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Brief summary: This interview discusses the career journey of Desmond Smyth at UTV. Starting as company accountant to managing director, highlighting the challenges and teamwork that fueled the company's success. He reflects on UTV's growth, including navigating internal conflicts, introducing profit-sharing schemes, and dealing with industrial strikes. He also shares his pride in the company's reputation for impartiality and accuracy in news. 


Int: 00:00 So what I've been doing is just asking people how they came to work in UTV. And most of the people we've interviewed have been from the early days. So, we're seeing the evolution of, you know, how it started up, the very early days, and how it progressed to what it came as most people remembered?

DS: 00:19 I joined the company in September, 1975. I left Queen's, graduated from Queens in 1971, and I then joined Coopers library in the accountancy firm, and qualified as a chartered accountant in 1974. But I realized that working in an accountancy firm doing auditing work and tax work, that wasn't for me. I didn't really like the work and decided to leave. So, I started looking around in early 1975 and I didn't really want to work in manufacturing, I wasn't keen on retail, so I was really thinking about services, some broadly in the services sector. And sometime in the summer of 1975 the job, a job came up at UTV for a company account, and so I applied for that, and I was invited for an interview. So, I carried out some research, and I thought, well, this is a really interesting company. They don't sell what they make and what they do sell, the advertising space is limited in supply. So, I thought that's a really interesting concept. And I was interviewed by Ronnie McCoy, and he employed me in September 1975, so that's really when I started with the company, so I can't claim to have had some childhood love of TV and wanted to work in TV. That's how it happened. It just happened to come up at the right time for me. I applied and got up, and then the following year, 1976 Ronnie left UTV, which was a great sadness to me, because he and I had developed a very good relationship, good working relationship, and good friendship and so on. But he left and I then applied for his job as company secretary. I combined it with financial controller the then MD Brum Henderson. He liked that idea, so he said, “Okay, we'll give that a go and see how it goes.” So, I acted as company secretary and financial controller from 1976 through 1983 and I, of course, I was attending board meetings as company secretary during that time, and got to know board members very well. Got to know how the board worked and so on, and worked with closely with the chairman, Lord Antrim, at that time. So, then in 1983 Brum then became chairman, which left a vacancy for managing director, and I applied for that. [I] was successful in that, so I was an MD from 1983 until 2000 and that's when I retired. 03:36

Int: 03:37 Quite a meteoric rise to fame in relatively small number of years. You must have been very pleased at that. 

DS: 03:45 I was, yes, I was indeed. I worked very hard. I always felt I worked very diligent way, and I enjoyed the work. And as company secretary, I got a sort of a broad understanding of the overall businesses, all the way from the advertising side to the program making and the engineering side and so on. So that gave me a good grounding and put me in a good position. Then, when it came to apply for the job of MD. 04:20

Int: 04:22 and how did you find the position? I mean, it must have been quite a change from your previous role. 

DS: 04:28 It was, it required a lot of things that I'm not comfortable with. Public speaking interviews of this nature. It required a lot of that type of thing, standing in front of people and speaking. So I wasn't, I never was comfortable with that, still not comfortable with all of that. But other aspects of the job I loved. We had a very close-knit team, in fact, we'll look back on UTV it was a whole series of teams right throughout the whole company. And I think that was the underlying success of the company was all this teamwork right throughout the company, and we had it at senior management level as well. So, we tended to operate by consensus where possible. But there were times, obviously, when I had to make a decision where not everyone was on board with that decision, but the understanding was that what the decision was made, everyone goes along with the decision. 05:38

Int: 05:49 Brum becoming chairman was very much the end of an era of his guiding of UTV. So I mean, what was that seen as a bit of a coup, or was it a gradual change or how did that work?

DS: 05:58 Well, Brum was a sort of enormous personality, and he had huge influence over every aspect of how the company was run, and then regulator, the independent broadcast authority, became uncomfortable with that level of control residing in one person. And they, I think they pretty well made it a condition of license renewal in 1982 yes, 1982 was the start of that license period. So, it was a condition that he would vacate the position of managing director in the day-to-day running and control of the company. So, the company's solution to that was to make him chairman and appoint a new managing director. 06:54



Int: 06:53 And so going forward from then, from there, then, what happened after that?

DS: 06:59 Well, we had a strike in the company in 1987, there had been very difficult industrial relations for quite a number of years. I hadn't known any other type of relationship from joining the company right through until the late 1980s, so it all culminated in a strike. But it was all getting a bit ridiculous. People looking for money from moving from one studio only had the two studios beside each other. People demanding payment for moving from one studio to another studio and all this sort of thing. In any case, we had the strike. It was a very short strike, and sat about rebuilding relationships, from that point we introduced profit sharing scheme whereby our employees would get 20% of all profits, to a certain threshold and that worked really well. And we had I mean, in 1990s were very successful decade for the company both in terms of profitability of the company, the program output, the volume of output, the range of the output. Kelly years in entertainment and so it was a fantastic decade in for the company. And we never had the internal relationship problems after that point, everyone seemed very happy in their work, so it was all very successful. 08:46

Int: 08:47 And then at what point did you leave? 

DS: 08:51 I left in 2000, I have been empty for 17 years and I thought I have taken things as far as I could. I already made successor there so I decided to take early retirement. 17 years in that job I think is enough, it was a high-pressure job and lot of hard work and so on. So, I felt by 2000, time to leave you know, a younger person take over here that’s what we did. 09:30

Int: 09:31 So that was amicable leaving then?

DS: 10:33 Yes. very mature. 10:34

Int: 10:35 John McCann, what was his role? Was he company secretary in previous role?

DS: 10:39 In 1970, sorry 1983, yes in 1983 it would have been. He probably joined in 82-83. I think it was 83, actually after I had been appointed as MD, we then needed a company secretary, financial controller person to take over from my role, my then role. And John applied for that, he had been working for the industrial development board. He applied for it, and I appointed him so some years after that then we made him, promoted him to general manager. He was an obvious successor to me. 10:30

Int: 10:32 You then retired but obviously I am sure you kept an eye on the company in its fortunes over the years, so company then possibly at its very last sort of not so happy ending. How do you view that period?

DS: 10:52 Well, I didn’t have involvement in a company after I left it. I didn’t seek a board position or anything like that. So, I felt it was only fair to my successors that I get offside completely and don't try to exercise any influence in the company. Certainly, I kept a passing interest. I had a shareholding there for example, so quite apart from anything else. So yes, I kept an interest. The company started to expand into radio, which I thought at the time was probably a good decision because we had been almost totally reliant upon television advertising revenue for our income. So I could see what John was trying to do, was trying to broaden the base of the income and therefore bring greater stability to the company so we're not totally reliant on one source of income. Now the question is, did the company overpay for the radio organisations that they purchased? I wouldn't express a view on that, but I have heard others express the view that too much was paid. So that was one problem. And then a problem further down the road, we had always been trying to set up in the South, but when I was there we tried to do it through an existing vehicle in the South, it was called TV3, and they had the broadcasting license for broadcasting in competition with RTE at that time in the 1990s. We could never reach agreement with TV3, so it never happened, which was a great source of disappointment, but it didn't happen. So at some stage, probably in the 2010s, early 2010s, UTV then decided to set up its own channel because they were able to do that at that stage in competition with TV3, and that went badly wrong, and that left the company then vulnerable to takeover, and of course ITV moved in and took the company over, and it effectively then became a branch of ITV. 13:25

Int: 13:26 Why do you think that venture into the Southern market went so disastrously wrong? Wasit the wrong thing to do full stop, or what happened? 

DS: 13:36 I don't think it was the wrong thing in principle. I don't know enough about it really to express a view on what went wrong. No, I wouldn't want to express a view. I wasn't involved in any way in it. I didn't know the ins and outs of it. But it was in competition with TV3 and it didn't work out for the company. So, you know, the company then was losing money quite heavily. And, you know, that's where it went downhill from there. 14:16

Int: 14:17 Was it inevitable? Do you think that it would eventually become part of the ITV network given that advertising was shrinking? 

DS: 14:25 Well, you know, right throughout the 1990s people were saying it's inevitable UTV are going to be taken over. And we had one really serious takeover bid. I can't remember which year it was, but there was a dawn raid on our shares by Scottish Television. And the MD of Scottish Television rang me at eight o'clock in the morning to tell me they were doing this. And so we decided to fight back. We thought the price they were offering wasn't a good enough price and the shareholders would be better off with the current management that we had to drive the share price higher than that. And we were backed and Scottish Television had to retreat, which wasn't very good for them, but that's what happened. And indeed the share price went on to double in the next five years. But that period was a very successful period in every way for the company in the 1990s. 15:36

Int: 15:37 And of course we had a particular regionality here and a history of the Troubles. So I guess, you know, of all the stations we were probably the one that would survive.

DS: 15:50 Yes, yes and no. But in 1980s was the Thatcherite years and it was all about deregulation. It was all about increased competition. So these sorts of things about regionality and having a close understanding of our audience and so on were downgraded to some extent, you know. And, therefore, the sort of the competitiveness was taking over. So if a company came in and made a takeover bid, if that bid succeeded then they would take over irrespective. So that was the context of the time. 16:30

Int: 16:31 Looking back on the 80s and particularly the 90s, you must be proud of what the company achieved. 

DS: 16:38 Hugely. Hugely proud of the output, the programme output. Right across the entire arrangement, the company, its core output obviously was news, current affairs and sport. And the company had a huge reputation for impartiality and accuracy in the news output. And indeed, in all my time at UTV we had very, very little litigation ever against the company. I can't even remember one serious case really at any stage. So yeah, hugely proud of all of that. Proud of the staff who were behind all that. We had a whole succession of news editors who were all top-class people all the way through from Ian Sanderson. He was with the company when I joined through Colm McWilliams and Rob Morrison. I mean these were good people and they knew what they were doing. 17:41

Int: 17:44 And finally, has retirement been good to you? 

DS: 17:46 Yes, yes. I have had more time to indulge in boyhood hobbies like fishing and cycling. I love travel and I've combined the cycling and the travel. I've had about 10 overseas cycling holidays and places as far flung as Cuba and Vietnam and Myanmar, Sri Lanka and so on. So it's been great. And now I have four grandchildren as well. 18:14


DS: 18:14 We had a programme maker, I won't name him, but he had a great interest in traditional music. And he had been to Estonia and discovered that the roots of the folk music in Estonia were very similar to the Irish traditional folk music. And he developed a relationship with a musical group in Estonia. And he invited them to Belfast and we made a programme. They came and we made a programme, a one-hour program, and it was excellent. And true enough, the similarity in the music style was excellent. So of course the next phase was he wanted to take a group out to Estonia for a return visit. And when he presented the budget I said, “no, we can't afford that.” Way, way too much, far too much money. But he persisted and persisted and persisted. And I said to him at the end of it, I said, right, I'll call him David. I said, “right David, anything beyond, I'm going to agree to this level of budget for that program, anything beyond that, you will pay for it personally.” I said, “right, we'll do it.” And he did it. Now he knew, well I knew 100% I was not going to charge him in the exit. But he wasn't quite sure what I might do. So he was on his metal and I enjoyed it. I enjoyed all of that, you know, and he was a good producer, produced a good program. He stayed within budget. We were all happy. 21:25

Int: 21:26 Excellent. Thank you very much indeed.
