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Duration of license 
ACS endorses Ofcom’s proposal to re-license Channel 4 for a further 10 years. It 
is clear that the broadcaster needs a significant period for planning and 
certainty. 

 
Channel 4’s remit  
Channel 4 was set up 31 years ago. Key features of its remit are:  
 

To appeal to the tastes and interests of a culturally diverse society; 
Develop new production talent; 
To exhibit a distinctive character. 

 
We further note that S264 of the Communications Act requires PSBs ‘to reflect 
the lives and concerns of different communities and cultural interests and 
traditions within the United Kingdom, and locally in different parts of the United 
Kingdom’. 
 
ACS suggests that it is now time to reconsider the remit and to give it a new focus 
in changing circumstances. While Channel 4 currently addresses the portrayal of 
ethnic, cultural and sexual minorities, the conception of ‘cultural diversity’ it 
employs has not been extended explicitly to include the UK’s component nations, 
which we now consider to be anomalous. In the post-devolution era, where 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have all achieved a distinct status and new 
governmental responsibilities within the wider Union, this really ought to be 
addressed. 
 
The likelihood of some continuing constitutional change in the UK has been 
signalled by the impending referendum on Scottish independence, to be held on 
18 September 2014. Even if independence in the form of separate statehood 
were not to be the outcome, ACS considers that Scotland will continue to 
diversify within the UK and that this growing difference needs to be reflected by 
public service broadcasting generally, and Channel 4 in particular.  
 
BBC4 has a remit that overlaps in part at least with that of Channel 4. BBC4 is 
required  ‘to reflect a range of UK and international arts, music and culture. It 
should provide an ambitious range of innovative, high quality programming that 
is intellectually and culturally enriching, taking an expert and in-depth approach 
to a wide range of subjects.’ Change in the market-place means that some 
repositioning by Channel 4 is in order and adds a further pressure to rethink 
how the remit is interpreted. 
 
Quotas 
In line with S288 of the Communications Act, a key question for Scotland 
concerns the out of England TV production quota. Currently, this has been set at 



 

3% across all the UK nations. Channel 4 proposes to raise this to 9% by 2020. 
This equates to the BBC’s present quota for network production based in 
Scotland alone. The BBC has a target of 17% Nations production by 2016. 
 
ACS is well aware that no direct comparison can be made between Channel 4 and 
a broadcaster of such major scale as the BBC. Nonetheless, we find Channel 4’s 
ambitions to be too limited. Members of ACS attended Channel 4’s presentation 
in Glasgow on 20 September and listened carefully to the justifications given for 
the proposed 2020 target. We noted – as the Channel 4 representatives 
themselves said – that the company routinely exceeds its targets presently and 
may be expected to do so in future.  
 
Since Channel 4 is already delivering 5.4% production in the Nations, a 9% target 
by 2020 seems low, despite assurances that this will most likely be exceeded.  
We would like the assurances to become a calculated obligation that duly bears 
in mind challenges to Channel 4’s trading position. We would therefore urge 
Channel 4 to reconsider its position. Although we do not wish at this stage to 
prescribe a specific target to Ofcom for Channel 4, we consider that aiming at 12-
15% by 2020 should be feasible, given the present upward drift, and we do 
expect the issue to be intelligently revisited. We therefore wish to see the 
effective commitment to production in Scotland rise. 
 
It was clear from independent producers present at the Glasgow meeting, as well 
as from STV, that quotas continue to remain important for achieving business 
confidence and achieving a geographically distributed production capacity, in 
Scotland as elsewhere throughout the UK.  
 
Portrayal 
It is clear from Channel 4’s own account of itself and a viewing of its output that 
there is no necessary connection between the location of production and the 
portrayal of a locality, region or nation. ACS does not expect such a simplistic 
connection to be made. While quotas fall under the aegis of creative industries 
policy, portrayal is a matter for cultural policy. It is important that – as with 
other parts of the UK – Scotland in its diversity should be represented in 
multiform ways over time to the Channel’s UK audience. ACS has no confidence 
that this presently is the case. We consider, moreover, that especially in the 
context of the wider constitutional changes taking place in the UK, Channel 4 
needs to revisit this question, with due attention to how commissioning and 
scheduling decisions affect its competitive position. This relates to our points 
about the remit, noted above. 
 
Ofcom’s research indicates that some 36% of Channel 4’s viewers are convinced 
that the Channel ‘portrays my region/nation fairly to rest of UK’.  This contrasts 
with the 55% that consider the Channel to ‘show different kinds of cultures 
within the UK’. While Channel 4’s representatives suggested that these findings 
were crude aggregations, they do nonetheless suggest that the remit does not 
take enough account of the UK’s national and regional diversity and should not 
be easily discounted.  
 



 

Channel 4 argues that it should not be making ‘parochial’ programmes. We agree, 
as reach is a very important indicator of successfully engaging audiences. We 
would ask the Channel’s board and its commissioners to reconsider how themes 
of general interest might be portrayed through programmes set in Scotland and 
elsewhere in the UK in a way that does justice to the changing political 
geography and its various expressions.  
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