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27 April 2006 
 
BBC Charter Review 
Department of Culture, Media and Sport  
2-4 Cockspur Street 
London 
SW1Y 5DH 
 

DCMS: BBC Charter Review, White Paper Response 
 
 
Dear Sir/Madam 
 
ULTACH Trust is an Irish language charity based in Northern Ireland. We were 
dismayed that the Government White Paper on BBC Charter Renewal failed to make 
a commitment to an enhanced Irish language television, although firm and wide-
reaching commitments were made in relation to Welsh and Scottish Gaelic, the other 
indigenous Celtic languages of the UK. 
 
This omission was in spite of many calls for enhanced provision of Irish language 
television broadcasting by the BBC. Your Department will be aware that this issue 
was raised by a large number of individuals and organisations during the consultation 
period of the Communications Bill, during the Ofcom consultation on Public Service 
Broadcasting, and in response to the Green Paper on Charter Renewal. In each case, a 
high level of interest in the issue was noted. The Putnam Report on the 
Communication Bill recorded over six hundred responses on the issue, and there were 
more responses relating to Irish during Phase three of the Ofcom PSB report than all 
other issues throughout the UK  Indeed,  DCMS  itself has noted a high level of 
interest in the issue during the Green Paper consultation period. 
 
Calls from the general public were confirmed, not to say reinforced, by a wide range 
of statutory and international bodies. Foras na Gaeilge is a statutory cross-border 
language body set up and funded by the British and Irish Governments. Foras, which 
has a legal responsibility to advise both Governments on Irish language issues, made 
strong recommendations to both the Ofcom review and the Green Paper on the 
question of Irish language television. Ofcom, in its turn, reflected the public response 
to the issue by proposing that the Charter Review process should “result in sufficient 
funding for BBC Northern Ireland to be able to continue and expand [its] 
commitment”. An international committee of experts set up to monitor the UK’s 
implementation of the European Charter for Lesser Used Languages found 
shortcomings in the Irish language television service. Following this the Committee of 
Ministers of the Council of Europe recommended that the Government, as a matter of 
priority, “improve the public service television provision in Irish”.  
 
The Broadcasting Council of Northern Ireland also responded to public concern, 
recommending that indigenous language programming in Northern Ireland be 



consistent with the BBC’s existing and planned provision for Welsh and Scottish 
Gaelic. This recommendation was incorporated into the response made by the BBC 
Governors to the Green Paper. The Celtic Film and Television Festival reiterated 
these proposals. It should also be noted that both the spirit and wording of the British 
Government’s Irish language broadcasting commitments under the Belfast Agreement 
of 1998 indicate a need to provide legislative support for adequate Irish language 
television provision.  
 
Given this level of interest and support from the public, elected representatives, the 
television industry and a wide range of organisations and agencies, we were greatly 
surprised that White Paper did not reflect any of the recommendations outlined above. 
By neglecting to do so, DCMS has, in fact, raised considerable doubt within the Irish-
speaking community of the value of these consultative exercises, and even more doubt 
about the sincerity of the Government in seeking public reaction. 
 
It is still within the Government’s power to amend the legislation, but even if DCMS 
chooses not to do so, we would make a strong recommendation even at this late stage.  
 
We would ask you to ensure that BBC Northern Ireland is given a clear signal that a 
considerably enhanced Irish language television service is needed. The White Paper 
places responsibility for ‘appropriate provision’ for minority language broadcasting 
on the BBC’s new board of Trustees. We strongly recommend that DCMS makes the 
new Trustees aware of their responsibility to provide an adequate Irish language 
television service and to resource it properly. We would also suggest that the most 
appropriate mechanism for ensuring an adequate service is through the proposed 
Service Licences. As the current Governors will be drafting the Service Licences, we 
suggest that they also be reminded of the need to include provision for Irish language 
television during the drafting process.  
 
 
Yours truly, 
 
 
 
___________________ 
AODÁN MAC PÓILIN 
Director 


