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15th December 2008

Radio 4's 'batch commissioning' pilot scheme


you may just have received an email from Denis Nowlan at Radio 4 about a major change to their commissioning system for some Plays and "Ad Hoc" programmes (ie. other than daily strands, returning series etc).  In case you haven't received it, a copy is attached to this email. 

In summary, starting with the next round, they plan to remove the Afternoon Play and "Arts Features" from the traditional offers round and tender them instead in batches -- indies will pitch for blocks of programmes over 1 to 2 years based on past record, sample offers etc.  This is similar to the way Readings are already commissioned, and it will be a pilot scheme for Ad Hocs in general with the intention of doing most or all commissioning this way in later years.

RIG officers were briefed about this a while ago but in confidence, so we have been unable to inform or consult with you before now.  Accordingly we have not agreed to any of this, but Radio 4 made it clear to us that they were not looking for our agreement and would implement it anyway.  So although we had some doubts about this in principle, we have concentrated on minimising the problems such a scheme may cause to our members.

To summarise, our response was:
a) RIG and suppliers needed to be consulted
b) The plan should be publicised as soon as possible
c) In any proposal, clear batch-awarding factors should be stated, and there should be a range of batch sizes.
To achieve this, RIG even went to the lengths of unilaterally declaring an end to confidentiality.  We now have a healthier dialogue with the network on this issue and are ready to channel your feedback.

The major problem we foresee is that while this change might suit some large and medium indies (though even that is debatable), smaller companies in particular may be squeezed out.  Indeed R4 has made it clear to us that they would like to deal with fewer suppliers and this change is likely to be part of that.

For example drama producers who have won only an occasional afternoon play, maybe one a year or less, may find it difficult to win even the smallest batch (a minimum of two a year) and it may be hard for newcomers to break into the slot at all (just as newcomers were strongly discouraged from entering the Readings round this last time).

For smaller indies it may be necessary to form alliances, mergers or consolidate in other ways to have a chance of winning a chunk of business, and that clearly will take time.  So we have concentrated on bringing forward the public announcement (which R4 were not planning until mid-January) and delaying the start of the tendering (originally planned for February) -- we have thus gained about two and a half months more time to re-organise.  We would have much preferred to push back the scheme until spring 2010 and strongly requested that but were unable to achieve it.

We have other concerns, including:
a) The difference between drama production and readings production;
b) The Arts Features slots are being batched together, possibly prejudicing specialists in say music alone.
However, RIG has won negotiating rights on the matter and so we now want to hear from you. 
 
So please let us know what you think:
(1) are you in favour of the scheme in principle, or against?
(2) are there particular concerns about Radio 4's proposal that you 
would like us to raise?
(3) anything else you want to say about it?

RIG is liaising with Radio 4 over the timetable for negotiations, and you should respond to us with your thoughts ASAP, but in any event by the end of this week
Mike Hally, Secretary, for the whole RIG Board

I'll forward all replies to the whole Board (unless you say otherwise) but any comments fed back to Radio 4 will NOT be attributable to individual companies
