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Ken Macintosh (Eastwood) (Lab): 

Like other members, I thank Blair Jenkins and his colleagues on the commission for their work over the past year. I also pay tribute to Ray Michie for her lifetime of public service.

This is a welcome and timely report. It is remarkable in that it appears to have generated a fair degree of consensus in a policy area that is normally quite contentious. It is timely in that it follows a period of growing concern about the state of Scottish broadcasting, the number of hours of programming that are produced in Scotland and the future of public service broadcasting in general. Whether or not it was a response to the commission, the immediate response of the BBC and its commitment to increase its Scottish production is very welcome.

I am happy to thank the First Minister for his role in establishing the commission, although I cannot help but wonder whether he expected it to come to a slightly different set of conclusions. Not only has the commission concluded that Scotland benefits from being part of a UK-wide broadcasting network, in particular a UK-wide BBC service; it has effectively dismissed arguments for the so-called "Scottish Six", concluding not so much that the idea is wrong as that it is simply irrelevant in the digital age.

Although I do not wish unduly to disturb the broad mood of consensus around the report, I was struck by the fact that, in his statement, the First 

Minister concentrated on the conclusions that call on Westminster to provide funding or on the UK Government or BBC to take action, rather than on the areas over which he has direct influence or control.

The First Minister mentioned in passing the commission's recommendations on the creative industries and particularly on the skills agenda. When she concludes the debate, I would welcome hearing from the Minister for Europe, External Affairs and Culture exactly what the Scottish Government intends to do to meet those recommendations.

We know that one of the reasons why Channel 4 maintains that it cannot commission more from Scotland is its concern about the extent of the skills and production base here. Skillset, the sector skills agency that is responsible for creative media, is working on an ambitious strategy to address that shortage, but it needs ministerial support. I was rather unsettled at last week's meeting of the Enterprise and Culture Committee when I heard representatives of Skills Development Scotland defend the real-terms budget cut that it will undergo over the next three years. Of course, we are still waiting for the minister to bring the overall strategy back to Parliament following last year's admonishment.

I am not optimistic that we will hear it, but I would like to hear not what the UK Government can do but what we can do. I want to know what Scotland's specific plans are for the creative industries and the new body, creative Scotland.

The broadcasting commission focused unashamedly on television production, and it is easy to be seduced by the glamour of television when we talk about broadcasting in general, but the issues that concern us apply equally to radio. There might seem to have been an expansion in the number of radio channels and supposed choice, but many of the channels offer a fairly similar diet of middle-of-the-road music-based programming. There has been a steep decline in the number of talk-based factual programmes, particularly on the independent stations. I believe that news production on those stations is also being squeezed and, in some cases, centralised, with news teams being reduced in numbers. There are also worries, which were expressed in the commission's report, about the quality of some of the BBC's radio output.

I am sure that I am not alone—in this chamber, or among the general public—in relying on radio for much of my news and current affairs. However, compared to the £50 million to £75 million estimated cost of a new Scottish public service digital TV network, addressing concerns about public service radio would be extremely inexpensive. I am sure that, for tens of thousands of pounds, rather than millions of pounds, all of our commercial radio stations would be happy to commission and carry more talk-based factual or current affairs programmes.

I worry that this country is even more ill prepared for the switch to digital radio than we are for the switch to digital television. To use a familiar expression, this could be an opportunity, but it could also prove to be a threat. It could allow us to defend the best of public service broadcasting, or it could result in the triumph of the bland. We could end up, like American television of a decade or so ago, with 53 channels but nothing on.

The broadcasting commission has offered us a framework and a plan to address the needs of viewers and listeners in Scotland as we enter the digital age. I hope that we can unite on what can be done and on what we in the Scottish Parliament can contribute, rather than concentrating on what others can do. If we do, I am confident that the future for Scotland's TV and radio is still rosy.

