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This submission concentrates on the single PSB issue of Irish language broadcasting in 
relation to the renewal of the BBC Charter. Our submission is placed in the context of the 
Corporation’s announcement on page 9 of Building Public Value that it:  “will ... reinforce the 
BBC’s commitment to the UK’s indigenous languages”. The questions arising from 
this issue are presented below. 
 
Question 1  
How does BBC Northern Ireland’s provision for the Irish language television compare to 
that of BBC Scotland’s for Gaelic, and BBC Wales for Welsh? 
 

 2001 Census 
knowledge of 
Welsh, Gaelic 

and Irish 

BBC television service 2001-2 
(from License Fee) 

 
Hours 

 
Spend Spend per 

speaker 
Wales 580,000 533 £16,400,000 £53 
Scotland 63,444 150 £1,500,000 £64 
N Ireland 167,490 2 £200,000 £3 

Note: BBC Scotland is also supported by the Gaelic Broadcasting Fund, which provided an 
additional £3 million in 2001-2. 
 

Question 2 
Is the discrepancy between these services so great that the issue of Irish language provision 
should be recognised as one that needs to be tackled?  

 
The discrepancy has been noted by all Irish language community organisations in 
Northern Ireland. Foras na Gaeilge, the cross-border body with a statutory 
responsibility for advising the British Government on matters relating to the Irish 
language, has also made strong recommendations on this issue. The Committee of 
Ministers of the Council of Europe, following the advice of a committee of 
international experts, passed the following resolution on 24 March 2004: 

“[The Committee of Ministers} recommends that the authorities of the United 
Kingdom take account of all the observations of the Committee of Experts, 
and, as a matter of priority: ... improve the public service television provision in 
Irish” (Recommendation RecChl(2004)1, p.70) 

 
Question 3 
Why is there a statutory duty on the BBC (through the Charter) to provide services in 
Gaelic and Welsh but not Irish? 

 
Historically, the Irish language had been effectively banned from the BBC. The first 
radio programme in Irish on BBC NI was broadcast in 1981, and the first television 
programme in 1991. Welsh and Gaelic had been broadcast since the 1920s, and, 
through the Charter, there has been statutory protection for those languages within 
the BBC ecology for decades. In spite of pressure from the Irish language community 
in Northern Ireland since the 1980s, this protection has never been extended to Irish. 
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Question 4 
Why has neither the BBC, Ofcom or the Government proposed an amendment to the 
Charter to protect Irish language broadcasting? 

 
One possible explanation is that the BBC, Ofcom and the Government feel that 
Irish-speakers will be adequately served by TG4, the Irish-medium television station 
broadcasting from the Republic of Ireland. Our evidence for this is implicit, but 
powerful: every time the issue of Irish language television is raised with any of the 
above institutions, the issue of access to TG4 is invariably trotted out. As License Fee 
payers, and as citizens of this state, we reject this evasion of UK public service 
broadcasting responsibilities. 
 Another possible explanation is that the BBC, Ofcom and the Government 
believe that the issue will be resolved by the television production fund (£3 million 
per annum) which will begin to function in 2005. It should be remembered that the 
Welsh-medium channel receives more than £78 million Exchequer funds, and 
Scottish Gaelic broadcasting £8.5 million, in addition to significant BBC services 
funded by the License Fee. 

 
Question 5 
Why is Charter protection needed? 

 
Without clear guidance from the BBC Charter, Irish language provision will have to 
compete with other programme strands for funding within (a) a block grant, and (b) a 
funding culture that is becoming increasingly constrained. In the context of Northern 
Ireland, where language can be a contested issue, it will also be subject to the vagaries 
of political pressure. In these circumstances a significant increase in provision will be 
impossible to achieve, and provision could well be marginalised to unattractive parts 
of the schedule.  
 A Charter commitment, on the other hand, will bring the issue beyond the 
reductive constraints of local politics, and place it in its proper area of cultural 
heritage and cultural activity. We recommend that the Charter provides for a fully 
additional, ring-fenced funding structure to support the Irish language service.  

 
Question 6 
What television provision, funded from the license fee, should be provided for Irish 
language speakers in Northern Ireland? 

 
We propose an initial target of 20 hours per annum in 2006-7, rising incrementally by 
10 hour annual stages to a final level of 50 hours per annum. 

 
Broader Context 
 
The attached Appendices provide a fuller development of the broader context underlying 
this submission. Among the topics covered are the commitments of the British 
Government through the Good Friday Agreement and the European Charter for Regional 
and Minority Languages, and the principles of PSB as outlined in the Ofcom Reports. 
 
Contact 
 
Aodán Mac Póilin, Director, ULTACH Trust, 6-10 William Street, Belfast BT1 1PR 
Email: ultach@cinni.org 
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Appendix 1 
 

Ofcom Review of Public Service Broadcasting: Phase 2 
 
Document 1: Meeting the Digital Challenge (MDC) 

 
Document 2: Reshaping television for the UK’s nations, regions and 

localities (RTV) 
 

  
MDC, Par 2.12 Definition of PSB: 

 
  

... we believe the purposes of public service broadcasting are 
[points 3 &4]: 
 
 to reflect and strengthen our cultural identity through 

original programming at UK, national and regional level ... 
 
 to make us aware of different cultures and viewpoints, through 

programmes that reflect the lives of other people and other 
communities, both within the UK and elsewhere 

 
 PSB & national and regional services: 

 
 
MDC, Box 7.1 
 
 
 
 
RTV, Par 1.9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RTV, Par 1.10 
 
 
 
MDC, Par 2.47 
 

 
There were three other significant issues raised in all three nations, 
all of which need further consideration ... [including] the 
suggestion that the BBC should play a greater role in providing 
programmes in and for the nations. 
 
... The BBC should play a greater role, particularly in the English 
regions, to ensure a proper level of public funding for services that 
are not sustainable for commercial operators. Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland have distinct and varying requirements that will 
continue to need to be met in any PSB system. ... a new 
framework for programming for the nations needs to be 
developed.  
 
It is perhaps surprising to note that the BBC does not provide 
more for the nations and regions, given its unique status as the 
UK’s leading public service TV broadcaster ...  
 
A new framework [for PSB] would include ... a new commitment 
to regional programming from the BBC, in line with the 
Corporation’s own proposals. 
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 PSB & Cultural identities: 

 
 
MDC, Box 7.1 
 
 
MDC, Par 6.76 
 
 
 
 
MDC, Box 7.1 

 
... the devolved nations have distinct cultural and political identities 
that need to be reflected in any PSB framework ... 
 
... in the devolved nations ... there will also be an ongoing need for 
TV that informs the entire nation about its distinctive political and 
cultural life, and that reflects and reinforces diverse local identities.  
 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are culturally and politically 
distinct parts of the UK. ... in the absence of any PSB obligations, 
it is unlikely that national programming would be available on 
anything like the current scale in these nations. The future of the 
current regulatory set-up is therefore of critical importance to 
citizens in those areas of the UK. 
 

 PSB & Languages (general): 
 

 
RTV, Par 4.72 
 
 
MDC, Box 7.1 
 
 
 
 
RTV, Par 4.72 
 
 
 
MDC, Par 2.50 
 
 
 
 
RTV, Par 1.10 
 
 

 
A distinct citizenship requirement of programming for the nations 
is provision of content in regional languages. 
 
There were three ... significant issues raised in all three nations, all 
of which need further consideration [including]: support for better 
minority language services whether in Welsh, Scots, Gaelic, Irish 
or Ulster Scots;  
 
Welsh is relatively well catered for by S4C ... But there is less 
provision for Gaelic in Scotland, and for Irish and Ulster Scots in 
Northern Ireland. 
 
... there are also particular issues surrounding minority-language 
broadcasting in each nation, focused on the role of S4C in Wales, 
the new Gaelic Media Service in Scotland, and the future of Irish 
Gaelic and Ulster Scots broadcasting in Northern Ireland. 
 
... we should explore options to secure an economically sustainable 
future for sufficient Welsh and Scottish Gaelic language services, 
using digital transmission capacity and access to adequate public 
funding. This should include evaluation of possible futures for 
S4C. In the case of Northern Ireland we will follow how the 
arrangements for broadcasting the Irish language, and, indeed, 
Ulster Scots develop.  
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 PSB & Welsh and Gaelic 

 
 
RTV, Par 5.14/ 
5.16 
 
 
 
MDC, Par 2.53 
 
 
 
 
MDC, Par 6.76 
 
 
 
 
MDC, Par 7.33 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MDC, Section 8, re: 
Question 11, 
Programming for 
the nations and 
regions 
 
RTV, Par 4.28 
 
 

 
Looking forward, our detailed recommendations ... are guided by 
several [4] principles ... Third, we should ensure a sustainable 
future for sufficient regional language services, specifically with 
respect to Welsh and Gaelic. 
 
In the longer term, there needs to be an economically sustainable 
future for sufficient Welsh and Gaelic language services, using 
digital transmission capacity and access to adequate public 
funding. 
 
... we must ensure a sustainable future for Welsh and Scottish 
Gaelic language services. We anticipate that digital transmission 
capacity and access to adequate public funding should be available 
to support all three services. 
 
After this debate, and with input from the nations, we will outline 
our specific proposals for non-news programming obligations in 
the nations in Phase 3. In the longer term, there needs to be an 
economically sustainable future for Welsh and Gaelic language 
services, using digital transmission capacity and access to adequate 
public funding 
 
Our long-term vision for the nations and regions includes ... a 
sustainable future for Welsh language and Gaelic services. 
 
 
 
 
The Westminster government has pledged to find additional 
finance for an enhanced Gaelic service. 
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PSB & Irish: 
 

RTV, Par 3.28/ 
3.29 
 
 
RTV, Par 4.28 
 
RTV, Par 4.28 
 
 

In the nations, [BBC] now provides a diverse range of output 
including ... a small amount of Irish language and Ulster Scots 
programming in Northern Ireland. 
 
BBC Northern Ireland provides some content in Irish ... 
 
The European Charter for Regional and Minority Languages was 
ratified by the UK Government in 2001, and an independent 
committee of experts concluded that its requirements had not 
been fulfilled with respect to TV broadcasting in Irish.1 
 

RTV, Par 4.28 
 

... the Good Friday Agreement of 1998 committed the 
Government to exploring the scope for achieving more 
widespread coverage of TG4 ... 
 
 

 

                                                
1 This ignores both the PSB context of the broadcasting commitments, and the endorsement by the Council 
of Europe of the findings of the committee of experts. In the section on Media, the British Government 
made the following commitment to Irish language broadcasting in Northern Ireland: 

“to the extent that radio and television carry out a public service mission ... [the Government 
undertakes] to make adequate provision so that broadcasters offer programmes in the regional or 
minority languages” [Paragraph 1a (iii)] 

The Committee of Experts found “shortcomings in the services in Irish and Scottish Gaelic, particularly 
regarding television”, considering “the undertaking fulfilled in relation to radio but not currently fulfilled in 
relation to television” (p.53). the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe passed the following 
resolution (Recommendation RecChl(2004)1 on 24 March 2004,: 

“[The Committee of Ministers} recommends that the authorities of the United Kingdom take 
account of all the observations of the Committee of Experts, and, as a matter of priority: ... improve 
the public service television provision in Irish” (p.70) 
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Appendix 2 
 

Domestic and European legislation, action and comment 
 
  
Good Friday 
Agreement 1998 

In the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, the British Government 
committed itself both to the European Charter for Regional or Minority 
Languages, and to:  
 

“seek more effective ways to encourage and provide financial 
support for Irish language film and television production in 
Northern Ireland”. The Agreement has the legal force of an 
international treaty. 

 
European Charter for 
Regional or Minority 
Languages 
2001 

The UK ratified the European Charter for Regional or Minority 
Languages on 27th March 2001. Only Irish was included under Part III 
of the Charter, and, in Article 11 of Part III, in the section on Media, the 
British Government made the following commitment to the Irish 
language in Northern Ireland: 
 

“to the extent that radio and television carry out a public service 
mission ... [the Government undertakes] to make adequate 
provision so that broadcasters offer programmes in the regional 
or minority languages” [Paragraph 1a (iii)] 

 
Committee of 
Experts, Council of 
Europe 

An international Committee of Experts examined the performance of 
the UK in relation to the Charter and published its report in 2004. Their 
report, addressed to the Committee of Ministers of the Council of 
Europe, found “shortcomings in the services in Irish and Scottish 
Gaelic, particularly regarding television”, and stated that: 
 

“The Committee of Experts considers the undertaking fulfilled 
in relation to radio but not currently fulfilled in relation to 
television” (p.53) 

 
Committee of 
Ministers of the 
Council of Europe 

The report was placed before the Committee of Ministers of the Council 
of Europe, which, on 24 March 2004, passed the following resolution 
(Recommendation RecChl(2004)1: 
  

“[The Committee of Ministers} recommends that the 
authorities of the United Kingdom take account of all the 
observations of the Committee of Experts, and, as a matter of 
priority: ... improve the public service television provision in 
Irish” (p.70) 

 
Irish Language 
Broadcasting Fund 
July 2004 

A fund of £12m over five years has been established by The 
Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure in Belfast and criteria for 
funding projects have been announced.  
 

Reception of TG4 
 

An agreement has been reached to augment the signal for TG4, the Irish 
language TV station in the Republic of Ireland.  
 

 
 


