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Executive Summary

This is the submission of Save Kids’ TV (SKTV), a coalition of parents, producers, artists, educators and others concerned about screen-based media for children in the UK. 

Our main conclusions are:

· Children spend a significant amount of time using media – broadcast, web-based, and mobile – so they need and deserve a wide range of good quality indigenous content that is age appropriate. 

· Despite a substantial increase in broadcast hours, the quantity and diversity of such programming available on British television has declined in the last ten years. It is about to decline even further as restrictions on advertising to children tighten.  Children’s programming on terrestrial ITV (ITV1) will practically cease, ITV’s digital children’s channel will show only repeats, and UK-produced programming on cable and satellite channels will be significantly reduced.  

· Quality, quantity and diversity will not be guaranteed by the BBC alone. 

· The market will not make good this gap, and as no alternative sources of funding have been put in place, children will suffer diminished choice and quality. 

· We are witnessing a complete failure of the market to supply this crucial area of public service programming, and as we move to a new digital future it will be children who lose out. Government must recognise there is a crisis in children’s television and work with the industry to evaluate alternative structures for stimulating UK-originated programming.

Our main recommendations are:

· Government should act now to put in place effective, sustainable and future-proof plans to stimulate high quality children’s content on existing and yet-to-be-invented commercial platforms.  This will be vital in the transitional period when revenues in the children’s sector are under strain, which may lead to minimal original long-form narrative content being produced for the new platforms.

· Government should consider looking at systems in place to stimulate children’s programming and support indigenous children’s culture in Australia, Canada, and France. 

· The proposed Public Service Provider (PSP) fund should ring-fence a significant amount of money specifically for children’s content. We suggest £54million p.a. (18% of £300m planned fund).  This would replace what has been lost from ITV and provide incentives to help the industry compete against producers from countries such as the USA, Korea, Canada and France.

· The PSP fund should ensure that funding stimulates high quality indigenous programming, and does not have the loopholes that have dogged the quotas in Television Without Frontiers, which have allowed international channels to broadcast without ensuring minimum UK production spend or content.

SKTV – Who We Are

· Save Kids' TV (SKTV) is a coalition of parents and professionals who understand the importance of rich, high quality media experiences for children.  
· Our membership comprises parents, children’s workers, television and arts professionals and academics: all children’s specialists.  

· We are allied in our approach with other organisations campaigning for the best possible media provision for British children: The Voice of the Listener and Viewer, PACT, The Writers’ Guild, The Society of Authors, BECTU and Action for Children’s Arts. 
· However, SKTV is an independent organisation. We receive no funding from the food, advertising or broadcasting industries.

· We believe that media content designed specifically for and with children is critical in helping them make sense of, contribute to and enjoy the complex, confusing and often contradictory world in which they live.

· We believe that children have the right to a rich mix of content which reflects their own culture and the society in which they live, and gives them a view of the wider world. We wish to see a healthy balance between indigenous and imported programming in UK kids’ viewing. 
· Although we are called Save Kids’ TV, our aim is to ensure continuity in the provision of high quality media content for children regardless of where they find it.  Despite the inroads on their time and interest from games and user-generated content, these and other new forms of activity cannot provide the full menu for a balanced media diet.  We believe children will always want and need fully formed stories told by professional storytellers, whether they be fictional or factual narratives. This is true now for broadcast television and will become increasingly the case as emerging media such as broadband video-on-demand takes its place.  

· We believe that predominantly watching poor quality imported children’s programming and adult content is not only detrimental to children themselves, but to society as a whole.  

· We are therefore deeply concerned by the erosion of the diversity and quality of programming made for children in the current market climate, and we see no evidence that new platforms are prepared to fill the gaps with their own rich, challenging, long-form narrative content. 
· We believe that Government should protect and extend existing provision up to Digital Switch-over, and that it should look ahead to ensure high quality UK originated content on the new platforms as they come on-stream.  

1.0 Regarding Public Service Media Content

In the evidence that follows we are concerned with four of the Select Committee Inquiry’s terms of reference:

· The prospects for maintaining plurality in public service broadcasting in the digital age.

· The future of children's public service media content.

· The value of the Public Service Provider concept as advanced by Ofcom.

· The case for provision of children's public service material on new media.

To put our evidence in context, we will outline why children need high quality television in the first place.

2.0 High quality UK-originated children’s media content is socially useful – the evidence

2.1 The case for the power of television to benefit children’s lives has been forcefully made in Prof. Maire Messenger-Davies’s book Television is Good for Your Kids.
   Her broad conclusions are that children bring their own resources of common sense, healthy skepticism and creativity to television; and that their lives and imaginations can be stimulated and enhanced by the use of media content. 
2.2 Good television can support formal education.  Preschool programmes such as the CBeebies’ channel’s Teletubbies and CITV’s pre-school show Jim Jam & Sunny have the DfES Early Learning Goals at their core. They teach about colour, number, letters etc. in a structured way, with considerable input from educationalists. 

“There is evidence that attention and comprehension, receptive vocabulary, some expressive language, letter-sound knowledge of narrative and storytelling all benefit from high-quality and age-appropriate educational programming”.

2.3 The educational benefits of children’s television have been demonstrated in a number of academic studies. Researchers at the University of Minnesota studying comprehension skills in young children conclude that good children’s television supports learning and literacy. 

“Children who learn these comprehension skills from television viewing before they are able to read, come equipped, so to speak, with some very important tools when they later start to read.”

2.4 Good television also stimulates informal learning. Series like Fifi and the Flowertots promote care for the environment and a healthy lifestyle.  Amongst older children, CITV’s Art Attack feeds the imagination and encourages creativity, while How 2 (CITV) and Big Bang (CITV) tackle science, technology and engineering in a child-friendly way. The Five series A Different Life has portrayed children who have rare disabilities or who live in the South African bush.

 “Television can be of general benefit to children. It can bring them into contact with aspects of life they would not otherwise become aware of. It can provide a valuable tool in the home and at school not simply to keep children occupied but also, if used appropriately, as a constructive way to use their time…. It is a channel through which a range of entertainment, drama and learning can be obtained and experienced.”
 

2.5 It is precisely these types of programme which are under greatest threat in the current climate.  In fact all three of the CITV examples above have been decommissioned. 

2.6 Even programmes without overt educational aims offer children a learning experience that parents value. A recent American study showed almost all parents point to ‘learning’ as one of the biggest advantages of television.
  Buckingham and Sefton-Green point to the potential pedagogic value of non-educational programmes in that they show children how to learn
. They argue that ‘education’ should be distinguished from ‘learning’. Children can learn skills from popular culture such as how to behave, how to feel and how to respond
. The pre-school series Peppa Pig, for example celebrates family values. This type of ‘learning’ thus makes television one of the major players in the socialization process, alongside more traditionally recognised socializing agents such as the family, school and peer groups (Signorielli & Morgan 2001)
. Television’s value in childhood goes beyond diversion and entertainment.  It reflects society’s values and the common culture (Takanishi 1982).

2.7 Television can be an active and inspiring activity for children, and the tabloid stereotype of children slumped in front of the screen is far from the norm. Younger children experience television as a social activity with 94% of their viewing taking place with either family or friends.
 For the vast majority of young children, watching television is active and they are often inspired to do other things while watching; 48% of children talk to the characters on screen, 77% sing, 69% talk about the programme, 38% play with toys related to the programme, and 73% of children dance:

 “Parents report that their young children generally lead well-balanced lives, with popular culture, media and new technologies playing an important, but not overwhelming role, in their leisure activities. Engagement with media is generally active, not passive, and promotes play, speaking and listening and reading.” 
 

Amongst older children, shared viewing is a source of great enjoyment and bonding. Similarly, watching shows with siblings and parents, ‘being included with the grown-ups’, is one reason why prime-time entertainment shows and soaps are popular amongst children.  But there is a reciprocal tendency whereby many children’s programmes are watched by parents with their children, which gives the child endorsement and approval.  This is an important family experience. 

2.8 Television is part of the ‘cultural glue’ of our society. It remains one of the most significant ways in which children receive, both formally and informally, culturally relevant information for their development. Globalisation of the economy creates global content. However, children need a balance between global and local cultures:

“It’s essential that countries design and observe laws aimed at protecting the audiovisual space occupied by the national productions for children.”

Despite the onslaught of the global, British broadcasters have up to now continued to provide programming that validates children’s local experience.  CITV have a long history of locally produced and located drama and comedy, from Catweazle, via Press Gang to Barking and My Parents Are Aliens.

Further, programming with a local perspective can address issues which are specific to particular groups in society.  For example, the Bafta-winning My Life As A Popat (CITV) was nominated for a Commission for Racial Equality award, while Uncle Max (CITV) was particularly effective with socially disadvantaged children and children with hearing difficulties.

2.9 Children watch a lot of television designed for adult audiences. Some of this is positive, but much of it assumes levels of experience and sophistication that children do not have. If children get their understanding of relationships, sexuality, problem solving, violence, ethnic friction etc. from EastEnders and The Bill, they will not have a rounded view. They need content that is targeted to their understanding and their developmental life-stages. 

High quality children’s television presents its audience with an age-appropriate view of the world. Programmes such as That Summer Day (2006, BBC1) offered a child’s-eye view of the July 7th bombings, a viewpoint that was nowhere else reflected. Similarly, UK-produced Children’s TV is more likely to encourage kids to be healthy than adult television: an episode, for example, of CITV’s animated series Grizzly Tales for Gruesome Kids about a boy who is turned into a turkey twizzler will have more resonance for a child than Celebrity Fat Club for example.

2.10 Disadvantaged children in particular need children’s TV.
  For them, free to air television is their main source of news and entertainment, which makes it even more important that it is available in child-friendly packages on the platforms that they use:

“Recently, I held a series of creative writing workshops in Hull primary schools. All in fairly impoverished areas, it was clear that in many cases, the only regular creative experiences that the kids had in their lives, was from watching children’s TV. How important then, that we give them quality kids’ dramas, that explore important issues, morals and debates, in an entertaining way, in a cultural approach and language that they immediately engage with.”

However, it would be a mistake to see middle class children as exempt. All parents want to feel that their children can safely watch television without fear that inappropriate content will alarm or confuse them.
2.11 Above all, children still need to be children. In our increasingly accelerated and commercialised culture, their dedicated programmes afford them that space.

2.12 Conclusion: Rich media content can support children’s formal and informal education, and is part of the ‘cultural glue’ that holds society together. UK-produced children’s programmes help to support the government’s objectives for children expressed in the Children’s Act 2003, with respect to being happy, enjoying and achieving through learning, and making a positive contribution to society. 
3.0 High quality UK-originated Children’s Television is under threat – the evidence

3.1 The UK now has 23 children’s television channels.  That has brought a huge increase in the number of hours of television broadcast. However, the increase in hours does not give a true reflection of what’s really being offered to children.

3.2 In 1996, the then ITC required the commercial PSB broadcasters to transmit a minimum number of hours of original production with quotas for particular genres.  So for example ITV had to provide 77 hours p.a. Pre-school, 52 hours p.a. Factual/Information and 70 hours p.a. Drama.  The overall hours of origination, including repeats was set at 390, and the full quota including acquired programming was 520 hours of children’s content per year.
3.3 ITV broadly delivered against these quotas up to and including the year end, 2003.
3.4 Current Ofcom regulations require just over 400 hours of children’s programming on ITV1, with no stipulations as to genre, spend or scheduling times.

At the start of 2006 ITV aired 9-10 hours per week of children’s programming on ITV1. This was reduced throughout the year.  Live TV has now completely ceased, and the January 2007 schedules see ITV1’s children’s hours reduced to just 2 hours a week (1 hour on Saturday for older kids, 1 hour on Sunday for preschool).

3.5 Looking at the broader picture, the first bar of the graph in Table 1 shows the amalgamated hours transmitted by all the broadcasters from 1996 to 2001.  While Animation was the most transmitted genre in 1996, a reasonable proportion of airtime was given to the other genres.  Over the five years the proportion of animation in the schedules grew enormously and factual content became less significant.  The sense of a balanced diet is lost:
	Table 1: Total hours devoted to children’s programming: 1996-2001
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Table 2 reveals that by 2001 the genre imbalance was even more profound on the digital channels.  Although animation programming dominated in both cases, the terrestrial networks still offered greater programme diversity in more restricted broadcast time:
	Table 2: Diversity in children’s programming: 2001 
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3.6 This imbalance was in part addressed by the arrival of the BBC children’s channels in 2002 with, in particular, a heavy emphasis on pre-school programming.
3.7 However, more recent Ofcom research indicates continuing decline in programme supply. Table 3 lists first run originations.  Bearing in mind the high proportion of animation in the schedules, the graph shows how worryingly little is ‘first-run’.  This indicates the dependence on repeats.  It also shows a distinct fall in production, particularly of factual programmes:
	Table 3: Children’s first-run original programmes by sub-genres by UK PSBs (hours/week) 
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3.8 Until recently ITV was the principle competitor with the BBC in producing original UK-based programming for children.  However, CITV’s overall budgets for the last four years show further evidence of decline, which has particularly affected originations:

2003-04    £35m

2004-05    reduced to just over £30m

2005-06     reduced to £26m
2006-07     reduced to £11m  
3.9 CITV’s decrease in production is now in free-fall, as it has not commissioned a new children’s show since the beginning of 2006 and will not replace this by commissioning instead for the CITV Channel. 

“Is there going to be commissioning in line with the past 10-15 years? Absolutely not, and that is because it is just not tenable." 
Steven Andrew, Programme Director ITV Digital
.

3.10 For 30 years, ITV’s commitment to children’s programming met with worldwide critical success.  Why has that commitment now ended?   Why is original programming under threat?

3.11 Contrary to popular belief, children’s TV is not lucrative for broadcasters or production companies.  While Bob the Builder and Teletubbies make large profits, such programmes are rare and almost exclusively in the pre-school genre because they sell internationally. For the vast majority of children’s programmes there is little potential for international sales and merchandising.

3.12 Thus on commercial television, production is substantially paid for by revenue from advertising. As children’s programmes do not attract a high advertising spend, commercial broadcasters are reluctant to make them.  When they are made, their production budgets are significantly smaller than those of comparable adult programmes.  Children’s drama typically comes in at about 30% of adult drama cost (£200k per half hour), and children’s game shows at 25% (£70k per half hour).
3.13 For ITV, the vast majority of its advertising revenue is focused on its share of adult-only commercial impacts (ie. one person's viewing of a 30 second advertising spot).  Because of the way impacts are calculated, ITV usually gets more money from a small number of adults watching ITV1 than a large number of children watching it. Adult impacts are far more important than children’s impacts, and a much lower-rating adult show is of far greater value to the broadcaster than a top-rating children’s show. 
3.14 For example, ITV decreased its children’s airtime on ITV1 last summer (2006) to make way for re-runs of 1970’s sit-com Rising Damp as it could garner more advertising revenue than children’s content in the same slot.

3.15 In the long term, fragmentation of the advertising market, with the arrival of so many dedicated children’s channels, has also reduced advertising revenue associated with children’s programming for channels like ITV1.

3.16 The likelihood of new regulations limiting food advertising will reduce revenues further. PACT estimates annual cuts of £35m across the commercial sector as a result of the advertising ban. 

3.17 Falling advertising revenues, deregulation, and the ban on HFSS food advertising to children are combining to discourage commercial broadcasters from producing their own children’s programming.
3.18 (Channel) Five, which runs a successful low cost pre-school service, Milkshake, spends less than £5m a year. Its service for older children, Shake, is under pressure from the funding crisis. This is the only commercial TV service for children offering any genuine documentary content. 

3.19 The cable & satellite channels produce in the UK, particularly Nickelodeon, Disney and a new initiative at Cartoon Network.  But the investment is significantly lower than that of CITV with estimates of the annual spend on programming at Nickelodeon, for example, in the region of £5m.  For the most part the children’s channels source new programming mainly from their US owners, or co-produce across several territories.  Furthermore, they are currently not required to commission or even report on their UK production spend.  Everything to date has been due to the dedication of their UK programmers.  We value their contribution, but they too will suffer the effects of the new advertising regulations. With falling revenues and far less terrestrial commercial competition the pressure on these channels from their parent companies may well be to maximise revenue rather than production.  It is unlikely they will ever be able to produce the volume of UK-originated children’s content once made by CITV. 
3.20 Taken together, the overall expenditure on original programming across all the channels in the commercial sector at 2005-06 levels is estimated to have been £35m – significantly the exact figure which it is thought will leave the industry when the new advertising regulations take effect.
3.21 Despite never getting close to the spend of ITV on children’s programming, the other commercial broadcasters are subject to similar financial pressures from falling advertising revenues, and we anticipate that they will also suffer cuts in origination.
3.22 If UK-based commercial kids’ TV collapses, the BBC will become the monopoly supplier for UK-originated children’s programming. While the BBC provides a wonderful service, this would not be advantageous for several reasons.

3.23 The effect on the industry will be that the BBC will, as a duty to its Licence Fee payers, pay less and less for programmes – high market rates cannot be justified if there is no market.  Falling budgets will lead to reduced quality, or to greater reliance on co-production, so that even less programming is of quality and UK based.

3.24 Equally the BBC’s access to creative competition amongst its suppliers will decrease as the once-thriving children’s production industry withers.

3.25 If competitor channels are allowed through relaxed regulation to capture large audiences in the daytime schedule, then the maintenance of the Terrestrial blocks of programming for children on BBC ONE and TWO will be called into question.

3.26 The BBC is unlikely to enjoy its current level of public subsidy forever, and as funds are eroded, cuts will be made. Anticipating a low licence fee settlement for the BBC, its Director General, Mark Thompson, has already stated that children’s programming at the BBC will be re-evaluated in the light of ITV’s withdrawal
. 

3.27 The BBC itself admits that a reduction in competition will be detrimental for children:

“Anything that curtails healthy competition curtails our ability to deliver for our audiences now and in the future. And that is bad for the media industry as a whole.” 

Richard Deverell, Controller, Children’s BBC.

3.28 Conclusion: In the current market climate, with a diversity of choice of channels, there is fragmentation in funding which is leading to less diversity in the choice of programmes.  Apart from the BBC there is no UK broadcaster able to invest meaningful amounts in UK-originated programming.  Regulation of hours on terrestrial channels is proving insufficient to ensure continued investment in quality, with ITV’s departure from children’s programme production the sharpest evidence of decline in provision.
4.0 The likely effects of a reduction in UK-originated Children’s Television 
4.1 Children watch an average of 17 hours of television a week
.  There is no reason to suppose that this average will fall because UK-originated content is reduced.

4.2 While viewing family programming is to be welcomed, it cannot replace 17 hours a week. Children will still watch in their bedrooms, and increasingly on their PC’s.  They will want to access programming made specifically for them and increasingly that will not be made in the UK. 

4.3 Ofcom’s research into children’s media literacy shows that low-income families watch the most TV. Therefore the loss of high quality indigenous production for children will disproportionately affect the 25% of UK children living in low-income homes.  For many of these children it is their only cultural and societal reference point. 

4.4 There is evidence that the BBC has a different reach from those of the commercial channels.
  Bearing in mind each channel appeals to a particular demographic, it cannot be assumed that a child deprived of CITV will automatically become a CBBC viewer. 

4.5 While the BBC is still discussing its move to Manchester, a significant number of CITV’s shows have always been made outside London and the South East (e.g. My Parents Are Aliens, Jungle Run, How 2, Big Bang, Bel’s Boys). As commercial schedules fill with animation and acquired programming from outside the UK, this regional representation of children’s lives will also decrease.

4.6 According to Ofcom’s latest media literacy audit, 72% of children aged 8-15 now have access to digital TV, 64% have access to the Internet at home, half own game consoles, and 65% of 8-15s own mobile phones (including 49% of 8-11year olds) (Ofcom 2006). SKTV accepts that children are using new platforms for their media experiences and exploring new content such as games and user-generated material.  But these should form part of a rich mix of media.  As the merging platforms mature, children will seek out long-form content there – looking for stories. We need to ensure there is age-appropriate content for them by preserving the skills to make it and ensuring its quality through funding. 

4.7 SKTV sees three possible scenarios for UK Children’s TV in the next five years: 

Scenario 1: A free market with continued or relaxed PSB regulation.  This is hampered by Ofcom’s inability to set minimum spending rather than the current hours quotas, or more detailed genre-based requirements, so there is no pressure to produce new programming.  Advertising regulations severely reduce the potential for all commercial broadcasters to commission quality programmes.  Original indigenous children’s content practically disappears outside the BBC.  A BBC stunted by the lack of competition.  Little likelihood that emerging media will take up the funding slack.  A diet of repeats and acquisitions on the dedicated channels.  A generation of children grow up with few contemporary references to their own lives in the media they access.  Children disempowered, creativity stunted (amongst professionals and the children themselves – as they have no local media models), and UK society irreparably damaged.
Scenario 2: Ofcom could set quotas by spend, or by genre, while requiring “new” and “majority produced in the UK” programming.   However, assuming that all terrestrial broadcasters will move their children’s output entirely to digital channels by Switchover, transmission quotas on terrestrial channels are not a long-term practical option. Taking a realistic view, in return for BBC1, BBC2, ITV1, Channel 4 and Five being allowed to move their children’s output entirely to digital in advance of Switchover, the broadcasters would need to give assurances about their minimum on-going spend.  All negotiation must be about spending and new programming.  For the most part broadcasters would spend significantly less if they could, as their revenues will remain depressed.  UK kids’ indigenous media diet would grow poorer over time.
Scenario 3: A scenario in which 18% of the PSP fund would be ring-fenced for indigenous and culturally relevant content designed for children (approximately £54m per year), or another form of central funding at a similar level.  This figure is based on the fact that children constitute approximately 20% of the population. This funding could stimulate a new golden age in UK kids’ content creation.  A range of challenging innovative, high quality programming would be the result, with access to the fund offered to commercial broadcasters and broadband operators, the latter creating a meaningful and rich content base for children migrating to their PCs and online.  It would cement potential growth in the relationship between the games industry and the content industry for children, from a position of funded strength for the content side.  It would ensure that the values, diversity and editorial integrity which has characterised UK kids’ TV in the past filters through to the new delivery platforms and through them into the games sector too.

Various funding and quota options have been applied in Canada, Australia, and France which have produced thriving children’s production sectors and ensured culturally relevant content.  SKTV is formulating its view on the detail of this preferred funded scenario and will be assisting Ofcom in its research of these options as it develops the PSP concept and reviews children’s PSB and market failure in early 2007.

4.8 Conclusion: The prospects for maintaining plurality of supply, and therefore a diverse range of locally-produced quality content in public service broadcasting in the digital age – at least with regard to children’s content – are poor.  SKTV supports Option 3:  a new funding solution to create a buoyant sector and to support UK-specific cultural content for our kids. In the meantime changes in the regulatory position should be considered, with attention given to the immediate failure of PSB on ITV, to ensure continuity of original content provision.
5.0 Recommendations

5.1 As media changes, we need to ensure that children don’t get short-changed. Even though 80% of homes with children now have multi-channel television, we feel strongly that whatever happens long-term, until the completion of digital switchover, provision should be maintained at 2005 levels on free-to-air television.  The BBC alone is not enough.  If necessary this should be achieved through changes in the regulatory position of the free-to-air broadcasters.  Ofcom itself has noted that when adult programmes replace children’s programmes, the broadcaster responsible demonstrates a lack of interest in serving this audience:

”I think it’s saying that the kids aren’t good enough so we’re putting the boring cricket match on instead of programmes for the kids.”
.

5.2 The new platforms should also include specific provision for children. However, as digital outlets increase, it is hard to see how Government can control commercial children’s media. So the practical option is to support the UK production sector to ensure the availability of quality UK-originated programming. .  By stimulating supply, broadcasters and increasingly other platform operators will see the value in locally produced content and will seek to obtain it for their channels.

5.3 We believe Ofcom should put children at the heart of its proposed PSP concept. PSP funding should aim to support professionally produced content on all platforms used by children.

5.4 If Ofcom sets up a PSP operation, it should clearly set out its expectations for children’s television in terms of range of genres, durations, budgets etc. It should ring fence 18% of the annual fund for children’s content.

5.5 This fund should be independently administrated and should not be accessible to the BBC.

5.6 Ofcom and the Government should also consider whether this economic intervention is sufficient and whether quotas for children’s content across all channels may also be needed.  These should be stronger in their requirements than the EU Television without Frontiers guidelines currently used.

6.0 Concluding comments

6.1 British children need a diverse range of culturally relevant material as their media diet. The market alone will not provide this. Government needs to intervene to help.

6.2 As Tony Robinson, actor, writer and presenter
, puts it:

 “In a world in which children are assaulted by media messages on a host of electronic platforms, children’s TV should remain a beacon of quality and positive values.”

Ends.
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