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Public Service Broadcasting is under threat almost everywhere. In many parts of the world, we 
see the excessive dominance of the state broadcaster, operating not in the interest of the citizens 
but in the interest of the dominant party.   
 
In other parts of the developing world, broadcasting organisations are trapped in a downward 
spiral of poverty.  Urged to “stand on their own feet” they are increasingly required to finance 
themselves from advertising – even in areas where the advertising market is too weak, 
 
And in the developed world, the psbs are fighting with varying success for audience share in an 
more and more fragmented multichannel environment, and are constantly subject to regulation 
and review. 
 
So what can be done?  In areas where a state broadcaster is excessively dominant, we can urge 
the introduction of an independent regulator, to introduce some diversity at an appropriate pace.   
When there are windows of opportunity, i.e. a change of government or a receptivity to new 
thinking, that is the moment for the funding of consultancies which can advise Governments 
about the best way to open the media to competition while at the same time preserving a strong 
local identity through corporatising the state broadcaster. 
  
For those organisations in despair over broken-down equipment, pathetic salaries and lack of 
professional skills – these are all the result of poverty. The solutions should come with increasing 
wealth. But it is also worth reflecting that it is possible to be a rich person even in a poor country.  
So also with orgnisations.   What holds many psbs back from adopting   modern management and 
running a really professional show is that they are locked into government systems, such as 
Government accounts, to Government grades and staffing, and there is little scope for introducing 
zero-based budgeting or cutting back on analogue engineers to make way for IT experts.  Here 
the route out of mismanagement for a single organization is to disentangle itself from 
Government, to get its constitution amended so that is becomes an independent corporation, with 
psb obligations, some arms-length government funding, and independence in how the 
organisation is managed.  Easier said than done, but there are organizations at this conference 
who are setting off on exactly this path. 
 
And for the developed world?  One of their dangers is that in the rush to operate in the modern 
world, they exhaust themselves and spread themselves too thin, chasing every possible new 
opportunity on the internet, launching digital channels, setting up helplines – all wonderful 
developments, but all costing money.  The result can be to starve the heartland, the domestic TV 
and radio programmes, of the funding they need to sustain their quality, their distinctiveness, and 
their service to minorities. 
 
That said, the contribution that the major psbs broadcasters have made to the quality of 
information on the Internet is outstanding.  They are turned to as trusted and reliable sources, 
when much of the information on the Internet is of unproven merit. The potential for minorities 
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on the Internet are immense and it is the role of the psb to help provide trusted information to 
them as part of its public service. 
 
They are also right not to be sidelined out of the world of greater choice through offering 
specialized digital channels.   The programming offered is not yet of a quality comparable to the 
terrestrial channels – their budgets are much lower, and thought will have to be given as to how 
they can all be financed in the years ahead.  Existing forms of funding should continue to be 
forthcoming – though they will be hard fought for – if the psbs can demonstrate that they are 
offering programmes which would not exist through funding from the market place.   
 
This is where it is essential to define what constitutes psb, and what are its objectives.  It is also 
essential to adopt guidelines to ensure that the programmes are run in accordance with the 
objectives.  And it is essential to have Key Performance Indicators to  measure success in 
achieving the objectives.   
 
The Objectives will vary according to local circumstances, but they will usually include the 
provision of a quality local news service, with unbiased reporting and free and fair election 
coverage; the provision of educational programming, programmes for minorities, including 
linguistic, ethnic, age-related minorities, and the handicapped; and local cultural coverage.  Much 
of this can be in popular formats, so that it is widely accessible, but the output of a psb should 
also include some intellectually challenging material of appeal essentially only to those of 
considerable intellectual curiosity and stamina.  
 
Guidelines are essential to ensure that standards of production fit with psb aspirations.  They can 
define relationships between programme-makers and sponsors, for example, or deal with 
complaints about the programmes from aggrieved parties.  Not all psb have adopted such 
Guidelines, though most of the major ones have.  To help those who have not got them, the 
Commonwealth Broadcasting Association, with funding from UNESCO, has just issued draft 
Editorial Guidelines, available for adoption in whole or in part by any psb.  They are on our 
website – www.cba.org.uk -- in draft form for the next couple of months, and questions and 
comments are invited.  After discussion at our next General Conference in Fiji in mid-February, 
they will be finalized and published and made widely available.  
 
Then there are the measures of how successful the psb is in meeting its objectives, and adhering 
to its Guidelines.  These are Key Performance Indicators, and, while very tedious to collect, they 
are now beginning to establish certain international benchmarks between public service 
broadcasters.  Again, this is an area which the CBA will be developing in its Fiji conference.    
 
This is also an area in which I expect broadcasting regulators to take an increasing interest.  It is 
legitimate for them to be concerned with proportion of educational programming on a psb, for 
example, or with how well a psb is serving a minority language group.  It is not right for a 
regulator to get involved in the rights and wrongs of a particular broadcast; that it for the 
broadcaster.  But it is right for the regulator to ensure that, in return for public funding, the 
psbroadcaster  is delivering true psbroadcasting. 
 
Provided the will to support it, among the public and the politicians, does not slacken, there 
should be a good future ahead for the psbs. It is also essential that the broadcasters themselves 



take the right decisions and see their way clearly through the decisions they have to take.  When 
facing policy choices, they should ask themselves: is this course of action going to support the 
objectives of psb?  If it does, then that is the path to take.   


