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The Phenomenon of Meteor broadcasting 

on the former Czechoslovak radio

by MARINA HUZVAROVA
Light in the darkness in totalitarian journalism

This September (2013), half a century has elapsed since for the first time this jingle came on the air: http://www.rozhlas.cz/informace/znelky/_zprava/cesky-rozhlas-2-praha--796223. This was the signature tune of a weekly programme on science, nature and technology for young listeners.

As the years went by the Meteor jingle became a weekend wake-up call for many generations, boys and girls. Whole families waited for it impatiently every Saturday morning. No wonder that among the youngsters were many future scientists. While I was preparing my presentation for our WCSJ session on Science journalism in totalitarian countries, I asked my friends whether they used to listen to the Meteor programme. A lot of scientists admit that they „grew up“ on the Meteor broadcasting and actually just before my leaving home my dentist recalled her enthusiasm for listening to it.

It had been from the early 60s up to the Velvet revolution in 1989, but listeners are still kept entrolled by Meteor broadcasting without any gap. 
In the past, communists proclaimed themselves as the most supportive and progressive regime. That was why they paid major attention to science and technology and they supported news from this area. There was a huge competition between the Soviet and American space programmes, people were fascinated by the excavation of the Universe. The ideological pressure was enormous, but physical science wasn´t so easy to manipulate. Political and ideological censors were not able to interfere in specialized topics too much. Despite this Meteor broadcasting was under censorship like the other media. One of its editors Oldrich Unger was sacked in the early 70s in the time of so called “normalization” after the soviet invasion in 1968. He signed Charta77 document later and finally emigrated to the USA. http://www.rozhlas.cz/meteor/historie/_zprava/--1145697 
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Oldrich Unger (right) with Jeffery Boswall from BBC recording the cries of a young Black-headed Gull (Moravia, June 1967). 

Many Meteor major sections eventually began to live their own life. One of projects was the Voice for the day, first time broadcast in 1968. 

PHOTO: Alexandr Janovský, Meteor archive
The other radio editor Ivo Budil, who was sacked at the same time, could come back only when the regime fell down. In 2002 one small planet was named after him 29738 Ivobudil. http://www.rozhlas.cz/meteor/historie/_zprava/--1145695

There were separate sections in the former Czechoslovak Radio and the Meteor programme belonged to the department focused on nature, science and technology for young people. 
Since the very beginning of its broadcasting there was a tradition of scientists being great popularizers of nature studies and science. They rapidly started to be more or less permanent co-editors actively involved in more or less structured programmes made not only in the studio but also in the field of action. 
Do not forget that in the early 60s radio played a dominant role in the media sphere not only in former Czechoslovakia and surrounding countries. 
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Oldřich Unger holding a magnetophon Nagra III with parabolic mikrophone in 1970. He spent hundreds of hours recording nature voices.

Photo: Alexandr Janovský, Meteor archive
Reports from the field gave listeners a great emotional experience of involvement in very recent scientific discoveries. The newly established programme was based on the inspiration and ethos of scientific work and authenticity, but also on cultivated language and voices. There were two presenters, a man and woman. The female voice was that of an actress who the dubbing director was also. 
Meteor Broadcasting is still alive

Nowadays Meteor is a popular-science broadcast magazine for those who are in a thoughtful relationship with nature, the universe and human missions. The programme is for the young in age and spirit, those who love to pass into a fantasy world in order to learn more. It keeps its wonderful tradition of scientists great popularizers of nature studies and science. Many of them are permanent co-editors.
Although television and more recently other new media are spreading, the Meteor broadcasting still keeps a wide audience. It inevitably has its web page that attracts wide attention as well. The current number of listeners is nearly the same as that for the main stream broadcasting in the Czech radio called Radiojournal.
http://www.rozhlas.cz/meteor/stopa
How should I conclude my presentation?
Science journalism was under ideological pressure in totalitarian regime; in democracy controlled by economic interests. 
Under the censorship in totalitarian Czechoslovakia, nature studies, science and technology were allowed a bit more freedom and provided work for science journalists due to the fact that censors did not understand the issues. They were not so efficiently able to intervene, even though journalists were pushed to constantly emphasize successes and inventions made by comrades in the Soviet Union. The worst pressure hit the field of social sciences, especially history, philosophy, sociology etc.

Nowadays my colleagues from the Czech Science Journalists Club and I often discuss a sad and paradoxical fact. The socialist regime in former Czechoslovakia did not allow freedom of speech and freedom for journalism. Everything starved under the pressure of totalitarian ideology. But the physical sciences - I don´t mean the deadly manipulated humanities - were perhaps in a somewhat different position. Science and technology journalists were partly supported (however in fact in Kafka style).
Our current democracy is highly controlled by economic interests. Journalists have to follow media owners’ rules focusing on financial aspects only.
It seems that science journalists are becoming eligible to be listed in the book of endangered species. Compared to governmental proclamations about the importance of science, there is no proper space for it even in the public media. Science pages and science topics are cut smaller and smaller; science journalists lose their jobs and change into PR people. 
There is not enough money to pay science journalists, but plenty for science PR people and science populisers. 

This means that the really important part of good journalism is missing – the ability to see topics from a wide point of view and the ability and possibility to write critically.

This means that the phenomenon of Meteor broadcasting is not only a light in the darkness of totalitarian journalism; it is the positive deviation island in our post-totalitarian society.

