Lambeth Palace, Monday 1 June 2009

Rt Revd Nick Baines, Chairman

SANDFORD ST MARTIN AWARDS 2009

I am proud to have been asked to chair the Sandford St Martin Trust and to be here at my first Awards ceremony at Lambeth Palace. My involvement in the media over a couple of decades has brought the Trust into my consciousness many times and its aims are ones I uphold with enthusiasm and without reservation. I am proud to follow in the steps of the Bishop of Manchester, Nigel McCulloch, and offer him our sincere gratitude for his chairmanship of the Trust over many years. He still leads for the Church of England on communications and media matters, but now without the positive pleasure of regular involvement with the Sandford St Martin people.

If you take a close look at the Sandford St Martin website, you will find that the aim of the Trust is to “promote excellence in religious programme-making, primarily through its annual awards for outstanding radio and television broadcasts in the United Kingdom”. That is what we are celebrating this evening. But it goes further: “Since its beginnings in 1978, the Sandford St. Martin Trust has sought to support the highest standard of thoughtful, rigorous, skilled media engagement with moral, ethical and religious subjects.” So, it goes beyond programme making and embraces a real ‘engagement’ with matters that concern every human being in our society.

Well, it is a noble aim indeed; but, is it a realistic and achievable aim in a rapidly changing media environment? Let me illustrate from my own experience of over twenty years of ‘engagement’ with the media in a variety of contexts.

When I was first invited to write and present ‘Thought for the Day’ on BBC local radio, the environment seemed quite benign. I had done some interviews for local radio in Cumbria on various imaginative things I got up to as a curate and these seemed to be quite acceptable to producers and presenters who were not themselves particularly interested in the Church. This is where I learned that no one has a right to have anything broadcast: the first criterion for radio programmes was simply that they should be ‘good radio’ and broadly interesting. In the Midlands I engaged with both BBC and local FM stations, writing and presenting a variety of input to both religious and mainstream programming. Moving to London - and wondering what ‘local broadcasting’ means here – nine years ago, I became more involved with national media and have grown in my respect for those working in an increasingly competitive business. And it is in these last ten years or so that the ground has shifted so seismically.

The printed newspaper industry in some areas is now in crisis and the number of journalists working in the business has been radically reduced. This means (among other things like local democratic accountability and scrutiny) that prospects for the next generation of young journalists are not bright when it comes to what might be termed ‘traditional media’. The rapid advent of digital media is challenging not only to those consumers who find themselves digitally challenged in the sense of not being able to find their way round keyboards, but also to the protection and promotion of public service broadcasting in a narrowcasting world.

No one here will need to be reminded about the rapid demise of ITV in the wake of the advertising migration to online media. ITV’s local news reporting has all but died and its public service remit is now seen by many as a fiction. In May it was announced that the South Bank Show would end in 2010 and this was greeted with agonised debates about the end of Arts broadcasting on the commercial terrestrial platform.

Meanwhile, the BBC approached Ofcom’s Second Public Service Broadcasting Review (Putting Viewers First) with a pre-emptive strike at the BBC’s own remit and the intriguing possibility of extending its resources in certain areas to other companies – notably Channels Four and Five and the establishment of a new radio development platform.

Since then there have been changes in the Religion & Ethics Department at the BBC, involving among other things the appointment of Aaqil Ahmed as Head of the Department and Commissioning Editor for Religion TV and the promotion of Christine Morgan to Executive Editor and Head of Religion Radio. Reassurances have been given that these (and other) changes reflect the seriousness with which religion is being taken in the BBC. We shall see how things develop, but I am an optimist and I remain confident that the BBC’s commitment to creative programming in respect of religion will be taken seriously.

The world, then, is a very different place from that which I innocently entered two decades ago. The public service remit is being vigorously debated and there are real concerns about the methodology being adopted by Ofcom in its deliberations. For example, 41% of those polled expressed interest in religious issues and 75% agreed that TV should help to promote understanding of religions, cultures & lifestyles. Yet, despite this, it was clear that religious programming was seen as less important than other more commercially attractive genres. The suspicion remains, then, that programmes about or relating to religious themes do not attract the sort of funding or promotion that might be expected – especially when compared to other genres that attract substantial funding and support.

This is not, however, an argument for the protection or special treatment of religious programmes – nor is it even a plea for a return to the protected religious broadcasting ‘slots’ we once enjoyed; rather, it is an appeal for a level playing field and an intelligent approach to the place and coverage of religious matters in our broadcasting schedules on the grounds that these affect the real lives, affections, relationships, values and preoccupations of huge numbers of people – if not everyone.

Why does this matter, though? Isn’t religion merely the private pursuit of those who have a peculiar interest in such things? Can’t they find space elsewhere for this peccadillo?

Well, it could be argued – and I would strongly argue – that the debates about media direction and content betray assumptions that are never tested, yet need to be identified and challenged. The first assumption is that the media occupy some neutral space in the public discourse – that programme makers need to have a neutral starting point in terms of their own worldview in order to present a dispassionate account of reality. Of course, this is absurd. Every human being has a world view which is based on assumptions about how the world is and why it is the way it is. A religious world view must be equally valid to a non-religious world view. That a religious world view can be casually dismissed as the ‘private matter of a few odd people’ is ridiculous. There is no neutrality. 

I remember being at a Churches Media Conference some years ago when Tony Stoller was Chairman of the Radio Authority and, having delivered an address, was open to questions from the floor. One person asked a question something like this: ‘What is there on the television for a Christian like me?’ – meaning, ‘Where are the religious programmes that satisfy an evangelical with my views of the world?’ Tony answered patiently, but after a silence: ‘There is sport, news, documentary, theatre, film...’ I remember laughing with embarrassment that such an answer had to be given to such a stupid question – as if Christians were interested only in ‘Christian things’ rather than seeing everything through a Christian-shaped lens. A world view - wherever it starts – necessarily touches on, questions and embraces the whole of life.

Therefore, every human being – and that means every consumer of commercial and public service broadcasting – has a world view that needs to be educated, challenged, questioned, encouraged and fed. Human beings need to have their curiosity about the world and human meaning stimulated. Religion is integral to this, as are the arts. People are worth so much that they deserve and need to be encouraged into a maturity of world view that promotes both the common good and individual self-esteem.

It should be noted that Ofcom’s own research revealed that audiences recognise the value of all types of existing public service content in helping them to understand the world. So, given the extent to which faith (understood as commitment to a world view) shapes many decisions and actions, public service content that fails to adequately reflect the complex realities of faith in the modern world will fall short of its purpose to help people understand themselves and their communities – let alone the big global questions we face.
The examples we have rewarded this evening give us hope that an intelligent approach to religious broadcasting is still possible. They also make the Trust’s aims even more urgent. Prejudice is not the sole preserve of the religious zealot, but also of the secularist who arrogates to him or herself the unassailable occupation of the non-existent ‘neutral space’ I referred to earlier. Hearing the process and understanding of a Muslim fatwa (from the inside) was illuminating and fascinating in equal measure. It involved the telling of a story, the exploration of meaning and a movement in the position of the hearer. This, surely, is what religion is all about and what good religious broadcasting is all about. Or dare we say that it is what all good broadcasting is about?

After all, religions are not comprehensible as mere sets of beliefs about the way the world is. Belief is incomprehensible without some experience of praxis. What good religious programming shows us is what a particular world view looks like when incarnated by fallible human beings in a particular culture at a particular time in history. It inevitably involves the telling of stories which are set against a Story – a narrative that gives a certain sense to the world and our experience of it. And it is this interplay between stories and Story that good broadcasting exposes, explores and promotes. Or, as James MacMillan put it in last year’s Sandford St Martin 30th Anniversary lecture: “religion is, and will continue to be, for good and for ill, a constant in humanity’s narrative about itself.”

For this to be effective, then, we need the range of programming genres, especially factual, the arts, intelligent fiction and music. It will celebrate beauty and mystery as well as point out the muckiness of the underbelly of society and politics. Religious broadcasting will inevitably, then, explore those things that go to the heart of human living and dying, loving and hating, losing and finding. It will not be simply a matter of showing services of worship, but it cannot duck the need to show such practices as this is where certain belief systems take flesh and live among us.

In short, I want strongly to urge the commissioning and effective scheduling of programmes that are full of creative ambition; that command space in prime time (rather than be used as late-night fillers for insomniacs); that tackle tough and complex ethical challenges with rigour and intelligence; that move beyond ‘mere religion’ to how it feels to be a religious person looking at the world through a religious lens.

In conclusion, then, I want us to engage more intelligently in a serious debate about UK public service broadcasting and how it can best be funded, sustained and adapted to fit the world after digital switchover... for the common good. Society as a whole will suffer if such a commitment is dismissed or neglected and this applies to the range of platforms - internet, mobile and digital.

Contrary to some of the simplistic caricatures we frequently encounter, good religious broadcasting is not about massaging the prejudices or affections of a few odd people who do odd things; rather, it involves taking people and the world seriously, but explaining belief and praxis with integrity as well as challenging assumptions and understandings. For such an exercise to be effective in a complicated world, it is vital that broadcasters learn first to understand the world views (and the communities they inspire) they wish to explain, depict or challenge. And this means that the relationship between broadcasters, commissioners and religious people must be one of increasingly intelligent respect.

At the beginning of my own involvement with the Sandford St Martin Trust I commit myself to developing that relationship and to highlighting and rewarding outstanding religious broadcasting – and thereby promoting excellence in religious programme-making. But where this demands respectful critique, I and we shall not withhold what is best termed ‘critical friendship’.

Thank you.
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