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Where is the Love? is a short documentary film made by six
Year 10 pupils at The Royal Docks Community School in
Custom House, East London, about the hugely controversial
bi-annual International Arms Fair (the largest in Europe) that
takes place at the Excel Exhibition Centre, directly opposite
the school.

Made in collaboration with film-makers Community
Speak, Where is the Love? links the global issues of the
international arms trade with the local issues the Arms Fair
generates (including ideas about ‘regeneration’, immigration
and the powers of the police).

The film has won many plaudits – an impetus award from
the Institute for Global Ethics UK Trust, a screening at the
ICA, and coverage from ITV’s regional news London
Tonight and has been used by Amnesty International, Oxfam
and Campaign Against the Arms
Trade, but perhaps most importantly,
has been an ongoing stimulus and
campaigning tool in the local debate
about whether the Arms Fair is
welcome in the Borough of Newham.

The project began in September
2003 outside the school gates. Year 10 student Emmanuella
Thomas was full of questions. ‘Why are there so many
police here?’, ‘Who are the protestors?’, ‘Why can’t we
leave school at lunchtime?’ and ‘What is an Arms Fair?’. 

To ensure Emanuella received a range of perspectives, we
encouraged her to talk to the police directly. The response
from one police officer was shocking ‘to stop them [the
protestors] infecting your minds’. This attitude of needing to
protect people from the protestors, blaming them for local
disruption rather than the fair itself, was widespread, both
inside and outside school. Despite being able to see tanks
and gunships from school classroom windows, along with
men in suits from countries on Human Rights blacklists
arriving on the local Docklands Light Railway, little debate
was taking place. With developments in the teaching of
Active Citizenship and The Royal Docks’ status as a
community school we felt committed to giving a group of
interested students the opportunity to engage with this issue
and open up wider debate.

Impressed by the work of ‘CommunitySpeak’, a film-
making organisation that aims to foster understanding among
local communities, we sought external funding to run an
after-school documentary film project exploring local and
global issues around the Arms Fair. 

From a starting position of practical concerns – such as
disruption around the Arms Fair causing delays getting home

from school – the students’ research led them into an
exploration of the moral questions surrounding the issue. For
the first time they began to link issues of local concern, such
as asylum seekers and refugees, with the global implications
of the Arms Trade. It came as a shock to the group to
discover that the terms ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘refugee’,
commonly used as derogatory labels in the area, actually
applied to classmates and people they knew in the
community. Discussions with fellow students and local
residents who had fled conflict in the Balkans, Sierra Leone,
Somalia and Congo were very moving. The group’s aim
became the crafting of a film appealing to both other young
people and the wider community, that would provoke interest
and debate in these issues that they now felt were important
and real in their lives.

Organic growth and exploration of
the issues using a community
approach, was important to the
integrity of the project and
maintained the commitment of the
young people. Working in
conjunction with ‘The Garden

Community Café’ – itself a hub of committed local activism
– sessions were injected with the powerful stories of local
people who have experienced so much change. The students
learnt about the days of the docks being a thriving
community and the loneliness and isolation felt by many
today. Meeting here, rather than always being based at
school, gave the project a more democratic sprit. We were
genuinely learning with and from each other and
relationships were more equal. This brought its own
problems, of course, with six film-makers often having
different opinions leading to stimulating debates. The whole
process was difficult and emotional – both because of the
nature of the subject matter (i.e. confronting the reality of
what these weapons do) and the frustrations of collaborative
working. Some of these issues came to a head when the
film-makers got the chance to interview a spokesman from
DSEi (Defence Systems Exhibition International) who
organise the Arms Fair). A highly-charged exchange between
the young people and the spokesman on where the weapons
sold at Excel end up forms one of the centrepieces of the
film but on the morning of the interview the film-makers
felt deflated, that they hadn’t had their questions answered
and deeply upset about the nature of the people they were
confronting. This did lead to the adults in the group
questioning what we were allowing the young people to go
through.

GETTING IT RIGHT?

‘Where is the love?’

Isabel Hallett and Anthony Cartwright reflect on a school film project that came about in response to the
hosting of Europe’s largest Arms Fair opposite their school building.

The response from one police
officer was shocking ‘to stop

them [the protestors] infecting
your minds’.



What was fascinating was the subtly different viewpoints
the young people were able to bring to the issues. Mark
Ward, for instance, came to view the Arms Fair from the
ironic perspective that it was selling weapons on the area of
Britain that was most heavily bombed during World War II,
and tied that in with local elderly residents’ experiences of
war. Emanuella came to discuss the exhibition centre itself
and the whole notion of local ‘regeneration’ being ‘just jobs
as cleaners for local people’ and raised at public meetings ‘...
what the Excel building has promised to Custom House but
not fulfilled...’

An issue we faced with Where is the Love? came from
the political nature of the film. It became a more polemical
piece the more the young people researched, found their
voice and formed opinions. The quality of the final product
led to the accusation that the film couldn’t have been entirely
the product of the students. With hindsight, we needed to
have made clearer that from the
outset the project was a
collaboration between
educators, film-makers and
young people. Letting young
people run around with video
cameras, randomly filming what
they like (invariably an interesting experience but not one
that is particularly educational for them or the viewers),
seems to be perceived as a more ‘authentic’ (and less
costly!) approach in some quarters. We would see that way
of working as lacking depth.

Another issue, from a whole-school perspective,
concerned the energy and staff time put into this project,
involving 6 students, when there are 1,250 students in the
school. There are two real counters to this. The first is that
the completed film has fed back into the school curriculum –
in Citizenship and Media Studies – and thus all students
have benefitted from stimulating work by their
contemporaries. Secondly, the film became central to the
local debate and was screened at a variety of council
meetings, stimulating debate and having some part in
Newham’s change of policy towards the Arms Fair (much
less favourable than previously), thus fulfilling part of the
school’s obligation as a community school. 

As different professionals working together we feel we
found a model of working in this project that should help
future work in schools – it tied ‘formal’ and ‘informal’
approaches quite closely together. There are now more adults
working in schools with greater flexibility than teachers, not
as constrained by the timetable, such as learning mentors,
youth workers and community tutors. There is a real
opportunity for these workers, with their focus upon personal
development and group processes to work with teachers to
bring exciting and challenging projects into the mainstream
curriculum. 

CommunitySpeak trained the students to be directors,
challenging the young people to really think, question and
craft a product that has been generally engaging for a huge

audience, because of its quality and depth. The professional
film-makers always told the young people that they were the
experts in their own lives and communities, but would then
work closely with them to ensure interviews were balanced,
detailed and well filmed. This did not mean that the young
people did not feel ownership: they did, fiercely so.

The attention the film received from the local community
and media – for instance, coverage on ITV’s London Tonight
– gave both the young people involved and the wider school
community a belief that their voice could be heard and that
they could make a difference. 

The project was independently funded. A lengthy process
of grant applications to charitable organisations, NGOs and
‘First Light’, an arm of the British Film Council, was
necessary. Funding is available but it is a time-consuming
and difficult undertaking. Also, grant-giving bodies often
want an outline of a definitive product – this was difficult to

reconcile with our approach,
which allowed the film to
evolve with the young people’s
research and developing ideas. 
Of course, issues around
educating not campaigning were
pertinent. Likewise, was our

concern that schools have lost a sense of providing
communities with a moral compass, becoming ‘morally
neutral’ service providers.

Where is the Love? has taken on a life of its own since its
launch in 2004, screened by a variety of campaign and
development education groups and, perhaps most
importantly, has been an ongoing stimulus and campaigning
tool in the local debate about whether the Arms Fair is
welcome in the borough of Newham.

Ray Subryan, Chris Williams, Mark Ward,
Elizabeth Thomas, Emmaunuella Thomas and
Lindsay St.John Stephens were the young film-makers
involved in the project. They all left The Royal Docks
School in 2005, following GCSEs and are pursuing a
variety of courses at college.

Isabel Hallett is the informal educator that led this
project. She now works at the Hackney Free & Parochial
School, Hackney, as the Curriculum Area Leader for
Inclusion. She has a background in NGOs and Conflict
Management.

Anthony Cartwright is the teacher involved in the
project. Also a writer, he left The Royal Docks School in
July 2006 to complete a second novel, following The
Afterglow (Tindal Street Press, 2004).

Nick Francis is the primary film-maker who worked on
the project on behalf of CommunitySpeak. Black Gold, a
feature length documentary made with his brother Marc,
exploring issues of injustice in the coffee trade was an
official selection at the 2005 Sundance Film Festival.
www.blackgoldmovie.com
To obtain copies of Where is the Love? please contact Nick@speak-it.org
Queries about the project should be sent to anthonycdudley@hotmail.com
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...schools have lost a sense of
providing communities with a moral
compass, becoming ‘morally neutral’

service providers.




