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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 
The Story of India, BBC Two, 24 August – 28 September 2007 
The complainant said that the whole series contained many inaccuracies and 
misrepresented the role of Hindus and Hinduism in India’s history. The Editorial Standards 
Committee considered nine specific points of alleged inaccuracy that had been raised in 
the complainant’s appeal. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that Episode One was summarising the mainstream academic consensus on 
the origin of mankind, commonly known as the “Out of Africa” model. 

• that, in presenting the “Out of Africa” model, the programme had drawn on a 
range of respected historical scholarship to support its argument. 

• that the script had reflected the complexities of the issue and the layers of 
understanding and belief which were sometimes at odds with the academic 
consensus. 

• that the programme had met the guideline requirements for accuracy and 
impartiality in this respect. 

• that, with regard to the complainant’s assertion that Episode Two of the series 
had failed to make specifically Hindu connections to a number of places, 
names and events, the choice of what to include was a matter of editorial 
judgment for the programme makers. 

• that Episode Two had been presented in an open-minded and even-handed 
manner, and that the facts were well-sourced, based on sound evidence and 
presented in clear, precise language. 

• that the complaint regarding the labelling of Krishna as a foreigner in Episode 
Three was based on a misunderstanding of the script and that there was 
nothing for the Committee to consider against the guidelines in this respect. 

• that, in its description of the Ramayana, Episode Four of the series had been 
an accurate presentation of the known facts and that the use of the words 
“myth” and “mythic” had not been pejorative. 

• that the perspective of those who believed the Ramayana represented 
historical fact had been included in the programme. 

• that the complaint regarding the title and content of Episode Five, The Meeting 
of Two Oceans, raised the question of whether the programme, in highlighting 
how the faiths of Islam and Hinduism had found common ground, had 
reflected sufficiently the negative aspects of the invasions. 

• that, in its treatment of the Muslim invasions in Episode Five, the programme 
had met the requirements of the accuracy guidelines by being well-sourced, 
based on sound evidence and presented in clear, precise language 

• that in Episode Five the programme-makers had met the requirements of the 
impartiality guidelines by exercising their right to present a specific aspect of 
an issue without misrepresenting opposing views. 
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• that, while the programme’s discussion of Sufis had been confined to 
highlighting the positive aspects of this branch of Islam, the programme 
makers were not obliged to reflect the specific examples of negative behaviour 
by Sufis that had been raised by the complainant. 

• that there was no evidence to support the complainant’s assertion that Episode 
Six of the series had suggested Hindus were cowards and Hinduism was 
inferior to Islam and Christianity. 

• that the religious views, practices and beliefs of Hindus and Hinduism had 
been described accurately and impartially and had not been denigrated, 
misrepresented, or abused. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 11 to 25. 

 

Today, BBC Radio 4, 11 June 2009 
The complaint relates to an interview in the business slot of the Today programme which 
discussed the findings of a report from the National Institute of Economic and Social 
Research (NIESR). The complainant stated that the questioning of the contributor in this 
interview had been deliberately unfair and misleading, specifically with reference to a 
statement made by the interviewer that “the recession’s over. So good, we can go home 
now”. 

The Editorial Standards Committee concluded: 

• that the Today programme had been entitled to summarise the NIESR data in 
the way that it had and it was not obliged to report the additional information 
contained in the press release accompanying the data. 

• that, while it would have been better if the NIESR’s data had been referenced 
as the source of the “recession has ended” headline in the earlier newspaper 
review, the fact that it was eventually attributed in the later business slot 
meant that any temporary confusion would have been removed. 

• that the Today programme audience would be familiar with the format of 
revisiting an important story regularly across the morning, presenting different 
aspects on each occasion. 

• that the Today audience would have understood that, as this was a financial 
news slot, the primary aim of the interview was to set the NIESR data in the 
context of the financial markets. 

• that the interview with the contributor was for the purpose of information 
gathering and was not intended to be adversarial. 

• that the tone and framing of the questions were perfectly proper and that their 
effect was to elicit the specific information that the interviewer knew the 
contributor wanted to impart. 

• that the phrase “the recession’s over. So good, we can go home now”, was 
constructed in a familiar Today programme style – slightly provocative and 
designed to elicit a reaction. 

• that the second question put to the contributor – “So you don’t think we 
should give this single report much credibility?” – was a natural and justified 
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follow-up to the previous response and clearly asked for the contributor’s point 
of view rather than expressing any personal judgment from the interviewer. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 26 to 33. 

 
The World Tonight, BBC Radio 4, 8 January 2009 
The complaint relates to a report on The World Tonight about the conflict in Gaza, which 
contained the line: 

“For Israel the conflict is simply about protecting its citizens from rocket fire. For 
Palestinians it’s part of a struggle for freedom.” 

The complainant said that this phrase, and specifically the use of the word “simply”, was 
biased because it suggested that Israeli lives are less important than Palestinian lives. The 
complainant stated that it was also inaccurate because Israel is protecting its existence 
and not just the lives of its citizens. The complainant said that the wording “suggests that 
Israel is petty, selfish and belligerent … while the Palestinians possess the ‘higher’ or 
‘major’ cause of freedom”. 

The Editorial Standards Committee concluded: 

• that the word “simply” had been used in the sense of clear-cut and without 
doubt. 

• that the use of the word “simply” did not imply that the issue was of minor 
significance. 

• that the reporter had made no judgment either way in outlining the 
motivations of the two sides. 

• that the report amounted to a professional judgment based on views 
expressed by the Israeli government and that there was no evidence to 
suggest that it was the personal view of the reporter. 

• that various quotes from Israeli government officials had made it clear that 
preventing the increased number of rocket attacks on Israel fired by Hamas 
from Gaza was Israel’s single motivation for the conflict. 

• that the reporter had outlined the motivation of Israel very carefully and there 
was no evidence to suggest that his statement was inaccurate. 

• that the reporter’s comments had been well sourced, based on sound 
evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise language. 

• that the report was a model example of how to report objectively on two sides 
whose interests are incompatible. 

• that there was no suggestion in the report that “Israel is petty, selfish and 
belligerent … while the Palestinians possess the ‘higher’ or ‘major’ cause of 
freedom”. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 34 to 40. 
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The Autistic Me, BBC Three, 11 August 2009 
The complainant said that the programme had been inaccurate and perpetuated a 
negative stereotype of autism by its choice of subjects who, the complainant claimed, 
were unrepresentative of people with autism. 

The Editorial Standards Committee concluded: 

• that the documented positive responses to the programme from those with 
some interest in or connection with the autism spectrum was interesting but 
was not conclusive evidence about the programme’s compliance with the 
guidelines. 

• that the programme’s introduction had clearly set it within BBC Three’s “Adult” 
season, which was about growing up, the barriers to approaching adulthood 
and the challenges facing a variety of young people as they did so. 

• that in enlisting the help of the National Autistic Society (NAS) to choose 
people to be the subjects of the programme the team had found a suitably 
wide range of contributors to illustrate the issues that the programme was 
trying to explore. 

• that it had not been inaccurate for the programme to describe one of the 
subjects as “high functioning” as this description referred to his medical 
diagnosis. 

• that there was no requirement for the three chosen subjects to be 
representative of all teenagers with autism, nor was there any suggestion in 
the programme that they were. 

• that the programme-makers had the editorial and creative right to choose 
individuals with stories to tell. 

• that the choice of the three young men did not lead to a programme which 
was based on stereotypical assumptions or to prejudice being perpetuated. 

• that, while all of the main participants in the programme had some 
communication problems and a degree of social awkwardness, they could all 
articulate their views and were easily understood. 

• that it was not a breach of the Portrayal guidelines to feature individuals with 
speech or communication difficulties, and that the audience would not have 
drawn from the programme the conclusion that all autistic people had speech 
problems. 

• that the figure of 15% of autistic people in full-time employment quoted by 
the programme had come from a good source and was duly accurate. 

• that, while not a breach of editorial standards, it would have been better if the 
programme had attributed to the National Autistic Society the figure it quoted 
for the employment rate amongst autistic people. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 41 to 51. 

 

Political Animal, BBC Radio 4, 17 June 2008 
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Following a complaint about a joke made on the Radio 4 comedy programme Political 
Animal which was upheld by the BBC’s Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU), the complainant 
appealed to the BBC Trust on the grounds that the action taken by the BBC had not been 
sufficient. 

The Editorial Standards Committee concluded: 

• that it endorsed the ECU’s finding that the word “Jew” in this context was 
inappropriate and offensive, and that the Committee wished to apologise to 
the complainant on behalf of the BBC for any offence caused. 

• that, given the tightening of compliance procedures following this and other 
breaches around the same time, a significant amount of work had been carried 
out within Audio & Music which had demonstrated the BBC’s willingness to 
learn from such mistakes. 

• that the combination of training and the reform of editorial compliance would 
make this kind of breach far less likely to happen in future. 

• that this breach, while serious, did not require an apology or correction from 
the BBC online or on-air. 

• that it was satisfied no further action was required. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 52 to 54. 

 

Pedigree Dogs Exposed, BBC One, 19 August 2008 
The complainant claimed that the programme had exaggerated the incidence of 
syringomyelia (SM) in Cavalier King Charles Spaniels (CKCS) and that it had inaccurately 
suggested that inbreeding was responsible for SM and that breeders knowingly bred 
affected dogs. The complainant also said that the programme had been unfair in that it 
relied too heavily on the views of one expert, and that it had been unfairly made and 
edited because the programme maker was not impartial. 

The Editorial Standards Committee concluded: 

Accuracy 

• that it was clear the claim that a third of the CKCS breed could be affected by 
SM was the view of the vet featured in the programme and not proven fact. 

• that data on the incidence of the disease was inconclusive and this had been 
stated in the programme. 

• that the vet featured in the programme was sufficiently expert in the disease 
to express a view and this was not a breach of the accuracy guidelines. 

• that, while the cause of SM was unknown, there was a broad consensus that 
inbreeding played a role in spreading the disease. 

• that the views of a number of well-qualified experts in their scientific fields 
interviewed in the programme had supported the overall argument of the 
programme about the relationship between breeding practices and the health 
problems of pedigree dogs. 

• that the programme had demonstrated its content was well sourced and based 
on sound evidence and that there was no breach of the accuracy guidelines 
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with regard to the way the programme had dealt with the relationship between 
breeding practices and the health problems of pedigree dogs. 

• that the programme made the allegation regarding knowingly breeding 
affected dogs about a single breeder only. 

• that there was evidence to support the allegation that a breeder’s dog had the 
syndrome but had been used at stud regardless, and that other breeders had 
been aware of this situation. 

• that the facts had been cross checked by the programme team and that there 
had been no breach of the accuracy guidelines. 

Impartiality 

• that, contrary to the complainant’s claim, one particular vet had not been over-
used in the programme and that other scientific experts had been interviewed 
as well. 

• that the credentials of the vet in question as an expert in the field were sound 
and that, in reporting her views, the programme had not breached the 
guidelines on impartiality or accuracy. 

• that any charge of a failure of due impartiality would be assessed in relation to 
the content of the programme and not in relation to the alleged opinions of the 
programme maker. 

• that the complainant had produced no evidence that the programme maker’s 
experience as an owner of pedigree dogs had caused bias in the programme. 

• that the complaint of bias with regard to the maker of the programme had not 
been substantiated. 

• that the purpose of the programme was to investigate health problems in 
pedigree dogs and not to tell the general story of a particular breed. 

• that the guidelines on impartiality allow programme makers to report on a 
specific aspect of an issue or provide an opportunity for a single view to be 
expressed as long as, in doing so, opposing views are not misrepresented. 

• that there had not been a breach of the guidelines on impartiality. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 55 to 65. 

 

Newsnight, BBC Two, 28 September 2009 
The complainant said that, in an interview with the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Jeremy 
Paxman had breached editorial guidelines by appearing to express his personal opinions in 
a partial and hostile tone. The Committee also considered the complainant’s concerns 
about the handling of his complaint, which had been raised at stage 2 of the complaints 
process. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that there was no evidence that Jeremy Paxman was expressing his own  
personal views in breach of the guidelines. 
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• that there had been no essential difference or lack of impartiality when 
comparing Jeremy Paxman’s interviews with different party spokesmen. 

• that Jeremy Paxman’s interviewing style was extremely well known and was 
entirely within the expectations of the audience and the interviewee. 

• that it was a challenging interview but that this was wholly appropriate given 
the seriousness of the issues under discussion. 

• that it was satisfied the interview had met the required editorial standards and 
had been conducted with due impartiality. 

• that the time between the complainant’s first email and the first reply from the 
BBC had been too long and that BBC Information had not achieved its aim to 
respond within 10 working days. 

• that the apology from BBC Information had resolved the matter and no further 
action was needed. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 66 to 73. 

 

America: Empire of Liberty, BBC Radio 4, 15 September 2008 
The complaint relates to a discussion during which the host asked the panel of guests 
what influences they thought had most shaped America today. The complainant said that 
a contributor had inaccurately suggested that President Bush was acting on instructions 
from the United Methodist Church with regard to the invasion of Iraq. The complainant 
said that this was a misrepresentation of the United Methodist Church’s position on the 
invasion of Iraq. 

The Committee concluded: 

Accuracy 

• that this was a balanced discussion looking in very general terms at the history 
of America, and that the contributor was talking generally about his opinions 
on the place of religion in America. 

• that, whilst the reference to “God told me to do this” in the contributor’s 
answer was clearly meant to refer to President Bush, the following references 
to “Christ” and to “church” would not have been perceived by listeners to be 
referring exclusively to President Bush but to Americans in general. 

• that most listeners would not have taken the contributor’s comments to be 
statements of fact about President Bush or about the United Methodist Church 
but rather to be statements of opinion expressed in a discussion. 

• that the presenter did challenge the contributor on his assertions about 
religion, and that the contributor clarified his views, stating that he was not 
saying religion was driving certain policy decisions but only that it was the 
falsely moral rationale for such decisions. 

• that the contributor was clearly making his comments about American foreign 
policy in general, not about Iraq in particular. 

Accountability 
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• that the lack of response to the complainant’s first letter to the presenter was 
regrettable but that once it was referred to BBC Complaints an apology had 
been given and the complainant was dealt with courteously and with respect. 

• that the delays in the process did not constitute a breach of the guidelines on 
accountability. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 74 to 80. 
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Findings 
The Story of India, BBC Two, 24 August – 28 
September 2007 
1. The programme 

The series was part of a BBC season to mark the 60th anniversary of the independence of 
India and Pakistan. The following are excerpts from the press archive: 

“The Story of India, presented by Michael Wood, is an unmissable mix of history, 
adventure and travel, uncovering the subcontinent's achievements and its lasting 
legacy. This colourful series tells India's dramatic story which features some of the 
greatest characters in history: Buddha; Alexander the Great; Ghandi; and Nehru. 
Wood shows how India's impact spreads far beyond its own borders.” 

 

2. The complaint 

Stage 1 

The complainant wrote to the Director-General on 10 October 2007 stating that he had 
strong views about the series. In his letter he set out 12 points of dispute with the series. 

BBC Information replied on 20 October 2007 having noted the comments and concern 
expressed. 

The complainant replied by writing to the Director-General on 26 November 2007. He said 
he was surprised to have received a reply from Glasgow and not London. He believed the 
reply was a snub because of his command of English. He argued the programme was 
inaccurate in many respects. He argued it was wrong for the programme to say the 
Ramayana was a myth. He also said the Ramayana and the Rigveda are true histories, 
despite there being no evidence from archaeological ruins, just as in Israel there is no 
archaeological evidence supporting the stories of Noah and Moses.  

On 1 December 2007 BBC Information responded explaining why BBC Information replied 
on behalf of the Director-General. The reply also repeated the point that the complainant’s 
comments had been noted. 

In a further letter to the Director-General dated 27 February 2008 the complainant made 
no new points in relation to any aspect of any of the series, but made a general argument 
that Indian history had been distorted by what he called foreign writers. 

BBC Information replied on 2 April 2008 with a response from the series’s executive 
producer. The reply acknowledged the complainant’s displeasure with the series and his 
interest in the subject. The reply also noted that the programme makers only had six 
hours to tell the history and that this inevitably meant that choices had to be made as to 
what could be included. The executive producer said that she hoped that the film would 
inspire people to find out more, and turn to other sources for that information. The 
executive producer shared the complainant’s frustration that due to lack of time they were 
unable to go into greater depth about, for example, the Rig Veda.  

The executive producer also noted she and the complainant were “pretty much bound to 
disagree, as you [the complainant] approach most of these questions from a literalist 
religious point of view, and I from the point of view of a secular writer who trained as a 
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medieval historian”. The reply also noted that the complainant had raised too many points 
to address individually but did reply to a few specific points:   

• Aryans/Rig Veda 

The programme team were aware of the controversy surrounding the origins of 
Indian civilisation, and that there was no longer a belief that there had been an 
Aryan invasion. They acknowledged that some scholars believe that the ancestor 
of Sanskrit was from within the Indian sub-continent. But they contended that the 
most recent linguistic findings suggest that is impossible, and that Sanskrit came 
into the sub-continent during the Bronze Age. The Rig Veda too, according to 
some experts, contains references to support this. 

With regard to the impact on the roots of Hindu religion, the executive producer 
referred to one of the contributors in the film who emphasised the importance of 
separating language from ethnicity. The reply noted that, “the ‘eternal dharma’ of 
India may have roots many thousands of years old – far older than anyone has 
previously suggested, whether or not Sanskrit came from outside Bharat”, and that 
Indian DNA experts could now take history back to the first human migration out 
of Africa, 70,000 years ago. 

 

• The programme did not mention temples desecrated by Muslims and Christians 

The executive producer cited programme five as having talked about Muslim 
destruction of temples, and recalled an interview in which the contributor talked 
about the Qutb Minar mosque complex in Delhi and the “27 Hindu and Jain 
temples destroyed by the Afghan invaders to build it in the name of Islam”. The 
executive producer also stated that overall the films attempted to give a positive 
view of the great movements in Indian civilisation, “and of the ability of Indian 
civilisation throughout history to absorb the new, incorporate other ideas (and 
faiths) and find 'the meeting place of the two oceans'.”  

The response also cited a list of key figures mentioned in the series who 
“renounced persecution and intolerance”. The reply noted that the complainant 
may disagree, but asked “are not the efforts and ideals of these great Indians 
more interesting subjects than the destruction wrought by intolerance and the 
bitterness it has engendered?” 

The reply also noted that other programmes in the BBC’s Indian Summer season 
looked at these other events like the 90 minute special on Partition. 

 

• Megasthenes; Al Biruni; Christian Missionaries 

The executive producer did not accept that the programmes omitted to present 
positive views of early Indian, pre-Islamic culture and cited the series’s references 
to Megasthenes and Al Biruni and Fa Xien’s description of Indian civilisation under 
the Guptas. With regard to missionaries the executive producer noted that episode 
six had recalled the damage done by western missionaries in the citation from the 
book by the British General Stuart, a point reiterated by two interviewees in Delhi 
discussing the motives behind the 1857 uprising. 

The reply concluded by saying that the programme makers considered that “no one could 
watch these films without a sense of the astonishing and enduring richness of Indian 
culture, despite the undoubted damage (as well as the positive contributions) done by 
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Greeks, Afghans, Turks, etc – and the British too”. The reply noted that the issues raised 
boiled down to a fundamental disagreement about how to approach Indian history: “a 
disagreement which is strongly and widely articulated across India these days, where 
history has become a political football, with opposed political parties even rewriting school 
textbooks”. The executive producer noted that a different writer would have done it a 
different way, that no one gets it all right, and that time was a factor. The complainant 
was advised that if he remained dissatisfied he could appeal to the ECU. 

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) at the second stage of the 
BBC’s complaints process on 19 May 2008. The complainant noted:  

• The finding of a Shiva template plaque in Mohenjedaro and the deciphering of 
the names of the Vedas in Indus Valley writings have exploded the beliefs of 
Western scholars (about the origins of the Rig Veda and Sanskrit) 

• That in relation to temple desecration, the response from the programme was 
economical with the truth. The complainant provided other specific examples 
of where temples had been destroyed and asked why these had not been 
featured. 

• The programme had not been accurate about Akbar and his actions. 

• Muslim rule in India was not a “meeting of two oceans” but the result of an 
invasion.  

• The programme interviewed secularists, socialists and Gandhians, referred to 
as the ruling class, which set themselves above the poor and illiterate in 
society. Indian history has been reduced to a history of alien invaders who 
aggressed against India from time to time. 

On 20 June 2008 the ECU replied with its substantive answer. The ECU understood it to 
be a general complaint: 

“About the way the programme portrayed the religious writings, language and 
traditions of Hinduism, as well as some specific complaints about accuracy” 

The ECU then dealt with each of the complainant’s main points: 

• It was inaccurate to suggest that the Aryans came to India and brought language and 
religion. This is a misinterpretation of the Rig Veda. 

The ECU understood the complaint to be that the programme gave a misleading 
impression of the source of Hinduism and Sanskrit by suggesting it was introduced to 
India by foreigners, rather than having its origins inside India.  

The ECU noted with regard to accuracy that most scientists agree that modern humans 
first evolved in Africa and that the script explained the migration from Africa was a view 
supported by scientists. However, the ECU also noted that the script recognised that 
others may hold a different view and that the presenter, Michael Wood, acknowledged 
there was a wide range of opinion on this matter. 

The ECU noted with regard to impartiality that the series was a history programme aimed 
at a general audience and that being a history programme, rather than a news 
programme, the subject matter was likely to be open to greater debate and 
interpretation. The ECU also noted that it would be inappropriate for a history programme 
to ignore evidence from scientific and archaeological sources. With regard to the series’ 
references to Sanskrit the ECU noted that Michael Wood went to considerable effort, when 
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examining the evidence, to be even-handed and open-minded in his approach. The ECU 
noted the contribution of Professor Biswas who suggested where the Aryans may have 
originated from and their association to the society of the Rig Veda. The ECU noted that 
such views were controversial, but that the programme makers had reflected the conflict 
of opinion on the matter. 

• The portrayal of Akbar was inaccurate. He was a foreigner who raped and slaughtered 
Hindus, rather than the great Moghul Emperor as described by the programme. 

The ECU noted that although the complainant did not share the view of the programme 
makers, who described Akbar as “one of the greatest of all Indian rulers” and one who 
“would change the relations between Hindu and Muslims in India”, it had not portrayed a 
one-sided or overly positive view of Akbar. Michael Wood explained that Akbar had been 
born outside of India and had used his military might to expand his empire. The ECU also 
noted that the series had explained how Hindus had suffered under previous Muslim 
invaders, but was satisfied that the point being made by the programme team with regard 
to Akbar was that his motives for religious harmony were as much to cement his own 
position of power as to build bridges between different faiths. The ECU was therefore 
satisfied that the programme had ensured an appropriate balance with regard to the 
presentation of this issue. 

• The portrayal of the “meeting of oceans” was inaccurate. 

The ECU noted that the phrase the “meeting of oceans” was used to describe the period 
of Indian history where a clash of civilisations slowly led to greater tolerance and 
understanding between different faiths. The ECU noted, having considered the script of 
the series, that the series had recognised there was considerable antipathy towards 
foreign invaders and their impact on Hindu culture. As such, the ECU was satisfied that 
the programme had met the appropriate editorial standards on this issue. 

• The programme did not make it clear that the history of India has been written by 
“invaders and enemies” who “lay false claim to our territories”. 

The ECU noted that the series reflected the views and beliefs of all those who had played 
a part in India’s rich and diverse history, including Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Buddhists and 
Christians. The ECU also noted that any attempt to analyse the history of a country will 
involve reflecting the views and writings of its various rulers, even those who came to 
power through force. The ECU was satisfied that a range of views had been presented 
with appropriate balance and even-handedness. The unit recognised that one person’s 
version of the truth may differ from another’s, but that the series had based its analysis 
on sound evidence while recognising that others may hold different views. 

In conclusion, the ECU did not agree with the complainant who believed the series was an 
offensive unbalanced portrayal of Hinduism. The ECU was satisfied that the series when 
judged against “generally accepted standards” (taken to mean those applied by the 
majority of informed and interested parties) did not misrepresent the views and beliefs of 
Hindus. The ECU was therefore satisfied that Mr Wood presented a fair and balanced 
range of opinions (including Hindus) and ensured they were presented in an open-minded 
and even-handed manner. The complaint was not upheld. 

Following an exchange of correspondence the complainant appealed to the BBC Trust at 
the third and final stage of the BBC’s complaints process. 

Stage 3 – Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 
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Following a request for the complainant to clarify his appeal which included the ESC 
sending the complainant a copy of the series to assist him with this process, an appeal 
was finally lodged with the ESC on 21 September 2009. 

The letter of clarification noted a number of points relating to the series, which would be 
considered on appeal: 

• the origins of Indian civilisation were not in Africa 

• “we did not walk from Africa. It is the other way around” 

• the programme failed to make the Hindu connection to a series of places, 
names and events 

• Hindus were insulted and abused by claiming that Lord Krishna was a foreigner 

• it is wrong to call Ramayana a myth 

• the arrival of Islam into India was not a “meeting of two oceans” 

• the praise of Sufis is unfounded 

• it is false to say that Hindus capitulated to Islamic invaders; India despite 800 
years of brutal Islamic rule remained 80 per cent Hindu 

• people [...] should “stop provoking us cowardly Hindus once for all” 

 

3. Applicable editorial standards  

The relevant guidelines considered applicable to this appeal are set out in detail in the 
body of the Committee’s decision. 

Section 3 – Accuracy 

Section 4 – Impartiality and Diversity of Opinion  

Section 12 – Religion 

 

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 submission 
from the complainant. 

This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
Accuracy, Impartiality and Religion. 

In particular these extracts from the Guidelines on Accuracy and Impartiality are relevant: 

Accuracy 

“Our output must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested 
and presented in clear, precise language.” 

“If an issue is controversial, relevant opinions as well as facts may need to be 
considered.” 
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and 

“We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or 
knowingly do anything to mislead our audiences.” 

Impartiality 

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

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

“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.” 

With particular regard to Impartiality in Series, these extracts from the guidelines are 
relevant: 

“In achieving impartiality a series of programmes on the same service may be 
considered as a whole. The agreement states that in this case due impartiality 
does not require absolute neutrality on every issue…. In this case a series can 
include a strand with a common title…. These programmes need to achieve 
impartiality across the series or over a number of programmes within the series.” 

The sub-section of the guideline on Impartiality as it relates to authored programmes is 
also relevant to this complaint: 

“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.” 

“Content reflecting personal views, or authored by an individual... particularly 
when dealing with controversial subjects, should be clearly signposted to 
audiences in advance.” 

“…when covering controversial subjects dealing with matters of public 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” 

Religion 
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This is the relevant extract from the guideline on Religion: 

“We recognise our duty to protect the vulnerable and avoid unjustified offence or 
likely harm. We aim to achieve this by ensuring our output is not used to denigrate 
the beliefs of others. 

 Religion Editorial Principles 

We will ensure that the beliefs and practices of the great world faiths are 
described accurately and impartially. 

We will ensure the religious views and beliefs of an individual a religion or religious 
denomination are not misrepresented, abused or discriminated against, as judged 
against generally accepted standards. 

The Committee noted that the complaint relates to the way the complainant believed the 
six part series portrayed Hindus and Hinduism, in that: 

• the importance of Hinduism in the origins of the Indian sub-continent is 
underplayed 

• the programme presents inaccurate evidence regarding the origin of modern 
humans 

• the entire approach is biased in favour of what the complainant describes as a 
Western-centric view of India, rooted in Christian belief. 

The Committee considered first the complainant’s assertion: 

• “We did not walk from Africa. It is the other way around” 

The comment relates to a substantial section in Episode One in which the programme 
discusses the origins of the Hindu people. This is the most relevant section of the script: 

“According to the oldest Indian myths the first humans came from a golden egg 
laid by the king of the gods in the churning of the cosmic ocean. Modern science 
of course works in a less poetic vein, but no less thrilling to the imagination. 

“For what science tells us, is that our ancestors first walked out of Africa only 70 
or 80,000 years ago: round the shores of the Arabian Sea and down into South 
India.” 

The Committee understood that the programme was summarising the mainstream 
academic consensus on the origin of mankind, what is commonly known as the “Out of 
Africa” model. That model points to a single African origin for modern humans. 

The Committee accepted that for some Hindus the issue may be more complex, and 
noted the complexity is reflected in the commentary above. It noted too that the 
complainant had not specifically challenged the scientific, archaeological or genetic 
evidence presented in the programme to support the “Out of Africa” model. The 
Committee understood his specific concern to be about the way the programme explained 
the origins of the language of ancient India, Sanskrit, and the assertion that it also came 
from elsewhere. The Committee noted that the programme made clear that language and 
ethnicity are not the same, and that the origin of Sanskrit is an entirely separate academic 
field to the study of genetics. It noted too that current scholarship – mainly from linguistic 
and archaeological evidence – maintains that Sanskrit sprang from a common source, 
shared with Latin and Greek, and that it did not originate in India.    
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The Committee noted that the script concedes that not everyone agrees with that 
conclusion: 

“…though this is now hugely controversial in the sub-continent, most linguists 
agree the common source lay outside India.” 

The Committee was satisfied that the programme had drawn on a range of respected 
historical scholarship to support its argument and that no reliable, contemporary, peer-
reviewed evidence had been brought to its attention to support the complainant’s theory 
of an Indian origin for Sanskrit.   

The Committee considered here the general assertion made by the complainant 
throughout his submissions that the roots of Hinduism go back thousands of years. The 
Committee noted this section of the script: 

“But here in the South, they’ve passed down humanity’s oldest religion too. In the 
great temple of Madurai, they still worship the female principle, the mother 
goddess, as Indian people have done for tens of thousands of years. And 
alongside her are countless other deities that link humanity with the magical 
power of the natural world.  

“Over the ages thousands of gods will emerge, always adding to what had been 
before. So the roots of Indian religion too will grow over a vast period of time as 
India’s expression of the multiplicity of the universe. Why have only one God when 
you can have millions? 

“So India’s famous unity and diversity goes back to customs and beliefs and habits 
that lie deep in prehistory – like the worship of the goddess here in Madurai. And 
when you look at all the tides of Indian history that follow, you can see that 
identity is never static, always in the making and never made.” 

It noted too the section with the historian, BB Lal, in which he presents archaeological 
evidence relating to the epic, the Mahabharata, which he says supports an earlier history 
of India than that allowed for by the mainstream consensus on the origins of the 
language and the people. This is how Michael Wood concludes the section: 

“Remember this was the first great excavation done after independence and it was 
of crucial importance for the Indian people’s view of their own history, the 
Mahabharata was their greatest and most loved epic. And here this excavation 
seemed to prove that long before all the colonial periods which had dominated 
India, there was a real history and it was their own.” 

In conclusion, the Committee felt that the evidence presented was well-sourced and 
based on a wide range of respected historical scholarship, but that the script also 
reflected the complexities of the issue and the layers of understanding and belief, which 
were sometimes at variance with the mainstream academic consensus. The Committee 
found therefore that in respect of the origins of Hindu and Hinduism the programme 
fulfilled the guideline requirement for due accuracy and impartiality. 

This element of the appeal was not upheld. 

The Committee then considered the complainant’s assertion that Episode Two in the 
series failed to make a series of specifically Hindu connections to a number of places, 
names and events. The Committee felt that the choice of what to include or not to include 
was a matter for the programme makers, and only became a matter for consideration 
under the guidelines if the omission of specific information misled the viewer or rendered 
the output lacking in impartiality. The Committee found that in accordance with the 
guidelines, the episode was presented in an open-minded and even-handed manner, and 
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that the facts were well-sourced, based on sound evidence and presented in clear, precise 
language. 

The Committee therefore did not uphold this element of the appeal. 

The Committee noted the complainant’s assertion that in Episode Three it was insulting 
and abusive to Hindus to say “Lord Krishna was a foreigner”. 

The Committee concluded there had been a misunderstanding of the script, as it does not 
say at any point that Krishna was a foreigner. The Committee was therefore satisfied that 
there was nothing for it to consider against the guidelines and thus did not uphold this 
element of the appeal. 

The Committee next considered Episode Four and the following assertion from the 
complainant regarding the manner in which the programme discussed the origins of one 
of the major ancient Hindu texts: 

“Mr Wood is wrong to call Ramayana a myth” 

The Committee noted the manner in which the script described the origins of the 
Ramayana and noted that it did not unambiguously label the Ramayana a myth: the 
description was detailed, complex and nuanced. Myth was only one of the nouns ascribed 
to the epic poem. The commentary described how the Ramayana was an ancient story, 
but that it only became rooted in a real place, Ayodhya, by a powerful dynastic family in 
the fifth century: the Guptas were seeking to cement their power and so “adopted” the 
story and fixed it in a geographical location. The Committee noted what Michael Wood 
said in the programme: 

“So myth became fact. The city of legend became a real place.” 

The Committee examined the complainant’s assertion that NASA satellite imagery had 
proved that a bridge mentioned in the Ramayana actually existed, that carbon dating had 
put it at 1.7 million years old and that therefore the story had to be both real and ancient. 
However, the Committee noted that while NASA acknowledged that it did have 
photography showing a geological formation, a spokesman for the organisation quoted in 
the Hindustan Times specifically refuted that any such conclusion could be drawn from 
their pictures: 

“Space agency NASA says pictures taken by its astronauts do not prove the 
existence or otherwise of a manmade Ram Setu bridge as mentioned in the Hindu 
epic Ramayana. 

‘I am not aware of any carbon dating either’, said NASA spokesman Michael 
Braukus, refuting claims by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) that the agency had 
the Adam's bridge in Palk Strait – known as Ram Setu in India – carbon dated as 
being 1.7 million years old. 

‘Some people have taken pictures by our astronauts to make their claim. No 
position can be taken on the basis of these photographs in any way’, Braukus said 
when asked to comment on the controversy surrounding the site of the proposed 
Rs 24 billion Sethusamudram canal project off India's southern tip. 

‘The age, substratum, geological structure or anthropological status of the ocean 
bed in Palk Strait cannot be determined by the astronauts' photographs. So there 
is no basis for these claims’, Braukus said.” 

And finally the Committee considered the extent to which the programme reflected the 
views of those who, like the complainant, believe the Ramayana is a true story. Again, as 
in the consideration relating to the origins of Hinduism, the Committee noted that the 
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programme had endeavoured to include what might be termed the “spiritual” history of 
Hinduism. It noted the interview with Nrit Gopal Das of the Ramayan Bhawan Temple in 
Ayodhya: 

Gopal Das:  

Bricks and stones don’t last forever…  They may last a few thousand years but 
they will turn to clay…  The history of Ayodhya is ten lakhs old.  So from a worldly 
point of view whatever stones and bricks might prove… From a spiritual view 
Ayodhya was always the city of Rama. 

Translator:  

You see the soul of Ayodhya is altogether 10 lakh years old. 

Michael Wood (MW):  

10 lakh years old? 

Translator:   

10 lakh years old, it has a very long history. 

MW:  

This is a million years? 

Translator:   

This is a million years. 

MW:  

Right okay, a million years. So it’s a different conception of history to the Western 
conception. 

Gopal Das:  

Even in your Western point of view Lord Rama’s city is quite ancient. Our outlook 
is historical not merely ideological. 

Shortly before this a pilgrim guide is featured, telling the Rama story as if it is true: 

MW:  

That story is still told by the pilgrim guides on the riverbank – with a few mythic 
embellishments! 

Pilgrim Guide:  

When Emperor Vikramaditya discovered that this was Ayodhya where Lord Rama 
used to bathe in the Sarayu River... then he wanted to find out exactly where 
Rama was born. He learnt that this was the place so he built the city. People from 
far away lands started flocking to Ayodhya and from a jungle Ayodhya became an 
auspicious place. 

The Committee concluded that the description of the Ramayana in the programme was an 
accurate presentation of the known facts; it was well-sourced, based on sound evidence 
and presented in clear, precise language. The Committee did not believe that the use of 
the word “myth” or “mythic” was pejorative. The perspective of those who considered 
that the Ramayana represented historical fact was represented. Michael Wood provided a 
different perspective on the history. The Committee did not uphold this element of the 
appeal. 
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Next, the Committee went on to consider the complainant’s assertion that the title of 
Episode Five, “The Meeting of Two Oceans”, was inappropriate, and that the episode 
generally underplayed the violent conduct of many of the invaders. The Committee noted 
that in an earlier response to this complaint the ECU had explained that “Two Oceans” 
was a reference to the coming together of two great faiths, Hinduism and Islam. The 
Committee then reviewed how the subject was introduced in the script: 

“There are moments in history when civilisations aspire to greatness. India had 
done so in ancient times and at the end of the middle ages it did so again, and it 
was the coming of Islam that inspired the next great phase of Indian history. 

“Today the sub-continent is home to half of all the world’s Muslims. The ebb and 
flow of its history has been shaped by the encounter of the two civilisations of 
India and Islam. And in all of history there is no more dramatic tale. The next 
chapter in The Story of India.” 

The Committee noted too the comments from the programme team in response to this 
appeal: 

“Programme Five looked at the ‘Clash of Civilisations’ or ‘Meeting of Two Oceans’ 
(depending on your point of view) that led to the subcontinent (India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh) having the bulk of Muslims in the world today. No one denies that 
some of the invading Muslim Turkic or Afghan rulers were intolerant and even 
fanatical in their propagation of Islam and indeed their persecutions and injustices 
perpetrated on the Hindu population are recounted in the film.  

“But rather than devote the whole show to the bitter fall out of such wounds of 
history (which after all exist in the histories of most countries) we preferred to look 
at the extraordinary ways in which Hindus and Muslims found dialogue and 
understanding, even (in the case of Akbar and Dara Shikoh) attempting to bridge 
what might have seemed an insuperable chasm between Arab monotheism and 
Indian polytheism. This seems to us to be one of the most fascinating stories in 
history and one still with a great message for our time: what these Indian Muslim 
rulers attempted could hardly be contemplated today. Though the focus was on 
Indian Islam, the programme included Al Biruni’s praise of India and Hindu religion 
and was centrally concerned with the Moghul rulers’ assimilation of Hindu religion, 
e.g. in the story of Dara’s dream of Rama. (The complainant) didn’t seem to take 
account of these elements of our film but for sure Akbar was a great Indian: and 
after all the series is about the Story of India.” 

The Committee accepted that the programme makers were entitled to decide which 
aspects of the story of India they wished to concentrate on, but it was also conscious that 
in doing so the programme was still required to reflect other views if, by omitting them, 
the effect was to render the output in breach of the guidelines on accuracy or impartiality. 
In this respect, the Committee felt the issue was whether the programme, in wishing to 
highlight how the two great faiths found common ground, had failed to reflect sufficiently 
the negative aspects of the invasions. 

The Committee considered the following passages in Episode Five as examples of where 
the programme acknowledged precisely those negative aspects of the invasions identified 
by the complainant: 

“Here in Multan a series of events began which would shift forever the balance of 
history in the sub-continent and the key figure was Sultan Mahmood of Ghazni. 
Few characters of history have aroused more violent disagreement. To some he 
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was a great prince, a builder of empires and a champion with a faith. To others 
an oppressor, a fanatic and an iconoclast.” (Our emphasis) 

Elsewhere the commentary describes the raid by Mahmood on Somnath: 

“Mahmood reached here in January 1026, sacked the city, destroyed the idol and 
plundered the temple’s gold. In today’s India the tale is still remembered with 
bitterness.” 

The commentary describes the verdict of an Arab historian, who accompanied Mahmood 
on his raiding expeditions: 

“The great historian, Al Biruni, who was no fan of Mahmood, went with him to 
India and says the twelve great plundering expeditions engendered a hatred 
among Hindus for the Turks – by which he means the Muslims.” 

And the Committee also noted the programme’s mention of the fact that 27 temples were 
dismantled to build the first mosque complex at Qutub Minar. 

In finding that the programme fulfilled the accuracy guideline, the Committee felt the 
output was well-sourced, based on sound evidence and presented in clear, precise 
language. In relation to impartiality the Committee’s view was that the programme 
makers had exercised their right to report on a specific aspect of an issue, but in so doing 
had not misrepresented opposing views.  

This element of the appeal was not upheld. 

The complainant raised a further point in relation to Episode Five, that: 

“Michael Wood’s praise of Sufism is unfounded” 

The Committee noted that the complainant had suggested a number of individuals, who 
were also followers of Sufism, but either committed anti-Hindu deeds or expressed anti-
Hindu sentiments. The Committee acknowledged that the programme’s discussion of Sufis 
and Sufism was confined purely to highlighting the positive aspects of this branch of 
Islam, and that they were represented in terms of bringing together Islam with the other 
religions of India.    

The Committee drew a distinction between violent thoughts and sentiments and violent 
actions. They noted the advice of Dr Bowles, lecturer in South Asian Religions at the 
University of Queensland who had been consulted about the complaint: he had supplied 
some additional context relating to Ahmed Sirhindi, one of those individuals suggested by 
the complainant as an example of a Sufi not supporting harmony between religions: 

“He (Sirhindi) could certainly be construed as being somewhat ‘anti-Hindu’. The 
context, however, is the period of Akbar, who is famous for being remarkably 
tolerant of and interested in all religions. (Sirhindi’s) supposed ‘letters’ to Akbar 
need to be seen in this context: a reforming Islamic mystic and scholar unhappy 
with the perceived liberalism of his (Muslim) head of state. Akbar was famous for 
sponsoring the arts and being deeply interested in all religions.” 

They noted that a second name cited by the complainant, Shah Valiullah, was a member 
of the same Sufi order as Sirhindi, the Naqshbandi. The sect had a long tradition of 
engagement in political affairs. Dr Bowles addressed the complainant’s assertion that 
Valiullah had encouraged the Mughal leader, Amed Shah Abdali, to “attack the Marathas 
and save the tottering Islamic regime in India”. Again, the Committee considered evidence 
that the context for his letter was particularly relevant, as Dr Bowles explained: 

 



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

 

February and March 2010 issued April 2010 23
 

“Shah Wali-Allah lived during a time in which the Mughal Empire was 
disintegrating, a process which he attributed to a fall from ‘true Islam’, particularly 
among the Muslim nobles of the Delhi court. Ahmed Shah Abdali was an Afghan 
and founder of the Durrani empire in Afghanistan. He continually raided north-
west India, including sacking Delhi in 1756 when it was still under the weak 
Mughal control. This was a period in which, in the wake of Mughal decline, various 
‘regional’ powers in South Asia were making a play for a large geopolitical control 
of North India – the Marathas were another such power (indeed, probably the 
most powerful of these). 

 “It was typical in this period for alliances to be made and remade among the 
various competing powers according to the strategic contingencies of any 
particular campaign. It is in this context that, after Abdali’s sack of Delhi, Shah 
Wali-Allah – in spite of his disgust at Delhi being plundered – wrote a letter to 
Abdali suggesting that he take on the Marathas, who were seen (correctly) as the 
greatest threat to Mughal suzerainty, but also, according to reformers like Shah 
Wali-Allah, as the greatest enemy of Islam (the Maratha ruling class were not 
Muslims, though they employed and governed many, just as ‘Muslim’ rulers did 
Hindus).” 

The Committee noted that two other names cited by the complainant could not be traced, 
and neither could the violent deeds they were alleged to have committed, be identified.  
The Committee also noted that the complainant had not raised any issues of inaccuracy 
relating to the accounts in the programme of the positive contribution of Sufis to the story 
of India. 

The Committee concluded that omitting to mention that two named Sufis had written 
negatively about Hindus did not bear comparison with the well-documented and major 
role that Sufi saints appear to have played in bringing together the different faiths. They 
noted the many occasions in the script where the invaders, clearly identified as Muslims, 
were noted as having behaved violently and with impunity towards those they had 
conquered. In light of this, in the Committee’s opinion the programme makers were not 
obliged in this instance to reflect the specific examples offered by the complainant.    

This element of the appeal was not upheld. 

The Committee then noted the final aspect of the complaint concerned Episode Six, and 
the complainant’s assertion that the programme suggested Hindus were cowards and that 
the programme was provocative towards Hindus. He further appeared to suggest that it 
asserted that Hinduism was inferior to Islam and Christianity: 

“It is falsified history that says that Hindus capitulated to Islamic invaders. But on 
the contrary unlike Iran, Turkey, Egypt, Iraq and Afghanistan, where within 
decades the country capitulated to become 100 per cent Muslims, India despite 
800 years of brutal Islamic rule remained 80 per cent Hindu.” 

“…I have no desire to denigrate anyone. Nor I am concerned with the belief of 
other people. But if Muslims (both Indian and foreign) that goes too Christian 
missionaries (both foreign and India) want to impose their beliefs on me, I am 
bound to react. More so when they claim that Christianity and Islam are superior 
to Hinduism” 

“Both Indian Christians and Muslims have already rejected our ancestors and their 
achievements. Our links are, therefore, broken. You have no claims on the past, so 
the best we can do is to live in peace in our different ways. 
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“It is only possible if people … stop provoking us cowardly Hindus, once (sic) for 
all.” 

The Committee noted that the programme dealt in depth with the period of British rule 
and the conduct of the occupying administration towards the peoples of India. 

The complainant did not offer any specific examples to support his assertion, and the 
Committee found no evidence that the programme was provocative towards Hindus, 
either in this episode or elsewhere in the series. The Committee felt that the episode 
provided a balanced account of the character of the British occupiers, relating examples of 
those British Orientalists who had shown sympathy, understanding and admiration for the 
indigenous culture and religions, and also those whose behaviour reflected prejudice, 
ignorance and stupidity.   

The Committee took particular note of the following passage of commentary in Episode 
Six relating to the 1857 rebellion against British rule: 

“The signs had been there the previous 30 years: the British more intolerant under 
the growing influence of evangelical Christian missionaries; a decree replacing 
Persian with English as the language of administration and education. 

“The Mutiny began over the use of cow and pig fat to grease cartridges – deeply 
offensive to both Hindu and Muslim. It was a stupid mistake born of disrespect 
towards the native culture...” 

The Committee noted where the programme reflected the positive attitude of some of the 
colonialists who had actively embraced Indian culture and history: 

Michael Wood (MW):  

Orientalists like James Prinsep and William Jones learned India’s languages. 

Dr Pandian:  

They founded the Asiatic Society here: conscious that India was a far older and 
richer civilisation than their own.  

William Jones, Henry Colebrooke and a whole host of others, they took India 
seriously. So they sat with the Brahmin pundits and tried to understand Sanskritic 
texts. 

MW:  

Some East India Company officers were accused of thinking more of Hinduism 
than Christianity and more of the Koran than the Bible. 

The Committee also noted the section filmed at the Park Street cemetery in Calcutta, 
which was built at the end of the 18th century as a Christian cemetery to accommodate 
British dead. The tomb of Major General Charles Stuart is covered in Hindu deities: 

Michael Wood:   

‘Hinduism,’ said Stuart, ’little needs the ameliorating hand of Christianity to render 
its votaries a correct and moral people in a civilised society. On the contrary’, he 
said. ‘The glorious scriptures of the Hindus were written when our own ancestors 
were savages in the forests.’ 

The Committee considered the extracts appeared to directly contradict any of the 
complainant’s points of a western or Christian favoured bias. 
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The Committee concluded that the religious views, practices and beliefs of Hindus and 
Hinduism had been described accurately and impartially and had not been denigrated, 
misrepresented, or abused. The programme dealt with appropriate sensitivity towards, 
and understanding of, their cultural and religious history. 

Finding:  Not Upheld 
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Today, BBC Radio 4, 11 June 2009 
 

1. Background 

This edition of Radio 4’s flagship current affairs programme included an interview in the 
6.15am business slot about a report from the National Institute of Economic and Social 
Research (NIESR) entitled “Economic Stabilisation Confirmed. Output rising in April and 
May.” 

 

2.  The complaint 

Stage 1 

The complainant emailed BBC Information on 11 June 2009 stating that he considered the 
introduction and subsequent questioning of a contributor about the latest NIESR report to 
be “unfair” and “so misleading” that he could not believe “it was not intended to be so”. 
He believed the question asked by the interviewer, i.e. “The recession’s over so we can all 
go home can we?” was aimed at undermining the report’s more favourable elements 
about the economic situation. He stated: 

“I should like to know how your correspondent’s tone and comment reflected no 
more than the professional judgement called for in the BBC’s guidelines to 
impartiality” 

BBC Information replied on 20 June 2009 stating that contributors were invited on to the 
programme based on their experience and talent, and that presenters, producers, 
interviewers or reporters are not engaged unless they meet the specific demands required 
of them. In reply to the point that the presenter was trying to undermine the NIESR 
report, BBC Information stated: 

“our presenter was asking the questions most likely to be on the minds of our 
listening audience in order to [sic] them to be in a position to make up their own 
minds on whether or not the economy is recovering or not.” 

The complainant responded with a further email dated 22 June 2009. The complainant 
noted that after the introduction the presenter asked a series of questions “clearly leading 
the ... contributor to dispute the NIESR report’s conclusions.” 

BBC Information replied on 28 July 2009 apologising for the delay. The reply included a 
response from Dominic Groves, an output editor for Today. Mr Groves stated that the 
interview needed to be seen in the context of what had been broadcast earlier. He noted 
that the newspaper review which had preceded the business slot had highlighted a 
headline in The Independent newspaper which had spoken of an end to the recession. Mr 
Groves said that the interviewer, Adam Shaw had referred to the headline in his opening 
remarks. He stated: 

“his interview was designed to put the NIESR report – and others like it – into 
some kind of context i.e. to discuss whether there were other indicators which 
suggested the recession was not over and that things were still getting worse.” 

Mr Groves believed this was a fair line of argument given the kind of headlines in the 
papers and “the danger of extrapolating too much from the results of a single study”. Mr 
Groves noted that while the tone was sceptical, he did not think it was partial or biased. 
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The complainant replied on 1 August 2009. He found the arguments unconvincing. He 
stated that it was unreasonable to claim that any single item should be judged only with 
reference to what is reported at other points in the programme because many Today 
listeners do not hear the entire programme. He also stated that he considered the context 
to which Mr Groves referred was “at best incompletely defined if not selected specifically 
to frame derogatory comment on the NIESR report”. 

The complainant, while acknowledging Mr Groves’ concession that Adam Shaw’s tone was 
sceptical, maintained that Mr Shaw went further “by putting plainly leading questions to 
the contributor”. 

BBC Information’s reply of 29 August 2009 contained an apology for the delay in replying. 
The reply noted that the programme team had nothing further to add to their earlier 
response except to point out that it was within the editorial guidelines for presenters to 
adopt a “sceptical tone”, that scepticism “is precisely what journalism is all about”, and 
that there was a distinction between scepticism and editorialising.  

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Units (ECU) on 8 September 2009 
escalating the complaint to the second stage of the BBC’s complaints process. The 
complainant said the answer to his complaint had “evolved” from 

“a claim that the presenter was expressing the most likely concerns of listeners 
through suggestions that the intention was to offset misleading newspaper reports 
to a definition of journalism which I think that I would not be alone … in finding 
rather strikingly incomplete”. 

The complainant stated that the replies he had received had “reinforced rather than 
removed my concern that there was deliberate editorial intent to present the NIESR report 
negatively...” 

The complainant added that Mr Shaw’s tone, manner and remarks had led to this view; he 
found it difficult to “see a difference between such behaviour by a BBC staff member and 
what has been called editorialising...”. 

The complainant added that no attempt had been made to include the views expressed in 
the Daily Telegraph or comment from members of the Bank of England Monetary Policy 
committee about the NIESR report. The complainant concluded by asking how the 
question, “So the recession’s over and we can all go home can we?” was intended to 
promote fair, accurate and impartial reporting? 

The ECU wrote on 22 September and asked the complainant to contact them by 6 
October 2009 if he had any comments to make on the ECU summary of his complaint. 

On 2 October 2009 the complainant responded stating that his main complaint remained 
that the Today programme’s presentation and discussion of the NIESR report was 
“distorted, inaccurate and unfair”. The complainant said that the statement of the 
Institute’s Director “The monthly figures are inevitably erratic but the picture is coherent 
with the broader picture of stabilisation which has emerged since we first suggested (in 
May) that the output had stopped falling”, bore little if any relation to Adam Shaw’s 
comment “The NIESR says the recession is over. So good, we can all go home now”. The 
complainant said that he could not see how such words could have been intended to do 
anything other than to invite contradiction from the contributor, which the complainant 
believed was then compressed “unfairly” by Mr Shaw when he said: “So you don’t think 
we should give this single report much credibility?”   
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The complainant also noted that John Humphrys’ earlier comments concerning a 
reference to the report in The Independent, as part of the newspaper review, had made 
no mention of the NIESR report. The complainant also considered that the choice of The 
Independent over “other and better balanced press comment” on the report had been 
deliberate. He suggested it had led to an “unfair and misleading representation of the 
NIESR report”. 

The complainant also commented on the tone and content of the responses he had 
received from BBC staff, which he considered had not adequately examined the issue he 
had raised about the item. 

The ECU replied on 12 October 2009. The ECU did not uphold the complaint. The ECU 
had discussed the accuracy of Adam Shaw’s comment that the recession was over with 
the director of forecasting at the NIESR. He said that the headline in The Independent 
(“The recession has ended”) was not misleading; the ECU was satisfied that the comment 
was not inaccurate. 

 The ECU also found that having considered Mr Shaw’s questioning of his guest, who was 
critical of the report’s findings, no evidence had been found to suggest that there was 
“deliberate editorial intent to present the NIESR report negatively”. The ECU also noted 
that there was no requirement for a programme to present every facet of every argument 
to achieve due impartiality. As such, the ECU did not believe it was necessary for the 
programme to include an interview with someone who expressed opposite views to the 
contributor. The ECU noted that the programme should have been even-handed and 
objective in its approach to the subject, and found that this had been achieved by the 
accurate summarising of the conclusion of the NIESR report. The ECU also noted that the 
contributor had confirmed there was evidence to support the NIESR conclusion because it 
was based on “a certain, small number of indicators which are indeed looking rather more 
positive”, but his overall view was that other aspects of the economy were getting worse. 
The ECU also believed it was reasonable to assume that listeners would have understood 
that the contributor was expressing a personal view and that other experts might disagree 
with him. 

The complainant responded on 5 November 2009 stating that the programme made no 
attempt to present the report, but centred its discussion on the headline quoted in The 
Independent. The complainant also stated that he had spoken to the NIESR and was 
informed that while it was technically correct to say the recession had ended a “wider 
interpretation of those estimates was the responsibility of the commentator”. The 
complainant then noted a paragraph from the NIESR report which explained the 
background for their assertion that the recession had ended. He wondered how the tone 
of the report was accurately reflected by Adam Shaw’s comment “So good, we can go 
home now?”. 

The complainant also noted that the conversation between Mr Shaw and the contributor 
had not been spontaneous, as the ECU had noted that it was normal for the interviewer 
and guest to have a conversation before going on-air, and that Mr Shaw was already 
aware of the contributor’s view. He wondered why the programme needed to provoke a 
response it was already aware of by using words “so unrepresentative of what the NIESR 
actually said”. The complainant also asked where the programme had accurately 
summarised the conclusion of the NIESR report. He suggested that Adam Shaw’s 
comment “The NIESR says the recession is over” scarcely rated as a summary. 

The ECU replied on 11 November 2009. The ECU noted that while the complainant 
considered Mr Shaw’s comment was inadequate when reflecting the full nature of the 
NIESR conclusion, the unit did not believe that: 
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“what the audience heard could be considered either inaccurate or misleading.” 

The ECU noted that it considered it reasonable for the Today programme to offer a brief 
but accurate summary of the NIESR conclusion. The ECU also noted that while the 
programme then offered the contributor the opportunity to give his opinion, which meant 
the wider interpretation of the report was not developed, this did not amount to a breach 
of editorial standards on due impartiality. The ECU also noted that the audience would 
have been aware that the contributor was offering a personal view. 

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

The complainant wrote to the BBC Trust on 17 November 2009. He set out his complaint: 

• The ECU had failed to explain where the programme had accurately 
summarised the NIESR report. He considered that to report the conclusion 
without reference to the NIESR report’s covering comments was misleading. 

• The ECU had offered nothing beyond its own view that the presentation of the 
NIESR report was accurately interpreted and understood by listeners. He 
stated: 

“It is a matter of fact … that my response as a … listener was not that 
postulated by (the ECU); and I would have liked to know on what grounds, 
other than (the ECU’s) seemingly confident but otherwise unsupported 
assertions it is to be discounted” 

• Adam Shaw’s comment “so good we can go home now” and the framing and 
tone of his questions to the contributor misrepresented the NIESR report. 

 

3. Applicable editorial standards 

The relevant guidelines considered applicable to this appeal are set out in detail in the 
body of the Committee’s decision. 

Section 3 – Accuracy 

Section 4 – Impartiality and Diversity of Opinion 

 

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 submission 
from the complainant. 

This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
Accuracy and Impartiality. 

Accuracy 

These extracts from the Guidelines on Accuracy are relevant: 

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, 
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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. 

Impartiality 

These are the most relevant clauses from the guideline on Impartiality: 

• 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 accompanying the BBC’s Charter as 
"due impartiality". It requires us to be fair and open minded when examining the 
evidence and weighing all the material facts, as well as being objective and even 
handed in our approach to a subject. It does not require the representation of 
every argument or facet of every argument on every occasion or an equal division 
of time for each view. 

News, in whatever form, must be presented with due impartiality. 
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The Committee examined the accuracy of the presentation of the NIESR data within the 
financial news slot. The Committee considered the complainant’s assertion that the 
programme was wrong to attribute the sentiment “the recession is over” to the NIESR, 
without putting it in greater context: 

“to report that technical conclusion without reference to the guarded tone of the 
Institute’s covering comments was misleading”.   

While the Committee accepted that the press release accompanying the NIESR data 
contained a cautionary paragraph, to the effect that monthly figures are erratic, the 
Committee nevertheless felt the Today programme was entitled to summarise the data in 
the way that it did, and was not obliged to report the additional information in order for 
the item to be duly accurate. The Committee felt that the decision on whether to include 
additional information was a matter for editorial judgment and not a guideline 
consideration. In reaching this conclusion the Committee noted two further factors 
supporting Adam Shaw’s approach to summarising the key message from the data: 

• Responding to the Trust’s investigation of this appeal, the NIESR had 
confirmed that they were content with how their monthly GDP estimates had 
been summarised by the Today programme.   

• The director of the NIESR, Martin Weale, used almost exactly the same words 
in an interview published in the Daily Telegraph that morning: 

“So far as we can say, the recession is over.” 

The Committee separately considered whether the data had been appropriately sourced 
(to the NIESR). It noted the comments from the programme regarding the short summary 
of the NIESR data in the financial news slot, that greater detail had been given about the 
data in the newspaper review 12 minutes earlier: 

“I’ve listened back to the interview and think it needs to be seen in the context of 
what had been broadcast earlier. The newspaper review a few minutes before had 
highlighted a headline in that morning’s Independent which spoke of an end to the 
recession. Adam Shaw explicitly referred to it in his opening remarks. So his 
interview was designed to put the NIESR report – and others like it – into some 
kind of context.” 

The Committee noted that although some of the content of the data was indeed 
mentioned in the paper review, it was not sourced to the NIESR on that occasion, but was 
attributed to a report in the Independent newspaper. The Committee noted what had 
been said in the newspaper review: 

John Humphrys:  

Twelve minutes past six, a look at this morning’s newspapers. And the economy is 
the big story on the front page of The Times and The Independent. The Times’s 
mildly depressing story says funding…  But a different sort of front page on The 
Independent.  The recession has ended is its headline and the evidence it has is 
that industry output is rising for the first time in a year, house prices are up, more 
mortgages approved, business confidence is at the highest level for a year. 
Retailing: sales are up four point six per cent on the latest figures and exports are 
recovering as world trade stabilises. So if you want to cheer yourselves up, read 
The Independent.” 

The Committee acknowledged that Adam Shaw’s introduction to the markets slot did 
eventually make the link: 
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“John was talking about this in the review of the newspapers. The National 
Institute of Economic and Social Research says the recession is over.”   

The Committee felt it would have been preferable if the NIESR’s data had been identified 
as the source of the “recession has ended” headline in the newspaper review. But 
because it was eventually made clear in the markets slot that it was their data, any 
temporary confusion would have been cleared up.  

The Committee also considered the complainant’s point, initially made at stage 1: 

“It is unreasonable to claim that any single item should be judged only with 
reference to what is reported at other points. Many and perhaps most Today 
listeners do not hear the entire transmission.” 

The Committee felt this point related also to another point made by the complainant on 
appeal – how it could be reasonable: 

“for the ECU to decide how listeners would have understood and interpreted what 
was said in the programme.” 

The Committee considered that audience expectation was relevant here: the Today 
programme is a long-established programme with a loyal audience. The audience would 
have been familiar with its format of revisiting an important story regularly across the 
morning, presenting different aspects on each occasion, and building up the picture. A 
listener would not necessarily expect to get a complete understanding of each issue on 
each occasion, or necessarily be listening to the entire programme to hear every reference 
to a specific issue being discussed. As this was a financial news slot, the audience would 
have understood that the primary aim of the interview was to set the NIESR data in the 
context of the financial markets. The Committee noted that the NIESR’s own view of their 
data was developed further in an interview clip broadcast in the news bulletin at 8 o’clock 
with the Institute’s Director, Martin Weale. Data provided by BBC Audience Research 
showed that around 60% of the audience who had heard the financial news slot would 
still have been listening at 8.00am.   

The consideration here, as in the previous point, was whether the necessary summary 
was duly accurate and duly impartial, not whether it was comprehensive.   

The Committee found that the presentation of the report and its conclusions in the Today 
programme was duly accurate and duly impartial. 

Finally, the Committee considered the complainant’s assertion that the tone and framing 
of the interview demonstrated an editorial intent to mislead: 

“(The) introduction of, and subsequent questioning of a contributor about, the 
latest NIESR report was unfair and so misleading that I cannot believe that it was 
not intended to be so and to devalue the tone and content of that report. ‘The 
recession's over so we can all go home can we?’ seemed to me aimed at 
undermining the report's references to such more favourable elements of the 
economic situation as it identified. I should like to know how your correspondent's 
tone and comment reflected no more than the professional judgement called for in 
the BBC's guidelines to impartiality.” 

The Committee noted that Adam Shaw is the regular and long-standing presenter of the 
financial slot and that there is a well-established format for constructing the interview, 
which begins before the slot goes on air with a pre-interview designed to ensure 
maximum value is derived from the interview itself in the short time allocated to the slot. 
This, said Adam Shaw, is achieved by ascertaining the points the interviewer wishes to 
make. 
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“I knew [the contributor’s] views were directly contradictory (to the findings of the 
NIESR data) and the question was designed to elicit the response it got. My aim 
was to be concise … I don’t believe it gave the impression that the NIESR were 
saying all the problems were over. The tone was entirely in keeping with the Today 
programme style.” 

The Committee noted that the interview with the contributor was for the purpose of 
information gathering. It was not intended to be adversarial. It was therefore entirely 
legitimate that the interviewer would seek to elicit answers and clarify points which 
extracted the maximum value from the short slot allocated.    

The Committee considered that the tone and framing of the questions was perfectly 
proper, that their effect was to tease out the specific information Adam Shaw knew the 
contributor wanted to impart.    

The Committee did not agree with the complainant that Adam Shaw’s opening phrase, 
“the recession’s over. So good, we can go home now”, was misleading, nor did it feel the 
phrase had the effect of devaluing the tone and content of the report. The Committee did 
not accept that the listener would have interpreted the phrase as the sentiments of the 
NIESR. The Committee considered the phrase was constructed in a familiar Today 
programme style: slightly provocative and designed to elicit a reaction – to speedily get to 
the nub of the issue.   

Finally, the Committee considered the second question put to the contributor by Adam 
Shaw: 

“So you don’t think we should give this single report much credibility?” 

They noted the complainant’s assertion that this follow-up question unfairly compressed 
the contributor’s first reply where he stated: 

The Contributor:  

Er, no. I think there are other people who are going home now and they are the 
newly unemployed. I think we have to bear in mind the economy is quite a multi-
faceted entity, bits of it are still slowing down quite rapidly, other bits are starting 
to improve and I think what this report is focussing upon is a certain, small 
number of indicators which are indeed looking rather more positive, but others 
such as the unemployment rate still look very, very negative indeed. 

The Committee considered the ECU’s views on this point, articulated in its stage 2 finding, 
which described the style of questioning as: 

“a natural and justified follow-up to [the contributor’s] initial response, allowing 
him to expand on his initial comments. It clearly asked for [the contributor’s] point 
of view rather than expressing any personal judgement from Mr Shaw.” 

The relevant clause from the guideline on impartiality says: 

“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.” 

The Committee agreed with the ECU and found no evidence that the guidelines had been 
breached. 

Finding: Not upheld 
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The World Tonight, BBC Radio 4, 8 January 2009 
1   The programme 

The World Tonight is a 45 minute current affairs programme broadcast on Radio 4 every 
weekday at 10pm. 

This edition of The World Tonight included a report on the conflict in Gaza by Alan 
Johnston. 

 

2. The complaint 

Stage 1 

The complainant wrote to BBC Complaints on 23 January 2009 saying he would do his 
best to quote what Alan Johnston had said which he believed was: 

“On the Israeli side, it’s only (complainant’s emphasis) protection of one’s citizens. 
On the Palestinian side, it’s a quest for freedom.” 

The complainant said he found the use of the word “only” to be offensive: 

“because it suggests that the lives of Israeli citizens are relatively unimportant”. 

He also believed it betrayed “a bias which contradicts the aim of the BBC to be impartial.” 

BBC Information replied on 13 February 2009. The response gave the transcript of Alan 
Johnston’s actual words: 

“For Israel the conflict is about simply protecting its civilians from rocket fire; for 
Palestinians it’s part of a struggle for freedom.” 

BBC Information said Mr Johnston’s report was on the complexities of attempts for Gazans 
and Palestinians to free themselves from Israel, and in that context the sentence 
appeared accurate. BBC Information said: 

“Israel has been explicit in what the conflict means to them – that is, stopping 
Hamas attacks … Therefore, all Israel is doing is ‘simply’ protecting its civilians … I 
can’t agree that this constitutes a bias, nor does it suggest these lives are 
unimportant.” 

The complainant replied on 20 March 2009, acknowledging the slight difference in words, 
but disagreeing nonetheless with the response from BBC Complaints. The complainant 
pointed out that the word “simply” implied a limited and/or minor significance of the issue 
to which that word is applied. He also stated that: 

“Hamas is on record for not only wishing to establish an independent Palestinian 
state but also to destroy Israel and kill all Jews.” 

The complainant concluded by asking “Why should Mr Johnston regard Israel’s quest 
‘simple’ and the Palestinians as ‘not simple’?” 

There was a further exchange of correspondence between the complainant and BBC 
Information regarding a response to his follow-up letter, in which BBC Information 
apologised for the delay in replying. 

BBC Information wrote again on 15 May 2009. The reply noted that the editor of The 
World Tonight felt it was clear from Alan Johnston’s intonation in the word “simply” that 
he was using it in the sense stated previously. The use of the word did not imply “any 
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belittling of Israel’s objectives in the Gaza offensive”. The reply also pointed out that in the 
final sentence of Mr Johnston’s piece, he said that: 

“it is difficult to see long term peace as long as Hamas remains committed to the 
destruction of Israel.” 

The complainant was advised that if he remained dissatisfied he had the option of writing 
to the Editorial Complaints Unit. 

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit on 19 June 2009 escalating his 
complaint to the second stage of the BBC’s complaints process. He reiterated his earlier 
points and his contention that Alan Johnston’s choice of words suggested the lives of 
Israeli citizens were relatively unimportant. He said it amounted to bias in contradiction of 
the BBC’s aim to be impartial. 

The ECU replied on 17 July 2009 summarising his complaint and stating that it would be 
considered against the guidelines on Impartiality and Diversity of Opinion. The 
complainant was asked to submit any comments on the summary of his complaint by 31 
July. 

The complainant replied on 21 August 2009 and said: 

“I wish to confirm that my complaint concerns accuracy, misleading information 
and imbalance.” 

The ECU replied to the complainant on 25 August 2009 with its finding. The ECU did not 
uphold the complaint. The ECU said that it did not believe the word “simply” was used 
“with either the intention or the effect of diminishing the importance of Israeli lives”. The 
ECU stated that Alan Johnston had:  

“explored the effect of Israel’s military assault on the mindset of Gazans and 
whether it would have the desired effect of subduing Hamas.” 

The ECU noted that in the context of the attacks on Gaza it was not inappropriate to 
describe Israel’s motivation to be “simply” (in the sense of being clear-cut) a matter of 
protecting its citizens from rocket fire. The reply noted that Israel’s Prime Minister had 
been quoted at the time as saying that his objective was “to protect Israeli citizens living 
close to the Gaza border”. 

The ECU did not think that the description of the Palestinian perspective, that the current 
conflict was part of a wider struggle for freedom, implied their plight was of greater 
significance. The ECU said that all language was open to semantic interpretation, but it 
did not think the intention was to make a value judgement, or that the audience would 
have been left with that impression. 

The complainant responded on 23 September 2009. He reiterated that he believed the 
word “simply” implied a “limited and/or minor significance of the issue to which that word 
is applied”. 

He made three points: 

• The use of the word “only” [sic] was biased because it suggested Israeli lives 
are relatively unimportant compared to those of Palestinians, and they “are a 
minor price to pay in the cause of Palestinian freedom” 
 

• The sentence is inaccurate because Israel is protecting its existence, not just 
its citizens from random attack; the aim of Hamas to destroy Israel is 
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documented 
 

The sentence is misleading because:  

“...it suggests that Israel is petty, selfish and belligerent (because it reacts 
militarily to the ‘minor’ matter of murder of its citizens), while the Palestinians 
possess the ‘higher’ or ‘major’ cause of freedom.” 

He asked that his complaint be reconsidered. 

The ECU replied on 20 October 2009, stating that: 

“the essence of your complaint lies in the intent behind and likely interpretation of 
this phraseology”.  

The ECU did not believe it carried the implication for the wider audience which the 
complainant had attached to it, or that its use was pejorative. 

The complainant was advised that he could ask the Editorial Standards Committee of the 
BBC Trust to review the finding. 

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

The complainant appealed to the Editorial Standards Committee of the BBC Trust on 11 
November 2009 reiterating his belief that the word “simply” implied a limited and/or minor 
significance of the issue to which the word was applied. 

The complainant listed the three points he had made in his letter of 23 September 2009. 

 

3. Applicable editorial standards 

The relevant guidelines considered applicable to this appeal are set out in detail in the 
body of the Committee’s decision. 

Section 3 – Accuracy 

Section 4 – Impartiality and Diversity of Opinion 

 

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 and BBC News. 

The appeal raised issues relating to the guidelines on Impartiality and Accuracy.  

Impartiality 

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

In addition, the guidelines on impartiality say that BBC 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. Its audiences should not be able to tell from BBC programmes or other BBC 
output the personal views of its journalists and presenters on such matters. 

Accuracy 

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. 

With regard to accuracy the guidelines state that 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. The guidelines say that the 
BBC aims to achieve accuracy by the accurate gathering of material using first hand 
sources wherever possible, and checking and cross checking the facts. 

The guidelines on accuracy also say that the BBC should not distort known facts, present 
invented material as fact, or knowingly do anything to mislead its audiences. 

The Committee noted the sentence at issue: 

“For Israel the conflict is simply about protecting its citizens from rocket fire. For 
Palestinians it’s part of a struggle for freedom.” 

The Committee also took account of the view of the appellant who said that the word 
“simply” implied a limited and/or minor significance of the issue to which that word was 
applied. 

It also noted the view of Mr Johnston who said that he had used the adjective “simply” in 
keeping with its Oxford English Dictionary definitions i.e. “In simple manner, without 
doubt, absolute” which suggested to him “clear-cut, uncomplicated, excluding of other 
factors”.  

The appellant made three specific complaints about the two sentences in question and 
the Committee noted each point in turn.  

The appellant’s first point was: 

a) “I find the use of the word “only” [sic] to convey a bias and imbalance because 
it suggests that the lives of Israeli citizens are relatively unimportant when 
compared with those of Palestinians, and that those Israeli lives are a minor 
price to pay in the cause of Palestinian freedom.” 

Mr Johnston’s reply to this point was also considered by the Committee. He said he did 
not accept that his sentence had in any way suggested what the appellant had claimed. 
He said he did not believe for a moment that dispassionate listeners would have chosen 
to interpret what he wrote in that way and that he had made no value judgments. 
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The Committee then noted the appellant’s second point: 

b) “The sentence is inaccurate because Israel is protecting its existence, not just 
its citizens from random attack. The aim of Hamas (and some other parties 
too) to destroy Israel is documented.” 

The reply by Mr Johnston to this point was also discussed by the Committee. It noted that 
Mr Johnston said that Israel was not talking about being involved in protecting its very 
existence, as the complainant had suggested. Mr Johnston referred to quotes by senior 
Israeli government spokesmen about the Gaza operation. Mr Johnston said: 

“the spokesmen were at pains to deny a wider agenda of any kind. They were not 
talking about their nation being involved in a fight for its survival. It obviously 
wasn’t at that time. The spokesmen were careful to point out repeatedly that they 
had a ‘single aim’, that they had a ‘limited’ goal … they were simply trying to 
protect their citizens from rocket fire.”  

The Committee considered these quotes in detail, including a statement by Mark Regev, 
an Israeli government spokesman, to Al Jazeera on 4 January 2009. He said: 

“the single aim of the offensive was to halt Hamas rocket attacks into Israeli 
territory.” 

A statement on the Israeli foreign ministry website1 about what prompted Israel to launch 
its Gaza operation was also noted by the Committee. The website pointed to what it 
called the dramatic increase in the frequency and intensity of rocket and mortar attacks 
on Israel from the Gaza Strip, but did not give any other reason for the operation.  

The Committee also took account of Mr Johnston’s view that he had mentioned in his 
report that Hamas had an agenda which included a desire to see the destruction of Israel.  

The two relevant sentences at the end of his World Tonight report were: 

“It’s hard to see a resolution without an end to the wider Israeli occupation. And 
it’s also hard to see that happening as long as Hamas continues to talk of 
ultimately seeking Israel’s destruction.” 

The Committee also noted the complainant’s third point: 

c) “The sentence in question is misleading because it suggests that Israel is petty, 
selfish and belligerent (because it reacts militarily to the ‘minor’ matter of 
murder of its citizens), while the Palestinians possess the ‘higher’ or ‘major’ 
cause of freedom.”  

Mr Johnston’s reply to this point was then considered by the Committee. He said he had 
made no suggestion that Israel was petty, selfish or belligerent.   

He said: 

“Once again, it comes back to this issue of the meaning of the word ‘simply’. [The 
complainant] seems to believe that it must denigrate or play down the significance 
of what follows….” 

Mr Johnston continued: 

                                                
1 http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Terrorism-+Obstacle+to+Peace/Hamas+war+against+Israel/FAQ-

Operation_in_Gaza-Legal_Aspects.htm 

 



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

 

February and March 2010 issued April 2010 39
 

“it is entirely acceptable to use the word in the manner in which I did in the 
sentence that we’re discussing. It begins with the words ‘For Israel…’ and goes on 
to reflect Israel’s view, and clearly Israel’s view is not that defending its civilians is 
an insignificant matter.” 

In coming to its finding the Committee concluded that the word “simply” had been used 
in the way as outlined by Mr Johnston – in the sense of clear-cut and without doubt. It 
did not accept that the use of the word “simply” implied this issue was of minor 
significance and was satisfied that the word had been used appropriately. 

The Committee then considered whether Mr Johnston’s statements had been biased and 
imbalanced, as claimed by the appellant in his first point of complaint.  

The Committee concluded that Mr Johnston had made no judgment either way in 
outlining the motivations of the two sides. The Committee said that he had been even-
handed, fair and open minded when examining the evidence. The Committee concluded 
that the report amounted to a professional judgment based on views expressed by the 
Israeli government and that there was no evidence to suggest that the views expressed 
were the personal view of Mr Johnston.   

The Committee then turned to whether Mr Johnston’s statement had been inaccurate as 
claimed by the appellant in his second point of complaint. The Committee said that the 
various quotes from Israeli government ministry officials (and its foreign affairs website) 
had made its official position quite clear – that preventing the increased number of rocket 
attacks on Israel fired by Hamas from Gaza was Israel’s single motivation for the conflict.  

The Committee said that Mr Johnston had outlined the motivation of Israel very carefully, 
and it believed that there was no evidence to suggest that his statement that “for Israel 
the conflict is simply about protecting its citizens from rocket fire” was inaccurate.   

The Committee was also satisfied that Mr Johnston’s statement that “For Palestinians it’s 
part of a struggle for freedom” was also correct, and that it was beyond dispute that the 
majority of the population of Gaza saw this conflict as a fight for freedom.   

The Committee therefore concluded that these statements by Mr Johnston had not been 
inaccurate, and thus had not broken any of the BBC’s guidelines on accuracy.  

The Committee agreed that his comments had been well sourced, based on sound 
evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise language. 

The Committee also noted that Mr Johnston’s comments at the end of his report – that it 
was “hard to see a resolution [to the conflict] without an end to the wider Israeli 
occupation as long as Hamas continues to talk of ultimately seeking Israel’s destruction” – 
had accurately and even-handedly summed up the issues involved in finding a solution to 
the Gaza conflict. The Committee said his report was a model example of how to report 
objectively on two sides whose interests are incompatible.  

Finally, the appellant’s third point of complaint – about whether Mr Johnston’s statement 
had misled the listener – was then considered by the Committee.  

The Committee believed that there had been no suggestion, as the appellant had claimed, 
that Israel was petty, selfish and belligerent while the Palestinians possessed the “higher”, 
or “major” cause of freedom.  

The Committee accepted that Mr Johnston’s use of language was wholly appropriate. It 
believed that the report had not distorted known facts, presented invented material as 
fact or done anything to mislead its audience. 
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In conclusion the Committee was satisfied that Alan Johnston’s statements had been 
accurate and impartial in their explanation of the Israeli action and the position of the 
Palestinians, and it found no evidence to suggest that the phrasing of his comments had 
breached any editorial standards.   

Finding: Not upheld 

 



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

 

February and March 2010 issued April 2010 41
 

The Autistic Me, BBC Three, 11 August 2009 
 

1.  The programme and context 

The Autistic Me was part of BBC Three’s Adult Season. The programme was described as 
follows on the BBC website:  

“Most young adults take their freedoms for granted – they can choose their 
friends, stay out late, learn to drive and decide what they want to do as a career. 
But for people growing up on the autistic spectrum, life is very different. Stuck in a 
strange limbo between childhood and adulthood, they are unable to make these 
choices. 

This documentary follows three people with autism at pivotal moments on the rocky road 
to being accepted as an adult. They are all fighting for independence and responsibility, 
but being frustrated by the shackles imposed on them by their disability, their families and 
the preconceived ideas of mainstream society. 

Twenty-three-year-old Oli has high-functioning autism (HFA) and is looking to find work. 
He is finding it tough as his condition means that he can't communicate or deal with 
pressure in the same way others can. 

Thomas has autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and is approaching 16, the legal age of 
adulthood. As he does so, he is demanding more independence and wants to escape his 
family. But the freedom he is after is not forthcoming from his parents. 

Alex, 24, is looking for love, but when you have the type of autism known as Asperger 
syndrome, communicating and socialising can seem an impossible task.” 

 

2.  The complaint 

Stage 1 

The complainant contacted BBC Complaints on 11 August 2009. She suggested that the 
programme perpetuated a negative stereotype of autism and was inaccurate. She raised 
three substantive issues about the programme: 

• One of the case studies who was described as “high functioning” was not. 

• ”You squandered the chance to make an award-winning programme by 
deciding beforehand that 'Autism' meant 'retarded', then scouring the planet 
for three examples with a sufficient speech defect to live down to your 
prejudice.” 

• Where did the programme obtain the statistic that only 15% of adults with 
autism are in full time work? 

BBC Information replied on 14 August 2009 noting that different levels of autism were 
seen in the programme. The reply also noted that the programme had hoped to address 
the complex nature of the disorder but recognised that the programme could not cover all 
aspects of the condition within the time available and within its editorial remit. However, it 
did note that the BBC was confident that it had addressed autism as a whole through 
other dedicated programmes and also extensively online.  

The complainant replied to BBC Information on 14 August 2009 reiterating her original 
points. 
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The complainant believed that if the BBC had portrayed “different levels of autism” why 
had all three people featured in the programme have a speech defect? Why had none of 
them a Nobel prize, a degree in mathematics or a job in engineering? 

The complainant said the programme had done inadequate research and had relied on ill-
informed prejudice. 

BBC Information replied on 11 September 2009. The reply included a joint response from 
the programme’s executive producer at the BBC and from the independent production 
team. The reply noted that the film had been extremely well received by families of young 
people with autism. The reply also noted that the National Autistic Society (NAS) were 
consultants on the film, and were very happy with the programme. The reply also stated 
that the NAS had assisted the programme in finding the young people featured. 

With regard to Oliver, the reply from BBC Information said that he had been diagnosed as 
“high functioning” by specialists when he was 15. As to the statistic that only 15% of 
adults with autism are in full time work, this came from a study commissioned by the 
NAS. 

“The characters in the film are far from being at the extreme end of the autistic 
spectrum. We could have found much more extreme cases if that is what we were 
looking to do.” 

The complainant was advised of her right to pursue the matter further through the 
Editorial Complaints Unit. 

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit on 11 September 2009 escalating 
her complaint to stage 2 of the BBC’s complaints process and reiterating the main points 
of her original complaint, adding: 

“As you can see by their emphasis on 'treatment' and 'benefits' the National 
Autistic Society is only geared towards recognising Autism when it is a problem … 
you might assume any candidates proposed by this organisation were typical of 
the condition. In fact they are just typical of the Autistics who need the help of the 
National Autistic Society.” 

The ECU on 22 September 2009 saying that it understood the complaint to be that the 
programme perpetuated a negative stereotype of people with autism by only showing 
“the lowest functioning examples of Autism” and the complaint would be considered 
under the guidelines on Portrayal in the section on Harm and Offence. 

The ECU would also consider the complainant’s argument that the programme gave an 
inaccurate and misleading impression of people with autism. 

The complainant replied on 22 September 2009 and agreed that her complaint had been 
correctly summarised. 

The Editorial Complaints Unit wrote to the complainant on 13 October 2009. It agreed 
that the programme 

“did place rather more emphasis on the problems of autism than the opportunities. 
However, I think there are two points which are relevant here in considering your 
complaint.” 

He said the programme had to be judged against its stated objective and the consequent 
expectations of the audience: 
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“This particular programme followed three young people tackling the problems of 
growing up with autism, including looking for work, starting relationships and 
coping with growing independence and responsibility.” 

“On that basis I think the majority of viewers would have understood that the 
programme was a fly on the wall documentary following three specific individuals 
rather than offering a portrayal of autism in all its many and varied forms.” 

The second consideration was whether the programme was: 

“so unrepresentative of those with autism that viewers would have been given a 
genuinely misleading impression about the condition.” 

The ECU quoted from a BBC interview with Simon Baron-Cohen, an Autism expert who 
had been suggested by the complainant in an earlier email as an authority on the subject:   

“We have this single word autism describing a very wide spectrum of 
manifestations and it is true in the high functioning individuals and those with 
Asperger syndrome, those with good language for example, there could be lots of 
opportunities and they can make a terrific contribution to society. But we’ve got 
that same word which is also being used for someone who may sit in the corner 
rocking back and forth with no language and no measurable IQ it can be so low.” 

The ECU then quoted from data obtained from a 2007 NHS study into adult psychiatric 
morbidity which found that: 

“a higher percentage of people with autism occurred in those with no 
qualifications (2.1%) compared to those with degree level qualification (0.2%) 
which suggests that the majority of people with autism are more likely to be at the 
lower functioning end of the spectrum. This is supported by the National Autistic 
Society which says the current thinking is that 1 or 2 in every 200 people with 
autism have an exceptional or extraordinary talent.” 

The ECU said: 

“I think it would be hard to conclude that the three individuals shown in the 
programme were atypical of people with autism.” 

In relation to the specific point that one of the young adults was inaccurately described, 
the ECU said: 

“I appreciate that you don’t believe that Oli was in any way typical of people with 
high functioning autism but I don’t think the premise of the programme would 
have led viewers to believe that all high functioning people with autism would 
behave like Oli.” 

“I do accept that the programme could have chosen to feature someone who had 
benefited from their autism but bearing in mind such people make up only a small 
percentage of the total number of people with autism, and the fact that the 
programme clearly set out to explore the problems of growing up for young 
autistic people, I don’t think it reasonable to conclude that the programme 
perpetuated a negative image or impression of people with autism.” 

With regard to the 15% employment statistic, the ECU said that while it would have been 
preferable had the figure been attributed to the National Autistic Society, it was not 
misleading.   

The complaint was not upheld. 
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The complainant responded to the finding on 14 October 2009. She suggested the ECU 
had not read the NHS report properly and had reached an invalid conclusion that the 
majority of those with autism were low-functioning. She said, in relation to the relatively 
low percentage of degrees amongst people with autism, that a lack of qualifications did 
not necessarily translate into a low functioning individual. She was alluding to her own 
experience: 

“An autistic … will frequently have a vocation … Usually we work at something we 
have been involved with since childhood – which by definition requires no 
qualifications … An electronics whizz, computer geek or artist will have a queue of 
happy customers insisting they accept money from about the age of nine or ten. 
What use is a degree?” 

The complainant referred to a section from the NHS report (which she had now read in 
full): 

“The 2007 survey said our use of social services is no higher than neurotypicals 
and our employment status is the same – would you really expect that to be the 
case if autism, by definition, only conferred disability without equal compensatory 
ability on average?” 

She pointed out that the “speech defect issue” from her original complaint had not been 
addressed. 

She said the data in the 2007 NHS study which concluded “no significant variation in rate 
of ASD by economic activity status was found”, contradicted the figure of just 15% adult 
employment which had been sourced to the National Autistic Society. 

The ECU replied on 20 October 2009. The letter pointed out that although the NHS data 
was from 2007, it was only published in September 2009, a month after the programme 
was broadcast. The ECU said it would therefore be unreasonable to expect the 
programme-makers to have considered its findings. 

The ECU discussed the complainant’s interpretation of the NHS study: that there was no 
significant difference between the levels of employment of adults with ASD and 
employment levels in the general population. The ECU had spoken to the study’s author, 
Professor Terry Brugha: 

“He explained that the correct interpretation of this sentence is that there is no 
statistically significant variation between those with ASD in employment (0.9%), 
those who were unemployed (1.6%) and those regarded as economically inactive 
(1.5%). It was not drawing a comparison between people with ASD and the rest 
of the population.” 

“However, Professor Brugha also said that the 15% figure was potentially 
misleading because it was only based on a survey of people who have been 
diagnosed with ASD. It is unclear how many people in society may have ASD but 
have not been officially diagnosed.” 

The Professor’s view was based on a random study which attempted to identify adults 
who may have ASD. The conclusion of that study was that there was no statistically 
significant variation between the number of adults aged 16-64 with ASD in full time 
employment and the population as a whole. 

The ECU said: 

“I think it is reasonable to assume that viewers would have understood the 15% 
figure used in the programme was most likely to refer to the kind of people 
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featured in the film, namely those already diagnosed with ASD. It would have 
been better if the programme had [made this clear] … but I don’t believe it was 
seriously misleading.” 

The ECU also quoted a June 2009 National Audit Office report which suggested that 12% 
per cent of adults with high-functioning autism were in full time employment. 

The ECU said that while statistics should be treated with a degree of caution and that the 
wording could have been better it did not believe there were grounds to change the initial 
finding. 

With regard to what the complainant referred to as the “speech defect issue”, the ECU 
said: 

“Viewers would have been aware that this programme was following three 
individuals with different types of autism… I do not believe that the audience 
would have assumed that all people with autism would behave in the same way as 
those in the programme.” 

“I accept that some people might regard the speech of the three individuals as 
impaired but this certainly wasn’t presented as anything like a defining 
characteristic.” 

The complainant responded on 20 October 2009. She said the National Autistic Society 
data was unreliable because the sample contained only those “who have problems”. And 
she reiterated her view that the programme would leave the viewer with the impression 
that all those with autism had a speech defect. 

The ECU replied on 21 October 2009 reiterating its earlier conclusions and advising the 
complainant of her option to take the matter further by writing to the BBC Trust. 

The complainant responded on 23 October 2009, again reiterating her view that the 
employment statistic and the representation of “speech defects” were misleading.  

The ECU responded on 26 October 2009 and directed the complainant to the BBC Trust if 
she wished to take the matter further. 

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

The complainant appealed to the ESC on 3 November 2009. She referred the Trust to the 
ECU’s finding: 

“It was about misleading and mistaken derogatory statements about a minority in 
one of your programmes. 

“We are not 85% unemployed, we are employed at the exact same rate as the 
general population and I've never met one with a speech defect yet every single 
one of us on the program had a speech defect!” 

 

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. 
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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. 

 

Section 8 – Harm and Offence 

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 subsequent submissions 
from the complainant.  

This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
Harm & Offence (Portrayal) and Accuracy. 

The Committee understood the fundamental concern raised by the complainant was 
about the selection of the subjects for the programme: the three young men who were 
the main focus of The Autistic Me. It noted that the complainant considered that all the 
participants were below the “high-functioning” end of the autistic spectrum and that she 
wanted to know why they had been chosen and, secondly why, in the complainant’s 
opinion, all of them had some form of speech disorder. 

These points were considered under the guideline on Portrayal. 

The ESC understood a third facet of the complaint to be about where the programme had 
obtained the statistic about 15% of autistic people being in full-time, paid work and why 
this had been used without attribution. This would be considered under Accuracy. 

The Committee noted that this had been a one hour programme, which was part of a 
season on growing up and the challenges facing teenagers as they neared adulthood. 
Other programmes in the same season had tackled issues such as teenage pregnancy and 
cosmetic surgery. The core audience for the commissioning channel, BBC Three, was 16-
24 year olds with a wider reach to 16 -34 year olds.   

The Committee also noted that overall, the programme seemed to have been well-
received. The independent producer said: 
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“There has been an incredible response to the film since transmission. We have 
had emails, letters and phone messages from autistic organisations and parents of 
autistic children. We have also had a lot of requests for DVDs to be used as 
training tools from a number of educational and medical organisations.”  

The producer also stated that the response had been better “than for any other 
programme I have ever been involved with. We must have sent out more than thirty 
DVDs to different organisations and families affected by autism.”   

The Committee also noted that there were positive comments or requests for DVDs from 
a variety of people concerned with the autism spectrum, including parents and 
professionals. The Committee noted what the National Autistic Society said: 

“Following the programme, the NAS has received many comments from people 
affected by autism, as well as the general public – many of whom had little 
experience of autism before watching the programme. Reactions on the 
whole have been very positive although we did have a couple of negative 
responses that we passed on … These mainly focused on the parenting styles of 
the parents featured in the programme or that members of the public would 
perhaps not understand the reasons behind the actions of the parents. Some 
people felt that the explanation of autism given in the commentary could have 
been more in-depth or done more to emphasise the spectrum nature of the 
condition. Many people were keen to know when the programme would be shown 
again, or whether it would be possible to get hold of a copy on DVD.” 

The ESC considered the documented positive response to the programme from those with 
some interest in or connection with the autism spectrum to be interesting but not 
conclusive evidence about the programme’s compliance with the guidelines. 

a.  The selection of the young people in the programme 

The Committee noted the complainant thought that the range of those selected to 
participate in the programme had not been wide enough. Specifically, she wanted to 
know why it included no “high-functioning” autistics like herself – people who had 
benefited from an above average intelligence that can be part of the autistic spectrum. 
She thought the portrayal of autism in the programme had been demeaning to people like 
her. 

The Committee was briefed about the autistic spectrum. The consensus is that it covers a 
whole range of people and behaviours. The Autism Research Centre (ARC) in Cambridge 
– the research centre the complainant herself thought authoritative – defines it thus: 

“Autism is thought to be a spectrum of neurodevelopmental conditions, 
characterised by difficulties in the development of social relationships and 
communication skills and the presence of unusually strong narrow interests, and 
repetitive behaviour.  
 
Classic autism also typically involves associated learning difficulties (below average 
IQ) and language delay. Asperger Syndrome (AS), a subgroup conceptualised as 
part of the autistic spectrum, shares the features of autism but without the 
associated learning difficulties (they have normal or even above average IQ) and 
without any language delay.  
 
The ARC aims to understand the spectrum of conditions related to autism, of 
which classic autism and AS are the clearest subtypes. The ARC provides 
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information about its own research, but for advice relating to autism, contact the 
National Autistic Society (in the UK) or its sister organisations in your own country”  

It is clear from this quote from the ARC website that it refers people to the National 
Autistic Society as an authoritative source of advice for those on the autism spectrum. 

The Committee noted that the programme team said that the aim of The Autistic Me was 
to show the particular challenges facing those with autistic characteristics. The team had 
decided to go for the middle of the range as those who were very high-functioning – to 
the point of extremely high intelligence and focus – did not face the demonstrable 
challenges of young people that the programme and series were trying to highlight: 
issues that affect many young people such as school, work and love-life, but, in this case, 
with the additional issue of autism. 

The Committee concluded the programme’s introduction set it firmly in the BBC Three 
“Adult” season when it set out the challenges facing the three young men being 
observed: 

“What’s it like to grow up in a world that views you differently? How do you really 
become an adult when everyone treats you as a child? … I follow the lives of three 
autistic young men as they negotiate the everyday struggles of growing up. 
Looking for love … desperate for work … and longing for independence.” 

The Committee appreciated that The Autistic Me could have featured those so profoundly 
affected by autism that they have no speech and little contact with the outside world. 
Again, the team thought this did not fit into what they were trying to do with the 
programme. 

In an earlier response the team had said: 

“We were looking for autistic characters who were on journeys on the transition to 
adulthood that viewers could relate to. Oli was looking for work, Alex was looking 
for love, and Tom was looking for independence from his parents. They were all 
characters who have the potential to lead independent, adult lives. Contrary to 
what the complainant is suggesting we did not want to feature characters at the 
more extreme, lower functioning end of the spectrum who have little or no chance 
of being able to hold down a job or relationship.  

“We spread the casting net wide to find characters, including liaising with the 
National Autistic Society, Autism Support groups, visiting Autism specific schools, 
speaking to education groups, internet groups for young people with Autism and 
the families of children with Autism. 

“We did make it clear in the commentary that autism is a wide spectrum and that 
our contributors all had different types of diagnosis.” 

The Committee understood that the complainant thought the team’s reliance on advice 
from the National Autistic Society was itself problematic because in her view the NAS 
interacts with those who see their autism as a “problem” rather than with people like 
herself who see it as a much more positive enabler of their abilities. 

The Committee noted that the programme team said the NAS was shown a cut of the film 
before broadcast to make sure everything was accurate and well represented. It appeared 
that all the contributors and their families had been pleased with both the experience of 
being involved in making the film and how the film has been received. They have all 
agreed to take part in a follow up film (which has been commissioned and is now in 
production).  
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The NAS was also content with the way the film portrayed autistic young people: 

“It is always difficult to illustrate the full spectrum when dealing with a complex 
condition like autism, where individuals can be affected in very different ways. As 
a result, we encouraged the BBC to consider developing further programming on 
autism, in order to try and include more individual experiences and a broader 
range of people from across the autism spectrum. These discussions led to the 
development of the autism season, now scheduled for 2010.”  

The complainant questioned why one of the young men, Oli, had been described as 
“high-functioning” which, she argued, he was not. 

The team’s response was: 

“Oli and his mother told us he was diagnosed with High Functioning Autism. This 
is a medical diagnosis not a character description. We are not saying Oli is a 'high 
functioning' person, but that he has High Functioning Autism. This is a diagnosis 
that is extremely similar to Asperger syndrome, with some small differences such 
as language difficulties as a child.  

“This was something we consulted the NAS on.” 

The Committee concluded that it was reasonable for the programme-makers to liaise with 
the recognised national charity, endorsed by the country’s lead researchers in the subject, 
and to rely on their guidance and advice. The Committee was therefore satisfied that the 
decision to enlist the aid of the NAS to find the three young men as examples of the 
condition was appropriate and editorially justified given the focus of the series, and the 
type of person the programme was wishing to meet. In doing so, the programme team 
had found a suitably wide range of contributors to illustrate the issues the programme 
was seeking to explore. The Committee was also satisfied that it had not been inaccurate 
to call Oli “high functioning” as this description referred to Oli’s medical diagnosis.  

Further, the Committee thought there was no requirement that the three chosen should 
be representative of all teenagers with autism nor was there any suggestion that they 
were. They were representative, if anything, of teenagers with autism who faced the 
specific issues the programme was aiming to highlight. It was clear that these were three 
individuals and not selected because they were representative of the whole cohort of 
people with autism – which would in any event have been impossible within the 
programme brief. 

The Committee felt that programme-makers had the editorial and creative right to choose 
individuals with stories to tell and this is what had happened here. The season was about 
growing up, the barriers to approaching adulthood and the challenges facing a variety of 
young people as they did so; it wasn’t about the whole of autism. 

The Committee was satisfied that the choice of the three young men did not lead to a 
programme which was based on stereotypical assumptions or that it led to prejudice 
being perpetuated.   

The programme did not breach the guidelines on portrayal and accuracy. This element of 
the complaint was not upheld. 

b.  The specific complaint about speech impairment 

The Committee noted that the complainant considered that those in the autistic spectrum 
had been stigmatized because participants in the programme had not demonstrated 
wholly normal speech patterns. Again, this came under the Portrayal guideline: 
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“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…” 

The Committee considered whether the programme reflected disadvantage or had 
perpetuated or stereotyped it with regard to the speech of the three participants. 

The programme-makers had stated that the speech impairment issue had not concerned 
them: 

“We certainly did not go out to feature people whose speech is affected by their 
autism but this is very common among autistic people. 

To have NOT included people because of how they speak would have been 
discriminating against them. None of the characters technically have a speech 
‘impediment’ … for example Tom mumbles. Autism affects peoples’ communication 
skills and it is more a case of lacking social confidence.”  

The Committee discussed whether the selection of participants in the programme 
breached the portrayal guideline in that none of the participants had wholly “normal” 
speech patterns. The Committee agreed that all the main subjects had some 
communication problems and a degree of social awkwardness but that they could all 
articulate their views and were easily understood. The Committee did not consider the 
three young men to have displayed serious speech impediments.  

The Committee concluded that it was not a breach of portrayal guidelines to feature 
individuals with speech or communication difficulties. The Committee had not drawn from 
the film that all autistic people had speech problems and did not think that the viewing 
public would have been likely to do so either.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

c.  The use of statistics 

The Committee examined the matter of the proportion of the autistic spectrum population 
being in full-time work. The programme-makers said that they sourced the 15% statistic 
from a recent publication by the NAS: “Moving on Up – negotiating the move to adulthood 
for young people with Autism” 

The Committee noted that the 15% statistic is sourced in that document, via a footnote, 
to: 

“New research carried out by The National Autistic Society in 2007 showed that 
15% of adults with autism are in full-time paid employment.” 

The Committee accepted that the programme had not attributed this figure to the NAS in 
the script. The Committee also noted that the programme team had not done any further 
research on the matter, nor had it checked its accuracy. The Committee noted that, at 
stage 2, the ECU had said in its decision not to uphold this element of the complaint: 

“I have to say I think it would have been better if the figure had been attributed to 
the charity but since it seems to be generally accepted by relevant and informed 
organisations and isn’t regarded as controversial, I’m afraid I don’t believe it can 
be considered seriously misleading.” 

The ESC concurred with that view. The Committee thought it was reasonable to use the 
research supplied by the national charity. The figure of 15% in full-time employment was 
used as background information to put Oli’s story into context and was not central to the 
understanding of the programme. The Committee agreed that the information had come 
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from a good source and was “duly accurate” but agreed with the ECU that while it was 
not a breach of editorial standards it would have been preferable to have attributed the 
figure to the National Autistic Society. 

Finding: Not upheld 
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Political Animal, BBC Radio 4, 17 June 2008 
 

1.  The programme 

This was a comedy programme containing political sketches in which comedian Frankie 
Boyle compared Palestine to a cake being punched to pieces by a very angry Jew. 

 

2.  The complaint 

Stage 1 and 2 

The complainant wrote to the BBC Executive on 18 July 2008 complaining that Frankie 
Boyle’s comment regarding Israel was “disgusting” and “anti-Semitic”. 

BBC Information replied on 27 August 2008 outlining the purpose of the programme as 
well as defending its content. However, the reply did accept that it would have been 
better for Frankie Boyle to have said “Israeli” instead of “Jew”. 

The complainant, dissatisfied with the response, escalated his complaint to the Editorial 
Complaints Unit (ECU) at stage 2 of the BBC’s complaint process. 

The ECU wrote to the complainant on 2 December 2008 upholding the complaint. The 
ECU stated: 

“In short, [the ECU] consider the use of the word ‘Jew’ in the last line of the joke 
to be inappropriate and offensive and [is] therefore upholding your complaint. 
However, [the ECU] should also pass on [BBC Radio 4 Controller] Mr Damazer’s 
comment that he has no objection to satirising the Israeli army. He endorses the 
point made in the initial response to your complaint that, had the word ‘Israeli’ 
been substituted for ’Jew’, there would not have been any breach of the BBC’s 
Portrayal Guideline”.  

The ECU’s finding with action (copied below) was published on the BBC’s Complaints 
website2: 

ECU Ruling: Political Animal, BBC Radio 4, 17 June 2008 

Publication date: 9 January 2009 

Complaint 
A listener complained about a joke directed at the Israeli army which ended by 
drawing an analogy between Palestine and a cake and saying "that cake is being 
punched to pieces by a very angry Jew". 

Outcome 
The use of "Jew" in this context was inappropriate. 

Further action  
The Commissioning Editor has made arrangements with the independent 
production company for more effective editorial supervision of any future editions 
of the programme.  

 

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

                                                
2 http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/ecu/2009/01/090106_ecu_radio4politicalanimal.shtml 
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The complainant wrote to the ESC on 2 February 2009 stating that he was dissatisfied 
with the “proposed actions, or rather lack of” following the ECU’s decision to uphold his 
complaint. The complainant stated that: 

“I have been given no assurances that either of the protagonists of each complaint 
… are even aware of my complaints. Furthermore, the BBC’s description of my 
complaint against Mr Boyle’s anti-Semitic tirade as detailed on the BBC website, is 
incorrect.”  

In a further clarification of his appeal, dated 19 March 2009, he stated that the remark 
had gone through the editorial process “without ringing any alarm bells”. He also stated 
that he was unsure whether Frankie Boyle and the editor of the programme had been 
made aware of the offence caused.  

 

3. Applicable editorial standards 

Section 17 – Accountability 

The BBC is accountable to its audiences. Their continuing trust in the BBC is a crucial part 
of our contract with them.  

We are open in admitting mistakes when they are made and encourage a culture of 
willingness to learn from them. 

Editorial Complaints Unit 

For the most serious upheld complaints, an apology or correction from the BBC may be 
published online or on air. 

 

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 a subsequent submission 
from the complainant which raised a new issue and was investigated later in the process.  

This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
Accountability. 

The guidelines on Accountability say that the BBC should be open when admitting 
mistakes and encourage a culture of learning when mistakes are made. 

The Committee further noted that the guideline states that an apology or correction from 
the BBC may be published online or on air for the most serious upheld complaints. 

The Committee noted what Frankie Boyle had said: 

“I’m quite interested in the Middle East, I’m actually studying that Israeli Army 
martial arts.  

And I know sixteen ways to kick a Palestinian woman in the back.  

It’s a difficult question to understand. I’ve got an analogy which explains the 
whole thing quite well: 
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If you imagine that Palestine is a cake. Well, that cake is being punched to pieces 
by a very angry Jew.” 

The Committee endorsed the ECU’s finding that the use of the word “Jew” was 
inappropriate and offensive. As a result, the Committee wished to apologise to the 
complainant on behalf of the BBC for any offence the remark may have caused him and 
other listeners to the programme. 

The Committee then considered the action taken by BBC management following the ECU’s 
decision which was the basis of the complainant’s appeal to the BBC Trust. 

The Committee noted what action had been taken by BBC management beyond the 
placing of a summary of the complaint and finding by the ECU on the BBC’s Complaints 
website. The Committee noted in particular that: 

• The network, Radio 4, has fully informed the production company, Avalon, of 
the ECU’s decision and made them aware that the material as delivered was 
unacceptable, and in breach of the BBC's editorial guidelines.  

• At a routine meeting the Radio 4 commissioning editor met with Frankie 
Boyle’s agent and discussed the breach with her, and the agent confirmed she 
had discussed the matter with Frankie Boyle. 

• Frankie Boyle has been involved in a wide range of broadcast programmes, 
and editorial standards and the expectations of the audience are routinely 
discussed with him. 

• The BBC, as publisher/broadcaster takes full responsibility for the final 
selection of material broadcast. 

The Committee also noted that since the airing of this programme the BBC’s Audio & 
Music division (the department responsible for the programme) had reviewed and 
reformed its internal compliance procedures and in particular its relationship with 
independent production companies. As part of this process the BBC had begun rolling out 
further training of all its commissioning and senior production staff – including senior 
editorial staff in BBC Comedy – which would include not only formal training in the BBC’s 
compliance processes but also training in editorial judgment and how to apply the BBC’s 
editorial standards to BBC content (whether produced internally or by independent 
production companies). 

The Committee was satisfied that, given the tightening of compliance following this and 
other editorial breaches which had taken place at approximately the same time (in 
particular the breaches of the offence and privacy guidelines in two editions of the Russell 
Brand Show), a significant amount of work had been carried out within Audio & Music 
which had demonstrated the BBC’s willingness to learn from such mistakes. The 
Committee was also satisfied that the combination of training and the reform of editorial 
compliance would make this kind of breach far less likely to happen in future. 

The Committee was also satisfied that the breach, while serious, did not require an 
apology or correction from the BBC online or on air. 

In conclusion the Committee stated that it was very sorry that the breach of editorial 
standards had occurred in this case, but was satisfied that no further action was required. 

Finding: Not upheld 

 
 
 



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

 

February and March 2010 issued April 2010 55
 

 

Pedigree Dogs Exposed, BBC One, 19 August 2008 
 

1. The programme 

The BBC website described this programme as follows: 

“An in-depth investigation into the health of pedigree dogs. The programme 
examines the level of inherited disease and other welfare concerns in man's best 
friend, featuring interviews with experts. It reveals the surprising historical factors 
that have contributed to problems in some breeds and explores what might be 
done to tackle these serious and debilitating health issues.” 

Source: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00d4ljk 

Among the issues examined was that of syringomyelia (SM) among Cavalier King Charles 
Spaniels (CKCS). 

The Cavalier King Charles Spaniel Club, which is referred to in this finding, is also known 
as the Cavalier Club. 

 

2. The complaint 

Stage 1 

On 19 August 2008 the complainant emailed BBC Information in relation to the parts of 
the programme which dealt with the condition syringomyelia (SM) in Cavalier King Charles 
Spaniels (CKCS) saying: 

• “The BBC made no attempt to ensure that the content of the programme was 
based on scientific fact”. 

• “I personally contacted (the Executive Producer) with the known facts about 
the condition. He made no attempt to contact me to verify them”. 

• “No attempt was made to balance the sensational content with the truth about 
the condition.” 

• “The Cavalier Club should be given equal air time ... to redress the balance.” 

BBC Information responded on 26 August 2008, quoting the programme’s producer.  She 
said the programme was carefully researched over two years: 

“the scale of health and welfare concerns in pedigree dogs justified the 
programme’s emphasis on problems. The programme’s aim was to provoke debate 
which it is hoped will lead to measurable improvements in the health and welfare 
of pedigree dogs.” 

The complainant replied to BBC Information on 27 August 2008. He felt the reply was 
“trivial and insulting”. He believed the programme’s producer demonstrated intent to be 
deliberately sensational: 

“The BBC has no mandate to take part in such an exercise. All factual programs 
MUST give a balanced view of the subject.” 

He said the programme made it sound as though all CKCS had SM and that breeders 
caused it. 
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BBC Information sent an acknowledgement on 28 August 2008, followed by a substantive 
reply on 11 September 2008 quoting the programme’s Executive Producer.  The Executive 
Producer commented that while the programme’s contents were “indeed shocking”, 
everything said in the film was factually accurate. He stated that the veterinary 
neurologist who appeared in the film had suggested: 

“That up to one third or more of the breed could be affected.” 

The Executive Producer put forward that this must be a matter of concern for breeders 
and that what the programme was trying to point out was that this had been caused by 
inbreeding – “the central issue”. The Executive Producer also said that Margaret Carter, a 
member of the Cavalier health committee, agreed with this position. 

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 12 September 2008 
saying that in relation to the part of the programme that dealt with CKCS, it was: 

“not factual, but loosely connected, sensational statements which when connected 
made it appear that Cavalier breeders had deliberately bred dogs with ‘size ten’ 
brains in ‘size six’ skulls”. 

He made a number of specific points including: 

• There was little or no scientific proof for the claim made in the programme 
that 30% or more of CKCS could be affected by SM. The research on which 
this was based was not controlled by randomly selecting dogs and the result 
was “badly biased”. 

• There was little or no scientific proof that SM caused “scratching” in dogs. The 
programme showed two CKCS with the scratching disease but these were both 
wearing collars and leads. Without collars they would have shown little or no 
symptoms. 

• There was no proof that SM was a genetic disease and no scientists had 
claimed that it was caused by inbreeding. Cattle had been inbred but were still 
healthy while humans were least inbred and suffered 10 times as many 
inherited diseases as dogs. 

• Margaret Carter was presented as an expert able to read MRI scans; Ms 
Carter’s position with the Cavalier Club was an administrative one. 

• The comment from the veterinary neurologist Clare Rusbridge that breeders 
created dogs with oversized brains was sensationalism. 

The complainant supported his submission with quotes from a medical doctor in Australia, 
Murray Ingpen, who said he was at “the periphery of the Cavalier world”, but had spent 
the last 40 years involved in spinal pathology, SM and evaluation of the condition using 
MRI.  He said: 

• the clinical research (on which Clare Rusbridge based her figures) was 
“seriously flawed” and the figures “simply unacceptable”. 

• where an MRI scan clearly showed SM “there should be no further breeding 
with that animal”. 

• there is as yet insufficient research data to conclude the extent of genetic 
inheritance of SM or the causal links. 
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• the quality of the MRI image referred to in the programme (which he said he 
had seen) was not sufficient to enable an anatomic diagnosis. 

The complainant concluded: 

“the programme depicted the cavalier breeders as having deliberately bred dogs 
for the show ring with exaggerations that have caused health problems … the 
cavalier has not had any exaggerated traits bred into it for the show ring in fact 
quite the opposite.” 

Following a number of holding letters to the complainant apologising for the time it was 
taking to consider the complaint, the ECU provided its substantive reply to the 
complainant on 3 December 2008. 

Quoting various sources, the ECU said that there was general recognition among owners, 
breeders and scientists that SM was a serious problem for CKCS and needed to be 
addressed. The ECU concluded it was editorially justified for the programme to address 
the issue in the context of a wider investigation into the cause and extent of health 
problems in pedigree dogs. 

The ECU then turned to the specific complaints: 

Lack of proof that 30% or more CKCS could suffer from SM 

• The programme made it clear it was Ms Rusbridge’s personal opinion in her 
capacity as a veterinary neurologist. 

• The 30% figure appears to be on the conservative side when compared with 
other small scale studies (quoted and sourced in the ECU finding). 

Ms Rusbridge’s contribution 

• She was an acknowledged expert on SM, one of only three in the UK. 

• The CKCS Club had sponsored much of her research and endorsed her work on 
its website. 

• Her research was based on MRI scans, which the CKCS Club encourages 
owners to consider for their dogs. 

Lack of proof that SM caused scratching 

• The ECU quoted the Cavalier Club website, the Kennel Club Gazette and 
CavalierHealth.org – all of which suggested that scratching was one of the 
symptoms of SM; the programme made it clear in interview and script that not 
all dogs with SM scratched and not all scratching was caused by SM. 

Dogs would not scratch if they were not wearing collars 

• The programme makers had assured the ECU that both dogs featured in the 
programme scratched when not wearing collars. 

Lack of scientific evidence that SM was caused by inbreeding 

• Reports commissioned by the Animal Welfare Council, the CKCS Club and the 
Animal Health Trust all start with the premise that SM is an inherited condition. 

It was wrong to present Margaret Carter as an expert able to read MRI scans 

• The script made it clear she was not a vet; she was a member of the CKCS 
Club health committee with special responsibility for SM. 
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• The producers had shown the ECU independent corroboration that the winning 
CKCS dog in the show had been diagnosed with SM. 

Ms Carter’s statement that only dogs scanned and shown to be clear of SM should be 
used for breeding or showing 

• The ECU could find no such comment by Ms Carter. 

The programme did not reflect that CKCS breeders had worked hard for years to address 
the health issues of CKCS and funded research out of their own pockets 

• The ECU noted that the Kennel Club, responsible for publishing the Breed 
Standard, featured extensively in the programme and were given the 
opportunity to explain the Club’s policies on improving the health of dogs. 

• The programme also included the comment that the Kennel Club “is now 
funding research into the disease” (SM in CKCS). 

CKCS breeders were treated unfairly and portrayed as deliberately breeding dogs with 
“size ten brains in size six skulls” 

• Viewers would have understood that Ms Rusbridge was using a metaphor for 
what happened to dogs with SM without expressing an opinion on the intent of 
breeders. 

Breed Standards were incorrectly blamed for encouraging excesses in dogs 

• The ECU was satisfied that the programme provided an accurate summary of 
the Breed Standard and that the Kennel Club was given ample opportunity to 
defend the aims of the Standard. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

The complainant replied on 4 December 2008 and asked the ECU to review its finding. He 
said the Kennel Club had not been allowed to decide which parts of their interviews were 
broadcast and that breeders were well aware there was a problem, that the key was to 
continue to fund research, which they were doing out of their own pockets. 

The ECU replied on 5 December 2008 saying their finding relied on expert and scientific 
sources and that the complainant could ask the BBC Trust to review the finding if he so 
wished. 

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

The complainant wrote to the BBC Trust on 10 December 2008. He reiterated his earlier 
concerns that the programme had misrepresented the situation with regard to the 
problems of the CKCS breed. He felt that the programme had placed too much faith on 
one person, the veterinary neurologist, Clare Rusbridge, and on inadequate science. He 
felt the programme exaggerated the incidence of SM in the breed and the problems it 
causes. He suggested that the programme maker approached the project with a 
preconceived bias because of her personal experience of health problems with pedigree 
dogs. 

*The Complaint was held at the appeal stage whilst Ofcom considered first party 
complaints that the programme was unfair. Ofcom published its findings on 9 December 
2009. The investigation and appeal then proceeded at the BBC Trust. 

 

3. Applicable editorial standards 
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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.  

Fact checking 

We must check and verify information, facts and documents, particularly those researched 
on the internet. This may include confirming with an individual or organisation that they 
posted material and that it is accurate. Even the most convincing material on the web 
may not be what it seems. 

Reporting statistics & risks 

We should report statistics and risks in context, taking care not to worry the audience 
unduly, especially about health or crime. It may also be appropriate to report the margin 
of error and the source of figures to enable people to judge their significance. This may 
involve giving trends, taking care to avoid giving figures more weight than can stand 
scrutiny. If reporting a change, consideration should be given to making the baseline 
figure clear. For example, a doubling of a problem affecting one in two million people will 
still only affect one in a million.  

 

Section 4 – Impartiality & 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. 
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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.  

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

Achieving impartiality 

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

Impartiality is described in the Agreement as "due impartiality". It requires us to be fair 
and open minded when examining the evidence and weighing all the material facts, as 
well as being objective and even handed in our approach to a subject. It does not require 
the representation of every argument or facet of every argument on every occasion or an 
equal division of time for each view. 

 

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 and programme area. The Committee also took 
account of the Ofcom rulings on this programme. 

The Committee noted the appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial 
guidelines relating to Accuracy and Impartiality. This was not a first party fairness 
complaint.  

The Committee was aware that the guideline on accuracy requires BBC output to be well-
sourced, based on sound evidence and presented in clear, precise language. The guideline 
also requires programme makers to use first hand sources wherever possible and to check 
and cross check the facts. 
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The guideline on impartiality stresses that impartiality lies at the heart of the BBC’s 
commitment to its audiences. The guideline states that in practice this means that the 
BBC must exercise its 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. 
Programme makers can explore a specific aspect of an issue or provide an opportunity for 
a single view to be expressed, but in doing so must not misrepresent opposing views. 
They may have a right of reply. The approach and tone of BBC stories must reflect BBC 
editorial values. 

Pedigree Dogs Exposed was a documentary investigating the health of pedigree dogs 
which examined the debilitating level of inherited disease and other welfare issues 
affecting dogs. 

The Committee noted that the complainant believed the programme exaggerated the 
incidence of syringomyelia (SM) in the Cavalier King Charles Spaniel (CKCS) breed and felt 
that the suggestion by veterinary neurologist, Clare Rusbridge, that “up to a third or more 
of the breed could be affected” was inaccurate. The Committee noted that the 
complainant felt the programme inaccurately suggested that inbreeding was responsible 
for SM. The Committee also considered the complainant’s claim that the programme 
suggested that breeders knowingly bred affected dogs. The Committee looked at each of 
these complaints in relation to the BBC guideline on accuracy. 

The Committee also considered the complainant’s view that the programme relied too 
heavily on one expert, Clare Rusbridge, and discussed this complaint against the 
guidelines on accuracy and impartiality. The complaint that the programme maker, 
Jemima Harrison, was not impartial was considered against the guideline on impartiality. 
Finally, the Committee looked at the complainant’s contention that “good news stories” 
about Cavalier breeders ended up on the cutting room floor. The Committee considered 
this aspect of the complaint against the guideline on impartiality. 

When examining the complainant’s view that the programme exaggerated the numbers of 
CKCS suffering from SM, the Committee considered whether there had been a breach of 
the guideline on accuracy. The Committee noted that the commentary said: 

“No one knows how many Cavaliers have syringomyelia but the veterinary 
neurologist Clare Rusbridge believes up to one third or more of the breed could be 
affected.”  

The Committee was minded that the guideline on accuracy requires programme makers to 
produce content which is “well-sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and 
presented in clear, precise language” and to report statistics in context. The Committee 
considered that it was clear that the claim that a third of the breed could be affected was 
the view of Clare Rusbridge rather than a proven fact. The Committee noted that data on 
the incidence of the disease was inconclusive and that this had been stated by the 
programme. However, the Committee was satisfied that Clare Rusbridge was sufficiently 
expert in this field and therefore appropriately qualified to express a view. Ms Rusbridge 
was a vet, an acknowledged expert in SM in CKCS and had worked in this area for several 
years. As such, the Committee concluded there had been no breach of the guideline on 
accuracy. 

The complainant had also argued that scientists have been unable to prove that SM was a 
genetic condition yet the programme had suggested that inbreeding was to blame and 
that this was a breach of the accuracy guideline. The Committee noted that the 
programme clearly acknowledged there was no genetic marker for the disease but did 
indicate that inbreeding was a major problem. The Committee noted what was said about 
the issue of genetics with regard to SM. The programme included this extract: 
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Speaker (at the veterinary conference on SM): 

The number and the identity of the genes is unknown. We don’t know if it’s one 
gene or…. 

The Committee also noted a number of references in the programme with regard to the 
problem of inbreeding. Firstly, the Committee noted what was said with regard to the 
increase in heart disease in CKCS: 

Simon Swift (Cardiologist, University of Liverpool): 

It’s probable that there were some dogs affected with this disease in maybe 
1950s, 1960s and they were used extensively at stud … and some popular dogs 
sire a lot of puppies and so that way the disease can spread very rapidly. 

The Committee also noted what geneticist, Professor Steve Jones said about inbreeding:  

Narrator: 

The first major cause of the problems, says leading geneticist Steve Jones, is that 
pedigree dogs are dangerously inbred. 

 

Professor Steve Jones: 

In dogs, things have gone completely out to lunch … I mean people are carrying 
out breeding which would be first of all entirely illegal in humans and secondly is 
absolutely insane from the point of view of the health of the animals. 

 

The Committee noted that the CKCS Club had adopted the “SM Breeding Protocol” which 
discourages the use of severely affected dogs in breeding programmes. The Committee 
felt that, while the cause of the disease was not known, there was a broad consensus that 
inbreeding played a role in spreading SM. The views of a number of well-qualified experts 
in their scientific fields interviewed in the programme supported the overall argument of 
the programme about the relationship between breeding practices and the health 
problems of pedigree dogs. The Committee considered that the programme had 
demonstrated that the content was well sourced and based on sound evidence and 
concluded that there had not been a breach of the guidelines on accuracy in this instance. 

With regard to the complainant’s view that the programme had suggested breeders of 
CKCS knowingly bred affected dogs, the Committee noted that the programme made this 
allegation in relation to one breeder only, Beverley Costello. The Committee was aware 
from the Ofcom finding that two investigations by the CKCS and Kennel Club into this 
allegation against Ms Costello had ended inconclusively but that the Kennel Club was not 
registering any stock bred by Ms Costello and she had been removed from the club’s 
judges lists as well as resigning her CKCS membership. The Committee accepted that 
there was evidence that Ms Costello’s dog, Rollo, had the syndrome but had been used at 
stud regardless. The Committee noted that the programme did not say that all breeders 
were like her but did suggest that many breeders knew Rollo was affected with SM.  The 
Committee noted what was said: 

Narrator: 
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Carol Fowler (CKCS owner and campaigner) is here too. It is three years since she 
started campaigning for action on SM, the brain condition she believes is 
destroying the breed 

The Kennel Club is now funding research into the disease 

But breeders are still not taking it as seriously as she would like 

and… 

Narrator: 

Margaret Carter is the exception. Six years ago, she discovered that her top stud 
dog Monty had syringomyelia (SM). But by then it was too late. Monty had passed 
the condition to dozens of his puppies. 

Determined that it should never happen again, Margaret has worked hard to raise 
awareness about the disease. 

And for the past seven years, she has been on the main breed club’s health 
committee, with special responsibility for syringomyelia. 

 

Regarding other breeders knowing that Rollo was affected with SM the Committee noted 
what was said: 

Narrator: 

We are tipped off that the winning dog has been diagnosed with syringomyelia. 
There are no rules to stop anyone showing a dog with an inherited disease.  But 
when challenged, it’s an uncomfortable moment for owner Beverley Costello. 

and… 

Interviewer: 

It has been alleged to us that Rollo has syringomyelia. 

 

Beverley Costello: 

Right. 

 

Interviewer: 

Is that true? 

 

Beverley Costello: 

Right. I’m not going to comment on that. 

 

Interviewer: 

So, he’s not affected? 

 

Beverley Costello: 
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No, he’s absolutely fine. 

 

Margaret Carter: 

Well I know it to be the case because I have seen the MRI scans of this dog and 
he has syringomyelia. His owner showed me the scans. 

Also: 

 Narrator: 

Astonishingly, the dog won even though many people at the very highest level in 
the breed know that the dog is affected.  

 

 Margaret Carter: 

Most of the top breeders, the people that show, will know – do know… 

and 

Commentary: 

The specialist who diagnosed champ dog Rollo told owner Beverley Costello that 
she should never breed from him. 

 

Beverley Costello: 

Oh, he’s had … he’s sired some litters but he’s not had many. 

 

Commentary: 

Which is not true. Rollo has fathered 34 litters, 26 of them since he was 
diagnosed. 

 

The Committee considered that there was sufficient evidence that many breeders were 
aware of the dog’s condition. The Committee concluded that the facts in this instance 
were checked and cross checked, and concluded that there had been no breach of the 
guideline on accuracy. 

The Committee then looked at the complainant’s view that the programme relied too 
heavily on “the Clare Rusbridge story”. Mindful of the requirement for “due impartiality” 
the Committee noted that she spoke three times in the hour long programme and her 
views were quoted once. The Committee did not consider she was overused in the 
programme and noted that other scientific experts were also interviewed. The Committee 
also considered whether, in reporting her comments, the programme’s content was “well 
sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise 
language” in line with the guideline on accuracy. The Committee was satisfied that her 
credentials as an expert in this field were sound, noting that she was an acknowledged 
expert in SM in CKCS and had worked in this area for several years. In the light of these 
reflections, the Committee considered there had not been a breach of the guideline on 
impartiality or on accuracy. 
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The Committee then considered the complainant’s allegation that the programme maker, 
Jemima Harrison, was biased and “only ever going to portray one story” because of her 
own experience with pedigree dogs. 

The Committee considered that any charge of a failure of due impartiality would be 
assessed in relation to the content of the programme not in relation to the alleged 
opinions of the programme maker. The Committee noted that the complainant had 
produced no evidence that Ms Harrison’s experience as an owner of pedigree dogs had 
caused bias in the programme. The Committee also noted what the programme makers 
had said about this issue in their response to the Committee’s investigation:  

“Jemima Harrison has had pedigree dogs all her life. Some have suffered 
problems; some haven’t. The same is true of the crossbreeds she has owned. 
There is [a rumour]… that she has had three flatcoated retrievers die prematurely 
of cancer. This is not true. Her first flatcoat died of old age (at 15); the second did 
indeed die of cancer at the age of 10 (but that’s not a bad age); the third (and 
current one) is eight years old and in good health.” 

The Committee was satisfied that this complaint had not been substantiated.  

Turning to the complaint that “many cavalier breeders involved in the film told good news 
stories which ended up on the cutting room floor”, the Committee discussed whether the 
selection of material which was included in the edit complied with the requirement for due 
impartiality. The Committee noted that the guideline on impartiality allows programme 
makers to “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”. 

The Committee accepted that the purpose of the programme was to investigate health 
problems in pedigree dogs and not to tell the general story of a particular breed. The 
Committee also noted that the film did emphasise that some CKCS breeders now have 
their dogs heart-tested and showed footage of a cardiologist at a heart-testing session. 
The Committee was satisfied therefore that there had not been a breach of the guideline 
on impartiality. 

Finding: Not upheld 
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Newsnight, BBC Two, 28 September 2009 
 

1.  The background 

This edition of Newsnight featured an interview by presenter Jeremy Paxman with the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, Alistair Darling, from the Labour Party Conference in 
Brighton. 

 

2. The complaint 

Stage 1  

The complainant contacted BBC Information on 29 September 2009 saying that Jeremy 
Paxman had breached the BBC’s guidelines on impartiality by expressing a personal 
opinion on a controversial matter when interviewing Alistair Darling MP, Chancellor of the 
Exchequer. He stated:  

“With his usual haughty tone Mr Paxman questioned how the Labour Party can 
bring about real change when ‘you’re the same bunch we’ve seen making a mess 
of it for the last twelve years’. He then went on to refer to the Government’s ‘love 
affair’ with the City and to the Government not getting the regulatory system right 
‘You got it wrong!’ All of them personal opinions on highly controversial matters.” 

He went on to suggest that the comments could have complied with the BBC guidelines if 
they had been prefaced with something like “your opponents will say that….” 

The complainant also stated that: 

“Mr Paxman is not your political commentator so this cannot be put down to his 
professional judgement.... Does Mr Paxman have a special licence in this regard?” 

BBC Information replied on 29 October 2009. The reply, as well as apologising for the 
delay in responding, stated that it was the interviewer’s role to challenge politicians: 

“to bring balance and prevent it from being a one-sided opportunity for a party to 
air its views ... Jeremy merely asks what is in the minds of voters and viewers at 
home and polls suggest that many are discontented with the current government.” 

The response noted that Alistair Darling had been given the opportunity to respond to the 
points raised and had not complained about the interview. The reply also noted Jeremy 
Paxman’s own style of interviewing and the fact that politicians are prepared to be 
challenged on the policies of their parties. 

The complainant then wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 3 November 2009 
saying BBC Complaints had ignored the key aspect of his complaint which was: 

“about the WAY that Paxman had challenged the Chancellor ... he had done this in 
a way … the Opposition would have been proud of and in a way that clearly 
indicated that they were his own opinion.” 

The complainant’s letter was forwarded from the ECU to Newsnight for a further stage 1 
reply as required by the BBC Complaints process. The assistant editor of Newsnight 
replied on 11 November 2009. She stated that it was a “typically robust” interview. She 
also said that: 
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“We [Newsnight] don’t prefix every question ‘your opponents will say that’, or 
quote our sources for every question as this would be quite pedestrian and impact 
on the flow of the interview.” 

“Jeremy’s interviewing style is the same for all parties (he did an equally robust 
interview with George Osborne at the Conservative Party conference) and our 
audience are accustomed to his interviewing style and technique.” 

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the ECU at stage 2 of the BBC complaints process on 13 
November 2009. He reiterated his earlier points, asking how Jeremy Paxman’s 
interviewing style could be reconciled with the guidelines: 

“the fact that an interviewer can’t be bothered to use the prefix I suggested (‘your 
opponents would say that…’) is surely no excuse if not using it means you are 
giving the impression that the opinions expressed are your own… 

“even if Mr Paxman shows contempt for all politicians equally he would still be 
breaking your guideline regarding the expression of personal opinions and the fact 
that audiences are now accustomed to Paxman’s robust interviewing technique 
surely does not excuse him from breaking guidelines...” 

The ECU wrote to the complainant on 16 November 2009 summarising his complaint.  The 
complainant responded on 20 November 2009 asking that the ECU specifically consider 
his suggestion that Mr Paxman’s remarks should have been prefaced with “your 
opponents would say”. The complainant felt that earlier replies:  

“focused on the generality of the style and content … rather than on the specifics 
of what was said...” 

The ECU responded on 11 December 2009 with its finding. The decision noted the 
complainant’s concerns that previous responses had not addressed the specifics of what 
the presenter had said. The ECU said that, while it was practical to assume that the 
majority of viewers were aware of Jeremy Paxman’s reputation for “blunt and challenging 
questioning”, it was:  

“reasonable to question the likelihood that viewers would assume Mr Paxman was 
expressing a personal point of view when making the kind of statement which 
might...appear to be a matter of opinion.” 

The ECU felt that taken at face value comments such as the Government had “made a 
mess of it for the last twelve years” and had a “love affair with the City of London”, might 
give the impression that the presenter was expressing a personal opinion. But they 
concluded that regular viewers would recognise this: 

“as an example of Mr Paxman’s well-established role of playing Devil’s Advocate” 

In the same way, said the ECU, the presenter’s comment that the Government had got 
the regulation of the City wrong in the run up to the recent economic crisis 

“was clearly intended to challenge Mr Darling’s explanation as to why he thought it 
was important to get the right regulatory regime in place.” 

The ECU felt that regular viewers would have been unlikely to have taken the presenter’s 
style literally and that a phrase like “your opponents would say” was implicit in his 
comment. 
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The ECU then referred to Jeremy Paxman’s interview with the Shadow Chancellor George 
Osborne, the following week, and gave examples of where they suggested he adopted a 
similar approach to that taken with Mr Darling. 

The ECU noted that: 

“using challenging statements is a consistent tactic used by Mr Paxman, regardless 
of the political affiliation of his interviewees, and … that the views embodied in his 
questions appear to be chosen to challenge each guest rather than being held 
consistently across all interviewees.” 

The ECU continued: 

“the majority of viewers would recognise Mr Paxman’s comments as an 
interviewing device rather than an expression of his own point of view … the 
editorial guidelines say audiences should not be able to tell the personal views of 
BBC journalists on controversial matters … I don’t imagine viewers would be any 
the wiser as to Mr Paxman’s genuinely held opinions.” 

The ECU did not uphold the complaint. 

The complainant wrote to the ECU on 14 December 2009 asking what action had been 
taken to address the other aspect of his complaint, that the original response he had 
received had “very little to do with what my complaint was about”.   

The ECU responded on 15 December advising that their remit was to consider potential 
serious breaches of the editorial standards, not complaints about the complaints process. 
As such, the ECU provided the complainant with the contact details of BBC Information’s 
Senior Complaints Coordinator to whom he could address his concerns, in the first 
instance, about the handling of his complaint.  

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

The complainant appealed against the ECU finding to the BBC Trust on 15 December 
2009.  He said: 

“The emphatic tone of [Mr Paxman’s] voice and body language suggested that not 
only did he believe what he was saying but that he believed it strongly.” 

He asked what evidence there was for the “bald assertion” that viewers would know that 
they were not his own opinions: 

“How are viewers supposed to distinguish between ‘genuinely held’ opinions and 
those that are not?” 

He noted that:  

“… even if (the ECU) was basing (its) opinion on hard evidence that viewers did 
not regard Mr Paxman’s views as his own, surely this does not give a BBC 
presenter the right to give the impression that they are, particularly on highly 
controversial political matters. Just because he’s got away with it up till now is no 
reason for allowing him to continue to do so.” 

*The complainant’s concerns about the handling of his complaint which he had raised at 
stage 2 of the process was also considered by the Committee when investigating his 
appeal.  

 

3. Applicable editorial standards 
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Section 4 – Impartiality & Diversity of Opinion 

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. 

• 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. 

 

Section 17 – Accountability 

Feedback and Complaints 

Audiences are at the heart of everything the BBC does. Audience feedback is invaluable to 
us and helps improve programme quality. 

Our commitment to our audiences is to ensure that complaints and enquiries are dealt 
with quickly, courteously and with respect. 

 

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 a subsequent submission 
from the complainant.  

The Committee noted the appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial 
guidelines on impartiality and accountability. 

Impartiality in the interview 

The Committee noted that the interview with the Chancellor of the Exchequer, the subject 
of this complaint, was part of Newsnight’s extensive coverage of the party conferences. 
Jeremy Paxman conducted interviews with all three parties’ Treasury spokesmen as each 
conference occurred. 

The complainant said that, in the way he conducted one of these interviews, the interview 
with Alistair Darling MP, the presenter breached the guideline: 

“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.” 

He said in his initial complaint to BBC Information on 29 September 2009 that as Jeremy 
Paxman was not a political commentator, only an interviewer, his comments could not be 
regarded as his professional judgment. The complainant also requested an explanation of 
the difference between a professional judgment and a personal opinion. 

The Committee noted the three remarks/questions made by Mr Paxman which the 
complainant felt were particularly lacking in impartiality: 

Jeremy Paxman:  

But you’re the same bunch we’ve seen making a mess of it for the last twelve 
years. 

And… 

Jeremy Paxman:  

What are your biggest mistakes? 

And… 

Jeremy Paxman:  

You mean your love affair with the City of London. 

 

The Committee also noted that in two similar interviews with opposition economics 
spokesmen, Jeremy Paxman had asked questions such as: 

• “You kept saying you were being straight with us, you weren’t being straight 
with us” 

• “Do you not entertain at least the possibility that you may be wrong?” 

• [On tax cuts] “No, you ran away from it too” 
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• “Can you tell us very briefly what is the difference between a Liberal Party 
policy and a Liberal Party aspiration, seeing as there is no chance of you 
forming a government?” 

The Committee also noted that prior to the interview with Mr Darling the presenter and 
programme staff had agreed the line of questioning at a pre-broadcast briefing. The 
Newsnight programme editor stated: 

“In the briefing with Jeremy was the programme editor, the political producer, 
and a political correspondent. The line of questioning was a collaborative process 
and agreed by all. This was exactly the same as with the Osborne3 interview.”  

The programme team said the interview was entirely consistent with Jeremy Paxman’s 
interview style and that, in the post-mortem after the show, it was considered to be a fair 
interview. The programme received no other complaints and Mr Darling and the Labour 
Party made no official complaint. 

The Committee when coming to its decision also considered another part of the editorial 
guideline on 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…” 

The Committee noted that the complainant argued that Jeremy Paxman’s questions and 
interjections could not be described as “professional judgment” because he was:  

“not your political commentator (only an interviewer)”  

The Committee also noted that the complainant claimed that the interviewer should have 
ascribed his comments and opinions to others: 

“your opponents would say that…” 

Having considered all these points the Committee concluded that nowhere in the 
guidelines nor in any available pronouncements on them did it say that only political 
commentators, as compared to any other person broadcasting, may express a 
“professional judgment”. The Committee was therefore satisfied that Jeremy Paxman’s 
experience of presenting political programmes and discussions gave him a unique 
opportunity to use his undoubted skills and “professional judgment” to ask pertinent and 
appropriate questions of professional politicians in order to obtain answers to questions 
that the audience would wish to ask. 

As to the issue of whether Jeremy Paxman was expressing his personal view, the 
Committee noted an interview he had given in February 2009 at the Frontline Club (for 
news practitioners). In it he had described his attitude to interviewing thus: 

“No-one voted for me and in that sense I have no entitlement to hold forth, and 
what my political views are is neither here nor there. However, I happen to have 
the opportunity to ask questions of powerful people. It seems to me that you kind 
of instinctively try to think yourself into the frame of mind of ‘what would the 
average, reasonably intelligent viewer wish to see asked’ and frequently I’m sure 
one gets that wrong. But when you have done that, you must make sure you get 
an answer.” 

The Committee considered carefully what had been said in the interview in question and 
comments Jeremy Paxman had made to spokesmen of the other political parties, as well 

                                                
3 George Osborne (Conservative) the Shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer. 
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as what he had said to the Frontline Club. Taking this together with what the Committee 
members had seen for themselves in the years they had been watching Newsnight, the 
Committee was satisfied that it was impossible to tell which, if any, of Jeremy Paxman’s 
questions or remarks to politicians of any party represented his personal point of view. 

The Committee also noted that the complainant had not presented it with any evidence to 
support his complaint that Jeremy Paxman was presenting his own opinions and, as such, 
the Committee was satisfied that in carrying out his role of interviewer Jeremy Paxman 
had been impartial and even handed in his approach and style of questioning to politicians 
of all parties. The Committee also concluded that it was his skill as a journalist using his 
professional judgment that ensured that appropriate and relevant questions were asked 
of experienced front bench politicians. 

With regard to Jeremy Paxman’s style and delivery of questions the Committee agreed 
with the programme-makers that there was an audience understanding and expectation 
that his job as a Newsnight presenter was to put forward points of view which some 
people might hold and that he was not obliged to say every time “some people might 
think” or “your opponents would claim” as this would undermine flow and delivery of the 
interview which was an essential part of the programme’s style with the presenter at 
times acting as devil’s advocate. 

In conclusion, the Committee decided that there was no evidence that Jeremy Paxman 
was expressing his own personal views in breach of the guidelines, and that there had 
been no essential difference or lack of impartiality when comparing the interviews of the 
different party spokesmen. The Committee agreed Jeremy Paxman’s interviewing style 
was extremely well known and that this interview was entirely within the expectations of 
the audience and of the interviewee. The Committee agreed it was a challenging interview 
but this was wholly appropriate given the seriousness of the issues which were being 
discussed. The Committee noted that the Chancellor had not complained and had shown 
every willingness to answer Jeremy Paxman’s questions. The Committee was satisfied that 
the interview had met the required editorial standards and thus had been conducted with 
due impartiality.  

This element of the complaint was not upheld.  

Delay in complaints handling 

The Committee noted that the complainant first emailed on 29 September 2009, the day 
after the broadcast. The first reply, from BBC Information was dated 29 October 2009 and 
began with an apology: 

“Firstly I must apologise for the delay in getting back to you. We realise our 
correspondents appreciate a quick response and I'm sorry you've had a long wait 
on this occasion.” 

The Committee understood that the complainant, in his letter of 3 November to the ECU, 
asked that BBC Complaints be reprimanded for “adding insult to the injury of the long 
delay in replying” by ignoring elements of his complaint in the reply. 

He then, in his email to ECU of 14 December, said: 

“I note that you haven’t addressed my specific complaint about the way [BBC 
Information] handled this matter. She took a month to answer...” 

The Committee noted that the ECU responded by advising the complainant that 
complaints about delay were outside the ECU’s remit and should be taken up with BBC 
Information’s Senior Complaints Coordinator. 
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The Senior Complaints Coordinator added: 

“[ECU] told him I'd be happy to discuss the matter with him personally if he 
wished to pursue this point.  [The complainant] never took up this option and 
although he's continued to contact BBC Information numerous times since to make 
fresh complaints, we never received any further correspondence from him about 
the delay in replying to this particular complaint.” 

He said that this had been a very busy year as the complaints procedure had changed, 
there had been a couple of very large complaints and, as a result, the number of 
complaints received had doubled over the year which had tended to lead to delay. He 
added: 

“We could (and perhaps should) have apologised to [the complainant] in more 
detail, but my experience is that people usually react very badly to lengthy 
explanations of this kind as they feel we're just trying to make excuses.” 

The ESC decided that the time in between the complainant’s first email and the first reply 
from the BBC had been too long, and the Committee accepted that BBC Information had 
not achieved its aim to respond within 10 working days. However, as there had been an 
immediate apology, the Committee concluded that the apology from BBC Information had 
resolved the matter. The Committee noted that no further action need be taken. 

Finding: Not upheld 
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America: Empire of Liberty, BBC Radio 4, 15 
September 2008 
 

1. The programme 

America: Empire of Liberty was broadcast across three series on BBC Radio 4. It looked at 
the development of the United States through three themes: Empire, Liberty and Faith. 
The three series themselves were presented by David Reynolds, Professor of International 
History at Cambridge University. 

To launch the series, Justin Webb (then BBC North America Editor) presented a debate on 
15 September 2008 (the subject of this appeal). He asked a panel of guests what 
influences they thought had most shaped America today. The guests were Professor David 
Reynolds (presenter of the series); Professor Howard Zinn, author of A People’s History of 
the United States; Professor Shelby Steele from the Hoover Institution and Professor 
Susan Castillo from King’s College, London. 

 

2. The complaint 

Stage 1  

The complainant wrote to Justin Webb on 23 September 2008 stating: 

“I was surprised at the ignorance of one of the experts contributing to your 
programme… He ascribed to President Bush as a reason for his action (I think 
specifically in Iraq) ‘my church’ told me. You must surely know … that the United 
Methodist Church … has been consistently very critical of President Bush’s Iraq 
policy and indeed of many of his other policies.” 

Having received no reply he sent a copy of his letter to the Director-General on 20 
January 2009 requesting a reply. 

BBC Information replied to the complainant on 30 January 2009 apologising for the lack of 
a direct response to the original letter, and saying that no discourtesy was intended. The 
reply said: 

“I’m sure you’ll appreciate we aren’t directly responsible for what contributors say 
on our programme. Whilst not everyone may agree with what they say, they are 
invited to speak because of their knowledge on a certain subject. I’m sorry if you 
felt the wrong impression of the United Methodist Church may have been the 
result.” 

The complainant wrote to BBC Information on 17 February 2009 saying their response 
was: 

“a gross misrepresentation of what I said. The alleged expert said the direct 
opposite of what is the case.” 

BBC Complaints responded on 21 March 2009 advising the complainant of his option to 
pursue the issue with the Editorial Complaints Unit. 

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 28 August 2009 asking it 
to investigate. The ECU replied on 2 September 2009 advising the complainant that 
normal procedure required that he should have lodged his complaint with the ECU no 



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

 

February and March 2010 issued April 2010 75
 

more than 12 weeks since the last correspondence on the issue; as the last 
communication was five months earlier the complainant was advised that without a 
compelling reason for the delay, the ECU would be unable to investigate. 

The complainant replied on 11 September 2009. He said that he had not been advised of 
a time limit and that given the length of time he waited for his original reply, after his first 
letter was ignored: 

“I think it would be fitting therefore on this occasion for the BBC also to go the 
extra mile.” 

The complainant also explained that he had been covering two roles within the Methodist 
Church which he had to give priority to. 

The ECU wrote to the complainant on 21 September 2009 saying they would consider the 
complaint. They gave their substantive response on 8 October 2009.  

The ECU accepted that it would have been factually incorrect had Professor Zinn given the 
impression that President Bush’s action (specifically in Iraq) was because he had been 
instructed by his church, but: 

“On listening again to this piece I am not convinced that this is the meaning which 
Professor Zinn intended, or which listeners would have taken from the piece.” 

“His comments were against the background of a discussion on the impact of 
religious belief on America. His central point was that religion could serve to offer 
a rationale for behaviour not only ‘from the White House’ but also ‘from the 
fundamentalist part of the population’.” 

The ECU discussed this part of the exchange between Professor Zinn and Justin Webb: 

Professor Howard Zinn: 

… I see religion presenting itself, from the White House and from the 
fundamentalist part of the population … and its strength growing, exactly at the 
same time as America is putting its feet all over the world, on the necks of other 
nations. In other words as America becomes a more evil empire … that has 
military bases in over 100 countries, invades other countries … 

  

Justin Webb:   

... But are you saying that America’s driven by religion? 

 

Professor Howard Zinn: 

No, I’m saying that religion helps move it along, by giving it a rationale. By saying, 
as Bush, that God told me to do this, you know, Christ tells me to do this, my 
church tells me to do this, religion gives people a kind of rationale, a falsely moral 
rationale for what really is a kind of aggressive, violent expansion of the United 
States into the rest of the world. 

 

The ECU concluded that the phrases would not:  

“have been understood by audiences as literally attributed to him (President Bush) 
or to the United Methodist Church, or taken to mean that the United Methodist 
Church specifically supported the actions of President Bush in regard to Iraq.” 
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The ECU made the point that Iraq was not specifically mentioned in this section of the 
programme: 

“The wider point that Professor Zinn seemed to be making is that some in America 
can take, or have taken from religion a ‘falsely moral rationale’ for the actions of 
the nation on the world stage. However, noting that people can ascribe their 
actions to religious motivations does not of course suggest that in doing so they 
are correctly interpreting the will of their Church or indeed their God – but only 
that they have used their religion as a means of justifying or explaining behaviour.” 

The ECU said that the view was clearly presented as the view of Professor Zinn, and not 
as a statement of fact. The finding concluded: 

“I do not believe the thought as expressed would have served to materially 
mislead listeners on the Church’s position in regard to American foreign policy.”  

With regard to the handling of the complaint, the ECU advised that while it was not a 
matter for them to address: 

“volumes of correspondence received by presenters and correspondents can mean 
that they are not always able to personally respond to all the letters they receive. 
BBC News offer their apologies in any case that you did not receive a response to 
your letters.” 

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

The letter of appeal was received at the BBC Trust on 5 November 2009. The complainant 
made four points: 

• “you have the advantage … of listening to a recording and perhaps reading a 
transcript in the light of a particular comment … That is not… the same as 
hearing it live and therefore what would be the impression of a live listener … I 
know the impression it conveyed to me as a listener.” 

• “is there a single instance where Bush has said, ‘my Church tells me to do 
this’? Did he say in relation to Iraq (has he said in any context as President) 
‘God told me to do this’? A good chairman or interviewer would have 
challenged this.” 

• “I do not have a recording or transcript, but my impression from the context is 
that the reference was to Iraq.” 

• “Of course the view expressed was Professor Zinn's 'informed opinion'. But if it 
was an ill informed opinion, is it not the duty of the chairman to question it?” 

 

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. 
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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: 

• checking and cross checking the facts.  

• corroborating claims and allegations made by contributors wherever possible.  

 

Section 17 – Accountability 

Feedback and complaints 

Audiences are at the heart of everything the BBC does. Audience feedback is invaluable to 
us and helps improve programme quality. 

Our commitment to our audiences is to ensure that complaints and enquiries are dealt 
with quickly, courteously and with respect. 

 

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 and the Head of Communications and Complaints, BBC Audience 
Services. 

This appeal raises issues requiring consideration of the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines on 
Accuracy and Accountability. 

Accuracy 

The Committee noted that the guideline on Accuracy states that the BBC’s output must be 
well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise 
language.  

The Committee noted that where a contributor makes a statement of fact that is 
inaccurate, presenters should be ready to challenge and clarify such a statement or to 
distance the BBC from it (although presenters cannot be expected to know in all 
circumstances when an inaccurate statement of fact has been made). As a general rule 
presenters should seek to correct serious factual errors made by contributors when they 
are aware of them. 
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This was a discussion programme, presented by the then BBC North America Editor, Justin 
Webb, in which four professors of American history debated themes which arose in Radio 
4’s three series of programmes together entitled “America: Empire of Liberty”. 

The Committee noted that when the discussion turned to religion the following comments 
were made: 

Professor Howard Zinn:  

Religion is of course a complex phenomenon, but what I’m looking at when I’m 
thinking about our theme of empire and liberty – I see of the population, 
presenting itself, and its strength growing, at exactly the same time as America is 
putting its feet all over the world, on the necks of other nations. In other words as 
America becomes a more evil empire and actually yes I see it as an evil empire, an 
empire, you know, that has military bases in over 100 countries, that invades other 
countries … 

 

Professor Shelby Steele:  

That’s a religious term … 

 

Justin Webb:  

… Perhaps aptly so. But are you saying that’s driven by religion? 

 

Professor Howard Zinn: 

No, I’m saying that religion helps move it along, by giving it a rationale. By saying, 
as Bush, that God told me to do this, you know, Christ tells me to do this, my 
church tells me to do this, religion gives people a kind of rationale, a falsely moral 
rationale for what really is a kind of aggressive, violent expansion of the United 
States into the rest of the world. 

 

The Committee noted that the complainant’s case was that the professor had said “the 
direct opposite of what is the case” in that in this extract the professor ascribed to 
President Bush as a reason for his action in Iraq that his “church” told him, whereas the 
President’s Church, the United Methodist Church, was on record as being “consistently 
very critical of President Bush’s Iraq policy and indeed of many of his other policies”. 

The Committee noted a relevant extract from the United Methodist Weekly Digest of 9 
November 2007 which reported that the Council of Bishops of the United Methodist 
Church were opposed to the war in Iraq and called on troops to withdraw. 

The Committee noted that the response from BBC Information at stage 1 was that whilst 
not everyone might agree with the comments made by contributors on this sort of 
programme, they were invited because of their knowledge on a certain subject. The 
Committee noted that BBC Complaints apologised to the complainant if he felt the wrong 
impression of the United Methodist Church may have been the result of the comments 
made by the professor. 

The Committee noted that the complainant then wrote to the BBC Editorial Complaints 
Unit, which is stage 2 of the BBC editorial complaints process, and noted the ECU’s 
response. 
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The ECU stated that the comments in question were made against the background of a 
discussion on the impact of religious belief in America and the writer stated that to his ear 
only the first point in the passage (“God told me…”) referred to President Bush in 
particular. Later phrases (“Christ tells me to do this, my church tells me to do this…”) 
would not, stated the ECU, have been taken by audiences as references to President Bush 
or to the United Methodist Church or taken to mean that the Church supported President 
Bush’s actions in Iraq. The ECU further stated, as noted by the Committee, that Iraq was 
not specifically cited by the professor at this point, but rather the discussion was in the 
context of a discussion of the history of America. 

The Committee then noted the ECU’s comments below: 

“The wider point that Professor Zinn seemed to be making is that some in America 
can take, or have taken from religion a ‘falsely moral rationale’ for the actions of 
the nation on the world stage … that they have used their religion as a means of 
justifying or explaining behaviour.” 

The Committee noted the ECU’s conclusion that in this context the professor’s statement 
would not have been taken by audiences to suggest that the United Methodist Church 
actively supported the actions of President Bush even if they were to understand that he 
had claimed they did so. The Committee noted the ECU’s conclusion that the comments 
were “quite clearly presented as the view of Professor Zinn and not as a statement of 
fact”, and noted the ECU’s decision not to uphold the complaint at stage 2. 

The Committee, having listened to a recording of the programme and seen the transcript, 
concluded that this was a balanced discussion looking in very general terms at the history 
of America and that the professor was talking generally about his opinions on the place of 
religion in America. It was the Committee’s view that whilst the reference to “God told me 
to do this” was clearly meant to refer to President Bush, the following references to 
“Christ” and to “church” would not have been perceived by listeners to be referring 
exclusively to President Bush but to Americans in general, and this was made clear when 
the professor continued:  

“religion gives people a kind of rationale …” 

The Committee noted that Professor Zinn was referring to President Bush as an example 
of a broader point he was making about a section of America – the Committee noted for 
example that in the comments prior to the reference to God, Christ and church, the 
professor referred to “the White House and … the fundamentalist part of the population”. 

The Committee concluded that most listeners would not have taken the professor’s 
comments to be statements of fact about President Bush or about the United Methodist 
Church but statements of opinion expressed in a discussion. 

The Committee noted that the presenter did challenge the professor on his assertions 
about religion and that the professor clarified his views by stating that he was not saying 
religion was driving certain policy decisions but only that it was the falsely moral rationale 
for such decisions. 

The Committee noted that the professor stated that America is “putting its feet all over 
the world … [it] has military bases in over 100 countries” and the Committee therefore 
concluded that the professor was clearly making his comments about American foreign 
policy in general, not about Iraq in particular. 

The Committee did not uphold this element of the appeal.  

Accountability  
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The BBC’s guideline on Accountability states that its commitment to its audience is to 
ensure that complaints are dealt with quickly, courteously and with respect. The first point 
of contact should be BBC Information, although people can contact programmes directly if 
they prefer. 

The Committee noted that the complainant first wrote directly to the presenter of the 
programme, Justin Webb, at Broadcasting House on 23 September 2008 and having 
received no acknowledgement or reply he wrote again, this time to the Director-General 
of the BBC, by letter dated 20 January 2009. This letter was forwarded to BBC 
Information which replied to the complainant on 30 January apologising on behalf of the 
BBC for any inconvenience caused by the omission to respond to his first letter. 

The Committee noted that the ECU’s letter to the complainant dated 8 October 2009 also 
contained an apology for this oversight from BBC News. 

With regard to delays thereafter at stage 1 of the complaints process, although the 
complainant did not raise a specific complaint on this point, the Committee noted that 
there had been a delay of just over one month between the complainant’s letter of 17 
February 2009 and the response from BBC Complaints on 21 March. The Committee noted 
the explanation for this delay and the shorter delays preceding it as set out in the letter to 
the ESC from BBC Audience Services.  

The Committee also noted that the complainant did not then write to the Editorial 
Complaints Unit until over five months had elapsed and noted that following the 
complainant’s comments stating that he had not been made aware in the letter from the 
BBC that there was a time limit, the ECU wrote to him confirming that they would 
entertain his complaint. The Committee noted the comments in the letter from BBC 
Audience Services on this point which stated that, whereas at the time of the relevant 
correspondence BBC procedure was only to refer to the relevant website link, procedures 
have since changed and letters do now explicitly set out the relevant time limits. 

The Committee noted that the presenter was based in North America at the time the first 
letter was sent to him and it did appear that this letter, sent to Broadcasting House, may 
not have reached him. However, the Committee also noted that since this occurred the 
BBC has been reminded that all letters of complaint, whether directed to programmes or 
directly to presenters or reporters, should be answered promptly and where appropriate 
should be forwarded to BBC Information to be dealt with in the first instance.  

The Committee concluded that the lack of response to the complainant’s first letter to the 
presenter was regrettable but that once it was referred to BBC Complaints, BBC 
Complaints apologised and the complainant was dealt with courteously and with respect. 

The Committee wished to apologise to the complainant for the delays which occurred in 
this case and hoped that, given the improved procedures now in place, complainants were 
now receiving and would continue to receive, better and clearer information regarding the 
complaints procedure and would not suffer delays such as occurred in this case. 

However, the Committee concluded that the delays in the process were not such as to 
constitute a breach of the guidelines on Accountability in this case.  

Finding: Not upheld 
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Rejected appeals 
Appeals rejected by the ESC as being out of remit or because the complaint had not 
raised a matter of substance and there was no reasonable prospect of success. 

 

Imagine: The Story of the Guitar, BBC One, 12 October 
2008 
The complainant requested that the Committee review the Head of Editorial Standards’ 
decision not to proceed with his request for an appeal, which was that it was inaccurate to 
claim that a guitar held by the presenter Alan Yentob was the guitar burnt by Jimi Hendrix 
at the Astoria. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee noted that the complainant said that the final comments by Alan Yentob 
at the end of episode two of The Story of the Guitar were inaccurate. The Committee 
noted the specific comments: 

Alan Yentob: 

This is Jimi Hendrix’s Stratocaster. He famously set fire to it at a London 
performance over 40 years ago. Hendrix is perhaps the greatest rock guitarist the 
planet has ever known and this sorry looking object is both the sacred relic of a 
moment in rock history and a reminder that, in the end, it isn’t the guitar but what 
you do with it that really counts. 

The Committee noted that the complainant first wrote to BBC Information on 14 October 
2008 raising the issue of the inaccuracy of the commentary when referring to Jimi 
Hendrix’s guitar. The complainant wrote again with more information, as requested by 
BBC Information. BBC Information replied, in correspondence dated 25 March 2009, that 
the information on the history of the guitar shown had come from the auction house that 
had sold it. In light of this, BBC Information requested that the complainant ask the 
auction house to investigate his claims. BBC Information said that if the auction house 
agreed to the investigation and found that the guitar was fake it would happily amend the 
programme. 

The Committee also noted that on 20 April 2009 the complainant contacted the Editorial 
Complaints Unit (ECU) reiterating his claim as to the lack of accuracy in the remarks 
concerning Jimi Hendrix’s guitar. The ECU replied on 28 May 2009 stating that there was a 
lack of accepted facts about the guitar burnt at the Astoria, and that it was difficult to 
reach a definite conclusion as to what happened to the various instruments. The ECU 
noted that journalists who were recognised Hendrix experts had reached different 
conclusions about the guitar sold at auction. The ECU noted that there were good 
grounds to doubt whether the one sold at auction had been the one set on fire at the 
Astoria and that it may have been better to have attributed the claim that the guitar was 
the guitar set alight at the Astoria. However, the ECU could not conclude the guitar was 
not the one set on fire at the Astoria and, as such, did not uphold the complaint on 
accuracy. 

The Committee concluded that given the fact that Hendrix experts consulted by the ECU 
were unable to reach a definitive conclusion as to the authenticity of the guitar, and given 
the passage of time and lack of general evidence it would be unlikely that a further 
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investigation by the Trust would lead to a conclusive answer. The Committee also noted 
that the comment had not been a central plank of the programme and that the reference 
to the guitar had been used by the presenter as a device to illustrate the extraordinary 
genius of the artist who played it. The Committee was satisfied any further investigation 
would be disproportionate and not cost effective.   

The Committee agreed to apologise to the complainant for delay at stage 3.   

The Committee therefore decided that the decision not to proceed with this 
appeal was correct. 

 

BBC terminology when referring to road traffic 
incidents 
The complainant requested that the Committee review the Head of Editorial Standards’ 
decision not to proceed with her request for an appeal, which was that it is inaccurate and 
inappropriate to refer to “road accidents” and that terminology should be changed to 
“collision”, “crash” or “incident” when referring to traffic issues. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee noted the concerns of the complainant and was sympathetic to the 
distress that the term “accident” can cause when describing traffic incidents (including 
cases where people died) where the driver was culpable. The Committee noted the 
complainant’s comment:  

“Using the terms Crash or Collision or Incident does not APPORTION BLAME. IT 
STATES A FACT, whereas the Grossly Misleading term 'accident' is implying that it 
is no ones fault – it is making excuses – and it is NOT IMPARTIAL. By using the 
incorrect, grossly misleading, insulting, offensive, distressing and inappropriate 
term 'accident' the BBC is most definitely acting impartially.” 

The Committee also noted the detailed response that the complainant had received at 
stage 2 of the complaints process and the assurance from BBC News that it was aware of 
the effect of the use of seemingly innocuous words, and the fact that the concerns raised 
by the complainant had been drawn to the attention of news editors. In particular the 
Committee noted the following points from the reply:  

“Given that the word crash is defined as a ‘sudden, accidental wrecking, smashing 
or collision, especially of car, train or aircraft’ and given that we have to write 
broadcast scripts with reference to the spoken word as much as the written I am 
not convinced that the use of the word ‘accident’ needs to be rigorously controlled, 
as you suggest it should be... 

“However, I think that your complaint serves as a valuable reminder of the need to 
give careful consideration to the terminology we use; we need constantly to be 
aware that words or phrases which appear innocuous in certain circumstances may 
in fact have a potential to cause offence.” 

The Committee also noted the response of the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, 
which had explained that there is no blanket ban on any words at the BBC. The 
Committee noted that BBC News had explained that in some cases the word “accident” 
was appropriate in relation to traffic incidents or crashes. 

The Committee concluded that it would not proceed with the request for an appeal as it 
believed that the use of language to describe an incident, or news story, was a matter of 
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editorial judgement for the editor of the news given the particular facts and circumstances 
of the issue. The choice of language is therefore an issue for BBC management to decide 
what is, or is not, the most appropriate way of describing an issue or incident given the 
audience’s understanding of the generally accepted terminology. As such, the Committee 
agreed that this fell outside of its responsibility and thus had no prospect of success. 

The Committee also noted that the complaint had said that she wished a particular item 
from Breakfast, BBC One, 11 May 2009 on speed limiters to be considered by the 
Committee on appeal. The Committee noted that the programme’s editor had said at 
stage 1: 

"There was never any intention by the 'Breakfast' team to condone speeding or 
suggest in any way that it was an acceptable or good thing to do and we do not 
believe that it did that. Indeed, the reason the piece was done was to highlight 
some new technology which prevents speeding. If any viewer understood from the 
item that we were encouraging reckless driving then we very much regret that. 

“Our reporter did say that the effect of the limiter felt 'weird' but he was referring 
to the sensation while driving the car and did not intend to suggest that it was 
'weird' that he could not exceed the limit. We should have made the point in the 
film though, that speed should reflect the conditions and road environment and 
not just the legal limit. 

“The piece has been the subject of considerable debate within our department 
because it did raise a number of important issues including filming in vehicles. It 
would be fair to say that we would produce the piece differently if we had our time 
again and some lessons have been learnt for the future.” 

The Committee also noted what the Head of Accountability, BBC News, stated in her reply 
at stage 2 of the BBC’s complaints process. She said: 

“In the letter sent to you on August 3 by [BBC Information], [it] specifically states 
that the Breakfast programme editor did have misgivings about the way the piece 
was broadcast. The editor agreed that if they had their time again they would 
have produced the piece differently. The editor also said that lessons had been 
learnt for the future and regretted very much if the report had caused offence. 

“I agree with the programme editor that aspects of that news piece were wanting 
and could have been presented differently, as you have suggested, and I don’t 
think that I can add anything more to what, in effect, was sincere regret for the 
shortcomings of that report. The editor … assures me that lessons have been 
learned and I have no reason to doubt it.” 

The Committee agreed that in light of the acknowledgement by the BBC Executive that 
the piece had not been particularly good and that lessons had been learned as a result it 
was satisfied that this matter was resolved. 

The Committee therefore decided that the decision not to proceed with this 
appeal was correct. 

 

The News Quiz, BBC Radio 4, 13 November 2009 
The complainant requested that the Committee review the Head of Editorial Standards’ 
decision not to proceed with his request for an appeal, which was that it was offensive of 
the programme to make references within a humorous setting to the death of a young 
soldier, a private letter of condolence and a private phone call to a grieving mother. The 
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complainant also raised concerns about comments that joked about the Prime Minister’s 
visual impairment and references to Tony Blair wearing a “suit of poppies”.   

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee noted that the response from the Editorial Complaints Unit at stage 2 of 
the BBC complaints process stated that the butt of the humour was not the death of 
Guardsman Janes, or his mother’s grief, but the political consequences of The Sun’s story.   

The Committee also noted that this had been the leading story in the news in the days 
leading up to the programme’s broadcast and that the origin of the story had been that 
the Guardsman’s bereaved mother had chosen to bring the story into the public arena by 
contacting The Sun to complain about the Prime Minister’s handwritten letter of sympathy 
and the follow-up call the Prime Minister had made to her to explain his letter of 
condolence. 

The Committee also noted that references to Gordon Brown’s eyesight had also stemmed 
from the taped telephone conversation where the Prime Minister had explained his letter 
to Mrs Janes.  

The Committee also recognised that the News Quiz was a well-established and long-
running programme which satirised current public and political news stories. The 
Committee noted that it would have been considered unusual for a story of this kind 
concerning the Prime Minster to have been omitted from the programme and that there 
would have been a clear audience expectation that the issue would have been reflected in 
the programme’s content.  

The Committee endorsed the Head of Editorial Standards’ view that the first mention of 
Gordon Brown’s eyesight was an absurd comment made with an exaggerated effect. The 
second reference did not satirise the Prime Minister for having poor eyesight, but for not 
understanding the depth of difficulty he was in. The Committee also agreed that the 
reference to Tony Blair wearing a suit of poppies satirised the spin associated with the 
former Prime Minister as well as his style of expressing sympathy in public in very feeling 
terms. The Committee was satisfied that the remark was not directed at those who buy 
poppies or at Remembrance Day or what that day stands for. 

The Committee therefore concluded that while it sympathised with any offence this item 
caused the complainant and others listening, it was satisfied that there was a clear 
editorial purpose for its inclusion in a comedy programme satirising political news stories 
of the week. As such, the Committee did not believe there was a case for the BBC 
Executive to answer.  

The Committee therefore decided that the decision not to proceed with this 
appeal was correct. 

 

BBC News Online “UN Body to vote on Gaza report” 
The complainant requested that the Committee review the Head of Editorial Standards’ 
decision not to proceed with his request for an appeal, which was that the BBC online 
article titled “UN body to vote on Gaza report” was flawed because it did not contain 
analysis of the Goldstone Report (a UN commissioned report on the Gaza conflict). The 
complainant also objected to the use of the casualty figures which dated from December 
2008 and not from the original Israeli withdrawal from Gaza. 

The Committee’s decision 
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The Committee noted the response of the Head of Editorial Standards who had agreed 
with the response of the Editorial Complaints Unit which had explained that it was not 
necessary for the article to have separately analysed the report in a piece about an 
impending UN vote. The Committee was satisfied that in setting out the background to 
the vote, sufficient information had been provided to the reader to be aware that neither 
Israel nor the United States supported the findings of the report, the Israelis believing it 
to be biased and the US flawed.  

As to the use of casualty figures from December 2008 to January 2009, the Committee 
was satisfied that there was no inaccuracy or lack of impartiality in the use of these 
figures. The Committee did not believe that the omission of figures for a longer period of 
time rendered the piece inaccurate or biased given that the article was referring 
specifically to the 22-day conflict which started on 27 December 2008. 

The Committee therefore concluded that the complaint did not stand a reasonable chance 
of success as required by the Committee’s appeals procedure, or that it made out a case 
for the BBC to answer. 

The Committee therefore decided that the decision not to proceed with this 
appeal was correct. 

 

 

 


