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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.  

Any appeals that the Committee has declined to consider under the above criteria are 
reported in the bulletin. 
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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 
180 Great Portland Street 
London W1W 5QZ 
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Summary of findings 
 

Sunday, BBC Radio 4, 10 May 2009 
In an interview with the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem about the Pope’s forthcoming visit to 
Israel, Jerusalem and the West Bank the presenter twice used the term “Palestinian 
territories”. The complainant said that this term was inaccurate as the territories are 
occupied and should be described as such. The complainant suggested that the term 
“Palestinian territories” was a neutral one for what everyone would consider to be an 
occupation. The complainant also suggested that the issue of impartiality should be 
considered as it was “germane to consider who benefits by airbrushing out the fact of 
occupation”. 

The Committee concluded: 

Accuracy 

• that the advisory notes for BBC journalists were not part of the BBC’s Editorial 
Guidelines and any departure from this advice would not automatically 
constitute a breach of the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines; 

• that context was a vital factor in any consideration of the use of disputed 
language; 

• that, given the context of the discussion was religion and not politics, it was 
not necessary to include the word “occupied” in the shorthand description of 
the area under discussion; 

• that the phrase had been accurately used within the context of this 
programme; 

• that there was no breach of the accuracy guidelines; 

Impartiality 

• that the use of what the complainant described as a “neutral” term did not 
indicate bias and that the audience would not have been misled by it; and 

• that there was no breach of the impartiality guidelines. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 22 to 29. 

 

News at Six, BBC One, 22 April 2009 
The complaint was that coverage of the Government’s Budget statement focused on the 
negative aspects without setting them in the context of the wider financial crisis, and that 
there was almost no mention of the “good news” contained in the Budget statement. The 
complainant stated that the Budget coverage was “more like a Conservative party political 
broadcast than the even-handed presentation of a vital news story required under the 
BBC editorial guidelines”. He made a number of specific points to back up his overall 
criticism. 

The Committee concluded: 



Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals and other editorial issues to the Trust considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

 

November 2009 issued December 2009 4
 

• that it agreed with the ECU’s decision at stage 2 of the complaints process that 
it might have been better to have given more context regarding the global 
recession; 

• that, notwithstanding the above, the Committee was satisfied that the public 
was in no doubt of the seriousness of the economic crisis at the time; 

• that the BBC had covered the financial crisis extensively in the run-up to the 
Budget, and that there had been reference to it in the News at Six’s Budget 
coverage; 

• that it had been appropriate to use a clip of the leader of the opposition given 
that the Government’s position as to the strength of the economy had been 
expressed within the bulletin; 

• that the forecasts of other bodies were irrelevant in the context of a report on 
the Government’s budget, where what was in question was its own forecast 
set against previous predictions by the Chancellor; 

• that the programme had appropriately explored the Government’s predictions 
on borrowing and the scale of the recession; 

• that the fact that the Government had broken its tax promise had been 
reported accurately; 

• that the rise in taxation had been reported objectively, with the programme 
stating that there was public support for a tax rise and that “events dictated 
what he [the Chancellor] needed to do”; 

• that it had been wholly proper for the programme to have included clips of the 
Prime Minister speaking in the past about the boom and bust cycle; 

• that there was no requirement for the clips to have been additionally 
contextualized; 

• that it was not necessary for an item about the biggest rise in the 
unemployment figures for 18 years to mention that this rise had not been as 
large as some may have forecast; 

• that there was no requirement for the news editor to include all of the 
Government’s measures outlined in the Budget statement, and that bias could 
not be inferred from the omission of some these measures; 

• that the Government’s scrappage scheme had been covered in a balanced 
way; 

• that it agreed with the ECU’s view that all sides had accepted that the debt 
and borrowing figures had been catastrophic and so the coverage of these did 
not require the same kind of balancing comments; and 

• that the programme’s coverage as a whole had been factual, appropriate and 
duly impartial. 

 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 30 to 43. 
 
 
Apparitions, BBC One, 13 November 2008 
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The complainant said that the drama, which included a scene in which a homosexual 
priest was flayed to death by demons, linked homosexuality with evil and propagated 
“religious bigotry and fanaticism”. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that the decision to explore attitudes to homosexuality within the Catholic 
Church was the writer’s prerogative; 

• that, while the scene in which Vimal was killed contained graphic images, 
these were unlikely to cause harm or offence given the audience expectations 
for this genre, the context of the storyline and the timing of the broadcast well 
after the 9pm Watershed; 

• that most viewers would not nave been left with the impression that the 
storyline was perpetuating offensive or stereotypical assumptions about 
homosexuality; and 

• that the programme was not offensive or harmful in its treatment of 
homosexuality in the context of a fantasy drama. 

 

The complaint was not upheld 

For the finding in full see pages 44 to 48. 

 

“BNP looks for cracks in the Potteries”, BBC Online 
The complainant said the report was inaccurate and gave the misleading impression that 
most of those attending the rally were “tattooed males with shaved heads.” 

The Committee concluded: 

• that it was not possible from the photographic evidence available to it to test 
either the claim of the complainant or that of the reporter with regard to the 
composition of the crowd. 

• that the word “mainly” could suggest the majority but it could also refer to the 
predominant group amongst all the other groups attending the event. 

• that the word “mainly” was used with due accuracy in the article to describe a 
large and predominant group among the other types described as being 
present by the article. 

• that this description accorded with an independent report in the local 
newspaper 

• that the description of the crowd was a professional judgement and did not 
indicate the journalist’s private opinion or represent bias against the BNP. 

 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 49 to 54. 

 

BBC News at Ten, 12 November 2008 
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This was a first party complaint from the former Director of Children’s Services in 
Haringey. The complainant said that a news report on the Baby P case had inaccurately 
stated that she had “consistently refused to apologise”, that at the press briefing “she 
handed out graphs” and that “she refused to say sorry to the child’s father”. The 
complainant said that these inaccuracies had misled the audience and had been designed 
to discredit her. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that the item had accurately reported Haringey Council’s strategy at that time, 
which was not to apologise but to highlight instead all it had done to help in 
the case and convey that responsibility for the death lay with those who had 
been convicted; 

• that in this context, the word “apologise” could only be construed to mean an 
acknowledgement of error; 

• that, from the available evidence, no apology had been forthcoming from 
Haringey Council at the time the item was broadcast, despite consistent and 
well-evidenced invitations to do so; 

• that, while a letter from Haringey Council to the father of Baby P had offered 
condolences, it had not contained an apology as set out above; 

• that, while it was journalistic practice to attribute actions to an individual when 
referring to actions carried out on their behalf, the script in question clearly 
suggested that the Director of Children’s Services had personally handed out 
graphs at the press briefing; 

• that the effect of this inaccuracy on the viewer’s understanding of the story 
was minimal and not such that there was a failure to meet the requirement for 
due accuracy; 

• that, notwithstanding the Committee’s finding that due accuracy had been 
met, it would have been preferable for the script to have been absolutely 
accurate in this regard; 

• that while the Council was not accepting at the time of the news report that it 
was in part to blame for events, others took a different view; 

• that it was inevitable and entirely appropriate that in this section of the report 
the focus was on Haringey and its Director of Children’s Services. 

 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 55 to 63. 

 

“Karadzic's Broken Bosnia remains”, BBC Online 
The complainant said the article showed bias and a racist attitude towards Serbs. In 
particular he claimed that the article was wrong to claim that the Serbs under Radovan 
Karadzic had invented the term “ethnic cleansing”. The complainant alleged that the title 
of the article was misleading and biased against Serbs. The complainant also said the 
article concentrated solely on the atrocities committed by the Serbs during the events of 
the civil war and that it should have included details of atrocities committed against Serbs 
in order to be impartial.  



Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals and other editorial issues to the Trust considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

 

November 2009 issued December 2009 7
 

The Committee concluded: 

• that there was no doubt that the act of what we now call “ethnic cleansing” 
had taken place many times in the past, however, the article was correct in 
ascribing the origins of the term to this particular time in history; 

• that the article’s description of when the phrase was first used had been 
accurate and not likely to lead to misunderstanding; 

• that the title of the article reflected its contents, which focused on Radovan 
Karadzic’s legacy in Bosnia; 

• that there was no requirement for a balancing argument and thus the title 
(and article) did not breach the guidelines on due accuracy; 

• that, as the article had been published to coincide with the first appearance of 
Radovan Karadzic at the International War Crimes Tribunal following his 
capture after 13 years in hiding, it was not required to go into any greater 
detail about the conflict; and 

• that the article had not misrepresented opposing views and there had been no 
breach of the guidelines on impartiality. 

 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 64 to 69. 

 

Horizon: Jimmy’s GM Food Fight, BBC Two, 25 November 
2008 
The complainant believed that the programme was biased in favour of GM technology and 
had ignored a number of arguments against the technology and cases where it had failed. 
The complainant suggested that there was a potential conflict of interest if the producer 
was related to a prominent scientist who had been involved in the GM debate. The 
complainant also questioned whether the programme had in fact been written by the 
presenter and suggested that it had been influenced by “biocorporate-government 
enticements”. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that the BBC’s procedures for managing potential conflicts of interest had been 
fully complied with in this case; 

• that there was no evidence to suggest that the producer shared his father’s 
views; 

• that there was no evidence that the father’s views had any influence on the 
programme as broadcast; 

• that the programme had been fair and open minded when examining the 
evidence and had been even-handed in its approach to the subject; 

• that the programme had provided a balance of contributions and that there 
was no requirement to represent every argument or give equal time to the 
different views; 

• that the conclusion of the programme (that there should be more scientific 
research) was a reasonable one based on the scientific evidence available; 
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• that the programme had treated a controversial subject with due impartiality; 

• that concerns about the environmental impact of growing crops which used 
recombinant DNA technology were included in the programme and this was an 
appropriate and adequate approach to impartiality on this issue; 

• that there was no requirement to mention the “conventionally bred” Italian 
alternative to the GM purple tomato in order to achieve due impartiality; 

• that there should be no automatic bar on senior members of production staff 
working on projects that touched on issues on which a parent had publically 
voiced an opinion or held a specific [relevant] job ; 

• that the views expressed were those of Jimmy Doherty and that the 
programme’s purpose was to show his journey to a greater understanding of 
the benefits and risks of GM food; 

• that the production process was in line with standard procedure and had not 
breached the impartiality guidelines; 

• that the complainant had not provided any evidence to support his allegation 
of “biocorporate-government enticements”, and that no evidence had been 
found in the course of the Committee’s investigation and that in the absence of 
evidence there was no case for the BBC to answer and therefore it was not 
appropriate to take this element of the complaint on appeal; and 

• that the overall approach taken by the programme makers had been 
appropriate and the issue of impartiality had been considered in advance and 
with care by the programme team. 

 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 70 to 85. 

 

PM, BBC Radio 4, 10 February 2009 
The complainant said that a report about Avgidor Lieberman of Israel’s right-wing Yisrael 
Beiteinu party lacked balance and gave the impression that the policies of Yisrael Beiteinu 
were racist.  

The Committee concluded: 

• that while the reporter’s statement about Avigdor Lieberman’s proposed 
citizenship test was accurate as far as it went, it may have led listeners new to 
the subject to the belief that the test was only applicable to the 1.4 million 
Arabs and not the population of Israel as a whole; 

• that it would have been better if a wider explanation of the citizenship test had 
been offered; 

• that, given the context of the Israeli election, Hugh Sykes was appropriately 
concentrating on the political significance of Yisraeli Beiteinu’s proposal which 
many believe, including his supporter outside of the polling station, was aimed 
at the Arab population of Israel; 

• that the specific reference to Arab Israelis in this section was duly accurate; 

• that the presenter had not stated Mr Lieberman’s party was racist; 
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• that the presenter’s question to a supporter of Mr Lieberman about racism was 
a legitimate one which had been duly accurate; 

• that the supporter had been given the opportunity to respond to the question 
as to whether or not the party leader was racist and this had been a legitimate 
exchange which did not breach the requirement for due impartiality; 

• that the presenter was not suggesting the analogy himself but was reflecting 
Arab perceptions when he raised the question of the similarity between the 
position of Arabs in Israel and Jews in Nazi Germany; 

• that this had been a challenging question but one that was appropriate given 
the context, particularly when taken together with the answer where the 
proposition was denied; and 

• that the question did not suggest anti-Israeli bias but was relevant to the 
discussion, and that the audience would have been in no doubt as to the 
response from Mr Lieberman’s supporter. 

 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 86 to 94. 

 

Panorama: Gaza Out of the Ruins, BBC One, 9 February 2009 
The complainant said that the programme had lacked impartiality. He gave numerous 
examples of instances which he believed were inaccurate and unfair to Israel. The 
Committee considered 17 of the points on appeal. 

The Committee concluded: 

An insufficient explanation for the reasons why Israel begun Operation Cast Lead  

• that it was not necessary for the programme to have provided a more detailed 
explanation of the weaponry used by Hamas; 

• that the general reference to the use of rockets by Hamas was sufficient for the 
audience to have understood the Israeli justification for their actions; 

• that the reference to rockets had been duly accurate and had not misled the 
audience as to the reasons for Israel’s actions; 

 

Jeremy Bowen used emotive images to show damage caused by Israeli ordinance but 
sought to underplay the crimes of Hamas.  

• that there was limited footage of Hamas firing its armaments and no evidence that 
the BBC’s Middle East editor had specifically chosen footage to “underplay the 
crimes of Hamas”; 

• that the choice of shots used to illustrate both this and the other sequences of the 
effects of the shelling had been duly accurate and had accurately shown the 
damage caused by the Israeli forces while reporting Israeli claims that Hamas had 
fought and defended their positions in civilian areas; 

• that the lack of footage did not represent an inaccuracy; 
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• that, taken together with other parts of the programme, the arguments concerning 
damage had been duly accurate and duly impartial; 

 

No mention had been made as to the use of children as human shields.  

• that the programme had not avoided the issue of human shields and had allowed 
both sides to express their view on the issue so that an imbalance of views was 
avoided; 

• that the programme in relation to this issue was duly accurate and duly impartial; 

 

The accuracy of the statement that “hundreds of Palestinian children had been killed” 

• that, given the information available and the general consensus as to the figure of 
child deaths that prevailed at the time of broadcast, it was reasonable for the 
programme to quote “hundreds” of deaths; 

• that the programme had been duly accurate in reporting a figure which they had 
spent a significant amount of time trying to verify and which had been put to the 
Israeli Government Minster; 

 

Jeremy Vine’s assertion that the Israeli mission had failed 

• that it would have been better if the introduction by Jeremy Vine had given more 
context; 

• that at the time of broadcast there had been a significant fall in the number of 
attacks but that it was accurate to say that the missiles hadn’t stopped; 

• that it was clearly set out in the programme that both sides were claiming victory; 

• that the statement was duly accurate and duly impartial and not in breach of the 
BBC’s Editorial Guidelines; 

 

Israeli forces firing on hospitals 

• that the complainant had been referring to a different hospital than that featured 
in the programme when he had said that Israeli forces had scrupulously avoided 
firing on the hospital; 

• that it could find no factual inaccuracy in this sequence; 

• that the report had provided sufficient information to enable the viewer to come to 
their own conclusions that Hamas may have been operating very close to the 
hospital; 

• that the programme had not breached the accuracy guideline in this respect and 
had not been required to report on other hospitals to achieve due impartiality; 

 

Undue weight was given to the story of Dr Izzeldin Abuelaish who lost family members in 
an Israeli shell attack and about which the Israelis had expressed regret. 

• that there was strong editorial justification for including this story at this length 
within the narrative of the programme; 
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• that in setting out the background and aftermath of Operation Cast Lead it had 
been appropriate to establish personal stories that the audience could relate to; 

• that in explaining not only the facts of the operation in Gaza, but the human cost 
for both sides, this story had been covered with due impartiality; 

 

Jeremy Bowen was much tougher on the Israeli spokesman than he was on the Hamas 
spokesman 

• that it did not agree with the complainant that Jeremy Bowen had been harder on 
the Israeli Interior Minister; 

• that both in the approach and tone of the interviews Jeremy Bowen had rightly 
challenged each interviewee to explain their positions whilst giving them sufficient 
opportunity to state their views; 

• that the interviews were conducted appropriately and that they met the required 
standards on impartial reporting; 

 

The narrative of events in Samouni Street has been contradicted by other writers. 

• that there was no evidence that the report in the Jerusalem Post was more 
accurate in its observations than the investigation undertaken by Panorama; 

• that it was satisfied that Jeremy Bowen had been reporting on what he found on 
the ground, which had been backed by eyewitness interviews and participants; 

• that the guideline requirement for sources to be checked had been met and there 
was no breach of the accuracy guidelines; 

 

An incomplete account had been given of events in 1948 

• that the programme’s focus had been clear and that in this context there had been 
no requirement for further historical perspective; 

• that a half hour programme on a specific series of events was not required to 
represent every argument or facet of every argument on every occasion; 

• that in this particular sequence due impartiality and due accuracy had been 
achieved; 

 

There was missing information as to Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza  

• that a programme which sought to reflect the wider background to the ongoing 
dispute between Israel and the Palestinians may well have required this 
information; 

• that this edition of Panorama had been clear in its focus and objectives: to take 
the events of the twenty five days of Operation Cast Lead and examine the 
aftermath and possible future consequences; 

• that the voluntary withdrawal from Gaza was an important fact but not one which 
was required to have been given on this occasion to achieve due impartiality; 
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The theft of aid by Hamas 

• that it did not share the complainant’s view that this was a fact that was necessary 
to be included to achieve due accuracy and due impartiality; 

• that there had been no inaccuracy; 

• that it could not identify any area of the programme where this information had 
been necessary in order to achieve due impartiality; 

 

How Hamas acquired its weapons 

• that the audience would have understood from the sequence shown how Hamas 
obtained weapons; 

• that no further detail was required in order to achieve due accuracy or due 
impartiality; 

 

The public pronouncements of Hamas  

• that the decision not to pursue the questioning of the un-named Hamas militant 
about the true aims of Hamas was an editorial decision which had to be weighed 
against the other contributions to the programme and to the narrative of the 
events under discussion; 

• that, on its own and throughout the programme as a whole, investigation of the 
militant’s motivation and statements was not necessary to achieve due accuracy 
and due impartiality; 

 

Hamas and its policy on the elimination of the state of Israel   

• that this aim had been spelled out on two occasions; 

• that there was no requirement for this to have been expanded upon to achieve 
due accuracy and due impartiality; 

 

That by being biased against Israel, Panorama had contributed to the rise of anti-semitic 
attacks in the UK  

• that it saw no evidence of a causal link between Panorama’s coverage of these 
events and the increase in anti-Semitic attacks during and after Operation Cast 
Lead; 

• that is was a legitimate topic for Panorama to cover provided that the reporting 
was within the published guidelines; 

 

Overall, was the programme biased in favour of Hamas? 

• that the commentary and the associated interviews were approached with due 
impartiality; 

• that Jeremy Bowen had described the impact of the conflict and the facts on the 
ground; and 
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• that there was no evidence from the programme that he had in his commentary 
given undue weight to the Hamas side. 

 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 95 to 127. 

 

The Birth of Israel, BBC Two, 4 May 2008 

The complainant alleges that the programme was inaccurate and generally biased against 
Israel. He raised 22 specific complaints which were considered by the Committee: 

 

Opening sequence iconography 

The complainant alleges that the opening sequence was biased in showing images of sites 
in Jerusalem sacred to Islam and Christianity but not to Judaism. 

 

The Committee concluded: 

• that the selection of images was a matter of editorial judgment and would only be 
a matter for the ESC if it had the effect of distorting the viewer’s understanding of 
the programme. 

• that the opening sequence did contain an image of the ancient Jewish cemetery 
on the Mount of Olives, and that an extended sequence depicting the Western 
Wall was shown ten minutes into the programme. 

• that there had been no breach of the guidelines in this respect. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

 

“For Palestinians defeat was a catastrophe” 

The complainant alleges that in the opening lines of the programme – “60 years ago 
Israel fought and won a war for its independence. For Palestinians defeat was a 
catastrophe.” – the second sentence is inaccurate and misleading. The complainant states 
that, had the Palestinians been willing to live alongside the Jews in an Israeli state, they 
could have enjoyed a higher standard of living than any other Arabs in any country in the 
Middle East that is not oil producing. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that the programme’s commentary did not apportion any blame or reasons for the 
“catastrophe”. 

• that shortly after this sentence, the programme featured a contribution from 
Shimon Peres who articulated the same point as that made by the complainant. 

• there was no breach of the guidelines with regard to accuracy or impartiality. 

The complaint was not upheld. 
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“Israel uses air strikes and ground incursions. Palestinians rocket Israeli border towns. 
Both sides blame each other.” 

The complainant alleges that the commentary is misleading by not mentioning other 
forms of Palestinian attacks, such as suicide bombers, mortars and booby traps. The 
complainant also alleges that, by mentioning Israel’s actions first, the programme implies 
that Israel is to blame. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that, in the context of the segment, and given that suicide attacks were 
mentioned later in the programme, this part of the script was appropriate. 

• that it did not agree with the complainant’s interpretation of the implication of 
the script, noting in particular the concluding sentence which stated that “both 
sides blame each other”. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Downplaying of Jewish interest in Jerusalem 

The complainant alleges that the programme downplayed the significance of Jerusalem to 
the Jewish people and gave the impression that the Arab inhabitants of the land were a 
long-settled nation who were losing their land to the Jews as a result of British policy. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the programme had adequately reflected the Jewish religious connection 
to the Holy Land. 

• that it was also reasonable for the commentary to state that Palestinian 
farmers had been “working the land for centuries”. 

• that the fact of the spiritual significance of Jerusalem and Palestine to Jews 
and also that the region had been under continuous Muslim rule for 700 years 
were not contradictory and both had been fairly represented in the 
programme. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

“Incompatible promises” in the Balfour Declaration 

The complainant alleges that it was wrong of the programme to suggest that the Balfour 
Declaration contained incompatible promises; he states that it was the behaviour of the 
Palestinian Arab population that rendered them so. 
 
The Committee concluded:  
 

• that the programme had correctly attributed the failure to fulfil the promises 
made in the Balfour Declaration to Britain’s failure to make it work. 

• that history is always a matter of interpretation and the contents of the Balfour 
Declaration had been summarised with due accuracy and impartiality by the 
programme. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Treatment of the 1929 riots 
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The complainant alleges that the programme was biased in not making it clear that most 
of the Jewish victims of the riots were religious Jews from the oldest communities in 
Palestine and not new arrivals, and that almost all Arab deaths were at the hands of the 
British. The complainant also claims that the programme was misleading as to the root 
cause of the riots. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the programme had made it clear that at least some of the victims were 
religious Jews from the older communities. 

• that the programme had correctly attributed the root cause of the riots to 
discontentment at the level of Jewish immigration and its impact on the 
Palestinian Arab population. 

• that there was no merit in the complainant’s argument that the riots had 
nothing to do with Zionist immigration. 

• that it did not agree with the complainant’s argument that not including this 
information led to an attribution of blame. 

• that the decision to omit the specific information about who was responsible 
for which deaths was an editorial judgment as it did not lead to inaccuracy. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Hussein Nusseibeh’s statement that Palestinians had nothing to do with the Holocaust 

The complainant alleges that a statement made in the programme by the former 
Jordanian Ambassador was incorrect in suggesting that the Palestinians had no 
responsibility for the Holocaust. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that specific reference to the Grand Mufti’s Nazi sympathies was made 
elsewhere in the programme. 

• that the section in question was not commentary but was a contribution from 
an Arab voice who was making a specific point about the perceived reasons for 
giving up Palestinian land, and that he was entitled to express that point of 
view. 

• that this was duly accurate and impartial in the context of the programme. 
 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Omission of references to the division within the Zionist leadership 

The complainant alleges that to balance the programme’s references to divisions within 
the Arab leadership, divisions in the Zionist leadership should also have been reflected. In 
not mentioning the rivalries to Ben Gurion’s leadership, the programme was biased. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the decision not to reflect rivalries to Ben Gurion’s leadership in the 
programme lay in the realm of editorial judgment and was not a matter for the 
Committee. 

• that in this instance there was no compelling argument to suggest that 
mentioning such rivalries was necessary to ensure due accuracy and 
impartiality. 
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• that, while news reports of the time may well have included names other than 
Ben Gurion, a programme broadcast in 2008 would likely focus on him as an 
enduring figure and one of the most significant in Israel’s history. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Use of the term “Stern Gang” 

The complainant objects to the programme’s use of the term “Stern Gang” to refer to the 
group which in Hebrew was called Lehi. The complainant states that Stern Gang was a 
derogatory term applied by the British. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the fact that the Israeli government’s own website offers “Stern Gang” as 
a description of Lehi, as well as its use by the distinguished historian Martin 
Gilbert, supports the view that the term is not pejorative. 

• that, even if the term once had negative connotations, these associations were 
long forgotten and the programme had not breached the guidelines in this 
respect. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

The bombing of the British military headquarters 

The complainant objects to the following line from the script: 
 
“In July 1946 the Irgun blew up the British military headquarters at the King David Hotel 
in Jerusalem, killing 91 people.” 
 
The complainant alleges that, by not mentioning that a warning was given and that this 
warning was ignored, the programme put Israel in a worse light than was reasonable. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the facts were accurately reported by the programme and, while the 
warning is mentioned in a history of the event written by Martin Gilbert, 
comparing the detail in a 400 page book with that in a 1 hour documentary is 
unreasonable. 

• that those who plant explosive devices cannot rely on there being no casualties 
and there was no breach of impartiality in not mentioning the warning. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Passengers of the Exodus 

The complainant alleges that the programme should have mentioned that passengers of a 
ship which was refused permission to dock were returned to former concentration camps 
in Europe which were being run as detention camps for displaced persons. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the sequence in question was in the context of the Jewish imperative for 
mass immigration to help establish their rights to the land of Palestine, and 
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that in this context there was no requirement to explain what happened next 
to the passengers. 

• that the incident itself was accurately portrayed. 
 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

“The Jews got the best of it” 

The complainant objects to the following section from the script: 
 
“Here in London, at the Foreign Office, they’d had enough. They turned the problem over 
to the United Nations. The UN voted at the end of November 1947 to partition Palestine 
into two states – one Jewish, one Arab. The Jews got the best of it. More than half the 
country – even though they owned only around ten percent of the land, and there were 
twice as many Arabs.” 
 
The complainant alleges that the figures given by the programme are inaccurate and 
misleading. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that it was reasonable for the programme to consider only the territory that 
was to be included in the new dual Jewish and Arab states in Palestine when 
discussing the division of the land. 

• that, in these terms, the Jewish state was allocated the majority of the 
territory and did indeed have less than half the population. 

• that evidence suggested that it was not a breach of the accuracy or 
impartiality guidelines to say that “the Jews got the best of it”. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Description of the British as “stuck in the middle” 

The complainant objects to the following section of the programme’s script: 
 
“There had been violence between Jews and Arabs before the partition plan. But it 
escalated fast after the vote. Within a week there was a civil war. The British, counting 
the days until they could leave, were stuck in the middle…” 
 
The complainant alleges that it is misleading for the programme to say that the British 
were stuck in the middle as they were firmly on the Arabs’ side, forcing Jews to give up 
their weapons. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the section in question was dealing specifically with the immediate 
aftermath of the announcement of partition, and that it was not necessarily a 
literal reference to neutrality but indicated that the British were placed in an 
impossible position. 

• that it did not accept that the statement referred to the wider region, or to the 
Arab Legion. 

• that there had been no breach of the guidelines on impartiality or accuracy. 
 
The complaint was not upheld. 
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Plan D 

The complainant objects to a section of the programme’s script which relates that some 
historians consider Plan D to have been a blueprint for the ethnic cleansing of Arabs from 
Palestine. The complainant states that the only historians who hold this view are anti-
Zionists. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that, rather than presenting it as a fact, the script clearly offers the ethnic 
cleansing theory as one interpretation of Plan D and also states that it remains 
the subject of “great controversy”. 

• that in directly asking Shimon Peres about the theory, a right of reply had 
been offered to an opposing view as required by the guidelines when a 
controversial issue is being discussed. 

• that the controversy had been accurately described, the script was properly 
sourced and balanced and that, while the ethnic cleansing theory is 
controversial, it nonetheless has its supporters and the programme was 
entitled to reflect that. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

The number of civilians forced out of the Jewish quarter of Jerusalem 

The complainant alleges that the figure given by the programme of “over one thousand” 
Jewish civilians who lost their homes when the Arab Legion captured the Jewish quarter 
of Jerusalem is smaller than the actual figure. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that, although there had been many more Jews in Jerusalem at earlier periods, 
the figure quoted in the programme was based on the Jewish population at 
the time that the Jewish quarter fell to the Arab Legion in May 1948. 

• that the programme’s figure was derived from a contemporary account written 
by a Jewish journalist, which put the number at 1,490, whereas the higher 
figure provided by the complainant had no source other than a claim made by 
an academic with no supporting evidence. 

• that “over one thousand” was a duly accurate script line based on the available 
evidence and the specific date to which the programme referred. 

• that the script had been duly accurate and impartial and had not drawn a 
direct comparison between the number of civilians forced out of the Jewish 
quarter and the number of Arab Palestinians who lost their homes in other 
districts during the war. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Events at Deir Yassin 

The complainant alleges that the programme misrepresented the civilian deaths at Deir 
Yassin as a massacre. The complainant argues that the civilians were casualties of the 
battle and were not slaughtered afterwards. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
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• that Deir Yassin was a complex event and references to it in the programme 
had been carefully scripted and clearly sourced. 

• that, given the evidence that almost all those killed at Deir Yassin were 
civilians, it was duly accurate and impartial to describe the events as they had 
been described in the programme. 

• that, given the importance attached to Deir Yassin by both Arab and Jewish 
leaders, the commentary was a fair reflection of the controversy surrounding 
this event. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Heavy shelling 

The complainant alleges that the programme’s description of the attack on Jaffa as 
“heavy shelling” was inaccurate as the Irgun had no heavy artillery and used mortars 
only. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the Irgun website describes the attack on Jaffa as heavy shelling, and that 
heavy does not necessarily relate to the size of the weapons but rather to the 
intensity of the attack. 

• that not mentioning the British response to the Irgun attack was a matter of 
editorial judgment and did not affect the viewer’s understanding of the story. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Palestinians leaving on the orders of Arab leaders 

The complainant objects to the following line from the programme’s script: 
 
“some Israelis claim that Palestinians were leaving on the orders of Arab leaders.” 
 
The complainant argues that it is wrong to attribute this theory only to Israeli sources. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that this line should be considered in the context of the preceding section 
(which featured two contributors putting forward the view that Israel was to 
blame for Arabs leaving) and that, in this context, the statement provides 
balance. 

• that while there is evidence to support the view that some Palestinian Arabs 
left on the orders of Arab leaders (as the complainant and the programme 
itself suggests) it was not necessary for the programme to set out who 
believed this in order to achieve due accuracy or impartiality. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Relative size of Israeli and invading forces 

The complainant alleges that the programme misrepresented the size of the invading 
forces by not including the indigenous Palestinian Arab population. When this was added, 
the Israeli fighters would be facing double their numbers. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
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• that, while the two sides may have been more evenly matched in terms of 

actual numbers, the Committee saw no evidence to support the complainant’s 
claim that the Israelis were “vastly outnumbered”. 

• that the programme had, in several places, made reference to the inferiority of 
the Israeli force’s numbers and equipment and that the script had accurately 
reflected the relative strength of the opposing force. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Lydd (Lydda) 

The complainant objects to a section of the programme which deals with the civilian 
deaths at Lydd. The complainant alleges that it is incorrect to refer to this as a massacre 
as the Israeli soldiers had been provoked, a fact that was not mentioned in the 
programme. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the main facts were not in dispute; that 200 unarmed civilians, including 
women and children, were shot and killed in a mosque. 

• that the fact of the provocation may have provided interesting context to 
explain why fighting had continued after the town had surrendered, but it 
could not account for the indiscriminate nature of the killings nor mitigate what 
can reasonably be described as a massacre. 

• that the item of information regarding the provocation of Israeli soldiers was 
not required for the programme to fulfil the requirements for accuracy and 
impartiality. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Jewish and Arab refugees 

The complainant alleges that the programme was biased in not mentioning the number of 
Jews made refugees from Arab states, and the fact that many Arabs remain refugees to 
this day because Arab states refuse to accept them. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that the programme, which was exploring the legacy of 1949, was right to 
concentrate on Palestinian refugees as hundreds of thousands remain in 
refugee camps in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. 

• that omitting a specific reference to the Jewish exodus from Arab lands did not 
render the programme either inaccurate or misleading. 

• that the scope of the programme did not include the 60 years of diplomacy 
following the events of 1947–1949. 

• that the absence of a discussion about why Palestinians remain refugees did 
not distort the accuracy of the programme or lead to a lapse of impartiality. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

Kfar Etzion 
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The complainant alleges that the programme was biased in not mentioning the massacre 
of 129 Jews at Kfar Etzion, a seminal event in the birth of Israel which is enshrined in the 
country’s annual Remembrance Day.  
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that, while it did not specifically mention events at Kfar Etzion, the programme 
had referred to the mass murder of Jewish doctors and nurses by Arab forces, 
and it had given the overall impression that atrocities were committed by both 
sides in the conflict. 

• that the programme was not obliged to include what happened at Kfar Etzion 
in order to achieve due accuracy and impartiality. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
 

The programme as a whole 

The complainant objects to the programme as a whole, claiming that it is biased against 
Israelis and the previous Jewish population of the Holy Land. 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that, while it had not upheld any of the complainant’s individual points, the 
Committee should consider whether the programme as a whole satisfied the 
guidelines, particularly with regard to impartiality. 

• that the programme contained a range of voices, including eyewitness 
accounts from both sides. 

• that the programme had provided the right of reply on the most controversial 
points and this had generally been a key voice, Israel’s current President, 
Shimon Peres. 

• that there had been numerous examples of space devoted to “the Jewish 
experience” and, similarly, there were occasions where Palestinian and Arab 
voices were heard airing negative views about their own leaders. 

• that a television programme must necessarily tell a story in an interesting way 
while staying true to the facts, and that balancing remarks might be heard 
elsewhere in the programme from where an issue might have originally been 
raised. 

• that this was a balanced programme which had made obvious efforts to air the 
views of all the parties, and that it did not come across as anti-Jewish or anti-
Israeli. 

 
The complaint was not upheld. 
For the finding in full see pages 128 to 157. 
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Findings 
Sunday, BBC Radio 4, 10 May 2009 
1. Context 
The Sunday programme discusses the religious and ethical issues of the week.  This 
edition was presented by Edward Stourton and included an interview with the Latin 
Patriarch of Jerusalem, Archbishop Fouad Twal, in the context of the Pope’s forthcoming 
visit to Israel, Jerusalem and the West Bank. During this interview Edward Stourton used 
the term ‘Palestinian territories’. 

 

2. Transcript 
Extracts from the transcript of the interview with Archbishop Fouad Twal by Edward 
Stourton 

Ed Stourton: 

Can I ask you about some of the issues that will be faced when His Holiness the 
Pope comes to Israel, some of the areas that have caused difficulty between the 
Church and the State of Israel and I’m thinking about questions for example 
relating to the Church’s taxation position – why have those things taken so long to 
resolve?   

 

Archbishop Fouad Twal: 

I think the answer you can get it better from the Israeli side than from my side.  I 
hope that from this visit um many, many other good results.  More dialogue 
between us between Muslims and Christians, between Arabs and Jews, more 
liberty, freedom of movement within Israel and within the Palestinian cities.  Less 
checkpoint I hope and less separation and more collaboration we hope – we pray. 

 

Ed Stourton: 

The objective of his visit is obviously to secure the future for the Christian minority 
in the Palestinian territories [our emphasis] and Israel and the number of 
Christians has been reduced very dramatically.  Do you think that this visit will 
succeed in stopping that happening any further?    

 

Archbishop Fouad Twal: 

First of all I think his pilgrimage is to confirm us that his presence in the Holy Land 
is more a mission, a vocation and not like any other presence.  We must be aware 
of this and we must accept our sacrifices for this presence. 

 

Ed Stourton: 

But do you think that Pope Benedict’s presence can make a difference to the 
steady decline in numbers of Christians 
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Archbishop Fouad Twal: 

We hope really but that doesn’t mean a miracle in the next day after his 
departure. It is a question of conscience, of culture and we as local church, we are 
working on this issue.  The second I think is political.  After 60 years of violence 
without solution means maybe we had a good will to resolve the problem.  60 
years is too much for us, for the people.  More is more they opt to emigrate to 
look for more liberty, more work, more dignity and so on.  It is our drama for the 
moment, you are right.  

 

Ed Stourton: 

You have talked about the dangers that face Pope Benedict in his speeches here, 
about the possibility that he will offend Muslims or offend Jews and about what a 
delicate tightrope he has to walk.  Are you nervous as he prepares for his visit to 
Jerusalem, to Israel and to the Palestinian territories [our emphasis]? 

 

Archbishop Fouad Twal: 

Yeah I know I know.  He comes in the difficult region and he comes to deal with 
people who are overdosed with sensibility – ‘specially after the war in Gaza.  We 
did our best to balance the visits, the sites and even the speech.  And we hope if 
there is any misunderstanding we are ready to, to deal with. 

 

3. The complaint 
Stage 1 

The complainant contacted BBC Information on 10 May 2009 stating that the term 
“Palestinian territories” was inaccurate. She stated:  

“These are occupied territories and should be called what they are.  This is an 
occupation and…the religious problems identified spring from that.” 

 

BBC Information replied on 15 May 2009 and directed the complainant to the BBC website 
which contains an abbreviated version of its journalists’ guide to fact and terminology. 
This states: 

Occupied territories/occupation 

The general phrase "occupied territories" refers to East Jerusalem, the West Bank 
and strictly speaking the Golan Heights. However, it is not usually understood to 
refer to the Golan Heights (unless it is in a story specifically on the 1967 war or 
Syrian-Israeli relations).  

It is advisable to avoid trying to find another formula, although the phrase 
"occupied West Bank" can also be used.  

Under international law, Israel is still the occupying power in Gaza, although it no 
longer has a permanent military presence there. See that section for our use of 
language.  
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Try not to confuse the phrase "occupied territories" with Palestinian Land or 
Palestinian Territories. (See those sections for the reasons why.)  

The Israeli government's preferred phrase to describe the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip is "disputed territories" and it is reasonable to use this when it is clear that 
we are referring to or explaining its position.  

Palestinian territories 

Strictly speaking, the phrase Palestinian Territories refers to the areas that fall 
under the administration of the Palestinian Authority.  

They are difficult to work out, because of the way the West Bank was divided into 
complex security zones under the Oslo Accords and because of changes on the 
ground since the outbreak of violence in September 2000.  

The phrase is not the most accurate shorthand for the Occupied Territories 
although President Bush referred to "Palestinian territories" in his 2005 State of 
the Union address. 

The complainant responded on 16 May 2009. She stated that given the guidance on the 
use of the term “Palestinian territories” Edward Stourton “was working against the BBC’s 
own stringent guideline”. 

BBC Information provided a further response on 2 June 2009 which stated that the 
presenter’s usage of the term had been in the context of talking about the Christians 
living under the jurisdiction of the Palestinian authorities and therefore the term had been 
used appropriately.   

Stage 2 

The appellant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 3 June 2009 pointing out 
that there was nothing in the guidelines to support the use of the term “Palestinian 
territories” when referring to the Palestinian Authority having “jurisdiction” over 
Palestinians. The appellant suggested that the production team and Edward Stourton had 
taken an executive decision to interpret the guideline in a way that “suited their purpose”. 
The appellant also referred to the definition of the word “jurisdiction” and “occupation” 
suggesting that whatever legal capacity local authorities retain, “they are beholden to the 
occupier and cannot act other than with whatever permission is granted.” 

The ECU provided its substantive reply in a letter dated 30 July 2009. The ECU said it 
would not dispute the fact that the most accurate terminology that could have been used 
would have been “occupied Palestinian territories”.  

However it did not uphold the complaint on the grounds that the guide to key terms was 
not a part of the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines and that the usage of the term “Palestinian 
territories” was within the context of religious concerns, and, as such, the omission of 
“occupied” did not compromise the requirement of due impartiality which required 
impartiality to be adequate and appropriate. 

The ECU also noted that the term “Palestinian territories” was in widespread usage in 
political and diplomatic circles, notably on the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and 
British Council websites and in the UK press.  

In conclusion the ECU stated that while it agreed that the use of the phrase may not have 
been ideal, it was not actually wrong and it did not believe that its use represented a bias 
of any kind. 

Stage 3 - Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 



Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals and other editorial issues to the Trust considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

 

November 2009 issued December 2009 25
 

The appellant appealed to the BBC Trust on 11 August 2009 requesting that the Trust 
review the findings of the ECU. She also noted that the term “Palestinian territories” was 
a neutral term for what she considered everyone would call an occupation, and one the 
appellant believes “daily violates the tenets of the Geneva convention.” The appellant 
stated: 

“[…] that the terminology used by the BBC in the Sunday programme, where the 
reality of aggressive domination is erased, is wholly inaccurate.” 

The appellant also said that when considering the issue of impartiality it was “germane to 
consider who benefits by airbrushing out the fact of occupation.” 

 

4.  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.  

 

Misleading audiences 
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. 

 

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 
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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 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.  

 

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. 

 

5.  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 and the subsequent 
submissions from the complainant and BBC Vision.  

The appeal raised issues relating to the guidelines on accuracy and impartiality.  

The guidelines on accuracy say that the BBC’s commitment to accuracy is a core editorial 
value and fundamental to its reputation. They say that the output must be well sourced, 
based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise language.  

The guidelines on impartiality say that the BBC seeks to provide a properly balanced 
service consisting of a wide range of subject matter and views broadcast over an 
appropriate time scale across all of its output. They say that the BBC must ensure that it 
avoids bias or an imbalance of views on controversial subjects. 
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The guidelines also say that the BBC is required to be fair and open minded when 
examining the evidence and weighing all material facts, as well as being objective and 
even handed in its approach to a subject.  

The Committee noted that the complaint arose from the use of the term “Palestinian 
territories” on the Sunday programme in May 2009. The presenter, Edward Stourton, 
used the phrase twice during his interview with the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem, 
Archbishop Fouad Twal, about the Pope’s forthcoming visit to the Middle East.  

The Committee considered the two occasions when Edward Stourton used the phrase 
“Palestinian Territories”. The Committee noted when the phrase was first used: 

Ed Stourton: 

The objective of his visit is obviously to secure the future for the Christian minority 
in the Palestinian territories [our emphasis] and Israel and the number of 
Christians has been reduced very dramatically.  Do you think that this visit will 
succeed in stopping that happening any further?    

and when the phrase was used again: 

Ed Stourton:   

You have talked about the dangers that face Pope Benedict in his speeches here, 
about the possibility that he will offend Muslims or offend Jews and about what a 
delicate tightrope he has to walk.  Are you nervous as he prepares for his visit to 
Jerusalem, to Israel and to the Palestinian territories [(our emphasis]? 

The Committee took account of the appellant’s view that the use of the phrase was a 
“misnomer” in so much as the land being discussed was occupied and should have been 
referred to as such. The appellant believed the reference “Palestinian territories” was a 
neutral term, and so was not an appropriate description for what she believed “everyone” 
would call an occupation, and one which daily violated the tenets of the Geneva 
Convention. 

The Committee then considered the views of the appellant with regard to the BBC’s guide 
to key terms for the use of BBC journalists in their coverage of the Israel-Palestinian 
conflict. The Committee noted what the advisory notes had said about the use of the 
phrase “Palestinian territories”: 

Palestinian territories 

 

Strictly speaking, the phrase Palestinian territories refers to the areas that fall 
under the administration of the Palestinian Authority.  

They are difficult to work out, because of the way the West Bank was divided into 
complex security zones under the Oslo Accords and because of changes on the 
ground since the outbreak of violence in September 2000.  

The phrase is not the most accurate shorthand for the Occupied Territories 
although President Bush referred to "Palestinian territories" in his 2005 State of 
the Union address. 

The Committee then noted that in the appellant’s opinion Edward Stourton’s use of 
“Palestinian territories” had been against these advisory notes, and that senior editorial 
staff and the ECU had not been minded to respond to this departure from them.  
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The Committee also took into account that these advisory notes state that programme 
makers should try not to confuse the phrase “occupied territories” with Palestinian land or 
“Palestinian territories.”  

The responses of the BBC Executive at Stage 1 and Stage 2 of the complaint were also 
considered by the Committee. It noted that BBC Information had explained that Mr 
Stourton was using the term “Palestinian Territories” in the context of Christians living 
under the jurisdiction of the Palestinian Authority. 

The reply by the ECU was also considered by the Committee. The ECU had said it would 
not dispute that the most accurate terminology Ed Stourton could have used would have 
been “Occupied Palestinian territories.”   However, the ECU said that the term “Palestinian 
territories”  was now in widespread use in political and diplomatic circles, and that given 
that the term had been used in the context of religious concerns the omission of the word 
“occupied” on this occasion had not carried any connotation that compromised the 
requirement for due impartiality. 

The Committee also took into account the views of Edward Stourton, who had responded 
to the Independent Editorial Adviser who was conducting the Trust’s investigation into the 
appeal. He said: 

“‘Palestinian territories’ is an extremely useful term which is generally understood 
to mean those areas which would form the basis of any Palestinian State ie, 
broadly and without prejudice to the fixing of borders, Gaza and the West Bank. 
The phrase is widely used – not least by our own government – and I have never 
been challenged over its use by a Palestinian interviewee.” 

In coming to its judgment the Committee first considered whether the term was 
inaccurate. It took the view that context was a vital factor in any discussion of the use of 
disputed language.  

The Committee accepted that the term had been used as part of a discussion about 
religious concerns including the position of the Christian minority in the area.  

The Committee concluded that given that the context of the discussion was religion and 
not politics, it was not necessary to add the word “occupied” to the shorthand description 
of the area under discussion.  The Committee believed that given the discussion was not 
on the political situation in the Middle East sufficient information had been provided to the 
audience to make it aware of where in the Middle East the programme was referring to. 
As such, the Committee was satisfied that the phrase had been accurately used within the 
context of this item.   

When coming to this view, the Committee also took account of the fact that the term was 
now in widespread use by governments, international organisations and media outlets. 

The Committee also agreed with the view expressed by Malcolm Balen (one of the BBC’s 
senior editorial advisers on Middle Eastern affairs) that the term “Palestinian territories” 
should not be proscribed. The Committee also acknowledged that the advisory notes for 
BBC journalists about Middle Eastern issues were not part of the Editorial Guidelines and, 
therefore, any departure from this advice would not automatically lead to a breach of the 
BBC Editorial Guidelines.   

The Committee recognised that the advice on bbc.co.uk had not been updated since 
October 2006 and, given this fact, said that it was always important to judge any phrases 
such as “Palestinian territories” in the light of prevailing circumstances and political 
conditions. 



Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals and other editorial issues to the Trust considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

 

November 2009 issued December 2009 29
 

Therefore, the Committee found that there had been no breach of the accuracy 
guidelines, which say that BBC output must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, 
thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise language.  

The Committee then considered if the use of the term “Palestinian territories” had broken 
the impartiality guidelines.  It was aware that this was a bitterly disputed issue and raised 
difficulties for those reporting it. 

It noted that that the appellant had used the word neutral when describing the phrase as 
a “neutral term for what everyone would call an occupation.”  It did not agree that the 
use of a ‘neutral’ word indicated bias. The Committee concluded that use of the phrase 
did not suggest bias, and that the audience would not have been misled by it. 

The Committee also took into account the fact that the Latin Patriarch, Archbishop Fouad 
Twal, had not objected to the use of the term during his interview. 

The Committee therefore agreed that the phrase had not broken any of the impartiality 
guidelines, which require the BBC to be objective and even handed in its approach to a 
subject. 

Finding: Not upheld 
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News at Six, BBC One, 22 April 2009 
1. The background 
This edition of the News at Six carried reports on the Government’s Budget statement 
which was presented in Parliament earlier that day. 

 

2. The complaint 
Stage1 

The appellant in an email to BBC Information on 23 April 2009 believed there was a 
blatant imbalance in the news coverage on the News at Six of the Government’s Budget 
statement. He believed that the dominant theme in the reports was “doom and gloom” for 
which the government had to take full responsibility. The appellant noted that nowhere in 
the piece was there any coverage of the Chancellor’s explanation of why things were so 
bad and why the painful measures were needed (i.e. the global financial crisis and the 
need to borrow and tax our way through it.). 

He also said that there was not any real coverage of the raft of the government’s “good 
news” measures to help: business; the unemployed; pensioners; families; savings; the 
housing situation; and the environment. He stated the only “good news” item was about 
the car scrappage scheme, and that even then there had been plenty of critical comment 
in the package.    

The appellant believed BBC News had a duty to report the negative features of the 
budget, while giving “due weight” to the government’s case for taking these measures 
and to the positive measures it was taking to alleviate the economic situation.  

In a response dated 30 April 2009 BBC Information stated that the Budget was reported 
fairly. The reply also noted that while the report “may have failed to look at the causes of 
the Chancellor’s course of action” these issues had been considered in various reports 
which have looked at the global recession and its impact on “every country”.   

The appellant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 6 May 2009 unhappy with 
the response from BBC Information which he believed had completely failed to engage 
with the points he had made. The ECU directed this response back to BBC Information for 
a second reply as set out in the BBC’s complaints procedure.  

BBC Information’s second response sent on 23 June 2009 stated that given the limited 
time in a news programme to report the Budget statement news editor had to make a 
“judgment call” as to what the bulletin could cover. As such, the news editor felt that 
given this was “probably the worst news a Chancellor had had to deliver in decades” the 
news editor stood by what had been covered by the programme of the statement. 

Stage 2 

The appellant contacted the ECU to formally escalate his complaint to the BBC’s second 
stage of the complaints process on 26 June 2009. In his letter he reiterated the concerns 
he had raised earlier. 

The ECU did not uphold the complaint concluding that the bulletin had provided 
appropriately balanced and even-handed coverage and analysis. In coming to its decision 
the ECU had acknowledged that the Chancellor had made much of the fact that the 
problems facing Britain were the result of “the most serious economic turmoil for over 60 
years”, and that it would have been better if that explanation had been stated more 
clearly. Nevertheless, the ECU was satisfied that the reporting of this politically 
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controversial event did adequately reflect the main views of the Government, as well as 
those of the opposition parties and other informed experts. 

Stage 3 - Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 

The appellant wrote to the BBC Trust on 5 August 2009 setting out his appeal against the 
response he had received at stage 1 and 2 of the BBC complaints process. He responded 
to each of the ECU’s arguments under the headings they had set out in their reply.  

With regard to the following headings the appellant stated: 

• The coverage contained a litany of the ‘bad news’ elements of the 
budget which gave the impression the ‘gloom and doom’ was the sole 
responsibility of the government. 

The ECU had said it would have been better if the Chancellor’s explanation of the 
global nature of the crisis had been stated more clearly. The appellant believed 
“the omission of any reference to global causation of the recession” was crucial 
since it gave the impression the Government was solely responsible. He also 
stated that given that it was the editor’s judgment on which aspects of the 
Chancellor’s speech to include, within the constraints of the BBC’s Editorial 
Guidelines on balance, it was not right if “key explanations and positive policy 
proposals” were omitted which left the impression that the Government “is not up 
to the job”. He also believed it was wrong to defend the omission of the global 
explanation by saying it had been extensively reported elsewhere.  

• There was no coverage of the Chancellor’s explanation of why things 
were bad and why painful measures needed to be taken, while a clip 
was included of David Cameron explaining it all in terms of the 
incompetence of the Government 

The appellant also noted that the use of a clip of David Cameron blaming the 
harshness of the Budget on government incompetence without the Chancellor’s 
explanation of the global recession, was “clearly reporting the news in a one sided 
way” and was “biased against the government.” 

• There was a similar lack of balanced reporting regarding the other 
elements of the story, as follows: 

a) Viewers were told the government's predictions on borrowing and 
the scale of the recession were wrong, without mentioning that 
respected financial bodies had also revised their forecasts 
downwards 

b) There were references to "broken tax promises" without mentioning 
the government's explanation that the financial crisis demanded a 
bigger contribution from those who could afford it. 

c) The programme showed clips of the Prime Minister denying there 
would be a return to "boom and bust" but did not explain he was 
referring to the normal business cycle rather than the abnormal 
global economic situation. 

d) The programme reported the biggest quarterly rise in unemployment 
figures without explaining these were below the expected increase. 

The appellant disagreed with the ECU’s view that the extra information, suggested 
by the appellant, on these points was not material to the complaint. The appellant 
noted that given his complaint was that the coverage of the Budget statement was 
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too focused on how bad things were, the requirement for the inclusion of the 
additional information within the news bulletin was therefore material.  He 
believed that if the extra information had been provided this would have 
suggested that government policies might be working. He believed that by not 
including this positive information the report could therefore be regarded as 
biased.  

On the specific point of the programme showing clips of the Prime Minister saying 
that there would be no return to “boom and bust”, the appellant noted the 
argument by the ECU that experienced BBC correspondents were free to make 
judgements about whether Mr Brown had kept those promises. However, the 
appellant said that in the interests of balanced reporting the BBC was at least 
obliged to give Mr Brown’s explanation of what he meant by this promise. “And if 
the BBC was required to report in an impartial, responsible, unsensational way, 
why were there no less than three clips of Gordon Brown making this promise?” 

• There was no significant coverage of measures being introduced by the 
Government to help businesses, the unemployed, families etc. 

 

And 

 

• The coverage of the only “good news” featured, the new “scrappage 
scheme” included balancing criticism in contrast to the “bad news” 
receiving no such balancing comment. 

The appellant noted the ECU’s argument that it was the editor’s decision as to 
what elements of the Budget to include in the bulletin, as long as the content met 
the requirements of impartiality. However, he disagreed that fairness was achieved 
given that the only significant reference to positive measures was about the car 
scrappage scheme, which itself had been balanced with comments criticising the 
scheme. He stated: 

“It was not about whether there was a variety of informed opinion but 
about that opinion being unduly weighted against the government. It was 
not about whether the Chancellor had been allowed to explain his budget 
in his own words but about the omission of vital explanations and 
information that would have helped to balance the charges of his critics.” 

 

In summary, the appellant accepted that being even handed might not be a matter of 
balancing points favourable to the government against points that were unfavourable. He 
believed that being fair meant giving sufficient space to the arguments and information 
the government deployed to answer its critics, whichever government was in power. 

 

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 



Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals and other editorial issues to the Trust considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

 

November 2009 issued December 2009 33
 

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.  

 

Misleading audiences 
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. 

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 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.  

 

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 
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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 10 - Politics and Public Policy 
Principles of political impartiality 
We must treat matters of public policy or political or industrial controversy with due 
accuracy and impartiality in our news services and other output.  

We must not express an opinion on current affairs or matters of public policy other than 
broadcasting.  

 
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 and the subsequent submission 
from the complainant.   

The appeal raised issues relating to the guidelines on accuracy and impartiality. The 
guidelines on accuracy say that the BBC’s output must be well sourced, based on sound 
evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise language.  They also say that 
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. 

The guidelines on impartiality say that the BBC strives 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. They say that the BBC must ensure it avoids 
bias or an imbalance of views on controversial subjects. The guidelines also say that BBC 
journalists and presenters, including those in news and current affairs, may provide 
professional judgements but may not express personal opinions on matters of public 
policy or political or industrial controversy. 

 

The guidelines on principles of political impartiality say that the BBC must treat matters of 
public policy or political or industrial controversy with due accuracy and impartiality in its 
news services and other output.  

The complaint centred on whether the Budget coverage by the News at Six was balanced. 
The coverage lasted for about twenty minutes and included presenter introductions, tape 
packages and two-ways with correspondents. 
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The Committee considered the overall view of the appellant, who said that the bulletin’s 
coverage of the Budget was blatantly imbalanced. He stated that:  

“It was more like a Conservative party political broadcast than the even-handed 
presentation of a vital news story required under the BBC editorial guidelines.”  

The Committee noted that the appellant had made a number of specific points to back up 
his overall criticism. 

The Committee also took into account the overall response of the ECU, which said  that it 
may have been that certain elements of the Chancellor’s speech had been left out, but 
that would not of itself have led to a lack of due impartiality or bias. The Committee noted 
what the ECU said regarding its interpretation of the guidelines on impartiality:   

“[…] breach of the guidelines on impartiality would only occur if the programme-
makers had not been open-minded in weighing all the material evidence or had 
failed to take an even-handed approach to a subject.” 

In coming to its judgment the Committee first considered the context of the programme’s 
budget coverage.   

The Committee agreed that what to include and exclude within a news bulletin were 
questions of editorial judgement for the programme team. As such, the issue for the 
Committee was to consider was whether the judgements overall had given an impression 
of bias.  

The Committee noted that by common consent the Budget statement of April 2009 had 
been one of the gloomiest statements, and that the programme’s Budget coverage had to 
be judged in that context. The Committee also believed it was important to remember 
that it was inconceivable to believe that the majority of the audience would not have been 
aware of the UK’s financial problems, and that these problems were – to a greater or 
lesser degree – because of the global economic crisis. 

The Committee then considered each of the appellant’s individual points in turn. 

The first of the appellant’s points was: 

• “The coverage contained a litany of the “bad news” elements of the 
budget which gave the impression the "gloom and doom" was the sole 
responsibility of the government.” 

The Committee noted the appellant’s argument that the global nature of the crisis was 
only referred to once in the News at Six bulletin, and then only in the context of 
emphasising how difficult it was going to be to recover from the crisis. The Committee 
noted the only reference to the global recession: 

STEPHANIE FLANDERS:   

“[…] he is betting that the economy is going to bounce back from this recovery 
next year, just like in the past, and even have a quicker recovery than in past 
recessions, when everything else about this recession has been truly exceptional, 
including the global nature of the recession.” 

The Committee also noted what the ECU had said in its decision on this aspect of the 
complaint: 

“It is true that the Chancellor made much of the fact that the problems facing 
Britain were the result of the ‘most serious global economic turmoil for over 60 
years’ and, in my opinion, it would have been better if his explanation had been 
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stated more clearly, but, on balance, I don’t believe the overall impression given 
was inaccurate or biased against the Government.”  

The Committee concluded that it agreed with the ECU finding that it might have been 
better to have given more context about the global recession within the piece, but was 
satisfied that the public as a whole was in no doubt of the seriousness of the economic 
crisis and that the Budget had been presented at the time of a global recession. It also 
agreed that the BBC had covered the financial crisis extensively in the run-up to the 
budget, and that there was reference to it within the News at Six’s budget coverage, even 
if it was a single reference.  

The choice as to which elements of the Budget to include is addressed later in this 
finding.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld 

The appellant’s second point was: 

• “There was no coverage of the Chancellor’s explanation of why things 
were bad and why painful measures needed to be taken, while a clip 
was included of David Cameron explaining it all in terms of 
incompetence of the government.” 

The Committee considered the appellant’s view that to include Mr Cameron’s explanation 
of the crisis while leaving out the Chancellor’s answer to this criticism was clearly 
reporting the news in a one-sided way and was biased against the government. The 
Committee noted the comments of David Cameron’s which were included in the bulletin: 

David Cameron:   

This Prime Minister has certainly got himself in the history books. He has written a 
whole chapter in red ink, Labour's decade of debt.  

 

Laura Kuenssberg: 

David Cameron attacking Labour’s entire economic record.  

 

David Cameron: 

As of today, any claim they have ever made to economic competence is dead, 
over, finished. 

The Committee also noted BBC management’s response, which said that with the 
Chancellor claiming the UK economy was strong and with the opposition parties saying 
the government had caused at least parts of the crisis, due balance had been observed. 
The Committee noted the references where the News at Six had included references to 
the Government’s view that the UK’s economy was strong: 

Alistair Darling:   

This Budget will build on the strengths of the British economy and its people, 
speed the recovery, providing jobs and spreading prosperity. And, in all of these 
decisions, we have been guided by our core values of fairness and opportunity and 
our determination to invest and grow our way out of recession.  

and…. 

Stephanie Flanders:  
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I think the overriding thing for me is the optimism of his budget. It sounds mad to 
say it, when he is announcing historically bad debt and borrowing figures, but to 
make those terrible numbers add up, he is betting that the economy is going to 
bounce back from this recovery next year, just like in the past, and even have a 
quicker recovery than in past recessions, when everything else about this 
recession has been truly exceptional, including the global nature of the recession. 

In conclusion, the Committee believed that it had been wholly appropriate to have used a 
clip of the leader of the opposition in this way, given the fact that the Government’s 
position as to the strength of the economy had been expressed within the bulletin.  The 
Committee was therefore satisfied that the use of the clips was appropriate and had not 
led to a lack of due impartiality. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld 

The appellant’s third point was: 

• “There was a similar lack of balanced reporting regarding the other 
elements of the story, as follows: 

a) Viewers were told the government's predictions on borrowing and 
the scale of the recession were wrong, without mentioning that 
respected financial bodies had also revised their forecasts 
downwards.” 

The Committee noted the view of the appellant that: 

“If this balancing information had been provided at least it would have indicated 
that the government had been in good company in getting it wrong…” 

The Committee also noted the view of BBC management that there had been no 
suggestion that the Chancellor was uniquely wrong – the point was to convey to viewers 
that the Chancellor’s figures showed things were much worse than everyone had 
expected.  The Committee noted what was said regarding the predictions on borrowing 
and the scale of the recession:   

George Alagiah (GA):   

“A mountain of debt.  The Budget reveals that this Chancellor will borrow more 
than any other since the Second World War.  He faces a toxic combination of 
falling income, higher benefit payments and the multi-million pound bank bail-
outs.” 

 

Alistair Darling: 

“Our own figures for public sector net borrowing will be £175 billion this year or 
some 12% of GDP.” 

and… 

GA:   

“Good evening and welcome to the BBC’s news at six. The alarming scale of 
Britain's economic crisis was revealed today when the Chancellor, Alistair Darling, 
delivered his Budget. He admitted his own predictions on the shrinking economy 
made just a few months ago were out of date. Over the next few years, Mr Darling 
will be forced to borrow more than any other British Chancellor since the war. To 
pay it back, there will be a squeeze on public spending and rises in taxes… For the 
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Tories, Mr Cameron accused Labour of presiding over a decade of debt. Laura 
Kuenssberg now on a Budget like no other.” 

 

Laura Kuenssberg (LK):   

“Grin and bear it. A smile from the Chancellor with the most grim economic news 
in decades. Alastair Darling's Budget box held a toxic mix of truths. This year, 
borrowing will reach £175 billion, way more than ever before. The economy will 
shrink by 3.5 %, the worst recession since the Second World War, and no chance 
of balancing the UK's books for nearly another decade.  All that is miles away from 
predictions the Chancellor made, his last forecast in Parliament hopelessly out of 
date.” 

and… 

LK: 

“But there was no hiding it on ministers’ faces. Once it started, the bad news kept 
coming.” 

 

Alistair Darling:   

“My forecast for GDP growth for the year as a whole will be minus 3.5%, in line 
with other independent forecasts… Our own figures for public sector net 
borrowing will be £175 billion this year, or 12 % of GDP…  UK net debt, which 
includes the cost of stabilising the banking system, will, as a share of GDP, 
increase from 59% this year to 68% next, then 74% in 2011-12.”  

and… 

Hugh Pym (HP):   

“Sunny, it may have been in many parts of the country today, but the Chancellor's 
message was, we should all expect a big chill on public finances for some years to 
come. He said the economy will shrink by 3.5% this year, the biggest annual drop 
in the post war era. He is banking on growth picking up to 3.5% in 2011. That is 
optimistic. Even if he is right, government borrowing will escalate. Last year, he 
thought he would need to borrow £120 billion over four years. Now he thinks he 
will need to raise nearly £600 billion over that time.” 

and… 

HP:   

Here is an illustration of the scale of the problem. One of Gordon Brown's golden 
rules was that government debt should be below 40% of annual economic output. 
For the last couple of years, it has been. This year, including the likely costs of 
bank bail-outs, it’s shooting up to 59%. And by 2013, it will be at nearly 80%, 
that’s almost double the golden rule. Bringing the debt down will affect all of us, 
either at taxpayers happy to fork out more, or users of public services, which are 
squeezed because of scarce resources… 

and… 

HP:  
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The government has to borrow from the City of London and foreign investors by 
issuing bonds known as gilts… 

 

HP:   

Recessions always see borrowing going up, every leading economy has the same 
problem, but this time it looks as if a thaw is some way off.  

The Committee took the view that the forecasts of other bodies in this context were 
irrelevant. This had been the Government’s Budget and what was in question was its own 
forecast set against previous predictions by the Chancellor. The Committee noted however 
there was a general reference to “recessions” causing borrowing to increase for all leading 
economies. As such, the Committee was satisfied that the report had appropriately 
explored the government's predictions on borrowing and the scale of the recession and 
that this had not led to a failure of due impartiality.  

The Committee did not uphold this element of the complaint. 

b) “There were references to "broken tax promises" without mentioning 
the government's explanation that the financial crisis demanded a 
bigger contribution from those who could afford it.” 

The Committee noted the view of the appellant that one vox pop supporting the 
Chancellor’s approach amongst all the other negative coverage of this matter hardly 
amounted to a balancing answer to the serious charge of a broken tax promise. 

It also noted the view of the ECU that a report by Jo Coburn had analysed the reasons for 
the new tax rate, and that the BBC Political Editor, Nick Robinson, had made precisely the 
point the complainant had raised. The Committee noted what was said: 

 

George Alagiah: 

“So Britain's top earners will see their taxes rise and their allowances cut. The 
measures mark a break with the Tony Blair era and a breach of Labour's last 
election manifesto.  Our political correspondent Jo Coburn reports.” 

 

Jo Coburn (JC):   

“A different Labour Chancellor at Number 11, from a different time. Denis Healey 
in the 1970s famously said he would tax the rich until the pips squeaked.” 

 

Denis Healy - (Former Labour Chancellor):   

“I warn you, there are going to be howls of anguish from the 80,000 rich people, 
people who are rich enough to pay over 75% on the last slice of their income.” 

 

JC:   

“Margaret Thatcher's election in 1979 marked the end of economic consensus and 
the start of monetarism and, with it, the onset of the yuppie decade. The Tory 
government slashed the 60% top rate of tax down to 40%. After 18 years in the 
wilderness, Tony Blair was determined to reinvent the Labour Party and woo, not 
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soak the rich. He restated that commitment in the 2005 general election.  Today, 
that key pledge was broken.  A new 50% top rate of tax for those earning 
£150,000 will come into force next April, ahead of a general election.”  

 

Unnamed man:  

“People who earn less money shouldn’t be taxed as much. And you know, if you 
can afford it, you should pay especially in times like this.” 

 

Unnamed man (two):  

“Fairness doesn't come into it, but it is one hell of an incentive not to earn money” 

 

Unnamed woman:  

“We are being penalised to pay for the mistake the bankers and everybody else 
have made.” 

 

JC:   

“When Tony Blair and Gordon Brown first came to power 12 years ago, the idea of 
raising the top rate of income tax would have been thought inconceivable, but 
times have changed. This isn’t a return to old Labour, but it is a return to an old 
debate, and the government hopes the public will be on its side. The latest MORI 
opinion poll suggests they might be, with 53 % of people saying higher taxes are 
preferable to cuts in public services. The Tories have highlighted rising debt levels, 
they are also determined to avoid Labour's trap of putting themselves on the side 
of the rich.” 

and… 

Nick Robinson:  

“…Chancellors come here to the Commons and tell us what they want to do with 
the economy, what they want to spend more on. Not today. Alastair Darling had 
no such choice. Events dictated what he needed to do, what he needed to 
announce and even so, some people will say he should have taxed more, he 
should have spent less because our borrowing is in such a huge problem.” 

The Committee was satisfied that the news report had accurately reported the fact that 
the Government had broken its tax promise. The Committee also noted that the 
programme had stated that there was public support for a rise in taxation and that 
“events dictated what he [the Chancellor] needed to do”. The Committee was therefore 
satisfied that the report had been objective in its reporting of this element of the Budget 
statement and that this had not led to a failure to be duly impartial.    

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

c) “The programme showed clips of the Prime Minister denying there 
would be a return to "boom and bust" but did not explain he was 
referring to the normal business cycle rather than the abnormal 
global economic situation.” 
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The Committee took into account the appellant’s view that the way that the programme 
had used three clips showing Gordon Brown making this promise was a classic example of 
something one would have expected in a Conservative party political broadcast rather 
than in a BBC News programme. 

The Committee also noted the response of BBC management, which said that the use of 
the phrase “Not so, Prime Minister” by reporter Laura Kuenssberg following the montage 
of clips of Gordon Brown denying a return to “boom or bust” had not been contemptuous, 
and had been designed to point up for the audience that this repeated promise from Mr 
Brown had been impossible to fulfill. The Committee noted what was said during this 
section of the news bulletin: 

Laura Kuenssberg (LK):  

“This isn't just about the Chancellor confessing to Westminster just how bad things 
really are. But it is about whether voters will trust Gordon Brown with the 
economy now his old mantra has been proved so wrong.” 

 

Gordon Brown:  

“We will not return to the old boom-and-bust.  No longer the boom, bust economy. 
No return to boom and bust.” 

 

LK:  

“Not so, Prime Minister. And if the Chancellor can't manage the poisonous mix of 
economic news, it could be his boss who will pay the ultimate political price.” 

 

The Committee concluded that it had been a matter of fact and thus wholly proper for the 
news programme to have included these clips of the Prime Minister speaking  in the past. 
The Committee was satisfied that given the change in economic conditions and the 
reversal of the Government’s predictions on the economy and taxation there was no 
requirement for these references to be additionally contextualised for example by 
including Mr Brown’s explanation of what he meant.  The Committee was satisfied that 
viewers were sufficiently aware of the economic climate that the Government’s Budget 
was being presented in and, that these comments had not led to a breach of the 
requirement to be duly impartial and had not been inaccurate.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld.  

d) “The programme reported the biggest quarterly rise in 
unemployment figures without explaining these were below the 
expected increase.” 

The Committee noted the view of the appellant that not including this information could 
have been regarded as bias against the government. 

The Committee also noted the response of BBC management, which said that the crucial 
point had been the scale of the figures, and that it had not seemed of crucial importance 
that the biggest quarterly rise might not have been quite as big as some had feared. The 
Committee noted what was said: 

George Alagiah:  
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Well today’s Budget came against a backdrop of more grim news on jobs. 
Unemployment has risen to its highest level since Labour came to power in 1997. 
The number of people looking for work jumped by 177,000 in the three months to 
February to reach 2.1 million, the biggest quarterly rise since 1991. 

The Committee agreed with the ECU that the story was about a significant rise in the 
unemployment rate and about the fact that it was the biggest rise for 18 years. The 
Committee did not believe that it was necessary for the item to say that this was not as 
large a rise as had been expected as the story, given that day’s Budget statement on 
forecasts on borrowing, was that the economy was in recession and that this was yet 
another indicator of that fact, whether or not the rise had not been as large as some may 
have forecast. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

• “There was no significant coverage of measures being introduced by the 
Government to businesses, the unemployed, families etc.” 

The Committee first considered the view of the appellant that the programme should have 
had at least presented as fair a range of the government’s proposals to help people 
through the crisis as they did regarding the “painful” measures being introduced to 
achieve balance. 

The Committee also noted the response from BBC management which had not only 
referred to the inclusion of the car scrappage scheme but had also referred to inclusion of 
the line: “billions announced today for the jobless by the Chancellor”.   

The Committee agreed with the ECU that the inclusion or otherwise of measures set out 
by the Chancellor in the Budget statement was at the discretion of the editor on the day. 
The Committee noted that significant time was devoted to the car scrappage scheme and 
there was reference to the “billions” for the unemployed and to the new initiatives to 
promote training. It did not agree with the appellant that the omission of other measures 
set out by the Chancellor inferred bias as the overwhelming message of the Budget 
statement was the significant rise in government borrowing and the pressure this would 
put on government spending well into the next decade. The Committee was therefore 
satisfied that within the news bulletin the significant elements of the Budget had been 
covered given the seriousness of the economic conditions facing the UK economy.  The 
Committee concluded therefore that there was no requirement for the news editor to 
include all the government’s measures outlined in the Budget statement given the limited 
time available and the responsibility of the news editor to ensure that the most salient 
elements of the Budget were relayed to viewers. There had been no failure to observe 
due impartiality.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

The appellant’s final point was 

• “The coverage of the only “good news” featured, the new “scrappage 
scheme” included balancing criticism in contrast to the “bad news” 
receiving no such balancing comment.” 

The Committee noted the view of the appellant, who said that being even-handed had 
been about giving sufficient space to the arguments and information the government had 
deployed to answer its critics. 

The Committee also took into account the view of BBC management, which said that the 
coverage of the scrappage scheme had been balanced but also stated that in contrast the:  
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“‘bad news’ did not get balancing comment because it was not a case of one side 
saying it was bad news and the other saying it wasn’t. All sides accepted that the 
debt and borrowing figures were catastrophic.” 

The Committee was satisfied that the scrappage scheme had been suitably covered in a 
balanced way, and agreed with the ECU’s view that all sides had accepted that the debt 
and borrowing figures had been catastrophic, and thus did not require the same kind of 
balancing comment.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

Finally, the Committee reviewed the News at Six’s Budget coverage in its entirety. It noted 
again that the Budget had been delivered against the backdrop of one of the worst 
economic crises in British history and that the programme’s coverage had reflected that 
situation. The Committee came to the view that the coverage as a whole had been 
factual, appropriate and duly impartial.  

The Committee also decided that the various editorial decisions made by the News at Six 
team had not given an impression of bias, and that overall it did not believe that any of 
the accuracy or impartiality guidelines had been broken.  

Finding: Not upheld 
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Apparitions, BBC One, 13 November 2008 
1. The programme 
Apparitions was a supernatural drama series about a Roman Catholic priest - Father 
Jacob, who worked to promote candidates for sainthood, but was drawn against his will 
into the world of exorcism. 

 

2. The complaint 
Stage 1 

The appellant emailed BBC Information on 14 November 2008 complaining that this 
episode of Apparitions linked homosexuality with evil. He stated that the programme had 
propagated “religious bigotry and fanaticism”. He also said: 

“The portrayal of a young gay man as being subject to the punishment of the devil 
if he [pursues]… his sexuality is evil in itself…it seems that all the efforts to de 
stigmatise gays over the past years has been for nothing.” 

The appellant believed the audience would identify with the hero of the drama, Father 
Jacob, who reflected “a particular mindset of the right wing of the Catholic Church.”  As 
such, the appellant complained that the BBC should not be propagating such views which 
suggested that “those who do not agree with the priest’s particular viewpoint are seen as 
evil and in need of exorcism.” 

BBC Information replied on 29 November 2008 stating that the drama had made no 
claims that “homosexuals are demon-possessed”. The reply also said that the character of 
Vimal (the young gay priest) was convinced he was demon-possessed as a result of the 
cure he had received for leprosy. 

Following a response from the appellant on 30 November 2008 in which he considered 
BBC Information’s reply “inadequate”, the Executive Producer replied to the appellant on 3 
February 2009. He stated that: 

“The demons do not punish Vimal for his sexuality. Vimal is attacked by the 
demons in order to punish Father Jacob for not doing what they ask. 

In response to the accusation of the series propagating fanaticism he said that it decided 
at the outset to include supernatural elements for dramatic reasons as this formed the 
narrative spine for the series. He also reminded the appellant that Apparitions was a 
drama and the inclusion of unreal elements were for dramatic reasons and were not 
included to promote fanaticism. As to the character of Father Jacob, the Executive 
Producer stated that the aim was to ensure the character came over as a broad minded 
and sympathetic character and not someone who “reflect a mindset of the right wing of 
the Catholic Church.” He went on to say that Father Jacob “whilst he acknowledges that 
Vimal’s homosexuality will make it difficult for him to become a priest,…never reacts in 
any way that can be construed as negative towards him when he admits his 
homosexuality and in fact he goes out of his way to try and support him.” 

The appellant in response to the Executive Producer’s reply dated 4 February 2009 
maintained that this episode of the series Apparitions had undeniably linked evil with 
homosexuality. The appellant did not believe the portrayal was justified on dramatic 
grounds and concluded by saying: 

“Such offensive material should not be aired if its only justification is merely to 
supply low level entertainment.” 
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Stage 2 

The appellant emailed the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 15 March 2009 requesting 
that he wished to escalate his complaint to the second stage of the BBC’s complaints 
process.  

The ECU replied with its decision on 28 April 2009  The ECU did not uphold the complaint 
which it considered against the guideline on portrayal. It found that Vimal’s homosexuality 
was “almost incidental to the story” and, as such, could have been written out of the 
narrative. The ECU decision continued that Vimal’s torment stemmed from being 
repeatedly haunted that his cure from leprosy was effected by the Devil and therefore he 
‘owed’ his skin to the demons and it could be reclaimed. The ECU believed the reason for 
Vimal’s murder was clear in that he was not murdered ‘for his sin’ but “in attempt to 
terrorise and intimidate Father Jacob” The ECU finding agreed that given that Vimal was 
portrayed as a gay man, the plot inevitably involved the suggestion, from Catholic 
characters that homosexual behaviour was sinful, but went on to say: 

“It is a matter of fact, however, that the Catholic Church holds this view and the 
programme was not endorsing it, merely incorporating it into the narrative.” 

The appellant replied to the ECU on 29 April 2009 he reiterated his complaint that there 
was a link between being gay and sinfulness. He added: 

“Vimal was tainted because he was gay. The punishment for being guilty of being 
gay was to be skinned alive. Is this not the propagation of bigotry?” 

Stage 3 - Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 

The appellant wrote to the BBC Trust on 29 April 2009 to request it consider his complaint 
on appeal. He stated that his complaint was that the programme portrayed being gay as a 
sin and something to feel guilty about. He also stated that this fell foul of the BBC’s 
guidelines regarding the propagation of bigotry. The appellant did not agree that the 
issues in the drama were “justified on dramatic grounds”. He stated: 

“The drama of a fantasy fictional programme is not of sufficient import to justify 
the propagation of bigotry. This programme is not a documentary where such a 
defence would be justified on the ground of legitimate inquiry. Nor is it a ‘serious 
drama’ where serious questions of morality are explored with intelligence as a 
balance. This programme is escapist fantasy fiction whose only justification is 
simple entertainment.” 

The complainant concluded that he could not see the executive producer’s logic when he 
claimed he was not endorsing the ideas. 

“…by introducing them into the story line and making sure the main character 
suffers as a result of these ideas, he is surely endorsing them…”  

 

3. Applicable Editorial Standards 
Section 8 - Harm and Offence 

Introduction 
The BBC aims to reflect the world as it is, including all aspects of the human experience 
and the realities of the natural world. In doing so, we balance our right to broadcast and 
publish innovative and challenging content appropriate to each of our services with our 
responsibility to protect the vulnerable.  
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When we broadcast or publish challenging material which risks offending some of our 
audience we must always be able to demonstrate a clear editorial purpose. Such material 
may include, but is not limited to, offensive language, humiliation, sexual violence and 
discriminatory treatment. We must be sensitive to audience expectations, particularly in 
relation to the protection of children, as well as clearly signposting the material. 

Harm and offence editorial principles 
We will not broadcast material that might seriously impair the physical, mental or moral 
development of children.  

We observe the television Watershed to ensure material that might be unsuitable for 
children is appropriately scheduled.  

We signpost and label challenging material to ensure our audiences have enough 
information on which to judge whether content is suitable for themselves or their children.  

We keep in touch with the expectations of our audiences for all of our services.  

 

Audience expectation 
We should judge the suitability of content for our audiences, including children, in relation 
to the expectations of the likely audience at a particular time on a particular day, and in 
relation to the nature of the service as well as the nature of the content. We should ask 
ourselves the following questions: 

• what is the likely composition of the audience, including the likely number and age 
range of children in the audience taking into account school time, weekends and 
holidays? We should be aware that school holidays are different in different parts 
of the UK.  

• does the talent, slot, genre or service carry pre-existing expectations which may 
be challenged by the content?  

• is harm or offence likely to be caused by misleading the audience or in the 
inclusion of difficult or challenging material?  

• has any difficult or challenging content been clearly signposted?  

• are there any special sensitivities surrounding the slot, for example religious 
festivals, and anniversaries of major events?  

• what is the likely "pull-through audience" i.e. what is the nature of the preceding 
content and what kind of audience is it likely to attract?  

 

Sign posts and content information 
To ensure that our audiences are not taken by surprise, we must clearly sign post difficult 
content on all of our services using a combination of appropriate scheduling and content 
information which is simple, consistent, and factual. Whenever possible, this information 
should appear in press releases and other publicity, billings, Ceefax, trails, on air and 
online announcements, and electronic programme guides. We must consider giving clear 
information about the content of some pre-Watershed programmes, programmes which 
start before the Watershed and run beyond it, and post-Watershed programmes as well 
as for radio programmes broadcast when children are particularly likely to be listening. 
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Portrayal 
We aim to reflect fully and fairly all of the United Kingdom's people and cultures in our 
services. Content may reflect the prejudice and disadvantage which exist in our society 
but we should not perpetuate it. We should avoid offensive or stereotypical assumptions 
and people should only be described in terms of their disability, age, sexual orientation 
and so on when clearly editorially justified. 

 

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 and the subsequent 
submissions from the complainant, Head of the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) and the 
writer/director of the series. 

The Committee considered the complaint under the following BBC editorial guidelines: 

• Harm and Offence (audience expectations and portrayal) 

 

The Committee noted that the BBC had to balance its right to broadcast and publish 
innovative and challenging content appropriate to each of its services with its 
responsibility to protect the vulnerable. 

It also noted that when the BBC publishes challenging material which risks offending 
some of its audience it must always be able to demonstrate a clear editorial purpose. The 
BBC must also be sensitive to audience expectations, particularly in relation to the 
protection of children, as well as clearly signposting the material. 

The Committee noted that the appellant believed that the programme represented 
homosexuality as a sin and the manner of the character Vimal’s death was portrayed “in 
the most disgusting way possible by flaying him alive”, which contributed to this bigotry. 
The complainant stated that “Being gay is not a sin and it is not up to the BBC to help 
confirm and propagate such ideas”. He added that “a fantasy fictional programme is not 
of sufficient import to justify the propagation of bigotry”. 

In coming to its finding, the Committee considered that the programme did contain 
challenging material which risked offending some of the audience. However, the 
Committee accepted that writers should be allowed the creative freedom to develop their 
storylines both in the choice of issue and in its treatment, providing they complied with 
the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines. The decision therefore to explore attitudes towards 
homosexuality within the Catholic Church was the writer’s prerogative.   

The Committee noted that this drama was clearly identifiable as a supernatural drama 
using such devices as superhuman strength and apparitions commonly used in the 
paranormal genre. The Committee took into account that the majority of the audience 
were adult - 70% (3.4 million) were over 45 years of age. The Committee was satisfied 
that the audience would be fully aware that they were watching fiction – noting that the 
nature of fictional drama required the audience to suspend belief and a sense of reality. 

The Committee also noted that the drama was scheduled at 9pm, after the watershed 
when it is generally accepted that more challenging material may be shown, and that an 
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announcement at the start of the drama gave a clear indication of the content. The 
Committee noted what was said:  

“…a bold, dark trip into the supernatural. It’s a battle between good and evil. With 
scenes you may find disturbing…Martin Shaw exorcises demons in Apparitions.” 

Although the scene in which Vimal was killed contained graphic images, the Committee 
considered that the content of this drama would be unlikely to cause harm or offence 
given the expectations of the audience for this kind of genre and the context of the 
storyline which would have prepared most viewers for this scene which came near the 
end of the programme, well after the 9pm watershed. 

In considering the portrayal of the homosexual theme and the various attitudes displayed, 
the Committee noted the contrast in views attributed to members of the Catholic Church 
in this drama. In the Committee’s view, this was clearly a dramatic device to show Father 
Jacob’s sympathetic and positive attitude towards Vimal’s homosexuality contrasted with 
the disapproving and divisive views of Cardinal Bukovak. Given this context, the 
Committee did not consider that most viewers would have been left with the impression 
that the storyline was perpetuating offensive or stereotypical assumptions about 
homosexuality. 

The Committee concluded that most viewers would recognise the fictional nature of the 
drama and its primary purpose which was to provide an engaging and entertaining 
programme. On this basis, the Committee considered that the programme was not 
offensive or harmful in its treatment of homosexuality in the context of a fantasy drama. 

Finding: Not upheld 
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“BNP looks for cracks in the Potteries”, BBC Online 
1. The complaint 
Stage 1 

The complainant wrote initially to BBC Information on 3 November 2008. He stated that 
he had found no evidence in searches of the BNP’s website, local press articles or in the 
photograph of the event on the website to support the reporter’s view that those 
attending were “mainly tattooed males with shaved heads.” The complainant said that 
without such evidence to support the reporter’s claim doubts would be cast over the 
article’s integrity. The complainant concluded that he knew that the BBC would not “… 
tolerate attempts by its journalists to deliberately smear a legal democratic political party.” 

BBC Information replied on 3 December 2008 apologising for the delay in replying to the 
complaint. The response also included a reply from the BBC’s News Interactive team. The 
reply noted that the reporter had described what he saw during his time in Stoke. The 
reply stated: 

“At the rally itself, there were, by his estimate, about 300 people. Many were men 
with tattoos and shaven heads – he reported that simply as a description of those 
who were there, and stands by his assessment. But he also made clear the overall 
make-up of the gathering was mixed: ... young couples – some with babies – 
young women and a few quiet - looking pensioners. ” 

BBC News interactive also quoted a local newspaper report that had been carried in the 
Stoke Sentinel:  

“Then on to the big event, one which, with the shaven heads and braces, the 
chanting and the flags, had a feel of a similar kind of movement 30 years ago.” 

On 17 December 2008 the complainant replied noting the BBC News Interactive reply. He 
repeated his concern that there was no photographic evidence to support the reporter’s 
claim. He also pointed out that the use of the word “mainly” in the article implied the 
majority.  The complainant also considered the article in the Stoke Sentinel backing up the 
BBC reporter’s claims to be a very weak case. The complainant concluded by requesting 
that the BBC News Interactive team and their reporter  

“[…] provide photographic evidence of these shaven headed, tattooed men to 
back up their contentious claims… this will settle my complaint immediately, as a 
picture paints a thousand words.” 

BBC Information replied on 10 February 2009. The reply once again apologised for the 
delay stating it had been a busy period for BBC Information. The reply also contained a 
further response from the BBC news website team:  

“Our reporter did not actually take many photos in Stoke. His description was 
based on what he saw and there were certainly groups of people in some parts of 
the car park which fitted his description. The overall nature of the crowd was more 
fluid, but he maintains that his portrayal reflected his view of the rally.” 

Stage 2 

The complainant sent an email to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 11 March 2009. 
He reiterated his complaint suggesting that given the attendance at the rally, the BBC’s 
report could only be taken to mean that there must have been “hundreds” of shaven 
headed tattooed males there.” The complainant also repeated there was no evidence in 
local or national press to back the claims of the BBC reporter.  The complainant also noted 
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that his request to see the reporters own pictures of the event had been turned down. 
The complainant requested that the ECU view the photographs. He concluded by stating 
that he believed the story was “concocted” to smear the BNP and that the journalist 
should be “disciplined or sacked.” 

The ECU responded on 26 March 2009. The ECU considered the complaint in relation to 
the Editorial Guidelines on Accuracy and Impartiality. The ECU did not uphold the 
complaint. The ECU noted that the interactive team in hindsight had accepted that: 

“[…] the nature of crowds at such events can be fluid and descriptions should aim 
to give an accurate reflection of all those in attendance.” 

But the question the ECU had to answer was whether the article gave a misleading 
impression of those attending the rally and in particular, the number, of people who could 
be regarded as “tattooed males with shaven heads.” The ECU noted the report had stated 
that those attending the rally were “mainly” made up of tattooed males which the ECU 
took to mean they were the largest single group, not that they were necessarily the 
majority as suggested by the complainant. The ECU stated that the reporter had 
confirmed that his impression was that “there did appear to be a significant number of 
young men with short/shaven hair, many with tattoos, in the crowd.” The ECU said that 
this had been confirmed by a reporter for one of the regional newspapers who was also 
present. The ECU also looked at a number of websites which had photographs of the rally, 
including the BNP’s own site which had some video footage. The ECU stated: 

“[…] they do appear to confirm that some of those present could be considered to 
fit the description used by [the reporter].” 

The ECU also noted that he was aware of the complainant’s concerns that the descriptions 
used in the report might have perpetuated a negative stereotype of BNP supporters, but 
considered that there was no evidence to conclude that the report did give the kind of 
misleading impression the complainant had suggested. The ECU also noted that given the 
reporter was present at the rally there was no reason to believe that his report was 
“anything other than a genuine impression of the event”.  The ECU also noted that the 
report referred to a number of other groups who had attended the rally such as couples, 
young women and pensioners and that this view had also been confirmed by the 
photograph accompanying the article. The ECU therefore concluded these factors would 
have reduced the likelihood that readers would have been given a misleading impression 
of the nature of the crowd. 

As such, the ECU did not consider the article breached the guidelines on Accuracy. The 
ECU also stated that it found no evidence to support the complainant’s allegation that the 
reporter had  

“.. concocted this story to smear the BNP for his own political ends” 

and therefore concluded there had been no breach on the guidelines on Impartiality. 

Stage 3 - Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 

The complainant wrote to the ESC on 7 April 2009 reiterating his complaint about the use 
of the word “mainly” to describe a specific section of those attending the rally. The 
complainant restated his view that the word “mainly” suggested the majority of those 
attending and not the largest groups as suggested by the ECU. The complainant believed 
that the impression given by the article was that the BNP consists of “mainly shaven 
headed thugs”. 
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2. Applicable editorial standards 
 
Section 1 – The BBC’s Editorial Values 
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. 

 

Gathering material 
We should try to witness events and gather information first hand. Where this is not 
possible, we should talk to first hand sources and, where necessary, corroborate their 
evidence. 

We should be reluctant to rely on a single source. If we do rely on a single source, a 
named on the record source is always preferable. 

We should normally only rely on an agency report if it can be substantiated by a BBC 
correspondent or if it is attributed to a reputable national or international news agency. 

 

We should record our interviews with sources wherever possible. In circumstances where 
recording might inhibit the source, full notes should be made, preferably at the time, or if 
not, then as soon as possible afterwards. 

 

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. 

• 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. 

 

3. 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 and the subsequent 
submissions from the complainant and the Head of the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU). 

This Appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
accuracy and impartiality.  

Accuracy 

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 Committee noted the complainant’s concern that there was no factual justification for 
the BBC News online reporter describing the people attending the BNP rally as being 
“mainly tattooed males with shaved heads”. The Committee noted that the complainant 
took the use of the word “mainly” to mean the majority of the 300 people who had 
attended the rally.  The Committee noted that the complainant believed that the 
description used in the BBC News website article had not been supported by photographic 
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evidence of the rally or in coverage of the event in other media. As such, the complainant 
had believed the impression given by the report suggested that the BNP consisted mainly 
of shave headed thugs. 

The Committee also noted the ECU’s finding at stage 2 of the BBC’s complaints process 
and the explanation it gave for the use of the word to describe the crowd. The Committee 
noted that the ECU believed the use of the word “mainly” to mean “the largest single 
group” and not necessarily “the majority”.  The Committee also noted that the ECU had 
had this understanding confirmed by the reporter that there appeared to be “a significant 
number of young men with short/shaven hair, mainly with tattoos, in the crowd.” 

The Committee then considered the other evidence established during its investigation of 
the complaint. The Committee noted how a local paper, The Stoke Sentinel, had described 
the people at the rally: 

“Then on to the big event, one which, with the shaven heads and braces, the 
chanting and the flags, had a feel of a similar kind of movement 30 years ago.”  

The Committee also considered the photographic evidence provided to it of the rally. 
These included the photographs available on the BBC website and an additional 
photograph from the local newspaper.  

However, the Committee concluded that this evidence was inconclusive. The photographs, 
which featured sections of the crowd, offered no evidence either way as to the 
composition of the whole crowd. The Committee agreed therefore that it was not possible 
from this to test either the claim of the complainant, nor that of the reporter, in order to 
be able to come to a reasonable view as to whether the crowd, as described by the 
reporter “as mainly tattooed males with shaved heads”, was accurate or not.  

The Committee then turned to what might constitute a reasonable understanding of the 
word “mainly”, which was the underlying point of this appeal. It noted that the Editorial 
Guidelines on accuracy state that language should be “clear and precise”. The Committee, 
having established that the crowd’s make-up was not verifiable by the photographic 
evidence, considered whether the word was being used to describe the majority group 
within the crowd or could be used to mean the single largest grouping The Committee 
then considered the definition of the word “mainly” and noted from its own investigation 
that the word was defined as meaning “chief in size” or “chiefly or principally”. 

The Committee considered that in considering whether the description was duly accurate 
there should be some latitude as to the use of language. It agreed the use of the word 
“mainly” did not convey one specific meaning in all contexts. The Committee recognised it 
could have suggested the majority, but equally it could have referred to the predominant 
group amongst all the other groups attending the event. The Committee was satisfied 
that the word “mainly” would not ordinarily be  interpreted as describing the majority of 
those attending the event. 

The Committee noted that the description of the local newspaper reporter agreed with the 
BBC journalist on the presence of shaven-headed men but did not put a figure as to what 
proportion of them made up the crowd of people attending. Nevertheless, the Committee 
agreed that this was an independent account by a journalist whose eye had also been 
caught by the numbers of people described by the BBC online journalist.  

The Committee found that it was striking that both reporters independently had noted this 
element of the crowd and the Committee was satisfied that the word mainly had been 
used appropriately to signal a large and predominant group amongst all the other types of 
people making up the crowd mentioned in the online article that is: young couples, young 
women and “a few quiet looking pensioners”.    
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As such, the report was duly accurate and there was no breach of BBC’s editorial 
standards on accuracy.  

Impartiality  

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 noted the complainant’s concern that the use of language “casts doubt on 
the integrity of [the reporter] reporting.”  

The Committee noted again the supporting independent evidence from the report in The 
Sentinel. It concluded the report had been duly accurate and therefore the language 
appropriate. It concluded that the description of the crowd was a professional judgement 
and did not indicate the journalist’s private opinion or represent bias against the BNP. The 
Committee was satisfied that the report of the event had been duly impartial in that it had 
been objective and even handed in its approach to the subject matter of the article. 

Finding: Not upheld  



Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals and other editorial issues to the Trust considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

 

November 2009 issued December 2009 55
 

BBC News at Ten, 12 November 2008 
1. The context  
This edition of BBC News at Ten contained a report by Mark Easton on the Baby P case. 
During this report Mr Easton said that: 

“Haringey Council has consistently refused to apologise for the mistakes they 
made in protecting Baby P. At a media briefing the Head of Children’s Services 
refused to say sorry to the child’s father.  Instead she handed out graphs showing 
how her department achieves high performance.” 

This was a first party complaint; the appellant was Sharon Shoesmith, who at the time of 
the broadcast was the Director of Children’s Services for the London Borough of Haringey. 

 

2. The complaint 
Stage 1 

The appellant initially emailed her complaint to BBC Information initially 1 March 2009. 
She followed this up with a further email on 2 April 2009 after having been provided with 
a link to the report on the BBC News website. In these two emails the appellant set out 
her complaint that the BBC’s Home Affairs correspondence, Mark Easton, had inaccurately 
reported the events at a joint press conference held by Haringey Council and Great 
Ormond Street Hospital on 11 November 2008.  The appellant stated that Mr. Easton had 
misled the audience as to what she said and did which had had the result of belittling her 
and attracting a negative reaction against her.   

The appellant in her email of 2 April listed three specific statements which she believed to 
be untrue: 

“she consistently refused to apologise” 

The appellant said that at the press briefing she had read out a statement in which she 
gave condolences to the father and family on behalf of Haringey.  In subsequent 
interviews she had also said how sorry and distressed the staff at Haringey were.  It was 
not the case that she was asked to apologise many times and refused. 

“she handed out graphs” 

The appellant said that she had not done any such thing.  The press office in Haringey 
had provided the press with background information which would have included the 
number of children on the child protection register and recent trends. 

“she refused to say sorry to the child’s father” 

The complainant said that this was an unfortunate part of the press briefing when a 
reporter asked if she would apologise to the father.  In the heat of the moment she did 
not answer the question.  The complainant added that Haringey had already said sorry to 
the father and had no concerns about how they had worked with him. 

BBC Information responded having checked with the correspondent Mr Easton that his 
recollection of the press briefing was that, despite being asked if the complainant wanted 
to apologise to Baby P’s father on a number of occasions, she did not do so.  With regard 
to the point about the handing out of the graphs Mr Easton was satisfied that graphs had 
been handed out on the complainant’s behalf.  
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Stage 2 

On 15 April the appellant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Units (ECU) at stage 2 of the 
BBC’s complaints process. The appellant repeated points made in her letter of 2 April 
relating to the nature of her complaint and the three specific statements in Mark Easton’s 
report which she said were untrue.  She concluded by saying that she wanted to make a 
formal complaint on these three issues and would like an acknowledgement from the BBC 
that these three specific points were not a true representation of what was said or done 
by her on the day of the press briefing. 

The ECU replied with its decision on 4 June 2009. The ECU noted that taking the first and 
third parts of the complaint together,  as far as the ECU had been able to establish, it was 
perfectly accurate at the time of the press briefing to say that Haringey had not 
apologised for any mistakes it might have made.  It noted the first public apology 
recorded was issued on 13 November, two days after the briefing.   

The ECU also that it was also perfectly reasonable, on the basis of what transpired at the 
press briefing, to report that Haringey had refused to apologise, at the very least in the 
sense of failing to do so when invited to.  The ECU noted that four other BBC journalists 
and one other journalist from another news organisation were all agreed that the 
complainant was asked on more than one occasion whether she was prepared to 
apologise to Baby P’s father and she did not do so.  It was therefore entirely reasonable 
to report, on the basis of these exchanges, that Haringey had refused to apologise and 
that the complainant had refused to say sorry to the child’s father. 

The ECU also referred to the interview which the complainant gave to the BBC 
immediately after the press briefing the ECU said that the complainant had described the 
case as a “tragedy” and had referred to the “distress” of people who knew Baby P but she 
had not said anything which could be construed as an apology.   

With regard to the second part of the complaint, the ECU said that it was clear the 
complainant herself had not personally handed out the graphs which had been distributed 
at the meeting.  However, it seemed clear that the decision to hand out the graphs was a 
corporate one by Haringey to which the complainant must have been a party, and that 
they were handed out with the complainant’s knowledge and agreement.  The ECU could 
not therefore see how any unfairness could attach to the way this was reported, even 
accepting that there was a minor inaccuracy involved. 

The ECU did not uphold the complaint. 

The complainant in a reply to the ECU dated 18 June 2009 stated that neither Haringey 
Council nor its Director had “consistently refused to apologise”.  The question had never 
come up to be refused.  

The complainant described again how she had been asked at the press briefing about 
apologising to Baby P’s father.  However, she did not think that this supported a statement 
that she “refused to say sorry to the child’s father”.  The complainant reiterated that in the 
interviews after the press briefing she had said that they were all very sorry and 
distressed at the death of baby P. 

The appellant then turned to the issue of graphs, she disagreed strongly that the 
statement in Mr Easton’s report was not unfair, as the ECU had suggested.  She said that 
the statement was very damaging and was designed to discredit her directly. 

Stage 3 - Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 

The appellant said that she did not believe that her complaint had been fairly assessed by 
the ECU and asked the ESC to reconsider it. 
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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.  

 

Section 5 - Fairness, Contributors and Consent 
Introduction 
The BBC strives to be fair to all - fair to those we're making programmes about, fair to 
contributors, and fair to our audiences. 

 

Right of reply 
When we make allegations of wrong doing, iniquity or incompetence or lay out a strong 
and damaging critique of an individual or institution the presumption is that those 
criticised should be given a "right of reply", that is, given a fair opportunity to respond to 
the allegations before transmission.  

 

Our request for a response must be properly logged with the name of the person 
approached and the key elements of the exchange. We should always describe the 
allegations in sufficient detail to enable an informed response. The response should be 
reflected fairly and accurately and should normally be broadcast in the same programme, 
or published at the same time, as the allegation. There may be occasions when this is 
inappropriate (usually for legal or overriding ethical reasons) in which case a senior 
editorial figure or commissioning editor for Independents should be consulted. It may 
then be appropriate to consider whether an alternative opportunity should be offered for 
reply at a subsequent date. 

 

In very rare circumstances where we propose to broadcast a serious allegation resulting 
from our own journalism without giving those concerned an opportunity to reply the 
proposal must be referred to a senior editorial figure and Controller, Editorial Policy or for 
Independents to the commissioning editor and Controller Editorial Policy. The allegation 
must be in the public interest and there must be strong reasons for believing it to be true. 
Our reasons for deciding to make the information public without requesting a response 
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from the individuals or organisations concerned may include possible interference with 
witnesses or the possibility of legal action to delay or even prevent transmission. 

 

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 and the subsequent 
submissions from the complainant, BBC News and the Head of the ECU. 

This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
Accuracy and Fairness, Contributors and Consent. 

The Committee noted the guidelines on accuracy state that BBC output must be well 
sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise 
language. 

The guidelines also provide that the BBC should not distort known facts, present invented 
material as fact, or knowingly do anything to mislead the audience.   

The Committee noted the editorial guidelines relating to Fairness to contributors state that 
the final content will be a fair and truthful representation of what they say and do. 

The Committee considered the appellant’s claims that the item had not been an accurate 
account of what took place at the media briefing the day before the report was broadcast.   

The first consideration was whether it had been accurate to state in the report that 
“Haringey Council had consistently refused to apologise for the mistakes they made in 
protecting Baby P.” 

The Committee discussed the matter in two parts:   

• was there a consistent refusal to apologise? 

• what is meant in this context by an apology? 

The Committee considered the appellant’s argument, that neither Haringey not its 
Director had “consistently refused to apologise”, that the question had never come up to 
be refused.   It noted that while the media briefing was off-camera, accounts of what 
took place had been sought from a number of journalists who had been present, all of 
whom were able to refer to their contemporaneous notes.  All of the accounts were 
consistent in saying that the Director of Children’s Services was invited to apologise on 
more than one occasion at the briefing, but declined to do so. The Committee noted the 
Press Association archive and newspaper cuttings provided further corroboration to the 
assertion that Haringey Council had refused to apologise.  It then considered the 
appellant’s assertion that while she had been restricted to a pre-arranged statement at 
the briefing, she had said “sorry” in all the media interviews immediately following the 
briefing.  The Committee considered what evidence there was that the question of an 
apology had come up, in any of the seven interviews which had been reviewed for the 
appeal.   It noted that there was at least one specific invitation to apologise, which 
elicited the response that those responsible were the people who had been convicted of 
Baby P’s murder.  In most cases the question wasn’t asked directly. 
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The Committee then considered the timing of the news report, and to what extent the 
script line could be assumed to refer purely to what took place at the media briefing and 
the interviews which followed.  It noted that the briefing had been held the day before, 
and media reports which included the briefing had been broadcast 24 hours earlier 
(including on the BBC), and in that morning’s press.   By the time of Mark Easton’s report 
on the News at Ten the following evening, the story had moved on considerably: the focus 
was on whether Baby P’s death could have been prevented by the authorities, and in 
particular Haringey Council.  The Committee noted that the producer of the news item 
had spoken to Haringey Council four times during the course of the day before the report 
was broadcast, specifically asking for further comment and whether they were prepared 
to make some sort of apology.   The response the producer had noted was that they were 
“not prepared to say anything further at the time”.  Phone logs obtained for the 
investigation confirmed the phone calls were made. 

The Committee concluded that Haringey Council’s strategy throughout had been not to 
apologise, but to highlight instead all it had done to try to help Baby P and his family, and 
to convey that the responsibility for his death lay with those who had been convicted.   
Evidence for this, said the Committee, was in Haringey’s conduct at the briefing, in 
interviews and in the record of the phone conversations.   This, the Committee 
considered, contrasted sharply with the apology that was made by Haringey Council on 13 
November 13, the day after the News at Ten report which is the subject of this appeal.  
The Committee noted the statement from Councillor Liz Santry: 

“I have to say that we are truly sorry that we did not do more to protect him. Our 
duty is to protect our children. We did not do so in this instance and I would like to 
say how truly sorry we are.” 

The Committee felt the statement marked a profound change in Haringey Council’s 
previous public position: the Committee noted that the statement received wide media 
coverage, all of it in the context that Haringey Council had “finally apologised”.   

The Committee next considered what was meant by an apology in the context of script 
line which was the subject of this part of the complaint: 

“Haringey Council had consistently refused to apologise for the mistakes they 
made in protecting Baby P.” 

The Committee decided it could only be construed to mean an acknowledgement of error.  
It reviewed the seven broadcast interviews with the Director of Children’s Services which 
were analysed for the investigation, as well as the accounts from those who had been 
present at the briefing.   The Committee noted the use of word “sorry” by the Director of 
Children’s Services on two occasions in the broadcast material which was reviewed.  It 
considered first the following exchange in an interview broadcast on Radio Five Live on 
November 11: 

Sharon Shoesmith: “…there were a number of actions taken to protect this little 
boy over that period of time that were successful.  We had a family friend who 
supported him and indeed he thrived when he was with her.  He was introduced 
back into the family and his mother was supported through a parenting class and 
also given access to a childminder to support her and her child. 

 

Presenter: “I’m sorry to interrupt you but you’re making this sound like a story of 
success.  This was a child that you saw 60 times who in that period suffered 50 
injuries, a child who went to hospital apparently with a broken back, but certainly 
with broken ribs and nothing was spotted.   He died despite your constant care.  I 
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can’t think of a more extraordinary failure on your part.  How can you say it’s in 
any way a success? 

 

Sharon Shoesmith: “That’s why I said it’s such a tragedy.  But I wanted to put it in 
context, that there was work that went on with this child that was successful.  But 
of course we are deeply sorry  [our emphasis] what has happened for all those 
people who worked with this little boy as to what has been revealed in the court.  
Now you mention his broken back and the most dreadful injuries that he had… 

 

The second occasion was an interview clip of Sharon Shoesmith which was broadcast as 
part of a Sky News package, again on November 11: 

Sharon Shoesmith: One of the things that no report, no procedure, no process can 
change is catching every single adult who is out there to harm children.  Sadly that 
is the case.  And we are so deeply distressed and sorry  [our emphasis] in 
Haringey that this should have happened.” 

The Committee decided that on neither of those occasions was the word sorry said in the 
context of any admission of responsibility.  The Committee did not consider that saying 
sorry that the child was dead, amounted to an apology.  

From the available evidence, the Committee concluded that no apology had been 
forthcoming from Haringey Council at the time the item was broadcast, despite consistent 
and well-evidenced invitations to do so.   

The Committee then considered the script line: 

“At a media briefing the Head of Children’s Services refused to say sorry to the 
child’s father” 

The Committee noted the ECU Complaints Director’s attempt to establish what had 
happened at the briefing: 

“I have now had accounts from four other BBC journalists and one journalist from 
another news organisation who were present at the press briefing.  I have the 
contemporaneous notes made by one of the BBC journalists.   All are agreed that 
you were asked on more than one occasion whether you were prepared to 
apologise – some recall specifically that you were asked if you were prepared to 
apologise to Baby P’s father – and that you did not do so.   On the final occasion 
that this was put to you and you did not take the opportunity to apologise, the 
reporter who had asked the question followed up by saying something like “So I 
can take that as a ‘No’ then?” , and there is agreement that, even then, you did 
not take the opportunity to offer an apology.” 

The Committee noted that these accounts were consistent with the verbatim notes and 
recall of the reporter, Mark Easton: 

“My notes do not list the questions asked, unfortunately, but only answers.   Given 
that she declined to engage directly with the invitation to apologise to the child’s 
natural father, the quotes, are not illuminating.  However to the best of my 
recollection she responded to one of the questions about an apology by saying: 

‘All we can do is our best. I can only comment (shorthand indistinct) to tell 
you the shock and horror that there has been across Haringey.’” 
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“Ms Shoesmith was asked directly on at least two occasions at that briefing 
whether she would apologise to the natural father of Baby P and declined to do so.  
She did not offer an apology to anyone else.  The surprise in the news conference 
was tangible when one reporter, Simon Vigar from 5News, summed up her 
response by saying “I will take that as a ‘no’ then” 

The Committee then considered the appellant’s explanation as to why she hadn’t 
apologised to the father when invited to do so at the briefing:  

“This relates to an unfortunate part of the question and answer session of the 
press briefing when a person asked if I would apologise to the father.  The 
question was asked as the person chairing the session moved onto another 
questioner and I didn’t answer it. The person then said I take that as a yes [sic] 
then. I should have gone back to that person but in the heat of the moment 
didn’t. In reality I had no concerns about our relationship with the father or a need 
to say sorry as we already had. He had been kept informed about the SCR 
throughout and invited to contribute although he declined. He had no criticisms of 
the social workers and indeed was positive about their support. We supported him 
through the funeral and we were represented. I wrote personally to him. …When 
the question was asked I had no concerns about how we had worked with the 
father as I knew we had done things properly. Again to broadcast this on national 
television was so misleading and damaging.” 

The Committee noted the appellant’s admission that she regretted not going back to the 
questioner.  It also considered that the reporter could not have been expected to have 
been aware of any private correspondence between the Council and the boy’s father.  
However, a copy of the letter had been made available to the editorial adviser 
investigating the appeal on the Committee’s behalf. The Committee noted that the letter 
had offered condolences, but no apology.   

The Committee therefore concluded, having considered all the material before it, that the 
script line was accurate.  

The Committee then considered the script line that followed: 

“Instead she handed out graphs showing how her department achieves high 
performance” 

It noted that the graphs referred to in Mark Easton’s report were contained in Haringey 
Council prepared media packs, handed out by members of Haringey’s press team as 
journalists entered the briefing.   The Committee accepted that the Director of Children’s 
Services had not herself handed out the press packs. 

It noted that the appellant considered this to have been:  

“… grossly misleading.  I did not and would never have done such a thing… To 
give listeners the impression that in the midst of such a serious issue I handed out 
graphs is unforgivable.” 

The Committee noted that the kind of phrasing used in the script is sometimes used by 
journalists to report an event, where an individual is occasionally described as having 
done something, when that action has actually been done in their name by someone 
working on their behalf or a member of their team.   

But the Committee felt that, on this occasion, the script clearly suggested that the 
Director of Children’s Services had personally handed out the graphs. 
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The consideration therefore for the Committee was whether the inaccuracy constituted a 
breach of the editorial guidelines which require that material that is broadcast is duly 
accurate. To assess this the Committee examined the context and the likely effect of the 
inaccuracy.  

It considered the reporter’s submission that the appellant was the representative of 
Haringey Council and that the press packs were distributed with her knowledge and 
approval, and that she was therefore a party to the decision to hand out the graphs. 

The Committee agreed that it was the Director’s press conference and that if she felt it 
not appropriate to have given out the graphs in such circumstances – then she could have 
stopped the packs being distributed. The Committee noted that the appellant considered 
it was “unforgivable” to have given the impression that she personally handed them out, 
but concluded that there was no significant difference in the impact created by a member 
of the press team handing them out on her behalf.   It further considered that the 
material contained in the packs, including information about the performance of the 
appellant’s department, was used in the briefing and in the interviews which followed.   In 
other words the contents were consistent with the line being taken by the Director of 
Children’s Services: that her department overall was doing a good job.   The Committee 
felt therefore that the press packs did not misrepresent the views of the Director, nor give 
information which was at variance with what she was saying at the briefing or in the 
interviews.  They therefore felt the effect of the inaccuracy on the viewer’s understanding 
of the story was minimal and was not material.   

In reaching its finding that the script was not in breach of the editorial guidelines relating 
to Accuracy, the Committee nevertheless acknowledged it would have been preferable 
had the script been absolutely accurate in this regard.   

The Committee’s final consideration was whether the item had been fair to the Director of 
Children’s Services. It noted the appellant’s complaint:  

“… his focus on me as the story was in my view and the view of many others who 
have raised it with me inappropriate and low level journalism not of the standard 
people expect from the BBC. He sought to mislead the public over what I said and 
did and as a result belittle me and attract negative public reaction against me.” 

The Committee did not consider that the report had misled the public, nor that there had 
been an inappropriate focus on the Director of Children’s Services. It noted that the 
section of the report which focussed on the appellant constituted the last 45” of a 3’20” 
item, and was not the top line.  It further noted that the appellant in an interview for The 
Guardian newspaper in February 2009 recognised her central role in delivering the 
Council’s viewpoint: 

“I obviously wasn't looking forward to it but I felt it was my responsibility to step 
up to that role, and to explain to the public, try to explain to the public what had 
happened. And it was a complete disaster, which I fully recognise.” 

The Committee considered that the appellant was the director of the department who had 
responsibility for the welfare of the child who had died, and that she was ultimately 
responsible for that department.   It noted that no other representative was made 
available by the Council to discuss the matter and that while Haringey was not accepting 
at that time that it was in part to blame, others took a different view. The Committee 
thought it was inevitable and entirely appropriate that in this section of the report the 
focus was on Haringey and on its Director of Children’s Services. 
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Accordingly, the Committee found no breach of the editorial guidelines in relation to the 
treatment of the appellant. 

Finding: Not upheld 
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“Karadzic's Broken Bosnia remains”, BBC Online 
1. Background 
The article, written by BBC News correspondent Allan Little, was published on the BBC 
News website in conjunction with a 15 minute film, presented by the reporter and 
transmitted on Newsnight on BBC Two on 17 September 2008. It reflects on the Radovan 
Karadzic’s legacy.  It says that “Republika Srpska is the land that Radovan built. Ethnic 
cleansing was the means by which he achieved it.” It concludes that:   

“The Bosnian state barely functions. It is incapable of carrying out the reforms that 
Bosnia desperately needs. And so as Croatia and Serbia continue their respective 
journeys to the European mainstream - to EU and possibly Nato membership - 
Bosnia, still broken, still paralysed, is being left behind, and is in danger of sinking 
further into corruption, poverty and organised crime.  Look at Republika Srpska 
today and it is hard to avoid the conclusion that Radovan Karadzic got much of 
what he set out to get.”  

A Newsnight film was trailed at the end of the online article. 

The BBC News online page also included a short 1.42’’ embedded video clip from the 
Newsnight film. 

 

2. The complaint 
Stage 1 

The appellant emailed BBC Information on 18 September 2008. He stated that the article 
by Allan Little showed complete bias and a racist attitude towards Serbs. The appellant 
said that the article did not present an objective, unbiased picture of the atrocities 
committed. The appellant asked for the BBC to start an investigation because of the 
“...institutionalised racism against Serbs and British citizens of Serbian origin.” 

The BBC News website responded on 19 September 2008 stating that they did not believe 
there was any fault with the story. 

The appellant responded on 21 September 2008 saying the term ethnic cleansing was 
invented by the British. He also stated that the article had made unsubstantiated 
statements without reference to the suffering of Serbs by “Bosniaks’ aggression.” The 
appellant noted what was not included the article: 

“You haven’t mentioned the 3500 Serbs, mostly women and children around 
Srebrenica. You haven’t mentioned what happened to Serbs that stayed in 
Sarajevo, how many disappeared, how many barely survived prisons and 
concentration camps for Serbs, how many were forced to fight for Moslem army…”  

The appellant concluded that the article did not mention that in Sarajevo there were no 
Serbs because the “Bosniaks” did not want them there. 

Stage 2 

On 4 November 2008 the appellant emailed the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) at the 
second stage of the BBC’s Complaints process.  

On 16 December 2008 the ECU replied with its finding on the News website article. The 
ECU, who considered the complaint against the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines on Impartiality, 
did not uphold the appellant’s complaint. It found that the article had not set out to give a 
wide ranging account of the recent history of the Balkan conflicts, but had tried to assess 
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Radovan Karadzic’s “particular legacy and his contribution to the way events in Bosnia 
have unfolded.”  The ECU felt that this was “a perfectly legitimate endeavour” and one 
that did not require “competing claims, arguments and allegations of culpability to be set 
out.”   

The ECU also found that there was no suggestion from the title of the article that Karadzic 
was solely responsible for the war. The ECU noted that given the article’s particular focus 
on Karadzic’s legacy, it was not an obligation of impartiality to demand “consideration of 
competing claims of atrocities during the conflict.”  As such the ECU did not agree with 
the appellant that Serbian victims should necessarily have been included in the piece. 

The complainant replied on 20 December 2008. He disagreed with the ECU finding. He 
pointed out that ethnic cleansing was invented before Bosnia’s civil war. He also stated 
that the ECU had avoided the question of the scope of the article.  He noted that “all 
participants in Bosnia’s civil war had a common legacy.” He also stated that by referencing 
the article to Radovan Karadzic it automatically related to Serbs. He therefore felt the title 
was very biased.  

Stage 3 - Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 

Following an exchange of correspondence over the next few months between the 
appellant and the ECU and BBC Trust, in which the appellant raised a number of issues of 
a more general nature about the lack of the BBC’s coverage of Bosnia from a Serbian 
perspective, the appellant clarified his appeal on 22 May 2009. He stated that Allan Little 
had made “a fact from a lie”. He also said that the article had not referred to the very 
limited number of Serbs who had remained in Sarajevo, and that the Serb population of 
Sarajevo was only 1% of the pre-civil war Serb population. The appellant reiterated his 
previous points regarding the use of Radovan Karadzic’s name in the title of the article. He 
also repeated his complaint that the article only referred to the Serbs being responsible 
for ethnic cleansing. 

 

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. 
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Misleading audiences 
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 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. 

 

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. 

 

4. The Committee’s decision 
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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 and the subsequent submission 
from the appellant.  

This Appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
accuracy and impartiality.  

Ethnic cleansing 

The Committee noted that this element of the complaint would have to be considered 
against the editorial guidelines on accuracy, which 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 appellant believed that the reporter Allan Little was wrong to claim that the Serbs 
under Radovan Karadzic had invented the term “ethnic cleansing”. In his correspondence 
with  BBC management he pointed to other conflicts where be believed this had been the 
case: 

“[…] the biggest ethnic cleansing in the history was probably engineered by the 
UK in 1947 when India and Pakistan separated” 

The Committee also noted how Allan Little had phrased his online report – by saying that 
the term:  

"[…] was not invented by the foreign journalists he [Radovan Karadzic] courted so 
warmly. It was how his own followers described what they were doing.”  

The Committee then noted a response that Allan Little had supplied to the Committee as 
part of its investigation in which he described the exact sequence of events at the time in 
1992 - including the original Serbo-Croat wording.  

“In Serbo-Croat the term is ‘etnicko ciscenje’ – literally ethnic cleaning – and it 
gained currency in the spring and early summer of 1992. It was not a term coined 
by journalists, but was used by the participants in the war itself. I first heard it in 
northern Bosnia, and it was used by local Serbian leaders – policemen, municipal 
leaders, members of the Serbian Democratic Party (led by Radovan Karadzic). 
They used it to describe the process by which non-Serb men, women and children 
were rounded up in, and forcibly expelled from, the towns and villages that the 
Serb leadership claimed as part of their Serbian Republic. Ethnic cleansing was the 
means by which they pursued their explicitly stated aim of reducing the non-
Serbian population to less than five per cent. In the Yugoslav constitutional 
tradition, ethnic populations of fewer than 5 per cent had no claim to be 
considered a ‘constituent nation’. As 1992 progressed, Serbian leaders stopped 
using the term in conversation with foreign reporters, when they came to 
understand how badly this reflected on them in the wider world.” 

The Committee concluded that it did not agree with the appellant as to his interpretation 
as to what had been written. The Committee was in no doubt that the act of what we 
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now describe as ethnic cleansing had taken place many times in the past - but that Allan 
Little was correct in ascribing the origin of the term to this small defined time in history. It 
had seen no evidence that suggested that the term had been in use before. It noted 
strong supporting evidence from other accounts of the time when the phrase was first 
used. It was therefore an accurate description and not likely to lead to misunderstanding.  
As such, the sentence did not breach the BBC’s guidelines on accuracy. 

Title of the article 

The appellant also believed that the title of the article “Karadzic’s Broken Bosnia was both 
misleading and biased against the Serbs. The Committee, in coming to its finding, 
assessed the headline against both the content of the article and the BBC guidelines on 
accuracy and impartiality. 

The Committee noted that 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 believed that the heading accurately reflected the content of the article. 
The fact that the system of governance reflects two entities – the Muslim-Croat federation 
and the Republica Srpska – is not disputed. The Committee was satisfied that it was 
accurate to describe what was once a single entity as “broken”.  

The Committee also noted the role played by Radovan Karadzic in the conflict. It also 
noted the eventual settlement in Dayton - a settlement which led to a political division 
with two political entities: the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Republica 
Srpska. This was not a state functioning as one single entity.  The Committee was 
satisfied that the phrasing of the title was duly accurate and presented in clear and 
precise language. The Committee did not support the appellant’s view that it was 
misleading and, therefore, did not find that the headline or article had breached the BBC’s 
guidelines on accuracy.  The Committee having found that the article and its title had 
accurately reflected the facts on the ground concluded the title and article were duly 
impartial. The title appropriately reflected the article which was focused on Radovan 
Karadzic’s legacy in Bosnia. There was no requirement for a balancing argument and thus 
the title (and article) did not breach the requirements for due impartiality. 

The Committee also noted that the appellant took issue with the construction of the piece 
arguing that it concentrated solely on the atrocities committed by the Serbs during the 
events of the civil war. He believed that the article required further detail on the atrocities 
committed by the other participants in the conflict, and where the Serbs had been the 
victims, in order to be impartial.  

The Committee noted that the article had been published to coincide with the first 
appearance of Radovan Karadzic at the International War Crimes Tribunal at The Hague 
following his capture after thirteen years in hiding. In the context of this, the Committee 
was satisfied that the article, was not required to go into any greater detail about the 
conflict.  

The appellant had argued that the Serbs had also suffered in the war but the guidelines 
state that impartiality does not require “the representation of every argument or facet of 
every argument on every occasion”, provided that opposing views are not misrepresented. 
The Committee concluded that opposing views had not been misrepresented. The 
Committee agreed that the article was not a breach of the Impartiality guideline.  The 
complaint was not upheld. 
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Finding: Not upheld 
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Horizon: Jimmy’s GM Food Fight, BBC Two, 25 
November 2008 
1. The background 
This edition of Horizon followed Jimmy Doherty, a pig farmer and one-time scientist who 
was first seen on TV as the subject of the documentary about his farming tribulations in 
Jimmy’s Farm, as he went to the US, Argentina and Uganda to find out if genetically 
modified crops could feed the world, or if they were a technology that could start an 
environmental disaster. 

 

3. The complaint 
Stage 1 

The appellant emailed BBC Information on 6 December 2008 stating that he did not 
believe the programme was a balanced review of GM crops. He said: 

“[The programme] subtly devised and edited its overall presentation and supply of 
information served biotech aims to try to rehabilitate GM in the minds of the 
British public. …” 

He suggested that the programme served to resurrect discredited claims and pretensions 
for GM crops, and in doing so: 

“[…] failed to give balancing time/footage to serious scientific findings of harm, 
legally enforced revelations of damage found in GM producers own animal feeding 
studies and farmers’ bad experiences of GM in India.” 

The appellant said that the published evidence in the case of the Indian states was so 
extensive that it could only have been willfully ignored by those involved in framing the 
programme. The appellant concluded that Horizon:  

“[… ] should take the trouble to resist producing industry framed propaganda 
dressed up to give an appearance of ‘balance’. 

BBC information replied to the appellant on 12 January 2009. The reply noted that the 
question of GM crops was “one of the most topical scientific questions of the moment.” 
The reply acknowledged that for the past ten years the prevailing public opinion of GM 
crops had been negative. But with the world in the midst of a food crisis it was felt that it 
was the “perfect time for Horizon to cover the issue and try to bring some clarity to the 
issue by seeing how the evidence supports each side of the debate.” 

The reply went on to say that it believed the film was carefully balanced “to take on both 
sides of the GM debate.” It also stated that Jimmy Doherty had met and interviewed 
prominent anti-GM campaigners in both Europe and the US and that the programme had 
investigated the evidence for both the environmental and health risks of GM and 
concluded that “any future development of GM should be done with great care.” 

In the response to the reply from BBC Information dated 12 January 2009, the appellant 
noted that the programme carefully selected aspects which the GM advocates wished to 
present but certainly did not “properly expose” both side of each example in a balanced 
way. The appellant said that the programme had not given a balanced amount of time or 
“included the most relevant questions”. The complainant believed the programme had 
provided a “token attempt” of balance.  
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The appellant repeated that that the programme had “avoided the major catastrophes 
created by GM agricultural applications”. He drew attention to the “hype” of the ‘GM 
purple tomato’.” He said that he had learned that for two years there had been a naturally 
bred Italian purple tomato, with the traits proclaimed on the programme, but was 
concerned that this had not been mentioned by Horizon. 

The appellant concluded by saying this showed how easy it was for Horizon to become “a 
conduit of advocacy for a £multibillion problematic technology” that “misleads viewers.” 

In its reply dated 17 March 2009 BBC Information included a response from the producer 
of the programme. He reiterated the point that the aim of the programme had been to 
provide a balanced overview of the science relating to GM crop technology. He said that 
the programme had not set out to investigate the political and social issues of the subject 
matter as these had been frequently discussed elsewhere. The producer also repeated the 
programme’s conclusion which said: 

“I’m still not sure we need GM crops in the developed world… crops that are being 
grown at the moment are not going to save the world. They’re good for farmers 
and they’re good for profits – but while there are lingering doubts about the safety 
of GM, I think we need to proceed very carefully…” 

The producer felt that, given what was said, it was difficult to see how the appellant could 
interpret the programme as being unbalanced. The producer noted that the conclusion 
Jimmy Doherty reached at the end of the programme – that supported continued research 
into GM crops – was not an unusual one. He stated it was “generally accepted that food 
production has to increase to feed a growing population” and that it was not 
unreasonable to suggest that “technologies with the potential to help should be carefully 
explored, including transgenic technology.” 

Stage 2 

The appellant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 24 March 2009 at the 
second stage of the BBC’s complaints procedure. The appellant said that he had noted the 
response claiming ‘balance’ when the concluding words of the programme were quoted, 
but the complainant added: 

“[… ] a 45 minute programme’s ‘ balance’ is not determined by a couple of 
cautionary sentences from its presenter.” 

 The complainant went on to say that: 

“The structure and selected examples of GM cropping was a parade of 
unchallenged supposed GM ‘successes’. Interviews with dissenters were wholly 
unmatched against these “gm wonder stories”. 

He repeated his complaint that there had been no examples of major GM problems, 
contaminations or large failures affecting these crops. 

The complainant concluded that the pretence of balance in programme making is not 
good enough.  

The complainant also asked in a later email enquiry about the relationship between the 
producer and a professor who had expressed strong views on GM technology: 

“Is [the] Horizon Producer … related to [name provided]?”  

The ECU wrote to the appellant on 14 May 2009 with its decision. The ECU did not uphold 
the complaint.  
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The ECU found that on the question of impartiality the audience would have been aware 
that the views expressed by the presenter, Jimmy Doherty, and the conclusions he 
reached, were his own, based on the people he spoke to and the information he gained. 
As such, the ECU noted that given Mr Doherty’s comment early in the programme: 

“I’m wondering if it’s a technology that we should all adopt. A lot of people if they 
hear that would think it’s a bit strange because of the way I farm. I’m all about 
traditional breeds, free range, that whole wholesome thing. But in terms of science 
and coming from a science background, I think the technology is fascinating. 
There needs to be a lot of science done on GM so we’ve got a better 
understanding, but I don’t think it’s right to straight away brush it aside as the 
devil’s work. Because you can’t have an opinion about something until you’ve seen 
all the facts; so I’m here to see all the facts.” 

The programme had set the tone for an “open minded analysis of the facts behind the 
science.” The ECU also found that the programme had sufficiently qualified comments “to 
avoid giving the misleading impression that GM is irrefutably safe and environmentally 
sound.”  

In response to the complaint that the programme had deliberately not featured any 
incidences of “GM crop failures” the ECU noted the comment it had received from the 
programme makers that the content of the programme was based on peer reviewed 
scientific studies, and that the programme had been unable to find examples of bad 
experiences with GM in India, South and North America beyond anecdotal or 
circumstantial evidence. However, the ECU noted that programme did reflect some of the 
main concerns about GM, for example, when it referred to the possibility of cross 
contamination. The ECU noted that potential threats to wildlife and concerns to humans 
from eating food derived from GM were also featured. 

The ECU therefore concluded that the “overarching impression which…viewers would have 
gained was one of uncertainty about the potential benefits of GM.” 

As such, the ECU concluded that it did not believe the programme was one-sided or 
biased in the manner which was suggested by the appellant and did not uphold this 
element of his complaint. 

The ECU also found that it did not agree with the appellant that the potential benefits of 
GM crops were presented as fact. The ECU was satisfied that in the sequence of the 
programme looking at the purple tomato the scientist responsible for its development 
while explaining its potential health benefits did not present this as fact. The ECU noted 
that even in this sequence the scientist acknowledged public concerns about safety and 
the need for further testing. 

The ECU replied to the enquiry about relationships between the producer and a professor 
who had expressed strong views on GM technology: 

“In relation to your question, I am afraid I do not know the answer but do not 
believe it is relevant to my investigation.  

I have to consider whether the programme was in breach of the standards set out in the 
BBC's Editorial Guidelines and that has to be based on what was broadcast in the 
programme. [The producer’s] role in the making of this programme was clearly a 
significant one but I don’t think it would be appropriate to draw any kind of conclusion 
about his motives or judgement based on who he may or may not be related to.” 

Stage 3 - Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 
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The appellant clarified his appeal to the ESC on 18 August 2009. In his letter of appeal 
the appellant set out a number of points which he requested the ESC to consider. They 
were:  

• “The BBC appears to recognise that gm plant development is a contentious 
subject, but the Horizon makers have particularly chosen to disregard why this is 
so?” 

• “Recombinant DNA technology's manifest hazards and uncertainties which caused 
it to be put back in the cupboard in the 1970s are not openly and adequately 
addressed?”  

• “While a supposedly 'impartial' Jimmy Docherty fronted the Horizon 
programme, who identified the particular gm examples, locations and footage 
and authored his autocue script?” 

• “[Horizon] carefully avoided including reference to any of the many gm crop 
failures and 'collateral' damage, as routinely done by the industry and its academic 
acolytes?” 

• “The … 'tragic tale of the unloved gm purple tomato' - skillfully managing not to 
mention that there was already a conventionally bred Italian one - without a 
hazardous gene jumble!” 

• “I still await clarification of the relationship between [the] Horizon producer … and 
gm activist [name provided]” 

 

The complainant also supported his concerns with numerous weblinks. 

 

3. Applicable Editorial Standards 
 
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 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. 
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• 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. 

 

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. 

 

Controversial subjects 
In the United Kingdom controversial subjects are issues of significance for the whole of 
the country, such as elections, or highly contentious new legislation on the eve of a crucial 
Commons vote, or a UK wide public sector strike. 

In the nations and regions of the UK, controversial subjects are those which have 
considerable impact on the nation or region. They include political or industrial issues or 
events which are the subject of intense debate or relate to a policy under discussion or 
already decided by local government. 

In the global context, some controversial subjects such as national elections or 
referendums will obviously have varying degrees of global significance but will be of great 
sensitivity in that country or region in which they are taking place. We should always 
remember that much of the BBC's output is now available in most countries across the 
world. 

We must ensure a wide range of significant views and perspectives are given due weight 
in the period during which a controversial subject is active.  

 

Personal view, authored programmes & websites 
We have a tradition of allowing a wide range of individuals, groups or organisations to 
offer a personal view or opinion, express a belief, or advance a contentious argument in 
our programmes or on our websites. Personal views can range from the outright 
expression of highly partial views by a campaigner, to the authored view of a specialist or 
professional including an academic, scientist, or BBC correspondent, to those expressed 
through contributions from our audiences. Each can add to the public understanding and 
debate, especially when they allow our audience to hear fresh and original perspectives 
on well-known issues. 

Content reflecting personal views, or authored by an individual, group or organisation, or 
contributed by our audiences, particularly when dealing with controversial subjects, 
should be clearly signposted to audiences in advance. 
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Personal view and authored programmes and websites have a valuable part to play in our 
output. However when covering controversial subjects dealing with matters of public 
policy or political or industrial controversy we should: 

• retain a respect for factual accuracy. 

• fairly represent opposing viewpoints when appropriate. 

• provide an opportunity to respond when appropriate for example in a pre- 
arranged discussion programme. 

• ensure that a sufficiently broad range of views and perspectives is included in 
output of a similar type and weight and in an appropriate time frame. 

 

Conflict of Interest 
The BBC's reputation for impartiality and objectivity is crucial. The public must be able to 
trust the integrity of BBC programmes and services. Our audiences need to be confident 
that the outside activities of our programme makers or presenters do not undermine the 
BBC's impartiality and that editorial decisions are not influenced by any commercial or 
personal interests. 

Conflicts of interest can arise for anyone who appears on air or has responsibility for the 
content of a programme or service or associated activity. Presenters, reporters, producers, 
editors and researchers are all affected. There may be particular sensitivities concerning 
on-air talent. For editorial staff the greater the level of responsibility the greater the need 
to avoid any possible conflict of interest. Each programme department or team will need 
to identify its area of vulnerability. 

The BBC should be satisfied that everyone involved in editorial decisions and programme 
making is free from inappropriate outside commitments. The principles apply equally to 
freelances or staff. It is also important that independent producers should not have any 
interests which could undermine the integrity and impartiality of the programmes or 
websites which they produce for the BBC. 

It may also be appropriate to consider whether the position of families and close personal 
contacts presents a likely conflict of interest. 

 

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 and subsequent submissions 
from the complainant. 

This Appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
conflict of interest, impartiality, controversial subjects and authored programmes. 

The Committee divided the complaints under six headings:  
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• Conflict of interest and possible influence on the producer  

• A controversial subject was not treated appropriately  

• Recombinant DNA 

• The Purple Tomato 

• Was this an authored programme and what was the presenter’s input? Were 
references to GM crop failures avoided? 

• The broadcaster and its staff did not withstand “bio-corporate-government 
inducements” in breach of the guidelines. 

 

1. Conflict of Interest and possible influence on the producer?  

The Committee noted that the appellant had raised the issue of a potential conflict of 
interest regarding the relationship of the programme’s producer and a supporter of GM. 
The Committee noted how the appellant had concluded his appeal to the BBC Trust:  

“I still await clarification of the relationship between [the] Horizon producer … and 
gm activist [name provided].”  

 The Committee also noted other references made by the appellant in correspondence to 
the BBC Executive and Trust on this issue where he suggested that this relationship 
secretly defined the agenda and impartiality of the programme: 

“The 'editorial judgement' in these matters appears to have been highly influenced 
by person(s) (unnamed) involved in the promotion or advocacy of gm plant 
science.” 

And: 

“They have thereby entrusted influence and guidance on programme construction 
and editing to person(s) who have a major commitment to furthering gm plant 
activity and acceptance.” 

And: 

“The process and responses thus far show how the BBC can be co-opted into 
producing, broadcasting a misleading programme covering a contentious science 
subject, dressed as 'balanced' and thereafter referring to essentially the same 
eminence gris to proclaim it justified.”  

The Committee thought this a serious allegation, core to the complaint. The Committee 
noted the response it had received from the Editor of Horizon, Andrew Cohen.  

He informed to the Committee that the scientist identified by the appellant was the father 
of the producer.  

The independent editorial adviser advised the Committee that the scientist is a Cambridge 
Professor of Immunology who chaired the Royal Society expert group which produced the 
Society's first report on GM crops in 1998. Entitled 'Genetically Modified Plants for Food 
Use', it concluded that technology had the potential to offer benefits in food quality, 
nutrition and public health, and had important implications for agricultural practice both in 
Britain and in the developing world. Since then he has been involved in several debates 
over GM.  
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The Editor of Horizon also stated that he had asked the producer to make the film without 
having any prior knowledge of his father’s involvement in the GM issue. He also disclosed 
that following this request: 

“[The producer] then told me immediately about his father and we discussed it. I 
wanted clarification so we referred it to editorial policy… I myself thought that we 
employed [the producer] …and not his father but I was critically aware of the 
delicacy of the subject and he embraced that so absolutely that it would have 
been wrong to remove him from the project”  

There was then a meeting between Editorial Policy and the producer at which the conflict 
issues were discussed fully. Editorial Policy recalled:  

“He came to me and said "Should I take myself off the project though I don't have 
views one way or the other on GM?" He had never entered the debate nor been 
part of any movement.” 

Editorial Policy said that it seemed in principle clear that just because a relative held 
beliefs or had a specific job, that did not mean his children would share his beliefs or be 
necessarily conflicted. Editorial Policy added:  

“His job is as a science producer on Horizon - which means he has to take an 
independent view under the editorial guidelines. It would have been wrong to say 
he could not do it because of who his father was. It would have been unfair to him 
to take him off the programme with no evidence of bias.” 

Editorial Policy believed the producer had done exactly the right thing in declaring the 
connection to ensure that “everything was completely even-handed” in the programme.  

The Committee agreed that just because a relative holds beliefs or has a specific job that 
does not mean (in this instance) his son would share those beliefs or would be necessarily 
conflicted. The Committee concluded that because no individual could influence who their 
father was or what opinions they may hold, there should not be a bar on that person, 
without due cause, working as a senior member of production staff even if the project 
they were working on touched on issues on which their parent(s) had publically voiced an 
opinion.  

The Committee agreed that there should be a pre-supposition that staff should be trusted 
to declare whether or not there was a conflict of interest with projects they were working 
on and that it would be unreasonable and impracticable for the BBC to maintain files on 
staff to ensure that conflicts did not arise.  

As to the case in question, the Committee noted that the editor had been unaware of the 
relationship when commissioning the film and that it was the producer himself who had 
drawn it to his attention. The Committee concluded that the BBC’s procedures for 
managing conflict had been fully complied with in the producer’s immediate notification of 
a connection to his editor, his discussion with Editorial Policy and the commitment by 
Editorial Policy to pay particular attention in the circumstances to ensure that the 
programme was duly impartial.  

The Committee was therefore satisfied that the BBC had been thorough in its 
management of any possible conflict. In particular, the Committee concluded that there 
was no evidence to suggest that the producer shared his father’s views. Further, the 
Committee concluded that there was no evidence that the father’s views had any 
influence on the programme as broadcast.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld.  
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2.  A controversial subject was not treated appropriately  

The complainant said: 

“The BBC appears to recognise that gm plant development is a contentious 
subject, but the Horizon makers have particularly chosen to disregard Why This is 
So.” 

The Committee noted the producer’s reply setting out the aims of the programme. He 
stated:  

"The aim of this programme was to provide a balanced overview of the science 
relating to GM crop technology. It did not set out to investigate the political and 
social issues which have been frequently discussed elsewhere. As with all BBC 
Science output this programme was carefully researched and cleared through the 
BBC editorial policy department. 

The Committee also noted where in the programme questions about the safety and 
efficacy of GM occurred in the script. The Committee noted a number of examples: 

How the programme was introduced by Jim Doherty.  

Jim Doherty (JD) in shot: 

Traditional farming, rare breeds free range – I suppose I’ve turned the clock back 
on farming in some ways – and it’s working with nature – at least that’s how I see 
it. 

 

JD narrated over film: 

But elsewhere food production is in crisis. We need to double the amount we grow 
in the next fifty years 

 

JD narrated over film: 

[…] and I’m going on a worldwide journey to investigate one of the one of the 
most controversial potential solutions. 

 

 Following that introduction he stated:  

“[…] I realise now that the way I produce food won’t feed the world. But a lot of 
people think the only way to do that is to use biotechnology – GM crops. 

And I’m not sure about that – I don’t know if it’s safe or not – I don’t know what 
the consequences are. But what if the answer to feeding the hungry is to use 
biotechnology?” 

 

Following a section of the programme that featured demonstrations in Bavaria against the 
planting of maize, Jim Doherty stated: 

Jim Doherty: 

I don’t know who’s right and who’s wrong – but it’s obviously the clash of 2 worlds 
here. And this is the result. This is the battlefield. 
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Another comment by Jim Doherty was made 30 minutes into the programme. 

“So far I’ve seen different stories in terms of GM. I’ve seen how it can offer great 
potential for the future. I’ve seen how it has affected a country’s economy. I’ve 
seen a bit of the bad side. But for me – in theory at least- the science is amazing, 
and it offers an element of hope.  

But there’s a couple of things that really bug me. One is the effect on human 
health over a long period if we’re eating the stuff, and two, the effect on the 
environment which we don’t really know about yet.” 

 

The Committee also noted the sequence where the presenter spoke to Dr. Doug Gurian-
Sherman, a biologist from the Union of Concerned scientists – an organisation that 
campaigns for greater regulation of GM crops. During this sequence it was stated: 

Jim Doherty (JD): 

So in terms of eating GM food – the big burning questions I’ve got, is it, is it safe 
to eat it? Are there any dangers? 

 

Dr Gurian-Sherman (DG-S):  

Well I try to avoid eating genetically modified crops – not because I think that 
these particular corps are necessarily harmful. But because I’m not confident 
enough in our food testing to know and to be confident if they are or not. For 
instance in our Food and Drug Administration – there’s no set tests, there’s no long 
term testing, there’s no required testing in animals to see if the animal is going to 
be harmed which we can extrapolate potentially to humans. And you know – some 
people would say we Americans have been eating this for ten years and look 
nobody’s gotten sick, I’ve heard people say there’s never been a sneeze of sniffle. 
Well for one thing we clearly don’t know that. You cannot determine whether or 
not these crops are causing any harm unless you’re actively surveying the 
population and doing the right kind of studies. 

 

JD: 

Do you think we should turn our back on GM technology then? Do you think it’s 
too much to worry about? 

 

DG-S: 

I think until we have a safety testing regime in place for food safety I think we 
should really slow down and really think twice about commercialising these corps. 

 

The Committee also noted how the presenter, Jim Doherty concluded the programme: 

“My journey into the world of GM has been a real eye-opener and the one thing 
that stands out for me is how it’s an issue that’s divided the world. 
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In Europe people prepared to take the law into our own hands to protest against 
the technology – but in much of the rest of the world they’re planting it on more 
and more land every year. 

Which is the right way to go?  

Well I don’t think the crops that are being grown at the moment are going to save 
the world. They’re good for farmers and they’re good for profits – but while there 
are lingering doubts about the safety of GM I think we need to proceed very 
carefully.  

But we do need to proceed. The prospects of foods that could help prevent cancer 
or resist drought or even disease show the potential that GM technology could 
have. 

I think it’s madness that we turn away from this technology. 

It might not be here at the moment – but 10, 15, 20 – 50 years time I mean that 
technology could be so useful. It has great potential to feed the hungry  

But that will only ever happen if we carry out some experiments and I think if 
you’re for GM or against it, you’ve got to be for understanding, whatever your 
argument is, you’ve got to be into finding out knowledge – and without testing 
we’ll never know – we’ll live in the darkness.” 

 

The Committee concluded that, having taken into account how the issue and arguments 
were presented; the programme had been balanced and thoughtful.  

The Committee when coming to this decision agreed that that this was a controversial 
subject. As such, the Committee was satisfied that the programme had ensured that the 
audience was aware of the controversy surrounding this subject. The Committee was 
satisfied that in setting out the arguments for GM foods sufficient care had been taken, by 
the programme, to present the presenter’s reservations as well as some of the concerns 
expressed by those campaigning against the use of GM crops.  

The Committee noted that although this was a personal view programme, as defined by 
the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines (a personal opinion on a specific subject), it had achieved 
balance.  

The presenter Jimmy Doherty had openly stated at the outset of the programme that he 
was going to investigate a controversial subject, looking at the evidence concerning GM 
crops, and in doing so would provide information to the audience to allow it to make up 
its own mind on the positives and negatives of the use of GM crops.  

The Committee was satisfied that in line with editorial standards on due impartiality, the 
programme had been fair and open minded when examining the evidence, and had been 
even handed in its approach to the subject. The Committee was satisfied that the 
programme had provided a balance of contributions, and that there was no requirement 
for the programme to represent every argument or give equal time to the different views. 
The Committee noted how the presenter summed up the evidence he had found at the 
end of the film. In this he had continued his questioning approach and had laid out the 
arguments in each direction.  

The Committee found that the conclusion of the programme – that there should be more 
scientific research - was a reasonable one, based on the scientific evidence available, and, 
as such, was not a breach of the “due impartiality” guideline. 
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The Committee therefore did not agree with the appellant’s view that the programme had 
failed to treat a controversial subject with due impartiality. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld.  

 

3.  Recombinant DNA 

The complainant had alleged: 

“Recombinant dna technology's manifest hazards and uncertainties which caused it 
to be put back in the cupboard in the 1970s are not openly and adequately 
addressed.” 

The programme producer responded that recombinant DNA technology wasn't 'put back 
in the cupboard' in the 1970s. He said that that was the decade in which the recombinant 
technology was invented and had revolutionised biological science. 

He continued: 

“I assume he is referring to a voluntary moratorium that was placed on the 
recombinant technology in 1974 - until a conference could be held to discuss and 
assess the potential hazards of what was at the time a very new technology. That 
conference was held at Asilomar in Monterrey 1975 and laid the way for the future 
of recombinant DNA technology by lifting the moratorium and laying down the 
guidelines through which the research should proceed safely. 

In the 35 years since then the technology has become one of the 
most powerful techniques in modern science - as well as facilitating basic science 
it is used to create medicines and vaccines, it creates the yeast that ferments your 
wine and the chymosin that goes in all hard cheeses. Recombinant DNA 
technology is everywhere without there being widespread concern over 
its 'manifest hazards and uncertainties'. So I don't really see how these 'concerns' 
about recombinant DNA in particular are relevant to us. 

 What there are concerns about is the use of the technology in GM crops that are 
then grown freely in the environment - and we do address these concerns in the 
programme. They are brought up by Lord Melchett, Doug Gurian-Sherman, and by 
Jimmy himself in discussion of gene flow and its potential consequences - and are 
part of the reason why Jim comes to the conclusion that “crops that are being 
grown at the moment are not going to save the world. They’re good for farmers 
and they’re good for profits – but while there are lingering doubts about the safety 
of GM I think we need to proceed very carefully” 

 

The Committee was satisfied that concerns about the environmental impact of growing 
crops which used recombinant DNA technology were included in the programme and that 
this was an appropriate and adequate approach to impartiality on this issue. It was not 
necessary to address all concerns about the technology in this programme.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

4. The purple tomato 

The complainant gave one example from the programme that he felt breached the BBC’s 
commitment to impartiality:  
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“The…] 'tragic tale of the unloved gm purple tomato' - skillfully managing not to 
mention that there was already a conventionally bred Italian one - without a 
hazardous gene jumble!” 

The Committee noted the relevant script discussing this issue:  

Jimmy Doherty (JD): 

When will people be able to start buying this crop then?  

 

Professor Cathie Martin (CM):  

When the regulations allow us to do it. And that means we have to go through a 
lot of tests because it’s a genetically modified crop.  

 

JD: 

But conventionally you don’t have to do any testing. It can go straight out to 
market and people can eat it. 

 

CM: 

Yes 

 

JD: 

But you have to go through rigorous testing.  

 

CM: 

Yes 

 

JD: 

How does that make you feel because you obviously spend a lot of time doing 
this? 

 

CM: 

Umm - Sanguine – I want what I have produced to be useful and beneficial to 
people. But I want people to be reassured that they are safe to eat, and while 
there are concerns because they’re genetically modified then we should go 
through the appropriate testing.  

 

Narration: 

Despite Cathie’s hope for her tomatoes it is uncertain if they will ever make it to 
market. 
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In twelve years the EU have only licensed one GM crop to be grown commercially 
– and that is maize like the variety I saw in Germany. 

 

For now at least the scientists have lost the battle over GM in Europe.  

 

In response to the Committee’s investigation into the complaint the producer replied: 

“The GM tomato is an exemplar of the power of the GM technique. The Italian 
tomato is not comparable with the GM one. The Italian tomatoes only produce 
anthocyanins in the skin of the fruit – not the flesh – and they contain a maximum 
of 5% of the amount of anthocyanins produced by the [GM]… tomatoes. And they 
haven’t been through any health or testing studies as the [GM]… tomatoes have.” 

In correspondence with another complainant who had written directly to Horizon, he gave 
a fuller response: 

“The programme pointed out the GM tomatoes will have to undergo a full health 
safety and environmental risk assessment. There is ample evidence that a diet rich 
in flavonoids, like anthocyanins, has a preventative effect on many diseases 
including cancer.21  

There is also evidence that these GM tomatoes have a positive health impact in 
mammalian systems. They have been tested on cancer prone mice – and were 
found to significantly extend their life-spans.22 We were unable to include these 
results in the programme because at the time of completion they had not been 
accepted for publication in a peer reviewed journal. As you will know from the 
press coverage the paper has subsequently passed peer review and been 
published. 

It is irrelevant that similar purple tomatoes have been bred by other means in 
Italy. However you should note that the Italian tomatoes are not the same. They 
only produce anthocyanins in the skin of the fruit – not the flesh – and they 
contain a maximum of 5% of the amount of anthocyanins produced by the [GM}… 
tomatoes.”  

 

The Committee noted how the programme makers treated the debate over the GM 
tomato including the conclusion about the GM purple tomato’s likely future, and the fact, 
as stated, that only one GM crop has been licensed to be grown commercially in twelve 
years. The Committee concluded that it was satisfied that it did not believe that the 
programme had to mention the “conventionally bred Italian” tomato in this section of the 
programme in order to achieve “due impartiality”. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld.  

 

5. Was this an authored programme and what was the presenter’s input? Were 
 references to GM crop failures avoided? 

The complainant said: 

“While a supposedly 'impartial' Jimmy Docherty fronted the Horizon 
programme, who identified the particular gm examples, locations and footage 
and authored his autocue script? 
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[The programme] carefully avoided including reference to any of the many gm 
crop failures and 'collateral' damage, as routinely done by the industry 
and its academic acolytes?” 

 

The Committee noted that the programme was called “Jimmy’s GM Food Fight” [our 
emphasis] and, as previously stated, had agreed that the programme was, as defined by 
the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines, an authored programme intended to be seen as the 
presenter’s views and exploration of the issues. The Committee also noted that the 
producer in response to the Trust’s investigation into the complaint had confirmed that 
there was no autocue script written for Jimmy Docherty and that the presenter had 
authored the whole piece – while acknowledging that as part of the production process he 
had had discussions with the production team. The producer had also stated, in reply to 
the Trust’s investigation, that the production team had set up the locations but that the 
presenter had essentially decided what he wanted to say at the locations and that the 
opinions expressed were his own. The producer also stated:  

“We made sure he [Jim Doherty] saw both the pro-side and the anti-side. And that 
he talked to people from both sides.”  

The Committee also noted the producer’s response to the fact that there was no specific 
reference to “GM crop failures”. He stated that there were several instances of reference 
to possible dangers and disadvantages and two extensive interviews with those opposing 
GM development. The Committee also noted that the script appeared to make very few 
unqualified assertions about the benefits of GM.  

The Committee was satisfied that the choice of content, and locations had been that of 
the production team, as is normal and agreed that such decisions were the editorial 
responsibility and prerogative of the producer and production staff.  

The Committee was satisfied that even in an authored piece a script could be written by 
or with assistance by the programme team as authors may not necessarily have the 
expertise to write a television script. In this case there was no evidence to suggest that 
the script had been that of anyone other than the presenter, Jimmy Doherty. The 
Committee was satisfied that the views expressed were Jimmy Doherty’s and that the 
programme’s purpose was to show his journey to a greater understanding of the benefits 
and risks of GM food. 

The Committee was satisfied that the production processes followed standard procedure 
and had not breached the impartiality guidelines and concluded the programme had 
achieved due impartiality.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld.  

 

6. The broadcaster and its staff did not withstand “bio-corporate-government 
inducements” in breach of the guidelines. 

The complainant alleged: 

“A broadcaster and its staff unable to withstand biocorporate-government 
enticements, or resist donning biotech blinkers in order to relay gm hype, is 
destined to repeat its public disservice”  

The Committee noted that the appellant had not provided any evidence to support his 
complaint and was therefore uncertain on what this allegation could be based. It noted it 
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may have been linked to the perceived conflict of interest which the Committee had 
dismissed earlier in its finding, but there was no indication that this was the case.  

The Committee also noted that its investigation of the appeal had not found any evidence 
of “biocorporate – government enticements”.  

The Committee agreed that this was potentially a serious allegation and any consideration 
on this point would have to be in the light of appropriate evidence. The Committee noted 
there was no such evidence provided by the appellant or uncovered in the Committee’s 
investigation.  

The Committee agreed that in the absence of evidence, no case had been made against 
the BBC. Therefore the Committee agreed it was not appropriate to take this element of 
the complaint.  

This element of the complaint was dismissed. 

Conclusion 

The Committee, having considered the several elements of the complaint, finally 
concluded, in relation to the programme overall, that it was satisfied that the approach 
taken by the programme makers had been appropriate. The purpose of the programme 
had been to set out the arguments on GM crops for a lay audience. The Committee found 
that in doing so the programme had not attempted to reach a conclusion on the safety of 
GM crops. The approach to impartiality had been considered in advance and with care by 
the programme makers and the programme was duly impartial. 

Finding: Not upheld 
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PM, BBC Radio 4, 10 February 2009 
1. Background 
This edition of PM carried an item by reporter Hugh Sykes about Avigdor Lieberman of 
Yisrael Beiteinu, a right wing political party in Israel. 

 

2. The complaint 
Stage 1 

The appellant initially emailed BBC Information on 15 February 2009 stating that it had 
been inaccurate for the reporter Hugh Sykes to have stated that Avigdor Lieberman of 
Yisrael Beiteinu was advocating a policy to make Arab Israelis take a loyalty test if they 
wanted to retain Israeli citizenship as this test applied to all Israelis. The appellant 
believed that the phrasing of the question gave the impression that Mr Lieberman was 
discriminating against Arab Israelis. The appellant also went on to say that during the 
course of the piece Mr Sykes had interviewed a “young ignorant Israeli racist”, who had 
said he was voting for Mr Lieberman, but had also suggested that Mr Lieberman was “a 
little racist”. The appellant also complained that Hugh Sykes had suggested that “with a 
government of the right in Israel, life for the Arabs would be like life for the Jews in Nazi 
Germany in the 1930s.” The appellant concluded that there was absolutely no prospect of 
any Israeli government bringing into effect racist laws. He suggested that the piece had 
shown “extraordinary bias against the Jewish majority in Israel”. 

BBC Information replied on 7 May 2009 stating that while the loyalty test was for all 
Israelis Mr Lieberman had “previously been criticised” for his attitude towards Arabs. The 
reply also noted that the supporter of Mr Lieberman had stated that he, Mr Lieberman, 
was a “little bit racist” and that he, the supporter, felt this was justified because of the 
Arab attitude towards Jews in Israel.” The reply also noted that Hugh Sykes did not say he 
believed Avigdor Lieberman to be racist or that a right wing government would lead to life 
for Arabs being similar to that of Jews under the Nazis. The reply stated: 

“[…] he did however reflect Arab concerns that this would be the case – he put 
the question to the Lieberman supporter rather than stating it as a matter of fact.” 

The reply concluded that while groups other than Arab Israelis may have taken issue with 
the loyalty test proposals:  

“[…] it was the impact that such measures would have on the Arab Israeli 
community that had caused a great deal of controversy and given the context of 
the report it was appropriate to focus on this aspect.” 

The appellant replied on 9 May 2009 believing the reply to be disingenuous stating that: 

“The comment about life for them being like life for the Jews under the Nazis was 
extreme hyperbole and seemed to me to be racist in itself.” 

He concluded that the report lacked balance and that it gave the impression that the 
policies of Yisrael Beiteinu were racist. 

Stage 2 

The appellant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 15 May 2009. He asked the 
ECU to consider his complaint as set out in his Stage 1 correspondence.  
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The ECU replied with its substantive answer on 15 June 2009. The complaint was 
considered against the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines on Accuracy and Impartiality. The ECU 
did not uphold the complaint. The ECU found that as Mr Lieberman had proposed a 
loyalty oath as a condition of Israeli citizenship “a policy which was widely regarded by 
politicians, commentators and the electorate as targeted primarily at Israeli Arabs”, the 
report had accurately summarised “one of the central planks of Mr Lieberman’s election 
campaign”. The ECU reply also noted, with examples, that Mr Lieberman had frequently 
appeared to confirm that this policy was aimed at Israel’s Arab citizens. 

With regard to the interview with a supporter of Mr Lieberman who had described him as 
“a little bit” racist, the ECU noted that Mr Lieberman is frequently described by political 
commentators and some of his opponents as racist because of his hard line policies. The 
ECU therefore believed it was reasonable for Hugh Sykes to raise this issue with his 
supporters. The ECU was satisfied that listeners would have understood that the man 
being interviewed was expressing a personal opinion and was not speaking in an official 
capacity of Mr Lieberman’s party, Yisrael Beiteinu. The ECU also decided that the 
supporter’s clear and repeated denial that Mr Lieberman’s policies were in any way similar 
to those advocated by the Nazi Party in the 1930s ensured that listeners were aware “that 
this supporter, at least, rejected any comparison.” 

Stage 3 - Appeal to the BBC Trust’s Editorial Standards Committee (ESC)  

The appellant wrote to the ESC on 2 July 2009 stating that the report was “a blatant case 
of lack of impartiality”. In particular he suggested that:  

• Hugh Sykes compared the situation for the Arabs in Jerusalem to that of the Jews 
in the 1930s 

• The report suggested that Israel was racist and that Mr Lieberman, a leader of a 
mainstream Israeli political party, was extremely racist 

 

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. 
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Gathering material 
We should try to witness events and gather information first hand. Where this is not 
possible, we should talk to first hand sources and, where necessary, corroborate their 
evidence. 

We should be reluctant to rely on a single source. If we do rely on a single source, a 
named on the record source is always preferable. 

We should record our interviews with sources wherever possible. In circumstances where 
recording might inhibit the source, full notes should be made, preferably at the time, or if 
not, then as soon as possible afterwards. 

 

Misleading audiences 
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. 

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. 

Special considerations apply during the campaign periods for elections. 

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

• 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 
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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. 

 

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. 

 

Controversial subjects 
In the United Kingdom controversial subjects are issues of significance for the whole of 
the country, such as elections, or highly contentious new legislation on the eve of a crucial 
Commons vote, or a UK wide public sector strike. 

In the nations and regions of the UK, controversial subjects are those which have 
considerable impact on the nation or region. They include political or industrial issues or 
events which are the subject of intense debate or relate to a policy under discussion or 
already decided by local government. 

In the global context, some controversial subjects such as national elections or 
referendums will obviously have varying degrees of global significance but will be of great 
sensitivity in that country or region in which they are taking place. We should always 
remember that much of the BBC's output is now available in most countries across the 
world. 

We must ensure a wide range of significant views and perspectives are given due weight 
in the period during which a controversial subject is active. Opinion should be clearly 
distinguished from fact. When the issues involved are highly controversial and/or a 
decisive moment in the controversy is expected we will sometimes need to ensure that all 
of the main views are reflected in our output. This may mean featuring them in a single 
programme, or even a single item. 

BBC online sites covering controversial subjects may offer links to external sites which, 
taken together, represent a reasonable range of views about the subject. We should 
normally try to ensure that when we link to third party sites this does not give strong 
grounds for concern that this breaches the law or the BBC Editorial Guidelines on harm 
and offence. 

 

4. The Committee’s decision 
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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 and subsequent submissions 
from the complainant and the Head of the ECU. 

This Appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
accuracy and impartiality.  

Accuracy  

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 appellant said that the reporter Hugh Sykes was wrong to suggest that the proposal 
from one of the parties fighting in the election – the Yisrael Beiteinu party – for a citizen 
loyalty oath was aimed only at the Israeli Arabs. It was, he said, aimed at all Israelis who 
would be required to sign in order to retain their citizenship.  

The Committee looked at the proposal as it was laid out for the voters. It noted that the 
policy did not make a distinction between the two sets of Israeli citizens: all were to be 
asked to take the test.  

The Committee then turned to the wording as used in the broadcast. It noted that Hugh 
Sykes had introduced the piece by stating:  

“Outside the polling station a gaggle of eager young men supporting the party that 
might dictate terms for the next government, Yisraeli Beiteinu, which translates as 
‘Israel Is Our Home’. Their leader, Avigdor Leiberman, advocates among other 
things that Arab Israeli citizenship should depend on a loyalty test.”  

The Committee noted that this was accurate as far as it went – but felt that a listener new 
to the subject might have assumed that this was only applicable to the 1.4 million Arabs 
and not the population as a whole. The Committee noted that it would have been better 
had a wider explanation been offered. However it also noted that the phrase had been 
used within the context of an introduction to a series of questions to a supporter of Mr 
Lieberman and his party, Yisraeli Beiteinu.  

The Committee noted the decision by the ECU that this was “a policy which was widely 
regarded by politicians, commentators and the electorate as targeted primarily at Israeli 
Arabs”. The Committee was satisfied that given the context of the Israeli election, Hugh 
Sykes was appropriately concentrating on  the political significance of Yisraeli Beiteinu’s 
proposal which many believe, including his supporter outside the polling station, was 
aimed at the Arab population of Israel. The Committee agreed therefore that the specific 
reference to Arab Israelis was duly accurate and did not breach the guideline on accuracy. 

The Committee then considered the appellant’s next point that the introduction and the 
line of questioning implied that the party Yisraeli Beiteinu’s was racist – and that this had 
been compounded by the interview with what the appellant described as “a young 
ignorant racist Israeli.”  
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The Committee noted what was said in the discussion between the supporter and Mr 
Sykes: 

Hugh Sykes (HS): 

“Shalom.  Lieberman supporters?” 

 

Lieberman Supporter (LS):  

“Lieberman supporters.” 

 

HS:  

“Why?” 

 

LS:  

“He’s a good guy.” 

 

HS: 

“Some people say he’s a racist.” 

 

LS:  

“OK (drawn out as if in reluctant agreement), but he’s very aggressive and he’s a 
good guy. 

 

HS: 

 “And is he a racist?” 

 

LS: 

 “A little bit.” 

 

HS: 

“Why is the racism justified?  Why is racism necessary here?” 

 

LS:  

“You’re messing with Arabs.  Arabs hate us.  Arabs don’t want Jews in their 
country.”   

 

In assessing this, the Committee noted the history of the party leader Avigdor Lieberman, 
now Israel’s foreign secretary, and his policies. It also noted that the some of the 
statements made by him were from earlier in his career, such as when he was involved 
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with Rabbi Meir Kahane's Kach party.  However, the Committee also noted events 
subsequent to the election where the parliamentary scrutiny group which approves 
legislation for the Israeli parliament had expressed concern at the import of Yisraeli 
Beiteinu’s policies. 

The Committee also noted the decision by the ECU that Mr Lieberman is frequently 
described by political commentators and some of his opponents as racist because of his 
hard line policies and that the ECU therefore believed it was reasonable for Hugh Sykes to 
raise this issue with his supporters. 

The Committee found that the item had not stated that the party was racist. It noted that 
the references to racism were in the passage quoted above where Hugh Sykes had 
questioned Mr Lieberman’s supporter who did not disagree with the suggestion and stated 
that he, Mr Lieberman, may be “a little bit” racist. Hugh Sykes had legitimately asked a 
question of someone supporting Mr Lieberman, who had been given an opportunity to 
dispute Mr Sykes’ suggestion, but who instead had qualified it. The Committee concluded 
that, given the context of the piece and the wider context of perceptions of Mr Lieberman 
the question was a legitimate one to have posed and that there had been no breach of 
the accuracy guideline. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that the item had been duly accurate and had not 
breached editorial standards on accuracy. 

Impartiality 

The Committee noted that 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 felt that in the context of the broadcast covering the election this segment 
of the broadcast had not breached the guideline.  

The Committee considered the choice of the interviewee at the polling station, and agreed 
he was selected because he was a supporter of the party. The Committee also agreed that 
given he was a supporter of Mr Lieberman and his party Yisraeli Beiteinu, he was entitled 
to express his views on issues concerning Mr Lieberman and his party.  The Committee 
was satisfied that the supporter had been given the opportunity to respond to the 
question as to whether or not the party leader was racist. He had not denounced him but 
had tacitly agreed with the suggestion. Taken together, this had been a legitimate 
exchange and had not breached the requirement for due impartiality.  

The Committee noted that the same sequence involved interviews with a number of other 
voters supporting other parties and had contained a range of views. It was the 
Committee’s view that this was within the guideline which required the BBC News to be 
duly impartial, in that when exploring a specific aspect of an issue a view can be 
expressed so long as it does not misrepresent opposing views. The Committee was 
satisfied therefore that it was perfectly reasonable to raise the issue of racism within this 
piece given the known background and that  an opportunity was provided to a supporter 
of Mr Lieberman to challenge what was said.  

The Committee then considered the appellant’s concern that it was wrong for Hugh Sykes 
to have likened life for Israeli Arabs under a future right-wing government to that of the 
Jews in pre-World War Two Germany. The Committee noted that this came as part of the 
same interview with the supporter of the Yisrael Beiteinu party who had said he didn’t 
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wish to live close to Arabs. The Committee noted what was said in this particular 
exchange:  

Lieberman supporter (LS):  

“I want to be separated from the Arabs.” 

 

Hugh Sykes (HS):   

“Jews on this side of the line and Arabs on the other side.” 

 

LS: 

“Yes.” 

   

HS:  

“And no Arabs in Israel?” 

 

LS: 

“Maybe in Israel but not close to me.” 

 

HS:   

“This is what Germans said about Jews in the 1930s.” 

 

LS: 

“Not the same.” 

 

HS:  

“I know Arabs who say we feel like Jews in Germany in the thirties, we’re really 
afraid of this (unclear)” 

 

LS: 

“It’s not the same.” 

 

The Committee noted how the issue had been introduced into the conversation by the 
reporter. The Committee noted that the supporter clearly said that the position of Jews in 
Nazi Germany and Arabs in Israel was not the same. The reporter then sourced this 
analogy to Arabs he had spoken to, who had voiced this concern which the supporter 
again denied was the same thing.  
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The Committee agreed that this had been a challenging question but one that had been 
appropriate – particularly when taken together with the answer where the proposition was 
denied. It accepted that the reporter Hugh Sykes was not suggesting the analogy himself 
– but was reflecting Arab perceptions. This was not a question of accuracy – but of 
impartiality. It was legitimate question to ask given the context of racism and a policy that 
had implications on the citizenship of, among others, Arab Israelis.  

The Committee concluded that the question did not suggest an anti-Israeli bias but was 
relevant to the discussion and that the audience would have been in no doubt as to the 
response from Mr Lieberman’s supporter.  

The Committee found that the item did not breach the Editorial Guidelines on impartiality.  

Finding: Not upheld 
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Panorama: Gaza Out of the Ruins, BBC One, 9 
February 2009  
1. Background 
This edition of the Panorama programme was broadcast ahead of the Israeli election. The 
programme was written and presented by the BBC’s Middle East editor Jeremy Bowen.  

The programme traveled through Gaza where “Operation Cast Lead” carried out by the 
Israeli Defence Force (IDF) against Hamas had recently finished.  

Jeremy Bowen followed personal stories that straddled the frontier, piecing together rival 
claims about war crimes and the targeting of civilians.  

He also considered the future of the region following the recent military operation and 
whether the 22-day offensive had weakened Hamas, or simply sowed the seeds for 
further bloodshed.   

 

2. The complaint 
The appellant emailed BBC Information on 21 February 2009 stating that he found the 
programme:  

“[…] one-sided and lacked the impartiality required under the BBC’s Charter.” 

He also said that he believed the programme: 

“[…] was totally consistent with the rest of Jeremy Bowen’s output in being biased 
against Israel.” 

His complaint contained numerous examples in which he believed the programme had 
been inaccurate and unfair to Israel in its presentation of the situation in Gaza. 

BBC Information replied on 26 February 2009 providing a couple of examples where the 
programme explained the Israeli position for its military operation into Gaza.  

The appellant replied on 4 March 2009 stating that BBC Information had not responded to 
any of his points. He also added that during the programme Jeremy Bowen had made 
much of what happened in Samouni Street. The complainant quoted an article by a 
journalist, Yvonne Green, which “appeared to contradict much of [Jeremy] Bowen’s 
report.” 

A response was sent from BBC Information on 16 March 2009. The reply included a more 
detailed response from the Deputy Editor of Panorama, Tom Giles, who rejected the main 
points raised by the appellant.  The reply concluded by noting that the appellant had 
raised a number of issues that he, the appellant, believed should have been covered in 
the programme. In response Mr Giles noted that “it’s simply not possible to cover every 
aspect of the conflict in a 30 minute programme.” 

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) at stage 2 of the BBC’s 
complaints process on 27 March 2009. His letter of complaint repeated the points he had 
previously made about the programme. He also made additional points which covered 
Jeremy Bowen’s interview with Meir Shitreet, the credibility of Hamas’s comments, the 
figures provided by the Palestinian Centre of Human Rights and the Israeli figures on the 
total number of children killed in Gaza. 
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The ECU provided its substantive reply to the appellant on 11 May 2009. The ECU’s 
finding divided the appellant’s complaint into 14 separate points. The ECU did not uphold 
any of the appellant’s complaints.  The ECU was satisfied that the programme had been 
accurate in the reporting of the number of casualties of the military operation and fair to 
both sides in its reporting of what had happened at Sanouni Street. The ECU also 
considered that the programme had been balanced in how it had explained Israel’s 
justification for its military operation. The ECU was also satisfied that when interviewing 
Israeli and Hamas representatives the questioning had been fair, in that Jeremy Bowen 
had put forward an alternative view challenging the views of these representatives. The 
ECU was also satisfied that the choice of facts included in the programme, which it 
believed was a matter of editorial judgement, had been “accurate and sufficient” to 
explain to viewers the background elements of the current conflict. 

Stage 3 - Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) of the BBC Trust 

The appellant wrote to the ESC on 30 May 2009 stating that points from his original 
complaint remained unanswered.  He asked that the original complaint and supporting 
evidence be referred to as part of the appeal.  

 

3. Applicable Editorial Standards    
 

Section 1 - The BBC’s 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 & 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. 
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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 
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. 

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. 

Special considerations apply during the campaign periods for elections. 

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.  

• 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 will sometimes need to report on or interview people whose views may cause 
serious offence to many in our audiences. We must be convinced, after 
appropriate referral, that a clear public interest outweighs the possible offence.  
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• 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.  

 

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... 

 

3. 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 and subsequent submissions 
from the complainant and BBC News. 

This Appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
accuracy and impartiality  

The Committee when coming to its decision divided the complaint into 17 elements: 

• Lack of explanation for the reason why Israel begun Operation Cast Lead  

• Jeremy Bowen used emotive images to show damage caused by Israeli ordnance 
but sought to underplay the crimes of Hamas.  

• No mention had been made of the use of children as human shields.  

• The accuracy of the statement that “hundreds of Palestinian children had been 
killed” 

• Jeremy Vine’s assertion that the Israeli mission had failed 

• Israeli forces firing on hospitals 

• Undue weight was given to the story of Dr Izzeldin Abuelaish who lost family 
members in an Israeli shell attack and about which the Israelis had expressed 
regret. 

• Jeremy Bowen was much tougher on the Israeli spokesman than he was on the 
Hamas spokesman. 

• The narrative of events in Samouni Street has been contradicted by other writers 
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• An incomplete account had been given of events in 1948 

• There was missing information as to Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza  

• The theft of aid by Hamas 

• How Hamas acquired its weapons 

• The public pronouncements of Hamas 

• Hamas and its policy on the elimination of the state of Israel   

• That by being biased against Israel, Panorama had contributed to the rise of anti-
semitic attacks in the UK  

• Overall, was the programme biased in favour of Hamas? 

 

The Committee noted that the context for the programme was to look at events 
surrounding Operation Cast Lead: an Israeli military offensive into Gaza that started with 
air strikes on 27 December 2008 and a ground offensive from 3 January 2009. The 
offensive ended with a ceasefire on 21 January when Israeli forces began to withdraw 
from Gaza. The Committee noted that initially the Israeli Defence Force denied reporters 
and correspondence access to Gaza to provide first-hand accounts of the conflict. The 
programme had been undertaken in the period of eighteen days after reporting 
restrictions had been lifted and journalists were allowed to travel into the area. 

 

An insufficient explanation for the reasons why Israel begun Operation Cast Lead  

The appellant believed that the programme gave insufficient explanation as to why the 
Israelis had begun Operation Cast Lead. He stated in his first letter of complaint to BBC 
Information that: 

“Firstly the Israelis don’t just say that it was an answer to 8 years of rocket fire. 
During the 6-month ceasefire Hamas acquired Iranian-made Grad missiles made in 
military factories with a much greater range and explosive force than the 
homemade Qassam missiles which they had been using so prolifically before. The 
use of these missiles against Israeli towns was and is intolerable to Israel.” 

He complained in another email to BBC Information that Jeremy Vine had not put across 
the Israeli position in his introduction to the programme and his specific point that the use 
of Grad missiles was a significant factor for the Israelis.  

The Committee then noted how this element of complaint had been responded to by BBC 
news. It noted the Deputy Editor of Panorama response to this point:   

“You [the appellant] say that Jeremy Vine’s reference to eight years of rocket fire 
didn’t fully sum up Israel’s reasons for the attacks in Gaza and point to the use of 
Grad missiles. The line you quote was merely an introduction to Jeremy Bowen’s 
main report and the audience’s understanding wouldn’t necessarily be helped at 
that point by going into great detail on the different weapons used by Hamas. 
Even so, Grads – while different from Qassams - are also widely referred to as 
rockets and Jeremy Vine’s opening wasn’t intended to specifically refer to either. In 
any case Jeremy did also refer to ‘missiles’ in the introduction.” 

The Deputy Editor also stated: 
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“Overall the film itself made several clear mentions of the suffering of Israelis from 
Hamas rocket attacks. The film also made clear from the outset that this was the 
principle justification for Israel’s actions in its operation Cast Lead inside Gaza over 
the New Year. The programme did not aim to explain, and made no mention of, 
the claims made by either side regarding the ceasefire.” 

He also stated: 

“Overall, the film itself made several clear mentions of the suffering of Israelis 
from Hamas rocket attacks in the south of the country, both in commentary and 
directly from Israeli citizens who spoke of the psychological terror this had inflicted 
on them. The film also made clear from the outset that this was the principle 
justification for Israel's actions in its operation "Cast Lead" inside Gaza over the 
New Year.” 

The Committee then noted what Jeremy Vine said in his introduction to the programme:  

‘For 22 days, Israel pounded Gaza. The Israelis said this was a war of self-defence 
– an answer to 8 years of rocket fire. How do they answer those who say this was 
also a reckless use of force guaranteed to kill civilians?’  

The Committee also noted a line in Jeremy Bowen’s commentary near the beginning of 
the programme: 

‘A million Israelis within range of Hamas rockets worried about their children too. 
During the war Hamas killed 4 Israeli civilians. Targeting civilians violates the laws 
of war.’” 

Jeremy Bowen also stated when interviewing a Hamas representative: 

“The Israelis say that they attacked only because the Hamas and your allies here 
were firing rockets into Israel. Why fire rockets into Israel? What does that 
achieve?” 

The Committee also noted the interchange between Jeremy Bowen and Shaul and Ellen 
Geffen: 

Jeremy Bowen (JB):  

Are you here within rocket range of Gaza? 

 

Shaul Geffen (SG):  

We are very close. I mean they can easily reach us. It’s a horrible feeling that you 
are a target.  

 

JB:  

Did you think then that the military operation, that the war in Gaza was 
necessary? 

 

SG:  

I wish it wasn’t. When you get eighty missiles a day from someone that you feel 
much stronger than the other side, so you ask yourself why are we sitting here not 
doing anything?  
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The Committee concluded that it was not necessary for the programme to have provided 
a more detailed explanation of the weaponry used by Hamas. The Committee was 
satisfied that the reference to rockets within the report incorporated both Grad and 
Qassam rockets. The Committee was satisfied that the general reference to the use of 
rockets by Hamas was sufficient for the audience to have understood the Israeli 
justification for their actions. If time had allowed a more detailed explanation may have 
been possible but as this was a half-hour programme the Committee was satisfied that 
further reference to the different types of rocket was unnecessary. As such, the 
Committee was satisfied that reference to rockets  had been duly accurate and had not  
misled the audience as to the reasons for Israel’s actions.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

Jeremy Bowen used emotive images to show damage caused by Israeli ordinance but 
sought to underplay the crimes of Hamas.  

The Committee noted that the appellant believed the programme should have used 
images of Hamas firing from civilian areas rather than open ground.  

The Committee noted that the only relevant sequence in the report showed a rocket 
launched from an area of bush and scrubland. A rocket is then seen to land in an Israeli 
suburb. The sequence is accompanied by a commentary line from Jeremy Bowen which 
said:   

“A million Israelis within range of Hamas rockets worried about their children too.” 

The Committee also noted the reply from the Deputy Editor of Panorama to the appellant 
at stage 1 of the BBC’s complaints process: 

“There are actually no shots in the film of Hamas firing at the Israel Defence 
Forces (IDF) from open ground or from any other area. There is a brief shot of 
Hamas rockets being fired into Israel from an unidentified scrub area and (as we 
show and describe) a Hamas rocket hitting an Israeli civilian area. 

There wasn't any footage – that I was aware of – of Hamas fighters engaged in 
combat with the IDF in urban areas – let alone near hospitals or schools. That's 
certainly not to imply that Hamas didn't fight or fire from inside these civilian 
areas. In fact, this was clearly stated in the film on several occasions. Firstly, in 
Jeremy's interview with an anonymous Israeli Army Major, the Israeli soldier stated 
that Hamas had drawn a battle line in the civilian Zaytoun district just outside Gaza 
City – as part of a wider front line. He also said that they had booby trapped 
civilian buildings, schools and mosques. This was not contradicted by Jeremy in 
the film. Instead, it was implicitly accepted that Hamas had fought the IDF in 
these built-up areas in his next sentence: 

‘but in the next sector there is much less evidence of Hamas resistance.’ 

 

Secondly, in his interview with Dr Walid at the al-Quds Hospital in Gaza – 
Jeremy puts to him the fact that the Israelis may have fired at the hospital 
because it might have been used as a Hamas position. While denying Hamas used 
the hospital and stating that the IDF had no reason to shell it, he concedes that 
Hamas may have been firing from the next street or nearby. 
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Jeremy Bowen: Well do you think Hamas may have been in the next street 
or close by or something like that? 

 

 Dr W: Maybe, Yes. 

 

Jeremy also puts the Israeli position clearly to a member of the 
armed Hamas brigades by asking him the following:  

 

Jeremy Bowen: The Israelis say that the reason why civilians died was 
because you guys from the al Qassam brigades were firing rockets out of 
civilian areas and you were using them as human shields. 

 

Militant: We gave orders to our militants in these groups to hit rockets only 
from empty places, the beach, next to the border here in Rafah. 

 

 Jeremy: You’re saying that you tried very hard not to fire from civilian 
places, the Israelis don’t believe that. 

 

Militant: It’s our right. It’s our right to defend ourselves. They attacked us, 
what can we do? Sit at home until they are killing everybody?  

The Hamas militant does not actually answer or deny the final point but makes a 
generalisation which, in my opinion, implicitly accepts that they did fire 
from civilian areas. The fact that this is immediately followed by the Israeli Major's 
interview about events in Zaytoun only reinforces the clear perception that Hamas 
were fighting and firing from civilian areas. The programme examines instead 
allegations of disproportionate Israeli attacks on civilians in areas where there is 
less evidence of Hamas resistance.” 

 

The Committee concluded that given that the complaint referred to the short sequence 
described above, and the response from the Deputy Editor, Panorama, it was clear that 
there was limited footage of Hamas firing its armaments and no evidence that the BBC’s 
Middle East editor had specifically included, or not included, shots which, in the words of 
the appellant, downplayed the crimes of Hamas.  

The Committee was therefore satisfied that there had been no misuse of images to make 
emotive points. It concluded that the choice of shots used to illustrate both this and the 
other sequences of the effects of the shelling had been duly accurate, in as much as they 
had accurately shown the damage caused by the Israeli forces while reporting Israeli 
claims that Hamas had fought and defended their positions in civilian areas, including 
booby trapping civilian buildings . The lack of footage did not represent an inaccuracy.  

The Committee was therefore satisfied that taken together - the commentary and the 
footage - with other parts of the programme, the arguments concerning damage had 
been duly accurate and duly impartial.  
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This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

No mention had been made as to the use of children as human shields.  

The appellant believed that the programme made no mention of the use by Hamas of 
children as human shields which he believed was important in achieving a balanced 
picture. 

The Committee noted where in the programme reference had in fact been made to the 
issue of human shields. The Committee noted that the first reference was made in the 
exchange between Jeremy Bowen and Meir Shitreet. The Committee noted what was 
said: 

Meir Shitreet (MS):  

If you count the numbers, most of the people that have been killed were fighters 
of Hamas, were armed people.  

 

Jeremy Bowen (JB):  

There were hundreds of children.  

 

MS:  

Those who had been held like hostages by Hamas.  

 

JB:  

If you talk to their parents and families, they say they were sitting in their houses, 
they weren’t being held at gunpoint.  

 

MS:  

And you believe them? They were using them as human shields. What we could 
do and we did, was we to call and announce to the people of Gaza who were not 
involved – leave those areas we’re going to attack – we did it in advance. The 
army called 250,000 telephone to people to leave their houses before they attack. 

 

The Committed then noted what a representative of the IDF said: 

“The Zaytoun district was part of the Hamas line of defence. So the tall buildings, 
for example, and all kind of schools, mosques, buildings that they analysed and 
they decided that might, you know, drag us into – those places. And they booby 
trapped them with explosives…  And, based on that, we used fire to avoid getting 
hit by those booby traps. So it was really based on a lot of intelligence.” 

It also noted what was said in the interview between Jeremy Bowen and the Hamas 
militant:  

Jeremy Bowen (JB):  
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Now the Israelis say that the reason why civilians died was because you guys from 
the al Qassam brigades were firing rockets out of civilian areas and you were 
using them as human shields. 

 

Militant: We gave orders to our militants in these groups to hit rockets only from 
empty places, the beach, next to the border here in Rafah. 

 

JB:  

You’re saying that you tried very hard not to fire from civilian places, the Israelis 
don’t believe that. 

 

Militant: It’s our right. It’s our right to defend ourselves. They attacked us, what 
can we do? Sit at home until they are killing everybody. 

 

The Committee was satisfied that the programme had not avoided the issue of “human 
shields” and had allowed both sides to express their view on the issue so that an 
imbalance of views was avoided. The Committee therefore concluded that the programme 
in relation to this issue was duly accurate and duly impartial.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

The accuracy of the statement that “hundreds of Palestinian children had been killed” 

The appellant complained that Jeremy Bowen said “as a fact” that hundreds of Palestinian 
children had been killed in the Gaza War - a figure which he says was “nowhere near 
accurate “.  

The Committee also noted the response of Panorama’s Deputy Editor to this question: 

“We based the estimate of ‘hundreds’ of children killed on the best available 
information that was being used by the BBC at the time of broadcast. The 
Palestinian Health Ministry had claimed a total of 412 child deaths – out of a total 
of 1314 Palestinian casualties during Operation Cast Lead. In the absence of any 
other official information, these figures were also being used by international 
organisations like the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (UNOCHA) and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). 

Other bodies like the Al Mazen Centre for Human Rights had told the BBC that 
their figures were 1,268 people killed, among them 288 children and 103 women. 
The Centre told the BBC that it only confirmed a death after it had interviewed 
individual families, and methodically checked names, ages and addresses. 

I also gave, in the letter to [the appellant], the figures by another body, the 
independent human rights group – the Palestinian Centre For Human Rights – 
which said that 895 civilians had been killed – among them 280 children and 111 
women. This is a group which has received funding from the UNHCR, the 
European Commission, and Christian Aid, among others, and whose director has a 
long record of criticising the Palestinian Authority and Palestinian religious groups 
– for which he has been repeatedly detained and received death threats.   
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I should add that both Jeremy Bowen and Robin Barnwell – the producer/director 
of the Panorama – felt that they had received enough direct accounts both from 
the ICRC and international workers in the hospitals they visited in Gaza to broadly 
tally with the number of children casualties that were spoken of. We said 
‘hundreds’ to cover a conservative estimate of 200+ which was well within or 
below  the numbers claimed by the groups above and recognised by the 
international agencies. Though the Israelis had challenged the casualty figures in 
general – they hadn't come up with any figures of their own by the time we went 
to air. Even so, the IDF's ‘Gaza Coordination and Liaison Administration’ when they 
published their own estimates – after our broadcast – came up with a figure of 
1,200 or so casualties which was broadly in line with the totals put forward by 
Palestinian Groups – albeit with a different proportion of civilians. 

 [The appellant] appears in his letter to the ECU to eliminate the possibility of 
using estimates from any agency with staff who live or work in Gaza. Since Israel 
barred any Western journalists from entering, it's rather hard therefore to know 
how we could have come upon any figures that would satisfy him – unless they 
were the official Israeli ones (and one might query the 360-degree effectiveness of 
the IDF's Gaza Liaison administration).” 

 

The Committee noted the widespread disparity in the figures quoted for the number of 
children killed during the Israeli operation. The Committee noted that the Palestinian 
Centre for Human Rights had claimed nearly three hundred had died – and the Palestinian 
Ministry of Health had put the figure at above four hundred. Figures from the Israeli 
Defence Force had said the number was 87 – a figure repeated later in the year as part of 
its inquiry into the operation.  

The Committee also noted the appellant’s reservations as to the reliability of the figures of 
the Palestinian Centre for Human Rights due to the fact that it was a Gaza based 
organisation which, in his view, could not exist if it upset Hamas .  

The Committee also noted the various other sources which had claimed a much higher 
figure for child deaths than the IDF. The Committee noted that the programme had to 
work with the figures available at the time, a short period after journalists had been 
allowed into the area following the ceasefire and the lifting of the Israeli ban on travel to 
the area. It noted that programme had used its contacts on the ground while filming to 
try to ascertain a reliable figure and that many other news organisations had used similar 
figures. The Committee noted that a number of reports in the months subsequent to the 
conflict had confirmed the figures broadcast at the time, but also that those figures were 
consistently denied by the Israeli authorities. The Committee noted that the programme, 
in using  the figures available at the time had put the number “hundreds” to the Israeli 
government minister in the interview. The Committee noted that he had not disputed the 
figure but had conflated it with the use of human shields.   

The Committee concluded that given the information available at the time of the 
broadcast and the general consensus as to the figure of child deaths that prevailed at the 
time of broadcast it was reasonable for the programme to quote “hundreds” of deaths. As 
such, the Committee was satisfied that the programme, at the time of broadcast, had 
been duly accurate in reporting a figure which they had spent a significant amount of 
time trying to verify and which had been put to the Israeli Government Minster.  
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This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

Jeremy Vine’s assertion that the Israeli mission had failed 

The Committee noted the appellant’s objection to Jeremy Vine’s  assertion at the 
beginning of the programme that Israel’s mission had not succeed because the rockets 
were still falling on Israel. The Committee noted what the appellant had said: 

“In the week before and during the first couple of weeks of the war up to 70 
rockets per day were being fired at Israel’s civilian population. Since the war it has 
been two or three per day. Regime change had never been an objective of the war 
and the rate of rocket fire after the war was less than one-twentieth of what it had 
been since the end of the previous ceasefire.” 

The Committee then noted what Jeremy Vine had stated regarding this issue during his 
introduction to the report. He stated: 

“Israel’s leaders no longer bridle at the word ‘disproportionate’ to describe their 
intentions in Gaza. And 1,300 deaths in response to 28 of their own people killed 
by missiles does not even appear to be running as an issue as the country 
prepares for its election tomorrow. Yet Hamas, the militant Islamist group which 
Israel vowed to defeat, is still in control and the missiles haven’t stopped. Jeremy 
Bowen looks at the cost of a conflict that has left both sides claiming victory.” 

The Committee also noted a comment by Jeremy Bowen: 

“In wars between small groups like Hamas and big national armies like Israel, 
victory is in the eye of the beholder. It’s all a question of how you define it. For 
Hamas, the fact that they can drive around like this, that they can still control the 
Gaza Strip, that they can still carry weapons and still say that they are resisting 
Israel – adds up to victory.” 

The Committee agreed that it would have been better if the introduction by Jeremy Vine 
could have given more context. However the Committee was clear that it was not always 
possible to be certain that military objectives were fully in the public domain but that it 
was reasonable to accept that the objectives of Operation Lead were to halt/reduce the 
attacks and to weaken/undermine Hammas. The Committee accepted that at the time of 
broadcast there had been a significant fall in the number of attacks but that it was 
accurate to say that the missiles hadn’t stopped. The Committee was satisfied that it was 
clearly set out that both sides were claiming victory.  The Committee agreed that the 
statement was duly accurate and duly impartial and not in breach of the BBC’s Editorial 
Guidelines.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld.  

 

Israeli forces firing on hospitals 

The appellant believed that the programme had implied that Israel was making it difficult 
for the sick and injured of Gaza by firing on hospitals. He stated that in fact it was Hamas 
which was using them as bases. In particular, the Committee noted that the appellant 
referred to Shifa Hospital – which he said was used as a command HQ throughout the 
Gaza War. The appellant added that the Israeli forces scrupulously avoided causing any 
risk to patients there. 
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The Committee noted that the programme had reported on events at the Al Quds hospital 
where the doctor in charge had outlined how it had been shelled.  The Committee noted 
what was said: 

Jeremy Bowen (narrating): 

“Ahmed and the others were taken to al Quds hospital in Gaza City. He was too 
traumatised to speak. It wasn’t safe here either.”  

 

[Film - explosion]  

 

JB (narrating): 

“On 15th January, Israeli shells hit the hospital.  

 

[film] 

 

JB (narrating): 

Mobile phone video from a hospital worker shows fragments of a white 
phosphorous shell burning in the street outside. Some uses of white phosphorous 
contravene the laws of war. 

 

Israel says the way it was used in Gaza was not illegal.”  

 

JB (inside the hospital):  

It’s a mess.. 

 

Dr Walee (Dr W):  

Yeah. It’s a mess - real mess- and  

this is the shell. 

 

JB:  

This is the shell that came into the hospital? 

 

Dr W:  

Yeah is the one that came into the hospital. To evacuate the hospital - from 
patients, from the medical staff from the paramedical staff and there were a lot of 
civilians – they were taking the hospital as shelter. 

And we evacuated them in the streets by pulling the beds in the streets for 700 
metres.  
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JB:  

The Israelis say that they fire at places after they’ve been fired upon. Were there 
Hamas people around here doing the firing? 

 

Dr W:  

Of course not, of course not. Army people they never come into the hospital. 
Hospitals are forbidden to be... 

 

JB:  

Well do you think Hamas may have been in the next street or close by or 
something like that? 

 

Dr W:  

Maybe, Yes. I don’t know why they attacked the hospital. Anyway hospitals are 
according to laws of Geneva – the International laws – it is forbidden – it’s the 
most protected place in an area. 

 

JB:  

Unless it has been turned into a military position?  

 

Dr W:  

This is not a military position  

 

At the end of this sequence is a commentary line from Jeremy Bowen: 

“The Israeli Army says it never targets civilians.” 

The Committee noted that Jeremy Bowen had directly asked the Doctor about Hamas 
activity in and around the hospital.  The Committee noted that whilst it had been denied 
that Hamas was using the building, he conceded that they may, however, have been 
operating in the area.  

As such, the Committee could find no factual inaccuracy in this sequence. It noted that 
the appellant had been referring to another hospital, but even so, the report had provided 
sufficient information to enable the viewer to come to their own conclusions that Hamas 
may have been operating very close to the hospital.  The Committee noted that the 
appellant had been referring to incidents at another hospital. The programme had not 
breached the accuracy guideline in this respect and had not been required to report on 
other hospitals to achieve due impartiality.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

Undue weight was given to the story of Dr Izzeldin Abuelaish who lost family members in 
an Israeli shell attack and about which the Israelis had expressed regret. 
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The appellant believed that the programme had given undue weight to the story of Dr 
Izzeldin Abuelaish who lost family members in an Israeli shell attack and about which the 
Israelis had expressed regret. The appellant also stated: 

“The case of Dr Izzeldin Abuelaish was very exceptional and Israelis were 
distressed by what happened to his family. It was a tragedy of the kind that 
happens in all wars.” 

The Committee considered that the choice of what to include in a progamme and how 
much time as give to a particular element was very much a matter of editorial judgment 
and was not a matter for the Committee unless a case was made out that there had been 
a breach of the impartiality guideline.  

The Committee then noted the references to Dr Izzeldin Abuelaish within the programme. 
In doing so, the Committee noted that the narrative of what happened to Dr Abuelaish 
was a strong thread running through parts of the programme – in part because he was a 
Palestinian who had freedom of movement within the area, working with Israeli patients; 
a doctor who had established a reputation as someone promoting peace. The Committee 
noted that Dr Abuelaish had friends within Israeli society – including TV news reporter 
Shlomi Eldar, Palestinian Affairs reporter for Israel’s Channel 10 TV.   

The first reference to Dr Abuelaish included footage from Channel 10 TV: 

Presenter Channel 10: 

Foreign minister Mrs Livni…   

Excuse me I am interrupting the broadcast because apparently we have an 
update. 

 

Shlom Ekdar (SE): 

I have something from with Dr Izzeldin Abuelaish. We’ve been speaking with him 
for a while. He’s with me on the line. He’s been hit by a shell. His family has been 
hit, and wounded. Maybe I can let you hear him. 

 

(Sounds of anguish are heard over the telephone)  

 

SE: 

His family has been killed.  

  

(Further sounds of anguish are heard over the telephone)  

 

The programme then continues with the story: 

Commentary (Jeremy Bowen): 

Three of the doctor’s daughters, and a niece, were dead.  The reporter, Shlomi 
Eldar, is a friend of Dr Izzeldin.  
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He rushed off to try to get two surviving girls, both badly wounded, evacuated to 
Israel.   

 

90 minutes or so later, the doctor’s daughter Shada was coming over the border 
from Gaza, along with a cousin.  

 

Her distraught father believes that Jews and Arabs should live in peace.  

 

Dr Izzeldin:  

There was hope for a ceasefire. They shelled my family and me, the doctor that 
treats Israeli patients. Is this what they do? Is this the peace?  

 

In a sequence shortly after, the story is again taken up:  

Commentary (Jeremy Bowen): 

Dr Izzeldin says the girls were studying when their home was attacked.  

 

Jeremy Bowen - to camera: 

There were two explosions within a minute of each other. Dr Izzeldin and his 
brother Abu Ahmad came rushing in here to where their daughters were.  

Bisan, the eldest of Dr Izzeldin’s daughters was lying here. They lifted her out but 
she died on the way to the next room. Gaidar was there, in the corner. They 
thought she was dead.  

 

Here, in the centre of the room, the girls had been working at computers. In this 
corner was Mayar. Her head was blown off by the blast, bits of her brain are on 
the wall and on the ceiling as well, you can imagine the force of the explosion.  

 

Aya was lying here, she was dead and this corner was a little work area. Nur was 
here, dead as well, her head blown off as well; it’s a typical teenage girls’ room. 

 

JB: 

One of the terrible ironies of this, of course, was that this was the family and this 
was the home of a Palestinian who had spent a large part of his life working for 
peace with Israel.  

 

Commentary (JB) over pictures of the doctor at the graveyard: 

The children and niece of Doctor Izzeldin Abuelaish are buried together - close to 
their home.  
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Doctor Izzeldin Abuelaish: 

Bisan equals hundred men. This is my niece Nur. This is Mayan who was 5 years. 
And I was so happy that at least one of my daughters would be a doctor. I gave 
them the chance to select what they want to study. She said I want to be a doctor. 
This was Aya who was willing to be a journalist. They had dreams.  

 

Commentary (JB): 

The Abuelaish children had already lost their mother, who died of cancer last year.  

Fragments of their lives together are left… his daughter Shada, who survived the 
attack, is making good progress in hospital in Israel.  

 

Dr. Izzeldin Abuelaish 

They injured her eye. It takes time. Her hand, she can’t write, right hand. But 
she’s determined and that what she said to me: if they don’t want me to see in my 
right eye, I’ll see with my left eye. If they don’t want me to write with my right 
hand, I am starting from now to write by my left hand. We have to succeed. And 
we will succeed. We will achieve the goals that my beloved daughters that I lost 
will be fulfilled by their living sisters and brothers.  

 

Panorama then included this extract from its interview with the Israeli Minister of the 
Interior: 

Meir Shitreet (MS):  

Of course we are very, very sorry for what happened to him.  

 

Jeremy Bowen (JB):  

He was very angry with the Israeli army, I spoke to him. 

 

MS: Of course… if someone had to be blamed it is the Hamas because when the 
Hamas is holding, inside a very high density area, explosives missiles arsenal of 
weapons what do you expect us to do, do say now we’re doing nothing? 

 

JB: There were no weapons in his house. 

 

MS: No - but by his house, there was a weapon that is exactly the problem.  

 

The Committee then noted what the Deputy Editor, Panorama, said in his reply to the 
appellant at stage 1: 

“You also made the point that the case of Dr Abuelaish was ‘very exceptional’. I 
don’t know why you would have such confidence in this claim. Surely the main 
reason Israelis were very distressed by – and forced to confront – what happened 
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to him and his family was because it was played out live on Israeli television?  This 
was due entirely to his own efforts and to his almost unique contacts and 
relationships inside Israel….Surely the more pressing question is how – if it could 
happen to such a high profile civilian and his family could it not have happened to 
others?” 

“That aside the Israeli distress at the incident was genuine and was clearly 
reflected on the programme through the footage we included from the Israeli 
television programme and the interviews with Shaul and Ellen Geffen.” 

 

The Committee concluded that there was strong editorial justification for including this 
story at this length within the narrative of the programme. The Committee was satisfied 
that in setting out the background and aftermath of Operation Cast Lead it had been 
appropriate to establish personal stories that the audience could relate to, people and 
communities on both sides of the conflict who had been caught up in one way or another 
as a result of the Israeli operation. The Committee was satisfied that given Dr Abuelaish’s 
relationship with both Palestinians and Israelis, and the tragedy he had suffered, which 
had been reported widely in Israel, it had been appropriate for the programme to have 
included this story within the programme. The Committee noted that both sides had had 
the opportunity to debate the operation and its causes in a balanced manner. The 
Committee also noted the level of concern and regret expressed by the Israelis at this 
incident. The Committee was therefore satisfied that in explaining not only the facts of 
the operation in Gaza, but the human cost for both sides, this story had been covered 
with due impartiality. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

Jeremy Bowen was much tougher on the Israeli spokesman than he was on the Hamas 
spokesman 

The appellant complained that Jeremy Bowen was much tougher on the Israeli 
spokesman than he was on the Hamas spokesman. He stated in his initial letter of 
complaint that: 

“Jeremy Bowen interrupted the Israeli Minister ten times, only interrupting the 
Hamas interviewee once.” 

and in his letter to the ECU: 

“Mr Bowen was clearly much more aggressive in his interview with Mr Shitreet, 
who he wound up by interrupting frequently throughout the interview. Mr Shitreet 
was clearly annoyed by this tatic, and the interview technique caused Mr Shitreet 
to appear aggressive. When Bowen interviewed the Hamas man Bowen only 
interrupted him once, even though what the Hamas man said was clearly at 
variance with what Hamas tell their own people.” 

The Committee then noted what the Deputy Editor, Panorama stated in his response to 
this point:  

“I can't agree that Jeremy was "far more friendly" to the Hamas fighter, in fact he 
challenged him on a number of points. We also gave the last word to Meier 
Shitreet who, in response to the fighter's comments about a long-term truce, said 
exactly what you contend, that, ‘Hamas are liars. Their ideology is to exterminate 
the state of Israel that's what they want, that's the ideology. They don't want to 
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see us here’. In his commentary, Jeremy Bowen also made clear that Hamas had 
been criticised by Palestinian opponents – like Fatah – who, even though they 
opposed Israel's actions, felt that ‘Hamas provoked Israel recklessly.’” 

 

The Committee then considered what the ECU said in response to this element of the 
appellant’s complaint:  

“Jeremy Bowen used both interviews to put forward an opposite point of view and 
ask the interviewee to justify their actions.” 

The ECU also said that:  

“He [Jeremy Bowen] put the Israeli allegation that Hamas had used civilians as 
human shields, then challenged him again when he denied the charge. He asked 
directly: ‘Do you want to destroy the state of Israel?’  He questioned Hamas’ claim 
that it was committed to peace and put Israel’s concern that any period of peace 
would only last until ‘you feel strong enough to try to attack them again.’ 

with regard to Mr Bowen’s interview with Meir Shitreet the ECU said: 

“If you look at [the interview with Meir Shitreet] there is no sense of interruption. 
What I did get a sense of was Mr Bowen challenging Mr Shitreet to justify Israel’s 
actions and putting the alternative point of view.  

The Committee then noted what was said in the interviews conducted by Jeremy Bowen 
with the Israeli and Hamas representatives.  

The Committee noted that Jeremy Bowen’s interview with the Israeli Interior Minister, Meir 
Shitreet was in three parts: 

Part 1: 

Jeremy Bowen (JB): 

What about the case of Dr Izzeldin Abuelaish? Now the official Israeli army enquiry 
said that was a reasonable decision to take in the circumstances to attack his 
home. How can it be reasonable? 

 

Meir Shitreet (MS): 

Of course we are very, very sorry for what happened to him.  

 

JB: 

He was very angry with the Israeli army, I spoke to him. 

 

MS: 

Of course… if someone had to be blamed it is the Hamas because when the 
Hamas is holding, inside a very high density area, explosives missiles arsenal of 
weapons what do you expect us to do, do say now we’re doing nothing? 

 

JB: 



Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals and other editorial issues to the Trust considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

 

November 2009 issued December 2009 114
 

There were no weapons in his house. 

 

MS: 

No - but by his house, there was a weapon that is exactly the problem.  

 

 

Part 2: 

JB: 

You imposed a hundred times more casualties on Gaza in three weeks than they 
did on you.  

 

MS: 

That’s the idea of the operation. What do you think? 

 

JB: 

The idea was to be disproportionate? 

 

MS: 

If you count the numbers, most of the people that have been killed were fighters 
of Hamas, were armed people.  

 

JB: 

There were hundreds of children.  

 

MS: 

Those who had been held like hostages by Hamas.  

 

JB: 

If you talk to their parents and families, they say they were sitting in their houses, 
they weren’t being held at gunpoint.  

 

MS: 

And you believe them? They were using them as human shields. What we could 
do and we did, was we to call and announce to the people of Gaza who were not 
involved - leave those areas we’re going to attack – we did it in advance… The 
army called 250,000 telephone to people to leave their houses before they attack. 
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JB: 

So if they died it was their fault. Is that what you’re saying? 

 

MS: 

If they died it was the fault of Hamas.  

 

JB: 

It’s not the fault of the Israelis who shot the weapons? 

 

MS: 

No it’s the fault of Hamas. 

 

Part 3: 

JB: 

Hamas say that they want a long truce. 

 

MS: 

Hamas are liars. Their ideology is to exterminate the state of Israel. That’s what 
they want, that’s the ideology. They don’t want to see us here. 

 

JB: 

Will you be back in Gaza on another military operation against Hamas? 

 

MS:  

I hope not. It depends mainly on them. If they really stop the fire and any 
interaction against Israel and stop smuggling weapons into Gaza, we have no 
reason to go over there. We have no fight with the Palestinians in Gaza.  

 

The Committee then noted what was said when Jeremy Bowen interviewed the 
representative from Hamas. The interview was split into two parts:  

 Part 1 

JB: 

The Israelis say that they attacked only because the Hamas and your allies here 
were firing rockets into Israel. Why fire rockets into Israel? What does that 
achieve? 

 

Militant: 
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If you compare our rockets with them, how many civilians and how many Israelis 
died from these rockets? 

 

JB: 

Now the Israelis say that the reason why civilians died was because you guys from 
the al Qassam brigades were firing rockets out of civilian areas and you were 
using them as human shields. 

 

Militant: 

We gave orders to our militants in these groups to hit rockets only from empty 
places, the beach, next to the border here in Rafah. 

 

JB: 

You’re saying that you tried very hard not to fire from civilian places, the Israelis 
don’t believe that. 

 

Militant: 

It’s our right. It’s our right to defend ourselves. They attacked us, what can we 
do?  Sit at home until they are killing everybody? 

 

Part 2 

JB: 

Now – the charter of Hamas says that the whole of the land of Palestine is an 
Islamic wakf, is an Islamic possession and that means there can be no space for 
the state of Israel, do you want to destroy the state of Israel? 

 

Militant: 

In the Qassam brigades, we have flexibility in our thoughts. We look on the 
ground here, they occupied our lands. There is no doubting this point and all the 
world knows these facts 

 

JB: 

So if you had a state, the Gaza strip, the West Bank and Jerusalem you would put 
down your gun? 

 

Militant: 

We want to live in peace here. Just give us Gaza and the West Bank, open the 
crossing points, let this siege go far away OK?  And in this case we are going to 
live in peace, let’s say for ten years. 



Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals and other editorial issues to the Trust considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

 

November 2009 issued December 2009 117
 

 

JB: 

But what happens then? 

 

They think that after that you will feel strong enough to try to attack them again 

 

Militant: 

After 10 years? 

 

JB: 

After 10 or 20 years or 5 years or 5 months 

 

Militant: 

It depends on the next generation. 

 

The Committee concluded that it had been appropriate for the programme to have put 
the various accusations to each side of the conflict and allow them to respond. The 
Committee noted that it was an appropriate part of the interviewing process to challenge 
and test contentious views, in this case a politician and a representative of a militant 
group, while giving them the opportunity to respond fully to the questions. The 
Committee also noted that it was part of the interviewer’s responsibility to elicit responses 
to the relevant questions to enable the viewer to come to their own view of a particular 
event.  

The Committee concluded that it did not agree with the appellant that Jeremy Bowen had 
been harder on the Israeli Interior Minister. The Committee noted that the Israeli 
spokesman had been robust in his responses and that the questioning had been fair. The 
Committee also noted that on each occasion the last word was given to the interviewee. 
The Committee was therefore satisfied that the both in the approach and tone of the 
interviews Jeremy Bowen had rightly challenged each interviewee to explain their 
positions whilst giving them sufficient opportunity to state their views. The Committee did 
not believe that in doing so Jeremy Bowen showed favour to one side more than another, 
nor did it believe that there was any bias shown in the format and type of questions 
asked. Jeremy Bowen had asked relevant questions of both sides such as whether Israel’s 
response was disproportionate or if Hamas had used human shields. The Committee 
concluded that the interviews were conducted appropriately and that they met the 
required standards on impartial reporting. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld 

 

The narrative of events in Samouni Street has been contradicted by other writers. 

The programme had featured a series of events in Samouni Street – so-called because an 
entire extended family of that name lived there. It recounted events when Israeli soldiers 
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moved into the street and reported on the deaths of all but two of the family.  The 
Committee noted what had been said in the programme: 

Jeremy Bowen (to camera): 

This is what’s left of Samouni Street. It’s called Samouni Street because everyone 
who lived here was part of the extended Samouni family.  Israelis troops moved 
into this place in the first hours of their ground offensive. Now they have pulled 
out, there are serious questions to be asked about what they did while they were 
here. 

 

JB (voice-over): 

Mona and Helmi are brother and sister, and the only ones left on their side of the 
Samouni family. They say that the others, all civilians, were killed by the Israelis.  

 

JB (to camera): 

Mona’s going back to school. They’re not living here at the moment because they 
think it’s dangerous, but she’s got to come back home to get her stuff.  

 

JB (voice-over): 

The Israelis used the house as a base during the war.  

They smashed the furniture – defecated in many of the rooms – and left graffiti 
behind.  

The family say they also stole valuables.  

 

 

Mona: 

I don’t know how I can find anything. I can’t find my school bag, nor a chair. I 
can’t find anything.  

 

JB (voice-over): 

Mona, who’s 10, has been thinking – and talking – a lot about what happened 
Jeremy: So Mona tell me about the drawings. 

 

Mona: 

We are at the home of our neighbours. I saw my brother’s wife when she was 
dead. Here is my mother when she was hit and cut in half by the missile. And here 
I am sitting and crying over her in the blood.  

Here is my brother, Helmi. He was holding his small son. His brains were spilling 
out.  
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Mona: 

I may have a future, but not, half of a future. I can’t yet comprehend that my 
mother and father died. 

 

JB (voice-over): 

They say it happened around 36 hours after Israeli ground troops entered Gaza on 
Saturday 3rd January. 

When they arrived, Mona and Helmi, their parents and his wife and baby son were 
sheltering in their house on Samouni Street. 

 

By daybreak, a strong force had deployed. They moved Helmi and Mona’s family 
out at gunpoint – across the street to the home of a relative. 

They thought they’d be safe, but the family say that the house was hit by Israeli 
fire the next morning. 

 

Helmi’s son was killed along with his wife and parents – and at least 18 others. 

 

JB: 

What did you think of the Israelis? 

Why do you think they did it? 

 

Helmi: 

There was no justification for this. There weren't any resistance fighters among us 
or anyone with weapons or even any enemy. 

All of us are just poor people. This was an injustice. 

 

JB (voice-over): 

After the attack, when Helmi and others escaped, some were left behind.  Ahmed 
al- Samouni, who’s 16, was wounded and couldn’t walk. 

  

With an adult and four other children he was left alone with the bodies for the 
next two days – among the dead were his mother and three of his brothers. 

 

Ahmed: 

They were next to me – lying next to me – when I slept. They were lying beside 
me. I used to put my head next to Ismail’s stomach and my mother was next to 
me – not half a metre away. 

My brother, Nasser, was next to her, while Ishaq was next to this wall. He kept 
bleeding for two days and then he died.  
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I wasn’t capable of walking, wasn’t able to move. We couldn’t even get water.  

 

JB (voice-over): 

The International Committee of the Red Cross was denied access to the wounded 
and dead in Samouni Street for two days.  

 

In the house where they found the children and the bodies, ICRC representatives 
said there was also what seemed to be evidence of an attack by a hi-tech rocket. 

 

The Committee also noted an exchange that Jeremy Bowen had with two 
representatives of the International Committee of the Red Cross – Imad and 
Michael – who also featured in this section of the programme: 

 

JB: 

What were your feelings Imad when you walked into the house and saw the 
scene?  

 

Imad: 

It was so traumatic to me to see bleeding kids living in the same room with dead 
bodies that died several days before.  

 

Michael: 

Fortunately, we found a donkey cart and we tried to load all the injured and dead 
that we could take with us on the donkey cart and we were pulling them back to 
the barrier, back to the road block.  

 

JB: 

So looks as if the Israelis hadn’t helped them at all?  

 

Imad: 

Not at all 

 

JB: 

Michael. You are the protection delegate of the ICRC. Could you tell me what you 
would expect under international law that soldiers should do in situations when 
there are civilians in and around their positions? 

 

Michael: 
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In an occupied area, the occupying force is responsible for taking care of the 
wounded persons in this area, or at least to properly co-ordinate if these people 
could be evacuated from the area. But if the occupied force is in place then they 
have to take care also of the wounded. 

 

JB: 

Was there any sign that any of the wounded had received first aid?  

 

Michael: 

No (shakes his head) 

 

JB: 

Do you have anything to compare it with? 

 

Imad: 

Not at all. Never  

 

This section of the programme concluded with a Jeremy Bowen commentary line which 
ran:  

“The Israeli Army says it never targets civilians. It's still investigating what 
happened in Samouni Street. It offered a general answer to our detailed 
questions, saying soldiers came under fire in the area – what it called a ‘terrorist 
squad’ was spotted, and munitions were found.” 

 

The appellant believed that Jeremy Bowen’s narrative of events had been contradicted by 
other writers. The appellant noted that an article carried in the Jerusalem Post on 2 March 
stated at one point:  

“[…] The media have manufactured and examined allegations that Israel 
committed a war crime against the Samounis without mentioning that the family 
are Fatah and that some of its members are still missing. They have not 
considered what might flow from those facts: that Hamas might have been active 
not only in the Samouni killings but in the exertion of force on the Samounis to 
accuse Israel.” 

The Committee noted the Jerusalem Post article and in particular that the author, who 
described herself as a poet, English Jew and a frequent visitor to Israel, was told stories 
about the events in Samouni Street. In her view, the stories contradicted each other, what 
she observed and later media accounts. The Committee also noted that the writer had not 
sought to come to a definitive conclusion as to what had occurred but had pointed up 
inconsistencies in the different theories and rumours. The Committee was also aware that 
the article had been written as the result of a visit later than that of the Panorama team. 
There was no evidence that this report was more accurate in its observations than the 
investigation undertaken by Panorama. 
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The Committee also noted that, while there were other sources providing information 
similar to that of the Panorama programme, it was satisfied that Jeremy Bowen had been 
reporting on what he found on the ground, which had been backed by eyewitness 
interviews and participants. The guideline requirements are for sources to be checked, 
and this had been done. There was no breach of the accuracy guidelines. 

This element of the appeal was not upheld  

 

The Committee then looked at a number of specific points which the appellant had made 
in highlighting missing information which he believed was necessary in order to have 
achieved impartiality.  

 

An incomplete account had been given of events in 1948 

The appellant believed that Jeremy Bowen had given an inaccurate and incomplete 
account of the exodus from Jewish lands in 1948.  

The Committee noted two points in the programme where this had been touched on:  

Jeremy Bowen (commentary over film):  

Dispossession and loss run through the hearts, minds, streets and ruins.  

 

Around 80% of Gazans are Palestinian refugees whose families fled or were forced 
out of their homes in what became Israel in 1948.  

 

This woman - Selma Abu Rashad - 85 years old, lost her home then, and now has 
lost it again.  

 

For Palestinians Gaza 2009 looks like 1948.  

 

Only this time, Hamas says that the Palestinians have won.  

 

and later when he said: 

“Dr Izzeldin, unlike almost every other Gazan, can cross into Israel.  

 I went with him to the site of Huj, the place his family lived until 1948.  

When Israel was created that year, its troops expelled the Palestinians who lived in 
the village to Gaza and demolished their homes.  

 

He has friends, Shaul and Ellen Geffen, who live on the agricultural settlement that 
has taken the land over. It’s a short drive from the Gaza border.” 
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The Committee noted that in the case of the first extract, this was a statement reflecting 
the events of that year and in itself wasn’t in dispute. In the case of the second, this was 
by way of introducing participants in the film, and set out their personal story. It too was 
a statement of fact – and both provided context for the material that followed. In neither 
case was there a breach of the accuracy guideline. 

The Committee noted that the appellant believed that the programme had a duty to 
include balancing material which reflected the many Jewish people who had also been 
driven from their homes at this time. The Committee also noted the continuing 
disagreement as to how many from each side had been made refugees but agreed that 
there had clearly been significant displacement among the Jewish population. It further 
noted the answer from the deputy editor of Panorama that mentioning the Palestinian 
flight in the context of a programme about Gaza “in no way diminishes the plight of 
Jewish refugees elsewhere from Arab countries.” 

The Committee found that the programme’s focus had been clear and that in this context 
there had been no requirement for further historical perspective. It noted the relevant 
guidelines, and concluded that a half hour programme on a specific series of events was 
not required to represent every argument or facet of every argument on every occasion. 
The use of the statistic had been appropriate in this context. It did not find  that there 
had been any inaccuracy  and concluded that in this particular sequence due impartiality 
and due accuracy had been achieved.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld.  

 

There was missing information as to Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza  

The appellant also believed that the programme should have stated that Israel had left 
the Gaza strip voluntarily in 2005. He believed that this was crucial to establishing Israel’s 
motives because they had done so in the hope of achieving a period of peace.  

The Committee noted the absence of any reference to this in the film, and agreed that a 
programme which sought to reflect the wider background to the ongoing dispute between 
Israel and the Palestinians may well have required this information. However this edition 
of Panorama had been clear in its focus and objectives: to take the events of the twenty 
five days of Operation Cast Lead and examine the aftermath and possible future 
consequences.  The Israeli justification for this operation had been given at several points 
during the programme. The voluntary withdrawal from Gaza was an important fact but 
not one which was required to have been given on this occasion to achieve due 
impartiality.   

This element of the complaint was not upheld 

 

The theft of aid by Hamas 

The appellant also complained that the programme had omitted to report that  Hamas 
had stolen aid destined for the Palestinians, a fact he believed was important in 
understanding the nature of that organisation.  

The Committee noted an extract from the film where the issue of Hamas and aid had 
been touched upon: this was a section of Jeremy Bowen’s commentary:  

Jeremy Bowen (commentary) 
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One way Hamas reasserted itself after the ceasefire was to give away food and 
cash – here from Turkish donors.  

 

Many countries say Hamas is a terrorist group.   

 

But, in Gaza, it has built support through helping the poor - as well as attacking 
Israel. 

 

Jeremy Bowen (to camera) : 

One of the great strengths of Hamas is its charitable work. People, poor people 
especially have come to depend on it, especially now today here in East Jabalaya, 
just look at this place.  

 

The Committee also noted that there had been well-documented instances where Hamas 
had appeared to misappropriate aid in other news output, and that at one point UN aid 
agencies had stopped shipments in response.  

However the Committee did not share the appellant’s view that this was a fact that was 
necessary to achieve due accuracy and due impartiality. This was not a progamme 
examining the delivery of aid in the area.  The Committee again noted the programme’s 
stated focus, and the context for the extract. There had been no inaccuracy, and neither 
could the Committee identify any area of the programme where this information had been 
necessary in order to achieve due impartiality. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld    

 

How Hamas acquired its weapons 

The appellant also complained that Jeremy Bowen failed to give sufficient explanation as 
to how Hamas acquired its weapons. 

The Committee noted that there was a section of the programme where this had been 
covered:  

Jeremy Bowen: 

“On Gaza’s border with Egypt, Palestinians have resumed tunnelling out of what 
they call the world’s biggest prison.  

 

The tunnelers say they bring in essentials banned by the Israeli blockade. 

 

Israel says they also bring in weapons from Iran. 

 

A key Israeli war aim was stopping Hamas re-arming and sending a message to 
Israel’s enemies – Iran especially – that it must be feared. 
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Since we left the tunnels have been bombed again and rockets have been fired 
into Israel.”  

 

The Committee noted that it had been an Israeli objective to attack the supply-lines for 
the weapons used by Hamas. It believed that the audience would have understood from 
the sequence shown how Hamas obtained weapons. It did not believe that any further 
detail was required in order to achieve due accuracy or due impartiality. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

The public pronouncements of Hamas  

The appellant also complained that Jeremy Bowen failed to explain that Hamas 
spokesmen sometimes said one thing to an international audience and another for 
domestic consumption.  

The Committee reviewed an extract from the programme where Jeremy Bowen had 
questioned the un-named Hamas militant as to the organisation’s intentions: 

Jeremy Bowen : 

Now, the charter of Hamas says that the whole of the land of Palestine is an 

Islamic waif is an Islamic possession and that means there can be no space for the 
state of Israel, do you want to destroy the state of Israel? 

 

Militant : 

In the Qassam brigades, we have flexibility in our thoughts. We look on the 
ground here, they occupied our lands. There is no doubting this point and the 
entire world knows these facts 

 

The Committee believed that the requirement was for a reporter to put the principle 
points of any story to a representative of the relevant organisation. This had been done 
by Jeremy Bowen and the militant had taken the opportunity to respond. The answer had 
been unequivocal on the question of the occupied lands – but couched in terms of “we 
have flexibility in our thoughts.” It would have been possible to pursue this line of 
questioning but it was not a requirement of the guidelines.  

The Committee was satisfied that such a decision was an editorial decision which had to 
be weighed against the other contributions to the programme and to the narrative of the 
events under discussion. On its own and throughout the programme as a whole, further 
investigation of the militant’s motivation and statements was not necessary to achieve due 
accuracy and due impartiality. 

This section of the complaint was not upheld.      

 

Hamas and its policy on the elimination of the state of Israel   

The appellant further complained that the programme failed to explain that Hamas has a 
publically stated commitment to continue attacking Israel and to its destruction.  
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The Committee noted the question from Jeremy Bowen in that same sequence of the 
interview with the Hamas militant where Jeremy Bowen had expressly put that point. It 
also took note of the interview with the Israeli minister Mr Shitreet: 

Jeremy Bowen:  

Hamas say that they want a long truce. 

 

Meir Shitreet:  

Hamas are liars. Their ideology is to exterminate the state of Israel. That's what 
they want, that's the ideology. They don't want to see us here. 

 

The Committee believed that this had been spelled out. It did not believe that there was a 
requirement for this to have been expanded upon within this film. It concluded that due 
accuracy and due impartiality had been achieved. 

This section of the complaint was not upheld . 

 

That by being biased against Israel, Panorama had contributed to the rise of anti-semitic 
attacks in the UK  

The appellant believed that the programme as a whole was “biased against Israel” and 
had contributed to the problems now faced by some in the Jewish community in the UK 
who had been the victims of anti-semitic attacks.   

The Committee could see no evidence for this: it assessed the available data for anti-
semitic incidents, in particular from the Jewish Community Trust which regularly monitors 
such attacks. The Committee noted that attacks had risen in the period during and after 
Operation Cast Lead – in the first six months of 2009 more than double that of the same 
period in the previous year. The total number of attacks was the highest ever recorded. It 
also noted a similar – though smaller – rise in incidents during and after the Israeli 
incursion into Lebanon in July 2006.  

The Committee noted that this had been a story reported by the BBC on the news 
website. 

The Committee however did not agree with the appellant that coverage of the events in 
Panorama could be linked directly to contributing to this increase. The attacks had been 
recorded as beginning before the programme was transmitted.  It was the duty of BBC 
News to report the events in Gaza as they unfolded – and the aftermath. 

It was a legitimate area for Panorama to have covered, provided that the reporting was 
within the published guidelines. The Committee saw no evidence of a causal link between 
the two.  

This element of the appeal was not upheld.      

 

Overall, was the programme biased in favour of Hamas? 

The Committee then assessed the programme as a whole against the appellant’s final 
point that throughout, Jeremy Bowen had stated the Hamas position but that it had been 
left to the Israeli minister to express that of his side.  
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The Committee noted that this had been the undercurrent to the specific complaints on 
matters of detail regarding the programme. It had examined each of those complaints 
individually and found on each of them. It believed that the commentary and the 
associated interviews were approached with due impartiality: Jeremy Bowen had 
described the impact of the conflict and the facts on the ground. There was no evidence 
from the programme that he had in his commentary given undue weight to the Hamas 
side. There had been due impartiality throughout.  

 

Finding: Not upheld 
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The Birth of Israel, BBC Two, 4 May 2008  
 

1. The programme 
The BBC’s Middle East Editor, Jeremy Bowen, travelled to Israel and its neighbouring 
countries to take a fresh look at the events leading to the foundation of the State of 
Israel. The programme used a combination of rarely-seen archive footage, historical 
eyewitness accounts and interviews with the surviving political, diplomatic and military 
figures of the time from both sides of the conflict.  

 

2  The complaint 
 

The complainant called BBC Information on 4 May 2008 complaining about the 
programme. The note taken of the conversation was as follows:  

“I have studied the history of Israel and I feel that this programme distorted the 
facts. It missed out any facts that were against the Arabs. You did not give the 
true facts about Kibbutz Ramat Rachel. You did not mention the massacre of 
Jewish villagers in Kfar Etzion by the Arab Legions.” 

He also emailed BBC Information on 12 May 2008 and provided supporting evidence.  

There is no record of a formal written response to the complainant’s concerns from the 
BBC at stage 1. 

On 12 June 2008 the complainant emailed the Editorial Complaints Unit at stage 2 of the 
BBC’s complaints process setting out his complaint in full with supporting material.  

“The Birth of Israel was notable because of the quantity of errors and omissions, 
the overwhelming majority of which were biased against Israelis and the Jewish 
population of the Holy Land before the independence of the State of Israel.” 

The complainant made 22 separate complaints against the programme which are noted 
below. (Questions marked ** did not receive a response from the ECU at stage 2.) 

 

1. ** “Jerusalem … was Holy to Jews first … [yet] the image of Jerusalem showed in 
the opening image showed the Dome of the Rock and a crucifix … yet even 
though it would have been simple to include the Western Wall (a very Jewish 
iconic image) in a shot including these two iconic images of Islam and Christianity, 
no sign that Jerusalem had any connection to Judaism was included…” 

 

2. ** “The second sentence of the opening statement of the programme was highly 
charged: 

‘60 years ago Israel fought and won a war for its independence. For 
Palestinians defeat was a catastrophe.’ 

It is true that Palestinians chose to call it a catastrophe, but those that chose to 
stay there had a higher standard of living than any other Arabs in any country in 
the Middle East that is not oil producing. They have also had greater democratic 
rights during the last 60 years than in any other country in the Middle East …The 
catastrophe for both sides was not Israel’s victory in 1948/49, but the 
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determination of the Palestinian Arabs and their neighbouring states to continue 
fighting…”  

 

3. ** “When Bowen talks of the current battleground in Gaza he says that 
Palestinians use rocket strikes and Israel used air strikes and ground incursions. 
Here the error is one of omission … the Palestinians also use mortar fire, suicide 
attacks and booby traps, many of which ended up killing their own people, but the 
West’s media … attack Israel for the consequences anyway without showing that 
the explosives were of Palestinian origin.” 

 

4. **Jeremy Bowen strongly implied at the beginning of the programme that the 
people who lived in the Holy Land were a long settled nation of Palestinian Arabs 
whose land was to be usurped by the Jews as a consequence of British policy. 
“The feeling of a Palestinian national identity only occurred after the Mandate 
came into effect, and the aspirations associated with those feelings were not 
compatible with the Mandate….the only town or city in Israel, the West Bank or 
the Gaza Strip that was originally founded by Arabs is Ramle.” 

[Palestine – comprising what are now Israel, the West Bank, Gaza Strip and Jordan 
– was among several former Ottoman Arab territories placed under the 
administration of Great Britain by the League of Nations. The Mandate lasted from 
1920 to 1948.] 

 

5. “Bowen was wrong to say that there were incompatible promises in the Balfour 
Declaration. In 1937 the Peel Commission report said: 

‘The Arab population shows a remarkable increase since 1920, and it has 
had some share in the increased prosperity of Palestine. Many Arab 
landowners have benefited from the sale of land and the profitable 
investment of the purchase money. The fellaheen are better off on the 
whole than they were in 1920. This Arab progress has been partly due to 
the import of Jewish capital into Palestine and other factors associated with 
the growth of the National Home…’ 

The Palestinian Arabs would have thrived with the Israelis if they hadn’t been 
determined to destroy all attempts to create the State of Israel and from then on 
to destroy the State itself...” 

[The Peel Commission investigated the causes of an Arab uprising in Palestine 
which commenced in 1936.]  

 

6. “The massacres in 1929 were one-sided. Hundreds didn’t die on both sides and it 
had nothing to do with Zionist immigration. Those killed were from the religious 
communities that had lived in the Holy Land since well before Roman times. The 
Zionist communities, that brought new prosperity to the areas where they lived, 
were not touched.” 

 

7. “It can not be said that the Palestinians had nothing to do with the Holocaust….” 
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The complainant referred to the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Husseini 
(leader of the Palestinians from 1921-1948): “Husseini and some of his Palestinian 
cohorts helped to organise and recruit Muslims for the Handsar division of the SS, 
a unit that was responsible for wiping out most of Bosnia’s Jews and for 
persecuting many of the Serbs.” 

The complainant cited further evidence in support of this point and refers to 
articles which support his view that:  

“The Palestinian Authority and Hamas continue to show admiration for Hitler and 
the Nazis to this day.” 

 

8. “Ben Gurion was shown as if he was the unchallenged leader of the Jewish people 
while the Arabs were so divided. In fact there was political challenge during the 
mandate period from the revisionist movement, which in the 1930s was led by Zed 
Jabotinski, and in the mainstream Zionist movement Ben Gurion was challenging 
Weitzman for the leadership. Only in 1948 did Ben Gurion really win by ensuring 
that the Prime Minister had all the power and the President was a figurehead.” 

  

9. “Yitzhak Shamir was not the leader of the Stern Gang, he was a leader … of a 
group called Lohamei Herut Israel (LeHI) or Israel Freedom Fighters. The Stern 
Gang was a derogatory name given to the group by the British army … Bowen 
does not ascribe derogatory names to any Arab group.” (The complainant’s 
emphasis) 

 

10. **“[The presenter] described the Irgun’s [the Irgun Zvai Leumi was a Jewish 
armed underground group established in Palestine in 1944] bombing of the King 
David Hotel resulting in the loss of 91 people. What he did not say was that 
warnings were sent to the local media and to the hotel well in advance. The British 
military hushed up the warnings … the bombing was never designed to be a mass 
casualty event. It was the British army that turned it into one.”  

 

11. **“The arrival of Exodus, a ship full of holocaust survivors was shown. What was 
not shown was what happened to the people on that ship. They were returned to 
Germany and put into detention camps under German guards.”  

 

12. “When [the presenter] said that the Jews got the best of the 1947 partition plan 
because they owned 10% of the land, and there were twice as many Arabs, his 
figures are both wrong and misleading.” 

 

13. “The British were not ‘stuck in the middle’, they were firmly on the Arabs’ side. 
The Arab Legion was part of the British Army in Palestine. The British were forcing 
Jews to give up their weapons, not Arabs.” 

 

14. “[The presenter] said that some historians said that Plan D was a blueprint for the 
ethnic cleansing of Arabs from Palestine. Others say that it was simply a military 
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plan … It is nasty innuendo to suggest such a thing with no evidence whatsoever 
to back up the claims of such historians.” 

 

15. “In the programme you showed on BBC Four on 14 May, Storyville: The Battle for 
Jerusalem, they mentioned accurately that about 3,000 Jews were forced out of 
the Jewish quarter, not just over 1,000 as Bowen said … In addition to the 3,000 
Jews who lost their homes … also many Jews from villages to the north, south and 
east of Jerusalem (and some from other parts of the city) that were captured by 
Arab forces, also lost their homes, so the figures Bowen gave were very 
misleading.” 

 

16. [The strong implication from the programme and from the witness was that the 
civilians at Deir Yassin were killed deliberately.] “At the end of the battle many 
civilians had lost their lives, but they were casualties of the battle. They were not 
slaughtered after the battle.” [Deir Yassin was an Arab village where Palestinian 
fighters were enforcing the siege of Jerusalem, according to the complainant.] 

 

17. “Jaffa was attacked by the Irgun, but to describe it as heavy shelling was an 
exaggeration. They used mortars only. The Irgun had no heavy artillery.” 

 

18. **“Bowen said ‘some Israelis claim that Palestinians were leaving on the orders of 
Arab leaders.’ It wasn’t just ‘some Israelis’.” 

The complainant also supplied several quotes to support his point. 

“When Jewish forces had almost captured Haifa a meeting of Jewish and Arab 
notables was held … at which the Arabs were asked to surrender … The Arabs 
responded that they were not prepared to surrender and preferred to leave the 
city. The Jewish mayor … requested them to remain in the city where they had so 
long lived and worked side by side with the Jews.”  

 

19. “When [the presenter] said that the invading force was around 25-30,000 against 
around 35,000 Israelis … it totally ignores the similar number of Palestinian 
fighters. When the Palestinian and foreign fighters were added together the 
Israelis were heavily outnumbered.”  

 

20. “There is no proof of any massacre at Lydda Mosque and all Israeli sources deny 
that there was any massacre.” 

 

21. “The only reason that many people who had been resident in Palestine in 1948 
became refugees is because the Arab League states made a conscious decision not 
to give them refuge … The Arab League made a conscious decision to expel Jews 
from their lands. More Jews were expelled from Arab lands as a consequence than 
the total of Arabs that left Palestine in the years after the UN partition vote in 
1947.”  
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22. “Bowen gave no coverage whatsoever to the deliberate slaughter of more than 
100 Jews at Kfar Etzion after the village had already surrendered. This was a 
major war crime.” 

 

The ECU replied to the complainant on 26 September, dealing with the points of the 
complaint in turn:  

 

• Balfour Declaration – It was wrong of the programme to suggest there were 
incompatible promises in the declaration. 

The ECU noted what Jeremy Bowen said in response to the complaint: 

“Middle Eastern history since then has shown that there were incompatible 
promises made. The main one is that it was impossible to ‘view with 
favour’ a Jewish national home in Palestine, while also making sure that 
‘the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities’ were not 
prejudiced. Zionists argue that Britain broke its promise anyway in not 
using ‘their best endeavours’ to establish the Jewish national home. 
Palestinians say that Britain gave Palestine to the Jews.” 

The ECU also noted that the complainant had cited the Peel Commission report 
(1937) which reported increased prosperity among some Arabs in Palestine as 
a result of Jewish settlement. However, the ECU noted that this only addressed 
the material benefit of some Arabs in Palestine at the time and did not 
consider the religious and civil rights of the Arabs as a whole which were 
referred to in the Balfour Declaration. The ECU found therefore that Jeremy 
Bowen’s was the “kind of reasonable, informed judgment which the guidelines 
permit an experienced specialist correspondent … to make”. The ECU did not 
uphold the complaint.  

 

• The accounts of the massacres in 1929 were inaccurate and “one-sided” and 
that it had nothing to do with Zionist immigration. 

The ECU noted that Jeremy Bowen had quoted from One Palestine, Complete 
by Tom Segev in which Segev said: 

“When the violence finally subsided, 133 Jews and 116 Arabs were dead; 
339 Jews and 232 Arabs were injured … Arabs committed serious 
atrocities, notably in Hebron but also in Safed and other places. The Jewish 
Agency investigated reports of Jewish attacks on Arabs and concluded that 
in ‘isolated cases’ there were Jews who ‘shamefully went beyond the limits 
of self-defence…” 

The ECU also noted that the casualty figures cited by Segev were sourced to 
the Report of the Commission on Palestinian Disturbances (August 1929) in 
which nothing could be found that challenged this information. As such, the 
ECU considered it reasonable for Mr Bowen to have relied upon these figures. 
As to the question of immigration, the ECU noted that Mr Bowen had referred 
to Tom Segev’s account which stated: 

“The attack on the Jews at Hebron was born of fear and hatred. The 
Muslims believed that the Jews intended to violate the sanctity of Islam 
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and that the Zionists wanted to dispossess them of their country … the 
Arabs hated them as foreigners.” 

The ECU concluded that whilst the script implied that the incident which 
sparked off the riots concerned the Western Wall, the official enquiry 
concluded that the underlying cause was Jewish migration and the purchasing 
of land. The ECU did not uphold the complaint. 

 

• “It can not be said that the Palestinians had nothing to do with the 
Holocaust….” 

The ECU considered there was no foundation for this criticism of the 
programme which was based on the contribution of the Jordanian Ambassador 
to the UN, who stated: 

“Why should the Palestinians who had not heard of it, pay the price of the 
Holocaust? Why? Why displace the Palestinian people to pay a price for a 
crime they have not committed?” 

The ECU noted that the contributor had not stated: “[…] that the Palestinians 
had nothing to do with the Holocaust”. The ECU found that it was 
unreasonable to generalise from the Grand Mufti’s activities that Palestinians 
bore some responsibility for the Holocaust, just as it was difficult to generalise 
that the 6,000 Palestinian Arabs who fought with the Allies represented a 
general anti-Nazi view. The ECU was also satisfied that the programme had 
explicitly referred to the Grand Mufti in the programme. The complaint was not 
upheld. 

 

• Ben Gurion was shown as the unchallenged leader of the Jewish people. 

The ECU found that the programme was not about the internal politics of the 
Zionist movement, but was about the birth of Israel and that in that context it 
was reasonable for the programme to present Ben Gurion as the leader of that 
struggle. The complaint was not upheld. 

• The Stern Gang and the suggested reference that Yitzhak Shamir was its 
leader. 

The ECU noted that the programme had not referred to Yitzhak Shamir as the 
group’s leader. It also noted that Jeremy Bowen’s reference to the Stern Gang 
had been made by several established Israeli historians such as Martin Gilbert 
and Avi Shalim and that the derogatory connotation to the title had 
“evaporated” over time and this was the name by which the organisation was 
most commonly known. The ECU did not uphold the complaint. 

 

• The Jews got the best of the 1947 partition plan because they owned only 
10% of the land. 

The ECU responded noting a table of population figures that showed that in 
the two states the total number of Jews would be 608,000 where as there 
would 1,327,000 Arabs. Based on these figures the ECU considered it fair to 
say that Jeremy Bowen’s statement was neither “wrong nor misleading”. The 
complaint was not upheld. 
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• The British were not stuck in the middle, but were firmly on the Arabs side. 

The ECU noted that the reference was very specifically to the six month period 
between the passing of resolution 181 by the UN in November 1947 and the 
end of the British Mandate in May 1948. The ECU also noted what Jeremy 
Bowen had to say on this point:  

“British soldiers took it upon themselves to help one or other of the sides in 
1948 or none. Zionist sympathisers in the British army helped Jewish 
fighters steal weapons, including heavy armour. Many soldiers had 
sympathy for the Palestinians, not least because Jewish fighters (like those 
of the Stern Gang) were targeting and killing British soldiers. But the 
official policy was to keep out of the fighting in the civil war that started at 
the end of 1947. As a result the British concentrated on protecting 
themselves and were, as I would say, “stuck in the middle”. There was no 
policy of supporting the Arabs – if there was, the result of the civil war of 
Nov 1947 to May 1948 would have been very different.” 

The ECU also noted that historian Martin Gilbert made reference to this point 
in his book, Jerusalem in the Twentieth Century, where he described many 
incidents where British police and troops intervened to protect Jewish people 
and property. He also described incidents where Arabs received assistance 
from elements of the British Army, but these were generally deserters from the 
British Army rather than troops deployed under orders. The ECU also noted 
that, given that the Arab Legion was formally under British command until the 
end of the Mandate, the British appear to have been fairly scrupulous in 
preventing – or at least trying to prevent – it from becoming involved in civil 
hostilities. 

The ECU, in taking all information into account, was satisfied that it was not 
inaccurate to describe the British as being “stuck in the middle”. Nor did it 
agree that the British took the Palestinian side. The complaint was not upheld. 

 

• Jeremy Bowen’s reference to Plan D as a blueprint for the ethnic cleansing of 
Arabs from Palestine. 

 

The ECU noted that Jeremy Bowen had made the claim based on Ilan Pappé’s 
book, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine. The ECU also noted that whilst this 
view was controversial Jeremy Bowen had stated there were two opposing 
views on this subject and had satisfied himself that the claims were from 
historians who had evidenced their views. The ECU did not uphold the 
complaint.  

 

• The number of Jews forced out of the Jewish quarter in the Battle for 
Jerusalem was inaccurately stated as just over 1,000 when other sources state 
about 3,000. 

 

The ECU noted that Jeremy Bowen had got the figure from the diary of an 
eyewitness, Harry Levin (later Israeli Ambassador to Denmark), who suggested 
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that about 1,200 old men, women and children were passed to the Jewish 
lines with around 300 younger men taken prisoner. The ECU noted there were 
other accounts from Martin Gilbert and Yigal Allon which included similar 
figures. The ECU was therefore satisfied that the comment was not inaccurate, 
and did not uphold the complaint. 

 

• Deir Yassin: Civilians were not slaughtered after the battle. 

The ECU noted that the programme did not claim as fact that civilians were 
slaughtered after the battle. The programme suggested there was evidence 
that this may have happened, whilst also noting Menachem Begin’s denial, and 
the admission of a Palestinian refugee that reports of a massacre had been 
overstated. The ECU was satisfied that Jeremy Bowen had set out the 
parameters of the controversy by clearly setting out the competing narratives, 
whilst not losing sight of the heavy loss of civilian life and that some of this 
may have been deliberately inflicted. The complaint was not upheld. 

 

• It was an exaggeration to describe the Irgun’s attack on Jaffa as heavy shelling 
as they only used mortars. 

The ECU considered that the use of the word “heavy” was intended to describe 
the scale of shelling rather than the calibre of weapons. The ECU did not 
consider the phrase was inconsistent with the fact that the Irgun only had 
mortars as it suggested that, whatever weapons were being used, they were 
being used heavily. The complaint was not upheld. 

 

• The figures of 25-30,000 invading troops against 35,000 Israelis ignored the 
similar number of Palestinian fighters, which together with the invaders heavily 
outnumbered the Israelis. 

The ECU noted Jeremy Bowen’s response. He stated that in Yigal Allon’s book 
“Shield of David: The story of Israel’s armed forces” he states:  

 

“It is relevant at this point to ask why the invasion? Surely it was already 
apparent to the Arab world that, in the six weeks since Operation Nachson 
the military position of the Jews, though still serious, was immensely 
improved; the area assigned to the State by the UN was largely in Jewish 
hands; surely the Arab world knew that the military strength of the 
Palestinian Arab bands, and the various volunteer troops associated with 
them, had been shattered.” 

The ECU also noted Benny Morris’s comments in his book, The Birth of the 
Palestinian Refugee Problem Revisited, which also suggested that at that time 
the Palestinian forces were “crushed” and “shattered”. The ECU did not uphold 
the complaint. 

 

• There is no proof of any massacre at Lydda Mosque and that Israeli sources 
deny there was any massacre. 
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The ECU referred to Benny Morris’s book, The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee 
Problem Revisited, where he described the events, “based in large part upon 
military sources and archives”. The ECU noted that Jeremy Bowen did not use 
the word “massacre”, although a contributor did. The ECU found that, given 
the circumstances of the event, the use of the word “massacre” was not 
inappropriate to describe what had happened. 

In response to the ECU finding the complainant appealed to the ESC to 
consider his complaint. The complainant restated his complaint including the 
points that had been raised at stage 2 but which had not been answered by 
the ECU. 

 

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 
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. 

• 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.  
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• 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. 

 

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. 

 

4.  The Committee’s Decision 
The Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) of the BBC Trust 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 and the subsequent 
submissions from the complainant, the Head of the Editorial Complaints Unit and BBC 
Vision.  

This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
Accuracy and Impartiality. 

In particular these extracts from the guidelines on accuracy are relevant: 

“Our output must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested 
and presented in clear, precise language.” 

and 

“If an issue is controversial, relevant opinions as well as facts may need to be 
considered.” 

and 

“We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or 
knowingly do anything to mislead our audiences.” 

In particular these extracts from the impartiality guidelines are relevant: 

“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 
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material facts, as well as being objective and even handed in our approach to a 
subject.”  

 

1. Opening sequence iconography 

The Committee noted that the opening sequence of the programme consisted of a 
montage of four images of the old City of Jerusalem. Two of the images were particularly 
recognisable and depicted the Dome of the Rock and the cross on the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre. The third was a view of the old City from the ancient Hebrew cemetery on the 
Mount of Olives, and the fourth was a sunset. The complainant argued that in the 
interests of impartiality the opening sequence ought to have contained an iconic Jewish 
image such as the Western Wall, given that it depicted the Dome of the Rock and the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Not to do so, he suggested, constituted a breach of 
impartiality. 

The Committee felt that the selection of images came entirely within the boundaries of 
editorial judgment, and the content would only be a matter for the Committee if it had the 
effect of distorting the viewer’s understanding of the programme. 

The Committee considered the complainant’s argument that the selection of images 
suggested “no sign that Jerusalem had any connection to Judaism”, but noted that the 
opening sequence did contain an image of the ancient Jewish cemetery on the Mount of 
Olives, and that an extended sequence of a minute long depicting images of the Western 
Wall was shown ten minutes into the programme. 

Accordingly, the Committee concluded that no breach had occurred and the complaint was 
not upheld in respect of this section of the programme. 

 
2. The second sentence of the programme was highly charged 

The script says: 

 

“60 years ago Israel fought and won a war for its independence. For Palestinians 
defeat was a catastrophe.” 

The Committee considered the complainant’s argument that the catastrophe was not the 
result of Israel’s victory, but of the Palestinians’ unwillingness to live alongside the Jews in 
an Israeli state. They noted his assertion that had they stopped fighting they could have 
enjoyed: 

“... a higher standard of living than any other Arabs in any country in the Middle 
East that is not oil producing.” 

The Committee felt this aspect of the complainant’s argument was not relevant to its 
considerations, as the commentary did not apportion any blame or reasons for the 
“catastrophe”. Members also took into account the contribution from Shimon Peres five 
minutes later in the programme, where he articulated the precise point made by the 
complainant: 

“The Palestinians have to do some soul searching too. Why did it become a 
catastrophe? They could have accepted most of the land, a state of their own. 
They refused to, not us, in 1947. We cannot apologise for their mistake.” 

Accordingly, the Committee did not uphold this aspect of the complaint with respect to 
either impartiality or accuracy. 
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3. The script was misleading in stating that Palestinians use rocket strikes and Israel 
uses air strikes and ground incursions  

The script says: 

“The current battleground in this long war lies in and around Gaza. Israel uses air 
strikes and ground incursions. Palestinians rocket Israeli border towns. Both sides 
blame each other.” 

The complainant contended that it was misleading for the script not to mention suicide 
attacks, mortar attacks and booby traps and that “all ceasefires have been broken by the 
Palestinians”. 

The Committee considered the context in which the script line appeared, in a section 
about the battleground lying “in and around Gaza”, and the images accompanying those 
script lines. Members felt the script was appropriate for those images and that context. 
They further noted the mention of suicide attacks elsewhere in the programme.   

They next considered the complainant’s other argument: that it appeared from the script 
that Israel was to blame, because its actions were stated first. The Committee did not 
agree on this interpretation, noting that the final sentence of the section stated that “both 
sides blame each other”. 

The Committee did not uphold this aspect of the complaint in respect of either impartiality 
or accuracy. 

 
4. The programme sought to minimise the Jewish interest in the Holy Land  

The complainant argued that the programme downplayed the significance of Jerusalem to 
the Jewish people and gave the impression that the (Arab) inhabitants of the land were “a 
long settled nation of Palestinian Arabs whose land was to be usurped by the Jews as a 
consequence of British policy”. 

The Committee felt that the script adequately reflected the Jewish religious connection, by 
stating that small communities of Jews had continued to live in Palestine since Roman 
times. It felt that the significance of Palestine and Jerusalem in particular were further 
reflected in the extended sequence from the Western Wall and in interview contributions 
from Jewish voices. But it also considered it entirely reasonable that the commentary 
stated that Palestinian Arab farmers had been “working the land for centuries”. 

The Committee considered there to be a distinction between the acknowledged spiritual 
significance of Jerusalem and Palestine to Jews, which was clearly stated in the 
programme, and the fact that the Arabs were the majority population in Palestine. It 
noted that the region had been under continuous Muslim rule for 700 years until the 
British Mandate. It felt the two facts were not contradictory and both had been fairly 
represented in the programme. 

Accordingly, the Committee concluded there had been no breach of the guidelines in 
relation to accuracy or impartiality in respect of this section of the programme. 

 

5. It was wrong to say there were incompatible promises in the Balfour Declaration 

The script says: 

“The Balfour Declaration said the British would ‘view with favour the establishment 
in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and use their best 
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endeavours to make it happen and it also said that nothing shall be done which 
may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non Jewish communities in 
Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.’ 
Now, there’s a whole series of incompatible promises in that, and the British never 
found a way to keep them; as a result they were regarded as betrayers – by both 
sides.” 

The Committee considered the complainant’s contention that the promises made were not 
incompatible, it was the behaviour of the Palestinian Arab population that rendered them 
so.   

The Committee felt that the script correctly attributed the failure to fulfil the pledges in 
the Balfour Declaration to Britain’s inability to make it work. It further felt that the script 
reflected the fact that both sides felt betrayed as a result. The Committee did not consider 
it was appropriate to comment on what hypothetically might have happened had the 
Palestinians reacted differently to the reality of the mass Jewish immigration provided for 
in the Balfour Declaration. It considered that history is always a matter of interpretation 
and that the contents of the Balfour Declaration and its consequences had been 
summarised with due accuracy and due impartiality.  

The Committee further noted that British government papers published subsequent to the 
Balfour Declaration reinforced the interpretation that incompatible promises had been 
made. 

The Committee therefore concluded that the programme fulfilled the requirement for 
accuracy and impartiality in respect of this section of the programme. 

 

6. The treatment of the 1929 riots was one-sided 

The script says: 

“In 1929 a serious clash here, at the Western Wall, the holiest place in the world 
for Jewish prayer, started riots across Palestine.  

“More than 100,000 Jews arrived during the 1920s. Although some had good 
relations with their Arab neighbours, their visible presence – and the purchase of 
land for them – increased tension. The trouble here spread across Palestine; 
religious Jews were massacred in Hebron and hundreds died on both sides.” 

The Committee considered the complainant’s assertion that the script should have made it 
clear that most of the Jewish victims of the riots were religious Jews from the oldest 
communities in Palestine and not new arrivals. It also considered the argument that the 
result of not making that clearer was to misunderstand the root cause of the riots.  

The Committee noted that the script specifically mentioned the massacre of Jews in 
Hebron and also that they were religious Jews. The Committee also noted that elsewhere 
in the programme it was made clear that small communities of religious Jews had 
remained in Palestine since Roman times. And that those facts combined would have 
suggested to the viewer that at least some of the victims were religious Jews from older 
communities.  

However, the Committee felt that regardless of who the victims were, it was clear from 
the evidence both in the programme, and other documentary sources quoted by the ECU 
and the Editorial Adviser, such as the Shaw Commission, that the commentary had 
correctly attributed the root cause of the riots to discontentment at the level of Jewish 
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immigration and its impact on the Palestinian Arab population. They found no merit in the 
complainant’s argument that the riots had nothing to do with Zionist immigration. 

The Committee then considered the complainant’s argument that it should have been 
made clear that almost all the Arab deaths were at the hands of the British, whereas all 
the Jewish deaths were at the hands of Arabs, and that not to apportion responsibility 
suggested that each side was equally to blame. The Committee considered whether the 
effect of omitting the specific information as to who was responsible for the “deaths on 
both sides” distorted the script and therefore led to a breach of the guidelines on either 
accuracy or impartiality. 

The Committee acknowledged that what to include or not to include in any programme is 
generally not an issue for the Committee, but comes within the boundaries of editorial 
judgment, and only becomes an issue in relation to the guidelines if the effect of omitting 
the specific information leads to inaccuracy or a lack of impartiality. 

The Committee concluded that it did not agree with the complainant that not including 
this information led to an attribution of blame. The script was duly accurate and impartial.   

 

7. It cannot be said that Palestinians had nothing to do with the Holocaust 

The relevant section of the script is a contribution from the former Jordanian Ambassador, 
Hussein Nusseibeh: 

“Why should the Palestinians who had not heard of it, pay the price of the 
Holocaust? Why? Why displace the Palestinian people to pay a price for a crime 
they have not committed?” 

The Committee considered the complainant’s assertion that because of the actions of their 
leaders, some culpability for the holocaust should rest on the Palestinian people. This, he 
said, relates to the Grand Mufti’s relationship with the Nazi regime in Germany, and also, 
he said, to more recent statements which have been made from time to time by various 
Palestinian leaders and publications which suggest sympathy with the aims of the Nazis. 

The Committee noted the ECU’s point regarding the Grand Mufti: 

“I do not think it any more reasonable to generalise from the Grand Mufti’s 
activities that the Palestinians as a whole bore some responsibility for the 
Holocaust, than it would be to generalise from the fact that some 6,000 Palestinian 
Arabs fought with the Allies, that the Palestinians were on the whole anti-Nazi.” 

It also noted that specific reference was made elsewhere in the programme (with 
accompanying pictures), to the Grand Mufti’s Nazi sympathies. 

The Committee considered that the complainant’s reference to more recent expressions of 
Nazi-style sympathy from some Palestinian leaders was irrelevant to a consideration of 
whether the Palestinian people bore any responsibility for the Holocaust. 

It also noted that the section of the script quoted by the complainant was not 
commentary but a contribution from an Arab voice. It felt that Ambassador Nusseibeh was 
making a specific point: that the Palestinian people should not have been made to give up 
their land out of sympathy for what happened to the Jews under the Nazis, and that he 
was perfectly entitled to express that point of view. 

Accordingly, this aspect of the complaint in respect of the guidelines on impartiality and 
accuracy was not upheld. 
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8. Ben Gurion was shown as if he was the unchallenged leader of the Jewish people 
while the Arabs were so divided 

The complainant was referring to the programme as a whole, which detailed some of the 
divisions within the Arab leadership and portrayed them as being at least in part to blame 
for the “catastrophe” experienced by the Palestinian Arabs. He felt that in doing so, the 
programme should have reflected that divisions also existed within the Zionist leadership 
at this time.  

The Committee did not consider in this instance there was a compelling argument to 
suggest that rivalries to Ben Gurion’s leadership should have been reflected in this 
programme in order to achieve due accuracy and impartiality. This lay within the realm of 
editorial judgment which was not a matter for the Committee. Whilst the Committee 
accepted that a news report in 1948 may well have included names other than David Ben 
Gurion, it considered that a programme broadcast in 2008 was likely to focus on Ben 
Gurion in that Ben Gurion was the enduring figure from that era – and had remained one 
of the most significant figures in Israel’s history. The Committee considered that in a 
programme depicting the birth of Israel, David Ben Gurion’s role was not over-played. 
They also noted that other figures who played a role during that period and who also 
have a resonance today, such as Menachem Begin and Yitzhak Shamir – were also 
mentioned in the programme. 

Accordingly, the Committee concluded that no breach had occurred and the complaint was 
not upheld in respect of this section of the programme. 

 

9. The Stern Gang was a derogatory name given to the group by the British Army 

The complaint relates to a section in which the tactics employed by the Jewish 
underground were discussed. 

The Committee considered the complainant’s objection to the use of the label “Stern 
Gang” to refer to the group which in Hebrew was called Lehi: that Stern Gang was a 
derogatory term applied by the British. 

The Committee noted the fact that the Israeli government’s own website offers Stern 
Gang as a description of Lehi and that the distinguished historian, Martin Gilbert, whom 
the complainant has used elsewhere to support his arguments, also used the term in his 
books.  

The Committee concluded that the label was not pejorative: that even if at one time it 
had negative connotations, those associations were long forgotten, and that there had 
been no breach of the guidelines in this respect. 

 
10. The bombing of the King David Hotel was never designed to be a mass casualty 
event. It was the British Army that turned it into one. 

The script says: 

“In July 1946 the Irgun blew up the British military headquarters at the King David 
Hotel in Jerusalem, killing 91 people” 

The Committee considered the complainant’s argument that it should have been 
mentioned that a warning was given and that it was ignored, and that not to do so put 
Israel in a worse light than was reasonable. 

The Committee noted that the facts were accurately reported.  
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The Committee noted that the warning was mentioned in a Martin Gilbert history of the 
event, Jerusalem in the Twentieth Century, but felt that it was not comparing like with like 
to assert that the warning should be mentioned in the programme because it was 
mentioned in the book. Amongst other things, the Committee felt it was unreasonable to 
compare a one hour long documentary with a 400 page book – with effectively ten times 
the space.  

In reaching its decision the Committee considered that those who plant explosive devices 
cannot rely on there being no casualties and there was no breach of impartiality in not 
mentioning the warning.   

Accordingly, this aspect of the complaint in respect of the guidelines on impartiality and 
accuracy was not upheld. 

 
11. The programme should have mentioned what happened to the passengers of the 
Exodus after it was refused permission to land 

The Committee considered whether in mentioning the incident of the ship, the Exodus, 
the script should also have reflected (as the complainant contends) that the passengers 
were sent back to Europe to former concentration camps, which were now being run as 
detention camps for displaced persons. 

The Committee noted that the incident itself was accurately portrayed; that the Auschwitz 
survivor who was featured as a passenger described the refusal to allow them to land as a 
“catastrophe”; and that the entire sequence was in the context of the Jewish imperative 
for mass immigration to help establish their rights to the land of Palestine. In this context 
there was no requirement to explain what happened next to the passengers. 

The Committee further noted that earlier in the programme there was an entire section 
featuring harrowing archive material from concentration camps, as well as an archive 
interview of President Truman accompanied by this script line: 

“Truman pressed for the immediate admission of 100,000 Holocaust survivors. The 
closest some came were British internment camps in Cyprus.” 

The Committee did not accept the programme was obliged to include this information in 
order to achieve impartiality or accuracy. 

 
12. It was wrong to say the Jews “got the best of it” in describing the partition of 
Palestine in the UN plan 

 

The script says: 

“Here in London, at the Foreign Office, they’d had enough. They turned the 
problem over to the United Nations. The UN voted at the end of November 1947 
to partition Palestine into two states – one Jewish, one Arab. The Jews got the 
best of it. More than half the country – even though they owned only around ten 
percent of the land, and there were twice as many Arabs.” 

The Committee considered the complainant’s contention that the figures in the script are 
“both wrong and misleading”. The Committee agreed that in relation to the entire area 
under the British Mandate, which included land to the east of the River Jordan that was to 
become the new state of Transjordan, the Jewish state was allocated a minority of the 
land. But it felt it was reasonable that the programme excluded the territory east of the 
Jordan River in its calculation, as most historians would accept that in discussing the 
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division of the territory, it was the land which was to be in the borders of the new dual 
Jewish and Arab states in Palestine that counted. And in Palestine, the Jewish state was 
allocated the majority of territory, and it did indeed have less than half the population.  

The Committee considered the BBC response to the ECU, in which it was argued that the 
UN resolution 181, which provided for the Israeli state, is interpreted as a pro-Israeli 
decision by Israeli historians, because it called for the British to facilitate mass Jewish 
immigration before their departure. The Committee also considered the evidence in the 
programme of Jews celebrating on the streets immediately news of the UN vote reached 
Palestine, contrasted with the Palestine reaction of riots and attacks on Jews. The 
Committee agreed that taken together the evidence suggested it was not a breach of the 
accuracy or impartiality guidelines to say that the “Jews got the best of it”. 

13. The British were not ‘stuck in the middle’, they were firmly on the Arabs’ side. The 
Arab Legion was part of the British Army in Palestine. The British, not Arabs, were 
forcing Jews to give up their weapons. 

The Committee noted that the script says: 

“There had been violence between Jews and Arabs before the partition plan. But it 
escalated fast after the vote. Within a week there was a civil war. The British, 
counting the days until they could leave, were stuck in the middle…” 

The Committee considered that this was discussing a very specific period: the immediate 
aftermath of the announcement of partition, and that it was not necessarily a literal 
reference to neutrality, but more of a metaphor. The Committee took the commentary to 
mean that the British were in an impossible position, stuck between a rock and a hard 
place. 

The Committee considered that the script clearly referred to civil servants, police and 
soldiers serving directly under the Mandate authorities, in what was to become the new 
dual state of Palestine under the UN plan. 

The Committee did not accept the statement referred to the wider region, nor to the 
stance of the Arab Legion. Neither did the Committee accept the complainant’s contention 
that the Arab Legion was part of the British Army or carrying out orders of the British 
government, and noted that the British government was particularly embarrassed by the 
actions of some of the British officers commanding the Arab Legion during the period, and 
their disobeying of orders to return to barracks. 

The Committee therefore accepted the BBC’s response to the ECU which said the remarks 
were made purely in the context of the emerging civil war, and that any specific cases of 
British support for either side were the actions of individuals, acting of their own volition, 
and not officially sanctioned. 

The Committee did not consider there had been a breach of the impartiality or accuracy 
guidelines. 

14. It is wrong to suggest Plan D was a blueprint for ethnic cleansing 

 

The script says: 

“In March 1948, the Jews went on the offensive. Ben Gurion and his generals 
adopted Plan D – its objectives are still the subject of great controversy. 
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“Some historians say Plan D was a blueprint for the ethnic cleansing of Arabs from 
Palestine. Others say it was a simple military plan for seizing strategic ground and 
there was no political scheme to drive the Arabs out of a future Jewish state. 

“The priority was opening the road to Jerusalem. As the Arab militias didn’t co-
ordinate with each other, the Jewish forces were able to pick villages off one by 
one. The houses were usually blown up. If the residents hadn’t already left, they 
were often expelled. 

“Central to the plan was the capture of Qastel the site of an ancient fortress. At 
the beginning of April 1948, it changed hands several times in fierce fighting until 
the Haganah drove the Palestinians out.” 

The Committee considered the complainant’s point that the only historians who hold the 
view that Plan D was a “blueprint for ethnic cleansing” are anti-Zionists.  

The Committee noted that the script clearly offered the ethnic cleansing theory as one 
interpretation of Plan D, rather than stating it as a fact, and also stated that it remained 
the subject of “great controversy”. The Committee further noted that in addition to stating 
there were those who did not agree with the theory, the commentary also outlined what 
those historians thought Plan D was: “a simple military plan to seize strategic ground”.   

The Committee considered the comments of two historians consulted on the subject, 
Michael Oren and Yoav Gelber, both of whom stated unequivocally that Plan D was not a 
blueprint for ethnic cleansing. The Committee did not feel this invalidated the script, but 
rather that it supported the point made in the script that the theory is controversial. 

The Committee also considered that in directly asking Shimon Peres about the theory, a 
right to reply had been offered “to an opposing view”, which the guidelines suggest might 
be appropriate when a controversial issue is being discussed.  

The Committee noted that in addition to Shimon Peres denying that Plan D was a 
blueprint for ethnic cleansing, his response included the words: 

“I don’t mind what historians are writing, Ben Gurion did not want the Arabs to 
leave the country.” 

It felt therefore that the controversy was accurately described, that the script was 
properly sourced and balanced and that while the ethnic cleansing theory was 
controversial, it nonetheless has its supporters and that the programme was entitled to 
reflect that. 

The Committee therefore decided not to uphold the complaint in this respect. 

 
15. The figures for the number of Jews forced out of the Jewish quarter of Jerusalem 
were misleading 

The script says: 

“In Jerusalem’s walled Old City, the Jewish quarter fell to the Arab Legion. Over 
one thousand Jewish civilians lost their homes. Almost 23,000 Palestinians left 
districts of the city captured by Jewish forces during the war.” 

The Committee first discussed the complainant’s argument that the number of Jewish 
civilians given as losing their homes was inaccurate, and that it was between 2,500 and 
4,000 as opposed to the script which says “more than a thousand”. The Committee noted 
that there were many more Jews in Jerusalem’s Jewish quarter at earlier periods but that 
the script was referring to a specific body of people: those left at the end of the fighting, 
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when the Jewish quarter fell.  The Committee noted that the programme’s figures were 
derived from a specific account which detailed the total numbers of people transferred 
across the Jewish lines and those held by the Arab Legion when the quarter fell. The 
source was given in the BBC’s response at stage 2: a contemporary account written by a 
Jewish journalist, Harry Levin. Harry Levin’s figure of 1,490 accorded with the “over one 
thousand” in the script.  

The Committee noted that the complainant quoted alternative figures, but that his higher 
figure of 4,000 had no source other than a claim by an academic, with no supporting 
evidence. The Committee noted that the complainant cited Martin Gilbert’s Jerusalem in 
the Twentieth Century, which put the quarter’s Jewish population in 1947 at 2,500. But it 
noted that this was the population in 1947, not at the specific date in May 1948 to which 
the script relates, when the quarter fell following months of fighting and heavy casualties 
(as detailed in the same Martin Gilbert book quoted by the complainant).  

The Committee felt that “over one thousand” was a duly accurate script line, based on the 
available evidence, and the specific date to which the programme referred. 

It then considered the complainant’s other point: that the programme was not comparing 
like with like when describing the number of civilians forced out of the Jewish quarter 
when it fell, alongside the 23,000 Arab Palestinians who lost their homes in other districts 
of the city during the war.  

The Committee noted that a direct comparison was not being drawn and accepted that 
the script was duly accurate and impartial.  

Accordingly, the Committee did not uphold this aspect of the complaint.  

 
16. The programme misrepresented what happened at Deir Yassin 

This is a substantial section of the programme; the accompanying script says: 

BOWEN: On April 9th a group of Jewish fighters from the Irgun and the Stern Gang 
– the two Jewish ultranationalist groups that the British regarded as terrorists – 
were moving towards a village nearby called Deir Yassin. The Haganah gave them 
fire support. 

Recent research suggests the attack killed around 120 civilians. 

EYEWITNESS: In every house they entered they killed the people inside; the 
Jabbar family for example, was killed. Eight of them. They were killed in the 
morning, they were still sleeping. They shot them and left. 

BOWEN: This is from a report written by Itzak Levy, who was commander of the 
Haganah Intelligence Service in Jerusalem, dated 12th April 1948 – which is three 
days after it happened: 

“The conquest of the village was carried out with great brutality. Whole 
families, women, old people, children were killed and piles of corpses 
accumulated. Some of the prisoners taken to places of detention including 
women and children were brutally murdered by their guards. Among the 
prisoners was a young mother and baby. The guards killed the baby in 
front of his mother and after she fainted also murdered her.” 

BOWEN: Palestinians had been fleeing their homes for safer places since 
December 1947. But after Deir Yassin a mass exodus began. 
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Menachem Begin, the Irgun’s leader said the massacre was a lie, propagated by 
his political rivals and by Jew haters around the world. But Begin said the ‘legend 
of terror’ was worth half a dozen battalions, because Arabs were seized with panic 
when they heard the Irgun was coming. 

Palestinian radio made the atrocity sound even worse than it was, to stiffen Arab 
resistance. The reports made the civilians even more terrified. 

PALESTINIAN REFUGEE: May God curse the reporters who came to us, they were 
servants of Jewish imperialism. They published stories about their crimes, the 
massacre, how they violated our women – this helped the Jews, not us. It scared 
us and made us worry about our honour. 

BOWEN: King Abdullah of Transjordan – and other Arab leaders – came under 
strong domestic pressure to intervene. Ben Gurion sent Abdullah an apology. 

The Committee considered the complainant’s contention that the programme 
misrepresented what happened: 

“At the end of the battle many civilians had lost their lives, but they were 
casualties of the battle. They were not slaughtered after the battle” 

The Committee noted the evidence that there was some resistance from the villagers and 
that the Jewish forces sustained casualties early in the operation, which helped account 
for the strong response. The Committee noted too that Menachem Begin’s denial that 
there had been a massacre was quoted. 

The Committee considered the ECU’s conclusion that it had been quite right to set out the 
parameters of the controversy and the competing narratives, whilst not losing sight of the 
fact that there was heavy loss of civilian life. 

The Committee noted too the view of the academic, Yoav Gelber, in his account of Deir 
Yassin, in which he concludes that it was not a massacre, but that the heavy civilian 
deaths (which he does not dispute) were the “inevitable outcome of circumstances”, 
which included the fact that the Irgun, who carried out the attack were inexperienced, 
that their commanders lost control of their men and that the Jewish forces effectively 
panicked after they lost some of their senior officers early on, had inadequate back-up 
and encountered resistance from within the village. 

The Committee also noted that the commentary covered the way in which Palestinian 
Radio discussed the event and “made the atrocity sound even worse than it was”, along 
with the Palestinian voice condemning (Arab) reporters for their response to Deir Yassin. 

The Committee felt this was a complex event, which was carefully scripted and clearly 
sourced. The Committee considered that, given the high level of civilian casualties and the 
evidence that almost all those killed were civilians, it was duly accurate and impartial to 
describe the events in the way they were covered by the programme. Furthermore, the 
Committee felt that given the importance attached to Deir Yassin by both Arab and Jewish 
leaders, the commentary was a fair reflection of the controversy that still surrounds the 
event. 

Accordingly, the Committee did not uphold this aspect of the complaint in respect of the 
guidelines on accuracy and impartiality. 

 
17. To describe the attack on Jaffa as heavy shelling was an exaggeration. The Irgun 
had no heavy artillery and used mortars only.  

The script says: 
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BOWEN: In April 1948, Arab sniping out of Jaffa was answered by heavy shelling 
from the Irgun.  

IRGUN FIGHTER: The Jews attacked Jaffa for example. And by bombarding Jaffa, 
they made the conditions for the Arabs to leave, because the Arabs were afraid 
they would be killed. So it wasn’t voluntary, it was the result of the battle. 

The Committee considered the complainant’s point that it was not accurate to describe 
the Irgun attack on Jaffa as “heavy shelling”. 

The Committee noted that the Irgun website, which recounts the battle for Jaffa in 
substantial detail, describes it as heavy shelling, and that heavy does not necessarily 
relate to the size of the weapons, but rather to the intensity of the attack. 

The Committee considered too the complainant’s argument that the script should have 
noted the British response to the Irgun attack. The Committee concluded that it was not 
necessary to mention the British angle to achieve due impartiality and accuracy. Its 
omission did not alter the viewer’s understanding of the story, and the inclusion of this 
additional information was purely a matter for editorial judgment. 

The Committee concluded that there had been no breach of the guidelines in respect of 
either impartiality or accuracy with regard to the use of the term “heavy shelling” in 
relation to the Irgun attack on Jaffa. 

 
18. It was not only Israelis who claimed that the Palestinians were leaving on the 
orders of Arab leaders 

The point relates to a specific section of the programme which follows the fall of Jaffa. 
The script says: 

“some Israelis claim that Palestinians were leaving on the orders of Arab leaders.” 

The Committee considered the complainant’s argument that it was wrong to attribute the 
theory to only Israeli sources, that there was documentary evidence that suggested it was 
not just Israeli leaders making the claim. They noted the complainant’s evidence for this – 
a paper from the Research Group for European Migration and a speech made in 1948 by 
the then Iraqi Prime Minister, calling for Arabs to leave with their wives and children. 
Neither of these papers, it noted, mention Jaffa specifically. 

The Committee noted that the Arabs’ departure was discussed elsewhere in the 
programme, including after the section on Deir Yassin, in which there was an interview 
with a survivor who criticised the reports on Arab Radio. The Committee also noted that 
Shimon Peres was asked directly whether he felt Israel bore any responsibility for the 
exodus of the Palestinians in 1948, and that his outright denial was included.  

The Committee felt it was important to consider the specific context of the script line 
which followed directly after the reference to the fall of Jaffa. The Committee noted that 
immediately preceding the line were two contributions. The first was from the former 
Haganah Intelligence Officer, Shmol Toledano, who spoke of the encouragement his 
officers gave the Arabs to leave, using pamphlets and radio announcements. There 
followed the interview clip of Fakhri Jday, who was described as a Jaffa Community 
Leader: 

“The people flee because of the massacre that happened at Deir Yassin. They 
were afraid that the same thing would happen here in Jaffa.” 

Then came the line that some Israelis say that Palestinian Arabs were leaving on the 
orders of Arab leaders. In this context, the Committee considered, it was clear that the 
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commentary was referring to the exodus from Jaffa, and that the inclusion of the phrase 
“some Israelis claim” here provides balance [to the two previous interview clips which 
both suggest Israel was to blame.]  

The Committee noted that no specific evidence had been produced regarding Jaffa but 
that there was evidence that some Palestinian Arabs left on the orders of Arab leaders 
during the period, as the complainant and the programme itself suggest. The Committee 
concluded that it was not necessary in this context to set out who believed that in order 
to achieve due impartiality or accuracy.  

Accordingly, the complaint was not upheld in this respect. 

 
19. The figure given for the invading force of around 25-30,000 against around 35,000 
Israelis, ignores the similar number of Palestinian fighters. When the Palestinian and 
foreign fighters were added together the Israelis were heavily outnumbered. 

The complaint relates to the section of the commentary detailing the events immediately 
following David Ben Gurion’s declaration of independence at midnight on 14 May 1948: 

“That day five Arab states invaded. The Egyptians advanced from the south, 
towards the main Jewish centre of Tel Aviv. The Lebanese barely crossed the 
northern border, with the Syrians attacking at either end of the Sea of Galilee. 
Further south came the Iraqis, while in the centre, Transjordan’s Arab Legion 
advanced towards the West Bank and Jerusalem. 

The invading force was between 25 to 30 thousands – against around 35,000 Israelis.” 

The Committee considered the evidence from an unpublished paper on the 1948 war 
written by the Israeli historian, Yoav Gelber, which states that: 

“the expeditionary forces and their local auxiliaries were quantitatively inferior to 
the Yishuv’s mobilized manpower.” 

(The Yishuv refers to the Jewish settlement of Palestine before it became Israel). 

The Committee acknowledged that in his paper Professor Gelber also pointed out that the 
numbers quoted for the Israeli forces included non-combatants such as administrative 
clerks, support staff etc, and that the figures for the invading forces were all fighters: all 
the logistical infrastructure and HQ remained across the border. The Committee noted his 
conclusion:  

“In a comparison of the numbers of combatants and fighting-support troops, 
adding the Palestinian auxiliaries to the Arab expeditions, the Israeli superiority 
would shrink considerably and the ratio would be close to equality.” 

The Committee then considered the extent to which the indigenous Palestinian Arab 
population contributed to the overall fighting force, in the context of the complainant’s 
claim that when this was added to the invading Arab forces, the Israeli fighters would be 
facing double their numbers. The Committee drew here on the quote from the Israeli 
General, Yigal Allon, cited by Jeremy Bowen, questioning the wisdom of the Arabs’ 
decision to invade: 

“surely the Arab world knew that the military strength of the Palestinian Arab 
bands, and the various volunteer troops associated with them, had been 
shattered.” 
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The Committee therefore felt on this point that whilst the two sides may have been 
slightly more evenly matched in actual numbers, there is no evidence to support the 
complainant’s claim that the Israelis were “vastly outnumbered”. 

The Committee then considered whether there was any merit in the complainant’s 
assertion that the resulting impression was that Israeli forces were stronger than they in 
fact were at this stage of the war. This consideration relates to the complainant’s assertion 
that there was an inequity of firepower: 

“the Israelis had light arms, the Arab invaders had heavy weapons including tanks 
and fighter planes.” 

The Committee noted that in the subsequent ten minutes of the programme there are a 
number of references to the strength and equipment of the Israeli forces relative to that 
of their opponents’: the script mentions the “well-armed” Egyptian troops, the strength of 
the Arab Legion’s British-led troops, that it was “touch and go” for the Israelis during the 
first month after the invasion. The Committee particularly noted the interview clip with 
the Israeli war veteran describing with vivid recollection his attempts to defend Kibbutz 
Yad Mordechai with no bullets, no rifle and no mortar. The script concluded this section 
with a line of commentary: 

“Outnumbered and out of ammunition, the Israeli forces had to retreat” 

In reaching its decision that this section was duly accurate and impartial, the Committee 
felt the script accurately reflected the relative strength of the opposing forces. 

Accordingly, the complaint was not upheld in this respect. 

 
20. Lydd was not the cold-blooded murder as we were left to assume. It was a panic 
reaction to civilians having surrendered but not handed in their weapons. 

This is the section of script to which the aspect of the complaint relates. 

BOWEN (IN VISION ON HILLSIDE): What happened here was one of the most 
controversial episodes of the entire war. The Israelis scored a major strategic victory. They 
secured Tel Aviv and the centre of their new country. In the process, tens of thousands of 
Palestinian Arabs lost their homes and hundreds of them lost their lives. 

The Haganah killed dozens of Palestinians who were sheltering in a mosque. 

VICTIM’S RELATIVE: Some of them just left their houses and found this place as a 
refugee, most of the families. And they thought, this is the way: they are very safe 
in this place. The Haganah Army, when it got inside the city, you know after fierce 
fighting between the Palestinians and the Haganah, they just came inside this 
mosque and they just killed all of the people inside. Women, children, old people – 
all of them were shot. It was a big massacre. 

BOWEN: Some of the residents were forced to bury the bodies. 

 

EYEWITNESS: The army took us to the mosque, to take the dead to the cemetery. 
We entered one room, there were sixty or seventy bodies inside. Later they 
covered them with clothes and poured petrol and set them on fire… there was a 
woman, dressed in peasant clothes, next to her were two little girls, we carried 
them and put them over here. They were the only ones who had a proper burial. 
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BOWEN: There’s a controversy over whether Ben Gurion authorised the expulsions 
from Lydd and Ramle. The Israeli commander who signed the order believed that 
he had. More than fifty thousand Palestinians were forced out. 

FORMER HAGANAH INTELLIGENCE OFFICER: It’s not a secret anymore. It was 
called the “Wolf of Samson” with jeeps, machine guns – it’s not a secret anymore. 
Many things we did (breaks down slightly), we regret until today. We regret until 
today. I think – but in war you make mistakes. Anyhow, there was no clear order 
from Ben Gurion, how to deal with the inhabitants in an occupied village. 

BOWEN: Could Israel have functioned with a big town like Ramle, full of Arabs? 
Could you have built a state, if you had that many Arabs living right in the centre 
of the country? 

HAGANAH INTELLIGENCE OFFICER: No. 

The Committee noted that the complainant has raised no issues about the accuracy of any 
of the facts surrounding this event as portrayed in the programme, but that rather the 
complainant felt the commentary had omitted a vital fact: that the Israeli soldiers had 
been provoked, and that therefore it was not a massacre.  The Committee considered the 
complainant’s argument: that the civilian deaths had occurred because after the town had 
surrendered and not yet been disarmed, an Arab Legion patrol entered the town and fired 
at the Israeli forces inside, and that the civilian deaths were a “panic reaction”. 

The Committee considered the evidence that most narratives, including those written from 
an Arab perspective, mention the provocation. The Committee then considered the detail 
of the complaint, that not to mention the provocation left viewers with “a worse 
impression than merited by events”. 

In reaching its judgment, the Committee considered the nature of the civilian deaths, the 
main facts of which do not appear to be in dispute: that more than 200 unarmed civilians, 
including women and children, were shot and killed in a mosque. The Committee 
considered that while the provocation may have been interesting context to explain why 
fighting continued after the town had surrendered, it could not account for the 
indiscriminate nature of the killings in the mosque, nor mitigate what can reasonably be 
described as a massacre. The Committee therefore felt that the item of information 
regarding the provocation was not required for the programme to fulfil the guideline 
requirements on accuracy and impartiality. 

Accordingly, the Committee did not uphold this aspect of the complaint. 

 
21. The only reason that many people who had been resident in Palestine in 1948 
became refugees and still live in camps is because the Arab League states made a 
conscious decision not to give them refuge. More Jews were expelled from Arab lands 
as a consequence than the total of Arabs that left Palestine in the years after the UN 
partition vote in 1947. 

The Committee considered the complainant’s two arguments: that in the interests of 
impartiality the programme should have mentioned the Jewish refugees from Arab lands, 
consequent to the 1947–1949 war, and that Palestinian refugees remain an issue only 
because the Arab League states refused to give them refuge. The Committee noted that 
the complainant did not refer to a specific section of the programme in this regard, and 
that therefore both points could only be considered as bias or misleading by omission 

The Committee accepted that there were indeed hundreds of thousands of Jews who left 
their homes in Arab countries during this period. But in the context of this particular 
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programme, exploring the legacy of 1949 and how it overshadows progress towards a 
lasting settlement, the Committee felt the Jewish “exodus” was not a diplomatic challenge 
in the same way as that posed by the Palestinian refugees. The Committee noted that 
hundreds of thousands of Palestinians remain in refugee camps in the Gaza Strip and the 
West Bank. The Committee therefore felt the programme was right to concentrate on that 
as being the key issue today. The Committee did not consider that omitting a specific 
reference to the Jewish exodus from Arab lands rendered the programme either 
inaccurate or misleading. 

In respect of the complainant’s other argument: the reason why the Palestinians remain 
refugees, the Committee considered that the programme was about the birth of Israel, 
and the events of 1947–1949. Its remit did not cover the subsequent sixty years of 
diplomacy in the region, and the reasons for the continued refugee status of the 
Palestinians, other than to argue that a resolution of their status is central to a diplomatic 
and political solution. The Committee also noted that throughout The Birth of Israel, as 
discussed earlier in the findings, in both the commentary and in contributions from 
interviews, a balanced picture was painted as to how they came to be refugees in the first 
place.   

Accordingly, the Committee did not consider that the absence of a specific discussion as 
to why the Palestinians remained refugees, distorted the accuracy of the programme or 
gave rise to a breach of impartiality, and the complaint was not upheld in this respect. 

 
22. The programme did not mention the massacre of Jewish villagers in Kfar Etzion by 
the Arab legions. 

The Committee noted the detail of the massacre at Kfar Etzion, when 129 Jews were 
murdered following their surrender to the Arab Legion.  The Committee noted too the 
complainant’s argument that it was “quite extraordinary” that the programme failed to 
mention Kfar Etziom – a seminal event to Jews in the birth of Israel, enshrined as the 
country’s annual Remembrance Day. 

The Committee noted that as Kfar Etzion was not mentioned at all, it could only be 
considered in relation to the guidelines: whether the omission in this context led to a 
breach of impartiality by having the effect of leading to “bias or an imbalance of views on 
a controversial subject”.  

Whilst the Committee accepted that a programme intended purely for an Israeli or Jewish 
audience may well consider it essential to feature the atrocity at Kfar Etzion, the 
Committee was conscious that this was an hour long programme covering a great deal of 
ground, which was seeking to tell a story in a compelling way and to make it accessible to 
a general audience. In reaching its decision, it therefore considered the programme as a 
whole, and whether it painted a balanced picture of the events of that period. The 
programme had also described the mass murder of Jewish doctors and nurses who had 
been captured by Arab forces at Mount Scopus. The Committee did not think that any 
reasonable viewer would have been in any doubt that atrocities were committed by both 
sides in the conflict. 

Within that context the Committee did not feel the programme was obliged to include 
what happened at Kfar Etzion in order to achieve due accuracy and due impartiality about 
the events of 1948–1949.  

 
The programme as a whole 

The Committee then considered the complainant’s overall argument: 
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“The Birth of Israel was notable because of the quantity of errors and omissions, 
the overwhelming majority of which were biased against Israelis and the Jewish 
population of the Holy Land before the independence of the State of Israel.” 

The Committee noted that whilst it had not found for the complainant in respect of any of 
the individual points he had raised, consideration should still be given as to whether the 
programme as a whole fulfilled the guidelines, most notably in regards to impartiality. 

The Committee considered the range of voices heard in the programme, including 
eyewitness accounts from both sides. The Committee noted too where the programme 
gave specific “rights of reply” on the most controversial points, generally to a key voice, 
that of Israel’s current President, Shimon Peres. The Committee felt that, outside of the 
specific issues raised by the complainant and already dealt with, there were many other 
examples where the programme had devoted time to what might be called “the Jewish 
experience”. Likewise they noted the occasions where the Palestinian experience was 
painted in what could only be described as a negative light, where Arab and Palestinian 
voices were heard airing negative views about their own leaders. The Committee 
appreciated that the skill in the telling of a story for television is to retain the viewer’s 
interest whilst staying true to the evidence, and that therefore it was often the case that 
balancing remarks might be found elsewhere in the programme from where an issue 
might originally have been raised: that this is entirely within the spirit and intention of the 
guidelines.  

In conclusion, the Committee considered this was a balanced programme, which had 
made obvious efforts to air the views of all the parties. The Committee felt it came across 
as neither anti-Jewish nor anti-Israeli as the complainant claims, and that therefore the 
Committee could not uphold the complaint in this respect.  

Finding: Not Upheld 
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Complaints handling 
The Committee considered two complaints regarding complaints handling by the BBC 
Executive. 

 

Complaint A 
The Committee, which had formally rejected the complainant’s request for an appeal 
against the programme Bargain Hunt at its meeting of 30 September 2009, agreed to 
consider his complaint about how his complaint had been handled at stage 1 of the BBC’s 
complaints process. 

Background and finding 
The Committee noted that the complainant had initially complained to BBC Information on 
19 January 2009. He followed that up with an email on 10 February 2009 chasing a reply 
to his complaint.  

BBC Information replied on 17 February 2009 apologising for the delay as well as 
providing a response to his complaint.  

The complainant replied on 20 February dissatisfied with the reply. BBC Information 
replied on 18 March 2009 saying they would respond as soon as possible but that there 
might be a delay because of the huge increase in complaints.  

The complainant wrote to the BBC Trust on 28 April 2009 asking for a reply. 

The BBC Trust replied on 29 April 2009 explaining the Trust’s roll and the process for 
handling complaints. The Trust wrote again on 6 May 2009 reiterating how complaints 
could escalated if complainant’s were dissatisfied. 

On 8 May 2009 BBC Information responded with a second substantive response to his 
complaint.  

The complainant responded to that reply on 12 May 2009. 

BBC Information replied on 26 May 2009 reiterating their previous reply of 8 May 2009.  

The complainant responded to BBC Information’s reply on the same day.  

A final response from BBC Information was sent on 2 June 2009 providing the 
complainant with information as to how he could escalate his complaint to stage 2 of the 
BBC’s complaints process. 

The Committee noted that BBC Information had received huge volumes of complaint at 
the end of 2008 and the beginning of 2009 due to a number of editorial incidents which 
had trebled the number of complaints being handled from 10,000 to 30,000 complaints 
per month. The Committee concluded that, while it understood that there were mitigating 
circumstances for the delays to BBC Information’s replies, it felt that the delay, even when 
taking into account the unprecedented volumes of complaints, was unacceptable. The 
Committee would write to the complainant to apologise for the delays he had experienced 
when complaining to the first stage of the BBC’s complaints process. The Committee, 
however, was satisfied that no further action need be taken as response times for 
complaints had now returned to agreed performance targets with over 90% of complaints 
having been answered within 10 working days. 
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Complaint upheld 

 

Complaint B 
The Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, had informed the appellant who was 
concerned about the use of the terms “Jesus” and “Christ” by Chris Moyles in August 2009 
that there was no case for the Executive to answer. The reply noted that Ofcom had found 
that audiences considered such terms as commonplace or mild, and that on this occasion 
the terms were used for comedic effect. The request for an appeal therefore did not 
proceed. However, the Head of Editorial Standards also noted that the complainant had 
also raised concerns about how his complaint had been handled by the BBC Executive. 
These concerns were put forward to the Committee who agreed to consider the issue of 
complaints handling. The complainant was informed of this decision in a letter dated 8 
September 2009.  

Background and finding 
The Committee noted that the complainant emailed his complaint to BBC Information on 
19 January 2009.  

BBC Information replied on 26 January 2009 with a substantive reply to the issues raised 
in the complainant’s email. 

The complainant responded to the reply also on 26 January 2009. He followed this up 
with another email on 9 February and a telephone call on 17 February chasing a reply. 

On 24 February BBC Information contacted the complainant saying that a reply would be 
sent as soon as possible, but warned that due to the large volume of complaints being 
handled further delays may occur. 

The complainant called on 3 April 2009 chasing a reply to his email of 26 January.  

BBC Information replied on 20 April stating a reply would be sent shortly. 

The complainant called again on 24 April.  

BBC Information emailed back saying that they were talking to Radio One and that a 
response would be sent out in due course.  

The complainant contacted BBC Information again on 9 and 11 May requesting a 
response.  

On 11 May 2009 BBC Information sent the complainant another holding letter explaining 
that due to a number of high profile incidents large volumes were being handled and his 
patience was appreciated. BBC Information finally replied with its second substantive 
reply on 13 May 2009. 

The Committee noted that BBC Information had received a large volume of complaints at 
the end of 2008 and the beginning of 2009 due to a number of editorial incidents which 
had trebled the number of complaints being handled from 10,000 to 30,000 complaints 
per month. The Committee concluded that, while it understood that there were mitigating 
circumstances for the delays to BBC Information’s replies, it felt that the delay, even when 
taking into account the unprecedented volumes of complaints, was unacceptable. The 
Committee would write to the complainant to apologise for the delays he had experienced 
when complaining to the first stage of the BBC’s complaints process. The Committee, 
however, was satisfied that no further action need be taken as response times for 
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complaints had now returned to agreed performance targets with over 90% of complaints 
having been answered within 10 working days. 

Complaint upheld 



Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals and other editorial issues to the Trust considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

 

November 2009 issued December 2009 157
 

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 Natural History Unit’s (NHU) coverage of climate 
change issues 
The complainant appealed to the Committee to overturn the decision of the Head of 
Editorial Standards’ to not proceed with his appeal which suggested that the Natural 
History Unit (NHU) had failed to cover climate change and its potential impact on Kenya’s 
ecosystems in programmes such as Big Cat Diary and Samburu Elephants. 

The Committee’s decision 
The Committee noted that the complainant believed mention of drought in Kenya had 
been omitted from BBC programmes which, he felt, the BBC had an obligation to cover. 
The Committee also noted that the complainant believed that the lack of reference to the 
drought in East Africa was due to a conflict of interest within programme making i.e. 
programmes being made for purposes of entertainment and popularity in a “notoriously 
fickle medium”. 

The Committee also noted the complainants requested that the NHU set up a special El 
Nino response team to work with local TV networks in specific areas such as the 
Galapagos Islands, Peru and Chile.  

The Committee also noted the responses of the BBC Executive which stated that the issue 
of climate change had been included in output in 2008 and 2009, in programmes such as 
Springwatch, the Natural World and Life in Cold Blood. The NHU also stated that it would 
be unable to take up the request to set up an El Nino team as its funding came from 
commissions from BBC television, radio and online. It noted that the unit did not have the 
authority to spend money on anything other than the specific projects it had agreed with 
these programme/content areas.  

The Committee in coming to its decision noted that for a complaint of bias by omission to 
succeed the complainant would have to provide evidence that the BBC had acted 
perversely i.e. it had not referred to an issue being reported widely in all other media. The 
Committee also noted that an appeal must raise a matter of substance which it believes 
makes a case for the BBC Executive to answer and therefore has a reasonable prospect of 
success. 

The Committee concluded that the NHU had provided sufficient evidence that the issue of 
climate change had been covered in programming and that a general case of bias or 
accuracy by omission had not been made. The Committee also concluded that in the 
programmes quoted the BBC was entitled to explore any subject or report on any issue as 
long as it was editorially justified. The fact that these wildlife programmes chose, on these 
occasions, to not include mention of climate change was a matter for the BBC Executive 
and not the Trust as the Royal Charter made it clear that the Executive was responsible 
for the BBC’s editorial and creative output. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that this did not raise a matter of substance and, 
as such, did not have a reasonable prospect of success. It therefore concluded that it was 
not appropriate to take this matter on appeal. 


