
 

1 

 

 

Minutes of the 71st meeting of  
the Advisory Committee for England held at Riverside House and via 

Teams on 12 March 2020 

Present   

Paula Carter Chair  
Aaqil Ahmed Member (via Teams)  
Matthew Littleford Member (via Teams) 
Alan Nunn Member (via Teams) 
Mark Smith Member (via Teams) 
Emma Davison Member (via Teams) 

In attendance  

Tim Suter Ofcom Board Member for England 
Richard Spencer Consumer Panel Member for England (via Teams) 
Emma McFadyen Director, England  
David Edwards Governance and Accountability Team 
Other Ofcom colleagues 
Colleagues from Channel Four Corporation (via Teams) (minutes 5 - 6)      
A colleague from the University of Bradford School of Media (via Teams) (minutes 27 - 28) 
 

Introduction 

1. The Chair welcomed Members to the 71st meeting of the Committee.  The meeting 
was due to have been held at the University of Bradford but, with growing public health 
concerns and to avoid unnecessary travel, the meeting was being held remotely via 
Microsoft Teams, with the option for Members to take part from Ofcom’s office at 
Riverside House in London if they wished to do so. 

2. The Chair welcomed Richard Spencer, who was taking part in his first meeting as 
observer from the Communications Consumer Panel. 

 

Declaration of Members’ Interests – Oral 

3. Alan Nunn declared his recent appointment to chair techUK’s 5G Ecosystem 
Working Group (techUK being a membership organisation of people, companies and 
organisations with a focus on digital technology). 

4. The Chair highlighted briefly the Code of Conduct for National Advisory 
Committees (including the need to declare interests and all relevant gifts and hospitality 
received or given by Members). 

 

Channel 4 update 

5. Colleagues from Channel 4 Corporation joined the meeting. Following a brief 
introduction concerning C4’s role as a PSB with a remit defined in UK statute, publicly 
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owned, but entirely commercially funded, and with 100% of its output commissioned 
from independent producers, Members were briefed on a number of issues. These 
included C4’s current strategy; 4alltheUK plans and commitments, with key 
appointments in Leeds and creative hubs in Bristol and Glasgow; support for new, small 
and emerging indies across the UK; out of London spend and hours broadcast; and data 
on activity in the English regions and details about upcoming commissions and portrayal.  

6. Issues discussed included Ofcom’s recent statement Channel 4 Corporation’s 
performance in delivering its media content duties 2014 – 2018; C4 plans for a new 
Academy to develop talent in partnership with content producers; collaboration with 
university media courses; future plans to co-present Channel 4 News from London and 
Leeds; and a voluntary increase in C4’s Nations & Regions content spend, from 35% to 
50% of main channel UK commissions, by 2023. 

 

Minutes of the meeting held on 2 December 2019 and matters arising – Minutes 70(19) 

7. The minutes of the meeting held on 2 December 2020 were APPROVED as an 
accurate record and for signature by the Chair. 

8. Members had taken part in a conference call on 30 January 2020 to progress 
agenda planning and to discuss ACE priorities for the coming year and the Committee’s 
response to the consultation on Ofcom’s proposed Plan of Work 2020 - 21. A response 
had subsequently been drafted, commented upon by Members and submitted by the 
Chair. 

9. The Chair reported that since the last meeting she had engaged with Ofcom’s PSB 
Review team and during the previous week had attended a meeting at which the 
Producers Alliance for Cinema and Television (Pact) was present. Pact was the UK trade 
association for independent content producers and discussion had included Terms of 
Trade between indies and the PSBs. 

10. Postal data requested by the Committee had been shared with Members by 
Ofcom. 

  

Members’ open session – Oral 

11. The Chair commented that DCMS had announced details of a radio and audio 
review, national and local. She had raised radio with Ofcom’s PSB Review team. Although 
referred to as ‘Small Screen: Big Debate’, Ofcom’s PSB Review should be about more 
than visual media and the Committee wished to keep radio on its agenda.   

12. Members noted the appointment of the new Ofcom Chief Executive, Dame 
Melanie Dawes, that coincided with an announcement that the Ofcom Chairman, Lord 
Burns, would be stepping down early at the end of the year. In a statement the 
Government had indicated that it was minded to appoint Ofcom as the regulator for 
online harms. A new Ofcom Chairman would be able to oversee the successful 
implementation of any changes at Ofcom. 

13. As part of its national conversation ‘Small Screen: Big Debate’, Ofcom was 
planning to host a workshop on 2 April 2020 to explore what the trends in the media 
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sector might be over the next five to ten years. If the event took place, ACE would be 
represented at the workshop. 

14. Members noted that several hundred complaints had been made to the BBC about 
the 16 January edition of Question Time (according to the BBC’s fortnightly report, for 
the period 6 – 19 January, the main issue was ‘Audience not representative of the local 
area leading to a pro-Conservative bias discussion on racism felt to be offensive’) . The 
Committee would be interested in the outcome. 

15. It was noted that Ministers and CEOs from mobile network operators had signed 
the Shared Rural Network (SRN) deal to improve poor mobile coverage. A Member 
raised the need to track roll-out and related dependencies, ie auction of 700 MHz and 
3.6-3.8 GHz spectrum, and suggested the SRN as a future agenda item. 

16. Migration from the Public Switched Telephone Network (PSTN) to Voice over 
Internet Protocal (VoIP) was raised, including Ofcom’s role in protecting consumers and 
in giving guidance to operators on minimum service standards and the importance of 
maintaining voice quality. The Chair proposed PSTN migration to VoIP as a future agenda 
item. It was noted that this topic was a focus issue for the Communications Consumer 
Panel, particularly the impact of migration on more vulnerable and older consumers and 
on devices such as personal alarms and on services like telecare. 

 

Ofcom Board/Content Board update – Oral  

17. The Committee noted recent topics discussed by the Ofcom Board and the 
Content Board (minutes and notes of their meetings being available on the Ofcom 
website). There was brief discussion about the implications of a change of leadership at 
Ofcom and Members raised the issue of whether it would be timely to re-evaluate 
regulation of the broadcasting sector, taking account also of the online space. 

 

Consumer Panel update and research on low income households – ACE 1(20) 

18. Members noted that the Panel had stepped-up engagement to strengthen the 
consumer voice via four Communications Consumer Hubs, one in each of the Nations. 
The England hub had been launched in December. The Panel had recently commissioned 
independent qualitative and quantitative research into scams and an independent audit 
of the accessibility of communications providers’ self-service apps. Like ACE, the Panel 
had responded to the consultation on Ofcom’s proposed Plan of Work. Current interests 
for the Panel included network resilience, the SRN and Ofcom fairness commitments.  

19. In 2019, to gain greater insight into the experiences of consumers in low-income 
households, the Panel commissioned PwC to undertake a qualitative study, interviewing 
consumers across the UK classified as potentially financially vulnerable, living on a low 
income, and who considered themselves as either ‘just about managing’ or ‘genuinely 
struggling’ to pay their bills. Members were taken through the findings of the research, 
published in the Panel report Don’t cut me off! 

20. Members discussed the research and issues including learnings from other sectors, 
eg affordability and protections in energy and financial services; and fixed telephone 
packages for low users on low incomes (BT Basic being an example). It was suggested 
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that similar mobile packages would be beneficial although some might say that Pay As 
You Go services were the solution. 

 

Public Policy update – ACE 2(20) 

21. Members were updated on key UK Government and Parliamentary developments 
since the last Committee meeting and noted a number of points. 

22. Since the previous meeting the General Election had taken place in December; 
there had been a Government reshuffle in February and new appointments in the 
departments that Ofcom worked closely with (including appointment of Oliver Dowden 
as Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport); as part of Budget 
announcements a day earlier, the Government had reiterated its plan to invest £5bn in 
“gigabit-capable” broadband networks across the UK by the end of 2025; and there had 
been progress in relation to the SRN, as noted earlier, and expected to make 4G mobile 
broadband available to 95% of the UK. It was reported that Ofcom would monitor and 
publish data on delivery of the SRN.  

23. The COVID-19 situation was unfolding rapidly and Ofcom and Government were in 
dialogue about impact on initatives in the communications sector and about priorities, 
including network resilience and security.   

24. There was brief discussion of the Government’s Telecoms Supply Chain Review 
and its position on high risk vendors. 

 

Future of PSB – ACE 3(20) 

25. Members were briefed on Ofcom’s ‘Small Screen: Big Debate’ PSB work 
programme and on discussion at the meeting with Pact, referred to earlier in the 
meeting. 

26. Issues discussed by Members included positive feedback on Channel 5’s regional 
productions activity; the declining resonance of PSB brands amongst younger audiences 
and related Ofcom research that was underway; and cultural diversity and whether the 
PSBs were catering for minority audiences. 

University of Bradford School of Media 

27. As noted earlier, the Committee had expected to meet in Bradford and to engage 
in-person with the university’s School of Media. Instead this engagement took place 
remotely. 

28. Members were briefed on the degree courses offered by the School, all of which 
were interdisciplinary and aimed to make creative use of technology. In addition, it was 
noted that the School benefited from its location in a diverse and multi-ethnic city and 
from a local creative ecosystem, including the BBC, UNESCO Bradford City of Film, the 
university’s Working Academy and the Bradford Literature Festival. The School also 
provided Outside Broadcasting Apprenticeship courses (MSc/PGDip/PGCert). A key aim 
was to widen participation and to increase diversity, with engagement in schools, 
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colleges and with marginalised groups and in use of the School’s commercial and 
industry standard production facilities. 

Information Items 

29. Telecoms, Broadcast & Postal Complaints (England) – ACE 4(20): A paper was 
noted and welcomed. 

 

Any Other Business 

30. It was requested that Members be given the opportunity to review/input to 
meeting agendas. 

31. It was noted that the location of the next meeting would be reviewed in the 
context of public health concerns. 

 

Date of the Next Meeting 

32. The next scheduled Committee meeting would be held on 11 June 2020. 

 




