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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 is advised and supported by 
the Trust Unit. 

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

The Committee will consider appeals concerning complaints which allege that: 

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

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

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

The Committee will aim to reach a final decision on an appeal within 16 weeks of 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 and 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 (June 2007) 

Friday Night with Jonathan Ross 
BBC One, 1 December 2006 

The complainant felt that Jonathan Ross and guests used unacceptable foul language 
and inappropriate references throughout this edition of the programme. In particular 
the complainant was concerned with the choice of a clip from Dylan Moran’s video 
and the language and tone of Jonathan Ross’s interview with Nigella Lawson.  

The Committee concluded: 

•	 The F-word had been bleeped throughout (including in Dylan Moran’s video) and 
this had been in line with a previous ruling to dip the sound when the word was 
expressed in order to avoid causing offence. 

•	 It was broadcast at a time of adult viewing well after the watershed. 
•	 The style and format of the show would have been well known to the audience. 
•	 The complaint had been handled appropriately at stage 1 and it was not a 

requirement for BBC Information to ensure that the same person replied to a 
further response to a specific complaint. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 6–9. 

Coverage of UKIP Party Conference 2006 
BBC Parliament, The Daily Politics Conference Specials on 
BBC Two and NewsWatch 

This is not a first-party complaint 

The complaint concerned the complainant’s view that there was a lack of coverage 
on BBC television of the UKIP party conference. The complainant believed the lack 
of coverage was unreasonable due to UKIP’s “significant” electoral success at the 
“only truly national elections” (outside of the General Election), the last election of 
the European Parliament where it had beaten the Lib Dems into third place. He 
believed the BBC had shown bias in not giving the party conference at least some 
coverage on BBC Parliament and in its other conference programming.  

The Committee concluded: 

•	 BBC News’s approach to deciding on the coverage of party conferences took into 
account a full range of considerations in determining the appropriate coverage for 
each party and complied with obligations of due impartiality. 
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•	 It was pleased that BBC News, as part of its approach to these events, had 
indicated that it kept levels of coverage under consideration and would review 
the level of coverage for UKIP’s party conference in 2008 ahead of the 2009 
European Parliament elections. 

•	 The reply at stage 1 had been unacceptably delayed, but the Committee was 
satisfied that new procedures had since been set up by BBC Information to 
ensure that a holding letter would automatically be sent out to a complainant 
within 10 days if a substantive reply was not ready by that time. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 10–15. 

Through the climate window 
BBC News, bbc.co.uk 

The complainant felt the article was misleading in appearing to give the impression of 
there being a fairly even balance between the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) and the “established communities of climate sceptics”. He felt that as 
the issue of climate change is one of the most important issues of our time, to use 
views from an organisation (Scientific Alliance) which did not appear to be active was 
misleading as it carried the suggestion “of a significant body of scientific opinion, 
whilst no evidence was presented to justify ... it as an organisation worthy of being 
quoted in this debate.” 

The Committee concluded: 

•	 The article had not breached guidelines on due impartiality. 
•	 It had been open-minded in its approach in reporting on the main body of the 

IPCC’s finding as well as giving appropriate and proportionate representation to 
the various arguments associated with the issue of climate change. 

•	 The choice of the Scientific Alliance as a representative of the climate sceptic view 
was appropriate as it was sufficiently active to represent that particular body of 
opinion. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 15–18. 
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Through the Window 
BBC Radio Scotland, 31 January 2007 

This is not a first-party complaint 

Through the Window was a one-off radio programme broadcast at the end of the 
football mid-season transfer window in Scotland. The complaint concerned an email 
read out by the presenter which suggested that the Glasgow Rangers player Filip 
Šebo was in last-minute transfer talks with Edinburgh Zoo. The complainant believed 
the comments were racist and extremely offensive. 

The Committee concluded:  

•	 The comment had not breached guidelines on portrayal as there were no obvious 
assumptions or stereotypes associated with the player, who is Slovakian, which 
could reasonably lead to a suggestion of racism. 

•	 It was satisfied that the programme was aware of the general composition and 
expectation of the audience listening and that the content matched that 
expectation – i.e. ‘terrace humour’ – even if, for some of the audience, the 
comments were not always to their liking. 

•	 The programme team had mitigated any offence the remark had caused to Filip 
Šebo by apologising to him personally. 

•	 The complaint had been taken seriously and handled appropriately in stages 1 and 
2 of the complaints process. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 19–24. 
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Findings (June 2007) 

Friday Night with Jonathan Ross 
BBC One, 1 December 2006 

1 The programme 

Friday Night with Jonathan Ross is a late-night chat show on which Jonathan Ross gives 
the viewers his own perspective on the current topics in the news in between 
featuring guest interviews and live music. 

2 The complaint 

The complainant felt that this episode of Friday Night with Jonathan Ross displayed 
unacceptable foul language and inappropriate references throughout. 

His complaint can be summarised as follows (quotes are extracts from the 
complaint): 

•	 The use of the clip from the video by Dylan Moran was offensive in that the 
selection of a clip contained the F-word, which was unnecessary. 

•	 Jonathan Ross’s use of the phrase “Serve them f***ing right”, after Nigella Lawson 
had pointed out that vegetarians could not eat vegetables prepared as part of a 
Christmas dinner because they had been cooked with bacon and goose fat, was 
also offensive. 

•	 The use of another phrase by Jonathan Ross was offensive when he stated that, 
amongst other things, he would “shit on their couch” if anyone offered him goose 
for Christmas lunch. 

•	 Jonathan Ross was also offensive to Nigella Lawson when he suggested she was 
”MILF”. 

BBC response 

BBC Information’s response: 
•	 As to the programme: “The acceptability of a joke or remark depends very much 

on its tone, style and intent, which can be difficult to assess and is open to 
interpretation”. 

•	 With regard to Jonathan Ross: “[He] has established a reputation for his 
irreverent no holds barred style, which we feel is recognised as being light
hearted ... we appreciate that some people may not like his style, but for others 
much of Jonathan’s appeal is that his humour is so spontaneous and uninhibited...” 

•	 It also noted: “...we have to try to find a balance between allowing a presenter ... 
the freedom ... to maintain his spontaneity and encouraging an awareness of 
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where the boundaries of acceptable taste lie ... it is inevitable that programmes 
which are acceptable to some will occasionally strike others as distasteful. The 
only realistic and fair approach for us is to ensure the range of comedy is broad 
enough.” 

The Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) did not uphold the complaint, stating the 
following: 

•	 “[The F-word] wasn’t broadcast in the sense of being audible to viewers ... It was 
bleeped on both occasions.” 

•	 In a late-night programme presented by someone with a “very well-established 
reputation for robust humour and language”, the bleeping of the ‘most offensive’ 
language was “an appropriate way” for the programme to limit the potential to 
offend. 

•	 Jonathan Ross’s reference to “shit on their couch” and use of sexual innuendo 
when interviewing Nigella Lawson was “part of a litany of grotesque over
reactions which derived its comic effect precisely from its outrageous 
exaggeration”. 

•	 With regard to the meaning of ‘MILF’, “Jonathan Ross did not spell out what the 
‘F’ actually stood for ... this kept it within the bounds of acceptability, for that 
audience, in that slot”. 

Complaints handling 

The complainant felt that, in correspondence with BBC Information, his complaint 
had not been handled particularly well or consistently by one person: 

•	 “...none of my questions were answered” 
•	 “I sent complaint letter subsequently acknowledged by Mr [X] ... I followed this 

up and had a reply from Mr [Y ] ... why cant the same person follow up????? ... 
I called Mr [Y] and spoke with [W].” 

Applicable programme standards 

Section 8: Harm and Offence 

Introduction 
The BBC aims to reflect the world as it is, including all aspects of the human 
experience and the realities of the natural world. In doing so, we balance our right to 
broadcast and publish innovative and challenging content appropriate to each of our 
services with our responsibility to protect the vulnerable. 
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When we broadcast or publish challenging material which risks offending some of 
our audience we must always be able to demonstrate a clear editorial purpose. Such 
material may include, but is not limited to, offensive language, humiliation, sexual 
violence and discriminatory treatment. We must be sensitive to audience 
expectations, particularly in relation to the protection of children, as well as clearly 
signposting the material. 

Audience expectations 
We should judge the suitability of content for our audiences, including children, in 
relation to the expectations of the likely audience at a particular time on a particular 
day, and in relation to the nature of the service as well as the nature of the content. 
We should ask ourselves the following questions: 

•	 what is the likely composition of the audience, including the likely number 
and age range of children in the audience taking into account school time, 
weekends and holidays? 

•	 does the talent, slot, genre or service carry pre-existing expectations which 
may be challenged by the content? 

•	 is harm or offence likely to be caused by misleading the audience or in the 
inclusion of difficult or challenging material? 

•	 has any difficult or challenging content been clearly signposted? 

Language 
Judgements about its use are difficult because they depend on tone and context. 
There is no consensus about words that are acceptable, when, and by whom. 
Different words cause different degrees of offence in different parts of the world. 

We must make careful judgements about the use of the most offensive language 
post-Watershed and ensure it is clearly signposted. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial standards, 
including the BBC’s values and other standards set out in the Editorial Guidelines. 
The Committee took into account all the material before it relating to the appeal: 
this included submissions from all the relevant parties to the complaint who were 
asked to comment on the material going before the Committee. 

The Committee, while recognising that there is no consensus on the use of offensive 
language, acknowledged that the most offensive language should not be used 
gratuitously. It recognised that the programme had followed a previous ruling to 
ensure that the ‘most offensive’ language, unless editorially justified, had been 
appropriately bleeped so as not to cause offence. It noted that this had happened on 
all occasions when the F-word was used, including in the clip from Dylan Moran’s 
video. 
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The Committee recognised that the issue of language was made more difficult for 
some of the audience when there did not seem to be an obvious context to its use. 
It was satisfied that in this case the majority of the audience would not have 
considered the language out of context as the style and presentation of the show 
was familiar to the regular audience. 

However, the Committee wished to remind programme makers, not necessarily 
singling out the Jonathan Ross production team, to be mindful of the impact that the 
most offensive language could have on the audience if not used within an appropriate 
context. The Committee would therefore suggest that care should be taken to 
minimise its use where possible so as to limit potential offence.  

As to audience expectation regarding the general content of the programme, the 
Committee was aware that this was a post-watershed programme that was firmly set 
in adult viewing time after 10.30pm. It recognised that the style and format of the 
programme, which had been running since 2001, would have been well known to the 
audience watching. It was therefore satisfied that the programme content had been 
within the audience’s expectations.  

In conclusion the Committee was satisfied that the programme had not breached 
guidelines on harm and offence (language and audience expectation).  

Complaints handling 

The Committee was satisfied that the complaint had been handled appropriately by 
BBC Information at stage 1of the process and that specific answers had been 
supplied to the concerns raised by the complainant. It noted the complainant’s 
concern that he was unable to speak to the individual who had initially responded to 
his complaint. It recognised that this could be frustrating but understood that in such 
a large operation, which is taking over 120,000 complaints a year, streamlining is 
required so that it is not always possible for the same individual to respond to a 
further request for information. The Committee did not believe that the level of 
service was diminished by the same person not replying to the complaint in this 
particular instance, and in general was satisfied that this level of service was 
satisfactory as long as all agents answering complaints were in a position to respond 
appropriately to any enquiries or concerns raised from an initial or subsequent reply. 

FINDING: Not upheld. 
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Coverage of UKIP Party Conference 2006 
BBC Parliament, The Daily Politics Conference Specials on 
BBC Two and NewsWatch 

This is not a first-party complaint 

1 Introduction 

This complaint concerned the BBC’s coverage of party conferences on  
BBC Parliament, The Daily Politics Conference Specials (BBC Two) and any other  
ad hoc conference programme. The complainant referred to these programmes as 
“Conference Programmes” throughout his complaint. 

The Daily Politics Conference Specials 
During the conference period, The Daily Politics, although rooted at Westminster, 
moved away from coverage of Westminster and concentrated its effort on the three 
main parties’ conferences. Coverage included the main speeches made on the 
platform by the party leaders and leading party personalities. It also included studio 
discussions and film reports from around each of the conference venues. 

BBC Parliament 
BBC Parliament is a BBC digital channel, covering the Westminster Parliament, the 
Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly when sitting. As well as a range of 
Select Committee meetings, it also covers party conferences when time allows, 
generally during Westminster’s summer recess. 

Note: the complainant made clear that this was not a complaint regarding coverage 
in BBC news bulletins or daily/weekly news programmes such as Newsnight, 
The Daily Politics, This Week and The Politics Show. 

2 The complaint 

The complaint is summarised below (quotes are extracts from the complaint): 

•	 “I am writing to formally complain about the bias in the BBC Television coverage 
of certain party political conferences, whilst totally excluding all other parties, 
despite the significant levels of electoral support which the latter [UKIP] have 
received.” 

•	 There was “complete suppression of any coverage of the UKIP Conference”. 

•	 UKIP was “the third largest party (by share of vote) in the only truly national 
elections held in this country (apart from the General Elections)” and their 
conference was “almost as long as that of other parties”. 
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•	 “In Autumn 2008, during the conference season immediately preceding the next 
European Elections, will the BBC really still be giving fulsome coverage to the Lib 
Dem Conference ... despite the fact that UKIP beat the Lib Dems in the previous 
European Elections?” 

•	 “Why does the Beeb act like a complete patsy in acting in the interests of the 
established parties AND at the same time in denigrating and ignoring the outcome 
from the election of MEPs?” 

•	 “Why are there currently no specific subheadings relating to ‘Party Conferences’ 
under the Politics & Public Policy heading in the Guidelines?” 

In response to BBC Information’s response he stated: 

•	 “It is ... risible to imply that BBC TV has ‘covered’ the UKIP Conference because 
it appeared on the news. The article which I saw on the evening news covering 
the Party Leader’s speech lasted less than 20 seconds!” 

•	 “Other parties (Labour, Lib Dems etc) do not have to do anything ‘newsworthy’ 
to get their conferences covered.” 

•	 “UKIP may deserve less coverage ... but ‘less’ does not equal ‘zero’!” 

•	 The BBC “is under an obligation to ‘give due prominence to all the main strands 
of argument’ as well as more generally to be fair and impartial”. 

•	 The BBC has set itself the target of striving “to reflect a wide range of opinion 
and explore a range and conflict of views so that no significant strand of thought is 
knowingly unreflected or under represented”. 

•	 The specific guidelines on Impartiality & Diversity of Opinion are also ignored in 
the context of party conferences and potential debate on the issue of the EU. 

BBC response 

The BBC did not uphold the complaint. At stage 2 of the process, because the 
complaint was outside of the remit of ECU – i.e. it was not a specific complaint 
about broadcast or published BBC content – the Head of Editorial Compliance,  
BBC News, provided the following response: 

•	 The guidelines make clear that “past levels of electoral support” will be taken into 
account. This will be reflected in the run-up to the European Elections in 2009. It 
is too early to say what the conference coverage in 2008 will look like. 
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•	 BBC guidelines have several criteria in assessing the appropriate level of coverage 
for political parties. The BBC looks at past electoral support, the number of 
candidates each party stands in an election and other current evidence. 

•	 UKIP leadership say they have no complaint at the level of BBC coverage they 
receive these days. 

•	 “Party Conferences” are subject to the BBC’s general guidance relating to 
impartiality. The guidelines do not, normally, refer to specific events or 
programmes. 

Complaints handling 

The complainant expressed the following concerns about the handling of his 
complaint: 

•	 The complainant wrote to BBC Information on 19 October 2006. 
•	 BBC Information responded on 26 October, although the complainant did not 

receive this letter until 22 November 2006, having called BBC Information on  
13 November 2006. 

•	 The complainant received his stage 2 response on 22 December 2006, “more 
than two months after the date of my initial letter of complaint”. 

•	 The Head of Editorial Compliance, BBC News, did not address the points raised. 

Applicable programme standards 

Section 4: Impartiality & Diversity of Opinion 

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

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

Special considerations apply during the campaign periods for elections. 

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

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

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. 

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

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

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

BBC online sites covering controversial subjects may offer links to external sites 
which, taken together, represent a reasonable range of views about the subject. We 
should normally try to ensure that when we link to third party sites this does not 
give strong grounds for concern that this breaches the law or the BBC Editorial 
Guidelines on harm and offence. 

Section 12: Politics & Public Policy 

Introduction 
The principles relating to our political impartiality are set out in the BBC’s Charter 
and Agreement and are central to our coverage of politics. Over time we must aim 
to give due prominence to all the main strands of argument and to all the main 
parties. Although the government of the day will often be the primary source of 
news, the voices and opinions of opposition parties must also be routinely aired and 
challenged. 
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4 The Committee’s decision 

The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial standards, 
including the BBC’s values and other standards set out in the Editorial Guidelines. 
The Committee took into account all the material before it relating to the appeal: 
this included submissions from all the relevant parties to the complaint who were 
asked to comment on the material going before the Committee. 

The Committee noted that the guidelines required the BBC to be “open minded” as 
well as “objective and even handed” when considering issues of due impartiality, but 
it did not require the Corporation to represent “every argument or facet of every 
argument on every occasion” or provide an “equal division of time for each view”. 

The Committee considered the approach BBC News had taken in deciding on the 
coverage of party conferences. It agreed it was appropriate for the three largest 
parties to have continued to receive a significant share of the coverage and that this 
decision was borne out by the number of seats they held at Westminster, as well as 
by the fact that they were the largest parties with the most significant support over a 
considerable period of time and were also the most newsworthy.  

The Committee, however, recognised that the BBC had a clear responsibility with 
regard to due impartiality to provide some coverage of the arguments of other 
parties. It was satisfied that BBC News generally provided appropriate coverage of 
these views across its programmes and website, and this included coverage on  
BBC Parliament of the speeches of the leaders of those parties at their party 
conferences. It noted that UKIP was given the same standing as the leaders of the 
Scottish Nationalists, Plaid Cymru and the Greens in this respect. The Committee 
acknowledged, with regret, that because of a technical problem in 2006 the coverage 
of the UKIP leader’s speech was not shown. It was pleased with BBC management’s 
comments that it would be covered this year on BBC Parliament. It felt, however, 
that whilst there was no live coverage of the leader’s speech, it had been covered on 
the BBC’s website and in news broadcasts and that no other coverage of the speech 
was necessary in order to achieve due impartiality. 

The Committee was also pleased that BBC News had indicated that it kept levels of 
coverage under consideration and would review the level of the coverage for UKIP’s 
party conference in 2008 ahead of the European Parliament elections in 2009 in light 
of its “past levels of electoral support”. It felt this was further evidence of 
BBC News’s approach to how it satisfied its obligations of due impartiality. 

In conclusion, the Committee was satisfied that the BBC was not in breach of its 
guidelines on due impartiality. It felt that it had in place the right approach to provide 
appropriate coverage to all political parties dependent on all relevant factors, 
including their past and present electoral support, along with the other criteria that 
BBC News considered when deciding on the appropriate coverage of an event.  
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Complaints handling 

The Committee acknowledged that there was a delay in the response to the 
complainant at stage 1 of the process and would apologise to the complainant about 
this in its finding letter. However, the Committee was satisfied that this problem 
would not now occur following the adoption of new procedures by BBC Information 
which ensured that a holding letter would automatically be sent out to a complainant 
within 10 days if a substantive reply was not ready by that time. 

FINDING: Not upheld. 

Through the climate window 
BBC News, bbc.co.uk 

1 The article and context 

This article was posted on the BBC News website on 2 February 2007 and was an 
analysis of the 2007 report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC). In the article its author, Richard Black, provided comment on the report’s 
summary and quotes from various political and environmentalist groups about what 
actions governments needed to take as a result of the report’s findings. 

He also noted that not everyone accepted the IPCC findings regarding climate 
change and quoted a comment from Martin Livermore of Britain’s Scientific Alliance, 
a climate change sceptic organisation. 

2 The complaint 

The complaint is summarised below (quotes are extracts from the complaint). 

The complainant felt that Richard Black’s article was misleading in appearing to give 
the impression of there being a fairly even balance between the IPPC and the 
“established communities of climate sceptics”. He felt that, as the issue of climate 
change is one of the most important issues of our time, to use views from an 
organisation (Scientific Alliance) which did not appear to be active was misleading as 
it carried the suggestion “of a significant body of scientific opinion, whilst no 
evidence was presented to justify ... it as an organisation worthy of being quoted in 
this debate.” 

In particular the complainant said: 

•	 “I would be interested in the BBC commenting as to why you consider the 
Scientific Alliance is an appropriate organisation to quote in this debate.” 
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He also said: 

•	 “The BBC’s editorial guidelines on Truth and Accuracy state: ‘We strive to be 
accurate and establish the truth of what has happened ... our output will be well 
sourced...’ I am not sure how established a sceptics group can be if their last press 
release and their last event were both more than two years ago ... if the sceptics’ 
argument is to have force it needs ... to be presented ...  by significant numbers of 
established academics from leading Universities.” 

BBC response 

The initial complaint was replied to by Richard Black, who stated: 

•	 “A clear question ... is whether groups of ‘climate sceptics’ will accept it and 
change their stance. This has political importance because ... such groups are 
heard in the political sphere. In that context it would have been an omission not 
to include comment from one such group.” 

At stage 2, the ECU did not uphold the complaint, responding as follows: 

•	 With regard to the credentials of the scientists mentioned on the Scientific 
Alliance site: “We have ... checked the credentials of some of the scientists who 
form the advisory forum of the Scientific Alliance ... and found that they do seem, 
in several cases, to be established academics...” 

•	 As to the guidelines on impartiality: “ ...the BBC’s coverage must take due account 
of the climate change sceptics”. 

The ECU reply also quoted the deputy editor of BBC News Interactive, who 
commented: 

•	 “‘Climate sceptics’ or ‘climate deniers’ may form a small proportion of those 
involved in the issue but they punch beyond their weight in the political arena ... it 
is part of the journalist’s job to reflect what ‘sceptics’ or ‘deniers’ are saying, 
because their comments will carry political weight ... Many of its members are 
also involved in other forums ... therefore it is entirely appropriate for an 
environment correspondent, using knowledge of the subject, to judge that the ... 
comments will reflect general feeling within the wider ‘sceptical community’.” 

Applicable programme standards 

Section 3: Accuracy 

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

16 
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4 

Section 4: Impartiality and Diversity of Opinion 

Introduction 
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 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. 

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

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

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

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

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. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial standards, 
including the BBC’s values and other standards set out in the Editorial Guidelines. 
The Committee took into account all the material before it relating to the appeal: 
this included submissions from all the relevant parties to the complaint who were 
asked to comment on the material going before the Committee. 

The Committee noted that the guidelines required the BBC to be “open minded 
when examining the evidence”, as well as being “objective and even handed” when 
considering issues of due impartiality. The Committee noted that in doing so it did 
not mean that the article needed to give equal weight for each view. 
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The Committee then considered the article. It noted that, whilst the main body of 
the piece clearly conveyed the IPCC report’s overriding message that climate change 
is almost certainly due to human activity, it also included other views. For instance, 
the article considered the concerns of environmentalists, who asked whether 
politicians and business would act on the report’s findings to reduce carbon 
emissions or whether there was a general appetite to fight climate change. It was 
alongside these points that the views of climate change sceptics who did not accept 
the report’s conclusion were included in the article.  

The Committee noted that, in reporting the views of the sceptics, the article had not 
given them undue prominence. On this occasion the Committee did not think that 
the article needed to include a view from the sceptics to satisfy obligations of due 
impartiality, but it did think that the inclusion of such material was within an 
appropriate range of opinions which could be included – especially as there was 
sufficient evidence to suggest that these views still held currency in political and 
business circles and continued to have influence in the debate. 

As to the choice of quoting a representative of the climate sceptic group Scientific 
Alliance, the Committee noted that not only were members of the group’s scientific 
advisory forum associated with a range of respected and well-known universities, but 
that it was a sufficiently active organisation promoting the climate sceptic view to be 
quoted in the debate. The Committee was therefore satisfied that the group was an 
appropriate choice to represent the general sceptical view.  

In conclusion, the Committee was satisfied that the article had not breached 
guidelines on due impartiality. The tenor of the article had clearly highlighted the 
IPCC’s view on climate change, whilst appropriately and proportionately taking into 
account a range of issues associated with the subject, including the views of the 
climate sceptics who dismissed its findings. As to the choice of the Scientific Alliance 
as representatives of the climate sceptic view point, the Committee was satisfied 
that they were a legitimate and sufficiently active body to represent this particular 
opinion. 

FINDING: Not upheld. 
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Through the Window 
BBC Radio Scotland, 31 January 2007 

This is not a first-party complaint 

1 The programme 

Through the Window was a one-off radio programme broadcast at the end of the 
football mid-season transfer window in Scotland. Listeners were invited to send in 
their views and opinions about the transfers, which would then be discussed on air 
as the transfer window drew to a close at midnight. 

2 The context 

The complaint concerned the content of a listener’s email read out on air by the 
presenter Richard Gordon regarding the Slovakian-born Glasgow Rangers player 
Filip Šebo. The email suggested that Edinburgh Zoo had put in a bid to take Šebo as 
an exhibit. This programme was broadcast three days after Shilpa Shetty, the 
Bollywood actress at the centre of the race row that dominated Celebrity Big Brother, 
was named as that show’s winner. 

3 The transcript 

The presenter made two references to the email about half an hour before it was 
read out. A transcript of these two comments and the email itself follow: 

(Laughter) “You know there’s an email here that I’d love to read but I 
probably need advice...” 

“What’s happened to that email?” 

“I tell you what – once we get past midnight, I’ll read it then. There won’t be 
any children up then.” 

“Gary got in touch earlier to say that ‘apparently Edinburgh Zoo are in last-
minute transfer talks of the possibility of taking Filip Šebo as an exhibit until 
the end of the season.” (Laughter). “That’s the one I couldn’t read earlier and 
I probably shouldn’t have read it, but it’s a laugh.” 

4 The complaint 

The complaint is summarised below (quotes are extracts from the complaint): 

• “I find this racist comment to be extremely offensive.” 
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•	 “Does Mr Gordon think Slovakians in general are animals or was he merely 
crassly referring to the individual’s physical characteristics?” 

•	 “Is it the BBC’s view that such lines of ‘humour’ are acceptable?” 
•	 “He [Richard Gordon] stated that he would have to take advice on whether he 

could broadcast the content of that email. After a few moments he said he 
would do so after midnight ... is the broadcast of such comments permitted 
after midnight?” 

•	 “I also assume that the producer of this particular programme approved the 
comment, given the delay in its broadcast.” 

•	 “I would be grateful if you could clarify the Corporation’s attitude to such 
matters.” 

In writing to the ESC he added: 

•	 It was a “non sequitur” to go from an assessment of a footballer’s 
performance, to then talk of placing him in a zoo and all but describe him as 
an animal. 

•	 “Would your response have been the same if the player in question had not 
been white Eastern European but was instead, black?” 

•	 “I would like the BBC to confirm if it feels it is acceptable to liken a person, 
in this case a footballer, to an animal in a zoo.” 

BBC response 

At stage 1 of the process, the Sports Editor of BBC Radio Scotland replied: 

•	 “We read out the comment because we felt it was funny and, whilst we do not 
accept that it was in any way racist, we regret any offence which this may have 
caused Filip Šebo.” 

The ECU at stage 2 did not uphold the complaint, stating: 

•	 The Sports Editor for Radio Scotland “assured us that, as far as Richard Gordon 
and the rest of the programme team were concerned, the humour in the email 
had its roots in the perception of Šebo in Scotland.” 

•	 “Šebo’s performances for Rangers have been below par and, with only two league 
goals to his name, he seldom appears in Rangers’ first team line up.” 

•	 The fact that he had already been transferred in the last transfer window meant 
he could not be transferred to any other club outside Scotland (except his 
previous club Austria Vienna, who could not afford his terms) and “given his well 
publicised poor showing for Rangers, other Scottish clubs seem unlikely to show 
an interest, so there has inevitably been conjecture about where he might be 
usefully placed. On this occasion Sportsound’s correspondent chose Edinburgh 
Zoo, which the programme team found an amusing suggestion.” 
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•	 “While this would clearly add an edge to the humour I don’t think that a similar 
reference in, for example, a comedy sports quiz such as A Question of Sport or 
They Think It’s All Over would necessarily have raised questions of acceptability.” 

•	 “We didn’t see any evidence here, however, that Richard Gordon’s obvious 
amusement at the comment was attributable to Šebo’s Slovakian heritage, or that 
it was an allusion to any prevailing stereotype (if indeed such a stereotype exists 
in the minds of Scottish listeners.” 

•	 “My response might well have been different if the player in question had been 
black, because there would then have been pre-existing issues of racial 
stereotyping and discrimination of a kind which I don’t see in this instance.” 

Applicable programme standards 

Section 8: Harm & Offence 

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

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

Harm and offence editorial principles 

•	 We keep in touch with the expectations of our audiences for all our services 

Audience expectations 
We should judge the suitability of content for our audiences, including children, in 
relation to the expectations of the likely audience at a particular time on a particular 
day, and in relation to the nature of the service as well as the nature of the content. 
We should ask yourselves the following questions: 

•	 what is the likely composition of the audience, including the likely number 
and age range of children in the audience taking into account school time, 
weekends and holidays? We should be aware that school holidays are 
different in different parts of the UK. 

•	 does the talent, slot, genre or service carry pre-existing expectations which 
may be challenged by the content? 
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•	 is harm or offence likely to be caused by misleading the audience or in the 
inclusion of difficult or challenging material? 

•	 has any difficult or challenging content been clearly signposted? 
•	 what is the likely “pull-through audience” i.e. what is the nature of the 

preceding content and what kind of audience is it likely to attract? 

Radio and online 
Radio and online do not have Watersheds. Our scheduling and publishing decisions 
need to be relevant to the audience expectations of each radio network and online 
service and informed by our knowledge of when children are particularly likely to be 
listening or whether online content is likely to appeal to a high proportion of 
children. 

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

Language 
Offensive language is one of the most frequent causes of complaint. It can be a 
particular source of offence in sub-titles or online. 

Judgements about its use are difficult because they depend on tone and context. 
There is no consensus about words that are acceptable, when, and by whom. 
Different words cause different degrees of offence in different parts of the world. So 
a person’s age, sex, education, employment, belief, nationality, and where they live, 
all impact on whether or not they might be offended 

Language that most causes offence: 

•	 terms of racist abuse 
•	 pejorative terms relating to illness and disabilities 

Section 15: Interacting with our Audiences 

Introduction 
Interactivity allows our audiences to engage with us in many different ways, from 
choosing which game to watch at Wimbledon and voting for a Personality of the 
Year, to taking part in our competitions and contributing to radio phone-ins. 

Interactivity provides choice and gives opportunities to be heard and to create 
content. We aim to offer it to everyone by using our different platforms in different 
ways, but we will not exclude viewers and listeners who do not choose to interact. 
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Interactivity editorial principles 
When we offer interactivity to our audiences we should ensure that it: 

•	 adds public value and enhances our output in a way which fits our public 
service remit. 

•	 is distinctive and has a clear editorial purpose. 
•	 matches the expectations of the likely audience. 

Phone-in programmes 
Phone-in programmes may use comments sent via text, email and the red button as 
well as talking to callers. The live nature of phone-ins means we should be alert to 
the possibility of contributors breaking the law or causing widespread offence. We 
should also be careful not to allow phone-ins to become a vehicle for the opinions of 
the presenter. The following best practice may help to minimise the risks: 

•	 contributors to phone-ins should normally be called back and if necessary 
briefed before they go on air. 

•	 content producers should read emails and texts before they are broadcast. 
•	 presenters should be adequately briefed on BBC Editorial Guidelines and the 

law and be able to extricate the programme from tricky situations with speed 
and courtesy. 

The Committee’s decision 

The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial standards, 
including the BBC’s values and other standards set out in the Editorial Guidelines. 
The Committee took into account all the material before it relating to the appeal: 
this included submissions from all the relevant parties to the complaint who were 
asked to comment on the material going before the Committee. 

The Committee considered the complaint in three parts: 

• Harm and offence (including portrayal) 
• Phone-in programmes (which includes the use of email and texts) 
• Complaints handling 

Harm and offence 

The Committee recognised that the content of the email had the potential to offend 
some listeners to the programme. It acknowledged that the intention of the 
comment was to be humorous and to utilise the general banter amongst football 
supporters, who regularly make comments about the effectiveness, or not, of 
players. The Committee acknowledged that in some contexts the call to put a player 
into a zoo as an exhibit could have alluded to a question of race. However, it was 
satisfied that given the player’s nationality and background there were no obvious 
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assumptions or stereotypes associated to him as a Slovakian which could reasonably 
lead to a suggestion of racism or the adoption of offensive or stereotypical 
assumptions. However, the Committee did feel that the issue of offence was not 
helped by the programme’s ‘hyping’ of the comment, done purely as a device and not 
because of its content, which might have led the audience to expect that the 
comment would be more contentious than it turned out to be. 

The Committee was also satisfied that the programme was aware of the general 
composition and expectation of the audience. It recognised that the content was 
aimed at a predominantly adult, football-supporting audience who would have had 
some awareness of the player, his performances up to that time and the comments 
and speculation surrounding him in the press and other media. It acknowledged 
therefore that the comment, which to some could have appeared cruel, was made 
within the context of ‘terrace humour’ and was unlikely to be taken seriously. 

The Committee recognised that the programme team had apologised to Filip Šebo 
for any offence the remark had caused him personally. 

The Committee was satisfied that the comment did not breach guidelines on harm 
and offence (portrayal and audience expectation). 

Phone-in programmes 

The Committee was satisfied that the programme had not breached guidelines on 
interactivity with the audience. It noted that receiving emails was a legitimate part of 
the programme and the content of the emails matched the expectations of the 
audience, even if not all of the audience agreed with the comments or found them 
funny on every occasion. The Committee noted that the production team had 
followed best practice in the case of this particular email with the producer reading 
it and discussing it with the presenter ahead of broadcast. 

Complaints handling 

The Committee noted the complainant’s concerns about the quality of response to 
his complaint at both stage 1 and stage 2 of the BBC’s complaints process. The 
Committee, having reviewed the correspondence between the complainant and the 
BBC, did not feel that the complainant had grounds to suggest that his complaint had 
not been taken seriously and, therefore, was satisfied that no further action was 
required. 

FINDING: Not upheld. 
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