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This is a joint response from the main commercial public service broadcasters to 
Ofcom’s consultation on its review of the list of major political parties for the 
European and local council elections to be held on 22nd May 2014. As we share a 
common view on the issues raised in this consultation, we believe it makes sense for 
us, and will be beneficial to Ofcom, to submit this single response between us.    
 
The principles that underpin this response have been discussed by the Broadcasters 
Liaison Group, which has endorsed the approach set out here in so far as it applies 
to Party Political Broadcasts (PPBs).   
  
 
Summary 
 
This is an important review, which will help determine Ofcom’s approach to 
designating major parties not only in next year’s elections but in elections to come. 
Our concern with Ofcom’s approach is that it does not build on the status quo, which 
in practice operates lists of major parties both for the UK as a whole and for the 
individual nations. Ofcom’s approach to adding to its list of major parties needs to 
take into account both the UK-wide and the individual nation dimensions.   
 
 
The significance of this review  
 
We recognise that this review stems directly from Ofcom’s decision1 to maintain a 
central list of major parties that it will review regularly. We note that, while the current 
review is designed to lead to a list of major parties for next May’s elections, the 
decisions to which Ofcom comes in this review will set a precedent for future such 
reviews – especially the review that will take place ahead of the 2015 General 
Election. This is acknowledged by Ofcom in the consultation document: “Whilst 
future assessments of the composition of the list of major parties will be undertaken 
on a case-by-case basis in the light of the available evidence, subject to the 
responses we receive to this consultation, Ofcom will be guided by the approach 
ultimately adopted in the present review”2. 
 
 

                                                           
1
 Published in its Statement on its “review of the Ofcom Rules on Party Political and Referendum 

Broadcasts and Proposed Ofcom Guidance for broadcast coverage of elections”, 21 March 2013 
2
 Paragraph 2.14 
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The current position 
 
We appreciate that Ofcom has attempted to arrive at a balanced approach, but are 
concerned that it has not taken fully into account how electoral reporting and PPB 
allocation takes place in practice. At present, there are effectively five lists of major 
parties: one each for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland; and one for the 
UK as a whole.  
 
So the ITV network (like the BBC) allocates PPBs on a nation-by-nation basis; while 
Channel 4, Channel 5 and the three national commercial radio networks (which only 
schedule programmes on a UK wide basis) make their allocations on a UK-wide 
basis.  
 
Similarly, when reporting at election times, STV in Scotland, ITV Wales in Wales and 
UTV in Northern Ireland each ensures that the relevant major parties in the relevant 
nation are represented in all election-related reporting. However, network-wide 
programmes on Channel 3 (like Channel 4 and Channel 5) approach election 
reporting on the basis of the UK-wide major parties. So, as an example, a discussion 
on a UK-wide news programme about UK defence policy during an election 
campaign would need to reflect the views of the three main UK parties but would not 
necessarily need to reflect the views of the SNP or Plaid Cymru; however, a report 
about the impact of defence policy on Scotland would need to reflect the views of the 
SNP as well as the three other parties (whether it was broadcast just in Scotland or 
across the UK).  
 
While we think this position is clear and well-established, we do not believe it is fully 
articulated in the present review document.  
 
 
Ofcom’s three approaches 
  
Having established this context, we now consider the advantages and disadvantages 
of Ofcom’s three approaches.  
 
The ‘Great Britain wide’ approach would be appropriate for Channel 4, Channel 5 
and national commercial radio, as UK wide broadcasters can only make an 
assessment of the country as a whole. It would also be appropriate as a way of 
identifying major parties for the purposes of the Broadcasting Code as far as UK-
wide news and current affairs reports are concerned. However, it is clearly 
inadequate as a way for Channel 3 licensees to consider PPB allocation and election 
reporting, as it imposes a GB-wide lens onto decisions that need to be made in the 
context of each nation. It also undermines the current rationale for treating the SNP 
and Plaid Cymru as major parties in Scotland and Wales respectively.   
 
The ‘nation by nation’ approach is appropriate for PPB allocation by Channel 3 
licensees and election reporting in each nation – so long as it sits alongside a list of 
UK-wide major parties which can be used to guide UK wide broadcasters in their 
PPB allocations and electoral reporting.  
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Such an approach would be consistent with the PPRB Rules, which state that “In 
determining allocations of PEBs at elections, the four nations of the UK should be 
considered separately” (Rule 16), while making allowance in Rule 18 for 
broadcasters which broadcast to the UK as a whole.  
 
The ‘Two-Stage’ approach is little different in practice from the ‘GB-wide’ approach, 
as it would accord major party status on the basis of GB wide support. The only 
advantage over the GB-wide variant in practice is that it would provide intellectual 
underpinning for continuing to treat the SNP and Plaid Cymru as major parties in 
their respective nations. However, because of the relative size of England compared 
to the rest of the UK, it would mean in practice that there would be a very strong 
likelihood that any party capable of being recognised as a major party in England 
would be classified as a major party in the other nations irrespective of how little 
support it enjoyed in them.         
 
We believe Ofcom should acknowledge the advantages of the present system. This 
means it should favour the ‘nation by nation’ approach as its starting point – but 
recognise that in addition UK-wide broadcasters and UK-networked programmes 
need to abide by a list of major parties appropriate to Great Britain as a whole. This 
would mean that as now there would be major party lists for each of the four nations 
(which would be used for the purposes of PPB allocation for Channel 3 licensees 
and for nation specific electoral reporting) and a UK wide major parties list (for the 
purposes of UK wide broadcasters’ PPB allocations and UK-wide electoral 
reporting). It would thus be possible for a party to be a major party on the UK wide 
list but not on one of the nation’s lists – and for a party to be a major party in a 
specific nation but not in the UK as a whole (like the SNP and Plaid Cymru 
currently).  
 
 
Assessing the evidence for next May’s elections   
 
We agree with Ofcom’s approach of looking at results over two election cycles, 
tempered by other evidence of electoral strength such as opinion polling and results 
in other elections. We also endorse Ofcom’s analysis of the data it has collected.   
 
On the basis of this evidence, it is clear that UKIP should qualify as a major party in 
respect of next year’s European Elections in Great Britain as a whole, in England 
and in Wales. As Ofcom recognises, UKIP would not qualify as a major party in 
Scotland, as its past results in European election and recent opinion poll ratings are 
far below the levels it has achieved in England and Wales.  
 
In addition, not only is there no justification for treating UKIP as a major party in 
Scotland alone, the party has performed less strongly there than the Scottish 
Greens. In the European Elections of 2004, UKIP and the Greens were neck-and-
neck, but in 2009 and in 1999 the Greens were clearly ahead of UKIP (7.3% to 5.2% 
and 5.8% to 1.3%). The Scottish Greens have also demonstrated their relative 
electoral support in other elections; for example, in the 2011 Scottish Parliament 
elections they secured 4.4% of the regional vote and won two seats compared to 
UKIP’s 0.9% and no seats; in the 2012 local government elections 36,000 first 
preference votes were cast for the Greens, who saw 14 councillors elected, 
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compared to 4,289 votes for UKIP, none of whose candidates were elected. In the 
2010 General Election, UKIP was less than 400 votes ahead of the Scottish Greens, 
with both parties polling 0.7% of votes.      
 
We would find it difficult to see the justification for treating UKIP as a major party in 
Scotland-only electoral reports or in the allocation of Scotland-only PPBs when the 
Scottish Greens are not accorded that status.     
 
Therefore, we suggest that Ofcom’s ‘GB-wide’ and ‘Two-Stage’ approaches are not 
only flawed in principle, but would produce untoward results in practice. Ofcom 
should adopt a nation-by-nation approach, with UKIP added to the existing major 
party lists in England and Wales. For UK-wide electoral reporting and PPB allocation 
by Channel 5 (the only UK-wide channel obliged to carry PPBs for the European 
elections), the major parties list should comprise Conservative, Labour, Liberal 
Democrat and UKIP.    
 
For Ofcom to adopt this proposal for separate lists of major parties, based on the UK 
as a whole and on each nation, would go with the existing grain of PPB allocation 
and political reporting while making important revisions that bring these lists up to 
date.        
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