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INTRODUCTION

How and why television genres change and evolve through time and in
response to changing production environments has received little empirical
exploration. This is unfortunate because questions of media form are
intimately bound up with questions of ‘mediation’, of how media repre-
sentations are constructed, conditioned and conveyed. Today an army of
researchers deploying varieties of linguistic and discourse methodologies
often direct their critical attention to the recovery of ‘discourses’ within
media ‘texts’ and how these are thought to serve wider social and political
interests. This produces a tendency to theoretically under-estimate and
empirically under-examine the ways in which ‘representations’ more
broadly conceived have been shaped and conditioned by media ‘forms’
(Corner, 1995; Dahlgren, 1995), as well as in response to their conditions
of production. The shift from ‘discourse’ and ‘text’, to ‘representation’ and
‘form’ is necessary and helps to broaden our focus to a consideration of the
encompassing forms and appeals of media genres, their impact on media
representations, as well as their determination at the moment of production.
Setting out with the mission to recover the powered play of discourses
within texts all too easily short-circuits consideration of how the forms of
media themselves, generically, but no less powerfully for that, facilitate,
condition and constrain the nature of media representations.1

To demonstrate how form is deeply implicated in changing media
representations and is indebted to informing conditions of production, this
article reports on recent research into the changing nature(s) of natural
history programmes. This long-established but ‘neglected tradition’ (Bousé,
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2000) has undergone dramatic evolution and change across recent years
reflecting wider processes of industrial reorganization and cultural shifts
within national and international television marketplaces. New technologies
of production and delivery, heightened competitiveness, industrial central-
ization, fragmenting audiences and internationalizing markets have all
dramatically impacted on the ‘production ecology’ of natural history
programmes.

The research reported here examines how these wider forces have been
organizationally managed and ‘creatively’ negotiated by programme-
makers within their particular field of cultural production. Together these
producers and their organizations constitute a distinct ‘production ecology’
characterized by competitive institutional relationships and cooperative
dependencies. Key players here include national public service and
commercial broadcasters and their respective natural history units; inter-
national satellite and cable TV distributors, co-producers and co-financiers;
and a plethora of medium- and small-scale production houses and inde-
pendent producers. Coexistence and cooperation, competition and rivalry
are enacted and played out in response to strategies of self-interest and the
imbalances of scale and market opportunity. The concept of ‘production
ecology’, based in part on Bourdieu’s notion of a ‘cultural field’ (Bourdieu,
1993), is relevant here. It helps to signal the theoretical importance of
attending to organizational relationships and dynamics that exist within a
particular field of media production, as well as attending to individual
media organizations or general marketplace dynamics. Studies of selected
production domains and associated professional practices are invaluable for
improved theoretical understanding of media output, but ‘production
ecologies’ encompass and extend beyond the immediate sphere of produc-
tion of any one organization within a particular cultural field. It is only by
attending to the ‘production ecology’ within a cultural field that we can
begin to better understand how the different organizations within it
reproduce, adapt and differentiate their associated cultural forms through
time.

This approach is in sympathy with the position of Peter Golding and
Graham Murdock when they argue from a ‘critical political economy’
approach that if we are to understand the nature of the ‘cultural industries’
we have to ‘explain how the economic dynamics of production structure
public discourse by promoting certain cultural forms over others’ (Golding
and Murdock, 2000: 84). Critical political economy is essential for
understanding the general market dynamics of media organization and
production, and it also needs to be deployed in respect of particular fields
of cultural production. We also need to attend, however, to the organiza-
tional structuration of a particular field as well as the professional
negotiation within it of wider forces if we want to understand the
production and evolution of cultural forms. The concept of ‘production
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ecology’ helps here and brings into view the dynamic relationships
between different media organizations that coexist and compete within
particular arenas of cultural production and how they respond – both
organizationally and professionally – to wider forces of change, and adapt
and differentiate their particular cultural forms.

This study serves, then, to demonstrate the usefulness of attending to
‘production ecologies’ for improved understanding of media organization
and production more generally as well as, in this case, the recent
development and evolution of a particular media form: natural history
programmes. As such it also performs as a case study in the social
construction and social evolution of public representations of ‘nature’.
Nature, as contemporary sociologists have documented, is susceptible to a
diversity of social constructions (Eder, 1996; Macnaghten and Urry, 1998;
Allan et al., 2000), and the study of natural history programmes provides
important insights into the changing ‘nature(s)’ of public representation and
understanding of (or sensibility towards) the natural world. Derek Bousé
has eloquently charted the history and informing cultural narratives of
wildlife films and argues, ‘wildlife film producers, working in a com-
petitive, commercial setting, have perfected and come to rely upon
narrative formulas, if only to systematize production’, and goes on to say
that, ‘the regular application of these formulas, along with consistencies of
theme and character give wildlife films the rule-governed coherence of a
full-fledged film genre’ (Bousé, 2000: 20). Recent changes in production
and representations of natural history programmes, however, render prob-
lematic both the notion of a relatively settled genre defined by predictable
formulas, consistencies of theme and character and rule-governed coher-
ence, as well as its functionality for systematizing production. The ‘genre’
of wildlife programming has, if anything, become decidedly ‘un-genre-like’
if this is taken to be a relatively settled ensemble of industry inscriptions,
programmes’ formal composition, routine subject matter and appeals, and
audience expectations (Williams, 1985; Feuer 1992; Neale, 1995).

In what follows I do not mean to imply that a ‘golden age’ of natural
history programming, defined perhaps in terms of so-called ‘blue-chip’
programmes, has recently been eclipsed or has mutated into something less
‘pure’. The term ‘blue-chip’ has typically come to refer to programmes
devoted to observing ‘spectacular’ animal behaviour displayed within
‘timeless’ natural habitats and all relatively ‘untainted’ by human inter-
vention, whether presenters in front of the camera, producers and animal
trainers behind them, or humans interacting with, or on, the ‘pristine’
animal habitats depicted. The problem with this, as Bousé demonstrates, is
that, historically, natural history programmes have undergone evolution and
change and in any case the scientistic pretensions of earlier forms of
wildlife documentary do not really stand up to much scrutiny; and nor
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could they, given the inescapable artifices of TV production and the
medium’s predilection for storytelling over science.

By attending first to the changing production ecology of natural history
TV production followed by the responses of different programme-makers
and their programme representations, this article documents processes of
cultural negotiation and adaptation at work and how this particular genre
became transformed in a period of production instability and organizational
change. In this way, we can also begin to build a better sense of how
media production, though inevitably conditioned and shaped by wider
forces – whether technological, regulatory, commercial, cultural – in
practice is actively managed and ‘creatively’ negotiated by organizations
and programme-makers operating within particular fields of cultural
production.

The study draws upon diverse sources of data and insight including,
industry updates and interviews reported within the broadcasting trade
press; a small sample of in-depth interviews conducted with UK independ-
ent, commercial and public service natural history producers; in-house
documents and organization web-pages; and a review of natural history
programmes produced and broadcast across recent years.2

Changing TV landscapes: Survival and the fittest

Over recent years established production companies and successful natural
history units noted for their production of so-called ‘blue-chip’ wildlife
documentary programmes have been subject to powerful, sometimes
devastating, forces of change. These pressures often emanate from outside
the immediate sphere of natural history production, but their impact on the
fortunes and survivability of established production teams has been no less
dramatic for that. Within the ITV commercial sector the case of Survival is
a case in point.

Commercial television: apex predators and prey

Since its inception in 1961 Survival had established itself as a respected
and influential natural history production team based within the ITV
commercial broadcaster Anglia Television. Across its 40-year existence the
unit produced over 1000 Survival programmes, sold in 112 countries, and
for which it collected over 160 major awards including prestigious Emmys.
Producing this ‘respected’ output was a team of 40 staff based at Norwich,
where films that could take up to three years to make were conceived and
put together, often requiring teams in the field for up to 18 months. For
much of its history, Survival set the standards for natural history program-
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ming whilst demonstrating that natural history programmes could win large
prime-time audiences. Its high regard within the field of natural history
production, and with past television audiences, did not however protect it
from becoming, like the subjects of many of its programmes, an endan-
gered species. Its demise is illustrative of the wider forces of change that
have reshaped the TV landscape and the ecology of natural history TV
production.

In 2000 one of the largest production teams of wildlife programmes
outside of the BBC’s Natural History Unit (NHU) was Granada’s ‘United
Wildlife’, producing up to 50 hours of production annually (estimated to be
worth £10 million in 2000). United Wildlife, in keeping with Granada’s
business success within the entertainment field, had established relation-
ships with Discovery, Animal Planet, National Geographic and PBS as well
as ITV, Channel 4 and Channel 5. The Director of United Wildlife
summed up his company’s view of the changing nature of wildlife
programmes in 2000 when he publicly stated: ‘Viewers are no longer
looking for big budget films which concentrate on animal behaviour in
isolation. They want identifiable stories and strong people-based narratives.
We are introducing more science, history, animation and fantasy into our
films (Paul Sowerbutts, quoted in Broadcast, 6 Oct. 2000: 21).

In 2001 Granada acquired – for £1.75 billion pounds – United News and
Media’s (UNM) franchises, Meridian, HTV and Anglia the host company
of Survival. This brought Granada’s total franchises to seven and made it
the largest company in the UK television commercial sector. Granada
subsequently sold the HTV franchise to Carlton PLC, the second largest
franchise owner, for £320 million to reduce its share of the total national
audience below 15 percent in line with regulatory requirements. As part of
this centralization process Granada then pooled its wildlife television
production at its factual production facilities at HTV studios in Bristol with
the loss of 35 jobs, announcing that the company expected to rely more on
freelance staff recruited project by project in the future. Granada had
earlier also acquired Partridge Films in 1997, a respected independent
production house making popular wildlife films founded in 1974 under the
directorship of Michael Rosenberg, who subsequently resigned following
the dilution of the Partridge brand. The trade press reported on this latest
Granada acquisition and consolidation of its business interests as follows:

Granada has dumped its inherited United Wildlife brand and is overhauling the
division as a major supplier of ‘blue-chip’ films shot on video tape under the
new name of Granada Wild. The move . . . also sees the disposal of former
United Wildlife brands Partridge Films and Survival. (Broadcast, 6 April 2001)

This prompted the Head of Granada Wild to publicly complain about the
way this change had been represented, revealing something of the market
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logic and programming rationale informing United Wildlife’s future pro-
duction stance towards wildlife programming.

Contrary to the impression given . . . we are not ‘disposing’ of the Survival and
Partridge brands. We are rebuilding the best bits of both firms into a new,
powerful and efficient wildlife production company, which will be equipped to
deal with the needs of a rapidly changing marketplace. If we hadn’t taken this
action now, our business and the wildlife television industry as a whole could
have been severely damaged. . . . By renaming ourselves Granada Wild, we are
signalling the firm’s commitment to this genre and that we intend to pursue new
ways of making wildlife programmes which better meet the needs of the
market, both here and abroad. . . . We are still making high-end programmes for
ITV, Discovery and Animal Planet among others, and intend to retain Survival’s
relationship with the best wildlife film-makers in the world.

However, we believe that attention to storyline, character and innovative
approaches are much more important than simply filming the natural behaviour
and habitats of animals – the traditional focus of many natural history shows.
(Paul Faircloth, Head of Granada Wild, in Broadcast, 20 April 2001: 17)

This public justification of Granada’s natural history programming produc-
tion arrangements and programme emphasis perfectly illustrates how wider
commercial and corporate forces have forced a re-evaluation of the genre,
and a public defence of the same.

These forces are not confined to the UK or even European marketplaces
but also impinge from further a field. The world’s two largest cable and
satellite distributors of natural history programmes on multi-channel TV,
US-based Discovery’s Animal Planet channel, and National Geographic
Television (NGT), exert a global influence on the marketplace of natural
history programming. NGT has partnerships with key broadcasters; its main
channel is broadcast in 133 countries, in 21 different languages and reaches
27 million homes in Europe. Its principal rival, Discovery Communications
Incorporated (DCI), is even bigger. Since the Discovery Channel first went on
air in 1985 it has grown exponentially. Today it has services in 155 countries
and, according to its own estimates, reaches over 650 million total sub-
scribers. Discovery Networks, US, alone reaches almost 85 million house-
holds and produces 2,100 hours of original programming. In 1996 DCI
launched Animal Planet; this has proved to be one of the most successful
networks ever and is now available in 74 million homes.

In the fight for global pre-eminence natural history programming has
been found to be an important market in which to win audience ratings and
revenue. Wildlife programmes are especially commercially useful because
they generally have a long ‘shelf life’, their subject matter and universal
appeal can seemingly cross different cultures, and they can easily be
repackaged and dubbed. Both Discovery and NGT have therefore become
major international players in the production ecology of natural history
programming, commissioning natural history programmes and co-
producing with major broadcasters. This includes a global partnership with
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BBC Worldwide Ltd, extended in 2002 for a further 10 years, and which
includes the co-ownership of Animal Planet. Both NGT and DCI have
sought to buy up precious programme libraries and programme rights to
satisfy the insatiable multi-channel TV environment. While Discovery’s
approach has been to buy up entire libraries, including the back catalogue
of Survival, NGT’s approach has been to cherry-pick selected series. In
2001 UNM sold 180 hours of programming from the Survival catalogue
worth £34 million.

New appointments reported in the trade press frequently serve to
underline important shifts in the production ecology of natural history
programmes and reveal how developments in one organizational sector are
often purposefully replicated and capitalized upon in another. For example,
when Oxford Scientific Films (OSF) appointed former United Wildlife
producer Mark Strickson as head of programming for its natural history
unit, this was announced in terms of increasing the range of productions at
OSF to include lower-budget, high-volume programming in its science and
adventure strands. Strickson had previously been the producer in charge of
such presenter-led programmes as Steve Irwin’s The Ten Deadliest Snakes
in the World. OSF, in contrast, had previously built a reputation for blue-
chip natural history programmes.

The appointment means that we can proceed with building the business, with
OSF and Southern Star [parent company] working much more closely together.
This allows us to access international funding and co-produce programmes in a
commercial environment. (Head of Factual Programmes at Southern Star, in
Broadcast, 9 Nov. 2001: 6)

Independents in the TV food chain

During the late 1990s and early 2000s the trade press also reported on how
independent producers and production houses were struggling to survive in
the face of the changing demands of the marketplace and increased
competition. Broadcast, for example, regularly reported on companies
forced into mergers, redundancies and cost-cutting measures. In 2000, for
instance, Café Productions, maker of natural history programmes for,
among others, National Geographic and Discovery was reported to be in
deep crisis. The so-called ‘Green Hollywood’ of Bristol (because of the
numerous natural history production companies based in and around the
city including the BBC’s Natural History Unit, and United Wildlife’s
Partridge Films), produced a number of casualties. Green Umbrella, a blue-
chip production house that had employed 40 staff, halved this, and the
company Ammonite merged its film-making wing with factual producer
Scorer, while Zebra Films also cut back its staff by half. Before it was
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subsumed under Granada Wild, Partridge had also been forced to make
redundancies. These difficulties are widely related within the industry to
the downturn in international demand for ‘blue-chip’ programmes, based in
part on a previous over-supply of these ‘heavy investment’ programmes by
a proliferation of small-scale independents, and the shift in commissioning
to low-cost programmes.

Independent companies cannot rely on the occasional supply of blue-chip
factual programming. To create a viable business you need a high volume of
good, low-cost popular programming because that’s what the market wants.
(General Manager, Southern Star Wild and Real, in Broadcast, 5 Oct. 2001)

A reduction in commissioning by broadcasters in such countries as the
USA, Germany, France and Japan – traditionally key markets for natural
history programmes – as well as a decline in commissioning in the UK by
the BBC, the NHU and Channel 4, with ITV rarely commissioning such
programmes at all and Channel 5 only interested in low-budget pro-
grammes, the marketplace for wildlife programmes had become highly
competitive. Even the big players, Granada Wild and the BBC Natural
History Unit, were increasingly seeking out co-productions with inter-
national partners such as Discovery and National Geographic as a means of
reducing costs – a trend that continues to this day. But this only
exacerbated the problems confronting small independents lower down the
food chain that could ill-afford to devote resources to compete for large-
scale projects and international co-finances.

Traditional blue-chip programmes, which can take up to two or three
years to produce and which require considerable time in the field, are
relatively expensive to produce. At the top end of the market in 2001–2 a
spectacular BBC/Discovery series like Blue Planet cost £850,000 per
programme (£7 million for the series of eight 50-minute programmes) and
was produced over five years, while the maximum commission a respected
independent company could probably command was around £550,000
pounds per programme; £40,000–£50,000 per programme are more likely
at the lower-end of commissions while library and archive-based pro-
grammes and very cheap commissions can be as little as £15,000 per half
hour programme. In 2001, Animal Planet’s European Director of Pro-
grammes had 50 hours to commission on budgets averaging only £30,000
an hour. The Director commissioned a series about vets in Abu Dhabi
called Vets in the Sun, Wildlife Police Undercover, a video-clip series on
The Planet’s Funniest Animals and Adopt a Wild Animal (reported in
Broadcast, 24 August 2001: 2). In such commercial circumstances inde-
pendent producers struggled to stay afloat while trying to meet changing
market conditions and programme commissioners’ requirements.
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BBC Natural History Unit: a protected species?

The BBC’s Natural History Unit (NHU) in Bristol is the world’s leading
production unit of its kind in the world. Employing up to 300 people on the
development and production of natural history programmes it produces
around a 1000 hours of footage a year, and has the largest natural history
archive in the world. Since its inception in 1957 it has established a
reputation for the production of blue-chip programmes and series that are
sold around the world, including spectacular series presented by David
Attenborough such as The Living Planet, Life on Earth, The Life of Birds,
State of the Planet and The Life of Mammals. The collaboration between
the BBC and Worldwide/Discovery has resulted in BBC natural history
programmes being shown on Animal Planet around the globe. Currently
headed by Keith Scholey, the NHU seeks to position itself as the world’s
leading producer of natural history programmes aimed at different channels
and markets. Scholey endorses the view that an over-supply of wildlife
programmes stimulated by the growth of TV channels and markets led to
the collapse in the market, but he also suggests that the poor production
values of many of these programmes only served to further erode audience
appreciation, prompting a re-evaluation of ways of making ‘traditional’
wildlife documentary as well as innovations of form across the spectrum of
programmes.

There was a kind of a shock about four years ago [1998/9] when people
suddenly realized that the traditional wildlife film bubble had burst. That has put
a lot of creative pressure on producers. We’re trying to create new formats and
using new technology to move us on. . . . I would [also] say the modern way of
doing the traditional format has proved to be as successful as ever. So that is
our strategy now. It’s not to put all your eggs in one basket, it’s to spread it
around, to have lots of diversity. (Keith Scholey, Head of NHU)

Following the success of Blue Planet, which at the time of production
was widely thought to be the last of the BBC’s spectacular mega-budget
‘blue-chip’ programmes, Scholey maintains that programmes such as these
can in fact buck the trend, and even help reverse the trend originated in the
US of commissioning one-off natural history programmes to ‘punch
through schedules’ and hook audiences.

We were coming to a point of doing short sharp things, but now you will see
the BBC review that, and we will continue to do big landmark pieces. . . . We
may end up being kind of unique suppliers of them though, because I don’t
know if there is a profitable business for other people to make them in the
future. (Keith Scholey, Head of NHU)

With Blue Planet costing £7 million, such spectacular programmes are
invariably dependent on co-production. According to the Head of the NHU
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typically 40–50 percent of the finance required for such a project would
come from the BBC, world sales/marketing could generate a further
25 percent and 25–30 percent could come from the co-producer. Within the
public broadcasting system spectaculars such as Blue Planet can perform a
function over and above the generation of large ratings. The BBC NHU,
though intimately bound up in the changing international production
ecology of natural history programmes, also occupies a unique program-
ming space. Symbolically, programmes such as Blue Planet can therefore
help to promote the ‘public service value’ of the BBC, and it was literally
used to do so when, for example, shark scenes from the series were used in
the corporation’s on-air promotions of itself.

We need to be distinctive, we need to be public service, and we need to claw in
larger audiences. And the BBC gets rewarded in all sorts of ways for
productions like Blue Planet which is important in audience terms but is very,
very important in terms of overall BBC public perception terms; that we are
there to provide and to inform, educate and entertain. And so there is a lot of
support to carry that on. (Keith Scholey, Head of NHU)

The NHU, however, notwithstanding its privileged status and relatively
‘protected’ position within public service broadcasting cannot escape
entirely the changing TV marketplace of programmes and wider trends.
Programme diversity, channel scheduling and niche demographics are no
less pertinent to the NHU’s commissioning and programme developments
than to others within the pressurized TV marketplace.

You want to get a lot of BBC2 audience, but it is nothing like the BBC1
audience and we ought to hit different kinds of buttons. Also the demographics;
I look really carefully at the range of shows that we are doing. That is why I
was so pleased with Ultimate Killers; it was ‘hitting’ a lot of teenagers, we
don’t normally draw them in. . . . So I think it is a complicated thing. There are
the channel needs and we do want to serve those, we do want to stay on
‘platforms’. . . . And I think Blue Planet must have demonstrated to everyone
that you do not have to compromise what you are doing to get a big audience.
(Keith Scholey, Head of NHU)

Producing nature(s): killer content and kissing snakes

As we have heard, the production ecology of natural history programmes is
characterized by a differentiated organizational field. This encompasses
some of the world’s leading global media conglomerates, national public
service and commercial broadcasters, and a plethora of medium- and small-
scale production companies. These all coexist and compete (or go to the
wall) within this ‘production ecology’, as they seek to position themselves
advantageously both in relation to each other and in response to the
changing international and national marketplaces of natural history pro-
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gramming. Exactly how they do this is crucial for an understanding of the
changing nature(s) of natural history TV and how this field has become
reconstituted in particular ways. The next part of the discussion therefore
attends to the changing forms and output of natural history TV, and how
these express this changing production ecology.

Migrations: presenters to celebrities

Within the evolution of natural history programmes, on-screen presenters
have come and gone, and come again. In some quarters programme
presenters have migrated from ‘presenting’ the subject of their programmes
to arguably becoming the subject itself.

The Americans aren’t buying any more, they’re not buying into blue-chip
natural history films any more; not at the sort of money you would need. So
then there is this huge change in so-called presenters of wildlife. You have got
to do things like Steve Irwin, sort of kissing snakes and nearly getting eaten by
crocodiles. (Independent producer)

The use of personalities to enhance the appeal of natural history
programmes has become almost a stock response of programme-makers in
their bid to win commissions and enhance programme attractiveness. This
trend is most evident within the commercialized sectors of cable and
satellite history programme delivery, though it now extends across all
sectors. Discovery, for example, is in no doubt of the popularity of its most
successful programme, nor of the role of the ‘presenter’ within this. Under
a close-up picture of Steve Irwin holding a deadly snake inches away from
his face, Discovery promotes the programme series, and markets the video
of the same, as follows:

Watch the Croc hunter tackle these slithering killers with unmatched bravado
and fearlessness while displaying his unique wit. As the most watched program
on Discovery, the Croc Hunter Series has taken Steve Irwin across the globe to
the find the world’s most deadly creatures. Now, he’s reached new heights with
these African snakes with some of the most deadly venom on earth. Let’s hope
he has his anti-venom handy!

Many producers in the field are highly critical of such programmes:

I’ve not seen one of those programmes where there has been a good reason for
that Australian presenter to go there with a film crew and grab a snake or kiss it
or swim in a river with it or whatever. I do not understand that . . . (Independent
producer)

This ‘personalized’ approach to wildlife programming has nonetheless
helped to make the Crocodile Hunter series Animal Planet’s highest rated
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series and served to propel Steve Irwin to celebrity status with appearances
on such US shows as Saturday Night Live, The Tonight Show, Rosie
O’Donnell and Late Night with Conan O’Brien; and he was also depicted
in South Park. This commercial value of celebrity was then partially
cashed-in by Discovery with a global partnership with Toys ‘R’ Us with its
chain of 1500 outlets around the world selling toys and products modelled
on the series.

Independent producers have also seized on the increased ratings that
apparently follow the incorporation of celebrities. Tigress Productions, for
example, has produced a string of such programmes seeking to replicate its
initial successes in this vein. Programmes include Born to Be Wild –
Operation Lemur with John Cleese, and, under its In the Wild series, Orang
Utans with Julia Roberts, The Galapagos Mystery with Richard Dreyfuss,
Cheetahs with Holly Hunter, Dolphins with Robin Williams, Asian Ele-
phants with Goldie Hawn and Wolves with Timothy Dalton. Even producers
of ‘high-end’ natural history programmes, such as Scorer Associates, have
felt obliged to incorporate ‘attractive’ presenters into their programme
presentations.

It’s been quite difficult for Scorer Associates the company because we’ve
always had a reputation for making high-quality, high-budget, documentaries
and we’ve never been seen as a company that churns out Animal Planet type,
£10,000, half-hour programmes. . . . We made a film about chimps a few
months ago with a primatologist called Charlotte Uhlenbroek who’d previously
done a successful series called Cousins at the BBC. She’s very good, she’s very
presentable, and she’s young and attractive and she’s somebody that the BBC
has been trying to mould into a presenter who will attract more viewers to
wildlife films. (Production manager, Scorer)

The BBC’s involvement of the respected naturalist David Attenborough
as a presenter of its landmark series has extended over many years but the
NHU is now deliberately seeking out new presenters, some of whom have
already become minor celebrities on the basis of their presentation of other
popular TV genres, all of them young, all of them attractive: Phillipa
Forrester (Robot Wars), Trude Mostue (Vets in Practice), Steve Leonard
(Vets in Practice), Charlie Dimmock (Ground Force) (reported in Broad-
cast, 6 Oct. 2000: 2) This generalized attempt to enhance programme
appeal across the industry is plain enough, though it is interesting to note
that the migrations of presenter to personality and celebrity have reached
different destinations across the different sectors of the programme en-
vironment. David Attenborough continues to present occasional BBC series
along with a growing cast of ‘professional’ BBC presenters; naturalists –
albeit attractive ones – are sought out to present independent ‘high-end’
programmes; celebrities have been used to front more populist pro-
grammes; and flamboyant ‘entertainers’ have assumed the focal point of
interest in mass appeal shows.
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Jaws, claws and mauls: killer content

The wildlife genre has always had to deal with ‘adult’ themes of sex,
violence and death; it goes with the territory. In pursuit of audiences,
ratings, subscriptions and advertising revenues broadcasters have recently
begun to overcome earlier conceptions of audience squeamishness and/or
moral discomfort and most now actively seek out, albeit in different ways,
the drama and pathos as well as the action and excitement that attend the
life-and-death struggles of animals.

Natural history films are like a football match, with a beginning, middle and
end, and predation is like the goal being scored. In this series we are producing
a Match of the Day, putting all the goals, or predation sequences, together,
because in these moments you get to see what the animals are built for.
(Producer of Predators, BBC1, in Broadcast 28 April 2000: 30)

Such scenes, like the ‘money shot’ in pornography, are widely thought to
be what the audience wants, and this helps account for their increased
prevalence within recent programmes as well as the increased numbers of
programmes devoted to the big predators, often sharks, and even more
specifically the Great White. To put it another way, the political economy
of natural history programmes disenfranchises invertebrates.

There is an enormous pressure on getting that shot, that money shot, that kill,
that television moment which is going to get you ratings. (Independent
producer)

There’s been a pressure, that’s the kill, kill, kill pressure. It’s certainly the case
that the natural history programmes have been increasingly sold on their ability
to deliver the kind of wham, bang, killer shot. (Documentary film maker)

Over recent years countless programmes have focused on, or included,
sharks – perhaps since the film Jaws the most deeply feared of all species.
Here’s just a few of them: Maneaters: Sharks (Tigress Productions), Blue
Water Predators (Granada Wild/Animal Planet), Predators (NHU/
Discovery); Ultimate Killers (BBC NHU), Killers of . . . (Granada Wild),
Shark Encounters (BBC1/Animal Planet), Shark Summer (BBC1), Sensitive
Sharks (Wildlife on One, BBC). Again, however, a discernible differ-
entiation in the extent and use of killing scenes is found across these
programmes dependent on the commissioning organization and channel
outlet. A producer of two programmes about sharks explains:

Discovery is much bloodier. Animal Planet is gentler. Animal Planet reckons to
have a different audience profile from the Discovery Channel in that they have
more women and kids. They don’t go for the sort of same blood and guts
things. So at the moment one of their most successful is Animal Frontline,
which is about cruelty inspectors working for the American Society of
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Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in New York. That’s a really popular one for
them because it’s a natural way I suppose of putting together people and
animals in a dramatic kind of way, and that’s really what Animal Planet’s brief
is. Discovery certainly likes more kills per acre. I mean, Animal Planet is quite
likely to either tell you to take a shot out because it’s too gory, whereas
Discovery will put it the other way. And yet they both belong to the same
parent outfit. (Independent producer)

The BBC has also increasingly focused on deadly predators and killing
across a number of its programmes but, given it has its public service
reputation to uphold, it is also careful to distance itself from any possible
criticism that it is simply following wider market trends or base cultural
appetites. The six-part NHU BBC1 series Ultimate Killers (2001) covered
themes of ‘speed’, ‘strength’, ‘chemical killers’, ‘pack hunters’ and ‘deadly
offenders’ before climaxing with a programme devoted to ‘man-eaters’.
Across the series Steve Leonard short-listed the world’s deadliest animals,
his six ‘ultimate killers’. In the same year BBC1 broadcast another six-part
series Predators. According to the BBC’s on-line promotion, ‘Predators
captures for the first time the moment where life hangs in the balance, the
split second that the human eye would never normally see’, and went on to
say, ‘This is not a story of blood and guts – it is the behind-the-scenes
drama of a gripping battle of wits that decides which animals get a meal
and which escape becoming one.’ While these and other BBC programmes
are careful to distance themselves from the most gratuitous use of
predatory behaviour and scenes, it is also apparent that the BBC has sought
not to be left behind in the competition for audiences attracted to
programmes about large predators and killer content TV.

Human habitats, w(h)ither environment?

A recurring complaint about earlier nature programmes, especially those
that appeared to endorse the blue-chip representation of humanly un-
touched environments, was that these ‘timeless’ representations failed to
provide any means for understanding how animal habitats and behaviour
are in fact influenced by human activity and processes of environmental
degradation. More recently, as we have heard, the return to presenter-led
programmes and dramatic storylines has led commissioners and programme
producers to explore various forms of animal–human interaction.

The old-fashioned biology lesson approach has to change. We want to find
strong emotional storylines and more interaction with people. (Granada Wild,
Managing Director, in Broadcast, 24 Aug 2001: 2)

The pursuit of emotional storylines and interaction is apparent in the
recent spate of programmes about sharks, as well as elsewhere. The
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producer of Shark Encounters outlines the informing ideas set out by the
commissioning organization, Animal Planet:

They wanted me to work in Michaela Strachen [TV presenter] in a slightly more
grown-up role than she had been in kids’ programmes; and they wanted to get
close up to the sharks. And we went back to the shark-attack victims, we went
back to scientists and a photographer who was actually attacked by the shark
while he was filming it, so he’s a good story. . . . I wasn’t constrained only to
the Great White, but they wanted the man-eaters basically. They wanted the big
three – the Tigers, the Bulls and the White. (Producer, Shark Encounters)

Though constrained by the commissioning programme brief, this particular
producer seeks to overcome the evident play on deep-seated cultural myths
and fears about sharks embedded in so many programme treatments. Her
next programme about sharks, currently in production, aims to move the
genre on, though to what extent it too still trades in popular myths of
sharks in the very act of trying to dispel them is a moot point.

Our working title is Sharks beyond Jaws. And the whole idea is that you can get
behind this image of the teeth and find out what the whole animal is about. I’m
learning about the importance of the apex predator. . . . So the film is going to
try and develop the idea of the shark as an individual, and I’m also trying to
develop the idea of shark researchers as individuals. This film is going to say,
‘Here’s a shark. His name’s Rip Torn.’ . . . I suppose that’s why I’m doing it
because we haven’t seen sharks as individuals. (Producer, Sharks beyond Jaws)

A very different strategy to incorporate emotional storylines and human
interaction draws more on the dramatic devices and narratives of soap
opera than the documentary tradition of film-making. And this also has the
commercial benefit of being cheap to produce. A series of 15 half-hour
programmes, Safari School, produced by Cicada Films for Animal Planet,
follows eight young trainee safari tour guides as they learn survival skills
in an African game reserve. Soap-opera angles are used to hook audiences
into the unfolding narrative across the episodes. The series was produced
on a micro-budget of £15,000 per 30-minute episode, with the director
herself shooting much of the DVcam material, before editing each
programme in five days. The ‘shaky-cam’ effect that results from using a
hand-held camera was felt by the director to give the programme a NYPD
Blue on Safari feel, music introduced mood, and slowed-down sequences
helped to dramatize action scenes. The director also explains how:

We only had a five-day edit so there was no way that we could produce
something that flows in the traditional way – with perfect cut-aways etc. – so
we chose a more dynamic, vital style, using visual effects, jump cuts and music
very much like they do in drama productions. This creates real immediacy and
excitement. (Director, Safari School, in Broadcast 6 July 2001: 16)

Here we see how constraints of budget and commissioning have in fact
been creatively negotiated by this director to produce, in this instance, a

95Cottle, Producing nature(s)



blend of TV genres while pushing the boundaries of the wildlife genre in
new directions. Human interactions with animals and nature are also on the
horizons of producers working for the BBC.

It’s not enough just to show life-cycle stories any more, because people have
seen all that. We’re very interested in showing the interface between humans
and animals, because landscapes are changing and wildlife and humans are
being pushed closer together all the time. (Producer, BBC1 Bear Crime: Caught
in the Act, in Broadcast, 28 July 2000: 30)

As the producer also explained:

I’m very aware of the legacy of Wildlife on One. There was no way I was going
to do anything to alienate our core audience, but it was very important at this
time, when so much has changed in television, that we looked at the format,
because we’re going out on BBC1 and we have to compete. (Producer, BBC1
Bear Crime: Caught in the Act, in Broadcast, 28 July 2000: 30) 

The pursuit of mass audiences can also take natural history programmes
into the domestic habitats of ordinary viewers. The Producer of an LWT
production for ITV explains:

Instead of the Serengeti plains as our landscape we have our ordinary semi-
detached house in Hitchin, Herefordshire. It’s a real house, where a real family
live. What we wanted to do was a kind of science/natural history/wildlife
programme for a popular mainstream audience. That was central to the brief.
It’s a way that ITV can get a handle on popular science. (Producer/director
Infested, in Broadcast, 22 June 2001: 20)

These programmes and many, many more produced in recent years have
deliberately sought to increase their appeal for audiences by including
presenters and peopled landscapes that interact with animals in interesting
or, preferably, dramatic ways. While this may be thought to be an
important development on the ‘timeless’ portrayals of habitats depicted in
earlier ‘blue-chip’ productions, the absence of a politicized environmental
agenda across most of these programmes is all too apparent, and strikingly
out of step with the growth in environmental politics and wider public
environmental concerns.

Any proposal that had the word ‘environment’ or ‘conservation’ in it was
immediately in the bin. What wasn’t permitted was to look at a story within a
wider context, environmental or ecological. (Independent producer/director)

I’m wary about these ‘e’ words, the ‘environment’ and ‘ecology’. I’ve been told
explicitly that I can’t have a strong conservation message. (Producer/director)

In part, the failure to produce programmes informed by environmental
and political issues relates to the shelf-life, and hence longevity, of these
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programmes as a commodity, as well as their potential international appeal;
those that engage with current political concerns and developments, like
news, will soon date and become un-saleable, and they may also have an
‘unhelpful’ national inflection. But of course there is more to it than that.
Entertainment-based channels and distributors seeking to maximize audi-
ences are generically disposed to avoid contentious, audience-splitting
issues, and a general avoidance of ‘gloom and doom’ series (such as those
purportedly thought to have turned away audiences in the 1970s) acts as a
further barrier to the production of environmentally engaged programmes –
barriers that commercial companies and independent producers find diffi-
cult to overcome. Even so, the differentiated production ecology of natural
history programme-making permits some variation of output and occasional
BBC series such as State of the Planet, as well as occasional independent
productions, have managed to introduce themes of global environmental
threat and engage with the politics of conservationism. These, though, are a
rare sighting on the populist plains of natural history TV now rolling across
channels and schedules. This chronic lack of engagement with and
representation of the rise of ecological politics can only be seen as
politically inexcusable given the rise of environmental new social move-
ments and a growing environmental consciousness over recent years (Lash
et al., 1996), but it is culturally prefigured in the current forms of natural
history programmes.

Blue-chip to micro-chip: future(s)

The production of natural history programmes has always been intimately
dependent on the development of new technologies that have allowed film
crews to record animal behaviour in natural settings, or examine certain
aspects of behaviour in microscopic detail under laboratory conditions, or
slowed down to the nth degree within the editing suite and so on. Blue-
chip films were as much dependent on the arrival of new portable
technologies of recording as today’s programme-makers are on minia-
turized cameras and new post-production technologies facilitating the
construction of virtual habitats, simulated animals and interactive applica-
tions. The BBC’s Walking with Dinosaurs (2000) and Walking with Beasts
(2001) are only the most well-publicized of what is anticipated to be a long
line of simulated animal portrayals (3D animations) artificially recreated
and narrativized entirely in the studio. The two high-profile series men-
tioned visually trace the evolution of mammals and the appearance of early
man. As a way of promoting the series, the BBC also trailed the latter
programme showing prehistoric beasts in modern environments to ex-
aggerate their ‘weirdness’, including a sabre-tooth tiger walking across a
zebra crossing, and a prehistoric whale emerging from a park pond.
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In pursuit of broad audiences, then, these and other animated pro-
grammes have pushed the natural history genre in new directions. These
technological applications, however, are deployed within the changing
production ecology of natural history programmes and, as such, do not
escape the shifting priorities and approaches informing the producers’
pursuit of commissions, audiences and market success. Computer graphics
are increasingly being used, for example, to enhance the viewers’ per-
spectives on animal killing, continuing current ‘killer content’ enthusiasms
as well as, it seems, the fascination with shark attacks. An independent
producer ironically comments on this continuing fascination.

The next thing that I’m going to do is about sharks and what we’re doing
between very, very expensive graphics is we are looking in intimate detail at a
shark killing a particular thing. What we’re trying to do is look at that from the
point of view of all the other animals on the reef. Give me a break! But it will
go down well; the public will be wowed by the graphics. Anyway, it’s 16 weeks
work over the next six months. Yeah, that’s the next six months sorted, thank
you very much! (Independent producer)

Miniaturized electronic cameras and high-speed photography running at
500 frames a second in contrast to the normal 100–150 can be deployed to
capture all manner of forms of animal behaviour.

It has been a dream in natural history for many years that one day, when the
technology is small enough, it will be possible to film from the animal’s point
of view. . . . It’s revolutionary. In the past it has been rather cumbersome so the
animals have not behaved normally. (Cameraman, quoted in Broadcast, 28 April
2000: 30)

This technical capability, however, is more often than not put to work in
the service of the current production ecology and its general pursuit of
dramatic scenes and split-second killing moments, especially if these can
subsequently be slowed down and explored in detail (for example, BBC1’s
Predators).

Digitalization, electronic archiving of previous films and out-takes
combined with new post-production techniques such as computer graphics
represent a major opportunity for new programmes to be constructed either
without, or with minimal, new filming. Depending on the extent to which
these make use of expensive graphics and so on, they can also be produced
relatively cheaply if the producer has access to library and archive
materials (‘electronic museums’) – and these, as indicated above, have
recently become a prized resource acquired by major players in the
competitive natural history TV environment.

The Head of the NHU is in no doubt that interactive TV will be the next
main advance. ‘Technological improvements will continue to surprise in
series like Predators’, but, ‘to attract the younger multimedia audience
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interactive wildlife shows are the way forward.’ How interactivity develops
in natural history provision will depend on the capability of different
organizations to take advantage of new technological capabilities. The
boundaries of the wildlife genre, as we have seen, are highly fluid and
these most recent developments only look set to further erode notions of
wildlife programming as a settled form. Differentiation within the field of
natural history programmes continues, and this is both constituted by and is
constitutive of, the informing field of natural history programmes and its
changing production ecology.

Conclusion

Wildlife programmes have clearly undergone something of a dramatic
evolution across recent years and these changes and adaptations can be
related to the changing production ecology of natural history programmes
and the wider forces that are expressed and negotiated within and through
this production environment. Attending to how these forces are actively
addressed and negotiated by organizations and programme-makers and
professionally inscribed within the forms of wildlife programmes is crucial
for understanding exactly how changing representations of nature have
come about, and how the boundaries and content of television wildlife
programmes have become redefined in recent years.

It is at the level of production ecology, comprising the relationships and
responses of differently positioned media organizations that we can begin
to understand how and why the genre has been reconfigured, and also
differentiated, in the ways that it has. It is within and through the
production ecology of natural history programmes that production choices
have been enacted that have changed and inflected the nature(s) of wildlife
programmes in sometimes innovative, sometimes unimaginative, ways. The
genre, like the nature(s) that it represents, continues to evolve.

Notes

This article, originally prepared for Media, Culture & Society, also appears in a
shortened version in S. Cottle (ed.) Media Organisation and Production (London:
Sage). The author thanks the editors of Media, Culture & Society for permission to
publish this article in revised form elsewhere. I would also like to thank Keith
Scholey, Head of the BBC Natural History Unit, Brian Leith, wildlife documentary
film maker, Chris Godden, independent film producer, and other producers who
kindly consented to be interviewed for the purposes of this research but who
elected, in the context of vulnerable market relationships, to remain anonymous.

1. Recent studies have sought to make this case with respect to the television
news genre and how differentiated forms of news, as forms, have impacted on the
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mediation of diverse social problems whether the reporting of the inner city (Cottle
1993a), the environment (Cottle, 1993b), victims of ‘risk society’ (Cottle, 2000a)
and anti-capitalist protests (Cottle, 2001). The argument has also been extended to
‘deliberative’ forms of current affairs programmes and the forms of ‘agora’
facilitated by these in respect of the post-September 11 period (Cottle, 2002), and
informs a recent discussion for a revitalized ‘second wave’ of news ethnographies
(Cottle, 2000b). Attending to considerations of form, as deeply embedded within
and conditioning of media representations, is no less relevant for a deeper
understanding of other ‘factual’ forms of programming, though the approach tends
to be most widely deployed within non-factual genres.

2. For the purposes of this research eight semi-structured interviews were
conducted between November and December 2001 with managers, programme-
makers and independent producers working in natural history programming.
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