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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 Mike Gunton, creative director of 
the BBC’s Natural History Unit. Mike is responsible for bringing new and 
pioneering stories about the natural world to global audiences, including the 
BAFTA and Emmy-winning Planet Earth II, which was viewed by millions 
worldwide. In 2018, his groundbreaking animal behaviour series, Dynasties, 
also picked up a raft of awards and was recognised by Sir David Attenborough 
as inventing a new genre in natural history filmmaking. A fellow of the Royal 
Television Society, he also speaks internationally as an ambassador for natural 
history filmmaking, the BBC, and the natural world.  
 
Mike, thank you for joining me. 
Pleasure. Nice to be here. 
 
How on earth did you get into all this lark then? 
Well, actually, I’d always wanted to be in television, but not necessarily in wildlife 
filmmaking. Although I must say, David Attenborough was a bit of an inspiration as a 
kid, seeing him on Life on Earth, I think it was. 
 
And now you’re his boss. 
Well, yes. If only! And actually, funnily enough, Clive James. It was quite poignant 
when I saw that he had passed away. 
 
Sadly missed, yes. 
I used to like reading his reviews in the paper, and him talking about television just 
got me interested in television as a teenager really. 
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So you were inspired by David, he now works for you, and you’re about to 
reveal that he’s actually a tyrant. Go on, tell us. 
Well, probably the most common question I get asked is, is he really as nice as he 
appears on television? 
 
Because you’re now going to say he is. 
And he is. 
 
I know. You can tell, can’t you? 
He is, actually, yes. I’ve just been, actually, overseas with him in Costa Rica, just 
literally last week. We were doing a week’s filming out there. And still an 
extraordinary man to be with, actually. 
 
And how does it work in terms of the symbiosis, because he’s front of camera, 
you’re in charge of bringing it to the screen. How does that actually work in 
terms of the actual working relationship? Because you’ve got a big team 
behind you as well. 
Yes, I mean that relationship and that symbiosis between myself, and others, with 
him I think has evolved, and it depends on different projects. I’ve worked with him 
since 1987, actually, and I would say how... I was very junior then. 
 
We were all very junior then, frankly. 
Yes. I think how we worked as producers with him was different then than it is now, 
and that’s for a whole lot of reasons, partly the evolution of television, partly his 
journey he’s taken. Because you’ve got to remember, when I started, I was in my 20s 
and he was in his 60s when he started. He’d already done as much in television as 
I’ve done now my career when I started working him and he’s done the same again. 
It is quite... I don’t know how many careers he’s had, it sort of comes one after the 
other, but he’s now on a whole new career as a kind of... 
 
He’s ‘natural treasure’ levels of accomplishment. 
He’s beyond natural treasure. 
 
Yes. 
He’s kind of almost God’s representative on Earth now sort of thing, isn’t he? 
 
Indeed. 
Certainly the planet’s representative on Earth. Depends very much on the project. 
The current one I’m working on with him, he’s very involved in this project in a way he 
perhaps hasn’t been involved in these big landmarks as much as he has in the past. 
So Trials of Life is the first one I worked on the back in the... started in the ‘80s, and 
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that was very much his series. He came up with the idea. He wrote the broad outlines 
of the scripts. We, as producers, then took that and designed the sequences, and 
went on location and designed how we would shoot the sequences, but it was still 
very much his kind of editorial vision. So the latest one I’ve worked on, which is now 
this thing called The Green Planet, that’s very much my project and vision, but he is 
actually doing a similar kinds of role in it, because unlike perhaps some of the more 
recent things, like Planet Earth II, Blue Planet II, where he kind of tops and tails it and 
then narrates it, this project, he’s back to the old days where he’s actually out in the 
field saying, “Look at this. Watch this. Let me show you that.” And I think he’s loving 
that, and I’m loving that because that is what he’s a genius at, just showing people 
the wonders of the natural world in person. And I think that’s his unique skill, and 
that’s why it’s a great pleasure doing this with him at the moment. 
 
Doesn’t it double the difficulty of the shoot though, because you’ve not only 
got to film the possum doing whatever it’s doing, but then you’ve also 
somehow got to get them in shot. 
That’s always been the case. I mean, the logistics of never work with children and 
animals, or a presenter, children and animals. No, he, of course, is a master. He 
understands the naturicity perfectly. So he is, of all the people that you’d ever want to 
work with, he’s the easiest. But nevertheless, you’re absolutely right. The complexity 
of the logistics is exponentially higher. We actually did a sequence at night as well, 
so we had him, animals, weather and filming at night. So that was... I don’t know 
what else you can add to that, really. 
 
Well, children. 
Yes, children. They were probably jumping around. 
 
Just to make it more difficult. 
Yes. We were in the jungle, so there weren’t too many around. 
 
Now, we got sidetracked because, as you rightly said, I asked the very obvious 
question. We did actually start with how did you get into this? How did you get 
into TV? Let me chair the podcast and return us to agenda item one. 
So I had always had this interest in television, and when I was a student, I fiddled 
around with, messed around with cameras. My mum and dad gave me a little Super 
8 camera for my 18th birthday, so I was quite interested, and, actually, I thought I 
would be... first of all, I thought I’d be a camera operator, cameraman. And then I 
thought I would be a social documentary filmmaker because I was actually interested 
in documentary, and, really, that’s what I started doing when I was a student. But 
because I’m a biologist, and I studied zoology at university and I went on and did a 
doctorate in a zoological area, so I became quite into the hardcore natural history in 
some ways. I was also quite interested in whether I could film, and of course, there 
was the Attenborough connection, that sort of admiration of him, and I did actually 
make a little film about fruit bats when I was a student, and it was part of, actually, 
the BBC used to this wonderful competition called the Mick Burke award, which was 
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named after this cameraman who’d actually died on Everest, an expedition 
cameraman. In his honour, they had this film competition where expeditions could 
apply for funds, and they would give you a camera and they would give you some 
advice, and then you’d go off and film your expedition and it would be shown on BBC 
Two, on the old World About Us. And I was successful in getting one of those and 
made that film. And so I got a little bit of access to the sort of machinery of how the 
BBC works. And a combination of all those things, when I was coming towards the 
end of my PhD, I was looking for something to do and a job as a researcher came 
up, actually working for the Open University, and so... 
 
That’s in Milton Keynes, isn’t it? 
Yes, it’s in Milton Keynes. And because of having had a bit of an academic 
background, they thought I would be a good fit. And so I started working there as a 
researcher on a series they were making, and worked there for a couple of years, 
and this is getting a bit long and complicated, but a guy called Peter Jones, who used 
to run the Natural World in Bristol, and we worked together on a project, and he was 
setting up the Trials of Life and he was looking for somebody who had some 
expertise of working with presenters. And I had. Because of Attenborough being the 
presenter of this, he thought I’d be a good fit. I had some zoology, I’d done some 
filmmaking and I knew about presenters, so... 
 
Well it sounds like you were a good fit given the decades you’ve worked 
together since. 
Well, the weird thing is, I thought, “I’ll do that for three years,” because I was actually, 
at the time, I was due to go and work for... I’d got a job on Tomorrow’s World, and I 
was going to go to London and go and work... 
 
It’s been a long three years. 
I would have taken a complete fork in the road. But actually, I went to work for PETA 
and did this, thinking, “I’ll do three years,” worked with Attenborough on the Trials, 
and I thought, “Why would I ever do anything else?” And that’s why I’ve stayed doing 
that ever since. 
 
And what are the trials of the job? I mean, what’s the good stuff and what’s the 
bad stuff? I mean, I imagine the good stuff is you get to see and learn so many 
amazing things. I mean, I watch your shows. They’re amazing. They’re national 
treasure levels of excellence. But, on the other hand, I imagine there’s a lot of 
cameramen just stood about waiting for the polar bear to do something, like 
hours and hours of waiting for the ideal shot. Or is that the cliché? 
It is both a cliché, but as many clichés are, it is true. It depends on your role. My role 
has evolved again. I started off as a researcher, then you become an assistant 
producer, which is effectively a director. Then you become a producer and you’re 
responsible for the programme. Then you’re series producer. And I’ve done all these 
roles. 
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And you’re at the top rung now. You’re basically... there’s only David and God 
above you, is that right? 
I’d like to think so. 
 
And maybe Tony Hall. 
Yes. No, course. No, no, no, course. And each of those roles has its own benefits 
and you lose some joys of this job, but you gain some. I’m glad I’m doing this job now 
because the pleasure of this is you have a lot of influence in what gets made, and 
you can both influence in what people will fund and get commissioned, but also when 
they’re being made, you have a lot of influence in the direction of the programmes 
and the creative direction of them. Partly, I suppose, that’s part of the job, that’s the 
part of the title, and it allows you to also get involved in lots of projects. If you’re just 
the producer of a show, which has its great joy because that’s it, it’s your baby, but 
that’s it. That’s what you’re doing for... and these things take a long time to make. It 
can take you three years to make. Well, I’ve had, what, 35 years, so you might have 
only made 10, whereas I’ve been able to be involved in probably about 300 films in 
my career. Some at that level, it’s literally just my show. Others at somewhere in 
between, just overseeing it. It all depends on the project and the level of involvement 
it needs. So it’s quite a broad range. 
 
And given that you’ve worked your way up the ladder, is it better to oversee it 
now because you’ve already done the lower rungs as it were, you’d just be 
repeating yourself, whereas at this point you can, like you say, you can be 
much more strategic? 
I think that’s a very interesting point, and it just so depends on you as a person. And 
there are people I know who effectively have made the same programme repeatedly 
over their careers and just use new technology to kind of remake it better, and they 
love it, and I admire them for it in a way. There are others who are complete 
dilettantes who after doing it once want to do something else. I’m sort of probably a 
bit closer to the dilettante end, but somewhere in the middle, because the pleasure 
you get from this is that you do get the opportunity of being involved in so many 
different types of expression of the natural world, and I personally enjoy doing 
something different, but also feel that there’s an important role in that. Part of having 
been brought up in that public service television world where the sort of counter 
commercial is, if you have a great success in your commercial world, somebody 
says, “That was brilliant, do another one.” Whereas in the public service world, 
strangely there’s a kind of opposite of that. “That was a success, good.” 
 
Well, there’s Blue Planet II. 
Yes. Well, sequel thing is, I’ll tell you about that and second because that’s been a 
very interesting sort of counter cultural thing. 
 
The exception that proves the rule. 
Well, yes. Because... 
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Both series, by the way, were unbelievable, as I’m sure millions of people have 
told you. 
Well, I think... let me talk about... 
 
Yes. Keep interrupting you with flattery, don’t I? 
Well, no. Thank you. So Planet Earth II, I think was the thing that’s slightly reset the 
whole thing. And when we made Planet Earth II, it wasn’t called Planet Earth II for 
most of the time we were making it because we were effectively making Planet Earth 
II, but we weren’t calling it that. And interestingly, I was in America talking to our 
partners in BBC America, and their head of marketing was saying, “So what are you 
calling this show?” And I said, “Well the working title is this,” and he went, “Mm-
hmm.” He said, “Well, you’ve told me what the show is about. Sounds to me like it’s 
Planet Earth II.” And I said, “Yes, well, you know, we don’t want to do sequels”.  
 
We don’t do these things in Britain. 
And he said, “Well why not? If this was Fast and Furious, it would be Fast and 
Furious 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, or Toy Story 1, 2, 3, 4. You’ve got a phenomenal brand, 
why don’t you do... and at the same time, my bosses in London, Charlotte Moore and 
the like, had been saying the same thing, so they’d been thinking the same thing. 
And it was funny, the team were quite resistant to it. When I talked to both this chap 
in America and Charlotte, it was, of course it’s obvious because the brand is so 
strong. But some people thought, “Oh, it’s a bit derivative. Oh, people are going to 
think: ‘I’ve seen it all before.’” But, actually, it was a masterstroke because the 
combination of the brand and also the sense that it was now being modernised, 
updated for 10 years later and the world had changed. And we spent... again, you 
look back on it and it’s all obvious, but at the time the amount of effort spent on 
thinking about what Sir David was going to say in that balloon, I don’t know if you 
remember the opening. 
 
I do, yes. 
And Tom Hugh-Jones and I, the series producer and I, we thought for a huge amount 
about where we should do in that, what he should say, how we should frame it 
because we were trying to... if we’re going to go for Planet Earth II, we were going to 
say, “Well, you need to have a little bit of reference, some visual reference, some 
kind of narrative reference to the original show. 
 
A call back. 
Yes, but you don’t want to say, “It’s the same as you’ve seen before.” But also, we 
wanted to make sure that people knew that we were doing this for a reason. There 
was a purpose for coming back 10 years, and that was because the world had 
changed, the technology had changed, the way we tell stories had changed, but I 
think the little extra ingredient, which again, now looking back on it, obvious, but at 
the time wasn’t, which is our attitude to the planet had changed, in that we were now 
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much more aware of and concerned about the fragility of these wonders that we’re 
showing. And in some ways, that was the hidden message, but it was a key message 
in what David says in that balloon. We took him up there because Planet Earth I, the 
original one, had been a very much a God’s eye view of the planet. Whereas what 
Planet Earth II was we’re saying, “Right, no, we’re now down in the world with the 
animals, seeing the world from their perspective.” So the balloon was a kind of trying 
to be a metaphor for that, David looking down, but now telling us we’re going to go 
actually down and in with the animals. And also, he hadn’t done it before, so I was 
trying to think of something he would find fun, which he did. 
 
Because that’s the challenge, isn’t it? You’ve got to keep the visuals 
interesting. How do you do that? 
Well, I mean, that... 
 
That’s quite an open question. 
I don’t really... the honest... 
 
It’s a six-hour podcast, so we’ve got time.  
Well, you should have said that. I’ll just roll my sleeves up and start, then. I think, I 
mean, that’s the trick, and in some ways, if I knew the answer, I would have bottled it 
and sold it. It’s a thing that you... it’s a combination of inspiration. It’s a combination of 
stimuli from other things that you watch. Some of it is intellectual. Some of it is 
visceral. Some of it is driven by technology that you’ve been looking at. Sometimes, 
what happens is there’s a thing that you’ve been wanting to film for a long time, but 
there isn’t the technology to do it. And so when the technology comes, you think, “I 
know, I can do that now.” Other times you think, “Oh, here’s a piece of technology, 
what can I use that for?” It’s just driven from a number of different directions. 
Sometimes it’s serendipity, you know, a piece of science, or a scientist has 
discovered some extraordinary new perspective on what animals do or a location, 
and that newness thing is absolutely the drug. That’s what we’re looking for all the 
time. What’s new? What’s new to say, what’s new to show, but also how to show. 
And I think one of the things that audiences, one of the things audiences enjoy from 
our shows when they work is that a slight sense of how on earth did they get that 
shot? You know, as a kind of subliminal how am I getting... and I certainly think of 
that from my perspective, how can we get the audience to get a perspective, or a 
viewpoint, or a sense of what the animal’s life is like? And that can be how you tell it, 
how you tell the story, but often it’s about literally getting the camera into a position 
where the camera is telling you something, showing you something that is unique. 
And when that works perfectly, it’s putting you into the world of, the experience of, 
the life of that animal. So you’re seeing the world through its eyes. Not literally a 
POV, but you get that sense. A lot of it is about making a connection. I think why 
these shows, when they work, and then certainly the contemporary ones have this 
part of their DNA is that audiences feel viscerally connected with what’s going on in 
the animals lives. And that’s what I think Planet Earth II clicked in that. I’ve certainly 
been trying it ever since I started, but there’s something about the combination of the 
technology, and the ambition, and the scale, and that approach hit a bullseye with the 
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audience. I mean, there were other elements to it as well, I think, but if you watch 
BBC 1 at the moment, there’s not much factual. There is some, but it’s very much a 
drama-based channel, really. And so to play in a drama space, you have to have 
some of those notes in your show. And I think natural history, if you let it run, natural 
drama is absolutely extraordinary. And the beauty of it is that if you film it right and if 
you film it with truth and conviction, there’s nothing beats the reality of what goes on 
in the natural world because it is intrinsically so dramatic. 
 
How do you plan like the year of shows or what you’re going to do next? Do 
you sit down with Charlotte on the 2nd of January and say, “Right, we’re going 
to send David to Africa this year,” or, “A new drone has come out and 
therefore we can do the Amazon in a different way?” Or Alaska’s proves 
popular commercially, so the Discovery Channel, every single show seems to 
be Alaska this, Alaska that. I went to Alaska because of it. I’d watched that 
much Alaska on the TV that I thought, “I have to go here.” And it’s great, by the 
way. 
It is an amazing place. 
 
It is, it’s amazing. But so how does that work, or does it just kind of emerge? 
All of those things, really. It does. It’s very tricky to... the reason why I say that is a bit 
of a dark art. I mean, that is development, and from my perspective, the developing, 
coming up with the ideas, and from the channel’s perspective, from the 
commissioning is both of these are crystal ball, dark art, smelling the air, zeitgeist, 
whatever you want to call it type of thing going on in people’s heads. And what you 
want is, as well, is for the marriage, you know, the two things intersect, and what 
people like me think is the thing coming is what also people like Charlotte and Tom 
McDonald, who is a commissioner and head of the channel think, “Yes.” Either you 
can convince them that or they’d be thinking the same thing themselves. But part of 
my... I think one of my jobs is to be looking, and again, it’s a kind of subliminal thing, 
but trying to think what is going to be in people’s minds in four years’ time? What is it 
that’s going to be the zeitgeist in four years? Because these things take a long time 
to make, and part of it is what’s happening now, but you’re still trying to think this will 
be yesterday’s news in four years’ time. Today’s news is yesterday’s news in four 
years’ time, obviously, but you know what I mean? It’s going to be... the duration of 
these shows means that you have to be keeping your head, keeping your eyes on 
what’s developing. I mean, Green Planet, The Green Planet is a really good example 
of that. I came up with that a couple of years ago, and I felt that the wheel was 
turning and that, of course, as it’s turned out, climate change has turned out to be a 
bigger... now is very much in front of people’s minds. But I was thinking that, actually, 
the role of, the love of, the importance of the plant world, the sort of almost unsung 
hero, I had a sense that was what was coming next, and I think it has proved, rather 
annoyingly from my perspective, is happening a bit sooner than I want because I 
really wanted to hit, you know, from a purely self-interested view, I’d love it to be top 
of the agenda in 2021 when Green Planet comes out. But I think it has proved to be... 
 
We’re promised sights the human eye has never seen using the latest 
technology, I read somewhere. 
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Well, I think, yes. I mean, one of the reasons why, again, you were asking what are 
the stimuli? One of those stimuli was also technology. There had been some 
developments in the visualisation that I thought would allow us also to take people 
into the world of plants and where they haven’t been able to do before. Twenty-five 
years ago, we did Private Life of Plants, which was the first time we really threw time-
lapse photography at the natural world. I mean, we’ve done it, of course, but it was a 
massive, bigger enterprise and a lot of breakthroughs, and it’s kind of stalled since 
then. But some stuff has been happening and some computer driven robotic kinds of 
cameras have allowed us to do things that we haven’t been able to do before. And 
also, some of the microscopic camera technology. Because the plant world is, it’s like 
a parallel universe. We don’t appreciate it because it seems so static, but actually, it’s 
incredibly dynamic. It’s just plants and the plant world live on a totally different 
timescale to us, and if you can find ways of using the camera, which is one of the 
things I keep going on about, get the camera to take you into the living world’s world. 
If you can use a camera to take you into the plant’s world, suddenly you see it in a 
completely different way. And it is very dynamic and it has lots of parallels with the 
animal world. And that’s what appealed to David. David’s done, he’s done everything 
but he’s always saying... 
 
Yes. Well, he’s 93, isn’t he? 
Yes, he’s 93. His phrase is “ploughing a new furrow”, and when I was talking to him 
about this, he said, “We must do this because this is ploughing a new furrow.” Or 
ploughing new furrows. And so that’s why... 
 
How does it work? Do you ring him at like 4:30am one day when inspiration 
strikes, saying, “David”? 
Not at 4:30am, but, yes, I do ring him up. Actually, we have... 
 
Is there a WhatsApp group? There must be. There’s a WhatsApp group for 
everything. 
No. If you saw his mobile phone, if you even call it a mobile phone, you’d realise that 
he’s not on WhatsApp. Yes, I go round to his place sometimes and we were having a 
chat about this project and saying, “What next?” You know, he was interested in what 
he was going to do next, and he’s got so many things on his plate, but this is 
definitely appealed to him. And actually, he’s, as I think I was saying to you earlier, 
he’s in this in a way that he hasn’t been in a, what we call a blue chip or a landmark, 
since the last... what was the last one of that nature he did? Probably Life in Cold 
Blood, I think, which was about 10 years ago. 
 
Loved that. 
Yes. 
 
Loved that show. 
So he hasn’t done that style, but we’re returning to that with The Green Planet. 
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So you’re doing The Green Planet and you going to film it with new technology, 
but there might be some people... I’ve got a friend that said, “Well, if it’s not a 
lion chasing after a zebra, I’m not going to watch it.” Which brings me to a very 
interesting question, is we’ve had newspaper editors here where they say, 
“Look, our certain newsstand sales daily is this, that read it every day.” But 
then it goes up with a really good splash. To what extent do you have a kind of 
payroll audience anyway, that will watch anything you put on? And I mean that 
as a compliment, because they know it will be good. Or is it that you have to 
hustle or sell into someone who say, “Well, I normally watch this stuff, but 
plants? Not interested.” 
There is definitely a kind of a nature lovers audience who will watch stuff, and of 
course we love them, and God bless them. But I think part of my job is to get bums 
on seats, but both as a kind of just as a television person but also as a bit of an 
evangelist for the natural world, you want as many people to watch stuff about nature 
as you possibly can. But I think that there has been this kind of step change. I don’t 
mean to keep going back to Planet Earth II, but I think it is quite similar and it did 
actually change. So before Planet Earth II came out, wildlife films were successful, 
and they have been historically very successful. But I think in terms of the general 
nature of television, factual television, the audiences were declining in the traditional 
sense. People were watching on separate screens. There was no co-viewing. Young 
audiences were disappearing. There was no appointment to view. But this was all 
declining. 
 
There’s now 200 channels on the Sky box rather than four. 
But what was so weird about Planet Earth II was that all that went out the window. So 
co-viewing, people watching as families, people making an appointment to view, 
young people were watching it. It was all on against X Factor and it trounced X 
Factor. Now, X Factor is designed for young audiences. So it was something about 
the combination of... there were a lot of perfect storm things that happened for that 
audience to come to that show at that time, but it has rekindled this appeals. I think 
that audiences now, particularly if it’s a planet, particularly if it’s David Attenborough, 
particularly if it’s on BBC 1 on a Sunday at 8:00, it’s almost become a bit of the 
culture. People know that if they come to that time, they’re going to see something 
extraordinary, and they’re going to want to talk about it on Monday morning with their 
friends. And I think that if we were doing the Green Planet without David, I think it’d 
be a different kettle of fish. That’s not mixing too many metaphors. But actually the 
combination of the kind of the DNA of the planet, the naturalist unit, BBC, and David 
Attenborough, I think people will come to it. 
 
And is there an editorial change, as well, that’s driving audiences to it? 
Because you seem to have more editorial freedom now to encourage 
behavioural change about climate change itself. It’s not just merely reporting 
on what’s happening, the changes within climate change, but it’s, “This is what 
we can do about it and something that has to be done.” 
Yes, I mean, I think climate change is one of the elements. I think climate change 
affects everybody and everything, of course. I mean, it’s hard to speak for everybody, 
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but I think we are concerned about drawing people’s attention, not just that, but the 
general status of the natural world. The issues of space for animals, over-
consumption of land, poaching... 
 
There’s a litany of issues. 
All the things that are affecting the creatures that we share the planet with, who we 
don’t really give due space and due care to. That’s not any kind of... we’re not 
proselytising, and we’re not saying... I think it’s very important, especially in these 
type of shows, and not everybody agrees with me and I probably will get into... there 
will be people who shout at me, but I think that our job in these shows is not to be 
too... 
 
Preachy. 
Yes. The danger is that you can become pious, and self-righteous, and kind of holier-
than-thou. 
 
I mean, I don’t think you have one second, of course, I’m just playing devil’s 
advocate. 
No, and I hope we don’t, because I think we are conscious of it. 
 
There’s a balance to be struck. 
But if you’re not careful, I think you can. And audiences, they quite rightly say, “I want 
to know, but I don’t want to be told off.” So I think we’re trying to avoid this ‘we must, 
we should, you mustn’t’ type approach. Funnily enough, going back to Green Planet, 
one of the things I’m excited about, that is that so much of some of the sort of advice, 
or the... what’s the word? The stuff that you can say to people, “You can do,” is often, 
“Stop doing this. Don’t use plastic. Don’t do that.” All very important. But the joy of 
plants and of Green World is we’re going to be able to say, “Do something. Plant 
things in your garden. Conserve. Plant a tree.” Yes. So you can actually actively do 
something to help improve what we call biodiversity at the planet, because that’s one 
of the big challenges. We’re turning the planet into a bit of a monoculture, partly for 
our benefit. Agriculture inevitably deselects all the things that we don’t want and 
selects all of the things that we do. So crops and the animals we want to domesticate 
become dominant, and that destroys biodiversity, and nobody really knows. That’s 
the trouble. The ecology of the planet is so complex. But what we do know is that a 
very rich, complex biodiverse ecology has seen the planet very well, thank you very 
much, for hundreds and hundreds of million years. 
 
And if we’re going to pull on one string of the tapestry, we risk the whole thing 
unravelling. 
Well, that’s right. The thing is, we don’t know how many strings of that tapestry we 
can pull before the whole thing falls to the ground. And I guess people are beginning 
to think we’re getting quite close to that. So climate change is a sort of universal 
challenge, but there are many other things that we try and draw attention to in our 
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programmes that are other factors that influence the health of the planet, both in 
terms of, say, ecology, but also reflects on ourselves, our own health, I think. Both 
are kind of, for want of a better word, a sort of spiritual health, but also a genuine, 
practical health, I think is much more connected with the natural world than perhaps 
we realise. After all, we are animals. We’ve spent, depending on how far back you 
want to go, but a million years plus of evolution has had us in the natural world. That 
is our natural habitat, yet now 50% of us live in the urban world. We’re quite 
disconnected with nature, and I think it probably has a quite significant impact on us, 
which we probably wouldn’t even realise for a long time. So I think people 
subconsciously and subliminally, whatever, want to feel connected with the natural 
world, and one of the things our programmes do is does that. That, of course, means 
we have a very important role, because if that’s people’s only connection or only 
experience the natural world, how we portray it has to be... we have to think very 
hard about that. And that’s why I think we have changed sort of the spectrum of the 
way we tell stories now to try and contextualise some of the wonders in some of the 
other elements of the natural world. 
 
And obviously you have to take a very complex set of variables into 
coordination when you’re deciding how to bring something to screen, not just 
the story and the logistics, but also budget. To what extent does that feature 
into your planning, due to the unique way the BBC is funded? You’ve got a 
spend license fee, and it pays money wisely. We had the physicist, Professor 
Jim Al-Khalili in recently, and he was saying there’s the double slit experiment 
that he would do for a documentary on BBC 4, and, “I can either do it with 
lasers and computer graphics, or I can cut two holes in a plank of wood and 
pour a bucket of sand through it. How much money have you got?” Do you sit 
down with Charlotte and say, “We can film it this way, but if you give us 
another 2 million, we can get a bigger drone with more cameras?” 
Obviously. But actually, go back to your experiment... 
 
That was a really long and rambling question. 
I would argue that sometimes the constraints of budget make you do it more 
interesting... 
 
Necessity being the mother of invention. 
Yes, so that experiment, maybe two slits in a piece of wood and the sand actually 
makes the point better and actually is more memorable. But I certainly wouldn’t use 
that argument when I’m talking to the people who are funding me, because obviously 
I want as much... 
 
We’ll block Charlotte from listening to this podcast. 
Yes. I mean, there is an argument there is quite a simple equation between budget 
and time in the field. So if you want to get extraordinary, never-before-seen 
behaviour, it tends to take a long time. So the more cash you have to spend in the 
field, because it’s about time in the field, for these extraordinary, unique, odd, once-
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in-a-three-weeks, once-in-a-month, once-in-a-season events to happen, and you 
need to be there to witness them and film them, that requires you to be there. We do 
get lucky, but how many ‘making ofs’ have you seen where it says, “After three 
weeks, on the last day we got the shot.” I mean, it’s a bit of a trope, but it’s true. 
These things do take a long time, because what you’re doing on location is you’re... 
we’re a bit like, sort of, life insurance actuaries. We’re reducing the odds, reducing 
the odds. Every day you’re thinking, “Well, that didn’t work, that didn’t...” So you’re 
trying to reduce all the variables so that the likelihood of this event that you want to 
film happening, happens in front of the camera. And that takes time, and that equals 
money. 
 
How do you cope with the heartbreak of it when you see terrible things, like a 
zebra being eaten by a lion, or a baby cub starving to death, or that kind of 
thing, really? I watched something last year where it was talking about, I forget 
which bird it was, but the mother basically ignores one of the birds and let it 
starve to death, and they fight, and whichever one wins then gets to live. And 
that these guys filmed, it was on the BBC and I was in tears for that little bird. 
Its own mother was going to let it starve to death. Or can you just switch off 
your emotions? You heartless man. 
Well, no, no, no. Of course, no. I mean, we’re all different. Some people are more 
heartless than others, I suppose, but... 
 
Because you don’t want to save it either, because you’re there to observe. 
Well, there are many conversations about this, and people, of course, love, in this 
situation, to be able to make some kind of rule. But every situation is different. We 
have a kind of code of conduct, if you like, or a set of ground rules. And generally, 
you don’t interfere, for a whole set of reasons. 
 
Well, I wouldn’t want to defend us ever against a lion, anyway, frankly. So 
there’s some practical considerations. 
Well, quite. I mean, so first of all, it’s stupid. What would be the point? You’d never be 
able to do anything. Secondly, it’d be very dangerous. And thirdly, you’re upsetting a 
balance. Because the thing that people often quote is the lion versus the zebra. That 
lion’s got to eat, that zebra’s got to escape. And actually, the odds are in the favour of 
the zebra escaping. If you look at the numbers, predators tend to fail more... well, not 
tend to, they do fail many more times than they succeed. 
 
They’re also incredibly hungry, which is one of the reasons why they’re driven 
so motivated to catch the zebra. 
Yes. So you would not interfere with that. There are other situations. Quite recently, I 
did a series called Dynasties, where we had a bit of a controversy. To be honest... 
 
You pre-empted one of my questions. 
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A couple of people in the press tried to create a bit of a controversy about it, and in 
actual fact, I was quite pleased, because I thought it was quite an easy one to deal 
with. 
 
“All publicity is good publicity,” is the adage. 
But the argument was that... it was about these Emperor penguins, and what had 
happened was that the mothers and the babies had got blown into a gully during a 
storm, and we were filming them trying to escape, and they were failing. And then the 
crew came back a day later and decided to cut some steps into the ice so that the 
adults could, if they wanted to or if they found it, could escape. And there was quite a 
bit... I spent most of the day on Radio 4 and on various programmes arguing why we 
did this. And there was a counter-argument that, “Your rule is you should never 
interfere.” And we would say, “Yes, we don’t interfere for all the reasons I described,” 
often because you can’t do any good, apart from anything else. Years ago, we were 
filming a really difficult story about, there was a drought in Amboseli, and this baby 
elephant was dying in front of the camera, in front of its mother, and the mother was 
highly traumatised. And people said, “Well, why don’t you save the elephant? Why 
don’t you feed it?” 
 
Or take out a 12-bore and put it out of its misery. 
Well, yes, that probably wouldn’t go down well. But the point was... 
 
David could do it. That could actually be really good TV. To the Pulp Fiction 
music. I digress. 
Yes. Where would you get the food? If you managed to get a bale of hay and give it 
to it, then you have to give it another bale the next day. 
 
You’re damned if you do and you’re damned if you don’t. 
So even though it was quite traumatic, I think it was very clear. With the Emperor 
penguins, we just decided that we weren’t upsetting the balance of nature. We 
weren’t depriving a predator of its prey. We weren’t actually handling the animals. We 
weren’t changing… all we were doing was doing what nature might’ve done, which if 
there’d been a... it was a freak. This chasm appeared, they fell in, there was a freak 
storm. Equally, a chasm could have appeared in a slightly different direction, they 
could have climbed out. There just wasn’t a place. So we cut these steps and left 
them to it, and sure enough, in a few minutes they discovered it and they escaped. 
And these are animals that are, they’re precious, and fragile, and you want to make 
sure that if you can help, you do. And I think we felt, and David agreed, actually, 
despite some of the press trying to say that he didn’t agree, he did agree that we 
would have all rescued them in the same situation. 
 
And this is why in Star Trek, the Federation do have the prime directive, don’t 
they? That they don’t interfere in the cultures of other planets. So it’s a similar 
policy. 
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Yes. You have to judge every case on its own merits, and in the end, it is a personal 
decision that you make, actually under, sometimes, a lot of pressure. But I would say 
99.999 times out of 100, I think what we do, we could defend and feel is right. 
Whoever judges right or wrong, I don’t know, but in our view or in the person’s view, 
you have to be able to sit with your own conscience. 
 
And actually, this question isn’t a moral question, it’s slightly more practical, 
which is to what extent do you affect the circumstances in your immediate 
environment around you when you are filming it? So for example, I saw a 
lovely, adorable little clip on Twitter a couple of weeks ago, and it was a little 
baby bear running up a cliff with lots of ice on it to get to its mother that was at 
the top. And I thought, “Oh, it’s lovely, it’s great that it was captured.” And then 
a naturalist commented and said, “Actually, that was filmed by a drone, and the 
baby was running away from the drone. The act of filming it was the thing that 
put the bear in a state of fear.” 
Well, to me, that’s a far more heinous crime than walking in and cutting some steps 
in a... 
 
Of course. 
Because there’s no excuse for it. That’s poor filmmaking. That’s bad natural history, 
that’s bad filmmaking, that’s bad everything. We have, I think, a much more practical, 
much more valuable rule about proximity to animals. And it’s that you have to choose 
the right animals where you can get the camera... audiences want the camera close, 
we want the camera close, but it’s the knowledge and the experience of the camera 
teams and the producers who understand nature to know where you can do that. And 
there’s a very practical reason for this. If you get the camera too close to an animal, it 
stops behaving. It either runs away, in that case, or it stops doing what you wanted to 
do, and so you’ve defeated the purpose of your exercise. So the camera, particularly 
the camera operators, are just brilliant natural historians. They are almost animals. 
They have a superb sense of what’s going on in the world. They can sense it, which 
is why they are so good at predicting what’s going to happen. And I think they have 
this very, very fine-tuned sense of when things are going to go wrong. Not have gone 
wrong, but are going to go wrong, or they’re going to be interfering, and they will take 
a step back. And that is really very critical, because the worst thing that could ever 
happen is that you cause some terrible outcome, that you’ve changed the natural 
world in a way that you would find very hard to argue or defend. I’m not saying it 
never happens, but that is because it’s an organic business, the whole thing. But you 
try your hardest, hardest, hardest to get that sense of non-interference right. Years 
ago, people, we all did, there was a sense of starting to... because the whole thing 
that happens at night, the whole world of the night is fascinating, but very hard to film. 
And so people started to try and light things that happen at night. As soon as you 
light a situation, you’re changing it in a way we hadn’t really thought through. People 
would never do that now. It’s all done with infrared or done with night vision so you’re 
not influencing, either the predator can’t see the prey and the prey can’t see the 
predators. Your lights aren’t allowing them to do that. So that’s a very good example 
of where it would be, without thinking it through, if you didn’t understand nature, if you 
didn’t understand what we do, you could easily fall into that trap. But we make sure 



 
 

 16 

that we haven’t... 20 years we’ve been using these other, infrared and all the rest of 
it. 
 
And how important is TV in terms of effecting change in society? How powerful 
is the medium of television? Particularly surrounding issues of natural history, 
which are both entertaining and informative. But there’s clearly a serious 
problem that we have with climate change on this planet. 
It’s a very difficult thing to judge, because you’re caught in this kind of dilemma. You 
hope that what you produce has impact, but you also know that it’s an extraordinary 
ephemeral business, that people watch it and that’s consumed and gone. 
 
Which is not bad in and of itself, of course, an entertaining, engaging, 
informative hour of television that really moves you is still worthy. 
Yes, and I think education, for want of a better word, can sometimes be a subliminal 
thing. Knowledge goes into your head, sometimes without you realising. I’ve always 
found, always been quite keen on the sense of... in the end, when I got into natural 
history and natural history filmmaking because I love telling people about, “You will 
not believe animals do this.” The wonders of nature, animal behaviour... 
 
It’s amazing. 
The adaptations animals have, which is a kind of education, and I still think that is still 
a vital thing for all sorts of reasons. But I think we all feel that there is another role 
that our programmes can do, which we’ve always tried to do, but the audience 
seemed to be ready for it or almost demanding of it, which is a little bit more about 
the real context, the real story behind some of the wonders, what is actually 
happening in the natural world. And there is a totally legitimate criticism that by 
showing wonders in these shows, you are actually concealing to their audience some 
of the real difficult realities of the natural world. You’re giving the sense that all is well 
with nature. Because, of course, if you want to show the most beautiful rainforest, 
you go and find the most beautiful rainforest to show it. And so the show shows that. 
And people have criticised us for that. I think we’re trying to address that by still doing 
that, but also at some point in the programme, and not just in the programme but 
associated with the programme, around it, because we now have the opportunity and 
these other digital halos around these shows, to try and show people that there is a 
bigger and broader context. And, again, that is slightly an educational purpose. But 
what has been interesting is every now and then you hit a nerve, and you’d never 
know what this is going to be, but it sets almost a public agenda. And plastic, I think, 
was a really interesting thing with Blue Planet II. After we’d started that ball rolling on 
Planet Earth II, I think we felt the reaction to that, there was clearly an appetite for 
more. And the oceans being a particularly sort of frontline environment in terms of 
environmental conservation, it seemed appropriate that we should up that, push the 
levers forward a bit on that. And we talked about temperature at sea change, coral 
bleaching, pollution, overfishing, a whole raft of challenges that the natural world is 
facing in the oceans, and also plastic. We had no idea what would catch people’s 
attention or if indeed anything would. Plastic just hit. It just caught people’s 
imagination. And I think it did it for a very simple reason. One was because it’s quite 
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a simple thing to get your head around, and also it’s a very direct thing. You show an 
individual animal suffering from the consequences of our action. You throw a piece of 
plastic in the trash, it ends up in the water, an albatross mother picks it up in her 
beak, feeds it to its chick, and it dies. That is a direct individual animal beings 
affected by the consequence of your actions. You see a turtle caught in a fishing net. 
And I think that personalised storytelling absolutely drew people’s attention to it. And 
it has had massive impact. We’re delighted. People say it’s ‘the Blue Planet II effect’. 
And that makes you feel that you have done something to change the national, even 
the global agenda. Plastic is now very important in people’s minds. I think the only 
caveat or the only thing I would add is that what you don’t want, then, to think is, 
“Well, that’s done. We solved that problem. That’s our bit of conservation, our bit of 
environment.” Because it’s a nasty, pernicious issue, but it’s only one of many, many 
things that need to be addressed. And as I say, it’s a very tangible one, but there are 
others. And fundamentally it all boils down to just over-consumption. We are, as a 
species, a massive over-consumer, and there’s lots of ideas about making sure that 
we can find a way of allowing the other 99.99% of the inhabitants of this planet their 
space, their opportunities to get access to resources, whilst we can as well. Now, 
that’s the tension. And that needs political will. 
 
I mean, your shows are incredibly expensive to make. But I think you’re a net 
contributor, aren’t you, to the coffers of the BBC, because with these 
partnerships and sales and stuff... 
I can’t possibly comment. 
 
Well you must go into a quite strong negotiating position with Charlotte to say, 
“I want 10 million,” but you know you’re going to get 15 back. 
Well, historically natural history programmes, they are expensive. Historically we’ve 
always had to find funding from the market. So although these are made... the world 
has changed slightly, but historically, we work for public service, we make 
programmes for you, the licence fee payer in the UK, and to do that the BBC licence 
fee payer contributes. But the percentage of the budget is surprisingly small, in actual 
fact. And we’ve always gone to the market, so our co-producers are often very like-
minded, so public service broadcasters in other parts of the world, and they will then 
contribute funding towards the pot for the rights to show the show. And the first thing 
I did for the natural history, the Trials of Life, I remember three weeks into being in 
the team, the boss and I went to northern Europe and we went to all the different 
broadcasters and were telling them about the story to get them to contribute, so it’s 
always... 
 
Did you have a collection plate when you knock on the door? 
Yes, a little like that. But that’s always been the case. But because of the way... 
natural history programmes do have this international... they travel very well because 
there’s no speaking, a lion roar doesn’t speak in French or German or anything. So 
there is an international element. 
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They’re easily internationalised. 
Exactly. 
 
If that’s a word. 
And of course will put their own language and narration on them. So they’ve always 
had that value. I think now, that dial has been dialled up to a level on the knob... 
 
Because Netflix is throwing billions at this now. 
Right, and if it’s that much, but they’re definitely... they’re in the market, they’re in the 
game, certainly. 
 
Figuratively, obviously. 
Yes, yes. Yes, well, I don’t know. It’d be interesting to know actually how much. But 
as I say, what’s happened in the last half a dozen years or so is the popularity of this 
kind of content has gone exponential. Fundamentally, that same reason, but with so 
much else being hard to... other television struggling to perform, this now seems to 
be what any performing... as it did, but much, much better. So it’s doubly attracting 
attention. And a lot of players are getting into this world. Which is good in one way, 
and is bad in others. For obvious reasons. The good thing is that it’s great to see 
natural history out there, it’s bad because there’s only so many stories that you can 
tell and you don’t want 10 polar bear films and yours to be the last one that goes out, 
even if it might be, you hope, the best. If there’s been five more other ones, people 
aren’t going to watch yours, and that’s not so good. 
 
But I’ve seen episodes of The Sopranos, I mean, you could send heavies 
around to these competitors and say, “You don’t want to be doing these 
documentaries, do you?” 
Couldn’t comment. 
 
Well, you didn’t even have the decency to deny it, typical BBC. What’s top of 
your to do list at the moment? What’s front of mind? When you’re in the 
shower and there’s no emails bleeping away, because that’s the only time I 
ever get to do any thinking about my own business, what are you thinking 
about? 
I’ve got a lot of projects on at the moment, which is exciting. Top of that agenda is 
differentiation, making sure that people come to each of the projects that I’m 
responsible for and say, “That feels different from what Joe Bloggs is doing,” or for 
that matter, some of the other things I’m doing. And I think that’s getting trickier and 
trickier, to make clear blue water between your project and having a clear... 
 
And what you’ve done in the past. 
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Well, what you’re doing in the past, but also what’s going to happen at the moment. 
There’s a lot of players in the market now. And there is various quite easy access 
points, and so if you’re not careful, a lot of stuff gets done that is the lower hanging 
fruit, and quite similar. 
 
You’ve worked on so many landmark series. Is there a particular sequence or a 
particular individual programme in any one of the series you’ve made that 
you’re particularly proud of capturing? 
For me, it’s sort of the back of my mind. I did a sequence on Trials of Life, and it was 
about a bird called a weaver bird. And the approach we took on that sequence, I 
think set my trajectory for the rest of my career. So I think that it was an important... 
And the reason why I say that is that it was a story about... it was about homemaking, 
it was about building nests. And the scientist I’d been working with was... so with the 
story, the standard story was the amazing intricacy with which these birds weave 
these nests, it was extraordinary, dexterous... with a beak and a couple of little feet 
they build this wonderfully complicated nest. And that would be the standard story 
you would film, and that would’ve made a lovely film, a sequence. But the scientists 
had told me that it’s very tricky for the... it takes a lot of skill to build these nests, and 
actually the males you build them have to learn, and the young males are rubbish at 
it. And they try and build it and they make a complete mess of it, and the nests fall 
off, and all this. And I thought that could be an interesting twist on this. So the 
cameraman... 
 
Young male birds are the same as young human males. 
Yes. 
 
Not very good at stuff. 
Yes. And the cameraman, Hugh Maynard, I was talking to him about it. So what he 
did brilliantly is he found these two nests, one which was being built by an absolute 
master, and one was being built by this absolute idiot. And he filmed them both, and 
then when we were watching... in those days, they were film rushes and so we used 
to have a projection suite, and they would load the film up when it came back from 
the field and we would go in and watch it. And it just so happened that the way it had 
been done, there were two cameras, they have two projectors rolling and it just so 
happened on the left hand screen all the footage was of this really good bird, and all 
the footage on the right hand side was of this rubbish bird. And whilst I was watching 
the rushes, the people watching with me were just wetting themselves laughing. And 
I thought... 
 
At the poor unfortunate... 
Yes, the contrast between these two birds. I thought, “That’s it.” That’s how to tell that 
story, that’s how to connect with the audience, that’s how to make the science of that, 
which is the wonderful biology of how they do the nest building, but also the humanity 
of it for want of a better word, of how we have to learn... and this male was so... the 
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one who was useless was so characterful because he kept trying, and he kept trying, 
he kept falling off and then at the end he... 
 
Good on him. 
He built this pathetic little nest and at the end you have to do... 
 
You were rooting for him. 
Yes, you were. Rooting for them is the key, so you want the audience to root for the 
animals. And what he does at the end is he does this little thing where he flaps his 
wings to attract the females, and it was clearly utterly hopeless. So apart from 
laughing at it, which you want to... but also you absolutely, your heart bled for him. 
 
Yes, you’re not laughing at him, you’re laughing with him. 
Well, we were laughing at him a bit, actually. 
 
But with a sense of, like you say, benevolence and a sense of really wanting 
them to succeed. 
But at the end, you empathise with him because you felt you would say, “Go on, 
mate, have another go.” 
 
Yes. 
And anyway, that sequence, which is 30 years ago, made me think, “That’s how I 
need to work in the future.” I need to find stories that allow you to connect, 
empathise, and root for your animals. Because then the audience get involved. So 
they get their learning, they get their education, information, but they also get their 
entertainment. And entertainment means a whole lot of things, it means connecting, 
and empathising, and a deeper takeaway message from it. 
 
How do you keep your own ideas and your own training fresh? Because you’ve 
been in this a long time. I mean, we had John Ryley in recently who runs Sky 
News and I was saying, “How much of BBC News do you watch for on screen 
and behind the camera talent?” Because you’ve got to keep your eyes and ears 
peeled about what your competition is doing for new ideas. 
I actually deliberately don’t watch too much of other people’s... I obviously watch a 
bit, but I try not to watch too much of it, because I think... in other words, I try and 
watch other types of television, other types of media, other types of content for 
inspiration for approach. And again, that’s that zeitgeist thing, where’d you get your 
sense of what’s happening? You get that from other things, not from natural history 
television, otherwise somebody’s already done it. But I think the natural world itself, it 
drives you to keep coming up with new ways of... because just new discoveries, new 
wonders come out of the... up here, and you think has anybody... an audience would 
love to see that, especially if we showed it to them like this, or if we gave them that 
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experience. So a bit like you were talking about The Sopranos earlier, human stories, 
there’s only one species but there are a million human stories. It’s trying to take that 
kind of mindset to the natural world. I’m not saying there aren’t a million polar bear 
stories, but how can you try and take that sense of what is another perspective on 
this animal’s life that people haven’t seen? How can I get them to understand the 
trials and tribulations of that animal’s life? 
 
I mean, you studied zoology at Bristol, the BBC’s natural history unit is based 
at Bristol. Why is Bristol the centre of the universe when it comes to natural 
history? 
Well, I’m glad you think that, I think it is too. But it’s a bit of a weird history to be 
honest. It’s become a bit of a misty legend, but my understanding is it’s along the 
lines of there was an extraordinary chap called Desmond Hawkins who was running 
the... I think he was running the radio at Bristol, and he was a naturalist, and he 
wanted to do wildlife programmes, as well as other stuff. So Peter Scott had just set 
up the Wetlands Trust out at Slimbridge. And of course he was a great naturalist, and 
so he used to bring... they decided they would bring animals into the studio and they 
would go and do outside broadcasts there. So they started to get this kind of central 
gravity of wildlife filmmaking happening in Bristol. And then I think when the powers 
that be decided that they needed to make sure that some stuff wasn’t all in London, it 
was kind of ready-made. I suspect it was much more complex to do that, but it was a 
bit of a kind of a historical accident of location. We’ve all been... to be honest ever 
since I’ve been there, delighted that were not in London, it means that we’re slightly 
out of sight, out of mind, and as long as we keep... we’re a bunch of slightly strange 
people down there, as long as they keep doing good stuff we’ll leave them alone. 
 
Well, I appreciate you coming into London for this podcast... 
Yes. 
 
I hadn’t really thought about it, I really appreciate it. 
I’ve taken the straw out of my hair and... 
 
Now, another interesting thing is every programme that you’ve done for many 
years now has a kind of ‘how we made it’ short. I find that incredibly interesting 
myself, how the viewers, it’s clear they want to know more, but how do you do 
that? Do you approach a series knowing that you’ve not only got to make the 
series, but make the short on how it was made? 
There’s definitely an interest from the audience about the behind the scenes for a 
whole load of reasons. Part of it, I think, is a slight vicarious pleasure of feeling you’re 
with... on location, getting some of that experience. There’s also... they have a 
natural... if you do them well, I think they do have an interesting, slightly different 
narrative structure to the shows, so that’s a nice change. It does give people a bit of 
an insight into the technology and the techniques. But we actually... we’re trying to, 
we have been trying to change their purpose a little bit more recently so they’re not 
just how do we do it, how do we get the shot, but a little bit more about some of the 
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context of the stories. So it’s been an opportunity to sometimes say... bring in some 
of the environmental or conservation challenges that are associated with one of the 
stories that we’ve done. So when we start a series, we don’t just go and do one 
making of, we take cameras and we shoot behind the scenes on loads of things we 
do, and sometimes nothing happens of interest, sometimes something extraordinary 
happens. And then when the series is finished, we start to put together a whole raft of 
content. Some of it goes online, some of it goes into the DVD as in the old days, or 
the equivalent of. But some of it then becomes the behind the scenes or the making 
of. Part of that originally was a kind of sort of a logistical necessity, because the hour 
long slot, internationally these shows tend to be only 50 minutes, so we make a 50-
minute programme, and then the 10 minutes fills that extra 10 minutes. But people 
now, rather frustratingly, sometimes say, “Oh, it’s the best bit.” But... and I know what 
they mean, it’s the final kind of satisfying wrapping up of the piece. 
 
Obviously what you do is very visual, it’s ideal for television. But I can’t 
imagine a lion attacking a zebra as a radio programme is going to work quite a 
while, but there is a huge increase in natural history podcasts. There is Twitter, 
and YouTube, and all of these kind of social stuff. So is that part of how you’re 
expanding the mediums that your natural histories content is seen on? 
There is a... we’re in a bit of a golden age of the love of nature, which is bizarre in 
the... well, ironic in the sense of how fragile it has become. It’s interesting that 
someone was telling me the other day, a bit of a left hand turn here, but somebody 
was saying that apparently on dating sites, it used to be one of the things that used to 
be apparently a sure-fire attractor was to say, “I’m a great traveller, I’ve been here 
and there.” 
 
Oh, I’ve got no chance then, I’ve never travelled anywhere. 
But now it’s switched, it’s now, “I don’t travel, I’m an eco-warrior. I care about the 
environment.” That is I think is a really interesting social trend. I mean, I may be... 
this is only anecdotal, but I would be interested to know there’d be somebody out 
listening hopefully, if anybody’s listening, that will verify that. But that is a really 
interesting change of heart. And you want this to become... you want the care and 
concern for the environment to become a fashion, something that is... people want to 
do it not just for feeling... not for some of pious reason, because they actually feel this 
is important to their own lives and to other people’s lives. So you were just saying a 
lion hunting a zebra not making good radio, you’re wrong, it’d make amazing radio. 
Because sound is one of the things that... of course, all the attention is on the visuals, 
but in fact, our shows, the reason why I think they’re so engaging, and so visceral, 
and so real is the amount of effort we put into the sound. Recording sound on 
location so you feel... that’s what creates the atmosphere, that’s what creates the 
sense of being there. And I think that’s all part of the... that’s all part of, I think, the 
success of these things, is you feel a direct connected experience. In the past, 
perhaps these things were seen as the equivalent of watching the world through a 
pair of binoculars. What we’re trying to say is “no, come with us,” you’re in that world. 
Around you is this natural world, around you are these animals. And see what they’re 
doing, experience what they’re doing, understand what they’re doing. And that, I 
think, is... that’s a very powerful, pleasurable, thought provoking, profound 
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experience that hopefully will make you think about the natural world in a different 
way. 
 
Mike, this has been an absolutely fascinating conversation, thank you very 
much for your time. 
It’s been an absolute pleasure, thank you very much indeed. 
 
 


