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The UK-Global community home page on the BBC Journalism Portal with a Libya discussion in full swing. 
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There are two reasons: one is a culture of secrecy and internal competition – a culture the BBC has worked 
hard to erase in recent years. The other is that the existing technological systems don’t make it easy. “One 
of the problems we have is that existing systems almost enshrine a lack of sharing,” says Mariita Eager, 
Head of Change at BBC Global News. The existing production ‘architecture’ is also very distributed: every 
site has its own systems. Each local radio station, for example, will have its own Radioman system [audio 
edit + playout system in local radio] and, in effect, its own ENPS system [newsroom computer system] and 
its own servers. The distributed nature of its existing production architecture across many different sites 
makes it quite difficult to put those applications in a lightweight form through a Portal. 
 
Multiple systems can create inefficiencies. Journalists can often be doing the same thing or working on the 
same story without knowing they are. Unnecessary work is probably being done because journalists are 
unaware of what is going on in other areas. 
 
Editors complain that a ‘push culture’ has evolved where, for example, a piece of information is emailed to a 
distribution list, then forwarded to further lists. Before long the information has been ‘spammed’ to 
everybody and devalued. 
 
Other challenges are emerging. News organisations have been heavily reliant on news agencies to supply 
them with accurate information. But the array of potential sources is now vast - and growing. So there is a 
growing need for systems that can go and analyse that material and bring meaning to it. 
 
The BBC News Group is also facing big structural changes. Over the next two years, it will move much of its 
UK-based journalism functions into two custom-designed facilities in Central London [known as W1] and 
Salford. For the first time in the Corporation’s history the output teams from domestic news will sit alongside 
those from World Service.  
 
These are challenges right now. Looking to the future, Peter Coles says the BBC must move towards a tool 
set that really supports multi-media production: “Look out to the world of IPTV and 2nd screen activity. What 
we currently think of as being on different platforms all begins to merge together as an audience 
experience. What you begin to realise is that we need to bring together our workflows much earlier in the 
production chain. Historically, we have separated out to platforms very early in the cycle. The systems we 
use have been structured that way.” 
 
So what of the existing newsroom production systems? Simon Andrewes, Programme Director for the 
Journalism Portal, says: “The newsroom business has changed for ever. A lot of the solutions that have 
done us very well for many years are not wrong, but they need to approach news production in a different 
context. People are multi-tasking in a way they never were before, across more media than they were 
before. It isn’t going to work if we try to build big systems that try to do everyone’s job. Tools that join things 
up and help us leverage what we’ve got are what will be needed – light-touch tools based around people.” 
 
So working together, BBC News Group and BBC Technology set out to design what it sees as a flexible 
and ‘living’ system – the Journalism Portal – that can change as it changes. Its aim is to build a system that 
will promote and facilitate sharing and collaboration, enhance planning and communications across 
organisational or geographical boundaries, increase efficiency and smarter allocation of resources, and 
improve the quality of its output. Because of its ability to deliver these things, it is hoped, it will also act as 
an enabler for the moves to W1 and Salford, in large part because of the way it brings people together. 

II. THE PORTAL 

Developing the Journalism Portal 
As consumers, most of us are now familiar with the platforms and methodology of social media. Platforms 
like LinkedIn and Facebook build networks and communities. We have become used to the acute speed of 
Twitter, as well as the way it forms like-minded or specialist communities. Google and Bing are among the 
everyday tools we use for searching the web.  
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We use RSS and Twitter feeds to search for us in order to remain up-to-date. We are accustomed to 
downloading apps relevant to our specific needs. We read blogs to stay across the specialisms, niche areas 
or communities that most interest us. We interact with many of these platforms, sharing ideas and thoughts, 
or perhaps even asking questions. Taken together, these platforms – all on the internet - can give us speed, 
depth, networking and open communities; and they can facilitate the sharing of knowledge and resources. 
 
In essence, BBC News has taken the methodology and notion behind all these social media platforms and 
tools and built a system on top of an a existing piece of collaboration software to create one portal for the 
journalism community within the BBC.   
 
No long-term decision has been made on which software to use. The Portal is currently built on top of a 
Microsoft SharePoint web application platform designed to facilitate collaboration and the sharing of content 
and documents. It is similar to IBM Websphere’s portal, a major competitor for this sector. These kinds of 
system can handle the scale, range of sources and level of integration necessary for this kind of 
requirement. They address basic needs and then allow the development effort to be focused on adding 
industry–specific functionality rather than creating the entire collaboration platform from scratch.  
 
Unlike most of its existing production systems, the Journalism Portal is accessed via a web browser: it is 
available anywhere there is an internet connection. Currently, in some BBC bureaux, technology can be 
very limited: systems used in the main centres are not available at all. 
 
The portal is designed to be flexible and adaptable. It can be quickly modified and adapted to suit whatever 
needs are required. Bespoke areas and applications can be developed very quickly. The ‘feel’ of the portal 
is familiar: that of social media. As the Head of the BBC Newsroom, Mary Hockaday, noted, “All sorts of 
systems and practices are moving to web-based ways of working. So staff are used to and comfortable 
using these techniques – it’s now their habit of technology use.” 

The Portal and its features 
So how do senior editors at the BBC see the Portal? Mariita Eager sees it as: “the essential journalism tool 
for global news, because it joins up all our teams around the world into one community.” For Cath Hearne, 
Head of Regional and Local Programmes in the UK Midlands, it is, quite simply, “a tool for sharing content 
and information between journalists, quickly, openly and easily.” Mary Hockaday describes it as “the web-
based destination for our teams to work. The primary and essential system for finding information, sharing 
information and communicating with others - wherever they may be.” 

Story communities 
“The biggest change for jobbing hacks will be - for those writers, reporters, producers whose job is working 
on a particular story – the search facility to surface everything we know and have about that story. That is 
potentially the most valuable element of the Portal. Parallel to that the ability to chat with others working on 
that story – wherever they are, whatever they’re doing, whichever guests they’re booking.”  
Mary Hockaday, Head of the BBC Newsroom 
 
Most news organizations with multiple outlets have communities – or teams - organized around specific 
programmes or output with a certain audience. The Portal allows journalists to combine that allegiance with 
the ability to enter a much broader ‘story community’.  
 
The idea of editorial communities is at the heart of the portal. It allows groups of journalists to collaborate – 
in real time - around a common editorial agenda rather than an organisational or geographical structure. 
The system’s transparency allows journalists to see and share a lot of information on any given story. 
 
A community may be large or small. It may only last a day on short-lived stories. Or for specialists – in 
science, environment or the arts, for example – the community can be permanently arranged around a 
niche subject. Thus a technology story from the Russian Service can be tagged in a way that someone in 
the UK business unit will see it. In the past this kind of collaboration would have only happened through 
emails or one-to-one phone calls. 
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The Africa Community page showing chat between journalists in Africa and London, alongside feeds and search-driven views of 

Africa-related content. 

 
For example, instead of working in isolation, a journalist or programme interested in some aspects of Africa 
can be part of a far wider community. At the BBC that might contain English and five other languages, 
newsrooms in the UK and bureaux in Africa and output across online, radio and TV.  The portal creates an 
instant chat room and community in which any user can add or seek information and see who else is logged 
on at any given time. 
 
Obviously, journalists can move between communities. On certain stories - China buying resources in 
Africa, for example – journalists from the China community will want to enter the Africa community. The 
system is trying to promote and encourage openness and, in areas where the portal is being more heavily 
used, the results are positive. Delia Radu, Editorial Change Analyst at the World Service, said: “The portal 
is driving a change in the culture - people have started thinking about working on stories and the treatment 
of stories together. And we are reducing a huge number of parallel phone calls and emails.” 
  
Barney Price, Assistant Editor, BBC World Service News, makes another point about story communities: 
“On a big story – you can assemble one smaller team to concentrate on one story rather than many teams 
across the organisation.” 
 
 
 
 
 
CASE STUDY: BREAKING STORY : The Abuja bombing  
 
Shortly after 11 o’clock on the morning of June 16th, rumours began to spread of a huge explosion in the 
Nigerian capital, Abuja.  At Bush House in London, BBC Planning Editor Vera Kwakofi was quickly on to 
the story. 
 
At 1107 she flashed a note on the Portal: “Bashir [from the BBC Hausa Service in Abuja] confirms that 
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they have heard a large blast in Abuja, around the police headquarters. They're sending a reporter to find 
out what's happened.” 
 
This shared editorial and logistical information was instantly available to anyone in the Africa Community 
hub and anyone else interested in following the story. 
 
At 1122, the Editor of the Hausa Service, Mansur Liman, used the portal to quote a government official 
as saying that the explosion had taken place at the headquarters of the police force close to the 
presidential villa. Shortly afterwards he posted: “Firemen are struggling to put down the flames that 
followed the explosion. An official said so far 30 cars have been destroyed due to the explosion. It is not 
certain yet what caused it.” 
 
By 1200, Damian Zane, from Focus on Africa, had shared a variety of pictures across the whole 
community from phones and cameras by posting them on the portal.  
 
The Hausa reporter flashes on the portal that an eyewitness has told him that he had heard two 
explosions and seen over 30 dead bodies and about 40 vehicles, including police cars, destroyed by the 
explosions.  
 
Focus on Africa ask: “is that in English?” The reporter replies: “We have two eyewitness accounts… one 
in Hausa who quoted those figures - the other guy in English cannot quote any numbers but saw victims 
being evacuated.”  
 
The reporter then goes on to explain where the audio can be found: “I have saved the audio of an 
eyewitness in FTP bushafme under the name ‘Abuja explosion witness’. Bashir Sa'ad Abdullahi the 
Abuja Bureau Editor interviewed the guy.” 
 
And so the story continued, each flash, message, question and answer alerting everyone simultaneously 
to the latest editorial lines and crucial logistical information. 
 
“Before the Portal this would have involved multiple phone calls and emails. Here everyone could see 
that conversation instantly. Commissioning was done for everyone in one place without any phones or 
emails. The Abuja office weren’t getting 20 calls. The bureau simply accessed the Portal online. Others 
outside the Africa community could go into the conversation in real time or after the fact.” 
Mariita Eager 
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Planning 
The Portal is well suited to planning functions and used extensively by planning teams. BBC planners are 
often scheduling a very complicated calendar of commissions from correspondents in field.  
 
Many stories are co-commissioned across a range of programmes and so need heavily co-ordinating. It is 
important that everyone knows who is talking to whom, the nature of the material likely to be gathered and 
that everyone knows the proposed transmission dates. The aim of the Portal is to instantly bring all this 
information together in one place – and available to everyone. Equally important is the management and 
sharing of information about more rapid coverage deployments.  
 
It is a new way of working. Planners used to being protective of their grids and diaries struggled initially with 
the notion that anyone could enter ‘their’ diary. “People were amazed that everyone could add and 
everyone could delete,” says Mariita Eager, “but people behaved very responsibly.” 
 

 
The Global Diary showing commissioned features prepared for a range of outlets, including many multiplatform commissions. 

 
Journalists have also been used to organizing their diaries in the newsroom computer system [the BBC 
uses ENPS]. But this tended to encourage a ‘silo approach’ because material was often hidden from view, 
available only to that team. The solution? “For planning, the only way to make it work was to stop using 
ENPS [for diaries],” says Barney Price, “so I turned off the ENPS and forced people across.“ 
 
Now, correspondents in the field can put material straight into diaries from location. So a correspondent can 
pitch the story to all the relevant outlets at the same time. Relevant entries from one diary can be 
recommended or automatically flagged in other diaries. This hugely simplifies the process that, hitherto, has 
involved a number of parallel conversations and emails. 
 
The portal also allows planning diaries to have content associated with them. So in the global diary, for 
example, a story about the Middle East can have audio and script attached, in a way that can then be 
moved around the system. 
 
Planners are now developing a system of rules around how to handle embargos and ‘scoops’, where 
relevant entries carry stipulations about timing and usage. 
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The Portal can create new communities and planning areas around any given events. For example, a new 
section, developed around a map, is being built for planning around the Olympic torch route. Planning for 
major stories, like the Olympics and the Royal Wedding, have had discreet sites built for them on the Portal. 

Idea and Content Exchange 
Different teams have developed their own bespoke areas and – with the help of the portal team – 
functionality. The ‘Content Exchange’ is a repository for shared building blocks where audio and video is 
posted and highlighted. It grew from video initially to graphics [which were still being sent by email] and now 
stills. The BBC is a multi-lingual organisation and the ‘Global Video Unit’ uses the portal to develop core 
video content that is then reversioned in a wide variety of languages.  
 

 
The Stills tab on the Global Content Exchange page where language service producers can choose from a selection of material 

prepared centrally 
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The Journalism Portal represents at least as much of a cultural change as it does a technical one. It is a 
new and different way of working. As such, the introduction of the Portal represents a significant challenge 
for the News Group’s leadership team. 
 
Peter Horrocks, Director of the Global Division, has made the introduction of the Portal a key and urgent 
objective for all editorial leaders at the World Service. He is clear that, for the Portal to achieve its full 
capacity, it needs everyone to participate: “It is the fully networked, matrix nature of the system that 
maximises its benefits. If Washington, for example, just decided that it wasn’t going to take part in the 
Portal, then it doesn’t just affect Washington – it affects Washington’s relationship with Pakistan and Nairobi 
and so on. All these benefits get lost…” Rainer Kellerhals, Global Media and Entertainment Solutions Lead 
at Microsoft, put it simply: “It’s like a telephone network… the more people you have the more effective it is. 
If there are only two people on the network it’s not much value.”  
 
The BBC is still at a relatively early point in the rollout of the Portal, but a number of cultural and 
technological issues will need to be resolved for the system to achieve a full rollout.  
 
Some of the requirements of the Portal – tagging and adding metadata for example - can seem as though 
they are adding to workloads. But the system requires a community approach: unless journalists make the 
extra effort, they in turn will not be able to benefit. “I don’t think what we’re doing is very complicated in 
technical terms,” says Simon Andrewes, “but it’s a challenge making people feel they are part of bigger, 
wider organisations.” To work, the system requires what one editor described as a kind of ‘social 
responsibility’.  
 
At the moment, journalists working on programmes or in output areas appear to be less aware of the Portal 
and its benefits. Arguably, the smaller and simpler your operation the less immediately obvious its 
relevance to your area. “For the journalists and teams who have already made the cultural shift to sharing, 
this tool lands easily and enables them to live that culture.  More self-sufficient teams have yet to make the 
change in mindset…”says Mary Hockaday. 
 
Existing systems – or functions of those systems – will have to be turned off as the Portal gains traction. 
Some argue that the Portal will only fully gain traction when these other functions are turned off. Inevitably, 
as with all change, there is some nervousness about ‘cutting ourselves off’ from established ways of 
working. The move to W1 is like to be a key turning point here. 
 
Journalists will also need to understand the Portal’s filtering systems in order not to be overwhelmed. “The 
web is infinite,” says Mary Hockaday, “but who’s got time to do infinite? So we mustn’t think this is the 
answer to everything.” A journalist working on the BBC News Channel with a 20-minute deadline will need 
effective filtering and search terms. 
 
There is also an interesting communications challenge for leaders in arriving at a clear articulation of the 
Portal. Because it is still relatively new - and so flexible - it means different things to different people. Again, 
the BBC is not alone. “There is a huge communications task to arrive at a clear narrative,” says Robert 
Amlung, Head of Digital Strategy at ZDF. 
 
Organisational strain is another issue. Alongside the normal day-to-day pressures, leaders in BBC News 
Group are dealing with a range of tough financial efficiencies, very complicated moves to new premises and 
some significant editorial challenges, like the 2012 Olympics. 
 
Despite these challenges, a recent staff survey about the Portal produced positive results. In response to a 
range of questions, a majority of staff said the portal was making their job easier, that finding information 
was quicker and, encouragingly, it was leading to better output. “Programmes are realising that the value 
they get from sharing outweighs the risk,” says Simon Andrewes. Some programmes have found that the 
Portal makes handovers between teams much easier than previous systems. 
 
Two main challenges were raised by staff in the survey. The first related to technology. The Portal has been 
built using the latest application version. But for users on old PCs, the Portal can seem slow compared to 
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existing production systems, log in times can be long and resilience is seen as an issue. BBC Technology 
















