content delivery for the
audience. It isn’t easy for us to
keep up this level of activity.

We are a tiny organization with
part-time staff supported by

a few terrific volunteers. Our
campaigning and lobbying
takes place in the context of our
events programme, the All Party
Group, research initiatives,
newsletters, press responses, our
support of the yearbook and
our development policy in other
areas, such as internet security
or the future of children’s and
family film.

This year has really
stretched the CME, but we have
kept up. However, to continue
—and be quite sure, there will
be a need for us to continue —
we need to raise more funds to
keep the organization afloat.
Please consider whether you or
your company could become
supporters. Details of how to do
this are available on the CMF
website, or from our fundraiser,
Esther Fox: fundraiser@
thechildrensmediafoundation.
org.

We believe that we can and
do make a difference. But we

can’t do it without your help.
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