This Week In Britain and the Projection of Britain

Title Slide 

This Week in Britain was a five minute weekly television series broadcast in the 1960s and 1970s in Canada and New Zealand.  Each edition was presented by women, such as Ann Forsyth and Noeline Pritchard and consisted of one topical story covering an aspect of British life.  This enterprise was not a purely commercial one.  The British Government provided the finance for This Week in Britain, as well as many other programmes, and the series produced by the Central Office of Information or COI.  I’d like to start by showing a clip from the Canadian edition of This Week in Britain No.199, released in 1962, which covered the making of the film ‘The Caretaker’.

Slide 1 – Embedded Clip ‘The Caretaker’

c.1 minute clip from TWIB No.199, ‘The Caretaker’, released 1962.

In the next quarter of an hour I’m going to briefly look at the history of This Week in Britain, the role of its producer, the Central Office of Information and the position of this organisation within the Overseas Information Service of the British Government.  Within this context I’ll discuss the concept of ‘projecting Britain’ and examine what images of Britain were projected to Canada and New Zealand, why, with what success and briefly look at the question of its legacy. 

Slide 3 – Timeline of This Week in Britain
I’ve compiled this from the monthly divisional reports produced by the Central Office of Information and held at the National Archives and all the quotations come from those documents.

In February 1959 the COI Films Division reported that

· February 1959

‘…as a result of recommendations made by Mrs Brownrigg a pilot issue of a weekly news feature in Latin American Spanish and Brazilian is also in hand.  This feature to be known as This Week In Britain is intended for programming with local television newsreels and will provide an item of interest from Britain, topical if possible, but of a “behind the headlines” character rather than newsreel’.  From the beginning the content and style were clearly distinguished from the newsreels.

· March 1959

Pilot issue of This Week in Britain delivered in LAS and Brazilian Portuguese and approved by FO.

· June 1959

Launch of the This Week in Britain series for Latin America and Brazil.

· February 1960

‘Work on the group of pilot issues of This Week in Britain for Australia and Canada was put in hand.’

· May 1960

Reports awaiting the 4 pilots to Canada

· August 1960

Establishment of This Week in Britain series to Canada.  Distribution to independent stations.  32 prints despatched weekly.

· November 1960

Introduction of ‘standard English’ version for distribution to television stations in New Zealand, India, East and West Nigeria and Southern Rhodesia

· April 1961

Eight versions of each issue: Latin American Spanish, Brazilian Portuguese, Australian, Canadian, Standard English, Arabic – two types, Persian and possibly Hausa.  Increased to nine the following year

· 1973

This Week in Britain in Eastman Color

· 1979

Final edition of TWIB

Slide 4 – Central Office of Information – the Producer
The Central Office of Information produced This Week in Britain and it’s important to analyse its operation if we are to understand how and why these programmes were made. 

The Central Office of Information was established on 1st April 1946 as a ‘service department’ designed to produce publicity material, across different media including film, at the request of government departments. It was felt that there was a lack of co-ordination, particularly regarding overseas material, under the Ministry of Information, which had been established to promote the wartime propaganda campaign, and that this re-structuring would not only address the problem of co-ordination through centralising expertise but would also save money.   So basically one of three departments that required material for distribution for overseas i.e. the Foreign Office, the Commonwealth Relations Office or the Colonial Office would identify a need for film material.  This would usually come from the Information Officers attached to the Departments, either based in the UK or overseas.  Although it’s interesting to note that the initiative to produce TWIB came from Rosanne Brownrigg, a COI Information Officer, highlighting the fact that these functions were becoming less rigid in this period.

The COI had no direct film production facilities after 1952 when the Crown Film Unit was disbanded. So films such as This Week in Britain were produced by independent companies, which the COI contracted on behalf of the government departments financing or sponsoring the films. No production documents pre-1965 have survived so we don’t know which company produced the Caretaker but we do know that from the early 1970s A1 Films produced This Week in Britain.  At certain stages of production, such as the final script and print, the sponsoring department had to give approval.  Essentially the policy and responsibility for film remained at Ministerial level and devolved to Departments.  The COI was regarded as one of effectively three agents, the others being the British Council and the BBC.

Slide 5 – Overseas Information Services - Structure and Policy 

These Overseas Departments and their agents, of which the COI was one, together comprised the Overseas Information Services, which came under the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster.

Throughout the 1950s the British government reviewed and substantially revised its policy on the Overseas Information Service.  This is revealed through a series of Parliamentary papers: the Report from the Drogheda Committee published in1954; two White Papers produced in 1957 and 1959.  Also the findings of the 1959-1960 Select Committee on Estimates, operating from 1959-1960, which examined the function of the Central Office of Information and its relationship to sponsoring departments, other government organisations, such as the British Council and outside bodies such as the BBC and independent producers represented by the Association of Specialised Film Producers [ASFP].

The recommendations put forward in these four reports signalled a major change in the way the British Government viewed its overseas information service.  Basically, the provision for this service was increased dramatically because it was felt that “it would be better not to do the work at all than to skimp it.” [Drogheda Report, Summary page 7].   Increase in provision basically meant that more money was available to increase staff and production of material across various media.

In terms of the Overseas Departments the number of Information Officers was expanded, training improved and communication between them and those of COI improved.  Specific recommendations included an increase of staff provision in Canada to include representatives in Winnipeg, Vancouver, Edmonton and Montreal.  So by 1959 the Information Service of the Commonwealth Relations Office in Canada had a total of 51 officers, 12 based in the UK and 39 across Canada.

The vote provision was essentially the amount the Treasury had allocated to the COI based on its own estimate.

Vote Provision For The COI [from the Monthly Divisional Reports]

	Year Ending 31st March
	Vote Provision [£] – Net Booked Expenditure

	1958
	2,093,200

	1959
	2,494,000

	1960
	2,885,000

	1961
	3,869,000

	1962
	4,749,000 

5,174,000 [revised]


How was it apportioned?

Number of COI Staff

	Year Ending 31st March
	

	1957
	776

	1962
	1276.5

	
	


The other major development was the inauguration within the COI of a small unit ‘for the supply of rapid news and feature material of a topical sort for distribution abroad’.  This grew rapidly during the first half of the sixties with its budget tripling in that period.

Vote Provision For Film [A Long Look at Short Films, Knight and Porter, page 118]

	Year Ending 31st March
	Newsreel and TV [£]
	Other Film [£]

	1961
	224,300
	489,050

	1962
	363,550
	485,600

	1963
	369,000
	499,000

	1964
	603,000
	603,000

	1965
	807,000
	723,000


This unit was established because there was a realisation that national television services were starting all over the world and that content would be required.  So This Week in Britain was part of a huge wave of film production that started in the late 1950s and the different language versions were produced as national stations in those countries started broadcasting.  It started as a programme for Latin America because by 1959, Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, Chile and Ecuador all had stations.  Canada’s television service started in 1947 but it was only by 1958 with the microwave network that all Canadians could watch the same programme at the same time.  It was only in July 1961 that New Zealand had its own national television service at which point the Standard English version was already being produced.

Slide 6 – The Projection of Britain
The Drogheda Report referred to doing ‘the work’ properly.  The nature of this ‘information’ work is rarely articulated but Commonwealth Relations Office in defining the Information Service stated that it was 

· ‘…responsible for the general projection of the British way of life and of British achievements in the political, economic and social fields…’ 

[Minutes of Evidence Taken Before the Select Committee on Estimates, Sub Committee E – Thursday 29th January 1959].

And it was done because

· ‘Britain’s full influence can be exercised only if we are prepared to devote enough effort and resources to ensuring that the peoples of other countries have every opportunity to understand our ideas, our policies and our objectives’

Overseas Information Service, Cmnd. 225, page 3.

This need and the means by which it was realised basically echoed the thesis put forward by Stephen Tallents in his ‘Projection of England’ published in 1932, in which he argued that Britain could not continue to disregard world opinion because it would adversely affect industry, tourism and her duty and responsibility to other countries.

· ‘…we must master the art of national projection and must set ourselves to throw a fitting presentation of England upon the world’s screen’


Stephen Tallents, The Projection Of England (1932)

I’d like to take another look at the This Week in Britain story on the Caretaker in relation to this.

Slide 7 – Clip No.2

One of the most striking things about this is the fact that the presenter Ann Forsyth is generally in close-up, talking straight to camera.  This is a format common to all editions of This Week in Britain, someone talking directly to the audience in their own voice and is designed to facilitate a sense of intimacy with the audience.  There is also a sense of drama, entering a dark, dreary house, which suddenly opens up into light when we’re introduced to the producer.  There is a deliberate sense of movement and animation, that we are in a creative environment.  Even the eccentricity of the actor’s dressing room is presented as innovative.  The commentary leads and supports this.  There’s reference to the top overseas awards won by British films in 1962, being at the film set for one of ‘London’s big theatrical successes’, Harold Pinter as an ‘original, disturbing and arresting playwright’.  There is a great deal of information imparted in 2 minutes and it presents Britain as an innovative, creative and essentially modern place to be.

Slide 8 – Projection and Popularity

If longevity is an indication of popularity then the fact that This Week in Britain ran for 20 years reflects a popular following.  However, it continued to be produced because the reports from the Information Officers in Canada and New Zealand continued to be favourable, both in terms of content and uptake by television stations.  Unfortunately only the annual service reports for Canada, essentially the feedback forms the COI sent to overseas Information Officers, for the early 1970s still exist together with the summaries of them contained in the monthly divisional reports up to 1963.  These certainly indicate that from its introduction in Canada in 1960, both private and public stations increasingly took up This Week in Britain.  In April 1961, 39 stations used This Week in Britain and its ‘sister’ series British Calendar was used by 22.  In 1973 This Week in Britain still went to 40 stations, which might look static, but with the emphasis given to the inclusion of Canadian content by the Broadcasting Act of 1968 this could be construed as an increase during this period.  One of the main questions I set out to answer with this series was whether it continued for so long because it was genuinely popular or that it was simply fulfilling the demands of the marketplace and I think the answer is a combination of the two.  As more television services around the world started broadcasting, particularly from the mid 1950s there was a demand for content that in many cases could not initially be met locally.  The British Government while cautious of ‘over-estimating’ the potential effect of television invested heavily in providing topical, news orientated material on a regular basis, in a variety of languages, for world-wide distribution on television.  This Week in Britain projected a positive, progressive and modern image of Britain that fulfilled the requirements of the Overseas Information Service.  But was it genuinely popular?

There is some anecdotal evidence of the popularity of these programmes and their presenters.  If you talk to anyone of an age to remember this programme, the style and the presenters are immediately recalled.  We also know that when Noelene Pritchard, presenter of the Australian and Standard English versions of This Week in Britain, was married in 1962 in England, a special programme was prepared for Australia and New Zealand because of the celebrity status she had achieved there.

Slide 9a – Delayed Projection

Antarctic Survey
I’d like to finish off with another anecdote concerning Noelene Pritchard and an indication of the direction in which the Tallent’s conception of national projection is leading me.  This is a photograph of the Survey camp in Antarctica where they have a small collection of 16mm films, the majority of which is made up of editions of This Week in Britain from the early 1960s presented by Noelene.

Slide 9b – Delayed Projection

Antarctic Survey and Noelene
These films have proved to be very popular and forty years later Noelene is enjoying cult status in the frozen wastes of the South Pole. I’m interested in how these films, now being watched in a cinema, are being received today. Investigating what messages are contained within a film series that has been removed in terms of time and space from its original point of production and dissemination is essential if we are to fully understand how film has been used to project Britain and to what effect.
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