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            PREFACE

         

         This is a book about news and why it matters, in which you’ll find plenty of hobby horses. A whole herd of them, if I’m honest, and I hope you will become fond of at least some.

         It began in 2018 with an invitation from Selwyn College’s development director Mike Nicholson to talk to alumni and friends about my years at BBC News, and we came up with the title ‘10 Things to Make the News Better’. The idea was to focus on the positive and to weld my experience in newsrooms during my thirty-three years at the BBC with the observations and prejudices of an enthusiastic consumer of broadcast news now living in Cambridge. It seemed to go down well, particularly in that my hobby horses were joined by lots of new ones. Members of the audience added a list of things they like and things they don’t, though I had to tell them it really was no longer my responsibility that xjournalists don’t understand the difference between ‘less than’ and ‘fewer than’.

         I then developed some of the themes further in the United States, through a lecture at the University of California in Los Angeles. The event was jointly arranged with Cambridge in America and BAFTA Los Angeles, and it had some American hobby horses to join the British ones. At the time, the coverage of Donald Trump was the thorniest of issues and it helped shape thoughts about the responsibilities of media organisations and their connection with the electorate. The audience in the UCLA lecture theatre had a spirited debate in the question-and-answer session about what to add to and subtract from the list of proposed improvements to news coverage.

         So, now, following a kind invitation from my friends at Biteback Publishing, I’m taking this a stage further: updating the thoughts – doubling the size of the herd – and inviting a new audience to join the discussion. And there are some ground rules I need to explain. First, this is overwhelmingly about broadcast news – partly because it’s what I know about, but also because it is still central to national and international debates. Second, it will talk about the BBC more than any other organisation – again, because it’s something I’m familiar with and because it does actually matter more than most. It should be, and often is, the gold standard. I particularly salute its staff, who work tirelessly to do the best they can despite the geographical relocations and internal xireorganisations which drive them up the wall. Third, it will dwell quite a lot on politics, because the relationship between Westminster and the media is broken and needs the most attention. By contrast, foreign reporting – delivered by some outstanding correspondents – is going through a conspicuously strong phase, as we’ve seen most recently in Ukraine and in revelatory broadcasts from Afghanistan, Yemen, Ethiopia and even America, where ITV’s coverage of the 6 January 2021 Capitol insurrection deservedly won awards galore. And fourth, I absolutely do not believe in the myth of a golden age. There were many bad things in the past, just as there are some areas that should be improved today. My contention is that it should be possible to merge the best of then with the best of now.

         In the past, some BBC managers have become grumpy about dinosaurs like me critiquing their organisation. Well, I love it too, but it belongs to all of us and I believe it’s right for there to be accountability for the BBC’s practices and policies. If it’s to be one of the most open organisations in Britain, which it has struggled to achieve in the past, then it needs challenge and analysis. There is plenty of space between those who argue that the BBC can do no wrong and the folk who want to destroy it. In the term ‘critical friend’, both words matter, and I am unequivocal that I want the BBC to survive and thrive. Crucially, it can do that most effectively if it is at the top of its game. Recognising weaknesses is a part of that drive for excellence – because even xiiwith its faults it’s a dozen times better than the unregulated and user-generated alternatives.

         Yet the BBC is far from being the sole guarantor of standards in journalism. Every day I see and hear and read excellent journalism – from LBC radio to The Times, and from Sky News to The Spectator and New Statesman. Podcasts bring in new voices; social media allows the audience to answer back. There are so many sources of information and so much to enjoy.

         But the warning signs are there too. These are fractured, difficult times. Media can spread hatred. Trust in authorities and in established media organisations is precarious, not least because the newer platforms, notably Twitter, can whip up a mob against them. So, it would be foolish to imagine that we can continue exactly as we are, and that’s why we need to have the argument: how is it that we can make the news better – more relevant, more valuable, more ambitious – and through that try to bring our society closer together? What follows are thoughts and provocations to feed into the debate, and ultimately it will be the consumers of news who deliver their verdict. They will either stay with the mainstream media and encourage its reinvigoration or ensure its splintering into thousands of disparate pieces. And the stakes are so high because once it has fractured, there will be no putting it back together again.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            CHAPTER 1

            CHERISH PUBLIC SERVICE

         

         My love affair with broadcast news began by night at my home in Bradford in the early 1970s. School work done, I would switch on a cheap transistor radio next to my bed and listen to The World Tonight – then one of Radio 4’s newest programmes – and its main presenter Douglas Stuart. As now, this was a time of tumult. I learned about the Middle East oil crisis, the superpower tensions of the Cold War, the blood spilt on the streets of Northern Ireland; the world was brought directly to me through on-the-ground reporting and the painting of word pictures. The interviews with leading figures of the day were conducted courteously – the tougher stuff was left to Robin Day on television – and accompanied by analysis of what the latest developments meant for us all. If it was possible to feel calm amid the turbulence, I did: there was authority in the voices I heard, and this was not a programme where guests were booked to provide a punch-up. It was much more about enlightenment. 2Even if you disagreed with what was being said, there was no recourse other than to write a letter to the BBC and receive the blandest of replies a week later from its audience services team. Douglas Stuart had the blessing of never trending on Twitter.

         A little later in the Radio 4 schedule was another favourite for a politics-obsessed schoolboy: the nightly broadcast of Today in Parliament. In those days the programme relayed no braying of MPs or shouting down of party leaders, because it was still some years before the microphones were allowed into the parliamentary chambers and even longer until the arrival of television cameras. So, the passionate debates of the ’70s – when Britain was considering whether to join the European Community – were rendered in the beautifully modulated tones of Radio 4 continuity announcers. Even so, the heat of the argument was unmistakable, with the Heath government under attack from its own Eurosceptics and the Labour Party also split and fighting a tactical war in the House of Commons. Armed with what I had learned from the nightly digests, as a sixteen-year-old I canvassed in the two 1974 general elections on behalf of the Liberal Party and earnestly told voters in Bradford South why I believed the two-party system had failed.

         It wasn’t only about radio. Live television via satellite had come of age for the first successful mission to the moon in 1969. Then, as a teenager, long after my parents had gone to bed, I would sit late into the night watching the Watergate 3hearings. The investigation into President Nixon’s wrongdoings was an early example of extended rolling news coverage from abroad. The big days – when Nixon’s aides John Ehrlichman and Bob Haldeman appeared before the congressional committee and faced the questioning of Senator Sam Ervin – saw a presidency being destroyed on our screens. The scheduling, right until the moment when we watched live as a helicopter flew a disgraced Nixon away from the White House, meant that this was history in which we could all share.

         It is what public service broadcasting did, and still does. Spool forward fifty years and so much has changed: the proliferation of channels and platforms, the explosion of social media, the revolution in technology. But there are still plenty of places where experienced reporters and producers try to make sense of what’s happening. The mission of the BBC and of other public service broadcasters (PSBs) in Britain and overseas – to create better-informed societies and to safeguard democracy – is essentially the same.

         Crucially, that brings a duty to try to spread those values of tolerant, evidence-based discussion across the world. The fight for truth is difficult enough in liberal democracies, but it is tougher still when states intervene to wilfully distort the facts and to censor news they find inconvenient. When Ukraine was invaded in February 2022, the Russian disinformation campaign ramped up too. Jane Lytvynenko, research fellow at Harvard’s Shorenstein Center on Media, 4Politics and Public Policy, told NBC: ‘We’re going to see a huge onslaught, and we need to be prepared for that.’ The responsibility of democratic broadcasters to stand by the truth grows ever greater, and Britain still has immeasurable soft power from its global information services.

         So, Western broadcasters can define themselves against the malign state players, and they can also differentiate themselves from what wholly commercial organisations do. It is still hard to beat the crassness of the comments made by chief executive of the American CBS network Leslie Moonves during the rise of Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential campaign:

         
            It may not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS … Man, who would have expected the ride we’re all having right now? … The money’s rolling in and this is fun … I’ve never seen anything like this, and this is going to be a very good year for us. Sorry. It’s a terrible thing to say. But, bring it on, Donald. Keep going.

         

         The Facebook whistleblower Frances Haugen identified the same issue in that giant of social media: ‘The thing I saw at Facebook over and over again was there were conflicts of interest between what was good for the public and what was good for Facebook. And Facebook, over and over again, chose to optimize for its own interests, like making more money.’5

         There are some cracks now appearing in the organisation, but a former senior executive at Facebook was scathing about its effects on us all: ‘The short-term, dopamine-driven feedback loops that we have created are destroying how society works. No civil discourse, no co-operation; misinformation, mistruth.’

         Put it together and it is frightening. Grotesque lies by states. Deliberate campaigns of propaganda and misinformation. Amplification by social media and the ill will of individuals. No matter what its most frothing and deranged critics would say, the BBC never goes within a million miles of that – and it is, instead, a barrier against the onslaught of the bad actors. The first stated public purpose in the BBC’s 2016 Charter is admirably clear:

         
            To provide impartial news and information to help people understand and engage with the world around them: the BBC should provide duly accurate and impartial news, current affairs and factual programming to build people’s understanding of all parts of the United Kingdom and of the wider world. Its content should be provided to the highest editorial standards. It should offer a range and depth of analysis and content not widely available from other United Kingdom news providers, using the highest calibre presenters and journalists, and championing freedom of expression, so that all audiences can engage fully with major local, regional, national, United Kingdom and 6global issues and participate in the democratic process, at all levels, as active and informed citizens.

         

         These really are stretching targets. The BBC is promising not just a news service but excellent content at every level of its operations that other UK news providers are not supplying, and it is reasonable to judge it by the standards it has signed up to.

         The wider aim of public service broadcasting has become trickier to define in an age of digital plenty. The Commons Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee said in 2021: ‘It means different things to different people. To some it’s their main source of current affairs and news, to others, it’s sitting down together to watch Strictly Come Dancing on a Saturday night.’ The MPs went on to try a better shot at its key characteristics:

         
            First, universality of access is widely considered to be an integral part of public service broadcasting. It is expected that public service content is made widely available to all citizens of the UK, free at the point at which they consume it. There is also an expectation that this universally available content represents the diversity of the UK, and spans a wide range of genres to reflect that diversity. Secondly, it is expected that the news and current affairs content produced by PSBs be accurate, reliable and impartial. In short: consumers expect PSBs to be a trusted source 7of information. Finally, it is expected that PSBs should be able to function free from government interference or political pressure.

         

         We should salute the MPs’ triumph of hope over reality about government interference, but it’s noteworthy how news is always at the top, or near the top, of any list of public broadcasting’s key characteristics. There is a decent argument that news matters now even more than it did in the past because of the turbulence in the world and the threats to our democracies. Opponents of public service broadcasting argue that the market can do what the BBC and the likes of Channel 4 do, and they have at least half a point about drama and entertainment. Back in my 1970s Bradford home, the only television drama came from the BBC and ITV – and much of it was pretty good, bringing audiences of millions to classics and new writing alike. The public broadcasters are still in the game, but drama is an area where the American giants and international streaming services excel. I am one of many who believe that HBO’s Succession, shown in the UK by Sky Atlantic, was one of the best dramas of recent years. And a former colleague who had top jobs at the BBC reckons there was a watershed moment during the 2010s, when The Crown was commissioned by Netflix: ‘At that point the BBC could no longer say that it was the place for the very best high-end British drama.’ Viewers have flocked to the newer platforms. Even allowing for Netflix’s hype and inflated audience 8figures, Bridgerton – which is filmed here – and Squid Game were enormous successes in Britain.

         The secondary argument was that the BBC was a guarantor of British-based content and media expertise, but even that has become shakier as the streamers have expanded their operations. Billions of pounds are being invested in studios and UK-based production. Game of Thrones was shot in Northern Ireland, and The Lord of the Rings has been relocated by Amazon from New Zealand to England, bringing hundreds of millions of dollars of investment. There is a studio boom across the home counties, and the streamers’ content budgets now dwarf those of the BBC and ITV. So ‘British content’? Well, not entirely: the blockbusters are targeted at international markets, and Britishness is a by-product rather than the essential mission of the BBC and a state-owned Channel 4. But smaller-scale British productions are now emanating from the streamers – think of After Life by Ricky Gervais – and the competition for the traditional broadcasters in drama and comedy is becoming more acute.

         That may explain a question which Tim Davie, the director-general (DG) of the BBC since 2020, is fond of putting to opinion formers: ‘Which show was the most popular on TV last night?’ The answer on many days now is, surprisingly to many, the 6.30 p.m. regional news slot on BBC One – which exceeds the linear television audiences for EastEnders and network ‘hit’ comedies. Just before Christmas 2021, ITV’s supposed blockbuster I’m a Celebrity Get Me Out of Here 9was watched by an audience of 4.6 million, while the BBC regional news scored 4.9 million. Each night it follows the highly successful BBC News at Six, which regularly gets some editions into each week’s top twenty programmes across all channels, where it is joined among the most popular network shows by the BBC News at Ten and the ITV Evening News. In the first week of March 2022, when the war in Ukraine was dominating the headlines, the News at Six occupied five of the top six places in the weekly Broadcast network ratings chart, with only Ant & Dec’s Saturday Night Takeaway preventing a clean sweep. Schedulers used to see the news bulletins as a drag on their performance – the channel commissioners’ eyes would roll if we suggested extending a bulletin – whereas now they are among their top performers. It is wonderful, and an example of the power of live news, that ITV has decided to ride this tide by extending its evening bulletin to a full hour, thus putting more news into its peak schedule than the BBC.

         The definitive research by the regulators at Ofcom confirms that television remains the most common platform for news among the British public, with 75 per cent of the population saying it’s the place they usually go to for their news. There has been some decline in recent years, but nothing like the way that printed newspapers’ circulations have fallen off a cliff. There is, however, a massive age differential for television news, with more than 90 per cent of the over-65s describing themselves as regular viewers, falling to 49 per cent 10for the 16–24 age group. But the main broadcast news providers in the United Kingdom are trusted. Sky News leads the way, seen as accurate (76 per cent) and trustworthy (74 per cent). The BBC and ITV are locked together around a decent 70 per cent on each indicator. This compares with lower levels of trust for the printed press and especially for user-generated content on social media, thus confirming that the British public retain their common sense.

         The appetite for impartial news is still voracious. A 2022 BBC survey asked respondents to think about news generally and decide which was more important to them personally: news coverage that is impartial, or news coverage that reflects your point of view. Impartiality won by a landslide 87 per cent to 13 per cent, and even among younger viewers the margin was 76 per cent to 24 per cent.

         It is inevitable that the fragmentation of audiences, and the always-on digital culture, affects news as it does other genres. We check our phones when we have a spare moment to keep across the latest developments, and the algorithms on Facebook and Twitter chirp away with the ‘news for you’ they have decided we should see. Often, though, this is news from the major providers. The likes of CNN, the Washington Post and all the public broadcasters have inserted themselves well into the digital space, and they remain anchors in a sea of rumour and disinformation. Social media amplifies the main bulletins: a little over 3 million people were watching the ITV Evening News when it broke the story of Allegra 11Stratton’s briefing on the Downing Street Christmas party that never was, but that clip – branded as an ‘ITV exclusive’ – was watched by more than 9 million within the following twenty-four hours.

         Conventional scheduled news programmes remain live events amid the multitude of catch-up services – and when big moments happen, that is where we congregate. An astonishing 27 million people watched the UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson announce the start of the first lockdown, with 15 million on BBC One alone, which are figures never seen outside World Cup finals and the Olympic Games. Throughout the pandemic, conventional television news viewing surged – even though many of us had endless hours to fill surfing the internet, and there was often little fresh to hear by the time we got to ten at night. News remains the genre in which the BBC is a global leader through the BBC World Service.

         Not everyone agrees with this emphasis on news, of course. The playwright Sir David Hare contributed an enjoyably disputatious piece to The Guardian in October 2021, which castigated the corporation for distorting its original aims, set out by Lord Reith in the 1920s, to ‘inform, educate and entertain’. ‘When [director-general John] Birt chose to pitch the BBC as the greatest news-gathering organisation in the world’, writes Hare,

         
            he caused nothing but problems. First, he narrowed the 12far larger role the BBC was there to play. Second, he encouraged people to start asking why we needed the BBC at all. If its principal purpose was to gather news, there were a whole host of commercial outlets that could do the job just as well.

         

         (We wait for Netflix News or Amazon Prime’s version of Look North from Leeds.)

         Hare ploughed on: ‘If you doubt that news is thought to be the primary business, you will find it architecturally expressed if you visit Broadcasting House. Every other department is flattened against the walls of an overblown newsroom that draws all energy to the centre.’

         Playwrights understandably want more plays. Journalists want more news. But of the three parts of the BBC mission, while ‘inform’ and ‘educate’ are still potentially distinctive (a revival of the BBC’s education programming was one of the few upsides of the pandemic), it is ‘entertain’ which is now the most challenging. The previously ratings-winning Gordon Ramsay is one unlucky example of the phenomenon. His game show Bank Balance was a high-profile commission by the BBC to occupy the prime 9 p.m. slot on a number of nights in early 2021, but it plummeted in the ratings and went from boom to bust in being cancelled after one series. He re-emerged with Future Food Stars, which suffered the indignity of falling out of the Top 100 programmes, while other would-be entertaining occupants of 13the 9 p.m. slot – Wim Hof and Alan Carr – limped along with linear audiences of around 2 million.

         Hare is also at odds with BBC bosses from multiple backgrounds who gathered at meetings in the early part of this century for contingency exercises concerning how the corporation might react to significant cost-cutting. I remember one session in a cheerless conference centre in Manchester, where we debated, if we had to cut and cut again, what would we preserve at all costs? The answer was BBC One, with its range of genres for a mass audience – and with an emphasis on well-resourced news bulletins as the daily landmarks of its schedule. Many said they would strive to keep the BBC News channel too. In radio, our last service standing would be Radio 4, with Today as its most important programme.

         Inconveniently for Hare’s argument, many long-standing commercial outlets have slashed their newsrooms. When I started work for the independent station Pennine Radio in Bradford in the late 1970s, we had eight newsroom journalists and there was a nightly hour-long digest of developments from across West Yorkshire. Try finding that now on your ‘local’ version of Heart or Magic FM. It was a similar story at ITV. The regions have become bigger and less local, and the staffing has become thinner. As for local newspapers, many have given up the ghost in print and have moved online, where a heritage of journalism valiantly battles with their owners’ desire for clickbait. The tectonic plates of the digital media revolution are still in motion. In a year, 14Facebook and Netflix lost hundreds of billions of dollars of value when consumer numbers began to fall. Twitter, the platform where online abuse is a way of life, is at the time of writing being toyed with by a billionaire whom we might kindly call ‘eccentric’.

         That is why well-funded public broadcasting is essential. Most of us would truly miss it if it wasn’t there: no platform where the nation comes together for big events such as the Olympics or the World Cup or a Strictly Come Dancing final. None of those programmes you feel you own: the eccentric take on life squirreled away on BBC Four, or the talks on Radio 4 transporting you for fifteen minutes away from the hurly-burly. But sadly, this kind of output is under attack across the world. PBS in America and ABC in Australia have lost too many battles with unsympathetic governments.

         I spent some time in my last years at the BBC on the board of the European Broadcasting Union (EBU), where, generally, there is a healthier picture, both in the UK and across Europe. But whenever directors-general and other senior executives gathered, the talk was about the battle to preserve funding in the face of the juggernauts of competition heading towards the legacy broadcasters. The European Union was seen as liberal economically and unsympathetic to state organisations, and many national governments only liked broadcasters they could influence and control. We recognised that innovation was needed, and Germany showed one possible way forward with its introduction of 15a household levy rather than the old-style licence fee. But ultimately, it’s about money, and whether you have it or not. A report by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism at Oxford sums it up:

         
            Comparative research looking at different cases across Europe suggests that public service media tend to have wider reach with their news in cases where they, like the BBC, are relatively well-funded, integrated, and centrally organized, and have a degree of strategic autonomy and insulation from direct political influence and greater certainty through multi-year agreements on public service remit, funding, and governance.

         

         There was a golden period in which the Blair government, elected in 1997, was financially generous towards the BBC. Indeed, by 2002 it was said to be ‘basking in a jacuzzi of spare public cash’ by one of its rivals, the chief executive of Channel 4. That officeholder was Mark Thompson, who two years later became director-general of the BBC and promptly had to try to deny that it was true. But when Thompson appointed me as director of sport in 2005, there was manifestly no shortage of money. In my initial briefing within the division, I was told that we had enough in the budget to bid for live Premier League football, and we did just that; for a couple of years we could contemplate an expansion of our portfolio after years of decline. But then the financial weather began 16to change. Thompson removed tens of millions of pounds from the sport coffers, and by 2010 we were facing a Tory–Lib Dem administration dedicated to austerity. The licence fee was frozen by George Osborne as Chancellor.

         BBC finances are opaque, and it is difficult to tell how authentically the corporation is crying the poor tale. Even as a member of the management team in 2010, I had thought a freeze would be disastrous – but we were told on the quiet that it would be OK really. Then, after I left, the BBC did a complex second deal with Osborne which gave it some inflation-based increases but also lumbered it with taking on the financing of licence fees for the over-75s. Initially, the BBC said this was all perfectly fine, but then it changed its tune and said it was facing a financial crisis and had no choice other than to withdraw the majority of free licences for the elderly. There are certainly ups and downs in the budget. One of the benefits for the BBC in recent years was the growth in the total number of licence fee-payers, which mitigated the miserly increases in the fee itself; and it also got a nice dollop of cash from the Foreign Office for its overseas services. However, further years of freeze – and with inflation running riot – cannot avoid taking their toll.

         A National Audit Office report towards the end of 2021 confirmed that the BBC was on track to make savings to-talling £1 billion because of the squeeze on its finances, with the consequences particularly apparent in BBC News. There were more than 1,800 redundancies across the corporation 17between the 2017/18 and 2020/21 financial years – and more than a fifth of those, 385 jobs, involved frontline journalists. Yet the amount of news output increased, partly because of the pandemic putting more of a premium on live and breaking coverage. It is little surprise that the auditor then notes: ‘BBC surveys show that staff engagement in the news division has been lower than for the BBC as a whole over recent years.’ Sorting this out will be a Herculean task for the new director of BBC News Deborah Turness, who was lured from ITV and has an impressive CV including a stint at NBC in the United States. It is unlikely to be possible unless the pressure for further cuts is eased.

         Yet the political attacks on the corporation have sharpened. In early 2020, the Sunday Times reported the comments of a Downing Street adviser who opined that it was time to ‘whack’ the BBC and think about abolishing the licence fee and selling off many of its services. The rhetoric miraculously softened after Dominic Cummings had stopped being a Downing Street adviser, but there is still no love lost between SW1 and W1A. The appointment of Nadine Dorries as Culture Secretary was evidence of that, with one Westminster insider describing an introductory meeting with her as one of the most ‘awful’ he’d experienced as a media specialist. Sources close to Dorries used incidents that the government found displeasing, such as Today presenter Nick Robinson’s prickly interview with Boris Johnson, to threaten future licence fee settlements. ‘Nick Robinson 18has cost the BBC a lot of money’ was one of the headlines inspired by a Culture Department briefing – which is a ludicrous way of deciding the proper level of funding for public broadcasting. The settlement, when it emerged, was tough, and accompanied by threats from Dorries that this would be the last ever deal involving a licence fee.

         The government white paper on broadcasting published in spring 2022 was by no means all bad. For instance, it had sensible measures to keep major sporting events on free-to-air channels. But the recklessness in the government’s approach is unmistakable. The Tory right looks longingly at the streaming companies and their subscription model – at precisely the time when Netflix is in the spotlight as a subscriber-losing, mega-debt-ridden American construct which many critics believe has lost its touch in commissioning. Scrapping the BBC licence fee, without having defined an alternative funding model, is a thoroughly un-conservative approach. If you already have a world-renowned broadcaster, why not invest in it? Starving the BBC of resources inhibits, rather than enables, the reforms the corporation needs. Similarly, the proposed privatisation of Channel 4 was portrayed as giving it the power to compete with Netflix, when at its best the channel is precisely the opposite of the streaming giants: quirky, distinctive, British – and transmitting programmes that nobody else would.

         It would be an act of madness if we as a country threatened the existence of BBC News and Channel 4 News. 19Former director of the Downing Street Policy Unit Geoff Mulgan put it at its starkest in the New Statesman in 2021: ‘We are in a war for truth. The battle for truth is so fundamental that it has to precede any other priority.’

         And ITV’s political editor Robert Peston gave the wider context in his Hugh Cudlipp lecture in 2020:

         
            Global system breakdown has defined all our lives … from the banking system’s boom and bust, to the rise of a new anti-globalisation and populist generation of politician and political leader, to the mounting cost of global warming, to the exponentially charged proliferation of a jumping-the-species virus … And we have a choice, as people, as nations, as culture. We can try to understand what’s happening in a balanced, calm, rational, scientific way. And rebuild some sense of control over our destiny. Or we can continue shouting at each other in social media’s Tower of Babel and turn Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare into the model of our future. Or to put it another way, journalism we can trust, impartial journalism, matters more than it ever has, so that as citizens we have the information that allows us to make those reasoned choices.

         

         Indeed. Although so much has changed, many millions of us still like the kind of voices I heard crackling through a Yorkshire night fifty or more years ago – the calm and professional within well-edited programming which tells us 20what has happened without hype and spin. Modernisation is right, too. But independent journalism needs fighting for more than ever, and we would all be poorer if the public broadcasters were to lose the war.
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            CHAPTER 2

            COVER WHAT MATTERS

         

         The biggest question about public broadcasting is a simple one: what does it give you that the market can’t? And that applies even more acutely to news when we are assailed by it at every point of our day. So, let me try for the easiest possible formulation. Public service is best defined by covering the stories and issues that really matter and discarding the ones that don’t.

         Why this matters particularly in broadcast news is that programmes are really rather short. We used to calculate that if all the words spoken on the BBC News at Ten or ITV Evening News were printed on the front page of a broadsheet newspaper, there would still be some blank space – with the dozens of other pages completely empty. It has therefore always been an error to see a bulletin as being the equivalent of an entire newspaper, with headlines but also features and opinion and culture and sport. There must be some opportunity for what a wise old producer called ‘light and 22shade’ – some contrast between the stories, an opportunity to change the mood. But the purpose of a news bulletin is to share what we really must know about the events of the day and the impact they will have on our lives.

         I am therefore unabashedly in favour of serious broadcast news. Websites and social media and magazines can entertain us, and we can enjoy memes and jokes and pictures of cuddly animals on a multitude of digital platforms. There is a ‘free’ or commercial model that can deliver all that. Of course, the infinite capacity of the internet means that established broadcasters can widen their agenda there too, and everyone should be allowed their bit of fun. But the core mission of public service broadcasting – shared, thankfully, by the people who run ITV and Sky and Channels 4 and 5 – should be to inform in a way that is explicitly different from the unregulated and unsubstantiated territory that is occupied by others.

         Former director of BBC News Richard Sambrook put it simply in a recent exchange:

         
            It’s essential public broadcasters distinguish themselves from the rest of the market through the sheer quality of what they offer. In news that is most obviously done with a wider range of coverage – through primary newsgathering – and greater depth of analysis. Audiences need to know they can rely on PSBs for accurate, trustworthy, insightful news.23
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