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Jeremy Isaacs assesses the success of the Fourth Channel and looks at
the impact it has had on the broadcasting network.

Channel 4: The First Nine Months
INTERVIEW WITH JEREMY ISAACS

by Stuart Hood

I'd like to start by asking you whether you think the Fourth Channel
was actually necessary? After all we had three television channels
already and it might be argued that given that amount of broadcasting
time the BBC could have done more innovatory broadcasting as you are
required to do?

Well I certainly think that the BBC could have done a little more
than they have done in the way of innovatory broadcasting. But I
think it's also true that what broadcasting now bids to do is to
satisfy a very great many needs that arise in a society. However,
there were needs that were not being met with the three channels
that preceded us and I think there was a case for a fourth channel
and a case for using it for particular purposes. What I don't think is
that there is any case at all for having a fourth channel if it was only
going to do entirely the same sort of thing as the others.

The three channels that we had before you arrived on the scene were
committed to consensual broadcasting. Would you say that Channel
Four is an attempt to do something other than consensual broadcasting?

I think there is a danger of over simplifying this argument about
what consensual broadcasting is. The fact is that you can use a
consensual broadcasting system as widely and imaginatively as you
choose to. In this country the broadcasting institutions are very
close to the centre of society. By this I mean both the centre of
society in terms of an audience which you need to reach, and also
in terms of the social institutions that are powerful (and these
include government). As a result of this closeness and of the
cautions and inhibitions that govern politically-sensitive broadcast-
ing institutions, I think that the totality of broadcasting has been
far less adventurous than it might have been in portraying new
ideas, in giving vent to new voices, in listening to particular
groupings in society. I am thinking of young people, I think always
of working class people, I think of Black Britons. I think that less
space was made for those claims on our attention than should have
been made and therefore those things (among others) are things
that I thought Channel Four could attempt to offer.

I think it's wrong, though, to write off all broadcasting put out
on to the television channels by the institutes that preceded
Channel Four as a grey mass, because within the different
broadcasting organisations there were attempts to make particular
kinds of programmes that intend saying something and therefore
risk saying something that carries with it a particular point of view
and is based on a particular analysis.

And would you say that the legislation in the Television Act (1981)
which set you up, gave you a franchise to do that?

I think that Channel Four's franchise to offer the sort of

broadcasting that it is doing derives from years of debate preceding
the Act about broadcasting in this country. In most respects the
Act was helpful in prescribing, in a very general way, the sorts of
things that a channel that tried to be different and distinctive could
and should come up with. It was then pretty permissive about
precisely what those strands of programmes can and should be. I
think that the Independent Broadcasting Authority in consultation
with the Board of Channel Four, in their very important
programme policy statement, made some of those requirements
more explicit. That is the document, for example, which charges
the channel to cater for ethnic minorities in this country. Therefore
I regard the Act as an excellent foundation on which to offer the
mix of programmes that Channel Four does purvey.

I think it would have been extremely difficult for Parliament to
write a more specific Act and it probably wouldn't have been any
more helpful. But I do not doubt that the Act is open to different
potential interpretations and I suspect that different MPs on
different sides of the House of Commons read different purposes
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into the final wording of the Act; some might wish to see it used to
justify a different sort of television programming from what is
currently available. To be specific I think that the charge to cater
for interests not catered for by ITV was seen, perfectly
understandably by some Conservatives as a charge simply to be
more specific in catering for a range of consumer satisfactions: the
notion that there should be a gardening programme, a motoring
programme,a stamp-collecting programme etc. But I don't myself
feel that such a view was sufficiently alive to the needs of this
society or to the potential of broadcasting for this to be the totality
of the extent by which we should increase the ambit of
broadcasting on the Fourth Channel.

What is the actual structure of Channel Four? You depend obviously on
the IBA which is the ultimate controlling body and mediates between
you and the government . . .?

The IBA set up a Board, and they set up a company to supply
them with programmes since they take the view that they are not
themselves programme-makers or programme-suppliers, and
therefore they gave that Board responsibility for the policy of the
company. The Board delegates some of its powers, not by any
means all of them, to myself as Chief Executive of the company. I
and my team of colleagues (whom we call Commissioning Editors)
have tried to act as a sort of two-way filter between ourselves and
the potential programme-contributing-community outside. We do
not make our programmes and one of our best hopes of achieving
variety is to keep taking material from different groups of
producers outside. We both listen and try to assess what it is that
people are trying to offer to us — try to tell them what it is we are
looking for. We have worked out by some sort of dialogue between
us a mix of programmes which I have felt able to recommend to the
Board — a mix of programmes which would both meet our
qualitative obligations and somehow enable us to reach a sizeable
enough share of audience to sustain the financial viability of the
system.

There were specific requirements in my mind that needed to be
satisfied, if we were to be true to our remit, and if we were going to
get on the air a schedule of programmes with punch and spice. So
we set ourselves to have programmes from the Black and Asian
community, we set ourselves to have programmes that would make
use of the work of independent film and video workshops, and
indeed we committed ourselves to funding film and video
workshops. This was in answer to the great cultural case which had
been made over the years by the Independent Film-makers
Association. We set ourselves to have a programme that would be
critical of, or at least alternative to, conventional television news.
We set ourselves to have foreign input on the Channel — and not
simply material from Hollywood. We set ourselves to have
programmes whose sole object would be to convey a range of
critical opinions on various important matters.

Could we now look at your finances. The Channel carries commercial
advertising but that revenue doesn't go directly to you but to the ITV
companies. You are funded in fact by large subscriptions from the
individual commercial TV companies. To what extent does this make
you dependent on their good grace?

I don't think it makes us dependent on their good grace. It
certainly means that it becomes important and sensible for us to
have good relations with them. The essence of the matter, however,
is this: as opposed to our competing directly with them for
advertising revenue and, more importantly, to competing directly

the BBC could have done a little more than
they have done in the way of

innovatory broadcasting

against them for the sort of advertising revenue they most easily
attract (which is the factor which determines most powerfully the
nature and scope of American network television and also
Australian commercial television) they retain their monopoly of
television advertising revenue in this country, with the single
exception of London where Thames and LWT compete for their
share of revenue.

The ITV companies hold monopolies and public monopolies;
the political parties have up to now consistently taken the point of
view that to have direct competition for advertising revenue in
British broadcasting would result in a lowering of programme
standards. Now because they have a monopoly of revenue it gives
them at least the chance of selling time to one sort of advertiser on
one sort of channel which purveys mostly a particular sort of
programme, and of appealing to another sort of advertiser on a
channel which is purveying a range of other programmes some of
which may only appeal to small, selective, intelligent, thinking
audiences. The further key factor is this: that the subscription
which the ITV companies pay to fund Channel Four is based not
on the revenue from Channel Four but on a proportion of the total
advertising revenue they take from their public monopoly across
two channels. The intention of the IBA when this system was
brought into being was that Channel Four should not be absolutely
dependent for its fundings upon advertising revenue but that it
should instead have a claim on the very large revenues accruing to
an extremely profitable public monopoly. This would enable us to
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pursue our cultural purposes, to a very considerable extent
protected from the harsh pressures of the market.

The advertising on your channel is really aimed at the As, Bs and Cls
perhaps — a young audience with quite a lot of money to spend. This
doesn't stop the companies complaining however. When the balance
sheets come out they complain that they have got to give this money to
Channel Four.

That is correct. It has not stopped the companies complaining.
Company chairmen particularly tend to do so when they are
showing why their profits are less than they otherwise might have
been and I could wish that ITV company chairmen would choose
their words with greater care. The managing directors of the ITV
companies on the other hand, do seem to me to be very strongly
committed to making the system work. Certainly we have excellent
relations with them. But behind the whole of this there lies a much
more serious question which will not easily go away and that is the
pressure from the five biggest advertisers in the country who never
wanted the ITV companies to retain a monopoly of television
advertising revenue and bitterly resent the fact that, successful as
they may be in controlling their costs in all sorts of other areas by
efficient methods or by holding down wages, they are totally unable
to control their costs in marketing, because they are always asked
to pay substantially more by the forces of the market for the
advertising they need to sell their brands.

What they've always wanted to see (and this is the point which a
new government would be faced with pressure for) is the ITV
monopoly of sales television advertising broken. But they want to
see it broken, not by competition for a different sort of advertising
offering a different range, a wider range, of programmes, they want
to see it broken in the way in which it was broken in the United
States by the emergence of another mass appeal advertising
medium. This would split the total advertising revenue available
with ITV thus bringing down the unit cost. Either they have not
yet appreciated that Channel Four, if it is to fulfill its remit, cannot
possibly be that other mass advertising medium or else it is not
Channel Four that they have in their sights but BBC1.

Which they would want to change into a commercial channel?

I think if you asked those five large advertisers they would confirm
that I have correctly guessed what they want. I think that the large
and interesting debates about broadcasting in this country over the
next five years will be about Channel Four's fulfillment of its remit
and its commercial viability, and questions about the funding of
broadcasting generally as media proliferate and the call for market
solutions perhaps becomes stronger.

But if the present administration is returned would you feel that you
were under threat in any way?

I don't feel that we should be under threat but I think that there
will be a critical scrutiny of what the broadcasting institutions are
doing; how they are fulfilling society's needs; how they are funded;
the viability of the funding arrangements. I think that we must
expect a new Home Secretary to take a look at the broadcasting
scene and form views. I think the most critical financial question is
going to be whether the BBC's venture into direct broadcasting by
satellite is something they can possibly afford. The licence fee that
the BBC was awarded over-estimated the degree of inflation it
would have to cope with and therefore, they may ask that the
present figure last for longer than the BBC had hoped.
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Two criticisms are sometimes voiced about Channel Four: one is that of
'ghetto-isation', the other is aimed at an element of'amateurism' in the
productions.

I was totally taken aback by the argument that because one caters
for particular communities one is wishing to confine them to a
ghetto when what one has been trying to do is almost precisely the
opposite, to take people who have felt themselves being in a ghetto
with no outlet to communicate to the rest of the world and no
ability to take pride in having access to a national medium of their
own, and allow them access to it. I think that there is an insularity
in British thinking. In some ways I feel this to be a very tolerant
society but in other ways I feel that for some members of society

the Channel has been perceived to be biased
to the Left

it's only tolerant of those who are of us, and wish to be exactly as
we are and that it isn't tolerant of the difference between cultural
groups. I'm absolutely sure (whether Brixton and Toxteth had
been burning or not) that it was necessary to let people talk about
their own experience in programmes which made a particular point
of allowing that to happen. I also think that the number of Irish,
Cypriots and Jews in this country requires that eventually there be
some recognition in mass media, not just of their ordinariness and
equality, but also of their cultural heritage and distinctiveness.

If you have a current affairs programme which looks at the world
from the point of view of the black community I think it may be
true to say that it doesn't act in any way as ameliorating, or as a
persuasive factor on some white people to listen to their case more
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sympathetically. Perhaps it doesn't have that effect. Perhaps it
doesn't convert. But it does at least give people a sense that they do
have something to say and that something is received by others.

What about the 'amateurism'?

I think that in some cases it is unfair and unjustified. Amateurish,
in a way, has almost exactly the wrong connotations for the sort of
work I am thinking about. I'm thinking about letting new working
class voices through on to television without expecting them
automatically to use the codes of language and practice that are
developed and smoothed and fine honed inside years of
broadcasting institutions. Institutions which too rarely ask

direct competition for advertising revenue. . .
would result in a lowering of

programme standards

themselves if they are doing things in exactly the right way — why
they go on doing things in one way when it may be possible to do
them as effectively in all sorts of different ways.

You mentioned the opportunities given to independent film makers by
Channel Four. You recently made a rather depressing statement about
the fact that they would be very much cut back in the next year, which
caused some alarm and despondency in their ranks. You seemed to
suggest that that is an inevitable process.

It isn't depressing in the sense that you intend because there is no
question whatever of cutting back the volume of programmes
which independents will contribute to the screen, to Channel
Four. A high proportion of our funds, at least 50% of our funds,
will go towards independents. What is proving extremely difficult
and intractable, and was always likely to do so, is to spread those
funds in such a way as to sustain in business the more than 150
independent production companies with whom the channel has
had contracts in our first year of operation. I'm hoping that
independent producers of merit and substance will engage in a
series of voluntary amalgamations so that people can share their
overheads. But I would very much like to maintain the notion that
we are open to suggestions and we are open to the new fellow or the
new group of people coming to knock on the door. It will not be
easy to proceed in exactly the way we had proceeded which was
literally to say: if you want to make programmes for Channel Four
please send your ideas to us and they will be considered. We are
going to have to try and find an accommodation between the need
to be efficient in processing suggestions and the need to be open to
almost anybody who wants to make a suggestion to us and there
will have to be a compromise.

Can I come back to the point of the consensus. To what extent do you
think you will be able to push out the perameters of that consensus?

I think that undoubtedly The Eleventh Hour has contained work
which has been extremely difficult to get on to British television
ever before and has deserved its place there. The Opinion series has
contained absolutely categorical views which I have never seen
expressed or heard expressed in quite so forthright terms on other
British media, even in print in some cases.

One is deliberately saying to people as often as one can that there
are all sorts of different ways of looking at the world. Now the

interesting thing is that the consensus, or anyway the notion of'fair
does' in a national broadcasting channel with public responsibili-
ties, evokes its own response. I've looked at the series of films that
we did on Ireland in The Eleventh Hour called 'Silent Voices',
which expressed by and large, a very Republican point of view.
The immediate thing they suggest to me, which is something I've
learned and felt myself, is that you really have to talk to all sorts of
people if you want to find out about 'silent voices'. The man who
made the documentary on Silent Voices found people who realised
if they were only listening to Catholic voices in Northern Ireland
they couldn't somehow be coming to grips with the realities of the
political situation and the complexity and contradictions of it. So
that after the silent voices on Ireland, I'm trying now to find some
ways of letting Protestant voices, and Unionist and Loyalist voices,
be heard on Channel Four in ways other than the conventional
interview with the leader of the Unionist Party or the harangue
from Ian Paisley. In the same way the opinions that have been
expressed in our Opinion series on the Left provoke and call for
other opinions on the Right. I think these are interesting and
important to have as contributions to a national debate.
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whether Brixton and Toxteth had been
burning or not, it was necessary to let

people talk about their own experience
in programmes

The most delicate part of your work is when you are working on the
margins of the consensus. To what extent do you find yourself under
political attack?

I think there has been a criticism. I think the Channel has been
perceived to be biased to the Left in the totality of its programmes.
I have had opinion expressed from all sorts of different people all of
whom cite sometimes one or two programmes that they have seen
but not always the same programme. I do think that that criticism
is to some extent justified. But I think that the fact that it should
be so is itself a criticism of the conduct of broadcasting institutions
over the years. They've attempted to be objective. They've
attempted to be fair. They've attempted to have varied points of
view: and certainly the broadcasting institutions' treatment of
political debate in this country deserves infinitely more respect
than the popular press does. However, because of the nature of the
institutions, because of the kind of people who came together to
run those institutions, to be responsible for strands of programmes
in those institutions, because of the way they talk to each other and
imitate each others accents and choices, you get a sameness which
excludes really outspoken opinion on the fringes of the consensus.
For years you got a very liberal suppression of racist opinion in this
country. You equally get a suppression of the left wing point of view
on nuclear issues or on the fundamental question of how society

should be organised. The BBC's withdrawal of their invitation to
EP Thompson to give the Dimbleby Lecture was a symptom of this.

Some of the Left would like to claim Channel Four as their
channel. It is not right to satisfy them in that, but on the other
hand, it is very important that a range of points of view should be
put even if some of them antagonise those who don't wish to see
that that's what television can and should do, as we add to the
number of channels. Those who have thought long and deeply over
the last ten years and more from different points of view, about the
role of media, in society, are clear in their minds that the messages
that broadcasting carries are not always explicit, but are contained
in coded forms in dramatic and entertainment programmes. Other
people, however, are not so clear. They simply adopt the
mechanistic belief that an interview on television in which Robin
Day asks somebody the wrong questions or in which somebody
questioned by Robin Day gives the wrong answer, may instantly
and immediately affect, in a regrettable way, the balance of political
opinion in the country. People don't see that that is not how
television works. Therefore in considering the total function of a
television channel and television as a whole one needs to take
account of the totality of programmes.

Although Channel Four cannot afford to be perceived as being
politically biased, I do nevertheless believe that it is the role of
broadcasting, as it is the role of journalism, to give some
preponderance to the voice and weight of opinion of critics in a
society in order that the power of those who control the leaders of
power in society, may be held in check. I think that that is the
function of broadcasting as well as of written journalism. I would
very much hope that all broadcasters continued to see themselves
as having this properly representative function and didn't leave it
all to anyone member of the family. n


