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Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals to the Trust and other editorial issues considered 
by 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: Alison Hastings (Chairman), Mehmuda Mian, 
David Liddiment, Elan Closs Stephens, Richard Ayre and Anthony Fry. It is advised and 
supported by the Trust Unit. 

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

The Committee will consider appeals concerning complaints which allege that: 

• 	 the complainant has suffered unfair treatment either in a transmitted programme 
or item, or in the process of making the programme or item 

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

• 	 there has otherwise been a failure to observe required editorial standards 

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

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

As set out in its Terms of Reference, the Committee can decline to consider an appeal 
which in its opinion: 

• 	 is vexatious or trivial; 

• 	 does not raise a matter of substance; 

• 	 relates to the content of a programme or item which has not yet been broadcast; 

• 	 concerns issues of bias by omission in BBC news programmes unless the Chairman 
believes that it is plausible that the omission of an item could have led to a breach 
of the guidelines on impartiality; 

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

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

The Committee will not generally reconsider any aspects of complaints that have already 
been adjudicated upon or considered by a Court. 

Any appeals that the Committee has declined to consider under the above criteria are 
reported in the bulletin. 
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Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals to the Trust and other editorial issues considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

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

Pointless, BBC Two, 31 March 2010   
The complaint related to a decision by the programme to exclude the answer “Mary 
Queen of Scots” to a question asking for any of the twelve (12) Tudor or Stuart Monarchs 
of Great Britain between 1485 and 1714. The complainant said this was inaccurate. The 
complainant also considered the presenter’s response that Mary Queen of Scots was not a 
British monarch and the programme’s reply to his complaint that Mary had not made a 
claim on the English throne, to be racist. 

The Committee concluded: 

Accuracy  

•	 That the question had lacked clarity and had not been presented in clear precise 
language. 

•	 That both the programme makers and the Editorial Complaints Unit had 

acknowledged this and apologised. 


•	 That the programme makers had tightened procedures on setting questions for 
Pointless in the light of the complaint.  

•	 That in apologising to the complainant at stages 1 and 2 and in reviewing 
processes regarding the setting of questions the BBC had taken sufficient action 
for the matter to be resolved at stage 2. 

No further action was required.  

Harm and Offence 

•	 That programmes needed to be precise when referring to issues relating to one or 
more of the four nations. 

The item was not offensive. 

This complaint was resolved by the BBC’s actions at stages 1 and 2 of the complaints 
process with regard to Accuracy. The complaint was not upheld with regard to Harm & 
Offence or Complaints Handling. 

For the finding in full see pages 7 to 14. 

Iraq Inquiry Coverage, BBC News at Ten, BBC One, 27 
November 2009 and 21 January 2010  
This complaint relates to coverage of the Chilcot Inquiry in two editions of the BBC News 
at Ten. Both items took the form of a package by Diplomatic Correspondent Nicholas 
Witchell, followed on 27 November by a promotion of more extensive coverage on the 
BBC website and on 21 January by a two-way with political correspondent James Landale. 
The report on 27 November 2009 concerned the evidence given to the Inquiry by Sir 
Jeremy Greenstock, British Ambassador to the United Nations from 1998 to 2003. The 
report on 21 January 2010 concerned the evidence of former Foreign Secretary Jack 
Straw. The complainant alleged that the coverage had breached the BBC’s guidelines on 
impartiality by not balancing newsworthy anti-government testimony with less news-
worthy pro-government testimony. 
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Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals to the Trust and other editorial issues considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

The Committee concluded: 

•	 that even though the subject was controversial, it was not possible to rehearse 
every position and reflect every statement and perspective in a nightly news 
programme each time a report was broadcast on a long-running inquiry such as 
this one. 

•	 that, due impartiality … allowed for the exercise of news judgment. 

•	 It is permissible for news teams to decide what is significant in terms of a day’s 
evidence in a long running Inquiry and report on that but that in doing so due 
impartiality should be maintained. 

•	 That each item must be judged on its own merits but that it was not necessary, in 
principle, to attempt to achieve balance by including a selection of testimony 
supportive of the government’s case if the key story being explored was, for 
example, doubt about the government’s case. 

27 November 2009 

•	 that news content was by its nature usually unexpected and new and not that 
which was either known before or probable and predictable. 

•	 that if a former British Ambassador to the UN was shown in the course of an 
inquiry to have disagreed with the UK’s policy, even to be on the verge of 
resignation, which is not what would be expected, then this was undoubtedly 
news and that editorial judgement would be correctly exercised in reporting this. 

21 January 2010 

•	 that, if there was evidence given in a hearing that there had been considerable 
disagreement, this was indeed newsworthy. 

•	 that the choice of material and its presentation was duly impartial in that the 
evidence given to the inquiry had been treated with a level of impartiality that was 
adequate and appropriate to the content. 

As to both News items, the Committee concluded: 

•	 that, given the length of time both Sir Jeremy Greenstock and Jack Straw spent 
giving evidence to the inquiry, it was clear that a range of different elements of 
the hearings could have been highlighted in the news reports. However, that did 
not invalidate the content chosen by members of the news team who had used 
their professional editorial judgement to focus on what they believed to be the 
most newsworthy aspect of the specific day’s evidence. 

•	 that, in exercising their legitimate editorial judgement, the news producers had 
chosen what could be considered reasonable clips linked with appropriate scripted 
commentary and  pieces to camera , in that, the reports had focused on what was 
new and likely to have been least expected by the audience i.e. the disagreement 
within the Government. 

•	 that the news teams had ensured that each report had achieved due impartiality 
that was appropriate to the controversial nature of the inquiry as set out in the 
BBC’s Editorial Guidelines 
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Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals to the Trust and other editorial issues considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

Finding: Not upheld 

For the finding in full see pages 15 to 28. 

Remedial action by the BBC Executive regarding The Curse of 
Steptoe 

Summary of finding 

The complaint was made by the brother of Maureen Corbett, the deceased second wife of 
Harry H. Corbett. In May 2009 the Editorial Standards Committee found that the 
programme had been inaccurate and unfair by implying that the child of Maureen and 
Harry had been conceived as a result of a casual relationship. The complainant said that 
although the drama had been edited following the Committee’s decision it had not been 
sufficiently edited to take account of the Committee’s findings on fairness and accuracy 
prior to its repeat on BBC HD and its release on BBC DVD. 

The Committee concluded: 

•	 that whilst it appreciated the effort the BBC had made in re-editing the content the 
overall nature of the relationship portrayed in the drama remained ambiguous 
leading to the impression of a casual relationship between Maureen and Harry 

•	 that as the revised portrayal of the relationship stood it was still unfair and 
inaccurate to Maureen Corbett 

•	 that despite the edits made, further action was required by the BBC to remove the 
impression of a casual relationship between Maureen and Harry. 

The complaint was upheld 

For the finding in full see pages 29 to 35. 

Hot Planet, BBC One, 9 December 2009  
Summary of finding 

The complainant said that a sequence of the programme was inaccurate and biased in 
showing the correlation between CO2 and temperature in ice core data without explaining 
that the rise in temperature caused the rise in the CO2 level 800 years later. 

The Committee concluded: 

•	 that the essential point of the programme sequences in question was to 
demonstrate that the level of CO2 in the atmosphere now is higher than it has 
been in the last three quarter of a million years, and to link this increase to 
industrialisation. 

•	 that it was generally accurate to note that CO2 levels rose some hundreds of 
years after a period of global warming, and that the programme had said 
nothing to contradict this. 

•	 that in the context of this programme it was not necessary to state that CO2 
levels rose 800 years after a period of global warming in order to achieve due 
accuracy. 

•	 that this section of the programme set out to show that the ice core record 
contributes evidence that links temperature rise to carbon dioxide levels and 
the evidence was persuasive that this was the case. 
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Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals to the Trust and other editorial issues considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

•	 that the guidelines allow for a single view to be expressed and do not
the representation of every argument or facet of every argument on every 
occasion or an equal division of time for each view. 

•	 that in the context of this programme due impartiality had been achieved. 
•	 that a science programme on BBC One, as long as it was clearly labelled, 

should not be required to include a complex and detailed set of scientific or 
political arguments on every occasion and this programme had been aimed at 
a general non-scientific audience and had conveyed a range of scientific 
information in a reasoned and balanced manner. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 36 to 47. 
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Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals to the Trust and other editorial issues considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

Appeal Findings 
Pointless, BBC Two, 31 March 2010 
1. The background 

Pointless is a quiz show in which contestants try to score as few points as possible by 
coming up with the answers no one can think of. The show has a rolling jackpot where 
more money is added to the total each time the team in the final round fails to win. 

2. The complaint 
 
Stage 1 

The complainant emailed BBC Audience Services on 4 April 2010. He complained that the 
presenters had not accepted a contestant’s answer of Mary Queen of Scots in a question 
which asked for “Stuart and Tudor Monarchs of Great Britain from 1485 to 1714”. The 
complainant also stated that the programme’s presenters in response to the contestants 
answer had said “the clue was in the title” and that Mary Queen of Scots was not British. 
The complainant found the comments of the presenters to be “racist”.   

The complainant pointed out that Great Britain did not exist as a political entity until 1707 
and that if Mary Queen of Scots was not British, then neither was:  

“…Henry VII and Henry VIII and Elizabeth I … because they were only Kings and 
Queens of England…” 

He also added that of the 12 answers the programme claimed were correct every one of 
them referred only to England. The complainant believed that, given the question, the 
answer not only should have included Mary Queen of Scots but also James III, IV, V, VI 
and VII of Scotland.  

He also added that the contestants who were wrongly penalised for having answered 
Mary Queen of Scots should be invited back on to the show. 

On 12 April 2010 BBC Audience Services replied having raised the complainant’s concerns 
with Endemol UK, the production company who made the programme. The reply stated 
that the key issue was: 

“…how to define the Tudor and Stuart monarchs as a group, given that all of them 
laid claim to a number of different parts of modern Britain and not just England”. 

The reply went on to say how the co-host has explained the criteria of the question during 
the programme: 

“We’re looking for any of the 12 crowned Tudor or Stuart Kings or Queens of Great 
Britain – From 1485 – 1714. We won’t accept Oliver Cromwell, Richard Cromwell 
or Lady Jane Grey – she was never crowned.” 

The reply also said that all of the names on their list: 

“…were crowned King/Queen of England and either was or claimed to be ruler of 
Wales and/or Scotland (and often Lord of Ireland) as well”. 

The programme makers said that titles and claims had changed considerably over the 
course of all the reigns of all of these monarchs  
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Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals to the Trust and other editorial issues considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

“…but all the ones on our list were crowned as ‘King or Queen of (more than one 
part of) what is now regarded as Britain’. ” 

They went on to say that in 1284 Wales was brought into the English legal framework. In 
the same year Edward I and Queen Eleanor had a son, also named Edward, who was 
proclaimed the first English Prince of Wales in 1301 

“…therefore, every English monarch since Edward 1 has laid claim to Wales. And 
to make this clearer we gave the number we were considering – 12.” 

The programme makers said that Mary Queen of Scots was only ever 

“Queen of Scotland and France, and never made claim over Wales, England and 
Ireland”. 

The producers said that it would therefore have been 

“…inaccurate to term her a Queen of Great Britain in this sense, and it would have 
been wrong to judge this answer correct”. 

However, the programme makers acknowledged that while they were satisfied that they 
were right to judge the answer as incorrect; they accepted that in “retrospect” they could 
have been “more explicit in the explanation of the criterion”. The programme makers also 
added that they had talked to the contestant who had given this answer to explain why 
his answer had been incorrect given the criterion. The reply also noted that the other 
contestants gave correct answers as they had understood the criterion given. The reply 
also noted that the programme would be “extra vigilant” to prevent any future ambiguity 
with the questions and answers. 

The complainant replied on 25 April 2010. He complained that the reply had been 
“incorrect and racist”. The complainant pointed out that Mary Queen of Scots had fled 
England after being forced to abdicate in favour of her one year old son King James VI in 
1567, later James I of England. The complainant continued that once in England, Mary 
Queen of Scots sought protection from her cousin, Queen Elizabeth I. Elizabeth then 
ordered her arrest because of the threat she posed, as Mary had previously claimed 
Elizabeth’s throne and was considered the legitimate sovereign of England by many 
English Catholics. He said: 

“…therefore going by your criteria Mary Queen of Scots laid claim to England and 
therefore was a proper Queen of the so called Britain”. 

The complainant believed that all of the contestants must have been English to either 
accept the programme makers’ explanation or to understand the criterion of the question. 
The complainant put this down to “racism and bias … ingrained into them just as it is with 
the majority of the English”. He believed that had the contestants been Scottish they 
would have given a different answer. 

The Executive Producer of Pointless replied on 19 May 2010. The Executive Producer said 
that the programme had been “very careful” with setting the criteria for the question. The 
Executive Producer said that it had been a challenge to find a criterion that was as 
unambiguous as possible that could include the 12 monarchs the programme was 
grouping together. However, she acknowledged that with hindsight the “criterion wasn’t 
clear enough … and we should have clarified exactly what we meant”. She said that the 
programme had been trying to find: 

“…the most concise and clear definition we could for two different lists (the Tudor 
and Stuart monarchs) and trying to find a phrase that covered the variety of 
different situations that these 12 monarchs were in”. 
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The Executive Producer stated that the phrasing of the question had not been in
cause confusion and/or offence and apologised if it had.  

Stage 2 

The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) on 25 May 2010 reiterating 
his complaints about the programme.  

The ECU gave its substantive reply on 20 July 2010. The ECU agreed that Great Britain 
did not exist until the Act of Union in 1707. The ECU stated: 

“So in a strict sense it can be argued that the only monarch to fall into the 
category of ‘crowned king or queen of Great Britain’ during the period in question 
was Queen Anne who reigned from the Act of Union until 1714.” 

The ECU also agreed with the complainant that, given the wording used on the 
programme, “any king or queen who reigned during the period in question within what 
came to be Great Britain might be considered to fall within this category”. 

The ECU noted that this would be the case with Mary Queen of Scots, the answer that 
had been declared incorrect. 

The ECU noted that the programme makers had said they were trying to establish a 
category which included all the Tudor and Stuart monarchs who were crowned kings or 
queens of England and who were, or claimed to be also rulers of Wales and or Scotland 
and that the category “Kings and Queens of Britain” was the “clearest and fairest way of 
achieving that”. 

The ECU noted that the programme had acknowledged that the categorisation “was not 
as accurate as it might have been”. 

The ECU concluded that this acknowledgment, the apology to the complainant and the 
subsequent measures that were taken were sufficient to resolve the complaint. 

The ECU reiterated that the programme makers had spoken to the contestant concerned, 
and that they were happy with the explanation. The ECU apologised to the complainant 
for the breach of standards, thanking him for allowing the ECU the opportunity to 
investigate his concerns.  

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

The complainant appealed to the ESC on 4 August 2010. The complainant requested that 
the ESC should consider four separate elements to his complaint. The four points were: 

•	 there had been no apology i.e. “they should have stated they were wrong in the 
first place”. 

•	 the contestant should be compensated even though he had accepted what he had 
been told by the programme. 

•	 there had not been an apology from the programme for being racist with regard to 
remarks made on the programme by the presenters. 

•	 the programme had not apologised for saying that Mary Queen of Scots was not 
British. 

The complainant also stated that he was concerned that certain people in England 
referred to England as being Britain. 

In reply the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, on 24 August 2010 said that she did 
not propose to proceed with the appeal to the BBC Trust. She stated that with regard to 
an apology, while in their 12 April 2010 reply the programme had accepted there had 
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Editorial Standards Findings/Appeals to the Trust and other editorial issues considered 
by the Editorial Standards Committee 

been an error, their apology was included in their reply of 19 May 2010. She concluded 
that as an apology and an acknowledgment of error was made at stage 1 of the 
complaints process there was no reasonable prospect of success with this element of the 
complainant’s appeal. 

With regard to the complainant’s second ground for an appeal, the Head of Editorial 
Standards was satisfied that the contestant had already indicated that he was satisfied 
with the explanation given to him by the BBC. As such, she did not believe there was a 
case to answer and there was no reasonable prospect of success with this element of the 
complainant’s appeal. 

As to the complainant’s view that comments made on the programme were racist, the 
Head of Editorial Standards disagreed. She stated that the comments “were a light-
hearted response to what was, according to the criterion as understood by the 
presenters, an incorrect answer”. She also believed the tone of the programme was in line 
with audience expectations and that there was no evidence to support the complainant’s 
allegation of racism. 

In reply to the fourth ground of appeal the Head of Editorial Standards said that the 
programme and the ECU had not explicitly addressed the presenter’s suggestion that 
Mary Queen of Scots was not British, replies at stage 1 and 2 had concentrated on the 
criterion. Again, the Head of Editorial Standards did not consider this complaint about 
complaints handling would have a reasonable chance of success as the key issue had 
been accepted and apologised for.  

The Head of Editorial Standards also addressed the complainant’s general view of the 
misuse of the word Britain to refer only to England. She stated that the BBC Trust had 
forcibly made the point in two recent reports on the reporting of the devolved nations in 
network news and current affairs programmes “that a lack of clarity can be misleading 
and confusing”. 

The complainant contacted the BBC Trust on 31 August 2010 to appeal against the 
decision of the Head of Editorial Standards 

The ESC considered the appeal at its meeting of 9 September 2010. The Committee found 
that while it noted the arguments of the Head of Editorial Standards, the Committee 
concluded that it would like to consider the matter further. 

The Committee felt that some of the issues raised in the complaint touched upon 
concerns the Trust had about the use of language to describe Britain in its impartiality 
review on the reporting of the four UK nations in news and current affairs content, 
published in 2008.  

The Committee therefore agreed the appellant had made out a case for the BBC to 
answer and that it would be appropriate to take this matter on appeal.  

3. Applicable editorial guidelines 
 
Section 1 – The BBC’s Editorial Values 
 
Truth and accuracy 
We strive to be accurate and establish the truth of what has happened. Accuracy is more 
important than speed and it is often more than a question of getting the facts right. We 
will weigh all relevant facts and information to get at the truth. Our output will be well 
sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise 
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language. We will be honest and open about what we don't know and avoid unfounded 
speculation. 

Harm and Offence 
We aim to reflect the world as it is, including all aspects of the human experience and the 
realities of the natural world. But we balance our right to broadcast and publish innovative 
and challenging content with our responsibility to protect the vulnerable. 

Accountability 
We are accountable to our audiences and will deal fairly and openly with them. Their 
continuing trust in the BBC is a crucial part of our contract with them. We will be open in 
admitting mistakes and encourage a culture of willingness to learn from them. 

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 it by: 

• the accurate gathering of material using first hand sources wherever possible.  

• checking and cross checking the facts.  

• validating the authenticity of documentary evidence and digital material. 

• corroborating claims and allegations made by contributors wherever possible. 

Misleading audiences   
We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or knowingly do 
anything to mislead our audiences. We may need to label material to avoid doing so. 

Section 8 – Harm and Offence  

The BBC aims to reflect the world as it is, including all aspects of the human experience 
and the realities of the natural world. In doing so, we balance our right to broadcast and 
publish innovative and challenging content appropriate to each of our services with our 
responsibility to protect the vulnerable. 

When we broadcast or publish challenging material which risks offending some of our 
audience we must always be able to demonstrate a clear editorial purpose. Such material 
may include, but is not limited to, offensive language, humiliation, sexual violence and 
discriminatory treatment. We must be sensitive to audience expectations, particularly in 
relation to the protection of children, as well as clearly signposting the material. 

Portrayal  
We aim to reflect fully and fairly all of the United Kingdom’s people and cultures in our 
services. Content may reflect the prejudice and disadvantage which exist in our society 
but we should not perpetuate it. We should avoid offensive or stereotypical assumptions 
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and people should only be described in terms of their disability, age, sexual orientation 
and so on when clearly justified. 

Section 17 – Accountability 

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

4. The Committee’s decision 

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

In reaching its decision the Committee took full account of all the available evidence, 
including (but not limited to) the Editorial Adviser’s report and the subsequent submission 
from the complainant and the programme. 

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

Accuracy 

The Committee began by looking at whether there had been a breach of accuracy in the 
criterion used for the question about the Tudor and Stuart kings and queens of Great 
Britain. The Committee noted the question asked: 

“We’re looking for any of the twelve Tudor or Stuart crowned kings and queens of 
Great Britain, that of course is between 1485 and 1714. Just as a warning, we 
won’t accept Oliver Cromwell, Richard Cromwell or Lady Jane Grey – she was 
never crowned.” 

The Committee noted the complainant’s point that the question as set did not make clear 
that Great Britain did not exist as a political entity until 1707. And, if that was the case, 
the answer provided by a contestant – Mary Queen of Scots – should have been 
accepted. The Committee also noted the complainant’s argument that if the reason for 
not accepting the answer was because Mary Queen of Scots was not British (as suggested 
by one of the presenters), then neither were Henry VII, Henry VIII and Elizabeth I as 
they were only kings and queens of England. The Committee noted the complainant 
stated that the answer should have included not only Mary Queen of Scots but also James 
III, IV, V, VI and VII of Scotland. 

The Committee then noted the responses of the programme makers which explained that 
the purpose of the question had been to obtain the list of crowned kings and queens of 
England who also claimed to be ruler of Wales and/or Scotland (and Lord of Ireland), but 
which acknowledged in retrospect that the: 

“…criterion wasn’t clear enough … and we [the programme team] should have 
clarified exactly what we meant”. 

The final response from the programme team concluded: 

“The phrasing of the question certainly wasn't intended to cause confusion and/or 
offence and we're sorry if it did.” 

November 2010 issued December 2010 12 



 
 

 

 

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

   
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 

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

The Committee then considered the Editorial Complaints Unit’s (ECU) reply at stage 2 of 
the BBC’s complaints process. 

The ECU noted that in the “strictest sense” the only possible monarch to be “crowned 
King or Queen of Great Britain” during the period in question was “Queen Anne who 
reigned from the Act of Union until 1714.” However, the ECU agreed with the complainant 
that, given the question, “any king or queen who reigned during the period in question 
within what came to be Great Britain might be considered to fall within this category” 
including Mary Queen of Scots.  

The ECU in coming to its decision noted that while the “categorisation” was not as 
accurate as it might have been the matter had been resolved i.e. the programme team 
had apologised and taken appropriate action “sufficient to resolve the complaint”. 

The Committee in conclusion agreed that the question had lacked clarity and had not 
been presented in clear precise language. The Committee therefore endorsed the findings 
of the Editorial Complaints Unit at stage 2 that there had been a breach of the BBC’s 
Guidelines on accuracy. 

As to whether the mistake had been corrected appropriately, the Committee noted the 
apologies offered to the complainant by not only the programme makers at stage 1, but 
also the ECU at stage 2 over the categorisation employed for the question. In addition, it 
registered the fact that the BBC had contacted the contestants who had given the answer 
Mary Queen of Scots and that they were happy with the explanation given to them by the 
programme makers. Finally, it noted that the procedures on setting questions for Pointless 
had been reviewed in the light of the criterion used for Tudor and Stuart kings and 
queens of Great Britain. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that these actions had been an effective way of 
correcting the mistake and that no further action was required.  

This element of the complaint had been previously resolved. 

Harm and Offence 

The Committee then considered whether the programme was offensive in that it was 
racist. 

The Committee noted the complainant’s concern that the presenters had responded to 
the suggestion of Mary Queen of Scots as an answer by saying: 

“I’ve an inkling there’s a clue in the title there, isn’t there?” 

And 

“Yes, there’s a clue in the name. We’re looking for monarchs of Britain and she 
was Mary, Queen of Scots. She couldn’t have made it more clear, could she, to be 
fair to her?” 

The Committee noted that the complainant had believed these comments had implied 
that Mary was not British and were thus racist in their implication. The Committee in 
coming to its decision agreed there was a need for precision around the labelling of 
matters concerning Britain and being British.  
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The Committee also agreed that programmes needed to be precise when referring to 
issues relating to one or more of the four nations. Whatever the genre, programme 
makers needed to be aware of the issues and sensitivities in covering the four UK nations, 
as explained in the Trust’s report on the coverage of the Nations in network news and 
current affairs1. 
The question was unclear and the comments that followed exacerbated the issue. 
However, there was nothing to suggest that the comments were racist as opposed to 
mistakes based on the presenters’ understanding of the question that had been asked. 
Neither comment could be considered to have perpetuated prejudice or have played to 
any stereotypical characterisation. The Committee was therefore satisfied that the 
comments had not been in breach of the BBC’s editorial standards on Harm and Offence. 

Complaints handling 

The Committee also noted that in the BBC’s initial response to the complainant at stage 1 
the programme makers had incorrectly stated that Mary Queen of Scots had been: 

“Queen of Scotland and France, and never made claim over Wales, England and 
Ireland.” 2 

The Committee agreed that this error had not assisted the BBC’s explanation when 
answering the complainant on the point of the question’s criterion. However, the 
Committee was satisfied that the inaccuracy was not evidence of discourtesy or a lack of 
respect. The error was a genuine mistake which had been rectified at stage 3. No further 
action was required.   

Finding: Not upheld 

1 BBC Trust report into the impartiality of BBC network news and current affairs coverage of the four UK nations: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/impartiality/uk_nations_impartiality.pdf 
2 Mary’s claim over the English throne led Elizabeth I to imprison her and later to execute her. 
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Iraq Inquiry Coverage, BBC News at Ten, BBC One, 27 
November 2009 and 21 January 2010 
1. The background 

This complaint relates to coverage of the Chilcot Inquiry in two editions of the BBC News 
at Ten. Both items were news reports by Diplomatic Correspondent Nicholas Witchell. The 
first, on 27 November 2009, focused on the evidence given to the Inquiry by Sir Jeremy 
Greenstock, who was British Ambassador to the United Nations during the relevant period. 
The second report, on 21 January 2010, concerned the evidence of former Foreign 
Secretary Jack Straw. 

2. The complaint 

Stage 1 

BBC News at Ten, 27 November 2009 

The complainant wrote to BBC Complaints on 30 November 2009 saying that the report 
by the BBC’s Diplomatic Correspondent about Sir Jeremy Greenstock’s evidence to the 
Chilcot Inquiry 

“cherry-picked from what was said and presented [anti-war points] in such a way 
as to give them the worst possible interpretation from the government’s point of 
view”. 

The complainant objected to the report’s omission of those sections of evidence in which 
the Ambassador was supportive of the government. He accepted that the report could not 
be expected to cover all of the evidence 

“but surely an even-handed approach required that SOME of them [supportive 
points] should have been reported”. 

BBC Complaints replied on 6 January 2010 saying the points raised had been discussed 
with the editor of BBC News at Ten and also with the reporter. The editor said they had 
been seeking to reflect the newsworthy aspects of the evidence on each day and that 
because of the time restraints viewers were referred to the website for full coverage. 
Across the course of the inquiry the programme’s aim was to reflect both critical and 
supportive evidence. 

BBC News at Ten, 21 January 2010 

The complainant wrote to BBC Complaints on 21 January 2010 about the presentation of 
Jack Straw’s evidence to the Inquiry: 

“Once again the News led on points unfavourable to [sic] government’s case with 
only the briefest coverage of evidence supporting the government’s case … even 
though almost all Straw’s evidence was STRONGLY supportive of the war 
decision.” 

He believed Jack Straw’s difficulty with the decision to go to war, his criticism of the 45 
minute claim, and his doubts about the language Prime Minister Blair used in private 
letters to President Bush should have been balanced. The complainant cited some of the 
points he felt could have been made. These included Jack Straw’s view that Blair’s 
objective was the disarmament of Saddam through the UN and the revelation that Hans 
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Blix had held back his report to the Security Council spelling out Saddam’s non compliance 
until their debate on the matter was over. 

BBC Complaints replied on 11 February 2010. Quoting BBC News, it said that it was 
reasonable the item focused on that which was revelatory in Jack Straw’s evidence, i.e. 
his private concerns at the time, rather than confirming what was already known. The 
closing comment in the script made it clear that Jack Straw supported the war and his 
reasons for doing so. 

Stage 2 
 
The complainant wrote to the ECU on 23 February 2010, asking that both complaints be 
considered together. He summarised the points he had originally made, noting BBC News’ 
view that to merit inclusion evidence should be “newsworthy” and “revelatory”. The 
complainant felt that an even-handed approach required that the BBC reflect points made 
in favour as well as against the government’s case:  

“…If this is not being done viewers are being given a false picture of what is 
emerging from the inquiry.” 

“…particularly important on a matter as controversial as the Iraq war where the 
country is still trying to make up its minds on its rights and wrongs and where 
one-sided … coverage … might prejudice the outcome of the inquiry, at the bar of 
public opinion if not at the inquiry itself.” 

In the complainant’s view, accurate and impartial reporting of a major news event 
requires that the report reflect the balance of evidence presented on the day and not just 
across the course of the coverage. He also suggested that it was evident that BBC News 
coverage of the inquiry overall was largely ignoring evidence which was supportive of the 
government’s action. 

Due to a misapprehension on the ECU’s part about the status of the complaint, the 
complainant did not receive a Stage Two response until 9 July 2010. The ECU apologised 
for the confusion and said they had discussed the matter internally to ensure that 
correspondence is dealt with more effectively in the future. 

The ECU did not uphold the complaint. The ECU found that the decision on what 
specifically to include in a news report following hours of evidence and with what 
prominence, was properly a matter for editorial judgment. Nevertheless responsibility 
remained on journalists to provide an accurate and balanced report of the evidence given 
by individual witnesses, giving due weight to the material facts. 

The key issue, said the ECU, was whether the reports reflected the substance and tone of 
what was said by witnesses in a way which presented an accurate and objective summary 
of their evidence. The guideline requirement is for “due impartiality”, i.e. that it is 
adequate and appropriate to the subject and nature of the programme. It does not mean 
an equal division of time has to be given to every view or that every argument has to be 
represented. The guidelines on Controversial Subjects allow a range of views to be 
reflected over time, without requiring that every argument is put in full on every occasion. 

“It was acceptable for BBC News to report what it regarded as the most relevant 
or significant aspects of the evidence … so long as that did not misrepresent the 
essence of the witnesses’ evidence.” 
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In the case of Sir Jeremy Greenstock’s evidence, the ECU felt the BBC News at
was a reasonable summary of what he said; the omission of some aspects of his evidence 
did not amount to a serious breach of editorial standards. 

In relation to Jack Straw, the ECU said the report was a fair reflection of his evidence. It 
highlighted both areas which were supportive of the government, but also quite properly 
where he had doubts about the government’s position. The omission of Jack Straw’s view 
on the 45 minute claim or that he had “no reason whatever to disbelieve the intelligence” 
did not lead to a seriously misleading or unbalanced report.   

The complainant responded to the ECU finding on 12 July 2010. He reiterated the points 
he had made earlier and said none of them had been addressed by the ECU. He felt that 
the substance and tone of Sir Jeremy Greenstock’s evidence was extremely loyal to the 
government’s case and this had not been reflected in the report. In support of his 
argument the complainant provided various extracts of the testimonies of the witnesses. 

The ECU replied on 15 July 2010. In the course of the investigation the ECU had 
discussed the points raised with the reporter: 

“Mr Witchell told me that in his view the purpose of the news coverage of the 
inquiry was to look beyond well-established public positions and report previously 
unheard perspectives, admissions and observations. It seems to me to be 
editorially justified to highlight that which was new or revelatory, rather than to 
simply restate things which had been said on the record many times before.” 

The complainant appealed to the Editorial Standards Committee on 3 August 2010, 
restating his main argument: 

“’newsworthy’ and ‘revelatory’ stories at the Inquiry seem to be anything that 
appears to be damaging to the government, whether or not it has been reported 
before.” 

The complainant did not accept the ECU’s contention that the guidelines only require that 
a controversial subject be balanced “over time”. Even if this was the case, there was no 
evidence that positive testimony given in later sessions was being given air time. He 
continued to maintain that focusing on only newsworthy points gave a false impression of 
what was emerging from the inquiry. 

The complainant agreed with the ECU that in order to achieve impartiality the reports 
were required to “reflect the essence of the testimony given by Sir Jeremy and Jack 
Straw”: 

“This was the whole point of my complaint since certainly in the case of the first 
report there was almost NO reflection of the pro government essence of Sir 
Jeremy's testimony and in the case of the second report the pro government 
essence of Jack Straw's testimony only found expression in the briefest of 
mentions at the end of Mr Witchell's report, the rest of it being devoted 
disproportionately to the small number of points which were less than supportive 
to the government's case.” 
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Section 3 – Accuracy 
 
Introduction 
The BBC's commitment to accuracy is a core editorial value and fundamental to our 
reputation. Our output must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested 
and presented in clear, precise language. We should be honest and open about what we 
don't know and avoid unfounded speculation. 
For the BBC accuracy is more important than speed and it is often more than a question 
of getting the facts right. All the relevant facts and information should be weighed to get 
at the truth. If an issue is controversial, relevant opinions as well as facts may need to be 
considered. 

We aim to achieve accuracy by: 

•	 the accurate gathering of material using first hand sources wherever 
possible. 

•	 checking and cross checking the facts. 
•	 validating the authenticity of documentary evidence and digital material. 
•	 corroborating claims and allegations made by contributors wherever 

possible. 

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

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

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

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

•	 we 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. 
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•	 we must ensure we avoid bias or an imbalance of views on controversial subjects.  
•	 the approach to, and tone of, BBC stories must always reflect our editorial values. 

Presenters, reporters and correspondents are the public face and voice of the BBC, 
they can have a significant impact on the perceptions of our impartiality.  

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

•	 we offer artists, writers and entertainers scope for individual expression in drama, 
arts and entertainment and we seek to reflect a wide range of talent and 
perspective.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Impartiality in series  
In achieving impartiality a series of programmes on the same service may be considered 
as a whole. The Agreement states that in this case due impartiality does not require 
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absolute neutrality on every issue or detachment from fundamental democratic principles. 
For this purpose there are two types of series: 

Programmes dealing with the same or related issues, within an appropriate 
period and clearly linked. In this case a series can include a strand with a common 
title, or two programmes (such as a drama and a debate about the drama) or a season of 
programmes on the same subject. These programmes need to achieve impartiality across 
the series or over a number of programmes within the series. The intention to achieve 
impartiality across a number of programmes should be planned in advance and normally 
made clear to the audience when the first programme is transmitted or when practicable. 

Programmes dealing with widely disparate issues from one programme to the 
next but also clearly linked as a strand with a common title. These should 
normally achieve impartiality within individual programmes, or across two or three 
editorially linked programmes, rather than across the strand as a whole. 
We can not achieve impartiality in this context by ensuring other views will be 
heard on other services. 

4. The Committee’s decision 
 
The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial standards, as set 
out in the BBC’s editorial guidelines. The 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 from the BBC. 

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

Context 

The Committee noted the background to the complaints. It noted that the Chilcot Inquiry 
into the Iraq war, chaired by Sir John Chilcot assisted by Sir Roderic Lyne, Baroness Usha 
Prashar, Sir Lawrence Freedman and Sir Martin Gilbert, launched on 30 July 2009 and 
began taking oral evidence on 24 November 2009.  

The Committee noted that this is a continuing inquiry by a committee of Privy Counsellors 
considering the period from the summer of 2001 to the end of July 2009, embracing the 
run-up to the conflict in Iraq, the military action and its aftermath. The inquiry is 
considering the UK's involvement in Iraq, including the way decisions were made and 
actions taken, to establish, as accurately as possible, what happened and to identify the 
lessons that can be learned.  

The Committee noted that the first round of public hearings, which included those for the 
complained-about items, began on 24 November, in the QEII Conference Centre in 
London, and ran until early February 2010. Members of the inquiry took it in turns to lead 
the questioning. 

The Committee noted BBC News deployed Nicholas Witchell as the reporter on the 
continuing Chilcot story for the BBC News at Ten. The BBC transmitted extensive 
coverage, generally in the form of packages, and said it was committed to cover all 
significant witnesses. There was coverage on the BBC News at Ten on 24 occasions 
between 3 July 2009 and the end of the first season of hearings on 5 March 2010. 
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The specific complaint  

The Committee understood the complaint to fall into two parts and considered these 
sequentially. 

1. The item transmitted 27 November 2009 

2. The item transmitted 21 January 2010 

Impartiality  

The Committee noted the decision needed was whether the reports breached the 
impartiality guideline in the selection of material, the editorial decisions and the script of 
the reports. The guidelines advise that: 

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

The controversial subject provisions of the guidelines were considered by the Committee 
throughout this complaint: 

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

And 

“We must ensure a wide range of significant views and perspectives are given due 
weight in the period during which a controversial subject is active. Opinion should 
be clearly distinguished from fact.” 

The Committee considered that the matter (the inquiry/the individual testimony) under 
discussion was controversial, under the guideline definition. The Committee also 
considered what this meant in terms of reporting this inquiry on the BBC News at Ten 
both in an individual item but also over time: 

“When the issues involved are highly controversial and/or a decisive moment in 
the controversy is expected we will sometimes need to ensure that all of the main 
views are reflected in our output. This may mean featuring them in a single 
programme, or even a single item.” 

The Committee decided that, even though the subject was controversial, it was not 
possible to rehearse every position and reflect every statement and perspective in a 
nightly news programme each time a report was broadcast on a long-running inquiry such 
as this one. The Committee decided that the coverage of controversial subjects did not 
require, in this case, 

“the representation of every argument or facet of every argument on every occasion 
or an equal division of time for each view.” 

The Committee agreed that news must be duly impartial. However, due impartiality 
nevertheless allowed for the exercise of news judgment. It is permissible for news teams 
to decide what is significant in terms of a day’s evidence in a long running Inquiry and 
report on that but that in so doing due impartiality should be maintained. The Committee 
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agreed that each item must be judged on its own merits but that it was not necessary, in 
principle, to attempt to achieve balance by including a selection of testimony supportive of 
the government case if the key story being explored was, for example, doubt about the 
government’s case.  

1. 27 November 2009 

The Committee noted that this item concerned the evidence given by Sir Jeremy 
Greenstock, former UK Ambassador to the United Nations in New York. The Committee 
noted that the session lasted for 178 minutes and the news item for 2 minutes and 33 
seconds. The Committee thought it inevitable therefore that the report would be highly 
selective in its use of clips. It noted the piece included three clips of Sir Jeremy 
Greenstock’s evidence.  

The Committee noted the transcript of the item was as follows: 

“Headline:  

Fiona Bruce:
 
Questionable legitimacy – the verdict on the Iraq war by Britain’s man at the UN. He
 
says he was so concerned about the rush to war he threatened to resign: 


Sir Jeremy Greenstock:
 
It didn’t have the democratically observable backing of a great majority of member 

states or even, perhaps, of a majority of people inside the United Kingdom. 


Fiona Bruce: At the end of the first week into the Iraq Inquiry we’ll be looking at
 
what’s been learned so far. 


Report: 

Fiona Bruce:
 
Good evening. The Iraq inquiry has been told that the war was legal but of 

questionable legitimacy. That was the view of Britain's former ambassador to the 

United Nations during the war, Sir Jeremy Greenstock. He said the invasion didn't 

have the backing of most of the members of the UN, nor perhaps the majority of 

the British public. He added that he had threatened to resign over Washington's 

influence on events. Nicholas Witchell reports.
 

Nicholas Witchell (NW):
 
He was the senior British diplomat at the United Nations. Sir Jeremy Greenstock, 

ambassador to the UN throughout the Iraq crisis, who today came to the Iraq
 
inquiry to give his view on whether military action had been legitimate. 


Sir Jeremy Greenstock (SJG):  

I regarded our invasion of Iraq, our participation in the military action against Iraq 

in March 2003, as legal but of questionable legitimacy, in that it didn’t have the 

democratically observable backing of a great majority of member states or even, 

perhaps, of a majority of people inside the United Kingdom. 


NW: 

He said he warned London he might have to resign.  


SJG: 

I said I might not be able to continue as ambassador in New York if there was no
 
further updated basis for regarding Iraq as being in material breach. 
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NW: 

Sir Jeremy talked about the problems he had faced trying to rally support at the UN. 

The Bush White House was barely interested and there were times when London 

kept him in the dark. He recalled the private talks between Tony Blair and George
 
Bush at the President's ranch, after which Mr Blair suddenly started to talk about 

regime change.  


SJG: 

It was not until the Crawford meeting in April, 2002, that I realised that the United 

Kingdom was being drawn into quite a different sort of discussion. But that 

discussion was not made totally visible to me in the United Nations. I was not being 

politically naive, but I wasn’t being politically informed either. 


George Bush:   

American and coalition forces are in the early stages of military operations.  


NW: 

By March 2003, Sir Jeremy said, the Americans were hell-bent on invasion. He 

wished they had delayed for six months but it wasn’t to be. So after four days of 

hearings here, what have we learnt? We have learnt that in late 2001 the Foreign 

Office believed that regime change had no basis in law, and yet a few months later, 

after his private meetings with George Bush, Tony Blair started to talk about it. We
 
have heard how intelligence was patchy and limited, and we have heard, time and 

again, how the Bush White House was determined to invade, irrespective of world 

opinion.” 


The Committee was aware that the complainant thought that some pro war points should 
have been included to achieve due impartiality. The complainant had suggested: 

“Nothing was said about [Sir Christopher] Meyer’s3 view that government policy on 
regime change was to persuade the Americans to go the UN route, or Greenstock’s 
view that a six month delay to the war would have made little difference and that 
Russia and France were determined to block any action.” 

“Nicholas Witchell did not mention the UK efforts to avert war or Greenstock’s view 
that containment was being eroded and that if we had relied on them Saddam’s 
military capacity would have grown and would have been dangerous.” 

The Committee noted that Nicholas Witchell and the News production team did not see it 
as their role to rehearse what was already known about policy and decision making. 
Nicholas Witchell in response to the complaint said: 

“The purpose of the coverage is not simply to re-state those things that, in the 
case of a politician such as Mr Straw or diplomats like Sir Jeremy Greenstock have 
been said on the record many times before. Mr Straw appeared on numerous 
occasions at the time of the Iraq conflict to express his support for the military 
action, and to explain why he supported it.” 

Mr Witchell also explained that the purpose of the Inquiry itself was to explore and 
expose those things not already generally known. 

3 Sir Christopher Meyer gave evidence on the previous day 
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“The purpose of the Iraq Inquiry is to look beyond and behind those well-
established public positions, and our task has been to report such previously 
unheard perspectives, admissions or observations in a fair and balanced way” 

The Committee also noted that BBC News robustly defended its choice of clips from Sir 
Jeremy’s testimony:  

“Jeremy Greenstock goes into considerable detail in his testimony about the 
proceedings in the UN – but his most interesting testimony – in line with the 
Inquiry’s key themes was his comments on the legality of the war. We clearly 
state in our report that he believed the war was legal – as he said in his 
testimony. However he then went to talk about the legitimacy which he believed 
to be questionable. Here was the diplomatic face of the UK, saying years later, 
that the invasion was legal but questionable, and that he almost resigned in the 
process. We also believe we did not misrepresent the tenor of the overall 
testimony by Mr Greenstock.” 

The Committee noted that other clips could have been selected. The Committee noted 
that the complainant argued that clips about weapons of mass destruction and the role of 
Hans Blix (the UN lead weapon inspector) could have been selected. The Committee also 
understood that, given the constraints of a network news bulletin, this would have been 
at the cost of some of the clips that were chosen. 

The Committee noted that what is “newsworthy” is not always clear on a given day or 
across the media and that it is always a question of editorial judgment. The Committee 
noted that this was no different for the story in question.  

The Committee concluded that news content was by its nature usually unexpected and 
new and not that which was either known before or probable and predictable. It 
concluded that if a former British Ambassador to the UN was shown in the course of an 
inquiry to have disagreed with the UK’s policy, even to be on the verge of resignation, 
which is not what would be expected, then this was undoubtedly news and that editorial 
judgment would be correctly exercised in reporting this.  

The Committee decided that in this case, editorial judgment was exercised in a reasonable 
way by professionals who are employed to exercise this judgment. It was not necessary 
to include supportive comments regarding the government’s cases to achieve due 
impartiality in this instance.   

The Committee decided that there was therefore no breach of the impartiality guideline 
concerning the News item on 27 November 2009.  

2. 21 January 2010 

The Committee noted that this complaint covered the evidence given by Jack Straw, who 
had been Foreign Secretary from 2001 to 2006 and in the Cabinet for the whole period 
covered by the inquiry. The evidence session lasted 202 minutes and the News item 3 
minutes and 34 seconds. Again the Committee thought it inevitable that the report would 
be highly selective in its use of clips 

The Committee noted the piece included four clips, some rather longer than in other 
pieces, including interaction with the Inquiry member and former Ambassador to Russia, 
Sir Roderic Lyne who was leading the questioning that day. The Committee noted Sir 
Roderic was acute and probing throughout this and other evidence sessions and focused 
on debate and dissent between the assorted parties in the run up to the war in Iraq.  
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The Committee noted the transcript of the item as follows: 

“Headline: 

Also tonight, the former Foreign Secretary, Jack Straw, tells the Iraq Inquiry that 
supporting the war was the toughest decision he ever made. 

Report: 

Sophie Raworth:  
In the last few minutes, the BBC has learned that the Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, 
will be called to give evidence to the Chilcot inquiry into the Iraq war before the 
election. Meanwhile at the Inquiry today, the former Foreign Secretary Jack Straw 
has told the Iraq Inquiry that he found backing the war a profoundly difficult moral 
and political dilemma, one of the most difficult decisions he ever made. He also 
admitted that the 45 minute claim in the government’s dossier about how quickly 
Iraq could use chemical weapons should have been much more precise and that it’s 
an error which has haunted the government ever since. Nicholas Witchell reports. 

Nicholas Witchell (NW): 
He had supported the invasion of Iraq very reluctantly, he said. He had gone over 
the judgments again and again since, and he did not back away from them now. 
Jack Straw was Britain’s Foreign Secretary from 2001 until 2006. He was always 
ultra-loyal to Tony Blair in public, yet his evidence to the inquiry revealed important 
differences. First, on the subject of regime change; this was the declared US policy 
on Iraq. It was never declared as British policy.  

Jack Straw (JS): A foreign policy objective of regime change, I regarded as 
improper, and also self evidently unlawful.  

Sir John Chilcot: 

Was that also the Prime Minister's view?  


NW: 

Mr Straw chose his words very carefully.  


JS: 

The Prime Minister was well aware, as I was, that, as I say, military action for 

regime change could not be an objective of British foreign policy. And nor could it
 
be disguised as an objective of British foreign policy.  


NW: 

So how could it be, the committee wondered, that in his recent BBC interview with 

Fern Britton, Mr Blair had seemed to suggest that he did support regime change?  


Tony Blair:  

I would still have thought it right to remove him.
 

NW: 

That was a conundrum Mr Straw chose to avoid.  


JS: 

The best way to find that out is to ask him.  


NW: 
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Then to the private letters between Mr Blair and President Bush in 2002. Mr
was asked in particular about a letter from Mr Blair at the end of July 2002. 


Sir Roderic Lyne (SRL):  

Were you entirely comfortable with the way that the Prime Minister was expressing
 
himself to the President?
 

JS: 

Well, if that... To some extent this would be easier I think if there were...
 

SRL: 

It would be much easier. 


JS: 

...private sessions.  


SRL: 

It would be much easier if we had them in front of us. 


NW: 

Mr Straw wanted privacy. The committee wanted the letters, or at least to know the 

witnesses’ view of them.  


SRL: 

My question was whether you were happy with what the Prime Minister said on 

those bits of paper.  


JS: 

Would I have written the memorandum in the same way, probably not?
 

NW: 

On the Iraq dossier of September 2002, Mr Straw said the claim that Saddam 

Hussein could deploy weapons of mass destruction within 45 minutes was an error.
 

JS: 

Plainly, that reference should have been much more precise. That was an error, and 

an error which has haunted us ever since.  


NW: 

But Mr Straw insisted that the Blair government's purpose had only ever been to
 
disarm Saddam Hussein. 


JS: 

The objective was not military action. That was a means we might have to resort to, 

but it was never ever the objective of the British government. Nor would I have
 
been willing ever to be party to that.  


NW: 

Mr Straw said he had always believed a military action could be avoided but no, he 

hadn’t considered resigning when the decision to invade was taken. Mr Straw gave 

the inquiry a 25 page memorandum. In it, he says he could have prevented Britain’s 

involvement in the invasion if he had broken ranks and opposed it. He did not do so, 

he says, because he believed that it was the right thing to do.”  
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The Committee noted the complainant considered there was the briefest of coverage of 
the government’s case and suggested: 

“The programme could equally have led on Straw’s confirmation that there was no 
pledge on regime change at [the meeting with President Bush at the Crawford 
ranch], that Blair’s objective throughout was Saddam’s disarmament through the 
UN, that there would have been no war if [Hans Blix, Chief UN Weapons 
Inspector] had confirmed compliance with UN resolutions … and the revelation 
that Blix had held back his report from the Security Council spelling out Saddam’s 
non-compliance until their meeting on the matter was over.” 

The Committee noted that BBC News defended the line it took: 

“The piece fully reflected Mr Straw's position that the UK's objective had only been 
to disarm Saddam Hussein. It included a long clip from Mr Straw in which he 
stated that ‘The objective was not military action’ [see transcript]. Furthermore, it 
reported his belief that military action could be avoided. 

We also stated clearly in our report that despite his prevarications the then 
Foreign Secretary supported the war and that he was at the time very loyal to PM 
Tony Blair. The final sentence by Nick Witchell also makes it clear where Jack 
Straw stood at the time: 

‘He didn't do so (resign) he says, because he believed that it (invasion) 
was the right thing to do’.” 

The Committee noted that, while the News response hadn’t mentioned it, there was also 
a line earlier in Mr Witchell’s report that referred to Mr Straw’s loyalty in the context of the 
differences exposed by the inquiry: 

“He was always ultra-loyal to Tony Blair in public yet his evidence to the inquiry 
revealed important differences.” 

The Committee recognised that the report did focus on these differences and as the 
complainant argued that BBC News could have chosen different clips, such as Mr Straw’s 
real belief in the existence of Weapons of Mass Destruction – which he expressed in 
similar terms to those used by Sir Jeremy Greenstock, or on Jack Straw’s critique of Hans 
Blix, or on the patchy and sporadic nature of the intelligence gathering. 

However, the Committee decided that the choices of material were reasonable editorial 
judgments made on the day by the item’s producer and reporter. Mr Straw had 
considered this was a profoundly difficult dilemma, and that had been effectively relayed 
in the report. 

The Committee noted that, while other broadcasters are not bound by the BBC’s Editorial 
Guidelines, the editorial line taken by BBC News was not out of step with that taken by 
other broadcasters. 

The Committee decided that, as with the earlier item, the news value was related to what 
the observer might expect or predict. In this case a former Foreign Secretary would be 
expected to be in agreement with the UK government’s policy on something as critical as 
going to war. So, the Committee concluded, if there was evidence given in a hearing that 
there had been considerable disagreement, this was indeed newsworthy.  
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The Committee also considered that the choice of material and its presentation was duly 
impartial in that the evidence given to the inquiry had been treated with a level of 
impartiality that was adequate and appropriate to the content, having first taken into 
account the nature of the content.  

In conclusion, the Committee recognised that, given the length of time both Sir Jeremy 
Greenstock and Jack Straw spent giving evidence to the inquiry, it was clear that a range 
of different elements of the hearings could have been highlighted in the news reports. 
However, that did not invalidate the content chosen by members of the news team who 
had used their professional editorial judgment to focus on what they believed to be the 
most newsworthy aspect of the specific day’s evidence. The Committee was also satisfied 
that, in exercising their legitimate editorial judgment, the news producers had chosen 
what could be considered reasonable clips linked with appropriate scripted commentary 
and pieces to camera, in that, the reports had focused on what was new and likely to 
have been least expected by the audience i.e. the disagreement within the government. 
The Committee was also satisfied that the news teams had ensured that each report had 
achieved due impartiality that was appropriate to the controversial nature of the inquiry 
as set out in the BBC’s editorial guidelines. 

Finding: Not upheld 
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Remedial action by the BBC Executive regarding The 
Curse of Steptoe 
1. The background 

The Curse of Steptoe was the first of a series of four one-off dramas exploring the lives of 
Hughie Green, Tony Hancock, Frankie Howerd and the two actors who played Steptoe 
and Son: Harry H. Corbett and Wilfrid Brambell. 

The original press release for The Curse of Steptoe stated: 

“…The sitcom told the story of two rag-and-bone men trapped together for all 
eternity. But behind the scenes, out of the public eye, an even stranger story was 
playing out. The Curse of Steptoe uncovers an unexpected and incredible tale of 
life imitating art. 

2. The complaint 
 
The programme was first broadcast on BBC Four on 19 March 2008.   

Following a complaint by the complainant an edited version, taking into consideration 
findings from the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU), was subsequently broadcast on BBC 
Four on 28 and 29 December 2008. 

The complainant appealed to the BBC Trust. The complainant stated that the drama as 
broadcast in March and December 2008 was unfair to his deceased sister Maureen, Harry 
H. Corbett’s second wife. He was also concerned about fairness to Harry H. Corbett. The 
complainant also questioned the accuracy of the drama and that the revised repeat had 
not been sufficiently edited or signposted to satisfy the changes that had been required 
following the ECU’s finding at stage 2 of the complaints process. 

In May 2009, the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) partly upheld the complaint on 
appeal. The ESC found that the relationship between Maureen and Harry, and Harry’s 
separation from his first wife, did not correlate with the facts. The Committee also 
considered the drama had implied that Maureen and Harry’s child had been conceived as 
a result of a casual relationship and that this had been inaccurate and unfair.  

Following the Committee’s findings, a further re-edited version of the programme was 
shown on BBC HD on 9 December 2009 and was released on BBC DVD in June 2010. 

The complainant again appealed to the BBC Trust stating that the re-edited version of the 
programme broadcast on BBC HD on 9 December 2009 and subsequently released on 
BBC DVD in June 2010, was still unfair to his sister Maureen in terms of the portrayal of 
the relationship between Harry and Maureen. The complainant stated that he did not 
believe that the findings of the Committee in relation to fairness and accuracy had been 
adequately addressed by the programme makers. The complainant also requested the 
Committee review the on-screen caption, previously ruled by the Committee as 
acceptable, to be revised in line with the caption on the sleeve of the DVD release. 

3. Applicable Editorial Procedures  
 
BBC Trust Protocol (E3 (1)) – BBC Complaints Framework: Editorial complaints 
and appeals procedure:   
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3.48 	 When an appeal is upheld the ESC will:  

(a) 	 apologise to the appellant for the breach in programme standards 

(b) 	 require the Executive to take any appropriate remedial action to guard 
against the breach occurring again and/or consider appropriate disciplinary 
action, and to report back to the Committee  

(c) 	 publish its finding, including any directions to the Executive on remedial 
action on the complaints website. The ESC’s bulletin of findings is 
published on the BBC Trust site at 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/appeals/editorial_appeal_findings.html or 
available by phoning 03700 100 222 

(d) 	 the Committee may also require an on-air or published apology or 
correction.  

The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant procedures set out in the 
BBC Trust’s Complaints Framework protocol (E3 (1)): Editorial complaints and appeals 
procedures. 

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. 

The complainant raised as part of this appeal the wording of the caption at the beginning 
of the programme. This element of the complaint had previously been considered by the 
Committee in May 2009. At that time the complainant had stated that he believed the 
caption (along with a presentation announcement before the programme) had failed to 
address his concern about the factual accuracy of the birth of Harry and Maureen’s first 
child and the end of the Steptoe series. He believed the caption had allowed the 
programme to go beyond the boundaries of dramatic licence when bringing these two 
events together.  

The Committee in its finding noted the wording of the caption: 

“The following drama is inspired by the lives of real people. For the purpose of the 
narrative, some events have been invented or conflated.” 

It found that whilst the wording of the caption could have been clearer, particularly with 
the use of the word “conflated”, the caption had addressed the issue of the programme 
bringing the two events together. The Committee found that the caption had “technically 
addressed” the issue of inaccuracy. The finding went on to say:  

“It [the Committee] agreed that conflating timelines and inverting events was part 
of the armoury deployed by dramatists and that the caption did signify that this 
had been done. The Committee would have preferred a more straightforward 
explanation in advance of the drama – but recognised that the signposting had 
covered the issue.” 

In raising this point again within this appeal the complainant asked that the Committee 
review its previous decision on the acceptability of the caption in light of a further 
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statement now included on the sleeve of the DVD release. The new “sleeve” statement 
says: 

“The following drama is inspired by the lives of real people. Some events have 
been invented or combined together, or the chronological order of events has 
been altered. Certain additional edits have been made to this version as compared 
to the version originally broadcast.” 

The Committee decided that it would not re-consider the issue of the on-screen caption as 
this had been appropriately dealt with by the Committee as part of its earlier decision in 
May 2009.  

The Committee then noted the changes that had been made to the drama following its 
decision in May 2009.  

The Committee noted the December 2008 version of the scene in question. 

(Maureen is standing on the doorstep. She is pregnant.) 

MAUREEN 
Hello 

(Harry is surprised) 

HARRY 
Hello. Where the hell have you been? 

HARRY 
Ah. 

MAUREEN 
I wasn’t sure if I should come…. 

(Later: Harry in his chair. He looks at Maureen) 

HARRY 
The comeuppance scene, eh? 

HARRY (VO) 
How long till the birth? 

MAUREEN 
Four months 

HARRY 
And you’re sure it’s … 

MAUREEN 
It’s definitely yours. 

HARRY 
Hmm. (pause) 

I’ve got to learn these lines. 

Steptoe. 
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HARRY (VO) 
I’m quite famous you know 

MAUREEN 
You’re doing another one? 

HARRY 
Yeah 

MAUREEN (VO) 
Why? 

HARRY (at a loss) 

The money. Alright? 


MAUREEN 
I’ll put the kettle on shall I? 

HARRY 
Yeah. Good. 

The Committee then noted the revised version of the scene broadcast in December 2009. 

(Maureen is standing on the doorstep. She is pregnant.) 

MAUREEN 
Hello 

HARRY 
Hello. Where the hell have you been? 

MAUREEN 
I’ve been at antenatal Harry. 

HARRY 
Sorry 

MAUREEN 
I know you’ve got a lot on your plate. 

(Later: Harry in his chair. He looks at Maureen) 

HARRY 
Hmm. (pause) 

I’ve got to learn these lines. 

Steptoe. 


HARRY (VO) 
I’m quite famous you know 

MAUREEN 
You’re doing another one? 

HARRY 
Yeah 
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MAUREEN (VO) 
Why? 

HARRY (at a loss) 

The money. Alright? 


MAUREEN 
I’ll put the kettle on shall I? 

HARRY 
Yeah. Good. 

The Committee noted what the complainant said in his letter to the Trust dated 26 June 
2010: 

“… I can understand that the programme makers have attempted to remove the 
appearance that Harry and Maureen were having an affair. However, the situation 
now portrayed is far from clear. If they were living happily together, why would 
Maureen turn up on Harry’s doorstep as she does? She would let herself into her 
own house with a key! Harry’s subsequent unedited line ‘I’ve got to learn these 
lines. Steptoe. I’m quite famous you know’ can only give the impression that they 
are not in a long term relationship, and that Harry has not seen Maureen for some 
time.” 

The Committee also took into consideration the Executive Producer’s explanation of the 
re-edited scene: 

“…we re-edited the drama to reflect the true nature of Maureen and Harry’s 
relationship – we shifted Maureen and Harry’s first meeting to just before the 
doorstep moment, suggesting instead that their relationship was continuous 
(rather than broken by an elapse of time). We also re-edited the imagery in the 
doorstep scene, as well as adding some dialogue (ADR). So the effect instead 
becomes: 

HARRY Where the hell ‘ave you been? 

MAUREEN At antenatal 

HARRY (looks sheepish) Sorry 

Harry looks a bit guilty as he’s missed out on this antenatal session with his 
girlfriend. Thus the following scene becomes Harry being contrite about that (he’s 
been a bit too caught up in his work). The overall effect is thus no longer one of a 
man who has been caught out by a pregnancy with a casual fling, but rather a 
man who has momentarily slightly overlooked his girlfriend because he’s been 
concerned about doing a series of Steptoe and Son again. Maureen offers to put 
on a cup of tea (again the effect by this point is that we understand her to be co-
habiting with Harry) as he’s been forgiven by dint of his work stresses, instead of 
an enormous ‘comeuppance’ scene where the prospective father has to take on 
board his responsibilities for the very first time.” 

The Committee appreciated that the BBC had made efforts to edit the drama, however, 
the Committee concluded that the revised scene in juxtaposition with the previous shot of 
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Maureen, in which she was seen furtively and passionately kissing Harry on the s
film they were working on, was not of itself sufficient to remedy the breach of standards 
previously found. The Committee believed the doorstep scene was still inconclusive even 
with the insertion of Maureen’s line “at antenatal”. The status of the relationship remained 
ambiguous with Maureen still having to ring the doorbell to Harry’s house which indicated 
that she may not have been living with Harry. As such, the Committee believed that this 
still led to the implication that the child was conceived as a result of a casual relationship 
which the Committee had previously found to be “unfair and inaccurate”.  

The Committee also took into consideration a later scene in the drama which the 
complainant had stated remained unfair and inaccurate in its portrayal of the relationship 
between Maureen and Harry: 

HARRY 
(posh voice) Wish me luck darling 

[Maureen joins him and tries to smarten him up a bit. He doesn’t like it.] 

HARRY 
It’s alright. It’s alright. Haven’t you got a script to read or something? 

[Maureen looks down at her bump] 

MAUREEN 
I’ve given it up haven’t I? 

[They look at each other. Harry pats her on the arm and goes to leave] 

MAUREEN 
Well good luck darling 

[Harry stops to look at her] 

HARRY 
Look, (pause) we’re not… 

[she looks cowed] 

HARRY 
I mean… 

[He shakes his head] 

HARRY 
I don’t know you know 

[she is trying to understand, he turns and goes] 

In his letter to the Trust dated 26 June 2010 the complainant stated: 

“I contend this scene is still unfair to both Maureen and Harry, on the grounds 
already upheld by the Committee, namely that they are portrayed as not living in a 
loving, permanent relationship. The programme makers have sought to retain the 
portrayal that Maureen and Harry were in an unhappy, temporary relationship, 
that Harry is uninterested in Maureen or their forthcoming child. Harry’s line “we’re 
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not…”, although not explicit, has only one conclusion: “we’re not in a proper 
relationship” (The emphasis is that of the complainant). 

The Committee also took into consideration the explanation of this scene provided by the 
Executive Producer: 

“I am cognisant that [the complainant] has … raised concerns about a later scene 
in the drama … Harry leaves Maureen to go to the studios, Steptoe time again. We 
have not made any changes to this scene as, in the context of the entire drama 
and without any knowledge aforesight, this scene could not possibly give the 
impression which [the complainant] contests, i.e. that there is still the suggestion 
of a casual relationship between Maureen and Harry. With the above described 
edits and audio additions in the previous sequence, this scene now takes on a 
wholly different meaning: Harry is now struggling with taking on another series of 
Steptoe. Maureen gives him an encouraging send off and he now feels 
embarrassed and somewhat inarticulate to express his feelings of doubt and 
conflict about taking on more of the show that has become something of an 
albatross around his neck. This scene is an ironic parallel scene of the moment 
early on in the piece when Harry embarks on Steptoe and is feeling upbeat and 
confident about it…” 

The Committee concluded that having taken into account both scenes, in respect of the 
portrayal of the relationship between Maureen and Harry, it found that the re-editing had 
not changed the nature of the relationship sufficiently for an audience to remove the 
impression of a casual relationship. In coming to its decision the Committee recognised 
the effort the production team had made when re-editing the drama. However, the 
Committee wished to remind the programme makers of what it had said in its previous 
finding on this programme:   

“The Committee believed that in this area of drama it was important to have a 
framework of accuracy onto which the dramatist could add the fictional elements 
required for such productions. The Committee noted that once a decision had 
been taken to venture into such territory i.e. dramatised biopics, the BBC had a 
responsibility [in terms of] fairness and accuracy to those concerned.” 

The Committee also wished to reiterate its earlier concern that whilst it did not want to 
inhibit writers and producers from using creative licence with a drama of this kind, it was 
important when dealing with facts not to unfairly distort the truth. The Committee agreed 
that the overall impression of a casual relationship between Maureen and Harry remained. 
The Committee therefore concluded that despite the edits made, further action was 
required by the BBC to remove this impression of the relationship between Maureen and 
Harry. 

Finding: The complaint was upheld. 
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1. The background
 

 

The programme Hot Planet was broadcast during the Copenhagen Climate Summit (7-18 
December 2009) and was presented by Professors Iain Stewart and Kathy Sykes. The 
programme looked at global warming and explored how one of the world's leading climate 
scientists views the planet's future. 

The programme’s pre-publicity stated: 

“Scientists predict that if global temperatures continue to rise at their current rate, 
Earth will be one degree warmer within 10 years, two degrees warmer within the 
next 40 years and three degrees or more warmer before the end of the century. If 
the Earth's temperature increases to three degrees warmer than the average pre-
industrial temperature, the impact on the planet will be catastrophic. Across the 
Earth, ways of life could be lost forever as climate change accelerates out of 
control. This isn't inevitable, however: climate change is not yet irreversible. 

Ingenious technology and science is currently being devised, advanced and tested 
around the world which could offer solutions for a sustainable future. The question 
that remains is, can the world embrace and implement them on a large enough 
scale within an effective timeline? If widespread damage to human societies and 
ecosystems is to be prevented, global temperature rise must be slowed and 
eventually reversed. 

Hot Planet offers an accurate visual prediction of the planet's future, based on the 
findings of over 4,000 climate scientists.” 

The complainant contacted BBC Information on 10 December 2009 stating that the 
programme has been “misleading and biased”. The complainant said that Professor Iain 
Stewart had not made it clear that: 

“…the ice core data shows that CO2 levels rise about 800 years after global 
temperatures rise.” 

BBC Information replied on 19 December 2009 explaining that: 

“Climate change and global warming are amongst the most high profile news 
stories of recent years and while we’re fully committed to balanced and impartial 
coverage of the issue, the overwhelming scientific opinion is that human activity is 
increasing the rate at which Earth’s global temperature is rising.” 

“As a public service broadcaster we’ve an obligation to reflect this broad scientific 
agreement on climate change and we reflect this accordingly; however, we do aim 
to ensure that we also offer time to the dissenting voices.” 

The complainant responded on 23 December 2009 stating that his complaint had been 
misunderstood. He reiterated his point concerning the programme’s reference to CO2. He 
also provided an article issues by the British Mensa Space interest group titled “Global 
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warming on Mars and climate change from space” which argued against the rise in CO2 
levels being man made. 

BBC Information acknowledged the reply on 29 December 2009. The complainant 
contacted BBC Information again on 18 January 2010 requesting a reply.  

BBC Information provided a second response on 27 January 2010. The reply included 
comments by Professor Peter Cox, Professor of Climate Systems Dynamics, who was the 
consultant on Hot Planet. He said: 

“It is true that CO2 changes quite often follow climate changes in Earth’s history.
 
In the case of the glacial cycles, warming at deglaciation is triggered by changes in 

the nature of the Earth’s orbit around the Sun, and that warming triggers a CO2
 
increase.”
 

“The CO2 increase itself fuels further warming through the greenhouse effect. This 

is a large part of the reason why temperature change from ice-age to interglacial 

is so large. In fact, we can’t explain warming at deglaciation without including the 

greenhouse effect associated with the increases in CO2 and methane as seen in
 
the ice record.”
 

“So it is true that climate warming triggers CO2 increases, but it is also true that 

CO2 increases cause warming. As mentioned on Hot Planet the ice-core record 

shows extraordinary evidence for such coupling between climate and CO2.” 


Stage 2 
 
The complainant contacted the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU), the second stage of the 
BBC’s complaints process, on 12 February 2010 requesting that they investigate the 
complaint. He added:  

“Hot Planet shows no doubt that CO2 causes global warming. The evidence for 
such a coupling is presented in a way that misleads the viewer into thinking that 
the initial increase in temperature in the ice core data is caused by the CO2 
increase which actually follows 800 years later (ref: Timing of Atmospheric CO2 
and Antarctic Temperature Changes – Caillon et al, 2003) with the subsequent 
CO2 warming not visible in the data.” 

On 12 March 2010 the ECU sent the complainant its finding. The ECU considered the 
complaint against the BBC Editorial Guidelines on Accuracy and Impartiality (Due 
Impartiality and Controversial Subjects).  

With regard to Accuracy the ECU stated:  

“There does indeed appear to be evidence from the study of Antarctic ice cores to 
suggest that CO2 rises actually lagged behind increases in temperature which 
occurred hundreds of thousands of years ago. You referred to the findings of 
Nicolas Caillon and this also appears to be the view expressed in the Fourth 
Assessment Report of the International Panel on Climate Change. As I’m sure you 
know, some scientists (including Professor Cox) believe there is an explanation for 
this known as ‘positive feedback mechanism’.” 

“The central premise of the programme was set out in the introduction: 
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‘Our planet is getting hotter and as a result the world we know and the 
way we live our lives will change. Many scientists believe we’re heading for 
at least a three degree warmer world by the end of this century. For some 
the effects of global warming have already begun. Based on the work of 
leading scientists we peer into our future to discover what our world will be 
like with a temperature rise of one degree … two degrees … and three 
degrees.’” 

The ECU therefore believed that viewers would have been aware that the programme was 
starting from a position that global warming is happening. The ECU noted that Professor 
Stewart then went on to explain the most widely held theory as to why the Earth is 
warming: 

“‘The Earth’s climate has always changed but rarely this fast. In the last 
250 years, the planet has warmed by nearly one degree Celsius. Most 
climate scientists agree the only reasonable explanation is the higher levels 
of greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide and methane in our atmosphere.’ 

“I think the audience would have understood that this is the general consensus of 
informed scientists.” 

The ECU noted that the programme then went to Antarctica to explore the historical 
evidence for the link between greenhouse gases and climate change. The ECU noted what 
was said in this sequence: 

Iain Stewart (IS):  

Evidence that links temperature rise to carbon dioxide levels comes from projects 

like this one, just seven hundred miles from the South Pole, run by Dr Robert
 
Mulvaney. 


Robert Mulvaney (RM):  

The type of work we do, we go to the Antarctic, drill deep into the Antarctic ice 

sheet, bring what we call ice cores back to the UK for analysis and by looking at 

the analysis of the ice we can understand how the atmosphere and how the 

climate of the past has been developing over up to three quarters of a million 

years.
 

IS: 

This ice core is 750,000 years long. It holds unique information about our past 

climate cycles. 


RM: 

If we go back three quarters of a million years, that’s our deepest ice core that 

we’ve worked with, we can see eight climate cycles, so that’s eight times we’ve 

gone in and out of an ice age. So if you look at those eight climate cycles we can 

see what the temperature was doing but critically also we can get at the carbon 

dioxide, the methane, these two greenhouse gases and we can see what level 

they were in the ice and what we find is that they were remarkably consistent with 

temperature. They track temperature extremely well.  


The ECU noted that the programme had made an explicit link between CO2 levels and 
temperature changes. The ECU commented: 

“…I imagine viewers would have understood this. However I don’t think the 
programme went as far as saying that the ice samples proved that a rise in CO2 
led to subsequent increases in temperature, only that the two tracked each other.” 
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“This link was explored further when Dr Mulvaney analysed some more recent ice 
core samples from the 18th century before the industrial revolution: 

RM: 
So this is pre-industrial air and what we’re hoping to see is what the level 
of carbon dioxide is in the air before man started using vast amounts of 
fossil fuels and pouring carbon dioxide into the atmosphere…. so I’ve got 
288 parts per million.” 

To compare with today Dr Mulvaney and Professor Kathy Sykes went up in a hot air 
balloon: 

Kathy Sykes (KS) 

Now it’s at 386. 


RM: 
386. Yes. That’s a serious rise and the critical thing is how fast it’s rising. Normally 
we’d expect 30 parts per million rise in about a thousand years as you come out of 
an ice age. In the last 17 years the atmosphere has risen 30 parts per million….. 

KS: 

…so as a climate scientist you’re completely convinced…. 


RM: 

I’m completely convinced that the carbon dioxide is coming from the burning of 

fossil fuels and I’m completely convinced this will lead to a change in the climate. 


Dr Mulvaney also referred back to the relevance of the original ice core data when he 
said: 

RM: 

That’s the point of the ice cores. Over the last three quarters of a million years 

we’ve been in and out of ice ages eight times; carbon dioxide has never been
 
above 290 parts per million. 


The ECU noted that having taking the sequences together the impression was that the 
programme made the case for a definite link between CO2 and temperature. However, 
the ECU did not believe it gave the impression that the ice cores prove that previous 
global temperature changes which took place hundreds of thousands of years ago were 
caused solely by a rise in CO2 levels. 

The ECU also put the complainant’s concerns about the way the ice core data was 
presented to Dr Mulvaney. He replied: 

“…it does not at all mislead your audience – it says temperature and CO2 are 
linked in some way, and the levels of CO2 are much higher today than at any point 
in eight glacial/interglacial cycles...” 

The ECU did not uphold the point of the complaint. The ECU concluded that: 

“…the programme offered a simplified explanation of a complex situation but I do 
not believe the use of ice core data gave a misleading impression about the link 
between rising CO2 levels and global warming.” 
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As to the matter of impartiality, the ECU explained that as it did not consider th
core evidence had been presented in a misleading manner, it could not therefore agree 
that the presentation of this issue was biased. 

The ECU also addressed the point that the programme, by presenting evidence supporting 
the argument for global warming, and saying it was man-made, had failed to be 
“appropriately even-handed” in its approach to the subject. The ECU explained: 

“One of the regulatory obligations of the BBC is that it: 

‘…must do all it can to ensure that controversial subjects are treated with 
due accuracy and impartiality in all relevant output.’ 

“The BBC’s Editorial Guidelines … describe a ‘controversial subject’ as ‘matters of 
public policy or of political or industrial controversy.’ As you are aware, there is a 
global consensus among climate scientists and politicians across the globe that 
global warming is taking place, mainly as a result of … human activity. The BBC 
Trust4 has publicly endorsed the view that climate change is taking place and there 
should not be an expectation that those who oppose that view will be given equal 
time or weight in coverage … That doesn’t mean there should never be debate on 
the issues or opposing points of view should never be heard, but it does mean 
that the minority view should be treated accordingly.” 

The ECU therefore took the view that the issue of man-made global warming was not one 
which required to be considered as a matter of public policy, or one of political or 
industrial controversy. As such, the ECU believed that a programme that considered an 
aspect of climate did not need to reflect a range of views on whether climate change was 
occurring.  

The ECU considered it was therefore reasonable for the makers of the programme to start 
from a position that anthropogenic global warming was a fact and to look at the potential 
consequences of rising temperatures. The ECU noted: 

“[The requirement] is to be objective in the way it presented this particular issue 
but not necessarily considering or airing the views of those who reject the basic 
premise of global warming and the evidence that it is caused by man’s activities.” 

The complainant replied to the ECU on 22 March 2010. He complained the original 
complaint had not been addressed. He also detailed further questions for the ECU to 
respond to. 

The ECU replied on 24 March 2010. The ECU explained that it had considered the 
principal point of the complaint. It noted that the sequence on the ice core samples did 
not say the rise in temperature followed a rise in CO2 – it said levels were “remarkably 
consistent”. The ECU pointed out: 

“My understanding is that most climate scientists believe that ice ages were 
triggered by small changes in the Earth’s orbit around the Sun, which caused a 
small amount of warming. However, the orbital changes cannot, on their own, 
account for the rapid warming which took place and so the theory is that there 
was a feedback effect.” 

4 Seesaw to Wagon Wheel: Safeguarding impartiality in the 21st Century (BBC Trust 2007): 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/impartiality_21century/report.pdf 
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The ECU also responded to the further questions. 

Stage 3 – Appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee (ESC)  
 
The complainant appealed to the ESC on 7 April 2010 about the moment in the 
programme where Robert Mulvaney shows the correlation between CO2 and temperature 
in ice core data without explaining that the temperature caused the CO2 level to increase 
800 years later with no visible or statistical correlation for the subsequent warming caused 
by CO2 in the data after the 800 year lag. 

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

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

We aim to achieve accuracy by: 

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

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

Correcting mistakes 
We should normally acknowledge serious factual errors and correct mistakes quickly and 
clearly. Inaccuracy may lead to a complaint of unfairness. An effective way of correcting a 
mistake is saying what was wrong as well as putting it right. 

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

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

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In reaching its decision the Committee took full account of all the available evidence, 
including (but not limited to) the Editorial Adviser’s report and subsequent submissions 
from the complainant. 

This appeal raised issues requiring consideration of the guidelines on Accuracy and 
Impartiality. 

The Committee began by reaffirming its position on appeals in this particular area of 
editorial output – that it is not its role to judge the competing claims as to the science 
involved in the global warming debate. The Committee noted that its role was to assess 
whether the output under scrutiny had followed BBC guidelines on accuracy and 
impartiality. 

The Committee also noted its wider policy regarding the subject of Anthropogenic Global 
Warming (AGW). As had occurred when assessing previous complaints in this area, it 
noted that all main political parties in the UK, including the devolved government in 
Scotland and in the devolved administration in Wales, had to a greater or lesser extent 
recognised that AGW was a contributor to global warming.  

In dealing with this particular appeal, it stated that its position remained in line with the 
Trust’s endorsement of the report by John Bridcut for the BBC, “From Seesaw to Wagon 
Wheel: Safeguarding Impartiality in the 21st Century” (2007)5. This report concluded that 
there is a broad scientific consensus that climate change is definitely happening, and that 
it is at least predominantly man-made and that the impartiality guideline does not require 
equal prominence to be given to those disagreeing with the assertion that human actions 
have been responsible for global warming.  
The Committee agreed that in coming to this view it does not mean that the debate 
should be closed down or that the sceptic’s view should not be given air time. 

The Committee agreed that, while the science behind AGW was not “controversial” in the 
sense that the vast majority of scientists and politicians agree on what is occurring, 
despite an articulate sceptical minority, there was still controversy over what this meant in 
policy terms. 

The Committee then examined the key point contained in the appeal – that the appellant 
had stated: 

“This complaint is not a General complaint about the programme as a whole but is 
focused on the moment in the programme that Robert Mulvaney shows the 
correlation between CO2 and Temperature in Ice Core data without explaining that 
the temperature caused the CO2 level to increase 800 years later...” 

And he had also stated that it was  

“a scientific fact that CO2 levels rise 800 years after a Global Warming Period … 
therefore this fact makes the BBC’s position on ‘Hot Planet’, that the ice cores 
show that CO2 causes the warming, biased and misleading, whether it contradicts 
the so called scientific or more accurately political consensus or not.” 

5 BBC Trust ‘Seesaw to Wagon Wheel’: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/our_work/other/century21.shtml 
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The Committee reviewed the relevant section of the programme in which the scientist Dr 
Robert Mulvaney was seen examining ice cores – including one that was 750,000 years 
long. The Committee noted Dr Mulvaney’s assertion that these ice cores were invaluable 
in assessing global climate changes. 

Iain Stewart (IS): 

Evidence that links temperature rise to carbon dioxide levels comes from projects 

like this one, just seven hundred miles from the South Pole, run by Dr Robert
 
Mulvaney. 


Robert Mulvaney (RM): 

The type of work we do, we go to the Antarctic, drill deep into the Antarctic ice 

sheet, bring what we call ice cores back to the UK for analysis and by looking at 

the analysis of the ice we can understand how the atmosphere and how the 

climate of the past has been developing over up to three quarters of a million 

years.
 

IS: 

This ice core is 750,000 years long. It holds unique information about our past 

climate cycles. 


RM: 

If we go back three quarters of a million years, that’s our deepest ice core that 

we’ve worked with, we can see eight climate cycles, so that’s eight times we’ve 

gone in and out of an ice age. So if you look at those eight climate cycles we can 

see what the temperature was doing but critically also we can get at the carbon 

dioxide, the methane, these two greenhouse gases and we can see what level 

they were in the ice and what we find is that they were remarkably consistent with 

temperature. They track temperature extremely well.  


The Committee noted the programme then went on to examine the composition of gas 
within the ice cores followed by sampling the composition of the atmosphere today. The 
Committee noted that the essential point of these sequences was to demonstrate that the 
level of CO2 in the atmosphere was higher than it had been in the last three quarter of a 
million years. This was then linked to industrialisation.  

Ian Stewart: 
Back in his lab, Rob is able to examine a younger section of the ice core. It’s got 
air from the eighteenth century, before the industrial revolution, trapped in its 
frozen bubbles … melting the ice in an air-tight bag releases its ancient air for 
analysis. 

Robert Mulvaney: 
So this is pre-industrial air and what we are hoping to see is what level of carbon 
dioxide is in the air before man started using vast amounts of fossil fuels and 
pouring carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. And then wait for the instrument to 
stabilise. So I have got 280 parts per million. 

Commentary: 
Dr Mulvaney and Dr Kathy Sykes went up in a hot air balloon to get away from 
industrial pollution and conducted a further experiment to analyse current CO2 
levels  

Robert Mulvaney: 
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And what we are getting is 386 parts per million 

Kathy Sykes:
 
It’s gone up, 386 


Robert Mulvaney:
 
We’re at 386  


Kathy Sykes:
 
Now what about all those people who say “oh there’s changes over geological 

time, we don’t need to worry the world will correct itself.”
 

Robert Mulvaney:
 
Well that’s the point of ice cores. Over the last three quarters of a million years 

we’ve been in and out of ice ages eight times: carbon dioxide has never been
 
above 290 parts per million 


Kathy Sykes:
 
Now it’s at 386  


Robert Mulvaney: 
386. Yes. That’s a serious rise and the critical thing is how fast it is rising. Normally 
we’d expect 30 parts per million rise in about a thousand years as you come out of 
an ice age. In the last 17 years the atmosphere has risen thirty parts per million  

Kathy Sykes:
 
OK so in just 17 years we’ve seen changes we would expect to have taken a 

thousand years... 


Robert Mulvaney:
 
...a thousand years if it was just a natural climate... 


Kathy Sykes:
 
So as a climate scientist you’re completely convinced... 


Robert Mulvaney:
 
I’m completely convinced that the carbon dioxide is coming from the burning of 

fossil fuels and I’m completely convinced this will lead to a change in the climate. 


The Committee reviewed evidence that supported the appellant’s view that CO2 increases 
follow 800 years after a warming period. It noted that scientific papers put the time lag in 
a range from 400 years to well over the appellant’s figure but that there was no evidence 
to contradict this basic fact and it was not disputed by the BBC. The Committee concluded 
that whatever the precise time range it was generally accurate to note that CO2 levels 
rose some hundreds of years after a period of global warming. 

The Committee noted the context in which the appellant had raised the objection. 

The appellant had stated unequivocally that 

“...CO2 induced warming is so small that it is within the margin of error in the 
data.” 

The Committee noted the evidence supplied by the appellant to support his claim. 

November 2010 issued December 2010 45 



 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

   
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

  
 

 
  

 
  

  
 

 
  

 
 

 
  

  
 

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

The Committee then noted the explanation given by the programme’s scientific adviser 
Professor Peter Cox, Professor of Climate System Dynamics, who had endorsed the 
programme’s approach by stating that  

“It is true that CO2 changes quite often follow climate changes in Earth’s history.
 
In the case of the glacial cycles, warming at deglaciation is triggered by changes in 

the nature of the Earth’s orbit around the Sun, and that warming triggers a CO2
 
increase.”
 

“The CO2 increase itself fuels further warming through the greenhouse effect. This 

is a large part of the reason why temperature change from ice-age to interglacial 

is so large. In fact, we can’t explain warming at deglaciation without including the 

greenhouse effect associated with the increases in CO2 and methane as seen in
 
the ice record.”
 

“So it is true that climate warming triggers CO2 increases, but it is also true that 

CO2 increases causes warming. Scientists term the coupled system the 

‘climatecarbon cycle’ system for that reason.”
 

“As mentioned on Hot Planet the ice-core record shows extraordinary evidence for 

such coupling between climate and CO2.” 


The Committee noted that the complainant considered that the fact that CO2 levels rose 
800 years after a period of global warming was essential information because, in his view, 
it contradicted the premise of the programme.  

The Committee concluded that it was not necessary in the context of this programme to 
state that CO2 levels rose 800 years after a period of global warming in order to achieve 
due accuracy. In the view of the Committee the programme had said nothing to 
contradict this. The Committee noted that it had set out to show in this section of the 
programme that the ice core record contributes evidence that links temperature rise to 
carbon dioxide levels. The Committee considered the evidence of Professor Cox was 
persuasive that this was the case.  

The Committee then turned to impartiality. The Committee noted that Dr Mulvaney had 
stated at the culmination of the ice core section that he was convinced that the burning of 
fossil fuels would lead to climate change.  

The Committee noted that the guidelines allowed for a single view to be expressed and 
did not require the representation of every argument or facet of every argument on every 
occasion or an equal division of time for each view. 

The Committee also noted the challenge by Dr Sykes when she expressed that some 
believe that these were natural changes and that “the world will correct itself”. 

The Committee considered that in the context of this programme due impartiality had 
been achieved.  

The Committee went on to make the wider point that a science programme on BBC One, 
as long as it was clearly labelled, should not be required to include a complex and detailed 
set of scientific or political arguments on every occasion. The Committee noted that this 
programme had been aimed at a general non-scientific audience and, as such, had 
conveyed a range of scientific information in a reasoned and balanced manner. 

The Committee did not uphold the complaint. 
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Finding: Not upheld 
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1. Background  
 
The ESC had been provided with the following: a briefing note by the Head of Editorial 
Standards and the complainant’s comments on it; the complainant’s request for an appeal 
dated 15 April 2009; the Head of Editorial Standard’s letters to the complainant of 16 April 
2010 and 7 May 2010; the complainant’s submissions of 25 May 2010 and 20 June 2010; 
and other correspondence, including that relating to stages 1 and 2 of the complaint. 

The complainant originally appealed to the BBC Trust on 15 April 2009 about an episode 
of the drama Ashes to Ashes (broadcast on 14 February 2008) which contained scenes 
that in his view demonstrated an “anti-Thatcher bias”. 

In May 2009 the Head of Editorial Standards decided that the complainant’s appeal 
regarding Ashes to Ashes should not proceed and referred it to the Editorial Standards 
Committee (ESC) for a decision. A procedural error occurred and the complainant was not 
informed or given the opportunity to make representations to the ESC as to why his 
appeal should proceed. There then followed correspondence between the complainant 
and the BBC Trust regarding the procedural error. The error was acknowledged, but 
complaints against the Head of Editorial Standards and the Secretary of the ESC were not 
upheld. 

On 16 April 2010 the Head of Editorial Standards provided the complainant with her 
reasons as to why in her view the appeal should not proceed. They were the same 
reasons that had been provided to the complainant in two letters from the Secretary of 
the ESC in May and June 2009 and in a paper to the ESC that was withdrawn before the 
ESC met. In her view, given the similarity between this and a previous appeal the 
complainant had not made out a case for the BBC Executive to answer and there was not 
a reasonable prospect of success. In particular, it was stated in a letter dated 28 May 
2009 from the Secretary of the ESC on behalf of the Head of Editorial Standards that the 
appeal against Ashes to Ashes:  

“… raises similar concerns to the ones you made about the series Life on Mars 
which were not upheld by the ESC. 
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“… that given the similarity of the two complaints and the view the ESC took on 
the Life on Mars complaint, you have not made out a case for the BBC Executive 
to answer and there is not a reasonable prospect of your success.” 

In another letter dated 22 June 2009 again from the Secretary to the ESC on behalf of the 
Head of Editorial Standards a further explanation was provided to the complainant about 
the similarities of the two series. The letter stated: 

“The point is a relatively simple one, and was stated on the second page of my 
letter [of 28 May]: that Ashes to Ashes and Life on Mars are similar types of drama 
set at a similar time, and your complaints about the two series are also very 
similar. In those circumstances, there is no reasonable prospect of the ESC 
reaching a different decision on this appeal from the one it reached on your 
previous one.”  

“Ms O’Brien was satisfied that your appeal against the series Ashes to Ashes raised 
issues of a similar nature to your previous appeal against Life on Mars i.e. both 
dramas contained specific references about Margaret Thatcher, such that the 
appeal would not be successful and that the Committee’s finding on Life on Mars 
would also apply to this drama. Indeed, you yourself state in your letter of appeal 
to the Committee dated 15 April 2009:  

‘I will bring to your attention factors in this episode and series that 
demonstrates the BBC intended biasness against Mrs Thatcher, which can 
also be directly linked to Life on Mars.’ 

“As you may remember the ESC’s finding on Life on Mars stated: 

‘The Committee concluded that all the references highlighted in the 
complaint – made by fictional characters in a fantasy comedy drama – 
were meant to entertain and amuse. It did not feel they had any political 
significance or that in context they were offensive.’ 

“Ms O’Brien concluded that, given that Ashes to Ashes was very similar to Life on 
Mars in that it was a fantasy comedy drama based on wholly fictional characters 
the Committee’s opinion would therefore have been the same. For this reason, 
too, it followed that your complaint did not have a reasonable prospect of 
success.” 

The complainant was invited to submit his reasons as to why he thought his appeal was 
admissible, and also to make any submissions he wished to on the reasons why in his 
view the ESC’s consideration of the matter should be delayed.  

In his letter dated 25 May 2010, the complainant presented arguments that he had 
suffered prejudice as a result of the procedural error and that because of that and other 
issues raised by the complainant as to the conduct of his appeal by the Trust Unit, the 
process under which the Trust Unit or ESC determined the admissibility of an appeal had 
been tainted, and that the ESC should therefore proceed to consider the substance of his 
complaint on appeal. He also requested that when considering this matter the ESC 
should: 

•	 ask both the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, and the Secretary to the 
ESC to be absent during the Committee’s consideration of his case.  

•	 hold an oral hearing so that he could present his arguments in person.  
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The complainant further requested that the Committee delay its consideration as to 
whether his appeal should or should not proceed until other matters had been completed. 
The other matters referred to were: 

•	 a further complaint about the conduct of Trust Unit staff. 
•	 a complaint against the Life on Mars website regarding the inclusion of 

“politically significant” material under the headings of “Politics” and “Political 
Landscape 1973”. 

•	 a request to his MP for support and advice. 
•	 a request to the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) to enquire 

into this matter. 

The complainant also stated that if the Committee wished to pursue its finding he would 
send his submission as to why the Committee should reject the application to reject his 
complaint in time for the Committee to consider it at its July 2010 meeting. 

On 20 June 2010 the complainant provided the Committee with his reasons as to why it 
should proceed with his complaint against the series Ashes to Ashes. The complainant 
argued that the series Ashes to Ashes was not “set at a similar time” to Life on Mars. He 
said: 

•	 the two series were set in different decades with Life on Mars set in 1973 and 
Ashes to Ashes set in 1981. 

•	 Life on Mars was set in Manchester whereas Ashes to Ashes was set in 
London. 

The complainant noted other differences and also stated that Ashes to Ashes differed 
from Life on Mars in that the complaint regarding the later series, Ashes to Ashes, was 
not about “comments or quips” in various episodes “insulting” Mrs Thatcher, but 
concerned a whole episode devoted to attacking her (Mrs Thatcher). The complainant 
also noted that unlike the finding on Life on Mars which suggested that nothing in that 
series was “politically significant” the episode in question was billed on the Ashes to Ashes 
website as: 

“‘It’s 1981’… ‘It was also a time when Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s 
privatization of nationalized industries sharply divided political opinion’.” 

The complainant suggested that the BBC intended to make this episode “politically 
significant”. 

2. The Committee’s decision 
 
The Committee referred to the correspondence and other documentation in front of it. 

The Committee noted the complainant’s request that before any decision was taken 
regarding his request for his complaint to be considered on appeal, the Head of Editorial 
Standards and the Secretary to the ESC should be absent from the meeting. 

The Committee declined this request. The Committee noted that complaints concerning 
the actions of the Head of Editorial Standards and the Secretary to the ESC had been 
considered by the Director and by the Chairman of the Trust and were not upheld. The 
Committee was satisfied that, since the issues regarding process had been resolved, and 
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an apology offered by the Trust officers to the complainant, it was not necessar
officers concerned to withdraw from the meeting.  

The Committee considered the complainant’s request that it should postpone its 
discussion in order to allow him to attend the meeting as part of an oral hearing. 

The Committee declined this request. The Committee noted that its procedure allowed for 
“oral hearings”6, at the Committee’s discretion. The Committee, having considered the 
points raised by the complainant in his request for a hearing, and in particular his concern 
that Trust Unit officers might otherwise unduly influence its deliberations, was satisfied 
that procedural fairness did not require there to be an oral hearing, and that the 
Committee could decide the case on the papers. 

The Committee also considered the complainant’s request to delay consideration of his 
challenge against the Head of Editorial Standards’ decision not to proceed with his 
requested appeal because of other on-going matters concerning a complaint about the 
conduct of Trust Unit staff, a complaint against the Life on Earth website, representations 
to his MP, and a request to the DCMS to enquire into this matter. 

The Committee declined this request. The Committee noted that the issue for decision 
was one of admissibility and required them to consider the similarities and differences 
between the earlier complaint and this one. They therefore considered that it was not 
necessary for them to know the outcome of these other matters before deciding whether 
or not the complainant’s appeal regarding the programme Ashes to Ashes was admissible. 

The Committee also considered whether the complainant had been out of time to lodge 
his reasons on the admissibility of his appeal. The Committee noted that the complainant 
had been asked to provide his reasons by the Head of Legal, BBC Trust, on 24 July and 
30 September 2009, and 4 and 5 February 2010. He was also asked by the Head of 
Editorial Standards to provide arguments on 16 April and 7 May 2010. The Committee 
noted that the complainant did not lodge his reasons for requesting an appeal until 20 
June 2010, which was beyond the time set by the Head of Editorial Standards for him to 
provide his submissions. 

The Committee agreed that in light of the protracted correspondence on this appeal and 
following the initial procedural error by the Trust Unit it was appropriate that some 
latitude be given to the receipt of the complainant’s arguments as to why he thought his 
appeal should proceed and be heard by the Committee. The Committee would consider 
his arguments on admissibility. 

The Committee considered the reasons given by the Head of Editorial Standards for 
recommending against proceeding with the complainant’s appeal, and the complainant’s 
arguments challenging the Head of Editorial Standards’ decision. 

The Committee concluded that even though the series were set in different decades and 
locations, both series were similar in a number of significant ways i.e. they were fictional 
dramas/comedies using many of the same characters carrying out similar duties with very 
similar attitudes. The Committee also noted that the key similarity in both series was that 
they used historical facts, events and personalities as a backdrop to the drama/comedy. 
The Committee was satisfied that the expectation of the audience for both series was that 
the events depicted in them were purely fictional. Comments by the characters about Mrs 

6 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/protocols/2010/complaints_fr_work_ed_complaints.p 

df 
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Thatcher were also to be viewed in that context. That included the T shirt worn by one 
character with a photograph of Mrs Thatcher making a “V” sign and the words ”WE ARE 
ALL PROSTITUTES”.  

The Committee therefore concluded that it did not believe the complainant had set out a 
case for the BBC Executive to answer. There was no reasonable prospect of success as 
required by the Trust’s Editorial Appeals Procedure.  

The Committee was therefore satisfied that the decision not to proceed with 
the appeal was correct. 
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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: Referring to Londonderry as Derry 

The complainant requested that the Committee review the decision of the Head of 
Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, not to proceed with his request for an appeal. The 
complainant had appealed against the BBC Executive’s decision not to uphold his 
complaint concerning the BBC’s policy of referring to Londonderry as Derry. 

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

The Committee noted the complainant’s concerns which were stated in his initial letter of 
complaint to the BBC. The complainant stated: 

“Why are you referring to Londonderry as Derry in your news programmes? The 
only people who use this form of the city's name are those who hate the British in 
Northern Ireland and those who support terrorism. I, and many others, served in 
Northern Ireland, to retain this province as a part of the UK. I lost many friends 
doing this. 

You have no right whatsoever to be changing the name of the city just so you can 
be PC or to suit your own agenda. Personally, I find this very offensive and an 
insult to all the people who died fighting terrorism in Northern Ireland. It is also 
insulting to the majority of the population living in Northern Ireland.” 

In reply BBC Audience Services stated: 

“We appreciate there is some debate over the use of ‘Londonderry’ and ‘Derry’. It 
is certainly not our intention to upset or offend anyone by using either of these 
names. 

Since the 1980s, when the city council announced that they were changing the 
name to Derry, BBC practice has been to refer to it as Londonderry in the first 
instance and Derry subsequently. 

This is not an iron rule and on occasion the context of the situation may be taken 
into consideration. For example if interviewing someone from the city we might 
out of courtesy describe their home town as they would.” 

The complainant responded noting that: 

“…legally, the city of Londonderry and the county itself are still called 
Londonderry. It is only the city council that is referred to with the name of Derry.” 

The complainant escalated his complaint to the Director of News. The Head of
 
Accountability, BBC News, replied on the Director of News’s behalf. She stated: 
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“…the BBC's policy has been agreed at the highest levels of the Corporation – 
namely, to refer to Londonderry in the first instance and to Derry thereafter. You 
suggest that to refer to ‘Derry’ is an insult to all those who have died at 
Republican hands over the decades but the BBC must not use language which 
would damage its reputation for impartiality by appearing to take sides… 

The name of the city is a matter of major public controversy, particularly in 
Northern Ireland. It is an issue which causes division in an already divided city. I 
understand from senior colleagues in Northern Ireland whom I have consulted that 
it is not accurate to say that only Irish Nationalists refer to the city as Derry. In an 
attempt to deal with this issue a number of public bodies now have a policy of 
using both Londonderry and Derry. For example, the Government funded 
regeneration company, Ilex, refers to the city as Derry-Londonderry. Also the 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport website refers to Derry-Londonderry as 
the UK City of Culture for 2013. A number of sporting organisations which draw 
support from both Unionists and Nationalists use the title ‘City of Derry’ such as 
City of Derry Rugby Club and City of Derry Athletics Club. 

…it is a policy that has been decided upon after careful consideration.” 

The Committee then noted the response of the Head of Editorial Standards, BBC Trust, to 
the complainant’s request for the Trust to consider his complaint on appeal.  

The Committee noted that the Head of Editorial Standards had acknowledged that this 
matter had caused the complainant “distress and offence”. She recognised that the 
complainant believed that the BBC policy had “effectively shown support for those who 
support terrorism by using the word Derry”. However, the Head of Editorial Standards 
went on to explain that in her view it was clear that the BBC: 

“…has tried to put in place a policy which is sensitive to the way terminology in 
Northern Ireland can cause offence.” 

She explained that the BBC had provided examples of where a number of public bodies 
now refer to the city as both Londonderry and Derry. The Head of Editorial Standards also 
explained that context could decide how the city was referred to and that the BBC’s policy 
was not a “cast iron” rule.  

The Committee concluded that the replies that had been provided by the BBC Executive 
and the Head of Editorial Standards had clearly explained the BBC’s position and policy on 
the use of Londonderry and Derry. The Committee noted that the BBC was fully aware of 
the sensitivities concerning the city’s name and had been careful not to set in stone a 
policy which could not be adapted dependent on the context of the piece and the people 
taking part. 

The Committee, whilst acknowledging that the complainant took a different view to that 
of the BBC, believed that the policy was appropriate and therefore endorsed the decision 
of the Head of Editorial Standards that the complainant had not made a case for the BBC 
Executive to answer. The Committee did not believe the complaint had a reasonable 
prospect of success.   

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