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Geography in an episode of “Yes, Prime Minister” 
 

Summary	of	the	story:	1	

Mr Hacker’s predecessor, the previous PM, has been writing his memoirs (pronounced 
MEM-wars). In these, he has painted a very unflattering picture of Mr Hacker’s political 
integrity, courage, and intelligence (“Hacker’s presence in Cabinet raised the average age of 
the Cabinet, but lowered the average IQ.”). Mr Hacker tries to suppress the publication of 
the memoirs using various tactics but is frustrated. He lets it be known that his predecessor 
will “not get another ounce more recognition while I am here.”  

During a meeting among the PM, Sir Humphrey, and Mr Woolley, word comes that the 
predecessor has died of a heart attack. Mr Hacker can barely contain his joy at this news. 
He orders a state funeral so that world leaders can come to pay homage to a great statesman 
“and to make sure he’s dead!” 

However, all is not well. As heads of states around the world start flying in to attend the 
funeral, one particular country poses some serious problems for the Hacker government – 
the friends they love to hate, namely the French. This creates A Diplomatic Incident. 

The Queen (Elizabeth II) had visited France earlier and presented the French President with 
a Labrador puppy. This gift was accepted by the French President. Now, the French 
President, coming to the State funeral for the deceased former PM, wants to bring with him 
and present to the Queen, a puppy from the litter of that Labrador that the Queen had 
presented.  

The quarantine laws of the UK prohibit live species from entering the UK without a period 
of confinement to be tested for any diseases they may be carrying and for proper 
immunizations to be administered. But the French President is a Head of State – 
corresponding to the position that the Queen has in the UK! So, how can the UK prevent 
him from carrying that puppy into the UK? Under the Geneva Convention – signed by both 
the UK and France – the Head of State’s bags are protected from search and seizure. So 
also the cars or other vehicles that the Head of State may be travelling in! 

As for the embassy, it is considered the territory of the country whose embassy it is. So, 
technically, the UK police do not have the right to enter the French embassy. If the French 
President were to transport the puppy to the French embassy in his vehicle, the puppy 
would technically be on French territory in London! The embassy is sovereign territory, as 
is the car in which the President travels! 
																																								 											
1	A	more	detailed	background	for	this	episode	is	at	http://bit.ly/1ffB4fK	
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Every country has a certain claim over its maritime borders. The border of a country does 
not end with its shore when it has a coast. Between the UK and continental Europe is the 
English Channel. Three miles into the channel is under UK jurisdiction; UK’s sovereignty 
extends to that distance. The French want sovereignty all the way to Dover – on UK soil!  

The Channel Tunnel (CT – also called the Chunnel) was envisaged to connect the UK to 
mainland Europe to increase interaction (geographers call this spatial interaction) between 
not only the two countries, but between the UK and continental Europe also. 

The CT is a joint effort by the UK and France. Hence the questions of sovereignty and 
jurisdiction are tricky – as you can see in the dialogue between the PM and Sir Humphrey. 

Concepts that can be discussed: 

This episode has a rich treasure of geography, history, and civics concepts that can be 
brought out. You may select any of them. Whichever ones you select, you will have to do 
some research on them and re-watch the episode to make connections (see Table 1 below).  

Table	1:		Concepts	that	can	be	discussed	using	this	episode	of	"Yes,	Prime	Minister."	

Concept Explanation Examples in the episode 
Chanel Tunnel (Chunnel) A tunnel under the English 

Channel through which high speed 
trains carry trucks, cars, 
passengers, cargo, etc., between 
Folkestone (UK) and Coquelles 
(near Calais, northern France). 
More details here: 
http://bit.ly/1ffARJI 

• The whole episode is about the 
CT! 

Diplomatic immunity / diplomatic 
space 

• Persons given official status by 
both the home country and the 
foreign country as part of the 
team of diplomats of an 
embassy are protected from 
the laws of the host country.  

• The premises of an embassy 
are considered territories of the 
country that they represent. 

• French embassy. 
• French delegation’s convoy 

and luggage. 

Frontier The region of a country that 
borders another country 

• The French demand that their 
frontier be at Dover (on UK 
soil!), intruding into the 
territorial waters of the UK. 

Jet lag This is the fatigue and disruption of 
sleep that results from traversing 
longitudes rapidly; particularly in 
jet travel. The body functions on 
the old time zone and takes a while 
to get used to the new time zone. 
This is an important component 
that needs to be taught when we 
teach longitudes and time zones in 
geography. 

• The PM discussing with his 
wife what happens at funerals. 
During part of the church 
service is when visiting leaders 
‘catch up on jet lag’ – i.e., they 
doze off! 

Jurisdiction The area over which a particular 
country has both claim and control. 

• Who will have jurisdiction in 
case of hijacking or murder? 

• Which will be the first 
language on the menus and 
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Concept Explanation Examples in the episode 

where? 
Protocol When officials of one country 

travel and interact with officials of 
other countries, strict protocol must 
be followed. E.g.:  
• Who will receive the incoming 

official at the port of entry in 
the host country?  

• When seating at an official 
function, who will be seated 
where?  

• When foreign heads of state 
visit, the national anthems of 
their countries are played upon 
arrival. 

• What is the correct form of 
address to officials? 

• The whole dialogue of Mr 
Woolley trying to coordinate 
arrangements illustrate all 
these and more – playing 
national anthems, gifts to the 
Queen, seating of delegations, 
concerns over trade issues, 
playing of national anthems, 
and the forms of address to 
officials from the Vatican. 

• Ambassadors are addressed as 
‘Your Excellency’. 

• The French President is 
addressed in French as 
‘Monsieur le President’ 
(literally ‘Mr The President’!) 

Quarantine The physical isolation of diseased 
individuals (plants, animals, 
humans) to prevent spread of 
diseases. This is also a preventive 
measure when animals and plants 
enter a country. 

• Customs will have to, 
reluctantly, seize the puppy 
due to quarantine laws. 

• The Queen has signed the 
Quarantine Law, she cannot 
break her own law. 

Sovereignty / sovereign territory The idea that a country has 
complete and functional control 
over its own area and affairs. 

• French embassy is sovereign 
territory even in the middle of 
London 

• The French President’s convoy 
and luggage are sovereign 
territory of France wherever 
they go. It is mobile sovereign 
territory! 

• The agreement that Sir 
Humphrey suggests is that 
sovereignty of UK and France 
will be at the half-way mark 
across the English Channel. 

Spatial interaction The interaction that occurs between 
any two places. 

• The CT is an important 
enabler of spatial interaction 
between the UK and France, as 
with continental Europe 
actually. 

Vienna Convention Adopted in 1961; implemented 
from 1964. This is the framework 
that provides diplomatic 
immunities. 

 

The exact treatment of the topic and format will depend on your specific circumstances – 
time, the level of your students, your own preparedness, etc. If you need my help, I shall be 
glad to help in any way I can. Please feel free to contact me.  

Interesting	connection	with	real	events:	

When the cabinet papers from 1984 were made public in January 2014, it was revealed that 
a French security officer had smuggled two canisters of high explosive into the French 
Embassy in London, in advance of a state visit by President Mitterrand, intending to test 
whether British security would detect them. The two small containers of high explosive 
were discovered in the grounds of the Ambassador's residence, and more explosives were 
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discovered in the Grosvenor House Hotel where the security officer was staying. The 
British government was infuriated (the incident happened a few days after the Brighton 
hotel bombing) but decided not to publicize it. (Source: http://bit.ly/1ffB4fK ) 

 


