
BBC AUDIENCE COUNCIL FOR SCOTLAND 

 

SUBMISSION TO CONSULTATION ON DRAFT ELECTION GUIDELINES 

 

1 - Summary 

 

The Council notes that the terminology of the Draft Guidelines has evolved to match a new 

party political landscape. But members feel there is a need for more advice on the range of 

factors producers should weigh up in the new circumstances, especially how network 

should handle what will effectively be different election campaigns in various UK nations.  

The Council suggests that the document could be aimed at licence payers as well as at 

journalists, and that the BBC could be clearer with licence payers about how it intends to 

achieve impartiality. The Council also believes the BBC should respond to a number of 

editorial issues which arose in the Scottish referendum debate.  Finally, the fact that many 

now vote by post weeks before polling day may affect the calculations made about balancing 

output over the whole of the campaign period. 

 

2 - Specific comments 

 

Network coverage for “smaller” parties (Draft Guidelines, 1.3) 

“Significant minor parties should also receive some network coverage during the campaign”: this 

statement appears to make an implicit assumption that a two-party system is a normal state 

of affairs, an assumption that is no longer appropriate. Also members feel it would be helpful 

to producers to give more detailed guidance on the levels of network coverage to be given 

to “significant minor parties” than simply to indicate “some”.  The Council welcomes the 

phraseology in Appendix 1 which substitutes the terminology “largest/larger/smaller” for 

“major/minor”. This appears to better reflect the evolving UK political landscape. It remains 

problematic to an extent as some parties e.g. the SNP are not “smaller” by some definitions 

– the SNP is, in terms of membership, currently the third largest in the UK.  

 

Differences across the UK (Draft Guidelines, 1.3) 

“We are aware of the different political structures in the four nations of the UK”: the variation in 

the political character of the different UK nations presents quite new challenges in the 

circumstances of the 2015 general election. The main one may be how network 

programmes handle issues which are only directly relevant to part of the electorate, like the 

future of the NHS in England. Members suggested that more guidance be included on how 

editors and producers can serve all audiences across the UK appropriately.    

 

Appropriate levels of coverage of parties (Draft Guidelines, 3.1) 

The “starting point for judging appropriate levels of coverage for parties” (3.1, third paragraph): 

The UK nations now display very distinct political make-ups. Members are aware of a 

potential perception of over–representation of certain parties in the different nations e.g. of 

UKIP in Scotland, or of the SNP in England. The Council believes the BBC should make a 

clear statement about how it intends to handle this issue so that audiences clearly 

understand the BBC’s intended approach.  

 

 

 Appendix 1 – 1.1: Larger parties in Great Britain 



The Council welcomes the guidance that producers should distinguish clearly between 

devolved and reserved matters as only the latter are “directly at issue” in a UK General 

Election. However it is also important that network producers be aware that aspects of 

devolved matters may be indirectly at issue in the election. 

 

Application of timescales (Draft Guidelines 3.1) 

Members suggested the guidelines address the fact that many voters now vote by post, 

some weeks before polling day itself. This could affect the calculations editors make about 

balancing output over the whole of the campaign period. Although the period for balancing 

is “normally across a week” (3.1), there may be instances where this is not possible. It means 

many voters may miss important journalistic interventions which take place towards the end 

of the campaign period. To apply the principle of balance in the context of postal voting, all 

strands, series etc would have to achieve balance by the closing date for postal voting.   

 

3 - Impartiality, the Guidelines and the experience of the Scottish referendum 

 

There was significant public debate about BBC impartiality in coverage of the Scottish 

referendum, an unprecedented event which presented new challenges for broadcasters.   

Various issues were raised for instance in relation to how interviews were conducted; how 

headlines are written; how the BBC should report on, and take part in the social media 

debate; how the BBC should respond to the audience demand for original journalism and 

analysis on key issues; whether BBC Scotland is adequately resourced to undertake such 

journalism; how to ensure that BBC journalism is not overly reliant on conventional sources 

of news; how it ensures that all parties are subject to equal levels of challenge; how to 

manage audience perceptions of the relative deployment of BBC Scotland and network 

reporters; and how it ensures that UK programmes do not present Anglocentric 

perspectives where that is not appropriate. 

 

Members consider that it would be helpful for licence payers if the BBC indicated whether, 

in the light of the above, it was considering any changes in editorial policy or practice as a 

consequence. 

 

These issues may arise again in the context of the General Election coverage. Public 

attitudes to the media have changed significantly since the Guidelines were drawn up in their 

present form. Editors and producers must remain, as now, responsible for making final 

editorial decisions. But the Guidelines could widen the range of factors to be considered as 

editorial judgement is exercised, and indicate how these might affect perceptions of 

impartiality. This might help both to avoid potential errors and also to increase public 

confidence in the BBC’s commitment to delivering impartiality. The Guidelines are aimed at 

an internal audience of BBC journalists, but it might be helpful if a way could be found to 

deepen and widen public understanding of the BBC’s approach to impartiality which they 

exemplify.  
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