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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 findings 
 
Today, BBC Radio 4, 25 September 2015 
 
The director of a company contacted the BBC to complain that an interviewee on the 
Today programme was described as an adviser to his company when this was not the 
case.  
 
The Committee concluded that:  
 

• any error had resulted from an unfortunate miscommunication rather than any 
failure of journalistic process. 

 
• as the interviewee was known to the producer as an existing contact, Trustees did 

not consider that his status required  a second check.  
 

• it was clear that the interviewee had made the point to the producer that he was 
an adviser but there was a lack of clarity as to whether he said he was an adviser 
to the company or merely an adviser on Hajj matters.   

 
• the producer had carried out all necessary checks and Trustees attached no blame 

to her journalistic processes for any error.  
 

• given that the interviewee had not corrected the presenter on the Today 
programme or the presenters of two other broadcast interviews in which similar 
errors occurred and given the lack of a failure of journalistic process, Trustees 
decided that no on-air correction was required and their decision would be 
sufficient to set the record straight. 

 
The complaint was upheld. 
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Today, BBC Radio 4, 4 September 2015 
 
 
Jeremy Corbyn had been asked in a debate: “Is there any circumstance in which you 
would, would, deploy Britain’s military forces?” 
 
He had replied: Any?  I’m sure there are some but I can’t think of them at the moment.”  
 
The complainant contacted the BBC to complain that the presenter on the Today 
programme inaccurately summarised Jeremy Corbyn as saying “…he couldn’t think of a 
situation in which he would deploy British troops” and that he chose these words with the 
intention of promoting controversy for journalistic impact.  
  
 
The Committee concluded that:  
 

• as Mr Corbyn originally made his comments in the context of a hustings debate, in 
a process to elect the leader of a major political party, it was unusual for a 
prospective party leader to decide not to offer any circumstance in which he would 
be prepared to deploy military force. Trustees therefore disagreed with the 
complainant that Mr Corbyn’s comments were uncontroversial.  

• the omission of the two qualifications to Mr Corbyn’s view in the presenter’s précis 
had not reversed his meaning; Mr Corbyn said he is “sure there are some 
[circumstances in which he would deploy military forces] but I can’t think of them 
at the moment.”.  Trustees considered that Mr Corbyn’s stance on the deployment 
of troops, as well as on defence spending and nuclear weapons, marked a clear 
break with recent Labour leaders.   

 
• given this context, and given that this was a brief summing-up which was used to 

pose a question, the précis was duly accurate.    
 

• Mr Corbyn’s comments were newsworthy and a discussion with the former Labour 
Defence Secretary was editorially justified. Trustees considered it unlikely that the 
former Labour defence Secretary’s  response would have softened had Mr Corbyn 
been quoted in full. 

 
• it found no evidence that the BBC had knowingly and materially mislead its 

audience (Editorial Guidelines on Accuracy 3.2.3) 
  
 
The complaint was not upheld.  
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BBC News Online Report on a Hearing of the General Medical 
Council’s Professional Conduct Committee Hearing in June 
1999 
 
The complainant contacted the BBC to complain that an article (which was amended in 
the course of the complaint) , in failing to cite the outcome of an earlier High Court case, 
was inaccurate and biased [unfair] in favour of the doctors facing charges of serious 
professional misconduct relating to the birth of her son in 1991. The complainant also 
complained that elements of the article caused her distress and should be removed as it 
was damaging to her and her son. 
 
The Committee concluded that:  
 

• while it welcomed the BBC’s decision to add a footnote to clarify the outcome of 
the General Medical Council’s (GMC) Professional Conduct Committee Hearing, the 
amended article had mentioned the earlier Court case and Trustees felt strongly 
that its outcome and the Judge’s criticisms were material points which were likely 
to change the reader’s understanding of the GMC case.   

 
• the article had not included all of the relevant facts, as required under the 

Accuracy guideline 3.1, and was therefore not duly accurate.  Trustees concluded 
that the inaccuracy was consequently unfair to the complainant.   

 
• Trustees were pleased that the BBC had acted promptly to change that emphasis 

of the original article to focus more on the thrust of the complainant’s case against 
the two doctors. 
 

• it could find no evidence in the original article to support the claim that the 
reference to the complainant being a “pothead” should be attributed to the 
complainant. Trustees concluded that, rather than addressing the complaint, the 
amendment had exacerbated the problem by attributing the comment to the 
complainant herself, with no apparent evidence to support that attribution.  They 
noted that the complainant had since said that she had not made the comment 
herself.  

 
• the amended article did not meet the BBC’s standards on due accuracy and had 

resulted in unfairness to the complainant. 
 

• the article did not breach the guidelines on Impartiality or Harm and Offence.   
 

• it would ask the BBC Executive to consider the balance of public interest in 
keeping the article online against the distress it was causing the complainant in its 
current and partly un-evidenced form. Trustees accepted that editorial judgements 
were the preserve of the Executive and therefore Trustees asked that, in the event 
that the Executive determined that it was not appropriate to remove the article 
from the archive, it must be re-written again in such a way that it met the BBC’s 
standards of accuracy and fairness and pay due regard to the current absence of a 
reliable source for the detailed content of the GMC hearing. 

 
The complaint was upheld.  
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Appeal Findings  
Today, BBC Radio 4, 25 September 2015   
      
Background 
 
On 24 September 2015 there was a stampede near Mecca, Saudi Arabia, during the Hajj.  
Estimates of the death toll varied widely – the Saudi official figure is that 769 people died.  
The following month the Press Association reported that around 2,000 people had died. 
 
The day after the stampede BBC Radio 4’s Today reported that 717 people had died.  
Presenter Justin Webb interviewed Mohammed Jafari who was introduced as “an adviser 
to the Haj & Umra Travel company – the first Hajj tour operator in the UK; it was started 
by his father more than fifty years ago”.  Mr Jafari was critical of the way the Saudi 
authorities made arrangements for Hajj pilgrims, calling the events “Man’s incompetence” 
and claiming that the crush happened as a result of the Saudi government closing two 
roads to allow the King to receive guests at Mina.   
 
Highlights of the interview were reported on the programme’s webpage where Mr Jafari 
was described in similar terms.  
  
The complaint 
 
Dr Ali Jafari-Fini complained to the BBC that Mr Jafari was not an adviser to Haj & Umra 
Travel Limited.  He said the last official contact with Mr Jafari was when he went on one 
of the company’s tours as a volunteer in 2005.  The complainant said that the company 
had made no comments about the stampede.  
 
On receipt of the complaint a producer contacted Mr Jafari who said he was unconcerned 
about his brother’s complaint and said he had been involved in securing visas for this 
year’s Hajj for customers of the company.   
 
However on 20 October 2015 Mr Jafari wrote to the Today producer who set up the 
interview.  He said: 
 

“Unfortunately on the morning of the interview, you were not present, I was met 
by a chap who took me upstairs to the waiting area outside the studio. I told this 
person that I was no longer a director or shareholder of Hajj & Umra Travel. I said 
that they could call me an advisor on Hajj matters. I told them that I had been to 
Hajj many times and I was there during the 1990 tunnel disaster and the fire in 
Mina in 1997 
 
It seems there must have been a misunderstanding, so instead of introducing me 
as ‘an advisor on Hajj matters’ I was introduced as ‘an advisor to Hajj & Umra 
Travel’.”   
 
It must be remembered: 
 

• A huge disaster, which according to AP [Associated Press], (and BBC), 
yesterday has claimed over 2,000 lives, had just occurred, 

• the interviewer was remote on location and not in the studio 
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• And I was left alone in the studio so could not say anything to anybody” 
 
 
 
Appeal to the Trust 
 
The complainant stated that Mohammed Jafari was not an adviser to Haj & Umra Travel 
so no reference should have been made to the company.  He said the BBC had not taken 
any steps to verify the association between Mr Jafari and the company.  

 
Applicable Editorial Guidelines and Guidance 
 
The Committee considered the output against the BBC’s guidelines on Accuracy and 
Fairness, in particular: 
 

a. Accuracy 3.1 Introduction 

b. Accuracy 3.2 Principles 3.2.1, 3.2.2,  

c. Accuracy 3.4 Practices 3.4.2 Gathering Material 

d. Accuracy 3.4 Practices 3.4.7 Finding Contributors 

e. Fairness, Contributors & Consent 6.1 Introduction 

The Committee’s decision 
 
In reaching its decision the Committee took full account of all of the available evidence, 
including (but not limited to) the Editorial Adviser’s report, comments by the complainant 
and by BBC News.   
 
The Committee noted that records held at Companies House show that “Mohammad 
Jafari-Fini” was a director of Haj & Umra Travel Limited from 1993 to 1996 and that Dr Ali 
Jafari-Fini has been a director from 1999 to the present day.   
 
Trustees noted that both men now said that Mr Jafari was not an adviser to the company.  
That being the case, Today's introduction of him as “an adviser to the Haj & Umra Travel 
company”, appears to have been inaccurate, and given the challenging nature of Mr 
Jafari’s comments, associating him with Haj & Umra Travel therefore appeared unfair to 
the company, given its reliance upon good relationships with the Saudi government for 
their business.   
 
The Committee decided, however, that any error had resulted from an unfortunate 
miscommunication rather than any failure of journalistic process. 
 
The Committee noted that on 24 September 2015 a Today producer contacted 
Mohammed Jafari to ask him if he would be prepared to be interviewed about the Hajj 
stampede.  The producer said that she had known Mr Jafari since 2006; in 2014 she 
booked him to take part in a Today discussion about the history of Hajj tourism.  That 
broadcast appears not to have taken place but there is a record of the proposed item in 
the BBC’s “ENPS” system which refers to him as “Jafari Fini, Co-Founder Hajj and Umra 
Travel”.   
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On 24 September the producer spoke twice to Mr Jafari by telephone.  She kept notes 
during these conversations.  The initial conversation involved a detailed discussion about 
Mr Jafari’s views relating to the organisation of the Hajj, much of which he repeated on 
air:  the closing of key roads, the lack of emergency planning, a claimed lack of 
professionalism in the management of operations.  The producer recalled that the second 
conversation reconfirmed the arrangements for the interview.  She believed that both 
conversations made reference to how Mr Jafari should be described on air. 

The producer said: 

“He told me that he did not want to be described as a Director of Hajj and Umrah 
Travel as his brother had taken over and he was only an Advisor with the 
company now. He said it would not be accurate to describe him as anything else.” 
 

After the complaint was received, she wrote an email (on 21 October 2015) summarising 
the conversation of 24 September.  She expanded on this in a further explanation for the 
Editorial Complaints Unit [ECU] on 23 October 2015.   
 
The Committee noted the relevant extracts of the original notes, with additions in 
brackets representing the producer’s recollection of the conversations in emails one 
month later: 

“We’ve been in this industry for 55 years” 

[You can call me a] “Non [executive or an] Advisor, not part [of the company], 55 
years of license, always organised tours” 

[Not a Director an Advisor, Father started the company 55 years ago, I took over 
in] “1986, [you can check with the] civil aviation authorities.” 

Trustees noted that the BBC’s guidelines on accuracy require the BBC to “do all we can to 
ensure due accuracy in all our output” and to check and cross check facts.  They noted 
that accuracy guideline 3.4.7 contains specific guidance on finding contributors:  

“We should make checks to establish the credentials of our contributors and to 
avoid being ‘hoaxed’.  The nature of these checks should be appropriate to the 
nature and significance of their contribution, the content and the genre. 

 
We should consider whether it is appropriate to make more in depth checks about 
people who are the main subject of, or who are to make a significant contribution 
to, the output.  This may include ensuring they are interviewed, and if necessary 
checked by, more than one member of the production team using a combination 
of the following: 
 

• documentary evidence to validate their identity and story 
• corroboration from people other than those suggested by the contributor” 

 
As Mr Jafari was known to the producer as an existing contact, Trustees did not consider 
that his status required  a second check.  
 
The Committee considered it was clear that Mr Jafari had made the point to the producer 
that he was an adviser but there was a lack of clarity as to whether he said he was an 
adviser to the company or merely an adviser on Hajj matters.  The Committee noted that 
the contemporaneous notes were not definitive on this point as they said “Non Advisor 
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not part 55 years of license, always organised tours”, and could therefore support either 
description. 
 
The Committee considered the producer to have carried out all necessary checks and 
Trustees attached no blame to her journalistic processes for any error.  
 
Trustees noted that according to Mr Jafari’s email of 2 October 2015 there appeared to 
have been some confusion on the morning of transmission.  They noted from Mr Jafari’s 
account that he informed another member of staff, “that I was no longer a director or 
shareholder of Hajj & Umra Travel.  I said that they could call me an advisor on Hajj 
matters”.  The Committee noted that BBC News had not offered any comments about this 
exchange but Trustees considered it entirely possible that the member of staff took this to 
mean that Mr Jafari, while no longer being a director, preferred to be described as an 
adviser on Hajj matters to the company.   
 
Trustees understood that, when he was introduced that way on air, Mr Jafari might not 
have felt able to contradict the presenter during a live interview, especially when he was 
not in the same studio.  However, Trustees also noted that, later in the day when Mr 
Jafari had given two further broadcast interviews in which similar errors occurred, he had 
again not corrected the presenters:  
 

• Newsday on the BBC World Service in which he was described as “an adviser to 
Hajj and Umrah Travel” and in which he gave the impression that he worked 
closely with the travel company when he said: 

 
“We have fifteen staff which go with each tour and what we do, we have seminars 
in London, we have seminars every day in the hotel in Saudi Arabia after dinner, in 
which we instruct them what to do. And we travel with them on every part of the 
journey to tell them what to do.”  
 

• Channel 4 News, in which he was described in the reporter’s script as “one Hajj 
travel agent” and the on-screen caption said “Mohammad Jafari-Fini, Haj and 
Umra Tours”. 

 
Trustees decided that in these circumstances, and given the lack of a failure of journalistic 
process, no on-air correction was required and their decision would be sufficient to set the 
record straight. 
 
Finding: Upheld  
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Today, BBC Radio 4, 4 September 2015 
 
Background 
 
On 4 September 2015 BBC Radio 4’s Today programme discussed the delay in building a 
new nuclear power station at Hinckley Point C.  At the end of the discussion, the 
presenter James Naughtie asked one of his guests, the former Labour Defence Secretary 
Lord Hutton, for his reaction to an answer given the previous evening by Jeremy Corbyn 
MP during a television debate involving candidates in the Labour leadership contest.  
 
The actual exchange was as follows: 
 

Liz Kendall: “Is there any circumstance in which you would, would, deploy Britain’s 
military forces?” 
 
Jeremy Corbyn: “Any?  I’m sure there are some but I can’t think of them at the 
moment.”  

 
In Today James Naughtie summarised Mr Corbyn as saying: 
 

“…he couldn’t think of a situation in which he would deploy British troops.”  
 

The complaint 
 
The complainant considered that, by not acknowledging that Mr Corbyn was “sure” there 
would be some circumstances in which he would deploy troops, the presenter reversed Mr 
Corbyn’s meaning and therefore the summary was inaccurate and misleading. 
 
Appeal to the Trust 
 
The complainant raised the following points in relation to the accuracy of the item: 

Point (A): Mr Naughtie’s summary implied there were no situations in which Mr Corbyn 
would deploy troops; there was no reference to the prior affirmative comment “I’m sure 
there are some”, and no mention of the qualification “at the moment”. 

Point (B): The presenter chose his words with the intention of promoting controversy for 
journalistic impact: if he had reported Mr Corbyn’s exact words they would have been 
unlikely to have provoked such a hostile reaction from Lord Hutton.   
 
Editorial Guidelines and Guidance 
 
The BBC’s guidelines on Accuracy were applicable to this case, in particular: 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
3.2 Principles 3.2.1, 3.2.2, 3.2.3 
 
The Committee’s decision 
 
In reaching its decision the Committee took full account of all of the available evidence, 
including (but not limited to) the Editorial Adviser’s report, comments by the complainant 
and the BBC. 
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The Committee noted that Mr Corbyn’s comments were made during the final television 
debate between the four candidates for the Labour leadership.  One of the issues 
discussed was defence and, in a discussion about defence policy, Jeremy Corbyn made 
the following points: 
 

• he wanted to have a strategic defence review and a foreign policy review at the 
same time to determine Britain’s foreign policy objectives 

• Britain was in the “top five” in terms of military spending in the world; Britain 
spent £35bn a year on armed expenditure 

• he said we needed to consider the issues of nuclear weapons 

• he asked whether Britain could possibly have a global reach when it was a small 
country of 65m people on the north-west coast of Europe 

• he said that instead he was more interested in supporting international law, 
working with the UN. 
 

The four candidates discussed the possibility of Britain taking part in military action in 
Syria.4 Mr Corbyn said: 
 

“As soon as you get involved in military action something called mission creep 
takes over and we’ll find ourselves deeply embedded in that and then there will be 
a huge demand for sending ground troops as well.  I think there has to be… 

 
Liz Kendall, another of the candidates, interrupted: 
 

“Is there any circumstance in which you would…” 
 

Jeremy Corbyn: “I think there has to be a regional political solution and that’s the, 
the issue that I would press at the present time…” 
 
Liz Kendall: “Is there any circumstance in which you would, would, deploy Britain’s 
military forces?” 
 
Jeremy Corbyn: “Any?  I’m sure there are some but I can’t think of them at the 
moment.”  [Audience laughter and applause] 

 
The Committee noted the full exchange between James Naughtie and Lord Hutton, which 
took place at the end of a discussion about the delay in building a new nuclear power 
station at Hinckley Point C: 
 

James Naughtie: “John Hutton, I just want to ask you about one other thing.  
You are a former Defence Secretary in the Labour Government.  Jeremy Corbyn, 
who seems to be in the lead, I mean we don’t know what’s going to happen next 
week in the Labour leadership election, addressed this question last night in a 
Sky hustings and he said he would make huge cuts in the UK armed forces if he 
ever became Prime Minister and he said he couldn’t think of a situation in which 
he would deploy British troops.  What do you make of that?” 

                                                
4 This clip can be seen here: http://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2015/sep/03/jeremy-corbyn-i-cant-think-of-an-

instance-in-which-id-deploy-uk-military-video 

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2015/sep/03/jeremy-corbyn-i-cant-think-of-an-instance-in-which-id-deploy-uk-military-video
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2015/sep/03/jeremy-corbyn-i-cant-think-of-an-instance-in-which-id-deploy-uk-military-video
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Lord Hutton: “Well I think that’s completely irresponsible.  I think that’s the 
wrong policy.  I think you’ve got to look at a foreign policy not from the the 
standpoint of a fixed ideology in that sense, you know, you’ve got to be able to 
respond to security threats facing the UK.  And if you’re not prepared to deploy 
armed forces to defend the UK and the space of our friends and allies around the 
world, well I don’t think you should be the leader of a principled political party in 
the UK.” 

 
James Naughtie: “I mean what he’s saying, it’s perfectly clear, we Britain are in 
the top five of military spending across the whole world.  I think we have to look 
at those issues and the issues of nuclear weapons as well and also what our 
policy objectives actually are – he talked about whether Britain could afford a 
global reach.” 

 
Lord Hutton: “Well this is the old far left reasserting itself and I think those views 
are completely at odds with the modern world and where Britain needs to be.  
We should be a force for good in the world and we shouldn’t be afraid to defend 
our values around the world when they’re under threat and under attack and I’m 
very disappointed to hear a candidate for the leadership of my party expressing 
views that are completely I think at odds with the reality of today’s world.” 

 
The Committee noted that accuracy guideline 3.2.2 requires the BBC to use “clear, precise 
language” which is “appropriate to [the content’s] subject and nature”.  Trustees noted 
that the presenter was not required to directly quote Mr Corbyn in full, but his summary 
was required to be duly accurate.  

Trustees noted the complainant’s view that Mr Corbyn’s comments were uncontroversial 
because many people in the UK would say that they could not currently think of 
circumstances in which they would deploy troops (other than – the complainant said – a 
generic answer such as if Britain was in danger of being attacked). 

Trustees noted, however, that Mr Corbyn made his comments in the context of a hustings 
debate, in a process to elect the leader of a major political party.  They considered it 
unusual for a prospective party leader to decide not to offer any circumstance in which he 
would be prepared to deploy military force (not even the generic answer suggested by the 
complainant).  They therefore disagreed with the complainant that Mr Corbyn’s comments 
were uncontroversial.  

Trustees noted that the presenter’s précis had omitted the two qualifications to Mr 
Corbyn’s view but they did not agree that this reversed his meaning.  They considered 
that Mr Corbyn’s stance on the deployment of troops, as well as on defence spending and 
nuclear weapons, marked a clear break with recent Labour leaders.  They noted that his 
position on these matters was described in James Naughtie’s second question.  
 
Given this context, and given that this was a brief summing-up which was used to pose a 
question, Trustees decided that the précis was duly accurate.    
 
Point (A) Finding: not upheld 
 
Trustees noted the complainant’s view that the presenter chose his words with the 
intention of promoting controversy for journalistic impact, and that if he had reported Mr 
Corbyn’s comments in full it would have been unlikely to have provoked such a hostile 
reaction from Lord Hutton.   
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Trustees agreed that Mr Corbyn’s comments were newsworthy and that a discussion with 
the former Labour Defence Secretary was editorially justified. They noted Lord Hutton’s 
response to the broader points put by James Naughtie in his second question and they 
considered it unlikely that his response would have softened had Mr Corbyn been quoted 
in full. 
 
Trustees noted that accuracy guideline 3.2.3 requires that the BBC must not knowingly 
and materially mislead its audience, and they found no evidence that this had happened. 
 
Point (B) Finding: not upheld 
 
Overall finding: not upheld 
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BBC News Online Report on a Hearing of the General 
Medical Council’s Professional Conduct Committee 
Hearing in June 1999 
 
Background 
 
The complainant’s son was born at home in a breech delivery during which he suffered 
brain damage due to asphyxia.  In May 1997 a High Court case dealt with the 
circumstances of the birth and found the Health Authority liable. According to 
contemporaneous news reports, the Judge accused a consultant obstetrician (who was 
one of the two doctors involved in a subsequent General Medical Council (GMC) hearing) 
and another person of falsifying medical records and giving misleading evidence in the 
case.  It was claimed in the High Court that the complainant had been told to go straight 
to hospital after she attended an antenatal clinic complaining of stomach pains, but that 
she had refused to do so.  The complainant denied she was given this advice and she 
returned home, where she gave birth several hours later.   
 
The Judge said that he was “driven to the conclusion” that the obstetrician had added 
notes to his original records after the birth to give the impression that he had advised the 
mother to go straight to hospital.  The Judge said, “I appreciate that this is a strong 
finding to make against someone of his status, but having heard the witnesses and 
considered the relevant documents, that is my finding”.  The Court awarded the 
complainant’s son a significant sum (reported at the time to be likely to be in excess of 
£1million).  
 
BBC News Online did not report the 1997 High Court case. 
 
On 8 June 1999, the BBC News website published an article entitled “Mother was pot 
head5”.  The article reported on one day’s proceedings in a GMC hearing which was 
considering charges of serious professional misconduct against two doctors one of whom 
had been criticised by the Judge in the Court case.   
  
The article began by stating: 

“The mother accusing two doctors of lying about their advice to her during her 
labour was accused of being a ‘spaced out pot head’.  [She] admitted during a 
doctors’ disciplinary hearing at the General Medical Council (GMC) that she had 
taken cannabis.” 

The article reported the complainant’s claims that: 

• the two doctors had failed to send her to hospital 

• they had lied under oath 

• she had never been told she needed immediate admission to hospital 

• whilst she admitted lying to her doctors about taking cannabis during her 
pregnancy she said she had not taken any drugs on the day of the birth. 

The article reported the doctors’ claims that 

                                                
5 In the original article, the word ‘pot head’ was given as two words. In the amended article, ‘pothead’ was rendered as one 

word. This finding reflects the variant spellings.  
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• the obstetrician had advised her to go to hospital immediately 

• the second doctor said he had heard his colleague give this advice. 

The article said that the complainant had sought compensation from Bromley Health 
Authority at a High Court hearing in 1997 but it did not report that she was successful in 
the case.  The article also reported that the GMC Committee heard a charge made by the 
complainant that the consultant obstetrician had falsified records in an attempt to cover 
up his actions but that he denied this charge. 

The GMC later found the doctors not guilty of serious professional misconduct. The 
conclusion of the case was not reported by BBC News Online, which covered only one day 
of the hearing. 

The complainant contacted BBC News Online in January 2013 stating that the article was 
inaccurate and biased because, whilst it mentioned the “pot head mother” in its headline, 
it failed to mention that one of the doctors was severely criticised in the earlier High Court 
case, in which the complainant was successful, and that the Health Authority had incurred 
significant legal costs as a result of the case. 

The BBC told her it did not remove material from its archive but it agreed that the article 
required some changes.  It said: 

“While it was a fair and accurate account of that day’s proceedings at the GMC 
over thirteen years ago, having regard to the totality of your experiences in the 
High Court and before the GMC (which ultimately found the doctors not guilty of 
professional misconduct), and with the benefit of hindsight, I felt the focus 
editorially should have been more on the case against the doctors.” 

The article was amended as follows: 

• the title was changed to “Doctors ‘covered up birth advice’” 

• the opening two paragraphs removed any reference to the complainant taking 
cannabis and instead focused on her accusation that the doctors had lied about 
their advice to her 

• the removal of a sub title: “Denied taking drugs on day of birth” and the addition 
of a new sub title “Records falsified” 

• the “pot head” reference now appeared in the fifth paragraph as follows: 

“She said she had been accused of being a ‘spaced-out pothead’.  [She] 
admitted that she had taken cannabis, but under cross-examination at the 
GMC, she said she had not taken any drugs on the day of the birth, and 
was adamant that she had never been told that she needed immediate 
admission to hospital…  [New paragraph - She] admitted lying to her 
doctors about taking cannabis during her pregnancy, despite their 
warnings that it could harm the baby.”   

• a footnote was added to the end of the article: “Update January 2013: At the 
conclusion of the hearing, the GMC found both doctors not guilty of serious 
professional misconduct”.   

The complaint 
 
The complaint which is the subject of appeal to the Trust related to the amended version 
of the article rather than the original.  The complainant felt strongly that the article should 
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make reference to the verdict in the earlier High Court case, and that the reference to her 
as a “spaced out pot head” should be removed altogether. 
 
Appeal to the Trust 
 
The complainant raised the following points to support her appeal: 
 
Point (A) She said the article did not make it clear that the High Court found in her 
favour in 1997 and in particular it did not make clear the extent of the Court’s criticism – 
and that this was unfair to her and favoured the doctors.  

Point (B) The article unnecessarily referred to her being described in the course of the 
GMC hearing as a “spaced-out pot head”, which continued to cause distress to her and 
her son and should be removed.  

Applicable Editorial Guidelines and Guidance 
 
The complaint was not framed precisely in terms of specific aspects of the Editorial 
Guidelines, but Trustees considered whether the amended article was consistent with the 
Editorial Guidelines on due accuracy, impartiality, fairness and harm and offence. 
 
The Committee’s decision 
 
In reaching its decision the Committee took full account of all the available evidence, 
including (but not limited to) the Editorial Adviser’s report, comments by the complainant 
and the BBC. 
 
Point (A) 
 
The Committee noted that it had not been possible to obtain a copy of the 1997 High 
Court judgement, and Trustees relied instead upon contemporaneous news reports from 
the Independent, the British Medical Journal and the Daily Mail.  These articles reported 
the Court’s decision that the Health Authority was liable in the case, and the Judge’s 
comments that he accepted the complainant’s testimony over that of the obstetrician and 
another person. 
 
The Committee noted that the GMC had provided the Editorial Adviser with its minutes of 
the 1999 hearing against the obstetrician and a second doctor.  The minutes were 
provided on a confidential basis with the purpose of assisting the BBC Trust in resolving 
the case and they confirmed that both doctors were found not guilty of serious 
professional misconduct. 
 
The Committee noted that both versions of the article stated that the complainant had 
sought compensation from Bromley Health Authority at a High Court hearing in 1997 but 
neither version reported that she was successful in the case. 
 
The Committee noted that when the BBC amended the article in 2013, they placed a 
greater emphasis on the complainant’s case against the doctors.   Trustees also noted the 
BBC’s acknowledgement that it was unfortunate that it had not reported the conclusion of 
the GMC case, so it had added the footnote which made it clear that the doctors were 
found not guilty of serious professional misconduct. 
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Trustees welcomed the BBC’s decision to add the footnote to clarify the outcome of the 
GMC case. They noted the BBC’s view that the article related to the GMC hearing and that 
the BBC could report only what transpired during that hearing, rather than being an 
account of the 1997 High Court case.   
 
Trustees noted, however, that the amended article had mentioned the earlier Court case 
and they felt strongly that its outcome and the Judge’s criticisms were material points 
which were likely to change the reader’s understanding of the GMC case.  Trustees 
concluded that the article had not included all of the relevant facts, as was required under 
Accuracy Guideline 3.1, and was therefore not duly accurate.  They concluded that the 
inaccuracy was consequently unfair to the complainant.   
 
Point (A): Upheld 
 
Point (B) 
 
The Committee noted the complainant’s view that the BBC’s approach was “tabloid” and 
continued to cause distress to her and her son.  The Editorial Guidelines explain that:   
 

“The BBC strives to be fair to all - fair to those our output is about…” 
 
Trustees also noted that Fairness guideline 6.4.3 states that there may be occasions when 
people are referred to without their knowledge or consent and that the BBC should be fair 
and accurate in its portrayal of these people. 
 
The Committee noted that the BBC’s report was the only surviving contemporaneous 
news report of the GMC hearing to have included the “pot head” reference.  The GMC’s 
minutes did not include such a reference but the Committee accepted that they were not 
a verbatim record of proceedings.  As the original BBC article was more than fifteen years 
old, it had not been possible to find the original source copy. The BBC considered it likely 
that the article was based upon agency reports and had consulted with the Press 
Association, but it could not find the copy in its archives. 
 
Trustees noted the BBC’s acknowledgement that the emphasis of the original article was 
“a little misplaced” and they were pleased that the BBC had acted promptly to change 
that emphasis to focus more on the thrust of the complainant’s case against the two 
doctors. 
 
However, Trustees noted that the BBC stood by its inclusion of the “pot head” claim as 
part of an accurate account of the hearing and that BBC News Online said it had no 
reason to doubt that the term “pot head” had been mentioned in Court, because it 
featured so prominently in the report.   
 
Trustees noted that, when the BBC amended the article in 2013, they attributed the “pot 
head” reference to the complainant herself, as they believed this was suggested in the 
original story and they wished to clarify the point. 
 
Trustees could find no evidence in the original article to support this claim, and they 
concluded that, rather than addressing the complaint, the amendment had exacerbated 
the problem by attributing the comment to the complainant herself, with no apparent 
evidence to support that attribution.  They noted that the complainant had since said that 
she had not made the comment herself.  
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The Committee concluded that the amended article did not meet the BBC’s standards on 
due accuracy and had resulted in unfairness to the complainant. 
 
Point (B): Upheld 
 
The Committee noted that accuracy guideline 3.4.24 sets out BBC policy relating to the 
removal of online content: the presumption is that material published online will become 
part of a permanently accessible archive and will not normally be removed, save in 
exceptional circumstances which may include legal reasons or a serious breach of editorial 
standards. The guidance on removal of online content says: 
 

“Online content, whether it’s part of a catch-up service or a permanent archive, 
should only be removed or amended in exceptional circumstances. For example, 
where there are legal or child protection issues or where a failure to act would be 
likely to lead to a serious breach of editorial standards, endanger an individual’s 
safety or cause significant harm or distress.” 
 

The Committee noted that the complainant had not framed her complaint precisely in 
terms of specific aspects of the Editorial Guidelines or guidance. Trustees decided that the 
article did not breach the guidelines on Impartiality or Harm and Offence.  However, 
Trustees concluded that the original article was flawed in relation to its accuracy and 
fairness and, when the BBC had acted to change the emphasis of the article, the 
amendments were also flawed: they had failed to address the complaint satisfactorily and, 
in attributing the “pot head” reference to the complainant herself, they had compounded 
the inaccuracy and unfairness.   
 
The Committee understood that online material was not normally removed completely, 
and that the public interest in retaining contemporaneous accounts of GMC hearings was 
high. However, Trustees asked the Executive to consider the balance of public interest in 
keeping the article online against the distress it was causing the complainant in its current 
and partly un-evidenced form. Trustees accepted that editorial judgements were the 
preserve of the BBC Executive and therefore Trustees asked that, in the event that the 
Executive determined that it was not appropriate to remove the article from the archive, it 
must be re-written again in such a way that it met the BBC’s standards of accuracy and 
fairness and paid due regard to the current absence of a reliable source for the detailed 
content of the GMC hearing. 
 
Overall finding: Upheld 
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Requests to review the Trust 
Unit’s decisions on appeals 
The following complainants asked the Editorial Standards Committee to review the 
decision of the Trust Unit that the complainant’s appeal did not qualify to proceed for 
consideration by the Committee. 
 
In each instance, the Committee was provided with the complainant’s appeal/s to the 
Trust, the response or responses from the Trust Unit and the complainant’s request/s to 
review that decision.  The Committee was also provided with the relevant broadcast or 
published content. 
 
 

BBC News website article 2015 
 
The complaint concerned an article published on the BBC website about a house which 
was destroyed by a gas explosion. The article contained photographs of the aftermath of 
the blast. 
 
The complainant was living in the house at the time. She complained that the 
photographs were taken on her land and the photographer had committed trespass. She 
also said that, by publishing these photographs, her privacy had been breached.  
 
The BBC rejected her complaint, saying that the photographs were obtained from a third 
party news agency and were widely used elsewhere. It added that trespass was a civil, 
rather than a criminal, matter and the complainant should pursue the photographer in 
question. 
 
Appeal to the BBC Trust  
 
The complainant appealed to the BBC Trust on the substance of her complaint. She 
believed that the BBC was responsible as it “…invaded my privacy by using the 
photographs which were obtained by trespassing on my land”. She considered that the 
BBC should be held responsible for the agency and that the agency had not had 
permission to be on the complainant’s land.  
 
The complainant also provided the BBC Trust with various explanations she said were 
given by the news agency about the taking of the photographs. There was a 
disagreement between the complainant and the agency over what had occurred and, in 
particular, whether or not consent was given to the photographer to take the pictures. 
 
Decision of the Trust Adviser 
 
The Trust Adviser (the Adviser) read all the correspondence and the online article. She 
said she understood why the complainant felt so strongly about the photographs being 
published. However, she considered that the complainant’s appeal did not have a 
reasonable prospect of success. 
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The Adviser said the complainant believed that the photographer who took pictures of her 
house had trespassed on her property and so the BBC had breached her privacy by 
publishing these photographs.   
 
The Adviser observed that all BBC output is required to meet the standards set under the 
Editorial Guidelines. These are publicly available and can be found in full at 
www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines. In particular, section 7 (Privacy) was relevant to this 
complaint. The introduction to this section states that: 
 

“The BBC respects privacy and does not infringe it without good reason…” 
 
The Adviser noted that if the BBC infringes someone’s privacy, it must be warranted by, 
for example, the public interest. In such cases, the BBC should balance any infringement 
of privacy against the public interest. If the infringement is to be justified then the public 
interest must outweigh the individual’s right to privacy.  
 
The Adviser said that the complainant had raised two issues: trespass and privacy.  
 
Trespass 
 
The complainant alleged that in order to take the photographs which appeared on the 
BBC website the photographer had trespassed on her property.  As the BBC used the 
photographs which was allegedly obtained by trespass the complainant believed the BBC 
should also be held accountable. 
 
The Adviser noted that it appeared that the pictures were taken from private land. This 
was because the evidence (aerial and other photographs) suggested that the angle from 
which the photographs were taken could only be achieved from being on private land. 
The Adviser noted that the news agency, as quoted by the complainant, had not denied 
that the photographs were taken on private land, but claimed it had received permission.  
 
However, the Adviser considered the Committee was unlikely to find a breach of the 
Editorial Guidelines, for three reasons. Firstly, in terms of an allegation of trespass 
committed by a third party, it would not be within the Committee’s remit to decide the 
actions of a third party, such as a news agency, which the BBC had not commissioned. 
This is because it relates to a third party (i.e. not the BBC or a party representing the 
BBC) and it is not within its statutory remit. Secondly, trespass is a matter for the courts 
and not the BBC Trust. It is not for the Trust to determine whether or not a breach of the 
law of trespass has taken place. Thirdly, there was a disagreement between the agency 
and the complainant over whether permission was granted to the photographer to enter 
the land. The Adviser considered that it remained unclear whether a relative of the 
complainant had in fact given permission to the photographer – as the agency had stated. 
The Adviser considered that Trustees would not be able to confidently adjudicate between 
these different accounts.  
 
The Adviser also noted that trespass differed from privacy, and trespass was not 
inherently a privacy matter. 
 
Privacy  
 
The complainant also stated, “I believe the BBC invaded my privacy by using the 
photographs which were obtained by trespassing on my land. I believe the BBC is 
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responsible for the source of its material”. The complainant appeared to clearly link the 
alleged infringement of privacy directly with the issue of trespass.  
 
Irrespective of the issue of trespass, the Adviser considered that the photographs did, 
potentially, raise issues of privacy. She noted that the complainant was not identified in 
any way in the BBC report.  However, the Adviser appreciated that the photographs 
showed the inside of her property and were taken at a time of distress. Although the 
images of the content of the house were limited because of the magnitude of the 
explosion, personal effects which would not normally be seen by the public were clearly 
visible.   
 
The Adviser noted that, under the Editorial Guidelines, there was a general expectation 
that privacy would be respected (in line with the Human Rights Act 1998).  However, she 
noted that broadcasters also had a right to freedom of expression and that, in making 
decisions about material which might infringe an individual’s privacy, the editorial 
justification of the output would also be considered. She considered that Trustees would 
be likely to conclude there was a strong (and overriding) public interest in showing the 
photographs which meant the decision was editorially justified.  She noted, for example, 
that it was an important local news story and that it related to the potential dangers of 
propane-fed gas supplies.  She noted that protecting people’s health and safety was one 
of the examples provided by the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines as being in the public interest. 
 
Taking the above into account the Adviser considered Trustees would be likely to 
conclude that the appeal did not have a reasonable prospect of success.  She therefore 
did not consider it was appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to proceed with the 
appeal and did not propose to put it before Trustees. 
 
Request for review by Trustees 
 
The complainant requested that the Trustees review the decision not to proceed with her 
appeal. She said that: 
 

• a person came into her garden without her consent and took photographs of her 
home. The BBC used these photographs. 

 
• a person flew a drone over her home without her consent and took a video of her 

home. The BBC used this video. 
 
The Panel’s decision 
 
A panel of the Committee noted the points made by the complainant, the BBC and the 
Trust Adviser.  
 
Trustees noted that the use of the drone footage was a new point that had only been 
raised at the Trust and not with the Executive. The Trustees agreed that they could not 
consider a complaint that had not been made in the first case to the Executive. This was 
in line with the Agreement between the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport 
and the BBC which says (Clause 90 (3)) that: 
  

“The Trust should not have a role in handling or determining individual complaints 
in the first instance…” 
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With regard to the allegation of trespass the Trustees noted that the alleged trespass was 
committed by a third party who did not represent the BBC. The Trustees agreed that it 
was not for the Trust to determine whether or not a breach of the law of trespass had 
taken place. It was a matter for the courts. 
 
With regard to privacy, Trustees noted that the complainant was not identified in the BBC 
report although she would have been identifiable to those who knew her and either 
recognised her house or knew her house had been destroyed by an explosion. 
 
Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they were not likely to uphold a 
breach of the Editorial Guidelines regarding privacy given that: 
 

• the pictures of destruction, whilst very distressing to the complainant, did not 
appear to reveal any sensitive personal possessions or information. 

• the destruction of the house and its location was in the public domain.  
• there was a strong public interest editorial justification in terms of public health 

and safety for the inclusion of this material in the news item.  
 
Trustees concluded that it was not appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to proceed 
with the appeal as it did not have a reasonable prospect of success. 
 
The Panel therefore decided that this appeal did not qualify to proceed for 
consideration.  
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Coast, BBC Two, 30 July 2015 
 
The complaint concerned an edition of Coast which looked at the Irish Sea. The presenter 
included the following in the introduction:  
 

“One small sea lies at the heart of our islands and touches us all. We’ve been 
crisscrossing it for centuries to connect with coastal neighbours. Bounded by 
Scotland in the north, England in the east, Wales in the south, and Ireland in the 
west, I’m on the Irish Sea... 40,000 square miles of water touching the shores of 
all four nations that make up the British Isles.”    

 
The complainant made the following points:  
 

• The programme was inaccurate as there were five nations not four within the 
British Isles. 

• The programme treated Britain as a conglomerate of three parts, but treated 
Ireland solely as an island. The two islands should have been compared like-with-
like.     

• This inaccuracy was “dismissive of the mere existence of Northern Ireland”, 
ignored “internationally accepted and respected boundaries” and offended the 
“democratic people of Northern Ireland”.   

• The programme used “archaic political terminology” which was “provocative” and 
which suggested “there is a secret agenda within the BBC to appease the threat 
from Irish Nationalists and Republicans”. This was BBC propaganda designed “to 
wipe away 94 years of history”. 

• There were either two geographical islands (Ireland and Britain) or five political 
nations (Scotland, England, Wales, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland). 
The programme confused these two things. 

• The BBC always specified East Sussex or West Sussex. The different approach 
towards the two parts of the island of Ireland suggested “double standards” and 
“hypocrisy”. Northern Ireland should be on an equal footing with other parts of the 
UK. 

  
BBC Audience Services made the following points at Stage 1:  
 

• Both the executive producer of Coast and Audience Services understood why the 
complainant had felt aggrieved. There was no intention to be inaccurate or offend. 

• The short reference to “four nations” was a reflection of the geographical rather 
than political make-up of the British Isles. 

• Coast was primarily about the shorelines, the sea and the people and the wildlife 
whose lives were touched by those elements. In referring to “nations” in this 
sequence, the programme was not making a specific comment about either 
Northern Ireland or the Republic of Ireland but was referring to the island of 
Ireland in a straightforward geographical sense as was clear from the 
accompanying map. 

• Elsewhere in the episode, Nendrum was specifically referred to as being in 
Northern Ireland and there was a specific story about partition, which made clear 
the political distinction between North and South. 

• The programme concluded with the thought: “Perhaps we’re not so much a 
collection of different countries sharing the Irish Sea, but, rather, people OF the 
Irish Sea.” 
 

The Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) made the following points at Stage 2: 
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• There might be contexts in which such a choice of words might be offensive but 

this was not one of them. 
• The context was primarily geographical rather than political. Although the ECU 

noted the complainant’s argument that a distinction should be observed between 
geographical and political contexts, with strict observance of the terminology 
appropriate to each, many programmes did not fall neatly into such categories, 
and neither did common usage.  

• Coast often included elements of the history associated with the places it visited, 
which might (like the references in this edition to the Easter Rising and 
subsequent gun-running activities) have resonances which were politically relevant 
today.  

• The use of “Ireland” to denote the entirety of the island is established in a range 
of contexts beyond the strictly geographical, ranging from the organisation of the 
Anglican and Roman Catholic churches to Rugby Union. 

• A more realistic yardstick would be whether the context was such as to lead 
viewers to believe that a partisan or controversial political viewpoint was being 
expressed, and there was not much risk of viewers forming that impression of this 
edition of Coast. 

• As well as the phrasing which prompted the complaint the presenter also said: 
“I’ve visited Wales, Ireland, Northern Ireland. I’m finishing bound for Scotland.” 

 
Appeal to the BBC Trust  
 
The complainant appealed to the BBC Trust on 10 December 2015 on the substance of his 
complaint.   
 
Decision of the Trust Adviser 
 
The Trust Adviser (The Adviser) appreciated the complainant’s concerns – and 
acknowledged there was an inconsistency in the phrase which was the subject of the 
complaint, in that it referred to the different nations within Great Britain, while not 
acknowledging the two nations within the landmass of Ireland. However, she decided that 
the complainant’s appeal did not have a reasonable prospect of success. 
 
The Adviser noted that all BBC output was required to meet the standard of “due 
accuracy” which, under the Editorial Guidelines, was defined as being “adequate and 
appropriate to the output, taking account of the subject and nature of the content, the 
likely audience expectation and any signposting that may influence that expectation”.   
 
The Adviser noted that the BBC had acknowledged that the complainant had been 
offended by the reference to “four nations” and had understood why he had felt 
aggrieved. The BBC had also stressed that there had been no intention to offend and that 
the programme “was offering no comment on the political make-up of Ireland”. 
   
The Adviser noted that the BBC described Coast as a programme which was “primarily 
about the landscape and its surrounding seas” and which aimed to uncover “stories that 
have made us the island nation we are today”. She noted that the introduction to the 
programme had focused very much on the geography of the Irish Sea: “one small sea lies 
at the heart of our islands” She noted also that the map which had accompanied the 
description of the journey the presenter was about to take, along with subsequent maps 
in the programme, had been a geographical one which highlighted the natural landscape 
of the region.  
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The programme had gone on to explore the nature of the Irish Sea itself with its “complex 
tidal swirl”, some of the historical schemes which had proposed ways of physically linking 
the coastlines, and the shipwreck of RMS Tayleur off the coast of Lambay Island.  
 
The Adviser also noted that the programme had included a report on the background to 
the Easter Rising and the subsequent gun running by the yacht Asgard which had made 
clear, as the BBC had pointed out, “the political distinction between North and South”. 
She also noted that towards the end of the programme the presenter had remarked that 
“I’ve visited Wales, Ireland, Northern Ireland. I’m finishing bound for Scotland.” 
 
Given therefore the nature of Coast, the geographical context evident in this edition, the 
subsequent information which made explicit the difference between the Irish Republic and 
Northern Ireland and the likely audience expectation, the Adviser agreed with the BBC 
that viewers to this edition of Coast were unlikely to infer that “a partisan or controversial 
political viewpoint was being expressed” and that the programme was duly accurate. 
 
Taking this into account the Adviser considered Trustees would be likely to conclude that 
the programme did not raise a potential breach of editorial standards and the appeal did 
not have a reasonable prospect of success.  She therefore did not consider it was 
appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to proceed with the appeal and did not 
propose to put it before Trustees.  
 
Request for review by Trustees 
 
The complainant requested that the Trustees review the decision not to proceed with his 
appeal.  
 
The Panel’s decision 
 
A panel of the Committee noted the points made by the complainant, the BBC and the 
Adviser. 
 
Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they were not likely to uphold a 
breach of the Editorial Guidelines given that: 
 

• although the programme’s introduction had not made a distinction between the 
two political entities which shared the island of Ireland, elsewhere in the 
programme a distinction had been made between Northern Ireland and the Irish 
Republic through both the historical events which had been explored and in the 
presenter’s commentary, and so the programme as a whole had been duly 
accurate  

• importantly, the context of this edition of Coast was primarily geographical and 
this was evident from the commentary and the maps used in the programme.  

 
Trustees concluded that it was not appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to proceed 
with the appeal as it did not have a reasonable prospect of success. 
 
The Panel therefore decided that this appeal did not qualify to proceed for 
consideration. 
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BBC participation in the Manchester Pride parade 
  
The complaint related to the BBC’s presence in the Manchester Pride event. The 
complainant considered the BBC’s involvement in it demonstrated bias. He considered: 
 

• BBC Radio Manchester’s presence with a float in the Manchester Pride parade 
endorsed the aims of the parade and therefore demonstrated bias. 

• The float featured a large banner saying “BBC Pride”. Use of the BBC name 
identified it with the cause being espoused. The BBC was therefore “taking sides 
on a controversial moral issue which divides opinion in society”. 

• The BBC was aligning itself with the political aims of the gay rights movement – 
for example the legitimacy of same-sex marriage.  

• If there had been an informal group of staff who supported a political party the 
BBC would not have allowed its logo to be associated with that political party. 
Thus the use of the BBC logo created “an impression of official support for the 
aims and ethos of the Pride parade”. 

• Attendance at the parade to report on it was quite different from participation in 
the parade with a float. The latter expressed “total identification with the gay 
rights agenda”. Other organisations took part “not to express their impartiality 
concerning homosexuality but to show their wholehearted support of the gay 
cause”. 

• The parade had “political overtones”. Liberal Democrats at the parade had 
proclaimed their role in changing the law to allow same sex marriage. The 
campaigning group Stonewall also had a high profile presence.   

• The BBC could have covered the parade without a float. 
• Did any BBC outlet report the presence of the Christian protestors or seek their 

views? 
 
BBC Audience Services made the following points at Stage 1:  
 

• BBC Pride was the name of an internal and informal staff group which aimed to 
bring together people of diverse sexualities in the BBC, providing support, advice 
and friendship and helping to ensure that BBC workplaces were places where all 
members felt happy and comfortable. 

• BBC Pride was not part of BBC Radio Manchester, but they shared the same 
corporate float in the parade itself. Their flag allowed the group to promote itself 
to the public. 

• The Manchester Pride parade was simply part of a festival which was “a 
celebration of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender life”, and which aimed to 
celebrate diversity and all aspects of LGBT life in the region. 

• Many organisations participated in the celebrations and BBC Radio Manchester had 
long had a presence there as staff wished to take part.  

• The station was a key part of the north-west community in and around Greater 
Manchester and the audience expected it to fully and fairly reflect all aspects of life 
in the region. 

• Neither BBC Radio Manchester nor the wider BBC took any side or position on any 
issue and the BBC Pride group had no editorial influence on output. 

• Participating in or covering events like this did not equate to any expression or 
statement of any corporate BBC policy, position, viewpoint or editorial direction.  

• BBC Radio Manchester covered issues of faith in its other programmes. 
• The station did not cover the small number of Christian protestors at the parade 

because it was not judged to be newsworthy on the day. The BBC was not obliged 
to cover every facet of every issue on every occasion. 
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• The BBC would continue to cover controversial issues such as same sex marriage 
with impartiality. 

 
BBC North West made the following points at Stage 2: 
 

• BBC Pride is simply the name of the group and had no bearing on BBC editorial or 
policy matters.  

• The scenario involving a BBC staff group and a political party was hypothetical and 
the BBC was only able to entertain complaints about things which existed.  

• The parade reflected the reality of LGBT culture in modern Manchester. 
• The Equality Act contained a public sector equality duty which required public 

organisations like the BBC to promote equality by helping to tackle prejudice and 
to promote understanding in the areas of religion or belief and sexual orientation. 

• BBC Radio Manchester aimed to reflect all views in a wide range of programmes. 
It celebrated with many different groups in the region – for example Manchester’s 
Mega Mela and Caribbean Carnival – but participating in or covering such events 
did not mean that the BBC supported or endorsed any one viewpoint. 

• BBC Radio Manchester allowed people to speak for themselves including those 
who might be opposed, on religious or other grounds, to the laws that give 
equality to LGBT people. The BBC as a whole regularly discussed and debated 
such issues from all perspectives. 

 
Appeal to the BBC Trust  
 
The complainant appealed to the BBC Trust on 9 December 2015 on the substance of his 
complaint. He referred to the BBC guidelines on “Impartiality” and to those on “Editorial 
Integrity and Independence from External Interests” which he said had been breached 
because of the participation of BBC Radio Manchester in the parade. 
 
Decision of the Trust Adviser 
 
The Trust Adviser (the Adviser) decided that the complainant’s appeal did not have a 
reasonable prospect of success. 
 
The Adviser noted that the complaint related to the fact that BBC Radio Manchester had 
participated in the Manchester Pride parade by having a float, and that the float had 
displayed a banner which read “BBC Pride”. The complainant felt that the BBC’s 
involvement in the parade meant that it was “taking sides on a controversial moral issue 
which divides opinion in society” and which did not therefore “accord with its duty of 
impartiality”. The complainant stated that his complaint did not concern BBC coverage of 
the event. 
 
The Adviser noted that the sections of the guidelines on “Impartiality” and those on 
“Editorial Integrity and Independence from External Interests” had been referred to by 
the complainant in his appeal. She noted that they related to the content of BBC output; 
however, the complainant had stated that he was not complaining about any broadcast 
and she therefore considered they were not applicable in this case. The Adviser noted 
that the section of the Editorial Guidelines on “Conflict of Interest” stated:  
 

“Our audiences must be able to trust the BBC and be confident that our editorial 
decisions are not influenced by outside interests, political or commercial pressures, 
or any personal interests.” 
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She noted the responses from the BBC which had explained that BBC Pride was the name 
of an internal staff group which operated within the workplace to support people of all 
different sexualities. As such the presence of the group and of their banner at the parade 
identified them as “a group of people who had chosen to take part”.   
 
She noted also that the BBC had referred the complainant to the Equality Act which 
contained a public sector equality duty which required public organisations like the BBC to 
promote equality by helping to tackle prejudice and to promote understanding in the 
areas of religion or belief and sexual orientation. 
 
The Adviser noted that the Manchester Pride parade was a free event that was part of the 
Big Weekend – a festival designed to celebrate the culture and life of the LGBT 
community in the north-west of the country. The BBC had explained that as a key part of 
the community in the region, listeners to BBC Radio Manchester would expect the station 
to have a presence at the parade. She noted that the station had also had a presence at 
the Manchester Mega Mela and the Caribbean Carnival of Manchester. 
 
She noted the complainant’s query in his appeal: “Does not the presence of the BBC 
Radio Manchester Float in the Pride parade show the BBC to be influenced by the outside 
interests of the gay rights movement (which is a campaigning movement with political 
significance)? This presence will appear to the public as indicative of partiality on a 
controversial moral issue which divides opinion in society. Nor was this presence in the 
parade necessary for the mere reporting of the event.”   
 
She noted that the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines did include specific advice about coverage of 
“controversial subjects”; however, while she agreed that individual opinions would vary, 
she did not agree that the Manchester Pride parade was itself a “controversial issue”.   
 
She considered whether the BBC’s presence at such events would lead the majority of 
people attending to the conclusion that the BBC endorsed the many different viewpoints 
that would be expressed by the participants at the event – and decided that it would not. 
She noted that the BBC had explained too that participating in such events did not equate 
to any expression or statement of any BBC policy, viewpoint or editorial direction. The 
Adviser noted that the BBC had assured the complainant that BBC Radio Manchester had 
covered, and would continue to cover and debate, issues such as same sex marriage in its 
output and would ensure that the views of all sides would be reflected.  
 
The Adviser noted that as part of his complaint the complainant had asked whether the 
BBC had covered the Christian protests which had taken place at the parade. 
 
She noted that decisions about which news stories to cover on any one day were the 
responsibility of individual news editors and such issues were editorial decisions which 
were the responsibility of the BBC’s Executive Board. They were not a matter for the BBC 
Trust unless they involved a breach of editorial standards. She noted that such decisions 
were matters where BBC News should be free to exercise editorial judgment.  She noted 
that the BBC had explained that the protests at the parade had not been judged to be 
newsworthy on the day. 
 
Taking this into account the Adviser considered Trustees would be likely to conclude that 
the appeal did not have a reasonable prospect of success. She therefore did not consider 
it was appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to proceed with the appeal and did not 
propose to put it before Trustees.  
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Request for review by Trustees 
 
The complainant requested that the Trustees review the decision not to proceed with his 
appeal.  He said: 
 

• It was not tenable that the BBC’s Guidelines on Impartiality and on Editorial 
Integrity and Independence from External Interests only refer to output, and are 
therefore not applicable to participation in an event such as Manchester Pride:  

o This implies that the BBC is free to ignore the fundamental principles 
behind its programme-making in all other aspects of its corporate policy. It 
is a statement that the BBC is allowed to be partial on a controversial 
moral issue with political ramifications, just so long as it is not actually 
producing a programme. 

o The BBC Charter states : 
 

“The BBC shall be independent in all matters concerning the 
content of its output … and in the management of its affairs.” 
 

This clearly implies that independence from outside organisations and 
pressure groups applies not just to editorial output but to all BBC activity. 
The entering of an official BBC float into the Manchester Pride parade 
comes into the category of “the management of its affairs”, and shows that 
the BBC is not maintaining independence thereby, but is aligning itself with 
the Manchester Pride organisation, and with other external campaigning 
groups such as Stonewall. 

• The use of the BBC brand name, and the BBC logo, gives to that group of people 
an official BBC identity. Therefore, it represents, not just a description of the 
group, but an alignment by the BBC with the aims of Manchester Pride, a 
campaigning organisation. 

• Manchester Pride was led by a high profile co-founder of Stonewall and the BBC 
therefore identified itself with its campaigning aims and was not maintaining 
independence from outside organisations and pressure groups. 

• The BBC made common cause with an organisation which campaigned in respect 
of a “controversial moral issue” and it therefore aligned itself with the rejection of 
the Christian view of marriage by allowing its name and identity to be used in the 
term “BBC pride”. In the same parade a political party was rejoicing in the legal 
redefinition of marriage to include same-sex couples. 

• The Adviser’s comparison between entering the BBC float into the Pride parade 
and  
BBC participation in the Manchester Mega Mela and the Caribbean Carnival of 
Manchester is inappropriate because these latter two events are not connected to 
campaigning activity in respect of a controversial moral issue which divides opinion 
in society. 

• To many Christians the Manchester Pride parade rejected the teachings of 
Scripture publicly and celebrated the breaking of God’s moral law. The images 
were utterly inappropriate (photos supplied). The BBC was endorsing this display.  

• The Adviser states that “participating in such an event did not equate to any 
expression or statement of any BBC policy, viewpoint or editorial direction”. This is 
suggesting that major organisations (listed) entered the parade without the 
slightest intention of expressing their support for the homosexual lifestyle and the 
gay rights movement. In fact it was to endorse a cause.  

• The parade did not represent a multiplicity of viewpoints, but one specific 
viewpoint. The BBC’s participation was not therefore neutral and impartial.  
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The Panel’s decision 
 
A panel of the Committee noted the points made by the complainant, the BBC and the 
Adviser. 

 
Trustees noted that the BBC’s external relationships – and entering a float into the 
Manchester Pride parade was such a relationship – must not compromise the BBC’s 
editorial impartiality and integrity. The BBC must also not appear to endorse any other 
organisation. Audiences must be able to trust the BBC and be confident that its editorial 
decisions are not influenced by outside interests. 
 
Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they would not be likely to uphold 
a breach of the Editorial Guidelines given that: 
 

• Homosexuality is legal (as is same sex marriage). Discrimination on the grounds of 
sexual orientation is illegal.  The subject is no longer topical and the level of public 
and political contention and debate is not high. In this respect a celebratory 
parade aligned to a charity which campaigns for equality and challenges 
discrimination is not a controversial political or public policy matter even though 
some may object on religious grounds.  

• The BBC decided on the day that the small number of Christian protestors was not 
newsworthy. The Trust does not interfere with the editorial and creative decisions 
of the BBC as long as the Editorial Guidelines were not broken. 

• There was no evidence to suggest that due impartiality had been compromised by 
not including a reference to the Christian protestors at the Manchester Pride 
event. 

• No specific output had been complained about and in the absence of any issue 
with the output there was no evidence to suggest that the BBC’s editorial 
impartiality and editorial integrity had been compromised.  

• The BBC had a duty under The Equality Act to promote equality by helping to 
tackle prejudice and to promote understanding in the areas of religion or belief 
and sexual orientation.   

• “BBC Pride” was the name of an internal staff group and its participation in the 
Manchester Pride parade on a BBC Radio Manchester float did not mean that the 
BBC as a whole had aligned itself with any campaigning group which may have 
participated in the parade.  

• It was within the expectations of the audience to BBC Radio Manchester that the 
station would have a presence at the Manchester Pride parade.  

• The BBC’s presence at the parade would not have led the majority of those 
present to believe that the BBC as an organisation endorsed all the views 
expressed during the parade nor that the BBC supported or endorsed any one 
particular viewpoint. 

• The BBC had covered and would continue to cover issues such as same sex 
marriage in its output. 

• The complainant had misconstrued the Charter requirement that “The BBC shall be 
independent…in the management of its affairs”.  It meant that the BBC shall not 
be subject to external direction in the management of its affairs.  
 

Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they would be likely to decide that 
a reasonable and reasoned response had been provided by the BBC Executive.  
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Trustees concluded that it was not appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to proceed 
with the appeal as it did not have a reasonable prospect of success. 
 
The Panel therefore decided that this appeal did not qualify to proceed for 
consideration. 
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The Stephen Nolan Show, BBC Radio Ulster, 17 
November 2015 
 
The complainant considered that The Stephen Nolan Show treated Northern Ireland and 
the Republic of Ireland very differently when both qualified for the 2016 European 
Championships. The complainant made the following points:  
 

• The programme was biased as it was over an hour and twenty minutes before it 
mentioned the Republic of Ireland’s qualification for Euro 2016. 

• In contrast, when Northern Ireland qualified there was “almost a fanfare on the 
show”. The day after Northern Ireland qualified almost the whole show was 
dedicated to it. 

 
The Editor, The Stephen Nolan Show, BBC Radio Ulster, made the following points at 
Stage 1:  
 

• The running order of any Stephen Nolan Show would be influenced by various 
factors, including the news agenda of the day in question. This was not an exact 
science.  

• The coverage of Northern Ireland’s qualification for Euro 2016 reflected the fact 
that the team had not reached the finals of a major tournament for 30 years.  

 
The Head of Corporate & Community Affairs, BBC Northern Ireland made the following 
points at Stage 2:  
 

• The airtime given to different stories or subjects reflected the wider news agenda 
at any particular point in time and other BBC output or coverage. Such factors 
were always changing and would never be exactly the same, making it difficult to 
make a comparison of the sort described by the complainant. 

• In this particular instance it was also the case that the Northern Ireland soccer 
team’s qualification was their first success in a major tournament for 30 years. 
This had not been the experience of the Republic of Ireland team to anything like 
the same extent.  

• The BBC’s radio programming, taken as a whole, had properly reflected the 
sporting interests and affiliations of soccer enthusiasts from across the island of 
Ireland. This would continue to be the case during the European Championship in 
2016. 

 
Appeal to the BBC Trust  
 
The complainant appealed to the BBC Trust on 5 January 2016 on the substance of his 
complaint.   
 
Decision of the Trust Adviser 
 
The Trust Adviser (the Adviser) decided that the complainant’s appeal did not have a 
reasonable prospect of success. 
 
The Adviser noted that the content of radio programmes, which included how BBC Radio 
Ulster covered sports news stories, was the responsibility of individual news editors and 
such issues were editorial decisions which were the responsibility of the BBC’s Executive 
Board. They were not a matter for the BBC Trust unless they involved a breach of 
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editorial standards. She noted that decisions about which stories to cover were matters 
where BBC News should be free to exercise editorial judgment. 
 
The Adviser noted that the BBC in its responses had explained to the complainant that the 
news or sports stories which might be covered on any one day would depend on a variety 
of factors. These would include any other news or sports stories which were being 
covered that day and the relative editorial merits of those stories. In this case the BBC 
had also explained that the Northern Ireland soccer team’s qualifying was their first 
success in a major tournament for 30 years whereas this was not the case with the 
Republic of Ireland team. 
 
Taking this into account the Adviser considered Trustees would be likely to conclude that 
the BBC had provided the complainant with a reasonable response and as there was no 
evidence of a breach of editorial standards the appeal did not have a reasonable prospect 
of success. She therefore did not consider it was appropriate, proportionate or cost-
effective to proceed with the appeal and did not propose to put it before Trustees. 
 
Request for review by Trustees 
 
The complainant requested that the Trustees review the decision not to proceed with his 
appeal. He said you only had to listen to both programmes to hear the difference.  
 
The Panel’s decision 
 
A panel of the Committee noted the points made by the complainant, the BBC and the 
Adviser. 
 
Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they were not likely to uphold a 
breach of the Editorial Guidelines given that: 
 

• decisions about how sports stories were covered rested solely with the BBC 
Executive as the Royal Charter made it clear that the creative and editorial 
direction of the BBC was a matter for the BBC Executive and were issues where 
the BBC was free to exercise editorial judgment. 

 
Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they were likely to decide that a 
reasonable response had been provided by the BBC Executive: 
 

• the BBC had explained that in making those decisions news and sports editors 
would take into account a range of factors including which other stories were 
being covered that day and they would exercise their own judgment as to the 
relative editorial merits of those stories 

• the BBC had explained that the coverage of Northern Ireland’s qualification had 
taken into account that this was their first success in a major tournament for 30 
years whereas this was not the case with the Republic of Ireland. 

 
Trustees also noted that since the BBC’s services in Northern Ireland are aimed at the 
people of Northern Ireland, it would not be unreasonable for those services to pay 
particular attention to the performance of Northern Ireland teams, while recognising that 
audiences might have considerable interest too in the performance of teams from other 
parts of the UK and from the Republic of Ireland.  
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The Panel concluded that it was not appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to 
proceed with the appeal as it did not have a reasonable prospect of success. 
 
The Panel therefore decided that this appeal did not qualify to proceed for 
consideration. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

March 2016, issued April 2016 36 
 
 
 

Appeals against the decisions 
of BBC Audience Services not 
to correspond further with the 
complainant 
The BBC’s editorial complaints system has three stages.  During the first two stages 
complaints are considered and replied to by the BBC. At the third stage the Trust may 
consider an appeal against a decision by the BBC.  
 
Complaints are answered at Stage 1 by BBC Audience Services.  Where complainants 
remain dissatisfied after a Stage 1 response, they can request a further response at Stage 
1.  If they are still dissatisfied they may escalate their complaint to Stage 2.  Complaints 
at Stage 2 are answered either by the BBC’s Editorial Complaints Unit, or by a senior 
manager within the BBC. 
 
However, under the Complaints Framework, it is open to the BBC to close down 
correspondence at any stage – this means the BBC notifies the complainant that it does 
not wish to respond further. The complainant can appeal to the Trust if they consider the 
BBC was wrong to close down the correspondence.  This is what happened in the 
following cases.  Where a complainant appeals to the Trust in these circumstances, and 
Trustees uphold the appeal, the complaint is sent back to the BBC for a further response. 
 
The Editorial Complaints and Appeals Procedure6 explains that: 
 

At all stages of this Procedure, your complaint may not be investigated if it:  
 
 fails to raise an issue of breach of the Editorial Guidelines; or  
 

is trivial, misconceived, hypothetical, repetitious or otherwise vexatious. 
 
In all of the following cases the complainants had appealed on the substance of their 
complaints but as BBC Audience Services had ceased handling the complaints at Stage 1 
the point put to the Trustees was whether an appeal against the decision of BBC Audience 
Services not to correspond further with the complainant had a reasonable prospect of 
success. 
 
In each of the instances below, the complainant asked the Editorial Standards Committee 
to review the decision of the Trust Unit that the complainant’s appeal did not qualify to 
proceed for consideration by the Committee. 
 
The Committee was provided with the complainant’s correspondence with the BBC, the 
complaint’s appeal/s to the Trust, the response/s from the Trust Unit and the 
complainant’s request/s to review that decision. The Committee was also provided, where 
appropriate, with the relevant broadcast or published content. 

                                                
6 http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/protocols/2014/complaints_fr_work_ed_complaints.pdf     

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/protocols/2014/complaints_fr_work_ed_complaints.pdf
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Decision of BBC Audience Services not to respond 
further to a complaint about the News at Ten, BBC 
One, 13 October 2015 
 
The complaint concerned a report on the News at Ten by the Middle East correspondent 
Orla Guerin about an increase in tension between Israelis and Palestinians and in 
particular a rise in attacks by individual Palestinians on Israeli citizens in Jerusalem and 
their reaction to it.  The complainant considered it was biased in favour of Israel by 
focusing on the deaths suffered among Israelis.  He made the following points:  
 

• Although the introduction to the piece referred to the deaths that day suffered by 
both sides in different attacks, the report itself was biased as it covered only the 
Israeli deaths. 

• The report appeared to suggest therefore that “the bulk of the violence had been 
committed by Palestinians, with the Israelis only striking back when provoked”. 

• The significant difference between the time spent per Palestinian death and the 
amount spent per Israeli death suggested bias. 

 
BBC Audience Services sent a standard reply to the complainant which made the following 
general points about how the BBC covered the dispute between Israelis and Palestinians: 
 

• BBC News had reported the increasing number of Palestinian deaths and casualties 
following the actions of Israeli security forces. Reporters had spoken to the 
families of Israelis and Palestinians killed in the recent violence and had heard 
their respective stories and their own specific takes on the conflict. 

• The BBC had reported criticism of Israel’s response to the attacks, which had 
included the implementation of curfews in East Jerusalem and the West Bank and 
the destruction of homes of the Palestinians who Israel claimed were connected to 
the attackers.  

• The BBC had tried to explain how the current situation had arisen from both Israeli 
and Palestinian perspectives. This included reporting on the tensions around the 
holy sites in occupied East Jerusalem, the building of settlements and on the daily 
realities faced by Palestinians living under occupation.  

• BBC News also explored the apathy felt by many Palestinians toward the impasse 
in reaching a lasting peace settlement, and on what many see as Israel’s 
unwillingness to end the occupation which would see the creation of an 
independent and sovereign Palestinian state. 

• BBC News tried to report on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in an accurate and duly 
impartial manner. Sometimes this meant that the full extent of the complexities of 
the conflict could not be reflected in one standalone report or bulletin but the aim 
was to tell the story of the conflict as experienced by both sides, across 
programmes and bulletins and over time. 

 
In response to a further email from the complainant Audience Services added that: 
 

• The request for a breakdown of time reported per death was not a service the BBC 
could provide. BBC News made no distinction between the values of Israeli or 
Palestinian lives, and strove to report what were often highly emotive stories 
about the conflict in a neutral way. 

 
Audience Services said they had nothing further to add and that they did not believe the 
complaint had raised an issue that justified further investigation. 
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Appeal to the BBC Trust  
 
The complainant appealed to the BBC Trust on 26 November 2015 on the substance of 
his complaint.   
 
Decision of the Trust Adviser 
 
The Trust Adviser (the Adviser) decided that the point she should consider was whether 
the complainant’s appeal against the decision of Audience Services not to correspond 
further had a reasonable prospect of success. She decided that it did not. 
 
The Adviser noted that all BBC output was required to meet the standard of “due 
impartiality” which, under the Editorial Guidelines, was defined as follows:   
 

“The term ‘due’ means that the impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to 
the output, taking account of the subject and nature of the content, the likely 
audience expectation and any signposting that may influence that expectation.” 

 
The Adviser noted the introduction to the report:   
 

“The Obama administration says it’s deeply concerned by the escalating tensions 
between Israelis and Palestinians. Three Israelis were killed today and more than 
20 injured in shooting and stabbing attacks in Jerusalem and in central Israel. It 
follows nearly two weeks of violent assaults.  Several attackers and at least 17 
other Palestinians have also been killed after a series of protests in the West Bank. 
Benjamin Netanyahu, the Prime Minister, said Israel was preparing aggressive 
steps in response as our correspondent Orla Guerin reports from Jerusalem.” 

 
The Adviser noted therefore that the intention of the report was to explore the rise in 
shooting and stabbing attacks by Palestinians against Israeli citizens and to look at the 
Israeli reaction to them. She considered that this was also made clear in the report itself: 
 

“This is just the latest in a series of attacks that have left Israelis tense and on 
edge.  There’s a real sense of not knowing where and when the next attack could 
come.  There are no warning sirens, there are no safe zones. The city’s mayor has 
told Israelis who have licensed firearms that they should carry them at all times.” 

 
The Adviser noted that the report also referred to violence perpetrated against 
Palestinians, to Israel’s occupation and to Palestinian concerns over the control of a 
sacred site in Jerusalem: 
 

“And in those [Palestinian] areas, anger on the streets in what was billed as a day 
of rage.  Israel’s occupation generates plenty of that.  Parts of Bethlehem became 
a battleground.  Concerns about control of Jerusalem’s most sensitive religious site 
sparked the recent unrest.” 

 
Overall, therefore, the Adviser did not agree with the complainant that, given the nature 
of the piece, “to the viewer it would have appeared as if the bulk of the violence was 
committed by Palestinians” and she did not therefore agree that the report had 
demonstrated bias in favour of Israel. While she noted that Audience Services had 
provided a general response to the complainant’s concerns, she noted that it set out the 
BBC’s approach and was intended to reassure complainants that the BBC took impartiality 
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seriously. She considered Trustees would conclude that the output met the requirements 
of the Editorial Guidelines and that Audience Services had acted appropriately in declining 
to enter into further correspondence on the subject.  
 
Taking this into account the Adviser considered Trustees would be likely to conclude that 
as there was no evidence of a breach of editorial standards it was not a matter for the 
BBC Trust. She therefore did not consider it was appropriate, proportionate or cost-
effective to proceed with the appeal as it did not have a reasonable prospect of success. 
The Adviser did not propose to put it before Trustees. 
 
Request for review by Trustees 
 
The complainant requested that the Trustees review the decision not to proceed with his 
appeal. He said that: 
 

• the piece only gave an initial passing mention to the much greater number of 
Palestinian deaths and focused almost exclusively on Israeli suffering 

• media bias measured for example “the number of mentions, the time spent per 
topic, the number of omissions, the number of media interviews per side of the 
conflict, the number of reports with an issues frame, number of images per side, 
number of positive and negative mentions per side as well as several other 
factors”. Measured against the bulk of these metrics this report would have shown 
clear bias. Excluding the introduction, the report almost exclusively focused on 
stories of Israeli suffering. No alternative metrics for measuring bias were 
suggested by the Adviser.   

• there was no complementary piece which looked at the situation from a 
Palestinian perspective. There was no report which explored “the rise in shooting 
and attacks by Israelis against Palestinian citizens” in the weeks before or after 
this report. There was no equivalent report looking at Palestinian deaths during 
that month.    

 
The Panel’s decision 
 
A panel of the Committee noted the points made by the complainant, the BBC and the 
Adviser. 
 
The Trustees noted that the issue in front of them was whether the decision by BBC 
Audience Services to decline to enter into further correspondence was correct on the 
basis that the Editorial Guidelines had not been breached.  
 
Trustees noted that the complainant had proposed a set of metrics by which bias could be 
measured but noted that the standards for BBC output were set by the BBC’s Editorial 
Guidelines. The appropriate test was that of “due impartiality” which, as the Adviser had 
explained was defined as follows:   
 

“The term ‘due’ means that the impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to 
the output, taking account of the subject and nature of the content, the likely 
audience expectation and any signposting that may influence that expectation.” 

 
Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they were not likely to uphold a 
breach of the Editorial Guidelines given that: 
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• the report in question had been followed by a two-way with the BBC’s Middle East 
Editor but this had been cut short when the sound had been lost. 

• the focus of the report in question, to examine the recent rise in attacks by 
individual Palestinians against Israelis, had been set out in its introduction and in 
the piece itself. 

• the report had included references to violence against Palestinians, to Israel’s 
occupation and to Palestinian concerns over the control of a religious site in 
Jerusalem. 

 
Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they were likely to decide that a 
reasonable standard response explaining the BBC’s approach to the topic and to 
impartiality had been provided by the BBC Executive.  
 
Trustees concluded that it was not appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to proceed 
with the appeal as it did not have a reasonable prospect of success. 
 
The Committee therefore decided that this appeal did not qualify to proceed for 
consideration. 
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Decision of BBC Audience Services not to respond 
further to a complaint about Children in Need 
 
The complaint concerned the Children in Need auction. The complainant made the 
following points:  
 

• He was disappointed to hear winning bidders described as “generous” or “lucky”. 
He said they were neither – they were just very wealthy. 

• He believed the auction was unfair because only the very rich had any chance of 
being winning bidders. 

• Even if a raffle was not legally feasible, he believed the BBC could organise a way 
of raising money that any listener could engage with, not just the very wealthy. 

 
BBC Audience Services made the following points:  
 

• Many people had suggested that Radio 2 should offer the auction items to every 
listener with a raffle ticket. However, a raffle would be an illegal lottery. 

• The BBC’s Children in Need charity was very grateful for contributions large and 
small. Many bidders were not millionaires; they were simply generous. 

• The BBC had looked at various ways of raising money for the charity and currently 
believed that the auction method was the best one. The aim was to make as much 
money as possible over Children in Need week, as well as keeping the 
entertainment value high. 

 
Audience Services said they had nothing further to add and that they did not believe the 
complaint had raised an issue that justified further investigation. 
 
Appeal to the BBC Trust  
 
The complainant appealed to the BBC Trust on the substance of his complaint. He felt his 
reasonable complaint had not been taken seriously. He felt there was little point in the 
complaints procedure if it was so easy to ignore people’s concerns. 
 
Decision of the Trust Adviser 
 
The Trust Adviser (the Adviser) decided that the point she should consider was whether 
the complainant’s appeal against the decision of Audience Services not to correspond 
further had a reasonable prospect of success; however, she decided it did not. 
 
The Adviser was sorry to learn that the complainant felt his concerns had not been 
listened to. She appreciated that many of the items or experiences in the Children in Need 
auction sold for large sums of money, but she noted that Children in Need was a well-
established charity and the aim of the fund-raising during Children in Need week was to 
raise as much money as possible. She also noted that Children in Need encouraged 
people to become involved in a wide variety of ways that were more easily affordable – 
such as baking cakes for a cake sale. She noted the complainant had referred particularly 
to visits to BBC studios and thought he might wish to be aware that the BBC gave away 
free tickets to more than a thousand recordings and broadcasts each year as well as 
running (paid for) tours of many BBC buildings and studios.  Further information about 
these can be found here: http://www.bbc.co.uk/showsandtours/tours/       
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She appreciated that the complainant had suggested other ways that the BBC might raise 
money for Children in Need and noted that his concerns had been passed as feedback to 
the programme-makers. As explained by Audience Services, the complainant was not 
alone in his view on this issue and many people had put forward the idea of a raffle, 
which, as the BBC had explained, would be classed as an illegal lottery. She noted that 
the complainant had made other suggestions such as skill-based competitions and 
telephone revenue. Audience Services had acknowledged that there were other ways of 
raising money for Children in Need, but had explained that the BBC had decided that the 
auction method was the best one at the current time. 
 
The Adviser considered that, ultimately, the organisation of Children in Need charity 
events, and audience engagement with those events, was part of the editorial and 
operational management of the BBC and was not a matter for the Trust. The Royal 
Charter and accompanying Agreement between the Secretary of State and the BBC draw 
a distinction between the role of the BBC Trust and that of the BBC Executive Board, led 
by the Director-General.   
 
Taking this into account the Adviser considered Trustees would be likely to conclude that 
BBC Audience Services had given a reasoned and reasonable response to the complaint 
and had acted appropriately in declining to enter into further correspondence. She 
therefore did not consider it was appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to proceed 
with the appeal as it did not have a reasonable prospect of success. The Adviser did not 
propose to put it before Trustees. 
 
Request for review by Trustees 
 
The complainant requested that the Trustees review the decision not to proceed with his 
appeal. He said that: 
 

• he had attempted to complain about what he considered to be a very unfair 
method of raising money for Children in Need. The “Auction” method seemed to 
be very flawed, favouring the wealthy and totally excluding those less well off.  

• this method was not only elitist and unfair but encouraged “presenters” to remark 
that the winners were “generous", when they were not generous, just rich. 

• he felt it demeaned the efforts by thousands of ordinary people who gave their 
time and energy organising genuine fund-raising activities. 

• the auction had excellent prizes but he thought it must be possible for the BBC’s 
legal department to advise a method whereby such experiences could be won by a 
“raffle” type system. Everyone could then have a chance of winning, and not just 
the very few people who could afford to spend thousands of pounds on the 
auctioned items. 

 
The Panel’s decision 
 
A panel of the Committee noted the points made by the complainant, the BBC and the 
Trust Adviser. 
 
The Trustees noted that the issue in front of them was whether the decision by BBC 
Audience Services to decline to enter into further correspondence was correct on the 
basis that the Editorial Guidelines had not been breached.  
 
Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they would not be likely to uphold 
a breach of the Editorial Guidelines given that: 
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• decisions about the content of programmes, including the operation of the 

Children in Need auction, rested solely with the BBC Executive as part of the 
operational management and creative and editorial direction of the BBC; they 
were not a matter for the Trust unless there was evidence of a breach of editorial 
standards.  

 
Trustees also agreed that the complainant had received a reasonable and reasoned reply 
from Audience Services.  
 
Trustees concluded that it was not appropriate, proportionate or cost-effective to proceed 
with the appeal as it did not have a reasonable prospect of success. 
 
The Panel therefore decided that this appeal did not qualify to proceed for 
consideration. 
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Admissibility decisions 
The BBC’s editorial complaints system has three stages.  During the first two stages 
complaints are considered and replied to by the BBC. At the third stage the Editorial 
Standards Committee (ESC) of the BBC Trust may consider an appeal against a decision 
by the BBC.  
 
Complaints are answered at Stage 1 by BBC Audience Services.  Where complainants 
remain dissatisfied after a Stage 1 response, they can request a further response at Stage 
1.  If they are still dissatisfied they may escalate their complaint to Stage 2.  Complaints 
at Stage 2 are answered either by the BBC’s Editorial Complaints Unit, or by a senior 
manager within the BBC. 
 
However, under the Complaints Framework, it is open to the BBC to close down 
correspondence at any stage – this means the BBC notifies the complainant that it does 
not wish to respond further. The complainant can appeal to the Trust if they consider the 
BBC was wrong to close down the correspondence.  Where a complainant appeals to the 
Trust in these circumstances, and Trustees uphold the appeal, the complaint is sent back 
to the BBC for a further response. 
 
The Editorial Complaints and Appeals Procedure7 explains that: 
 

At all stages of this Procedure, your complaint may not be investigated if it:  
 

o fails to raise an issue of breach of the Editorial Guidelines; or  
o is trivial, misconceived, hypothetical, repetitious or otherwise vexatious. 

 
In the cases where BBC Audience Services had ceased handling the complaints at Stage 
1, the complainants appealed to the Trustees on the substance of their complaints. 
However, the point put to the Trustees was whether an appeal against the decision of 
BBC Audience Services not to correspond further with the complainant had a reasonable 
prospect of success. 
 
In the cases which progressed to Stage 2 the decision for the Trustees was whether to 
take the complaint as an appeal or whether it had no reasonable prospect of success and 
was not admissible.   
 
In each of the following cases the Committee was provided with the complainant’s 
correspondence with the BBC and the complainant’s appeal/s to the Trust. The Committee 
was also provided with the relevant broadcast or published content. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
7 http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/protocols/2014/complaints_fr_work_ed_complaints.pdf  

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/regulatory_framework/protocols/2014/complaints_fr_work_ed_complaints.pdf
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Question Time, BBC One, 14 January 2016 
 
The complainant appealed to the Trust against a decision by the BBC to close his 
complaint. He had originally complained that there was a lack of balance in the selection 
of participants on the Question Time panel and he believed that the composition of the 
panel had breached the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines on impartiality. 
 
The complainant made the following points:  
 

• The panel included a Conservative minister; a right wing press columnist; a right 
wing former press news editor; and a UKIP politician who was also a renowned 
right of centre journalist.  

• There was only one left of centre voice. 
• He wanted to know what safeguards would be put in place to prevent such bias in 

the future. 
 
BBC Audience Services consulted the programme team, who made the following points:  
 

• Over the course of a series, Question Time aimed to achieve balance and hear 
from a range of voices. Each programme usually consisted of one senior politician 
from both the Labour and Conservative parties, as well as representatives from 
other political parties. The rest of the panel was made up of political 
commentators, journalists, and other public figures who added a different 
perspective and represented a range of viewpoints across the series.  

• Question Time also aimed to ensure that each episode included a broad range of 
views from the panel on the likely topics that the audience wished to raise. David 
Dimbleby moderated the debate to ensure panellists were given the opportunity to 
make their views known in a fair way. It made for an engaging debate and 
ensured that views were challenged and tested, as was the case with this edition 
of the programme.  

• With the exception of the discussion on the merits or otherwise of arming UK 
police forces, where there was broad agreement from the panel that this was not 
appropriate in the UK, the other topics on Europe, housing and junior doctors had 
a cross section of opinions across the panel.  
 

The Panel’s decision 
 
A panel of the Committee noted the points made by the complainant and the BBC. 
 
Trustees noted that the issue in front of them was whether the decision by Audience 
Services to decline to enter into further correspondence was correct on the basis that the 
Editorial Guidelines had not been breached.  
 
Trustees agreed that if they took this matter on appeal they would not be likely to uphold 
a breach of the Editorial Guidelines given that: 
 

• Decisions regarding the Question Time panel rested solely with the BBC Executive 
as the Royal Charter made it clear that the creative and editorial direction of the 
BBC was a matter for the Executive and not for the Trust. Therefore decisions 
about who to invite on to the panel for each programme were matters for the 
Executive, and the Trust would have a role only if, for example, output did not 
meet the BBC’s editorial standards (as set out in the Editorial Guidelines).    
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• A simple list of who participated might appear to raise questions about how 
impartiality was achieved. However, having reviewed the programme, Trustees 
agreed it was a good example of allowing a range of voices to be heard including 
those of the audience.  

• Over the course of a series, Question Time aimed to achieve balance and hear 
from a range of voices whose views were challenged and tested during debate. 
 

Trustees agreed that: 
 

• The response from BBC Audience Services, which was made after consultation 
with the programme-makers, explained the reasoning behind decisions about the 
make-up of the Question Time panel.  

• This reasoning was in accordance with the Editorial Guideline requirement (as 
required by the Agreement between the Secretary of State for Culture Media and 
Sport and the BBC) to achieve due impartiality within a series. 
 

Trustees decided not to take the appeal, on the basis that it would not be appropriate, 
proportionate or cost-effective to do so. There was no reasonable prospect of the appeal 
succeeding.  
 
The Panel therefore decided that this appeal did not qualify to proceed for 
consideration. 
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References to “Rangers” in BBC output 
 
The complainant appealed to the Trust against a decision by the BBC to close his 
complaint. He had originally complained about references to “Rangers” in BBC output.  He 
believed that it would be more appropriate to refer to them as “The Rangers” or “Sevco 
5088”.  
 
The complainant made the following points:  
 

• RIFC was the “Holding Company” of “The Rangers Football Company Limited”. 
Therefore, when reporting on any football matters this “team” should be referred 
to as “The Rangers Football Company Limited”, or, at the very least, as “The 
Rangers”. 

• He felt that continual references to this club as “Rangers” must come across as an 
insult to those owed money by “Rangers”. 

• This matter was of national interest and should be treated as such. 
• He did not feel that his complaint had been addressed by the response of 

Audience Services at Stage 1a who referred him to a BBC Trust finding on the 
BBC’s reporting on Rangers FC.  He believed this reference to be invalid.  

 
BBC Audience Services made the following points:  
 

• In terms of reporting on Rangers FC, the BBC made a distinction between the old 
company and the company which currently runs the club. This was in line with 
BBC Trust finding:  
 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/appeals/esc_bulletins/2013/a
pr_may.pdf 
 

• They had raised the complainant’s concerns with the Head of Sport in Scotland. He 
had considered them but believed Audience Services had explained the position as 
clearly as possible and he did not have more to add. 
 

The Panel’s decision 
 
A panel of the Committee noted the points made by the complainant and the BBC. 
 
Trustees noted that the issue in front of them was whether the decision by Audience 
Services to decline to enter into further correspondence was correct on the basis that the 
Editorial Guidelines had not been breached.  
 
Trustees noted that the Editorial Complaints and Appeals Procedure in operation at the 
time of the complaint said: 
 

Your complaint should include:  
 

• the name / title of the broadcast or publication you are complaining about;  
• the date and time of the broadcast or publication;  
• the channel or service on which it was broadcast, or the web address on 

which it was published;  
• the nature of the complaint (giving reasons why you are dissatisfied with 

the BBC) and (where possible) the particular parts of the programme or 
publication you are complaining about…  

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/appeals/esc_bulletins/2013/apr_may.pdf
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/appeals/esc_bulletins/2013/apr_may.pdf
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Trustees noted that the complainant had not named any particular output. It was not 
possible therefore to judge whether specific output had been duly accurate and generally 
acceptable.   
   
Trustees agreed that if they took this general allegation on appeal they were not likely to 
uphold a breach of the Editorial Guidelines given that: 
 
 

• Decisions about how to refer to names of people, clubs, or other organisations, 
rested solely with the BBC Executive as the Royal Charter made it clear that the 
creative and editorial direction of the BBC was a matter for the Executive and not 
for the Trust.  

• The Editorial Standards Committee’s previous finding noted that context was 
crucial. It had not concluded that it was necessary to refer to the name of the 
holding company when referring to the team.  
 

Trustees also agreed that: 
  

• BBC Audience Services had issued a reasoned and reasonable reply. 
 
Trustees decided not to take the appeal, on the basis that it would not be appropriate, 
proportionate or cost-effective and there was no reasonable prospect of the appeal 
succeeding.  
 
The Panel therefore decided that this appeal did not qualify to proceed for 
consideration. 
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