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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 
accepting 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 
BBC Online forum on the Africa Have Your Say debate page, 
BBC World Service website, 15/16 December 2009 and 
associated programme Africa Have Your Say, BBC World 
Service, 16 December 2009 
The complainant said the programme and the accompanying online discussion was 
unacceptable, offensive and potentially criminal, inviting comments that could incite 
hatred. The complainant also said that the apologies given by the BBC were 
unsatisfactory. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that there was a difference between the actual headline, which was used on 
the Africa Have Your Say website, and the misreported headline, which 
appeared on a wide range of news websites and social media outlets. 

• that it agreed the original headline on the Africa Have Your Say website had 
been worded too starkly and did not make clear that it referred specifically to 
Uganda. 

• that BBC management had apologised promptly for the error and that this had 
resolved the issue. 

• that the issue was currently being debated in Africa and therefore was an 
appropriate topic for Africa Have Your Say to cover. 

• that there was a clear editorial purpose for the programme and for the style of 
presentation. 

• that the Africa Productions Editor and the Director of the BBC World Service 
had apologised promptly for the original headline in blog posts and that the 
wording of the blogs had constituted an appropriate and valid apology. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 5 to 13. 

 

Today, BBC Radio 4, 13 October 2009 
The complainant said that a report about the lives of schoolchildren in northern Gaza was 
unbalanced in that no Israeli perspective was included. The complainant also said that the 
report lacked essential context and gave a misleading presentation of the reasons behind 
the hardship faced by Gaza’s schoolchildren. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that there were clear editorial reasons for producing content about this 
subject. 

• that the content was a human interest story about the disruption to children’s 
education. 

• that, given the fact that the context of the report had been clearly set out in its 
studio introduction, there was no requirement for it to have included reference 
to the deeper and wider context of the conflict in Gaza to achieve due accuracy 
or due impartiality. 
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• that due impartiality did not require that the report should have given a fuller 
account of the Israeli perspective beyond the phrases that had been 
incorporated within the report. 

• that, by making reference to the Israeli position, the report had avoided an 
imbalance of views on a controversial subject. 

• that the report’s use of the words “blockade” and “punish” was duly accurate. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 14 to 24. 
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Findings 
BBC Online forum on the Africa Have Your Say debate 
page, BBC World Service website, 15/16 December 
2009 and associated programme Africa Have Your 
Say, BBC World Service, 16 December 2009 
 

1. The background 
 
Africa Have Your Say is an interactive programme on key issues making the news in 
Africa. 
 
This edition of the programme was linked to the Africa Have Your Say debate page on the 
BBC World Service website which asked the question “Should homosexuals face 
execution?” on 15 December 2009. 
 
The question was posed as Uganda was considering whether to pass legislation which 
would impose the death penalty for some homosexual acts. 
 
The “Should homosexuals face execution?” question remained on the Africa Have Your 
Say debate page until the end of the transmission of the radio version of the programme 
at 1700 GMT on 16 December 2009. 
 
After the programme was transmitted, the debate was closed and archived under the 
News Online banner “Should Uganda debate gay execution?”. 
 
The question “Should homosexuals face execution?” remained within the text on the 
page. 
 
A mistaken version of the headline “should homosexuals be executed?” was circulated on 
Twitter and received media coverage. Complaints followed.  
  
On 16 December 2009, David Stead, Editor, Africa Productions, BBC World Service wrote 
a response about the debate on the Editors’ Blog on the BBC News Online page. 
 
On 17 December, Peter Horrocks (then Director of World Service, now Director of Global 
News) also wrote a response on the Editors’ Blog on the BBC News Online page and 
apologised for any offence the original headline might have caused. 
 
2. The complaint 
 
Stages 1 and 2 
 
The complainant wrote initially to the BBC Trust on 6 January 2010. She stated that she 
was homosexual herself and considered it outrageous that the BBC could pose the 
question “Should homosexuals face execution?”. The complainant said that the apologies 
and explanations from BBC executives David Stead and Peter Horrocks, writing in the 
Editors’ Blog on BBC News Online were “flimsy” and “half hearted”. 
The complainant believed the BBC’s apologies only gave the impression that they 
regretted that the public had failed “to understand their supposedly principled and well 
thought out actions”. 
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The complainant asked: 
 

“If they [the BBC executives] lack the humanity necessary to see that this is not 
even a question, then I wonder how they came to occupy their current positions.” 
 

The complainant said that she recognised that what was happening in Uganda was an 
outrage and accepted that it was right for the BBC to report and draw attention to it. She 
stated: 
 

“Where their judgement was faulty was to think that it was appropriate to do so 
via a debate, particularly on so abhorrent a topic, and one that would invite 
comments that could easily be criminal incitement to hatred.” 
 

The complainant said what had been done was: 
 

“...unacceptable, offensive and potentially criminal…” 
 

The complainant added that it reflected very badly on the BBC and particularly the 
judgement of the staff who framed the debate, as well as those who approved it for 
broadcast and inclusion on the website. 
 
The complainant added that the online debate broke the house rules of the Have Your Say 
message board:  
 

“...by publishing manifestly homophobic contributions, mercifully, many of which 
were subsequently removed.” 
 

The BBC Trust replied on 25 January 2010. The complainant was informed that the Trust 
did not deal with complaints about BBC content in the first instance and that this was the 
responsibility of BBC management. The reply stated that if the complainant was unhappy 
with the statement of Peter Horrocks, Director, World Service, she should escalate her 
complaint to the BBC Executive’s Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU). 
 
The complainant wrote to BBC Information on 27 January 2010. The complainant 
repeated the points made in her first letter to the BBC Trust adding: 
 

“… what is needed is an acknowledgement from both of them that their 
judgement was at fault … accompanied by either their resignation or a sincere 
commitment to learn the lesson of the situation and exercise better judgement in 
the future.” 
 

The complainant rejected the BBC Executive’s statement that the programme was 
“legitimate and responsible”. 
 
BBC Information replied on 3 February 2010 stating that it was a matter for BBC World 
Service to address and, as such, had forwarded the complaint to BBC World Service to 
answer.  
 
The Editor, Africa Productions, BBC World Service replied to the complainant. He said that 
he was sorry that the complainant felt that the BBC’s responses had not sufficiently 
addressed her concerns. The Editor informed the complainant that if she wanted to take it 
further she could contact the BBC Trust. 
 
Stage 3 – Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 



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

 

June 2010 issued August 2010 7
 

The complainant wrote to the BBC Trust on 20 February 2010 appealing her complaint to 
the ESC. The complainant reiterated her complaint. 
 
The BBC Trust before agreeing to consider the complaint on appeal considered whether 
the replies received from BBC Information alongside the responses posted on the BBC 
World Service website represented the BBC Executive’s replies at stages 1 and 2 of the 
BBC complaints process. The Trust was satisfied that they did and agreed to consider the 
complaint. 
  
3. Applicable Editorial Standards 
 
Section 8 – Harm and Offence 
 
Introduction 
The BBC aims to reflect the world as it is, including all aspects of the human experience 
and the realities of the natural world. In doing so, we balance our right to broadcast and 
publish innovative and challenging content appropriate to each of our services with our 
responsibility to protect the vulnerable. 
 
When we broadcast or publish challenging material which risks offending some of our 
audience we must always be able to demonstrate a clear editorial purpose. Such material 
may include, but is not limited to, offensive language, humiliation, sexual violence and 
discriminatory treatment. We must be sensitive to audience expectations, particularly in 
relation to the protection of children, as well as clearly signposting the material. 
 
Audience expectations 
We should judge the suitability of content for our audiences, including children, in relation 
to the expectations of the likely audience at a particular time on a particular day, and in 
relation to the nature of the service as well as the nature of the content. We should ask 
ourselves the following questions: 

 
• what is the likely composition of the audience, including the likely number and 

age range of children in the audience taking into account school time, 
weekends and holidays? We should be aware that school holidays are different 
in different parts of the UK. 

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

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

• has any difficult or challenging content been clearly signposted? 
 
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. 
 
Online Services Guidelines  
 
Section 8 – Harm and Offence 
 
Harm and offence online guidelines  
Online, there is no Watershed. Our approach to harm and offence on the Internet is 
based on the principle that we consider the expectations of the likely audience for the 
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specific service. See Section 8 of the Editorial Guidelines: Harm & Offence – Audience 
expectations. 
 
We offer a whole range of material and services on the Internet which appeal to different 
sections of the public and are often targeted at specific groups. Online producers should 
be aware of what may offend the likely audience of any web site. We should respect the 
views of that audience. This approach accords with our policy for BBC Radio, which 
approaches these matters with regard to the expectations of the channel's likely audience. 
 
Judgements on the audience for web pages and its expectations will need to be informed 
by continuing research into usage: 
 

• any material on the BBC Home page must be suitable for a general audience 
including children 

• the first click from the BBC Home page should not normally lead straight to a 
page which includes material which is unsuitable for a general audience 

• on other pages, material should be suitable for the likely audience. Where 
appropriate, online producers should clearly label difficult material so as to 
avoid offending users or taking them by surprise. This includes difficult 
material which might be unsuitable for children. Such signposts should do the 
same job as presentation announcements. They should be clear and factual 
but not inappropriately graphic 

• those planning web pages should be clear about whether they are likely to 
appeal to a high proportion of children or young people and choose material 
accordingly. 

 
Programme-related content 
 

• pages carrying material linked to any broadcast programme must be 
appropriate to the programme and its likely audience; web sites linked to 
specific programmes should not contain material considered unsuitable for 
broadcasting in the associated programme. 

• we should not link from a site whose associated radio or television programme 
is designed to attract a child audience to one whose associated radio or 
television programme contains material which is clearly unsuitable for children. 

• any live service where users provide content connected with a BBC domestic 
television programme must take account of the programme's transmission 
time. 

• any live service where users provide content connected to a BBC radio 
programme should take the same approach to harm and offence as the radio 
programme itself and should reflect the sensitivities of the likely audience. 

 
Decisions about harm and offence online apply equally to user-generated content and 
links to third party websites as to content created by the BBC. See Section 15: Interacting 
with our audiences User-generated content, and Section 13: Editorial integrity & 
independence – Links to external sites. 
 
International audiences 
 
It should also be borne in mind that we offer an international service. Producers of pages 
should be aware that cultural sensitivities vary and that audiences in other parts of the 
world may take great offence at something which would be unexceptional to a domestic 
audience. Advice on the sensitivities of the international audience may be obtained from 
the relevant Heads of Region, BBC World Service and from Head of New Media, BBC 
World Service. 
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Section 17 - Accountability 
 
Introduction 
The BBC is accountable to its audiences. Their continuing trust in the BBC is a crucial part 
of our contract with them. We will act in good faith by dealing fairly and openly with 
them. 
 
We are open in admitting mistakes when they are made and encourage a culture of 
willingness to learn from them. 
 
We will use the BBC's online presence to provide proper reporting to the public on 
complaints we have received, and actions we have taken. (www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/). 
 
User generated content 
BBC's message boards and other interactive online spaces operate according to published 
House Rules. These are applied by the moderators with the assistance of alerts from our 
users. 
 
Rejected Messages 
Where messages contain substantial problematic content, BBC moderators will normally 
reject them as a whole rather than edit them. A reason should be given, and they may be 
resubmitted once altered. 
 
User Alerts 
Reactive moderation (see Section 15) relies on alerts from members of the public and 
moderators should treat each one with care and consideration. 
 
If in doubt, moderators should refer an alert to the host for advice and keep Executive 
Producer, Communities, New Media informed. 

• Each alert should get a clear response in a reasonable time from the 
moderator. 

• A record should be retained of the complaint, the message complained about, 
the decision reached and the reason given for the decision. 

 
The procedures in each area should be checked with Executive Producer, Communities, 
New Media. For more on user-generated content see Section 15: Interacting with our 
audience – Moderation and Participation and escalation. 
 
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 programme team.  
 
This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
harm & offence and accountability. 
 
The Committee noted that in relation to the guidelines on harm and offence the BBC had 
to balance its right to broadcast and publish innovative and challenging content 
appropriate to each of its services with its responsibility to protect the vulnerable. 
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The Committee also noted that when the BBC publishes challenging material which risks 
offending some of the audience it must always be able to demonstrate a clear editorial 
purpose. The BBC must also be sensitive to audience expectations, particularly in relation 
to the protection of children, as well as clearly signposting challenging material to ensure 
that the audience has enough information on which to judge whether the content is 
suitable for themselves or their children. 
  
In coming to its decision the Committee considered the complaint in two parts: 
  

• the headline and debate 
• the handling of complaints 

  
The headline and debate 
  
The Committee noted that there are two routes in to the BBC Africa Have Your Say 
(AHYS) web pages. A casual browser starting from News Online’s Africa Index page would 
have found, under a heading Africa Have Your Say, a one-line headline “Should Uganda 
debate gay execution?” but with no context. If he or she then clicked on the headline they 
would be taken to the Africa Have Your Say index page which was headlined “Should 
homosexuals face execution?” followed by a contextual paragraph which read “The 
Ugandan parliament are debating an anti-homosexuality bill which would see some 
homosexual offences punishable by death.” 
  
If, however, from the News Online index page the casual browser clicked directly on the 
headline it would have taken him or her to a dedicated page with the same headline but 
with full context, which began with the words 
 

“Yes we accept it is a stark and disturbing question. But this is the reality behind 
an Anti-Homosexuality Bill being debated on Friday by the Ugandan Parliament 
which would see some homosexual offences punishable by death…”. 
 

The context went on to ask 
 

“Has Uganda gone too far? Should there be any level of legislation against 
homosexuality? Should homosexuals be protected by legislation as they are in 
South Africa? What would be the consequences of this bill to you? How will 
homosexual ‘offences’ be monitored?” 

 
The Committee noted that the complainant found the headline question on the BBC Africa 
Have Your Say (AHYS) website regarding the Ugandan Parliamentary debate on an anti-
homosexual bill “unacceptable, offensive and potentially criminal”.  
 
The Committee noted that the programme editor explained that: 
 

“We knew it would be a challenging issue but felt we needed a stark approach to 
reflect the real core of what the bill was about, it was not just anti-homosexual 
legislation in that the prospect of execution took it far further than anywhere else. 
Homosexuality is already taboo and illegal in most African countries – the 
legislation itself was not the story – it was the execution issue which made this so 
important. The question summarised a debate already taking place in Uganda. We 
had to trust our audience to understand the context and that it was not the BBC 
advocating this position. This was also a challenge to our Ugandan audience. In 
the country itself this legislation is being viewed as completely normal – there was 
very much a ‘what is all the fuss about feel’ as if it was a new law about parking 
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offences. We wanted the Ugandan audience to sit up and be really clear about 
what this legislation was leading to and the consequences if it was passed.” 

 
The Committee agreed that it was in the public interest for the BBC to cover difficult and 
challenging contemporary material, in this case the potential execution of homosexuals in 
Uganda, even though significant numbers of people regard the notion of even discussing 
the execution of homosexuals, as highly offensive and even inflammatory. It agreed there 
was a clear editorial purpose for this material. The Committee then turned to the way the 
material was presented to the audience given the subject under debate was likely to 
cause offence, and whether the presentation met audience expectations and was clearly 
signposted. 
 
The Committee noted that in the complainant’s correspondence, at one point, she quoted 
the headline as: 
  

“Should homosexuals be executed?” 
  

It was this headline, as reported on Twitter and on a wide range of news websites and 
social media outlets, that dominated the complaints received by the BBC. 
 
The Committee noted that the actual headline on the AHYS website read:  
  

“Should homosexuals face execution?” 
  

The Committee agreed that there was a difference in the two headlines. The actual 
headline referred more obviously to the decision to be taken by the Ugandan Parliament 
and was more clearly inviting comment on a matter of public interest. The misreported 
headline appeared to simply invite the reader to debate an abstract question. The 
Committee recognised that the page had been written with an African audience in mind 
where the debate on the acceptability of homosexuality is different and more complex to 
that familiar to readers in the UK and the US (from where a number of complaints had 
been received). Nevertheless, the Committee considered that the headline should have 
been written more clearly to encapsulate the boundaries of the debate in relation to the 
debate in the Ugandan Parliament. 
 
The Committee agreed therefore that the language was too “stark” as had been 
acknowledged by the Director of World Service, Peter Horrocks, in his blog where he had 
stated: 
  

“The original headline on our website was, in hindsight, too stark.” 
  
The Committee agreed that because there had not been clear signposting, offence had 
been caused notwithstanding the clear editorial purpose of the material. However, the 
Committee also noted that Mr Horrocks had apologised for any offence caused. The 
Committee therefore concluded, with regard to the phrasing of the headline that, while it 
was agreed that the initial headline was an error – not only for its starkness but also 
because it did not make clear that the headline referred specifically to Uganda – it 
recognised that BBC management had apologised promptly and this had resolved the 
issue. The Committee agreed no further action was required. 
 
The Committee then turned its attention to whether the complainant’s non-specific 
complaints about the nature of the postings on the AHYS blog – that they were 
homophobic and offensive – should be considered. The Committee came to the view that 
since the complainant had not referenced any particular post it would not substitute its 



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

 

June 2010 issued August 2010 12
 

own judgement for that of the complainant in trying to ascertain which comments might, 
or might not, be offensive to her. 
 
The Committee also considered the complaint that the subject matter was not appropriate 
for a debate format programme. The Committee’s view was that since this issue was 
currently being hotly debated in Africa then it was an appropriate topic for AHYS to cover, 
despite the fact that it was an uncomfortable topic for a non-African audience. Indeed, 
the Committee noted that the programme had included many calls from Africa – and 
specifically from Ugandan homosexuals who had not previously been heard, speaking 
about the persecution they faced, including being stoned, for their perceived 
homosexuality. The Committee was therefore satisfied that there was a clear editorial 
purpose for the programme and for the style of presentation.  
 
Finally, the Committee considered whether there were lessons to be learnt that had a 
wider applicability than this one incident. The Committee noted that, given the global 
availability of the BBC website, online content producers would now have to be more 
aware that all material they produce is universally available via the internet. Hence, 
headlines that might cause offence to certain audiences needed greater contextualisation 
than previously. 
 
The notion relied upon by the BBC World Service in handling this complaint, that they 
target specific material at specific audiences, was now one that needed to be approached 
with caution. As does the section of the Online Harm and Offence Guideline which states:  
 

“Our approach to harm and offence on the Internet is based on the principle that 
we consider the expectations of the likely audience for the specific service.” 

 
Whilst in general this approach is correct the BBC needs to give some consideration to the 
possible consequences of material being read out of context by an audience for whom it 
was not intended.  
 
In addition, because URL addresses of specific web pages are now being circulated on 
social media sites, consideration needs to be given to re-drafting the Online Guideline that 
currently draws a distinction between contentious material available within one click of 
the BBC Home Page and material requiring more clicks. It can no longer be assumed that 
the public reaches a web page through contextualising material.  
 
The Committee would request BBC management review its online Editorial Guidelines to 
remind writers of website content of the need to be aware that website content was 
available globally. The note would also request that content would need to be 
appropriately contextualised so that its purpose was not misunderstood.  
 
Handling of the Complaint 
 
The Committee also considered whether the complaint had been appropriately handled. 
 
It noted that both the Programme Editor and the Director of BBC World Service had 
apologised promptly and did not agree with the complainant’s assertion that the apology 
was invalid because it was “lacking in acknowledgement of failure”. The Committee 
resolved that since the World Service Director’s blog post used the phrase “we apologise 
for any offence it caused” this constituted an appropriate and valid form of apology. 
 
However, the Committee expressed some concern about the World Service’s method of 
dealing with this complaint by relying on a blog at stage 1 and 2 of the complaints 
system. The Committee considered that there would be occasions where a blog would be 
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appropriate (in line with the complaints framework set by the Trust which explains that if 
a large number of complainants complain about a specific action, the BBC’s Executive may 
compile a summary of the range of issues raised by the complaints. The complaints will 
then be considered together across the full range of issues identified). 
 
The Committee, however, agreed that, whilst a blog was transparent and a speedy way of 
dealing with a large number of complaints at stage 1, each case must be considered on a 
case-by-case basis with a presumption that, at the second stage (except in the case of a 
large number of complaints), reliance on a blog may not be appropriate, as there is a risk 
that specific complaints would not be answered by a general blog. The Committee 
requested that the World Service review its present complaints handling policy to ensure 
it was appropriate.  
 
Finding: Not upheld 
 
Action: The Committee would request that the BBC Executive review its Online 
Editorial Guideline on audience expectations to ensure that content writers are 
reminded that all content is available globally and that any contentious issues 
should be suitably contextualised in order to prevent the general reader from 
misunderstanding its purpose. The Committee would also request that BBC 
World Service review its complaints procedure and use of editors’ blogs to 
respond to complainants at stage 2 of the complaints process. 
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Today, BBC Radio 4, 13 October 2009 
1. The background 
 
The item was a report by BBC Middle East correspondent, Katya Adler, on the lives of 
schoolchildren in northern Gaza. It followed the publication of the Report of the UN Fact-
Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict (“the Goldstone Report”). The Goldstone Report had 
found that, during the three-week military conflict in Gaza between late December 2008 
and January 2009 (referred to by Israel as “Operation Cast Lead”), both Israel and Hamas 
had committed war crimes. The Goldstone Report was particularly critical of Israel’s policy 
and conduct in Gaza. Israel was critical of the Goldstone report.  
 
2. The complaint 
 
Stage 1 
The complainant wrote to the Today programme on 17 October 2009, stating that the 
Today report breached BBC editorial guidelines on impartiality. 
 
The complainant stated that the report was unbalanced, in that no Israeli perspective was 
included. The complainant also wrote that the report lacked essential context. She said: 
 

“Operation Cast Lead was an act of self defence to stop the hail of rockets and 
mortars from Gaza whose intent was the murder of Israeli citizens – over 12,000 
since 2001. Dozens of Israelis have died in these attacks and thousands left 
traumatised including many schoolchildren. Where were their voices? Do Israeli 
victims not matter to the BBC? Does their suffering over the past decade not 
count?” 

 
The complainant continued: 
 

“…we were not told that in Hamas-run schools – many named after suicide 
bombers – pupils … are taught to hate Jews and aspire to martyrdom in the cause 
of Israel’s destruction. Nor were we told about damage to Israeli schools sustained 
during rocket attacks often timed to coincide with the Israeli school run. Why not? 
 
“The recent UNHCR report castigated Hamas for using civilian centres, including 
schools and mosques as launchpads for attacks and their use of civilians as human 
shields during Operation Cast Lead calling them war crimes. These crimes 
contributed significantly to the death and destruction bewailed in Adler’s report. A 
5-second reference to ‘masked Palestinian gunmen firing from the streets’ at the 
end of the piece is not sufficient to alert listeners to the reasons why some Gazan 
residential areas became targets for IDF forces.” 
 

The complainant also complained that the programme had been inaccurate in its 
description of the “blockade” of goods, and the statement that Israel was punishing 
Hamas. 
 
On 3 November 2009 the Today programme replied. It stated: 
 

“The purpose of Katya Adler’s report was to portray what life was like for 
schoolchildren in Gaza – months after the end of the conflict. It was not meant to 
explain the causes of the war – nor designed to apportion blame. There is no 
dispute that civilian buildings – including schools – were destroyed during the 
conflict and that rebuilding them has been hampered by the Israeli blockade. That 
in turn has made life difficult for children trying to get an education in Gaza. The 
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script pointed out that the blockade was a response to Hamas’ refusal to accept 
that Israel had the right to exist and that Palestinian gunmen had fired rockets 
from the children’s neighbourhood. The reason the piece did not go into further 
detail was because the focus of the piece was the children’s experiences of being 
caught up in a war zone – not the politics of the conflict. 
 
“…the piece should not be seen in isolation. In the past we have interviewed 
Israeli politicians without interviewing Palestinians at the same time or even on the 
same programme. What we can and do offer is a wide range of voices and 
perspectives over a period of time.” 

 
The complainant replied on 3 November 2009 stating that much of the report was 
“devoted to simply apportioning blame”. The complainant continued:  
 

“Because of the accusations of the piece, Adler’s passing references to ‘masked 
Palestinian gunmen’ or even Hamas’ refusal to accept Israel’s existence are 
inadequate context when she is silent about Hamas’ use of Gaza’s schools as 
launchpads for rocket attacks on Israeli schools and as training and recruitment 
grounds for the next generation of suicide bombers.” 

 
The complainant also stated that she did not understand the programme’s view that the 
piece should not be seen in isolation and requested when the programme had permitted 
Israelis to contribute without challenge either from Palestinians or presenters. 
 
Today replied on 8 November 2009 explaining: 
 

“The reason this piece should not be taken in isolation is the same reason why a 
single interview with the Israeli ambassador or a piece from the other side of the 
border (both of which have featured on the programme this year) should not be 
taken in isolation. It is impossible and impractical to balance every piece internally. 
No voice – or opinion – from any side of the argument would ever be properly 
heard if such a rule was imposed. Further it is not what the BBC guidelines … 
oblige us to do. That said within the context of a piece reflecting life for some 
Palestinians there was reference to the underlying political causes of the war. But I 
can only repeat that this was not primarily a piece about politics but about 
everyday life for the children caught in the middle of a long and seemingly 
intractable dispute.” 
 

The complainant responded on 9 November 2009 with an email in which she again said 
that the “two oblique references to Hamas’ contributions to the war” failed to balance the 
way in which Israel was “explicitly and repeatedly” identified as “perpetrators of the 
deaths, traumas and damage caused in Gaza”. The complainant also said that the 
programme had not “cited a single occasion when Israeli perspectives were aired 
unchallenged”. 
 
Stage 2 
The complainant contacted the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU), the second stage of the 
BBC’s complaints procedure, on 4 November 2009, requesting that it investigate the 
complaint. The complainant added when setting out her complaint: 
 

“No one is suggesting that this is the place to explain the causes of the war. But 
this report is punctuated throughout with apportionment of blame to Israel… 
“As no Israeli was called upon to reply to these accusations, the listener was left 
with the clear impression that here was a Palestinian population desperate for an 
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uninterrupted education for their children and prevented from enjoying it only by a 
faceless and brutal Israel.” 

 
The ECU replied with its substantive answer on 17 December 2009. The ECU did not 
uphold the complaint. The ECU stated with regard to the issue of balance: 
 

“…the focus of the piece was on the lives of schoolchildren in an area affected by 
war. The report did not purport to look at the wider picture of the conflict, such as 
how the war came about, but only at how lives there had been affected by it. … 
the guidelines do not require that every side of an argument always be aired. As 
such I am not convinced that without an Israeli perspective the piece would 
necessarily have been imbalanced.” 
 

The ECU noted that while the piece looked at the impact of the war on children, it 
inevitably touched upon Israeli actions in the conflict. The ECU considered therefore what 
was said from an Israeli perspective and “whether these effectively served to offer context 
and insight into Israel’s actions”. 
 
The ECU found that:  
 

“While reference was made to the results of military and other actions on the part 
of Israel, I believe the programme included sufficient and effective references to 
the thinking behind the Israeli actions which were cited.” 

 
On the question of context, the ECU stated: 
 

“I cannot agree that it was necessary that a (relatively brief) report on everyday 
life for schoolchildren in Gaza should include reference to matters not discussed 
within the report; such as the genesis of war or damage caused to Israeli schools. 
 
“While it did not specifically cite the use of civilian centres as bases for rocket 
attacks, the report did touch upon the fact of Israeli rocket attacks as response to 
attacks from Palestinian gunmen, and the rationale behind the phosphorous 
rockets which had been fired upon the school. I consider that the inclusion of an 
Israeli perspective in those instances was sufficient to ensure that balance and 
impartiality were achieved without the need for an explicit reference to Hamas’ use 
of civilian centres for attacks. 
 
“Had the reporter found evidence to support the claim that Gazan schoolchildren 
were taught to aspire to martyrdom I would have expected that such material 
would have been included in the report. In the absence of such evidence I do not 
believe that the inclusion of such an allegation was necessary in a report on the 
lives of schoolchildren there.” 
 

With regard to accuracy, the ECU said: 
 

“The report claimed that Israel had imposed a blockade of goods in order to 
‘punish’ the Hamas government, noting that Hamas was run by men who do not 
believe that the state of Israel has a right to exist. You argue this was inaccurate 
as it does not mention Israel’s fears that materials would be used instead for acts 
of terrorism. 
 
“While the specific fears you have raised regarding the use of building materials 
are not referred to, the underlying concerns of Israel in regard to Hamas are cited. 
One piece of context is given regarding the thinking behind Israel’s position, but it 
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is a very significant one, which I believe would have given the audience an insight 
into the situation there – the view of Hamas that Israel does not have the right to 
exist. … While [listeners] were not specifically informed of the particular concerns 
about building materials, the underlying point – that Israel’s policy in regard to 
allowing goods into Gaza is inextricably linked to the hostile position of the leaders 
of Hamas – is made effectively. 
 
“On the subject of accuracy I have also considered what you see as ‘accusations 
against Israel’ in the report, including the responsibility of Israel for injuries, 
deaths and damage to property during the war. However, while the extent to 
which such actions were in response to actions from Gaza is certainly arguable, 
the fact of their occurrence is not.” 
 

The complainant responded on 4 January 2010 stating that the suggestion that the 
correspondent had no evidence of Hamas’ encouragement of Gaza’s schoolchildren to 
aspire to martyrdom required challenging. The complainant cited a number of sources 
which supported her view. 
 
The ECU replied on 14 January 2010. The reply stated: 
 

“…such references [viz. to claims that pupils in Gazan schools are taught to aspire 
to martyrdom] would indeed have been essential had the reporter, in the course of 
reporting on everyday life for children in Gaza, found evidence of such activities 
taking place – for instance, at the school at which she was reporting. 
 
“However, I did not (and do not) believe that in general terms a report on the lives 
of schoolchildren in Gaza must, for reasons of completeness, contain a reference 
to claims that Gazan schools are routinely used to indoctrinate children against 
Israel. Specifically, I did not believe that without such references any report would 
automatically be so incomplete as to be biased or inaccurate.” 
 

Stage 3 – Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) 
The complainant appealed to the ESC on 31 December 2009. The complainant stated 
that: 
 

“Citing Israel’s actions without citing Hamas’ actions is unbalanced and inaccurate.” 
 

She also stated that it was wrong to not also explain that the Israeli embargo on building 
materials had a practical purpose which was to prevent Hamas from commandeering 
supplies to use in their armed struggle against Israel. 
The complainant felt that overall the report gave a misleading presentation of the reasons 
behind the current hardship faced by Gaza’s schoolchildren. She concluded by saying that: 
 

“[The ECU] suggests that there was no evidence of Hamas encouragement of 
Gazan schoolchildren to become shaheeds (martyrs) available to Ms Adler. In fact 
the Palestinian Authority’s use of state-run media and schools to educate 
Palestinian children to hate their Jewish neighbours is one of the best documented 
aspects of the conflict.” 
 

3. Applicable Editorial Standards 
 
Section 3 – Accuracy 
 
Introduction 
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The BBC's commitment to accuracy is a core editorial value and fundamental to our 
reputation. Our output must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested 
and presented in clear, precise language. We should be honest and open about what we 
don't know and avoid unfounded speculation. 
For the BBC accuracy is more important than speed and it is often more than a question 
of getting the facts right. All the relevant facts and information should be weighed to get 
at the truth. If an issue is controversial, relevant opinions as well as facts may need to be 
considered. 
 
We aim to achieve accuracy by: 
 

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

 
Misleading audiences 
We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or knowingly do 
anything to mislead our audiences. We may need to label material to avoid doing so. 
 
Section 4 – Impartiality and Diversity of Opinion 
 
Introduction 
Impartiality lies at the heart of the BBC's commitment to its audiences. It applies across 
all of our services and output, whatever the format, from radio news bulletins via our web 
sites to our commercial magazines and includes a commitment to reflecting a diversity of 
opinion. 
The Agreement accompanying the BBC's Charter requires us to produce comprehensive, 
authoritative and impartial coverage of news and current affairs in the UK and throughout 
the world to support fair and informed debate. It specifies that we should do all we can to 
treat controversial subjects with due accuracy and impartiality in our news services and 
other programmes dealing with matters of public policy or of political or industrial 
controversy. It also states that the BBC is forbidden from expressing an opinion on current 
affairs or matters of public policy other than broadcasting. 
Special considerations apply during the campaign periods for elections. 
 
In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 
 

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

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

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

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

• our journalists and presenters, including those in news and current affairs, may 
provide professional judgments but may not express personal opinions on 
matters 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. 
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Achieving impartiality 
Impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to our output. Our approach to achieving it 
will therefore vary according to the nature of the subject, the type of output, the likely 
audience expectation and the extent to which the content and approach is signposted to 
our audiences. 
 
Impartiality is described in the Agreement as "due impartiality". It requires us to be fair 
and open minded when examining the evidence and weighing all the material facts, as 
well as being objective and even handed in our approach to a subject. It does not require 
the representation of every argument or facet of every argument on every occasion or an 
equal division of time for each view. 
 
News, in whatever form, must be presented with due impartiality. 
 
Controversial subjects 
In the United Kingdom controversial subjects are issues of significance for the whole of 
the country, such as elections, or highly contentious new legislation on the eve of a 
crucial Commons vote, or a UK wide public sector strike. 
 
In the nations and regions of the UK, controversial subjects are those which have 
considerable impact on the nation or region. They include political or industrial issues or 
events which are the subject of intense debate or relate to a policy under discussion or 
already decided by local government. 
 
In the global context, some controversial subjects such as national elections or 
referendums will obviously have varying degrees of global significance but will be of great 
sensitivity in that country or region in which they are taking place. We should always 
remember that much of the BBC's output is now available in most countries across the 
world. 
 
We must ensure a wide range of significant views and perspectives are given due weight 
in the period during which a controversial subject is active. Opinion should be clearly 
distinguished from fact. When the issues involved are highly controversial and/or a 
decisive moment in the controversy is expected we will sometimes need to ensure that all 
of the main views are reflected in our output. This may mean featuring them in a single 
programme, or even a single item. 
 
BBC online sites covering controversial subjects may offer links to external sites which, 
taken together, represent a reasonable range of views about the subject. We should 
normally try to ensure that when we link to third party sites this does not give strong 
grounds for concern that this breaches the law or the BBC Editorial Guidelines on harm 
and offence. 
 
4. The Committee’s decision 
 
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 programme-makers. 
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This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
impartiality and accuracy. 
 
Impartiality 
 
The Committee first considered the complaint against the editorial guidelines relating to 
impartiality.  
 
The Committee noted that the Agreement accompanying the BBC’s Charter specified that 
the BBC should do all it can to treat controversial subjects with due accuracy and 
impartiality. 
 
The Committee noted that the editorial guidelines state that the BBC must ensure that it 
avoids bias or an imbalance of views on controversial subjects. 
 
It also noted that achieving “due impartiality” requires the BBC 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 its approach to a subject. It also noted that 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. 
 
Editorial Reasons 
 
The Committee noted that the BBC’s commitment to impartiality meant that it exercised 
its editorial freedom to produce content about any subject, at any point on the spectrum 
of debate, as long as there were good editorial reasons for doing so. 
 
In considering whether there were good editorial reasons for producing the Today report, 
the Committee noted that the report had been prompted by the recent publication of the 
UN’s Goldstone Report on the Gaza conflict, which set out concerns that children in Gaza 
were living in homes and attending schools that had been damaged in Operation Cast 
Lead. The Committee noted that the Today report focused on the impact of the conflict 
and the Israeli blockade on the lives of Gazan schoolchildren. 
 
In coming to its decision the Committee took into account the studio introduction to the 
piece, in which it was stated: 
  

“The United Nations is worried about children in Gaza. They’re living in homes and 
going to schools that have been badly damaged, when Israel attacked last 
December, and winter is approaching. The UN says Israel’s blockade of Gaza has 
made repairing the damage virtually impossible. Our Middle East correspondent, 
Katya Adler, reports from northern Gaza.” 
 

The Committee therefore concluded that, given the clearly stated approach of the report 
in the introduction, and the fact that the issue of people living in Gaza was part of the 
news agenda (following the publication of the Goldstone Report), it was perfectly 
reasonable for the BBC, and on this occasion the Today programme, to include reportage 
of what the correspondent found and what, in this case, the schoolchildren had to say 
about their lives following the end of the conflict. The Committee was therefore satisfied 
that there were clearly set out editorial reasons for producing content about this subject. 
 
Context 
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The Committee then considered the complainant’s assertion that the report lacked 
essential context. The Committee took account of the complainant’s comments, including 
(but not limited to) her statements on the following matters: 

 
i. the effect on the lives of Israeli schoolchildren of, and the damage to Israeli 

schools caused by, what the complainant described as “the hail of rockets and 
mortars from Gaza” 

ii. Hamas’ conduct in the conflict with Israel (including the complainant’s 
assertions that Hamas used civilian centres including schools and mosques as 
launchpads for attacks, used civilians as human shields, and used schools as 
training and recruitment grounds for suicide bombers) 

iii. Israel’s conduct in response to Hamas’ conduct 
iv. the Goldstone Report’s conclusions in relation to the actions of Palestinian 

armed groups and the possible commission of war crimes 
v. Israel’s rejection and rebuttal of the Goldstone Report. 

 
The Committee first noted that the nature of the Today report was clearly signposted in 
the piece’s studio introduction (set out above). 
 
The Committee also took the view, having listened to the content, that this piece was 
primarily a human interest story on the disruption to children’s education.  
 
The Committee took the view therefore that it was to be expected that the Today report, 
which contained first-hand accounts by children whose education had been badly affected 
by the conflict in Gaza and whose problems were the core of the story, should have some 
emotional weight. 
 
The Committee noted that, while the conflict in Gaza was a highly controversial subject, 
due impartiality did not require that a human interest report on the consequences for 
civilians of violent conflict should undertake a discussion of the deeper and wider context 
of that conflict; nor did due impartiality require the report not only to examine all of the 
root causes of the problems facing the Gazan schoolchildren but also to make reference 
to the suffering of Israelis as a result of the actions of Hamas. 
 
The Committee was therefore satisfied that, given the fact that the context of the report 
had been clearly set out in its studio introduction, there was no requirement for it to have 
included reference to the deeper and wider context of the conflict in Gaza to achieve due 
accuracy or due impartiality. 
 
The Israeli Perspective 
 
The Committee then considered the complainant’s assertion that the report was 
unbalanced, in that no Israeli perspective was included. It noted the complainant’s 
contention that: 
 

“No Israeli voice was permitted to interrupt this litany of blame shaped in the most 
emotive language and delivered mainly by children.” 

 
The Committee noted the complainant’s comments on: 
 

i. Israel’s reasons for conducting Operation Cast Lead, which the complainant 
described as “an act of self defence” 

ii. Israel’s reasons for placing limits upon the importation of building materials 
into Gaza, namely because, as the complainant stated, “Hamas will continue to 
hijack them to build tunnels for importing weapons and exporting terrorism”. 
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The Committee noted that the Today report contained several statements that alluded to 
the Israeli perspective: 
 

“On the seventeenth of January, Israel fired white phosphorous shells here, it says 
to protect Israeli ground troops from Palestinian gunmen.” 
 
“Israel wants to punish the Hamas government here, run by men who believe 
Israel shouldn’t exist…” 
 
“Gaza schoolchildren are no strangers to Israeli air-strikes, or to masked 
Palestinian gunmen firing rockets from their neighbourhoods.” 

 
The Committee took the view that, although these statements might not fully account for 
Israel’s position, they accurately described Israel’s concerns and the conflict from an 
Israeli perspective. 
 
The Committee further noted that the report concluded with the statement: 
 

“Being a child here in Gaza means growing up with conflict...” 
 
which in the Committee’s view scrupulously and even-handedly avoided apportioning 
blame for the Gazan children’s situation. 
 
Noting that due impartiality did not require the representation of every argument or facet 
of every argument on every occasion or an equal division of time for each view, the 
Committee concluded that: due impartiality did not require that the report should have 
given a fuller account of the Israeli perspective beyond the phrases that had been 
incorporated within the report; and that, by making reference to the Israeli position, the 
report had avoided an imbalance of views on a controversial subject. 
 
As such, the Committee did not uphold this element of the complaint. 
 
Accuracy 
 
The Committee then considered the complaint against the editorial guidelines relating to 
accuracy. 
 
The Committee noted that the Agreement accompanying the BBC’s Charter specified that 
the BBC should do all it can to treat controversial subjects with due accuracy and 
impartiality. 
 
The Committee noted that the editorial guidelines on accuracy say that the BBC should 
not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or knowingly do anything to 
mislead its audience. 
 
Considering the report’s approach to accuracy, the Committee considered that in, for 
example, the statement: 
 

“On the seventeenth of January, Israel fired white phosphorous shells here, it says 
to protect Israeli ground troops from Palestinian gunmen” 

 
the report had, by its use of the phrase “it says”, carefully distinguished unverified 
assertion from fact. 
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“Blockade” 
 
The Committee considered the complainant’s assertion that the programme had been 
inaccurate in its description of a “blockade” of goods. It noted the complainant’s 
statement that: 
 

“Far from imposing a ‘blockade’ of goods, dozens of trucks carrying food, oil and 
other essentials enter Gaza every day from Israel.” 

 
The Committee then took into account the wording of the Today report, and in particular 
the statement in the introduction in which the word was used: 
 

“The UN says Israel’s blockade of Gaza has made repairing the damage virtually 
impossible.” 

 
The Committee noted that the word “blockade” had been referred to in the UN’s 
Goldstone Report in a number of paragraphs. In particular, the Committee noted its use in 
paragraph 1878, which stated:  
 

“The continuum [of policies aimed at pursuing Israel’s political objectives with 
regard to Gaza and the Occupied Palestinian Territory as a whole] is evident most 
immediately with the policy of blockade that preceded the operations and that in 
the Mission’s view amounts to collective punishment intentionally inflicted by the 
Government of Israel on the people of the Gaza Strip.” 

 
As such, the Committee was satisfied that Today’s reference to the word “blockade” 
within the introduction had been suitably sourced and attributed to the UN, which had 
described Israel’s continuing restriction of building materials to Gaza as a “policy of 
blockade”. 
 
“Punish” 
 
The Committee considered the complainant’s assertion that the programme had been 
inaccurate in its use of the word “punish”. It noted that the report used the word as 
follows: 
 

“Israel wants to punish the Hamas government here, run by men who believe 
Israel shouldn’t exist, so it limits supplies coming into Gaza, rebuilding war 
damage is almost impossible, and life for everyone here is tough.” 

 
 It took account of the complainant’s comment: 
 

“But why were we told that Israel does this to punish Hamas without hearing 
Israel’s (demonstrably true) riposte that Hamas will continue to hijack them to 
build tunnels for importing weapons and exporting terrorism – as they have in the 
past?” 

 
The Committee also noted the Goldstone Report’s statement at paragraph 1878 (see 
above). 
 
In coming to its decision the Committee noted that Katya Adler’s reference did not go as 
far in this regard as the Goldstone Report. The Committee concluded that, although Israel 
cited other reasons for imposing its blockade, Katya Adler’s use of the word “punish” was 
not a reference to Israel punishing the people of Gaza but to its punishment of Hamas. As 
such, the reference was a reasonable description of one of the conclusions of the 
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Goldstone Report in relation to Israel’s policy of blockade of Gaza, which had preceded 
Operation Cast Lead and was continuing. The Committee was therefore satisfied that the 
reference to punishment had been accurate. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, the Committee found that, given the controversial nature of the subject, 
the type of output, the likely audience expectation and the extent to which the content 
and approach was signposted by the cue material, the Today report’s approach to 
achieving due impartiality was entirely appropriate. 
 
With regard to accuracy, the Committee found that the report’s use of the words 
“blockade” and “punish” was duly accurate. 
 
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. 

 

Learning Zone: Changing Attitudes, 14 October 2009 
The complainant requested that the Committee review the decision of the Head of 
Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, not to proceed with his request for an appeal. The 
complainant had appealed against the decision of the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) not 
to uphold his complaint that the programme had breached the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines 
on Impartiality by not showing an alternative view to that which was portrayed in the 
programme, i.e. “that immigration and multiculturalism are good things” and “that the UK 
is uniquely and intrinsically racist”. The complainant also complained that no ordinary 
white people were portrayed in the programme. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee noted the responses the complainant had received from the BBC’s ECU 
and from the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust. The Committee agreed with the 
explanation provided by the ECU and the Head of Editorial Standards.  

The Committee considered that the ECU had correctly explained the guideline on “due 
impartiality”, which states that impartiality must be appropriate to the output and 
audience. The Committee also agreed with the ECU analysis that the primary subject of 
the programme was racism, rather than immigration. As such, the Committee was 
satisfied that the programme was not required to provide the balancing arguments 
suggested by the complainant, i.e. criticism of Britain’s immigration policy.  

The Committee therefore agreed with the Head of Editorial Standards that the 
complainant had not set out a case for the BBC Executive to answer and, as such, there 
was not a reasonable prospect of success as required by the Trust’s Editorial Appeals 
Procedure.  

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

 

 

BBC Radio Lincolnshire Political Coverage 
The complainant requested that the Committee review the decision of the Head of 
Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, not to proceed with his request for an appeal. The 
complainant appealed against the decision of the BBC Executive not to uphold his first-
party complaint of bias. The complainant believed that, as the English Democrat 
Parliamentary candidate for Lincoln at the General Election, he should have been invited 
to take part in a public debate with other Lincoln candidates on BBC Radio Lincolnshire. 
The complainant stated that he had been told that there was a BBC policy limiting those 
involved to the main political parties. The complainant explained that, as this was 
described as a local debate emphasizing local matters, he should have been given an 
opportunity to air his views. The complainant also argued that Radio Lincolnshire referred 
to the debate as being between “the Lincoln candidates” and not “selected” Lincoln 



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

 

June 2010 issued August 2010 26
 

candidates. The complainant asked for an explanation as to why, as an English Democrat 
candidate, he had been excluded from the debate. The complainant also requested to 
know how this decision fitted with the BBC’s obligation to treat political parties contesting 
the election with due impartiality. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee noted the responses the complainant had received from the BBC’s 
Executive and from the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust. 

The Committee noted that the complainant had questioned the BBC Executive in April 
2010 as to their decision to limit the debate on Radio Lincolnshire on 4 May to the “main 
parties”. The Committee also took account of the explanation the complainant had 
received as to the reasoning behind this decision. The Committee noted that only the 
main parties had been invited to participate in this debate as BBC Radio Lincolnshire had 
already agreed to include an English Democrat candidate in a neighbouring constituency 
in a different debate and therefore it was felt to be disproportionate to include the 
complainant in the Lincoln debate as well. The Committee also noted that the complainant 
had been provided with detailed explanations from the Editor of Radio Lincolnshire and 
the Head of Regional Programmes as to the reasoning behind the decisions relating to the 
debate.  

The Committee also noted the response of the Complaints Co-ordinator for Audience 
Services who explained to the complainant the reasoning for the BBC’s decision. The reply 
noted that the English Democrats had no electoral record in Lincoln, i.e. there were no 
English Democrat councillors in Lincolnshire and that no English Democrat candidate had 
been put up in Lincoln in the 2005 General Election, the 2009 County Council Elections or 
the 2008 City Council Elections. It also noted that the English Democrat poll of 2.3% in 
the European elections (with no MEPs) did not suggest widespread voter support. The 
reply from the Complaints Co-ordinator also explained that the English Democrats were 
only standing in two out of seven constituencies in Lincolnshire and that the other English 
Democrat candidate had been included in a debate along with UKIP and the Lincolnshire 
Independents. 

It was also stated in the reply that there would be an election preview report which would 
reflect all the candidates standing and that during the Lincoln debate the chairman would 
read the full list of candidates twice during the programme.  

The Committee also noted that the English Democrats would feature in a BBC Look North 
report on immigration and that radio reports related to that broadcast would be 
transmitted.  

The reply concluded that the English Democrats had received proportional coverage in 
overall terms of BBC output in the area and that the decision had been made based on 
editorial reasoning.  

The Committee then considered the Head of Editorial Standards’ response. The 
Committee noted that the reply considered whether the choice of contributors to the 
Lincoln debate, rather than the debate itself, had been in accordance with the BBC’s 2010 
Election Guidelines. The Head of Editorial Standards stated that the relevant guideline was 
4.1 which stated:  

“Reports or debates about a specific electoral area, such as a council ward or a 
Westminster constituency, should give due weight to candidates of parties which 
have demonstrated substantial electoral support in that area.” 
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She also included the associated guidance which stated: 

“The relative amount of coverage given to political parties in each electoral area 
(from the UK as a whole to individual constituencies) should reflect levels of past 
and/or current electoral support. In considering this, the following factors should 
be given due weight: 

• performance at the last equivalent election (i.e. the 2005 General 
election) in terms of representation and share of the vote 

• performance in subsequent elections, where relevant 

• other relevant evidence of current electoral support 

• the number of candidates a party fields in the election” 

The Committee decided that, having considered all the relevant correspondence and 
evidence of electoral support for the English Democrats in Lincoln, the decision of BBC 
Radio Lincolnshire with regard to the debate had been appropriate.  

As such, the Committee agreed with the verdict of the Head of Editorial Standards that 
the complainant had not made a case for the BBC Executive to answer, and there was not 
a reasonable prospect of success as required by the Trust’s Editorial Appeals Procedure.  

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

 

BBC News at Ten, BBC One, 25 November 2009 
The complainant requested that the Committee review the decision of the Head of 
Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, not to proceed with his request for an appeal. The 
complainant had appealed against the decision of the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) not 
to uphold his complaint that the report on that day’s activities at the Iraq Inquiry had 
selectively reported testimonies that were unfavourable to the then Government and 
which had given a misleading impression about the story.  

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee noted the responses the complainant had received from the ECU and from 
the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust. 

The Committee noted the complainant’s concerns that the news broadcast had “cherry 
picked” anti-war points hyping up the evidence against the Government. The Committee 
noted the response of the ECU. In particular, the Committee noted the following sections 
of the ECU reply: 

“I have to say that I recognise your concern that the report only highlighted 
certain aspects of the evidence given by the two men … However, as you know, 
the editor responsible for the bulletin has argued that Mr Witchell chose those 
aspects of the evidence that he considered most newsworthy on the day … it was 
not a question of ‘cherry picking’ those aspects which cast the Government in a 
negative light but of using editorial judgement to report those elements which 
were considered to be most significant and of greatest interest … he believed it 
reasonable to report what was regarded as the most significant elements of the 
story on the day … in the knowledge that other views would be reported as 
subsequent witnesses gave evidence. 



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

 

June 2010 issued August 2010 28
 

“…it is reasonable for journalists to use their professional judgement to highlight 
what they consider to be the most significant details to emerge on any one day, 
provided those details are reported with due accuracy and due impartiality. As you 
are aware, the Editorial Guideline on Achieving Impartiality requires reporters 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 … on every 
occasion or an equal division of time for each view’.” 

The Committee also noted the response of the Head of Editorial Standards. The 
Committee noted that an independent editorial adviser had been asked to provide an 
initial investigation of the complaint. The Committee noted that the adviser’s investigation 
explained that Sir John Chilcot had described the purpose of the day as follows: 

“Our objective today is to look at the issue of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction. 
This will take us from the time of the first Gulf War and the inspections that 
followed it right up to the final report of the Iraq Survey Group, the organisation 
with responsibility for providing an account of Saddam’s weapons programmes 
after the Iraq conflict.” 

The Committee noted that with this volume of evidence covering many years, the BBC 
report had been necessarily selective but was based on reasonable news judgements.  

The Committee noted that the complainant had argued that: 

“(1) The patchy intelligence was up to the summer of 2002. After that time 
information came through firming up intelligence that had previously been 
carefully caveated. 

“(2) The intelligence which came through in the days before the invasion was 
limited and formed only a small part of the totality of intelligence pointing the 
other way.” [Complainant, stage 1 correspondence] 

The Committee agreed that the omission of evidence relating to these two points did not 
amount to a lack of due impartiality in the report. 

The Committee, in the consideration of the complainant’s appeal, agreed with the views 
expressed by the ECU and the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, that BBC News had 
the right to report what had been seen and heard without having to provide undue 
context within a short piece. In doing so the news editor was entitled to decide and report 
the most significant element of a news story as long as what was reported was duly 
impartial and accurate, which it was. As such, it was not the Committee’s role to consider 
complaints on news judgement, but on editorial standards. In coming to this view the 
Committee also noted the tone and presentation of the piece. The Committee was 
satisfied that the presenter had presented with due accuracy and due impartiality the 
most important and newsworthy elements of the day’s proceedings in the Inquiry in the 
normal style of news presentation using his professional judgement.  

In conclusion, the Committee agreed with the Head of Editorial Standards in that it did 
not consider the complainant had made a case for the BBC Executive to answer in terms 
of a breach of Editorial Guidelines. As such, the Committee did not consider the complaint 
had a reasonable prospect of success as required by the Trust’s Editorial Appeals 
Procedure. 

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

  


