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The Response of ULTACH Trust 
 

 
It is a matter of great concern to the ULTACH Trust that the Ofcom Report 
has failed to address the issue of public service broadcasting in the Irish 
language.  
 
Of the other Celtic languages indigenous to the UK, we note that paragraph 
70 of the full version of the report indicates that S4C, the Welsh language 
channel, will be reviewed in phase 2 of the process. Scottish Gaelic, which 
has been neglected in the report, although we hope that it will also be 
addressed in phase 2, is mentioned once. Paragraph 96 notes that Ofcom’s 
researchers found that “in cultural terms”, Wales and Scotland showed 
“significant support ... for Welsh/Gaelic language services”, a significant 
contradiction of the generally dismissive attitude towards minority interest 
broadcasting recorded in the rest of the report.  
 
However, there is not a single allusion in the Ofcom Report of the 
responsibility of public service broadcasters to make provision for the Irish 
language community in Northern Ireland. This is in spite of the fact that 
Government policy and the terms of reference of the Ofcom report itself 
require that this issue be addressed. 
 
The central arguments of this submission are: 
 

 The issue of Irish language broadcasting in the UK should be given 
due recognition and weight; 

 Prime responsibility for providing Irish language public service 
television in the UK lies with BBC Northern Ireland; 

 This issue should be dealt with in detail in Phase 2 of Ofcom’s Review. 
 
 
UK Government and European policy 
 
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. 
 
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)] 
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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) 

 
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) 

 
 
Ethos of Public Service Broadcasting 
 
One of the functions of the Ofcom review is, in the context of a radically 
changing broadcasting environment, to stimulate debate on the issue of what 
PSB should mean in the modern world. The outcome of this debate could lead 
to significant changes in traditional interpretations of PSB, and have profound 
implications for the traditional PSB sector. In particular, it could lead to a 
considerable flexibility in how the concept is interpreted in relation to the 
commercial broadcasting sector.  
 
However, it is clear that Irish language broadcasting in Northern Ireland can 
be counted as PSB under any of the alternative definitions offered by the 
document. If we look, for example, at Paragraph 27, which identifies the four 
basic objectives of PSB as defined by the Communications Act of 2003, we 
will find the following: 

 social values: education, cultural identity, informing the democratic 
process, supporting a tolerant and inclusive society;  

 quality: production values, standards, innovation;  
 range and balance: treatment of a range of subject matters across 

different genres, sub-genres and formats at all times; and  
 diversity: catering for different/minority audiences and communities. 

Values identified in the attitudinal survey (Figure 31), and showing a range of 
approval ranging from 57% to 80%, include (emphasis as in the original 
document): 
 

 Programmes for minority interests; 
 The promotion of awareness and understanding of different 

communities; 



ULTACH Trust Response 
 

4

 Programmes that reflect the needs and concerns of different 
regional communities within the UK; 

 Programmes that protect our national heritage and keep 
traditions alive; 

 Programmes that reflect the needs and concerns of different 
audience groups; 

 A high proportion of programmes made in the UK. 
 
The report also notes in Paragraph 104 that the attitudinal survey illustrated a 
“robust commitment to UK-oriented programmes (and UK producers) that help 
to strengthen cultural identities”.  
 
Finally, the ‘plain English’ summary of the report, and the Executive summary 
of the main report make the following point 
 

“If [PSB] is to be publicly funded, it must be clear that the market would 
not deliver similar output, of the same quality, on the same scale” 

 
We can assure Ofcom that the Irish language audience is not one which will 
be able to sustain a commercial service. This – important – characteristic of 
PSB is one that would apply to a UK Irish language service – if we had one.  
 
This last point is contradicted by a particularly otiose – and grossly inaccurate 
– sentence on page 9 of the “plain English” version of the report, which states: 
“We believe that in the future, we will no longer need public service 
broadcasting to make sure consumers can buy and watch the programmes 
they want”. 
 
 
The Licence Fee issue 
 
The main focus of this response is on the role of the BBC in Northern Ireland. 
More than 167,000 people in the region claimed a knowledge of the Irish 
language in the 2001 Census. By any reckoning, Irish-speaking license-
payers are entitled to a reasonable Irish language service from the main PSB 
broadcaster serving them. It is also obvious that a reasonable part of that 
service should come from the licence fee.  
 
There is no such reasonable service at present. The BBC’s annual Irish 
language television programming corresponds roughly to that broadcast in 
Welsh in a single day. BBC Wales provides more than 500 hours of television 
annually to S4C from the licence fee. Although Scottish Gaelic is less well 
served, the licence fee currently funds some millions of pounds of Gaelic 
television programming in Scotland (the latest Census identified just over 
60,000 Gaelic speakers in Scotland). We contend that the neglect of Irish in 
Northern Ireland is an abrogation of BBC public service broadcasting 
responsibilities in our region. It should be noted that we are seeking neither 
parity nor equality with Scottish Gaelic or Welsh services, but a service that is 
adequate rather than derisory.  
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We are concentrating on the BBC’s responsibilities in this regard rather than 
the independent sector. This is partly because of the uncertainty of how PSB 
will apply to the commercial broadcasting sector in the future. It is also 
because we share Ofcom’s view that the BBC should be, in the words of the 
report: 
 

“the channel which sets standards for delivering the highest quality 
public service broadcasting” (page 13) 

 
We would argue that a broadcaster whose central rationale is public service 
rather than profit, and whose income is not dependent on advertising revenue 
is the broadcaster which has an unarguable duty to make provision for 
specialist audiences such as that of the Irish-speakers of Northern Ireland. As 
the report itself puts it: 
 

“In the case of the BBC, with its unique and privileged funding status, 
programmes should always aim to reflect the broad purposes and 
character of public service broadcasting ...” (page 16, emphasis added) 

 
In this context, the recent report on minority language broadcasting in 
Northern Ireland by Aled Eirug of BBC Wales is extremely important. Although 
the text of his report is not yet in the public domain, Mr Eirug, speaking at a 
language symposium in Belfast in September 2003 argued that: 
 

“The BBC has a deep and abiding commitment to reflect the diversity 
of its audience and recognises its responsibility to reflect the richness 
and diversity of the languages and identities of Northern Ireland, part of 
which is the Irish language and the culture associated with the Ulster 
Scots identity”. 

 
 “Language services are not provided solely because it is in the interest 
of Irish or Welsh or Ulster Scots speakers to do so. It is because we as 
a society feel that it is a valuable part of our heritage, whether we 
speak that language or not.” 

 
To some extent, this spirit has been internalised. BBC Northern Ireland has 
identified, among its objectives, the following: 
 

 Ensure that BBC Northern Ireland’s programmes and services reflect 
the social, cultural and linguistic diversity of the local audience. 

 Ensure that BBC Northern Ireland is reflective of the society it serves. 
 
 
Charter Review 
 
The praiseworthy principles outlined above remain to be translated into 
practice in a meaningful way. Although BBC NI plans to increase the amount 
of Irish on its television channels and on its educational on-line service, its 
current plans are modest in the extreme. At present, although the BBC in 
Wales and Scotland have clearly defined duties to those minorities in their 
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countries who speak the indigenous languages of Britain, BBC Northern 
Ireland has no such responsibility towards Irish, or, for that matter, Ulster 
Scots.  
 
That provision of these services will be a matter of discretion, rather than a 
duty, puts the minority indigenous languages of Northern Ireland at a great 
disadvantage. There will be no compulsion on the BBC centrally to make 
financial provision for such programming. Budgetary restrictions on a regional 
level will always provide either a reason or an excuse to limit whatever service 
is provided. That language is a contested political issue within Northern 
Ireland will provide even more reasons/excuses to limit the service. 
 
The only possible way to avoid these problems is if the public service 
broadcasting responsibilities of BBC Northern Ireland towards its minority 
indigenous languages are clearly defined and legally enforceable. This can be 
achieved only if the BBC’s responsibilities towards Irish and Ulster Scots are 
clearly identified in the new Charter, which is now up for renewal. Ofcom, of 
course, has a considerable role to play in this process, and part of the remedy 
may lie in another of BBC NI’s objectives: 
 

 Work to further develop the effectiveness of BBC Northern Ireland’s 
Accountability arrangements and its relationship with Ofcom. 

 
These issues are complex. Considerable thought will have to be given to such 
questions as an appropriate weighting between licence fee and other funding 
sources, the balance between in-house production and independent 
producers, the relationship between the BBC and the Irish language television 
station in the Republic of Ireland, co-production and co-operation with other 
UK broadcasters. 
 
We propose that these issues are dealt with in detail in Phase 2 of Ofcom’s 
review of Public Service Television Broadcasting. 
 
 
Note: As a preliminary to a fuller discussion, we have appended some initial 
thoughts on a number of issues around the question of Irish language 
broadcasting in the attached Appendix.  
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APPENDIX 1 
 
 
The BBC appears to be changing its programme policy in 
favour  of more PSB. Increased Irish language programming 
is entirely in line with a new focus on public service 
broadcasting. 
 
The new Chairman of the BBC, Michael Grade, has publicly stated that 
previous charter renewals had focused on the BBC increasing its audience 
share, based on the premise that all of the people paid the licence fee. By 
emphasising audience reach rather than audience share, the new Chairman 
appears to signalling that he wants less of the populist programming which 
parallels what the commercial channels are providing. We welcome this new 
approach and hope it leads to changes not only in the main production 
centres but also in the regional centres, particularly as BBC in Northern 
Ireland has often lagged behind reforms unfolded in main BBC production 
centres.  
 
Ofcom’s review has highlighted viewers’ frustration at the increasing copycat 
approach the five terrestrial channels have adopted in search of ratings. The 
imitative home make-over shows, which also filter down to regional level 
broadcasting, are a case in point. Viewers want more originality and 
innovation and they expect more distinctiveness from a public service 
broadcaster.  
 
In the local BBC NI schedule we would like to see more vividly-regional 
programmes, with high production values. And we argue for considerably 
more than seven hours of Irish language television programming per year.  
 
 
Irish language educational broadcasting 
 
Irish-medium education is the fastest-growing sector in Northern Ireland. 
There has been a rapid and sustained increase in schools and continued 
growth is predicted by the government funded Council for Irish-medium 
Education. In addition to those in Irish-medium education, Irish-as-a-subject 
remains the second most popular language at secondary level. The adult 
education sector is also vast with activity across a wide range of statutory and 
voluntary educational bodies. However, the BBC NI Ireland does not yet 
seriously address the needs of these groups in its education remit.  
 
Mrs Margaret Martin, principal of St Catherine’s College, Armagh, one of 
Northern Ireland’s senior educationalists, a former chair of the Northern 
Ireland Education Broadcasting Council and member of the BBC’s United 
Kingdom Educational Broadcasting Council, has expressed her concern 
publicly in one of the BBC’s own publications, ‘A Sky Full of Voices.’ She 
writes, ‘I believe the funding levels are insufficient to meet the needs of 
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language learners. That is the greatest single issue that the BBC, in fulfilling 
its public service role, must address.’ 
 
The Irish-speaking population in Northern Ireland is largely a learner 
community. The figures returned for the 2001 Census reveal that 167,490 
people report some knowledge of Irish: an 18% increase on the last census. 
Provision for this section of the community is a natural extension of the 
education remit of the BBC as a public service broadcaster.  
 
While we acknowledge the new developments in support material such as 
‘Bitesize Irish’ for use at key stage three and key stage four, and the multi-
media language learning resource being jointly produced by BBC NI, BBC 
Scotland and BBC Wales, we believe the BBC should also provide access to 
a range of general Irish language programming which also has a role in 
fulfilling an educational remit.  
 
 
The Irish language, cultural diversity and community 
relations 
 
The prestige and acceptability of the BBC in Northern Ireland can make a 
significant impact on the perceptions of Irish within the Protestant and unionist 
community. Even more significantly, it can uniquely provide access to the 
language for that community. No other institution in Northern Ireland can 
make a greater contribution towards creating a climate of acceptability for the 
Irish language and culture. In this context, linguistic diversity is not a luxury for 
Northern Ireland. It is one of the fundamental building blocks for establishing a 
peaceful future.  
 
The BBC has a critical role to play not only in providing the varied audiences 
in Northern Ireland with high quality programming but also in encouraging 
debate and engaging the community on issues of language diversity, 
tolerance and cultural pluralism. 
 
BBC NI’s contribution to linguistic diversity began with one fifteen minute 
programme on Radio Ulster in 1981 and while radio output has increased to 
almost five hours per week, television has dragged its feet. Although it is a 
widely held view is that BBC NI has moved forward and is clearly well 
intentioned in relation to its contribution to linguistic diversity, the current level 
of provision of Irish language television continues to be unacceptable. 
 
The BBC’s role, with the enhanced provision made possible under the new 
funding arrangements, must be constructive, co-operative and should involve 
new partnerships, particularly with TG4, the Irish language station in the 
Republic of Ireland. Partnerships between BBC Wales and S4C in Wales 
point the way ahead strategically. 
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The government’s policy is clearly to prompt an increase in 
Irish language broadcasting in Northern Ireland  
 
The government has signed an international treaty - the Belfast Agreement - 
in which it declared that it would seek more effective ways to encourage and 
provide financial support for Irish language film and television production in 
Northern Ireland. This fund has now been announced, initially a sum of £12m 
over three years. The Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure in Belfast is in 
the process of setting the structure and terms of reference in place.  
 
Although TG4, the Irish language TV station in the Republic of Ireland, will be 
able to air some of the programmes arising from the working of the new fund, 
a clear implication of the Belfast Agreement and the setting up of the fund is 
that the Government has accepted that there should be more Irish language 
programming from within Northern Ireland.  
 
The BBC has already partially acknowledged the importance of Irish language 
broadcasting and Ultach pays tribute to the work being done by a good Irish 
language broadcasting unit within BBC Northern Ireland. Ultach has no 
quarrel with the quality of present Irish language production quality, only with 
the paltry amount.  
 
In 2001/2 the BBC’s nations and regions were allocated additional funding, 
reportedly £8m for general programming and £5m for news and current 
affairs, but little, if any, was allocated to linguistic diversity programmes. 
 
The BBC in Northern Ireland needs to take decisions on what its attitude to 
declared government policy is to be. BBC NI must establish and implement a 
clear, definite linguistic diversity policy as a matter of urgency, because the 
conditions and context are changing. BBC NI states that it is supporting the 
production fund, but in the absence of any plans to increase Irish language 
television programming, some will suspect that the BBC will access the fund 
merely to supplant present funding from its own resources on Irish language 
programmes. 
 
The creation of a viable Irish language independent 
production sector in Northern Ireland 
 
BBC NI produces up to 7 hours of Irish language programming annually 
through its Irish Language Unit. All its programmes are produced in-house. 
We believe that the BBC should retain and increase its in-house Irish 
language production capacity. We would also argue that BBC NI should also 
commission programmes from the independent Irish language broadcasting 
sector to further enhance the service to the Irish language community.  
 
 


