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majority of conservation schemes make for
worthy, dull watching and are not the stuff
for broadcasting. Television thrives on
emotional impact, on the sensational and
unusual, and that which generates powerful
and intriguing pictures. By its very nature,
the medium is not always effective at
dealing with issues on a world scale —
unless there are starving babies in view: and
how many people remember the funda-
mental cause of the famine in Ethiopia? The
sad fact is that the producers of the vast
majority of green programmes, although
imbued with deep concern for the
environment, have not yet devised formats
and ways of dealing with these weighty
issues which will attract and hold large
audiences. But this begs the question ‘is
there an audience worth chasing outside the
million or two converted greens?’

I recently commissioned an analysis from
the BBC’s Broadcasting Research Depart-
ment of the level of interest in a variety of
environmental issues, ranging from nuclear
power, pesticides, deforestation, acid rain,
field sports, and the role of pressure groups
such as Greenpeace or Friends of the Earth.
When asked if they might like to know more
about these subjects, nearly half of the 1000
questioned gave an unqualified yes (45 per
cent). A further 25 per cent gave a qualified
yes. What was surprising was the response
of 16 to 24-year-olds, who were noticeably
less interested than older, and better read
people (28 per cent as opposed to 63 per
cent). When told that a new weekly
television series was being planned about
such environmental issues, 66 per cent
indicated that they would be tempted to
watch some of the programmes (43 per cent
would watch most weeks, and 23 per cent
some but not most). The rest were
apathetic.

Curiously, no self-evidently burning
issues emerged; but the most strongly
endorsed topics were radio-active waste,
animals in scientific research, pesticides, and
river pollution. According to the research,

coverage of environmental pressure groups
might be a turn off! The MORI survey for
the NCC about public attitudes to nature
conservation reinforces these conclusions: it
discovered that one person in two is
concerned about ‘nuclear waste’ and
‘pollution of the environment’, with one in
three perceiving a problem with “food
mountains’ and ‘acid rain’.

There is certainly a ‘head’ of concern for
the environment, and six out of ten people
are waiting to dip into the right sort of
strand which airs these issues. That is
equivalent to 30 million viewers and no
committed majority. It is my own view that
green issues can be turned into enjoyable
television (programmes that are not enjoyed

\ are not watched!), maybe in the tradition of
NThat’s Life’ or ‘Crimewatch’ which are,
 after all, only ways of packaging consumer
and police affairs — and look where they are
in the schedules. Such programmes would
not necessarily promote Greenpeace or
Friends of the Earth arguments. Nuclear
power might be good for us all; rain forests
are beastly places — and that’s why most of
humanity wants to see them felled; and
greenshanks might best be nudged out of
the Flow Country by quick-growing pine
trees!. . . But if we broadcasters can give
the environment a high profile on television,
then Mr Disgusted of Tunbridge Wells
would have one less excuse to wield his pen.
That is the challenge.

John Sparks is Head of the BBC’ Natural
History Unit.
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““The most
obvious thing
in the world.”
How cereal

quotas drive
the plough

In common with many English
counties, an air of uncertainty has
permeated the hills and valleys of north
Oxfordshire recently, and hung over
both the swaying wheat-fields and
those herb-rich grasslands which have
unul now escaped the agricultural
advances of the last forty years. .

GRAHAM BATHE

The future of cereal production is in doubt.
The scale of the heavily subsidized agricul-
tural surpluses has prompted calls to reverse
those policies which have promoted arable
farming to the high-yielding agro-business
of today. Although, as far as cereal
production is concerned, it may be true that
‘the writing is on the wall’, its script remains
unintelligble; and while the axe could fall
anywhere, anxiety has gripped the farming
world.

The average British family pays £500 a

year in bolstering the EEC’s £26 billion
budget, more than two-thirds of which is
engulfed by the Common Agricultural
Policy. Article 39 of the Treaty of Rome
protects farmers from those market forces to
which all other producers are subjected,
and as a consequence has generated
unsaleable foodstuffs costing £2 million a
day in storage alone. The system destroys
unwanted products like apples at the rate of
15 million tons a year, disposes of butter for
manufacturing  cosmetics, and sells
whatever it can of its 12 million tons of
surplus grain to the Soviet Union.

In certain knowledge that this rate of
spending cannot continue, the impending
change is much voiced within ADAS, NFU
and the communities they advise. Already
through EEC Socio-Structures Regulation
No. 1760/87, Member States are obliged to
offer schemes to farmers to reduce the
production of cereals by extensification (i.e.
reducing land area or lowering intensity).
The method by which this would be
implemented in Britain will be outlined in
a consultation document due to be released
by the Agriculture Departments as this
issue goes to press. Similar schemes are
mandatory for beef, veal and wine, and can
in fact be offered for the extensification of
any agricultural product in surplus. The
Regulations stipulate that any farming
enterprise taking advantage of the scheme
must reduce productivity by at least 20 per
cent, and not change production to another
commodity also in surplus. Although some
land will be transferred to other agricultural
uses, most people consider that much will
come out of production altogether. Those
with an interest in countryside conservation
anticipate ‘a-€onsiderable change in the
agricultural landscape in the remaining
years of the century. Perhaps, in future
centuries, country lovers and historians will
walk  through attractive woodlands,
meadows or downland, exclaiming that
these landscape features are examples of
1990 set-asides.






