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Speech by Tony Hall, Director-General of the BBC 

Swedish Charter Review Seminar, Stockholm – 23rd August 2018 

(Check against delivery) 

“Safeguarding the democratic ideals of public service” 

Introduction 

Good morning.  I’m delighted to be able to join you all in Stockholm 

today. 

It’s fantastic to see that Swedish Radio has managed to bring together so 

many people, so engaged with the future of public service media – and 

from such a wide range of arts and civil society organisations and public 

authorities. 

I don’t need to tell you that this is a pivotal moment for public service 

media. And not just in Sweden.  

It’s a time of profound change. But it’s also a time of fantastic excitement 

and opportunity – especially, perhaps, for radio and audio.  

Five years ago, when I was asked to return to the BBC as Director General, 

I knew that meant leading the corporation through our Charter Review. 

And I welcomed that prospect.  

That’s because I recognised that, while a Charter Review can present 

great challenges, it can also be a really powerful moment of reinvention 

for public service media. 
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It’s a chance to listen and to learn, to make sure we are truly responding 

to the needs and expectations of all our audiences. 

It’s an opportunity to change as technology changes, and to revitalise 

ourselves for the latest challenge. 

Two things struck me about our Charter Review process: 

First of all, ‘It’s the programmes stupid’. 

As leader, it is my job to remind everyone that it’s about the content…  

Creatively backing talent… Boldness and ambition… Originality and 

pushing boundaries...  

You’ve got to be seen to do great programmes.  

Secondly, the public’s voice is key. As many as 250,000 made their views 

heard and their voices count.  

So whatever we talk about today – it’s our programmes and our 

audiences’ perceptions of the content that matter most.  

That same sensibility is what I want to bring to the Presidency of the 

European Broadcasting Union [EBU].   

It’s a role I’ll take up in January next year. 

But already, speaking with my European counterparts, the thing that has 

struck me the most is how, across Europe and beyond, the need for public 

service broadcasting has never been greater.  
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At the same time I have also been struck by another big trend. In so many 

countries across Europe, it is not just the market context around public 

service media that has grown tougher and tougher. It is also the political 

context and debate. 

Today I want to talk about some of the forces now acting on our media 

environment, and what they mean for our societies…  

…The increasingly global and competitive marketplace… The incredibly 

fast pace of technological change… The role of social media in our 

national discourse...  

And I want to set out how – if we are to see public service media at its 

very best in the future, playing its strongest possible role for society at an 

important moment – we must stand up for and safeguard its democratic 

ideals right now.  

An increasingly global media landscape 

Let me start with the increasingly global media landscape.  

For audio listeners, the choice has never been so spectacular. Whether 

it’s Swedish Radio’s P3, the BBC’s Radio One, Bauer or Spotify, 

Soundcloud or YouTube. There’s music everywhere you turn. 

And if it’s audio speech you’re looking for, there’s a new generation of 

podcasts and audiobooks that are rewriting the rulebook. 

For audiences in Sweden, in the UK, and elsewhere… What’s not to like? 

The collected global media is only a screen-touch away.  
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The same is true in TV. And it has brought real benefits for audiences.  

Incredible choice… Extraordinary quality… New ways of taking advantage 

of the latest technologies to respond to audience needs.  

But at the same time, the deep pockets of the big, new global players 

have created huge super-inflation in the market.  

The cost of ideas and talent has gone up massively. It’s become harder 

and harder for traditional players to compete – particularly in key areas 

like sports rights and drama production. 

It’s clearer than ever that, in the future, the global media landscape is set 

to be dominated by a small number of companies on the West Coast of 

America. Companies with extraordinary technical, financial and creative 

firepower. 

And that’s before you consider the media giants in China too. You have 

experience in Sweden of Chinese interest in the car industry. What will 

happen if the Chinese giants like Tencent and Alibaba show a similar 

interest in the local media market?  

I want to be clear: I’m all for more quality and more choice. But choice is 

the key word, and we can’t allow what our countries produce at home to 

be crowded out. 

The truth is that there are very few signs that the big global players are 

going to meet the need that our audiences and our societies have for 

original, local content. The content that does so much to tell the stories of 

our nations and our communities to ourselves and to the world.  
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In TV, we know that Netflix were reported to have spent as much as £100 

million on The Crown – over 1 billion Swedish kronor. That’s equivalent, 

by the way, to well over a dozen drama series on the BBC.  

In audio, Spotify have reportedly given comedian Amy Schumer $1 million 

to create a new podcast – nearly 9 million Swedish kronor. 

What the global giants are offering consumers is truly impressive.  

But their investment decisions are increasingly likely to focus on a narrow 

range of very expensive, very high-end content – big bankers that they 

can rely on to have international appeal and attract large, global 

audiences.  

And of course, their goal is commercial revenue, not public service value.  

Their incentive is not to invest in journalism, discussion, debate, 

entertainment, dialogue or music of local origin. Or to reflect the lives of 

the Swedish or British audience. 

It is not to create content for different language groups in Sweden, 

content that can reach and represent audiences like Swedish radio does 

every day.  

It’s not to play the role of trusted guide, whether it comes to Swedish 

news or new Swedish music. Nor is it to create an open forum for debate 

and dialogue – the public space that is such a big part of what Swedish 

Radio, and we at the BBC, do.   
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In a world of unlimited choice, we need to ensure that the audiences who 

fund public service media can still choose world-class content that 

directly responds to and reflects their lives. That represents a real 

investment in local communities, ideas and talent. 

It applies to the best in news and investigative journalism. And it applies 

equally to the very best in genres like drama, entertainment and music.   

A fast-changing technological landscape 

The second major force we’re experiencing is rapid technological change.  

It’s a hugely exciting time. New technologies are opening up fantastic 

opportunities. Our audiences increasingly expect to be able to consume 

whatever media they like – wherever and whenever they want. 

Audio is right at the forefront of this change. I’m fascinated by the 

explosion in podcasting here in Sweden. And I’m really excited about 

what we’re doing in this area in the UK. 

We’ve raised our ambition massively. And we’re bringing together all our 

live and on-demand radio, music and podcasts into a new audio app – 

BBC Sounds – with more than 80,000 hours to explore from our archive.  

The question is always, what’s next? 

We know voice is increasingly going to be a key way we interact with 

media, search for content, and find what we want.  
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Amazon, Apple, Google and others are investing heavily in a voice-

controlled future. And we at the BBC – like Cilla’s colleagues at Swedish 

Radio – are working hard here too.  

Already we have news and radio services on Amazon Alexa and Google 

Home. And we’ve been experimenting with the ability to use voice cues 

to skip on to different or more local stories, or hear about particular news 

stories in greater depth.  

Over here, I’ve been really excited to hear how Swedish Radio is breaking 

new ground in audio production.  

Their award-winning innovation “Next Generation” technology means 

local stations can run a whole show using only a smartphone or a tablet – 

getting presenters and journalists out of the studio and closer to the 

action.  

It’s really exciting to think that, in the future, no studio or bulky mixing 

desk will be needed. And I’m grateful to our colleagues at Swedish Radio 

for sharing the innovation with us. It means we’re now looking at how to 

implement the same technology at the BBC. 

But for all the exciting innovations that new technologies are driving, I’m 

very much aware of the pressures that the shift to a digital future brings 

to us as public service broadcasters. In particular, to fulfilling our 

universal mission. 
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In the UK, around 44 million people use the BBC every day – virtually 

every adult in the country, every week.  

But the reality is that – in the UK and elsewhere – the way younger and 

older audiences consume media is increasingly different. Young people 

watch far less television that older people, and listen to much less radio. 

And in Europe, Sweden is one of the countries leading this trend.  

Quite simply, public service broadcasters who fail to adapt risk losing 

touch with their young audiences, and therefore failing in their universal 

mission. 

That’s why, at the BBC, I have put this challenge right at the heart of our 

plan to reinvent ourselves for a new generation.  

We know we need to act now to make sure we can continue to inform, 

educate and entertain everyone, at a time when we believe that mission 

is more important than it has ever been.  

Increasing societal fragmentation and division 

This brings me to the third major force now shaping our societies: 

increasing fragmentation and division.  

Across Europe – and the world – our national debates and discourse are 

more polarised than at any point I can remember.  

Generational, political and social differences seem to have widened 

markedly. And while technology and social media have brought huge 
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benefits to us all, we cannot ignore the fact that they add to this sense of 

social unease and tension. 

Too often social media can distort our views of one another and allow us 

to live in closed communities where we only really engage with those 

who share our views.  

Fake news and disinformation compounds that challenge, eating away at 

trust in the media – including in the BBC – and blurring the lines between 

reality and so-called ‘alternative facts’. 

These social challenges are unprecedented. And they should galvanise us 

all, because they go right to the heart of what public service media is and 

why our values matter. 

They tell us that, right now, our countries need public service media at its 

very, very best.  

We need public service media to help society understand itself better, to 

explore our differences passionately and robustly, to remind us every day 

of the things we hold in common, not just the things that divide us. 

One of the answers is great local radio. It’s something I’m passionate 

about, and I know you are too – it’s great to see how Swedish Radio’s 

local stations champion local people, local stories and local talent. 

As public service broadcasters, all of us need to be learning from each 

other to explore how we can do even more to represent all communities 

and make sure all voices are heard. 
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Public service broadcasting under pressure 

Against the background of all these profound changes, it’s clear to me 

that the need for public service media has never been greater.  

Local content that supports local creativity and speaks directly to local 

audiences… Impartial news and information that everyone can trust and 

rely on…  Universal services that can reach all audiences, reflect all views, 

and bring communities together… 

They’re increasingly vital. And public service broadcasters are uniquely 

placed to help our societies respond.   

Yet, right at the moment we are needed most, we are coming under 

pressure. 

As incoming President of the EBU, I’m concerned about the trends I see in 

different parts of Europe.  

In many countries, the debate around public service media has become 

tougher and tougher.  

Some argue that public service has become less important. Or that it 

should be more tightly controlled. Some want to narrow the focus of 

public service media, diminish its relevance, and undermine its 

universality. 

I’m not saying that the existence of public service media is in direct and 

imminent danger. But I do see real risks.  



11 
 

Public service represents a set of democratic ideals that matters greatly 

to all of us: giving a voice to the voiceless; pursuing the truth without fear 

or favour; ensuring that the joys of culture and learning are available to 

everybody – irrespective of income or background. 

The promotion of these ideals would be powerful enough at any time in 

our history – but today they are priceless.  

The question is: What must we do now to safeguard the democratic 

ideals of public service media? 

Safeguarding public service ideals 

My answer to this is that all those who care about public service values 

now need to come together and stand up for them like never before. 

In particular, we need to stand up for three things. 

First, our universal mission. 

The level of global competition is greater than it has ever been. And that 

means it is more important than ever for public service media to be given 

a broad and up-to-date remit across a range of platforms.  

Of course, a broad remit does not mean doing everything for everyone. It 

means reaching everyone with good things, things of real value. Whoever 

and wherever they are. Whatever their age or background.  

It’s the founding philosophy behind public service media. A simple, 

democratic idea that we need to safeguard and celebrate.  
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Second, we need the stability of long-term funding. 

It allows public service media to meet the challenges posed by an 

increasingly competitive and global marketplace.  

It enables us to plan and invest for the future – in news and investigative 

reporting, local presence and local talent, the long-term innovation that’s 

needed and the world-class content that reflects the lives of our 

audiences and really matters.  

Finally, it’s more important than ever to stand up for our independence.  

I know, from my experience in the UK, that the customs and traditions 

that underpin the independence of public service media can gradually be 

eroded.  

Over time, its foundations can be weakened. 

Cilla tells me that there’s a lot going on here to make sure that this does 

not happen. I can only encourage you to get behind it.  

It may prove to be essential for securing Swedish public service media at 

its best, and safeguarding the fundamental role SR plays in Sweden’s 

democratic life. 

Conclusion 

I’m very confident about the future of public service media – in Sweden, 

in the UK, and beyond. 
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I really do believe that our best days lie ahead. Not least because we have 

never been more needed. 

But I also believe that it’s time for all of us who believe in the principles of 

public service to stand together, to shout about what makes us special, to 

make sure we’re never taken for granted.  

This is a great chance for Sweden to safeguard Swedish Radio, SVT and UR 

and the democratic ideals of public service media. A chance to make sure 

the next generation can continue to benefit from the values we hold so 

dear. 

In a world of limitless choice, I want us to work together to ensure that 

audiences here and elsewhere can reap the full benefits of such an 

extraordinary moment for global media. 

I want us to make sure they can experience the very best of home-grown 

content alongside the very best that the rest of the world has to offer. 

Above all, I want us to place public service broadcasting right at the heart 

of a powerful and exciting media future. 


