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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 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_operate/committees/
2015/esc_tor.pdf  
 
The Committee comprises five Trustees: Richard Ayre (Chairman), Sonita Alleyne, Mark 
Damazer, Bill Matthews and Nicholas Prettejohn. The Committee 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 may consider appeals concerning complaints which allege that: 
  

 the complainant has suffered unfair treatment in a transmitted programme, item 
or piece of online content, or in the process of making the programme, item or 
online content 
 

 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 or online 
content 

 

 there has otherwise been a failure to observe required editorial standards.  
 
However, not all requests for appeal qualify for consideration by the ESC. The Editorial 
Complaints and Appeals procedure1 explains that: 
 

5.10  The Trust will only consider an appeal if it raises “a matter of 
substance”.2 This will ordinarily mean that in the opinion of the Trust there is 
a reasonable prospect that the appeal will be upheld as amounting to a breach 
of the Editorial Guidelines. In deciding whether an appeal raises a matter of 
substance, the Trust may consider (in fairness to the interests of all licence fee 
payers in general) whether it is appropriate, proportionate and cost-effective to 
consider the appeal.3 The Trust may not consider an appeal that is trivial, 
misconceived, hypothetical, repetitious or otherwise vexatious. The Trust may 
also decline to consider an appeal which includes gratuitously abusive or 
offensive language if the complainant refuses to reword it after being invited to 
do so. 

 

                                                
1 http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/protocols/2014/complaints_fr_work_ed_complaints.pdf     
2 Under the Charter and Agreement, the Trust has a role as final arbiter in appropriate cases, and must provide a right of appeal in cases that raise a 

matter of substance. 

3 For example, if an appeal raises a relatively minor issue that would be complicated, time-consuming or expensive to   resolve, the Trust may decide 

that the appeal does not raise a matter of substance, and decline to consider it. 

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_operate/committees/2015/esc_tor.pdf
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_operate/committees/2015/esc_tor.pdf
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/protocols/2014/complaints_fr_work_ed_complaints.pdf
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In deciding whether an appeal qualifies for consideration, the Committee may also decide 
to take only part of the appeal, and consider only some of the issues raised.  
Where an appeal or part of an appeal qualifies for consideration, the Committee will aim 
to provide the complainant with its final decision within 80 working days of accepting the 
request for an appeal.  
 
The findings for all appeals accepted by the Committee are normally reported in this 
bulletin, Editorial Standards Findings: Appeals to the Trust and other editorial issues 
considered by the Editorial Standards Committee.  
 
Where it is considered that an appeal does not qualify for consideration, the Trust Unit will 
normally write to the complainant within 40 working days of receipt of the request for an 
appeal, declining to put the matter before the Committee and explaining the reasons. If 
the complainant disagrees with this view then they may, within 10 working days, ask the  
Editorial Standards Committee to review the decision, and the matter will be reviewed at 
the next available meeting of the Committee. 
 
The Committee will then decide whether it agrees with the decision not to proceed with 
the appeal, and again will aim to provide the complainant with its decision within 80 
working days of receipt of the request for review. Any appeals that the Committee has 
declined to consider under the above criteria are reported in the bulletin under the 
heading Rejected Appeals. 
 
If the Committee disagrees with the decision not to proceed with the appeal, the 
complainant will be informed following the meeting and the appeal will be considered, 
following investigation, at a later meeting. In this case the 80 working day time period will 
start again from the date the Committee informs the complainant it will hear the appeal. 
 
Achievement against these target response times is reported in the BBC’s Annual Report 
and Accounts: http://www.bbc.co.uk/annualreport/. 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 and is available from:  
 
The Secretary, Editorial Standards Committee  
BBC Trust Unit  
180 Great Portland Street  
London W1W 5QZ  
 

  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/annualreport/
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Summary of finding 
 
Countryfile, BBC One, 15 February 2015  
 
Summary of finding 

Four complainants contacted the BBC because they felt that an item on Countryfile about 
hunting had failed to be duly accurate and impartial.  
 
The Committee concluded that:  
 

 the audience would have been aware that the only likely source for the statistic 
relating to the number of lambs lost to foxes must have been the farmer himself. 

 the statistic was in line with estimates provided by the Burns Inquiry on the 
numbers of lambs killed by foxes in England and Wales.  
 

 given this, and that the programme had said that up to 30 lambs were killed each 
year, the figure was not out of line with the scientific evidence available and so 
was not materially misleading.  As a result, the programme had been duly 
accurate on this point. 

 
 it would have been better if the programme had challenged directly the 

assumption that culling foxes reduced lamb mortality rates.  However, the 
Committee believed that the huntsman’s primary argument for allowing more 
hounds to be used to tackle fox numbers was that it was more efficient and more 
humane, and that this line of debate had been countered earlier in the 
programme. 
 

 the programme had raised questions about the assumptions surrounding the 
effectiveness and efficiency of culling foxes using dogs. As a result, due 
impartiality had been met on this point. 
 

 it would have brought greater clarity to the programme if the fact that a large 
majority of the public was opposed to hunting with dogs had been made clear but 
as there was no requirement within the Editorial Guidelines to make clear the state 
of public opinion, the Committee did not believe the programme had failed to be 
impartial on this point. 
 

 regarding whether the programme had been biased in favour of hunting, the 
Committee considered that interviewees had expressed a range of views both for 
and against retaining the current legislation and on how it might be improved. The 
Committee concluded that due weight had been given to a wide range of 
significant views in the debate and so the guidelines on Impartiality had been met 
on this point. 

 

 regarding the images chosen to depict the argument over the hunting ban, the 
programme had sought to depict both sides of the hunting argument and had not 
failed to be impartial on this point. 

 
 
The complaint was not upheld.  
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Appeal Findings  

Countryfile, BBC One, 15 February 2015 

 
Background 
 
This edition of Countryfile contained three reports to mark the tenth anniversary of the 
introduction of the hunting ban in England & Wales. The first reported on the lives of the 
dogs used for hunting and how these had changed over the decade.  The second and 
third looked at the continuing controversy surrounding the effectiveness of the current 
hunting legislation. 

 
Complaints 
 
This was a consolidated appeal by four complainants who believed that Countryfile had 
failed to be duly accurate and impartial. 
 
 Two of the complainants considered that the BBC had failed to be duly accurate when 

commenting on how many lambs a farmer had lost to foxes. They also believed that 
viewers were given a biased perspective on hunting by being led to assume that fox 
numbers needed to be controlled in order to prevent livestock losses. 

  One complainant believed that the BBC should have explicitly stated that the majority 
of the public were against hunting with dogs.   

 Another complainant said that the images used to depict the argument over the 
hunting ban had failed to be impartial. 

 All four believed that the BBC had been too sympathetic to the views of those in 
favour of hunting and so had failed to be impartial. 

At Stages 1 and 2, the BBC responded to these complaints in the following way: 
 
 In relation to how many lambs the farmer had lost to foxes, the BBC agreed that the 

programme could have challenged this more but did not believe that, by not doing so,  
the programme had been materially misleading. 

 In relation to the programme not challenging whether the culling of foxes did reduce 
lamb predation, the BBC said that it was implicit in the programme that the Hunting 
Ban had been introduced to stop a practice regarded as cruel and unnecessary.  It 
said that if fox numbers need to be controlled and hunting was the most effective 
method, the legislation would not have been passed in its current form. 

 In relation to the programme not stating that the majority of public opinion was 
opposed to hunting, the BBC agreed that it would have added to the audience’s 
understanding if this point had been made explicitly.  However, it felt it was implicit 
throughout the programme that the legislation was put in place because of public and 
political opinion. 

 In relation to the programme being biased in favour of hunting through the images 
used and the contributors chosen, the BBC said that due impartiality did not 
necessarily require the range of perspectives and opinions to be covered in equal 
proportions so long as significant views are given due weight.  It said it considered 
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that the reports had given due weight to the main arguments on both sides of the 
debate. 

Appeal to the Trust 

The complainants appealed to the BBC Trust and made the following points in relation to 
accuracy and impartiality: 
 

 Point A: The programme had failed to distinguish fact from opinion when stating 
that the farmer featured in the programme lost up to 30 lambs a year. They 
pointed out that losses of livestock as a result of fox predation were generally very 
low and that farmers were likely to overestimate the impact of foxes in this 
respect. 
 

 Point B: The programme had failed to be impartial by not questioning whether the 
culling of foxes led to a decrease in livestock predation.  They pointed out that 
there was evidence that reductions in fox numbers through culling appeared to be 
negated by the migration of new foxes into areas left empty. 

 

 Point C: The programme had failed to be impartial by failing to state that 80 per 
cent of the public were against hunting with dogs. 

 
 Point D: The programme was biased in favour of hunting and there was only token 

acknowledgement that people were opposed to it.  One of the complainants said 
he believed that the Countryside Alliance, which supports hunting, had been 
involved in the selection of people interviewed. 

 

• Point E: The programme had failed to be impartial in the images it had chosen to 
depict the arguments over the hunting ban.  One of the complainants said that, 
while the hunting lobby had been shown in a very visual way with filming of 
puppies, dogs and the hunt, those opposed to hunting were portrayed in a non-
visual manner with just one person stating their views.  
 

Applicable Editorial Guidelines 

The relevant editorial guidelines relating to Accuracy and Impartiality are applicable to this 
case.  The full guidelines are at www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines 
 
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 decisions, the Committee took account of all of the available evidence, 
including (but not limited to) the Editorial Adviser’s report and the subsequent 
submissions from two of the complainants.  
 
Point A 
 
The Committee began by considering whether the programme had been duly accurate 
when stating that the farmer featured lost up to 30 lambs a year to foxes.  

Trustees noted the relevant extract: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines
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Tom Heap: “The Brecon Beacons – dense woodland clings to frozen hillsides. This 
is upland sheep farming country and fox country. The hunts don’t ride on 
horseback here but cover this terrain on foot with dogs and guns. Sheep farmer 
[Name] loses up to 30 lambs a year to foxes.”  

 

The Committee noted that this statistic was not attributed to the farmer, but was simply 
stated by the presenter.  Trustees considered that the audience would have been aware 
that the only likely source for this particular information must have been the farmer 
himself, since there would have been no independent means of verifying it. 
 
The Committee noted that the Burns Inquiry, which was set up in 1999 by the then 
government to look into the issues surrounding hunting, said that it was not always 
possible to distinguish whether a lamb had been killed by a fox or not, but that it 
considered the best estimate was that less than two per cent of otherwise viable lambs 
were killed by foxes in England and Wales.   
 
The Committee observed that the farmer had between one and two thousand lambs on 
his farm in the lambing season, so this suggested that, if 30 were killed by foxes, 1.5 to 3 
per cent of lambs on the farm were lost in this way.   
 
Given this, and that the programme had said that up to 30 lambs were killed each year, 
the Committee considered that the figure was not out of line with the scientific evidence 
available and so was not materially misleading.  As a result, it believed that the 
programme had been duly accurate. 
 
Point B 
 
The Committee then considered whether the programme had failed to be impartial by not 
questioning the assumption that the culling of foxes led to a decrease in livestock 
predation.   
 
The Committee noted that, after the programme had said that the sheep farmer featured 
lost up to 30 lambs a year because of foxes, it said that the farmer relied on a local 
huntsman to work out a pest control plan.  It noted that the programme then explained 
that, before the hunting ban, hounds would work in packs to flush out foxes from cover 
so they could be shot, but now only a maximum of two dogs are allowed to do this. 
 

Tom Heap: Before the ban, hounds would work in packs to flush out foxes from 
cover so they could be shot. These days in England and Wales, they are only 
allowed to use a maximum of two dogs.  

 
Tom Heap: How’s this act affected you?  

 
Huntsman: It’s not ideal. There are so many areas in these hill countries that have 
huge areas of woodland or big areas of bracken and two hounds can push a fox 
round and round in there for some time before it actually presents itself to the 
guns. It’s common sense. If you’ve got more hounds, you can put more pressure 
on the fox to push him to the guns that are outside the woodland, and the job is 
more efficient, it’s more humane, it’s quicker.  
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Farmer: I have a lot of empathy with my sheep. You know you look after them. 
You breed them for generations. I want it dealt with in the most efficient, quickest 
manner possible.  

 
Tom Heap: [The huntsman and farmer] would like to see the law relaxed so that 
they can effectively control the local fox population. It’s a view shared by mounted 
hunters too, but they would like to see the Hunting Act scrapped altogether. 

 
The Committee observed that the main focus of this segment of the programme was that 
both the huntsman and the farmer wanted the current hunting legislation relaxed to allow 
more hounds to hunt, as they were of the view that this would control the local fox 
population more effectively.  It noted that the huntsman told the programme that if you 
have more hounds:  

 

“You can put more pressure on the fox to push him to the guns that are outside 
the woodland, and the job is more efficient, it’s more humane, it’s quicker”.  

The Committee noted that this argument had been countered earlier in the programme by 
the Director of Campaigns for the League Against Cruel Sports. It observed that, when 
asked whether he believed the hunting ban had improved the fox’s welfare, he said it had 
to be better for them as:  

“There are less foxes now being chased across a field and being torn apart limb 
from limb by a pack of dogs”. 

The Committee noted that a 2013 survey conducted by the Federation of Welsh Farmers’ 
Packs – a group representing huntsmen – found that 75 per cent of farmers polled said 
they had seen an increase in lambs taken by foxes since hunting was banned in 2005.  

The Committee also noted however that there was scientific evidence to show that 
reductions in fox numbers through culling appeared to be negated by the migration of 
new foxes into the emptied areas.    
 
Given this, the Committee considered that it would have been better if the programme 
had challenged directly the assumption that culling foxes reduced lamb mortality rates.  
However, it believed that the huntsman’s primary argument for allowing more hounds to 
be used to tackle fox numbers was that it was more efficient and more humane, and that 
this line of debate had been countered earlier in the programme. 
 
Given that there had been signposting to the audience that the fox’s welfare would not be 
improved by relaxing the hunting ban, the Committee considered that the huntsman and 
farmer’s main justification for allowing more hounds had been countered and, by doing 
so, the programme had raised questions about the assumptions surrounding the 
effectiveness and efficiency of culling foxes using dogs. As a result, the Committee 
concluded that due impartiality had been met on this point. 
 
Point C 
 
The Committee then turned to whether the programme should have stated explicitly  that 
a large majority of the public were opposed to hunting with dogs.  It noted the two 
different opinion polls – one showing 80 per cent of people opposed to fox hunting and 
another showing 51 per cent of people supporting the ban on fox hunting - cited 
respectively by the complainant and the BBC. 
 



 

 

14 July 2015, issued September 2015 9 

 
 

 

The Committee observed that there was no reference to the state of public opinion on fox 
hunting in any of the three films and noted the BBC’s explanation that the difference in 
the two polls was the reason for not citing them. 
 
The Committee considered that it would have brought greater clarity to the programme if 
the state of public opinion had been made clear, but noted that there was no requirement 
within the Editorial Guidelines to do so.  
 
As a result, it did not believe the programme had failed to be impartial on this point. 
 
Point D 
 
The Committee then considered whether the programme had been biased in favour of 
hunting. 
 
It began by noting that one of the complainants had said he believed that the Countryside 
Alliance, which supports hunting, had been involved in the selection of people 
interviewed.  The Committee noted that the BBC had acknowledged that the Countryside 
Alliance was one of many organisations it had spoken to when researching the film but 
said that the final decision over who was to be interviewed was that of the programme 
production team. 
 
The Committee considered that, as the Countryside Alliance was one of the leading pro-
hunting lobby groups, it was entirely appropriate for the programme team to approach 
them in its research.  It also observed that there was no material evidence to suggest that  
the BBC had given editorial control to the Countryside Alliance or had allowed them to 
choose interviewees.  

The Committee also noted that one complainant objected to the use of an interviewee 
associated with the Countryside Alliance. It was not suggested that the use of the 
interviewee contravened the Editorial Guidelines. The Committee noted that the choice of 
interviewees was a matter for the Executive as the Executive are responsible for the 
creative and editorial direction of the BBC.   

The Committee then noted that the Editorial Guidelines state that due impartiality does 
not necessarily require a range of perspectives or opinions to be covered in equal 
proportions so long as significant views are given due weight. 
 
The Committee observed that the programme had begun by speaking to the Master of 
the Berkeley Hounds about how life had changed for the dogs since the hunting ban was 
introduced.  It noted that the programme then carried interviews with a representative 
from the League Against Cruel Sports, a member of the Beaufort Hunt, a farmer and a 
huntsman from the Brecon Beacons, the former MP who had introduced the hunting 
legislation,  and a consultant for the Countryside Alliance, about whether the law was 
effective or not. 

The Committee noted the interview by the representative from the League Against Cruel 
Sports.  
 
The Committee considered that the interviewees had expressed a range of views both for 
and against retaining the current legislation and on how it might be improved. Given this, 
the Committee concluded that due weight had been given to a wide range of significant 
views in the debate and so the guidelines on Impartiality had been met on this point. 
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Point E 
 
The Committee then examined whether the programme had failed to be impartial in the 
images it had chosen to depict the argument over the hunting ban.   
 
The Committee began by noting that the first film considered how the lives of hounds had 
been affected by the hunting ban and so contained many shots of hounds and puppies.  
The Committee considered that this film did include many engaging images of the dogs, 
but believed that there was editorial justification to explore this issue. 
 
The Committee then noted that the second and third films, which examined the 
effectiveness of the current hunting legislation, were partly shot on location with the 
Beaufort Hunt and with a sheep farmer and huntsman in the Brecon Beacons, so had a 
number of sequences of the meet complete with horses and hounds.   
 
However, it also noted that, among other things, when explaining why the Act had been 
introduced, these films had carried images of a hare being chased by greyhounds and a 
deer running away from hounds as well as showing members of the League Against Cruel 
Sports protesting outside the Houses of Parliament holding placards showing a dead fox 
that looked as though it had been savaged. 
 
The Committee observed that the programme was broadcast at 7pm on a Sunday evening 
and thus, under the guidelines relating to Harm and Offence, and violence against animals 
in particular, programme-makers would have been limited in terms of the graphic 
portrayal of the injuries inflicted on foxes or sheep. Given this, the Committee considered 
that the programme had sought to depict both sides of the hunting argument and so did 
not believe it had failed to be impartial on this point. 

 
Finding: not upheld 
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Complaints closed at Stage 1b 
and complainants subject to 
the Expedited Complaints 
Procedure 
 

June 2015 

105 complaints were closed down at Stage 1b 

 

 

Issues included: scheduling complaints included transmission of the Victoria Derbyshire 
programme on two TV channels simultaneously, switching of tennis coverage between TV 
channels, too much soccer coverage; BBC accountability included travel bulletins 
mentioning the Fowey-Mevagissey ferry but not others, cancelling of Atlantis, Chris Evans 
replacing Jeremy Clarkson in Top Gear; other issues included alleged anti-Scottish bias on 
Question Time, alleged general anti-Palestinian or anti-Israeli bias, use of the word ‘chef’ 
vs ‘cook’, views about various presenters, observations about accents and pronunciation 
of words.  
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Complainants subject to the Expedited Complaints Procedure at Stage 1 – June 
2015 

 
One person was subject to the Expedited Complaints Procedure in June 2015: 
 

Complainant  Volume of vexatious complaints about ticketing procedures at 
studio recordings without reasonable prospect of success 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


