SANDFORD ST MARTIN AWARDS, LAMBETH PALACE, 1 JUNE 2009
SPEECH BY GILLIAN HUSH, MBE, CHAIRMAN OF RADIO JUDGING PANEL

This has been a fascinating interesting experience for me.  For many years I was – literally – on the fringe of religious broadcasting in the BBC in Manchester in that my office was next door to – and the door between was always open – to religious broadcasting, and visiting departmental heads from London would often be slightly bemused to be brought through that door and introduced to this person who wasn’t actually on their books, but seemed to be part of the outfit.    So it has been not only interesting but a great privilege and somewhat legitimising for me to chair this year’s judging panel.  And I’d like to thank the Rev. Martin Short and Ron Coles, who share responsibility for the decisions.  Very harmoniously, it must be said. 

Religious radio – like the rest of radio, according to the recent figures – is flourishing.  There were more than 70 entries.  The largest group, 25 – perhaps inevitably – from BBC Network Radio.  All but one were from Radio 4.  The 25th was from Radio 3.  A notable and regrettable absentee was Radio 2, which in the past has entered some memorable programmes.

But local radio (both BBC and Independent) was not far behind with 24 submissions.  And we enjoyed the wide range of material from that sector.  There were ambitious ideas, unusual approaches and even (dare I say) some wit and humour.  The remaining entries came from commercial network – 9 programmes; BBC World Service entered 5 programmes and 3 came from community radio.  So you can see that there is at least one reason for the abundance of programmes entered.  It’s a reflection of the increasing opportunities in all kinds of radio – great and small.

Obviously, the resources of smaller broadcasters cannot compare with the major players, but you can afford to be adventurous in radio without breaking the bank.  All it needs is talent and effort!  And with that in mind and in recognition of the changing face of broadcasting, the awards this year are committed to at least one prize going to a local or community radio station.  It wasn't tokenism.  We didn't have to scratch around looking for something to fill the bill.  As you will hear, it was an easy task.

One of the prime objectives of this competition is to encourage the imaginative use of radio techniques and I think we were a little disappointed that producers weren’t challenging the audience – and themselves – as much as we would have liked.  We would have welcomed a bit more boldness:  in the choice of subject, in the power of the argument, in the search for terrific interviewees.  

We were also surprised that so few entries reflected the diversity of religious activity in this country today.  There were plenty of programmes trying to look at Easter and Christmas in new ways, but not so many attempting to take a fresh look at Diwali or Eid or Tabernacles, for instance.

But that said, we had a fascinating time judging - and found a splendid line up of winners.

The first radio award is a merit prize and our choice reflects something of the revolution which we’re currently experiencing.  The development of digital technology, and the explosion in web broadcasting, for instance, has meant that there are minnows as well as whales making an impact.  And our first merit prize demonstrates that small beginnings are no bar to an excellent outcome.  It goes to a programme, which had a rather unusual route to a wider audience.  It was made originally for the website of the Roman Catholic diocese of Clifton in Bristol.  But it aroused so much interest there it was picked up by BCfm Community Radio in the city.  It’s a very moving, reflective piece about bereavement, presented by Peter Hobbs whose wife Caroline was diagnosed with cancer when she was 40 and who died two years later.  The format is very simple.  It’s a straight talk, enhanced sparingly with music, in which Peter Hobbs talks frankly about his life and spiritual journey since that terrible time. I think its quality lies in its unsentimental, unselfpitying approach and its low key directness.  We’re going to hear the start of the programme.

EXTRACT: Let us Pod – Bereavement 

So the radio merit award goes to Let Us Pod – Bereavement, presented by Peter Hobbs and produced by Mary Colwell, and broadcast on BCfm Community Radio for Bristol. So I’d like to invite Mary, Peter and Tom Bigwood of Clifton Diocese to come up now and receive their award.

BISHOP NICK BAINES PRESENTS MERIT AWARD

The second radio merit award goes to a programme which does explore a non-Christian subject.  It’s about Fatwas – a much misunderstood element of Islamic life.  In the West, the Fatwa is often thought of as linked to the death threat against the author Salman Rushdie.  But for many Muslims the Fatwa is much more to do with everyday life and the relationship between individuals. 

If you have a religious problem you ask for a ruling - a “Fatwa” from a religious scholar - and in this programme, the presenter, Eva Dadrian looks at the way this practice works in Egypt today.   She touches on the story of Dina, whose husband threatens to divorce her because she’s unwilling to wear the all- enveloping Niqab.  The programme gives an insight into an unfamiliar world in a lively and accessible way.  

Dina’s husband didn’t want her to leave the house, while he was away, so the programme presenter, Eva Dadrian, took a tape recording of her question to the Cairo mosque and at this point in the programme is back with the recorded answer:

EXTRACT: Heart and Soul: Fatwas

So the second radio merit award goes to Heart and Soul – Fatwas, from the BBC World Service, presented by Eva Dadrian, produced by Katy Hickman.  The executive producer: Emily Kasriel.  So would Katy and Emily please come forward to collect your award.

BISHOP NICK BAINES PRESENTS MERIT AWARD

Now we come to the runner-up in the radio awards and it’s a programme from BBC Radio Scotland, broadcast on Christmas Day 2008.  Which may give you a clue as to what it was about!  A poet – Kenneth Steven; a musician – Catherine Fish, and a minister – Owain Jones, go back to the very different places which bring Christmas to life for them.  They are three nicely contrasting characters and their memories and reflections on the Christmas message are skilfully interwoven with music and location atmosphere.  

For Catherine Fish the place is her family home in Kelso with its associations of family gatherings, going to church and music; for Owain Jones it’s the shopping centre at East Kilbride and taking the children to see Santa and finding the Christmas message in the midst of commercialism.  For the poet Kenneth Steven it’s memories of Innerpeffray and the oldest lending library in Scotland and the custodians, Mr and Mrs Pickersgill who welcomed him warmly as a child and let him take out and hold precious tomes from this very special library.  

And every year there were presents to take home: food from Mrs Pickersgill, and from her husband - old fashioned pens that he made from goose quills he gathered in the fields nearby.  The programme ended with this poem from Kenneth Steven:

EXTRACT: Christmas Awakening

So the Radio runner-up award goes to Christmas Awakening produced by Mo McCullough for BBC Radio Scotland.    Mo - would you please come and collect your award now.

BISHOP NICK BAINES PRESENTS RUNNER-UP AWARD

And now we come to the winner of this year’s Sandford St Martin radio awards and it’s a programme which demonstrates those qualities of originality, imaginative use of radio techniques, excellence of performance and high production values we were looking for.  

It was a collaboration between BBC Drama and BBC Religion and Ethics and was the fourth episode in a series called Witness, specially written plays by Nick Warburton telling the story of Jesus’ life and death, based on Luke’s gospel.  

Each play was followed by a feature commenting on Luke’s approach.  The drama was brilliantly acted and directed and the feature was illuminating and a fine complement to what we’d just heard.  We’ll hear a snatch from the play – Peter’s great crisis.  Peter is played by Peter Firth. 

EXTRACT: Witness – Tested

And so the premier award in the Sandford St Martin Trust radio awards goes to Witness Episode 4 – Tested, broadcast on BBC Radio 4.  The play was written by Nick Warburton and produced by Jonquil Panting.  The feature which followed was presented by Ernie Rea and produced by Rosie Dawson, with research by Kathryn Blennerhassett.  Would the team please come up to receive the Premier award now.

BISHOP NICK PRESENTS PREMIER AWARD
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