SANDFORD ST MARTIN TRUST AWARDS, LAMBETH PALACE, 1 JUNE 2009

SPEECH BY TIM GARDAM, CHAIRMAN OF TV JUDGING PANEL

The task that faced the judges of the Sandford St Martin television awards this year looked both alarming and daunting. We had sat down separately to view the 12 DVDs that turned up in the post.  However, when we all met for the first time, it was remarkable how we had clearly staked out the ground for what became at times quite an intense discussion. 

And the lesson we all took away, I think, was a resolution never to doubt the continuing ability of seriously intended television to rouse the deepest of passions and argument, a useful reminder at a time when gloomy prognostications for the future of serious television dominate public debate. So before going further, I would like to thank my fellow judges. Sara Nathan, former OFCOM board member and now an editorial adviser to the BBC Trust; Catherine Pepinster, Editor of The Tablet; and John Hall, Dean of Westminster Abbey, for the way in which together they managed to wrestle such a wealth of compelling material into some sort of order.

As I have mentioned, we are generally reckoned to be living through a time of crisis for what we know as public service television. The long term futures of ITV and Channel 4 are up in the air, both channels warning that, in order to survive commercially, some of their core past identity must wither away. It is a real possibility that the creative pluralism that has been a characteristic of British television is on the verge of disappearing; in this context,  it remains uncertain whether the programmes we viewed disprove that fear by their quality - or conversely, represent the last glorious era of a television culture where the motivations of the programme-maker can stand in counterpoint to the competition of the market and produce a richness of output from which citizens of all backgrounds can benefit.

We viewed 7 BBC programmes; 3 from Channel 4 and 2 from ITV. Nothing from Five and, given the arguments so often put forward about expanding choice on digital television, it is interesting that nothing from the 15 channels one finds on the Sky EPG under ‘Religion’ was up for consideration. Choice in television, it is worth asserting in these utilitarian times, is as much about qualitative judgements as about quantitative ones.

This impressive range of programmes, from ITV and Channel 4, the commercial public service broadcasters, as well as from the licence-funded BBC, is evidence again, if such is needed, of how important it is that the BBC is not left in the future as the monopoly provider of television programmes that are not solely determined by the dictates of the market. The range of experience and the tone of voice across these programmes attest to the differences of perspective between the broadcasters, and why producers need to have a choice of destinations for their best ideas. But above all, they demonstrate the shaping power of faith and religion in the contours of our modern world. 

Our four award winners meld the global and the local, the familiar and the unnervingly alien, feeling and intellect. They do what television - at its most ambitious - does best; they encounter the otherness of others.  All are programmes clearly emerging from the imaginative energy and personal commitment of the producer as author; they provide clear evidence that, in the terrain of Faith and Belief, lies the material for the most engrossing of television.  

As judges, we had to award two merit prizes, a runner up and an overall winner. I am afraid we didn’t.  To break out of an impasse, we have awarded this year one merit prize and have two jointly-awarded ‘runners-up’. 

The merit award is a terrifying and compellingly disturbing account of the growth in witch-hunting amidst the charismatic churches springing up across southern Nigeria.  Saving Africa’s Witch Children tells the story of the attempts of an Englishman and a Nigerian to rescue children from a tide of persecution and superstition; in this part of 21st Century Africa one has a sense of what 16th century England might have been like; the only question left unanswered by the programme is what the Anglican and other established churches in Nigeria are doing to resist the cruelty and ignorance that the film so chillingly revealed. 

EXTRACT: Saving Africa’s Witch Children

I’m happy to say that, since the film was transmitted, there’s been both political and legal action in Nigeria, which has included the arrest of the ‘Bishop’ seen there.  So this years Sandford St Martin Merit award goes to Channel 4’s Dispatches – Saving Africa’s Witch Children – A co-production between Red Rebel Films and Southern Star Factual. It was produced and directed by Mags Gavan and Joost Van der Valk – executive producers Alice Keens-Soper and Paul Woolwich.  Would the team please come up and collect their award now.

BISHOP NICK BAINES PRESETS MERIT AWARD

Before I announce the first of the awards as joint runner up, let me say something about some of the programmes that are not award winners.

Though there are no ITV programmes among our final award winners, it is worth pausing to pay tribute to the energy of ITV’s religious programmes. The two entries we saw demonstrated the energy and commitment of popular programme makers unafraid to tackle, with small budgets, serious thought provoking stories which touched on issues of Faith.

It is also important to single out one other programme, that has not won an award, but led to some of the most heated and interesting debate amongst us on the relationship of Ethics to Faith. That was the BBC’s A Short Stay in Switzerland, a searing documentary drama about voluntary euthanasia at a Swiss suicide clinic. It is only fair to state that it had some strong support amongst the judges.

So now to the two television runners up.  Both demonstrate how diminished television as a medium would become if such programmes moved from the heart of the schedules. Each goes the centre of two of the great world religions.

The first must count as one of the most ambitiously conceived dramas to have appeared anywhere on television in the past decade. And it was scheduled by BBC1 with equal boldness - across Holy Week in 2008. The Passion -  the dramatisation of the last days of Jesus of Nazareth - leading to his arrest, trial, death and resurrection - is of course, in a tradition of past attempts on film and television; some magnificent, but many truly awful.  It was testimony to the sureness of this BBC/Deep Indigo/HBO co-production that at no point did it risk rhetorical embarrassment.  Its casting was flawless, and in the episode put forward to us, the trial and crucifixion, we noted the breadth of sympathy and subtlety of judgement that allowed us as viewers to get close to understanding why Caiaphas, Pilate, Judas and Peter might have behaved as they did. And at its centre was the magnetism of Joseph Mawle playing Jesus of Nazareth.

EXTRACT: The Passion

The Passion was written by Frank Deasy, directed by Michael Offer; the producer was Nigel Stafford-Clark with Hilary Salmon as executive producer.  I’d like to invite them to come and collect their award now.

BISHOP NICK BAINES PRESENTS JOINT RUNNER-UP AWARD

The second runner up in the Television awards was a documentary whose scale and pacing came from another television age - before factual entertainment formats and celebrity presenters. Channel 4 may have been perverse in scheduling this in a single two hour slot, but the quality of the work overcame this challenge to concentration.

Anthony Thomas’s The Qur’an demonstrated the inimitable power of the personally authored documentary; it was at times beautifully simple in its explanation, but in its overall principles of construction – never didactic. 

The film follows Thomas (though he is never seen on camera), as he leads us into a world about which he too needs to learn.  One could not but be struck by the quiet depth of the research, and the personal exploration too. It has respect for, but critical independence from, its subject. It is an unabashed encounter of the enlightenment liberal mind with the complexity of Islamic values; enthralled by Islam but unafraid to ask uncomfortable questions.
EXTRACT: THE QUR’AN

The Qur’an was written, produced and directed by Antony Thomas, with Samir Shah as the executive producer.  It was a Juniper Production for Channel 4. Would you please come up and receive your runner-up award now.

BISHOP NICK BAINES PRESENTS SECOND JOINT RUNNER-UP AWARD 

The winner of the TV premier award stands out amongst the sheer scale of the programmes with which it competed because of its almost reckless daring. It could have been a self-indulgent disaster, but it was, instead, unselfconsciously inspiring.   

Miracle on the Estate is a television confection.  The BBC commissioned a composer, a director and a poet to produce their own mystery play on one of the most deprived housing estates in Britain - Harpurhey, in Manchester. 

Sometimes such programmes end up being enthralling to take part in, but fail to enthral those asked only to watch. Here, however, we, as viewers, were drawn into the lives of others by the artless authenticity of the characters on the estate. Some took the plunge, and others backed off the chance to dramatise their own lives and uncover their talent, not in some entertainment format, but through the archetypal story of Noah’s Flood. 

As the film progresses, so the music swells.   And, as the lyrics emerge from the thoughts of those the film makers have discovered on the street - the programme does indeed seem to be something of a miracle...

EXTRACT: Miracle on the Estate

Miracle on the Estate was made by BBC Religion and Ethics:  It was written by Michael Symmons-Roberts and James Atherton. Chris Salt produced and directed with research by Nick Holden-Sim.  Hugh Faupel was the executive producer.  Would they please come and collect this year’s Sandford St Martin Premier award.

BISHOP NICK BAINES PRESENTS PREMIER AWARD
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