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Last Friday there were fewer television movers and shakers in London than usual. They were all in Newcastle at a memorial service for Andrea Wonfor, the inspirational programme-maker who spent her career proving that the capital has no monopoly on talent and great programmes. While others wittered on about the vital contribution the nations and regions make to UK television, Andrea lived it. 

It's more difficult to live the non-metropolitan ideal now. The money and the power, the commissioning and strategic decisions, are all made in London. As a result, regional television as we once knew it has all but disappeared. It used to be easy: the BBC was the big centralised outfit in London with a few distant outposts; ITV was the regional federation dotted around the country, inspiring fiercer viewer loyalty the further north you went. The ITV companies not only made programmes for their own transmission areas, they determined what programmes were made for the network. Two-thirds of the schedule was made outside London, with not a quota in sight. 

I worked for Granada in Manchester in the 70s and 80s when it was a busy, buzzing production centre teeming with people who lived and worked in the region. And living there meant you breathed the cultural air of the north as a matter of course, not out of some obligation to "regionalism". A rich vein of performance and writing talent came out of that period. Caroline Aherne, Steve Coogan and John Thomson all cut their teeth on Granada regional programmes, whilst now established writers like Paul Abbott, Kay Mellor and Russell T Davies benefited from an infrastructure which was able to support them with commissions and airtime. he regional ITV companies had the power to feed that talent from regional TV on to national screens. Now the tables are turned: ITV's power base is firmly in London and the BBC has gradually taken up some of the regional slack. Ofcom is looking to create a new role for "regional" television in the digital future. Its expectations of ITV will shrink dramatically, starting early next year. This is sad but inevitable: carrying duplicate regional overhead is at odds with ITV plc's bottom-line culture, and Ofcom's research reveals little viewer demand for regional programmes other than news in the English regions. The case, and political pressure, for a range of programmes made for Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland is stronger, but the question of how they will be paid for still has to be addressed. 

The debate is already moving away from where programmes are made and who they're made for, to where the real action is - where the money and the decision-making power will be in future. Mark Thompson will announce soon which BBC services are to move out of London. I hope the proposals will be shockingly radical because, unless a meaningful tranche of money and decision-making clout moves out of the capital, the real power will stay where it's always been - at Television Centre and Broadcasting House. The BBC's vital contribution to the regional character and make-up of UK television needs a bold gesture that signals commitment, and an end to"commuter" productions that pay lip service to the concept of regionality and help meet quotas, but do nothing to sustain viable creative communities outside London. 

There's been talk of Sport, 5 Live, or even BBC3 moving. But do they have sufficient scale and impact to look anything more than token? It goes against the grain when your history is based on two West London post codes, but the BBC must have the courage to make a difference. Only moving a channel with the spending power of BBC2 will do it. There will be wailing and gnashing of teeth in W12. That metropolitan mindset will have to be overcome if the BBC is serious about its role as national broadcaster to the whole of the UK

. 

This ball is firmly in the BBC's court, but there's something Ofcom can do. Its proposal for a "public service publisher", based outside London, was refreshingly radical, but there's another option right under its nose. If BBC2 can move, is there any reason why Channel 4 shouldn't be encouraged to? If the two leading public service innovators were based in Birmingham or Bristol, Leeds or Liverpool, they would break London's stranglehold on spending and commissioning power and bring settled investment to sustain new creative communities. A real win for the regions and for UK television.


