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Remit of the Editorial Standards Committee 
 

The Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) is responsible for assisting the Trust in securing 
editorial standards. It has a number of responsibilities, set out in its Terms of Reference at 
bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/about/meetings_and_minutes/bbc_trust_committees.html. 

The Committee comprises six Trustees: Richard Tait (Chairman), Chitra Bharucha, 
Mehmuda Mian, David Liddiment, Alison Hastings and Anthony Fry. It is advised and 
supported by the Trust Unit. 

In line with the ESC’s responsibility for monitoring the effectiveness of handling editorial 
complaints by BBC management, the Committee considers appeals against the decisions and 
actions of the BBC’s Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) or of a BBC Director with 
responsibility for the BBC’s output (if the editorial complaint falls outside the remit of the 
ECU). 

The Committee will consider appeals concerning complaints which allege that: 
• the complainant has suffered unfair treatment either in a transmitted programme or item, 

or in the process of making the programme or item 
• the complainant’s privacy has been unjustifiably infringed, either in a transmitted 

programme or item, or in the process of making the programme or item 
• there has otherwise been a failure to observe required editorial standards 

The Committee will aim to reach a final decision on an appeal within 16 weeks of receiving 
the request. 

The findings for all appeals accepted by the Committee are reported in this bulletin, Editorial 
Complaints: Appeals to the Trust. 

As set out in its Terms of Reference, the Committee can decline to consider an appeal 
which in its opinion: 
• is vexatious or trivial; 
• does not raise a matter of substance; 
• relates to the content of a programme or item which has not yet been broadcast; 
• concerns issues of bias by omission in BBC news programmes unless the Chairman 

believes that it is plausible that the omission of an item could have led to a breach of the 
guidelines on impartiality; 

• has not been made within four weeks of the final correspondence with the ECU or BBC 
Director on the original complaint; and  

• relates to matters which are the subject of or likely to be the subject of, or relevant to, 
legal proceedings.  

 

The Committee will not generally reconsider any aspects of complaints that have already 
been adjudicated upon or considered by a Court.  
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Any appeals that the Committee has declined to consider under the above criteria are 
reported in the bulletin. 

In line with its duty to consider topics of editorial concern to the Committee, whether or 
not such concern arises from a formal complaint, and to commission information requests 
from the Trust Unit or Executive to support such consideration, the Committee also from 
time to time requests the Executive to report to the Committee regarding breaches which 
have been accepted by the Executive and are therefore not subject to appeal to the 
Committee. The bulletin also may contain findings relating to such cases. 

The bulletin also includes any remedial action/s directed by the Committee. 

It is published at bbc.co.uk/bbctrust or is available from: 

The Secretary, Editorial Standards Committee 
BBC Trust Unit 
Room 211, 35 Marylebone High Street 
London W1U 4AA
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Summary of findings 
 
Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, 8 May 2008 
 
In a report describing the Palestinian Nakba (Catastrophe) of 1948, the complainant 
objected to the reporter referring to the number of Palestinian villages being 
destroyed as “scores”.  The complainant believed the figure, which varies from 350-
500, should have been more accurately reported.  He requested the Trust 
investigate the reasons for this “under-reporting” as well making an on-air statement 
to correct the mistake. 
 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 
Accuracy 
 

• that, although there was no consensus as to the actual number of villages 
and towns destroyed, it was not below 300 and could have been above 
500. 

• that there was no clear and correct way to use the word “scores”, and 
that its use should be considered within the context of the sentence as a 
whole rather than in isolation. 

• that the inclusion of the numbers of people affected had given a clear 
indication of the scale of the events and also indicated that there had 
been no intention to mislead. 

• that, notwithstanding the difficulty in achieving a precise definition of the 
word “scores”, its use in this case did not reflect the number of villages 
destroyed with sufficient accuracy given the sensitivity of the issue. 

• that the piece had not met the accuracy guideline which requires output 
to be presented in clear and precise language. 

 
Impartiality 
 

• that the audience would have had an understanding of the magnitude of 
this event given what else was said in the report, including the numbers of 
people affected. 

• that the piece had met the required standard of due impartiality. 
 
The complaint was upheld with respect to accuracy but not impartiality. 
 
For the finding in full see pages 7 to 12 
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Radio 4 News bulletins, BBC News at Six, BBC News at Ten and 
Newsnight, 18 April 2006; Midweek, BBC Radio 4, 19 April 2006 
 
The complainant believed the BBC had breached its editorial standards by bringing 
forward its reporting of the twentieth anniversary of the Chernobyl accident by a 
week in order to tie up with the publication of a Greenpeace report which had 
reported that many tens of thousands of people would die as a consequence of the 
Chernobyl disaster and not the 4000 to 9000 deaths estimated by the Chernobyl 
Forum1.  The complainant believed the BBC had colluded with Greenpeace to 
promote the information set out in its report and provided examples of this across a 
number of news and other programming. The complainant also raised issues as to 
how his complaint had been handled.  The complaint was partially upheld by the 
BBC’s Editorial Complaints Unit with regard to the introduction given to the item on 
the BBC News at Ten 
 
(Prior to the meeting in July 2008 the complainant, in his final submission to the ESC, 
clarified his complaint.  The ESC noted that the complainant did not have an issue 
with the Six O’Clock News, Ten O’Clock News or Newsnight broadcast on 18 April 
2006.  The Committee, therefore, agreed to confine its finding to the outstanding 
elements of the complaint: Midweek, Radio 4 News, BBC News’ conduct and 
complaints handling.) 
 
The Committee concluded:  
 

• that the upholding of the complaint at stage 2 (Editorial Complaints Unit) 
with regard to the introduction to the item on the BBC News at Ten was 
appropriate 

 
Midweek 
• the choice of guest was a matter for the Executive. 
• the programme had not misled the audience as who the contributor in 

question was and what relationship he had with Greenpeace. 
• the references to safety in the nuclear industry and the building of nuclear 

power stations was editorially justified given that they were issues 
irrevocably linked to the topic of the contributor’s exhibition. 

• The presenter had not expressed any bias. 
• the programme had not provided a platform for the contributor to 

promote Greenpeace nor had it inadvertently promoted the view of 
Greenpeace. 

• There was no evidence to suggest that the programme had colluded with 
Greenpeace. 

 
 
                                            
1 The Chernobyl Forum was led by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), 
the World Health Organisation (WHO), the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), and several other international organisations.) 
 



 

Radio 4 News - 08.00am and Midnight News  
• that both reports had avoided bias and an imbalance of views on the 

controversial subject of nuclear power. 
• the reference to Greenpeace as a charity in the context of this story was 

inaccurate.  
• that even though Greenpeace was described as a charity it did not 

consider that the listeners’ expectations and understanding of the story 
would have been significantly altered to have believed the reports were 
partial  

 
BBC News’ conduct 
• there was no evidence to suggest that the BBC colluded with Greenpeace 

to tie-up its coverage of the anniversary with the publication of 
Greenpeace’s report. 

• it was appropriate for news programmes to use information of the 
proposed publication of the report to plan their approach to 
commemorating the anniversary of the disaster - it did not suggest the 
BBC endorsed the report’s content. 

 
Complaints Handling 
• it would apologise for the delays the complaint had incurred at stage 2 of 

the complaints process, but was satisfied that no further action was 
required. 

 
The Committee endorsed the stage 2 uphold on accuracy. The Committee also 
upheld the complaint with regard to the Radio 4 news bulletin’s inaccurate 
description of Greenpeace as a charity but did not uphold the other issues raised in 
the appeal.   
 
For the finding in full see pages 13 to 30
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Findings  
 
Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, 8 May 2008 
 
1 The programme 
 
This edition of the Six O’Clock News included an item about the sixtieth anniversary 
of the creation of Israel in which the reporter, Aleem Maqbool, said: 
 

“[…] the time 60 years ago when scores of Palestinian towns and villages 
were destroyed and many people were killed.  Hundreds of thousands fled 
their homes in what is now the State of Israel.” 

 
2 The complaint  
 
The complainant contacted BBC Information on 8 May 2008 stating that an item on 
Israel’s sixtieth anniversary remarked that “scores of Palestinian villages were 
destroyed” and “thousands of Palestinians left their homes”.  He noted that 
according to “the best internationally recognised” historian, Professor Ilan Pappé, the 
figures were closer to “over five hundred” villages and towns destroyed and “over 
three-quarters of a million” Palestinians having left home. 
 
BBC Information replied on 16 May 2008 noting the efforts of BBC News to provide 
news from the Middle East.  The response also noted that the BBC was aware of the 
different views of the situation in the Middle East and of the BBC’s obligation to be 
impartial, accurate and independent.  The reply also noted that the complaint had 
been logged. 
 
The complainant responded on the same day asking why BBC Information had 
avoided answering his central question: “Why did the BBC so seriously under-report 
the figures in its news report?”. 
 
On 22 May 2008 BBC Information replied noting the exact words that had been 
reported i.e. scores of Palestinian towns and villages having been destroyed and 
hundreds of thousands having fled their homes.  The reply also stated that in the 
context of the piece the use of “scores” could be defined as “a lot of things or 
people”.  
 
The complainant replied the same day apologising for having misheard the figure 
given for the number of Palestinians who had fled. He also noted that the reference 
to “hundreds of thousands” was correct in the order of magnitude.  Nevertheless, 
the complainant maintained that the number of towns and villages destroyed had 
seriously understated the figure of over five hundred which he had referenced from 
Wikipedia. 
 
BBC Information replied on 29 May 2008 reiterating its previous answer.  
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On 4 June 2008 the complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) 
reiterating his complaint.   
 
On 1 July BBC Information replied again pointing out that a further reply should have 
been made after consultation with the programme team responsible for the piece.  
BBC Information apologised for the “breakdown in communication” but again 
reiterated its view that the term “scores” meant a large number or many. 
 
The complainant then wrote to the ECU on 10 July 2008 repeating his complaint and 
pointing out that to suggest that “scores” could mean a hundred was “stretching the 
meaning of the English language”. 
 
The ECU replied on 7 August, it noted that the actual numbers of villages and towns 
destroyed varied even in the piece the complainant had referenced from Wikipedia; 
the article suggested anywhere between 369 to 531 “localities”. The ECU concluded 
therefore that there were “genuine and significant differences among those who 
work in this field” regarding the actual number of villages and towns destroyed.  It 
was also satisfied that the use of the term “scores” did not preclude figures in the 
hundreds and was “appropriately cautious in the circumstances”.   
 
The ECU thus concluded that it did not believe the report was a serious breach of 
accuracy requiring further action. 
 
The complainant then appealed to the ESC on 16 September 2008. 
 
3 Applicable editorial standards 
  
Section 3 - Accuracy 
 
Introduction 
The BBC's commitment to accuracy is a core editorial value and fundamental to our 
reputation. Our output must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly 
tested and presented in clear, precise language. We should be honest and open 
about what we don't know and avoid unfounded speculation. 
 
For the BBC accuracy is more important than speed and it is often more than a 
question of getting the facts right. All the relevant facts and information should be 
weighed to get at the truth. If an issue is controversial, relevant opinions as well as 
facts may need to be considered. 
 
We aim to achieve accuracy by: 

• the accurate gathering of material using first hand sources wherever possible.  
• checking and cross checking the facts.  
• validating the authenticity of documentary evidence and digital material.  
• corroborating claims and allegations made by contributors wherever possible.  

Misleading audiences 
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We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or knowingly 
do anything to mislead our audiences. We may need to label material to avoid doing 
so. 
 
Section 4 – Impartiality and diversity of opinion 
 
Introduction 
Impartiality lies at the heart of the BBC's commitment to its audiences. It applies 
across all of our services and output, whatever the format, from radio news bulletins 
via our web sites to our commercial magazines and includes a commitment to 
reflecting a diversity of opinion… 

 
In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 
 

• we must ensure we avoid bias or an imbalance of views on controversial 
subjects.  

• the approach to, and tone of, BBC stories must always reflect our 
editorial values. Presenters, reporters and correspondents are the public 
face and voice of the BBC, they can have a significant impact on the 
perceptions of our impartiality.  

 
Achieving impartiality 
Impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to our output. Our approach to 
achieving it will therefore vary according to the nature of the subject, the type of 
output, the likely audience expectation and the extent to which the content and 
approach is signposted to our audiences. 

 
Impartiality is described in the Agreement accompanying the BBC’s Charter as "due 
impartiality". It requires us to be fair and open minded when examining the evidence 
and weighing all the material facts, as well as being objective and even handed in our 
approach to a subject. It does not require the representation of every argument or 
facet of every argument on every occasion or an equal division of time for each view. 
 
News, in whatever form, must be presented with due impartiality. 
 
4  The Committee’s decision 
 
The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial standards, as 
set out in the BBC’s editorial guidelines. The guidelines are a statement of the BBC’s 
values and standards. 
 
In reaching its decision the Committee took full account of all the available evidence, 
including (but not limited to) the Editorial Adviser’s Report.   
 
This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
accuracy and impartiality. 
 
Accuracy and Impartiality 
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The Committee noted that the editorial guidelines on accuracy say that BBC output 
must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in 
clear, precise language. The BBC should be honest about what it does not know and 
avoid unfounded speculation. 
 
The guidelines also provide that the BBC should not distort known facts, present 
invented material as fact, or knowingly do anything to mislead audiences.  It also 
requires the BBC to check and cross check the facts.    
 
The guidelines on impartiality say that it must be adequate and appropriate to the 
BBC’s output. The approach to achieving it will vary according to the nature of the 
subject, the type of output, the likely audience expectation and the extent to which 
the content and approach is signposted to audiences.  It also requires that news 
programmes, in whatever form, must be presented with due impartiality.   
 
The Committee when coming to its decision decided that it would consider first 
whether the use of the word “scores” to describe the number of villages and towns 
destroyed was accurate, before considering whether its use had implied any bias. 
 
The Committee first noted the phrasing within the context of what was said: 
 

“[…] the time 60 years ago when scores of Palestinian towns and villages 
were destroyed and many people were killed.  Hundreds of thousands fled 
their homes in what is now the State of Israel.” 

 
It then considered the evidence as to the actual number of villages and towns 
destroyed.  It noted that there was no consensus as to the number destroyed in 
either the sources provided by the complainant or through the investigation of the 
independent editorial adviser to the Committee. It was clear, however, that the 
figure of villages and towns destroyed was not below three hundred and could have 
been above five hundred. 
 
The Committee then noted a number of references to the usage of the word 
“scores”.  It noted what The Institute of Mathematics and Applications’ 
understanding of the use of the term “score” was:    
 

“[..] that convention would suggest that four score is OK, then one hundred 
takes over. I have never seen more than four used in a modern context.” 

 
It also noted that Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable suggests a source of the 
term “score/scores” was from shepherds who marked a notch (or score) on pieces 
of wood to keep a tally on their sheep which suggested there was no upper limit – 
noting the old saying: 

 
“Five score of men, money, or pins 
 Six Score of all other things” 
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The Committee also noted a reference the complainant had supplied following 
contact with the Oxford English Dictionary (OED).  The Committee noted the 
response to the complainant from the OED regarding the use of “scores”: 
 

“[…] enclosing photocopies from two of our dictionaries … as you see both 
mention the use of scores to mean ‘a large number, a great many’. This is just 
one of many indefinite quantities: compare lashings, loads, oodles, stacks. I 
think it can be regarded as implying more than dozens but less than hundreds 
but as it is deliberately vague, I am afraid it is impossible to quantify exactly.” 

 
The Committee also noted what the BBC’s Jerusalem bureau chief said in 
explanation of the use of the term: 
 

“[The reporter] avoided precise figures for the number of towns and villages 
destroyed and the number of people displaced since no such agreed numbers 
exist and the figures are hotly contested between supporters of the two 
sides. There is also uncertainty about the relevant timescale, since villages 
were destroyed over an extended period. 

 
“In this report, [the reporter] sought to capture the scale of the events 
accurately, in the concise form of a Radio 4 6 o'clock news report, without 
entering into the full complexity of the disputes and uncertainty over precise 
figures. He used 'scores' to convey a large, but uncertain number of towns 
and villages and 'hundreds of thousands' to indicate the human scale 
involved.” 

 
The Committee concluded that there was no agreed clear and correct way to use 
the word. The Committee agreed that its use had to be considered within the 
context of the sentence as a whole and not in isolation.  The Committee felt that the 
inclusion of the numbers of people affected had given a clear indication of the scale 
of the events and that also indicated that there had been no intention to mislead. 
However, notwithstanding the difficulty in achieving a precise definition of the word 
“scores”, it was clear to the Committee that this was a word which did not reflect 
the numbers of villages destroyed with sufficient accuracy given the sensitivity of this 
issue. It noted that no source put the number of villages destroyed as less than three 
hundred and “scores” was liable to be interpreted as being many fewer than that.  
 
The Committee noted how challenging it was to find suitable terms when numbers 
are so disputed. However, it believed that, particularly when reporting from or on 
the Middle East, precision is important due to the conflict’s controversial nature. 
Accordingly, the Committee agreed that in respect of the accuracy guideline that 
requires output to be presented in clear and precise language, the use of the word 
“scores” had not been sufficiently accurate to meet the guideline, and it upheld the 
appeal. 
 
With regard to impartiality, the Committee was satisfied that the audience would 
have had an awareness of the seriousness of the issue and an understanding of the 
magnitude of the event given what was said including the numbers of people affected.  
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The Committee was therefore satisfied that the piece was suitably impartial and had 
met the required standard of due impartiality. 
 
Finding: The appeal on accuracy was upheld, but the Committee was 
satisfied that there was not a breach of the guidelines on impartiality. 
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Radio 4 News bulletins, BBC News at Six, BBC News at Ten and 
Newsnight, 18 April 2006; Midweek, BBC Radio 4, 19 April 2006 
 
**The complaint had previously been considered in July 2008, but had 
been held back from publication following a challenge by the complainant 
on a point of accuracy.  The Committee was asked to review its decision 
as to whether or not the part of Greenpeace that had produced a report 
on the human cost of the Chernobyl disaster could be accurately reported 
as a charity.   
 
1. The context 
 
On 18 April BBC News ran an item on various news programmes about the 
twentieth anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster.  The item coincided with the 
publication of a Greenpeace report entitled “The Chernobyl Catastrophe 
Consequences on Human Health”.  The report concluded that nearly 100,000 
people will die as a consequence of Chernobyl, and it challenged the Chernobyl 
Forum's estimate that it would cause only 4,000 to 9,000 extra deaths.  The item ran 
eight days before the actual anniversary.  
 
On 19 April 2006 Dutch photographer Robert Knoth was one of the guests on 
Midweek. He had an exhibition and a recently-published book related in part to the 
Chernobyl anniversary.  
 
2. The complaint 
 
In the complainant’s initial letter he complained: 

 
 “Radio 4 and other news bulletins gave great prominence to assertions by 

Greenpeace...” 
 “It is hard to see the justification for carrying this as a news item, let alone 

putting it centre-stage: the BBC was simply giving publicity to a press release 
issued by a lobbying group with a record of exaggeration and junk science...” 

 “It was even more bizarre for the BBC implicitly to endorse Greenpeace's 
forecasts over those of the WHO.” 

 “[It] became clear that the BBC had gone even further and colluded with 
Greenpeace on this issue. Thus, Newsnight on 18 April carried a report on 
Chernobyl which had clearly been put together some days earlier which 
buttressed Greenpeace's 'report' with pictures of a smouldering power 
station, children with leukaemia and individuals giving personal guesses about 
future casualties.” 

 
and that on 19 April: 
 

 “Midweek (Radio 4) next morning followed this up with a guest who just 
happened to be a photographer who had made his name recording the 
horrors of Chernobyl. He was invited to give his views on the wisdom of 
Britain building new nuclear power stations – and (surprise!) came down 
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against the idea.” 
 
The complainant summed up by saying he did not think the BBC should 
have done any of the following: 
 

 “Presented as news something which (it later emerged) was really a trailer 
for a Newsnight item.” 

 “Given a lot of air time to self-serving statistical assertions put out by a 
pressure group with a tarnished scientific record.” 

 “Allowed these assertions (and the rubbishing of the work of WHO) to be 
broadcast without challenge.” 

 “Orchestrated with Greenpeace a series of programmes straddling two days, 
with the effect of associating the BBC with Greenpeace and its allegations.” 

 “As a consequence of the above, taken a partisan (anti-nuclear power) 
position in a political debate which the BBC must know is in the offing.” 
 

BBC Information responded: 
 

• “[That the BBC is] publicly committed to approaching controversial matters 
impartially”.  

 
The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit about the Radio 
4 news bulletins and Newsnight.  
 

• “The core of my complaint was (and remains) that Radio 4 news bulletins 
from 8am onwards carried as a prominent item something that was not news 
at all, and probably not generally accepted – a Greenpeace allegation...” 

• “It was not news because, as became clear that night on BBC2, a Newsnight 
team had been working for some days on a tie-in programme in Chernobyl 
itself.” 

• “I also question the prominence given to the item and its presentation 
without question or health warnings…” 

• “... no mention that Greenpeace makes no bones about being a lobbying 
organisation seeking an end to nuclear power; or that the underlying paper 
was not a peer-reviewed, arm's-length piece of scientific research; or that 
Greenpeace has sometimes resorted to dodgy science to whip up a case (eg 
Brent Spar).” 

• “...the willingness of the BBC to collude with Greenpeace… begs the 
question: is the BBC Greenpeace's mouthpiece, or is it the other way 
around?” 

 
The ECU replied: 
 

 “…that questions of news judgement… fall outside the remit of our Unit.  
We can only consider concerns about the content of an item in terms of 
editorial standards…” 
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The complainant responded taking this to mean he was being asked to 
relate his complaint to specific Editorial Guidelines, which he did in his 
reply to the ECU. 
 

• “It was not 'factually accurate' to carry Greenpeace's assertions in your news 
bulletins of 18 April as they were known to the BBC days or weeks earlier.” 

• “The BBC did not 'report statistics in context', did not highlight 'margins of 
error' or make clear issues about the 'source of the figures to enable people 
to judge their significance...'.” 

• “...did not show 'particular care when dealing with a political or industrial 
controversy ... or matters relating to current public policy' [nuclear power].” 

• “The BBC did not 'rigorously test a contributor expressing [a] contentious 
view'. It appeared to 'automatically assume that academics ... are impartial' 
and failed to 'make it clear ... that [Greenpeace is] associated with a 
particular viewpoint'.” 

• “…the BBC 'allowed itself to be used to campaign', 'endorsed or appeared 
to endorse... another organization', failed to be 'independent of ... partisan 
interests' and was not 'on its guard for “spin” from an outside body'.” 

 
The ECU’s finding stated: 
 

Newsnight 
 

• The ECU discovered that there had been no Newsnight item linked to the 
Greenpeace report or Chernobyl on 18 April or around that time. Nothing 
else on BBC One or Two that evening corresponded to that description. 

• Therefore, the ECU confined its investigation to BBC One's 6.00pm and 
10.00pm bulletins of that evening, (Mr Bell had referred to bulletins in “the 
lead-up” to the Newsnight item), and to Midweek on Radio 4.  

 
Midweek 

  
 The ECU did not uphold the complaint on the following grounds: 
 

 The inclusion of photographer Robert Knoth “was topical because he had an 
exhibition and (with Antoinette de Jongh) a recently published book related 
to the Chernobyl anniversary, but there was no reference in the programme 
to the Greenpeace report, or to the possible scale of excess mortality arising 
from the disaster.” 

 “The discussion went much wider than Chernobyl, and concerned 'the human 
cost of accidents and tests in Khazakhstan, Ukraine, Belarus, the Urals and Siberia' 
as Ms Purves [presenter Midweek] put it.” 

 “As Ms Purves also drew attention to other forms of industrial pollution in 
some of these areas, the discussion wasn't on the premise that all the effects 
Mr Knoth had observed were necessarily the consequence of exposure to 
radiation.” 

 “So there was no issue here of presenting statistics uncritically or with 
insufficient context, or of endorsing a campaign.” 
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 Ms Purves asked Mr Knoth whether, in his view, the technology of nuclear 
power generation could ever be regarded as safe. However, Mr Knoth's reply  
was uncontentious, “to the point of leaving Ms Purves uncertain of his 
opinion.” 

 “After mentioning that Greenpeace was co-presenting Mr Knoth's exhibition, 
and making the point that nuclear power generation was currently a matter 
of political controversy…, [Ms Purves] returned to the question”. The first 
part of his reply was ambiguous but he then made clear he was not in favour 
of building new nuclear power stations.  

 “...the context wasn't polemical, the view was expressed only after previous 
qualifications and some apparent ambivalence, and Ms Purves had already 
made clear that it was a topic on which there was more than one opinion.” 

 “...the element of testing, gentle though it was, was sufficient for a situation 
where Ms Purves was trying to establish what her guest's view was, rather 
than prosecuting the argument about the pros and cons of nuclear power...” 

 “...the topic, insofar as it was controversial, was treated with the kind of care 
appropriate to that kind of context.” 

 
 

Six O’Clock News, BBC One  
 
 The ECU did not uphold the complaint in relation to the Six 
O’Clock News.  

 
 “Both the evening bulletins,… referred directly to the Greenpeace report 

and to its estimate of excess deaths attributable to Chernobyl... Each of them 
included a package presented by Damian Grammaticas which had clearly 
involved preparation before the day of transmission.” 

 “I don't think the fact that the information concerned had been available to 
the BBC before that date gives rise to an inaccuracy in presenting it as news.” 

 “It's very common for information of this kind to be released to the media 
before publication and under embargo until the publication date, and it's usual 
for such embargos to be observed (in fact, the availability of embargoed 
information is often an important part of the news planning process.)” 

 The studio introduction in the 6.00pm bulletin said: “...but a new report from 
Greenpeace says a hundred thousand won't be so lucky: they'll die from 
cancer caused by the radiation.” 

 “Mr Grammaticas made the point that it was scarcely possible to establish a 
direct relationship between Chernobyl and individual cases....” 

 Dr Linda Walker, of Chernobyl Children's Project UK said that diseases and 
deformities in children in the area had increased, and believed there was a 
link. Mr Grammaticas later said “What's hard to quantify is how many will 
eventually die because of the disaster.” 

 Referring to the Greenpeace report, Mr Grammaticas said: “But doctors 
here [western Ukraine] are cautious about what's causing the rise in health 
problems.” 

 A doctor in the Ukrainian hospital said that although Chernobyl was an 
important factor, other environmental and social factors were also significant. 
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 Mr Grammaticas ended the report: “[…] it's still far from clear how much 
the disaster has damaged human health. But thousands of lives have been 
affected, and Chernobyl has spread sickness and suffering far and wide.” 

 
The ECU concluded that: 
 

 “[…] the Greenpeace report was the occasion for the item rather than the 
focus of it, and the accuracy or otherwise of the Greenpeace estimate was 
largely immaterial to Mr Grammaticas' exploration of the human effects of 
the disaster.” 

 the content of the piece “[…] ended to suggest that the Greenpeace figure 
was an overestimate, and that estimates in this matter are in any case 
inherently uncertain.” 

 “...the figure of 100,000 was clearly attributed to Greenpeace in the studio 
introduction. Greenpeace is well-known to viewers as a campaigning 
organisation, and, in a situation where the Greenpeace report was the 'peg' 
rather than the subject, I think this clear initial attribution provided sufficient 
contextualisation.” 

 “I therefore don't think the 6.00pm bulletin is open to your criticisms.” 
 
Ten O’Clock News, BBC One 

 
The ECU partially upheld the complaint.   

 
 “The report by Damian Grammaticas was longer than the report in the 

6.00pm bulletin and somewhat different in focus...”  
 “Nevertheless, the Greenpeace estimate was treated with the same caution 

as in the earlier piece, and it was likewise made clear that doctors in the 
affected areas regarded Chernobyl as only one of the factors affecting public 
health.” 

 However, it followed a studio introduction which differed from the 
introduction in the earlier bulletin:  

 
“The Chernobyl nuclear disaster which happened 20 years ago could ultimately 
claim 100,000 victims. Campaigners now say that the death toll has been badly 
underestimated. The official figure is 4,000, but the latest scientific work suggests 
that it could be much higher than that.” 

 
 “The estimate of 100,000 victims isn't clearly attributed. Greenpeace isn't 

mentioned, and the reference to 'Campaigners' doesn't make clear that the 
figure originates from a campaigning source – viewers could as well have 
taken it to mean that campaigners had picked up on a new estimate from a 
dispassionate scientific source.” 

 “The phrase 'the latest scientific work' isn't an apt description of what is 
essentially a distillation of already-published material.” 

 “...it seems to me that the introduction would have left viewers with the 
impression that the 100,000 estimate rested on a firmer basis than it in fact 
does.” 
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 The complaint was upheld “to the extent that the introduction didn't provide 
the kind of context the Editorial Guidelines envisage in cases of this kind.” 

 
The complainant responded to the ECU’s finding with the following 
points: 
 

 “...you refuse to address my complaints about the news bulletins on Radio 
4… on the grounds that you have no remit to comment on 'news 
judgements' but you then pass judgements on the reports by Damian 
Grammaticas on BBC1 News at 6.00 and 10.00pm. Odd.” 

 The BBC had:  
 

- “allowed Greenpeace to impose on it the fiction that 18 April 2006 
marked the 20th anniversary of Chernobyl (which in fact fell on 25/26 
April).” 

- “arranged its own 'anniversary' TV programming around the Report, 
distorting the message to the benefit of Greenpeace.” 

- “elevated the Report to a lead item on all Radio 4 news bulletins (and on 
Radios 1, 2, 3 etc?) 

- “carried this scientifically-dubious item without adequate health-
warnings.” 

 
 “You deal with my passing mention of Midweek at length....the Greenpeace 

message was again represented on the BBC, for the umpteenth time in two 
consecutive days; further evidence of bias and/or collusion, I felt.” 

 “You ended by upholding one element of my complaint – that Damian 
Grammaticas associated himself a bit too closely with a Greenpeace 
estimate.... I welcome this but it does not address the core of my complaint.” 
 

The complainant asked for a full copy of the Newsnight he had complained 
about. 
 

The ECU sent the complainant a DVD and addressed his points. 
 

 The letter explained the distinctions between what, in his complaint, fell 
within the realms of “news judgement” and what fell within the ECU remit. 

 There may have been a mistake on the ECU's part in inferring that the 
complainant was referring to television rather than Radio 4 bulletins “in the 
lead-up to the Newsnight item”, so the omission is addressed in this letter.   

 The 8 o'clock item “was somewhat loose on the facts (the report didn't 
estimate 100,000 cancer deaths 'more than predicted', but a little less than 
100,000 overall)” and didn't include an explicit caveat about the estimate. 

 However, the inaccuracy is not “on a scale which would make it a serious 
breach of editorial standards, and the clear attribution of the estimate to 
Greenpeace (although described here as a charity rather than a campaigning 
organisation) seems to me to provide sufficient context in what was no more 
than a brief report of a headline figure.” 

 “The more extended 12.00pm piece... seems to me an exemplary treatment 
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of the questions about the Greenpeace claim which had, by then, been raised 
by the WHO.” 

 “I don't think anything I've written warrants the description of Robert Knoth 
as ‘a Greenpeace photographer’.” 

 “I should emphasise again that my upheld finding wasn't directed at Damian 
Grammaticas, but at the wording of a studio introduction for which he wasn't 
responsible.” 

 
The complainant raised the following further points in his    

 “The ECU did, however, supply some useful background. It appears that the 
BBC had planned to cover the 20th anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster of 
25/26 April 1986. Greenpeace also intended to mark the event by, among 
other things, releasing its report (under embargo until 18 April 2006). The 
BBC received an advance copy of this report, which the BBC acknowledges 
using in its 'news planning process'.”   

 “The BBC then did something quite extraordinary: it decided to broadcast its 
Chernobyl programme on 18 April, a week ahead of the true anniversary and 
(by no coincidence?) on the release date of the Greenpeace report. This 
decision turned all the BBC's Chernobyl programming into a sandwich, with 
the Greenpeace message at its centre.” 

 
The complainant in his final submission to the ESC following the sharing 
of all papers stated: 
 

• Withdrew his complaint concerning Newsnight stating: “I have had no such 
complaint since June 2007, when the ECU twigged that the extended item by 
Damian Grammaticas I originally attributed to Newsnight had, in fact, 
appeared on the Ten O’Clock News.” 

• “I have never complained about the Six O’Clock News.” 
• “On the Ten O’Clock News: I have learned for the first time Grammaticas 

did not interview any doctor involved with the Greenpeace paper…I had 
supposed otherwise and withdraw the suggestion that Greenpeace’s 
assertions might have been reinforced by the BBC through a circularity.  My 
continuing complaint would be that the BBC agreed with Greenpeace on a 
common ‘Chernobyl Day’, thereby giving undue prominence to Greenpeace’s 
message.” 

• “My complaint about Midweek was much narrower than the Presentation 
implies: I questioned the choice of guest and one exchange.” 

• “I am charged with not providing evidence to support my charge of collusion 
between the BBC and Greenpeace…I would like to address it fully as it is at 
the core of my complaint.” 

• The complainant goes went to point out that “collusion can be malevolent 
but it can also arise from innocent exchanges between like-minded people 
who agree (with no sinister intent) to follow a particular line.” 

• He also pointed out that the 08.00am bulletin on Radio 4 described 
Greenpeace as a charity. 

• The complainant also pointed out that the Greenpeace press release only 
dealt with the 100,000 Chernobyl deaths and photo-exhibits of the disaster 
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which he believed “led to the general and unquestioning promotion of the 
Greenpeace line.” 

 
Complaints Handling 
 
The complainant raised the issue of the length of time it had taken for his complaint 
to progress through the BBC’s complaints process.   
 
3. Applicable Editorial Standards 
 
Section 1 - BBC Editorial Values 
 
Truth and Accuracy 
We strive to be accurate and establish the truth of what has happened. Accuracy is 
more important than speed and it is often more than a question of getting the facts 
right. We will weigh all relevant facts and information to get at the truth. Our output 
will be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in 
clear, precise language. We will be honest and open about what we don't know and 
avoid unfounded speculation. 

Impartiality and Diversity of Opinion 
We strive to be fair and open minded and reflect all significant strands of opinion by 
exploring the range and conflict of views. We will be objective and even handed in 
our approach to a subject. We will provide professional judgments where 
appropriate, but we will never promote a particular view on controversial matters of 
public policy or political or industrial controversy. 

Section 3 - Accuracy 
 
Introduction 
The BBC's commitment to accuracy is a core editorial value and fundamental to our 
reputation. Our output must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly 
tested and presented in clear, precise language. We should be honest and open 
about what we don't know and avoid unfounded speculation. 

For the BBC accuracy is more important than speed and it is often more than a 
question of getting the facts right. All the relevant facts and information should be 
weighed to get at the truth. If an issue is controversial, relevant opinions as well as 
facts may need to be considered. 

We aim to achieve accuracy by: 

• the accurate gathering of material using first hand sources wherever possible.  
• checking and cross checking the facts.  
• validating the authenticity of documentary evidence and digital material.  
• corroborating claims and allegations made by contributors wherever possible.  

 
Section 4 - Impartiality & Diversity of Opinion 
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Introduction 
Impartiality lies at the heart of the BBC's commitment to its audiences. It applies 
across all of our services and output, whatever the format, from radio news 
bulletins via our web sites to our commercial magazines and includes a 
commitment to reflecting a diversity of opinion. 

The Agreement accompanying the BBC's Charter requires us to produce 
comprehensive, authoritative and impartial coverage of news and current affairs 
in the UK and throughout the world to support fair and informed debate. It 
specifies that we should do all we can to treat controversial subjects with due 
accuracy and impartiality in our news services and other programmes dealing 
with matters of public policy or of political or industrial controversy. It also 
states that the BBC is forbidden from expressing an opinion on current affairs or 
matters of public policy other than broadcasting. 

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

we seek to provide a properly balanced service consisting of a wide range of 
subject matter and views broadcast over an appropriate time scale across all our 
output. We take particular care when dealing with political or industrial 
controversy or major matters relating to current public policy.  

• we strive to reflect a wide range of opinion and explore a range and conflict 
of views so that no significant strand of thought is knowingly unreflected or 
under represented.  

• we exercise our editorial freedom to produce content about any subject, at 
any point on the spectrum of debate as long as there are good editorial 
reasons for doing so.  

• we can explore or report on a specific aspect of an issue or provide an 
opportunity for a single view to be expressed, but in doing so we do not 
misrepresent opposing views. They may also require a right of reply.  

• we must ensure we avoid bias or an imbalance of views on controversial 
subjects.  

• the approach to, and tone of, BBC stories must always reflect our editorial 
values. Presenters, reporters and correspondents are the public face and 
voice of the BBC, they can have a significant impact on the perceptions of our 
impartiality.  

• our journalists and presenters, including those in news and current affairs, 
may provide professional judgments but may not express personal opinions 
on matters of public policy or political or industrial controversy. Our 
audiences should not be able to tell from BBC programmes or other BBC 
output the personal views of our journalists and presenters on such matters.  

• we must rigorously test contributors expressing contentious views during an 
interview whilst giving them a fair chance to set out their full response to our 
questions.  

• we should not automatically assume that academics and journalists from 
other organisations are impartial and make it clear to our audience when 
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contributors are associated with a particular viewpoint.  

Achieving impartiality 
Impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to our output. Our approach to 
achieving it will therefore vary according to the nature of the subject, the type of 
output, the likely audience expectation and the extent to which the content and 
approach is signposted to our audiences. 
 
Impartiality is described in the Agreement as "due impartiality". It requires us to be 
fair and open minded when examining the evidence and weighing all the material 
facts, as well as being objective and even handed in our approach to a subject. It does 
not require the representation of every argument or facet of every argument on 
every occasion or an equal division of time for each view. 

News, in whatever form, must be presented with due impartiality. 

 
Section 13 - Editorial Integrity and Independence 
 
Introduction 
The BBC's global reputation is based on its editorial integrity and independence. Our 
audiences need to be confident that our decisions are influenced neither by political 
or commercial pressures, nor by any personal interests. We must not undermine 
these values by any actions which could bring the BBC into disrepute. 
 
Editorial integrity and independence editorial principles 

• We must be independent of both state and partisan interests.  
• We must not endorse or appear to endorse any other organisation, its 

products, activities or services.  

 
4.  The Committee’s decision 
 
The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial standards as 
set out in the BBC’s editorial guidelines. The editorial guidelines are a statement of 
the BBC’s values and standards. 
 
In reaching its decision the Committee took full account of all the available evidence 
including (but not limited to) the Editorial Adviser’s Report and the subsequent 
submissions from the complainant, the programme team and the Head of the ECU. 
 
This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
accuracy, impartiality, and editorial integrity and independence.  
 
Accuracy 
 

 

22 



 

The guidelines provide that the BBC should not distort known facts, present 
invented material as fact, or knowingly do anything to mislead audiences.  It also 
requires that the BBC’s output should be well sourced and based on sound evidence. 
 
Impartiality 
 
Impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to the output. The approach to 
achieving impartiality will vary according to the nature of the subject, the type of 
output, the likely audience expectation and the extent to which the content and 
approach is signposted.  
 
The editorial guidelines state that the BBC’s commitment to impartiality means, 
amongst other things, that the BBC has editorial freedom to produce content about 
any subject, at any point on the spectrum of debate, as long as there are good 
editorial reasons for doing so. 
 
News, in whatever form, must be presented with due impartiality. 
 
The BBC must be fair and open minded when examining the evidence and weighing 
the facts as well as being objective and even handed in its approach. Impartiality does 
not require the representation of every argument or every facet of an argument on 
every occasion or an equal division of time for each view.  
 
Editorial Integrity and Independence 
 
The BBC must ensure that it is independent of both state and partisan interests and 
that its decisions are influenced by neither political nor commercial pressures, nor by 
any personal interest. 
 
In coming to its finding the Committee noted that the complainant had clarified his 
complaint in his final submission to the Committee ahead of the meeting.  The 
Committee noted that the complainant did not have an issue with the Six O’Clock 
News, Ten O’Clock News or Newsnight broadcast on 18 April 2006.  The 
Committee, therefore, agreed to confine its finding to the outstanding elements of 
the complaint.  In doing so, the Committee endorsed the finding of the Editorial 
Complaints Unit (ECU) with regard to the studio introduction to the report carried 
on the Ten O’Clock News.  The Committee therefore divided its consideration into 
four parts:   
 

a) Midweek, Radio 4 
b) Radio 4 News 
c) BBC News’ conduct  
d) Complaints handling 

 
a) Midweek 
 
The Committee noted the complainant raised issues about the choice of guest, 
Robert Knoth, and an exchange regarding nuclear power in the UK in a discussion 
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he had with the presenter Libby Purves about the safe generation of nuclear power 
and the plan to build more nuclear power stations in the future.   
 
The Committee noted that Mr Knoth was a Dutch photographer, who had recently 
opened an exhibition called Fallout: The human cost of nuclear catastrophe featuring 
pictures from the Chernobyl region and was timed to coincide with the twentieth 
anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster of 1986.  The Committee also noted that it 
had been stated by the presenter that Mr Knoth’s exhibition had been co-presented 
by Greenpeace.  The Committee also considered the purpose of the programme 
which was billed as a “diverse and lively conversation”2, where guests were chosen 
from a range of fields based on their work.  The Committee noted that guests once 
introduced were engaged in a free-flowing discussion with the presenter and the 
other guests.   
 
The Committee concluded that the choice of guest was a matter for the Executive 
alone as long as the BBC’s editorial guidelines were complied with. The issue for 
the Committee, therefore, was to consider whether the programme, in inviting Mr 
Knoth to take part, had in some way misled the audience with regard to who Mr 
Knoth was and/or represented and whether the content of the discussion and the 
approach taken by the programme had met the BBC’s guidelines on impartiality and 
accuracy. 
 
The Committee first considered how the programme had introduced Mr Knoth.  It 
noted what was said:   
 
 Libby Purves (Presenter): 

“Let’s turn to Robert [Knoth]. He is a distinguished Dutch photographer, and 
he has offered an all too real set of images, very stark ones, in an exhibition 
and a book to mark the 20th anniversary of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster. 
The point is to document the human cost of accidents and tests in 
Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Belarus, the Urals and Siberia. The exhibition is in the 
Oxo Tower in London, it’s called ‘Fallout’, and the book – done with the 
journalist Antoinette de Jong – it’s called ‘Certificate Number 000358’. 
‘Certificate Number’ – could you explain that title to us first?” 

 
The Committee also noted that in a later exchange, the programme had referred to 
Greenpeace’s involvement with Mr Knoth’s exhibition.  The Committee noted that 
the presenter referred to Mr Knoth’s exhibition as being co-presented by 
Greenpeace.  The Committee was satisfied that the programme had accurately set 
out the contributor’s background and reasons for being invited on to the 
programme.  The Committee was also satisfied that the programme had clearly set 
out for the listener the contributor’s relationship with Greenpeace.  The 
Committee was therefore satisfied that the audience had not been misled as to 
who Mr Knoth was and what his relationship was with Greenpeace. The 
Committee agreed that Mr Knoth did not speak for Greenpeace. 
 

                                            
2 The quote is regularly used in the Radio Times billing of the programme. 



 

The Committee then considered the content of the discussion between Mr Knoth 
and the programme’s presenter Libby Purves in order to establish whether the 
guidelines on impartiality had been breached.  The Committee noted the relevant 
section of dialogue:   
 

Libby Purves (LP): 
Is it your belief that nuclear technology can be safe in responsible hands? We 
know that some quite routine technologies cause horrible damage in Russia 
and in other countries like India chemical explosion. You could say this is not 
a matter of nuclear safety but of safety, full stop. 
 
Robert Knoth (RK): 
It is. One of the liquidators who survived the Chernobyl blasts said “nuclear 
technology is a smart hat for stupid people”. Most of the times the accidents 
are caused by human mistakes. The technique itself might be safe although in 
Russia the techniques used are not safe at all. Most of the power plants are 
very unsafely built with very little money so the standards are much lower 
there than for instance in the United States or Britain. 
 
LP: 
The exhibition is being co-presented by Greenpeace. It’s at the moment in 
Britain it’s very political, we’re trying to decide whether to build more 
nuclear power stations as I believe many other European countries are, too. 
Is it your feeling that we should stop building nuclear power stations or do 
you feel they can be a safe thing? 
 
RK:  
No, I don’t think so. Apart from that it’s a – I think – it’s a waste of money, 
there are much cheaper ways of finding new sources of energy.  

 
The Committee considered the references to the safety of the nuclear industry and 
the building of nuclear power stations were irrevocably associated with issues 
relating to Mr Knoth’s exhibition.  The Committee was satisfied that there was a 
good editorial reason for raising these issues. It was in line with encouraging a 
“diverse and lively conversation” and raised a current issue which was linked to the 
topic of the exhibition – nuclear safety. 
 
The Committee was satisfied that the presenter had made the audience aware that 
the exhibition was co-presented by Greenpeace and therefore that the audience 
would be able to judge Mr Knoth’s remarks in the knowledge of the link with 
Greenpeace. The Committee noted that the presenter had also clearly set out that 
this matter was political and that “we’re trying to decide whether to build more 
nuclear power stations”. This indicated that there was more than one view on the 
matter. The Committee noted that it was immediately after this that the presenter 
asked for the contributor’s views on the safety issue: “Is it your feeling that we 
should stop building nuclear power stations or do you feel they can be a safe 
thing?” 
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The Committee noted that the contributor had clearly said “ NO I don’t think so” 
but had also noted earlier in the conversation that: 

 
“The technique itself might be safe…” 

 
and had also accepted that there were higher standards of safety within the nuclear 
industry in the USA and Britain than in Russia.   

 
The Committee concluded that the approach to impartiality had been adequate 
and appropriate to the output. It took into account that this was a Radio 4 
audience for a topical discussion programme and that it was clearly signposted by 
the presenter that there was more than one view on whether nuclear power was 
safe and that this was a current political issue. The Committee agreed that the 
presenter had asked the questions in an open way and had not expressed any bias.   

 
The Committee was satisfied that given the context of the discussion and the 
format of the programme the presenter had provided sufficient information about 
the contributor and the current political issue to ensure the audience was in a 
position to come to a view as to the relative merits of what he was saying.   

 
With regard to the issue of whether the programme had colluded with or had 
unconsciously promoted the views of Greenpeace, the Committee noted the 
programme’s only reference to Greenpeace concerned Mr Knoth’s exhibition:  

 
Libby Purves: 
“The exhibition is being co-presented by Greenpeace.” 

 
The Committee was satisfied therefore that the reference had been appropriate to 
establish the contributor’s association with Greenpeace. The Committee did not,, 
believe that the programme, by interviewing the contributor, had provided a 
platform for him to promote the views of Greenpeace or, by discussing the issue 
of nuclear power, had inadvertently presented the views of Greenpeace.  The 
Committee also noted that there was no evidence to suggest there was any other 
relationship between the programme and Greenpeace. The Committee did not 
uphold the complaint against Midweek. 

 
b) Radio 4 News 

 
The Committee noted that the complainant had suggested that a significant number 
of references had been made about the Greenpeace report across various radio 
news bulletins.  Only recordings of two bulletins from that day still existed.  The 
Committee regretted this. It expected the Executive to keep recordings of output 
which was the subject of a current complaint. It noted that an automated recording 
system had since come into effect for radio output.  It agreed that it would consider 
the two examples that had been kept regarding the coverage of this subject across 
radio news programmes on the day in question.  The Committee noted that the two 
programmes that remained were: 
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• 08.00 News, Radio 4 
• Midnight News, Radio 4 

 
The Committee noted the content of both bulletins concerning the Greenpeace 
report: 
 

Penultimate Item, 08.00 News, Radio 4, 18 April 2006: 
“A new report by Greenpeace says the explosion at Chernobyl 20 years ago 
could kill 100,000 people more than predicted.  The charity says levels of 
cancer caused by the blast have been grossly underestimated.” 
 
Midnight News, Radio 4, 18 April 2006: 
“The World Health Organisation is disputing a report by the environmental 
campaign group Greenpeace which claims more than 90,000 people could die 
from cancers caused by the Chernobyl nuclear disaster.  The WHO says the 
real figure is a fraction of that amount, and overestimates will only cause 
further stress to people in the affected areas.  The nuclear reactor at 
Chernobyl exploded 20 years ago this month, causing widespread radiation 
across Ukraine, Belarus and Russia.  Imogene Fookes reports from WHO 
headquarters in Geneva.” 
 
Imogene Fookes (reporter): 
“Greenpeace says it expects 93,000 cancer deaths caused directly by 
Chernobyl.  The World Health Organisation offers a far lower figure, 9,000.  
Gregory Hartl, the WHO’s spokesman on environmental health, fears a 
political motive behind the Greenpeace estimate.” 
 
Gregory Hartl (WHO spokesman): 
We’ve been looking at the figures, and we don’t understand exactly how the 
figures were arrived at.  We do know that many organisations have a reason 
or a desire to produce figures that support their case, or not - not just 
Greenpeace, but almost every organisation working in this field 
 
Imogene Fookes: 
The WHO says its figure of 9,000 is based on the soundest scientific evidence 
and insists that, as an international public health body, it has no position 
either for or against nuclear power.  Nevertheless, the WHO says 9,000 
extra cancer deaths because of Chernobyl are still 9,000 too many.  It wants 
continued health monitoring in the region, but a greater emphasis too on 
providing affected people with reliable, accurate information.” 
 

The Committee concluded, having taken into account the guidelines on impartiality 
that both news reports had avoided bias and an imbalance of views on the 
controversial subject of nuclear power.  The Committee considered with regards to 
this item specifically that given the 08.00 news report’s length and focus, just two 
sentences, there was no requirement upon the news team to have included a 
contrary view in this item in order to achieve due impartiality and due accuracy.  The 
Committee was satisfied that the choice of phrasing had not misrepresented the 
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opposing view and had fairly and accurately encapsulated the thread of the report.  
The Committee was satisfied that given the nature of the bulletin and the audience’s 
expectation of what a brief report could achieve, which in this case was to provide 
the audience with new information to aid its understanding of views on a specific 
topic, the inclusion of the story about the Greenpeace report and the content of the 
story had been duly impartial.  Nevertheless, the Committee was concerned with 
one element of the report and that was with the description of Greenpeace as a 
charity. The Committee noted that there was a charity called Greenpeace 
Environmental Trust registered with the Charities Commission in the United 
Kingdom (UK). It is not permitted to campaign. Greenpeace the lobbying and 
pressure group - both in the UK and internationally – may campaign. The Committee 
noted that Greenpeace had confirmed that the report did not come from the charity 
arm. The Committee therefore concluded that the reference to Greenpeace as a 
charity in this context was inaccurate.  It was the Committee’s view that although 
the Radio 4 audience would be well aware of what Greenpeace stood for, it was 
important for news programmes to label organisations correctly within the context 
of a story in order to prevent misleading the audience. The Committee therefore 
agreed to contact BBC management to remind news programmes that references to 
an organisation’s charitable status should be in context and there should be a 
presumption that they would be used when referring to its charitable activities.  Any 
reference to lobbying or campaigning should be accurately reported with an 
appropriate description of the organisation within this context..   
 
The Committee, whilst noting that the description of Greenpeace as a charity was a 
breach of the guidelines on accuracy, did not consider that the listeners expectations 
and understanding of the story would have been significantly altered to have believed 
the reports were partial and was therefore satisfied that the reports, had not 
breached guidelines on impartiality. 
 
c) BBC News’ conduct 
 
In looking at the general conduct of BBC News in including the Greenpeace report 
in its news programmes the Committee considered whether the BBC had breached 
its guidelines on accuracy and editorial integrity. 
 
The Committee noted the process by which news releases are handled by the 
planning areas of BBC news programmes.  The Committee noted how news teams 
are not only informed in advance of upcoming important dates and anniversaries, but 
are also made aware of projected press releases from organisations - including lobby 
groups.  The Committee noted that the Greenpeace report was flagged up as part of 
this system.  The Committee also noted that the choice of which story or 
anniversary to be covered was left to each news programme to decide as there was 
no mandating of stories for inclusion in any BBC programme.  The Committee 
further noted that it was policy for news programmes in the run up to a specific 
anniversary or date to produce reports in advance in order to engage the audience 
in the background to and issues surrounding a particular event.   
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The Committee concluded that in the broadcasting of the news reports ahead of the 
anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster there was no evidence to suggest that the 
BBC had colluded with Greenpeace to tie-up its coverage of the anniversary with 
the publication of Greenpeace’s report.  The Committee was satisfied that it was 
appropriate for news programmes to use the information of the proposed 
publication of the Greenpeace report to plan their approach to commemorating the 
anniversary of the disaster, but in doing so, it did not suggest the BBC was endorsing 
its content. The Committee noted that news programmes had used the report in a 
variety of ways  one of which saw the correspondent Damian Grammaticas 
specifically choose not to use contributors who had been involved with Greenpeace 
but instead to test Greenpeace’s various views with others.  In the midnight news 
bulletin on Radio 4, the conclusions of the report were addressed by a spokesman 
for WHO.  The Committee also noted that the BBC had not included a single 
interview with Greenpeace to promote their position in any of the broadcasts 
complained of.   
 
The Committee was therefore satisfied that in referring to the report BBC News 
had not misled the audience nor ceded its editorial control to endorse or promote 
Greenpeace or its activities.  The Committee was satisfied that the BBC’s approach 
to the report had been appropriate.  It noted that in general, with the exception of 
the introduction to the report on the Ten O’Clock news which was upheld by the 
Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU), a decision which was endorsed by the Committee, 
the coverage had been fair and accurate.  The Committee was satisfied that in the 
broadcasts complained of the approach to the presentation of the report had 
ensured due accuracy and impartiality and that the BBC’s integrity and independence 
had not been compromised. 
 
d) Complaints handling  
 
The Committee noted that the investigation by the ECU had taken far longer than 
was normal.  The Committee recognised that there were mitigating circumstances 
for the delay, which the Head of the ECU in his letter of 27 June 2007 had gone 
some way to explain:  
 

“[…] I presumed much too far on your patience, during a period when a 
radical restructuring of the Editorial Complaints Unit was making heavy 
demands on my time.” 

 
The Committee recognised that during this period the ECU had been severely 
affected by the unit’s restructuring but had, since that time, turned around its 
performance to ensure that over 80% of complaints are answered within its 
timelines of 20 working days and 32 working days for complex complaints.  As to the 
other concerns raised by the complainant, the Committee was satisfied that it was 
appropriate for the ECU to explain its remit and to not promise investigation of 
something it had not the locus to consider.  As to the ECU finding, the purpose of 
the complaints procedure is to allow those complainants dissatisfied with the ECU’s 
finding to appeal to the BBC Trust.  The Committee was therefore satisfied that, 
whilst it would write to apologise to the complainant for the delays incurred at stage 
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2 of the complaints process, no further action was required as the ECU’s process 
had improved dramatically since the restructuring of the unit had been completed. 
 
Finding:  The Committee endorsed the ECU uphold on accuracy.The 
Committee also upheld the complaint with regard to the Radio 4 news 
bulletins inaccurate description of Greenpeace as a charity.  The 
Committee did not uphold the issues raised on appeal concerning 
Midweek, Radio 4 news bulletins and the general concern regarding the 
conduct of BBC News with regard to impartiality. 
 
Action:  The Chairman of the ESC to write to the Deputy Director-
General to remind news areas of the need to ensure descriptions of 
organisations which have charitable and campaigning arms are precise in 
context.   
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Rejected Appeals 
 
Appeals rejected by the ESC as being out of remit or because the complaint had not 
raised a matter of substance and there was no reasonable prospect of success. 
 
 
BBC News coverage of the Arab/Israeli conflict  
 
In a complaint to the BBC’s Middle East Editor the complainant explained his 
objection to the BBC’s coverage of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.  In particular, he 
noted there was “a great contextual void” in the coverage of conflict with regard to 
the activities of the Jewish National Fund and the Jewish Agency in discriminating 
against non-Jewish use of land, suggesting “that such discrimination was vital context 
for understanding the dynamics that drove the Arab/Israel conflict”.   
 
Action: The Committee requested that the complaint be returned to 
Stage 2, BBC News, to identify where BBC News has covered this issue 
and in what context.   
 
 
Depiction of Scotland on the BBC weather maps and news programme 
handovers to “where you are” 
 
The appellant complained that the weather maps used by the BBC distorted Scotland 
and diminished it; that the same silhouette was occasionally used in presenting the 
British Isles with the same consequence for Scotland; and that the BBC news 
handover to newsrooms “where you are” was inappropriate for Scotland, in that the 
studio in Glasgow was in no way close to where most people in Scotland live. 
 
Action:  The Committee noted that it had considered a complaint 
regarding the weather map and Scotland on 17 April 2008. It noted that it 
had decided that changes made to the tilt in the weather map of 2005 had 
adequately dealt with concerns about the distortion of Scotland at the 
time. This matter had been considered at the Governors Programme 
Complaints Committee (GPCC) in 2006.   
 
The Committee therefore concluded that there were no new grounds to 
consider a complaint about the presentation of Scotland on the weather 
map or in silhouette of the British Isles given that the map had not 
changed since April 2008. 
 
As to the issue of the handover on news programmes, the Committee 
agreed that the appellant  had not made out a case for the BBC Executive 
to answer in terms of accuracy and that there was not a reasonable 
prospect of success. As this did not raise a matter of substance the 
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Committee concluded that it was not appropriate to take this matter on 
appeal.  
 
 
Declining standards on the BBC News at Ten 
 
The appellant believed that BBC news has become a “tool used to attract viewers by 
delivering sensation and scandal” and that news items are often there to provide 
trailers for other BBC programmes such as Panorama and Newsnight. 
 
Action:  The Committee concluded that having taken the responses from 
the Executive into account the complainant has not made a case for the 
BBC Executive to answer and that there was not a reasonable prospect of 
success.  The Committee also concluded that the complainant had not 
raised an issue which suggested that the BBC was in breach of its Editorial 
Guidelines on accuracy or impartiality. 
 
 
The lack of coverage of the Non-Aligned Movement’s (NAM) expression 
of support for Iran 
 
The appellant complained that BBC News had not covered NAM’s statements in 
support of Iran’s right to develop civilian nuclear power.  He believed that by doing 
this the BBC had breached its guidelines on impartiality i.e. bias by omission.  The 
appellant at stage 2 of the complaints process also raised a complaint about the 
veracity of an online article which implied that Iran had a weapons programme.   
 
Action: The Committee found with regard to the complaint of bias by 
omission that there was no obligation upon BBC News to report NAM’s 
statement.  The decision as to which stories the BBC website should 
cover is the responsibility of the news editor of the day.  The Committee 
agreed that the non inclusion of this story was within the range of normal 
news judgements regarding its news value i.e. this was one facet of the 
coverage of the Iranian nuclear story.  As such, the Committee was 
satisfied that it was not plausible that the omission of this viewpoint had 
led to a serious breach of the guidelines.  The Committee concluded this 
did not raise a matter of substance and thus did not consider it 
appropriate to hear the appeal. 
 
As to the published online article, the Committee agreed that it would 
refer it to one of its independent editorial advisers to investigate.  Once 
the investigation was over, the complainant would be informed of what 
action would be taken by the Committee. 
 
 
General bias anti-Israeli bias by the BBC  
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The appellant suggested that the BBC’s coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict had 
been persistently biased against Israel and had breached the BBC’s Editorial 
Guidelines on accuracy and impartiality.  The Committee noted that the complainant 
had impending appeals on: 
 

i)  Bias in three online articles  
ii)  Birth of Israel, 4 May 2008 
iii)  The Thirties in Colour, BBC Four, 3 August 2008 
iv)  Today, Radio 4, 14 July 2008 

 
Action:  The Committee agreed that it would hold making a decision as 
to whether it would consider the appeal of systemic bias until after it had 
considered all of the complainant’s appeals currently with the Trust. 
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