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Remit of the Editorial Standards Committee 


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

The Committee comprises five Trustees: Richard Tait (Chairman), Chitra Bharucha, 
Mehmuda Mian Pritchard, David Liddiment and Diane Coyle. It shall be 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, one particular responsibility for the Committee is to 
consider appeals against decisions and actions of the BBC’s Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU), 
or of a BBC Director with responsibility for the BBC’s output if the editorial complaint falls 
outside the remit of the ECU. 

The Committee will consider appeals concerning complaints which allege that: 

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

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

•	 there has otherwise been a failure to observe the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines 

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

The findings for all appeals are reported in this bulletin, Editorial Complaints: Appeals to the 
Trust. This bulletin also includes a statement on any remedial action taken. It is published at 
bbc.co.uk/bbctrust or is available from: 

The Secretary, Editorial Standards Committee 
BBC Trust Unit 
Room 211, 35 Marylebone High Street, 
London W1U 4AA 
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Summary of findings (January 2007) 

Appeals not upheld 

Today 
Radio 4, 5 November 2005 

a) The item 

This edition of the programme was presented by Tim Franks in London and Edward 
Stourton in Argentina. Edward Stourton’s involvement from Argentina was described in the 
Today running order as: 

“Edward Stourton joins the programme from Argentina, where the Summit of the Americas 
began with violent protests on the streets, and a tough message from Argentine president 
Néstor Kirchner.” 

Edward Stourton’s contributions to the programme included reports and interviews from 
the Summit as well as a review of the Argentine newspapers. It was this newspaper review 
which was the subject of the complaint. 

b) Transcript of the newspaper review 

Edward Stourton: “...the financial paper, printed on pink pages, Cronista, has a little insidery 
‘scoop’. It says it’s been able to piece together a conversation between the Argentine 
Minister, who’s negotiating the final communiqué here, and Condoleezza Rice, the American 
Secretary of State, and it says that: 

‘The minister rang her on her plane as she was flying down here, and read her the draft of 
the communiqué on this vexed question of free trade in the Free Trade Area of the 
Americas, and read her the text of that, took a deep breath and asked his counterpart’, says 
the paper, ‘ “What do you think of that?”, and she apparently, without pausing for a moment, 
replied: “Terrorífico”, a word which is variously translated as “horrific” or “terrifying”.’ 

That’s the way the papers look here.” 

c) The complaint 

The complainant argued that in the newspaper review Edward Stourton wrongly interpreted 
the translation of the word ‘terrorífico’, stating that the word purportedly meant ‘terrifying’, 
when the actual Latin-American Spanish translation is ‘terrific’ or ‘marvellous’. 
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He also made these additional points related to the complaint:  

•	 “Edward Stourton ... failed to appreciate the inaccuracy of the Cronista report and his 
own translation. Dr Rice, American Secretary of State, would surely not have used a 
word that could be construed as anything resembling ‘horrific’ or ‘terrifying’.” 

•	 Had Condoleezza Rice meant to say ‘terrifying’, the correct word would have been 
‘espantoso’. 

•	 The BBC was therefore “open to the ‘charge’ of ‘misrepresentation’ ” and “bias, in 
order to create a ‘false’ impression.” 

•	 “The BBC report was based on hearsay.” 
•	 The programme had made no effort to verify the truth of what had happened with 

the State Department. 

d) Applicable editorial standards 

Section 3: Accuracy 

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

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

We aim to achieve accuracy by: 

•	 the accurate gathering of material using first hand sources wherever possible. 
•	 checking and cross checking the facts. 
•	 validating the authenticity of documentary evidence and digital material. 

Section 4: Impartiality and Diversity of Opinion 

Impartiality lies at the heart of the BBC’s commitment to its audiences. 

The Agreement accompanying the BBC’s Charter requires us to produce comprehensive, 
authoritative and impartial coverage of news and current affairs in the UK ... to support fair 
and informed debate. It specifies that we should do all we can to treat controversial subjects 
with due accuracy and impartiality in our news services and other programmes dealing with 
matters of public policy or of a political or industrial controversy. 
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In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

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

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

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

e) The Committee’s decision 

The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial guidelines, taking 
into account all the material relating to the case. 

The Committee first considered the context for the newspaper review.  

The Committee noted that the Summit of the Americas was one of the leading elements of 
that morning’s programme. The newspaper review was preceded by reports from Mar del 
Plata which had highlighted the most contentious issue as being the dispute over an 
extension of the Free Trade agreement, which had in turn established a major dispute 
between the United States and many of the South American countries at the Summit, 
including Argentina. The Committee was therefore satisfied that not only had the context 
for the review been established, but that there was a clear editorial purpose for it. The 
Committee also felt that it was logical for the newspaper review to be dominated by the 
issues at the Summit, including the dispute with the United States over the wording of the 
final communiqué. It therefore considered the inclusion of the “pieced together 
conversation” between Dr Rice and the Argentine minister to be appropriate within this 
context, in that it provided additional understanding to the disagreement between the US 
and the other countries without being partial to one side or the other.    

The Committee then considered whether, given the context of the article, the translation of 
the word ‘terrorífico’ was accurate. It considered the views of a number of experts on Latin-
American Spanish who all concluded that ‘terrifying’ rather than ‘terrific’ was the most likely 
meaning. The Committee agreed that, in the context of the Summit, it was reasonable for 
Edward Stourton to have come to the conclusion that the word in this context meant 
‘terrifying’ or ‘horrific’. 

Finally, the Committee considered the extent to which the programme had a duty to verify 
the accuracy of the reporting of the conversation between Dr Rice and the Argentine 
minister. It concluded that in this instance it would not have expected the newspaper review 
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to have been verified at source. In this instance, given the overall context, it was acceptable 
to relay the item at face value – this was a review of what a newspaper had said, not a 
report of the conversation itself. 

In conclusion, the Committee was satisfied that the translation of the word ‘terrorífico’ was 
appropriate in the context of the article and that the reporting of the conversation with 
Dr Rice had not breached standards on due accuracy and impartiality.  

Finding: Not upheld. 
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