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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 Gavin Hewitt, chief correspondent 
for BBC News. Gavin started as a television correspondent in Toronto before 
joining the BBC’s Panorama. Since then, his 30-year career has seen him 
cover almost every major world event including the fall of the Berlin Wall, the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, 9/11, the 2008 Obama campaign, and Hurricane 
Katrina. Previously, Gavin was the BBC’s Europe editor and was voted one of 
the most influential bloggers in Brussels. His work has also been recognised 
with a BAFTA, an Emmy and a Broadcast Award, among others.  
 
Gavin, thank you for joining me.  
Good to be with you.  
 
Tell us about your current role within the BBC Gavin, because some changes 
are afoot, are they not? 
They are. I’m going to move away from daily news, which has preoccupied my life for 
the last 15 years, so no more BBC chief correspondent. I’m wanting to become more 
of a commentator, more of a columnist, actually to have more of an independent 
voice. Strange as it may seem, having worked for the BBC for a very long time, there 
comes a moment when you want to have that voice, which is less guarded, perhaps 
less balanced, and giving me the scope to say some of the things that I want to say. 
And I’ve lived through the Brexit era. I’ve lived through the Trump era. I covered the 
Trump campaign. There’s a whole load of things that you want to say and be 
involved in, so it’s an opportunity for me, which I’m immensely looking forward to, to 
expand into other areas. 
 
And when you are on air, actually on screen, is it a discipline that you have to 
be on where you thin, “Right, I would like to say this but that’s my opinion so 
I’m going to make an effort to not say that,” and focus on that to be objectively 
impartial? 
Well, I think the first thing is almost every editor and correspondent who you see on 
screen, they have opinions. It would be incredible if they didn’t. They have politics. 
They have their own politics. But I should say actually at the BBC, it’s amazing how 
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it’s like, you know, the mind gets altered; that doesn’t come out on air. It might 
sometimes come out in meetings, planning meetings, but it doesn’t come out on air. 
But yes, people do have their views. I know one or two people who have sort of 
privately have said to me, “I’m furious about Brexit! How could anybody do that?” or, 
“I knew it was coming,” and all the rest of it. But on air, certainly mainly within the 
BBC, they are incredibly professional. And I watch them sometimes, and one or two 
people I know what they think, and I think, “Wow, you’re doing a very good job.” 
 
What kind of opinions are you going to start to venture forth with then, when 
the shackles are removed? I mean, clearly you covered Trump. I mean, you 
were in Europe for so many years and covered it expertly. You must have one 
of the most informed opinions on Brexit now, and I’ll be interested to explore 
those views with you. 
Well, I think we’re living through a very, very critical period. I think the international 
order that grew up after World War Two is being challenged. I think there’s great 
insecurity. I think some of those institutions which have been the foundation stones 
of the international order are creaking; some of them are eroding. And I think also in 
the television news business, I think certainly in the States, more and more people 
are getting their news not from the networks, they’re getting it from Facebook. I think 
here there’s all kinds of questions, as how do you deal with an audience for 
television news that seems to be getting older? How do you draw back people in to 
watch things? How do you deal with emotion and entertainment? Increasingly, 
television news has an element of entertainment about it. These all affect the way 
people learn about what’s going on and how they vote. And I think there are some 
big, big themes out there. I mean, the most obvious one, there are some people who 
are happy in the global environment, we can call them globalists, and others who are 
nativists, who believe they need the identity of the nation state. These are big 
themes, and you know, I’d like to be in the mix. 
 
Well, this is probably a terrible question and very vague, but where’s it all 
going then? Surely globalisation is unstoppable. 
Yes. I mean, it is my view that in the end you cant turn back those global supply 
chains. I mean, so much has developed over the last 15, 20 years it would be 
incredible to turn it back. What I think you can do is make those global supply chains, 
international trade, more difficult – and that would have a big impact on the 
international economy. But the point is, most of the jobs that were lost – particularly 
in America – were not lost because they were you know goods were being 
manufactured in China or Shanghai or somewhere, they were lost because of 
innovation. And the big story that doesn’t get enough attention is what’s going to 
change the world that you and I live in? Technology. Technology is the big game 
changer, and I think probably not enough attention is given to it. I mean, when 
people like Elon Musk says, you know, talks about creative destruction and about, 
you know, in 20 years, you know, maybe a third of all the jobs we have now will have 
been changed radically. You know, we are talking about a fourth industrial revolution. 
We’re talking about something that is huge. And I certainly feel that often covering 
the daily news or breaking news, you can’t get into that. And yet the more that I 
travel – and I felt this particularly when I was following Trump – I would meet up with 



	
	

	 3	

people who weren’t so concerned about the loss of manufacturing jobs, they were 
hugely concerned about cultural identity. They felt adrift. The people in middle 
America are adrift from the global environment, whereas if you go to the coast 
they’re very happy. Perhaps not everybody, but many people are totally happy with 
being part of that globalised world. And those stresses and strains have to be 
managed. Part of Brexit was a concern about cultural identity. It wasn’t all about 
immigration, or a dislike of those interfering so and so’s in Brussels. It wasn’t like 
that. It was a fear that the world around them was changing. And I remember one 
day up in Lincoln, it was a Saturday and I was doing something on Brexit, and just to 
see that there were so many people who felt nobody had really cared about them, 
spoken to them, had listened to their concerns, and my God they were going to turn 
out and vote. And I remember the team who I was with, we walked away, we 
thought, “Wow, there’s an undercurrent here that maybe those of us in mainstream 
TV news had missed.” 
 
I can understand the disparity there. Because I work in America quite a lot and 
there’s the so-called Coasties and then there’s the flyover states, both of them 
kind of slightly sneer at each other sometimes. Each one isn’t really listening 
to the other. And it’s also the same on Brexit. I mean, a lot of my family are in 
the north of England and they’re not racist at all but they were always going to 
vote Brexit because they saw it as a protest vote against the establishment. It 
wasn’t just Europe they were annoyed with; it was almost a plague on all of 
their houses. And I think what the remain camp got wrong is, for every single 
expert that they wheeled out, the Brexiteers just felt more patronised, like it’s 
not a question of putting out more experts, it’s actually a question that you’re 
not hearing our frustrations. 
I think that’s right, and there was a parallel between Brexit and the vote for Trump, 
and it was a cry from people who felt left behind. And to a certain extent… I mean, 
Trump was clever. When he painted the media as part of the elite, as people who 
wouldn’t listen to the voters, who were always telling a false story and putting out 
fake news, it was clever because there were quite a lot of people in the places that I 
went to in, you know, the heartland, who felt that; who felt that the media themselves 
represented a different kind of America that no longer spoke to them. And so 
therefore, when Trump levelled his verbal barrels at the media, the crowd often were 
very happy with that. It resonated with them. And I think the same has been true in in 
the UK, that it is very easy to talk about certain communities who are perhaps 
poorer, who are more isolated, and sort of dismiss them – but when they were given 
the chance to vote on a subject that they had thought about, as you say, nothing was 
going to deter them. And in a way, the more you brought in experts like the head of 
the IMF, or President Obama… 
 
It just looks more of an establishment stitch up.  
Yes. It played the, in a sense, the wrong way as far as the government was 
concerned; it didn’t help their cause. And I think that alienation, that feeling of not 
being part of the mainstream, hasn’t yet been addressed. 
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We had Lynton Crosby sitting in that chair a year or so ago, and whilst I don’t 
agree with much of Lynton’s politics, he said something very interesting, 
which is that a lot of communications professionals just aren’t good at their 
job. You know, if you are used car salesman and you didn’t sell any cars, 
you’d be fired. And yet here’s all our political communicators that keep… you 
know, we nearly lost Scotland, we’ve certainly lost the Europe vote, and it’s 
because we’ve not connected with people in a way that’s meaningful to them – 
and we ought to have done that. 
I think what we underestimate is the rate of change. People feel very insecure. 
Somebody said this week, the big question in the United States is the insecurity of 
the middle class. And that the toxicity which is at the heart of so much of American 
politics won’t disappear until the middle class feel secure about their jobs, but also 
secure about their wages, and secure too about the changing communities around 
them. And I think that insecurity which you can see in many European countries as 
well, you know, despite the fact that I think European politicians have breathed a 
huge sigh of relief that the script didn’t go differently this year, Macron won in France 
and all of that, I think the underlying security of a world changing too fast, of jobs 
disappearing, of questioning, “What’s my future role going to be?” You know, when 
we have more robots, when we have more computer science being used and all of 
this, I think that insecurity requires something completely different from government. 
It means a commitment to constant learning, it may mean that computer science 
should be compulsory from an early age in schools. It just needs a different view 
about the way the world is, in order that you don’t have a section in your society who 
feels left behind. 
 
But Lynton’s argument was is that political communicators and politicians 
don’t read regional newspapers, the real news; they don’t going to working 
men’s clubs . He would say that Twitter is an echo chamber, that the 
Westminster commentariat are all basically agreeing with each other, and 
there’s a certain type of society, and there’s never been any meaningful 
attempts to engage with the other sections of the community. Do you think 
there’s some truth to that? 
Yes, I think there is some truth in that. I think there is some truth in it, and that is 
where social media has helped these groups. Because when, you know, you may 
have a passionate belief about immigration, you may have a passionate belief about 
some other subject, within social media you can find the echo chamber. You can find 
people who seem to be speaking to you. And that is why it’s so interesting to me in 
the States, the number of people who now say they get their news from Facebook 
even though, as we know, in Facebook all kinds of things are out there, some of 
them unchecked, many of them unsourced and all the rest of it, a lot of people like it 
because they feel they can get what they don’t get on the nightly news, or they don’t 
get from their politicians. And it’s that sense of authenticity. Now, we know that a lot 
of stuff out there is often completely wrong and fake.  
 
But it appears authentic.  
But it appears authentic. And the other crucial thing about it, you begin to feel part of 
a community. You don’t feel isolated, you feel, “Well, there are loads of people out 



	
	

	 5	

there who share the same views as I do.” And I think that’s the big challenge for 
politicians, is the old ways I don’t think are going to work – I mean, I don’t for one 
moment think that the populist wave in Europe is completely over. I think if you look 
at Macron’s victory in the first round, only 24%, in the end he won, you know, he was 
younger, smarter but also because his opponent was Marine le Pen. But even in 
France, the number of people who voted for Marine Le Pen indicates to me that still 
that sense of alienation is potent, and I don’t think for one moment the whole 
question of how do you make people feel secure in a globalised world, and a world 
where we’re seeing what we’ll hear in Silicon Valley about creative destruction. And 
that will only increase in security. 
 
But there seems to be a ‘creeping toxicity’ to use your word in the debate 
these days. I mean, just on the referendum in Scotland there was a huge, 
public, very vicious attack on Nick Robinson, who was doing an impartial job. 
Or Laura Kuenssberg, for example, has under attack. You know, if you say 
anything on Twitter, there will be people all try to have a respectful debate with 
you, even if they disagree, and then there will be people that will just call you 
names and try to bully you. Do you think that social media and technology has 
enabling this and it was always there, or do you think that this has actually 
created and contributed to a increasing toxicity? 
I suspect it was always there. I mean, you spend quite a lot of time in the States. I 
can remember way, way back when living in Canada and in the States that 
bipartisanship was prized; people were proud of it. And then you had the all news 
networks, desperate for ratings. And one of the way to get ratings was to have, not a 
discussion like we’re having now, but a fiery argument. So it became less appealing 
for someone to say, “Well, actually I think…” You know, “He may be a Democrat but 
actually I feel there are some clever things that are being said here, and we should 
listen to them.” That voice seems to have gone from Washington and from American 
politics. And American politics is the poorer for it. And at some stage they will have to 
rediscover that. Not so bad here, but I myself can remember during the Scottish 
debate I said something on Twitter, and it lit up within half an hour. 
 
Because you’re the BBC, you’re the establishment.  
You know, lots of abuse. “How come you didn’t know this?” and all the rest of it. And 
it’s strange, isn’t it? I think quite a lot of that’s always been there. But people now feel 
they all know about Twitter, they all know about other social media, where they can 
unload – and a lot of that I think makes politics about winners and losers. Actually, 
the truth about politics is trying to effect a compromise that in the end will achieve 
some of what you want. It’s not just about winners and losers, and a society that 
looks at it like that usually is the poorer. 
 
How do you feel when people attack you on social media? Because we’ve had 
some people sitting in that chair that say, “Par for the course, you just mute 
them and you get on with it, there’s a few numpties.” There’s people like 
James Cook, the BBC’s LA correspondent, that actually call them out on 
Twitter and respectfully disagree with them and highlight what they’re doing. 
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And then other people have been quite upset about it, you know, off the 
record, they have. What’s your view? 
My view is you make a judgment call. I think there are some people who are just 
being nasty and vicious. Okay, let’s move on. No time to reply. There are other 
people who feel very, very strongly and say, “You’re all lefties,” you’re all this, you’re 
all that. You know, “You talk about impartiality but there’s no impartiality at the BBC,” 
blah, blah, blah. And you get to that. And I think sometimes it is good to engage in a 
debate. So I look through something and I think, “Yes, there’s somebody who’s got a 
reasonable question there, I’ll answer it.” Sometimes you answer it and you get a 
pretty vicious response back, and you think, “Maybe that wasn’t such a smart move 
to answer it.” But I think the thing is, particularly if you’re in public service radio or 
television, you do have an obligation to engage with the people who pay your wages. 
And I think that is different from if they’re working maybe for a private channel. So I 
think you have to try and engage, but there are limits – and clearly, if people are just 
being offensive there’s nothing there for anybody, and it’s not the way to go and you 
just have to move on. And this was once said to a prime minister who had a habit of 
phoning up newspaper editors and saying, “What do you think I should do about 
this?” “What do you think I should do about that?” And the answer from one very 
well-known editor phoned back and said, “You know what? My best advice: develop 
a thick skin. If you can’t do that then you’re in the wrong line of work.” 
 
That’s a fair point. If this isn’t too loaded to question, how proud do you feel to 
be at the BBC? Because it is one of the best things about the country as far as 
I’m concerned. I appreciate that’s quite a biased view, but for me, I think it is a 
tribute to the strength of the BBC’s impartiality and journalism is when the 
BBC goes through one of its periodic crises. Because I actually trust the 
BBC’s own reporting of those kind of things. You know, David Sillito or Torin 
Douglas, stood outside NBH in the rain as usual, guessing what’s going on in 
the background. It must be an incredible privilege to work for that 
organisation, but also it presents a set of unique challenges, does it not? 
It’s a huge brand. It’s a huge British brand. And if ever a politician were tempted to 
really try and undermine that brand, the country would be the poorer for it. I mean, it 
opens doors all over the world. Several other countries have tried to kind of copy the 
standards of the BBC, not always successfully. The difficult question for politicians is 
how prominent a role do you want to give the BBC so that it may crowd out other 
voices? And that’s the question, it seems to me, is that it is so important in terms of 
news within the UK, are we getting enough voices from some of the other networks? 
And some of those other networks would say, “Well, most people who work for the 
BBC come from one strata in society; they share the same beliefs, they read the 
same newspapers, and in the end the cards are stacked in their favour in terms of 
funding and everything else.” So you’ve got to be very, very careful. I mean, to 
undermine the BBC would seem to me to be an outrageous thing to do. On the other 
hand, I think the BBC – and it is on the whole – has to be incredibly careful with its 
own power, and always to be questioning, it seems to me, the way that it does 
things. And TV news, for instance, is evolving. It is being changed by technology. To 
my mind, the big question for TV news – I’m not just all about the BBC here – is the 
extent to which it is about entertainment. And one of the things that I felt during the 
Trump campaign was that some of the networks, some of the all news channels, 
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essentially bought in to the campaign. It was so good for business. Ratings were 
going up and some of the bosses of some of the American networks have said it was 
irresistible. There is an extent to which you can see in the way that video is used, 
how correspondents and reporters go out there to get the most emotional story, you 
know, the camera turns to the one person who’s crying, you know, the story of 
maybe a big movement of people is always the most dramatic story, and if you go to 
the websites of even mainstream news organisations, the amount of effort that goes 
into getting good video. It’s a kind of BuzzFeed world, you know, we’re going to 
harvest the good… 
 
The good being emotional in some way, emotionally stimulating, good or bad.  
Yes. And you know, and I think sometimes there is a temptation for the camera to be 
on the correspondent, as much as it is upon the politician or the subject as being 
looked at. And I think that’s a very difficult subject to address, because you need 
hooks – you need to get people in, you need to get them watching. But television 
news, if it becomes too much about entertainment, risks, I think, leaving people 
without the means to kind of judge big events, to judge what’s happening in society. I 
mean, an informed democracy – often talked about, quite  difficult to achieve – I think 
requires probably from public service broadcasters, you know, different rules of 
engagement, and there are different rules of engagement than from other networks, 
and I think that is a challenge going forward. Some of these things that I’ve been 
talking about like the world of work, you know, robotics, what is actually going to 
happen as more and more people are replaced by robots and all the rest of it. These 
are difficult subjects. But I think they need to be addressed, because believe you me, 
people out there are having those conversations about driverless cars and about 
shopping malls closing and the effect on the retail sector of online shopping and all 
of these things. And that’s going to change the world in which we live and have, I 
think, have an impact on democracy. 
 
Is it a challenge for you as a journalist to try and capture this in a nutshell that 
you have to do when you’re on TV news? So I will turn on the BBC at 10 
o’clock news, Hugh Edwards will introduce a package from you. He’ll turn to 
you in the studio and you’ll have what, two and a half minutes to talk about it? 
There must be a lot that you have to leave out of something and yet not 
oversimplify it, because you’ve got to capture the essence of what the story is. 
That must be quite an incredible task to do at short notice. 
Yes. You’ve got it. I mean, compared to the space that people have in newspapers, 
it’s incredibly difficult. I mean, the average report on the 10 O’Clock News is is two 
and a half minutes. If you get 2:45 you think you’re doing well. And the art of 
television news, apart from getting the right words to go with the pictures, is actually 
to say, “When I strip everything away, what is at the heart of this story? What is the 
one thing that I going to try and get across?” And if you’re doing a live – we call them 
lives – at the end of your package, you may only get 45 seconds. In 45 seconds, 
really you can only say one, possibly two, things. The attempt to get more in – but 
there’s also this fact and that fact, and what about this? – in the end, the public won’t 
go with it. They begin tuning out. So you’ve got to try and get the one thing perhaps 
repeated, without using exactly the same words, and hope that somehow it sticks. 
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So it’s a very different game. I remember years and years ago I used to say, “Look, if 
you want to have a sense of being there, watch television news. If you want to have 
a broader understanding of what this all means, you’re going to have to work harder 
and read more widely.” Don’t just rely on television news. I think radio… 
 
Gives you a bit more space.  
Yes, it gives you more space. And perhaps one of the reasons for the great success 
of radio is, you know, the voice is fantastic but also the space, and you just have a 
better sense of the argument and what’s at stake. 
 
You do, but there is a sense still, on the Today programme for example, of a 
kind of gladiatorial. Combat between John Humphrys – I am a huge fan of his, 
he’s sat in that chair – and the minister of the day. Because whilst it doesn’t 
have the kind of unhinged level of spectacle of a lot of the American news 
media of course, it’s respectful and informed, there is an element of some 
presenters saying basically to the Minister, “Oh, come on,” and trying to kind 
of beat them, and the minister also trying to beat them back by not giving 
anything away, not letting anything slip. 
I think to an extent, holding politicians to account in those verbal fights is pretty 
important in a democracy. If you go too far, the audience tunes out. And I think they 
have a very clear sense as when they think the line you are pursuing is fair and 
reasonable, or actually whether this is now become about your own ego and that 
somehow you’ve got to be seen to be putting one over on a minister. I think the 
audience is smart at judging that. America doesn’t have the same tradition of 
adversarial interviews, and usually if somebody important comes into the studio they 
say, “Oh, it’s fantastic you’re joining us tonight, it’s great to have you here,” and 
everything. If, after you’ve gone through all of this, there’s a few questions, and you 
think, “Well, we never  got to grips with all of this after we’ve said how great it is 
having this individual there.” And I think we do things better in that respect. But on 
the other hand, I think being adversarial for the sense, you know, just to appear kind 
of strong and tough and not backing down, I think there are many different ways of 
interviewing and getting the best out of people. I always remember when Teddy 
Kennedy decided he was going to run for president after his brothers had run, and 
he decided he’d run. And I think he interviewer was a man by the name of Roger 
Mudd, but he, at one point, asked him the most simple question and he said, “Why 
on earth do you want to be president?” and there was a most awful minute as, you 
know, Senator Kennedy tried to work out, actually why did he want to become 
president?  
 
Having an existential crisis on air.  
Yes, exactly! And you thought, if you batted into him, and said, you know, “Why is 
there this dynasty, why are you standing after your brother?” and all the rest of it, he 
probably would have fended that off. But here was the most simple question asked in 
a rather graceful way, and got a great response. It got a response actually that in the 
end destroyed his candidacy. 
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Do you think technology will change journalism in ways that it hasn’t already 
done so, in so far as… two examples spring to mind. One is there are bots now 
they’re writing a lot of the financial reports for newspapers and financial news 
websites that are making analyses of financial movements of the markets, and 
it’s a computer program writing the report. The other thing that popped into 
mind when you were talking about news automation was the film Back to the 
Future II when Biff falls off a skateboard and a load of drones, automated news 
drones, fly in to film the event. There’s not even an actual human journalist 
there. And given that news rooms are – and obviously that example is fictional 
– but given that newsrooms are as empty as they have ever been, is 
automation going to threaten journalism itself, given that you have news 
judgment and news values? We can’t automate that, surely?  
The big instrument of change for journalism, particularly for television radio 
journalism, over the last 25, 30 years has always been technology. I mean, I’ve seen 
a revolution in the time that I’ve been doing it. After all, when I started off in news 
they were using film. 
 
And they had the microwave transmitters and tape ingest machines and all of 
these kind of things. 
And the staff is around for a few years and then it goes. After all, 24 hour news, 
wasn’t somebody dreamt it up. It was made possible by technology. The lives that 
you see in the Six O’Clock News or the 10 O’Clock News, they’re all made possible 
by technology. And you know, one of the images that came out of the floods in 
Texas, there’s a reporter racing around in the rain and suddenly spots some guy in a 
cab with the water rising, and has to flag down a sheriff who’s passing by who 
happened to have a boat, to try and rescue this guy. It’s all live. It’s all going out live.  
 
Incredible.  
None of this would have been possible just a short while ago. And yes, people are 
using drones – some responsibly, some less so. That’s going to be a feature in the 
future. I mean, I’ve been at rallies in… I was at one in Athens where two or three 
drones were just sort of hurtling their way across the crowd. And you know, that will 
have some influence. You’ve mentioned the bots, yes? Because that will also require 
people to say, “Well, what’s been, you know, what is just automated and what’s 
actually been written and analysed, or has just been the software that’s been doing 
the analysis?” One of the most interesting changes in the period that I’ve been 
working in this business is, in a sense it’s about democratisation, but the extent to 
which ordinary people are now involved in the news. Not on an average night, but if 
there’s a big story, breaking story, the percentage of footage which is taken by 
ordinary people. 
 
So-called user generated content. 
Yes. I mean, some… 
 
‘Email yourpics@bbc.co.uk’ as it always says on the ticker.  
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Yes. I mean, sometimes I’ve done a piece and I’ve thought, “Well, how much have 
we shot of this ourselves?” and the answer sometimes is, “Very little.” The public 
now know that they are, in a way, journalists – and also they want to have their 
voices heard. And that’s all positive, and that’s all to do with the fact that they are all 
carrying smartphones. Ten years ago, as you know, smartphones – or rather the 
iPhone – is 10 years old. I have a picture on my smartphone taken in Florida last 
year when I was covering the Trump campaign. And it’s outside a hangar. And at 
first glance, if I showed it to you now, you would say, “God, it looks like a kind of 
North Korean moment,” because every arm is outstretched, and it’s only as you look 
more closely you realise – yes, every arm is outstretched in the air not because they 
are saying, “Hail to the chief, Donald Trump,” it’s actually because they’re all taking 
pictures on their smartphones. And Trump and his team well understood: the more 
you could do that, the more, of course, he knew that they would go back and share 
with people and say, “Look at this event we’ve just been at.” So technology is utterly 
changing the public space. And I’m sure if I went back and looked at reports 10 
years ago, they would be slow, they wouldn’t have any of this kind of footage from 
people out there, and they would seem very formal. I think the difficulty and the 
challenge is not saying, “Look, here’s an impression of what happened,” but it’s 
whether there’s still a way of saying, “This is what it may mean. This is the 
significance of something.” And that’s much harder to do when you’ve got all these 
fantastic graphics and all this material coming in.  
 
I think it even changes the nature the way politicians interact with the public. 
In the referendum campaign, about three or four days before the referendum 
itself, I was at a dinner that the Prime Minister, the then Prime Minister, David 
Cameron, was speaking at. And he spoke and did this speech, and it was to 
the members of the public, so it wasn’t a kind of celebratory thing. And then 
afterwards, as he left the stage, he went into a holding area where there was 
about 30 people waiting to take selfies with him – and that’s all they were 
waiting for. They didn’t have any dialogue, they didn’t ask for an autograph, 
and he dutifully posed for these selfies, and then the security took him away. 
And I was more flabbergasted by that than I was by the fact that he didn’t have 
any meaningful dialogue, or even you know, give an autograph in the old days. 
People just want the selfie. 
They do. And if you don’t do it, then the word seems to get out there. 
 
You’re rude. You’re not in touch.  
That’s right. And there’s a great photo out there. It involves Hillary Clinton. And 
there’s Hillary Clinton, and the audience, every back is turned against her, so she’s 
actually staring into the backs of her audience. And again you think, “What on earth 
is going on here?” But it’s obvious actually, what they’re doing in the audience is 
having one big selfie where Hillary Clinton, who’s still on the stage. They turned their 
backs to her. I covered the Dutch elections this year, and Mark Rutte, a kind of 
amiable candidate, went out onto the streets of - I think it was he Hague – and he 
stood out there for an hour and a half, having selfies with people, some of whom 
said, “I’m coming back again, I’ve now brought friends of mine.” “Here’s my baby, 
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can you hold the baby?” And he just thought, “This is what you have to do these 
days.”  
 
I’ve done it. I’ve been guilty of it myself. It happens, doesn’t it?  
Yes. It may help you with voters, it may help people say, “Well, he or she is a regular 
person.”  
 
He’s in touch.  
He’s in touch.  
 
He’s accessible.  
But it doesn’t tell you much about the challenges facing society. And it’s part of a 
game of politics. It’s unavoidable. But it doesn’t tell you what kind of prime minister 
you’re going to be, and it doesn’t tell you much about who you really are. But the 
politician these days who says, “Well, I’ll have nothing to do with that,” is a bold 
politician. 
 
I’ve got very interesting question to ask you about your journey as a journalist 
in terms of whether it’s ever changed your viewpoint about something. So for 
example, most of the people that I’ve ever met in real life have already decided 
who they’re going to vote for before the election campaign starts and they 
never change their mind. I don’t know anyone who’s done that during a 
referendum or an election campaign. In terms of people in my regular life, 
they’ve already know they’re going to vote for and the campaigns ultimately 
meaningless. You’ve been Europe correspondent, you’ve covered the Trump 
campaign. Did any of that change your view as a person? Or did you have a 
kind of settled view about Europe and/or Trump at the beginning? Did it evolve 
or change in any way or was it pretty much the same after your secondment to 
Brussels and in covering the Trump campaign? 
I think in both areas I changed my view. In 2010, Greece was getting into trouble. 
And there was a period towards the end of 2009 when people said, “Well actually, do 
you know the Greek deficit is not 3.5% or 4%? Actually it’s closer to 12%.” And for a 
brief period, nobody took much notice. And there was a moment in 2010 when I 
realised that politicians had set up a system, economic and monetary union, that 
really had no plan for if a country could not finance its debts, who was part of that 
union. And watching politicians grapple. with something they had… 
 
A huge collective oversight. Frankly, you wouldn’t even drive a car without 
insurance. 
Yes. It was one of the most fascinating things that I had watched. And I realised that 
sometimes, not because people are bad people, but they set something up, and they 
don’t fully understand it, and then struggle to deal with it as things begin to go wrong. 
And watching that was what was fascinating to me, and it did change my view. There 
is no question that, you know, Europe, you know, rising out of the ashes of World 
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War Two. And the European Union, when it eventually became the European Union, 
that had some formidable achievements. And I think most people know those 
achievements. But there’s also a blindness there; sometimes a complete inability to 
see problems that need fixing. And so, during my time as Europe editor, I became, I 
think, more aware of that. I wrote a book at the time, and the book was about the 
crisis in Europe. And what I tried to do there was really do two things at once. One 
was to explain the politics of what was going on, these late night meetings when the 
future of Europe was at stake and you had the U.S. Treasury secretary phoning up 
and saying, “Listen, by the time the markets open in the morning in the in the East, 
you know, we’re going to have a collapse of the Euro, we’re going to have 
contagion,” and all the rest of it, and these frightened politicians, many of them I 
interviewed and spoke to, and they were scared. They actually thought they were 
going to precipitate another financial crisis. And then also, as they imposed 
discipline, austerity, budgets shrunk, unemployment went up, it was a completely 
different story which hardly ever got aired, about what was happening to ordinary 
people who couldn’t get a job, and it was regarded almost as sort of populist to begin 
reflecting that. So that was to me a very interesting dynamic, that however 
enthusiastic you might be about the European project, I’ve always pointed out there 
were some things which were clearly detrimental to whole societies. I mean, 
however responsible Greece was for its problems, the fact remains had its economy 
shrunk by 25% over a short space of time, which is for a modern economy is 
unheard of. 
 
It’s unthinkable.  
And in relation to Trump, I didn’t change my view. I mean, I always felt the biggest 
problem was to do with personality; the fact that everything had to be about him, 
about you know, the whole question of narcissism. 
 
Because he’s a pretty unpleasant personality. That’s my view! 
But the key thing about it was that he was a great entertainer and he understood 
absolutely, coming from reality TV, the need to keep the script changing, the need to 
be in the public eye, the need to soak up all the kind of oxygen for himself. He 
absolutely understood that. But I thought at some stage the Americans would think, 
“Ooh, it’s a big risk.” 
 
So did I.  
And even though I was seeing the crowds turn out for him, particularly in the last 
week, I still thought that, you know, knowing Americans pretty well, that they would in 
the end turn away – but they were prepared, perhaps in the same way that people 
were prepared to vote for Brexit, to take a risk. They’d got to that stage were quite a 
lot of people said, “I don’t care what you say. Here’s a guy who says he’ll fix things. 
Here’s a guy who says he would drain the swamp.” And they were prepared to do it. 
And as I said earlier, that to a great extent, the media played along. This was a 
drama the like of which, in American politics, they had never seen. And even today, I 
was in Washington just a few weeks ago. He puts a tweet out, it changes the news 
agenda.  
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He’s a master at it.  
Everybody buys into it. 
 
He’s the best in the world.  
Yes. So you don’t, for instance, the question of, “Well, he said that three days ago, 
what actually happened?” “Well, there’s no space for that now, there’s a new tweet 
out.” 
 
And the media play along with it because they then don’t give airtime to an 
analysis of the truth or otherwise of his earlier tweets, because they’re that 
busy dealing with the spectacle of his latest one. 
You look at the ratings. The ratings are fabulous for the networks, and not for all 
channels, but quite a lot of other news channels as well. And he’s the impresario. 
And every day, he wants to be in the spotlight. And he absolutely understands this. 
The story is told – I hear this second hand, so I can’t actually vouch for it – but during 
the campaign at one point, Trump noticed – because he’s a keen viewer of the cable 
channels, so he knows, you know, when he’s not doing other things, that’s what he 
does – and he was running fifth in the news agenda, and he thought about it, put out 
a controversial tweet, watched as he rose up, became top of the agenda. 
 
The ultimate in narcissism and effective media management. It’s both, frankly. 
I don’t think the media has yet worked out how to deal with Donald Trump.  
 
Because it’s just come from left field.  
Yes. What they’re hoping – those who are very anti-Trump – is that come the 
midterm elections next year, that the Republican Party will essentially turn against 
him. 
 
They don’t seem to be.  
Well, certainly you can say a third of the electorate is hanging in with Donald Trump, 
maybe a little bit more, and the media… I think, you know, some great columnists 
have been writing, but the media doesn’t seem to me to have a strategy. It just 
pumps this stuff out, and you know, somebody gets fired from the White House, 
“Wow, what drama this is!” It makes The West Wing look tepid. And I think there’s a 
kind of an addiction to the show, the Trump show, which I find fascinating in a way 
that, if you go… it’s worth trying to do this. I remember not so long ago, if you went 
into a bar in America and you sat up at the bar and you looked at these television 
screens, and they were all showing baseball, NFL or whatever. Now if you go in 
there, at least one of the screens will be on CNN or Fox. 
 
Even the choice of network is a political statement these days.  
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That’s right.  
 
Because Fox would mean you a Trump supporter and CNN would mean that 
you’re a fake news member of the establishment elite. 
That’s right. And you do hear lots of stories of divided families. And this is part of by 
saying, what’s been lost is that sense of respect for institutions, respect for core 
American values. We may disagree, but we’re still Americans. 
 
Well Obama once famously said, “We can disagree, but we don’t have to do it 
disagreeably.” 
Absolutely. And I think that there are some signs that there may be a kick back 
against all of this. You do hear stories of increasing political activism, of groups who 
are getting together at local level who are saying, “We can do better than this.” You 
know, we don’t want to, in the end, have all of our arguments out on the streets. So 
there is, I think at a local level or a city level, quite a lot of things are happening. But 
at a national level, you know, the aggression which is played out on a nightly basis is 
extraordinary. 
 
Well our ability to kind of self-select and self-censor seems to be enabled by 
technology. So for example the BBC News website, or indeed any news 
website, allows you to kind of click the minus button on things that you’re not 
interested in. So I can’t give a damn about sport, it doesn’t interest me. So on 
every website I go on, wherever the option is to hide sport, I hide it. But what 
am I essentially doing there is narrowing my worldview, because I’ve not just 
done it on sport, I’ve done it on a lot of other issues. And you end up, or you 
run the risk of having a news portal, even the BBC, that’s only going to show 
you things that you’re interested in. And you take that to its ultimate extent 
where they’ve done Facebook news feed analyses of typical Democrats and 
typical Republicans where they are completely different news feeds, and you 
don’t get a sense of any of the opposing view. 
I think there is a problem, fewer and fewer people now engage in appointment 
viewing, sit down at six o’clock or at 10 o’clock, or watch… you know, there are still 
people who do it, but fewer and fewer people do. 
 
I get in at half 10 most nights because I live in the countryside, and I always 
watch News at 10 half an hour later. I’ve got it on series link. 
But do you scroll through?  
 
If it’s sport, yes. But other than that, no. 
But its interesting, sometimes on the tube I watch people and I can sometimes see 
they’re watching the Nine O’Clock News, and they watch the first story, the second 
story perhaps, third story, don’t like it. 
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You’ve not seen them scroll past one of your reports, have you?  
I would challenge them immediately! 
 
Who do you blame? Is it the media that have allowed Trump to prosper that 
that’s caused this problem? And look at say, the Europe thing again. Is it that 
Europe didn’t make a strong enough case for its own existence? Many people 
have just said, “Well, who’s to blame is David Cameron; he shouldn’t have 
called a referendum, he only did it to placate a few UKIP supporters and his 
own party and shoot their fox, because they were rising through the in the 
opinion polls.” I mean, ultimately, what’s gone wrong here, if I could frame it 
that way?  
Well, I think the thing is that over Europe and Brexit, I think that for a number of 
years there was a significant number of people in this country who felt alienated by 
Europe. I think they felt Europe was too powerful, too interfering, and time and time 
again there was an opportunity for what I’m going to call the European establishment 
– I’m talking about the commission and some other of Europe’s leaders – to truly 
embrace reform. Some of those institutions – the European Parliament, for instance, 
and particularly the Commission – needs reforming. You can be the most 
impassioned European, and I would say there are some of them who would agree 
with what I am saying. Less regulation. Yes, occasionally that’s announced. What 
actually happens? Very hard to see. And I think one of the problems is that the 
officials speak embraced reform, but I never, in the five and a half years that I was 
there, I never really saw root and branch reform. We need to listen more closely to 
those who are paying, to those who are, you know, essentially living with what is 
decided in Brussels. So there’s a real disconnect. It seemed to me that they talked 
about listening, they talked about reform, but there was very little evidence of it. And 
in those circumstances, if you then give people a vote, if they feel they’ve heard the 
script for so long, they may well decide to ditch the whole thing. I think in America, 
for probably certainly since the financial crisis but probably going back to the year 
2000, wages had not kept up, and certainly had not reflected what was happening in 
society elsewhere, particularly in Wall Street and the CEOs and all of that. So there 
was a longstanding grievance that people were being left behind. The middle class 
were not just insecure, as I said earlier, they also felt very strongly that their children 
were not going to be able to afford the lifestyle that they had had. All of these things 
were kind of known, but politicians really, really didn’t address. I mean, I covered the 
Obama campaign in 2008 and, you know, he was a brilliant candidate in many 
respects, but some of those things that I’ve just been talking about, the insecurity of 
the middle class, about wages, inequality, cultural identity, all of these things, they 
were there then but they weren’t really addressed. And Obama got into power 
because he had the most incredible narrative. And I stood in Grant Park the night he 
was elected. And I remember, you can see it in my blog, or actually you can see it in 
a piece of I did that night when I used the phrase: ‘So history turns’. And it didn’t 
really turn, because actually eight years later we had Donald Trump. 
 
I never thought Donald Trump would win. In fact, the moment, a few days 
before, when that tape of him coming out basically sexually demeaning women 
and saying you can touch them wherever and all that nonsense. I watched 
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that, and I was quite pleased actually because I thought, “This guy’s finished 
and only an idiot now would give him even one percent of a chance.” And I 
was in New York on the night of the election and the New York Times had like 
a swingometer thing on Twitter that basically said the likelihood of Trump 
winning. It was quite early in the evening and it was about 90%, and I just 
thought the algorithm has gone wrong. And they even put a tweet out saying, 
“The algorithm is not wrong. We do stand by the fact that is 90-odd percent 
likely that Trump will win.” And I remember being flabbergasted. And then of 
course he went on to win. 
I was in the ballroom in the Hilton Hotel in Midtown. I was at the Trump party the 
night he won.  
 
I was about 100 meters away from you, unknowingly!  
Haha. And I remember stopping and talking to Rudy Giuliani, who was one of 
Trump’s key supporters, and I said, “How do you explain this?” And he said, “It’s the 
revolution of the little guy.” And that’s what they thought; that they had been able to 
appeal to those who other politicians had not been able to reach. Was I surprised? 
Well, basically I still thought Hillary would do it, but the one thing I had begun saying 
in the four or five days leading up to the campaign, I was staggered by the size of the 
crowds. And I remember on the Sunday before voting, being up in Minnesota, one of 
those fabulous sort of autumnal days, you know, bright crystal sky, you know, the 
northern part of America. And he was due there I think around two in the afternoon 
or something. We turned up at about eight in morning and this queue stretched 
forever. 
 
I remember the images of the queues because some of the bulletins used the 
lead on that imagery. 
And on the night before the election I was in Cedar Rapids, and there were people 
queuing six, seven hours beforehand. And some of them said that they had been to 
five Donald Trump rallies. These were people who were completely fired up. Hillary 
Clinton was generating nothing like that kind of enthusiasm. And I began to point out 
that, you know, having covered a number of campaigns before, that there was 
momentum there. And so even though I still thought, when I went to the ballroom just 
near where you were standing on the evening, I still thought Hillary would probably 
do it. But what was interesting to me – and I remember having this conversation, I 
can’t remember when in the evening it was – but there was a guy there from the New 
York Times who said… we were discussing Florida, and said, “No, no – it’ll turn 
back. It’ll turn back to Hillary.”  
 
Of course, because of the old hanging chads and all of that.  
All of that. And I said, “Well, we’re waiting for some results but they’re mainly from 
the panhandle to the north. That’s Trump country.” And the guy said, “No, no, no. It 
will change.” And I had that distinct impression that a number of people had bought 
in to the conventional result and were finding it incredibly difficult to extricate 
themselves to a point and say, “Tonight may be one of those defining moments in 
American history, and actually most of us didn’t see it happening.” And so I think 
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there will be people who say they saw it happening, and certainly you can see 
indicators, but they were gigantic shocks. They were massive shocks to the political 
system, and we’re still living with them now, and will do both in terms of Brexit, you 
know, for the next three or four years. Almost certainly there will have to be a 
transition after 2019. So we will be living with Brexit and the consequences. It will 
define politics in this country. You know, the political landscape here is almost 
impossible to read over the next three months because of Brexit. And Donald Trump, 
we’ve only had him in what, seven, eight months? And we’ve got a long way to go. 
And it’s redefining American politics. A sense that you could always depend on 
America, not just as the world’s policeman, but actually as that stabilising factor 
behind those institutions, you know, the rules-based international order, you know, 
the sense that when it came to it, America would say, you know, “We’re going to 
stand up for these values.” That is no longer true. 
 
I mean the sheer physical vastness of America fascinates me. I mean, I can fly 
to New York, as I do twice three times a month, and it takes me six and a bit 
hours. And then when I fly to LA from New York, which I do often, that’s the 
same length of flight. I mean, just to get over from one side of the country to 
the other. It’s amazing that it even holds together. In fact, this has been quite 
an unusual podcast, because it’s been dominated by so many interesting 
issues and your analysis of them, that actually I haven’t had a chance to kind 
of chat to you about your career and everything, and we’re running out of time. 
We only have a few more minutes, sadly. But I’d like to ask you final question 
in terms of the next stage of your career. You mentioned that you’re going to 
change role. What’s the genesis of that, and how do you think it’s going to 
materialise and manifest itself. What are you going to get up to? 
It is very easy as a journalist to spend a long time thinking that you’re holding 
politicians to account. There’s a glorious irresponsibility about journalism, and you 
turn up to places, and you deliver your view. You have a front row seat, lots of 
history, and I was there in East Berlin the night the wall came down – that was an 
immense privilege. You know, I was there in Moscow when Soviet Communism 
ended. The day it ended.  
 
This could be a five-hour podcast, in fairness.  
But some of… I think that you can continue doing those things, but I think there’s a 
time and there’s an opportunity to speak more candidly and to get more drawn into 
the debate, not just as a journalist, but as a participant in the debate. And I’ve 
wanted to do that for some while, and it’s been on my mind, and then circumstances 
developed whereby I thought, “Well, this is the moment.” 
 
So does that mean you’re going to kind of write more?  
Yes.  
 
Are you going to be hosting a show on LBC, arguing with callers, like Nick 
Ferrari style?  
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All of these things, all of these things are possible. I’m very engaged in writing at the 
moment. In the future I’m going to be giving a lot of speeches about some of the 
things that we’ve been talking about. So all of those things will happen – it will be a 
varied palette. And who knows? The political world is rich with interests and 
opportunities. 
 
Gavin, it’s been an absolutely fantastic and very, very interesting 
conversation. Thank you ever so much for your time.  
Thank you. I really enjoyed it.  
 


