EARTH IN VISION:
60 YEARS OF
ENVIRONMENTAL
CHANGE ON THE BBC

INTRODUCTION
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In the mid twentieth century it was possible for people in the developed world to imagine
themselves in control. Ideologically, the world was starkly divided between East and West,
but in the Soviet Union and the United States alike, people could imagine that, with the
help of the amazing technological feats of which they were capable, they could reach
any goal and solve any problem. For the first time in history, it was even possible to
imagine that humans could reach the moon.
By the beginning of the twenty-first century, however, this optimism about
progress – and with it the assumption that technology and economy were simply
tools in humans’ hands – was seriously in question. One of the main reasons for
this was the emergence of an entirely new way of looking at the world. Fifty
years after the race between East and West to be first into space and first to
land a human being on the moon, it is almost universally accepted that life on
Planet Earth is far more precarious than had previously been thought. It is also
widely acknowledged that human beings themselves are the main reason for
this. Nowadays, most people are aware that they live on a shared globe; that
they inhabit an ecologically and economically interdependent world.
This new thinking is also now shot through with an awareness of far-reaching
uncertainties about the future. And the varied ways in which people think about the
future are shaped by the varied ways in which they think about the past. (Are you
from the richer or poorer countries of the world? Is your society more, or less,
vulnerable to climate change or loss of biodiversity? Is it more, or less, responsible for
creating these problems?) The galleries in this ebook will show you how we came to think
this way, and explore the role of broadcasting in that journey.
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IMAGINING A GLOBE
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From the late 1950s to the late 1960s new technologies and
scientific research gave humanity an entirely new view of its
place in the world. This global perspective emerged in
parallel with heightened competition between the
superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union – a
tension that carried with it the very real jeopardy of the total
destruction of human societies through nuclear war. The
strangeness of the period is hinted at in coverage of the first
International Geophysical Year.
In this introduction to the most ambitious scientific collaboration
in history, the Duke of Edinburgh shows himself to be a natural
presenter. This 1957 TV special celebrates the opening of more
than a year of experiments that marked the beginning of a truly
global practice of science. Prince Philip emphasises the
importance of technology in revealing this new view of the
world:

This attempt to find out about the Earth
through the ears and eyes of these rockets
and satellites seems to me to be the most
fascinating part of the IGY. Since the
beginning of time the world has never been
seen as a planet. And it it’s only a matter of
time before a manned satellite becomes a
possibility. And that’ll be a step to – what?
Your guess is as good as mine. to find
-HRH Prince Philip, from The Restless Sphere:
The Story of the International Geophysical Year - 1957 - BBC
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The Restless Sphere - 1957 - BBC

It is important to note how much emphasis the script and
footage of The Restless Sphere puts on the global scope of
the IGY and its foundation in international collaboration. As
the Cold War intensified, the project offered some respite,
and a glimpse of what might be achieved through
collaboration: a new view of human life on a dynamic Earth.

War, argument and controversy are news.
Peaceful cooperation is a bore. I think that
partly explains why so little has been
heard about the IGY until quite recently.
At the same time, the USSR’s launch on 4 October 1957 of
Sputnik 1 (‘Fellow Traveller’), the first satellite to orbit the
earth, served as the starting gun for what became known
as the space race, a competition for dominance in
scientific and technological achievements.
The cultural significance of Sputnik1 is reflected in stamps
and statues and any number of items designed to resemble
it – not least a Russian samovar, or tea urn.
Sputnik 1 sent out a sound signal, and its chirping ‘beep
beep’ was described by the US NBC news channel as

the sound that forevermore
separates the old from the new.
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Sputnik 1

Panorama: The Challenge of the Sixties -1960 - BBC

The sense of excitement of the period is nicely captured in a BBC documentary
Panorama: The Challenge of the Sixties, aired a couple of years after the IGY, in
1960, which looked ahead to the sixties and considered, among other
challenges, the race to the moon. But that same sense of excitement is
tempered in the same programme by a melancholy plea from Robert
Oppenheimer, one of the developers of the United States atom bomb, that
humanity exorcise itself of that newly created danger. Oppenheimer’s fearful
tone and words serve as a reminder that there were major human-generated
and global threats to everyday life before climate change.
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Coverage of the IGY in the
New Scientist, June 1957
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The director of The Restless Sphere was Aubrey
Singer, who later made good use of what satellites
could do for broadcasting with the ambitious and
innovative global satellite link-up Our World in 1967.
With, among other things, a globally transmitted
Beatles performance featuring All You Need Is Love,
the show sought to underline a sense of shared global
community—but also hazard. The script refers to a
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world whose future we are putting in danger simply by
living on it.
Just over twenty years later, the anti-poverty satellitelinked Live Aid concert reckoned itself to be a bold new
venture. A little time in the BBC’s archives reading the
script of Our World proves that there is rarely such a
thing as a new idea.

BANG GOES THE PLANET
9

Front cover and first page of Ehrlich’s best-selling
book The Population Bomb, published in 1968

Panorama: The Challenge of the Sixties – 1960 – BBC
The white middle-class male Britons who commissioned
and made almost all television in the 1950s and 1960s had
lived through both the second world war and Britain’s last
days as a global imperial power. Struggles for
independence had been tense, and in cases, bloody. This
background goes some way to explaining the editorial tone
of Panorama: The Challenge of the Sixties. The film’s
footage, design and script would today be read by many
people as very controversial.

Press for author’s notes
on early broadcasting
about population
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Britain had enjoyed 200 years of being a dominant global
power controlling massive flows of resources. As this power
waned, British audiences were invited to consider the
relationship between scarce resources and population growth
in an increasingly independent Africa. Panorama: The
Challenge of the Sixties refreshed the arguments of eighteenth
century economist and Anglican priest Thomas Malthus,
reflected in the more recent work of economists and
geographers such as the American scholar William Vogt.
Malthus had argued that:

… the power of population is
indefinitely greater than the power
in the earth to produce
subsistence for man.
Vogt’s 1948 book The Road to Survival is largely forgotten
today, but it had reached 20 to 30 million readers with a very
similar line of argument. For Malthus, Vogt and later American
academic Paul Ehrlich, if population growth outstrips food
supply the inevitable outcome is famine and conflict – a
‘Malthusian crisis’.
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The BBC regularly returned to the theme of
population, generally running with the
‘population bomb’ line of argument, where
increasing human numbers were viewed as a
threat. In episode 6 of a1967 series Outlook:
The Population Problem - Chance for Survival
(BBC2), a professor suggests that ‘on account
of population growth we will in future all have to
live underground, or in underwater cities, so
that all productive land and water can be put to
work using sunlight to produce food.’
‘Is there an even more drastic stage?’ asks the
deadpan presenter Derek Cooper. ‘Yes’ replies
Professor J.H.Fremlin,

If we begin to synthesise our food
chemically… Using as our raw
materials mainly human excreta with
a little bit of addition of assorted
minerals. I don’t think we’d need to
feed the bodies back in. I think we
could do without that. Then one could
go on producing as much food as we
needed for as far as one can see’.

Popular Science, July 1950
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Touch the images
to explore the gallery

Another high-profile publication connected population and
ecological hazard, but focused on the unsustainability in the long
term of the existing economic system. The Limits to Growth (1972)
came out of the Club of Rome – a global think tank made up of
academics, diplomats and industrialists. It was above all concerned
with unlimited resource consumption in an increasingly
interdependent world.
The Limits to Growth leant heavily on computer-generated models of
scenarios of the future. Although the most alarming scenarios
generated by the Club of Rome did not come to pass, their work
helped to promote longer-term thinking about interactions between
economic development, consumption and environmental harm.
Reversionings of Thomas Malthus’s ideas had been repeated as
bestsellers in print. It is no surprise, perhaps, that they should be
equally alluring for television producers.
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Most demographers (population experts)
argue that now that a combination of
economic development and better access to
healthcare and education – especially for
women in the global South – has brought
down birth rates, population will stabilise
within a couple of decades.
The population bomb arguments appear to
have been overblown. Moreover, their
prominence within environmental arguments
since the 1960s long proved an obstacle to
progress in international environmental
politics.
Overpopulation was more often than not
figured by northern environmentalists and
diplomats as a problem of the global South.
And these arguments still circulate... For
example, touch the television screen on right
of this text to read about the activities of
Norwegian environmental campaigners at the
major global climate change talks held in
Paris in 2015 (UNFCCC COP21).
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ECO-LOGICAL
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You heard how in Panorama: The Challenge of the
Sixties the main concerns around population growth
were about its impacts on society and economy.
The end of the 1960s and early 1970s saw the
emergence at scale of the modern environmental
movement, and population was one of the driving
concerns. But by now it was being seen from an
ecological perspective as much as through the societal
or economic lens of Malthus and his modern-day
followers.

In correspondence with the BBC about his
proposed lectures Fraser Darling suggested that

We need desperately to tackle
human problems ecologically.

Nature conservation bodies were becoming concerned
that the increase in both human numbers and
consumption, including the growth of cities and the
pressure to produce food, were shrinking wilderness
globally. These concerns drive the narrative of Frank
Fraser Darling’s 1969 Reith lectures (annual radio
broadcast lectures by a leading expert at the invitation
of the BBC). The BBC’s paper archive files show that a
number of speakers and topics were under
consideration that year, but that it was decided to invite
a speaker who would issue

...a warning about the ecological and
environmental changes now being brought
about haphazardly and with uncontrolled
and gathering momentum.
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Letter inviting Frank Fraser Darling to discuss
1969 Reith lectures

The Wilderness and Plenty Reith lectures are seen as
influential in informing the development of British
environmentalism, which has in turn shaped some of the
key environmentalist organisations that work globally, such
as WWF and the International Union for the Conservation of
Nature. Fraser Darling aims:

Clips from
lecture 1, Man
and Nature

to disturb in a cultivated sort of way and
leave the audience with a lot of
unanswered questions to mull over.
His lectures ask:

...how do we arrive at a modus vivendi
which will not render civilisation a
contradiction in terms ecologically?
These are questions that are posed regularly by BBC
documentaries and other content in the decades that follow,
although new research brings to light new reasons for
concern, above all relating to global environmental changes
including the ozone hole and climate change.
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Clip from lecture
6, Where does
Responsibility
lie?

,
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NEW PROBLEMS
- NEW IDEAS
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Ten years on from the Stockholm Declaration, is there a sense of
déjà vu? Despite recurring themes in environment–development
politics some new issues, ideas and new voices emerge.
By the early1980s structures had been put in place, mostly by the
United Nations, that sought to advance international
environmental goals. Among other things these had to
acknowledge and try to resolve the long running tensions that
had surfaced at the Stockholm conference between North and
South, or developed and developing countries.
A BBC 2 special, Horizon: The State of the Planet, was broadcast
in 1982 to mark a UN conference taking place ten years after the
first global environmental conference in Stockholm. The
broadcast was constructed as a televised debate on the world’s
environment and introduced as an international public hearing. It
was organised by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP).
There are plenty of familiar refrains here, including a reminder
from an Indian environmentalist that the poor of India wish they
were an endangered species, because they’ve noticed that the
West are more concerned about wildlife than about human
beings.

20

Horizon: The State of the Planet – 1982 – BBC2

One of the striking things about the film is how stable,
and in the main how narrow, is the cast of characters
who appear in the environmental change story. Despite
the presence of a prominent African professional
woman, Kenyan environmentalist Wangari Maathai, the
most familiar voices are those of white English men
presenting a by-now regular refrain about
environmental crisis, above all for wildlife, in their view
driven by sheer human numbers.
But the Horizon film shows some important signs of the
story moving on: for example, there is clear
acknowledgement of the need to support development
in the global South, but in forms that respect
environmental limits.
Similarly, Maathai’s presence in the film is significant in
that it signals that a wider range of voices and views
were beginning to win more space in this period.
Maathai represents new thinking that argues that in
order to protect the environment it is vital to support
women’s rights, democracy, and grassroots knowledge
and activity. Among a long string of firsts in her career,
Maathai achieved breakthrough success as an
academic, campaigner and later, a politician. As an
environmentalist she was a founder of the Green Belt
Movement, which emphasised the power of grassroots
action and the importance of women’s perspectives
and actions.
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Still from Horizon: The State of the Planet –1982 –
BBC2

Horizon: The State of the Planet – 1982 – BBC2
The Green Belt Movement saw African women restoring
landscapes through tree planting. The movement was a response
to reports from Kenyan women that their streams were drying up,
their food supply was less secure, and they had to walk further to
get firewood for fuel and fencing. The movement encouraged the
women to work together to grow seedlings and plant trees to bind
the soil, store rainwater and provide food and firewood, in return
for a small monetary token. This kind of language and thinking
was in stark contrast to the blunt insistence by western
environmentalists on the need for birth control in such regions.
Summing up the debate, Maathai tries to speak on behalf of future
generations. She suggests that we are all on trial, and particularly
draws attention to the nuclear and wider arms race, to population
and to over-consumption. She also notes inequality, and the
importance of preserving biological diversity, arguing passionately
that global society needs to make the environment the issue of the
eighties.
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Under the Weather: Overheating -1981 - BBC2

However, a new issue starts to emerge in this period that brings
another set of voices to the fore in environmental debates through
the course of the following decades: climate change.
It is startling to compare the content of the Horizon debate with
that of the documentary Under the Weather (21/8/1981) BBC2.
Under the Weather introduces new research which over the next
two decades would come to dominate debates about global
environmental change. It is one of the first documentaries on
climate change to be screened. The uncertainties are
emphasised, but the potentially far-reaching consequences are
laid out before the audience.
In the following two decades climate change would come to
further underline Wangari Maathai’s key arguments about the
interdependence of social and ecological systems and the vital
importance of focusing on on-the-ground approaches to problem
solving. It is chilling to hear Walter Broecker (in the second clip)
bet on governments failing to rein in fossil fuels, and his
suggestion that society needs to prepare for uncertain futures.
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Under the Weather: Overheating -1981 - BBC2

,

DOING YOUR BIT?
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Newsround -1999 - BBC1

By the end of the 1990s climate change, or global warming, had
become a mainstream story, and individuals and households were
being invited to do their bit by governments, campaigners and in
this case, the BBC.
It is no accident that this sequence about climate change, energy
use and physical impacts in distant places was filmed combining
library/archive footage of glaciers and wind farms with the journalist
speaking from a kitchen table and reaching to turn off a light. The
clip comes from a BBC children’s news programme Newsround.
The Newsround team have always taken enormous care over the
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editorial tone that frames the stories they cover, particularly where
the underlying issues are potentially alarming.
To that end this piece invited the audience to take part in a
competition to design an advertising campaign that would
encourage more careful use of energy. The prize was a flight to
Iceland to see how climate change already appeared to be
changing that country’s environment. Social research has long
shown that people do not want simply to be told that the world
faces terrible challenges; they want to feel empowered and given
opportunities to change the way things are.

European Space Agency astronaut Samantha Cristoforetti

Both media and campaigners have sought to splice together
striking images, often including aerial footage of threatened
environments or photos of the Earth from space, with footage of
the everyday. By bridging the gap between global issues and
ordinary lives and places they are clutching for approaches that
might mobilise action. A brief online search reveals images
which, more than fifteen years on from the Newsround piece,
seek to encourage young people to connect their actions with
the global consequences of climate change.
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European Space Agency astronaut Samantha Cristoforetti has
provided the sponsors of Earth Hour, a global awareness
campaign that encourages people to turn off all their lights for an
hour, with a rare photo opportunity. Her hand-written message is
a call to action. It is worth debating whether encouraging people
to connect climate change action with depriving themselves of
light is the right starting point. But it has certainly helped the
sponsoring NGO, WWF International, to win space for itself as a
global brand acting on climate change, and they protect the
rights to their brand as keenly as any fizzy drink manufacturer.

E
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THE STATE
OF THE
PLANET
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State of the Planet – 2002 – BBC1

Thirty years on from Stockholm this presenter-led documentary
State of the Planet seeks to offer yet another summary of key
environmental threats.
This was the first major TV documentary David Attenborough
presented that directly addressed harm to the natural world. The
central narrative device is a global search for evidence of
environmental threats and their causes. The programme also
includes visits to the labs and offices of leading environment
scientists including Stephen Schneider (see clip on next page)
and Robert May to gather authoritative answers to questions
about how human beings are damaging the planet. These
experts skilfully summarise complex science in the fields of
climate change and biodiversity loss. The film-makers have
spliced together the scientists’ observations with Attenborough’s
commentary, dramatic and engaging aerial film and close-ups of
objects and details that help to tell a story of increasing
environmental hazard.
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In these clips, you can see that the film-makers make
frequent use of timelapse and collage effects, such as the
layering of forests of trees and a forest of roads at a major
highway intersection. This collage style proves to be a
passing fashion, and now looks as dated as some of the
studio-based camera work from, for example, Panorama:
Challenge of the Sixties. It prompts thinking about what
currently popular devices used in TV will fall out of the filmmakers’ repertoire.

State of the Planet – 2002 – BBC 1
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State of the Planet – 2002 – BBC1

This film can be considered a bridge between the straight
natural history documentaries that offer audiences a
relaxing and enjoyable story about the natural world and
issue-based documentaries of a darker hue. The makers
of the film stay close to the idea that they must reward
audiences with fantastic footage of the surprising,
beautiful and extraordinary in nature. This serves to attract
a large audience. But programme-makers also believe
that this kind of footage helps enlist people to care for
nature.
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Dr Amanda Vincent’s 2015 Commentary
on State of the Planet

Now watch the clip again, this time with an audio commentary
from Dr Amanda Vincent, who was the marine biologist and
director of Project Seahorse who worked with Attenborough on
this part of the documentary. Amanda’s comments show that
archive film can be of long-term value. Nearly two decades later,
she sees potential uses of it both for her as a researcher and for
the communities that appear in the film. To find out more, listen
to Amanda talking to the author by pressing the audio icon.
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We undeniably face huge
challenges but the good news is
... that mankind already is doing
better than many of you think.
-Hans Rosling, Our World:
Don’t Panic–The Truth about
Population (2002) BBC2.

WHERE WILL THE
STORY GO NEXT?
32

Humanity has had huge impacts on the
global environment, with loss of habitats
and species, and pollution of air, water and
soil. And new issues have emerged,
including evidence of human-caused
changes to the atmosphere, such as the
ozone hole and global climate change in
the 1980s. Broadcasting and, later, more
diverse digital media, have continued to
tell these stories.
We can now look back on nearly sixty
years of media storytelling about global
environmental change. The launch of the
first satellites and the global projects set in
motion by the International Geophysical
Year gave us a new view of humanity’s
place in the world. It is over forty years
since the first big UN conference on the
environment. That tense gathering, with its
conflict between the developed world and
the global South, took place against the
backdrop of the dire warnings of the neoMalthusians that emerged at the same
time. Paul Ehrlich argued that a population
bomb was about to go off with terrible
consequences.

Lost Souls, Ackroyd and Harvey, 2007
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This World: Don’t Panic -The Truth About Population 2014 - BBC2

Broadcasters need to keep up with the latest research, and
respect the fact that there is no such thing as a definitive answer
to many of the biggest questions. A great example of them doing
this is This World: Don’t Panic – The Truth about Population. The
statistics superstar Hans Rosling was given a full-length TV lecture
slot, and a generous budget for interactive digital visuals to allow
him to share his argument that the population bomb had
effectively been defused by a combination of increasing wealth
and health across the world. He takes care to acknowledge the
reality of far-reaching global environmental problems but argues
that growing human numbers are not the problem we thought they
were. Some will dismiss Rosling as dangerously optimistic or
naive, but he does offer hard evidence, and his positive reading of
that evidence provokes serious thought about how to contemplate
the future and act in the present.
What will the global environmental story be in another fifty years’
time? Who will tell it? What will it look like? Where will people see
or hear it? How will they share their views on it? Above all,
perhaps, which of the major challenges that face us today will no
longer be seen as problems, and which new ones will emerge?

Press here to read observational
comments

34

35

READING
ROOM

From Truth War to a Game of Risk (2014)
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Why Climate Change is Different (2011)
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First published inThe Historian, No. 129, (Spring 2016) pp. 18-23
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BBC WRITTEN ARCHIVE
CENTRE REFERENCES
BBC Written Archive Centre folder R51/1, 253/1, 10 February 1969; 23 March 1969;
1 April 1969; 7 May 1969, 1 June 1969, 26 June 1970; Wilderness and Plenty
leafllet, undated

THE STORY OF
THE EBOOKS
This is one of three ebooks produced as part of Earth in
Vision, a three-year project based in the Geography
Department of The Open University and funded by the
Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC). This
chapter describes the making of the ebooks, starting
with an overview of the project.
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The project’s two central aims are to explore: first, how
DBA content can be used to tell new environmental
histories and inform new debates; and, secondly, how
people may want to use DBAs to tell their own
environmental stories, and what tools, information and
metadata they may need or want.
The ebooks illustrate the Earth in Vision team’s efforts to
achieve these two aims.
Earth in Vision is a pathfinding research project
exploring the potential of emerging releases of
digital broadcast archives (DBAs). The focus of the
project is the BBC broadcast archive, which holds
more than a million hours programmes dating back
to the 1930s (radio) and 1940s (television). Though a
small amount of this material has been released for
public viewing on BBC iPlayer and dedicated You
Tube channels such as BBC Earth, the majority
remains substantially unavailable both to the public
and to researchers.
Specifically, Earth in Vision explores the BBC’s
broadcast archive of environment-themed television
and radio programmes spanning six decades from
the late-1950s.
Press to find out more about online
digital broadcast archives (DBAs)
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The Earth In Vision Ebooks

Digital Narrative Space
The Earth in Vision ebooks provide three new accounts of
environmental history using BBC digital and paper archives.
They also explore different aspects of the BBC’s role as a
prominent producer of environmental narratives.
In turn, the books examine: the iconic role of Sir David
Attenborough in BBC environmental programming; the ways
in which BBC programming produces and reproduces
ideas of British landscape; and television’s role in shaping
understandings of global environmental issues.
The three stories illustrate the potential of the BBC
broadcast archives in the writing of new historical, cultural
and political accounts of these themes. They are published
as free ebooks, and link to the Earth in Vision website,
which holds a sample of BBC archive content that has been
rights cleared for public use.

David Attenborough: Making Natural
History
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Press to read more
about ebooks

The ebooks draw on a range of digital assets and metadata,
including footage from the BBC television and radio archives,
documents from the archive of BBC paper files, the BBC
Genome project, images, and filmed interviews with a range
of natural history and environment-themed programme
makers. These assets are outlined in the following sections,
which also discuss the opportunities and challenges posed
by digital formats, access and rights.
BBC Broadcast Archives

The ebooks draw primarily
on a sample of 50 hours
(100 programmes) of BBC
environment-themed radio
and television programmes
spanning six decades.

Digital Formatting
The first stage in making archive footage available is to
make digital copies to watch.

Press to read more
about digital formatting.
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Storytelling is associated positively with the act of ‘giving
voice’: the ability to make and tell stories provides
opportunities for free speech, plurality of expression and
diversity in debate. Earth in Vision contrasts the formal
strategic narratives represented by programming by the
BBC (and other mainstream media organisations) with the
tactical stories than can be created informally by the
public.
For the latter, people need access to broadcast archive
content (programmes) and to the tools for downloading
and re-versioning this footage with collages, voiceovers
and mashups. This requires digital media archives and
tools to be freely available….which brings us to the knotty
issue of legal rights to reproduce broadcast archive
content.

Access and Rights

Rights Clearance Achieved for Earth in Vision BBC
Archive Broadcast Sample

The processes involved in making ebooks
highlight issues of access and accessibility.
A founding purpose of Earth in Vision was to
explore the challenges and opportunities
arising from the expansion of legally
available DBAs. This included investigating
the ideas that diverse individuals and
groups might have about how such material
could be used.
Differential access is partly tied up with
geographical location and socioeconomic
factors - for example, inequalities exist in
both network coverage and access to
technological devices - but among the
biggest barriers to opening up the
possibilities of using digital archives to tell
new stories are questions of copyright and
intellectual capital. DBAs cannot be made
public unless issues surrounding rights can
be resolved. This process brings to light the
already composite and collaged nature of
content from broadcast media - including
archived programmes - which is often shot
through with third-party rights to embedded
film clips, images and music that it
becomes more or less impossible to clear
the material for legal use.
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13%
2%
9%

76%

No Clearance
Clearance: for Open University use only
Clearance: for all UK higher education institutions
Clearnce: for all public use

As the chart shows, of the 50 hours (100 programmes) in
our pilot sample, only 75% would have been available for
full public rights clearance. If these figures are
representative of the whole BBC archive, a quarter of a
million hours of TV and radio broadcasts would be
unavailable for open public clearance.

AUDIO 10.1
Round Table
Discussion

Listen to Alma
Hales, Head of
Intellectual
Property at the
Open University,
and Roshni
Amin, Sound and
Vision Producer
at the Open
University,
discussing the
possibilities of
digital broadcast
archives and the
issues of access
and rights.

Choosing Content: challenges and constraints
Choices regarding the number and length of BBC programme clips that could be used in these ebooks were tightly constrained by
copyright and associated costs. Interestingly, such constraints were also in their way a stimulus to working creatively and economically
with media assets.
Each ebook had a maximum “budget” of approximately 18 minutes. The challenges of selecting broadcast archive content were different
for each ebook, reflecting the different challenges of each story.

There is a vast and well-kept archive of David Attenborough’s work dating back over six decades and the
task of selecting from it a mere 18 minutes of footage for Making Natural History was a big challenge.

In contrast, Lives in the Landscape drew on rarer and more niche content, and a search beyond the pilot 50
hours: the author used YouTube to search and watch material uploaded by members of the public who will
almost certainly not have had formal copyright clearance. Some of the BBC programming found on YouTube
does not exist in the BBC’s own archive, so although this material can be accessed informally, it could not be
used in the ebook because it is not possible to obtain official copies that can be formally copyright cleared
and paid for. In this context, the narratives that can be told by academics with public funding are highly
constrained.
For Earth in Vision: 60 years of environmental change on the BBC, the challenge was to stretch 18 minutes
of archive material to tell a story that spanned six decades. It was also a challenge to respect the
complexity of the issues raised and allow hints of the controversies generated by some of these
representations of the issues without becoming sidetracked. Factual programme makers are well used to
this challenge, whereas academics actively pursue such detail.
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Adding the first layer of Metadata
Original BBC Database Archive Summary
33. BRITAIN 70: THE COUNTRY WE ARE MAKING
Date: 26/10/1970 - Programme Number: NBS9370X
Category

WILDCAT

Cat Number

21341

Ex media

FILM

Programme/Item

PROG

Duration

0:58:51

Copyright
Information

BC

This film investigates man's effect on the environment and the plight of our
natural world for survival in it.
Our starting point for selecting broadcast content was
the BBC’s own database of programming, but this has
been designed to address the needs of BBC staff,
and the information it provides is very limited.
An example of an original archive summary is shown
on the right. Note that details such as who the
reporter / presenter is, are missing.
One member of the Earth in Vision team had the task
of watching the pilot sample of 50 hours of
programming (100 programmes) and producing a
meta database to guide navigation of the material for
the purposes of drafting academic papers, designing
workshops and writing the ebooks. This metadata
included detailed time-coded summaries of each
programme, and key words/issues and information
such as locations, presenters and producers.
Press to read more
about cataloguing metadata
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> ACTUALITY Air pollution P. Scott sync in Manchester * Demonstrates normal
Peppered Moth on scoot bark of tree Dark phase release on bark Dr. Bernard
Kettlewells research Light-form making comeback Low aerial track over
Sevenoaks water Geese on man-made reserve - trees screen, gravel pit Dr.
Harrison and his work Aerials waterfowl in flight.
Holdings
LOCATION

DESCRIPTION

WMR

EAST MUTE POS

WMR

MAG TRK

WMR

FINAL DISC

WMR

EAST MUTE NEG

WMR

EAST MUTE NEG

WMR

SD NEG

WMR

VHS CASSETTE WITH
FOOTAGE

RESTRICTION

Press to read Earth in Vision’s detailed summary
of Britain: The Country we are Making

Adding Depth
1. The BBC Written Archives

A Virtual Visit to the BBC Written Archives in
Caversham, Reading, UK

The ebooks draw on a range of documents from the BBC
Written Archives Centre in Caversham, where researchers
can explore an array of documents and post-production
notes on radio and television programmes. These records
add a rich and fascinating layer of detail - scripts and
script notes, discussions on commissioning and
scheduling and audience research, as well as shooting
schedules, letters, accounts and other ephemera.

Preparing what to take: pencils, notebook, camera
and memory card, spare batteries and research
notes

BBC archivist Jacqui Kavanagh speaks about the written archives
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2. The BBC Genome Project
Another source of metadata used in the ebook
about landscape was the BBC Genome Project - the
BBC’s online digitisation for public use of Radio
Times data - which provides a searchable online
database of programme listing information.
Searches can be made by title, key word, year,
month, day, time of transmission, TV only, Radio only
or both.
The database made it possible to provide some
context in terms of where programmes about
landscape appeared on the networks while giving
some information about their number, historical
patterning, themes and content. It is possible to
search for programmes from the very early years of
British broadcasting (starting in1922) until the last
year of digitisation in 2009.
As a digitisation of the Radio Times, the project is
itself a digital historical archive with its own
historical integrity and its own stories to tell.
Descriptive entries for specific programmes vary
greatly across time and from station to station.
Thought of as metadata, the Genome project is very
much a compromise, limited by the original data
source. In effect, it is a distinctive historical archive
where important curatorial and editorial decisions
have been made by generations of RadioTimes
staff.
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3. Interviews with Programme Makers
A further layer of metadata created by Earth in Vision is a
collection of recorded critical reflections in the form of
interviews with programme makers. These interviews were
filmed and transcribed, and the team drew on relevant
interviews to enrich their ebook narratives.
The full interviews, transcripts and interviewee biographies
are available and free to view at the Open Learn website
and at Earth in Vision website
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Spaces of archiving and encoding
With the addition of metadata, one task central to the project is
scanning, copying, digitising and, where necessary, clearing the
rights to use, an eclectic range of historical materials.
Digital archiving involves a process of translation from one format
to another - for example, where a paper document is
photographed and changed into a digital image file. Such
processes always entail losses and gains. When material is
digitised, information is lost as a result of the process itself and
the level of resolution at which digitising and compression takes
place. Some of this information might be considered unimportant

- for example the smell or feel of a piece of paper or a barely
discernible pencilled scribble in the corner of a page.Yet thinking
of the BBC paper archive materials used in the ebooks, there is
something immediate, urgent and provisional in the paper memos
and ephemera that is lost in the process of photography. Digital
reproduction requires clear, sharp and precise images for screen
legibility. But this step does involve attrition (and potential
misrepresentation). Digital narrative spaces appear closer and
more immediate to readers and yet can also have an objectified
distance in which abstraction and translation into digital form
results in the significant loss of material qualities.

Press here for more on
assumptions in digitisation

These issues open up ebook narrative spaces to a range of challenges and opportunities. For example, the abstraction that results from
the loss of information with digitisation and clipping presents problems in providing contextual histories that take into account the
processes of making programmes, the specifics of social, cultural, economic and political context as well as understandings of genre and
format histories of programme making. However, the ease with which audio and video clips can be embedded alongside text and images
makes it relatively straightforward to break with existing narrative genres and create new narratives arounds sets of collaged images and
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Curating the ebooks
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Ebooks have sometimes been conceived of as a museum with
a series of galleries (Troiani and Kahn 2016). Seen in this way,
ebooks house a ‘collection’: they are built around digital
artefacts - images, videos, audios and text - that are connected
and contextualised by hypertext. There are thus similarities in
the way in which ebooks and websites are constructed.

Like websites, ebooks follow particular narrative conventions. For
example, writing is characterised by the use of short paragraphs,
editorial limits on the number of words per page - set at perhaps
no more than 400 - and the adoption of textual strategies to gain
the reader/visitor’s attention, for example, through the use of
introductory hooks explicitly designed for that purpose.

In ebooks, digital objects
and artefacts are
categorised and
juxtaposed in rooms or
galleries according to a
chosen organising
principle or principles.
Within this structure, there
are opportunities for the
ebook curator to create narrative journeys between the galleries
and among the objects. The curator can use hypertext and a
hierarchy of levels of detail around a particular gallery or
specific object to allow the visitor/reader varying degrees of
discretion as to how to read and navigate the ebooks. Ebooks
based on collections of historical source material often assume
that visitor/readers - as when visiting a museum - will move
further or deeper into the collection and linger around particular
objects or topics as their interest takes them. To this extent the
experience of reading or visiting a multimedia ebook is more
like visiting a website or using an interactive app than reading a
digitised book on a Kindle or other proprietary e-reader.

In addition, writing that assumes different levels (hierarchies) of
visitor interest and knowledge explicitly structures the text: earlier
paragraphs assume less knowledge and a more general
audience, while information set lower down, or behind, the main
page assumes on the part of the visitor/reader a desire to know
more.
Team Work
The Earth in Vision ebooks mimic in several important respects
the production processes and values of the broadcast
programming that forms their subject matter. When thought of
through the museum/gallery metaphor, their narratives are
artefact driven and rely substantially on visual and audio content.
In this sense there is a real danger of reproducing the attentioncatching presentism of which the mass media is sometimes
accused. At the same time, the multimedia ebook format taps
into a potentially rather more positive aspect of media
production, as ebook production questions notions of solitary
authorship. Even more than TV or radio production, the making of
a multimedia ebook can be a team effort, involving writers,
audiovisual content providers, curators and designers working
together.

The eBook Team
Click on images to read short bio
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Ebook Formats
It is arguable that in some important respects multimedia ebooks are more portable and
accessible than apps or websites: while they have some of the functionality derived from
these platforms, including search, hypertext, audio and video, as well as the potential for
interactive engagement through quizzes, links and user-generated text or input, they do
not necessarily need a constant internet connection to be at least partly functional.
At the time of writing, there are different ebook formats, standards and capabilities,
principally those for the Apple and Microsoft operating systems. This gives rise to
problems of access and accessibility. The Earth in Vision team concluded that while the
Apple format offered the greatest functionality and was likely to be the choice of ebook
makers, the Microsoft format was currently the most readily available to users on their
devices. This presented the team with a series of difficult choices, given that, with limited
resources, only one format was possible. The current ebooks have been produced as
Apple iBooks. Ideally, this problem will be resolved in future by the production of
multimedia ebooks in both formats.
The size of media files used in ebooks is also an important consideration for accessibility
and portability: currently the total size of the Earth in Vision ebooks is 2.5 GB. One
approach is to think in terms of museum standards of reproduction. But maximising
portability - for example, to enable the ebooks to be read on public transport - would
reduce substantially the total file size and hence the range or resolution of available
content.
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The Future
With all its opportunities and problems, the ebook format opens up a space in which to
explore and discuss digital storytelling and the making of digital narratives. The use of
ebooks creates opportunities for experimental and innovative academic practice in the
21st century. The team’s experience to date confirms that ebooks have very significant
creative potential - potential that would be greatly enhanced if some copyright issues
could be resolved, and if a greater degree of portability could be established between the
Apple and Microsoft platforms.
Learning how to order and present material in interactive digital media such as ebooks as well as how to invite others into, and lead them through, new digital spaces - promises
to become not only a more prominent element of academic practice but a significant and
well-measured response to calls for impact and public engagement. Ebooks and
associated digital media forms also open up great opportunities for public engagement in
research, and stronger interactions between university research and teaching.
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WRITTEN AND
BROADCAST
ARCHIVE
PATHWAY

The Restless Sphere -1957-BBC
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More from the Restless Sphere

The Restless Sphere –1957 – BBC
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More from the Restless Sphere

The Restless Sphere -1957-BBC
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More from the Restless Sphere

The Restless Sphere-1957-BBC
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Panorama The Challenge of the Sixties-1960-BBC

Listen to Robert Oppenheimer’s ‘melancholy plea’

Return to
chapter
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A young Norwegian man from the group Green Warriors of
Norway at the UN climate talks in December 2015, was
determinedly handing out free condoms accompanied by
overpopulation leaflets to men and women from all over the
world, as they ended a day’s work at the climate
negotiations in Paris. The BBC’s most recent documentary
on the topic took the opposite view, with demographer
Hans Rosling arguing that, although we face major
challenges, increasing prosperity across the world has
seen birth rates dropping and the human population
stabiisiing. Rosling is careful to acknowledge that humanity
is facing a body of very real challenges, most prominently
climate change. But he also wants to balance decades of
misrepresentation of the statistics, and also present new
knowledge.

Green Warriors of Norway campaign 2015
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chapter
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Correspondence related
to the 1969 Reith Lectures,
Wilderness and Plenty

These papers show the process of the BBC
choosing a speaker for their high profile BBC
Radio 4 ‘Reith Lectures’. They show how
executives are trying to align an appropriate
theme and a capable speaker. They have quite
particular ideas about what ‘appropriate’ and
‘capable’ means.
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Follow meta data pathway for more information related to
the 1969 Reith Lectures, Wilderness and Plenty

BIOGRAPHIES
PATHWAY

J. ROBERT
OPPENHEIMER
American theoretical physicist Julius Robert Oppenheimer (1904-67) is best known for his
work on the Manhattan Project, which led to the development of the world’s first atom bomb.
He worked under J.J. Thomson, discoverer of the electron, at Cambridge university, and
received a doctorate from Göttingen, which was renowned for theoretical physics.
In 1941 President Roosevelt approved research to develop a US atom bomb, and
Oppenheimer was appointed, first, ‘Coordinator of Rapid Rupture’ and subsequently head of
the secret weapons laboratory. The remote location of Los Alamos was chosen as the
project’s base, and Oppenheimer selected some of the world’s greatest scientists to work on
it. Oppenheimer was said to be difficult to work with by many of his contemporaries, a
number of whom were strongly opposed to his involvement with the project. Despite this, the
team successfully built and tested an atom bomb on 16 July 1945.
In August 1945, atom bombs were dropped on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, in an attempt to end World War II, the remnants of which were still raging in the
Pacific. The results were devastating: more than 246,000 soldiers and civilians were killed
and the two cities reduced to ashes. The use of the atom bomb ended the war but at a great
cost to human life, giving rise to novel scientific, political and ethical issues.
Robert Oppenheimer had his government security clearance revoked in 1953, following
accusations surrounding his involvement with the Communist party and a number of known
members. His erratic behaviour during his trial contributed to his fall from grace. Despite this
he had a successful academic career. He was three times nominated for a Nobel Prize.
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Robert Oppenheimer with Albert Einstein
at the US Institute for Advanced Study,
where Oppenheimer was director from
1947 to 1966
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RICHARD DIMBLEBY
Richard Dimbleby (1913-65) began his career with the BBC in 1936 in
broadcast radio news. He was the BBC’s first war correspondent, a
task to which he took a hands-on approach, even recording
broadcasts while flying as an observer during air raids. Dimbleby
later made the transition to television broadcasting and became the
BBC’s most prominent news commentator, which saw him report on a
number of historic occasions.
Dimbleby came to present the current affairs series Panorama, which
allowed him to make full use of his repertoire of journalism skills. His
unique style of interviewing during Panorama – in depth yet respectful
– was particularly commended. However, for some, Dimbleby’s BBC
performances became an embodiment of establishment Britain.
It was from the Panorama series that the special The Challenge of the
Sixties, discussed in this ebook, emerged. In it, Dimbleby, Robin Day
and James Mossman, along with world leaders and scientists,
discussed the challenges facing the world over the forthcoming
decade.
Dimbleby was one of the BBC’s pioneering journalists and was
awarded a CBE for his service to the public as a news and current
affairs broadcaster.
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THOMAS
MALTHUS
The Reverend Thomas Robert Malthus (1766-1834) was a controversial and
influential British academic and writer of essays on population. Malthus was
born in Surrey and in 1784 entered Jesus College, Cambridge, where he
excelled in English declamation, Latin and Greek, but from which he
graduated with a degree in mathematics.
Malthus toured Europe gathering population data, visiting Germany, Russia,
Scandinavia and later, in 1802, France and Switzerland. In 1805 he became
Professor of History and Political Economy at the East India College in
Hertfordshire, and in 1818 was elected a fellow of the Royal Society.
Malthus became recognised principally for his 1798 An Essay on the
Principle of Population, written in response to the prevailing optimism about
progress and the future of society, asserting that population growth will
always exceed the rate of food production on account of mathematical
trends. Malthus concluded that populations expanded geometrically and
food production increased arithmetically, leading to a fundamental
imbalance. Multiple subsequent editions of An Essay on the Principle of
Population were released, in which he addressed criticisms and updated
information.
Malthus’s writings sparked much debate on the topic of population growth
and its social implications and the notion of Malthusian crisis is still under
discussion today.
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WANGARI MAATHAI
Wangari Maathai (1940– 2011) was the first African woman to receive the
Nobel Peace Prize, for ‘her contribution to sustainable development,
democracy and peace’. She was also the first female scholar from East and
Central Africa to take a doctorate (in biology), and the first female professor
ever in her home country of Kenya. Maathai played an active part in the
struggle for democracy in Kenya, and belonged to the opposition to Daniel
arap Moi's regime.
In 1977 she started a grass-roots movement aimed at countering the
deforestation that was threatening the means of subsistence of the
agricultural population. The campaign encouraged women to plant trees in
their local environments and to think ecologically. The so-called Green Belt
Movement spread to other African countries, and contributed to the planting
of over thirty million trees.
Maathai's mobilisation of African women was not limited in its vision to work
for sustainable development; she saw tree-planting in a broader perspective
which included democracy, women's rights, and international solidarity. In the
words of the Nobel Committee: "She thinks globally and acts locally."
Wangari Maathai - Facts. Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014. Web. 29
Nov 2016. <http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2004/
maathai-facts.html>
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DAVID ATTENBOROUGH
Sir David Attenborough (1926 –) graduated from Cambridge University with a degree in
natural sciences. He went on to a career in BBC broadcasting, through which he became
an icon of natural history programme making and presenting, as charted in another ebook
in this series.
Attenborough worked behind the scenes at the BBC from the 1950s. His first appearance
on television was when he stepped in at short notice to present Zoo Quest, which he had
previously been producing. The Zoo Quest series was a huge success, launching
Attenborough’s career at the BBC both as a presenter and in senior administration - he was
channel controller of BBC2 from 1965, and director of programmes (for both BBC1 and
BBC2) from 1969. Attenborough returned to full-time programme making in 1973, working
first with the BBC Natural History Unit to produce the series Eastwards with Attenborough BBC1 and later the landmark series Life on Earth - BBC2 - (1979). Sir David reports that
Life on Earth, which he wrote and presented, is the work he is most proud of. Since then he
has presented numerous series, including The Living Planet - (1984) - BBC2; The Blue
Planet (2001) - BBC1, Frozen Planet (2011) - BBC1; and State of the Planet (2000) - BBC1;
The Great Barrier Reef with David Attenborough (2016) - BBC1 and Planet Earth II (2016) BBC1.
The Great Barrier Reef with David Attenborough (2016) - BBC1 - has been developed as a
freely available online interactive documentary. This reflects Attenborough’s lifetime
commitment to technical innovation and experiment in support of great natural history and
environmental storytelling.
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AMANDA VINCENT
Dr. Amanda Vincent is a marine biologist whose work is at the
forefront of marine conservation. Amanda holds the Canada
Research Chair in Marine Conservation at the University of British
Columbia. Having graduated with honours at the University of
Western Ontario, Vincent completed a PhD at the University of
Cambridge. She was a senior research fellow at the University of
Oxford from 1991 to 1996, the year when she co-founded Project
Seahorse. This was the beginning of a global multidisciplinary effort
to conserve marine ecosystems.
Project Seahorse endeavours to combat all challenges facing marine
life, and also addresses social and political impacts, working closely
with communities and global organisations. The work has led to the
formation of a regional coalition of 1,000 low-income fishing families
in Asia, the establishment of 35 locally managed protected marine
areas, and the gradual reform towards sustainability of the supply
practices of traditional Chinese medicine. Dr. Vincent was the first to
study seahorses underwater, continues her work as director of
Project Seahorse.
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METADATA
PATHWAY
Metadata is vital if media producers, researchers, or
indeed any online users of available content are to find
what they are looking for. This section shows the
transcripts and details of metadata connected to the
programme clips.

Panorama: The Challenge of the Sixties -1960
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Reith Lectures 1969: Wilderness and Plenty
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Read full transcripts of the
Reith Lecture1969

Transcript: Reith Lectures 1969: Wilderness and Plenty Frank Fraser
Darling. Lecture 1: Man and Nature

Lecture 1: Man and Nature
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Read Lecture 2

Transcript: Reith Lectures 1969: Wilderness and Plenty Frank Fraser
Darling. Lecture 2: Impact of Man on his Environment

Lecture 2: Impact of Man on his Environment
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Read Lecture 3

Transcript: Reith Lectures 1969: Wilderness and Plenty Frank Fraser
Darling. Lecture 3: The Technological Exponential

Lecture 3: The Technological Exponential
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Read Lecture 4

Transcript: Reith Lectures 1969: Wilderness and Plenty Frank Fraser
Darling. Lecture 4: Global Changes - Actual and Possible

Lecture 4: Global Changes - Actual and Possible
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Read Lecture 5

Transcript: Reith Lectures 1969: Wilderness and Plenty Frank Fraser
Darling. Lecture 5: The Forward Look in Conservation

Lecture 5: The Forward Look in Conservation
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Read Lecture 6

Transcript: Reith Lectures 1969: Wilderness and Plenty Frank Fraser
Darling. Lecture 6: Where Does Responsibility Lie?

Lecture 6: Where Does Responsibility Lie?
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Under the Weather: Overheating – BBC2 – 1981

Return to main narrative

80 80

Horizon: The State of the Planet – BBC2 – 1982
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Newsround – BBC1 – 1999
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State of the Planet – 2002 – BBC2
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