PORTRAIT OF GEOFF MEADE
Speech by David Haworth, Brussels based journalist and member of the Executive Committee of the Association of European Journalists 

When I had the pleasure of telling Geoff Meade he had won the European Journalism Prize by an overwhelming majority of the jury, he looked at me with an expression of perplexity and disbelief. He replied with something to the effect of “Why me?” “What have I done to deserve this?” Now, as far as I know, Geoff has no vices – except the one which this reaction demonstrates.

Geoff is, and always has been, guilty of extreme modesty. This is an unusual quality in our trade whose self-regard is almost as great as that of lawyers. Perhaps, sometimes, it has worked against his own interests. Perhaps this is why the Association has been rather slow in recognizing this light under a bushel. And there are not many of those in the Belgian capital!
It may surprise some colleagues in this audience that Geoff is the Press Association’s only foreign correspondent because it is a national – that is, a domestic – news agency.
But as we all know, coverage of the European Union blurs the difference between domestic and foreign news, it was decided to send him – experimentally – to Brussels in 1979. And he has been there ever since. As his wife, Jacki, describes him: as far as the EU is concerned, Geoff is now a “lifer”. Twenty-seven years of hard labour in the EU vineyard! So, there’s not much he doesn’t know about the Union. In itself that is worth a Lifetime Achievement Award because he has always performed with the utmost cheerful professionalism.
He started his career on the Herald Express in the South West of England before joining PA and working as a reporter, firstly in London, and later in Northern Ireland where he had to become adept at dodging bombs and bullets. Brussels is less dangerous, of course, but no less hectic if you are on duty twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

But beneath his disarming manner and unfailing politeness, is a professional as tough and disciplined as anyone in this room. 
Like many of us, he mourns the passing of copytakers and the personal, rather than electronic, relationship with headquarters that they provided. And also like many of his contemporaries, he has struggle with the email culture which has simultaneously enriched and downgraded the media business. But he has a forgiving expert in London who updates him from time to time on which buttons to push to make the damn things work as computer technology advances.

“Oh hello, old bean”: yes, that’s his catch phrase -- at whatever time of day or night.

He told me recently he had only done one honest job in his life. “Goodness,” I said. “What story was that?” “No, it was when I was doing a holiday job in a supermarket as a teenager. There was something rather satisfying about stacking shelves, especially the plump bags of sugar.”
Even today when he goes shopping, he casts his expert eye over the products, assessing whether they could be better displayed or not! In conclusion, I must again embarrass Geoff’s notorious modesty. He was a co-founder of the Brussels Rhythm & Blues Club and is a highly talented maniac on the drums. For many years he has been the guiding genius inspiring the now famous annual cabaret written and performed by journalists in which they get a bit of satirical revenge on those institutions and personalities they have been reporting on during the previous twelve months…

But Geoff didn’t get the European Journalism Prize for being a Good Chap – though he certainly is one. It was awarded him for sustained excellence in his field – a virtue to which we should all aspire. He helps to make the journalistic weather in Brussels and of few others can that claim be made.   His prize is thoroughly deserved.
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