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Introduction
The human desire to communicate and share information in
order to better understand and make sense of the world
around us would appear to be fundamental. For millennia the
imparting and sharing of knowledge has been made possible
by oral traditions, written language, drama and song.
Technological developments such as the recording of sound
and eventually radio further improved global
communications. But in 1936 an explosive new
communication tool was launched in the UK. It was called
television. 

The ability to record and transmit moving (and by 1967
colour) pictures accompanied by synchronised sound into
individual homes could surely only enhance our
understanding of the world around us. 

Yet, just after the turn of the new millennium the UK
Department for International Development (DFID) felt the
need to establish a new scheme managed by the
Commonwealth Broadcasting Association (CBA) as a
response to a dramatic decline in coverage of the developing
world on UK television.

Television – the real potential
Since the launch on November 2 1936 of BBC One, the
world’s first regular television service, broadcasting
technology has evolved at a rapid pace. Transmission and
recording formats have continued to improve and
cumbersome studio-based film cameras have been replaced
by portable but high quality digital cameras that can be used
easily on location almost anywhere in the world. Technically
speaking, reporting and reflecting the world via television
continues to become both easier and more affordable on a
daily basis.

For centuries the armchair traveller in the UK had been
restricted to books, photographs and feature films for
pictorial information about the wider world. But research
published in July 1999 confirmed that more than 80% of the
UK public were now informed about developing countries
via television (ONS 1999). 

Just ten years ago, producing a television documentary in
the developing world required a television crew of five or six
highly trained people. The cost was significant. Teams
producing programmes for series such as the BBC’s Under
the Sun would record their material on film. Each film roll
ran for only ten minutes so sequences had to be carefully
planned and constructed. It was only when the crew returned
to the UK and the film had been processed that the team
could determine exactly what had been captured for

posterity. Sometimes, precious sequences were irretrievably
damaged in transit, the film ‘fogged’ by ageing customs X-
ray machines. The high cost of travel with a full production
team meant it was usually impossible to return to repeat a
spoiled sequence.

In the early years of television production in the UK, the
number of people trained to produce programmes was
limited. But in a world now dominated by the culture of
mass media the television industry has grown rapidly. Media
studies has become a preferred subject for many applicants
to university in the UK. In the academic year 2003/4 no
fewer than 45,590 students were studying media and
broadcasting related subjects at Higher Education level
(HESA 2005).

Improved global transport networks mean that more of the
world has become easily and cheaply accessible. Many
young people now take ‘gap-years’ to explore the wider
world. This is reflected in the number of young television
programme makers who wish to translate their experiences
into films to be shared by the wider television audiences in
the UK. 

Today, the reality, and cost of international film-making is
very different from how it was even five years ago. Even a
recently graduated media degree student can head off alone
on a low-cost flight to produce, shoot, direct, record sound
and edit material, returning to the UK with a completed
programme ready for broadcast. Lengthy sequences can be
recorded on to digital tapes which can also be checked on
location allowing unsuccessful sequences to be re-shot. In
the true sense of the word, reality television has become
technologically possible without the editorial constructs that
working with film once demanded.

The improvement in broadcast and television technology
has been accompanied by a global growth in the ownership
of television sets. Television ownership in the UK has grown
from 15,000 television sets owned in 1947 (Wikipedia 2005)
to 24.5 million television licences issued in 2004 (McGowan
2005). And many licensed homes in the UK now have more
than one television.

So at this time there are more potential programme-
makers with a greater combined experience of world travel.
The ‘reach’ of television (the number of UK citizens with
access to a set for more hours of the day) is at its highest
ever level. Yet in the decade from 1989/90 – 1998/9 a series
of research reports carried out by 3WE (Third World and
Environment Broadcasting Project – a coalition of the UK’s
leading international development and environment charities)
found that programming on international subjects in general
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fell by 42% on the free to air channels while coverage of
developing countries in particular had fallen by 50% (Nason
and Redding 2002:2).

The CBA DFID Broadcast Media Scheme was launched
in October 2001. Established as a response to the research
published in Viewing the World, (DFID 2000) the scheme
aims to provide funding which will facilitate an increase in,
and improvement of, UK television coverage of the
developing world and development issues. 

Independent production companies lack the resources to
speculate on funding research trips to the developing world
while television commissioners are reluctant to commit
money to a programme before they have seen footage of the
style, location or key characters. Funding from the CBA
DFID Broadcast Media Scheme bridges that ‘resource gap’
between production companies and broadcasters by funding
producers and programme makers to spend time in the
developing world properly researching programme ideas and
filming ‘taster’ sequences. The scheme also enables UK
broadcast professionals to improve their links with
programme makers in the developing world.

Since the scheme was launched more than 500
programme ideas about the developing world have been
submitted for funding. Television producers certainly do not
appear to have lost their enthusiasm for reflecting a world
view via the programmes they wish to make.

So why does UK TV reflect a ‘smaller’ world?
All the evidence suggests that this could and should be the
era when UK television reflects the world around us better
than ever before. But the latest 3WE research continues to
support the suspicion that generally television in the UK
does not reflect the wider world (Dover and Barnett 2004). 

There are of course notable exceptions, series such as
BBC’s Storyville and This World and Unreported World on
Channel Four where a development-aware audience can
watch full length programmes about the developing world.
But in a UK dominated by mass media culture, television is
seen primarily as a medium for providing entertainment.
Programming about the developing world has become
stereotyped within the industry as dull, worthy and lacking
in entertainment value. 

And then there is the news. Twenty-four hour, rolling
news on a multiplicity of television channels illustrates just
how effective current television technology is at covering
and transmitting stories from all corners of the globe. Again,
there are exceptions to the generally Western focus of
coverage. Channel Four News strives to present a world view
in its 7 pm programme but much television news is ‘bad’
news. News coverage of the developing world tends to focus
on conflict, drought, famine and corruption, reinforcing
negative perspectives. Another common criticism of news
stories about the developing world is the lack of follow
through. Disaster scenes are reported but rarely do
programmes return to the location to show how people have
rebuilt their lives.

It might justifiably be argued that much UK domestic
news coverage also focuses on ‘bad’ news stories of conflict,
crime and disharmony. But domestic news coverage is
viewed by audiences within the context of a television
schedule that also contains documentary, drama and culture
reflecting a broader picture of life in the UK. How often is it
possible to view the news of conflict or famine in Africa
against the television context of a drama set in Africa?

As part of the research for Viewing the World, DFID
commissioned 3WE to conduct a production study. Thirty-
eight television decision makers were interviewed in depth
about coverage of the developing world. All 38 interviewees
believed ‘television has a role in informing people about the
developing world as a natural part of its ‘window on the
world’ function’. Almost all of the interviewees (33 out of
38) felt that this role should be played out on the popular
mainstream channels, not simply the specialist niche
channels (DFID 2000: 74). 

Yet more than five years after those interviews, producers
trying to gain a commission for a programme set in or about
the developing world are still likely to be referred to one of
the ‘strands’ seen as specialising in development coverage
such as Storyville or Unreported World. There is also a
tendency for this type of programming to be scheduled onto
non-mainstream channels such as BBC4 and More4. 

In an increasingly globally interconnected and
interdependent world it seems ironic that television in the
UK struggles to reflect the vibrant, diverse and real world
that we live in. But although coverage of the developing
world is not a programme genre such as ‘history’ or ‘natural
history’ it seems by default to have become one. The
perception among industry decision makers is simply that
UK audiences are not interested in stories set in and about
more remote parts of the world. Audience research in this
field is often referred to but rarely quoted and new research
is needed. 

Fifty-percent of households in the UK now have digital
television and as 2012, the designated date for switch off of
the analogue signal draws closer, this number will increase.
The arrival of digital television in the UK has led to a
proliferation of channels. There are now more than 400
(DCMS 2005:5). Audience share for every channel is being
reduced as more choice is offered to audiences via digital
programme options. As an almost inevitable result
programme decision makers appear to have become
increasingly ‘risk averse’ and commissioners and schedulers
generally tend to support programme ideas that will
guarantee successful audience ratings. 

For television in the UK to become a true ‘window on the
world’ it seems imperative that commissioners and
schedulers take more risks and programme makers become
more innovative in covering stories about the developing
world. The development community might also consider
increasing their engagement with programme makers to
become a source of ideas for stories and characters.

One suggestion that resulted from the group discussions
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that took place as part of the research for Viewing the World
was that, ‘The populations of the developing world should be
seen to have a more active role in stories’ (DFID 2000).
Audience focus groups acknowledged that the ‘exotic’ and
‘strange’ will attract attention but ‘the everyday lives of
people in the developing world should also be shown’. The
10 year olds interviewed said that they wanted to know what
a school playground was like in Africa, while adults were
interested in how parents dealt with problems such as drugs.

As part of the BBC’s Africa Lives season in the summer
of 2005, a series of half hour programmes set in a Ugandan
school was commissioned and broadcast on BBC4. Africa
School, produced by Lion Television was lively, entertaining,
fun and relevant. The programmes engaged the audience via
the portrayal of human interest stories that struck a universal
chord. Research relating to the series is yet to be published
but it is scheduled to be repeated. 

Bringing the world to the UK 
The BBC was the world’s first public-service broadcasting
organisation and since 1932 it has been globally recognised
for the quality of its reporting and broadcasting via radio.
The BBC World Service is one of the most successful
broadcasters of radio programming, transmitting in 43
languages to around 150 million people throughout the
world. Since 1995 the UK has also exported a global view
from the UK via television in the form of BBC World. 

But in February 2005 the Chairman of the BBC
Governors, Sir Michael Grade acknowledged that the BBC
has another duty in terms of building global value, ‘to reflect
the world back to UK audiences. To open windows on the
world for all its audiences. To enable all its audiences to
understand the world and its concerns and opportunities.
And maybe even to encourage all its audiences to engage
with those concerns and opportunities’ (Grade 2005).

2005 has heralded a new mood of optimism with regard
to coverage of the developing world in the UK. In March
2005 following extensive consultations with both the public
and media the DCMS (Department for Culture, Media and
Sport) published a Green Paper: A Review of the BBC’s
Royal Charter. The paper proposes that while the core
mission of the BBC should continue to be ‘to inform,
educate and entertain’ it should also sharpen its focus to
become more distinctive. One of five new specific purposes
outlined for the BBC would be to bring
the UK to the world and the world to the UK. 

As yet the BBC has not indicated publicly how it would
fulfil this particular remit. One approach might be to better
utilise its strong roots in what it designates the ‘nations and
regions.’ Recent programme initiatives supported by the
CBA-DFID Broadcast Media Scheme have illustrated that in
broadcasting terms it is often more successful to highlight
connections between specific communities in the UK and
those in the developing world at a regional and local rather
than national level. 

As an example, in 2004 insurance giant Norwich Union
relocated its call centre from Norwich to Bangalore in India.
With funding from the Scheme a BBC East multi-media
team (cameraman, reporter/producer) and the business editor
of the regional newspaper went to Bangalore to explore the
issues surrounding the move. The team returned with a
wealth of stories for print, radio, television and on-line that
also reflected many other aspects of life in Bangalore and
provided East Anglian audiences and readers with a broader
context for what could have been a specifically negative
focus on India.

Improved UK television coverage of the developing world
makes commercial as well as cultural sense. The growth of
television markets world-wide is exponential and television
globally is hungry for content. Currently there are more rural
Chinese people with access to cable television than to
telephones (Thomas 2003). Programmes with developing
world content and stories are likely to sell particularly well
internationally.

Television is a creative industry and at this time of
heightened global tension it is both culturally and
commercially imperative that the television industry in the
UK rises to the perceived challenge to provide improved
international coverage offering audiences a realistic ‘window
on the world’. Coverage of the developing world appears to
have increased during 2005 due to a political and media
focus on Africa and tragically numerous natural disasters.
The test will be if improved development coverage continues
in 2006 when the media spotlight will almost certainly be
obsessed with the next football World Cup. 
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