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Lord Reith : House of Lords debate on broadcasting policy, May 1952 

And could there not be less ambiguity about timing? One reading suggests—and it is intended to 

suggest—that there will be no sponsored television till the B.B.C. has finished its television coverage 
and has also introduced V.H.F. So, with money and labour and materials as they are in this country, 

sponsored television is many years away. But the White Paper does not say that; it only gives the 

B.B.C. a first claim: that is all. Is it beyond possibility that the Government, urged by some 
malcontents, might somehow find the finance to enable another claim to be made simultaneously? 

Why do they say: the radio industry must be given as soon as possible the technical information 
necessary to enable them to design and produce adaptors. And what did the Parliamentary Private 

Secretary to the President of the Board of Trade mean by telling the Institution of Electrical Engineers 
last Saturday: Next year television sets which can be switched to different channels will be on sale to 
the public. One channel will receive the B.B.C., the second the future alternative programmes. Owners 

of existing monopoly sets will be able to buy adaptors for about £5. In the last three years the B.B.C. 

has been allowed £5,500,000 for capital construction. One-tenth of this might be permitted to 
competitors in the next three. I cannot subscribe to the theory that the B.B.C. can go on developing 

its system while all others are banned. I have given the noble Earl who is to speak for the 

Government notice of these matters, so he knows about them. Actually, I gather that this Member of 
another place never made the speech at all: that is what he would have said if he had had the 

opportunity to make the speech. I ask the Government: Has he advance information of the 
Government's intentions? A last question on this point: If sponsoring is to come, what arguments 

could there be for confining it to television? 

§Now I close. I have never spoken on broadcasting in this House before. I may have done this great 

cause no good: maybe even harm, because I well realise that, during the years of my 
association 1297with the B.B.C., I built up for myself an immense unpopularity and dislike which 

https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1952/may/22/broadcasting-policy#S5LV0176P0_19520522_HOL_27
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surrounds me still. And yet what was done was approved. For that I claim no credit. I tried to do as I 

had been taught in the Manse of the College Church in Glasgow. I believe that I was peculiarly helped 
in plan and execution, and through every sort of opposition, vehement and powerful and determined 
though it often were. To-day, thanks to Sir William Haley, and Governors, and a devoted staff, British 

broadcasting commands the respect and admiration of the whole world; an institution of which 
England—yes, and Scotland and Wales and Northern Ireland—can be proud; one which we should be 

jealous and quick to safeguard and defend. 

§What grounds are there for jeopardising this heritage and tradition? Not a single one is even 
suggested in the White Paper. Why sell it down the river? Do we find leadership and decision in this 

White Paper; or compromise and expediency—a facing-both-ways? A principle absolutely fundamental 
and cherished is scheduled to be scuttled. It is the principle that matters, and it is neither here nor 

there that the scuttling may not take place for years. The Government are here on record to scuttle—
a betrayal and a surrender; that is what is so shocking and serious; so unnecessary and wrong. 
Somebody introduced dog-racing into England; we know who, for he is proud of it, and proclaims 

it urbi et orbi in the columns of Who's Who. And somebody introduced Christianity and printing and 
the uses of electricity. And somebody introduced smallpox, bubonic plague and the Black Death. 
Somebody is minded now to introduce sponsored broadcasting into this country. Two things said 

Immanuel Kant, fill the mind with wonder and awe, the more often and the more intently the mind of 

thought is drawn to them—the starry heavens above me, the moral law within me. The stars are 
somewhat depreciated, and man is losing his sense of wonder in these egalitarian days. But what 

about the moral law? Need we be ashamed of moral values, or of intellectual and ethical objectives? It 

is these that are here and now at stake. My powers of persuasion may be feeble, my 

influence 1298very slight, but with all the earnest and urgent conviction of which a man is capable. I 
ask the Government—especially the noble Marquess whom the whole House admire and trust—to 
think again. I appeal to them to do so. And leave this thought with them, because right is right, to 

follow right were wisdom in the scorn of consequence. I beg to move for Papers. 

https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1952/may/22/broadcasting-policy#S5LV0176P0_19520522_HOL_28
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I BBC Board of Governors 

Standing left to right: 

Sir David Scholey CBE 

Lord Nicholas Gordon Lennox KCMG KCVO 

Sir Kenneth Bloomfield KCB 

Bill Jordan CBE 

Dr Jane Glover 

Dr Gwyn Jones 

Janet Cohen 

Seated left to right: 

Shahwar Sadeque 

Lord Cocks Vice -Chairman 

Marmaduke Hussey Chairman 

Margaret Spurr 

Sir Graham Hills 

I Chairman's Foreword 

The modern BBC is the inheritor of a great tradition 

of quality, artistic talent, honest accurate reporting 

and above all independence. We must maintain and 

enhance this tradition while fitting the BBC for the 

fast -changing and competitive world into which we 

have been thrust. 

For time does not stand still. The old, talented but 

rather leisurely BBC simply does not fit into the 

multi -national competitive business of today. But 

the ideals and quality which fashioned that BBC 

are more relevant than ever. They stood like 

beacons in the old broadcasting world. They will 

shine as brightly in the new. 

The Governors have never doubted that for the BBC 

to survive in anything like its present form, changes 

would need to be far -reaching and to affect every 

area. And they would have to be effected fast. The 

timetable was set by the rapid pace of change 

elsewhere in broadcasting and accelerated by the need 

to replace our Charter, which expires in 1996. As I write, 

the Government will shortly publish a White Paper 

outlining the future of the BBC for the next decade. 

We have had to demonstrate that our performance 

justifies a universal service paid for by the licence 

fee. Our objective has been to create the best - 

managed corporation in the public sector without 

sacrificing the historic values of our output. Three 

recent productions, Middlemarch, the bi -media 

coverage of the Prague Festival, and the events of 

D -Day, demonstrate that the BBC's flair, skill and 

inspiration flourish undimmed. 

BBC Board of Governors 
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This last year has seen the implementation of a 

series of vital and far -reaching policy initiatives. 

The application has been uncomfortable, but the 

benefits for the viewer and listener will be 

increasingly obvious. 

A radical examination of our overheads, financial 

systems and resource base, conducted during 

the past year, will throw up very substantial 

annual savings in excess of £100 million. An 

unsustainable overdraft has already been 

dramatically reduced. Over the years ahead 

there will be significant investment in more 

and better programmes. 

There has already been increased investment in 

our news and current affairs. Over the last two 

years we have employed 290 more journalists, 

whereas elsewhere in the media their numbers 

have been reduced. These substantial 

improvements flow directly from the programme 

of reforms. No one has suggested how else they 

could have been achieved. 

The whole media industry is in a period of 

great change. The ITV companies, following 

the application of the 1990 Act, are subject 

to take -over bids. Sky Television, with the 

cable industry in its wake, bounds forward, 

competing for audiences and advertising 

revenue with ITV, Channel 4 and the national 

newspapers. Major public companies are 

now fighting to hold or increase their share 

of a declining market. 

8 

As the ITC have already pointed out, quality 

may suffer. 

In an intensely competitive scene, the BBC stands 

out as the only stable element with clear 

objectives: independence, quality and value for 

money. We can therefore approach the Charter 

negotiations with some confidence. It is a more 

heartening prospect for the Corporation, both in 

the United Kingdom and across the world, than 

appeared likely in the 1980s. 

The hard work and difficulties of the last few years 

now present the BBC with a glittering opportunity 

to consolidate its role as an international 

broadcaster. 

We have the archives, the brand name and a wealth 

of talent, and we are already a net exporter. Our 

name stands high, especially in Europe. When I 

was in Prague last year, the Chamber of Deputies 

halted an important debate to pay tribute to the 

organisation that has "kept alive the flame of truth 

in the last 50 dark years': 

No one disputes that the collapse of the communist 

empire was fuelled by access to western television 

and radio, particularly the World Service. 

Mr Rupert Murdoch was right to say that 

"advances in television technology have proved 

an unambiguous threat to totalitarian regimes 

everywhere. They cannot escape the eagle eye 

of BBC, ITV, CNN and Sky". It was therefore 

disappointing when he chose to remove 



BBC television news from China and replace it, 

not with Sky News, but American films. 

The world opportunity remains. The appetite for 

accurate news and quality television and radio 

is growing fast; we will supply it. We have 

reorganised the BBC to meet the international 

challenge. World Service Television will shortly 

match in coverage and quality the service provided 

over the years by World Service radio. 

In the seven years I have been with the BBC 

we have often wondered what were our most 

dangerous threats. There are said to be three. 

First, the political. I have never believed in that. 

Governments of whatever hue will require a 

publicly -funded BBC to be efficient - of course. 

Some politicians will always try to influence the 

BBC editorially - of course. I don't blame them for 

trying. I only blame ourselves if we give way, and 

I do not think most people in political life expect 

us to. Fundamentally they respect the independence 

of the BBC and wish to retain it. 

Second, there is the competitive threat. That is 

more dangerous. We now have many more 

competitors. But they are constrained by the need 

to sell their products, create profitable businesses 

and pay dividends. 

The licence -fee frees us from these constraints 

and imposes on us the obligation to provide an 

alternative service to commercial broadcasting - 

a service of quality and diversity, with challenging 

programmes in peak periods. It is an obligation 

I believe we can meet. 

Finally, there is the threat that the BBC will not 

itself have the determination and strength to face 

the future - self -inflicted wounds are always the 

most dangerous. 

An historic institution must never let outdated 

ways and customs clog its joints, lest they become 

arthritic. If it does not keep in step with the 

changing world, it inevitably becomes antiquated 

and of no contemporary relevance. 

We have moved fast and we have made some 

mistakes. It won't be easy, but overall we have 

created a marvellous opportunity for the BBC 

both at home and abroad. 

I am confident we have the courage and will 

to seize it. 

Marmaduke Hussey Chairman 
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