
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The following paper is offered as a response from the Roman Catholic Church 
in Scotland to the consultation of the European Commission on the “Review of 
the Communication from the Commission on the application of state aid rules 
to public service broadcasting”. 
 
 
Local Arrangements for Scotland in UK 
 
Public service broadcasting in the UK is governed by parliament and the 
regulator OFCOM which ensures day-to-day management and supervision. 
 
OFCOM’s range of activities is outlined on its own website: 
http://www.ofcom.org.uk 
 
In Scotland a Broadcasting Commission has been set up by the new Scottish 
Government and the question of the regulation of broadcasting is likely to 
become a politically sensitive issue in the next few years as debate rages over 
whether broadcasting should be a devolved power (to the Scottish 
Government) or a reserved one (held by the UK Government). 
 
The review of European Broadcasting regulation offers an opportunity to re-
state the basic principles which would guide the Catholic Church’s 
understanding of the issue. 
 
Two principles are at stake in the area of public service broadcasting – that of 
subsidiarity and that of legitimate pluralism of expression. 
 
Subsidiarity 
 
Subsidiarity is a core concept of Catholic social teaching. It states that 
authority should reside as close as possible to the area over which it is 
exercised.  Thus it would appear desirable that, in principle, member states 
should retain control of public service broadcasting in their own territories. 
 
However the advent of satellite technology and the growth of the internet 
means that much broadcasting is now carried out beyond national borders, 
with the receiving consumer often in a different country to the broadcaster.  
It thus seems both sensible and indeed compatible with the concept of 
subsidiarity that the European Union should have a coherent strategy on 
public service broadcasting in place, so as to better serve the citizens of 
Europe.  

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/


 
The distinction between public service and other forms of broadcasting does 
seem to need further clarification and it would seem wise that there should be 
a Europe-wide agreed definition of such.  Member states could be asked to 
provide a list of broadcasting activity currently considered to be in the realm 
of public service so that the variations from country to country could be 
analysed by an independently appointed panel who would then be best placed 
to offer recommendations as to how the EU should progress towards defining 
“public service” in its dealings with member states. 
 
Legitimate Diversity 
 
Turning to the issue of legitimate diversity in public service broadcasting, the 
aim here must be to provide a wide range of political, economic, 
philosophical, spiritual and other ideas to circulate freely in the public service 
space.   
 
This does not preclude member states continuing to operate a state 
broadcasting system such as the BBC or RAI. Indeed such services could be 
seen as models for other broadcasters insofar as they provide a range of 
programming that would not be economically attractive to a broadcaster freed 
from any constraint other than market forces. 
 
From the Catholic Church’s point of view, especially in countries like Scotland 
where Catholics represent a minority of the population, it is essential that 
state broadcasters and indeed all public service broadcasters include religious 
programming in their schedules since this is the only way to ensure a 
balanced and healthy flow and exchange of ideas and expressions of belief on 
the airwaves. 
 
Although recent years have seen the rise of a new generation of satellite and 
cable channels freed from the constraints of public service remit, some of 
which have broadcast exclusively religious programming, nevertheless it 
seems a matter of justice that the emergence of these channels which are not 
universally available and can be prohibitively expensive, should not absolve 
state broadcasters from their public service duty to offer a rich variety of 
cultural, linguistic, spiritual and educational programming which would not be 
economically attractive to the private broadcaster. 
 
The issue has also arisen in recent years of concentration of media in the 
hands of a single person, company or corporation.  Such concentration if it 
has the potential to lead to a distortion of the diet available to consumers of 
media, should not be allowed to occur.  Using the principle of subsidiarity it 
would be for nation states to regulate this kind of issue, providing appropriate 
legislation to limit over-concentration of power.  However it may be useful for 
the EU to provide an over-arching set of guiding principle designed to ensure 
a generous and healthy breadth of material is broadcast on those channels 
which are considered to be public service broadcasters. 



 
Emergence of New Media 
 
The growth of the internet has revolutionised the way in which people 
consume media.  This revolution has not been accompanied by any 
universally or even regionally recognised set of guidelines.  Thus in dealing in 
the digital crossover world of satellite TV on the web, mobile phone 
downloads, rebroadcast channels on the internet, internet radio, streaming TV 
to handheld devices etc we are essentially entering an unregulated and 
perhaps unregulatable jungle. 
 
This is not to say that the content of these new media is totally or 
predominantly negative. It is simply recognising the fact that technology has 
advanced faster than regulatory frameworks, leaving the consumer as his or 
her own regulator. 
 
It would seem unrealistic to try to impose some regulation now on a medium 
– the internet – which is supra-national and supra-continental and therefore 
impossible to control. 
 
Again however, in the service of the common good, there may be a role for 
the EU in offering guidance to member states on appropriate content, 
diffusion and public safety issues in regard to the use of the web in Europe. 
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