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When I was in Gleneagles this summer covering the G8
Summit for the BBC 4 News programme I present (which is
also aired on BBC World), one of the delegates from a leading
African nation lamented to me that yet again God had made
life tough for the Africans. The tragic London bombings on
July 7 had had the immediate impact of overshadowing what
the Africans at the summit had hoped would have been their
starring role in the world’s media. The delegate, whilst
registering sympathy for the bombings’ victims and their
families, had expressed a view that was not uncommon
amongst many of the Africans and development agencies I
spoke to in Gleneagles.

The G8 Summit had become a missed opportunity to put
development issues at the centre of the news agenda. I did
manage some reasonable on air-time as it happens, albeit not at
the top of the bulletins. This was principally because BBC 4
and BBC World try not to have a too UK centric view of the
world given their remit and international audiences. But on the

mainstream channels it was quite a different story. The G8
coverage was almost entirely displaced by the London
bombings. 

This sums up what has always been the difficulty when
covering development issues on British television: there is
good, informative, non-superficial coverage of the subject; the
trouble is for the most part it preaches to the converted and
does not reach those whose prejudices and assumptions most
need challenging. This is because the coverage is either on the
main channels at the grave-yard slot when few are watching or
is relegated to the less popular digital channels like BBC 4 and
More 4. As several of the articles in this edition point out,
excellent programmes in the BBC’s Africa season which
presented a multi-dimensional view of Africa were not aired on
mainstream channels at prime-time.

However there was an effort to try to bring more
mainstream audiences into development issues through dramas
like Richard Curtis’ Girl in the Café and special episodes of
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Holby City. The real question here is to what extent did they
help to counter the negative image of Africa that is so
pervasive? 

The research is still underway but, as Andrew Darnton
writes, early findings about the impact of the ‘Make Poverty
History’ campaign on the British public’s perceptions of
poverty show that most people were provided with a new ‘way
in’ to discussing poverty in poorer countries. However, as he
points out, even though awareness has been raised about the
diversity of measures needed to reduce poverty, the challenge
now is to deepen the public’s understanding and engagement. 

I am not as pessimistic as I was twenty years ago when Live
Aid was first launched. Then the only way the public could
engage with Africa was on the level of ‘how much money can
we raise for them’. The relegation of Africans to passive
spectators of their own destiny, with the irrepressible and
admirable Bob Geldof walking amidst the starving Ethiopians
like some latter day Messiah figure, was not something I was
comfortable with. As laudable as his efforts were to raise
money there was a negative side-effect to his initiative: it
accentuated the view that Africans were simply waiting for
hand-outs from the West. They were the junior partner evoking
dealings in the language of neo-colonialism. This kind of
coverage also exaggerates the importance of international aid
in the development process. Aid is only one tool in the
development box, but it is the one that is easiest for the media
to relate to audiences. It can be neatly depicted through images
of starving children and the like. It also happens to fit in with
the agenda of the development agencies to whom journalists
often turn for information, advice and logistical support. Many
a television journalist has benefitted from links with the big aid
agencies like Save the Children and Oxfam. Hence the agendas
of the two become inextricably linked.

I say I am more optimistic today because coverage of Africa
is more nuanced as a result of the highlighting of issues like
debt, trade and good governance through the Make Poverty
History campaign. But sadly that optimism is tempered, for the
portrayal of Africans as starving people waiting for aid from
the West has proved remarkably resistant to change. I was
sorry there were no African artists given a prominent role in
the Live 8 concert, despite Geldof’s protestations. 

There is still a tendency, for instance, to cover the current
food crisis in Niger in the simplistic old way of pictures of sick
and starving children with helpless mothers in attendance,
accompanied by the usual heartfelt appeal from the journalist
at the scene that the world is forgetting this tragedy in the
making and must send in more aid. 

It is important to cover Niger: it should not be forgotten, but
perhaps we should try to throw light on the complex reasons
behind why people starve. When we recently covered the story
on BBC 4 News with Greg Barrow from the UN’s World Food
Programme, we discussed why mothers in Niger have a
tradition of weaning their babies within days of birth, which
does not help their development. Also the rural exodus has left
many families without fathers, leaving mothers struggling to
bring up many children on their own. The storage of food by

local merchants is another factor contributing to food
insecurity. I also believe that whenever it is possible locals
(doctors, aid staff, officials and politicians) themselves must be
heard to speak, rather than rolling in the customary white
westerner from some aid agency to sum up the situation. The
complexity of the issues involved requires adequate air-time,
and tight news schedules on the mainstream bulletins don’t
often have the time to do justice to the complexity. 

Does all this matter? It does. As Kate Manzo states in her
article, the stereotypical images of Africa contribute to a
climate of Afro-pessimism which does not encourage investor
confidence in the continent. Global foreign direct investment in
Africa is barely above one percent and it is crucial for Africa’s
long term development.

Another important reason why better and more balanced
coverage of Africa is vital is that public service broadcasters
the BBC (and Channel 4 once more) have an important role in
bringing the ‘world to the UK’; so the way Africans are
depicted abroad has an impact on how black and brown people
are perceived in the UK. If they are constantly cast as the
junior partner, that patronising attitude could extend to British
ethnic minorities. Worse still it could pander to prejudices,
reinforcing in some people’s minds the idea that asylum
seekers and new immigrants are needy outsiders fleeing want
in their own country and coming to ‘scrounge off’ our social
security. That prejudice soon embraces long established black
and brown communities here too. The way we cover what goes
on abroad has an impact on the social domestic agenda. It has
relevance to the debate on inter-community relations,
immigration, migration and, increasingly, security. The
presence of militant Islamist groups in sub Saharan Africa is
accelerating calls for poverty alleviation, because of worries
that poverty and unemployment can make effective recruiting
sergeants for violent causes. 

With the winding up of the Make Poverty History
campaign, this collection of articles represents a timely debate
in re-assessing just how far we have come in the twenty years
since Live Aid brought development to the mainstream. It’s
crucial to have more discussion on just why it matters to build
public understanding of development issues beyond the coup,
war, famine approach. Only by showing why all this matters
can we win over the sceptics who still believe development is a
worthy subject which is done out of duty and not out of
necessity. 
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