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CULTURE, TOURISM, EUROPE AND EXTERNAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 

CALL FOR VIEWS ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SCOTLAND’S CULTURE 
AND TOURISM SECTORS 

SUBMISSION FROM OFCOM 

Introduction 
 
Ofcom is the UK’s independent regulator for the TV, radio and video on demand 
sectors. Under the Communications Act 2003, Ofcom is required to secure 
throughout the UK, the availability of a wide range of television and radio services 
which (taken as whole) are both of high quality and calculated to appeal to a variety 
of tastes and interests and the maintenance of a sufficient plurality of providers of 
different television and radio services. 
 
The Act also sets out a series of purposes that public service broadcasters (“PSBs”) 
– the BBC’s television channels, Channel 3 services provided by STV and ITV, 
Channel 4 and Channel 5 in Scotland – are, together, responsible for delivering. 
Ofcom is required to report periodically on how the PSB channels have, when taken 
together, fulfilled the PSB purposes. Specifically, we must consider how the PSB 
purposes have been delivered by the PSB channels, with reference to objectives set 
out in the Act that promote economic, social, cultural and citizen benefits. Having 
published our review of how PSB has delivered for UK audiences in February, we 
plan to continue our Small Screen: Big Debate programme of work looking at the 
future of PSB throughout the rest of this year. 
 
Since 2017, Ofcom has also been the external regulator of the BBC, responsible for 
assessing the BBC’s performance in delivering its mission and purposes, impact on 
fair and effective competition and compliance with editorial standards. 
 
It is within this context that we provide the Committee with an overview of the impact 
of COVID-19 on the television and radio industries in Scotland. Much of this will be 
familiar to the Committee already but we hope it is helpful to see everything in one 
place and we would of course be happy to provide you with further detail on other 
areas of interest if necessary. 
 
Impact on Broadcasting  
 
Recently, we have prioritised work to support the broadcast industry during the 
coronavirus pandemic. This has included working closely with industry to take a 
pragmatic and flexible approach to regulatory matters, particularly around 
compliance with programming commitments. Where broadcasters are genuinely 
unable to continue to meet the programming and production requirements set out in 

https://www.smallscreenbigdebate.co.uk/what-is-ssbd/ssbd-five-year-review
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their licence as a result of disruption due to coronavirus, they will not be liable to 
enforcement action for the remainder of the year. 
 
We do however expect broadcasters to continue to comply with Ofcom’s 
Broadcasting code throughout this period and have been active in imposing 
sanctions on licensees for serious breaches relating to coronavirus content in recent 
months. Our most recent update to broadcasters from 26 May provides further detail 
on both of these points. 
 
The coronavirus pandemic has had a significant impact on all aspects of the 
broadcasting sector. We can already see that the emergency has had significant and 
potentially long-term negative effects on the operation and financial sustainability of 
PSB services and the evolving picture means that broadcasting, like many other 
sectors, faces considerable uncertainty.  
 
Advertising supported broadcasters are experiencing a significant drop in advertising 
revenues during the public health emergency, something that looks likely to continue 
as sectors such as travel and retail reduce spend. Broadcasters are also affected by 
the need to compensate for the loss of live sport (e.g. Olympics, Euro 2020) and 
cultural events (e.g. Belladrum) during the summer months as well as social 
distancing measures and staff sickness meaning that some programming 
commitments can’t be met. 
 
These factors are likely to lead to a significant decline in revenue for broadcasters, 
despite the surge in viewing. In their most recent trading update, ITV announced that 
demand for advertising in April was down 42% while Channel 4 expect to reduce 
their 2020 content budget by £150m. Similar challenges face the commercial radio 
industry, across both local and national advertising. 
 
Although the BBC is insulated from a shock to the UK advertising market, it too will 
face financial challenges as a result of the crisis. As outlined in its recent Annual 
Plan, the two-month delay to the introduction of licence fee charges for the over-75s 
alongside declining revenues for its commercial arm will cost the BBC an estimated 
£125m over the course of the financial year. 
 
STV has furloughed a number of employees across both their Broadcast and 
Production businesses using the UK Government’s Job Retention Scheme and are 
topping up salaries to 100% of earnings to ensure no colleagues are financially 
impacted.  
 
In community radio, the DCMS has repurposed the Community Radio fund to make 
available £400,000 as emergency support to the sector. Ofcom is currently 
administering the funds, with 20 stations in Scotland applying for grants. 
 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0033/195873/Note-to-broadcasters-Coronavirus-update.pdf
http://otp.investis.com/clients/uk/itv/rns/regulatory-story.aspx?newsid=1389788&cid=2140
https://www.channel4.com/press/news/channel-4-sets-out-financial-plan-navigate-organisation-through-impact-covid-19-crisis
https://www.channel4.com/press/news/channel-4-sets-out-financial-plan-navigate-organisation-through-impact-covid-19-crisis
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/reports/annualplan/annual-plan-2020-21.pdf
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/reports/annualplan/annual-plan-2020-21.pdf
http://www.stvplc.tv/blog/2020/04/an-update-from-chief-exec-simon-pitts-stvs-response-to-covid19
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Impact on Production  
 
The production sector, made up almost entirely of freelancers, has been dealt a 
heavy economic blow with some Scottish companies already filing for administration. 
Several broadcasters have announced plans to support the sector and help tackle 
some of the short- and long-term uncertainty. BBC Scotland has committed to fund 
development of ideas for future development as part of the BBC-wide five-point plan 
to support a pipeline of quality ideas and programmes while ITV announced a new 
£500k development fund for the independent sector to help producers during the 
crisis. 
 
Despite fears that industry progress on diversity and inclusion may slow in this time 
of challenging competing demands, Channel 4 announced that at least 50% of its 
ringfenced £3million 2020 development fund will be prioritized for small, Nations & 
Regions and BAME-led producers. We hope that other broadcasters will continue to 
follow their own diversity and inclusion commissioning guidance despite the 
significant challenges around commissioning. 
 
Screen Scotland’s Bridging Bursary Fund was hugely appreciated by freelance or 
self-employed people working in Scotland’s Screen Sector, alongside the other 
financial support schemes that remain available, while the recent TV production 
guidelines produced by broadcasters and Pact provide the first useful step in a return 
to production. However further challenges remain for recovery in the sector in 
Scotland, as it may well be some time before indoor production is permissible under 
the Scottish Government’s route map through and out of the crisis and we 
understand that producers are finding it difficult to get insured against the virus 
halting production once it is able to safely restart. 
 
Although it is unclear how quickly the production sector will be able to recover, 
Enders Analysis has estimated that for many scripted shows it may take two years to 
overcome the disruption caused by the shutdown, as “options on talent, access to 
sound stages, and interrelated conditions for financing mean that delays can result in 
[projects] no longer being viable.” Fundamental structural changes within the 
production sector may result. Smaller independent producers in particular could 
struggle to re-start productions, particularly if budgets are affected or their production 
requires summer lighting to be viable. 
 
Recent comments from STV Productions MD David Mortimer back this up, 
suggesting that it could be into 2021 before scripted production returns in earnest 
although he hopes that some studio-based shows like Catchphrase can resume 
production without an audience from the summer. Similar sentiments around the 
challenges of resuming production were presented by the Cabinet Secretary for 
Economy, Fair Work and Culture when she provided evidence to the Committee on 
21 May. 

https://deadline.com/2020/04/matchlight-appoints-administrator-1202912235/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/mediacentre/latestnews/2020/coronavirus-independent-production-sector-scotland
https://www.bbc.co.uk/mediacentre/latestnews/2020/coronavirus-independent-production-sector-scotland
https://www.itv.com/presscentre/press-releases/itv-looks-support-indie-sector-during-lockdown-ps500k-development-fund
https://www.channel4.com/press/news/channel-4-sets-out-financial-plan-navigate-organisation-through-impact-covid-19-crisis
http://www.pact.co.uk/uploads/assets/uploaded/bafea386-4e38-4bfe-b77a98e804384e9b.pdf?userDownload=true
http://www.pact.co.uk/uploads/assets/uploaded/bafea386-4e38-4bfe-b77a98e804384e9b.pdf?userDownload=true
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2020/05/coronavirus-covid-19-framework-decision-making-scotlands-route-map-through-out-crisis/documents/covid-19-framework-decision-making-scotlands-route-map-through-out-crisis/covid-19-framework-decision-making-scotlands-route-map-through-out-crisis/govscot%3Adocument/covid-19-framework-decision-making-scotlands-route-map-through-out-crisis.pdf
https://www.c21media.net/c21podcasts/covid-19-diaries-amanda-rees-pip-broughton-david-mortimer/
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Content during the ‘lockdown’ 
 
Broadcasters have faced – and will continue to face – challenges in filling their 
schedules as a result of the virus. In addition to the loss of live events, production of 
some of the Scotland’s most popular, high volume shows, including River City, 
Coronation Street and the Great British Bake Off, has stopped. All of the PSBs have 
reduced the number of episodes aired in a week of their popular soaps in order to 
ensure they can appear on screen for longer although the backlog will soon run out.  
 
We are in regular discussion with broadcasters and have seen the PSB broadcasters 
collaborate and innovate, on content sharing, production techniques and new 
programming. Much of the new programming by the PSBs including those on 
religious content, educational programming and news and current affairs are clearly 
focused on serving the public and maintaining connections with UK audiences. We 
have also seen this focus supported by some commercial broadcasters such as Sky.  
 
Audience behaviour during the ‘lockdown’ 
 
We have already seen marked shifts in audience behaviour. On each of the four 
days over the Easter weekend this year, viewing to broadcast TV was around 30% 
higher than the Easter weekend in 2019 across the UK. Average daily TV viewing in 
April surpassed that of the last 5 years alongside similarly significant increases in 
viewing to non-broadcast content on the TV set that includes YouTube and 
subscription services such as Netflix and Amazon Prime. 
 
News is also of vital importance for people at this time of crisis. Viewing of news 
programming has spiked, with the average viewer consuming nearly 50 minutes of 
news per day in mid-March, compared to around 20 minutes in previous years UK-
wide. With a sharp rise in fake news being circulated across a range of media 
platforms our research findings from our new survey of Scotland’s online population 
found that 48% of respondents had come across false or misleading information 
about COVID-19 in the first four weeks of lockdown. The research also found that 
people in Scotland are most likely to turn to the BBC’s TV, radio and online services 
for the latest news on the pandemic (76% of the online population), followed by other 
broadcasters (59%) such as STV.  
 
Patterns in viewing and attitudes to broadcast media in the long-term, however, are 
harder to predict. Audiences are watching more of linear and online content now, but 
there may be longer lasting and potentially polarised shifts in attitudes. Some 
audiences are likely to have increased trust and will highly value PSB, while others 
may shift away from linear television more quickly if services are unable to offer new 
and different material later in the year, but they discover more alternative content on 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/194609/covid-19-news-consumption-week-one-to-four-nations-results.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/194609/covid-19-news-consumption-week-one-to-four-nations-results.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/194609/covid-19-news-consumption-week-one-to-four-nations-results.pdf
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newly launched subscription services. These changes in viewing and attitudes are 
important to understand and factor into our thinking on the future of PSB.  
 
Ofcom 
May 2020 


