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This response focuses on the question of Irish language television in a UK public service 
broadcasting context. It concentrates on three related issues: 
 

1. Ofcom’s endorsement of a dedicated Irish language television service 

2. The BBC’s public service broadcasting responsibilities to the Irish language 

3. The Government Green Paper, Review of the BBC’s Royal Charter 

 
1. A dedicated Irish language television service  

The Ofcom report affirms its belief that “the long-term future of indigenous language 
lies in the delivery of dedicated services” (p 100), and its key recommendations for the 
UK’s indigenous Celtic languages adhere to this principle:  
 

Welsh a range of options for an enhanced, more coherent, better 
funded service 

Gaelic the establishment of a dedicated Gaelic language channel 
Irish increased access to TG4 in Northern Ireland 

 
We welcome the basic thrust of these proposals, in that they acknowledge the 
importance of indigenous minority languages and attempt to find a way of providing an 
adequate service for those who speak them. We warmly support the proposals relating to 
Welsh and Scottish Gaelic. However, we find the proposal for Irish particularly weak in 
that it merely acknowledges a commitment already undertaken by the UK Government. 
Increased access to TG4 has already been promised in two international instruments: the 
Good Friday Agreement of 1998 and the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages 
(2001).  
 
There is a further, and much more fundamental problem with the proposal. Briefly, it is 
not within Ofcom’s gift to propose TG4 as a PSB provider in Northern Ireland. The fact 
that Ofcom’s remit applies only to the United Kingdom is reflected in the report’s 
statements on indigenous language broadcasting: 
 

broadcasting in indigenous languages is an essential element of the 
United Kingdom public service broadcasting mix. (p.48) 
 
Indigenous language broadcasting is an integral part of national television 
services  (p. 98) 

 
Unfortunately, TG4 is not a part of the United Kingdom public service broadcasting 
mix. Nor is it an integral part of national television services within the United 
Kingdom. TG4, in fact, broadcasts from another state, the Republic of Ireland. We 
welcome Ofcom’s support for access to the TG4 service, but this is a totally different 
issue from that of PSB broadcasting in the UK. The suggestion that a broadcaster in 
another state is the key UK Irish language PSB provider is, frankly, absurd.  
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The proposal to establish TG4 as a trans-frontier indigenous language broadcasting 
system is an interesting one, and is worth pursuing, preferably over an adequate time-
scale, and with the active support of the two governments involved. However, such a 
development would be extremely complex to implement. It will be necessary, for 
instance, to negotiate and establish international protocols on such matters as regulation, 
funding, monitoring, governance and copyright. To make such a proposal without 
engaging in an in-depth analysis of its implications is to evade the issue. It is regrettable 
that Ofcom did not invest the same time, energy and expertise in this matter as it did 
with other, equally thorny, issues. In the absence of a more sophisticated analysis, we 
suggest that Ofcom concentrates on what broadcasters in the UK can offer by way of an 
Irish language public service. The following section deals with that issue. 
 
 
2. PSB the Irish language and the BBC 

Ofcom’s strategy has involved a redefinition of public service broadcasting to ensure the 
survival of UK commercial stations in a multi-channel world. In effect, this will reduce 
the requirement on commercial UK broadcasters to carry unprofitable PSB material.  
 
Indigenous language broadcasting services are rarely profitable. If they are to be an 
integral part of national television services, it is inevitable that the responsibility for 
supporting them will fall on the non-commercial broadcasting sector. In other words, 
responsibility for this sector will fall largely if not exclusively on the BBC, whose role in 
the United Kingdom’s public service broadcasting mix is now more central than it 
has been since the introduction of ITV half a century ago. The role of the licence fee in 
supporting indigenous language broadcasting is therefore among the most critical issues 
in the PSB debate.  
 
The Ofcom report rightly draws attention to the BBC’s past failures to support Irish 
language broadcasting, and proposes that the issue be addressed through the renewal of 
the BBC’s Charter: 
 

Historically, the BBC has spent less per head on serving its Irish-speaking 
audience than on the Gaelic and Welsh-speaking populations. We welcome its 
introduction of a regular factual strand in the Irish language, SRL, and would 
expect Charter Review to result in sufficient funding for BBC Northern 
Ireland to be able to continue and expand this commitment. (page 100) 

 
We strongly welcome this proposal, which is, incidentally, the first time an official report 
has made such a representation in relation to Irish language broadcasting.  
 
At this juncture, it is not particularly important to define the mechanism through which 
the licence fee will be used to provide or enhance a UK-based television service through 
the medium of Irish. It is, however, extremely important that the principle of identifying 
the BBC’s responsibilities in this area is established. 
 
In this context, we are disappointed that Ofcom’s proposal has not been included in the 
Government’s Green Paper on the BBC’s Charter Review (see below). 
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3. Green Paper Review of the BBC’s Royal Charter, March 2005 

It is regrettable, indeed it is reprehensible, that the Green Paper on BBC Charter Review 
contains no recommendation relating to the Irish language. The following extract (p 41) 
while somewhat incoherent, is unambiguously clear on this particular point: 
 

... the BBC should continue to provide a larger amount of dedicated 
programming in and for each of the devolved nations (Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales). That should include provision in indigenous minority 
languages across a range of platforms – the internet has particular value in 
supporting those languages. More detail on Welsh and Gaelic is set out below. 

 
What is set out below in the Green Paper is an endorsement of one of Ofcom’s three 
options for enhancing the Welsh language service, including an agreement with Ofcom’s 
recommendation for “clearer commitments from the BBC” (p. 41). The Green Paper 
also notes that “The Government is keen to see a better deal for Gaelic – perhaps 
including a dedicated channel, as Ofcom suggests. ... The BBC will have a key role to 
play in any future channel”. (p. 42).  
 
Ofcom’s recommendations on the BBC’s responsibility for the Irish language in 
Northern Ireland are not reflected in the Green Paper. This is a matter of grave concern 
to us, and to all licence fee payers who speak Irish, as well as to a large number of non-
speakers who believe in the principles of equity, linguistic diversity, the “ecology of 
public service broadcasting”, and the special importance of indigenous minority 
languages to the cultural ecology of the UK. 
 
 
4. ULTACH Trust proposal  

It is obvious that Ofcom’s suggestion that it “...would expect Charter Review to result in 
sufficient funding for BBC Northern Ireland to be able to continue and expand [its 
current] commitment” has had no impact on DCMS. It is, in fact, far too weak, and it is 
possible that the word “expect” has given the wrong impression. We would argue that, 
particularly in television, an expansion of the BBC’s current miniscule level of Irish 
language provision may not be enough. We propose that Ofcom makes a strong 
recommendation to Government to ensure that the BBC is given clear direction in the 
forthcoming White Paper regarding its responsibility to provide an Irish language 
television service from the licence-fee. We suggest emphasising the following points:  
 

 The BBC’s crucial role in safeguarding the cultural heritage of the Irish language;  
 The BBC’s clear public service broadcasting responsibility to provide a dedicated 

Irish language service for (a) Irish-speaking licence-fee payers of Northern 
Ireland; (b) Irish-speakers in other parts of the United Kingdom; 

 The BBC’s responsibility to enable non-Irish-speakers to gain an understanding 
of the Irish language and its attendant culture; 

 The BBC responsibility to enhance its television, internet and educational 
provision to a level that reflects its public broadcasting remit;  

 The need to explore the BBC’s potential to make a significant contribution 
towards the broadcasting service of TG4, based on the model of the BBC’s 
relationship with the Welsh language channel, S4C.  


