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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m joined by Sam Taylor, executive editor for 
BBC News Channel and BBC News at One. After starting his career as a 
trainee in 1997, Sam rose up the Beeb’s news division and is now responsible 
for commissioning and innovation, establishing new forms of real time online 
reporting, and a strategy for younger audiences. As executive editor, he has 
led the BBC’s coverage of the EU referendum, the election of President Donald 
Trump, and international terror.  
 
Sam, thank you for joining me.  
Nice to see you.  
 
So, Sam, executive editor for BBC News Channel and News at One. What does 
the job involve? Are you basically the guy who runs News Channel? 
I suppose that’s right, yes. My job has been through several variations in the five 
years or so I’ve been doing some of it, and then other things, and it’s changed 
around, as you do with these things, but I started off as what was called the 
controller of the BBC News Channel at the time. 
 
That sounds pretty good!  
Yes. And I think this job is basically the same as the executive editor. So we’ve 
regrouped it a few times, changed things around a little bit as we’ve looked at how 
we integrate with digital, but yes, basically I look after News Channel both on the day 
editorial, and also the strategy and the programming that we run every day.  
 
So what does the job actually involve? 
Well, that is the challenge, isn’t it? So it’s basically a big mixture. I often think you 
can only get one bit of it right at any given time, so I am both working with the team 
who are putting the output together every day, come in about eight o’clock most 
days, sit down with the people who are looking after the output at that time, discuss 
some of the stories, have a think about it. I’ll try and peel off around 10 o’clock once 
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we’re up and running to work on some of the longer term stuff we’ve got, so that’s 
managing all the people who work for us, it’s thinking about the network strategy, I 
do some commissioning of recorded programmes that we run at the weekend, so it’s 
really trying to find a way in which you can keep on top of the news that we’re doing 
all the time, and also think about the future of the network at the same time. 
 
So is your the business of the channel itself, like you mentioned HR there and 
planning, or is it an editorial role in the classic sense that you are actually 
choosing story lines angles to take etc.? 
Well, that’s why it’s such an interesting job, because I am basically doing a bit of all 
of those things. My desk is actually in the newsroom right outside the gallery, so I 
find myself quite often jumping up going and having a chat, going into the gallery if I 
need to feed into things. 
 
So you actually sit in what I would call ‘the pit’, and I know you’re going to 
correct me and say it’s not that, but that when you have that insanely exciting 
music at the beginning and that countdown, and then there’s the establishing 
shot before it cuts to the studio, you are there, aren’t you? 
Yes, I’m right behind one of the big concrete pillars that’s in front of the galleries, and 
I look on to the back of the studio. It’s definitely not called the pit though! It is 
Europe’s biggest newsroom, and it was a very exciting project to work on moving 
everybody in there, which is one of the things I did before I took over the channel.  
 
I get goosebumps every time I go through there. It feels like I’m on a set, which 
I literally am. 
So, yes, I’m trying to explore the full potential of open plan working, where my desk 
is right outside the gallery. I’m just round the back of a pillar from the main team, and 
it does mean it’s brilliant if something is going on and I need to help out with 
something quickly, I can just jump up and be there, join the conversation, or go in the 
gallery. On really big stories I’ll have one of my editors in the gallery working with the 
producer, one of the output editors on the desk, and I’ll pace up and down, often on 
the phone to BBC One, and talking about whether they should join us, and things like 
that. So it’s a real team effort; it’s quite good being in the newsroom, it’s just not quite 
so good if you need to have a complicated meeting with somebody or sort out your 
finances.  
 
Well, because that’s the problem with the news! Stuff’s always happening and 
you can’t help but be distracted by it, I imagine. 
I suppose that’s the best bit of it in a way, is that you’ve always got a story to do and 
you can get on with it and you can really focus on that. On the big stories of the last 
year or two, that’s really what I’ve been trying to do. Lots of questions about making 
savings, what’s our strategy, how are we getting on, but actually the best way to 
move any of those things forward is actually to get the output right on the air. So I’ve 
had some good advice from colleagues and friends in the past when things have 
been a bit tricky managerially to really try and lean into the news, make sure you’re 
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doing great coverage, and that worked really well for us around the referendum, and 
then we had it all over again this year with the snap election. 
 
And I think for me that’s where rolling news comes into its own, because Sky 
News is great, the BBC News Channel is great, but both of the powers that be 
on both channels have threatened to axe them at some point. It seems 
unthinkable. 
Well, this has been a whole big area of discussion over the last few years, and one 
of my former bosses, Richard Sambrook, did some writing around the subject of are 
news channels over, he now says that that’s not what he meant, but it certainly 
caused the question to be asked quite a lot. My perspective is, I’m not really here to 
defend any one way of people getting live and developing news in the longer term. 
I’m sure technology will change a lot, but what I’m really here and obsessed about is 
live and developing news. It’s different to catch up news or finding out what’s 
happening at the end of a day or slowly reading a newspaper or website. When 
news is happening in real time, it’s really important that people have reliable sources 
of information that they can rely on, and at the moment news channels are an 
absolutely critical part of that and I don’t think people can really envisage how they 
would be replaced. It’s changed around breaking news, there’s no doubt we’re not 
necessarily the world in which you would automatically say, “I will break everything 
first.” You might often be following something up on Twitter, you know, people have 
got quick ways now to get breaking news out there in short text form. But the job that 
really well-trained skilled presenters in particular play once a story is broken, and 
bringing that together and really helping people to understand what’s happening, 
adding context, adding explanation in real time, that’s not something you can 
replicate purely on digital at the moment. So TV channels are very important, I think 
how TV channels develop and how they gradually integrate with other forms of digital 
news will be very important, but it’s certainly not the case that right now people 
would be better informed if they didn’t have 24 hour news. 
 
So if you take the typical average viewer of BBC News, are they still receiving 
their news in a kind of appointment to view, the news at one, six, 10, catch up 
situation, or are they used to putting on news channels as well? How is the pie 
chart split? 
It’s a real mix. And a big challenge for BBC News as a whole is what we’re really 
doing is trying to work out ways to make sure everybody can get the news in 
whatever way they wish to receive it. That’s quite challenging, because your income 
is flat, or inflation has gone up, meaning the money you’ve got to spend in the BBC 
is actually declining a bit, but you still need to make the news work on all these 
different services. So I’ve done quite a lot in recent years, working with the team to 
try and work out how to make News Channel work at lower cost. That’s been quite 
challenging at times.  
 
More for less, as they call it in W1A.  
Yes. I mean, I think what’s been good in some degrees is we’ve found some ways to 
take the full benefit out of the new technology we’ve got in Broadcasting House, and 
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we’ve now made a lot of the savings we needed to make and we’ve gone on to 
continue developing the output with new programmes and new formats. So that’s 
been really good to see. I think the key thing with news channels is they are really 
the oxygen of news, I think, at the moment. You really do need them there, and 
although some of your audience won’t watch you that often, they really do want you 
to be there when the story breaks. And we perform a really important function for the 
BBC as a whole that when stories break, we’ll pick up the ball and run with it, and in 
the last few years that’s meant we’ve often got onto network television, BBC One 
simulcasting what we’re doing around big terror attacks, around post election 
coverage, around the prime minister calling that snap general election, they’re all 
times when we’ve provided that service for a much bigger audience. So we need to 
find a way to make sure we can continue to serve a big, you know, eight million plus 
people a week, watching News Channel, make sure they can get to us and see us, 
but also that we’re there ready to serve bigger audiences when things come along. 
 
You’ve overseen coverage of huge breaking stories like the Pope’s 
resignation, and the murder of Lee Rigby. How do you decide in terms of the 
resource allocation what to do? And also are you the guy who, as you 
mentioned earlier, puts the call into the BBC One controller to say, “You need 
to run what we’re doing, this is big.” How do you make that editorial judgment, 
as well as the managerial decision about the resources? 
Yes, from a resources point of view we work really closely with the BBC news 
gathering team who work with all outlets, and we’ll work closely with the 
correspondents who work for news gathering – most of them in the BBC work for 
them and then they work for all sorts of different outlets – so we have to work very 
closely with them to share resources and get access to all the BBC experts on a 
story. If it’s a really big story we’ll then top that up sometimes by sending out one of 
our presenters and some of our producers to go and present that story in the field or 
take on extra reporting work. We had Ben Brown in Zimbabwe for Robert Mugabe’s 
departure, recently we were out on the snow, we’ve sent out a lot of big stories to top 
up that news gathering effort. So that’s a real collaborative game. 
 
Are you the guy that says to Simon McCoy, “Simon, put your wellies on, you’re 
now going to be covering the snow in Inverness.”  
I think that’s, “Simon, have you got your wellies, because we need someone to go to 
Inverness!” So, yes. When it comes to presenter deployments, I’ll normally pick up 
the phone, then we’ll try and work out where everyone is and see if we can get 
someone to go there. And then, as you say, if the story is really big, then we’ll have 
that conversation with BBC One, so sometimes I’ll phone them and say, “This is 
really big, you should think about coming to us.” That’s what we did with the snap 
election, we got a feel that, whatever Theresa May was going to say, it was big, and 
we phoned them up and we persuaded them that they should join us, BBC One 
should join News Channel at 11 o’clock in the morning, even though the 
announcement didn’t come until ten past eleven, and there was a bit of a kind of, 
“What’s she going to say? How can you be sure it’s really big?” I said, “Well, it feels 
big to us. That’s about all we know, so why don’t you join us?” On other occasions 
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they’ll phone me and ask what do I think, and is this a story that has wider impact 
that they think about coming to you. Remember the Oxford Circus… 
 
The supposed bombing?  
Yes.  
 
Where Olly Murs was in Selfridges or something?  
Yes. I got a call in the middle of that as we were trying to work out what was really 
going on, and I said, “I’m just not sure. I’m not sure enough that this is absolutely at 
Satan’s door.”  
 
Right on your doorstep, of course.  
Yes, it was… of course, the closer it is to your office the more challenging these 
things are to do sometimes. But we thought there that we weren’t quite sure, weren’t 
satisfied, that the story was absolutely guaranteed to be something that if you put it 
on BBC One people should know about it. And that call turned out to be right, and 
about 20 minutes later we were telling everyone it was all over. 
 
In terms of, you know, you run News Channel, but you also run the BBC News 
at One bulletin as well. What’s the right mix and tone of stories for a lunchtime 
bulletin? Do you give it some thought in terms of how that would work?  
Yes. I mean, I love the One. I’ve been working on it for many years in one form or 
another. I went there as a producer, having started on News 24, I got a chance to go 
over to the One and I absolutely loved it, because I think it’s one of the hardest 
programmes to get right. You want it to be as good as any bulletin, but you’ve 
basically got a half or a third of the time that you might have if you were doing the 
News at 10 or a programme later on. The team there have incredibly high standards 
and you really want to get it right first time. So I think it’s a really important 
programme, and I’ve always loved working on it. And it does reach a lot of people, 
you know, eight million on average a week. When the snow happened recently that 
went up to 11 million, so a lot of people were tuning in. And of course, the other key 
thing about that programme is it has a very loyal audience; a lot of them are older 
viewers, some younger but majority are older viewers, and they watch the show, a 
lot of them, all the way through, and then go on to the regional news. So that mix 
you’re talking about, you really do want to get that right and really keep people 
engaged in the bulletin all the way through. So by and large, it has a rhythm of really 
getting after the big stories, and then making sure you’ve got some lighter items a bit 
later on. We’ve been doing some great stuff recently with our teams out at the Winter 
Olympics, and then at the Winter Paralympics, that’s part of the mix, and we really 
do try to keep people with us and take them through the journey. But the best thing is 
when you can, at the end of the day, the far end of the day, the team’s got it right on 
a story at one o’clock, and everyone is still saying the same thing at the end of the 
day as well. 
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Isn’t the problem with the One though that stuff is still happening that day? So 
the guilty verdict that the jury are about to deliver will come at say, half past 
three, or if Theresa May is going to make a big announcement, it’s either first 
thing in the morning or mid afternoon. Enough stuff hasn’t happened yet. 
Well, I think that depends, doesn’t it? It depends on the day, really. One of the things 
that’s great about the relationship between News Channel and the One is there’s a 
lot of stuff happens these days, especially around government and Brexit and key 
announcements, that happens in that period between 11am and 1pm, so you get a 
lot of live announcements – it happened again over the Brexit transition deal – so 
you’ve got the announcement at quarter to 12, you’re going to take that live. There’s 
then, in parallel, some people in my team working on how we’re going to pull that 
together as a report for the lunchtime news, and we’re keeping an eye on any 
reaction we generate live on News Channel that might feed into that item. So a lot of 
stuff happens. And then a lot of stuff will happen very close to air, and that’s again 
one of the exciting bits of the challenge of the programme. I remember back in the 
day when the budget was at half past three, and I was working on the One as a 
producer at the time, and they said they were going to move it to half past 12, and 
we are thinking, “My GOD! Half past 12? How are we going to tell people on the 
News at One what’s happening in the Budget?” But interestingly, because people 
watch that programme every day, they don’t all turn over and watch the Budget 
speech being given out live, more of them watch the News at One and want that very 
first take of a speech that’s still being given to be given to them in an accurate way. 
Those are really exciting programmes to work on. You’ve got to get it right at the top, 
and then you’ll be back later in the programme with more analysis of what’s 
subsequently been announced, and things like that. So I think it’s a really interesting 
mix of very near term live and breaking news, but getting it into a bulletin format, and 
then other interesting stories which might have been around since the morning, or 
things that are building up that day that you want to get people across. 
 
Do you feel a real sense of responsibility, that with you being the boss of the 
BBC News at One that you’ve got to get it right? And also, it’s not a fiction to 
say there are people that want you to get it wrong. You have commercial rivals, 
you’ve got the Daily Mail, the slightest mistake, large or small, there are people 
out to get you and jump on your mistakes. Or do you just get on with it? 
Well, it really isn’t me. It really is a very experienced team who work really hard to 
get these things right, and then really good correspondents and picture editors, who 
are cutting all these filmed reports right up to the wire every day. I mean, that’s one 
of the big challenges for the One is editing all your pieces between 11am and 1pm to 
get them all on air, and you wouldn’t believe how many days sometimes, the number 
of pieces that are played live into the programme because they’ve been cut so close 
to the wire you haven’t quite had time to load them onto your server yet to play them 
out in the safest fashion. 
 
Is that a bit nail biting, when you don’t even know what the package is going to 
be? 
I remember doing a show once where we had a reporter feeding in from South 
Africa, and we were really up against it, and I was in the London gallery, and 
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basically communication broke down within the building in Johannesburg, so we 
actually had to cue this piece and cue the live reporter who is on the roof of our 
bureau in Johannesburg, by shouting over the phone to somebody who was 
downstairs in this tower block, who then used a internal tannoy system to say, “Cue!” 
So there’s quite a few instances where you’re just there, but – whoa – you’ve just 
made it. Cueing people on the fly and just telling them to roll. Way back when, I 
remember the Queen Mother was lying in state that morning running up to the One, 
and we have to produce a nine-minute VT showing everything that happened that 
morning for one o’clock. It only started at 11 o’clock, so we ended up cutting seven 
minutes in one edit suite, and then we couldn’t get the whole thing finished in there, 
and a further two and a half minutes had to be done in the edit suite next door, I was 
running between the two to try and coordinate these two bits of tape, and then they 
both had to be played live into the programme with the second section rolled straight 
off the back of the first section. That’s a kind of adrenaline you could only get in 
certain circumstances. 
 
But might that adrenaline turn into like an ulcer or a heart attack? I mean, how 
do you keep it healthy levels of adrenaline? If you are having those levels of 
stress every day I think you would be lying in state next, I think! 
Well, I’ve done a lot of it! We do have quite a lot of new people coming through News 
Channel and the One team, we’re a great incubator for new talent and bringing 
people through the BBC, but we also have some people who just love it and they’ve 
done it for a very long time. So I think it’s having a mixture of the two and that really 
works. But I suppose I am one of the people who has now done it for quite a long 
time, and I do rather enjoy the, “We’ll just have to decide right now, won’t we?” 
factor. I love project management, I love planning things, but there is something 
about the, “Right, we’d better just do that, then,” which is also quite interesting. 
 
In terms of planning, you are the boss of News Channel, what’s on your 
agenda for the next couple of years? Where do you want take the channel? 
Well, that’s something we have been working on quite a lot, so there were a lot of 
questions about where we went in the future and how much money we have and 
things like that. I think some of those have been settled for next period of time, but 
during that time I was quite pleased that we have found new ways to stuff. Simon 
McCoy’s got a new show in the afternoon called Afternoon Live.  
 
I’m a fan! I’ve known Simon for many years. He’s a good friend. And he’s a 
legend as well actually. 
But he didn’t have a dog on set with him today, he had the dog down the line in 
Southampton as part of his news nationwide roundup.  
 
He’s done everything basically, Simon.  
Yes, and it’s a good format for him, and that’s just another one of those sort of, “How 
do we reinvent the format as we go along?” I feel that one of the big challenges with 
news channels is that making changes to them is basically like repairing a train, or 
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refitting a train, as it’s going along the line. So it’s always moving, you’re on most of 
the time, your ability to sit in your studio and just rehearse something for a few hours 
before you do your bulletin at six o’clock in the evening, you don’t have that luxury. 
So we made a lot of changes when we moved into Broadcasting House and got that 
the camera that zips across, as you say, and we got the newsroom backdrop right. 
We also, behind the scenes, got some new graphics systems, went HD, got various 
new tools to play with. 
 
The countdown music is like the most thrilling music in the whole world. 
Everyone gets really excited. 
Well, all these things work well, but I think they also work on a template. And you’ve 
got a lot of people working on it over extended period of time, so everybody needs to 
know how to do it. So every time you want to change anything, you’ve really got to 
think quite hard about it and work to get everybody involved in that change, to 
understand it and make it stick. So we take a pretty incremental approach of adding 
new programmes. We’ve got a 100 Days programme, which we launched very 
quickly actually, to capitalise on the inauguration of Donald Trump. We thought, “A 
hundred days, that will be a pretty in-depth period to study Donald Trump.” Of 
course, 155 days later he’s still saying things. 
 
He’s still doing stuff.  
So we had no option but to make it Beyond 100 Days as we carry on reporting on 
that. So that was an innovation.  
 
Beyond Two Terms will come in about seven years.  
The name is reviewed on a periodic basis as it goes on for longer! But that’s been 
great fun, because that’s put Katty Kay, who appeared on the News Channel 
sometimes but not that often, she’s a big star of BBC World News, got her on the 
News Channel every day, and then with Christian Fraser here who has become a 
real expert around Brexit and other stories. I really enjoy that format, because when 
we piloted it, people were saying, “Okay, so we’ve established them in the boxes, but 
now one of them will do the interview, won’t they?” And we said, “No, no – they’re 
both going to do the interview, and they’re always going to be in the boxes, and you 
got to believe in the boxes.” Because the interaction between them, and then the 
interaction between their guests, is what I think makes that a really interesting way to 
get people engaged in what can be some quite dense and complicated issues, 
particularly Inside the Beltway. So I think they really bring that to life. So that’s one of 
another formats. The other thing we’ve done recently which we are enjoying is we’ve 
just introduced augmented reality graphics into our paper review. So, for quite a long 
time… 
 
I’ve seen that. The front pages on the desk and things like that.  
Yes, and then there’s this huge newspaper over the shoulder of the presenter which 
you can zoom right into and read the first paragraph of, and that came out of a bit of 
a think about it. We relaunched The Papers when we moved into Broadcasting 
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House, gave it branding, got lot of people interested in watching the programme, but 
as time’s gone on it’s been clear that full frame graphics of the papers didn’t really 
get you immersed in the detail of it, so somebody said to me, “Oh, I don't know, 
we’ve got this new thing we could potentially hook up your graphics system with the 
cameras on the railways that you’ve got in the studios. Why don’t we have a look 
and see what we can do?” I said, “Yes, brilliant.” Because you can have a massive 
newspaper, then the chance for people actually be able to see what it says and 
really look up close to it and go up exponentially. So that was another fun idea out of 
the team that we’ve just rolled out recently. 
 
And if you are going to have a culture of innovation like that, you’ve got to be 
prepared to get things wrong from time to time. As you said, it’s a bit like 
fixing a train, isn’t it? The train has still got to keep moving but you tinker with 
the formula to see how it works. I mean, that’s been incredibly successful. 
Yes. And I think it is one of the challenges, because you’ve got new staff often 
coming in, new techniques, you’ve got to make sure everyone’s up to speed. I’ve 
definitely introduced stuff where not enough people knew how to do it and we didn’t 
give them enough time to get their head round it, and then at other times I’ve slowed 
down changes sometimes to try and make that work, and then people have said, 
“We’re not innovating quickly enough.” 
 
You’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t.  
No, I think you just have to keel your way a little bit sometimes, don’t you, and try 
and get enough people who know what they’re doing on when you’re launching it, 
they can gradually bring other people up to speed, and we have to try new things 
out. You asked me before about the direction of travel going forward. I think the big 
question for, not news channels per se, but news organisations, is how is live and 
developing news going to change over the years ahead. I think there’s really big 
potential for news channels and news organisations, digital offshoots, to work 
together more, and gradually people’s consumption of real time news, as opposed to 
catch up news, will evolve. Part of that is because of this huge change behind the 
scenes about cloud computing. So if you think about broadcasting as a ‘one to many’ 
model, and it’s only five years since everybody in the UK got digital one to many TV, 
but in that same period of time, the ability for cloud computing to now deliver you 
video and information to your phone or to your TV, in real time, has become really 
powerful. So that whole business of you’re looking at something on your phone, and 
if you’re looking at video in Facebook, you can now often get it with comments in 
Facebook Live. That technology that lies behind that is basically pushing the way 
towards a many to many model of reaching people with the news, to be much more 
possible to actually still see your presenter doing what they’re doing, but potentially 
decide you want more information on the screen or less, or you want to do 
something else alongside that you might want to make the graphics bigger if you’re 
on a small device, or smaller if you’re watching on a huge television. I think the 
potential of that, once more people receive TV and video content via the Internet as 
opposed to through their aerial, is really interesting, and really out there to be 
exploited over the next few years. 
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So what is a typical viewer of News Channel then? We have News Channel on 
a TV in our office; the subtitles are on and the sound is off. We have Sky News 
on another one. I sometimes watch it on my iPad. What are the touch points? 
Well, we’ve got a lot of people watching a lot, and then we’ve got more people 
watching occasionally. Definitely all the logic you would expect applies, that some 
people tune in at the top of the hour to get the headlines and then it’s all about how 
interesting have you made it for them to want to carry on watching. So some people 
will do that, the headlines are the most important thing for people still. We have 
some really big points in the day. Five o’clock really draws viewers in who switch on 
and will see that show, the News at Five. That’s a good way to catch up on the news 
that day. We bring people in running up to 10 o’clock quite often, we’ve got big look 
ahead weather forecast on the channel at five minutes to 10, and then you see the 
10 on the channel as well as on BBC One, and that draws people in to the channel 
as well. The biggest driver though, fundamentally, is big news that people are really 
interested in. So you’ve got a baseline loyal audience who are watching whatever 
happens, and often will just follow their own rhythm about when they used to tune in, 
and then you’ve got major events, and that can make a huge difference to how many 
people are watching at any given time. 
 
Do you have moments where not a lot is happening? That might sound a 
stupid question really given that so much is going on these days the whole 
world seems to have gone crazy, but do have slow news days still? 
Yes. And that’s where your planning work, and commissioning work, and what 
original journalism have you got, and what issues are you looking at, really comes 
into play. This year, I mean, January actually was pretty quiet, not totally quiet, but 
after last year’s very dramatic events, we really were knocked for six. I think the 
whole news business by that the run of events both before the snap election with the 
Westminster attack, and then you’ve got an election, you’ve got the Manchester 
attack, London Bridge, then Grenfell after that, it really was quite an unprecedented 
period for major things happening and you really had to think hard about how you 
going to continue covering them. We returned a bit into that period of intensity in the 
last few weeks here in the UK with the Russian spy attack, and then the very heavy 
snow, and you’ve got the Brexit pace is stepping up, so some of the elements of 
major running news stories are there again, but you will at other times have less 
going on, and that’s where you really got to know what your editorial priorities are. 
We re really bothered on the News Channel about working through our relationship 
with the BBC’s nations and regions, so it’s a really important part of our brief that we 
do work hard to report from all round the UK. It is important for the BBC’s levels of 
trust and people’s view of the reputation of the BBC that we do that. So we’ve done a 
lot over the last few years, and we keep adding to it. That’s what Simon is doing in 
the afternoons by checking in with presenters around the regions.  
 
I used to live in York, and Harry Gration from Look North, my old programme, 
was actually live. I can’t even remember what he was covering, but it was great 
to see Harry. 
Well, we came up with that format, I mean, it’s a idea that Simon was championing 
really strongly himself, and we came up with that format partly because, although we 
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do a lot of stories from around the regions of the UK, we normally do them with 
reporters. And the presenters, who of course are actually in their patch the most 
famous news presenters in their patch… 
 
Harry Gration is the Kent Brockman of Yorkshire broadcasting.  
Well, the six-thirty regional news on BBC One is the most watched news programme 
in the UK. 
 
I live in Milton Keynes, and I’ve got Sky Q, so I’ve got all the BBC’s regions, 
and I still watch Look North even now.  
Excellent.  
 
I refuse to watch whatever the Milton Keynes equivalent is. 
So we realised we just didn’t really have a format where these very famous 
presenters came onto the News Channel. They would normally be off doing other 
things, and we’d be working with people out in the field or people working on 
individual stories, so it’s been great to get more of them on and to showcase them in 
that way. But we do lots of other things. We do regional current affairs programmes 
now very regularly, did a big partnership last year with the team in Look North for 
Yorkshire and Humberside, and the Hull team there, who made some special 
programmes for us about the City of Culture. So that’s one of my priorities, is 
reporting the country and finding stories that you don’t necessarily get from other 
parts of the media. That’s a big area. I’m also really interested at the moment in 
environment news and what further stories are there that we can do, and what’s the 
day to day news story around the environment and climate change and pollution and 
some of those issues that people are bothered about? Not just the kind of, “Here’s 
some bad news,” but also what are people doing about it and how are people 
responding? That’s an area we’re trying to find more story lines and more content, 
because we’re finding we have a big event or a big moment, or send somebody to 
the Arctic, and they come back with a big high impact report at the time, and I think 
there’s quite a big demand, especially among younger audiences, that we track 
these things more on a day to day basis. 
 
It seems to me that a lot of stories now polarise people now, much more so 
than ever before, across party lines even within families. You look at Trump, 
you look at, say, Brexit, especially given the pressures of a rolling news 
channel, how do you stay in the middle and be reasonable and balanced when, 
if you cover anything in Brexit, half the audience are going to feel alienated by 
it, or feel that, you know, have attacks of fake news or bias. 
Yes, I think this is a big challenge. To talk specifically about Brexit, what’s so 
interesting about it is, our audience research shows people are incredibly interested 
in this story. So you talk to other journalists sometimes and they go, “Oh, it’s 
impenetrable, there’s nothing happening, we don’t really know what’s going on,” and 
that’s partly the nature of the negotiation, is a lot of stuff’s happening behind the 
scenes, and suddenly, as we had in November, and we’re getting again now, a kind 
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of, “A-ha! Here is a massive document with lots of information in it.” So it does make 
it challenging as a story to tell from day to day. So one of things we’re doing is we’re 
just investing quite a lot in explanation. So News Channel works very closely with the 
BBC’s reality check team, we’re doing a lot of stuff with Chris Morris every week 
around picking stories up and trying to unpick them. We are doing monthly days 
where we look at specific subjects – we did fishing last month, we did a really big 
impact day on the Northern Ireland border looking at all the issues there to try and 
help people understand it – and so that’s a large part of what we’re doing, just trying 
to find ways to get out of the news diary or the political news cycle around the stuff. 
That said, a lot of BBC News Channel viewers are really interested in political news, 
so we work really hard. We’re seeing Adam Fleming doing a lot of stuff day to day 
around what’s coming out of Brussels, and Norman Smith and Vicki Young are doing 
that every day on the Westminster end. And so we try to mix it up. Because I’m a 
news junkie, I want to know every aspect of the story.  
 
Because there is a live negotiation going on, you have to cover it. 
Yes, but also then deal with the fact that people say they’re very interested but they 
also find it quite hard to understand what some of the issues are. So that’s the 
mixture there. On the balance point, or the impartiality point, if you ask people what I 
do, and a lot of them will say, “Not that much, he sort of hangs around or he’s off 
having a meeting.” One thing I think people do know I do a lot of is basically pushing 
us all the time to look for other angles and other voices and really trying to drive our 
impartiality by finding a wider range of voices. That’s why I was so keen on the 100 
Days programme, because it was clear that we needed a way to really drive our 
journalism around Donald Trump. Big thing around people in Europe kind of basically 
thinking Donald Trump is a problem, and knowing that in America there’s lots of 
people who don’t think that whatsoever. So that show has been a real vehicle for us 
finding strong Republican voices, having the debate, hearing lots of points of view 
from different people about how it works, and we take that approach with quite a few 
subjects. Remember on the Scottish referendum? The UK government out of 
Westminster pushing incredibly hard with those reports and all that infrastructure 
around why the case for Scottish independence wasn’t made, and I knew very well 
for my own contacts and working with BBC Scotland that there was just a completely 
different point of view which we worked really hard to reflect. We ended up with a 
nightly programme from Glasgow into the News Channel during the last month of the 
campaign to make sure you absolutely saw the campaign from Scotland. Now, 
you’ve got different points of view in Scotland, but there was something about doing 
some of the output entirely from there, as well as from a UK wide perspective, as a 
UK wide network, that really worked for us and made sure we had a more diverse 
range of views. 
 
And yet you had a hue and cry march on BBC Scotland complaining about 
Nick Robinson’s coverage, and it seemed to be very personal about him and 
accusations of bias. Does that not dishearten you a little bit, that you’ve gone 
the extra mile to be that voice of impartiality and reasonableness? I personally 
had zero problem with his reporting. And yet, I’ve never known that ever where 
you get a group of people marching on an individual journalist to condemn 
him. 
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Well, I think we certainly know, as you were sort of implying, that where people have 
got strong political views one way or another, that clearly is becoming… I’m not sure 
if it is more pronounced than what it was in the past, but people’s ability to express 
their difference of opinion through social media is stronger than ever, isn’t it? I mean, 
we really are, when you think about that polarisation of views, and then the ability of 
people from different points of view to argue with each other… 
 
You say anything and everyone’s going to have a go at you.  
Well, it’s only natural in that sense, isn’t it, that the media organisations and the BBC 
will get caught up in that sometimes, and I think, you know, what can you do? The 
main things you can do, the absolutely crucial thing, is to try and be as accurate in 
your reporting as you can be, and it really is to just keep working around 
representing a range of views and helping people understand why people have got 
different opinions. We have a bit of a challenge on the News Channel sometimes just 
to explain to people who are unhappy with one element of our coverage that we 
assess our due impartiality over a period of time, you know, usually a day, 
sometimes with weekly programmes over a longer period of time, so people will see. 
We tend to do quite a lot of individual interviews, so this hour we’re talking to the 
minister and the next hour might be talking to someone from the opposition etc. 
because we’re here to break the news, and get those news-making interviews as 
they come along, where other programmes who’ve got more time might sometimes 
set those things up later in the day as a discussion. So we do have to explain that 
sometimes to people, that you are hearing, at any given time, our presenters 
engaging with someone with a particular point of view and hearing what they’ve got 
to say; that might well change the story and move the news line along, but it won’t be 
the sum total of what we’re going to do on that story today. 
 
How does it work in terms of your editorial considerations when, as is every 
couple of months, the BBC becomes the news itself? I can remember many 
years ago Torin Douglas stood outside Broadcasting House when the Hutton 
inquiry was going on speculating what was going inside, and all of that thing, 
and he would say, “The BBC have said this,” and I used to think, “You are the 
BBC, Torin!” And that self-awareness. If you look at the BBC pay thing, for 
example, you’re a BBC manager that I imagine is going to get the odd bit of 
grief from some people behind the scenes, but then you are also running the 
channel that’s got to cover it. 
Yes, I’ve learned a lot about this from experiences in the past. I remember outputting 
the BBC One News the weekend after David Kelly had died, and having to deal with 
the news coming in to us about the BBC confirming his role in the original story, as 
the source of that story. When I took over running the News Channel, I think it was 
three days in when George Entwistle resigned, and I had to decide that I would get 
Simon McCoy to stand outside Broadcasting House to report on this news, which at 
the time felt like quite a bold thing to do at that stage. But in a way that’s a technique 
to make it very clear to people that BBC News is reporting on the BBC as an 
organisation, and so that’s really… my number one priority in any situation like that is 
to make sure that what I’m focusing on is helping the team deliver that accurate and 
impartial reporting, whatever it’s about – and that’s no different recently with the pay 
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story, that you want to come away with the audience feeling as if the people, even if 
they’re quite close to the story or know people who are involved in it, have reported 
in fair and accurate a way as possible. 
 
But in a sense you’ve got two hats, haven’t you? As an employee of the BBC, 
that you might feel that the BBC’s own PR team aren’t doing a good enough 
job, that even though you’re going to cover in a certain way as a hard news 
journalist, you also think as an employee, “Well, they’ve scored an own goal 
there,” for example. 
Well, you just apply some basic rules, I think. It’s one that is one of the best things 
about the BBC’s independence and commitment to impartiality that it’s able to report 
on itself in a way that I think people think is very fair-minded. So if I am reporting on 
a story about the BBC, I will get my team to phone the press office. If a press officer 
has got something to say about it we’ll put it on, and if they haven’t we’ll say they 
haven’t. That’s the process. You should just treat as you would treat any other story, 
which is you make enquiries and gather information, and report the information. 
 
It is slightly W1A though, isn’t it, when Huw Edwards, a BBC News anchor, is 
actually saying to camera, “No one from the BBC was available,” and I think, 
“Well, there’s hundreds of them right around the studio, just drag someone 
in.”  
But that’s a statement of fact, isn’t it? That will just be, we’ve requested an interview, 
no one gave us one, and therefore we’re telling you what happened. And I think that 
is actually the key to that whole thing. I remember going back with the David Kelly 
thing, when the management team were off dealing with the story and the public 
announcement, it really was my call to say. I remember saying, “We’d better put a 
section into one of these pieces saying: ‘Was the BBC’s story right?’” That was the 
question to ask, and we asked it. 
 
I mentioned W1A just then. I know I’m going to risk disappearing up my own 
backside now, but you have got the fictional version of you on the real news 
channel these days. 
Well, not ‘these days’! We did let him on for our 20th anniversary, so I think that’s fair 
to say. So last November we were marking 20 years of the BBC News Channel on 
the air, so Tony Hall came on and was very nice about the channel, and then Chris 
Ekin and Maxine Mawhinney came on, and then Simon decided that he’d walk off 
and let them carry on with it because they obviously knew what they were doing! And 
then it was suggested to me after that that possibly the fake head of news could also 
come on to talk about when he set up the News Channel, so that was all very 
entertaining. He’s a very funny guy, Neil Reid, sorry, David Westhead. So we did 
enjoy that. I’ve now got that on my Twitter profile, the strap we had on air when it 
said ‘24 hour news is 24 hour shovelling’. 
 
I do remember that. And I enjoy W1A, as someone who is a news channel fan, I 
thought it was brilliant comedy in its own right, but was there an extra level of 
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excruciating-ness, if that’s a word, when you watch it? Is it an exaggerated 
version? 
I’m not supposed to… I can’t have an opinion on it! I’m supposed to remain entirely 
impartial! I think they’re unfair about the interior design at Broadcasting House. 
Before I started this job and I was working on the design of the newsroom and 
moving everybody over, I remember having these lovely conversations with interior 
designers who had an excellent range of soft furnishings, and I think some of it is 
quite nice, and this programme doesn’t really seem to respect that properly. 
 
Yes, exactly, yes. I always love the meetings. And can you just confirm for the 
record that they’re not like that in real life?  
No… 
 
Very good! Would it be fair to describe you as a BBC lifer? How long have you 
been at the BBC?  
Yes, it’s tricky, this. I have been there for 20 years.  
 
Been there man and boy!  
I know, I know…  
 
Tell us how you got in, and give us a brief précis of your climbing of the ladder 
to the very upper rungs. 
Oh… yes, I’ve always seen myself as a slightly rebellious type, so the idea of turning 
around recently and realising that I had been there for two decades is a bit 
disconcerting, but I think I just fell in love with it when I was very lucky to get in as a 
trainee. So I literally just… I don’t think I was doing very much at university, I was 
listening to 5 Live quite a lot, and then watching Newsnight in the evenings and 
things like that.  
 
Who was the presenter then? Was it the two Jeremys and Kirsty?  
Well, I did start watching further back than that back when Peter Snow was on. I was 
a bit precocious on the media front as a kid, when I decided I fancied reading The 
Independent rather than the Daily Express, which we had at home, and then started 
watching Newsnight.  
 
Did you watch Newsnight thinking, “I want to join this team and I want to put 
this show together.” 
No, I don’t think it was ever quite that focused. I know you have quite a lot of people 
on saying, “I knew I was going to be a journalist from the moment I learned to 
speak…” I was definitely not that organised at all. I did quite a few media-ish things, 
but I never really quite liked doing anything too formalised. I was at a comprehensive 
school in mid-Bedfordshire, and I played around with various things. I did a bit of 
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sport reporting for the local paper for free, because I was rubbish at football but I 
went to the matches with my mates who are playing in the sort of Ampthill boys 
team, so I decided the best thing I could do was write up their mighty exploits seeing 
as I wasn’t going to be able to contribute to them on the pitch, and then I got into 
leaflets and kind of campaign brochure design and stuff, did a bit of that. When I 
went to university, I thought it was all a bit complicated being in the student 
newspaper stuff so I basically did some campaigning work with people about sort of 
gender and sexuality issues, and I also wrote a few articles about architecture. I was 
just sort of bodding along. And I think it must have been my kind of skiving where I 
listen to the news quite a lot that helped me with my application, and I just kind of got 
onto this trainee scheme, which was absolutely brilliant. I particularly liked it when it 
was a combination of radio and TV… I like the radio stuff, I don’t want to talk it down, 
because I do work with a lot of people in radio, but when I got into TV, I just really 
liked it. It’s such a team game, and to this day I still really like the fact that you can 
work so closely with camera operators, and directors, and picture editors, and it’s not 
just a group of journalists all talking about journalism, that if you can get on well with 
and understand people with those great craft and visual skills, you can make a really 
amazing product – so that’s where I really got into it, and I think that’s what trapped 
me there in a way, is that I really love that TV production process, and I love visuals, 
I really love graphics, I love presentation, as I know you do too. And then I’ve started 
doing more and more in the digital and multimedia space where a lot of the same 
things apply. So that’s why it’s really kind of… I think in the end why I’ve stayed in 
one place because it’s just such a lovely group of people in the BBC, who have 
these huge expertise beyond pure journalism, that they are all in one place and you 
don’t get so many of them in one place together. And that is the bit I really like, is 
working with a group of people to make something that is much more interesting and 
bigger than I could do if I was on my own. 
 
Does the digital play out system mean that you can just do much more, much 
more quickly? I remember the first time I went to Sky News about 15 years 
ago, they had a tape ingest unit where they literally put in a 20 VCR tapes. 
There was a physical mechanism that played it into something else so that 
they could actually edit it. Now it’s just all digital. 
Yes, and that that is one of the amazing changes. Because when I explain to people 
sometimes who have joined us in the last four or five years, and we were doing this 
when we were thinking about the 20 years, and some of the stuff that was the main 
technology in broadcasting back then, it’s just incomprehensible now if you if you 
didn’t see it. I think I was quite lucky that I arrived just at the end of that old analogue 
era, and managed to get enough training around some of the new digital stuff so that 
I can still make sense about it from looking after things and looking after the way it 
works. I don’t know if I would have made that transition if I’d arrived slightly earlier. 
So we went from a position where we were cutting pieces on two-machine beta SP 
edit suites, and I remember being told that – this again was on the One, I mean, this 
was really stressful – you basically had to lay it down in in a linear fashion so the 
latest pictures would always be at the end, because what you didn’t want to do was 
lay off your piece onto another tape to put the new stuff on the front, because it 
would then go what they called down a generation, and it wouldn’t look as good. So 
fundamentally, the new pictures were always at the end of these pieces. And of 
course, as soon as we went to digital editing, the new pictures could always go at the 
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front because you just dropped them onto the timeline and you left the hole at the 
beginning and you put them in there when they finally arrived at five minutes to one. 
So that’s been a huge change. 
 
Heidi Dawson, she runs 5 Live, and I asked her about her first job, and she 
said it involved cleaning carts. And I had to struggle to remember what that 
even was – but she actually meant erasing previously used cartridges, tapes, 
so that they could be reused. 
I definitely missed the boat on radio analogue technology! I was put on a training 
course at the very beginning about how to cut quarter-inch tape. 
 
It was physically splicing, wasn’t it?  
Oh, I couldn’t do it, you know? I just couldn’t. A bit of tape you had to put on air. I 
didn’t do it for long enough to get any good at it. And TV, of course, was already you, 
the producer, would sit with some other people who would do it for you, so  you 
didn’t have that challenge. I think what’s really interesting now, where skills are really 
changing, is your ability in the future to be able to do a lot more stuff yourself, again, 
I think is really interesting, especially in digital space where can you do your own 
coding, can you build your own visuals. Even in TV, your ability to make your own 
graphics. We’ve got that already, but can we open up some of those technologies so 
people can do more innovative things? I mean, the Victoria Derbyshire programme, 
which is on channel, and we work very closely with day by day, did a really powerful 
piece the other day entirely on mobile phones and then captioned on a laptop. So 
the news gathering process I think has really benefited from this plethora of new 
technologies, and I think as bandwidth gets better and you can do more stuff live, I 
think that’s also another really interesting area. I remember back in the day people 
would say, “I can’t put that on, that’s terribly poor quality, isn’t it, that sort of web cam 
thing.” Of course now, as far as I’m concerned, as long as it’s the news or it’s a 
major news-making interview that’s going to tell you something new, then it doesn’t 
really matter what format it’s in, especially in that first hour or two of a story.  
 
As a viewer, I’ve noticed that there’s a lot more people Skyping into the studio 
from their home.  
Yes. I mean, you can get it wrong. It can look bad, and you can get people not set up 
in the in the right way, but if the bandwidth is good, it’s bringing interviews to the air 
in a way that you couldn’t previously do, or you might have done on a poor phone 
line, so I think that’s really good. We are spending quite a lot of time at the moment 
trying to make sure that the people setting those interviews up and the producers 
who are in contact with them know how to help people in another place make their 
room look brilliant and how to really get it right, how to stop their kids coming in the 
back of the shot and causing any other major viral moments.  
 
The BBC dad.  
Yes, exactly. That’s probably the greatest unplanned success of the news over the 
last 12 months, but getting that right is really important and I’m really excited about 
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the potential for consumer kit basically, lightweight technology, to really improve. It’s 
interesting with this thing, where producers, you can see them setting these 
interviews up on their own phone using Skype or WhatsApp or whatever app they’re 
using to talk to the person, and then we’re having to get that reversed into the 
broadcast system to do it, and actually making the broadcasting business a bit more 
like working off the kit you now expect to have in your own house I think is one of the 
ways it will be possible to get more information to more people more quickly. 
 
Sam, I’ve hugely enjoyed our conversation, thank you ever so much.  
Thank you. 


