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Quotes on BBC World Service at 80 and the move to new 
Broadcasting House 

 
BBC Trust Chairman, Lord Patten of Barnes, said:  
“The BBC World Service remains a beacon of journalistic integrity and quality, exporting British 
values of fairness, accuracy and freedom of speech around the world. 
 
“Every day our journalists demonstrate outstanding commitment and bravery, ensuring that the 
BBC is a lifeline for audiences across the globe who are hungry for unbiased news and 
information about their country and the wider world.” 
 
BBC Director General, Mark Thompson, said: 
“The BBC World Service stands for the best of BBC journalism: accuracy, impartiality, 
independence and seriousness. It embodies the cool-headed, fair-minded spirit of Britain – and 
the BBC – at its very best. 
  
“In a world where in-depth international reporting is increasingly restricted to a handful of 
agencies and to news providers who are directly under the influence of sovereign governments 
and who have no tradition of editorial independence, the BBC's journalism, its objectivity and 
impartiality, its ability to put people onto the ground and keep them there over years, is more, 
not less, important than it used to be.” 
 
Peter Horrocks, Director of the BBC World Service, said: 
“In turbulent times, the World Service’s mission to provide trusted news and impartial 
information has never been more important. 
 
“Despite the dramatic growth in media, access to independent and high-quality news remains 
scarce. In many parts of the world, impartial and trusted news is almost becoming an 
endangered species.” 
 
“A tight financial climate does not mean we need to shrink our ambition - we want to reach 
more people, deliver greater impact and remain the most trusted broadcaster in world. 
 
“The BBC will continue to represent the voice of free media where there is no other access to 
fair and authoritative news – be it because of suppression and persecution of journalists, a 
growth in state sponsored media or new technologies disrupting investment in international 
journalism.” 
 
“The move back to Broadcasting House and into a new state-of-the-art newsroom provides 
important creative opportunities for our international services. It’s also a genuine chance to 
bring the World Service’s expertise to a wider UK audience and further enhance the tone and 
range of the BBC’s international coverage.” 
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Helen Boaden, the BBC's Director of News, said:  
"The World Service has adapted and flourished throughout its 80 year history – evolving as the 
world around it changes – but one feature remains constant. It provides the most trusted and 
valued news service in the world, a calm and authoritative voice covering global issues without 
fear or favour. 
 
"As we enter a new phase the BBC’s reputation continues to grow. For example, recent research 
showed BBC Arabic TV's audience has risen to 24.5 million from 13.5 million - up by more than 
80% - as local audiences tuned in to hear unvarnished news about the Arab Spring. 
 
"We are looking forward to moving into new headquarters at Broadcasting House this year. The 
integration of international and domestic UK newsrooms provides a unique opportunity for 
creative renewal. 
 
"New Broadcasting House is a state-of-the-art broadcasting facility which will for the first time 
bring the bulk of the BBC’s news services under a single roof.  
 
"In a multimedia world, we need a multimedia building which encourages greater efficiency 
through new technology and greater creativity through collaboration. 
 
"It will enable us to take advantage of the BBC’s strength in the range of its global 
newsgathering. It will also enable us to create a fantastic melting pot for the best journalism in 
the world.  
 
"Simply being in the same building should encourage our ambition: for example, the Today 
programme will have Language Service colleagues from the World Service in the same building.  
 
"When there’s a breaking foreign story, those World Service colleagues will be able to give the 
context for the Radio 4 audience. And of course it should work in the other direction too. 
 
"Buildings on their own don’t necessarily change anything but New Broadcasting House can be 
very special. I think it will energise our staff which means they will deliver even better output for 
their audiences."  
 
Mishal Husain, Presenter BBC News, said: 
“The World Service still matters today because our world has never been this connected, what 
happens there in some far flung field also matters to us here. 
  
“They were the trail blazers, these were the journalists with whom it all began and I think their 
legacy is so strong today and so much a part of what we all do. 
 
“Being under one roof will be an amazing moment for all of us in BBC News, it’ll showcase our 
strength to the outside world and it’ll create an amazing internal talent pool, so if I’m working 
on a story, someone who will know that story inside out will be right there within arms reach 
and I’ll be wanting to make the most of that.” 
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George Alagiah, Presenter BBC News, said:  
“Being in Somalia at the height of the civil war there, turning up somewhere and seeing all these 
gun men huddled round you know, around something and it was only when I went closer that I 
realised what was happening. They were listening to Colin Blane our East Africa correspondent, 
reporting on what was going on in their country. 
 
“There’s only so much that I can do as a presenter on BBC One television, it’s very much a front 
page medium, and yet if you want to know the context, if you want to know the texture, if you 
want to get behind the story, then the World Service delivers that in spades.” 
 
Lyse Doucet, Presenter BBC Global News, said: 
“The former UN Secretary General Kofi Anan said it best one time when he talked about the 
World Service as a gift to the world. 
 
“The BBC’s language services have been my tour guides, when I was in Afghanistan during the 
Soviet troop withdrawal; I worked very closely with the Pashto and the Persian service, talking 
to them every day. When I was living in Pakistan I was talking to the Urdu Service, when I moved 
to the Middle East I worked hand in hand with the Arabic service. Everywhere I have gone telling 
stories, I have told those stories with my colleagues. 
 
“The national news is not foreign, it’s right on your street, it may even be in your home, those 
countries far away are actually within Britain now, the World Service is both global and local.” 
 
Zeinab Badawi, Presenter, BBC World News, said: 
“I really think if you just listen to the BBC World Service and don’t even read a newspaper, 
you’re probably one of the best informed people on earth. 
 
“My father worked for the BBC Arabic service for many years. As a little girl, I used to go and 
visit him at this marvellous, beautiful building. I could never quite work out why the ‘U’ in Bush 
House looked like a ‘V’, and the ‘V’ in House looked like a ‘V’ instead of a ‘U’.” 
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What others have said about the BBC World Service 
 
The BBC World Service is a subject close to my heart. I noted once before that, for millions of 
people across the world, it has been a way of cutting through the veil of tyranny to provide 
uncensored news. In the late 1990s, I described it as "perhaps Britain’s greatest gift to the world 
this century." 
Kofi A. Annan, United Nations Secretary-General (1997-2006) 
 
“The BBC World Service is one of the best no nonsense sources of information in a world crowded 
with sensationalism and cheap exploitation. It is serious without being dull and varied enough to 
keep one’s interest. It combines the best in traditions and innovations and with its FM broadcasts 
and web site it is more accessible than before. I look forward to listening to it in the 21st century.” 
Mick Jagger, Rolling Stones 
 
 “This is the era of globalisation.  The role that the BBC World Service can play is much greater 
even than in the past.  It has that precious quality - it is trusted by listeners in every region of the 
globe.  It remains the most impartial and authoritative source on issues of interest to the global 
community.  In the next century, our main task will be to create a peaceful and cosmopolitan 
world.  The World Service can play a major role as we advance towards that goal” 
Professor Anthony Giddens, Director London School of Economics 
 
Quote from an interview in The Times with Kenneth Denby: "…And then, of course, reading 
takes up time and listening to the radio took up a lot of hours every day because I didn't want to 
miss any of the news about Burma.  I listened to the Burmese service on the BBC, VOA, RFA, that 
was about five or six hours every day.. it was a big chunk out of my day but I couldn't afford to 
miss it.  Because any news I missed, I missed - no one was going to come in and fill the gaps for 
me.  So that was duty." 
Aung San Suu Kyi, Burmese opposition politician and the General Secretary of the National 
League for Democracy 
 
”I have been a committed fan of the BBC World Service for many years.  It provides a great 
service, broadcasting high quality programmes to people in far flung parts of the world.” 
Sir Paul McCartney, The Beatles 
 
“My interest in broadcasting and journalism began because I listened to the BBC World Service 
from childhood.  I have always been impressed by the quality of its correspondents and by its 
fairness and sense of balance and accuracy.  It is quite appropriately a beacon to the world of 
broadcasting everywhere.” 
Sir Trevor McDonald OBE, Broadcaster 
 
“Insomniacs across the UK write to me constantly at the Daily Telegraph, telling me of the 
wonderful things they have heard overnight, when Radio 4 relays World Service, but the biggest 
change in my own listening this year has been having a digital tuner which lets me hear World 
Service all day.  I know I should be tuned to Britain’s ever expanding domestic services, both BBC  
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and commercial, but there I sit for hours, happily absorbing Indian short stories followed by John 
Peel at his punkiest, rejoicing in the variety and richness and programme quality which still 
represent the BBC at its very best.” 
Gillian Reynolds MBE, Radio critic 
 
”My testament to the World Service starts in the jungle.  It’s ’68, I’m visiting my mum and dad in 
Malawi, Central Africa (British Embassy posting).  One night we were out in the bush - camping 
on a long trip.  I can never forget reaching down and holding my father’s Zenith Transoceanic 
portable radio, as, out of the speaker and clear as a bell, came the sounds of the Top Twenty 
fresh from LONDON.  Here!  In the middle of Africa - deep in the bush!  The latest sounds!  That 
night I was the happiest groover on the planet!  And so, maybe more than most, I can 
understand the power and the scope - and the influence - of the World Service.” 
Joe Strummer, The Clash 
 
“I travel all over the world and the one thing I always try to remember is my short wave radio.  
Wherever I am, I can hear what is really happening from the world’s most reliable news service, 
the BBC World Service.  It is something all of us should cherish as a real and lasting contribution 
to the planet’s culture and democracy.” 
Sir Richard Branson, Entrepreneur 
 
I listen to the BBC every night at home in New York City. We get it every night broadcast on our 
public broadcasting station. Every single night, BBC World Service, with pleasure. I think it’s 
really important to because we have great NPR (National Public Radio) (but) it’s very important 
to hear how the rest of the world is covering not only our politics but our integration into other 
politics. The Global perspective is really interesting, especially in the Middle East relations…it’s 
very curious to hear how the BBC covers…I would say objective and preternaturally disposed 
towards certain points of view that are really good for us to hear. And while I was away for the 
last 7 weeks, the BBC on television was the only station I had in English (BBC World News)…I do 
love the BBC. 
Sarah Jessica Parker, Actress & film producer 
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10 Facts about BBC World Service  

 BBC World Service reaches 166 million per week, in 28 languages including regional 
services online, TV, radio and mobile.  

 Overall audiences to the BBC's Arabic services have risen by more than 50% to a record 
high of 33.4 million adults weekly - up from 21.6 million before the 'Arab Spring'. 

 BBC Arabic TV's audience has risen to 24.4million from 13.5million - up by more than 80 
per cent. Weekly reach across Egypt, Iraq, Saudi Arabic, Jordan, Lebanon and Morocco 
has nearly doubled to a weekly reach of 18.4% from 9.8%. 

 Biggest increases to Arabic audiences were seen in Egypt, where the BBC Arabic TV 
audience quadrupled to a weekly reach of 16.2%, reaching 9.3 million people.  

 Audiences in the UK increasingly value the global perspectives brought to them via the 
World Service. The latest RAJAR figures illustrate strong UK audience figures with 1.4m 
listeners per week (Q4 2011), and an increase in average listening hours from 4.5 in 
2010 to 4.6 in 2011. 

 Top 5 performing language services are English (43m), Hausa (23m), Arabic (33.4m), 
Swahili (20m) and French for Africa (11m).  

 Radio audiences in USA have doubled in the past five years and trebled in the past ten, 
they are currently at a record high of 10.2 million listeners weekly.  

 World Service English audiences in 2010/ 2011 were up 10% on the previous year with a 
total weekly reach of 43 million. 

 76 per cent of UK public think the BBC is a great ambassador for the UK to the world 
(this is up from 64% in 2007/2008) (Kantar Media for BBC, 2011 YTD). 

 74 per cent of opinion-formers believe that the BBC serves Britain's interests around the 
world - much higher than for any other institution or activity on a list that included the 
British Armed Forces, UK intelligence services, the UK's aid programme/Department for 
International Development, UK-based multi-nationals, and the British Council (YouGov 
for Chatham House, 2011). 
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BBC World Service History 

 
Opening day 
The BBC's Empire Service launched in December 1932, helped by new short-wave radio 
technology that allowed signals to be broadcast over vast distances. Despite gloomy predictions 
from the BBC's director-general John Reith – "The programmes will neither be very interesting 
nor very good", the broadcasts from Broadcasting House in London received praise. Reith had to 
deliver a 12-minute address live five times on opening day over 15-and-a-half hours to reach 
time zones in Australia, India, South Africa, West Africa and Canada.  
 
King George V addresses the Empire 
Six days after the opening of the Empire Service, a broadcasting tradition was born: the Royal 
Christmas message. The address was delivered by King George V live from the Royal family's 
Norfolk retreat in Sandringham. The words were written by the poet and author, Rudyard 
Kipling, and began: "I speak now from my home and from my heart to you all." BBC director 
general John Reith wrote in his diary: "It was the most spectacular success in BBC history so far. 
The King had been heard all over the world with surprising clarity."  
 
Charles de Gaulle broadcasts to occupied France 
The French government surrendered to Nazi Germany in June 1940. The leader of the 'Free 
French', General Charles De Gaulle, broadcast to France, from studio B2 at Broadcasting House. 
Staff were told that an unnamed General would arrive. The speech was not recorded and had to 
be repeated, much to the annoyance of the General. He carried on broadcasting for five minutes 
a night, every night, for four years. A member of the BBC's French Service recalled later: "I do 
not remember ever hearing him fluff. He was courteous and always found time to thank the 
recording engineer after he had finished."  
 
The Overseas Service 
World War II brought a change of name for the Empire Service - it became the Overseas Service 
in November 1939 - along with a big expansion in overseas output including broadcasts in 
Arabic, Spanish for Latin America, German, Italian, French, Afrikaans, Spanish for Europe and 
Portuguese for Europe. By the end of 1940, the BBC was broadcasting in 34 languages. Each day 
78 news bulletins were broadcast, amounting to 250,000 words. Other new services included 
Icelandic, Albanian, Hindi, Burmese and the dialect spoken in Luxembourg. 
 
War of words 
By 1941 there were more than 1400 staff. That year the Member of Parliament for Derby, Philip 
Noel-Baker, in a debate at the House of Commons said: "I do not think the Minister will disagree 
when I say that of all the means he has of reaching the people inside Europe, broadcasting is by 
far the best." 
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The birth of Bush 
Space for the Overseas Service at Broadcasting House was becoming limited. When a German 
landmine exploded outside Broadcasting House in December 1940, it caused a fire that lasted  
several hours and the building was badly damaged. The European services moved hastily to 
Maida Vale in north-west London where they broadcast from a disused skating rink. In 1941 
they moved again to Bush House, an imposing building at one end of Fleet Street – then the 
heart of the British newspaper industry - for a weekly rent of £30. 
 
'V' for victory 
In January, 1941, the director of the Belgian French Service, Victor de Laveleye, encouraged 
Belgian listeners to use a ‘V for Victory’ sign as gesture of defiance against the occupying forces. 
Soon 'Vs' were seen chalked up on walls in Belgium, the Netherlands and France. The Morse 
code for 'V' is broadcast as a call sign in all BBC European services (rhythmically similar to the 
opening of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony). Later that year, Churchill used the sign in his 'V for 
Victory' speech of 19 July, 1941, for the first time. 
 
Helping the resistance 
As resistance fighters in Europe tried to strike back against their occupiers, the BBC's European 
Services broadcast secret messages to them. The messages were famously bizarre: "Le lapin a 
bu un apéritif" (The rabbit drank an aperitif), or "Mademoiselle caresse le nez de son chien" 
(Mademoiselle strokes her dog's nose). These words would tell the resistance fighters if an 
operation was to go ahead, or cancelled; or if people or documents had arrived safely. 
 
At the front line 
BBC war correspondents, sent their reports from the front line on discs. Godfrey Talbot, another 
war correspondent, covered the Allies’ first big success, El Alamein, in 1942 from a truck, known 
as Belinda, which had been converted into a recording studio. An army liaison officer was with 
him to censor his scripts and - once approved - the recorded disc would be taken by an army 
despatch rider or plane to Cairo, for transmission to London. 
 
George Orwell 
From 1941 to 1943, George Orwell worked as a Talks Producer for the Eastern Service. He did 
not enjoy the work. "By some time in 1944" he wrote, "I might be near-human again, and able 
to write something serious. At present I'm just an orange that's been trodden on, by a very dirty 
boot." But his time at the BBC helped him form his vision of the Ministry of Truth in his novel 
1984. The Ministry's canteen, described as 'low ceilinged deep underground' is said to be based 
on the one at Bush House. 
 
Broadcasting to the Eastern Bloc 
After World War II, relationships with Stalin's regime began to decline, and an 'Iron Curtain' 
descended across Europe. In February 1946, the British Foreign Office formally asked the BBC to 
begin a Russian Service and a month later it went on air. At first Russian listeners were able to 
listen freely to the transmissions, but as the Cold War developed, the Kremlin began cracking  
down. Transmissions were regularly jammed by the Communist bloc and in response, the World 
Service increased transmitter power. 
 



 

 11 

The Suez Crisis 
During the reporting of the Suez Crisis in 1956, the British Prime Minister Anthony Eden believed 
the Arabic service should broadcast reports in favour of British troops. The service remained 
impartial, with the support of director-general Ian Jacob, even though the Foreign Office was 
told that ministers planned to cut the BBC's grant by a million pounds. Over the following weeks, 
under regular attacks from the Foreign Office and Conservative MPs, the BBC stuck to its 
principle and did not broadcast one story to Britain and a different one to the rest of the world. 
 
The Hungarian Uprising 
After the Soviet Army put down the Hungarian uprising in 1956, the BBC's Hungarian Service 
broadcast personal messages from refugees that had left Hungary for Britain. The refugees used 
code names to ensure the Hungarian authorities would not be able to identify their families. 
While some Western stations might have hinted that help was on the way, the BBC was more 
blunt: the West would give only moral, not military, support. 
 
Expanding radio ownership 
The 1960s was a time of expanding radio ownership, thanks to the development of portable, 
battery-powered transistor sets. Between 1955 and 1965, radio ownership trebled in 
communist Eastern Europe, and increased greatly in the Middle East, China, sub-Saharan Africa 
and India. In May 1965, the Overseas Service became the World Service to reflect a new 
emphasis on world affairs. 
 
Georgi Markov 
In 1978, Bulgarian Service journalist Georgi Markov was on his way to work at Bush House, 
heading for a bus stop at the south side of Waterloo Bridge. It was lunchtime, the pavement was 
crowded. He felt a pain in his thigh. He turned round and saw a man pick up an umbrella. 
Markov continued his journey to Bush House. Later that day he became ill. He died three days 
later. A post mortem examination found a tiny pellet in his thigh. Two small holes had been 
drilled into the pellet. It had contained a poison believed to be the highly-toxic ricin. It was later 
learned that the Russian secret police, the KGB, had developed an umbrella that could inject 
ricin pellets into a victim. 
 
Vaclav Havel 
The problems of reporting from behind the Iron Curtain during the Cold War are illustrated by 
the treatment of Vaclav Havel, the Czech playwright who became his country's president after 
Soviet rule. In an effort to silence him, the authorities banned him from having a telephone. He 
was also watched by the secret police. But the BBC's Czech Service managed to get round the 
restrictions by phoning his local post office to arrange interviews. Havel would ring from the 
post office at the appointed time. 
 
The Falklands conflict 
When Argentina invaded the Falklands in 1982, the weekly programme 'Calling the Falklands', 
became a lifeline for islanders. Just as during the Suez Crisis, the BBC came under criticism. 
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher said: "There are times when it would seem that we and the 
Argentines are almost being treated as equal."  
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Independent of the BBC, the British government took over a BBC frequency to broadcast 
psychological warfare to Argentine troops. The Latin American Service broadcasts remained 
rigorously impartial while covering events, calling it 'The Falklands or Islas Malvinas' every time 
they mentioned the conflict on air. 
 
Required listening 
The BBC played an unwitting role in training officers for the Russian secret services. Oleg 
Gordievsky, a Western double agent in the KGB, recalled that agents on English language 
courses would traditionally begin by listening to World Service news bulletins – but only after 
anything seen as anti-Soviet had been edited out of the tape. He said: "It is impossible to 
overestimate the importance of the BBC in the Soviet Union. You were like a university to us." 
 
A new era 
Over the course of its history, the World Service has broadcast in a total of 68 languages. Many 
of these languages have come and gone, including Maltese, Gujarati, Japanese and the short-
lived Welsh for Patagonia service. The fall of the Berlin Wall signalled a new era in Eastern 
Europe, and the World Service was no longer the lifeline to that region it once was. As a result, 
most European language services were closed during the last decade, in order to refocus an ever 
tighter budget to other priority areas and services. Further cuts to languages serving other 
regions have brought the current number of services to 28. 
 
Iraq invades Kuwait 
When Soviet regimes crumbled at the start of the 1990s, there was a new area of international 
tension developing in the Gulf. On 2 August 1990, the armed forces of the Iraqi dictator Saddam 
Hussein invaded Kuwait. When the coalition attacks began in January 1991, the World Service 
cleared its schedules to become a rolling news and comment channel for the first time. 
 
A window on the world 
BBC World Service radio has been an important window on the outside world for those held 
hostage or under house arrest. In 1986 academic Brian Keenan, television journalist John 
McCarthy and special envoy Terry Waite were held in Lebanon by the militant group Islamic 
Dawn. "I listened to the BBC World Service constantly" said Terry Waite, "I heard my cousin John 
broadcasting on Outlook and that meant a great deal to me, because John, in a subtle way, got 
me news from my family." 
 
"The BBC is best" 
When Mikhail Gorbachev was held for three days in Russia's August 1991 coup, his only contact 
with the outside world was listening to foreign radio broadcasts via an aerial his guards had 
rigged up. Former World Service managing director John Tusa recalls the news conference at  
 
which Mr Gorbachev remarked that the BBC sounded the best. "It was clear from the laughter 
and applause from the international press that greeted his remarks that they all took it - as I  
believe it was meant - as a tribute both to the BBC Russian Service’s journalism, as well as their 
audibility." 
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Massacre in Rwanda 
Radio played a brutal role in the 1994 Rwandan genocide. Radio Mille Collines, the Rwandan 
radio station, incited hatred and violence against Tutsis and moderate Hutus. The BBC helped to 
restore the balance at the request of aid organisations. Producers from the French and Swahili 
services who spoke the languages of the region, Kinyarwanda and Kirundi, worked with the Red 
Cross to provide a lifeline to the displaced millions, with detailed information about the missing. 
The service was later expanded to become the Great Lakes Service. 
 
9/11 attacks 
On 11 September 2001 when the attacks on the World Trade Centre in New York took place, the 
usually measured and studious atmosphere of the Bush House newsroom turned to momentary 
uproar. It was a very un-characteristic response to an extraordinary situation. Senior duty editor 
Rachel Harvey jumped up on a desk, calmed staff and rapidly outlined her plan for dealing with 
the events as they unfolded. 
 
Arabic and Persian TV 
After a brief stint in the 1990s, BBC Arabic TV began broadcasting again in March 2008, followed 
by BBC Persian TV the following year. It was not the first time the World Service had broadcast 
on television. International TV broadcasts in English began in 1991 with World Service TV, which 
became BBC World TV in 1996 and is now called BBC World News. 
 
Dangers of reporting 
The BBC's Gaza correspondent Alan Johnston was seized at gunpoint by militants in March 2007 
and was held hostage. He was released 114 days later. During that time BBC World Service's 
discussion show World Have Your Say broadcast messages of support from the audience to 
Johnston in every edition. It was not the first time that BBC reporters had faced danger. Others 
have been captured or tortured or family members have been intimidated. Some have died. 
Reporting continues to be a dangerous occupation in some parts of the world. 
 
Haiti earthquake 
In the month after Haiti's devastating earthquake, BBC Caribbean broadcast a daily 20 minute 
programmes in Haitian Creole to provide basic information to help people locate medical aid, 
food and water supplies in the aftermath of the 12 January 2010, earthquake. In addition to 
basic lifeline information, the programme helped people make contact with loved ones and 
allowed Haitian musicians abroad to provide relief and some entertainment for those back 
home. 
 
Valuable news source 
During the Arab Spring of 2011 social media became a valuable news source for journalists. 
Eyewitness reports, pictures and videos came in from across the region. The effects were two-
fold: first social media proved to be a valuable news-gathering device, second, broadcasting this  
content put the audience at the heart of the news story. Social media continues to be a key part 
of how BBC World Service gathers and distributes news. 
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Aung San Suu Kyi 
In November 2010 pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi was released from house arrest in 
Burma. In an interview afterwards she said that she listened to BBC World Service during her 
confinement and revealed that, among other programmes, she had a fondness for the music 
request programme A Jolly Good Show presented by British disc jockey Dave Lee Travis. She said 
listening to it had made her "world much more complete". 
 
Back to Broadcasting House 
In 2012 BBC World Service is moving back to Broadcasting House after 71 years, to a state-of-
the-art newsroom. BBC World Service journalists will be located with the rest of the BBC family - 
with online and TV colleagues - to put international news at the heart of the BBC's output. 
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Bush House History 
 
Bush House is a building between Aldwych and The Strand in London at the southern end of 
Kingsway. The BBC World Service occupies the Centre Block, North East, and South East wings. 
However, the BBC World Service is moving to Broadcasting House in 2012, with most of the 
remaining language services relocating by March, and the English news network by August. The 
North West wing was formerly occupied by BBC Online until they relocated to BBC Media Village 
in 2005, with some studio and office space being retained by the World Service until 2008. The 
wing is now serviced office space, with the majority occupied by Dundas & Wilson.  
 
Sections of the building were completed and opened over a period of 13 years: 
1923 - Centre Block  
1928 - North West wing  
1929 - North East wing  
1930 - South East wing  
1935 - South West wing  
 
This quintessentially British building was commissioned, designed, and originally owned by 
American individuals and companies. Irving T. Bush gained approval for his plans for the building 
in 1919, which was planned as a major new trade centre and designed by American architect 
Harvey Wiley Corbett. The construction was undertaken by John Mowlem & Co. 
 
The building's opening ceremony was performed by Lord Balfour on 4 July 1925. It included the 
unveiling of two statues at the entrance made by American artist Malvina Hoffman. The statues 
symbolise Anglo-American friendship and the building bears the inscription ‘To the friendship of 
English speaking peoples’. Partly built from Portland stone, Bush House was in 1929 declared 
the "most expensive building in the world", having cost around £2,000,000 ($10,000,000). 
 
In January 1930 during the Bush House excavations for the south east wing, a marble head was 
uncovered from a pile of rubble. The head is an elderly, balding Roman man carved from Carrara 
marble. He has a finely chiseled face and a rather grim irritated expression. The point of his nose 
has been bitten off, and his ears have been damaged. There are various ideas to its origin. It 
could be a remnant from a Roman bath or villa outside the walls of Roman London, or it could 
have been an Italian copy imported in the 18th Century and used as a garden ornament. Old 
maps of the area show a large house occupying a site close by. The marble head is now on 
display in the Centre Block of Bush House. 
 
After a landmine damaged Broadcasting House on 8 December 1940, the BBC European Service 
moved into the south-east wing of the building; the rest of the Overseas Service followed in 
1958. 
 
In 1944 Bush House suffered damage from a V-1 flying bomb dropped in the Aldwych. One of 
the statues lost an arm. The statue remained damaged until 1970 when an American visiting his 
daughter at the London School of Economics, which is nearby, saw the damaged statue. He  
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worked for the Indiana Limestone Company and persuaded the company to send a new arm and 
a stonemason to attach it in time for the Silver Jubilee celebrations of Elizabeth II in 1977. 

The BBC's lease with Kato Kagaku (the Japanese company that has owned the building since 
1989) expires at the end of 2012. The BBC World Service plans to start the move to its new 
home in Broadcasting House from the beginning of March. 
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Images 

 

A selection of stills of Bush House and the new W1 building are available on request. 
Please contact sophie.west@bbc.co.uk for more details. 
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