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Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 
Petition Number: PE1222
 
Main Petitioner: John Macleod 
 
Subject: Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government, given its 
responsibilities to promote and support Gaelic culture, to make 
representations to the BBC Trust to ensure that BBC Alba is made available 
on Freeview now rather than wait for a review planned by 2010. 
 
Background 
 
Broadcasting is a reserved matter. 
 
The BBC Executive applied to the BBC Trust in July 2007 to launch a new tri-
media Gaelic service in partnership with Gaelic Media Service (GMS). They 
proposed the service would consist of: 
 

• A dedicated digital TV channel in Gaelic, broadcasting for up to 7 hours 
a day.  

• BBC Radio nan Gaidheal.   
• Significantly enhanced Gaelic content for users of bbc.co.uk.  

 
The service would be mixed-genre – including the daily news and weather in 
Gaelic. The television service would be available on satellite and broadband 
from launch and on digital cable later in 2008. The BBC and GMS proposed 
that distribution on digital terrestrial television (Freeview) would commence 
region by region as digital switchover progressed throughout Scotland.  The 
existing provision of Gaelic on BBC Two would be withdrawn once digital 
switchover was completed in Scotland in 2010-11. 
 
At its meeting on 24 January 2008, the BBC Trust gave its approval, subject 
to certain conditions, for the BBC, in partnership with GMS, to launch a Gaelic 
Digital Service (GDS). 
 
Following a full Public Value Test, the Trust approved a launch on cable, 
satellite and broadband, but not on Freeview. In order to ensure both value for 
money for licence fee payers and that the service meets the needs of the 
target audience in the best way, the Trust decided that the service would be 
subject to review before digital switchover commenced in central and northern 
Scotland in 2010. This review would look at the actual performance of the 
service in achieving public value, including reaching a wider audience, and 
would also consider its launch on Freeview. 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1222.htm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/consult/closed_consultations/gaelic_consult.html


 

 
The Public Value Test is a mechanism for weighing public value against 
market impact.  It uses a public value assessment and a market impact 
assessment. The BBC Trust uses the test to determine the value to the public 
of a proposed new BBC service, and also to calculate its impact on the wider 
market – for example, to other suppliers whose businesses might be affected 
by the proposed BBC launch.  
 
In partnership with the BBC, MG ALBA (the new operating name of GMS) 
established BBC ALBA, the new GDS, launching it on 19 September 2008. 
 
BBC ALBA is funded jointly by BBC and MG ALBA. The total budget for BBC 
ALBA in 2008/09 is £13.68m. The BBC’s contribution to this budget is £4.03m.  
 
BBC ALBA is available on Freesat, Sky and BBC iPlayer. They are still waiting 
for news from Virgin Media about cable provision. They welcome the support 
of organisations and individuals in their drive to secure a place on Freeview, 
and encourage interested parties to make their views on the matter known to 
BBC ALBA, the BBC or MPs. 
 
Scottish Government Action 
 
The Scottish Government provided £12.4 million in 2008-09 to fund MG ALBA 
and support the new channel with the aim of raising the status of Gaelic and 
enriching the cultural life of Scotland. 
 
In July 2007, Patricia Ferguson received a response to a written parliamentary 
question, S3W-143, which asked the Scottish Government what discussions 
have taken place with regard to making the Gaelic digital broadcasting 
channel available on Freeview. In her response, the Culture Minister, Linda 
Fabiani, said that this subject had been discussed by broadcasters, their 
regulator and interest groups and that the Minister planned to meet with the 
GMS and BBC to discuss this and other aspects of the Gaelic digital channel 
as soon as possible. 
 
The Minister has not announced whether those talks took place. 
 
Scottish Parliament Action 
 
Two relevant motions have been lodged in the Scottish Parliament, in 
September and October 2008, respectively: 
 
S3M-02511 Rob Gibson: BBC Alba - Speed Up Freeview Option
 
S3M-02775 Pauline McNeill: Gael Power - BBC Alba, Publication of First 
Viewing Figures and Freeview
 
The motions call on the BBC to address the issue of Freeview access sooner 
than 2010. Motion S3M-02511 also asks the UK Government to help speed 
up the process.      
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http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/Business/PQA/default.aspx?pq=S3W-1453
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/business/motions/Default.aspx?motionid=14701
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/business/motions/Default.aspx?motionid=14997
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/business/motions/Default.aspx?motionid=14997


 

UK Government 
 
On 6 October 2008 Angus MacNeil, the Member for Na h-Eileanan an Iar in 
the UK Parliament, asked the UK Culture Secretary Andy Burnham to use his 
influence with the BBC and the BBC Trust to make sure that the licence fee is 
used to ensure that the channel is accessible on Freeview as soon as 
possible. The Minister gave a commitment to look into Mr MacNeil’s request.  
           
 
 
Francesca McGrath 
Senior Research Specialist 
27 November 2008 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings with 
petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments on any 
petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is correct at 
the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these briefings are not 
necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent changes. 
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