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In the early 1990s, during the fluid crisis of nationality in the ‘Stans’, the string of central 

Asian nations being reborn in the collapse of the Soviet Union, I was visiting a BBC local 

journalist. In the corner of her simple office – a flock-wallpapered room in the top of her 

apartment, two engineers wrestled with a large black electrical box, with a line of flashing red 

lights running along the top. She explained that they were from BBC Monitoring. The box 

that they were repairing was the front end, the ‘ears’ of an extraordinary piece of journalistic 

intelligence. That was Tashkent, but it might have been Karachi, Kabul, Kinshasa, or Kuala 

Lumpur.  

As a reporter over several decades in the BBC, I came to value Monitoring as the first 

glimpse behind the curtain of events. What was really going on beyond the narrative spun by 

government machines? How were things being seen on the ground?  

This is the unvarnished access into the world that gives BBC reporters, as I was, a clear lead 

in understanding how the world works, which will become more urgently needed as cuts 

force BBC News to make hard choices about where to place reporters, and end up reporting 

first hand from less places. Monitoring’s output is as well of course an invaluable resource 

for historians, a record of things as they were without the advantage of hindsight – the 

precious first draft.  

The nature of the material provided is by its nature fragmented, biased, sometimes wrong, 

as it comes from local sources. And it was the jagged edges I liked. This was the raw 

material, expertly filtered by Monitoring’s specialists, that we could test against other sources 

to turn out the crafted BBC story. The mainstream news agencies, AFP, AP and Reuters, 

are frankly sometimes as fragmented and sometimes wrong, and Monitoring had the 

justification that they were not attempting perfection, but instead sifting local material to 

reveal what mattered.    

It is rare that they break news, in the sense of delivering reportable scoops, more often 

providing explanation when things had happened. Inevitably news operations have a limited 

range; we are not watching everywhere in the world with the same intensity all of the time. 

We are tested in how we respond to the unexpected, and it is here that Monitoring give BBC 

the edge. When something happens, the first port of call for any good correspondent is to 

the Monitoring feed in the BBC’s internal ENPS system – where nothing is completely 

unexpected.  

This resource has been invaluable during periods of great change, invasion, war, and the 

collapse of empires like the Soviet Union. But it is also a precious resource to those working 

closer to a story. During spells as a correspondent living abroad, in India in the 1990s, and 

recently in Afghanistan, BBC Monitoring have read the local papers for me – particularly 

useful for those local languages I did not read. This is a crucial window into how things are 

on the ground. The reason why this matters is that local perception may be very different to 

those we bring.  

In India in the 1990s, when there was a bitter struggle over control of Kashmir, even the 

language to describe the region and those fighting for it was contested. The BBC was often 

caught up in this, when our reports were mistranslated in newspapers in Pakistan to make it 

appear we were more biased on the side of the insurgency. For example, where I reported 



that “armed men had been killed”, this was translated as “freedom fighters have been 

martyred.” But I had a window into the other side of the disputed region, through BBC 

Monitoring. 

Similarly in my most recent posting in Afghanistan, where the emergence of feisty and 

argumentative media is one of the success stories since the fall of the Taliban, I valued the 

daily digest of how they were seeing the world, and in particular how they saw the 

international community.  

Western diplomats and soldiers like to think of themselves as straight-talking and highly 

principled – in Afghanistan for its own good, and aiming to leave as soon as it is stable. But 

many Afghans see them as duplicitous, and with the secret aim of occupying the country in 

the long-term. So during long negotiations, brokered by the US, to form a government of 

national unity after last year’s disputed election, I had the daily digest of material from 

Monitoring on how this was being seen locally.  

This will become more valuable as the BBC’s priceless network of foreign correspondents is 

reduced. When I left Kabul in July, I was the last of a line of expat foreign correspondents 

going back to the Russian war in the late 1980s – unbroken except during a brief period 

under the Taliban when the correspondent was expelled. For the newsroom in London there 

will be more ‘unexpected events’ and more of a need for the editorial filtering, and 

increasingly, the analysis that Monitoring provides.  

The diversity of sources of information in the digital age presents another new challenge. I 

was very struck visiting the situation room for international forces defending Kabul that 

among a bank of screens, showing images from CCTV, drones and balloons, an Afghan 

employee sat watching social media. Reports of violent incidents emerge there before they 

appear on any conventional news outlet.  

Similarly, news organisations need to harvest this resource, and BBC Monitoring has 

adapted accordingly. In March this year in Kabul, it took a while for mainstream media to 

catch up after the public murder of a woman called Farkhunda. But there was a lively debate 

on social media, and something of a revolutionary moment, as for the first time, openly anti-

Islamic sentiments were expressed. This followed comments by leading mullahs which 

appeared to condone the killing, and although the ulema – the collective gathering of leading 

religious clerics and scholars – quickly produced a statement condemning the attack, the 

damage to their reputation was done. Monitoring captured some of this in their analysis, 

while the newspapers and TV channels were behind the curve.   

 

 

 


