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1. Overview

11

1.2

13

This is the second report in our Local Media Review. Reliable and accurate local news
continues to play a valuable role in the lives of people across the UK and in society more
broadly. It can provide a dependable source of up-to-date news and information for local
audiences, and help to support local democracy and hold power to account. Its importance
was brought into sharp focus by the violent disorder seen in England and Northern Ireland
this summer, and highlighted the need for strong local voices that can help provide a
bulwark against misinformation and disinformation, bring communities together and build a
shared sense of identity. Arguably, the need for highly visible, easily accessible and
trustworthy local news has never been greater.

In part one of our Review, we set out our initial findings which showed the growing
challenges in sustaining the provision of trusted and accurate local news throughout the UK.

In this second publication, we focus on the BBC's impact on competition in the local news
sector. We also outline a range of options put forward to us, by stakeholders or proposed in
previous reviews, for ways in which the sector could be assisted to help ensure the
continued provision of widely available trustworthy local news across the nations and
regions.

Assessing the impact from changes to BBC local news

1.4

15

This report addresses the recommendations made by the Government in January 2024 in its
Mid-Term Review of the BBC to publish our view on the BBC’s position in the local news
sectors and set out our approach to considering the competition impact of future changes to

BBC local news services.

The BBC is continuing to develop a cross-platform approach to delivering its services,
however we have set out our views by delivery platform because we believe that the closest
competition currently remains between providers of local services on the same platform. In
summary, our views, based on the current market context, are:

a) For local radio, audiences generally tune into BBC nations/local radio and local
commercial radio stations for different reasons and for different content. We therefore
consider it unlikely the BBC increasing local news on its local radio services would
significantly impact competitors.

b) For regional TV news, we consider there is more potential for viewing to switch from
Channel 3 regional news to the BBC if the BBC increased or enhanced its offer, but it is
very difficult for us to assess the extent of any competitive impact of prospective
changes without knowing what these changes might be.

¢) Foronline local news we committed to monitor the impact of the BBC’s expanded
output of local news stories, and of its new local news indexes. We have found that
since the BBC increased its local online news output over 2023, its page views have
increased. We also found that commercial local (and non-local) online news viewing has
declined since 2022. However, our analysis does not find significant evidence that the
two are causally linked. It appears the decline in commercial page views is part of a
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1.6

longer-term trend predating the BBC's changes, although we recognise that these
changes may be contributing to some degree.

d) Looking ahead, we recognise that increased BBC online local news forms part of the
headwinds facing local publishers and there may be some local areas where BBC viewing
is displacing commercial viewing. In addition, it is possible that future BBC changes will
have a different impact on commercial publishers. For example, our qualitative research
noted that if the BBC provided more localised online content, people might choose it
over alternative online sources, suggesting greater potential for substitution. Therefore,
some future BBC changes may require further consideration by the BBC and Ofcom.

Our findings provide a starting point for any future competition assessment and the BBC and
Ofcom will still need to consider the competition impact of material changes the BBC intends
to make and take into account how these changes may affect competition. We also plan to
provide an update of our view on the BBC’s position in local news sectors on a yearly basis in
our Annual Report on the BBC. We will continue to closely monitor market developments
including through regular engagement with stakeholders.

Sustaining future local news provision

Context

1.7

1.8

1.9

In part one of our Review, we highlighted a range of challenges in sustaining the provision of
trusted and accurate local news across the UK. These include: audiences migrating from
print and TV news sources to online ones; falling advertising revenues; the expansion in the
role of online intermediaries in the news value chain; fierce competition online for the
attention of audiences who are largely unwilling to pay for news; as well as growing
numbers of people who are disengaging from, or actively avoiding, news more widely.

Consolidation and cuts in response to these challenges have affected local news provision
across TV, radio and print. These changes also have the potential to dilute the local
relevance of content and can risk reducing news plurality and the quality of output. There is
now significant variation in the range and volume of local news available in different parts of
the UK.

More positively, we found news providers of different shapes and sizes looking for ways to
innovate to attract audiences and generate new revenue streams. Small and independent
titles have sprung up across the UK, often with a focus on providing in-depth news to
specific communities and are experimenting with revenue models, including memberships
or subscription platforms like Substack. Some larger publishers are also starting to have
some success with paywalls and subscriptions. New technologies, including Al, are providing
opportunities and providers are exploring different types of content to attract audiences,
including podcasts, videos and user-generated content. However, conditions remain tough,
support is limited and many in the sector are struggling to thrive.

Suggested options to help support sustainable local news

1.10

The value that local news can deliver to local people and its important role in society more
broadly means it will be detrimental to audiences, both as consumers and citizens, if a range
of trustworthy local news is not available on whichever platforms they choose to seek it
from.


https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/tv-radio-and-on-demand/reviews-and-investigations/local-media/qualitative-consumer-research-report-july-2024.pdf?v=370833

1.11

1.12

1.13

1.14

1.15

1.16

1.17

1.18

The evidence we have gathered throughout this Review, on the challenges the sector faces
and the interventions currently available, suggests that there is scope to do more to help
support trustworthy local news provision in the UK, and deliver the benefits of a more stable
local media sector to audiences, society and the economy.

We have identified a number of challenges that we consider are likely to be central when
considering how best to achieve a more sustainable local media sector. These are: ensuring
the wide availability of, as well as easy access to, trusted and accurate local news; improving
the public’s understanding and appreciation of the value of local news to them both as
individuals and as citizens; and securing audiences’ engagement with reliable local news
sources.

This report collates views on a number of potential ways the local news sector, across TV,
radio, print and online, could be supported, taking into account these key challenges. This
builds on the evidence we gathered and presented in part one of the Review, from our
extensive engagement with stakeholders from across the local media landscape, to analysis
of the considerable amount of work previously undertaken looking at local news, including
the Cairncross Review (2019) and the DCMS Committee inquiry into the sustainability of
local journalism (2023). We recognise that financial challenges will limit what is possible in
identifying funding to provide support for local news.

Some of the options put forward take a centralised, top-down down approach to supporting
local news, or could support the wider news sector, rather than just local news. If any of
these ideas are given further consideration, it will be important to apply these in a way that
recognises the variety of needs in different communities and media environments across the
nations and regions of the UK.

The ideas put forward include:

a) aninnovation fund, focused on providing short-term seed funding for local news
providers;

b) a Public Interest News Institute to help support the sustainability of public interest news
in the UK; and

c) consideration of current the public notice rules, and the risks associated with any
potential changes to them.

While we cannot endorse or recommend any of the views put forward, we hope that this
report will stimulate further conversations to support wider policy development, particularly
in light of the Government’s recently announced plans to develop a local media strategy.

We have also set out our observations on:

a) ideas to expand and/or improve the Local News Partnership and the Local Democracy
Reporting Service (LDRS);

b) how local authorities and metro mayors may be able to play a role in supporting the
local news ecology in their areas; and

c) considerations for the sector itself on: the development of news literacy programmes
for their local communities; and on the potential to innovate and collaborate more.

The House of Lords Communications and Digital Committee published its report into the
future of news in the days immediately preceding this report. Consequently, its findings
have not fed into our Local Media Review. We note both publications touch upon some of
the same issues and ideas, including innovation funding, the public notices rules, the LDRS


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/779882/021919_DCMS_Cairncross_Review_.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/6536/sustainability-of-local-journalism/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/6536/sustainability-of-local-journalism/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14941/pdf/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5901/ldselect/ldcomm/39/39.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5901/ldselect/ldcomm/39/39.pdf

and other BBC partnerships. We will take into account relevant recommendations made by
the Committee in our future work.

Ofcom’s future work

1.19

1.20

1.21

We also use this report to explain the range of work Ofcom is undertaking to deliver our
duties and further the interests of citizens and consumers in respect of local media. We set
out the ways we will continue to consider the local media landscape, including how we can
support the future of local news in delivering our duties and ensure audiences can continue
to access trustworthy and accurate local news where and when it suits them. This work
includes:

a) holding the BBC to account on behalf of audiences for delivering its remit, including its
local and regional services, for example through our Annual Reports on the BBC,
including our 2023/24 Annual Report on the BBC which has been published alongside
this final report, and in assessing the competitive impact of proposed changes to its
services;

b) implementing changes to local commercial radio regulation introduced by the Media
Act;

¢) implementing changes to our regulation of community radio to recognise the social gain
delivered by these services;

d) undertaking work to renew local TV licences; and

e) undertaking work to support local journalism through commissioning a programme of
media literacy interventions for children, young people and adults empowering them to
resist misinformation and disinformation through developing news and media literacy
skills.

We can also announce that in 2025 we plan to undertake further research to refresh and
update our local news audience survey, first carried out in February 2023.

More broadly, many of the challenges identified as impacting the local news sector can also
be observed in the wider news landscape. Our Public Service Media (PSM) Review will take
forward many of the issues we have identified in our Local Media Review, including how we
support audiences’ ability to find high-quality news given the growing role of online
intermediaries, and how broadcasters and platforms can support the media literacy of
audiences to help them mitigate the impact of misinformation and disinformation.



https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/bbc/bbc-annual-report/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/tv-radio-and-on-demand/bbc/bbc-annual-report/2024/ofcoms-annual-report-on-the-bbc-202324.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/tv-radio-and-on-demand/reviews-and-investigations/local-media/local-media-survey/?v=330635
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/public-service-broadcasting/information-for-industry/statement-public-service-media-review---terms-of-reference/statement-public-service-media-review---terms-of-reference.pdf?v=379608

2.0ur review of local media

The context for our work

2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

We launched our two-stage Local Media Review at the end of 2023, covering local news and
information across TV, radio, print and online. Ofcom has a range of duties relevant to local
media and it is therefore important that we maintain an up-to-date and comprehensive
understanding of the sector.

These duties include overseeing the BBC's performance in delivering its Mission and Public
Purposes and protecting fair and effective competition, as well as promoting the fulfilment
of the purposes of public service broadcasting. We also have duties relating to local TV, local
commercial radio and community radio services. In performing these roles, we must apply
our principal duty to further the interests of citizens and consumers, as well as a broader set
of duties to maintain sufficient plurality of providers of different TV and radio services, and
to secure the availability of a wide range of high-quality broadcast services.

As part of our review to date, we have:

a) published a terms of reference in December 2023, setting out our plans for the review.
Following this, in January 2024, the Government published its Mid-Term Review of the
BBC in which it recommended that we publish our view on the BBC’s position in the local
news sectors and set out our approach to considering the competition impact of future
changes to BBC local news. We have chosen to address these recommendations in our
Local Media Review.

b) published our initial findings in July 2024. This report provided a snapshot of the
availability of local media in the UK, particularly local news, and gave insight into how
people use it. We included findings from our qualitative consumer research into local
media in the UK on people’s perceptions of local media, and set out key themes that
emerged from our discussions with stakeholders. We also provided information about
the work we would carry out to inform this final report.

In response to our initial findings, some stakeholders provided us with additional
information to inform our review which, where relevant, we have taken into account in
producing this final report. A summary of the submissions can be found in Annex 1. We have
also undertaken further stakeholder engagement and analysis to inform our findings.

This final report and beyond

2.5

In this part of our Review, we address in detail the recommendations made by government
in its Mid-Term Review of the BBC, and deliver on our commitment to monitor the impact of
the BBC's changes to online local news. We also build upon the themes identified in our
interim report and bring together views on possible actions which could positively support
the future sustainability of local news provision. While this report forms the final stage in
our Local Media Review, we will continue to undertake a wide variety of work relevant to
our duties in the local media sector.


https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0026/273626/terms-of-reference-local-media-review.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65af9545fd784b0010e0c6dc/E02987480_-_CP_999_BBC_Mid-Term_Review_Web_Accessible__1_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65af9545fd784b0010e0c6dc/E02987480_-_CP_999_BBC_Mid-Term_Review_Web_Accessible__1_.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/tv-radio-and-on-demand/reviews-and-investigations/local-media/review-of-local-media-in-the-uk-initial-findings.pdf?v=371109
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/tv-radio-and-on-demand/reviews-and-investigations/local-media/qualitative-consumer-research-report-july-2024.pdf?v=370832
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/tv-radio-and-on-demand/reviews-and-investigations/local-media/qualitative-consumer-research-report-july-2024.pdf?v=370832

3.Assessing the impact from

changes to BBC local news

Monitoring of the BBC local online news changes

3.1

3.2

33

3.4

3.5

In 2022, the BBC announced a suite of changes to its local services which included increasing
local online news output across the BBC News website and app for England and launching
new online local news areas known as “indexes” in Peterborough, Wolverhampton, Bradford
and Wear.! We reviewed the BBC’'s materiality assessment and, based on the information
available at that time, we agreed with the BBC that the change was not one that may have a
significant adverse impact on fair and effective competition, and was therefore not a
material change. We said we would monitor progress and gather information from the BBC
and commercial operators to consider the actual impact of the BBC's changes on
audiences.?

We have carried out a detailed assessment of the impact of the BBC’s changes to online local
news on commercial local news providers which is presented in Annex 2. Below we
summarise the key findings.

We first looked at general trends in online local and non-local news viewing for both BBC
and commercial news publishers from January 2022 to June 2024. We found a general
decline in page views for commercial online publishers for both local and non-local news.
We also found some decline in page views for BBC non-local news. The trend for falling
commercial page views predates the changes that the BBC made to online local news and is
consistent with the findings of other research. For example, the Reuters Institute Digital
News Report 2024 found falling interest in the news generally, with respondents in the UK
that are very or extremely interested in the news having fallen from 70% in 2015 to 38% in
2024.°

Page views for BBC local news have generally increased, which has been driven by the
increase in the BBC local online news output across England in 2023/24. We undertook a
range of analysis (set out in detail in Annex 2) to consider whether the increase in BBC local
stories and page views was leading to a reduction in commercial page views in those areas. If
there is displacement of commercial viewing to the BBC, we would expect commercial page
views to drop most in local index areas where BBC local news output increases most. Our
analysis did not find significant evidence of this. However, we recognise that there may be
some local areas where the increase in BBC page views is contributing to the decline in
commercial page views to some degree.

We also undertook further analysis at the local index level to consider whether the BBC's
introduction of four new local indexes was leading to a reduction in commercial page views

! Local indexes are the local geographic areas which the BBC provides news for. There is a single news area or
“index” for Northern Ireland, while online news is provided for six index areas in Scotland and five index areas
in Wales. England is divided into nine regions, each split into smaller areas totalling 46 indexes. For example,
the East Midlands region includes indexes for Derby, Leicester, Northamptonshire and Nottingham.

2 Qur view on the audience impact in relation to radio is set out in our 2023/24 Annual Report on the BBC.

3 Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2024. Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2024, p.26.

8


https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0032/249476/Local-News-MA-Decision.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/RISJ_DNR_2024_Digital_v10%20lr.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/RISJ_DNR_2024_Digital_v10%20lr.pdf

(see A2.32-37). We found that BBC local stories and page views have generally increased in
these areas since the launch of the new indexes. In two of the four areas we observe a
decline in commercial viewing as BBC viewing increases, however, this appears to be the
continuation of a pre-existing trend rather than a direct result of the new BBC indexes. For
the other two indexes, commercial page views are quite variable and there is no obvious
overall trend. Therefore, overall, we did not find evidence that the new indexes are having a
significant impact on commercial local page views.

3.6 In summary, we found that both commercial local and commercial and BBC non-local online
news viewing have declined since 2022. This is consistent with other evidence, including
that some people are less interested in, and increasingly avoiding, the news and that
referrals to news from social media companies such as Facebook and X, were falling for at
least some of the time period in question® as these companies made algorithmic or other
changes.” Furthermore, across England and in the new local index areas we found no
significant evidence that increased BBC local news stories are driving additional reductions in
commercial local page views. Taken in the round, our analysis has not found significant
evidence that the BBC’s changes have resulted in lower page views for commercial
publications across the national picture. However, we recognise that increased BBC online
local news forms part of the headwinds facing local publishers and it is possible that in some
local areas additional BBC page views may be displacing commercial page views to some
degree.

Potential competition impact of changes to BBC’s
local news services

3.7 The Government’s Mid-Term Review of the BBC, published in January 2024, recommended
that Ofcom publish annual summaries of our view on the BBC’s position in the local news
sectors, as well as how we would approach considering the competition impact of changes
to BBC local news services, as we have previously done for the audiovisual and audio
sectors.

3.8 In our interim report, we set out the processes and approach we would follow to assess the
competition impact of changes to BBC local news services. In this sub-section, we provide a
summary of our view on the BBC'’s current position in local news for each of radio, TV and
online, and indicate how we might approach future competition assessments in these areas
(further detail is provided in Annex 3). The purpose is to give the BBC and other stakeholders
more clarity about how we are likely to approach considering further proposed changes by
the BBC to local news services.

Local news on local radio

3.9 Taking into account listening to only those stations defined as ‘local commercial’ and BBC
nations/local stations as measured by RAJAR, the industry currency, the BBC accounted for

4 Press Gazette, 9 May 2024. Facebook referral traffic for publishers down 50% in 12 months; Reuters Institute,
January 2024. Journalism, Media, and Technology Trends and Predictions 2024; and Enders Analysis, 29 April
2024. Life after Facebook: Quo vadis for news distribution.
> AP, 5 October 2023. X removes article headlines in latest platform update, widening a rift with news media.
Meta, 5 September 2023. An Update on Facebook News in Europe.
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around 15% share of local radio listening in Q2 2024.° The content and style of BBC and local
commercial/community radio are usually different. For example, BBC local radio generally
has a greater speech content in peak hours due to its Operating Licence obligations,” and
was generally perceived by some participants in our qualitative research as more serious or
“official” in tone than commercial local radio, which was considered more light-hearted and
informal. Local news and current affairs content was often the main reason for people
choosing to listen to BBC nations/local radio. However, commercial local radio audiences
were more likely to say they choose those stations for the music.® As the reasons for
listening to commercial and BBC local radio stations are quite different, we consider, on the
whole, they are unlikely to be particularly close substitutes.

3.10 In addition, our qualitative research suggested that there was no significant demand for
additional news bulletins on commercial radio, with participants indicating the current
frequency of news bulletins on commercial local radio was about right.

3.11 Overall, looking across the national picture, we consider it unlikely that the BBC increasing or
enhancing local news on its existing nations/local stations would have a significant impact on
local commercial/community radio stations. However, the impact of any increase or
enhancement to BBC local news on radio may vary across geographic areas and the BBC
should consider whether it would be proportionate and beneficial to look at the competition
impact of significant changes in specific geographic locations.

3.12 If the BBC proposes to reduce or very significantly change the style of its local news on
nations/local radio the situation is more nuanced. If the BBC makes changes which make it
more similar to local commercial stations (for example, replacing local news with music or
entertainment) this could potentially draw listening from commercial radio stations,
particularly as listeners may prefer a station that does not carry adverts. These
circumstances may merit a more detailed examination of the competition impacts, but
clearly this would depend on the exact change proposed and the relevant context.

Regional news on TV

3.13 The BBC and Channel 3 are the main providers of regional news on TV. ° Across the UK, the
BBC accounted for 63% of nations and regions news viewing in 2023, versus 37% for Channel
3. Our qualitative consumer research found that BBC nations/regions TV news bulletins were
viewed as somewhat different to Channel 3. In terms of tone, participants tended to feel the
BBC provides a more serious slant on news stories than Channel 3 equivalents, which were
often perceived as striking a more light-hearted note.

3.14  Beyond this, participants saw little difference between BBC and Channel 3 nations/regions
news bulletins content, except for several people in Scotland who mentioned that STV news

® RAJAR, all adults 15+. BBC local radio stations accounted for 4.3% of all radio listening hours in Q2 2024

’ For example, the BBC Operating Licence requires each BBC local radio station for the English regions to

broadcast news bulletins and information of particular relevance to the area and communities it serves at

frequent intervals throughout the day, including a significant amount of relevant news and information during

the breakfast peak. The Breakfast Peak for BBC local radio stations in England means 07:00 to 08:30 on

Mondays to Fridays.

8 Ofcom’s local media qualitative consumer research 2024, pp.26-28.

9The Channel 3 Regional Licences require regional news programming to be provided across the nations and

English regions. ITV’s nations and regions news licences comprises 18 nations, regions and sub-regional

services across England, Wales, Northern Ireland, Southern Scotland and the Channel Islands. STV is the

Channel 3 licence holder in North and Central Scotland. We use Channel 3 to refer to ITV and STV collectively.
10
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3.15

bulletins felt more local than the BBC equivalent. Compared to the situation for local radio,
we consider that there is more potential for viewing to switch from Channel 3 to the BBC if
the BBC increases or enhances its regional news programmes in future.

It is very difficult for us to assess the extent of any competitive impact of prospective
changes to BBC nations news or English regional news without knowing what these might
be. We consider that a relatively small proportion of Channel 3’s overall revenues are likely
to derive from regional news. However, if the BBC makes a change to its regional news that
leads to a very large fall in viewing of Channel 3’s regional news then this could potentially
affect ITV/STV’s incentives to invest and innovate with respect to regional news specifically.
These may vary across the different licence holders for the nations and regions as the impact
on their audiences may vary across the UK. We would need to consider the impacts on
audiences as part of a competition assessment if a material change to BBC nations/regions
TV news is proposed.

Local online news

3.16

3.17

3.18

3.19

Our 2023 local media survey found that social media, which is host for a variety of providers
of news including the BBC, was the most popular way for audiences to get their online local
news and information, used by 38% of adults in the previous month.° This was followed by
the BBC website or app (35%), websites of local or regional newspapers (26%) and search
engines (26%).

Looking at online local news websites specifically,** we have used BBC and Ipsos Iris data to
estimate shares of page views (see A2.5-10 for further information on the data used).?
Based on this information, the BBC’s share of monthly average page views in the first half of
2024 across the UK was around 37%. There is a great deal of variation in the BBC's share of
average page views across its local index areas.'® For some local indexes (Jersey, Guernsey,
Isle of Man, Shropshire) the BBC share of monthly average page views was over 90% in the
first half of 2024. There are also four local index areas where the BBC share of average page
views was less than 20% - Tyne and Wear, Kent, Birmingham and the Black Country, and
Merseyside.

For our assessment of the potential competitive impacts of changes to the BBC’s online local
news offering (which includes the local news available on the BBC News website and via the
BBC News app) we have focused our analysis on online local news sites as these are the
closest competitors to BBC online local news.

For online local news we have a recent example where the BBC has expanded its output and
we have monitored the impact of this change on commercial providers of local news in
Annex 2. Looking across the aggregate picture, we have not found significant evidence that
the BBC's recent changes have led to a decline in commercial publishers’ page views.

10 Local news and information consumed ‘on social media’ will likely include news content from a range of
providers, including content from traditional sources on those platforms, such as public service broadcasters
(PSBs) or local newspapers.

" Including the BBC News app.

12 As discussed at A2.7, Ipsos iris will understate the total number of commercial pages views as it does not
capture many small sites that have not been viewed by Ipsos panel members. This means the BBC'’s share of
total local news page views is likely to be overstated.

13 For consistency the four new indexes created by the BBC were included in the home index under which they
were previously covered. See paragraph A2.34.
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3.20

3.21

3.22

3.23

However, we recognise that additional BBC viewing may be displacing commercial viewing
to some degree.

In our qualitative consumer research, participants were given information about the BBC’s
increased investment in online local news services in England and asked how the changes
have or might impact their consumption of local news and information.'* The overwhelming
majority of people reported that they had not noticed the changes. No one claimed to have
changed how they consume local media as a result. People were further asked how the
changes to BBC local services might impact on their consumption of local media going
forward. They found it difficult to predict their future behaviour, in part because they felt it
would depend on how the changes manifested themselves as to what difference it would
make.

Participants felt there were differences between BBC online news and other sources of local
news. People liked that the BBC provided content free from paywalls and advertising, and
felt the lack of advertising and pop-ups made for a more pleasant user experience.
Throughout the research, people reported not wanting to pay for local news and
information. The BBC was also perceived to have fewer ‘sensationalist’ stories, and people
said they felt confident that the information provided was more likely to be fact checked
than some other online sources. However, the service was considered to be less local than
some other sources. Some felt that if the BBC was able to provide sufficiently localised
content, with a better user experience (for example, advert free), they might choose it over
alternative online sources.

Stakeholders had differing views about the extent of competition between BBC and
commercial local online news sites. Hyperlocal websites (those focusing on a relatively small
geographic area or community) told us they tend not to view the BBC as a strong
competitor. However, most regional news publishers (whose publications tend to cover
towns and cities or larger geographic areas compared to the hyperlocals) do see BBC local
online news as a close competitor. In December 2023, senior editors of several large regional
news publishers (lliffe Media, Newsquest, Reach Regionals, National World and Midland
News Association'®) made a joint public statement describing the BBC as a ‘neighbour from
hell’. They argued that the BBC's investment in local online news put at risk jobs at
commercial online news rivals. They contended that the BBC has a competitive advantage

because it is publicly funded and it carries no advertising, so its stories tend to be prioritised
by search engines. Further, they highlighted that the BBC can use its brand to promote
content.

Some stakeholders have argued there is a causal link between increased BBC local online
output and the decline in commercial page views, and that this is having a financial impact.
We agree that BBC output and page views have increased, and that commercial page views
have declined. However, as set out in Annex 2, our analysis does not provide significant
evidence that the two are causally linked. It appears the decline in commercial page views is
part of a longer-term trend which predates the BBC’s changes, although we recognise that
the BBC changes may be contributing to some degree.

14 Ofcom’s local media qualitative consumer research 2024, pp.42-45.
15 Midland News Association was acquired by National World in September 2023. Press Gazette, 29 September
2023. David Montgomery’s National World buys Midland News Association.
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3.24  We recognise that increased BBC online local news forms part of the headwinds facing local
publishers and there may be some local areas where BBC viewing is displacing commercial
viewing. In addition, it is possible that future BBC changes will have a different impact on
commercial publishers. For example, our qualitative research noted that if the BBC provided
more localised online content people might choose it over alternative online sources,
suggesting greater potential for substitution. Therefore, some future BBC changes may
require further consideration by the BBC and Ofcom.*®

16 The BBC is initially required to assess whether a change to its public service activities may have a significant
adverse impact on fair and effective competition (is "material"). Only for material changes is Ofcom required to
carry out a competition assessment.
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4.The local news landscape

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

We all perceive and describe local news differently, depending on our background, personal
interests and where we live. Ofcom also uses a range of different descriptions to talk about
news across our regulatory remit, particularly in areas where we have powers to set
requirements, such as our regulation of public service media and the BBC. We often talk
about "high-quality news" that is trusted, accurate and impartial. In the case of local media
we believe it is useful to highlight a subset of this kind of news, often referred to in the local
news sphere as "public interest journalism". While the exact definition of "public interest
journalism" varies, we have identified a number of common themes. It can support local
democracy and hold local politicians, councils, institutions and business to account for their
decisions and policies. It can also help promote community cohesion, give local people a
voice and highlight issues of public significance.

Local news continues to have a valuable role to play in UK society. With audiences at greater
risk of exposure to misinformation and disinformation, and views within society - both on
and offline - becoming increasingly polarised, the need for both widely available,
trustworthy and accurate sources of local news, as well as audiences who engage with it, is
ever more important. Further, the role for local news providers may also become
increasingly significant in England as more power is devolved away from Westminster to the
regions.

However, professional news gathering to produce trusted, accurate news stories and
investigations into local public interest issues can be costly and time consuming. Many local
news providers, particularly in print, face a range of challenges in both attracting audiences
and generating revenues, which threatens the sector’s ability to continue to provide a
plurality of local public interest news throughout the UK.

As set out in our interim report, the local news landscape and how people consume local
news continues to evolve. While there remains an appetite among UK audiences for local
news across a range of sources, many more people are now finding their news online with
65% of UK adults using their mobile phone for news in 2024, an increase from 29% in 2013.%

Ofcom’s 2023 local media survey showed that of the 92% of UK adults using local news or
information, 89% of this group now access some content online, including over half via social
media (54%).'8 This research also found that 53% of adults using local media watch nations
or regions TV news bulletins, 34% listen to local radio and 22% read print versions of local
newspapers. This is consistent with consumption habits for news more broadly.'® However,
while there remains availability and appetite for these local news sources and most remain
well used by some audiences, consumption has changed considerably in recent years:

17 Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2024, p.65.

18 For news more widely, our 2024 News Consumption Survey also found that more people than ever consume
news online. Four in ten (40%) UK adults claim to consume news via Meta platforms (Facebook, WhatsApp,
Instagram and Threads), 19% via YouTube and 14% via Google Search (this includes both consuming news on
these platforms, as well as driving traffic to traditional news websites).

1% Ofcom News Consumption Survey 2024.
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a) Along with TV consumption more broadly, weekly reach of nations and regions TV news
bulletins has fallen (from 52% in 2018 to 40% in 2023), at a comparable rate of decline
to that seen with national/international news (69% in 2018, 55% in 2023).%°

b) In the print sector, the proportion of adults using local and regional print newspapers
more than halved between 2018 and 2024.%! It is likely that the Covid-19 pandemic
exacerbated the challenges already facing the print newspaper industry - in the five
years to 2023, circulation of regional weekly and daily titles declined 19% and 15% each
year respectively.

c) Despite the decline in the circulation of printed local newspapers, providers continue to
reach a significant number of adults via their online presence. In April 2024, regional
Reach plc titles were visited by 58% of online adults aged 15+, followed by Newsquest
titles (28%) and National World titles (27%).22 The reach of online regional and local
newspapers or news magazines has been fairly stable over the past 6 years.?

d) More widely from 2022 to March 2023 the average monthly audience among UK
internet users of commercial local news websites or apps averaged around 36.7 million
but since March 2023 there has been a gradual decline in reach.?

e) Local radio listening has remained more stable, with the reach of local commercial radio
steady over the past five years (49%), while BBC nations/regions stations have seen a
slight decline (15% in Q4 2018, 12% in Q2 2024).%*

4.6 Our qualitative research nonetheless found that participants were most likely to trust
traditional news sources, like regional TV bulletins and local radio stations, to provide
accurate news and information, compared to news from social media, echoing findings on
the lower levels of trust found in news on social media in general. Participants also tended
to trust printed versions of local newspapers over their online counterparts.

4.7 Getting people to engage with news and appreciate its value, both to them as individuals
and to society more widely, also appears to be a growing challenge. There is evidence to
suggest that fewer individuals in the UK are very or extremely interested in news in general
(38% in 2024, down from 70% in 2015), while a significant proportion of people feel worn
out by the amount of news (38%) and nearly half (46%) avoid the news sometimes or
often.?® There is also a particularly low willingness to pay for online news among people in
the UK (8% of UK adults pay for online news compared to an average of 17% across 20
markets surveyed), which was also underlined by participants in our qualitative consumer
research.?’

20 Barb, adults 16+, all transmissions, 28-day consolidated, average weekly reach 3+ mins %, Genre:
nations/regions news, UK/international news.

21 Ofcom News Consumption Survey 2018 to 2024.

22 |psos Iris, reach of 15+ online audience. Reach plc excludes nationals (Express, Star) but includes, for
example, Liverpool Echo, Daily Record. Newsquest excludes New European, Exchange and Mart but includes,
for example, Northern Echo and York press. National World (was JPI media) excludes national titles (Farming
Life, 3 Added Minutes) but includes, for example, Lancashire Post, Glasgow World.

23 Ofcom News Consumption Survey 2018 to 2024.

24 |psos Iris, reach of 15+ online audience.

25 RAJAR, all adults 15+. Fieldwork was suspended from the end of Q1 2020 until Q3 2021 due to the Covid-19
lockdowns. This led to subsequent changes in methodology, so comparison with previous quarters should be
made with caution.

26 UK figure comes from Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2024 UK data tables.

27 Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2024, p.49 and Ofcom’s local media qualitative consumer research
2024, p.41.

15


https://www.endersanalysis.com/reports/signs-local-life-new-phase-local-media
https://www.endersanalysis.com/reports/signs-local-life-new-phase-local-media
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/tv-radio-and-on-demand/reviews-and-investigations/local-media/qualitative-consumer-research-report-july-2024.pdf?v=370833
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/RISJ_DNR_2024_Digital_v10%20lr.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/RISJ_DNR_2024_Digital_v10%20lr.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/attitudes-to-news/news-consumption/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/attitudes-to-news/news-consumption/

4.8

4.9

4.10

4.11

4.12

4.13

4.14

4.15

News providers, including in the local sector, now also face unprecedented competition for
audience attention — both from other online news sources and from online content more
generally. This makes it increasingly challenging for trusted news sources to cut through to
audiences, which is of concern given the growing prevalence of misinformation and
disinformation.

These changes in audience behaviour have impacted upon how news is funded and supplied
by publishers, and how it is consumed and trusted by audiences. As audiences have moved
online, news providers are having to find new ways to attract audiences to both their
traditional platforms and to their online news offer and to make money.

Crucially, despite the shift towards online news consumption, the decline in print and TV
advertising has not been offset by digital advertising revenues for traditional providers.

In addition, online intermediaries now play an increasingly significant role in the news value
chain, including the curation, discovery and monetisation of news, by determining search
rankings and the news content served to audiences by recommender algorithms, as well as
by taking a cut from digital advertising revenues. This intermediation can lead to a weaker
relationship between publishers and their audiences, and there are concerns that Al
applications used by online intermediaries could further entrench these problems if news
publishers are not fairly remunerated or attributed for the use of their content.?® As noted in
our interim report, recent reports suggest that referrals from Facebook to news publishers
have fallen over time,?° and that Meta’s removal of the news tab on Facebook and changes
made to news on X (formerly Twitter) have contributed to a more challenging environment
for local news organisations, many of whom increasingly rely on trying to harness social
media to reach audiences and generate revenues.

Some local news providers are looking to Al for new opportunities, for example to support
content creation across different media platforms and free up journalists to undertake more
‘boots on the ground’ journalism. However there are also concerns about its role in news,
including risks to jobs, the quality of content and the potential for Al to facilitate the
creation and dissemination of ‘fake’ content, increasing the risk of exposing people to online
misinformation and disinformation.*

As a result of the challenges facing the sector, some local news providers have gone out of
business, while others have been acquired by larger news groups as the sector consolidates.
Some have also sought to reduce costs and resources, for example by covering a wider
geographic area, by cutting jobs or both. These changes have the potential to dilute the local
relevance and the quality of content.

A range of new small or community providers who are keen to fill gaps in the market have
sprung up, but they often also struggle to thrive.

In addition, we have heard from stakeholders about the difficulty in finding and retaining
skilled journalists, with some suggesting there is declining interest in journalism as a career

28 This was highlighted by stakeholders for our upcoming PSM Review, to be published winter 2024/25.

2% Press Gazette, 9 May 2024. Facebook news referrals: no sign of the slow-down stopping; Reuters Institute,
January 2024. Journalism, Media, and Technology Trends and Predictions 2024; and Enders Analysis, 29 April
2024. Life after Facebook: Quo vadis for news distribution.

30 Ofcom, 15 September 2023. Submission of Evidence to the House of Commons Science, Innovation and
Technology Committee’s inquiry into the governance of artificial intelligence; and Hsu and Thompson, The New

York Times, 2023, Disinformation Researchers Raise Alarms About A.l. Chatbots.
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and that fewer people are entering the talent pipeline. Publishers have reportedly cut
around 1,600 UK journalism jobs in the last two years across a range of publications, both
local and national.?! Given this, it is perhaps unsurprising that there is also evidence that it
has become more challenging for aspiring journalists to find internship opportunities.® This
difficulty may have been exacerbated by the fall in the number of local outlets where many
journalists previously trained and started their careers. Journalists themselves have also
raised issues about journalism as a career, including increasingly challenging working
conditions and the prevalence of harassment, particularly on social media.*

4.16 Despite these challenges, there have also been some positive developments. There is
evidence that some titles are starting to have more success in attracting paying digital
subscribers. For example, Newsquest recently announced that it had reached 100,000 paid
digital subscribers, bringing in over £500,000 per month, and said that while this is not its
main revenue stream, it is an important part of the mix. DC Thomson also reported an
annual increase in digital subscription revenues of almost 50% in 2022/23 (although these
remain 4% of all circulation revenues). In the independent sector, Mill Media, which
launched the Manchester Mill in 2020, has expanded to add titles in Sheffield, Liverpool and
Birmingham, as well as recently launching titles in Glasgow and London.

4.17  We also noted in our interim report that a number of entrepreneurial ‘green shoots’
providers have also sprung up in recent years, typically independent outlets with a particular
focus on providing public interest news to the communities they serve. Many of these
outlets have adopted innovative approaches to attract audiences and generate revenue, for
example the Bristol Cable operates a membership model and is owned by local people, with
membership contributions making up 35% of its funding.®** Some outlets are also making use
of new platforms and formats to reach audiences, such as Substack-based publications like
the recently launched newsletter ‘London Centric’. There are also many other small or
community titles providing local news in many different parts of the UK, often driven by a
single passionate person or small team at the centre with deep links to the local area they
serve. These ‘green shoots’ providers are nonetheless acutely vulnerable to the
sustainability challenges facing the sector, generally needing to seek funding from a variety
of sources and often reliant on freelance, part-time, or voluntary staff.

What next?

4.18 Inrecognition of the range of challenges facing the sector, and the risks to the future
provision and consumption of trustworthy local news, considerable work has been
undertaken in recent years, looking at both the issues and how the local media sector could
be supported. This includes the Cairncross Review (2019), the Department for Culture,
Media & Sport (DCMS) Committee inquiry into the sustainability of local journalism (2023),
and reports by the Public Interest Journalism Working Group in Scotland (2022), and the

31 press Gazette, 30 October 2024. News media job cuts 2024 tracked: BBC and ABC News among latest hits.
Estimates based on this report: 409 UK job losses in 2024 and at least 1198 UK job losses in 2023 in the
journalism profession.

32 The National Council for the Training of Journalists (NCTJ)’s Journalists at Work report found the majority
(73%) of journalists who had taken an internship in the past three years were unpaid

33 The NCTJ’s report found that over half (51%) of journalists have experienced abuse, harassment or violence
in their work, although another report for DCMS found a higher figure (76%).

3 The Bristol Cable states that the rest of its funding comes from grants (60%) and ethical non-corporate
advertising (5%).
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4.19

4.20

4.21

4.22

4.23

4.24

Wales Public Interest Journalism Working Group (2023). To date, there has been limited take
up of recommendations. Looking ahead, we will take note of relevant findings from the
House of Lords Communications and Digital Committee inquiry into the future of news, also
published this week. The Government has also recently announced plans to develop a local

media strategy.

Some large scale support is already on offer from schemes like the BBC’s Local News
Partnership (including the Local Democracy Reporting Scheme), and from programmes like
the Google News Initiative. There are also currently some rate reliefs available such as local
newspaper relief for print publishers.® Other industry initiatives include the Public Interest
News Foundation (PINF)’s Local News Plans as well as its Tenacious Journalist Awards.

Some one-off news innovation funds have also previously been available, like the Future
News Pilot Fund administered by Nesta in 2019/20, and funds provided by the Welsh
Government to support local journalism in Wales. This included the £100,000 Welsh Public
Interest Journalism Fund in 2022, which supported organisations committed to delivering
locally relevant public interest news and promoting growth in Welsh community news, and
the Welsh Public Interest News Accelerator in 2023, which provided a further £200,000 in
support for local news organisations, both administered by Ping! News CIC and Omni Digital.

Stakeholders also told us they are hopeful that the Digital Markets, Competition and
Consumers Act 2024 (DMCC Act) will go some way to addressing the imbalance in bargaining
power they face when dealing with large digital platforms such as Google and Facebook and
will provide greater transparency around referral traffic.

However, it appears that the levers and interventions that many local news providers
currently rely on are often limited in duration and scope, and can lack wider co-ordination.
Stakeholders assert that the support available can be vulnerable to change and often lacks
long-term funding and certainty. At times, the support available may not have the primary
purpose to support local media. Furthermore, in some instances, help may only available to
some sections of the sector, for example the aforementioned local newspaper relief only
applies to print local newspapers (magazines and online newspapers that are not printed are
ineligible).

Further, the evidence of philanthropic support is limited in the UK and often not guaranteed
in the long-term, as demonstrated by Meta’s withdrawal from the Community News Project.
In addition, media literacy interventions focused on news in the UK tend to be delivered by
third-sector organisations where, again, funding is limited and without any long-term
guarantees.

It will be detrimental to audiences, both as consumers and citizens, if a range of trustworthy
local news is not available on whichever platforms people seek it from, given the value that
it can deliver to local people and its important role in society more broadly. Considering the
challenges the sector faces and the interventions currently available, our engagement with
stakeholders, as well as our analysis of the market and of previous review findings, suggest
that there is more that could be done to help support trustworthy local news provision in
the UK, to deliver the benefits of a more stable local media sector to audiences, society and
the economy.

3% Local newspaper relief provides a £1,500 reduction in business rates per year for eligible properties until 31
March 2025.
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4.25

4.26

This report draws together views on a number of ideas that could help support the local
news sector in the UK. These options are focused on four key areas of challenge for the
sector that are likely to be central considerations when assessing potential options for

support:

a)

b)

d)

To maintain widespread availability of local news: To reach audiences, a range of local
news needs to be readily available where people want to find it, be that online or
through more traditional means. However, while local news, and particularly local public
interest news, provides value to both individuals and society, producing large quantities
of it is often expensive and may not always be commercially viable for some providers.
Current levels of provision across the UK vary considerably. The BBC has an important
role to play in ensuring audiences across the UK can continue to access high-quality and
impartial local and regional news across its services, contributing to the plurality of the
local news sector alongside commercial TV and radio broadcasters, print and online
press, and community providers. In addition, for local news content to be available,
there needs to be a steady supply of skilled journalists, supported by appropriate
training, entering the industry.

To successfully communicate the importance of local news to local people: For the
providers of trustworthy sources of local news to have the chance to secure people’s
attention and build an audience, local communities need to be able to understand and
appreciate its value. People also need to have confidence that they can identify reliable,
professionally produced, local journalism distinct from other forms of content,
emphasising the importance of developing greater media literacy in the UK to help
support the local news ecology.

To provide easy access to reliable local news online: News providers now face
unprecedented competition for audiences’ attention with the vast range of content
available online, from other news outlets and beyond. Online intermediaries have also
developed an increasingly significant role in the news value chain, including in the
curation, discovery and monetisation of news, and influence the news output that
audiences see. It is therefore important that audiences know where they can find
trustworthy local news online and that they can access it easily. As explained in Section
5, our Public Service Media (PSM) Review will consider how Ofcom can support
audiences’ ability to find high-quality news, including local reporting, given the growing
role of online intermediaries and algorithms.

To secure audience engagement: Even where trustworthy local news is available,
accessible and valued, providers need to consider how they ensure audiences want to
engage with their output, given the competition from a vast range of other content and
in light of growing disengagement with and avoidance of news.

In the remainder of this report, we first set out how Ofcom will continue to consider the

provision of local news in its work. We then summarise stakeholder views on a range of

suggestions that could be considered by the sector and the Government to help support the

future sustainability of local news in the UK, taking into account the four areas set out

above.
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5.Supporting local news through

5.1

regulation

This section builds on themes identified in our interim report. It details how our ongoing
work will continue to take into account the UK’s local media ecology, so audiences can
continue to easily find and access reliable and accurate local news where and when it suits
them. This includes how we can support the future of local news via our specific media
duties and in relation to our wider obligation to further the interests of citizens and
consumers.

Supporting local news through Ofcom’s ongoing work

5.2

As set out in Section 2, Ofcom has a range of duties relevant to parts of the local media
sector which we deliver through a wide variety of different work programmes. As many of
the trends and challenges impact the local news sector also apply to the wider news
landscape, we will continue to take these, and relevant recommendations from the newly
published House of Lords Communications and Digital Committee report into the future of
news, into account when delivering our duties relating to news beyond this Local Media

Review.

Regulating the BBC

53

5.4

5.5

The BBC is designed to play a unique role in providing trustworthy, duly accurate and
impartial news (including local and regional news), for people across the UK on all of its
platforms, as part of its obligations to deliver for all audiences. It contributes to the plurality
of the wider news landscape, including at a local and regional level. However, as a large,
publicly funded organisation, some changes that the BBC might wish to make could have a
significant adverse impact on competition in the wider local news sector (including the
potential to inadvertently damage plurality). Therefore, a balance has to be struck between
allowing the BBC to make the necessary changes to its services to fulfil its Mission to act in
the public interest and continue to serve all audiences, and protecting fair and effective
competition.

Across its news output, the BBC can support audiences in their engagement with major
issues at local, regional, national, UK and international levels, and to help people to
participate in the democratic process as active and informed citizens. As audiences
increasingly move away from traditional platforms, the BBC, like other news providers, must
adapt to these changing habits to continue to fulfil its obligations and deliver for all
audiences.

The BBC's news output has a wide audience and has the highest cross-platform reach of all
news providers, reaching 68% of all UK adults across its various platforms (TV, radio, news
website, BBC Sounds and BBC iPlayer).*® It also remains highly rated for trust and accuracy
across its platforms. 68% of UK adults who are regular users of BBC TV news provision rate it

36 Ofcom, 10 September 2024. News consumption in the UK: 2024 research findings, p.9.
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5.6

5.7

5.8

5.9

5.10

highly for trust and 70% rate it highly for accuracy, and 67% rate BBC news online highly for
trust and 70% for accuracy, similar to scores received by other public service broadcasters
(PSBs).*”

The BBC's role in the local media sector also extends beyond the news it produces across its
platforms. It has requirements to undertake partnerships, which may be with other news
providers, and to provide adequate links to material provided by third parties in respect of
BBC Online. These obligations are explored further in Section 6 below.

Ofcom is responsible for holding the BBC to account, on behalf of audiences for delivering its
remit.>® Each year, we report on the BBC’s performance and also examine recent changes to
BBC services, including in relation to its local and regional output. For example, the BBC has
made some well documented changes to its local radio services in England in recent years to
reinvest spending into its online local news services. These changes introduced greater
programme sharing on local radio at times of the day when listening is lower, while
protecting local news bulletins across the day on all local stations, as well as maintaining live
sports programming.

In response to our interim report, a number of individuals provided submissions expressing
concern about the changes to BBC local radio, including about the localness of services and
the impact on audiences who rely on radio. These are summarised in Annex 1. We also
noted in our 2022/23 Annual Report on the BBC that the BBC’s announcement of such
changes to local radio were met with considerable public criticism.

We have undertaken work over the last year to monitor the potential competitive impact of
changes to BBC online local news output (see Annex 2) and to better understand the impact
of the BBC’s changes to its local radio services on audiences, while noting that editorial,
budgetary and creative decisions are matters for the BBC Board. We have monitored the
impact of the changes to BBC local radio on audiences, including analysis of RAJAR listening
data across different demographics and at different times of the day, based on information
available so far. Our view on the audience impact is set out in detail in our 2023/24 Annual
Report on the BBC. In summary, we found that since the BBC completed its roll out of these
changes in January 2024, the reach of BBC local radio stations in England has continued to
decline, in line with the trend prior to the changes, and there has been little change in the
profile of the audience listening to BBC local radio. We will continue to engage with the BBC,
on its commitment to review the impact of its BBC local radio changes on particular
audience groups, and we will continue assess the BBC’s performance in delivering for local
audiences across the UK.

We also plan to provide an update of our view on the BBC’s position in local news sectors on
a yearly basis in our Annual Report on the BBC. As part of this, we will monitor key metrics
in relation to the BBC's position in local news sectors (for example, shares of
viewing/listening) and the impact of any additional changes to the BBC’s local/regional news
services. We will continue to closely monitor market developments including through
regular engagement with stakeholders.

37 Ofcom News Consumption Survey 2024.
38 Our regulation covers three areas: overseeing the BBC’s performance in delivering its Mission and Public
Purposes; protecting fair and effective competition; and securing content standards in BBC programming.
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Public Service Media (PSM) Review

5.11

5.12

5.13

5.14

5.15

5.16

Many of the challenges facing local news providers also apply to news providers more
broadly. As a result, the public service broadcasters (PSBs) are having to adopt new and
evolving strategies to deliver content where audiences are, for example through investment
in their digital news products (such as websites and apps) or by increasingly using video-
sharing platforms like TikTok, while continuing to fund the delivery of the linear services
many continue to use.

While using online intermediaries can help reach audiences who may otherwise be difficult
to engage, it also increases the financial dependency of news organisations on big tech
companies, and can lead to difficulties with attribution as consumers can struggle to
accurately recall which who provided the stories they saw on social media.** PSBs are also
having to navigate the developments in Al, recognising its potential to both exacerbate
existing challenges and bring new opportunities for news providers. Stakeholder discussions
as part of our Local Media Review highlighted the difficulties local news providers also face
in harnessing the benefits online intermediaries can deliver, while mitigating the risks that
making use of them can entail. We have previously pointed to potential options to address
some of the challenges news organisations in general face from online intermediaries in our
media plurality and online news discussion document and in our online news research

update.

Despite these challenges, trusted and accurate news remains a cornerstone of the PSBs’
remit and it is important that it remains available where people want to consume it. We
recently set out the framework for our next PSM Review, which will consider in detail the
sustainability of public service media and the availability of high-quality and accurate news,
including local news, that audiences can trust. Among other things, the review will assess:

a) How we can support audiences’ ability to find high-quality news, including local
reporting and investigative journalism, given the increasing role of online intermediaries
and algorithms.

b) How broadcasters and platforms can support the media literacy of audiences to help
them mitigate the impact of misinformation and disinformation. In doing so, we will
work with PSBs to understand their approaches to mitigating misinformation and
disinformation and consider what more could be done to give people the skills they
need to stay safe and flourish online; and

¢) How we can support the sustainable delivery and production of a broad range of UK
content, including national and local news, given the funding challenges.

As we carry out this work, we will take into account the views and specific challenges to local
news that have been identified through this Local Media Review.

The PSM Review will be carried out in two phases. The first phase will be published in winter
2024/25, reviewing the past performance of the PSBs, as well as the challenges to future
provision. The second phase will focus on future opportunities for supporting a vibrant PSM
system, including considering how high-quality, accurate news can be safeguarded, and will
be published in 2025.

In addition to the PSM Review, Ofcom is undertaking a range of other work connected to the
provision of local news on UK radio and TV services.

3% Ofcom, 24 October 2019, Review of BBC news and current affairs, p. 27.
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Changes to the regulation of local commercial radio services

5.17

While local news consumption patterns continue to shift away from traditional platforms
towards online sources, the use of local radio has been stable over the last couple of years,
at around 53% of UK adults.*® The provision of local news on commercial radio has been
protected by the Media Act 2024, which updates the regulatory framework for commercial
radio. The Act removes some rules for local commercial radio services, such as those relating
to where programmes are made and what music is played, while strengthening the provision
of local news, introducing a new requirement for ‘locally gathered’ news.** We are carrying
out work to implement these changes and will publish a consultation on new licence
conditions for local commercial analogue licences and draft localness guidance in 2025.

Local TV

5.18

5.19

The 34 local TV stations on-air in the UK are all required to deliver local programming,
including local news bulletins, to meet the needs of audiences within the area or locality for
which they are licensed. While participants in our gualitative research made little mention of
the role of local TV stations, and our guantitative research suggested low usage of local TV
for local news and information,** we recognise that local TV providers can use their position
within local communities to provide local news content, including by partnering with others
in the local media sector to help meet audience needs. Notably Notts TV was awarded a
three-year contract in 2021 to employ Local Democracy Reporters as part of the Local
Democracy Reporting Service (LDRS), while KMTV, the local TV channel for Kent, is trialling a
multimedia LDRS reporter producing audiovisual content for the area. Local TV also has the
potential to deliver social gain by providing training and creating talent pipelines for the
wider industry.

The Government has recently published a Statutory Instrument giving Ofcom the power to
renew local TV licences, including the multiplex licence operated by Comux UK Limited. We
will complete this process during 2025, which will provide greater certainty for the sector as
it enters a new nine year licence period. As part of the renewal process, we will be assessing
how licensees will deliver against their local programming quotas over the next licence
period, following the statement we published earlier this year about programming
commitment delivery in the sector. We have also recently published a statement which sets
out our licence renewal process and the timetable we will follow.

Community radio

5.20

Community radio stations typically cover a small geographic area and are run on a not-for-
profit basis. They are designed to be local services to serve local people, and programming
should reflect the needs and interests of the community. Stations can also generate
community benefits and social gain, for example by delivering community news and

0 Source: RAJAR; All adults 15+.

41 This reflects the conclusions of the Government’s 2017 consultation on commercial radio deregulation.

42 Our 2023 quantitative local media survey found that 5% of UK adults use local TV channels for local news and
information. An alternative source shows that, across the UK, local TV channels had a total of 1.4 million
viewers via DTT (representing 5% of DTT viewers) on average per month between 5pm and 8pm — this time slot
is likely to include the evening local news programme, which varies across local TV channels, but will also
include other programmes (TV Analytics, May-September 2024, 1+ minute reach).
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a81e0fb40f0b62305b914c7/Commercial_radio_deregulation__Government_response_final.pdf
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5.22

discussion as well as providing volunteering and training opportunities, which can contribute
to the talent pipeline for the wider sector.

Ofcom has recently undertaken work, including engagement with the community radio
sector over an 18-month period, to support the continued delivery of social gain by the
sector. Consequently, Ofcom has made changes to community radio Key Commitments to
remove specific quotas* and focus on ensuring, among other things, that licensees continue
to provide social gain and remain accountable to members of their community. These
changes recognise that community radio services are not-for-profit entities and are
predominantly run by volunteers, and that the social gain provided by the sector forms a key
part of its role. For example, by recruiting volunteers and providing education and training,
and forging partnerships with local educational establishments to ensure volunteers receive
specific qualifications during their engagement with the station. We will continue to work
closely with the sector to implement these changes.*

DCMS is also intending to update the community radio legislation, in recognition of changes
to the community radio sector. These changes are proposed in two specific areas: 1)
updating the funding rules to reflect the changes in the radio sector more broadly, and 2)
providing Ofcom with the power to extend community radio licences who have been
broadcasting for 20 years for a further period. We expect this revised legislation to be in
place in 2025.

Ofcom’s Making Sense of Media (MSOM) programme

5.23

5.24

5.25

Ofcom has a duty to research and promote media literacy. In 2019, we set up the Making
Sense of Media (MSOM) media literacy programme to act as a catalyst and convenor,
working with a range of stakeholders across the media literacy ecosystem. Our three-year
media literacy strategy, published in October 2024, sets out how Ofcom will achieve its goal
of making media literacy everyone’s business. Exploring how public service broadcasters
might address media literacy considerations forms a part of this work and we intend to
deliver this objective through the PSM Review.

Media literacy has a foundational role to play in supporting people to possess the critical
thinking skills to better spot misinformation and disinformation and identify news and
information they can trust.* One aspect of media literacy, sometimes known as news
literacy, teaches audiences how to judge the reliability and credibility of news and
information, and distinguish professionally produced news from other forms of content.

The rapid spread of unchecked information online during the riots in England and Northern
Ireland in the summer of 2024 highlighted the importance of both these approaches and the
role of local news. In an environment where many people get their news online from a wide
range of sources, including traditional news providers, social media influencers or other
news outlets, we know that misinformation and disinformation can proliferate quickly and
spiral out of control, and some people find it difficult to identify what they can trust.*® We

# Including specific speech/music requirements, original and locally produced output, and language
requirements.

4 For more information on Ofcom’s work with regards to community radio, see Ofcom, 31 July 2024. Media
Nations: UK 2024, pp.54-56.

4 Ofcom defines media literacy as “the ability to use, understand and create media and communications across
multiple formats and services”.

46 Ofcom, 19 April 2024. Adults’ Media Use and Attitudes Report.
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acknowledge that media literacy education may not lead to greater consumption of local
news content, but it can deliver better understanding of the role and value of professional
local journalism.

This is evident in Finland, where two separate measures suggest a correlation between a
media literate population and higher levels of trust in local, regional and national journalism.
Finland has a well-established tradition of media education and teaches media literacy
across the school curriculum from early years to secondary education. The country has
ranked top of the Media Literacy Index - which assesses the ability to resist fake news using
media freedom, education and trust in people across 47 European and OECD countries -
each year since the Index was first published in 2017. In 2023, the UK placed 13™.

The Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2024 also found that overall trust of news in
Finland was the highest of the countries surveyed at 69%, compared to 36% in the UK. Trust
in regional and local newspapers in the UK was higher than news overall at 53%, though
local and regional newspapers in Finland received higher scores (80% and 78% respectively).
There are a range of reasons that help explain Finland’s progress with media literacy, but it is
clear that its strategic focus on this area has been successful.

The school curriculum in England includes knowledge and skills relevant to media literacy.
However, there is no explicit reference to media literacy and no requirement for teachers to
teach these elements in the context of life online. The Curriculum for Wales was recently
updated and a Digital Competence Framework was introduced which includes media literacy
elements and explicitly makes teachers responsible across the curriculum. The Curriculum
for Excellence in Scotland includes social studies topics where issues such as misinformation
and disinformation and online misogyny are more likely to be taught and explored. In
Northern Ireland, ICT is a cross-curricular subject and maps well onto media literacy, and
“media awareness” is also a curriculum aim up to KS3.*’ Children are taught personal skills
and safety at primary and secondary level; but there are minimal references to online
environments in these subjects and any references would be explicitly applied by teachers.

In August 2024, the Government said that it was carrying out a curriculum review in England
to develop plans to embed critical skills in lessons to arm children against disinformation,
fake news and conspiracy theories on social media. We hear a consistent message from our
stakeholders about the importance of teaching media literacy skills, including critical
thinking, across the curriculum. Ofcom will be engaging with the forthcoming curriculum
review where it is relevant to media literacy.

We will also be commissioning the creation of an intervention to help people in communities
experiencing financial disadvantage spot and avoid misinformation and disinformation
through understanding how stories become news, with a focus on supporting participants to
tell their own local, untold stories.

Ofcom is also planning to develop tools and guidance to better equip organisations
delivering media literacy interventions to teach critical skills that help people identify
misinformation and disinformation.

47 Until young people are 14 years old.
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Research

5.32

Further to our 2023 quantitative research, which investigated how audiences use local
media, Ofcom will carry out a further Local Media Survey in early 2025 to further our
understanding of attitudes to local media, news and information across different parts of the
country. Stakeholders have said that they would welcome additional research to shed more
light both on the type and volume of content being provided by local media, and how the
public feel about local media. This survey can serve as a template for future research Ofcom
might want to carry out in response to significant local news stories.

Supporting local news media through a new digital
markets regime

5.33

5.34

5.35

In our interim report we noted that some stakeholders in the print and online sectors are
hopeful the Digital Markets, Competition and Consumers Act 2024 (DMCC Act) will go some
way to addressing the imbalance in bargaining power they face when dealing with large

digital platforms, such as Google and Facebook, and will result in greater transparency
around referral traffic. Ofcom and the CMA’s joint advice on how a pro-competition regime
for digital markets could govern the relationships between online platforms and content

providers set out several ways in which large platforms’ behaviour might adversely affect
publishers. These included a lack of transparency over algorithms, limited access to data on
user engagement, limited control over content presentation and branding and fair payment
for content.

The CMA has consulted on draft guidance on the digital markets competition regime as
established by the DMCC Act. Under the DMCC Act, the CMA may impose conduct
requirements on firms’ digital activities with ‘strategic market status’ (SMS) in line with the

following objectives: fair dealing, open choices, and trust and transparency. This has the
potential to touch on each of the behaviours set out in the joint advice mentioned above, in
addition to emerging concerns from publishers around training Al models using online
content without providing remuneration. The CMA will also be able to resolve breaches of
conduct requirements relating to payment terms between an SMS firm and a third party or
third parties by exercising its power to adopt the final offer mechanism. This tool is intended
as a backstop measure if other steps prior to and during the enforcement process have not
succeeded in securing compliance. It sees the CMA select between the offers on payment
terms submitted by either side.

Our interim report also discussed the impacts of the bargaining codes that have been
implemented in Australia and Canada. In each case, the legislation was specifically focused
on providing compensation to news outlets when their content is made available on large
online platforms. The digital markets competition regime set out in the DMCC Act is broader
than these two regimes and will impact a range of markets, beyond news publishers.
However, it is too early to gauge the likely impact of the regime in any market as the CMA is
yet to designate any firm as having SMS in relation to a particular digital activity. Before it
can do this, the CMA’s guidance must be approved by the Secretary of State, the DMCC Act
must be commenced by Parliament, and then the CMA must undertake an investigation to
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assess whether the firm meets the tests for SMS in relation to the digital activity in question,
which carries a nine-month statutory deadline.*®

There are a number of competition investigations that have been carried out by the CMA in
recent years into digital markets. These include its ongoing investigation into Google’s ad
tech practices, monitoring of Commitments offered by Google in relation to its Privacy
Sandbox browser changes and its cases looking at Google’s Play Store and Apple’s App Store
(now closed but which identified concerns that may be considered under the new digital
markets regime). The outcomes of investigations like these and similar ones in other
jurisdictions (such as the European Commission’s investigation into Google’s practices in the
ad tech sector) still remain to be seen, but if digital markets are made to function more fairly
and efficiently there may be an upside for publishers and consumers.

It is important to note that the aim of competition regulation is to ensure markets operate
fairly and that market power is not used to unduly impact competition and consumer
outcomes. We consider it is unlikely that a well-functioning digital advertising market will
deliver the same revenues to publishers as the print advertising market did in the past, given
that the online advertising market is more complex and value flows in both directions.
Publishers benefit from online platforms displaying and promoting their content, allowing
them to create relationships with new audiences. Platforms benefit from direct and indirect
advertising revenues, an improvement in the services they offer through publishers’ content,
increasing consumer loyalty, and a greater understanding of their consumers through the
way they engage with content.

Furthermore, such regulation is in our view unlikely to secure and protect public interest
news, which we have seen is generally not well served by the market but delivers wider
social benefits. The challenges faced by the sector need to be addressed by a multifaceted
approach. The new digital markets competition regime may go some way to ensuring that
the relationship between the major digital platforms and publishers is fair for both sides and
could see additional revenue going to local media providers. However, additional steps are
likely needed to support the sustainable provision of local public interest news that is able to
successfully reach audiences.

“8 Section 14(2) of the DMCC Act. This is subject to the CMA’s power to extend the deadline in the
circumstances set out in section 104 of the Act.
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6.Wider options for

6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

consideration

In this section, we draw on our research and analysis, as well as our discussions with
stakeholders, to reflect a range of ideas put forward during our engagement or proposed by
previous reviews which could help support the continued provision of trusted local news in
the UK. It is not an exhaustive list, instead we focus on areas where the evidence we have
gathered offers a fresh perspective or where there may be the opportunity to give previous
proposals further consideration, given the trends in local news consumption and the
associated challenges. Many of these ideas could be applied cross-platform, recognising
both the way in which many local news providers now operate, as well as how audiences
now tend to consume local news and information. *

These ideas sit outside Ofcom’s regulatory remit and we have not conducted impact
assessments or examined alternatives. Therefore we are not in a position to endorse or
recommend the ideas presented. However, it is clear that plural local news provision
throughout the UK is in the interests of citizens and consumers, and we consider our review
would be incomplete without this summary of suggestions from stakeholders and previous
reports, that align with the four key areas of challenge for the sector we identified at the end
of Section 4.

We are also acutely aware that a number of the ideas and findings in this report are
formulated around a centralised, top-down approach to supporting the sustainability of local
news in the UK and that some could be designed to also support the news industry as a
whole, rather than just local news. Should any of these initiatives be considered further, it
would be important, in each case, to develop a policy approach and tools that could be
applied flexibly at nations and regions levels, to effectively support both the sector and
communities in different local media environments across the UK.

Financial constraints will limit the extent to which these options could be taken forward. We
nonetheless consider that providing insight into a variety of possible support mechanisms
for local news provision may provide useful input to the industry, wider interest groups, and
the Government, particularly as the latter develops its new local media strategy.

Ideas for funded intervention

Innovation funding

6.5

As part of the Government’s response to the Cairncross Review, Nesta was given the task of

administering a government-backed trial innovation fund aimed at improving the supply of
public interest news. The £2m Future News Pilot Fund launched in 2019 and 20

4 Most of the options set out are intended for the Government (and the BBC) to consider. Therefore, we have
not carried out a full assessment of their impact. In principle, we would expect our wider recommendations to
have a positive impact on UK citizens and consumers, including all equality groups, and on the local media

sector.
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6.6

6.7

6.8

6.9

organisations across England were selected from 178 applicants and awarded grants to test
new and innovative approaches to public interest news, including:

a) Shout Out UK, who designed and delivered media literacy courses for young people aged
14-19.

b) OneSub, who created an Al-informed subscription service to personalise users’
experience by providing them with information about the news consumption, their
personal biases based on that consumption and richer recommendations for articles to
balance their consumption, and reworked their Chrome web browser extension to
collect data.

¢) The Bristol Cable, who tested engagement models to see if they could be used to build
trust and relevance among communities underserved by journalism in the city.

Following the completion of the pilot fund, Nesta’s end of programme report, found that

“shoots of a news innovation ecosystem” were forming but long-term public investment into
innovation was needed to sustain public interest news. The report recommended that the
Treasury should create a new scheme to “provide financial support to small and medium
enterprises working at the cutting-edge of journalism”, but the proposal was not taken
forward.

In 2023, the DCMS Committee inquiry into the sustainability of local journalism considered

the Future News Pilot and in its report noted some criticisms of the fund made in
submissions to the inquiry, including that it was too small, focused on niche areas that could
not be scaled, and that it would have benefited from clearer focus. The Committee
recommended that the Government build upon the Future News Pilot Fund and create a
long-term public interest news fund with a remit to support innovation.>° At the time, DCMS
noted that it would “continue to explore options for additional fiscal measures to support
the sector”. The then Minister also noted the Department was “looking at whether there is
value in developing a more substantial fund with more targeted interventions”.

In our discussions with stakeholders, there was support for the idea of reviving an
innovation fund focused on providing short-term seed funding to help local news providers
embrace new ways to improve output and build more sustainable businesses for the long-
term. This was seen a very different proposition from a direct subsidy model that simply
pays content producers or provides tax relief or incentives.

Stakeholders and our own research also highlighted international examples of governments
providing financial support for local news. In Canada, the Local Journalism Initiative will

receive $58.8m over 2024-27 to support the creation of news for underserved communities.
In Europe, countries such as Belgium, Denmark and the Netherlands supply a range of funds
to support regional and local media innovation.*! In 2024, the Irish government allocated

€6m for Journalism Schemes aimed at supplementing and enhancing broadcasting, print and

online coverage of local authorities and district and circuit court hearings. A further €4m for
the scheme was announced in the Irish Government’s 2025 budget, alongside new funding

to support independent commercial radio services in Ireland to produce local news and

0 Culture, Media and Sport Committee, Seventh Report of Session 2022-23, Sustainability of local journalism,

p. 19.

°1 Sofia Verza, Tijana Blagojev, Danielle Borges, Jan Kermer, Matteo Trevisan, Urbano Reviglio, February 2024.
Uncovering news deserts in Europe: Risks and opportunities for local community media in the EU, p. 207.

29


https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/Nesta_Future_News_Pilot_Fund_End_Of_Prog.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/33635/documents/183838/default/
https://www.canada.ca/en/canadian-heritage/news/2024/03/support-for-independent-local-journalism-because-you-deserve-to-know.html
https://www.cnam.ie/coimisiun-na-mean-launches-applications-for-new-journalism-schemes/
https://www.cnam.ie/coimisiun-na-mean-launches-applications-for-new-journalism-schemes/
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/bc637-ministers-martin-and-byrne-announce-details-of-budget-2025-for-the-department-of-tourism-culture-arts-gaeltacht-sport-media/#media-and-broadcasting
https://cmpf.eui.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/CMPF_Uncovering-news-deserts-in-Europe_LM4D-final-report.pdf#:%7E:text=identifying%20news%20deserts%20in%20the%2027%20EU%20Member

current affairs content. Within the UK, the Welsh Government has provided funds to
support local journalism directly (see Section 4, para 4.20).

6.10  An EU-funded Local Media for Democracy programme to tackle ‘news deserts’ saw almost
€1.2M distributed between 42 local media organisations in 17 EU Member States during
February 2023 to July 2024. Awards were made to help recipients innovate, develop new
business strategies and reach new audiences. A review of the programme found that 20 new
local and hyper-local web services were created, while six legacy local publishers were able
to modernise their existing websites. Recipients also diversified their businesses by
launching apps, email newsletters, podcasts and video content. In addition, 15 recipients
took part in training and mentorship programmes on business strategy and efficiency.
Recommendations from the review state that the programme was successful in enabling
agile innovation, but funding needs to be sustained in the long-term to achieve lasting
impact and to respond to the changing media market.

6.11 Countries with a tradition of philanthropy in news have managed to marshal significant
funds to tackle the issues faced by local media. For example, Press Forward has pledged
$500m to reimagine local news in the United States. However, in the UK the struggles of
existing organisations operating in the sector to find financial support to address these
challenges could indicate that philanthropy alone is unlikely to provide sufficient long-term
support for a UK innovation fund.

6.12 Some stakeholders we spoke to argued that online intermediaries could be subject to a levy
to provide additional funding to support the news sector in recognition of the financial
benefits they derive from UK news creation, although online intermediaries have argued
they receive limited revenue from news.>? Lottery funding, much of which has a community
focus and has provided individual grants to a number of independent news providers, may
also be another possible funding source.

6.13 Looking ahead, there may be a case for an innovation fund with a remit to provide funding
to help individual local news providers embrace new ways to improve output and build more
sustainable businesses for the long-term. This could help support the sustainability of local
public interest news in the UK overall. Further work would be needed to determine clear
criteria and objectives for the scheme and to determine the level and duration of funding.
Work would also be needed to determine who would manage such a fund (whether, for
example, it would be managed by an Institute as described below or by another body).

Summary

The creation of a long-term, appropriately financed, innovation fund to support the
provision of local public interest news for the benefit of citizens and consumers, could
complement the sector’s own efforts to sustain itself, and help to compensate for the
limited support currently available. We recognise that funding, as for other options, is
challenging.

Public Interest News Institute

6.14 The idea of a body to support the sustainability of public interest news in the UK, or in one of
its nations, has been proposed by several previous reviews and working groups. The

52 Culture, Media and Sport Committee, Seventh Report of Session 2022-23, Sustainability of local journalism,
p. 34.
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6.15

6.16

6.17

6.18

Cairncross Review (2019) recommended the UK Government establish an Institute for Public
Interest News, the Scotland Public Interest Journalism Working Group (2021) recommended
that the Scottish Government should work with stakeholders to establish a Scottish Public
Interest Journalism Institute, and the Wales Public Interest Journalism Working Group (2023)
recommended that the Welsh Government should establish a Wales Media Institute.

Five years on from the Cairncross Review, the challenges to maintain the provision of
reliable local news (see Section 4) remain and there are limited primary and secondary
levers currently available to provide financial, organisational and strategic support where it
is needed. There is currently no single well-funded organisation to act as a convener to help
lead and shape the future of the local or wider news sector. In the absence of a dedicated
body, other organisations have been carrying out valuable work in this space. For example:

a) The Public Interest News Gateway (or Ping!), has provided a new revenue stream for
independent community journalists by making their content more easily available to
traditional national and regional publishers. This has been run in collaboration with the
Independent Community News Network (ICNN), which supports community news hubs
and hyperlocal news organisations, and the Google News Initiative, which works with
publishers to combat misinformation and share resources.

b) The National Council for the Training of Journalists (NCTJ) carries out research and
training and recently announced that it would commit £450,000 of funding to the
Community News Project, following Meta’s withdrawal from the scheme, although we
note that, in the long-term, this funding alone is unlikely to be sufficient to maintain the
scheme’s current scale.

c) PINF supports independent organisations that provide local public interest news, carries
out research and identifies ways to engage with audiences and build knowledge and
understanding of public interest news (see paragraph 6.57).

There are a range of ideas that stakeholders told us could help the sector, which could
potentially be implemented through an institute model. For example: providing contestable
funding schemes, identifying ways to shore up the talent pipeline for new journalists across
platforms and implementing news voucher schemes to encourage engagement with local
news. There were also calls for the creation of a central repository for research, and for new
research to be carried out on topics such as how to tackle declining audience engagement in
the context of an increasingly challenging, disaggregated media landscape, or analysis to
better understand the content, volume and distribution of local news.

The Centre for Media Pluralism and Freedom at the European University Institute in
Florence is an example of such a body. It works in partnership with multistakeholder
partners, such as the EU, industry bodies and regulators, to conduct and disseminate
research on media matters in Europe, as well as to deliver training and administer targeted
funding programmes such as the Local Media for Democracy project. Across Europe there
are a number of other organisations that carry out some of the functions described above,
such as the Dutch Journalism Fund - SVDJ which receives funds from the Dutch Ministry of
Education, Culture and Science to fund grants especially for local journalism, investigative
journalism and innovation, and to share knowledge and trends about the sector, host events
and conduct research.

However the creation of a new body would be costly and the question of funding is
challenging both in terms of finding and maintaining finance and ensuring the independence
of such an institute. Even arm’s length funding for journalism could risk perceptions of
inappropriate government interference with the press, as indicated by both the UK
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6.19

Government's response to the Cairncross Review when explaining its decision not to take
the recommendation forward, and the Scottish Government’s response to the Public
Interest Journalism Working Group’s report. This is a sentiment that was also echoed by
some industry stakeholders.

Further work would be needed to determine the viability of an appropriately funded
institute with a remit to support the sustainability of local public interest news in the UK,
including assessing how it could be funded over the long-term, who might set up and lead
such a body and whether it should be configured to also provide assistance for the wider UK
news sector.

Summary

Although the previous Government indicated in 2020 that it did not intend to pursue the
creation of a publicly funded body with a remit to support the sustainability of local public
interest news, an appropriately funded institute is a proposal that has had broad backing in

the past and remains an option that could be considered in future.

The Local News Partnership and the Local Democracy
Reporting Service

6.20

6.21

6.22

The BBC's Local News Partnership (LNP) is a collaboration between the BBC and more than
200 local media organisations, representing over 1,100 print, online or broadcast outlets. It
comprises three core projects, explained in detail in our interim report.>® In brief: the News
Hub gives partners access to local BBC video material for use online; the Shared Data Unit
(SDU) provides data journalism and delivers data training to the industry; and the Local
Democracy Reporting Service (LDRS) places 165 Local Democracy Reporters within local
media organisations to report on local councils and other public services across every local
authority area in the UK, with their reporting accessible to all partners though a central
portal. The functioning and delivery of the LNP does not fall within Ofcom’s regulation of the
BBC.

In our interim report we set out the broad consensus from stakeholders across the sector
that the LDRS in particular was an important addition to the sector. The type of reporting
covered by the service was seen as being of high societal value but low commercial
sustainability, given that it is expensive to produce and has a relatively small audience. It has
been described as providing an important baseline for local democracy reporting which the
rest of the sector can build upon. Within that context, stakeholders suggested a range of
ways in which they believe the service could be improved and expanded.

Having considered the views that were put to us through our stakeholder engagement and
further discussions with the BBC, the NMA and DCMS, and assessed the previous analysis of
the LNP and LDRS, we are of the view that the partnership offers distinctive and important
value to the sector. We have found that the discourse around the scheme’s future can be
split into four key areas, which are set out below:

Transparency and accountability

6.23

The LNP is currently funded through the BBC licence fee and as such it is reasonable that its
performance should be transparent and accountable. The BBC produced a thorough internal
review of the LNP in 2020, at arm’s length from the core LNP team. This looked at all aspects

>3 Ofcom, 2024. Review of local media in the UK, Part 1: Initial findings, p.41.
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6.25

of the scheme’s operation and made a series of recommendations. Four years on, many of
the concerns we have heard from industry echo issues highlighted in the review. These
included the views that: more opportunities should be given to independent local news
outlets to become LDRS suppliers; more video and audio content should be produced in
addition to text-based output; and the rules of the scheme should be better communicated
and policed. The NUJ recently reiterated its concerns about LDRS journalists being asked to
work outside their remit, as well as pressures on their workloads and pay. We note that in
response, the BBC has indicated that it will shortly announce a new funding model for the
2025-2027 contract period.

References to the LNP and LDRS in the BBC’s subsequent Annual Plans and Annual Report
and Accounts have focused on the number of stories it has produced and have not included
updates on the recommendations made in the 2020 review. However, we have learned from
our discussions with the BBC that some progress has been made, such as the changes to the
sizes of LDRS contracts which are discussed further below.

While we recognise that sensitivities around confidentiality may be a contributing factor to
this, there appears to be scope for the BBC to do more to demonstrate to stakeholders how
the scheme is performing. This includes how it has held local institutions to account and how
the journalists who have passed through the LDRS have been able to apply their skills and
experience to the sector more broadly.

Access and awareness

6.26

6.27

6.28

6.29

6.30

We recognise the efforts the BBC has made in a number of areas to make the LNP more
accessible, particularly to independent media organisations. The BBC has worked to attract
more partners over the scheme’s lifetime, with the number increasing from around 80 at the
start to more than 200 today.

The BBC also chose to reduce the number of LDRS reporters a news provider must take on to
become a supplier to encourage a greater number of smaller and independent outlets to
apply for the 2021 round of reporter contract awards. The number of local news
organisations that secured contracts in 2021 increased from 10 to 18, however the number
of applications was small compared to the number of partners and the significant majority of
LDRS reporters remained with large publishers.

The application process for LDRS contracts for the 2025-27 period of the scheme is imminent
and it is evident from the BBC’s recent engagement with stakeholders that it is keen to
encourage more independents to apply to become suppliers as well as partners. It is clearly
desirable for the BBC to reach all of its partners with this message, to encourage a diverse
range of applications.

While some local TV and local commercial and community radio outlets are currently LNP
partners and a handful have supplier contracts, such as Notts TV and Radio Exe, the
significant majority of partners and suppliers are from the print and online news sectors.
Ensuring that local providers with a focus on audiovisual content are aware of the benefits of
the scheme and how they can engage with it would contribute to the diversity of the
partnership across different platforms.

The BBC has also taken steps to make the rich data packs and data journalism training it
offers through the SDU more accessible to independent news outlets. Its 2020 review of the
scheme noted that small newsrooms may find it difficult to send a journalist on the three-
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month data journalism course the BBC offers, and we understand that the BBC developed
some shorter online training during the Covid-19 pandemic that is more accessible.

The BBC has taken steps to improve access to both the LDRS and the SDU for partners.
Further steps could include clearly promoting the benefits of the partnership to the whole
sector so a 