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Remit of the Editorial 
Standards Committee 
The Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) is responsible for assisting the Trust in securing 
editorial standards. It has a number of responsibilities, set out in its Terms of Reference at 
bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/about/meetings_and_minutes/bbc_trust_committees.html. 

The Committee comprises six Trustees: 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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In line with its duty to consider topics of editorial concern to the Committee, whether or 
not such concern arises from a formal complaint, and to commission information requests 
from the Trust Unit or Executive to support such consideration, the Committee also from 
time to time requests the Executive to report to the Committee regarding breaches which 
have been accepted by the Executive and are therefore not subject to appeal to the 
Committee. The bulletin also may contain findings relating to such cases. 
 

The bulletin also includes any remedial action/s directed by the Committee. 

It is published at bbc.co.uk/bbctrust or is available from: 

The Secretary, Editorial Standards Committee 
BBC Trust Unit 
180 Great Portland Street 
London W1W 5QZ 
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Summary of findings 
BBC News at Six, BBC One, 23 March 2010 and general bias in 
reporting wind power 
The complaint considered by the Editorial Standards Committee had two elements. The 
first was that an item broadcast on the BBC News at Six was biased in favour of the wind 
farm industry and the Government’s policy on wind energy. The second was that BBC 
News in general did not report a full enough range of views about the wind energy 
debate. 

The Committee concluded: 

• that the News at Six report was wholly focussed on the exceptional nature of the 
specific case featured and it was not necessary for the report to point out that 
circumstances would be different elsewhere in the United Kingdom. 

• that the BBC was not obliged to search for an opposing voice when the vast 
majority of residents were in favour of the scheme given that the opposition had 
been alluded to in the report. 

• that the News at Six report was compliant with the BBC’s impartiality guidelines. 

• that there has been less coverage recently of either side of the debate because 
wind farms have not been high on the news agenda, and this diminution does not 
necessarily show a lack of impartiality. 

• that arguments and opposition to onshore wind farms has been reflected in the 
BBC’s overall coverage of the subject and there had not been a breach of the 
impartiality guidelines in this respect. 

• that, while the studio introduction to the News at Six report could have been 
clearer, it was not in breach of the accuracy guidelines. 

The complaint was not upheld in respect of either element. 

For the finding in full see pages 4 to 12. 

 
Appeal against Stage 1 complaint handling 
The Committee considered an appeal against the decision taken at Stage 1 to stop 
handling a complaint. 

The Committee agreed that the handling of the complaint should resume and that it 
should be passed to the Editorial Complaints Unit for a Stage 2 reply. 

For the finding in full see pages 13 to 16. 
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Appeal Findings 
BBC News at Six, BBC One, 23 March 2010 and 
general bias in reporting wind power 
1. The programme 

This was a report on the BBC News at Six on 23 March 2010 by Rural Affairs 
correspondent Jeremy Cooke about a 67-metre wind turbine that had been built in the 
centre of Westray Island in the Orkney Islands.  

According to the report, the community of Westray Island raised the £1.5m to pay for the 
turbine through a combination of bank loans and grants. The report claimed the 
investment would eventually return an estimated £200,000 in profits to the community. 

The report said there had been very little opposition to the scheme. 

2. The complaint 

The complainant said firstly that the report was biased in favour of the wind farm industry 
and the Government’s policy on wind energy.  

The complainant secondly also claimed BBC News did not report a full enough range of 
views about the wind energy debate. 

Stage 1 

Summary of complaint to Stage 1 

The complainant said the report gave the impression that opponents to wind farms 
objected in principle and not for legitimate reasons. The complainant said there were 
between 100 and 200 action groups fighting industrial winds farms (one of which she was 
a member of) but she had seen no coverage about these action groups elsewhere on the 
BBC. 

Summary of outcome of Stage 1 complaint 

The complaint was not upheld but the BBC did acknowledge that the report: 

“…could have included a contribution from a more sceptical voice on the benefits 
of wind turbines…” 

On the second point the BBC responded that BBC News did not aim for a balance of 
opinion over a single item, but provided balance over a period of time across the entire 
news output. 

Stage 2 

Summary of complaint to Stage 2 

The complainant said she believed the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines had not been followed 
because the item was not comprehensive, authoritative nor impartial. 

The complainant added that the report provided an example where the financial 
involvement of local residents appeared to have prevented objections. She thought the 
suggestion that financial inducement could diminish opposition made that opposition 
appear trivial. 
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To the second part of her complaint, the complainant added that either before or after the 
broadcast of the item, she had seen no primetime national coverage examining the 
opposing/sceptical view regarding on-shore wind energy. 

The complainant added that some local BBC TV reports she had seen did on occasions 
feature opposing views of the industry, however, she found the entire tone of the BBC 
News at Six report was so uncritical as to amount to an advertisement for the wind 
industry.  

Summary of outcome of Stage 2 complaint 

The complaint was considered by the ECU against the editorial guideline on Impartiality 
but was not upheld. 

On this specific report, the ECU said that the fact that one community appeared to 
welcome a wind farm invited an exploration of why this might be the case and was a very 
clear editorial justification for reporting the story. 

The ECU said the guideline on Impartiality was clear that there was no requirement on 
programme makers to visit all aspects of an issue as long as there was a good editorial 
reason for focusing on one aspect of a subject. 

The ECU said it did not believe the report was required to have added a “sceptical view” 
on wind energy in general as long as support for wind energy was not presented as non-
controversial, which was clearly not the case here. The ECU did not think omitting a 
sceptical voice amounted to a serious breach of editorial standards. Nor did it think the 
report was biased in favour of the wind farm industry. 

The response to the second part of the complaint that BBC News did not report a full 
enough range of views about the wind energy debate in general 

On the complainant’s second head of complaint, both the first and second stage response 
came from the Head of Accountability at BBC News after an appeal had been made to the 
BBC Trust and this matter referred back for a specific response. 

The Head of Accountability said the BBC’s correspondents reported on the issue 
impartially, ensuring that the fullest range of views was reported across the BBC’s output 
as a whole and over an appropriate timeframe. 

The complainant responded saying the BBC had still not provided evidence of other 
broadcasts made on the BBC News at Six which presented the opposite view to that of 
the wind industry. 

The complainant said that the report had claimed in the introduction: “…many times we 
have reported on the opposition by local residents to wind farms”. 

The complainant said that the BBC had not provided impartial coverage of this opposition 
on the News at Six and by definition had not provided a balanced view “across the output 
as a whole”. 

Stage 2 response 

BBC News sent the complainant a partial transcript of a report from a December 2009 
edition of the News at Six. 

The Head of Accountability at BBC News pointed out that both reports stated there were 
more than 100 organisations across the UK devoted to opposing the development of wind 
energy in their area. She detailed three other reports on wind power on network TV news 
in 2010 and added there had been many reports about opposition to such plans on BBC 
local news, which she said was reasonable because these tended to be local stories. 
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She concluded that she failed to see how the relative scarcity of coverage by the national 
television bulletins could be evidence of bias in favour of the wind industry and said that 
in the coverage broadcast, opposition to wind farms had been reflected. 

Stage 3 

Summary of appeal to the BBC Trust 

The complainant appealed to the BBC Trust on the grounds that the item broadcast on 
BBC News at Six favoured the wind industry. 

She also complained that she had seen no debate on a national level about the merits 
of on-shore wind energy and the public subsidies provided for it. She referred specifically 
to the claim in the introduction to the item in question that “many times we have reported 
on the opposition by local residents to wind farms”. 

The complaint 

The complainant raised the following points in relation to the impartiality of this item and 
of BBC Network News: 

Point (1) “I wish to complain in the strongest terms about a broadcast on BBC News at 
Six which I believe favoured the wind industry.” 

Point (2) “I have seen no debate on a national level about the merits of on-shore wind 
energy and the public subsidies provided for it…” 

“The fact remains that the news item stated ‘Many times we've reported on the opposition 
by local residents to wind farms’. National BBC News has NOT.” 

3. Applicable Editorial Guidelines 

The following editorial guidelines (2005–2010 version) are applicable to this case: 

Impartiality 

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

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

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

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

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

The Committee noted that the complaint fell into two parts and took them in order. 

Point (1) 

Regarding the complainant’s allegation that the particular item broadcast on 23 March 
2010 was lacking in impartiality, the Committee considered whether the Impartiality 
guideline had been breached. In particular: 

• If this was a report on “a specific aspect of an issue” did it misrepresent opposing 
views? 

• Were there good editorial reasons for the piece as broadcast? 

The Committee noted that the item on the News at Six was set into context by the 
introduction: 

“Now, many times we've reported on the opposition by local residents to wind 
farms. It's thought there are more than 100 campaigning organisations across 
Britain dedicated to blocking turbines. But one project in the Orkney Islands has 
near unanimous backing and some see it as a model of how to introduce 
renewable energy schemes. Jeremy Cooke has been finding out.” 

The Committee noted that the report then examined one particular Scottish scheme in 
some detail. The report made clear that this project was newsworthy because there was 
so little opposition. The interviews were with David Stephenson, who was involved in 
setting up the scheme, and with a local community member, both of whom were in favour 
of the project.  

Allegation 

The complainant alleged firstly in her appeal to the Trust that this report lacked 
impartiality because it was: 

“biased in favour of the wind industry and misrepresented views of objectors to 
wind projects.”  

The BBC’s response 

The Head of Accountability for BBC News responded to the Editorial Adviser’s query as to 
whether there had been any consideration of including an “anti” voice: 

“We do not now recall whether this was discussed or not. But it’s important to 
stress here the remit of the piece. It was never intended to be a debate about the 
pros and cons of wind farming but more about this particular community 
embracing environmentally friendly technology in an innovative scheme. One of 
the community organisers in the piece recognises that not everyone was happy 
with the decision to go ahead with the project.” 

The Committee noted that this was a reference to the part of the report where a member 
of the project team said: 

“That doesn’t mean that everybody on the island likes wind turbines. There are a 
number who definitely don’t…” 

The reporter, Jeremy Cooke, specifically added a comment in response: 
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“if what is meant is anti voices on the island, there was overwhelming support for 
the scheme and it would have skewed the story to try and tease out an islander 
with such a view.” 

The News at Six editors said they took the complainant’s concerns on board which is why, 
earlier in the correspondence, they had said: 

“you have a point that the piece could have included a contribution from a more 
sceptical voice on the benefits of wind turbines.” 

However, the editors agreed with the ECU view that it was not necessary to include such a 
voice to meet the requirement for impartiality. 

BBC News gave another reason why it was editorially justified, and compliant with the 
impartiality guideline, to cover this particular story: 

“Jeremy Cooke’s report was interesting because it was about a community coming 
together and agreeing to a wind farm (mainly for their own consumption but 
possibly also for national grid) as opposed to the normal route of a landowner 
putting in a planning permission and the local community reacting.” 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee considered whether, given that the reporter had found virtually no 
opposition on the island, the requirements of due impartiality meant he should have 
included another voice. It also considered whether in a piece as specific as this one, 
broadening the voices to include an “anti” voice from elsewhere could have led to a loss 
of focus. 

The Committee agreed that the piece did not purport to cover the whole debate but was 
wholly focussed on the exceptional nature of this specific case. The Committee agreed 
that it was therefore not necessary for the report to point out that circumstances would 
be different elsewhere in the United Kingdom. 

The Committee noted that the report did include a contributor who specifically referred to 
opposition to the turbine and agreed that the BBC was not obliged to search for an 
opposing voice when the vast majority of residents were in favour of the scheme given 
that the opposition had been alluded to in the item. The Committee was not aware of any 
complaints about this report from members of the community affected and agreed that to 
artificially introduce a dissenting voice in the name of balance when there was very little, 
if any, dissent on the island, would have itself been problematic. The Committee decided 
that the report by Jeremy Cooke was compliant with the BBC’s impartiality guidelines. 

The complaint against the News at Six report was not upheld. 

Point (2) 

The Committee discussed whether the Impartiality guideline had been breached when 
considering the wider issue of impartiality over time. In particular: 

• did the BBC (over time) reflect a wide range of opinion and explore a range and 
conflict of views so that no significant strand of thought was knowingly unreflected 
or under represented? 

Allegation 

The complainant alleged that, in spite of the first line of the introduction to the piece, 

“Now, many times we've reported on the opposition by local residents to wind 
farms.” 
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which sparked the element of the complaint relating to general coverage of wind power, 
BBC News at Six or even network news had not covered this subject, specifically the 
opposition by local residents, fairly or at all. 

The complainant added: 

“the statement … is a falsehood, and it is unacceptable and misleading to make 
this statement on a National BBC News without being able to substantiate it in any 
way, much less to use it as an excuse to promote the powerful wind industry 
against the interests of individuals.” 

The BBC’s response 

The response from the Head of Accountability for News argued that the “we” in the 
introduction did not refer to the News at Six, or even Network News, as the complainant 
thought must be the case, but to the BBC in its entirety. She said: 

“In our view the use of the word ‘we’ can only refer to ‘we, the BBC’. This is how 
the word is generally used – the Six would be specifically referred to if we were 
saying that this particular bulletin had featured a topic. We are unaware of any 
editorial guideline about the use of the word ‘we’.” 

“With regard to the force of ‘many times’, the very lack of precision of the phrase 
gives the impression of some distance; you will know this from us over many years 
… this is a time-honoured piece … it’s a given that locals don’t like wind farms but 
here’s something different.”  

The BBC pointed out that there was a flurry of network coverage in 2005/6 – at least nine 
substantial items transmitted then – and then a gap before the five that transmitted in 
2009/10. News also said there were very many local news reports over the whole of this 
time. 

According to the Head of Accountability, the other pieces transmitted on network news in 
the last year were: 

“On 7th December 2009. Jeremy Cooke reported on the use of renewables, mainly 
onshore windfarms, to meet European targets. The report featured one 
campaigner, Janet Southway who said there was no objection if the development 
was in the right place, but her area was unsuitable. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/8400528.stm 

On January 8th, 2010 Business Correspondent John Moylan reported on the 
announcement of permission for nine (offshore) wind farms to be built off the 
British coast. The announcement came against the background of record pressure 
for energy from the National Grid and the implication for employment was raised. 

On September 23rd, Network News reported on the opening of the world’s biggest 
(offshore) wind farm off the Kent coast. Richard Westcott’s report included 
Professor Ian Fells saying: ‘What I am worried about is the government and the 
previous government's infatuation with offshore wind power which is very 
expensive and intermittent. There are other renewables. They should be going 
down that route.’  

On November 25th, in the context of a UN climate change conference taking place 
in Mexico, Environment Correspondent David Shukman reported on an enormous 
(onshore) wind farm in Texas where the motivation is to make money, not ‘to save 
the planet’.” 

BBC News also cited four items found on the Today programme in the last year or so. 
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The Committee noted that of the four Today programme items cited by BBC News – only 
one of which was in 2010 – two involved interviews with the industry association 
promoting wind power, one was about an industrial dispute in a machinery making factory 
with no consideration of the issues, none involved interviewing anyone opposed to 
onshore wind power and the package on the 24 March 2009 ended with the pay off: 

“But of course they will not remove the other major planning obstacle facing such 
projects, good old fashioned nimbyism.” 

The BBC News response at earlier stages of the complaint had mentioned coverage 
ranging from Newsnight to Today. The only Newsnight item cited was one in the 
programme’s Ethical Man series transmitted in December 2006, which examined the use 
of domestic wind turbines and pointed out why they were unlikely to be helpful in 
reducing carbon emissions, at least in the London area and, by extension, anywhere else 
onshore where there is not a substantial amount of wind. 

The News response to this appeal said that the breadth of the coverage demonstrated its 
impartiality, although there had not been as great a number of items in the last year or so 
as there had been when wind farms were more a subject of national controversy, some 
five years ago: 

“When there was news – such as the permission for nine wind farms to be built off 
the British coast and when the world’s biggest wind farm was opened, we reported 
it. We reported local resident support for the Orkneys scheme on the grounds that 
it offered economic prosperity for them in an innovative scheme; and local resident 
opposition to a scheme in the Peak District on the grounds that the location was 
not an efficient place for a wind farm. We looked at how realistic the then 
government was being in its target of producing 30% of electricity from renewable 
sources by 2020 and raised the issue of whether the Labour government had been 
wrong to favour wind power over other renewables. The perspective of big 
businesses in Texas – in favour of wind energy for business rather than 
environmental reasons – was an interesting counterpoint to that of the former 
Energy Secretary, Ed Miliband, that it should be socially unacceptable to oppose 
the development of wind farms.” 

The News response also pointed out that there had been a very large amount of local 
reporting of the debates over wind farms. News claimed that a search on the archive on 
the BBC’s intranet brought up hundreds of items for wind farms across the BBC, including 
dozens of recent items on local news. The News response added: 

“Onshore wind farms are normally not very big and therefore rarely feature on the 
national consciousness. They have become part of the landscape and are on the 
whole local issues.” 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee accepted the point made by BBC News that there has been less coverage 
recently of either side of the debate because wind farms have not been high on the news 
agenda and did not think this diminution necessarily showed any lack of impartiality. 

The Committee considered all the coverage cited by News as being to the purpose, 
including coverage of offshore schemes – which give rise to different interests and 
objections to those situated onshore across the country – as well as micro schemes. 

The Committee agreed that there had been considerable coverage of what are essentially 
local stories at a local level. It noted that there have been very many local stories about 
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specific plans and that local voices opposed to these plans have contributed to these, 
whether they have been on local radio, television or online. 

The Committee noted that recent online coverage has included material on the Somerset 
Levels, Baumber, Lincolnshire, Fallago Rig in the Lammermuir Hills, Kelmarsh Wind Farm, 
Northamptonshire and the Rushy Mead site. All these stories have included critics of the 
plans. 

The Committee noted that it was not possible, without the Trust conducting a full 
impartiality review into this specific topic, to assess how much local coverage of this 
subject there had been on national and regional TV news programmes, but understood 
that recently there had been more than that on network TV News. 

The Committee concluded that on this specific appeal there was evidence that arguments 
and opposition to onshore wind farms has been reflected with regard to the BBC’s overall 
coverage and there had not been a breach of the impartiality guidelines. 

The Committee also considered the introduction to the News at Six item in terms of 
accuracy given the complainant’s strongly held views that these words were a falsehood:  

“Now, many times we've reported on the opposition by local residents to wind 
farms.” 

The Committee thought that the introduction to the piece could have been clearer 
specifically with regard to the use of the word “we”. Although BBC News’ use of the word 
“we” indicated the wider BBC (as opposed to the phrase ‘the Six O Clock News’) the 
Committee felt that might be a rather subtle distinction for the audience. The Committee 
agreed that there had not been a breach of the Accuracy guideline as it was clear that 
opposition by local residents to wind farms has been reported on the BBC. 

The Committee considered that, although a full impartiality assessment across the whole 
of the BBC’s output on this specific topic was not appropriate, there might be a wider 
point to explore regarding the BBC’s approach to topics where there are scientific 
arguments on either side of a debate. The Committee would shortly be receiving the 
results of the Trust’s impartiality review of the BBC’s coverage of science and this would 
be a point to explore with the author of the review. 

The complaint about the BBC’s overall coverage was not upheld. 

Complaint handling 

The Committee noted that the complainant was unhappy that her complaint had taken a 
considerable time to get through to the third stage of the process. She said in her letter of 
appeal to the Trust: 

“It has taken six months for this issue to be addressed by the BBC, I remain 
dissatisfied with the broadcast and am now completely disgusted by 
the response.” 

The Committee noted that BBC complaints, in an email on 20 August (the first 
communication with the complainant since her email of 5 April) apologised, saying: 

“Thanks for your further e-mail regarding 'BBC News at Six'. We apologise for the 
very severe delay in replying which was due to a major fault in our systems.” 

The Committee noted that the ECU also apologised on 20 September for the delay in 
responding to her letter to the ECU of 28 August but gave no explanation for the delay. 

The Committee understood that the complainant had been unhappy at the length of time 
her complaint had been under consideration through the complaints process. The 
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Committee noted that the complainant had received an explanation and an apology 
during the process. 

The Committee regretted that the complaint had taken so long overall and endorsed the 
apology the complainant had earlier been offered for the delay in dealing with her 
complaint. 

Finding: Not upheld. 
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Appeal against Stage 1 complaint handling 
The Committee considered an appeal against the decision taken at Stage 1 to stop 
handling a complaint.  

Stage 1 complaint 

The Committee noted that the complainant had originally contacted the BBC on 8 July 
2010 stating that two online articles regarding a report from the Scientific Advisory 
Committee on Nutrition (SACN) were misleading.  

The complainant received a response from BBC Audience Services apologising for the 
delay in response and explaining the sources for the reports and that “…we believe they 
provide an accurate summary of their findings”.  

The response also said: 

“I note that in your complaint you make reference to ‘Idiot journalists or lying 
journalists’; your opinion that ‘the vast majority of BBC news staff are 
incompetent’; and that you feel ‘The BBC Moderators clearly lack…wit or wisdom’. 
Whilst you are entitled to your personal opinion on any matter, the above 
comments are offensive therefore we must ask that you moderate your language if 
you wish to make a complaint and receive our reply in the future…” 

The Committee noted that in the complainant’s reply to this he repeatedly suggested that 
if Audience Services could not understand his points they were either stupid or dishonest. 
He said: 

“There is a difference between causing offense, and taking offense. [The Audience 
Services staff member] has wilfully taken offense… 

A request to moderate my language would imply … I had used swear words … 
This is not the case… 

[The Audience Services staff member] … has dishonestly misused my text so that 
he may demonstrate and justify ‘offense’ … when what he really means is that my 
complaint is too scornful.” 

The complainant received a further response from BBC Audience Services on 20 
September 2010. This stated: 

“…in your latest submission you appear to go out of your way to include further 
highly offensive language … your descriptions or references to individuals and 
groups of people … in terms of submitting a complaint about BBC output … are 
both unnecessary and offensive … we politely asked you to moderate your 
language … but you have not done so…That being the case … I will not 
correspond with you further for the reasons explained…” 

The Committee noted that the complainant then contacted BBC Audience Services twice 
explaining that he was extremely unhappy with this response. Audience Services 
responded stating that the matter was closed. 

The complainant then contacted the BBC Trust and the complaint regarding complaints 
handling was passed back to BBC Management to provide a Stage 2 response. 

Stage 2 response regarding complaints handling 
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The Head of Communications and Complaints, BBC Audience Services, wrote to the 
complainant apologising for the delays and setting out his response to the handling issues 
raised and the decision to cease correspondence.  

The Committee noted that the Head of Communications and Complaints said that he felt 
the responses the complainant had received from BBC Audience Services dealt in detail 
with the editorial points raised. 

The Committee noted the Head of Communications and Complaints’ response to the 
issues raised by the complainant regarding “…alleged dishonesty, offensive language and 
[the] decision to close further correspondence”: 

“In responding I should point out that the BBC states clearly on the BBC 
Complaints website: ‘We aim to treat every complainant with respect and in return 
expect equal consideration to be shown to our staff who handle complaints.’ The 
complaints protocols published by the BBC Trust also refer to treating all parties 
with respect and politeness. 

I cannot see that [the] replies to the editorial issues raised in your complaint were 
in any way dishonest although there was misunderstanding about which television 
news report you were complaining about. 

Regarding offensive language, however, it is clear to me that during this 
correspondence, trenchant views expressed provocatively sadly escalated beyond 
the point at which further correspondence on such matters could continue 
courteously and in good faith. 

I do not agree with your interpretation that ‘offensive language’ must imply 
swearing… The correspondence with you included a reasonable request … to use 
more moderate language, but unsubstantiated allegations continued to be made. 

BBC staff are normally happy to deal with robust or strong language, but the 
language used in these exchanges rapidly reached a level of offence at which [the 
member of staff] felt unable to continue to correspond with you further. You may 
feel that our staff initially over-reacted to the language in your initial complaint, 
but even so I cannot see that this justifies the escalation of allegations and 
offensive language which then took place. I will not repeat the full list, since it was 
extensively quoted…, except to explain that particular remarks were considered 
highly offensive to individual staff, for example: ‘Mr … seems rather tired and 
emotional’; ‘Mr … [is]... either stupid or dishonest’; ‘if you refuse to see this you 
are stupid’. 

[The Audience Services staff member] judged that this correspondence had now 
become offensive to a point where it could not continue in good faith. In my view 
this decision was justified.” 

Relevant documents 

The Committee noted that the complainant’s appeal against the Stage 2 response raised 
points relating to the specific complaint handling matter as well as to the substantive 
editorial issue, and included suggestions for reform of the BBC’s complaints framework. 
The Committee noted that the matter before it on this occasion was the decision to cease 
handling the complaint at Stage 1, and that it would only consider comments relevant to 
this question. 

In considering the appeal against the decision to stop correspondence at Stage 1, the 
Committee had reference to the relevant parts of the Complaints Framework, which state: 
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The BBC’s Complaints Framework, set by the Trust in accordance with the Charter 
and Agreement, states that: 

2.2 Adherence to the principles of the framework should ensure that BBC 
complaints handling: 

(a) is clear, fair, open and efficient 

(b) enables the public to hold the BBC to account 

(c) treats all parties with respect 

3.1 (d) The published framework and procedures must give detailed 
information on how complainants can expect to be treated (including, for 
example, in terms of timescales).  

(e) The published framework and procedures must provide for 
complainants and prospective complainants to be given, ad hoc, clear 
guidance explaining (a) how the complaints system (including appeals) 
works; and (b) where relevant, the availability of other methods by which 
redress might be pursued in relation to the type of issues raised by the 
complainant or prospective complainant. 

4.2 (a) Complainants should be treated politely and with respect. 

4.4 When making complaints, complainants should be clear, concise, polite… 

The Committee also noted the Guide to the BBC General and Editorial Complaints Process, 
published on the BBC Complaints Website, which states: 

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

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee recognised that, as employers, BBC Audience Services owes a duty of care 
to its staff. The Committee believed that exchanges through message boards had led to 
the development of a particularly confrontational style by some correspondents. The 
Committee agreed that the style of this complainant’s correspondence was very 
confrontational.  

Whilst the Committee had sympathy with the view that the tone of the complainant’s 
correspondence and the personal allegations made about BBC Audience Services staff 
were offensive, it did not believe that the decision to cease handling the complaint for 
that reason was appropriate. The complainant had raised a matter of editorial concern. 
The Committee agreed that Audience Services could ask a complainant to moderate his or 
her manner and request that a complaint be resubmitted. The Committee was clear that 
every case should be treated individually but as a general rule in the absence of the most 
offensive language or discriminatory abuse aimed at a member of staff there should be a 
presumption that a complainant should be informed of the correct way to progress his 
complaint further.  

The Committee agreed that an effective complaints process requires mutual respect 
between complainants and BBC staff, and that in his correspondence with Audience 
Services the complainant had not displayed the level of courtesy and civility that would be 
expected. While it did not agree with the decision to cease handling the complaint, it was 
the Committee’s view that the complainant should consider the effect of the tone of his 
correspondence when pursuing his complaint further. 



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

 

February 2011 issued March 2011 16
 

The Committee agreed that the handling of the complaint should resume and 
that it should be passed to the Editorial Complaints Unit for a Stage 2 reply. 
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Rejected Appeals 
Appeals rejected by the ESC as being out of remit or because the complaints had not 
raised a matter of substance and there was no reasonable prospect of success. 

Request to ban steak tartare from BBC cookery 
programmes 
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 response to his suggestion that 
steak tartare recipes should be banned from BBC cookery programmes. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee noted that in a letter of complaint dated 17 August 2010, the complainant 
said that he was concerned not only about steak tartare but also that there is a “complete 
lack of awareness” on the part of TV chefs and programme makers about food safety. The 
Committee noted that the complainant believed that it was only a matter of time before 
somebody became ill or died as a result of eating steak tartare or preparing it because 
they have seen it on a BBC programme. The complainant stated that the only way to 
avoid an outbreak of illness connected with the BBC would be for the BBC to institute a 
complete ban on showing it. 

The Committee noted that in its responses to the complaint, the BBC had said that the 
concerns had been drawn to the attention of the relevant programme makers so that they 
would ensure that they were taken into account when featuring steak tartare in the 
future. The Committee also noted that the BBC response had explained that programme 
makers and chef-presenters take health and safety very seriously and are well informed 
on the issues. In the case of the specific example cited by the complainant, Something for 
the Weekend, the BBC response had pointed out that warnings and explanations had 
been provided at the time. 

The Committee noted that the complainant had appealed to the Trust following the Stage 
2 response to his complaint. In his letter of appeal, the complainant had stated his point 
to be that 

“to advocate in any way that Steak Tartare is a safe food when patently it is not is 
not only contrary to public interest but could be a contravention of Section 3 of the 
Health and Safety at Work Act. 

The only sensible policy is to completely ban it from all ‘Celebrity Chef’ shows.” 

In his response to the Head of Editorial Standards’ decision not to proceed, the 
complainant had included several current examples of recipes on the BBC website 
featuring steak tartare. These specific examples had not been raised at Stage 1 of the 
complaints process but they were taken into account in the Committee’s consideration of 
the BBC’s general policy on steak tartare. 

The Committee acknowledged that there is a risk of contamination when eating raw meat 
or eggs, but it agreed that the decision to eat steak tartare was a matter of consumer 
choice. While it would be good practice to draw viewers’ attention to the risks where 
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appropriate, the Committee did not feel it would be necessary to introduce a blanket ban 
on recipes involving raw meat or eggs. The Committee agreed with the Trust’s Head of 
Editorial Standards that an appeal against the BBC’s Stage 2 response to this complaint 
would not have a reasonable prospect of success and that there was no case for the 
Executive to answer.  

The Committee noted that BBC Vision had stated it would draw the concerns raised by the 
complainant to the attention of programme makers, and the Committee was satisfied that 
this was a proportionate response to the complaint. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that the decision not to proceed with 
the appeal was correct. 
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More or Less, BBC Radio 4, 27 August 2010 
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 about a report on the Radio 4 programme More or Less regarding the evidence 
on bicycle safety helmets and safety. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee noted that the complainant had made his initial complaint to the BBC on 
the day of broadcast, describing the programme as “grossly biased”. The complainant said 
that nobody opposed to cycle helmets had been interviewed on the programme, and it 
had been apparent that the presenter’s view was that helmets were beneficial. The 
complainant also said that the programme had not examined the reliability of the 
evidence for and against helmets. 

The Committee noted that in its response at Stage 1 the BBC had said that the 
programme had interviewed one person who was a pro-helmet campaigner and an 
academic whose research had been cited by anti-helmet campaigners. The programme 
editor stated that the programme makers had looked at the problems with the data in this 
area and were very clear about its limitations. 

The Committee noted that, following the response from the programme’s editor, the 
complainant had written to the BBC’s Editorial Complaints Unit setting out five grounds of 
complaint: 

• the programme was not balanced 

• it did not reflect the wide range of views on the subject, and it knowingly failed to 
explore a significant strand of thought 

• the subject is controversial, but the programme was biased and unbalanced 

• the presenter clearly made his personal views known 

• Angela Lee [a pro-helmet interviewee] did not have her views rigorously tested. 

The Editorial Complaints Unit noted in its finding that the presenter of the programme 
had said that the report would ask “what the evidence is on safety helmets and safety” 
and, in his introduction to the report, had asked “What is the evidence that cycle helmets 
save lives?” The ECU finding also noted that the presenter had acknowledged that “It’s a 
hotly contested area”. 

The Committee noted that the ECU finding had made reference to parts of the 
programme where the limitations of the research and the strength of evidence on either 
side of the question was stated. The Committee noted the presenter’s closing summary, 
quoted in full by the ECU, which acknowledged that there were passionate advocates on 
both sides of the argument, that the evidence did not clearly favour one side or the other, 
and that the presenter’s personal choice was to wear a helmet. The Committee noted 
that, in conclusion, the presenter had said that “In the absence of really compelling 
evidence either way, it’s up to individuals to make their own choices”. 

The Committee noted that the complainant had appealed to the Trust against the ECU’s 
finding and that the Trust’s Head of Editorial Standards had replied, addressing each of 
his five original grounds of complaint to the ECU together with an additional ground which 
the complainant had added in his appeal. 
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The Committee noted the responses given by the Head of Editorial Standards to the 
separate grounds: 

1. The programme was not balanced 

Please see point 3. 

2. The programme did not reflect the wide range of views on the subject, 
and it knowingly failed to explore a significant strand of thought 

The commitment to reflect a wide range of views on a subject is a commitment to 
do so over time on the BBC’s services as is the commitment that no significant 
strand of thought is knowingly unreflected. It does not apply to the More or Less 
item. In my view there is therefore no reasonable prospect of success for this part 
of your appeal and you have not made out a case for the Executive to answer. 

3. The subject is controversial, but the programme was biased and 
unbalanced 

The Editorial Guidelines state: 

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

In addition, the Editorial Guidelines state: 

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

Under the heading “Controversial Subjects”, the Editorial Guidelines indicate that 
bias and imbalance of views are to be considered in the context of the period of 
controversy: 

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. 

The BBC's response of 7 September 2010, explained that it is not always possible 
or practicable to reflect all the different opinions on a subject within individual 
programmes. 

As you will see the Editorial Guidelines contemplate that, with reference to 
controversial subjects, questions of bias and/or imbalance are to be considered 
over a period of time, in context, rather than a “snapshot” view of the programme 
or item being taken, in isolation, at the date of broadcast. 

There would be a higher requirement if legislation was in fact in front of the House 
of Parliament or another Parliament or Assembly at the time of broadcast. I 
understand that there are those who would wish to see pro-helmet wearing 
legalisation enacted. I do not believe that this was in fact however the subject of 
proposed legislation at the time of broadcast. Please correct me if you disagree. 
On that basis whilst I acknowledge this does have the potential to be a 
controversial subject I do not consider that you have made out a case that this 
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was a time when it was necessary to reflect all the main views in a single 
programme. 

Notwithstanding the above, the BBC has made a clear case in my view that the 
report was, even when considered in isolation, both unbiased and balanced. Both 
sides of the argument were represented and subjected to scrutiny. By interviewing 
Dr Ian Walker, an academic whose research suggested that wearing helmets may 
make cycling more dangerous, and whose work had been used by anti-helmet 
campaigners to support their argument, it appears to me that the ECU has made a 
case that the report satisfactorily acknowledged the concerns of the “pro-choice” 
view and so achieved due impartiality. The report clearly stated that there 
appeared to be holes in the cases both for and against wearing helmets, that the 
evidence did not clearly favour one side or the other, and that, in the absence of 
really compelling evidence either way, it was up to individuals to make their own 
choices. It appears to me that the report took pains to present the subject in an 
even-handed manner. I do not consider, therefore, that there is a reasonable 
prospect of success with this element of your appeal. 

4. The presenter clearly made his personal views known 

Under the heading “Personal View and Authored Programmes and Websites”, the 
Editorial Guidelines state: 

Content reflecting personal views, or authored by an individual, group or 
organisation, or contributed by our audiences, should be clearly signposted 
to audiences in advance. 

This item was not signposted as authored content in advance and although the 
report contained expressions of Tim Harford's views, I do not suggest that this 
was an authored piece. 

As you have pointed out, Tim Harford expressed his personal opinion at several 
points in the report. First, he said: 

“It scarcely seems credible to say that having a protective case around 
your skull is no help ...” 

It seems to me that the Trustees might well consider that this statement is, in its 
effect, an acknowledgement of listeners’ likely assumptions, and is therefore quite 
appropriate in context. 

Furthermore, the statement is immediately qualified, and arguably undermined, by 
reference to DoT research: 

“ ... But the report commissioned by the Department of Transport last year 
didn't find the depth of serious evidence one might expect.” 

Tim Harford then said: 

“Wearing a helmet seems like common sense...” 

Again, I consider that Trustees might view this as an acknowledgement of 
listeners’ likely assumptions. Moreover, this statement is immediately qualified: 

“... if it doesn't encourage you or other road users to take extra risks.” 

In conclusion, Tim Harford stated: 

“Me? I wear a helmet, and I’ll continue to do so. In fact [taps] I'm wearing 
one right now.” 
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In my view, the Trustees are likely to take the view that this concluding statement 
proceeded from statements made elsewhere in the report to the effect that it was 
up to individuals to make their own choices, as Tim Harford had done and was not 
a vehicle for the promotion of his personal views or to advocate either side of the 
argument. I do not consider, therefore, that there is a reasonable prospect of 
success with this element of your appeal. 

5. Angela Lee [a pro-helmet interviewee] did not have her views 
rigorously tested 

The Editorial Guidelines state: 

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

This guideline is usually applied to the most contentious of views, e.g. advocating 
terrorism. It is not a guideline which is usually applied to an advocate on one side 
or the other of a road safety argument. In my view it does not apply. 

I note that the ECU pointed out that Angela Lee was challenged by Tim Harford 
that the evidence in support of this was “pretty sketchy”. It appears to me that, in 
offering a sceptical response to her arguments and challenging her to defend 
them, Tim Harford was adhering to the Editorial Guidelines in impartiality. 

I do not consider, therefore, that there is a reasonable prospect of success with 
this element of your appeal. 

6. Failure to interview suitable interviewees with “pro-choice” views 

In your appeal to the ESC, you stated: 

“[T]he programme was given the names of suitable interviewees with 
views opposite to that of Angie Lee of the Bicycle Helmet Initiative Trust 
(BHIT) well before the broadcast ... The fact that an activist promoting 
helmets and a helmet law was interviewed, but no-one of any other 
opinion, even though the programme makers were given the names of 
such people, cannot be other than deliberate bias.” 

In my view the ESC may well take the point made by the ECU that the fact that Dr 
Ian Walker's work had been used by anti-helmet campaigners to support their 
argument was sufficient to satisfactorily acknowledge the concerns of the “pro-
choice” view. 

You have supplied the ESC with no information about the identities or 
qualifications of the “suitable interviewees with views opposite to that of Angie 
Lee” whose names were provided to the programme makers, but in any event the 
Trust has stated before that the choice of interviewees is a matter of editorial 
judgement and one that the executive must make. As long as due impartiality is 
achieved in content the decision as to who or who not to interview is not relevant. 
I do not consider it is likely therefore that the Trustees would consider their 
omission from the report is evidence of bias. Nor that the Trustees would consider 
that, by interviewing Dr Ian Walker on the narrower subject of his own research 
and not on the wider issue of the effectiveness of helmets, the programme makers 
breached the Editorial Guidelines on impartiality. Given that the focus of the report 
was on evaluating the available evidence, it was reasonable to limit questions to 
Dr Walker to evidential matters. I do not consider, therefore, that there is a 
reasonable prospect of success with this element of your appeal. 
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The Committee, having heard the programme, considered the complainant’s appeal 
against the Head of Editorial Standards’ decision not to proceed. The Committee took into 
account the reasons provided by the Head of Editorial Standards as well as the objections 
raised by the complainant. 

It was the Committee’s view that, having considered the content of the programme, the 
arguments of the complainant and the BBC’s obligations of impartiality, it agreed with the 
Head of Editorial Standards’ reasons for concluding that the complaint did not have a 
reasonable prospect of success on appeal. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that the decision not to proceed with 
the appeal was correct. 
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The Curse of Steptoe – 
removal of DVD from BBC Shop 
and other issues 
The Background 

In May 2009 the Editorial Standards Committee upheld a complaint of inaccuracy and 
unfairness in the BBC drama The Curse of Steptoe. The full finding can be found at: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/appeals/esc_bulletins/2009/may.pdf 

In December 2009 a re-edited version of the programme was shown on the BBC HD 
channel, and this version was released on DVD in June 2010. Following the DVD release 
the complainant contacted the BBC Trust again with a complaint that the re-edited version 
of the programme was still unfair in the portrayal of Maureen Corbett. The Committee 
considered the matter at its November meeting and agreed that the changes made to the 
programme had not been sufficient to remove the unfairness. The full finding can be 
found at: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/appeals/esc_bulletins/2010/nov.pdf 

On 15 December 2010, having considered the possible actions arising from its decision in 
November 2010, the Committee agreed that, in addition to not rebroadcasting the 
programme in its current form, the BBC should request that all existing copies of the 
programme available as part of the Legends of Comedy DVD box-set be withdrawn from 
sale with immediate effect. 

On receipt of the ESC’s decision on 16 December 2010, 2Entertain, the distributor of the 
DVD, issued a deletion notice to all retailers. 

The complainant contacted the BBC Shop on 24 and 29 December 2010. On Christmas 
Eve he was informed that the DVD was still on sale and that there were 34 in stock. On 
29 December the complainant was told that the DVD was still on sale and that there were 
now only 21 in stock, suggesting that at least 13 had been sold in the intervening period. 

The complainant emailed the BBC Trust on 29 December with this information. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee discussed the issues that had arisen in the implementation of the 
Committee’s decision on 15 December 2010 that DVDs of the programme should be 
removed from sale. 

The Committee also considered additional actions requested by the complainant in letters 
dated 29 December 2010 and 27 January 2011. 

1. The withdrawal of the DVD 

The Committee was informed by a representative of 2Entertain that, on 16 December 
2010, the company issued a deletion notice to all retailers selling the DVD. However, due 
to the way deletion notices are received by the BBC Shop, it was not as apparent to BBC 
Shop staff as it was to other retailers that action needed to be taken immediately. A 
reminder of the deletion notice was sent to retailers on 23 December requesting 
immediate withdrawal of the DVD from sale. The Committee noted that the complainant 
emailed the BBC Trust on 29 December to say that the DVD was still available for 
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purchase from the BBC Shop. On 30 December the Trust informed BBC Vision and BBC 
Worldwide of the situation, and BBC Vision immediately shared this information with 
2Entertain. An emergency notice was sent from 2Entertain to the BBC Shop requesting 
that they stop selling the DVD. The BBC Shop acted on this request on Monday 3 January 
2011. 

The Committee noted that an investigation into the reasons for the delay found that the 
reminder sent out to retailers on 23 December was not sent to the BBC Shop. This was an 
error on the part of a member of staff at 2Entertain who failed to pass on the information. 
2Entertain have acknowledged that this was a serious error and the member of staff in 
question has been clearly reminded of the need to prioritise matters which require 
immediate attention.   

The Committee agreed that the matter had revealed areas where the process for handling 
instructions to withdraw products from sale should be improved. The Committee was 
informed that the procedure had now been altered so that deletion notices sent to the 
BBC Shop were more targeted, the Committee was also informed that a follow-up 
procedure had now been introduced. The Committee noted that, following removal of the 
DVD from the BBC Shop, 2Entertain had instructed its lawyers to perform a worldwide 
trawl to ensure that no other retailers were still selling the DVD. As a result of this action 
the DVD was removed from sale from two small overseas retailers which were still selling 
it.    

2. Request for an apology 

The Committee noted that in the complainant’s letter of 29 December he asked whether 
an on-air apology would be justified given the Committee’s finding on the complaint of 
unfairness.  

The complainant sent an additional letter for the Committee’s consideration on 27 January 
2011. The Committee noted that in this the complainant stated that he had not received 
an apology for the breach in editorial standards, as required by the BBC Trust’s Protocol. 

The Committee noted that following the Committee’s original finding in May 2009 that the 
Editorial Guidelines had been breached the complainant had suggested an on-air apology.  
He had received a reply on behalf of the Chairman of the ESC at the time explaining that 
an on-air apology had not been required by the Committee.  

The Committee considered the complainant’s fresh request for an on-air or published 
apology. It was mindful that the subsequent HD broadcast and DVD release had also been 
unfair in the portrayal of Maureen Corbett. However it did not agree that an on-air 
apology would be an appropriate sanction. This was a relatively small part of the 
programme and efforts had been made by the BBC to correct the original unfairness 
relating to the portrayal of Maureen Corbett. 

With regard to the complainant’s request for a personal apology from the BBC, the 
Committee acknowledged that the Trust’s protocol states the ESC will apologise to a 
complainant where a breach is upheld. The Committee noted that the complainant had 
been pursuing an apology from the Executive Producer. However, it is the BBC Trust’s role 
to ensure that an appropriate framework is in place within the BBC to maintain editorial 
standards. The Committee noted that an apology should have been provided to the 
complainant with the original finding of a breach of the guidelines. It accepted that this 
was an oversight, and it wished to apologise on behalf of the BBC for the original editorial 
breaches in The Curse of Steptoe and the fact that subsequent remedial action had been 
ineffective in removing the unfairness. 
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The Committee was concerned by the failure to withdraw The Curse of Steptoe 
from sale in a timely manner but was satisfied that the problem had been 
treated seriously and steps had been taken to prevent similar issues in the 
future. 

 

 


