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Tomorrow’s BBC – Creating an open, more distinctive BBC  
 
The following response is submitted on behalf of the Raymond Williams Society, 
www.raymondwilliams.co.uk. 
 
The Raymond Williams Society brings together individuals and groups working in the 
traditions of cultural and media analysis established by the work of the Cambridge scholar 
and critic Raymond Williams. It includes scholars and teachers in higher and further 
education but also individuals working in various areas of the communications industries 
both in the UK and abroad, as well as members of the general public with an interest in 
such matters. The Society is committed to developing an understanding of culture which 
is broad and inclusive but impartial and born of the highest professional standards. We 
welcome the Green Paper’s emphasis on seeking to maintain and foster the values of the 
BBC’s initial purpose and mission. We would suggest that these values, rather than being 
irrelevant in an age of proliferating audience choice, will be more important than ever in 
confronting the enormous changes in media activity, control and ownership in the years 
ahead. At its best, the BBC is able to stand for constancy and integrity in an increasingly 
fragmented and diluted broadcasting landscape. We are strongly of the opinion that 
government must commit to strengthening and underwriting the longstanding role of the 
BBC as repository, stimulus and facilitator for the processes of learning, engagement and 
cultural practice that are at the heart of an inclusive, democratic society.  
 
Of paramount importance to this vision is a renewed emphasis on universality – an 
emphasis which we are pleased to see at the heart of your document. We approach with 
caution, however, the distinction that is drawn between an inclusive address which seeks 
to be ‘all things to all people’ (effectively your current characterisation of the institution), 
and the targeting of more specific, prioritised groups and audiences. The BBC should be 
engaged in a constant process of ensuring that its products and services speak to the 
country as a whole, and as the sum of its parts, but this should not be used to legitimise 
further fragmentation of the organisation and de-regulation of the sector. In its current 
role, the BBC offers an admirable range of content across multiple platforms. The review 
is right to identify the potential of online services to enable the development and access 
of more specific content, but this need not be effected in opposition to either commercial 
interests or the centrality of more traditional standards of public broadcasting. The BBC’s 
online presence is uniquely placed to offer impartiality, independence and integrity in a 
digital landscape which is increasingly characterised by commercially-motivated content: 
it is a beacon of quality in a sea of unregulated noise and should be protected at all costs.  
 
The Raymond Williams Society endorses the existing rationale for the BBC’s role in 
supporting educators, students and the wider public across the world, as well as in the 
UK, through the provision of challenging and rigorous content to foster and stimulate 
the learning of a vast audience across all continents. This aspect of the BBC’s identity 
should be firmly secured, not least because the opportunities for further and life-long 
learning in Britain are diminishing at an alarming rate. The changes to the funding of 
Higher Education have affected profoundly the number of mature learners applying to 
university; funding of the FE sector has been slashed in recent years; and, 



symptomatically, the Open University has in the last week announced plans to close as 
many as seven of its regional centres against a backdrop of deeply challenging ‘market’ 
conditions in part-time Higher Education. Within this increasingly uncertain landscape, 
the BBC must protect and strengthen its educational remit rather than risk further 
damage to a rapidly diluting sector.  
 
This is not to suggest that the BBC’s commitment to, for example, entertainment of all 
kinds, whether widely popular or of niche interest, should be diminished through a 
recalibration of its aims and purpose. The example of PBS broadcasting in the United 
States indicates the dangers for the general national culture of a compartmentalised model 
of broadcasting where purely commercial operators exist alongside channels with overly 
prescriptive public service remits. This international context is important to the present 
consultation. We are sure that you are aware of evidence indicating that BBC news is the 
most trusted source for the majority of internet users in America. Closer to home we 
were pleased but not surprised by the overwhelming support from Nordic broadcasters 
for the BBC. A recent letter from seven national broadcasters warns that ‘diminishing the 
BBC at home risks diminishing Britain abroad’. This is further evidence that the BBC’s 
reputation for rigour, universality and integrity transcends frontiers and provides the 
nation with a prominent and respected voice abroad. The BBC is able to tell stories about 
Britain that have wide impacts across the globe, informing debate, providing balance and 
shaping opinion, with important implications for the UK’s global standing, and its 
commercial and political clout.  
 
Above all, the BBC remains the most universally accessible and high quality outlet for 
education and enrichment within our national culture and gives us great influence and 
respect abroad. That this review takes place against the context of persistent cuts to the 
corporation (2010; 2015), which have threatened almost 40% of its budget, underlines the 
legitimate concerns about the potential of the corporation to prosper in increasingly 
precarious market conditions. The answer is not to weaken the BBC as a means of 
strengthening its commercial competitors, but instead to continue to make the case for 
the corporation’s values in an age of great precarity.  
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