
The Power 
of 

The Lens
A Personal Reflection into the 

Influence of  the Media on 
Wildlife and Public Perception

Writing & Images by 
James Ewing | Wild Times Media



As the final weeks of  my three-year degree 
draw to a conclusion, I feel that it’s important to consider exactly 
how and why I came to study wildlife and media at the University of  
Cumbria. Through this brief  illustration of  images I hope to share and 
discuss some of  my own personal experiences with wildlife before I 
embark on the next chapter of  my career portraying the natural world 
through photography and film. 

Over in a flash - a dead fox on the 
dual carriageway is a reminder of the 

new dangers animals must face in 
urban environments



The Power of  the Lens

Media has become a powerful 
tool in the depiction of  wildlife 
and the natural world. The abil-
ity to reach a potentially global 
audience through media such 
as television, newspapers and 
the Internet can significantly 
alter the impact certain issues 
and concerns have on public 
attitude. One example in recent 
years is the struggle to protect 
the rivers of  British Columbia’s 
Great Bear Rainforest from 
becoming a perilous tanker 
route for Canada’s oil exports 
across the Pacific. In an inspir-
ing demonstration of  the 
diversity under threat from this 
proposal, The International 
League of  Conservation 
Photographers (iLCP) and 
wildlife production company EP 
Films teamed up with conserva-
tion organisation Pacific Wild 
to produce the documentary 
SPOIL (Pacific Wild, 2008). 
Under the title R.A.V.E (Rapid 
Assessment Visual Expedition) 
the project combined the pro-
ductions and expertise from 
seven world-renowned wild-
life photographers and three 
filmmakers to document the 
stunning landscape, culture and 
biodiversity of  a world relatively 
unknown in the public eye. The 
multi-award winning film served 
as a prime example of  the influ-
ence and potential of  wildlife 
media in the promotion of  con-
servation and public awareness, 
combining the collective media 
to generate outreach initiatives 
and flood major media organisa-
tions with accounts of  British 
Columbia’s proposed tanker 
routes. 

The ability and ‘artistic eye’ to 
capture the splendor of  your 
subject on camera are not the 
only skills the wildlife photog-
rapher and filmmaker requires 
in our present day. As the 
world’s resources decline and 
human populations increase 
wildlife has increasingly found 
itself  in the problematic middle 
ground between development 
and conservation. Positive and 
responsible portrayal of  high 
quality wildlife productions can 
help alter public attitude towards 
a particular species or environ-
ment. Sadly this works both 
ways with negative or bias media 
coverage damaging the reputa-
tion of  certain species, leading 
to negative impacts on wildlife.

Over the past year I have been 
producing my final media proj-
ect for my Bachelor of  Arts 
degree in Wildlife and Media 
at the University of  Cumbria. 
The short documentary aims 
to promote the appreciation of  

animals living in urban habitats, 
focusing on my hometown of  
Bristol in Southwest England. 
During the process of  creat-
ing this film I have seen urban 
foxes repeatedly disparaged in 
news broadcasts. Unjust fears 
and concerns are reinforced by 
the media’s portrayal of  the fox 
as a dangerous and destructive 
animal that has no place living in 
our urban environments. These 
attacks have made me feel that it 
is essential to help promote the 
opposite side of  the argument. 
By supporting the public’s posi-
tive attitudes towards wildlife in 
the city I hope to inform and 
entertain a wider audience about 
the rich diversity of  species that 
can be found in UK cities.

As I approach the release of  my 
final undergraduate production 
I must first consider how I got 
to this point to hopefully deter-
mine where it can lead me in the 
near future.
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(above) Myself photographing the stunning landscapes and wildlife of the Isle of Mull, Scotland
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(above) The variety of life, the wildlife photographer has many eye catching subjects to choose from
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The Wider World of  
Wildlife

As with most children I was 
interested in wildlife from a 
young age, but for me I feel that 
my experiences in recent years 
have been a more significant 
influence on my current attitude 
towards the subject. 

After earning a National 
Diploma in Multimedia I was 
left wondering what to do 
next with my life, although 
a childhood fan of  David 
Attenborough and the BBC’s 
Natural History Unit (NHU) I 
had relatively no experience with 
anything wildlife related. 

July 2008 saw my first extended 
departure from the UK as I 
began my twelve-month trip 
backpacking around the globe. 
My first stop in the sprawling 
metropolis of  Los Angeles, 
although quite daunting, did 
little to excite the hungry travel 
bug growing inside me. It 
wasn’t until a few weeks later 
when we arrived at our second 

destination, the Cook Islands, 
that my eyes were first opened 
to the wonders of  the natural 
world.

As our plane approached the 
comparatively small 67km² 
island, the beauty of  this lush 
and tropical paradise amazed. As 
I gazed at this isolated location 
in the middle of  the vast Pacific 
I began to feel an enormous 
insignificance towards my own 

personal knowledge and under-
standing of  the world’s immense 
variety of  wildlife and culture. 
To state I was in the middle of  
nowhere could not have been a 
more accurate explanation, with 
over 4,500 unbroken miles of  
South Pacific Ocean between 
L.A. and the Cook Island’s capi-
tal Rarotonga, I doubt I will ever 
be as literally remote as I was in 
those few weeks staying on the 
island. 

(above) A beautifully vivid sunset on the island of Rarotonga, Cook Islands was my first true 
wonder of the wider world

(below) The picturesque landscapes of New Zealand remain a mermorable location in my travels

Although my actual wildlife 
encounters were not that sig-
nificant on Rarotonga, I feel 
that this was my first experi-
ence of  somewhere in the world 
that was completely different 
to the one I had previously 
experienced, and as far as I was 
concerned it wouldn’t be my 
last.

During the next year I 
experienced many varied envi-
ronments to that of  the UK, 
from the colourful reefs of  Fiji 
and breathtaking landscapes 
of  New Zealand to the humid 
jungles of  Southeast Asia, the 
biodiversity of  animal species 
always amazed me and while 
my companions also enjoyed 
these experiences, it seemed 
noticeably more extraordinary 
to myself. My media compan-
ion for the trip remained the 

amateur photographer’s stan-
dard tool, the point and shoot. 
At the time I was thoroughly 
impressed with the quality of  
my images and when I returned 
to the UK I would often relive 
moments from my travels 
through the vast collection 
of  images I had successfully 
brought home safely on numer-
ous burnt CDs.

It wasn’t long until I purchased 
my first camera upgrade, the 
digital Canon Powershot G11, 
while not yet delving into the 
world of  the semi-professional 
SLR this was a significant 
advance to my previous cameras. 
With a new range of  settings at 
my disposal I headed out onto 
the dark streets of  Bristol to 
practice some nocturnal photog-
raphy of  my urban environment. 
The abilities of  slow shutter 

speeds amazed me, the brightly 
moonlit streets and blurred 
impressions of  a speeding car’s 
headlights revealed a depiction 
of  a world that I could not have 
experienced with my bare eyes, 
something I feel is one of  the 
fundamental rules to successful 
wildlife photography.

These nocturnal trips and 
various other ‘green’ locations 
in Bristol were the first time 
I had intentionally set out to 
photograph certain subjects and 
locations. It wasn’t long until I 
decided to pursue this interest 
further through education and 
in 2010 I packed my bags once 
more to travel the relatively 
shorter distance of  260 miles to 
study Wildlife and Media at the 
University of  Cumbria in the 
North of  England.

(above) A hairy bee becomes one of the first macro shots on my new Canon G11
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Growth and Development

One of  the benefits of  study-
ing photography is that you are 
able to retreat over your past 
work, in my last three years 
studying at the University of  
Cumbria I have been able to 
visually observe my own per-
sonal development towards 
becoming a professional wildlife 
photographer.

The first decision of  my degree 
was the photographer’s ultimate 
question, Canon or Nikon? I 
eventually decided to take the 
route down the latter option, 
solely due to the available equip-
ment on the campus, and so 
my first SLR became the Nikon 
D90. With this powerful new 
tool and dedicated lectures in 
photography my output qual-
ity swiftly improved and I soon 
realised the huge contrast in 
quality between the D90 and 
my previous G11. The stunning 
landscapes of  The Lake District, 
the frantic bird colonies of  The 
Farne Islands and the breathtak-
ing scenery and biodiversity of  
Scotland’s Isle of  Mull were just 
some of  photography highlights 
of  my first two years in the 
North of  England.

During my time at university 
I learnt additional skills in 
some of  the many ways my 
productions could reach their 
target audience. Social media, 
magazines, blogs and media 
connections through colleagues 
and other contacts in relevant 
fields have all helped me gain 
recognition for my efforts.

As my insights into photo-
graphic techniques grew, so 
did my understanding of  the 
natural world and the conser-
vation issues that surround it. 
I became aware of  the impact 
wildlife media can have on pub-
lic perception and the genre’s 
important role in conveying 
important scientific issues to a 
more general audience.

To the present day the proud-
est moment in my career came 
in 2012 with my second-year 
production of  my first docu-
mentary film, Duwaa Baa. The 
film focused on the eco-tourism 
efforts of  Animal Conservation 
lecturer Roy Armstrong, dur-
ing one of  his annual student 
expeditions to The Gambia in 
West Africa. Creating a wildlife 
documentary on eco-tourism 

allowed me to discuss both 
wildlife and social conserva-
tion issues, portraying both the 
biodiversity and culture of  this 
remarkable country. Duwaa Baa 
gained much positive response 
from both individuals involved 
in the project and strangers 
who viewed the film through 
online networks such as Vimeo 
and Facebook. This feedback 
heightened my confidence as 
a filmmaker, developing my 
decision to focus primarily on 
moving image as my output for 
documenting wildlife. The film 
became my first project high-
lighting present conservation 
issues and while I still remain 
in the ‘amateur’ category of  
filmmaking, the satisfaction in 
promoting positive eco-tourism 
in an under developed country 
made me feel more than just a 
media student.

Duwaa Baa signified the end of  
my second year of  study and 
I was left with a brief  summer 
break to decide how I should 
next portray the diverse world 
of  wildlife media for the final 
production of  my degree.

University trips to locations like the Puffin 
colonies of the Farne Islands provided 

great opportunities to photograph certain 
species



Urban Attacks

Urban wildlife has become an 
important part of  our society, 
with the majority of  individu-
als, at one point, appreciating 
some form of  wildlife encoun-
ter in the city. Urban areas in 
developed countries like the 
UK typically contain remnant 
patches of  semi-natural habitat 
as well as substantial residen-
tial gardens, providing suitable 
surroundings for a range of  
species. Their ability to adapt to 
these constantly expanding and 
varying environments is a mar-
vel itself, but as certain species 
continue to thrive, and therefore 
increase in numbers, problems 
can arise with human tolerance 
and conflict (Baker and Harris, 
2007).

My hometown of  Bristol, with 
its long list of  species adapted to 
life in the city, is no exception. 
In recent years the public’s atti-
tude towards urban wildlife has 
taken on conflicting views in the 
media. Programs such as BBC’s 
Countryfile and Springwatch as well 
as Channel 4’s Foxes Live: Wild 
in the City have all promoted 
positive attitude and treatment 
towards urban wildlife, teach-
ing the public to appreciate and 
respect these encounters with 
wild animals in and around their 
homes. In contradiction the 
news media has illustrated quite 
the opposite, most recently with 
the public’s concerns for grow-
ing fox populations leading to 
attacks on humans. 

A recent article in the Daily 
Mail portrays the fox as a 
vicious menace that should 
be feared in residential areas. 

The recent attack on baby 
Denny Dolan, 
although 
tragic, remains 
a rare occur-
rence, but 
many news organisations used 
their influence to increase the 
public’s fears of  similar attacks 
happening to their own chil-
dren. The same article contains 
a short report on the sighting 
of  a fox in a maternity unit at 
Manchester’s Wythenshawe 
Hospital, advising visitors and 
staff  to ‘exercise extreme cau-
tion when leaving the maternity 
ward late at night’, with one 
quote from a concerned mother 
even speculating the preposter-
ous notion: ‘I suppose they can 
smell the babies on the wards’ 
(Myers and Marsh, 2013). 

These unjust fears and assump-
tions are prime examples of  the 
media’s impact on the public’s 
perception of  urban species like 
the fox. Interestingly the article 
contains confirmed statistics on 
the UK’s numbers of  foxes but 
fails to report the significantly 
smaller number of  reported 
attacks on humans. The num-
ber of  attacks on humans by 
domestic animals such as dogs 
remains substantially larger in 
comparison to foxes. Over 4 
million people are bitten by 
dogs each year in the US alone 
(Langley, 2009), however it is 
this small number of  rare occur-
rences of  fox conflicts that have 
been reported out of  propor-
tion by the media.

Bristol University’s 
Mammal Research 
Unit are known for 
their longstanding 
study into Bristol’s 
urban foxes. Through 

their research the unit 
has been able to rep-

resent a more informed 
understanding of  fox’s 

ecology though their internet 
site www.thefoxwebsite.org, disput-
ing the inaccurate reports of  
human/fox conflicts (Mammal 
Group, University of  Bristol, 
2012).

When this recent spell of  fox 
controversy was reported in 
February this year I was already 
over six months into my final 
production Cityfied, a short 
documentary on Bristol’s urban 
art and wildlife culture. As the 
fox’s supporters appeared to 
be declining, I felt ever more 
motivated to encourage posi-
tive attitude towards 
urban wildlife 
through my own 
small influence in 
the media.

Graffiti stencil designed 
and sprayed by Will Cullen 
for Cityfied. The image of 

a fox carrying a child’s doll 
represents the connection 

and conflicts we share with 
urban species like the fox



 Personal Influence on 
Public Perception

Since the summer of  2012 I 
have had the pleasure of  filming 
some of  these fantastic urban 
species in Bristol, Southwest 
England. Peregrine falcons roost 
high above the busy streets 
of  the city centre, a train sta-
tion becomes a most surprising 

location for a badger sett and 
of  course the red fox remains 
a prominent member of  most 
suburban habitats. Media attacks 
on foxes as well as concerns for 
the impending cull trials of  bad-
gers in the rural Southwest have 
reinforced the original aims of  
my production. During film-
ing I have met many prominent 
figures involved in both media 
and scientific studies of  urban 
animals and as my film reaches 
its release I remain confident 
in the belief  that there is still 
an overwhelming number of  
people who support wildlife in 
the city. By interviewing indi-
viduals directly involved with 
projects in Bristol I have learnt 
how much support they receive 

from the public. Whether 
surveying a garden for 

insect pollinators or 
crouching behind 

Peregrine falcons are a beautiful but 
surprising element of Bristol’s urban 

wildlife

blog I’ve posted regular updates 
in my Concrete Jungle Adventures, 
discussing my personal experi-
ences in tracking down and 
filming various species in Bristol 
while accompanying text with 
images of  my encounters. 

While I remain at the ama-
teur level of  an undergraduate 
student, Cityfied brings me one 
step closer towards the profes-
sional status I hope to one day 
achieve. While limited by the 
requirements and deadlines of  
an assignment brief, the knowl-
edge I have gained producing 
this film will be of  great help 
once I have graduated. With the 
intention to elaborate on this 
short film with a full feature on 
Bristol’s urban wildlife I hope to 
encompass a wider depiction of  
the city in the near future, pro-
moting the appeal of  both its 
human and animal inhabitants.

Urban Appreciation

While the majority of  wildlife 
photographers and filmmakers 
remain in the more generalised 
field of  depicting animals in 
their natural habitat, the pub-
lic’s demand for urban wildlife 
media is noticeably growing. 
Major broadcasters have 
released numerous documen-
taries on the genre and most 
wildlife photography competi-
tions hold an urban category for 
submissions. With public appre-

ciation still present, is there 
concerns that the media’s 

negative reports on 

animals like the fox will provoke 
more intolerance towards urban 
animals and the media produc-
tions that portray them? 

With high quality, informative 
and entertaining productions 
still being released on the urban 
setting I remain hopeful that 
the impact of  such debatable 
news reports like the Daily 
Mail’s will take precedence over 
this powerful form of  media. 
While newspapers remain a vital 
source for information, I believe 
the visual influence of  moving 
image can inspire more emotion 
and consciousness towards con-
serving wildlife than the power 
of  words alone. As Pacific Wild 
demonstrated with the docu-
mentary SPOIL, the camera lens 
holds enormous potential in the 
right hands, and if  you use this 
influence correctly it can help 
promote positive change on a 
global scale. 

Naturalists like Springwatch’s 
Chris Packham hold prominent 
roles in the media, using such 
influential programs to defend 
wildlife’s place in our cities. 
In a recent BBC interview on 
the proposed culling of  foxes, 
Packham defended a reporter’s 
statement that wildlife has no 
place in our urban environments 
by stating: ‘They have no choice, 
we put cities all over their coun-
tryside’ (Packham, 2013). I feel 
that this statement helps convey 
the current issues on human 
tolerance for urban animals. 

a wall in the failing evening 
light, hoping to catch a photo-
graph of  an emerging fox, when 
they are questioned about their 
activities by curious members of  
the public the response is always 
one of  positive enthusiasm and 
interest. 

Cityfied will attempt to culminate 
all of  these social and wildlife 
aspects of  a city into one short 
documentary. If  my efforts are 
successful then I hope my film 
will widen the appreciation for 
these small pockets of  biodi-
versity as our cities continue 
to encroach on these animal’s 
natural habitats. Interviewing 
individuals involved with the 
BBC on programs like Countryfile 
and Springwatch/Autumnwatch will 
hopefully increase the attention 
the film receives upon release. 

Growing up in a city envi-
ronment has influenced my 
perception and portrayal of  
the natural world, causing me 
to now primarily specialise in 
the urban genre. As well as 
filmmaking I have tailored my 
photographic and creative writ-

ing skills to create a wider 
range of  media output on 

urban wildlife. On my 
Wild Times Media 



(above) A passing headlight briefly illumniates Charlie, one of the many urban foxes of Bristol

(below) Foxes have adapted well to urban environments throughout the UK

As populations expand, it is 
inevitable that conflicts will arise 
between humans and animals, 
simple answers to the problem 
shows demands to reduce num-
bers through culling. In the past 
such methods for reducing fox 
numbers have proved expensive 
and often ineffective towards 
controlling populations, due to 
the reproductive turnover of  the 
fox, producing 4 or 5 cubs each 
year (Baker and Harris, 2001). 
As many fox experts advise, 
effective control lies in proper 
understanding and treatment of  
urban animals. Feeding and the 
over availability of  food sources 
have dramatically increased fox 
numbers and their tolerance to 
humans. When these rare attacks 
occur the public is suddenly 
reminded that these are still wild 
animals. This sudden ‘wake up 
call’, coupled with irresponsible 

and excessive media reports 
eventually cause more confusion 
towards the public’s perception 
of  the fox.

Positive Perceptions

If  the media’s negative inter-
pretations prompt negative 
responses, there is no reason to 
believe that a more informed 
and positive depiction cannot 
produce a beneficial attitude 
towards animals like the red fox. 
While the issues with the over-
population of  certain species 
must be addressed, the answer 
does not always lie in quick 
and easy methods like culling, 
knowledge of  the source of  the 
problem can provide a better 
understanding of  possible solu-
tions. Through the power of  
the lens I hope to help inform 
audiences of  such issues, in turn 
contributing to the substantial 

number of  wildlife enthusiasts 
in media, science and the general 
public who still show apprecia-
tion and support towards the 
hidden beauty of  an urban 
metropolis.

As my final weeks of  study 
conclude I am left considering 
where I will go next in wildlife 
media. Having worked with 
Bristol’s urban wildlife for the 
past year I am confident in my 
belief  that there is still much 
to be learnt from our city envi-
ronments to benefit both the 
audience and myself. I look for-
ward to finishing university with 
a field to specialise in further 
and remain excited at the oppor-
tunities that may arise upon the 
upcoming release of  my docu-
mentary Cityfied.

(below) A majestic peregrine falcon watches passers by from his roost high above the bustle of Central Bristol
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