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The Broadcasting Act 1996 (as amended) gives the Secretary of State for Culture, Media 

and Sport the power to designate key sporting and other events as “listed events”. The 

purpose of this is to ensure that such events are made available to all television viewers, 

particularly those who do not have subscription television.  

The current list was compiled in June 1998 and consists of two groups of events. For 

Group A events, full live coverage must be offered to the free-to-air channels that are 

received by at least 95% of the UK population (ie BBC1, BBC2, ITV1, Channel 4 and 

Channel 5). This group includes the FA Cup Final, the Grand National and the Olympic 

Games.  

Group B events may have live coverage on subscription television provided that secondary 

coverage is offered to free-to-air broadcasters. This group includes the six nations rugby 

union tournament, the Ryder Cup, and cricket test matches played in England. 

In December 2008 the Labour Government announced that a review of the list would be 

carried out by an independent advisory panel. The panel reported in November 2009 and 

supported the continued protection of some major sporting events. However it did 

recommend that there should be a single list of live events, with some events de-listed. 

In July 2010, the Government said that any decision on the future of the list would be 

deferred until after the conclusion of digital switchover.  

 

  

This information is provided to Members of Parliament in support of their parliamentary duties 

and is not intended to address the specific circumstances of any particular individual. It should 

not be relied upon as being up to date; the law or policies may have changed since it was last 

updated; and it should not be relied upon as legal or professional advice or as a substitute for 

it. A suitably qualified professional should be consulted if specific advice or information is 

required. The website of the Office of the Immigration Services Commissioner explains about 

the regulation of immigration advisers and includes a useful online ‘adviser finder’. 

This information is provided subject to our general terms and conditions which are available 

online or may be provided on request in hard copy. Authors are available to discuss the 

content of this briefing with Members and their staff, but not with the general public. 

http://oisc.homeoffice.gov.uk/
http://www.parliament.uk/site_information/parliamentary_copyright.cfm
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1 What is a listed event? 

The Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) is responsible for broadcasting policy. 

Part IV of the Broadcasting Act 1996 (as amended) gives the Secretary of State the power to 

draw up a list of sporting and other events of national interest.  

No definition of “national interest” has been included in the relevant legislation1 but a DCMS 

leaflet has said that a “listed event” is “one which is generally felt to have special national 

resonance” and which contains “an element which serves to unite the nation, a shared point 

on the national calendar, not solely of interest to those who follow the sport in question”.2 The 

purpose of listing an event is to make it available to all television viewers, particularly those 

who cannot afford the cost of subscription television.3 

The current list is divided into two categories: Group A and Group B. For Group A events, full 

live coverage must be offered to those free-to-air channels that are received by at least 95% 

of the population of the United Kingdom4 - BBC1, BBC2, ITV, Channel 4, and Channel 5.5 

Events listed in Group B may have live coverage on subscription television provided that 

secondary coverage (“highlights”) is offered to the free-to-air broadcasters. 

The listing of an event does not mean that it must automatically be shown on television. 

Listing merely ensures that rights to these events, if they are offered at all, must be offered to 

the main free-to-air terrestrial broadcasters on “fair and reasonable terms”.6 

 
 
1  Review of free-to-air listed events, Report of the Independent Advisory Panel to the Secretary of State for 

Culture, Media and Sport, November 2009, para 15 
2  DCMS, Coverage of sport on television, Undated, p4  
3  Ibid, p4 
4  Section 98 of the Broadcasting Act 1996 (as amended) 
5  Ofcom, Code on Sports and Other Listed and Designated Events, July 2014, Annex 2 
6  DCMS, Coverage of sport on television, p5 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/images/consultations/independentpanelreport-to-SoS-Free-to-air-Nov2009.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/PDF/sport_on_television.pdf
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/broadcast/other-codes/ofcom_code_on_sport.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/PDF/sport_on_television.pdf
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The Secretary of State may add events to and delete events from the list at any time, but 

only after consultation with the BBC, the Welsh Authority, Ofcom (the communications 

regulator), and the holder of the rights for the event in question. 

Further detail on the current system is available in Ofcom’s Code on Sports and Other Listed 

and Designated Events (July 2014).  

2 Current list 

The current list was compiled in June 1998.7  

2.1 Group A: full live coverage protected 

 The Olympic Games 

 The FIFA World Cup Finals Tournament 

 The European Football Championship Finals Tournament 

 The FA Cup Final 

 The Scottish FA Cup Final (in Scotland) 

 The Grand National 

 The Derby 

 The Wimbledon Tennis Finals 

 The Rugby League Challenge Cup Final 

 The Rugby World Cup Final 

2.2 Group B: secondary coverage protected 

 Cricket Test matches played in England 

 Non-Finals play in the Wimbledon Tournament 

 All other matches in the Rugby World Cup Finals Tournament 

 Six Nations Rugby Tournament matches involving home countries 

 The Commonwealth Games 

 The World Athletics Championship 

 The Cricket World Cup - the final, semi-finals and matches involving home 

nations' teams 

 The Ryder Cup 

 The Open Golf Championship8 

 
 
7  HC Deb 25 June 1998 c600-1W 
8  Ofcom website, Sports events protected under Part IV of the Broadcasting Act 1996 [accessed 11 February 

2015] 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/broadcast/other-codes/ofcom_code_on_sport.pdf
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/broadcast/other-codes/ofcom_code_on_sport.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm199798/cmhansrd/vo980625/text/80625w12.htm#80625w12.html_sbhd6
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/broadcast/other-codes/listed_events.pdf
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3 Review of the list (December 2008) 

In December 2008 the Labour Government announced a review of the list, to be carried out 

by an Independent Advisory Panel chaired by David Davies.9 The then Culture Secretary, 

Andy Burnham, said that while the nation came together to watch the 2008 Olympic Games 

(a protected Group A event), the sale of TV rights “helps fund grassroots sport, so we need 

to get the balance right. We also need to make sure that, in a changing world, the protected 

list is kept up to date”.10 The review looked at three areas: 

 the principle of having a list 

 the criteria against which events may be listed 

 the content of any list 

3.1 Report published (November 2009) 

The Panel’s report was published in November 200911 and said that “in current 

circumstances it supported the principle of protecting some major sporting events for the 

widest possible television audience, if necessary by means of listing them.”12  The Panel 

concluded that guaranteeing only the highlights of a major event could no longer be seen as 

a sufficient substitute for live coverage13 and that there should be a single list of live events 

protected for free-to-air television.  

Decisions on which events to include in a single list should be based on the following “major 

event criteria”: 

"In order to be eligible to be listed, an event must have a special national resonance 

and not simply a significance to those who ordinarily follow the sport concerned.  

Such an event is likely to fall into one or both of the following categories:  

 it is a pre-eminent national or international event in sport;  

 it involves the national team or national representatives in the sport concerned.  

It should also be likely to command a large television audience.” 14 

Given the changing media landscape, the Panel observed that listed events might not have a 

“long-term future.”15 

The Panel said that the impact of the Secretary of State’s final decisions should be monitored 

closely and that the list should be reviewed more regularly than it has been so far.16 

The Panel recommended the following single list of protected events: 

 The Summer Olympic Games  

 
 
9  Archived DCMS website, Free-to-air listed events review [dated 7 April 2010] 
10  “Burnham announces Chair of free-to-air events review”, DCMS press release, 10 December 2008 
11  “David Davies publishes his review of free-to-air listed events”, DCMS press release, 13 November 2009 
12  Review of free-to-air listed events, Report of the Independent Advisory Panel, November 2009, para 124 
13  Ibid, para 145 
14  Ibid, para 138 
15  Ibid, para 168 
16  Ibid, para 169 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/freetoair/
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20121204113822/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/reference_library/media_releases/5682.aspx
http://www.wired-gov.net/wg/wg-news-1.nsf/0/0418AB14949297548025766D00374401?OpenDocument
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/images/consultations/independentpanelreport-to-SoS-Free-to-air-Nov2009.pdf
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 FIFA World Cup Finals Tournament  

 UEFA European Football Championship Finals Tournament  

 The Grand National  

 The FA Cup Final (in England, Wales and Northern Ireland only)  

 The Scottish FA Cup (in Scotland only)  

 Home and away qualification matches in the FIFA World Cup and UEFA 

European Football Championships (listed in the Home Nation to which they 

relate)  

 The All-England Wimbledon Lawn Tennis Championship (listed in its entirety)  

 The Open Golf Championship  

 Cricket’s Home Ashes Test matches  

 The Rugby Union World Cup Tournament  

 Wales matches in the Six Nations Rugby Championship (in Wales only)17 

The Panel acknowledged that this represented a “significant de-listing of events currently in 

Groups A and B”.18 

3.2 Reaction to the report 

According to some commentators, the review panel “missed an opportunity to take account 

of modern market conditions by making a distinction between the elements which are 

important to UK society and those which are not. Instead, it adopted an antiquated approach 

that any event containing elements of importance to society should be listed”.19 In particular: 

…the report does not explain how the entire FIFA World Cup, UEFA European Football 

Championship, Rugby World Cup and Wimbledon tennis championship are of major 

importance to UK society. The Panel discounts the damaging impact listing has for 

competition and the value of such events for funding sport.20 

The Sport and Recreation Alliance (formerly the Central Council of Physical Recreation) 

argued that individual national governing bodies were best placed to make decisions about 

how their sporting events should be televised. It also expressed concern about the potential 

impact of the recommendations on the funding of sport, particularly at grassroots level: 

A number of sports governing bodies and their ability to invest in grassroots sport are 

likely to be deeply affected if these recommendations are adopted and the Secretary of 

State should consider that carefully.21 

 
 
17  Ibid, para 170 
18  Ibid, para 174 
19  Benoît Keane and Francesco Savino, “The Davies report on UK listed events – a question of sport or 

television?”, Entertainment Law Review, vol 21(2), 2010, p69 
20  Ibid 
21  “Listed events review needs to kick-start longer term debate about sport on TV”, CCPR press release, 

13 November 2009 
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The Alliance said that a debate was needed on the future broadcasting of sport on television: 

…the speed at which the broadcasting landscape is changing means that these 

recommendations may only be an interim measure. What is more important is that we 

secure a consensus on how sport is broadcast in the digital age, particularly after 

digital switchover in 2012. Widespread access to digital TV for the vast majority of 

households will change forever the way sports rights are bought, shared and 

broadcast. And that is only three years away. That’s what we now need to plan for.22 

A BBC article summarised some of the other reaction to the review’s recommendations.23 

3.3 Consultation on the report’s recommendations (December 2009) 

In December 2009, the Labour Government published a consultation document on how to 

move forward following the Independent Advisory Panel’s report.24 The document said that 

the Secretary of State’s provisional conclusion was to accept the recommendations put 

forward by the Panel relating to:  the retention of a list in principle; the use of the Major Event 

Test as part of the criteria for drawing up a final list; and the events identified as having 

passed the Test.25  

However in making a final decision on which events should be listed, the Secretary of State 

believed consideration should be given to the possible impacts that listing might have on the 

sport for the event in question and on those broadcasters who would be interested in 

broadcasting the event if it were not listed. The consultation therefore sought views on: 

 the formulation of the Major Event Test to identify which events could be listed 

- subject to consideration of the economic impact of so doing;  

 which events (whether the Candidate Events identified by the Panel or other 

events) satisfy the Major Event Test;  

 the use of an impact assessment to identify which events should be listed. 

Views are sought upon the necessity for such an assessment, and on the 

alternative formulations of such an assessment;  

 which events should be listed based on the test and assessment, whether the 

Candidate Events identified by the Panel or other events; and 

 whether other steps (such as the use of deferred coverage/highlights as used 

under the current listed events regime) might be used to mitigate the impact of 

listing. 26 

The consultation closed on 5 March 2010.  

4 Government position 

On 21 July 2010, Hugh Robertson, the then Minister for Sport and the Olympics, announced 

that any decision on the future of the current list would be deferred until 2013: 

I fully support the principle of protecting major sports events for free to air coverage. 

But with Digital Switchover concluding in 2012, this will result in the widespread 
 
 
22  Ibid 
23  “Reaction to free-to-air decision”, BBC Sport, 13 November 2009  
24  DCMS, Review of Free-to-Air Listed Events Consultation Document, December 2009 
25  Ibid, para 8 
26  Ibid, para 11 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport1/hi/front_page/8358508.stm
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/images/consultations/listed_events_review_consultation.pdf
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availability of a significantly increased number of television channels, many of which 

will be free to air. Add to this the BBC’s Strategy Review, which will cover sports rights, 

and the Ofcom Pay TV Review, the broadcasting context for this decision is 

increasingly unclear.  

The current economic climate also points to us not making a decision at this time which 

could adversely impact on sport at the grassroots. I have therefore decided to defer 

any review until 2013, when we will look at this again. 

This announcement means the current list, drawn up in 1998, will remain in force.27 

 

 
 
27  “Decision on Free-to-Air Listed Events deferred until 2013”, DCMS press release, 21 July 2010 

http://www.culture.gov.uk/news/media_releases/7287.aspx

