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“We wouldn’t have spent millions if we weren’t 
going to make a real commitment,” reasons Anita 
Bhalla, the BBC’s Head of Political & Community 
Affairs for the English Regions, based in the new 
canal-side site. “Far from regional broadcasting 
dying here, from where we’re sitting it’s great. 
There’s been a revival: the commissions we’re 
getting are phenomenal.”

Take Coast, a recent BBC Two series exploring 
the perimeter of the UK. It was conceived, 
commissioned and produced in Birmingham, 
arguably the least coastal of all British cities. 
But it goes to prove that the profile is on the up; 
as Anita puts it, “We’re showing the world - and 
colleagues in the BBC - that we can actually do 
that sort of programming. We’re being judged by 
what we produce, and at the end of the day that’s 
what matters.”

Production in the region is blossoming across the 
independent sector as well, and brand new digital 
channel Raj TV, a world-first which aims to pack 
its 24-7 schedule with English-speaking Asian 
programming, has also just set up shop in the 
Mailbox alongside the BBC.

So TEN4 pulled together a panel of key industry 
players to explore what this all means for young 
talent keen to scale the ladder. Jonnie Turpie 
and Ben Robinson run regional indies Maverick 
Television and Isis Media respectively; Will 
Trotter is Executive Producer of Drama Series at 
BBC Birmingham and Raj Khan had the vision 
that launched Raj TV.

“Independents have struggled here over the last 
few years,” admits Will. “ITV left town, but the 
BBC stuck around, even though it was touch-and-
go. Now it’s a very good time for both indies and 
the BBC, in terms of the quality of productions 
but also for people in the region.”

Plenty has been said about the decline of the 
hour-long documentary, and it’s true that much 
of the current output from Maverick and Isis 
falls within lifestyle and factual entertainment: 
in other words, what many peak-time audiences 
want. But Jonnie insists that if the slots are there 
for hard-hitting programming, indies will jump on 
it. Maverick is currently working on a doc for BBC 
One’s One Life strand.

“The trick is having that great idea, having 
access, and getting it through the front door,” he 
argues. “The Boy Whose Skin Fell Off, probably 

the best documentary of last year, was pitched 
about 34 times before someone said they’d do 
it. It took a recognised producer to umbrella that 
idea, and it’s turned into a multi-Bafta-winning 
film. That’s all possible because of tenacity and 
a good story. Anyone can do that in any part of 
the country, and you can certainly do it in the 
Midlands.”

“As a business you have to take a pragmatic 
approach,” adds Ben. “It’s impossible to sustain 
something like this on documentaries alone. 
You’ve still got to maintain the momentum 
to keep productions going, and daytime and 
off-peak - or even peak-time - entertainment can 
provide long runs. In ten years’ time there might 
be huge swathes of documentaries being made; 
it’s market forces.”

Where slot availability is concerned the sheer 
volume of programming needed to feed the multi-
channel revolution can only open more doors at 
every level. “In a couple of years analogue will be 
switched off, everything will be digital and there’ll 
be more opportunities for niche broadcasting,” 
Jonnie foresees, “and the chance to make very 
different forms of programmes.”
 
Raj TV has certainly 
capitalised on this 
burgeoning market. 
“Because we’re 24-7, when 
people come to me with 
ideas I say as long as 
you’re a self-starter you 
can go for it,” declares Raj. 
“When we were shooting 
a football programme, 
called One-Nil to the 
Arsenal, we didn’t have 
to have a massive 
debate over the actual 
idea itself. We just said 
crack on, get started and 
see what you come up 
with.”

“People in the industry tell me I’m giving too 
many people too many chances. They’ve come 
from a place where they have to go to their 
bosses and say, ‘I’ve got this idea,’ and they may 
say yes, they may say no. This is a completely 
different ball-game.”

“That’s one of the criticisms levelled at 
broadcasters in the past,” observes Ben. “I 
remember when Live TV started in London; 
people thought they were mad. But out of that 
have come some really good cameramen, 
directors, all out of this sense of freedom for 
people to go out and do it. I admire your balls, 
your ambition, to give people that sort of break. 
Because the vast majority of broadcasters 
wouldn’t.”

“You get all the weird and the wonderful walking 
through the door,” smiles Raj. “Plus we’re not far 
from the BBC, and plenty of transitional staff pop 
their heads by and offer their services. I can offer 
them the chance to make the idea that they’ve 
come with.”

“People say TV is a big thing to work for - don’t 
make it that easy,” he goes on. “But 
when people are turned away, I 
want to be the one at the back 

door who can smash it open and say, 
‘Come on everybody, 
pile in.’ I drive the staff 

I have nuts. They 
think I’m mad. 
But I’ve got this 

vision - this very 
specific vision - of quick 

turnaround.”

“If you don’t try it, 
you’re never going to do 
something different,” 
agrees Will. “When we 
did Doctors they said we 

wouldn’t be able to turn 
around a programme of any 

With the legendary pebble-dashed Pebble Mill as its flagship, the general consensus a few years 

ago was that BBC Birmingham was ailing, wheezing and on its way out. Their multi-million pound 

relocation from leafy, middle-class Edgbaston into the buzzing City Centre hub of the Mailbox made a 

strong statement: they had lashed their purse-strings tightly to regional production.

  The more shows we make, the more 
opportunities there are for people to get involved 
and move up the ladder. Seventy  
percent of our people are local. 
Will Trotter, BBC
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quality with those kinds of budgets. It’s had three 
Bafta nominations.”

Six or seven years ago, he admits, BBC 
Birmingham was falling apart. “The drama end 
was being sucked out, and we had to re-think 
what BBC Drama, certainly in the Midlands, 
was about. Opportunities came our way with 
daytime television.”

“Doctors now runs 185 episodes a year; The 
Afternoon Play came off the back of that, and 
Brief Encounters, and in terms of digital, a 
comedy-drama called Grease Monkeys. And 
we still have the stalwarts, the big shows like 
Dalziel & Pascoe.” The BBC’s new Drama Village 
in Selly Oak employs around 130 freelancers, 
a sizeable number that can swell to 250 
when these peak-time heavyweights are in 
production.

“The more shows we make, the more 
opportunities there are for people to get involved 

and move up the ladder,” reasons Will. “When 
you’ve got 185 episodes you’re going to train 
up a lot of people. Seventy percent of our people 
are local; we recruit hard through the Universities 
and I want to encourage that as much as 
possible.”

“If the talent is there, we positively discriminate 
for people within the region,” asserts Ben. “It 
makes for a better community.” But he and 
Jonnie agree that when you’re rolling out a 
popular peak-time show, talent absolutely has 
to come first. If that means importing staff from 
London or elsewhere, so be it. 

“A show like Ten Years Younger is an 8.30 peak-
time Channel 4 show; it’s got to be high-quality 
people from the top to the bottom, from the bottom 
to the top,” Jonnie affirms. “Now in its third series, 
it’s got a brand of its own and people want to work 

on that show. I actually enjoy encouraging people 
from London to come and work for Maverick: it 
says this is a great company, it happens to be in 
Birmingham, and we want people to come and work 
here. We have to think openly.” 

“I think Jonnie would agree that Maverick is an 
independent television production company 
- period,” adds Ben. “The fact that he’s 
passionate about the region is separate to that 
fact. I don’t say Isis is a production company 
from Knowle; I could be in Timbuktu, it doesn’t 
really matter. As long as we have the quality 
of staff to work on our productions we could be 
anywhere.”

“Having said that, if you live in a region you want 
to support it; it’s like living in a village,” he goes on. 
“You should feel a responsibility to that community: 
if I get a phone-call from one of Jonnie’s producers 
to say ‘look, so-and-so’s come to the end of their 
contract, they’re very good, do you have a space for 
them?’ I say, ‘Fine, no problem.’”

“What’s special about this region is the 
collaborative way in which we work. We’re all 
fiercely competitive - ideas are obviously our 
bread-and-butter - but we’re also very cooperative 
and we share staff. I think the moment that 
stops, creative communities fall apart. We’re not 
trading our ideas, we’re trading our experience. 
If they get a commission, great - it’s fantastic for 
us, because there’s a pool of people that we can 
pick from as and when we get ours.”

And with the vast majority of the industry pieced 
together with short-term contracts, moving 
around is inevitable - in the BBC as much as 
anywhere else. “There’s this idea that the BBC 
is full of staffers. Ninety percent of the people 
working on our productions are freelance,” 
reveals Will. “And we want to grow that freelance 
community; retain that quality.”
So is there anywhere where the region falls 
short? “There are pockets of skills gaps,” 
concedes Ben. “There was a time when you had 
to struggle to find a good Production Manager, 

“I
f anybody thinks that children’s 
television is just an easy way 
in, forget it. It’s harder,” declares 
Anne Wood. She’s somewhat of an 
authority on the subject, and not 

only because she’s been working with children in 
various capacities for 40-odd years.

As founder and Creative Director of Warwickshire-
based Ragdoll, Anne has launched a bewildering 
array of timeless classics, from Pob in the early 
days through to Rosie & Jim, Brum and Tots TV, 
not to mention that colourful quartet of aerial-
headed custard lovers who have hugged, skipped 
and said ‘eh-oh’ in 120 countries.

“Teletubbies was the result of thirty years’ 
experience and experimentation: a lot of people 
have tried to imitate it, but they’ve fallen flat,” 
she observes. Her voice is soft and motherly: 
she’s not being arrogant, she’s stating a fact.

Coursing through the veins of any potential 
Ragdoll employee should be passion about 
children’s TV as an art-form on a par with 
children’s literature - not to be sidelined.

“This is the most challenging of all forms of 
television, and you have to be really, really 
interested in your audience,” Anne insists. 

“Making a programme for a two-year-old is very 
different from making one for a twelve-year-old.” 

Anne’s obvious fondness for the region she now 
calls home gives her programmes added warmth: 
all of them have been filmed in the Midlands, 
from the chugging canal boats of Rosie & Jim and 
the ‘big city’ of Brum to the lush, bunny-strewn 
mounds of Teletubbyland.

“Personnel here - editors, camerapeople - are as 
good as anywhere,” she asserts. “We’ll go for the 
best people wherever they come from, but lots 
of them are local. This is a buoyant, enterprising 
place; I wouldn’t be anywhere else.”

From valiant little motorcars to loveable toys, 
Ragdoll’s iconic characters over the last two 
decades have all been eminently touchable. 
And while she’s keen to embrace the 
potential of CGI, Anne insists that successful 
programmes should always be character-led. 
To command global influence from the rural 
Midlands, quirky originality makes all the 
difference.

Some of the creative gauntlets that Ragdoll 
have run - the ‘again... again...’ repeat gimmick 
in Teletubbies she dubs an “outrageous” risk 
- couldn’t have been justified to shareholders, but 

then as a proudly-declared ‘family business’ this 
isn’t one of their concerns.

“We’re a small company in a big world: we 
may seem influential in the Midlands but look 
at Warner Studios and Disney - these are our 
competitors. Still, people will always come and 
see what we’re doing because we’re unpredictable. 
It’s quite a thing to sustain, and all our profits have 
been put back into research and development.”

When Ragdoll discover talent they make 
sure it’s put to good use. Take writer, producer 
and performer Robin Stevens: involved with 
the company since its conception in 1984, 
he’s voiced Pob, Jim, Tom from Tots TV and 
Grandpappa in Boohbah and is soon set to 
appear in front of the lens as well.

“I certainly don’t want to give the impression 
that we’re a closed shop, but if we get someone 
who’s multi-talented we’ll keep working with 
them,” reasons Anne. 

“We don’t teach: we’re all about learning, but in terms 
of exploring life imaginatively. If you make a child 
laugh, it means they’ve understood something,” is 
her philosophy. “It’s the interest in what we’re doing 
that drives us. It’s not saved us much money, but 
we’re still having a very good time.”

Children’s TV

  What’s special about this region is the 
collaborative way in which we work. We’re all 
fiercely competitive - ideas are obviously  
our bread-and-butter - but we’re also very 
cooperative and we share staff. 
Ben Robinson, Isis Media
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1) I’m a new media specialist interested 
in working alongside TV companies 

producing idents or assisting with programme 
support. Is there demand?

Jonnie: Maverick has worked with small new 
media companies in the past. We enjoy those 
sorts of relationships; new blood and new 
areas of activity. We’ve done some really good 
graphics and title sequences with one individual 
for digital television, and that’s worked very well.

Raj: As a new channel I’d welcome those 
qualities. I’ve got bits and pieces but the IT side 
is a problem for me, let alone programme idents. 
Those kinds of qualities from a small company 
would be very useful.

2) I’ve directed several short films, won 
some awards, and aspire to direct one-

hour dramas for the BBC. What next?

Will: We used to run a drama course - not so 
much now - but we’ve employed at least ten new 
directors this year. There’s a guy called Michael 
Baig Clifford who did a short, was employed by 
us and went on and did exactly this. He got his 
flying hours on Doctors. 

There really is a system, but there aren’t that 
many opportunities. Even though there are 185 
episodes a year, ten directors will probably do 
fifty of those between them. 

3) I’m a skilled cameraman; what are my 
options for shooting studio-based sport 

and current affairs in the region? 

Ben: Studio-based sport? Carlton is the only 
place that did do that. Sorry, mate. It just 
diminished when they left Broad Street, and then 
Pebble Mill shut down. All of those facilities have 
now gone. I think a lot of people say ‘I want to do 
this’ and they haven’t assessed the market.

Jonnie: We’ve had this discussion with Carlton. 
Their response was: ‘Twenty years ago our top-
rated show was a studio-based game-show. Our 
greatest success last year was a group of people 
in the jungle in Australia.’ Studio programming is 
a different animal now. Think about the TV we’re 
watching.

Raj: You can come and do our One-Nil to the 
Arsenal. That’s studio-based sport. Have a job 
with us.

4) I’m currently on a 6-month contract as 
an AP on a feature series, and looking 

for full-time AP work in the region. Is this 
feasible?

Jonnie: The industry’s made up of short-term 
contracts. That’s the way it operates; you can’t be 
thinking you’ll get a full-time 24-7 job for life. But 
a talented person will probably have a number 
of offers.

Ben: If you’ve got good inter-personal skills, the 
likelihood of maintaining employment is pretty 
high. Take whatever opportunities are available, 
even if they veer slightly away from your long-
term goal. It can open doors.

5) I’m studying Drama and have written 
several plays for stage and radio that 

have been performed at Uni. How can I break 
into drama for television?

Will: The Writers’ Room on the BBC website 
takes unsolicited scripts. If we think you’ve 
got potential then you could end up writing for 
Doctors or Brief Encounters. We have 29 new 
writers for Doctors at the moment, across the 
country.

Jonnie: There’s also the REP, the Script 
Factory and Screen West Midlands. There are 
opportunities out there.

because all the good ones were employed. A lot 
of young people in that 18-to-30 band aspire to 
be Producers or Directors; they do see the value 
of it but it’s not as high profile. From my point 
of view, if you get a good Production Manager 
on a big programme they’re worth their weight 
in gold.”

“Actually that’s a really good point,” agrees 
Will. “We’re having trouble getting First 
Assistant Directors. These are key players in 
drama, and sometimes you have to recruit 
them from elsewhere. We are building that 
team up, from runners, Third and Second 
Assistant Directors, but that quality person 
you’re talking about...”

“When they’re younger and aspiring to work in 
TV, people think camera; they think edit; they 
think technical,” interjects Jonnie. “Actually 
there’s just as much, if not more, requirement 
for accountants, for organisers that can pull 
things together and indeed producers that can 
sell stuff.” 

“People that come from Universities into 
Maverick often aren’t from technical departments 
but Humanities, Arts and English. They’re 
thinking ideas; new approaches to life; they come 
up with new formats and new solutions. That’s 
something the education sector has to think 
about: young people have aspirations to be doing 
digital this and digital that - which is all great 
- but ultimately there’s this whole other part of 
the business.”

“The other skills gap is people who can come 
up with an idea and sell that idea,” adds Ben. 
“Anybody can produce a show that’s ready-
formatted, but someone who can take a 
paragraph, go to a broadcaster and sell that as a 
programme is a very special being.”

It’s public knowledge that the BBC has a fixed 
quota of talent to recruit from outside the M25; 
less-well known is that this is applicable to 
in-house productions as well as outsourced 
material. So freelancers and regional indies alike 
are likely to have a share of the pie. 

Drama may be off the menu for Isis, for 
instance, but this doesn’t necessarily exclude 
staff from blurring genre boundaries: “They get 
to mix in the same community,” reasons Will. 
“Somewhere along the line, one of your guys 
might have directed a short film and end up 
coming through my door. It’s not quite so niche 
as we all like to think.”

The trick is having that great idea, having 
access, and getting it through the front door. 

Anyone can do that in any part of the country, 
and you can certainly do it in the Midlands.  
Jonnie Turpie, Maverick Television

Soundbite Advice
TV PRODUCTION COMPANIES

BBC Birmingham
Mailbox, Central Birmingham and Drama  

Village, Selly Oak

Doctors, Dalziel & Pascoe, the Afternoon Play,  

Brief Encounters (BBC1); Coast (BBC2)

www.bbc.co.uk/birmingham 

Eagle Media Productions
Stratford-upon-Avon

The Real James Dean (DVD); Heaven’s Kitchen (UKTV 

Style); Under Siege (Discovery); World Class Trains 

(PBS); People’s War: Paula, Sheila and Joan (BBC)

www.eaglemp.co.uk

Endboard Productions
Bearwood, Birmingham

Days and Nights in an Indian Jail, Take a Look at Me 

(Channel 4); Seoul Mates (BBC2) 

www.endboard.com

Hanrahan Media
Stratford-upon-Avon

Vorderman’s Sudoku Live (Sky One); Most Haunted 

Live (Living TV); Stars and their Lives (ITV1); 

Fatherhood (BBC1)

www.hanrahanmedia.com 

Hotbed Media
Hockley, Birmingham

Star Portraits (BBC1); Everything Must Go, Date My 

Daughter (ITV1); 100 Worst Pop Songs, 100 Worst 

Britons (Channel 4)

www.hotbedmedia.co.uk

Isis Media
Knowle, Solihull

Challenge Tommy Walsh (Discovery); First Dance 

(ITV1); Celebrities Exposed: Dolce & Kabbalah (ITV2); 

Drumbeat (Carlton); Domestic Magic (Five)

www.isismedia.co.uk 

ITV Central
Gas Street, Central Birmingham

Central News

www.itvregions.com/central 

Maverick Television
Digbeth, Birmingham

Ten Years Younger, Bollywood Star, Home From Home, 

The Property Chain (Channel 4); Trade Secrets (BBC2)

www.mavericktv.co.uk 

North One Television 
Midlands
Custard Factory, Birmingham

5th Gear, The Gadget Show (Five);  

The Victoria Cross (BBC2)

www.northonetv.com

Ragdoll
Stratford-upon-Avon

Teletubbies, (BBC1); Rosie and Jim, Brum, Boohbah 

Tots TV (ITV1)

www.ragdoll.co.uk 

Raj TV
Mailbox, Central Birmingham

One-Nil to the Arsenal, Life History,  

Women of Substance, Chef’s Special

www.raj.tv

Television Junction
Central Birmingham

Natural Inventions: Getting About, All About Us, Book 

Box: Double Act, What’s So Good About … Jacqueline 

Wilson? (Channel 4)

www.televisionjunction.co.uk  

“A bigger critical mass means more opportunities 
for freelancers of all sorts,” agrees Jonnie. 
“Then we’ll have a better reputation internally, 
nationally and internationally. We shouldn’t be 
parochial about it and say, ‘This region’s got to 
be important against other regions.’ We’ve got to 
say, ‘We’re hot.’ That’s it. Stop. It’s quality first, 
and where it comes from afterwards.”
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Ten Years Younger (courtesy of Maverick Television), Celebrities Exposed: Dolce & Kabbalah (courtesy of Isis Media), Coast (courtesy of BBC) 


