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Can Film be an Effective 
Form of Green Activism?

Piers Warren

I seriously think that wildlife programming and film-
 making is of crucial importance to the future of the 
 world. The UN has said that the majority of the human 
race is now urbanised, so a majority of the human race doesn’t 
see a true wild animal. We also know that we depend upon the 
natural world for every breath of air we take and every mouth 
of food we eat. If we damage the natural world we damage 
ourselves. If the natural world is in peril we are in peril.

People should be aware of the way the natural world works 
to understand when they’re damaging it.

~ Sir David Attenborough

As a child, without any encouragement from my parents, 
I developed a great love for wildlife and being outdoors. 
Nothing would enthuse me more than searching under logs 
for woodlice or building dens in the woods. Then, around 
the age of ten, I started reading a magazine called Animals 

(which became the popular BBC Wildlife magazine that 
I still subscribe to, decades later). This increased my love 
for, and knowledge of, the natural world, but it also sowed 
the seeds of despair as I learned that terrible things were 
happening – such as the poaching of rhinos in Africa for 
their horns. 

I couldn’t believe that people would do such cruel, selfish 
and violent acts purely for money. But for some reason I 
also thought that at least now that we know about it, 
through the magazine and other media reports, that it will 
be stopped; it’s so outrageous to lose rhinos in this way that 
people just won’t stand for it. So it is with deep despondency 
that I followed the story that over the last five decades and 
found the massacre has got steadily worse. Despite the 
world knowing about it, and despite the millions of pounds 
poured into organisations focused on saving rhinos, each 
year more are lost than the year before. In the last few 
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years we have lost over a thousand rhinos per year in South 
Africa alone. The situation is now at crisis point. It seems 
inevitable that, before long, rhinos will only exist in zoos 
and few highly protected enclosures in Africa. Extinction 
in the wild is highly likely. 

This is depressing news indeed and I feel ashamed that it 
has happened in my lifetime. The rhino situation is just 
an example of course; there are myriad atrocities against 
wildlife and the natural environment all the over the world, 
carried out by our species. 

As I grew up I felt I couldn’t rest easy until I was doing 
something to help protect the Nature that I loved. 
Along the way I became obsessed with natural history 
documentaries on television and eventually I decided this 
was my route to making a difference. But it turned out to be 
more complicated than I had thought. 

In the 1990s I founded Wildeye (The International School 
of Wildlife Film-making) which I still run today. We provide 
short courses in the UK, and longer overseas trips, teaching 
people how to make wildlife and conservation films with 
a focus on how to use film as a tool for green activism. We 
have now had approximately 2,000 students through our 
doors, many of whom have gone on to make films for TV 
and the internet. But has it done any good?

It’s hard to measure. Looking at the statistics you would 
have to believe that it’s been inconsequential. In the last 
forty years we have lost a staggering 50% of the world’s 

wildlife, with annual extinctions currently thousands of 
times more than the base rate. We are truly in the planet’s 
sixth mass extinction period – only this time it is caused 
by one species. This is not something to fear for the future, 
it’s happening now. The likely effects of climate change 
are so overwhelming that it eclipses many of the smaller 
efforts (like trying to save rhinos) and indeed some 
conservationists are giving up their campaigns realising 
that they are futile in the face of the encroaching planetary 
crisis. I’ve been studying climate change closely for over a 
decade now and yet every briefing I go to delivers more 
shocking projections than the one before. And that’s 
despite all the knowledge, media and campaigns that now 
abound. 

So back to the question of whether film can be effective 
as a tool for green activism. I must admit my heart sank 
when I read recently some of Sir David Attenborough’s 
comments that we should drop monotonous environment 
lectures from wildlife shows. My first reaction was to think 
of the old adage – “If you keep on doing what you’ve always 
done, you’ll keep on getting what you’ve always got.” We’re 
talking about the future of life on Earth here, which, given 
that it is the most important thing for any of us, should 
be on TV every day. Instead all we hear about is politics, 
terrorism, the NHS and the drive for economic growth (as 
if that was even sustainable), let alone endless vapid game 
shows, reality contests, cookery programmes etc. I know 
he was talking about wildlife shows, not the news, but it 
increasingly feels like we’re making documentaries about 
the 1940s in Europe without mentioning World War II.
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I think too many people suppose the natural world isn’t 
doing too badly because it looks so beautiful on TV. I don’t 
think the truth is spelt out nearly enough. And the excuse 
that it will turn people off or depress them is lame and old. 
Of course we need to present the problems in a positive, 
pro-active, empowering, exciting way – make people care 
and engage them in the best ways. 

Recently I’ve been doing some casual research to try and 
find out what the average citizen knows and thinks about 
what’s happening to our planet. The results are shocking. 
Many ordinary, generally well-informed, people have not 
even heard of ‘the sixth mass extinction’, have no idea 
how many species we are losing NOW or may lose by the 
end of this century or what it may mean for humanity, 
do not know what the biggest cause of climate change 
is or what simple changes they could make to make a 
difference (other than the obvious recycling, driving 
less etc which make such a tiny dent as to be almost 
worthless).

Thinking people will care enough, just by seeing how 
beautiful the natural world is, is outdated, lazy and clearly 
not working. In the last fifty years, when we’ve been showing 
these beautiful films, most of the damage has been done 
to the planet – mainly unwittingly by the people watching 
the programmes because they haven’t been told the truth 
about the effects of their lifestyles and how exciting it 
might be to FIX things. It’s not about blaming – it’s about 
empowering to change.

So I think we need many more films educating everyone 
(especially politicians) about this, and to stop avoiding the 
full truth – including in wildlife shows. What do we want 
future generations to think – that we continued to show the 
public pretty pictures of business-as-normal in the natural 
world while species were going extinct just off-camera? Or 
that at least we were brave enough to face the truth and 
educate creatively?

That’s certainly how I feel about television. The internet 
is another matter – and for specific campaigns, film (often 
via YouTube) can be a fast and effective way to reach large 
numbers of people. The resulting petitions signed, marches 
organized, lifestyles changed is all going in the right 
direction – but we have a long way to go against a tsunami 
of apathy, ignorance and political mismanagement! 

Piers Warren is the Principal of Wildeye (the International 
school of Wildlife Film-making) Website: www.wildeye.
co.uk email: piers@wildeye.co.uk

He is the author of numerous books including Conservation 
Film-making: how to make films that make a difference 
www.wildeye.co.uk/conservation-film-making-book
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