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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 Professor Richard Sambrook, 
director of the Centre for Journalism at Cardiff University. During his 30 years 
with the BBC he was instrumental in establishing its 24-hour news channels 
and spent six years as director of its World Service. He was central to their 
response to the complaints about its coverage of the so-called “sexed up” Iraq 
war dossier in 2003, and later gave evidence at the Hutton inquiry. Richard 
plays a leading role in lobbying for the safety of journalists around the world. 
He’s on the board of the Bureau for Investigative Journalism, and is chair of 
the Frontline club. 
  
Richard, thank you for joining me. 
Thank you for having me. It’s great to be here. 
  
So, Richard, you’re the director of Britain’s premier centre for journalism with 
huge experience yourself. Is it a good time for your Cardiff students to be 
launching a career in journalism? 
Well, it’s like the Dickens quote, “It’s the best of times; it’s the worst of times,” 
whatever it was, so we read a lot about how many jobs are going in journalism, the 
travails of the news business and so on, so there are obviously big challenges, but 
on the other hand, I think it’s a brilliant time to be going into journalism, because 
there are also lots of opportunities, new roles, new kinds of news organisations, and 
it’s evidenced by the fact that over 95% of our post-grads get jobs within the year. So 
there’s definitely a demand for people who are well trained. And what I say to them 
is, you are information professionals. And we are at a time where, which I am sure 
we will go on to talk about, there’s a lot of confusion over public information and 
news and journalism, and people who understand that world, and are well trained, 
are in demand. 
  
And obviously with the move to academia, I think that this question is even 
more relevant for you, because I do think about it from time to time, but what 
exactly is a journalist? 
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Well, that’s a really good question because it’s changing isn’t it, and it’s never been a 
profession with a capital P in the way that teachers are, or the law is or a dentist is, 
largely because people don’t want an external body having to licence who’s a 
journalist. There’s a kind of free expression issue behind all of that. Though I 
sometimes think that perhaps some of the newspapers hide a little bit behind that, to 
allow them to do anything that they want. 
  
To get away with mischief. 
Exactly. But, nevertheless, the role of a journalist is changing beyond all recognition, 
and whereas at one time you’d be a sub-editor or reporter in a newsroom that was 
owned by an organisation of some scale, these days you are more and more a 
freelance. I mean, the gig economy has definitely hit journalism, and of course there 
are more and more jobs in data journalism and social journalism, and you’re no 
longer a gatekeeper. I listened to your chat with Alan Rusbridger and that was a 
large part of what his book was about, the shifts from vertical command and control 
journalism to horizontal network journalism. And we’re still working out what the role 
of a journalist is in that environment, but that’s why I say we need to train people to 
be information professionals and they can work in all sorts of different ways. And the 
one thing I think journalists do need now, is to have a really wide range of skills and 
the ability to adapt and to change very fast. 
  
And there’s a growth in amateur journalism isn’t there, in the proper sense of 
the word. Like, this is amateur journalism. Is Tommy Robinson stood outside a 
court calling people who are on trial rapists, when he should be saying they’re 
on trial for rape, is that a form of journalism, loathsome though it is? 
Well, I wouldn’t say it is because my view is that journalists have responsibilities as 
well as rights, and a lot of people want to claim the right to free expression and the 
right to stand outside the court and broadcast and live stream and do whatever they 
want to do, but actually there are responsibilities that go with that, and I think a small 
p professional journalist understands those responsibilities, works within the law, and 
produces a higher quality of information as a consequence of that. There’s good and 
bad about amateur journalism, so the bad is that lots of people call themselves 
journalists and then produce fake news or produce poor stuff or whatever it may be, 
but the upside is a lot of really good, talented people are coming into that public 
realm who otherwise might not have done because they’d never have got into the 
kind of formal journalistic structure. I think Bellingcat’s investigative site is a good 
example. Eliot Higgins, who launched that, was in his front room, looking at 
YouTube, looking at the footage of Syria, and became an expert in the war in Syria, 
and has now become an expert in online investigation. And he had a set of skills that 
are now really valuable, and he might not call himself a journalist, but I certainly think 
of him as a journalist, and what he brings to public debate. So I think the door is 
open to all sorts of other kinds of expertise, which in the complicated world that we 
are in now, we really need in the world of public discussion and debate. 
  
But journalism is under attack as never before in so many different ways in 
terms of not just the finances, but cries of “fake news” from Brexiteers, people 
like Donald Trump and so on and so forth, but actually we can discuss that in 
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a second, but my immediate question was one of the physical danger that 
journalists are in. You’re very active with the Frontline Club. Given the growth 
of freelancing, in the old days when you worked for the BBC or if you’re a 
commissioning editor at ITN, you might send Rageh Omaar to Syria, but there 
will be some safeguarding procedures. You don’t get that when you’re a 
freelancer. In fact, you go there with no protection, hoping you’ll get a story, 
and that someone will buy it from you. That must be hugely dangerous. 
That’s very high risk. I started getting involved in journalism safety while I was at the 
BBC managing the coverage of Bosnia, and suddenly you’re in a different kind of 
conflict, where there weren’t clear sides and clear front lines, and journalists were 
having to cross the front lines and so on as well. And that’s when we started to get 
into equipping them with flak jackets and armoured cars, and giving them safety 
training. And of course, a big organisation like the BBC or Reuters or something can 
afford to do that, but if you’re a freelancer how do you afford to do it? Well, things like 
the Frontline Club and the Rory Peck Trust and so on try and set up training, try and 
give access to training to freelancers, try and allow freelancers to get insurance that 
they otherwise would struggle to get and so on, in order to enable them to do that. 
But it’s a very risky thing to do, and I would not advise anybody who thinks, “Oh, I 
quite fancy going to report the Middle East,” just jumping into it. You have to build up 
your experience, build up your contacts and network, and methodically kind of work 
your way into that world. 
  
And to go to the penultimate threat that I mentioned there, which was the cries 
of fake news. When I was an elected councillor in York, where I was for six 
years, I might not like what the Yorkshire Evening Press said about me once or 
twice a week, but I largely believed what they said because they had a 
commitment to accuracy. Now, it just seems that the truth doesn’t even matter. 
You’ve got a large amount of people who support Donald Trump who actually, 
as part of their identity, want to distrust, actively distrust, what they call the 
mainstream media, as if it’s against them. 
Yes, well I think the term fake news is almost useless now, because everybody uses 
it about anything that they don’t like. And so, I would say, let’s be clear about what 
the meaning is. Disinformation, propaganda, misinformation, political spin, let’s try 
and separate out and be very clear about what it is we’re talking about, and then you 
can start to understand it and perhaps to kind of deal with it a little bit in some way. 
We live in a very confused world at the minute. It’s not just about news and 
information. People are confused about the future of work, with AI, they’re confused 
about Britain's relationship with Europe, they’re confused about climate change, 
they’re confused about the way global finance works. Everything is very confusing, 
including the world of news and information. And actually, good journalism ought to 
be part of the solution to that. The difficulty of course, is that we are at a moment 
where people are tending not to trust things that maybe they can trust, or to trust 
things that maybe they shouldn’t. And that’s about media literacy to a large extent. I 
think that will shake out in the end, because people will discover, if they read certain 
sources, that it turns out the latest conspiracy theory turns out not to be true. And 
they’ll work out that sources they can trust, or the ones that have declared 
standards, have a complaints process, have some accountability in place, have 
some independence from particular lobbyists or whatever, and they will work out that 
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that’s the one that’s more reliable. But it may take time; we’re early in this new 
environment where there’s so much news and information flying around. 
  
And yet, in America, for example, it’s seen as a badge of honour within Trump 
supporters that they distrust CNN. I mean, like the tweet where Trump had that 
video graphic of him physically fighting someone in a boxing ring that had a 
CNN head, as it were. It seems to be part of their identity. 
Yes, well it’s obviously encouraged by Trump, of course, because he doesn’t want 
straightforward reporting on his campaigning and what he is doing, and I think it’s 
really dangerous. 
  
Yes, because CNN has a complaints procedure and editorial impartiality and 
so on, and yet, there they are hated by people who ought to know better, but 
don’t. 
Absolutely. But in the end, whatever we think about Trump, and now that I’ve left the 
BBC I can be honest about what I think about Trump... 
  
He’s a wrong’un. 
In the end he’ll get found out. And I think there will be problems when he is found 
out, but we’re at a stage where there is this huge ideological split, things are 
polarised, either you’re with us or against us, and that makes it very difficult for 
journalism which is trying to hold a middle ground with integrity, there is no legitimate 
middle ground any more. Whose side are you on? And actually of course, journalism 
shouldn’t really be on anybody's side. Well there’s an open question. Some people 
would argue, “Oh well, you should have activist journalism,” but actually the kind of 
journalism that I’m interested in doesn’t take sides; it’s on the side of evidence and 
facts, and finding out what’s happened. 
  
Yes. When I’m watching Huw Edwards read the news on the Ten, I don’t want 
to know his opinion, I want him to tell me what’s happened, and if I want an 
opinion, I’ll go to the opinion pages of the magazines and the newspapers. 
Yes, well you get that still from the BBC and from one or two other organisations, but 
we are awash with opinion; we live in an age of opinion and assertion over facts and 
evidence, and there’s lots of reasons for that I think. But, we need to get beyond that 
into people being sufficiently media literate to understand the difference between 
assertion and fact, that they’re not the same. That when Donald Trump says, “That’s 
fake news,” actually it isn’t, it may be true. And they need to be able to interpret that 
and understand it, and that will take some time. 
  
So the million dollar question then is, how do we do that? 
Well, I think there’s lots of different ways of doing it. 
  
We’ve got an hour, so... 
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I’m sure we will have fixed it by the end of the hour! But, so there’s media literacy, 
there’s people who are trying to fact check, there are people who are trying to quality 
label news sites online, there’s a lot of pressure now on the big tech platforms to kind 
of filter out poor information and to favour more reliable information, so there’s a 
whole variety of things going on, which you hope, over a period of time but it will take 
years, will have an impact. 
  
Newspapers are declining in print form, but it seems to me that it’s the extreme 
views that get the media oxygen. How can we tackle that? Because yes, it is 
the spectacle, yes, it does drive the clicks. I’m guilty of it myself. 
But that’s of course why, and one of the problems is that social media favours that. 
And we all know about clickbait, and there’s so much noise out there now, that you 
have to be more exaggerated in your headline or whatever it is to get the attention. 
So there is almost an in-built bias toward exaggeration and volume and heat rather 
than light and so on, as well. And again, actually the straightforward, sober, reliable 
news may be a bit dull, and you skip over it, and we’re all guilty of that too, to some 
extent. But I think that in the end, institutional strength matters, and I think that will 
come through. I hope it will come through. I think it will. 
  
One of the biggest tributes to the BBC’s journalism, and I’ve said this a few 
times, is that even when the BBC wants to turn on itself, I actually trust the 
BBC’s reporting of its own difficulties more than I do other competing news 
organisations. You know, poor Torin Douglas stood outside NBH on the 
Hutton and this sort of thing. It was incredible. Because actually, it was the 
best journalism. 
Well, you have to do that if you work in BBC News, because if you want people to 
trust what you say about other crises or other stories or events, you need to show 
you bring the same rigour to reporting on the BBC as a corporate body as well. 
  
But you wouldn’t, in ITV news, no disrespect, but you wouldn’t get John 
Humphrys talking to George Entwistle on that Saturday morning. When I heard 
that, I thought he was finished even while it was on air. And very sadly he had 
to leave. But you would never have got such a vociferous interview by an ITN 
anchor interviewing the CEO of ITN. 
No, but I think for the BBC in particular, as it is publicly funded, it needs to 
demonstrate its independence and therefore it needs to be as tough on itself as it is 
on anyone else, and it needs to demonstrate that. I mean, sometimes, personally I 
felt it went too far, but it’s probably better to do that than to pull your punches. 
  
Well actually, I had Rachel Jupp in the same chair as you’re sitting in, a few 
weeks ago, the editor of BBC Panorama, and they’ve turned their lens on the 
BBC quite a few times as well. 
Yes, well, Panorama is the kind of flagship, investigative hard-hitting programme of 
the BBC. So during the David Kelly affair, and so on, absolutely you need Panorama 



 
 

 6 

to investigate it. During other BBC crises as well, you have to be as hard on yourself 
as you would be on anyone else. 
  
Well, we’ve got plenty of time to talk through your time at the BBC, but you 
mentioned earlier about the sense of relief that you felt when you could 
actually now tell people what you felt about Donald Trump. How did you feel 
when you left the BBC? 
You know, the BBC is a bizarrely difficult place to leave, because when you work for 
it, it kind of wraps itself around you and becomes all encompassing. And actually, for 
a year or two after I left, I had people ring me up and say, “Richard, how do you 
leave?” and, “What’s it like when you leave?” and all the rest of it. And the first thing 
I’d say is, the main thing is that you’ve just got to get over yourself, because when 
you are in the BBC you get all sorts of access, and certainly 20 years ago you had a 
degree of status because you worked for it, and you were alongside incredibly 
talented people, and in news you’re witnessing history, and all the rest of it. When 
you leave, nobody gives a toss really. And the danger is that you think all those 
fantastic things happen because of who I am, which is not the case at all. They 
happen because of the role you were lucky enough to temporarily occupy. 
  
So it’s like that bit in the end of Superman II, when Lois gets him to take away 
his powers. 
Yes. Exactly that. 
  
He’s become a mortal. 
One of my favourite movies is The Insider, the Michael Mann movie with Al Pacino 
as Lowell Bergman, the CBS investigative reporter, who says, “If I pick up the phone 
and say this is Lowell Bergman from 60 Minutes, anyone in the world will take my 
call. If I drop 60 Minutes, nobody takes it.” It’s a bit the same. You have to get over 
yourself, and it can be a difficult place to leave. Did I feel relief? You know, the 
honest truth is it took me a long time to be able to have an opinion about anything, 
because I spent 30 years of the sort of self-discipline of saying, “That’s the other 
point of view, and what other points of view are there that we ought we be taking into 
account?” and all the rest of it. And 30 years of that, it takes quite a long time to relax 
and say, “Actually I do think something. I am going to put it forward somehow.” 
  
Many years ago I had John Humphrys sitting in that chair and he actually said 
to me something quite profound. He said, “Everyone thinks they know my 
opinion. They don’t. I do have an opinion about things, but I will keep it to 
myself because I’m a professional broadcast journalist.” 
You know, the cliché was you hang your opinions up with the coat when you come in 
the door. Yes. 
  
So how long were you at the BBC for? 
Thirty years. 
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Wow. Can you walk us through that? 
I started in journalism in local newspapers in South Wales from university, where I 
did English, and I thought, “What am I going to do?” This is in the 70s when, if you 
had a degree, you could choose what you wanted to do still. There was good 
employment for graduates. 
  
Those were the days. 
Exactly! For some reason careers advice said, “Town planning.” There must have 
been a shortage of town planners at the time. “You should think about that, or 
teaching.” And I thought, no. “What about journalism?” “Oh,” they said. “Don’t 
bother.” 
  
I live in Milton Keynes. Well, a village near it. 
Well, maybe I could have made a difference to you. 
  
I actually, I’m living tribute to the virtues of good town planning. 
Exactly. So I had to go for journalism and I was lucky enough to get on the local 
newspaper, Thompson Newspapers, of course, in the valleys. So, as a Home 
Counties boy, I went off to the Rhondda and to Merthyr, and then on to the evening 
paper in Cardiff. And then, after three or four years of doing that, I sprayed 
applications around the place to move on, and BBC Radio, in the newsroom, picked 
me up and I was sitting there doing night shift, writing the Radio 4 newsreaders’ 
scripts, for a bit, then did a bit in the regions, and then moved across to TV news as 
a producer, and then kind of moved up the chain to editor, and managed to go out 
and produce on location a bit, and then moved into management. News editor for 
BBC Radio and TV, when John Birt brought those together, bit of news gathering, bit 
of sport for a year, which given I wasn’t a huge sports fan at the time, it was an 
interesting year for me, and then became director of news and then across to global 
news and the World Service. 
  
That was the most incredibly speedy run through your entire career! I’d like to 
go through it again if we may just slightly more slowly, and a little bit more 
detail. Let's go back to then, if we can, you writing the scripts on Radio 4. Did 
you make a conscious choice at that point that you wanted to not be “air side”, 
as Jeremy Vine once called it. Where you wanted to be the other side of the 
glass and be on the producing side? 
I guess so. If I’m honest, I probably guessed, or knew that I wasn’t going to be good 
enough as a broadcaster. Whereas, I was much better as a sub-editor or a producer, 
and I think I just instinctively knew that. So I never really tried to report or broadcast. 
  
You’ve got a really good manner about you, like Matthew Bannister, actually, 
he was an exec but he was also a bloody good broadcaster. 
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I used to write his scripts on Newsbeat, yes. 
  
Oh, so that’s why he was a good broadcaster then! 
Exactly, yes! He had a good producer. No, I think I just knew I would be better in 
production that on air, really. 
  
As you worked your way up the ladder as it were, how ambitious were you? 
Did you want to be DG even 30 years ago? 
No. 
  
Because I was a local councillor, that for me was the first rung on the ladder to 
being Prime Minister, and it was inevitable. 
No, I’ve never, ever had a plan, and I’ve never, ever been particularly ambitious to 
be honest with you, and the most, if I was being really pushed, to be really ambitious, 
I would have said it would be nice to be foreign editor one day. But then 
opportunities open up, and things happen, and the place changes, and another 
vacancy opens up, and part of it is you think, “Oh well, I don’t want him to get that 
job, so I better have a go,” and before you know it you’ve moved up the ladder. 
  
Who were your rivals back then? Are you allowed to name names? 
I’m not telling you that! No. They’re all good friends. 
  
Discretion is the better art of valour isn’t it, and all that. 
Yes! 
  
And again, we’ve kind of spoken about which side of the glass that you wanted 
to be, but was there a moment as you moved your way up the ladder, where 
you knew you were going to be a manager, that you were going to move out of 
editorial decisions and move into this kind of diffuse BBC management thing? 
A lot of this is about timing in the end, isn’t it, and I was lucky. I’d moved across to 
TV news and I really found my feet there. I loved producing television, because as a 
producer you’ve got so much more to do. You’ve got the pictures and the graphics, 
and organising the logistics, it’s not just sitting with a piece of agency copy and 
writing a script. So, I loved all of that. 
  
What was your first TV producing job? 
It would have been on the one o’clock, six o’ clock news. Just doing items on that. 
But I also, that was the time just about the time when Ron Neil came into TV news 
and completely reinvigorated it, and changed it, and relaunched the Six O’Clock 
news, and then John Birt came in, there were huge changes, and when there are 
huge changes, there’s opportunity, and partly because I was quite new in the TV 
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newsroom, I wasn’t saddled with the past of TV news, so I was lucky and moved on 
quite quickly through programming. And then there came a point where... 
  
Is John Birt viewed more favourably now through the historical lens? 
I absolutely think he was a good thing. Yes. 
  
It was horrendous at the time, the whole producer choice thing, and this 
shouldn’t be the BBC , shouldn’t be in the business of hawking its studios out 
by the hour to ITV, now it’s fairly... 
But look at what happens now. 
 
Now, Have I Got News for You is shot at the London Studios of ITV. It's 
perfectly normal. 
Has been for years, and we’ve got ITV programmes on the BBC and all the rest of it. 
Now I think John Birt was much maligned. I mean, he was a difficult person to work 
for because he was very clear sighted, and very rigorous about imposing what he 
believed needed to happen. But it did need to happen. So I’m actually a Birt 
supporter really. And I think he had great foresight with the way the media business 
was going as well. Particularly obviously with digital, but even before that. 
  
Anyway, back to the days of producing the TV news. Sounds awesome. 
So then, I got moved across from output producing to newsgathering, which is 
organising the logistics of reporting, and the foreign bureau and the camera crews 
and all of that. 
  
Newsgathering is a word that always impresses me, but if anyone ever asks me to 
define it, I wouldn’t actually know what it is. 
It’s the stuff that happens out of the building, basically. 
  
Yes. 
So, I was moved across to help coordinate all of that because they wanted someone 
that understood programmes, and what programmes wanted, to go across to help 
organise what was happening out of the building and what was being brought back, 
as it were. And I worked for a guy called Chris Kramer, who was a real mentor for 
me, and I had some great years running newsgathering. It’s probably my favourite 
job. In the end, Chris moved off to run CNN International, and I took his job as head 
of newsgathering. 
  
And what does head of newsgathering do, then? Is that a largely managerial, 
resources-type thing? 
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Yes, that’s the first big management role. So you’re running a department, hiring and 
firing, you’ve got a budget running into the hundreds of millions, hundreds of staff, 
and you’re making big strategic decisions about who are the key appointments. 
  
Is it like being a football manager though, where you might nick someone from the 
World Service, where there is almost even within the BBC, you’re trying to nick 
things from your internal rivals? 
There’s a bit of that about it. Yes. So you want to put the best on-air team together 
that you can. Yes, definitely. So all of that was fun, but you’re also negotiating 
agency contracts and looking after the budgets and all the rest of it. And that was the 
time that we brought radio and TV together, so you’re trying to force together slightly 
reluctant bedfellows to get them to learn from each other, and work together and so 
on as well. It was a good time. 
  
One of the things that’s always shocked me when I first started getting involved in 
placing things within the BBC, is just how much competition there is within the 
programmes. People think, mistakenly, that there’s the BBC, but actually there is lots 
of individual producing teams that are competing against each other. I remember 
when Gordon Brown famously broke down during the election because of that whole 
kind of thing of “that bigoted woman” and he was on Jeremy Vine, and I remember 
saying to Phil, the editor, he said, “I was really glad that we got one over on news.” 
And I said to him, quite naively, I was like, “Well, you’re BBC News,” and he’s like, 
“No, we’re not. We’re Radio 2.” And I’m like, “But it’s a news programme on the 
BBC.” 
Well , I think that every big organisation has internal competition, and there’s good 
and bad about that. I mean, a large part of the changes in the BBC, certainly BBC 
News, over the last few years have been continual integration, and I can remember 
saying, “Right, we’re integrating radio and television,” or, “We’re integrating World 
Service and the domestic news,” and that’s happened three or four times in the last 
15-20 years, and it has to go on happening again because, after a bit it all kind of 
shakes out in a different arrangement, and then you have to reintegrate it again. 
That’s just running complicated businesses I think. 
  
So, director of newsgathering then. What was top of your to-do list when you first 
started the job? 
Well, just trying to think back now because it was a long time ago! It was a time 
when we integrated some of the World Service news gathering with the domestic 
newsgathering, so, how do you get the best value out of that in terms of international 
coverage and expertise; all the expertise was in the World Service. It was a time 
where we had merged radio and television, and not all radio reporters were made to 
do telly, and telly reporters were made to do radio and they weren’t always very good 
at the other medium, so you had some training and all the rest of it. It was a period 
where we ended up launching News 24 as it then was, and Five Live, and the 
website.  
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I’m massive fans of both. 
Good. 
  
I’ve listened to Up all Night and Rhod Sharp, ever since he started. I mean he’s 
started with Five Live. 
He did indeed. Absolutely. He’s great, Rhod. I suppose that’s probably the biggest 
change, in that we went from a culture of set-piece bulletins, which were quite strict 
and rather formal, and if you remember, pieces to camera then would be a reporter 
standing up, very stiff and very formal, outside a building, delivering to camera, and 
then, of course, on a live 24-hour channel that’s never going to work. So we had to 
do a lot of training and encouragement and recruitment of people who could walk 
and talk, who could look relaxed, who could look a little bit more informal, who could 
be a bit friendlier, and that was the start really of trying to get journalists who looked 
like people rather than kind of stiff automatons standing in front of the camera, and it 
also broke the news cycle. So instead of having deadlines a day, you were always 
on. So managing the intake, and the input of material to be always on across radio 
and TV, domestically and internationally, with BBC world news and the World 
Service, and trying to get a new skillset ingrained into the staff, was quite a big task. 
But it was a lot of fun. 
  
Yes, because you’re creating it as you go along. Rolling news, other than the 
American trailblazers like CNN and so on, the BBC really had to kind of rethink how 
they were going to present it. 
Absolutely. 
  
Because the old appointment of your bulletin, I mean, the problem Huw Edwards 
has, although he’s a fantastic journalist, is before he even opens his mouth at the 
Ten, I already know what the news is because I’ve been on Twitter all day. 
Yes. 
  
I actually know what he’s going to say. We had Paul Royall in that chair a few 
months ago and they’re really tackling that differently because they know that we 
know the news, so I’m looking for more of an analysis, I already know that that 
persons resigned, I want to know why. In the bulletin. 
Well, I think that’s really crucial for them as well, to work out, because I got into 
trouble with some of my former colleagues by writing something for the Guardian 
that said the days of 24-hour news were over. That’s a slight exaggeration. I didn’t 
say that you should close down all 24-hour news channels, but what I did say was 
they can’t go on marking themselves on being the place to find breaking news. 
Because I don’t know anybody who gets breaking news by watching 24-hour 
television channels. They get it all off their phone or off Twitter, or wherever it is. And 
they come to television to either see the pictures of what’s happened, or to find out a 
bit more and have a bit more depth. And therefore I think that news channels, in this 
great expansion of news, has to rethink its role a bit. To still say, “You’ll get the 
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breaking news here first,” is a kind of something that’s going to make some people 
shrug their shoulders a bit. So I definitely think that they need to rethink the purpose 
of some of that. 
  
Also, if there was “breaking news” on a breaking news channel now, I actually 
wouldn’t look at it because I am so used to the ticker on Sky being yellow, that I 
actually don’t look at it any more. It's almost like the ticker that cried wolf. 
This choreography of television news is a really interesting thing, and it has changed 
a lot over the years, but some of it still feels a bit artificial. My kids are in their 20s, 
and they wouldn’t watch a bulletin – not necessarily the BBC, it could be any of them 
– and you get the throw from the studio to the person on the end of a satellite link, 
and it talks a bit, and throws back to the studio and all this choreography going on all 
over the place, and my kids will say, “Why can’t they get out of the way and just tell 
us what’s happened? What’s all this garbage that you’ve got to put in between me 
and the story?” And they are used to watching Vice and feeling immersed in what is 
happening and being there, and they want a different style of storytelling, basically. 
So I think that has changed and that is changing and becoming different, and I think 
there are those styles starting to emerge on mainstream television news, but I think 
it’s got further to go. 
  
I used to love watching Newsround when I was a kid, because it not only said what 
was happening but it explained behind it, and it would actually explain the terms. 
The guilty secret of Newsround of course is that all parents loved it because they 
finally understood what was going on when they watched Newsround, which they 
may not have done elsewhere. 
  
And I do think the news does try to explain things more. I remember when Kim Jong 
Un famously called Donald Trump a dotard, Fiona Bruce was reading the Ten and, 
then she said, “For those that are unaware of the term, it means an elderly and 
confused gentleman.” And I’m glad that she did that because I didn’t know what the 
word meant. I actually didn’t expect her to explain what it was. 
That’s also quite playful, isn’t it? So, it’s quite a fun thing to do. 
  
It was done in a very BBC way. 
Yes, but probably knowingly. Yes. 
  
So what came after newsgathering, then? 
Greg Dyke arrived and I was put in charge of sport for a year. 
  
Did you have a “cut the crap” card? Were they real? 
I had a cut the crap card. They were real. 
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Jesus. 
Absolutely. And, he was reorganising the BBC, he wanted to bring someone in from 
outside to run sport but they couldn’t come for a year, and in the end they didn’t 
come at all. So he said to me, because I’d done a lot of this management stuff in 
news gathering and change management and so on, he said, “I want you to go into 
sport, bring together radio and TV sport, and sport commission and sport production, 
I want one division called BBC Sport.” 
  
Called BBC Sport. 
“Go in there, bring all that together, you’ve got a year to do it, and then my mate 
Fred, or whoever it is, is going to come in and pick it up.” Because I didn’t, I mean I 
like sport now, and I liked sport then a bit, but it’s not my thing. I don’t wake up 
passionate about it. So it was a managerial task he gave me. 
  
And that is interesting because I read Harvard Business Review and it’s the 
kind of case study you would read where... does the fact that you are not a 
sport person make you a better person, because you’re not blinded by the 
intricacies, or did it undermine you in the end? 
In the end it worked quite well because I wasn’t a threat to them. They knew I was 
temporary. They knew I’d been given a task and that the task wasn’t going to go 
away. And so, as long as you go about it the right way, it was fine. The thing came 
when the person Greg wanted to appoint wouldn’t come, and he said, “Oh well, do 
you want to carry on then?” And I thought about it, and because when I wake up in 
the morning, I don’t wake up thinking about sport, I wake up thinking about news, in 
the end I decided it wouldn’t be right to take on sport if you’re not really passionate 
about it. I am now passionate about Liverpool, as a football club, but that’s more 
recent probably. 
  
Was that the first big, big job then, Director of BBC Sport? 
That was the first board level job, and then after a year, Tony Hall moved on and I 
took over as director of news. 
  
Tony Hall, I’ve heard of him. I wonder what he’s doing now? 
Yes. Whatever happened to him? 
  
Yes, exactly! So, I mean director of news was even bigger then. Did you feel 
quite a sense of responsibility there, because you’re then director of BBC 
News? 
Yes. I mean it’s huge, and what they don’t tell you about it is, you think I’ve worked 
my way up through lots of different roles in this operation, complicated operation, but 
I’ve been at all sorts of levels, in all sorts of different roles so I know it pretty well, so 
actually I’ll probably know how to run it. But, when you’re head of it, your job isn’t to 
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run it, your job is as an ambassador, upwards and outwards, so your job is to 
manage the corporate politics and to manage the external politics. 
  
And just to take a kicking on a daily basis. 
And to take all of that into account and to get the resources and fight for the 
resources you need and all the rest of it, and your team has to manage it. You don’t 
have any time for managing downwards at all. But nobody ever tells you that. 
  
Is it like being Home Secretary, that no one cares about the job until 
something goes wrong and then you’re just there as a whipping boy? 
Yes, probably! Yes. 
  
So how long were you director of news for? 
I was there for three and a half years. 
  
You must have enjoyed it then, if you were there that long. 
Of course. Because it is such a fantastic job and you’re running the UK news 
operation, and I never dreamt I would have a job like that. But it’s a nightmare job, 
because everybody wants a piece of your skin. You come in every morning tooled up 
for a fight with somebody. And even if it’s not the politicians, or someone you’ve 
upset with what you’ve broadcast about them, it will be your colleagues because you 
did something. So it’s a pretty brutal job. But, yes, in the end, of course, that was 
encapsulated with the whole Kelly affair and the Hutton Inquiry and the rest of it, 
which was incredibly bruising, but on the other hand you run this incredible machine 
that is a kind of part of the national fabric. It’s fantastic. Honour to do it. 
  
You’ve segued then to one of the big questions I wanted to ask then because 
obviously the Kelly affair and the Hutton Inquiry happened on your watch as 
director of news. 
Yes. 
  
When was the first that you became aware of it? 
About a week after the report went out. Because, the other thing people think, “Oh, 
you’re head of news, you’re like a newspaper, you preview everything that’s going to 
be broadcast.” But actually, all of those live channels and all of that output, it was 
something at that time, I mean it's even more now because BBC News has grown, 
but it was about 300 hours of output in every 24 hours. With all the parallel streams. 
There is no way you could ever know what’s going out, and you have to have a 
structure, a team, and a system that manages it. Feeds back and all the rest of it. 
  
And you employ human beings who are going to make mistakes. 
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Well, you employ human beings for their judgment and sometimes they get it wrong. 
That’s true. I was actually in Moscow and I had a call from the head of radio news 
who said, “We put this report out last week which the government seems to be a bit 
upset about, and instead of going away,” – which is what usually happens – “it 
seems to be getting worse.” So, when I came back from Moscow I started to get into 
it, and try and find out what had happened. And it’s 15 years ago now but it’s still 
quite divisive. You’ll find people who passionately believe one side or the other – the 
Government versus the BBC. Still. My view in the end is that everybody made 
mistakes. The BBC certainly made some mistakes. The government absolutely 
made mistakes, and it ought to have been avoidable, but it wasn’t. Alistair Campbell 
really came for the BBC, he wanted to give us a good kicking. What politicians often 
don’t realise is, when they choose to do that, the BBC has no option but to dig in. It 
has to demonstrate its independence. If we had said, “Sorry Alistair, how would you 
like us to report this then?” all trust would go out of the window. And, the other thing 
of course, is that what often happens in crises, not just in the BBC but in all 
organisations, is the first information you get doesn’t always turn out to be right, 
people don’t quite remember right, or they are not completely frank with you about 
what happened, and all that sort of thing. So as things go on, it develops. So we took 
a stand over an issue of independence, and in the end the ground we took a stand 
on gave way beneath us. And as Alistair had spotted, the Andrew Gilligan report had 
problems with it, so he got his crowbar in and worked away at it. 
  
I think it was a two-way with John Humphrys, and it lasted all of 60 seconds. 
No one would have given it any further thought had Alistair Campbell not 
kicked off about it. 
No. I think he saw an opportunity to have a go at the BBC, which he had been 
wanting to do for some time. To give us a bit of a kicking. And he was probably 
exhausted after the Iraq war and all the rest of it, and unhappy with us, and so went 
for us. 
  
Was there a bit of Type A, alpha male, willy-waving on both sides? 
Yes. Definitely. I mean that’s the kind of guy Alistair is. You’ve had him in here as 
well. That’s who Greg is. I am very much a beta male, personally, I would say. But, 
sometimes in that kind of role you have to take a step up, and there’s collective 
responsibility, so my natural instinct would not have been to go very aggressively 
back at them, but on the other hand the attack was so aggressive, arguably that was 
what was required. 
  
And it just seemed to spiral out of control. 
Very quickly. 
  
On both sides really. I regret the whole episode, even as a citizen. 
Yes. Obviously, for the Kelly family in particular, it’s absolutely tragic, but in the end, 
my view about it, which not everyone will agree with, is that what David Kelly told the 
BBC, and he told three different BBC reporters this, we know what he said because 
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Susan Watts on Newsnight tape-recorded the conversation she had with him, so, 
just taking that conversation as it was recorded and what he said, was true. 
Unfortunately, Andrew Gilligan’s Today programme mishandled it in the way they 
reported it, and they left this opening for the government to attack us. And what 
followed, followed. 
  
What’s your abiding memory of the Hutton Inquiry? 
I try not to think about it very much, to be honest with you Paul. I suppose it was that, 
in the end, can any journalism withstand that forensic scrutiny of a court of law? 
Because journalism isn’t like the law. Journalism is a bit rough and ragged, even the 
best journalism is the first draft of history, and when all the words are dissected 
forensically by lawyers, and all the emails are forensically analysed by lawyers in a 
court of law, I’m not sure anybody's journalism would stand up that well. 
  
I don’t ever want my emails forensically analysed! 
I’ve never written an email since that I am not happy to be put on the front page of 
the Daily Mail. 
  
And you moved on after that to become director of global news in the World 
Service. Was that challenging? Because you had to make cuts, you had to 
modernise service and then move the focus from Europe to Asia and the 
Middle East. It sounds like again, another huge job with an awful lot of inherent 
systemic angst. 
It was. But you’ll have gathered that I quite like those tasks, from newsgathering to 
sport. 
  
Glutton for punishment. 
That sort of strategic management of it is something that I enjoy. And people say, 
“Oh you were a journalist, and then you went into management, how on earth did 
you put up with that?” But the point is that the motivation is exactly the same. 
  
Good journalism. 
Whether I was a producer or an editor, or even if I’d been a reporter, I’d have wanted 
the best programmes and the best journalism out on air, and that’s exactly the same 
motivation when you are head of a department or director of news, or whatever it 
may be. It’s just that you do it in different ways. But strategically, the World Service 
had to try to address the changing world. And that included the Middle East, in terms 
of the growth of television, it included obviously the growth of online and mobile 
services, and we also launched BBC Persian. But a big part of it was also stabilising 
BBC World News, the English language side, because, many people won’t 
understand this, it’s a commercial service, therefore it doesn’t benefit necessarily 
from the same level of resource that the licence fee-funded services are able to 
enjoy. And, therefore sometimes, it doesn’t look as good. And we had to find a way 
of shoring that up and strengthening that, and I think we managed that pretty well, 



 
 

 17 

and also doing that commercially. We had to try and make sure that that was 
breaking even or in profit, and after two or three years it was. 
  
I love BBC World News. Whenever I’m abroad it’s the thing that goes on the 
TV. That, CNN and sometimes Sky. But, you are right, many people don’t 
realise that it has to be commercially sustainable. It has to wash its face. Was 
that the first time you had to compute kind of brute force commerciality into 
your considerations? 
I suppose it was really. And that was also the time when we took the website 
commercial. The international website. And that was very controversial. But again, if 
you looked at that convergence of TV and online, it was the obvious thing to do, plus 
it was a way of bringing more money in. Bluntly, we could get advertising on an 
online site to help support everything else. So that was controversial because people 
instinctively felt, something with the BBC, we don’t want to have ads on, but in the 
end, international audiences don’t feel that in the same way that British audiences 
do, and this is something just pointed outside of the UK so, I don’t think it had the 
same sensitivity that perhaps some people felt it should. 
  
Because when I work in America, which is every other week, whenever I go on 
the BBC News website, it automatically redirects to BBC.com and then I get 
adverts. And whenever I listen to BBC podcasts, even when I’m back in the 
UK, if it’s been auto-downloaded when I’m out of the UK, then there is that bit 
at the beginning that says, this is funded by advertising. And all that. I must 
keep remembering to delete it when I land and then reload. So, how long were 
you at the World Service for? 
Six years. 
  
And what was the journey throughout that six years? 
Well, initially it was getting up to speed with a very different organisation. Then it was 
trying to build within the BBC a kind of presence for the international services. They 
had always been slightly the poor relation and actually most of the international 
expertise resided in the World Service. And then we had to try and modernise it and 
bring it together in terms of launching TV services in Arabic and in Persian, and 
making these changes to the world news website and so on as well. 
  
And did you feel that that almost physical geopolitical shift, in terms of focus 
to out of Europe and more toward Asia and the Middle East? 
Yes. Definitely, definitely. And it was a great time and one of the other differences, I 
said to you earlier, when you are a director of UK news, you go into work every day, 
you’re kind of tooled up for a fight, whereas as director of the World Service and 
global news, you go into work every day and everyone says how wonderful you are. 
It’s a really strange difference. Generally, the World Service is loved and respected. 
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One of the things that fascinates me about BBC World News as opposed to 
BBC UK, is whenever there’s the World Cup it’s about how well Britain has 
done, or if it’s the Oscars, there’s always, “Britain did well tonight because 
Olivia Colman won the Oscar.” Did you have to consciously disconnect that 
kind of British lens through which you reported the news? 
Well, to a degree. Because of course, being BBC’s journalism, it has to be 
independent, and the World Service never has just pushed British political interests. 
So it has to be editorially independent, but at the same time, of course, it does 
represent something British around the world. You know, I think Kofi Annan called it 
Britain's’ greatest gift to the world. So, its managing that quite difficult mix, of course 
it’s British values and characteristics, but editorial independence. And that can be 
quite complicated sometimes. 
  
And how did you feel as you came to the end of that six-year stint? 
Well I got to a position where we are about to go through another strategic cycle of 
change. 
  
And you were all strategic’d out. 
And either I was going to stay on for another five years, or I was going to get out. 
And I’d done 30 years, and I’d been six years in that job, and there was no other job 
that I wanted or would ever have got anyway, so I just thought, “Okay, it’s time to 
go,” and I just left. And I didn’t get a package or a deal, or enhanced pension or 
anything. I just said, “Okay, it’s been great, good bye.” 
  
That must have been quite an exciting and unnerving, daunting time. How did 
you feel? 
Yes, it was. But it felt the right time to go. I’d done everything and more that I had 
ever wanted to do in BBC, and indeed in journalism, really. And you have to 
recognise the time to leave, don’t you? 
  
And did the world of academia immediately attract you? 
No. Initially, I went into PR. 
  
Oh, you should stay out of that, son! 
Partly because I still had a mortgage to pay off and kids in university! So I did that for 
a couple of years at Edelman, where I was trying to help them develop corporate 
content and that sort of thing. If I’m honest, it didn’t work. It was slightly ahead of its 
time and it didn’t really take within the firm, and then when the Cardiff role came up, I 
knew lots of people there, I knew Cardiff from when I’d started as a journalist, just 
seemed a great opportunity. 
  
So what does a Professor of Journalism do? 
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Well, it’s a mix of things really. So, I teach. 
  
So these are undergraduates or masters? 
Post grads. I’m responsible for post grads who are on vocational training courses 
wanting to become journalists. So I teach some of the modules that they do, I help 
kind of liaise with businesses and industry and make sure they get jobs, and 
understand what’s happening in the business, and make sure that our training and 
our courses reflect what employers want, and I am able to kind of comment and write 
a little bit about real issues and the news, and journalistic issues and so on as well. 
And I do bits of research. I haven’t got a PhD, so I’m not a research academic, I’m a 
teaching a scholarship academic, but I have been involved in research projects as 
well. So it’s interesting. I think there is a lot of BBC people that end up in universities, 
many of them running Oxbridge colleges. But I think the point is that universities are 
a very comfortable place for former BBC executives. Because they are public 
institutions, they’re quite complicated, matrix organisations, but they’re full of very 
clever articulate people driven by ideas, and therefore it all feels quite familiar. So, 
that’s why I think universities are an obvious place for BBC people to migrate on to. 
  
And do you enjoy the rhythm of the working week more now, given that you’ve 
been used to all those hard years of taking a daily kicking? 
Well, as I said earlier, it took me a while to learn to have opinions. It took me a while 
to realise I didn’t need to be checking the phone and listening to the news on every 
outlet, and all the rest of it. So that winds down for a bit; you can take a step back 
and you get a bit more balance in your life. 
  
And does it take time to kind of wean yourself off that urgency addiction? 
Yes. Definitely, and the adrenaline, of course you miss it sometimes, when there is a 
big news event, the adrenaline starts to whip up again. And you go, “I’ve got nothing 
to do with this,” you know? No, it’s great, and the students are fantastic, and that’s 
what I really enjoy, working with the next generation going into the business. 
  
You’ve talked about what you do as professor, but how does it break down in 
terms of a working week? Do you give lectures? Do you run seminars? Is a lot 
of it, do you get involved in the corporate stuff of the university as well? 
A little bit, yes. So, I mean, I’ve backed off a little bit so I am like part time at the 
moment, though I may step it up again, we’ll see. But, yes, I do get involved in some 
of the corporate stuff, and there are again, the kind of budgets and the appraisals 
that need to be done, but not quite on the same scale. And there is a sort of, I 
hesitate to call it networking, because it’s a slightly tainted term, but you have to 
manage your network and your contacts with industry and with news organisations, 
and with government and all those things. And look for opportunities to develop new 
courses. One of the things I did was to launch a new course in coding and 
journalism. So we have an MSC in computation and data journalism. And I’ve made 
data journalism core for all students, which initially there was a bit of resistance to, 
but now employers are lapping it up and saying one of the great things if you come 
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from Cardiff is they understand data, and they understand numbers and they can do 
this stuff. And it’s a big plus for employability. So, it’s understanding what, trying to 
look ahead and understand what employers want, and making sure you skill up the 
students in the right way. 
  
I mean, it sounds to me like a large part of what you’re doing there is being a 
genuine thought leader for journalism and in journalism. 
Yes, I actually try to be. I hesitate to call myself a thought leader, but you’re trying to 
look ahead and understand what’s happening. And look at what either the university 
or the particular courses or students that you are responsible for, need to do to 
address that. 
  
And is there any element of externally facing in terms of like speaking up for 
journalism and journalists themselves? In terms of your writing and speaking. 
Yes, yes. Writing, speaking, conferences, guest lectures. Things like that. I was 
talking about fake news long before Donald Trump and Brexit. Because I could see it 
coming. 
  
Well he, of course, claims to have invented the term. Which, ironically, is fake 
news. 
Yes, exactly. I could show him stuff from before he came up with it. So yes, it's about 
thinking ahead and trying to understand what’s happening and trying to anticipate it. 
  
Are you optimistic for journalism? In the kind of short, medium and long term, 
because it just seems to me like, you mentioned at the beginning that in one 
sense, aspiring journalists have more opportunities to get noticed and so on, 
but Jeremy Vine sat in that chair three years ago and he said when he started 
at the Leicester Mercury, there was 40 people in the newsroom, now there’ll be 
two. It does seem to me like there’s fewer opportunities. 
Well, there are of the traditional. It irritates me, because you read the headlines in 
the trade press and all the rest of it about reporters jobs going, subs jobs going, but 
they never offset that with the new digital roles, the data journalism roles, the 
community manager roles, the things that didn’t exist in the past. Now, I’m not saying 
they definitely offset it completely, but there are new opportunities and you have to 
be prepared to be flexible enough to try new things in new ways. So, I am genuinely 
optimistic, but I think it’s really important for someone in my position to be optimistic. 
You know, if I can’t be optimistic and wave the flag for the importance of public 
interest journalism, then who’s going to, really? So I do get a bit fed up with how 
everyone’s running it down, and, “Oh, it’s not like it used to be,” and, “Oh I would 
never let my kids go into it,” and all the rest of it. It’s still a fantastic business to go 
into. Apart from anything else it’s a lot of fun, you get access, you get to meet people 
you’d never get to meet otherwise. And go places you’d never get to go, and do 
things, and yes, maybe it’s more complicated to carve your path, your career out, 
than it used to be – but that doesn’t mean to say there are not some really talented 
people out there, succeeding in doing it. 
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I forget which one of my guests said this, which is doing them a huge 
disservice, but one of them said, a couple of years ago, journalism is the worst 
job in the entire world unless you just happen to think it’s the best job in the 
entire world. 
Yes, I’d go along with that exactly, and I’m definitely on the best side. Yes. 
  
So tell us about the things that you’re doing outside of your academic career. 
Because you’ve got The Frontline Club and you’re also very active within the 
Bureau for Investigative Journalism. Tell us about the genesis of that and the 
roles, and what you’re doing and why. 
Frontline club, I mean, Vaughn Smith, who’s the founder of it, I knew when he ran 
the Frontline news. 
  
I met Vaughn a few times, been in this studio. Good Guy. 
Yes, he’s a great guy, Vaughn. I knew him during Bosnia when he was a 
cameraman and the rest of it. And he came to me with this idea of launching a 
London press club, and I said, “Vaughn, it’s a mad idea, don’t do it.” So of course he 
launched it, and it’s been a real success. 
  
I’ve been in there and I’ve seen the kind of, all the paraphernalia and the 
artefacts. And there’s one where, I think there’s a bullet in a mobile phone. I 
think that’s where he got shot, and that saved his life. I’ve actually seen that 
with my own eyes. 
So, it is the press club for the kind of, foreign reporting and freelance and 
photojournalist crowd. 
  
I was once briefly a member, but it’s in Paddington, isn’t it? 
It’s really convenient if you go to Cardiff a lot. 
  
Of course, of course. From Paddington. 
So, I would encourage you to join again Paul, I may have some forms on me if you 
like. Anyway, it’s a great place. Lots of great debates there about journalism and all 
the kinds of things we’ve been talking about. 
  
They’ve got that really good space on the first floor where there’s lots of fixed 
cameras and they can telecast it on the internet really easily. 
That’s right, and the charitable trust does a lot of work supporting freelancers around 
the world as well. So that’s why I support that and do what I can to help them. Then, 
the Bureau for Investigative Journalism, I went to a kind of conference that they had, 
I think it must have been about Leveson, about that time, and I was on the platform 
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next to one of my idols, Harry Evans. And it was a great conference. And after that, 
the chair of the bureau, James Lee, got in touch and said did I fancy joining the 
board. And again, they do some fantastic work and I think that investigative 
journalism is more important than ever. And one of the things I really believe is that 
we need more accountability in the system. For politics, for business, for every area 
of life. And that’s what investigative journalists do. And they’ve got Bureau Local, 
which has been a great success at working at a local level. They come out this week 
looking at the kind of misuse of public funds around local authorities and so on as 
well. And they’ve got very ambitious plans for the future, so I’m delighted to be 
involved with that as well. 
  
Sir Harold Evans is one of my heroes. I’ve been trying to get him on the 
podcast for years, and then he came on, and we’ve actually developed a bit of 
a friendship really. I even had lunch with him last week in New York, just me 
and him, and just chewing the fat. He’s what I would call a proper journalist. I 
mean, he’s 90-odd now and he’s still writing, he’s still equally as passionate, 
and he’s got more marbles than I have. 
He’s a great guy, Harry, so I’m very fond of him. 
  
They say, never meet your heroes, but actually, I’m glad I have. Because the 
more I get to know Sir Harry, he’s amazing. 
Yes, me too. He’s a great guy. 
  
So, what’s next for you? Will you kind of descend into old age and 
intemperance? 
Well, I hope so given the alternative! I think, basically, I want to be a bit useful. And 
somebody said to me, “At this stage of your life Richard, you should be looking to do 
interesting things with nice people. Because you don’t have to do the boring stuff any 
more, and you don’t have to work with the shifts any more,” so actually that’s what 
I’m doing. You know, Cardiff is a great school, university, I love working with the 
students and Frontline is fun. So, basically where is my experience of some use and 
if people want me to help I will. Having said that, if people start lobbying me in great 
numbers now, I’m very busy as I am. 
  
What’s been the good times and what’s been the bad times? You know, what’s 
the things you’ve done in your career as a whole looking back, that you’re 
most proud of, and what has been the most challenging time? 
Oh, that’s easy, I think. Well from a journalistic point of view, helping to produce the 
coverage of the Berlin Wall was the highpoint for me. So I was out there six weeks, 
possibly a bit more, and such a sense of history and of the world turning on its axis a 
little bit, and producing TV coverage for every outlet at that time over a number of 
weeks. So that was a fantastic experience. 
  



 
 

 23 

Not to demean the absolute global, historical importance of that, but every 
time I think of the Berlin Wall falling I think of David Hasselhoff stood at the 
top. 
Ha! There was some very bizarre moments, but the first few days were a non-stop 
party. It’s true. But a lot of that foreign reporting I guess, was the high point, that’s 
what I really loved, you work in close teams, you work incredibly close together, you 
kind of driven and bond together in adversity, and that’s a great working experience. 
  
It must be incredible to get caught up in the sheer positivity of that, given how 
amazing that was going to be, and there was no doubt whatsoever, even at the 
time, just how historically important this was, and of course, you were there. 
Of course it also raises lots of questions, what was going to happen in the future? 
What did it mean for families that had been divided for so long, for all those many 
years, and your job as a producer is to try and think through, okay, so what does this 
mean? What is the next set of questions we should be asking, and how can we try 
and answer them. So, it was kind of intellectually challenging as well as a great 
experience from that point of view. And then the most testing was obviously the 
Hutton Inquiry and so on, just because it was such a major crisis, and it was one of 
those things. I mean, it’s always the most stressful thing is when you have no control 
over what’s going to happen. And from very early on, you had the sense that 
actually, it doesn’t matter what I do now, this is running out of control, and you’ve just 
got to wait and see when it hits the wall. 
  
What advice would you give someone starting out on one of your own courses 
who says, “I want to be the next Tony Hall, I want to be director of news, I want 
to be director general, I want to be editor of the Sun”? 
I would say that they’re all the wrong things to want to be. So, don’t think that far 
ahead, really. Your motivation has got to be relentless curiosity. I want to find out 
what is happening in the world, I want to explain the world, or even if you’re on the 
Sun, there can be great tabloid journalism as well. But it’s not about you, it’s about 
what you can do for whoever you work for. So you do get people who say, “I want to 
be a presenter.” And you say, “Well, why would anybody want you to be a 
presenter? There’s lots of people who want to be presenters. What is it about you, 
what do you offer, and what can you do that other people can’t?” It’s not about, “I 
want to find a vehicle for myself,” it’s about, “How can I help my employer or the 
other organisation meet its aims?” So it’s turning the view round outwards, not 
inwards. 
  
Is there a kind of set of characteristics of someone you might meet, one of 
your students, where you think, “They’ll succeed in journalism.” You 
mentioned curiosity for one, but, without naming names obviously, have you 
ever met certain aspiring journalists on your course, where you thought, “They 
haven’t got it. They haven’t got what it takes”? 
You meet every point of the spectrum, and so you have some you’ve seen, then 
straight away, within the first couple of weeks, you say, “Yes, they’ve got it, they’re 
going to be fantastic.” 
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And what is “that”? When you say they’ve got “it”. What is it? 
It’s a motivation. It’s a curiosity. It’s the ability to kind of learn and pick up things 
really quickly. It’s an attitude. They are kind of open and humble. They know it’s not 
all about them. It’s, “Okay, what can I learn?” And it’s an active interest in the world. 
And then you get people at the other end, who, maybe they want to be a presenter, 
or they are too inwardly focused, or they don’t really understand why they are there. 
And you think, “Actually, I am never sure that’s going to work.” And you get a lot of 
people in between who are working it out. You know. 
  
What are the motivations for becoming a journalist when you see them? You 
know, for example, is everyone starting your course wanting to be Woodward 
and Bernstein, they’re campaigners at heart, they want to change society? Or, 
we had Martin Brunt on the podcast recently, Sky’s crime correspondent. You 
know, he’s stood outside courts for 30 years now. In one sense he’s not 
campaigning to change the world, but by highlighting the very best and worst 
of society, he is changing the world. Even though that’s an indirect 
consequence of his reporting. He’s not a campaigner per se. 
But great public service journalism doesn’t have to be the glamorous stuff at all, and 
some people doing that day in, day out, court or political or council reporting or 
whatever, make a fantastic contribution. So it’s about people who want to make a 
difference, I guess their motivation, quite a lot of them, want to change the world in 
some way, but you’ve got to be a bit careful about that. But they want to find out 
what is happening and tell people about it. It’s as simple as that. 
  
And in terms of the platforms, what these students want to be on, do they have 
a kind of platform in mind? Do you have students starting your course saying, 
“I want to be a radio journalist,” or, “I want to be in TV,” or, “I want to be in 
print.” Or is it this kind of multimedia thing now, where everyone knows that 
everything counts? 
Well, everything converging online in one way or another, or mobile of course. But, 
we have a different streams; we have a news stream, which used to be newspapers 
but it’s more online now. We have broadcast and radio TV and radio a broadcast 
stream. We have a magazine stream, which is more about digital publishing, and we 
have this computational data stream, which is more technical and coding and so on, 
as well. So, people take their options around that array of courses. And some people 
swap around. You know, we have had people on the print course that have ended up 
on TV and things like that. 
  
Do you think, going back to the dangers, when you think of Marie Colvin, who 
was deliberately targeted by Assad’s’ regime and murdered for being a 
journalist. The rules on the battlefield of how journalists used to be impartial, 
and might have been indirectly put in harm's way but certainly weren’t 
targeted, whereas now, for example, ISIS want to actually capture journalists, 
put them in orange jumpsuits and then torture them on air just to make a point. 
Do you think that journalists are more in physical danger than ever before? 
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Definitely. And Trump and fake news makes that worse, because journalists are 
seen as the enemy of the people as well. So all of that is getting worse, but even on 
a broader scale, and I blame Trump for a lot of this as well, a lot of autocrats see it 
as open season on the press. And killing journalists is a very efficient form of 
censorship. And if you go to Mexico or the Philippines, or a number of other 
countries, the toll of journalists being murdered is horrific. And very few of their killers 
ever get found. There’s a lot of work that’s gone on around the physical safety, but 
also a lot of lobbying around the UN to try and address this, and say impunity is not 
acceptable, that governments have to follow through and embedding freedom of the 
press as a core principle and so on as well. I’m delighted that here in the UK, the 
Foreign Office have now picked this up as a thing for this year as well, and there is 
some recognition that, actually a free press and free expression really matters. But it 
is more dangerous than it used to be, but then it’s also more important, I think. 
  
Last question then. Do you have any journalist heroes? We mentioned Sir 
Harry Evans earlier in the podcast, he’d be mine. 
Yes, he’d be mine as well. But, I’ve been fortunate enough to work with some really 
talented people, and some are still there in the BBC working, particularly I guess 
some of the people in the international sphere like Lyse Doucet, Jeremy Bowen and 
people like that.  
  
Jeremy Bowen is a legend. Love his journalism. 
Yes, indeed. And, John Simpson and so on. But the two I would pick out are sadly 
no longer with us, and that would be Brian Baron, who was the BBC's Asia 
correspondent and then New York correspondent for a long time, and I worked with 
him quite a lot, and he was a fantastic reporter. I mean, absolutely top drawer. And, 
Brian Hanrahan, who is sadly no longer with us as well, and Brian famously from the 
Falklands through to the Berlin Wall and many other things as well, would write a 
beautiful script and have gripping, great insight into even a minute and a half of TV 
pictures. So, those two I think back and really admire. 
  
Richard, it's been a hugely enjoyable conversation. Thank you ever so much 
for taking the time. 
It’s been a real pleasure Paul. Nice to be here. 
  
  
  
 
 


