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CARNEGIE UK TRUST RESPONSE TO LOCAL MEDIA ACTION PLAN 

 
 
 
 
The Context 
 
The enhancement of local and community news media is something the Carnegie UK 
Trust has strongly advocated.  It is part of our wider vision for a thriving democracy and 
a more active civil society in the UK.  People need reliable news and information on 
which they can base their decisions and choices as citizens, consumers and voters. 
 

Local Media Action Plan Consultation 

The Local Media Action Plan sets out how Government will create the right conditions for 

local television to emerge in the UK. 

“With more power devolved to the local level it is vital that we have a thriving and 
sustainable local media sector in order to hold those with new responsibilities to account. 
Advances in technology means that the media industry has gone through significant change 
over the last few years. But television still remains a powerful form of media and the most 
valued source of news for most people. For local democracy to flourish I believe that our 
most important media medium must be able to report on local content in depth and to a high 
standard. As such the Coalition Government will do all it can to ensure that localness is at 
the heart of our media sector and that local television services can flourish.  
 
This Action Plan sets out how we will do this. It follows on from Nicholas Shott’s review 
which concluded that local television was commercially viable in both the short term and the 
long term provided that certain conditions were met.  In this document the Government sets 
out how we plan to meet these conditions.” 
 
JEREMY HUNT 
January 2011 
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We welcome the plans for the development of local television services around the 
country with encouragement from the UK Government and some support from the 
public purse.  The services are potentially of great social and democratic value. 
Communities need new sources of accurate information and a media framework that 
guarantees the principles of freedom, pluralism and integrity. 
 
The Carnegie UK Trust is keen to see communication with and representation of local 
communities built into the licensing awards process for local TV.  This should be 
embodied as a formal requirement in any licences granted.  At the very least, the 
bidders for local licences (and those keen to operate the national sustaining network) 
should have to explain and demonstrate how they will properly engage with the local 
communities they intend to serve.  What opportunities will there be for input of an 
advisory or consultative kind?  What attention will be paid to any emerging local wishes 
or concerns?  How will communities’ views be built into the ongoing development and 
governance of services? 
 

The Current Proposals 
 
The Government has presented its vision for local TV as part of its wider policy goal of 
decentralising power across the UK.  It says it is seeking to create a strong local media 
sector, both to ensure plurality and democratic accountability at a local level and 
because of the potential for new businesses and innovation to emerge. 
 
The list provided by DCMS in the Local Media Action Plan of “questions to consider” 
tends to focus on content issues: matters such as the balance between local and 
network programming, and the best times of day for scheduling different types of 
material.  All of this is important and will be the subject of many responses.  However, 
there are also fundamental questions relating to the accountability framework and the 
public service role of the new services. 
 
In both the Nicholas Shott report and the subsequent LMAP, there is a degree of 
confusion and indeed conflict between the public service impulse and the test to be 
applied of commercial viability.  This tension creeps into the outline of the awarding 
process.  There appear to be at least two distinct stages of competition: an initial 
contest between different geographic locations to be on the list of prospective DTT 
licences, and then a further round of competition involving the rival bidders in those 
selected areas.  For both phases of this process, the determining criteria for success 
appear to be overwhelmingly financial. 
 
The recent call for expressions of interest in running the sustaining national network 
also focused largely on financial assumptions and technical preferences.  People were 
asked to indicate which locations they intended to be covered by local services, with an 
expectation that this list would consist of at least 10 locations.  But little information was 
required on what kind or quality of local service would be provided. 
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At the moment it looks as though the policy priority is to set up a new channel with local 
opt-outs which will be commercially profitable.  To this extent, the governing criteria are 
not at this point those of public service and providing valuable content to local people.  
The Carnegie UK Trust preference is for services that are community-based as much as 
they are commercially-focused, services that give people a sense of belonging to a 
particular local area.  And it is important that we have licences in rural as well as 
metropolitan areas, to benefit significant communities which are deprived of consistent 
news media attention. 
 

Public Service Requirements 
 
There are certainly going to be publicly-funded benefits, so there must also be public 
service obligations.  The incentives will include: EPG prominence on digital terrestrial 
television ; a contribution towards capital costs of up to £25 million in 2013/14 from the 
television licence fee: and a commitment from the BBC of up to £5 million per annum 
from 2014/15, expressed as a right to acquire local TV content for BBC use. 
 
The Local Media Action Plan makes it clear at several points that local TV is to be seen 
as part of public service broadcasting in the UK. But PSB status implies fulfilment of 
obligations and responsibilities in order to receive the promised benefits.  This must be 
front of mind as the UK Government and Ofcom proceed towards the development of a 
new licensing framework for local services. 
 
Given that there are to be these substantial publicly-funded privileges for the new 
operators, we need to know what the mechanisms will be to ensure local accountability.  
Will there be an advisory role for civic society bodies in the licensed areas?  What will 
be the precise commitment to extend local access to news and offer enhanced 
engagement and responsiveness?  Answers to questions like these should be a 
mandatory requirement in the bidding process leading up to the awarding of licences.  
The Carnegie UK Trust view is that all news organisations in receipt of public funding 
should actively engage with the public and with civil society associations, through their 
governing bodies as well as through their daily practice. 
 
We need local television services to have a very clear PSB role with guarantees on the 
nature and quality of the service. And the national network spine – the creative and 
technical hub – should also carry PSB obligations.  There is an opportunity here to 
create something genuinely new and innovative. 
 



4 

 

 

The licensing process 
 
We also need to think about more than just economic sustainability.  We have to create 
the regulatory and licensing framework that could best deliver and guarantee locally 
valuable services.  This is the key “quality” issue to be determined: the production of 
local content that provides a reliable service of genuine editorial quality to local 
audiences.  So we will need editorial analysis of the bids as well as financial and 
technical analysis and a key part of the Government’s thinking this year should be on 
clarifying the criteria for what will be required of successful bidders in 2012. 
 
Consideration should also be given to the issue of plurality.  Existing media entities are 
being encouraged to participate in the new local TV services, in part to ensure an 
appropriate degree of professionalism in the content and robustness in the business 
plans.  However, all other things being equal, there should normally be a preference in 
the awarding process for bids which add to plurality and bring in new voices.  The 
process should also allow for models which are more in the nature of a social enterprise 
or social cooperative rather than always depending upon a conventional profit-driven 
private company. 
 
Applicants should have to demonstrate how they will cater for the tastes, interests and 
needs of people in the area in which they are proposing to operate.  There should also 
be a commitment to reflect cultural and demographic diversity within the licensed area.  
This should be part of the award process and of the subsequent regulatory structure. 
 
We need to know what steps prospective licence holders will take to ensure that their 
services are meeting local demands.  That is not just about measuring the size of the 
audiences attracted, although that is an important metric and it is likely that there will 
need to be some new form of audience measurement deployed for the local TV 
services.  But we also need to know that audiences feel satisfied, informed, connected 
and valued. 
 
Putting in place a methodology for engagement and involvement with the local 
communities should be regarded as part of the necessary DNA of local TV rather than 
just another overhead.  The level of local accountability that is desirable should not be 
restrictive of editorial freedom or of the speed and decisiveness of operation of the new 
services. 
 
The Carnegie UK Trust would also like to see some diversity in how different local 
operators fulfil their obligation to consultation, participation and accountability in the 
communities they serve.  This should mean that people in one part of the country can 
learn from the innovation and creativity in another.  It might be difficult to make this a 
formal requirement of the local TV licences, but this kind of shared learning should be 
informally encouraged and monitored. We need close community involvement and 
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participation to ensure that there is relevance and a highly developed concept of 
service. 
 
 
 The Secretary of State says in his foreword to the DCMS Local Media Action Plan that 
“by definition local television should be locally determined”.  The plan itself goes on to 
say:  “Local TV can be a tool to hold local institutions to account and encourage local 
political engagement”. 
 
All of this is true, but local TV itself should be held to account. New services should 
meet the needs of local audiences.  There needs to be public accountability and fair 
opportunities for inclusive participation, including clear scope to identify and raise 
material issues that should be addressed by the local television boards. 
 
We know that there will be a new and different licensing regime for local services on 
DTT.  The Local Media Action Plan speaks of light touch regulation:  “The Government 
expects the local content to originate locally and be sufficiently local, but the licensing 
regime for the local services will be as light touch as possible to minimise costs and 
regulatory burdens to the new local TV services”. 
 
We hope that light touch can also mean sure touch, and a clear set of regulatory goals.  
We have outlined the kinds of requirements which we feel will be appropriate.  These 
can be stated clearly and briefly and ensuring their delivery need not be costly for either 
regulator or operator. 
 

The Editorial Opportunity 
 
At the moment there seem to be more questions than answers in relation to how the 
DCMS plans will proceed.  No doubt things will become clearer as the year progresses.  
But apart from the consideration being given to the best distribution models, and the 
costs of re-engineering work at the transmitters, we should keep a constant focus on the 
valuable editorial opportunity that lies ahead. 
 
Ambitious local programmes - particularly a strong local news service - will present 
something fresh and valuable to audiences around the UK.  We will need services that 
have both an editorial and an emotional connection with their communities.  This should 
be about exploring local issues, promoting local talent, and giving a media voice to 
those who have never had one.  There is potential within the local TV proposals to 
empower communities to be producers and not just recipients of interesting, informative 
and entertaining local content. Success should not be judged in purely commercial 
terms. 



6 

The licence conditions should include a requirement to deliver local news content of 
consistently good quality.  This obligation should be in return for the benefits such as 
EPG prominence and must-carry status.  If this important part of media policy can be 
got right, then potentially local TV is a major social and political good.  But any 
successful bidder should have to produce a community plan and not just a business 
plan. 
 
 
Blair Jenkins 
Carnegie Fellow 
 
April 2011 
 
 
 


