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There have been a number of academic studies which focus
on the paucity of coverage of development and developing
countries in the UK media (see for example Viewing the
World: A study of British TV coverage of Developing
countries, DFID, 2000). Most studies tend to focus their
research on television which is unsurprising given that TV is
the most ubiquitous and high profile medium of mass
communication. Most studies also focus on the formulaic
and highly restrictive nature of the news agenda and the
media in general, and examine how this adversely affects
both the depth and breadth of media coverage of developing
countries and development issues in particular.

Whilst offering a compelling summary of the difficulties
of depicting development issues on mass mainstream media,
these studies do not present us with a complete picture.
Firstly, they tend to present over generalised conclusions.
Discussions of media practice for example, often focus on
the media as a monolithic enterprise within which a distinct
set of practices operate producing the same tensions,
difficulties of access and issues of representation for
development education practitioners regardless of the area of
media being referred to. Even the BBC, nominally one
media organisation, is dispersed and fragmentary and
operates as a series of independent loosely affiliated states or
‘fiefdoms’ rather than as a single coherent identity. The
access points and challenges involved in getting development
issues on regional TV evening news for example are very
different from working with BBC2’s Newsnight.

Secondly, the particular challenges of profiling
development issues on regional and local TV and radio
programming have to date been largely ignored within this
debate in favour of concentrating on coverage within the
higher prestige national media channels and media
distribution networks. This is a shame since BBC local
radio, TV and websites offer development educationalists the
opportunity to reach a whole new audience which is
currently largely not served by the development education
sector. (The audience for BBC local radio is classified by
BBC Nations and Regions as a ‘C2/D/E’ i.e. a lower middle
and working class audience which is not the traditional
liberal middle class audience for development education.)

This article attempts to offer an alternative to
generalisations about media practice by presenting a

grassroots exploration of attitudes to development issues and
development education within a particular niche within the
mass media: regional BBC programming including BBC
local radio and TV. It is based on the author’s experience of
working for the last three and a half years in a BBC regional
newsroom, whilst also working for a UK based development
education charity.

The article explores typologies of development stories
which were covered during a 12 month period by one local
BBC radio station and combines this with interviews with
key BBC staff to examine the realities and difficulties of
covering development issues on BBC local radio stations. 

I will concentrate particularly on the problem of mutual
misunderstanding between media producers and
development education practitioners who effectively speak
‘two different languages.’ The article concludes with some
suggestions as to how development education could work
more effectively with its local BBC radio and TV stations to
reach a higher profile for development issues within local
media output.

BBC regional TV
Due to its high penetration and relative closeness to local
communities, BBC Nations and Regions (which manages the
40 BBC local radio stations and 12 regions within England
as well as BBC Scotland and BBC Wales) arguably offers
development educationalists the best opportunity to build a
media profile for their work and activities. This is partly due
to the relative accessibility of local BBC newsrooms and the
amount of air time regional programming offers. BBC local
radio in particular has both the air time and the relative
flexibility (via local management) to accommodate news
items and features about the activities and concerns of
development education centres and schools as well as the
Diaspora of developing countries, unlike national TV and
radio with their protracted commissioning processes. This
relative ease of access represents a real opportunity for
development education centres and organisations. 

However, this potential is unfortunately often not borne
out in practice since even a cursory survey reveals a glaring
lack of development stories being broadcast on local BBC
TV or radio. This article attempts to examine some of the
reasons for this, using initial investigation at the local BBC
radio station in which the author is based (BBC Southern
Counties Radio (SCR)).

‘But where’s the topline and where’s the tart?’*:
Development Education and the BBC local and
regional news agenda – an insider’s perspective

Sarah Lee explores attitudes to development issues and development education within local radio and television in
the UK. She focuses particularly on the problem of mutual misunderstanding between media producers and DE
practitioners and suggests how they could work more effectively together to raise the profile of development issues. 

* ‘But where’s the topline and where’s the tart?’ is what BBC managers
always say when any tricky news stories are placed before them.
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There were two methods for this exploration. Firstly,
searches were conducted of the ENPS database (Electronic
News Production Service), the software used by all BBC
Nations and Regions for gathering stories and prospects (as
potential news stories or radio features are called). The
ENPS archive of the last 12 months was searched using the
keywords/phrases ‘development’, ‘development issues’ and
‘development education’.

This was combined with face-to-face interviews with
BBC staff using an administered questionnaire. The aim of
both methods of data gathering was to be illustrative rather
than methodologically rigorous and indeed both activities did
illustrate some interesting observations. Firstly, it is not
surprising to find that there is very little content which
alludes to or discusses development throughout the news
items and running orders of the radio station during that 12
month period. In fact, only half a dozen references to
development issues occur. These stories centred around the
following four main formats or types of feature/news item.

1. Individual visits of locally based (generally white
middle class) visitors to developing countries on
philanthropic missions. (The most high profile example
of this as identified from my interview group was a
Shoreham based woman who collects pens to take to
Ghana).

2. Coverage of disasters and local efforts to mobilise aid.
The most cited example of this was the relief efforts
after the Asian tsunami of December 2004.

3. Reportage of the openings, closures and relocations of
local retail outlets associated with development. These
tended to focus on Oxfam which has the highest public
profile as a development retail outlet although there was
one reference on the Brighton breakfast show to the
closure of a local DEC.

4. Syndicated Global News Service packages on
development in the run up to the G8 summit. These are
not locally generated news items and offer little
opportunity to input local experience into their content
or format.

Moreover, throughout the period surveyed there was no
mention of development education in any of the running
orders, scripts or cues for radio features at all. This is not
surprising given that my research revealed that none of the
BBC staff interviewed (including the most senior
management in the region) knew what development
education was:

I don’t know what development education means...is it
about education for people in developing countries or
does it mean developing education?

Certainly development education is a term which requires a
degree of explanation for those who do not move regularly in
development education circles. This problem of mutual
intelligibility (or lack of it) raised itself again in my study
when journalists described how development issues had not

been presented to them in a way which they found
newsworthy or relevant to their broadcast output: 

Stories about development issues tend to be a bit worthy
and dull. If someone phones up and says that they are a
development project I am likely to switch off... anything
that sounds like a project doesn’t reel me in. However, if
someone rings me up and says I’ve got a great people
story then I’m listening... the good people story comes
first the development issues come later.

This suggests that development education practitioners need
to work out ways of making their message more palatable
and easier for media producers to understand and engage
with. However, it could also be argued that this sort of
statement epitomises an enforced and unwelcome ‘dumbing
down’ of the development education agenda by the media.

Moreover, the attitude of the radio producer quoted above
can also be seen as another worrying manifestation of the
media’s simplification of issues into formats which reduce
the educational agenda of development education. The
content study conducted by the Glasgow Media Group for
‘Viewing the world: a study of British television coverage of
developing countries’ (DFID 2000) criticised the media for
being reductive and over-simplified in its depiction of
development and developing countries:

In news output the most developing countries were either
not covered or mentioned only in the context of visits by
westerners, sport or bizarre/exotic stories...disasters and
terrorism were the main category of news story but there
was little explanation or context given in most news
accounts. (DFID, 24)

Certainly the findings of this study are very similar to the
results from my searches of BBC SCR’s output, particularly
the focus on disaster relief and acts of white philanthropy in
developing countries. The formulaic quality of many news
gathering processes is something which was freely admitted
by BBC management interviewed in my study and was seen
as a challenge to be met in the quest to produce good
programming:

Regional TV can be very parochial even more so than
local BBC radio. And it’s so time limited. Journalists
consistently underestimate the liberal nature of the
audience, and the template culture as well as the pressing
deadlines make people play safe.

It is certainly the case that a ‘tabloid’ mentality permeates
the news agenda of many media programmes which provide
little scope to explore complex issues and concerns. The
usual news item slot on BBC SCR breakfast show, for
example, is five minutes which obviously precludes any in-
depth exploration of issues or concerns.

However, as well as the issues of formats and
reductiveness within the media, there are structural and
procedural factors within the way that the media works
which affect producers capacity to engage with outside
parties, in particular those with issue based stories. For
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example BBC local radio has lots of time to fill but
relatively few resources and requires a local angle as well as
topicality in all the news stories which it covers. Radio
producers work on punishing rotas, often with extremely
antisocial hours, and as a consequence have very little time
to explore features or to develop their own research.

You have to invest time in your story and journalists
increasingly don’t have time to do that...You need to
invest your time and energy in a good story and a press
release isn’t enough. You need personal contact, find out
what interests certain journalists and cultivate them. This
is the same for stories about development issues as it is
for any story.

As an aural medium radio excels at storytelling and radio
features often require a good individuated story. Exploration
of development issues does not fit naturally into that format
and it is these restrictions which frustrate development
education organisations which find their press releases on
campaigns and school workshops largely ignored by local
BBC media.

Local TV presents a different set of challenges. It is
reliant on stories which generate good pictures, which again
development issues do not naturally lend themselves to.
Moreover, it is extremely time limited with 30 minutes a day
of regional news programming every weekday evening as the
norm in our region. 

There is a clearly a need for the development education
sector to learn more about how the media work and their
limitations as well as the opportunities they offer in order to
engage with them more effectively. Whilst it is undeniably
true that media formats and templates can reduce the depth
and quality of development coverage, development education
practitioners need to work harder at engaging with sectors
which do not speak the same development ‘jargon’ as them
and for various structural and organisational reasons have
little time or resources to ‘learn a new language’. 

Conclusion
It is easy to dismiss the media’s coverage of development
and create a polarisation, with the reflective learning agenda
of development education on one side and relentless media
over simplification and reductionism on the other. I would
argue (from the privilege of sitting on two sides of the
‘pond’ at the same time) that such polarisation ignores the
real work that the development education sector needs to do
to make its work and its message more palatable and more
accessible to those outside its existing circles. 

There is a need for mutual intelligibility between
development educationalists and the media which is
ultimately a shared responsibility. Much of this
‘rapprochement’ involves simple skills of awareness and
mutual understanding. For example, development education
centres could build much more productive relationships with
local media if they were more aware of the processes and
structures which govern the news gathering agenda and built
this understanding into their interactions with the media. 

The media also offers a wealth of new possibilities. For
example, the ‘localness’ of local radio as well as radio’s
potential to tell captivating and compelling stories offers
development education a powerful tool for bringing
development issues to life for ordinary people in their own
locality. There is also a huge potential to utilise the
increasing connections between the global and local in our
fast shrinking world to bring realities of development to life
for ordinary people via local stories about people grappling
with development issues in their daily lives. For example,
stories of Diaspora communities going home to developing
countries and making the local to global link real, offer a
powerful device to educate the public about the connections
between where they live and the rest of the world. 

However, in order to take advantage of these opportunities
there is a need for development education to develop more
media literacy and a greater understanding of how media
operates and how to engage with these processes. Not only
does this involve us in ‘learning the new language’ but it
also involves the DE sector in developing an awareness and
appreciation of the creative possibilities that this offers. As
one producer suggests:

These stories need to be presented in a way which avoids
the textbook angle which would make our listeners switch
off. However we do want to make our listeners think. For
example, if you are talking about water shortages in
developing countries, what does that mean in real
people’s lives? Introduce us to a woman who has to fetch
water from five miles away and tell us how that affects
her life. Bring a local angle in – is that the same distance
as walking from Peacehaven to Brighton for example?

Set up an experiment where a group of school children
have to spend a weekend fetching their own water from a
tap ten streets away and invite us to cover it as a story
and compare it to the experiences of people in a
developing country. Bring development issues to life with
people’s lives and experiences.

In order to do this the development education sector needs to
move beyond berating the media and use it as a valuable and
powerful weapon in engaging a new audience in
understanding the links between their own lives and those of
people throughout the world. Engagement of people and
mutual understanding are key components of development
education after all. 

Sarah Lee works for BBC Southern Counties radio.
She is also a senior manager in the Fiankoma Project
(www.fiankoma.org) a development education charity
based in Brighton which uses digital media, specifically
the internet and video, to engage new audiences in
development education. It works in both the UK and
Ghana. sarah.lee.01@bbc.co.uk


