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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 
Harry Potter Day, BBC Radio 1, 15 July 2009 
The complaint concerned the coverage of Harry Potter Day on Radio 1 on 15 July 2009 
(and the accompanying web pages), which the complainant maintained amounted to a 
significant breach of the BBC editorial guidelines as far as they relate to undue 
prominence and endorsement of commercial products. 

The Editorial Standards Committee concluded that: 

• The editorial guidelines relating to undue prominence and endorsement of a 
commercial product do not only relate to individual programmes, but can also 
apply to a number of stand alone programmes linked by a common theme. 

• Each of the programmes individually complied with the editorial guidelines, but 
the timing of the coverage on the day of the latest film’s release together with 
the cumulative effect of so many trails and mentions resulted in a breach of 
the provisions relating to product prominence. 

• The verbal references to the brand or the film were not used sparingly nor 
were there very strong journalistic reasons for repeated references.  

• Sufficient care was not taken to minimise product references in output 
designed to appeal to children (who would comprise a proportion of the 
audience and for whom the coverage was by its very nature designed to 
appeal). 

• The number of references and the manner in which the trails were delivered 
amounted to undue prominence. 

• There was no element of plugging in the review of a branded product. 

• The coverage did not amount to endorsement of a commercial product. 

• The creation of the micro website did not give undue prominence to the Harry 
Potter brand or the film Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince. 

• The trailing of the micro website throughout the coverage was editorially 
justified and in line with the editorial guidelines’ provisions on undue 
prominence and endorsement of commercial products. 

The complaint was partially upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 7 to 12. 

 

An appeal against BBC Information’s handling of a request for 
information  
The complaint is about responses that the BBC provided to an enquiry and the 
subsequent complaint. The complainant said that over a period of six and a half years the 
BBC had avoided answering his question and had on several occasions failed to reply 
within the published timeframe of 10 working days. The complainant also said that a reply 
from a Senior Complaints Co-ordinator at BBC Information had contained inaccuracies. 

The Committee concluded: 
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• that the appellant had received an answer to his original question in May 2002, 
within 11 days of submitting it. 

• that the appellant had received the answer in the terms that he was looking 
for in a letter dated 27 August 2008 and had not submitted a formal complaint 
until 5 April 2009. 

• that the complaint had been made out of time, and the decision by BBC 
Complaints not to investigate it was correct. 

• that there was nothing more the BBC could have added to its answer and that 
it would have been a disproportionate use of resources to take this enquiry 
further. 

• that the complaint regarding inaccuracies in a BBC response should be 
dismissed as BBC management had apologised for three of the errors and 
further engagement on these issues had run its course by the time the fourth 
was raised late in the Stage 2 process. 

• that the BBC had acted in good faith throughout the exchange of 
correspondence and had dealt fairly and openly with the appellant. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 13 to 18. 

 

Look North, BBC One, 8 September 2009 
The complaint relates to a BBC Look North report on sex trafficking in the North East. The 
complainant said that unlabelled library footage had wrongly given the impression that it 
was directly related to trafficking of women in the North East. The complainant said that 
the library footage and a reconstructed sequence had been used to dramatise the item. 
The complainant added that the item had taken a campaigning position and that no 
verifiable facts had been presented to the viewer. The complainant also stated that the 
report should not have relied on a contribution from the Chief Constable of North 
Yorkshire and that his claims had been thrown into doubt by a subsequent newspaper 
article in which he accepted trafficking problems had been exaggerated. The complainant 
said that the police and the charities involved had a vested interest in overstating the 
numbers of trafficked women involved in the sex industry. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that the use of unlabelled library footage from outside the North East gave the 
misleading impression that the raids had been carried out in the region. 

• that the absence of any labelling or attribution of the footage was a breach of 
the Accuracy guideline. 

• that, at the time, police and charities had thought the figure given for the 
number of trafficked women currently working in the sex industry in the North 
East was right, and it was reasonable for the programme team to rely on that 
figure. 

• that Look North was perfectly entitled to quote the figure given to them by the 
police but the source of the information should have been stated. 

• that by not attributing this information the programme had been in breach of 
the Accuracy guideline. 
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• that it was reasonable for the programme to have used a Chief Constable with 
responsibility for North Yorkshire in an item about the North East. 

• that the Chief Constable had confirmed he had no issues with the way his 
contribution to the programme had been edited. 

• that, while it was not a breach of editorial standards for the programme to 
have omitted a reference to the Chief Constable’s role as Director of the UK 
Human Trafficking Centre, such a reference would have added to the authority 
of the piece. 

• that the reconstructed footage did not over-dramatise the story. 

• that it had not been provided with any evidence of an expert source who 
would have come out at the time and openly contested the numbers given or 
the views of the charities and the police. 

• that it was appropriate for the programme-makers to rely on the police source 
but (as stated above) the source of the information should have been stated. 

• that it was not unreasonable for the programme to have used the information 
from usually reliable sources without challenge. 

• that there was no evidence of a lack of due impartiality in the reporting. 

The complaint was upheld with regard to Accuracy and not upheld with regard to 
Impartiality. 

For the finding in full see pages 19 to 28. 

 

Newsnight, BBC Two, 23 November 2009 
The complaint relates to a Newsnight report on the leaked emails from the Climatic 
Research Unit at the University of East Anglia. The report consisted of an introductory 
item by Newsnight’s Science Editor followed by a studio discussion chaired by Jeremy 
Paxman. The complainant alleges that one of the contributors to the discussion, Professor 
Singer, has vested interests which should have been mentioned. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that, while it would have been better practice if the introduction to Professor 
Singer had been more explicit and set out that he was a climate sceptic, 
Newsnight’s audience would have been able to understand his viewpoint from 
his answers. 

• that it was not necessary to give any further information on Professor Singer in 
the context of this item. 

• that the item as a whole had achieved impartiality. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 29 to 32. 

 

Appeal concerning Complaints Handling at Stage 3 of the 
BBC’s Complaints Process 
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The complaint relates to the handling of an editorial standards appeal regarding an edition 
of Panorama which reported on new scientific research into treatment of children with 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). The programme had focused in particular 
on whether the long term application of stimulant drugs such as Ritalin is an appropriate 
form of treatment. The complainant complained that, during the handling of this appeal, 
the independent editorial adviser who advised the Committee on the case produced a one 
sided, inaccurate and incomplete investigation and that the Trust Unit failed to investigate 
the complaint properly.  The complainant also alleged that the Trust Unit had failed to 
provide details of a certain argument which the Executive had relied upon during the 
appeal (the “right all along” argument) and that there had been an inordinate and 
inexcusable delay in progressing the appeal. 

The Committee concluded that: 

• the use of an independent editorial adviser in this case had been appropriate. 

• the complainant had been provided with a sufficient opportunity to set out the 
position on the “right all along” argument. 

• the complaint had been dealt with by the Trust as quickly as possible, and this 
was not an instance where there had been inordinate or inexcusable delay. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 33 to 35. 
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Findings 
Harry Potter Day, BBC Radio 1, 15 July 2009 
 

1  The background 

The complaint concerned the coverage of Harry Potter Day on Radio 1 on 15 July 2009, 
the day of the release of the latest Harry Potter film Harry Potter and the Half-Blood 
Prince. The coverage ran across four programmes – the Chris Moyles show; the Sara Cox 
show; the Edith Bowman show (broadcast live from the Harry Potter film set); and the 
Scott Mills show – from 6.30am until 7.00pm that day. A micro website (called “Harry 
Potter Day on Radio 1”) was set up on the BBC’s website to complement the coverage. 

 

2. The complaint 

Stage 1 

The complainant first raised the complaint by letter dated 18 August 2009. 

The complaint was that Harry Potter Day had led to a significant breach of the BBC’s 
editorial guidelines in that its coverage of the Harry Potter franchise constituted undue 
prominence and endorsement of a commercial product in that: 

The coverage afforded to the newly released film Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince 
across almost a whole day’s output on Radio 1 constituted undue prominence and 
endorsement of a commercial product. 
The creation of the Harry Potter micro website unduly promoted the film, underlining that 
the coverage was co-ordinated across the entire Radio 1 multimedia output. 

The BBC’s response on 27 October 2009 rejected the complaint for the following reasons: 

• Radio 1 output did not give the film undue prominence or compromise the 
BBC’s editorial independence. 

• The Harry Potter books and films are “popular culture phenomena” and 
therefore of clear editorial interest to the Radio 1 audience. 

• All the interviews had a clear editorial premise that meant that the references 
to the films were controlled. 

• The interviews with Daniel Radcliffe, Rupert Grint and Emma Watson were all 
tied to regular programme features. They “had to fit the rubric of the feature 
and any references to the film were secondary”. 

• Use of the “over arching title” did not lead to “excessive trailing” in individual 
shows. 

• The Edith Bowman show was the home of movie coverage on Radio 1 and as 
such it was entirely appropriate for the film to be covered in that show. 

• The Edith Bowman show looked at the history of the film series over the last 
decade, not just at the latest release. 

• James King’s review of the film was “not overly enthusive but balanced”. 
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• The trailers and imaging around the Edith Bowman show in the style of a 
movie trailer (using the Harry Potter theme music) promoted the Edith 
Bowman show not the film. 

• The title linking the programmes together was useful so that younger fans 
understood that content has been created which was of interest to them. 

• The micro website meant that the audience and the network got the most out 
of the editorial generated. 

Stage 2 

The complainant was unhappy with this response and wished to proceed on appeal to the 
Trust without the need for a Stage 2 response. However, this was not considered to be an 
appropriate course of action and the complainant was referred to the Audio & Music 
division for a Stage 2 reply. 

A Stage 2 response dated 18 December 2009 emphasised that: 

• The Harry Potter film released on 15 July 2009 was of interest to a large 
proportion of the Radio 1 audience. 

• Coverage of the film was editorially justified. 

• With the exception of the Edith Bowman show, the coverage was less about 
the film and more about the lives of the actors who appeared in it. 

• The micro website ensured that “we got the most out of the ‘unique’ content 
created”. 

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

On appeal to the Trust by letter dated 4 January 2010 the complainant argued that: 

• The editorial justification for Harry Potter Day as a whole should be considered 
as well as the editorial justification for each programme. 

• It was misguided for editorial justification to rely too much on satisfying and 
reflecting audience demands. 

• References to the film were not secondary in nature as the film had been 
released that day. 

• References to Harry Potter featured prominently and repeatedly throughout 
Radio 1’s daytime programming and on the Radio 1 website – they were not 
controlled. 

• The Harry Potter franchise is a commercial product in itself, so any reference 
to Harry Potter constitutes a commercial reference. 

• The editorial guidelines do not allow unlimited commercial references. 

• Radio 1’s coverage of and references to the Harry Potter film went beyond 
what was appropriate for a youth-focused, publicly funded, national pop 
station to broadcast, and constituted a clear endorsement of the film. 

 

3. Applicable Editorial Standards 

Section 1 – The BBC’s editorial values 
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The BBC is independent of both state and partisan interests. Our audiences can be 
confident that our decisions are influenced neither by political or commercial pressures, 
nor by any personal interests. 

 

Section 13 – Editorial Integrity and Independence 

Introduction 

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

Editorial integrity and independence editorial principles 

We must not endorse or appear to endorse any other organisation, its products, activities 
or services. 

We should not give undue prominence to commercial products or services. 

Product prominence  

We need to be able to reflect the real world and this will involve referring to commercial 
products, organisations and services in our output. 

We must avoid any undue prominence or giving the impression that we are promoting or 
endorsing products, organisations or services. To achieve this we must: 

• ensure that references to trade names, brand names and slogans are clearly 
editorially justified. 

• not linger on brand names or logos and use verbal references sparingly unless 
there are very strong journalistic reasons for repeated references to a brand. 

• take particular care to minimise product references in output designed to 
appeal to children. 

Product prominence in trails 

We should normally avoid references to commercial products or services in programme 
trails or BBC programme marketing material. If any reference to a branded product or 
service is made we must ensure it is clearly editorially justified. 

Reviewing products or services 

We must ensure there is no element of plugging when we review products or services. We 
should review a range from different suppliers, normally without giving details on air of 
how and where to obtain them. 

Online Services Guidelines – Section 13 Editorial Integrity and Independence 

On-air trails for BBC online services 

If editorially justifiable, pages or sections on the BBC’s publicly funded site may be trailed 
or mentioned on air within a relevant programme in line with section 13 of the Editorial 
Guidelines. 

 

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 ESC 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 Radio 1. 

This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
editorial integrity and independence. 

The Committee initially considered whether the applicable guidelines relate only to 
individual programmes or whether they can apply to a series of linked programmes 
broadcast on the same day. 

Having considered the wording of the guidelines the Committee was of the clear view that 
they refer to BBC output as a whole. The application of the guidelines was not limited to a 
single programme and the Committee concluded that if a BBC service was devoting its 
output over a whole day to a particular theme, then the whole day’s output must be 
looked at when applying the guidelines. It was a quantitative issue as well as a qualitative 
one. 

The Committee then turned to the question of whether the coverage provided to both the 
film “Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince” and the Harry Potter brand amounted to 
undue prominence and/or endorsement of a commercial product. The Committee 
considered what had been said, the way in which it was said, its context in relation to 
other output and the likely perception of listeners. For example, the Committee noted that 
on both the Chris Moyles show and Scott Mills show regular features were revised to 
incorporate the Harry Potter theme. In the Chris Moyles show the feature “When Dom 
Met…” was changed to “When Dom met Harry” and on the Scott Mills show the regular 
feature “Oh! What’s Occurring?” became “Hog! Wart’s Occurring?” with Rupert Grint (who 
plays Ron Weasley in the Harry Potter films). The Committee also noted the number of 
references made to programmes across the 12 and a half hours of coverage including 33 
trails for Harry Potter Day specifically, which in some cases were voiced by actors from 
the film and/or included music from the film. The Committee also noted that there were 
13 mentions of the Radio 1 website and its Harry Potter Day micro site. There were 10 
direct references to the new Harry Potter film Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, and 
seven comments from listeners having seen the film or in anticipation of seeing the film. 

The Committee considered whether in this respect, all references to Harry Potter and the 
film Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince were editorially justified.  

The Committee agreed that Harry Potter was a British cultural phenomenon and that 
therefore it could be legitimate as a general proposition to devote a day’s coverage to 
Harry Potter. However, the Committee was concerned by the timing of the coverage which 
was on the day of release of the latest Harry Potter film. The Committee, having fully 
considered the arguments put forward by Radio 1 for devoting a whole day to the Harry 
Potter phenomenon (as opposed to the film) and for the editorial justification of the 
timing of the coverage, was nevertheless of the view that the extent of the coverage 
taken together with the timing of the event on the day of the latest film’s release did 
amount to undue prominence. 

The Committee did not believe that the themed day, in itself, amounted to a breach of the 
guidelines, but the timing of the coverage made it a valuable commodity to the producers 
of the film (a commercial entity). As far as the individual programmes were concerned, 
the Committee was not critical of their editorial content. Looked at in isolation, each of the 
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programmes individually complied with the editorial guidelines, but the timing of the 
coverage together with the cumulative effect of so many trails and mentions resulted in a 
breach of the provisions relating to product prominence. Accordingly, the Committee 
concluded that the verbal references to the brand or the film were not used sparingly nor 
were there very strong journalistic reasons for repeated references as the guidelines 
required. It followed that sufficient care was not taken to minimise product references in 
output designed to appeal to children (who would comprise a proportion of the audience 
and for whom the coverage was by its very nature designed to appeal). 

It was the packaging of the programmes under the Harry Potter Day label, together with 
the way in which those programmes were trailed and promoted continuously throughout 
the day, which amounted to undue prominence. 

The Committee accepted that Harry Potter (and the release of the latest film) would be of 
interest to Radio 1’s audience (a proportion of which would be children), but that in itself 
did not justify the coverage. The Committee rejected Radio 1’s argument that the brand 
was distinct from the film and that coverage had not focused excessively on it, but had 
rather “looked at the history of the film series” or that “with the exception of the Edith 
Bowman show, the coverage was less about the film and more about the lives of the 
actors who appeared in it”. The Committee considered that the timing of the coverage on 
the day of release of the latest film meant that it was not possible for the audience to 
distinguish the brand from the film. For this reason, the Committee also rejected the 
argument that the coverage was editorially justified on the basis that the Harry Potter 
brand was “a global cultural phenomenon”. The timing of the coverage meant that Harry 
Potter Day coincided with the release of the latest film. As a consequence the coverage as 
a whole amounted to undue prominence. 

In explanation, the Committee believed the coverage raised two issues of concern. The 
first was the scale of the coverage (as opposed to the fact of it, which could be justified in 
different circumstances) together with the timing (to coincide with the release of Harry 
Potter and the Half-Blood Prince). The second was that Radio 1 had taken a view on 
compliance with the guidelines without reference to Editorial Policy. The Committee 
appreciated that the decision to proceed had been taken only after referral to senior 
editorial figures within Radio 1 but strongly felt that product prominence is a sensitive 
area and a day’s coverage of a popular brand linked to the release of a film was a matter 
on which advice should have been sought.  

The Committee gave particular consideration to the review of the film in the Edith 
Bowman show. It noted that the review was by James King who regularly reviews films 
for Radio 1 on the show and that the film was given four stars. The Committee concluded 
that this did not amount to “plugging” a branded product but was within the normal 
parameters of what might be expected for a review of a newly released/about-to-be 
released film.  

The Committee also considered the manner and frequency of the promotions and trails, 
(many of which were in the style of the Harry Potter films, sometimes accompanied by 
music from the films), and concluded that the nature of those promotions and trails did 
contribute to the overall impression of undue prominence. The Committee did not accept 
Radio 1’s argument that the trails “were designed to promote the Edith Bowman show not 
the film”, or that “references to the film were controlled”. The number of references and 
the manner in which the trails were delivered amounted to undue prominence.  

The Committee went on to consider whether Harry Potter Day had led to the 
endorsement of a commercial product. Having listened to the coverage in its entirety and 
focusing in particular on the references to the Harry Potter brand and the newly released 
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film, the Committee concluded that Radio 1’s coverage had neither endorsed nor 
appeared to endorse the brand or the film. The Committee noted a comment by Dominic 
Byrne on the quality of the film: 

 “So the film is released today and it’s genuinely really good and very funny as 
well.” 

However, the Committee considered that off-the-cuff comments of this nature were 
reasonable in the context of the release of a new film and were clearly editorially justified. 
They did not amount to endorsement. There was no call to action. The issue here was 
one of undue prominence rather than endorsement of a commercial product. 

The Committee then considered the Radio 1 micro website. The Committee looked at the 
website’s pages and came to the view that the micro website had not given undue 
prominence to the Harry Potter brand or the latest film. A micro site is, by its nature, 
focused. But individual offerings on this site had to be actively chosen by the audience. 
The Committee acknowledged that it was quite usual for coverage to be linked to a page 
or series of pages on the BBC’s website, and that the pages in question were not in 
breach of the guidelines. Similarly, trailing the micro website throughout the day’s 
coverage was editorially justified and in line with the provisions on undue prominence and 
endorsement of commercial products. 

Finding:  Partially Upheld 
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An appeal against BBC Information’s handling of a 
request for information  
 

1. The background 

This appeal concerns the way in which the BBC handled a request for information about 
BBC policy. 

 

2. The complaint 

The complainant said that it had taken six and a half years to obtain a clear answer to his 
question about whether the repeated use of terms such as “for God’s sake” and “Good 
Lord” by BBC presenters and other BBC staff was acceptable to BBC top management. He 
said the BBC had continually avoided answering this question and had failed to reply to 
correspondence within the timeframe (10 working days) specified in its own performance 
standards. 

History of correspondence 

The correspondence involved in the complaint dates back to May 2002 when the 
complainant said he wrote to the then BBC Director-General, Greg Dyke, seeking 
clarification of the BBC’s policy regarding the use of religious (profane) language on air. 

Since then the complainant has written a large number of letters to several BBC 
departments on this issue. Throughout, the complainant has described his contacts with 
the BBC as enquiries and not formal complaints.  

On 4 January 2008 Stewart McCullough of BBC Information began a lengthy exchange of 
correspondence with the complainant. (Although the Stage 1 process did not formally 
begin until April 2009, this exchange was subsequently described by Keith Jones, Head of 
Communications & Complaints, BBC Audience Services, as being equivalent to a Stage 1 
process.) 

Mr McCullough explained that it was not the BBC’s intention to cause offence and that the 
complainant’s comments had been registered on the BBC’s daily log.  

The complainant wrote to Mr McCullough on 14 February 2008 asking various questions 
about BBC Information and the handling of his enquiry. Mr McCullough replied on 7 April 
2008. He responded to the questions raised stating that the BBC did not feel that the 
latest example of questionable language cited by the complainant fell outside what was 
acceptable on a programme of this nature (Today on Radio 4). 

The complainant wrote again several times to Mr McCullough between April and June 
2008 citing further examples of questionable language. Mr McCullough replied on 23 June 
2008 reiterating that the BBC did not feel that these fell outside what was acceptable on a 
programme such as Today. 

The complainant wrote again to Mr McCullough on 28 June 2008 asking for confirmation 
that the BBC found that the language used was acceptable. Mr McCullough replied on 28 
July 2008 explaining that the views expressed in his previous letters were those of the 
production team at Today and senior editorial staff at BBC News. 

The complainant wrote again to Mr McCullough on 6 August 2008 asking for 
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confirmation that the language was acceptable to the BBC. Mr McCullough replied on 27 
August 2008 confirming that the programme makers felt the examples given by the 
complainant were acceptable. 

The complainant wrote again to Mr McCullough on 1 September 2008 pointing out that 
various questions raised previously had not been answered and asking for confirmation 
that top BBC management as a whole found the examples of such language acceptable. 
Mr McCullough replied on 23 October 2008 confirming that the programme makers and 
senior members of staff at BBC News felt the language used was acceptable. 

The complainant wrote to Mark Thompson, Director-General, on 31 October 2008 asking 
for confirmation that the position enunciated by Mr McCullough was the settled view of 
top BBC management as a whole. Mr McCullough replied on 16 December 2008 saying 
that there was nothing further the Director-General’s office wished to add to the replies 
already sent to the complainant. 

The complainant wrote again to Mr McCullough on 22 December 2008 and 16 January 
2009 inviting him to reconsider his response, otherwise he would initiate a formal 
complaint about the “sustained and systematic evasion and obstruction” to which he had 
been subjected by the BBC over six and a half years. 

Stage 1 

The complainant wrote to the BBC on 5 April 2009 to make a formal complaint about what 
he referred to as the “catalogue of obstruction” by the BBC.  

He said it had taken six and a half years to elicit the simple and unambiguous answer to 
the simplest of questions, namely was the use of terms such as “for God’s sake” and “Oh 
my God” acceptable, or not, to BBC top management? He said every possible effort had 
been expended, and ploy adopted, by the BBC to evade answering this question and 
there had been a serial failure to reply to correspondence within the time frame specified 
in its own performance standards. 

Lee Rogers, Senior Complaints Co-ordinator, BBC Information, replied on 1 June 2009 
saying that the complaint was out of the scope of the BBC’s complaints framework. He 
believed that the BBC had made a genuine attempt to explain the BBC’s position on the 
matter raised by the complainant. It was open to the complainant to register a formal 
complaint if he felt a programme had breached BBC guidelines. 

The complainant wrote to Mr Rogers on 8 June 2009 asking for confirmation that Mr 
Rogers really felt the handling of his enquiry met acceptable standards. Mr Rogers replied 
on 1 July 2009 saying that there was nothing further he could add. 

The complainant wrote again to Mr Rogers on 6 July 2009 saying that he wished to 
register the strongest possible objection to the decision not to consider his complaint. He 
also complained that Mr Rogers’ letter of 1 June contained several misleading assertions. 

Stage 2 

Keith Jones, Head of Communications & Complaints, BBC Audience Services, replied on 3 
August 2009 saying that there was nothing further he could add to the explanation given 
by Mr Rogers for not considering the complaint. Mr Jones accepted that Mr Rogers’ letter 
of 1 June was incorrect on a number of detailed points but these did not change the 
substance of his letter. 

The complainant wrote to Mr Jones on 8 August 2009 again questioning the BBC’s 
response to his complaint. Mr Jones replied on 1 September 2009 saying that the issues 
raised by the complainant had already been addressed in considerable detail. 
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The complainant wrote again to Mr Jones on 17 September 2009 putting forward 

various reasons why his complaint should be considered. Mr Jones replied on 9 October 
2009 saying that the matter now needed to be raised with the BBC Trust. 

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

The complainant appealed to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) of the BBC Trust, 
the third and final stage of the BBC’s complaints handling procedure, on 13 October 2009, 
referring to his letter to the ECU of 5 April 2009.  

He appealed against the BBC’s refusal to investigate his initial complaint and he said that 
he also wished to complain about misrepresentations of facts contained in Mr Rogers’ 
letter of 1 June 2009. 

 

3. Applicable Editorial Standards 

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. 

Feedback and complaints  

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

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

The first point of contact for a complaint should be BBC Information, although people can 
contact the programme directly if they prefer. We are committed to responding to 
complaints within ten working days of their first receipt and to keeping complainants 
informed of progress. 

BBC complaints procedure (BBC website 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/handle.shtml) 

• You should normally make your complaint within 30 working days of the 
transmission or event and our aim is to respond within 10 working days. 

• We aim to treat every complainant with respect and in return expect equal 
consideration to be shown to our staff who handle complaints. 

 

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 Information. 
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The relevant guidelines in this case are those dealing with accountability supplemented by 
the BBC Complaints Procedure. 

The accountability guidelines say that the BBC will act in good faith by dealing fairly and 
openly with its audiences. They say that the BBC’s commitment to its audiences is to 
ensure that complaints and enquiries are dealt with quickly, courteously and with respect. 

The BBC’s published complaints procedure says that complaints should normally be made 
within 30 working days of the relevant transmission or event. 

It also says that the BBC aims to treat every complainant with respect and in return 
expects equal consideration to be shown to BBC staff who handle complaints. 

In coming to its judgment the Committee first considered the issue of whether the 
complaint was out of scope and whether it had been right for the BBC at Stage 2 of the 
complaints procedure to have decided not to entertain the complaint. 

The Committee considered the view of the appellant who said that the “trigger point” for 
his formal complaint to the BBC was 26 January 2009, the date in respect of which he had 
made allowance for receipt of a response from BBC Information and/or the Director-
General to his letter of 16 January. Before this point the appellant had described his 
contacts with the BBC on the issue of the use of language as enquiries and not 
complaints. 

The Committee noted that the appellant’s formal letter of complaint was written on 5 April 
2009 – 46 working days from his “trigger” point, and so 16 days over the 30 day limit 
normally allowed under the BBC complaints procedure. 

It also considered the appellant’s view that there were a number of reasons why his 
complaint should still have been investigated, notwithstanding the deadline overshoot 
beyond 30 days. These reasons were that there was provision for discretion in the 
complaints procedure; that the documentation accompanying his letter took an inordinate 
amount of time to assemble; and that his “default” on the deadline was “trifling” in 
relation to what he saw as the BBC’s failure throughout the exchange of correspondence 
to keep to its target of responding within 10 working days. 

The Committee then considered the view of the Head of Communications & Complaints, 
Keith Jones, who said that the argument over the trigger point was not relevant in the 
decision not to consider the complaint. He said that the single over-arching issue that the 
appellant wanted the BBC to investigate stretched back to May 2002 and covered 
correspondence stretching back six and a half years, which was well out of scope of the 
30 working days limit for a complaint to be lodged as laid down by the BBC Trust.  

The Committee also noted the view of Mr Jones who said that all the issues raised by the 
appellant had been reviewed and answered in considerable detail. He also said that he 
could not agree with the appellant’s request that the complaints team should expend 
further time and resources to address further issues of process and handling. 

In coming to its judgment the Committee ruled that the complaint had been out of time 
and supported the decision by BBC Complaints not to investigate the complaint. 

The Committee agreed that all the issues raised by the appellant had already been 
answered whether or not he classified them as formal complaints. 

The Committee said that the appellant had received an answer to his original question in 
May 2002 within 11 days of submitting it which stated that the BBC did not have any hard 
and fast policy with regard to the type of language raised by the complainant. The 



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

 

May 2010 issued June 2010 17
 

Committee accepted it may not have been an answer given in the terms the complainant 
wanted but it was nonetheless an answer to his enquiry. 

The Committee also noted that the appellant himself said that he had received the answer 
in the terms he was looking for on the 27 August 2008, and had still not submitted a 
formal complaint until 5 April 2009. 

The Committee said that there was nothing more the BBC could have added and agreed 
that it would have been a disproportionate use of resources to take this enquiry further.  

The Committee also said that if the appellant wished to complain about the use of such 
language on a particular BBC programme then he was free to do so and that any such 
complaint would be considered on its merits. 

The Committee then turned to the appellant’s second complaint to the Trust – about the 
number of inaccuracies/misrepresentations made by Mr Rogers of BBC Audience Services 
in his letter of 1 June 2009. 

It noted that three of these points had been highlighted in a letter from the appellant on 8 
June 2009. These were that: he (the appellant) did not recognise the alleged direct quote 
“deliberately misunderstand” which had been attributed to him; he did not recall any 
email correspondence in respect of this matter (Mr Rogers had earlier referred to the 
appellant’s previous letters and emails to the BBC over the years); a statement by Mr 
Rogers that the BBC no longer had records of the vast majority of the examples he had 
provided was incorrect. 

The Committee noted that the appellant initially withdrew his complaint about these three 
issues after Mr Jones had apologised for the inaccuracies. 

However, it also noted that the appellant had reinstated the complaint after outlining what 
he called a fourth inaccurate comment in Mr Rogers’ letter of 1 June 2009. 

The appellant said that the BBC complaints procedure says that “you should normally 
make your complaint within 30 working days of the transmission or event”. However, he 
said that Mr Rogers had used the word “must” instead of the phrase “should normally” 
and that was a very big difference between the two. 

The Committee considered the view of Mr Jones who said that this point had been raised 
by the complainant late in the Stage 2 investigation, and that the choice of Mr Rogers’ 
wording had been used simply to avoid a long explanation.  

The Committee also noted Mr Jones’ view that while there was some discretion in the 
area of time limits it did not apply in the appellant’s case. This was because, as had been 
stated clearly to him, there was no scope to extend the 30 working day deadline to 
accommodate investigations into events many years previously. Mr Jones also said that all 
the four issues had been minor and trivial points.  

In coming to its judgment the Committee dismissed this complaint. It said that Mr Jones 
had already apologised for the first three inaccuracies, and agreed that further 
engagement on these issues had run its course by the time the fourth issue had been 
raised late in the Stage 2 process. 

The Committee also took account of the fact that Mr Rogers in his letter of 1 June 2009 
had clearly pointed out to the appellant a link to the BBC complaints procedure so he 
could view the precise details for himself. 

Overall, the Committee believed that the BBC had acted in good faith throughout this 
exchange of correspondence and had dealt fairly and openly with the appellant. 
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 Finding: Not upheld 
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Look North, BBC One, 8 September 2009 
 

1. The programme 

This edition of Look North contained a report on women being trafficked into the North 
East and being forced to work as prostitutes. Describing the nature and scale of the 
problem, the studio introduction to the report said that 

“more than a hundred women had been smuggled into the North East and forced 
to work in the sex trade” and “this horrific ordeal is something dozens of women 
in our region face every day”. 

 

2. The complaint 

Stage 1 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit on 5 October 2009. He said the 
item used library footage which wrongly gave the impression that it was directly related to 
the trafficking of women into the North East. A separate sequence of reconstruction 
footage was also repeatedly used. Together they represented a deliberate attempt to 
dramatise the item, which is not the purpose of serious news.  

The complainant believed the item took a campaigning position on the issue and did not 
give a balanced report about foreign women working in the UK sex industry. The 
complainant stated that some women may have been working in the industry against 
their will, but others may have chosen to do it for a variety of reasons. 

The Manager of the Editorial Complaints Unit replied on 15 October 2009 advising the 
complainant that she was passing his letter to BBC Information for a response in the first 
instance. 

BBC Information replied on 10 November 2009. 

The reply stated that library footage was a standard journalistic tool, it was neither 
claimed nor implied in the footage that the material was specific to the North East region. 
Its use had been suggested by Chief Constable Grahame Maxwell of the United Kingdom 
Human Trafficking Centre (UKHTC), the UK’s leading authority on human trafficking 
whose knowledge and expertise the BBC were happy to rely on.  

The reply also stated that the use of reconstructions was an accepted journalistic tool to 
provide a visual image for the audience, in this case where such footage does not exist. 
The reply said that its use was not to “colour or dramatise” or “manipulate”. The reply 
conceded that the film should have been labelled “Reconstruction”, but said that it was 
“clearly obvious” that it was a reconstruction.  

The BBC reply also stated that the report did not take on a campaigning stance and 
clearly signposted to its audience that it was about a particular aspect of the UK sex 
industry. The reply noted that the report involved the UKHTC and the North Yorkshire 
Police, plus a Darlington-based charity who provided the young woman featured in the 
report: it was a local story with local input but also with the necessary national 
perspective.  

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 20 November 2009. He 
reiterated that the library images in the report had no connection to the North East: 
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“[it] was in effect a dramatisation of what may or may not go on in the UK or 
elsewhere. It was … dishonest reporting leading North East viewers to believe 
something particularly unsavoury was going on in their own back yard without 
producing one jot of evidence.” 

He drew attention to an article published in the Guardian on 20 October 2009 which he 
said revealed the issue had been blown up out of all proportion by “vested interest 
groups” and the media. The complainant said: 

“The programme presented only one view and that view was not based on any 
verifiable facts presented to the viewer.” 

The complainant wrote to the ECU again on 24 November 2009 adding that he felt the 
repeated use of the reconstruction was: 

“[a] reinforcement of a particular message playing on the emotions of the 
viewers”. 

He asked that account be taken of comments made by Chief Constable Grahame Maxwell 
in the Guardian article in which he accepted that trafficking problems had been 
exaggerated, throwing into doubt the reliance by the BBC on Mr Maxwell’s earlier claims in 
the Look North report. 

The ECU wrote to the complainant on 2 December outlining the relevant BBC guidelines 
on impartiality and accuracy. 

The complainant replied on 4 December emphasising the points that he had previously 
made which he wanted the ECU to consider. 

The ECU issued its finding on 23 December 2009. 

The ECU, as part of its investigation, had spoken to Chief Constable Maxwell’s office which 
said he was satisfied that his views were fairly represented: for Look North he was 
speaking from a regional perspective in his role as Chief Constable of North Yorkshire, his 
interview with the Guardian was from a national perspective as a representative of 
UKHTC. 

The programme said the statistics in the report on the scale of the problem in the North 
East came from a number of charities; Mr Maxwell provided confirmation of their 
accuracy. Whilst questions were later raised about the figures the ECU did not consider: 

“that at the time of broadcast there was reason to doubt what was, at that point, 
a commonly accepted view of the extent of human trafficking for sex”. 

In relation to the reconstruction footage the ECU noted the earlier comment from BBC 
Information that this had not been labelled, but the ECU stated that, having reviewed the 
item, in fact “the footage was clearly labelled” as a reconstruction: 

“I do not believe therefore that viewers would have been misled as to what it 
represented, nor that they would have believed it purported to show actual events 
filmed locally.” 

The ECU found that the archive footage neither claimed nor implied that the images 
represented events happening in the region, the voiceover claimed only that they 
reflected the reality of trafficking; the sequence did not therefore mislead viewers. 

The ECU also disagreed that the item was “campaigning”: 

“the programme based its report on evidence which it was reasonable for them to 
believe was sound”. 
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The ECU reply also stated there was no necessity for an opposing voice. The reply noted 
that there was no requirement for the representation of “every argument or facet of every 
argument on every occasion”. The reply went on to state that it was hard to imagine how 
the programme-makers might have found anyone to speak in opposition to the views 
expressed in the report. 

The complainant responded to the finding on 29 December 2009, objecting to the ECU 
decision. The complainant suggested that Chief Constable would have had his own 
agenda and was not above questioning. The complainant repeated his point that there is 
some dispute about the extent to which foreign women working in prostitution are being 
“trafficked against their will”. The use of the archive and reconstruction footage to 
demonstrate trafficking of women into the North East for prostitution was a “scam and is 
indefensible”. 

He appealed to the BBC Trust on the same day. He reiterated his previous points, 
summarised his appeal and said the programme 

“… did not present any meaningful evidence or contrary view, but they either 
‘manufactured or constructed’ visual scenes or misused archive material from 
elsewhere to present a case that could not otherwise be made”. 

The ESC replied on 18 January 2010 suggesting the complainant wait for a further 
response from the ECU before deciding whether to appeal to the Trust. 

The ECU wrote to the complainant on 21 January 2010, saying the complainant’s letter 
had not altered their decision. The ECU did not accept the programme had relied solely on 
Mr Maxwell, it had sought information from various charities. Mr Maxwell was well-
positioned to offer an expert view on the figures which were put to him. While accepting 
that doubt had been cast on the figures, there had not been a serious breach of the 
guidelines.  

The complainant replied to the ECU on 26 January 2010, reiterating his disappointment 
with the finding, and the reasons for it. He highlighted also his concern that there were 
no facts accompanying the one local angle, the woman whom the charity had provided.  

Stage 3 – Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee 

The complainant wrote to the Trust on 28 January 2010 asking them to proceed with the 
appeal. 

 

3. Applicable editorial standards 

Section 3 – Accuracy 

Introduction 

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

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

We aim to achieve accuracy by: 
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• 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. 

Identifying sources 

We should normally identify on air and online sources of information and significant 
contributors, as well as providing their credentials, so that our audiences can judge their 
status. 

Reconstructions 

In factual programmes reconstructions should not over dramatise in a misleading or 
sensationalist way. Reconstructions are when events are quite explicitly re-staged. They 
should normally be based on a substantial and verifiable body of evidence and be labelled 
as reconstructions. If unlabelled they should be differentiated in some way from the visual 
style of the rest of the programme such as using slow motion or black and white images 
in a consistent and repeated way. 

News programmes should not generally stage reconstructions of current events because 
of the risk of confusing the audience. But reconstructions staged by others may be 
reported in the usual way. 

Use of library material in news & factual output 

When library material is used to illustrate a current issue or event it must be clearly 
labelled if there is any risk of misleading the audience. 

We should not use library material of one event to illustrate another in such a way as to 
suggest the audience is seeing something it is not. 

We should ensure that we do not give a misleading impression by using out of date library 
footage to illustrate our stories, for example of places, people or industrial production 
processes. 
 

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 



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

 

May 2010 issued June 2010 23
 

controversy. It also states that the BBC is forbidden from expressing an opinion on current 
affairs or matters of public policy other than broadcasting. 

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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.  

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

The Committee considered the complaint under five headings: 

1. the use of library footage 

2. the accuracy and attribution of the information  

3. the role of the police source 

4. the use of the reconstruction 

5. the impartiality and balance of the piece given the above. 

 
1. The use of library footage 

The Committee agreed that the accuracy guidelines are clear about the use of library 
footage: 
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“When library material is used to illustrate a current issue or event it must be 
clearly labelled if there is any risk of misleading the audience. 

“We should not use library material of one event to illustrate another in such a 
way as to suggest the audience is seeing something it is not.” 

Members of the Committee saw that library material was used extensively in this short 
piece and that none of it was labelled or attributed. They understood that when 
Newsnight used the “raid” footage a few weeks later – in a piece on the same subject – 
the script said: 

“Police raids on brothels and massage parlours like this one in Birmingham were 
rolled out…” 

The Committee decided that, as the item was presented as a high-profile, exclusive 
investigation undertaken by the Look North team, the audience would have expected the 
footage to have been shot in the North East and that, if it had not been, the programme-
makers should have told them so. The Committee thought the use of the unlabelled 
library footage from outside the North East gave the misleading impression that the raids 
had been carried out in the region – for which there was no evidence offered. It decided 
the absence of any labelling or attribution of the library footage misled the audience in 
breach of the guidelines and that it essentially used library material of one event to 
illustrate another in such a way as to suggest the audience was seeing something it is 
not. 

This element of the complaint was upheld.  

 

2. The accuracy and attribution of the information 

The Committee noted the introduction and reporter commentary (that is the script 
excluding interview clips): 

Reporter (Introduction): 

They flew half way round the world on the promise of a better life. 

But when they got here, they were beaten and forced to work in the north east's 
brothels and massage parlours. Amazingly, this horrific ordeal is something dozens 
of women in our region face everyday. An investigation by BBC Look North has 
revealed more than a hundred women have been smuggled into the north east, 
and forced to work in the region's sex trade. Stuart Whincup has this exclusive 
report, which DOES include some images you may find disturbing. 

 SCRIPT: 

{RECONSTRUCTION} 

Reporter: 

Locked away like a prisoner. Starved and beaten. Then forced to have sex with up 
to 30 men a day. 

[CLIP] 

Reporter: 

Abeyo came here from Nigeria believing she was going to work as a hairdresser. 

What she didn't know – was her aunt had sold her to a gang – to work in the sex 
trade. 
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[CLIP] 

[Notes: ADD ABEYO SHOT - THEN SEX SCENE SHOTS - DAY OR NIGHT] 

Reporter: 

Abeyo’s story is the tragic reality of sex trafficking. 

{PICS OF TRAFFICKING} 

Reporter: 

And THIS is what it looks like. In dark dingy rooms – women are poked and 
prodded – like pieces of meat. Disturbing pictures – exposing a modern day 
slavery. Christina was beaten and raped – and is now in a refuge. 

The men responsible – are now in prison. 

[CLIP] 

Reporter: 

Darlington's Med-eye Trust – supports the victims of sex trafficking. 

[]CLIP 

ACTUALITY OF PLANE 

{PICS OF PLANES - ARRIVING -} 

Reporter: 

Many victims are lured here with the promise of a better life. 

They believe they're coming to work as au-pairs and waitresses. 

{PTC} 

Reporter: 

But when they get here – everything changes. In airport cafés they're sold by 
supposed boyfriends and friends – to pimps and brothel owners. 

They can make up to five thousand pounds for the youngest girls. 

Their passports are taken off them and they're set quotas of the number of men 
they must have sex with each week. 

{PROS ON STREETS - AND STRIP SHOTS} 

Reporter: 

The brothels – where these women are forced to work – may be hidden from 
public view. But they’re not difficult to find. 

{ADVERTS} 

Reporter: 

Their services are advertised openly in newspapers and on countless internet sites. 

[Notes: NEW LINE ADDED] 

Reporter: 

Clearly this is no longer JUST a big city problem. 

{ABEYO SET UPS} 
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Reporter: 

Abeyo is now training to become a nurse. She wants a new life, but says starting 
again is difficult. 

CLIP 

{Network raid} 

Reporter: 

Brothels ARE being raided and young girls like Abeyo are being rescued. 

But the reality is – there will always be others who believe in the promise of a 
better life – and are deceived into taking their place. 

...BBC Look North. 

The Committee noted the guidelines which say “We should normally identify on air and 
online sources of information” and that there was no attribution anywhere in the report of 
any fact to any source. Members of the Committee saw that the only numbers given: 
“more than a hundred women” were mentioned in the introduction, not referred to in the 
piece and were not attributed to any study or other source. 

There was no reference to the time period over which these women were smuggled into 
the North East nor whether this was a snapshot of the current situation or was over some 
months or a number of years. 

The ESC appreciated that the programme producer said: 

“The figures came from two charities and the Head of the UK Trafficking Agency, 
incorporated into “an investigation by BBC Look North" 

And  

“The figure was supplied by the Police, and was their estimate of the number of 
trafficked women currently working in the sex industry in the North East. The intro 
said ’...more than a hundred women have been smuggled into the North East and 
forced to work in the region's sex trade’. This was meant to convey the number of 
women currently involved.” 

And also that the producer added that the information for the piece to camera came from 
the Police, the UK Trafficking Centre and the victim, sourced and checked by the reporter. 

The Committee recognised that when reporting in this very sensitive area, it might be 
exceptionally difficult to obtain accurate figures and that there was no suggestion the 
Look North production team could have known that only a few weeks later the existing 
assumptions about the figures of the number of people involved in sex trafficking would 
be shown to be exaggerated. 

The Committee concluded that Look North was perfectly entitled to quote the figure that 
was given to them but they should have stated the source of the information. At the time, 
the police and charities thought the figure was right and it was reasonable for the 
programme team to rely on that. But the Accuracy guideline was breached because the 
information was not attributed. 

This element of the complaint was upheld. 
 

3. The role of the police source 
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The Committee noted the complainant’s concern that the programme was wrong to rely 
on the evidence of the Chief Constable of North Yorkshire, Grahame Maxwell, because: it 
should not have relied on one policeman alone; he was not relevant to the North East; 
and he was not quoted accurately. 

The Committee took the last point first: the Chief Constable himself, when approached by 
the ECU at Stage 2 of the complaints’ process, said he had no issues with the way he was 
edited. The Committee therefore dismissed this element of the complaint. 

In considering the disagreement about whether Mr Maxwell as Chief Constable of North 
Yorkshire should be used in an item about the North East, the Committee noted that he is 
Chief Constable in the general area and, as is often the case, broadcast areas, municipal 
areas and policing jurisdictions do not map wholly onto each other. The Committee 
therefore did not uphold this element of the complaint as it thought it reasonable that a 
Chief Constable with responsibility for North Yorkshire should have been interviewed by 
Look North. 

The Committee thought that it was not necessary to say that the source was associated 
with any particular body – such as the Association of Chief Police Officers. He was a 
perfectly legitimate interviewee, entitled to put across his view. The Committee thought, 
however, that while it was not a breach of editorial standards to not mention Mr Maxwell’s 
role as Director of the UK Human Trafficking Centre it was a surprising omission as this 
would have been relevant and added to the authority of the piece. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

4. The use of the reconstruction 

The Committee appreciated that although the BBC had apologised in an earlier stage for 
NOT labelling the relevant part of the item as a reconstruction, it undoubtedly was so 
labelled. 

The Committee understood that the complainant objected to the reconstruction sequence 
that opens the piece because he said it was: 

“based on no obvious evidential material. The footage was shown more than once 
in effect ‘dramatising’ this news item and presenting a particularly strong 
emotional image to viewers” 

Members of the Committee examined this against the Accuracy guideline which is quite 
explicit and requires that reconstructions: 

“should not over dramatise in a misleading or sensationalist way. Reconstructions 
are when events are quite explicitly re-staged. They should normally be based on 
a substantial and verifiable body of evidence and be labelled as reconstructions.” 

The ESC had viewed the item and so was aware that a reconstruction was used as the 
opening sequence. It showed a girl crouching in what looked like a lock-up garage. Two 
men approached her and crouched down in front of her. The lighting was shadowy and 
the visual tone quite oppressive and gloomy. 

The Look North reporter explained why the team used a reconstruction: 

“Because of the nature of the story this was a very difficult story to film. We were 
talking about women being beaten and raped. 

“We therefore filmed reconstructions, filmed our own sequences and used some 
library footage. 
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“We filmed and correctly astoned the reconstruction at the start of the report 
and we interviewed with the victim.” 

The Committee appreciated that this was, of course, a very difficult subject to both 
investigate and illustrate. The voice used was that of a victim of trafficking who was 
telling her own story over an ‘astoned’ (labelled) reconstruction. 

The Committee concluded that the reconstructed footage did not over-dramatise the 
story, agreeing that it was a lot less dramatic than it could have been. The Committee was 
satisfied that the use of reconstructions did not breach editorial standards. 

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

 

5. The impartiality and balance of the piece given the above 

The Committee understood this part of the complainant’s complaint to be that the 
programme was imbalanced and biased: 

“presenting no actual evidence, relied on vested interest opinion often of an 
ideological nature and presented no alternative view.” 

In response the reporter had said he got all his information from a couple of charities and 
the UK Human Trafficking Centre: 

“The line we went with – which wasn't one we invented – came from the Director 
of the UK Trafficking Agency (a man who is also the Chief Constable of North 
Yorkshire Police) Grahame Maxwell. 

He (not us) said he believed there were more than a hundred women in the North East & 
Cumbria, who had been trafficked into the area and forced to work in the sex trade.” 

The Committee noted that the UK Human Trafficking Centre was not mentioned in the 
item nor any information attributed to it but the Committee had not been provided with 
evidence of any expert source which would have come out at that time and openly 
contested the numbers given or the views of the charity or the police. It concluded that, 
with a story of this sort, unless research was carried out on the scale and depth the 
Guardian managed six weeks later, it was unlikely that the “facts” could be established 
with any more reliability than those relied on by Look North at the time. The Committee 
agreed that it was appropriate for the programme-makers to rely on the police source. 
[The Committee addressed the attribution of the figure earlier in this finding]. 

The Committee noted the view of the complainant that the police and charities had a 
vested self interest in overstating the issue but it considered that there was no evidence 
of a lack of due impartiality in the reporting although, as it transpired from the Guardian 
investigation the following month, the information given was probably factually incorrect. 
The Committee thought it was not unreasonable for the programme to have used the 
information from usually reliable sources without challenge. 

The Committee concluded that while there had been flaws with the report, i.e. that the 
use of the library material and the unattributed information had been in breach of the 
accuracy guidelines, the report had not been biased. = 

This element of the complaint was not upheld. 

Finding: Partially upheld  



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

 

May 2010 issued June 2010 29
 

Newsnight, BBC Two, 23 November 2009 
 

1. The background/context 

This edition of Newsnight contained an item about the row over emails obtained from the 
Climatic Research Unit at the University of East Anglia. Climate change sceptics believe 
the emails, which were hacked into and leaked, suggested a manipulation of data by 
climate change scientists. An introductory item by Newsnight’s Science Editor, Susan 
Watts, was followed by a studio discussion chaired by Jeremy Paxman. 

 

2. The complaint 

Stage 1 

The complainant emailed BBC Complaints on 23 November 2009. He said that an 
interview on that evening’s Newsnight had not correctly identified Professor Singer. The 
complainant alleged he had vested interests which should have been mentioned, and 
quoted an article from Newsweek in support of his claim. 

BBC Complaints replied on 2 December 2009. They said that Professor Fred Singer was a 
well known climate change sceptic and that through the context of the report, the 
programme fully explained his stance. He was introduced in a clip before his interview by 
the Science Editor who said “There are scientists who have quibbled for years about the 
data”. He was then heard giving his opinion on the email row. 

The complainant followed up on 3 December 2009 with another email to BBC Complaints. 
He did not accept that the manner in which Susan Watts had introduced Professor Singer 
was sufficient to explain his position as someone who has “worked for corporate interests 
for years”. 

BBC Complaints responded on 7 December 2009 with a holding letter; a full response 
followed on 26 January 2010. The response said that Professor Singer’s remarks in which 
he says that the email row would have 

“a strong influence on the credibility of the science that’s used to support the 
politician’s views that we must control carbon dioxide,” 

would lead the audience to understand straightaway that he did not agree with climate 
change. BBC Complaints accepted the Professor may have had a variety of motivations 
but the item was about email leaks and not Professor Singer: 

“we don’t feel that such an analysis in this particular discussion would have been 
in keeping with the context or the wider report.” 

The complainant responded on 26 January 2010. He said his complaint had not been 
properly dealt with and reiterated that the Professor’s alleged links with corporate 
interests should have been mentioned. 

Stage 2 

He was referred to the Editorial Complaints Unit and lodged his complaint on 27 January 
2010. The ECU Complaints Director wrote to the complainant on 29 January outlining the 
relevant guidelines; the full finding was sent on 18 February 2010. 

The Complaints Director said it would have been better if the programme had made it 
clear that Professor Singer was an opponent of the mainstream scientific opinion on 
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climate change. But he felt Jeremy Paxman’s subsequent questioning and the Professor’s 
responses made viewers aware of his position. On the subject of the Professor’s possible 
corporate interests, he felt that while such interests may have a bearing on his views: 

“I do not believe that any links he may have with other vested interests were 
directly relevant on this occasion and so I cannot conclude that the audience was 
misled.” 

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

The complainant appealed to the BBC Trust on 18 February adding: 

“I cannot accept that Professor Singer’s corporate interests are not ‘directly 
relevant’ to his expertise on climate change.”  

 

3. Applicable editorial standards 

Section 4 – Impartiality and Diversity of Opinion 

Introduction  

Impartiality lies at the heart of the BBC’s commitment to its audiences. It applies across 
all our services and output, whatever the format, from radio news bulletins via our 
websites to our commercial magazines and includes a commitment to reflecting a diversity 
of opinion. 

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

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

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

 

4. The Committee’s decision 

The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial standards, as set 
out in the BBC’s editorial guidelines. The guidelines are a statement of the BBC’s values 
and standards. 

In reaching its decision the Committee took full account of all the available evidence, 
including (but not limited to) the Editorial Adviser’s report and the subsequent 
submissions from the complainant and the programme. 
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This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the editorial guidelines relating to 
impartiality. 

Impartiality 

The editorial guidelines state that impartiality applies across all the BBC’s services. 
Impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to the output. The approach to achieving 
impartiality will vary according to the nature of the subject, the type of output, the likely 
audience expectation and the extent to which the content and approach is signposted. 
Impartiality 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. 

With regard to the use of academics and journalists with a specific point of view, the BBC 
should not assume that these individuals are impartial and thus should make it clear to 
the audience when contributors are associated with a particular viewpoint. 

The Committee began by looking at whether Newsnight had made it clear to the audience 
that Professor Singer was a climate change sceptic. 

The Committee noted Professor Singer was Professor Emeritus of environmental science 
at the University of Virginia. 

It noted that although the ECU had not upheld the complaint the Complaints Director had 
addressed his credentials and then said: 

“He has spoken out on many occasions about global warming and is a well known 
opponent of the mainstream scientific opinion on climate change. In my opinion it 
would have been better if this had been made clear to the audience to ensure it 
was in no doubt about his expertise and his viewpoint.”  

The Committee first examined the package by the programme’s Science Editor, Susan 
Watts, and the way that she had introduced Professor Singer in it. The Committee noted 
what she had said and the clip used of Professor Singer: 

Susan Watts:  

There are scientists who have quibbled for years with some of the data. Fred 
Singer says satellite data paints a different picture to the mainstream view. He 
sees the emails as potentially damaging. 

Professor Singer: 

It suggests fraud and messing with data and I think it will have a strong influence 
on the credibility of the science that’s used to support the politicians’ view that we 
must control carbon dioxide. 

The Committee thought that the use of the word “quibbled” by Susan Watts suggested 
that Professor Singer held only minor differences with those supporting man-made climate 
change when, in fact, he was in serious disagreement. The Committee believed it would 
have been better practice if Professor Singer had been introduced more explicitly as a 
sceptic. However, the Committee was satisfied that Professor Singer’s contribution to the 
film would have allowed the audience to realise that he was an opponent of climate 
change orthodoxy. 

The Committee noted that the package acted as an introduction to the following 
discussion in the studio chaired by Jeremy Paxman. It also noted that audience 
expectations for Newsnight would be for a debate between those with opposing views. 
The Committee then looked at how Jeremy Paxman had introduced the studio discussion 
held at the end of Susan Watts’ piece. The other contributor besides Professor Singer was 
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Professor Bob Watson of the University of East Anglia (UEA), who had also appeared in 
the Susan Watts item. The Committee noted Jeremy Paxman’s introduction: 

Jeremy Paxman: 

Well with us now is Professor Bob Watson, who you saw in that report. He’s the 
chief scientific adviser to DEFRA and professor of Environmental Sciences at East 
Anglia. We’re joined from central London by Professor Fred Singer of the University 
of Virginia. 

The Committee then considered the discussion. It noted that, after asking Professor 
Watson about the language of the emails, Mr Paxman turned to Professor Singer and said 
he had been on the website and looked through the emails and found nothing interesting, 
let alone controversial. “You’ve picked out one or two words out of context completely, 
haven’t you?” asked the presenter. Professor Singer replied: 

“To us the basic issue is to decide the cause of climate change. Is it man-made or 
is it natural? And that will determine the policy. And this can only be decided on 
the basis of evidence. You have to look at the data. The models are useless 
because the models all predict the same thing, the models are too simple. They 
cannot capture the real complexity of the atmosphere. So when we look at the 
actual evidence, we concluded that the cause of climate change is primarily 
natural. Of course, there must be some human effect but it is too small to be 
noticed. It’s insignificant and this has important policy consequences.” 

The Committee noted that the rest of the discussion then turned back to the UEA emails. 
No further specific questions were put to Professor Singer though he did respond to those 
directed at Professor Watson. In these replies, Professor Singer made clear that he felt 
the scientists at UEA had “done everything possible in order to stop any kind of criticism” 
and called for an independent investigation into the contents of the emails.  

The Committee concluded that having watched both the film and the discussion, the 
Newsnight audience would have realised the differing views of the two contributors in the 
debate and that Professor Singer was an opponent of climate change orthodoxy.  

The Committee then considered the allegations made by the complainant to the effect 
that Professor Singer had vested interests and that the failure to address this breached 
the obligation of due impartiality1. Given the fact that it was apparent that Professor 
Singer was a sceptic and the nature of the item in question, there was no need to address 
this issue in order to achieve due impartiality.  

As such, the Committee concluded that the item as a whole had achieved impartiality. 

Conclusion 

The Committee was satisfied that the item overall had been presented with due 
impartiality. It agreed that, while it would have been better practice if the introduction to 
Professor Singer had been more explicit and set out that he was a climate sceptic, 
Newsnight’s audience would have been able to understand his viewpoint from his 
answers. The Committee concluded that it was not necessary to give any further 
information on Professor Singer in the context of this item.  

Finding: Not upheld. 

                                                
1 Professor Singer is on the record as having denied such allegations - in March 2008, Professor Singer demanded an 

apology from ABC News for “suggesting to viewers that he was in the pay of oil companies”. He wrote: “The suggestion is 

completely false. I am not financed or supported by oil companies or by any industry.” 
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Appeal concerning Complaints Handling at Stage 3 of 
the BBC’s Complaints Process 
 

1. Background 

The Committee was asked to consider a complaint about the way in which the Trust Unit 
(TU) had handled an Editorial Standards appeal. The Committee was already familiar with 
the background to this matter, having considered the complainant’s substantive appeal 
and also a complaint about handling by the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU). Both the 
appeal and the complaint about the ECU had been partially upheld by the Committee. 

In addition to the complaints paperwork, the Committee's attention was drawn to extracts 
from the BBC’s complaints framework, as well as the requirements set out in the 
Agreement between the Secretary of State and the relevant provisions of the BBC’s 
Editorial Guidelines on accountability. 

From the complainant's documentation and correspondence, the main grounds for 
complaint were as follows: 

(a) The failure of the TU to provide confirmation that correspondence from the 
complainant addressed to the Chairman or the Committee had been passed to the 
Committee. 

(b)  The failure of the TU to provide information about what communications (if any) 
there had been with the Committee about the complainant's complaint. 

(c)  The failure of the TU to provide copies of production documents and other 
materials to the complainant and the TU's refusal to put such disclosure issues 
before the Committee. 

(d)  The use of an independent adviser who produced what the complainant says is a 
one-sided and incomplete investigation, with errors and omissions. The 
complainant also complains that the TU failed to investigate the complaint 
properly. 

(e)  The failure of the TU (and the ECU) to provide the complainant with details of the 
argument that the broadcast was "right all along" in advance of its inclusion in the 
adviser's report. 

(f)  The TU's refusal to give the complainant additional time to prepare further 
submissions as a result of material contained in the adviser's report. 

(g)  The failure of the TU to allow the complainant to make an application to the 
Committee to request an oral hearing. 

(h)  An overall lack of transparency and fairness with the BBC's stage 3 complaints 
process. 

(i)  Inordinate and inexcusable delay in progressing the complainant’s appeal. 

On 28 February 2010, the complainant narrowed the complaint to grounds (d), (e) and (i) 
above. 

 

2. The Committee’s decision 

(i) Was there inordinate and inexcusable delay in progressing this appeal? 
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Members noted that the Trust Unit had already apologised for a period of delay at the 
start of the appeal which was due to staff members being on leave. 

The Committee agreed, having reviewed both the TU’s and the complainant’s accounts of 
the sequence of events, that this appeal could not be characterised as “normal” due to 
the voluminous nature of the correspondence. The Committee noted that appeals were 
not usually progressed in this way. The level and complexity of correspondence had been 
extremely unusual and this had generated a substantial amount of work for the TU who, 
whilst endeavouring to process the appeal fairly, also had to balance its administration 
with the needs of other licence fee payers who were progressing through the complaints 
system. 

The Committee noted that the appeal had also taken longer than usual so as to ensure 
that the editorial adviser had sufficient time to investigate the issues, and also to allow 
the complainant and the programme team a proper time to participate in the process. 

It was therefore reasonable that the timeframe set down in the Editorial Complaints 
Procedure (“The ESC normally aims to give you an answer on your appeal within 80 
working days”) could not be applied in this case. 

The Committee concluded that the complaint had been dealt with by the Trust as quickly 
as possible, and this was not an instance where there had been inordinate or inexcusable 
delay. 

(ii) Did the Trust Unit provide the complainant with a sufficient opportunity to set out 
the grounds of complaint in respect of the "right all along" information put forward 
by BBC management?  Should the Trust Unit (or the ECU) have provided the "right 
all along" argument to the complainant in advance of its inclusion in the adviser's 
report? 

The Committee agreed that as a general point the complainant had been given a 
sufficient opportunity to set out the grounds of complaint. Indeed, it considered that the 
grounds had been comprehensively explained and the Committee had been left in no 
doubt as to the basis of the complainant’s appeal.   

The Committee noted that the “right all along” argument had been provided to the 
complainant at the correct point in the process, i.e. on receipt of the editorial adviser’s 
report. This process (i.e. the Editorial Complaints Procedure) was established and 
published on the Trust’s website 
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/appeals/complaints_fr_work_ed_complain
ts.pdf). Any individual making a complaint should therefore have expected to do so in full 
knowledge of the framework which would be adopted. Where the adviser's report 
contains new material (as it did on this point) the procedure provides the complainant 
with an opportunity to respond. 

The Committee noted that the complainant had been given a longer period than usual in 
which to respond to the adviser's report. The complainant had been provided with four 
weeks in which to make any response to the independent editorial adviser’s report. The 
Committee further noted that the Editorial Complaints Procedure in fact provided 10 
working days for such comments. In this case, the Trust Unit had exercised its discretion 
and provided an increased timeframe, which the Committee considered was reasonable in 
the circumstances. Members considered this to have been ample opportunity for the 
complainant to have set out the points on any new material contained in the adviser’s 
report. 

The Committee therefore concluded that the complainant had been provided with a 
sufficient opportunity to set out the position on this aspect.   
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(iii)  Was the Trust Unit's use of the editorial adviser appropriate? Did the Unit produce 
a one-sided and incomplete investigation containing errors and omissions? Did the 
Trust Unit fail to investigate the complaint properly? 

The Committee noted that advisers were employed in order to help the Committee 
identify the key factual issues in the complaint. Any report produced by an independent 
editorial adviser was only intended to provide advice to the Committee. It was for the 
Committee itself to form a judgment on whether a programme had complied with 
required editorial standards, based on a number of factors of which the independent 
editorial adviser’s report was just one. At no time did an independent editorial adviser 
direct the Committee in this manner.   

The Committee noted that the use of independent editorial advisers was clearly stated in 
the Editorial Complaints Procedure, which the complainant would have been aware of 
when the appeal was submitted. In employing the advice of an independent editorial 
adviser, the Committee had therefore treated this appeal in the same way as all others it 
received. It had seen no reason to vary its established procedures. Indeed, given the 
volume and complexity of the paperwork supplied by the complainant, this was a case 
where it was crucial for the Committee to appoint an adviser. 

In attempting to focus the Committee’s discussion, the adviser is required to summarise 
both sides of the argument, and indeed did so in this case. The Committee did not agree 
that the adviser's report was one-sided or incomplete. It had provided the Committee 
members with sufficient information to allow them to understand the key issues and to 
navigate through the complaint paperwork.   

Regarding the complainant’s allegation that the independent editorial adviser had not 
consulted directly with them during the production of the report, the Committee 
highlighted that the weight of detail contained in the complainant’s submissions to that 
date had rendered this unnecessary. Indeed, it was rare that an adviser would need to 
contact a complainant in a third party Editorial Standards complaint where the 
complainant does not themself have any link to the programme other than as a viewer. 

The Committee therefore concluded that the use of an independent editorial adviser in 
this case had been appropriate. 

(iv)  Conclusions 

The Committee agreed that the complaint had been handled properly and the process had 
been transparent. It did not agree with the complainant about the use of the editorial 
adviser, nor about whether information about the "right all along" argument should have 
been provided to the complainant sooner. 

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. 

 

BBC News, BBC News Channel, 14 June 2009, 7.00pm 
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 regarding his 
complaint that a caption during coverage of Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu’s speech on 
14 June 2009 inaccurately and misleadingly suggested that he had accepted the two-state 
solution. The complainant also said that coverage of the speech had lacked impartiality 
because equal coverage was not given to the Palestinian view and no experts were invited 
to analyse the content of Mr Netanyahu’s speech. 
 
The Committee’s decision 
 
The Committee noted the responses the complainant had received from the BBC’s 
Editorial Complaints Unit and from the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust. The 
Committee noted that while it had been accepted that the caption to which the 
complainant referred was potentially misleading, the fact that other captions appeared on 
a rolling caption giving a fuller explanation of the Israeli PM’s proposals was crucial. The 
Committee noted that captions by their nature were simplified messages, but in this case 
the captions made clear that Mr Netanyahu was placing significant restrictions on any 
agreement and was not accepting a two-state solution unconditionally.  
 
The Committee noted that the rolling caption provided additional context to the bolder 
captions which were used to cover the key points of the speech. The Committee noted 
what the rolling caption stated:  

 
THE ISRAELI PM BENJAMIN NETANYAHU HAS SAID HE ACCEPTS A SEPARATE 
PALESTINIAN STATE, AS LONG AS IT POSES NO MILITARY THREAT TO ISRAEL 
AND FORMALLY RECOGNISES ISRAEL AS A JEWISH STATE 

 
The Committee also noted that the presenters and correspondents reinforced the fact that 
Mr Netanyahu was not accepting many points which Palestinians and others saw as vital 
for a lasting agreement. The Committee was also satisfied that if viewers watched without 
sound they would have been able to reach an accurate understanding of the speech given 
the context provided by the full list of captions. 
 
The Committee also noted on the point of impartiality that a caption was provided giving 
the Palestinian President’s view which the presenters and correspondents expanded on. 
The Committee also noted that the item carried an interview with a prominent Palestinian, 
Mohammad Shtayyeh. 
 
The Committee therefore concluded that this complaint did not have a reasonable chance 
of success as required by the Trust’s Editorial Appeals Procedure, nor was there a case for 
the BBC Executive to answer. 
 
The Committee was therefore satisfied that the decision not to proceed with 
either element of the appeal was correct. 
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BBC’s representation of views regarding current 
economic situation 
The complainant requested that the Committee review the Head of Editorial Standards 
decision to not proceed with his request for an appeal which complained that the BBC 
had not fairly represented the views of economists, market commentators, journalists, 
academics, politicians and others who predicted the current economic meltdown. The 
complainant also requested that non-mainstream views should receive more 
coverage. 
 
The Committee decision 
 
The Committee noted the responses the complainant had received from the BBC 
Executive’s Editorial Complaints Unit and from the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC 
Trust. 
 
The Committee noted that it had been explained to the complainant by the Head of 
Editorial Standards that the Committee would not consider an appeal of bias by 
omission unless the Chairman of the Committee believed that it was plausible that the 
omission of an item could have lead to a breach of editorial standards on impartiality.  
 
The Committee noted that impartiality does not require every argument or every facet 
of every argument relating to a particular news story reported on every occasion.  
 
The Committee noted that it had also been explained that the choice of story was for 
the BBC Executive to decide.  
 
The Committee noted that the complainant had set out a range of people he 
considered appropriate to have been included in the debate on the economy and that 
all these individuals had backed the Austrian Economic Theory. The Committee also 
noted the replies the complainant had received explaining that the economic crisis 
had not been tackled from a “standpoint of economic theorising”, but that a range of 
views had been reflected in BBC content over an appropriate timescale.  
 
The Committee also noted BBC News’s response which had repeated that a broad 
range of views had been reflected but that an equal weight to all shades of opinion 
was not required of the BBC to give totally comprehensive coverage. The Committee 
also noted that BBC News had reflected in its output concerns as to bailouts and the 
potentially inflationary effects of low interest rates and quantitative easing.  
 
As such, the Committee concluded that having considered the BBC’s responses to the 
complainant, the BBC was not obliged to cover every strand of opinion in every case 
to meet its editorial standards.  
 
The Committee therefore concluded that the complaint did not have a reasonable 
chance of success as required by the Trusts Editorial Appeals Procedure, or that a 
case had been set out for the BBC Executive to answer. 
 
The Committee was satisfied that that the decision to not proceed with 
either element of the appeal was correct. 
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BBC bias in political reporting 
The complainant requested that the Committee review the Head of Editorial Standards’ 
decision not to proceed with his request for an appeal regarding his complaint of 
institutional bias in favour of the Conservative Party in the BBC’s political and current 
affairs output. The complainant linked the complaint of general bias with a complaint over 
the coverage of mistakes made by Gordon Brown in a letter of condolence to the mother 
of Guardsman Janes, and the lack of coverage of David Cameron using the word “twat” 
when he explained he did not use twitter.  
 
The Committee’s decision 
 
The Committee noted the responses the complainant had received from Helen Boaden, 
Director of BBC News, at Stage 2 of the BBC complaints process and the Head of Editorial 
Standards, BBC Trust with regard to the complaint concerning institutional bias.  
 
The Committee agreed with the Head of Editorial Standards’ decision not to review the 
complainant’s correspondence dated from October 2008 to September 2009 as any issues 
raised within this correspondence were out of time, i.e. that more than 20 days had 
elapsed between the complainant having received a reply from Stage 1 and him 
escalating the complaints to Stage 2.  
 
The Committee also concluded that having considered a number of complaints on appeal 
of political bias since the commencement of the Trust, in January 2007, and having not 
upheld any of them there was no evidence to support the complainant’s view of 
institutional bias. As such, the Committee was satisfied that without this evidence the 
complainant had not made a case for the BBC Executive to answer and, therefore, did not 
consider the appeal had a reasonable prospect of success. The Committee agreed with 
the decision of the Head of Editorial Standards not to proceed with this element of the 
complaint.  
 
The Committee then considered the linked complaint concerning coverage of Gordon 
Brown and Mrs Janes and the lack of coverage of David Cameron’s use of the word 
“twat”.  
 
The Committee noted again the responses from the Director of BBC News and the Head 
of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust. The Committee noted that it had been explained to the 
complainant that while both stories had been covered by BBC News the issue concerning 
Gordon Brown was of greater public concern because it involved the equipment of the 
armed forces in Afghanistan.  
 
The Committee noted that the explanations provided to the complainant had made clear 
that David Cameron’s remark, while an embarrassing slip-up, was of far lesser significance 
than the story concerning Gordon Brown.  
 
The Committee was satisfied that it was a matter of editorial judgment for the editors of 
news programmes to decide how best to cover such stories.  
 
The Committee was also satisfied that in the case of Gordon Brown, while the story had 
been covered in detail, with the views of Guardsman Janes’s family being set out, 
appropriate factors in defence of Mr Brown had also been explained, i.e. his untidy 
handwriting and his partial blindness. The Committee also noted that the views of Mrs 
Janes had been balanced by those of another grieving mother who praised the Prime 
Minister’s actions and took comfort from his handwritten letter to her.  
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The Committee therefore concluded that this complaint did not have a reasonable chance 
of success as required by the Trust’s Editorial Appeals Procedure, nor was there a case for 
the BBC Executive to answer. 
 
The Committee was therefore satisfied that the decision not to proceed with 
either element of the appeal was correct. 
 

 

  
 


