
 

Belfast Media Festival  

16th November 2017 
RTS Dan Gilbert Memorial Lecture 
 

Reimagining RTÉ for the Next Generation 

Dee Forbes, Director-General, RTÉ 
 
 
Thank you to the RTS and to the Belfast Media Festival for inviting me to speak to you 
today. I’m delighted to be here at the MAC, this stunning building,  and to have the 
opportunity to share with you some thoughts on the challenges facing RTÉ and public 
service media, and some of our plans for the future. We have in past few weeks 
submitted our new five-year strategy to our regulator, so I cannot go into too much 
detail just now, but I can and will give you some clear signposts.  
 
Notwithstanding the array of choice now accessible to audiences, I strongly believe 
public service media has never been more necessary or more relevant than it is today. 
That more than anything is why I was so attracted to taking on the role I now hold at RTÉ.  
 
At its best, public media can provide a compelling response to the challenges of the 
digital era, to the challenges of fragmenting and polarising societies, and to the 
considerable public distrust of institutions, authority and information.  
 
In a world increasingly dominated by international media organisations, social media 
platforms and international programming and content, strong public media is essential if 
we are to sustain a vibrant indigenous culture, develop and support local programme 
makers and creative talent, ensure a distinctive national voice, and help sustain a 
distinctive national identity. 
 
And it is essential if we are to continue to have those moments of shared national 
experience, be they of joy or of crisis, where everyone and every community is included 
and all the expressions and iterations of ourselves have a home.  
 
Media, in all its forms, has enormous power to create change – at a societal level 
(through strong reporting), and at an individual level, where media can have a 
meaningful role in educating and inspiring; and indeed entertaining. This is at the 
essence of the European Broadcasting Union Keep Media Good campaign, which is a 
timely reminder of the privilege and responsibility that all of us involved in this industry 
have, in having a presence and influence in people’s lives.  
 



 

However innovation, or moreover the accelerating and disruptive innovation of today, is 
challenging long-established patterns across many sectors, few more so than our 
industry.  
 
Over the next five years, as broadband speeds and coverage extends fully into rural 
areas, as digital devices become smarter, and global competition becomes even 
greater, the effects of digital disruption on media are likely to become even more fast-
moving and profound. 
 
While broad patterns of media consumption endure, with linear television and radio 
remaining very strong (often to a degree that is underestimated), major changes in the 
market are shifting consumer behaviour and expectations, particularly among younger 
people, toward online and mobile services, and audiences have different hopes, 
expectations and ambitions for what they want their public service media to represent.  
 
If we are to continue to survive, and indeed thrive, to meet the needs of the audiences of 
the future, as well as the past, we must now prepare and re-imagine RTÉ for the next 
generation - a generation that has never been without the internet, the smart phone, on-
demand video services, social media and access to the best programming and content 
from all over the world; a generation for which RTÉ is only one of many sources of news, 
programming and information that they value and trust. 
  
Of course this is not the profile of the majority of the audience today. But given the 
accelerating rate of change, RTÉ must prepare for a world in which unlimited on-
demand choice, multiple screens and hyper-connectivity will increasingly become the 
norm for everyone.  
 
This has meant all of us in RTÉ asking ourselves some difficult questions, and facing up 
to some challenging truths.  It has meant exploring all aspects of what we currently 
deliver, and asking what will define us, and how can we strengthen our relationship with, 
and listen to, audiences better.   
 
Over the past twelve months, we conducted a very expansive stakeholder consultation; 
we have recently completed an independent review of role and gender equality within 
the organization; we completed extensive research on the emerging trends 
(technological, societal and of the media sector as a whole) and have commissioned a 
formal review of our orchestral services.  All of this testifies to our own commitment to 
continually question that which is core to our purpose; how best we can serve our 
audiences?  
 
The world is changing and we, in the media sector, must be informed, and ready to 
respond with agility and creativity.  It is imperative that we look beyond what we are 
doing now, to embrace change and possibility, if we are to remain relevant.  
 



 

We have to find a way to continue to deliver compelling programming across our linear 
channels and services, while we grow and experiment in the digital space. We have to 
continue to deliver the best reporting and journalism for broadcast but also increasingly 
for new and emerging platforms, often first and in new forms. 
 
To develop new forms, RTÉ will invest in a Digital Lab, a short-form production unit. The 
core focus will be to create compelling and relevant public service content for online 
audiences, in particular for younger audiences. From long-form digital series, bite-size 
video shorts, to podcasts and VR experiences, the Digital Lab will create fresh new 
online content for a newly designed RTÉ Player and other online and social media 
services. 
 
More than anything it is the stories we tell and the programmes we make and 
commission that define us. RTÉ News and Current Affairs, drama and comedy, RTÉ 
Sport, entertainment and music, arts and culture, factual, children and young people’s 
programming, will be our key content pillars for the next five years.  
 
Maintaining a focus on high-quality Irish programming and content across these key 
pillars is RTÉ’s best response to the challenges of a more competitive, increasingly 
global market, with fragmenting audiences and increasing digital disruption.  
 
By focusing on creativity and programming innovation, and by supporting programme 
makers and journalists, RTÉ draws on its key strengths, and ensures that audiences in 
Ireland continue to have access to distinctively Irish programming. It will help to sustain 
a vibrant indigenous production and media sector, wherein our key partners are so 
important to Ireland’s creative economy. 
 
Over the next five years it is essential that RTÉ find news ways to engage with creative 
talent and creative ideas. As Ireland’s largest public service media organisation, RTÉ 
must be a home to the best creative talent in the country. Audiences in Ireland have a 
right to expect RTÉ to constantly find and support new voices, new talents and new 
perspectives; and for those that have enjoyed success, particularly internationally, we 
must make RTÉ a place for them to routinely return to and work with.  
 
In this regard, Irish television drama will be a key focus in the years ahead. Drama allows 
us to challenge audiences, to reflect on Ireland’s imperfections and contradictions, on 
its culture and its people in a way that other forms cannot do - and it resonates, 
especially with younger audiences, in a way that other programme genres can’t and 
don’t.  
 
In recent years, largely due to financial constraints, RTÉ has had to significantly cut 
back its investments in television drama, as with other programme genres. This has 
damaged us. It has made our schedules unbalanced, it has negatively affected audience 
share and profile, and it has diminished our place within the creative sector. We plan to 



 

fix this over the next five years and help build a strong Irish drama sector that gives 
opportunities to some of our most talented producers, writers, directors and actors, and 
allows us to further develop coproduction and international distribution relationships.  
 
We have to deepen our understanding of and our engagement with audiences, build new 
analytical capabilities, and put audiences at the centre of our thinking and planning. We 
will need to transform how we market and build our programme and channel brands, 
essential if we are to continue to be distinctive in an increasingly cluttered digital media 
environment.  
 
We will have to offer more varied schedules than we do today – balancing different 
genres and programme types to give real choice for audiences and more variety across 
channels. To meet the needs of all, we will have to better reflect, on screen and on air, 
the increasing diversity of modern Ireland. 
 
Earlier this year we announced a significant changes to our organisational structure to 
drive our new strategy.  
 
With our new Audiences, Channels and Marketing division we are bringing audiences 
right to the heart of our decision making.  
 
We are building a new Content division that will allow us deliver the most compelling 
programming and content across our television, radio and digital channels – creating 
bigger impacts and allowing us to address bigger themes and topics in more engaging 
ways.  
 
We are integrating all of our operations to streamline our production processes to allow 
us do new things and meet new audience needs.  
 
We are reallocating resources and changing our structures in our News and Current 
Affairs division to deliver a digital-first news service alongside our broadcast news and 
current affairs output.  
 
While we are reducing our overall workforce numbers we will need to add new skills to 
our existing pool of real experience and talent. We will have to transform the way we 
work with others to build new partnerships that offer real public value and impact.  
 
Finally, we will need to make significant investments in new technology and key digital 
production and distribution infrastructure. These investments will be funded from the 
proceeds of RTÉ’s sale of land assets in Donnybrook.  
 
All of these structural changes will I hope transform how we operate and help us better 
meet the challenges of future. They will of course take time to bed in and force us to 
think and behave in new ways, which while challenging I also think is hugely exciting.  



 

  
Of course it is clear that RTÉ cannot transform itself to meet the future without 
additional resources.  
  
The Oireachtas Committee on Communications will shortly make recommendations to 
the Government on reforming the TV Licence fee and other issues that impact on RTÉ’s 
financial position. This is an important part of the financial jigsaw; and so too are matters 
that are more within our own control, namely commercial performance and operating 
costs.  
 
Without this combination of public funding reform, commercial growth and increased 
efficiencies, RTÉ will not be able to adapt for the future; it will not be able to return to 
financial stability; nor will it fulfill its remit, or provide the scope of services that the 
public expect and deserve.  
  
RTÉ has always proven to be both adaptable and durable in the face of change and 
challenge. It has always believed in its capacity to deliver on the promise that it was set 
up to fulfill over 50 years ago. It has always met competition head on and fight its corner 
against some of the best broadcasters anywhere in the world. That confidence and 
commitment to creativity, renewal and innovation is essential now if RTÉ is to remain 
relevant and of real value to the audiences of the future. 
  
Like most people in Ireland I grew up with RTÉ.  
 
I want RTÉ to still be around when future generations grow up.  More than anything I 
want Irish people to be proud of us and value what we do. Because I believe, now more 
than ever, Ireland needs, at its core, an RTÉ that enhances the creativity of our country, 
supports and nurtures Irish talent, and allows the audience to see and to hear our own 
stories being told. That is our most important job and responsibility.  
  
I believe we have the plan to set RTÉ on a new path: to ensure that it can continue to 
play a central role at the heart of national life, and deliver what you want, when you want 
it, where you want it. 
  
In a world of ‘fake news’ and misinformation, diminishing public trust and a fragmenting 
society, and when global media is diluting national and local culture like never before, it 
is vital that RTÉ continues to play its uniting, unique and invaluable role in Irish life. 
  
I believe that role is worth defending, worth supporting and worth renewing for the next 
generation. 
 
Thank you.  

 


