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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 (May 2007) 

The Apprentice 
BBC Two, 1 March 2006 

Appeal by Mr Mani Sandher 

This was a first-party complaint by one of the candidates. He believed the editing of a 
particular sequence in the programme, a sales presentation to a Harrods buyer, was 
an unfair portrayal of his involvement in this task. He believed that the sequence 
suggested that he had not considered a pricing policy which he said he had 
considered, and as evidence in support of his claim he pointed to the rushes of the 
item not used in the broadcast programme.  

The Committee concluded: 

•	 It did not breach guidelines regarding accuracy as the sequence had captured the 
most salient element of the discussion, which was the lack of an agreed retail 
price strategy by the team. 

•	 The editing of the piece had not distorted or misled the audience as to the 
outcome of the presentation or the complainant’s part in it. 

•	 The sequence had also fairly reflected the complainant’s role within the team and 
the outcome of his presentation. 

•	 The complainant had not been misled about his contribution to the series as he 
would have been aware that the programme was subject to editing that 
highlighted the most relevant elements of each candidate’s experience.  

•	 The delay in the response at stage 1 of the complaints process was unacceptable 
and would be taken up by the Committee with BBC management. 

The Committee did not uphold the complaints, apart from that relating to the 
complaints process.  

For the finding in full see pages 7–13. 

This Week 
BBC One, 13 July 2006 

The complaint concerned a comment made by Maureen Lipman, a guest on the 
programme, who in a brief discussion on the Israeli–Hezbollah conflict suggested that 
“human life is not cheap for the Israelis and human life on the other side is quite 
cheap”. The complainant believed that the remark breached guidelines on portrayal 
and impartiality, as in her view neither Andrew Neil nor Michael Portillo challenged 
the view expressed, and when Diane Abbott did “remonstrate” with Ms Lipman the 
discussion was cut short.  
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The Committee concluded: 

•	 The phrase was open to a number of interpretations. Some would have 
interpreted it as referring only to those Palestinians engaged in acts of violence 
and not the Palestinian community more generally. 

•	 The comment had been sufficiently challenged within the programme, although 
the Committee felt that the presenter of the programme could have done more 
to have ensured clarification of the comment. 

•	 The programme had achieved sufficient balance overall on the subject of the 
Middle East as a result of an earlier element of the discussion. 

•	 Regarding the handling of the complaint, the Committee believed the complainant 
had to wait an unacceptable time for the response from the Editorial Complaints 
Unit at stage 2 of the process. The Committee will raise this issue with BBC 
management. 

The Committee did not uphold the complaints, apart from that relating to the 
complaints process.  

For the finding in full see pages 14–20. 

Timewatch: The Crusaders’ Lost Fort 
BBC Two, 14 April 2006 

The programme, which investigated the recent discovery of a Crusader fort at 
Jacob’s Ford, was accused of misleading viewers by not only failing to mention the 
historical context of the First Crusade, but also by failing to allude to the atrocities 
of the Islamic forces.  

The Committee concluded: 

•	 The context of the fort’s purpose and construction had been appropriately 
signposted in the introduction and narrative of the programme.  

•	 The background had not been distorted by the programme’s failure to mention 
the Muslim invasion of the Holy Land in AD 638. 

•	 The evidence of brutality was presented in a fair and open-minded manner and 
clearly highlighted atrocities perpetrated by both Muslims and Crusaders. 

•	 The delays in the replies at stage 1of the complaints process were unacceptable. 
The Committee will raise this issue with BBC management. 

The Committee did not uphold the complaints, apart from that relating to the 
complaints process.  

For the finding in full see pages 21–26. 
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Gerry Anderson 
BBC Radio Ulster, 20 and 21 September, 6 October and  
31 March 2006 

The complainant objected to the “regular” use of offensive language by the presenter 
Gerry Anderson. The complainant believed language such as “shite”, “gobshite” and 
“Jesus” breached programme standards on harm and offence. 

The Committee concluded: 

•	 The language complained of was not considered as amongst the most offensive by 
the majority of the audience. 

•	 The meaning of the words “shite” and “gobshite” in the vernacular of Northern 
Ireland, and in the context of this programme in particular, was different from 
other parts of the UK, in that the words did not necessarily carry the same level 
of offence and aggression and could be seen as comedic banter. 

•	 The programme was scheduled for an adult daytime audience and BBC Northern 
Ireland had worked with the programme to ensure that the language met the 
expectations of that audience. 

•	 The programme was also aware that it had to temper its content and language at 
times when children would be listening, for example in school holidays. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 26–30. 

Friday Night with Jonathan Ross 
BBC One, 14 April 2006 

The complainant felt that the use of the word “fuck” was not only unnecessary but 
was inappropriately masked. The complainant also considered the alleged breach of 
guidelines of harm and offence was worsened because of the programme being 
broadcast on a Bank Holiday when there was a strong possibility that children might 
have been exposed to this language. 

The Committee concluded: 

•	 The word “fuck” had been used within the context of a story about the meaning 
of the word. 

•	 The production team had, following a previous ruling, dipped 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. 
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• As the audience had an understanding and expectation of the programme’s 
style and format, and as there was a policy in place to dip or bleep out the most 
offensive language, there was no requirement for BBC management to provide a 
pre-broadcast warning. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 30–34. 
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Findings (April 2007) 

The Apprentice 
BBC Two, 1 March 2006 

Appeal by Mr Mani Sandher 

1 The programme 

The programme promoted itself as “the toughest recruitment drive on television” 
and pitted 14 hopeful candidates against each other in a series of business challenges 
to see who would eventually be chosen by Sir Alan Sugar to become his new 
apprentice. The apprenticeship brought with it a six-figure salary. 

During the series the candidates were put into various teams and given various roles 
which included leading the team on a project, organising the marketing, presenting 
products to companies and selling products to customers. The candidates lived in a 
house together and after each task one of them was fired by Sir Alan Sugar, thereby 
reducing the number so that by the grand final only two candidates were left. 

Following each edition of the programme the ‘fired’ candidate was interviewed live 
on The Apprentice: You’re Fired. When this programme went out it was featured on 
BBC Three. The programme offered the expelled candidate the opportunity to 
discuss their experience as well as to be questioned by an invited panel on their 
views on why they were fired, the other candidates and who might eventually win.  

2 The complaint 

This is a first-party complaint and concerns the editing of a specific sequence in the 
second programme of the series. The item concerned the complainant making a 
sales presentation to a buyer at Harrods. The purpose of the pitch was to obtain 
orders for the Invicta team’s Great Ormond Street charity calendar. The 
complainant’s responsibility was to present the calendar to the buyer and agree a 
price for the product.  

The complainant suggested that the editing of this sequence resulted in an unfair 
portrayal of his involvement in this particular task. He believed that the sequence 
suggested that he had not considered a pricing policy which he claimed he had and 
which he said was supported by the rushes of the sequence not used in the final 
broadcast programme. 

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

•	 “I strongly believe that the editing of episode 2 goes against the values of the 
BBC.” 
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•	 “I have THREE issues with my direct response to a question being cut in the 
editing: 
a) It falls well short of BBC standards, as espoused in your ‘Purpose & Values’ 

document, which states: 

i) ‘It is [the BBC] vision is to be the most ... trusted organisation in the world.’ 

ii) ‘Trust is the foundation of the BBC: we are independent, impartial and 


honest.’ 
b) It completely goes against Roly Keating’s [Controller of BBC Two] vision of 

business reality television [i.e. broadening business issues and programmes to a 
wider audience; showing business at its best as well as offering a range of role 
models; enriching viewers’ understanding of business]. 

c) It defames my character. The clip suggested that: 
i) I had not thought of a retail price before entering into the negotiation. 
ii) I was incompetent in the way I communicated in the negotiation.” 

•	 He believed the programme should have shown the “detailed spreadsheet of ... 
prices and profitability” that he had worked on the day before the presentation. 

•	 As to the edited piece he stated: “If you choose to keep in a question, surely you 
are bound by integrity to keep in the immediate and direct answer to it?” 

•	 He also stated that there were tactical reasons for not agreeing a price straight 
away with the buyer from Harrods and that a consistent retail price across 
outlets, which had not been agreed by the group and could have put them at a 
disadvantage for later negotiations, was the reason why the meeting was 
adjourned. 

•	 “All of the occasions I was criticised by my team were kept in full in the final edit 
... a fair and truthful representation [should] show any counter evidence proving 
... I had ... considered pricing.” 

•	 “The day following the airing of the episode in question, I received the following 
SMS message from one of the producers: 
‘Hope you were OK with the pitch stuff we did last night? We had to deflect 
away from naragis [the other team’s negotiator] a bit otherwise she would have 
been kicked too much! James.’ 

•	 He also pointed out that when he was fired [he was not the candidate ‘fired’ in 
this episode] and appeared on You’re Fired, the producer would not show the 
unedited scene. 

BBC response 

The BBC did not uphold the complaint. At stage 1, the Commissioning Executive 
replied to the three issues raised by the complainant: 

a) Trust 
•	 Over 700 hours of rushes were recorded and condensed into 12 hours of 

programming. “[The] programme is not a detailed second by second account of 
reality.” 

•	 There were tensions in the group and there was no clear agreement on a retail 
price strategy: “You are not singled out ... the action that follows is a result of a 
lack of agreement by the whole group.” 

8 



•	 “The rushes make clear that ... you appear to have a spreadsheet of wholesale and 
I assume retail pricing options, the key issue for the Harrods buyer ... was your 
retail pricing strategy ... would it be consistent across all selling outlets.” 

b) Programming 
•	 The Apprentice reaches a much larger audience than other business programmes. 
•	 The tests allow the viewers to relate to business and business processes. 
•	 The series has proven to be a catalyst to motivate people to “try their own 

entrepreneurial hand”. 

c) Defamation 
•	 “I and the Apprentice team spent a lot of time checking and re-checking both the 

cut and the commentary on all of the series to ensure it was both fair to the 
characters of the Apprentices and the experiences they had...” 

•	 “...the briefings you received and the contract you signed do make it clear what 
some of these consequences might be, a risk you entered into in taking part ... it 
may be worth us both reflecting that we appear to only have differing views of 3 
minutes of a 12 hour series, longer if you include You’re Fired.” 

At stage 2 the Editorial Complaints Unit explained its view not to uphold the 
complaint as follows: 

•	 From the transcript of the rushes the Harrods buyer had asked a similar question 
on price on several occasions, “finally recommending the team work out the 
answer”. 

•	 The sequence and how it was used gave a fair reflection of the exchanges in the 
Harrods office. 

•	 “The extent to which all this reflected on you [the complainant] personally was 
limited.” 

•	 “[The] failure to agree a price reflected poorly on the team leadership, but not on 
you personally.” 

•	 “At this stage – this was programme two – the exercises were about teamwork. 
The disarray in the presentation to [the Harrods buyer] reflected shortcomings in 
the team’s approach, and the programme-makers were seeking to reflect that.” 

•	 “It is clear from the rushes that you had a spreadsheet with prices in it, but it is 
equally clear that you did not have the authority from the Velocity team as a 
whole to pitch a firm price to [the Harrods buyer].” 

•	 Fairness does not require broadcasting the whole of a particular exchange, “so 
long as what is broadcast does not give a distorted impression of what took 
place”. 
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3 Applicable editorial standards 

The BBC’s Editorial Values 

Truth and accuracy 

We strive to be accurate and establish the truth of what has happened. Accuracy is 
more important than speed and it is often more than a question of getting the facts 
right. We will weigh all relevant facts and information to get at the truth. Our output 
will be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in 
clear, precise language. We will be honest and open about what we don’t know and 
avoid unfounded speculation. 

Section 3: Accuracy 

Introduction 

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. 
•	 corroborating claims and allegations made by contributors wherever possible. 

Misleading audiences 

We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or knowingly 
do anything to mislead our audiences. We may need to label material to avoid 
doing so. 

Section 5: Fairness, Contributors & Consent 

Introduction 

The BBC strives to be fair to all – fair to those we’re making programmes about, fair 
to contributors, and fair to our audiences. 

Fairness editorial principles 

•	 We will be open, honest and straightforward in our dealings with 
contributors and audiences, unless there is a clear public interest in doing 
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otherwise, or we need to consider important legal issues or issues of 
confidentiality. 

•	 People will normally have consented to contribute to our output. 
•	 Where allegations are being made, the individuals or organisations concerned 

should normally have the right of reply. 

Fairness to contributors 

Our commitment to fairness is normally achieved by ensuring that people know: 

•	 why they are being asked to contribute to BBC output and where it will first 
appear. 

•	 the context of the programme or website. 
•	 the nature of their involvement. 

When inviting people to contribute to our output we should normally explain: 

•	 the final content will be a fair and truthful representation of what they say 
and do. 

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 when making their decision considered this complaint in three parts: 

•	 Accuracy 
•	 Fairness 
•	 Complaints handling 

Accuracy 

First, the Committee considered whether or not the item had been an accurate 
representation of the discussion in the Harrods office. It acknowledged that, with 
any programme of this nature, issues and conversations would be compressed and 
left, at times, incomplete by the editing – in other words, not everything that was 
said would, necessarily, be featured. That was the nature of this kind of 
programming. The Committee therefore had to decide whether or not the editing of 
the piece had included the relevant facts and information to provide a truthful 
picture of the discussion. It noted the conversation in its entirety and noted that the 
complainant had raised the issue of price during the discussion: 
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From the rushes – MS is the complainant and DM the Harrods buyer: 

MS:	 Ordinarily we would expect something like this to retail about £7.99, 
£6.99, so, however, that’s without this logo, with this logo we believe 
there’s a price premium one can charge because this is for charity and 
we’ve done a, a very small sample size, market research, and we believe 
it makes a big difference – people will see that logo and be attracted to it 
and thank this is for a good cause, and then, of course, I think the rest of 
the calendar just speaks for itself. 

DM: OK, so you would be looking at a price of what, £10, £12? 

MS:	 Ten or twelve pounds is about right – because of the cause I would take 
it to £12 if we could, yeah. 

The Committee acknowledged that this clip of the conversation had not appeared in 
the programme. However, it also noted that later in the conversation, again not 
featured in the final edit, the issue of a specific retail price strategy, the issue the deal 
hung on, had not been established. 

From the rushes: 

DM:	 I think the important thing I would say to you, though, is that you really 
need to have a clear retail price strategy for us and for all the other 
retailers because something like this, it shouldn’t really be a variable retail 
price. 

MS:	 I see, right. 

DM:	 ...and I think that it would be important that we can agree on a retail 
price that is consistent within the market place... 

The Committee noted that the programme then featured the complainant’s 
response to that comment within the final transmitted programme, as well as the 
Harrods buyer’s final comment on the issue of price. 

Transmitted conversation: 

MS:	 That retail price conversation, is that something we should do now. 

DM:	 I think maybe if you would like to come back to me with what retail price 
you believe is right for it. Based on that I’ll then make a decision of 
whether or not we feel that is right for Harrods. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that, while it acknowledged that the 
complainant had mentioned price in his presentation to Harrods, the issue of the 
retail price strategy and whether the price should be variable had not been agreed or 
adequately discussed by the team beforehand. The Committee noted that the 
Harrods buyer effectively considered this element of the deal to be the ‘deal 
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breaker’ and believed it was right for the programme to highlight the shortcomings 
of the team in not having a prepared pricing structure. It was also satisfied that in 
editing the piece the programme had not distorted or knowingly misled the audience 
as to the outcome of the presentation or the complainant’s part in it.  

The Committee therefore did not uphold the complaint on accuracy. 

Fairness 

The Committee then considered whether the programme had been fair to the 
complainant in its portrayal of him in this sequence. The Committee again 
considered the full unedited presentation to Harrods alongside the edited version 
shown in the broadcast programme. It was satisfied that the transmitted programme 
fairly reflected the complainant’s role within the team and the outcome of the 
presentation at Harrods. The Committee noted that the aired version had featured 
his preparatory work. It agreed that this had been brief but recognised that it was 
comparable to the way in which the majority of the other candidates’ efforts had 
been featured in the same programme. It also felt the edited version of the 
presentation was an accurate representation of the complainant’s pitch and did not 
consider that the edit had made the complainant look “foolish”. It considered the 
programme had rightly focused on the team’s inability to agree a retail price 
structure before going into the pitch and, setting that matter to one side, that the 
complainant, given the limited support of some of his colleagues, had delivered a 
good presentation in the broadcast version. The Committee was also satisfied that 
the complainant, although unhappy with the final edit, had not been misled by the 
programme as to his contribution. It was satisfied that, given the nature of the 
programme, all of the contributors would have been aware that any sequence would 
not be shown in its entirety and would be subject to editing that highlighted the 
most relevant elements of each candidate’s experience.  

The Committee therefore did not uphold the complaint regarding fairness. 

Complaints handling 

The Committee, in reviewing the paperwork, and in particular the delays to the 
responses at stage 1 of the process, was disappointed that a complaint of this nature 
had taken so long to be answered. It considered the initial delays at stage 1 of the 
process to be unacceptable. The Committee will write to Mark Byford, Deputy 
Director-General and Chairman of the Complaints Management Board, to express 
its concerns as to the issue of late responses from programme areas. 

FINDING: Not upheld. 

Action 
The Chairman on behalf of the Committee will write to Mark Byford to ask him to 
raise the issue of the unacceptability of late replies to complaints at stage 1 of the 
process. 
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This Week 
BBC One, 13 July 2006 

1 The programme 

The programme, described in Radio Times as “seven days in politics”, takes a look at 
events, mainly political, that have occurred over the last week. It is presented by 
Andrew Neil, who is joined every week with regular contributors Diane Abbott and 
Michael Portillo. The programme also invites guests from a range of different 
backgrounds and opinions to discuss the week’s events as well as to stimulate studio 
discussion. 

2 The context 

This edition of the programme was broadcast the day after two Israeli soldiers had 
been taken prisoner by Hezbollah militants on the Israel–Lebanon border. The Israeli 
government had bombed Hezbollah positions inside Lebanon and described the 
abduction as an “act of war”. 

Maureen Lipman, a guest on the programme, had been invited to record her views 
on the previous week’s events and was introduced in the studio by Andrew Neil as 
“actress, columnist and all-round national treasure”. It was during the studio 
discussion on the recent events in the Middle East that she commented: 

“...human life is not cheap to the Israelis and human life on the other side is quite 
cheap actually, because they strap bombs to people and send them to blow 
themselves up.” 

3 The complaint 

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

•	 The remark was overtly racist and offensive as it implied “that it is acceptable to 
kill Arabs, whilst Israeli life is more valuable”. 

•	 Neither Andrew Neil nor Michael Portillo complied with producers’ guidelines 
and challenged the views expressed, and when Diane Abbott “started to 
remonstrate, calling the comment unfair” the discussion was cut short and the 
programme moved on by Andrew Neil.  

•	 The inclusion of an unchallenged controversial statement could not increase the 
audience’s awareness or understanding of this issue “as no Arab or other 
spokesperson was given the opportunity to react”. 

•	 The BBC should remind its presenters to distance themselves from racism as well 
as to “apologise for allowing such a grossly offensive remark to go unchallenged”. 
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•	 Andrew Neil’s comment “We can’t do justice to the Middle East, we just touched 
on it” was inappropriate as the question concerned racism, “which was not 
addressed by [Andrew] Neil at any point during the programme”. 

•	 The BBC should condemn Maureen Lipman for saying it. 
•	 It would be appropriate for the BBC, under its guidelines, to “allow a right of 

reply or present a pre-arranged discussion programme”.  

In response to the Editorial Complaints Unit’s (ECU) reply at stage 2, the 
complainant stated: 

•	 The ECU perpetuated the stereotypical response, i.e. the association of Arabs to 
suicide bombers and Islamic extremism, and did not answer the concerns 
adequately. 

•	 Would the BBC clarify the use of the terms “terrorism” and “violent Islamic 
extremists” to describe the actions of Hezbollah within the discussion and in the 
ECU reply? 

•	 Given the sensitivity at the time, what attempts did the programme make to get a 
balancing Muslim or Arab spokesperson on to the programme at this sensitive 
time? 

•	 Andrew Neil during the discussion equated the weaponry of Israel, Hezbollah and 
Hamas. This was misleading as it made the contest appear equal, which it clearly 
was not. This made it appear that the presenter had taken a position rather than 
being impartial. 

BBC response 

The complaint was not upheld by the BBC. The responses at stage 1 and stage 2 
(ECU) are summarised below: 

Stage 1 
•	 Diane Abbott challenged Maureen Lipman on the proportionality of the remark. 

Stage 2 (ECU) 
•	 Maureen Lipman, by making reference to suicide bombers and acknowledging that 

she was not referring to Palestinian mothers had, “if clumsily phrased”, directed 
the comment “at the militants on the Palestinian side, not Palestinians in general”. 

•	 Diane Abbott’s intervention was important as it challenged Ms Lipman to clarify 
her comment and justified Andrew Neil’s decision not to pursue the matter. 

•	 There was a danger that this conversation could have derailed the intended and 
subsequent issues, which would have been a disservice to the wider audience. 

•	 Andrew Neil’s intervention to close down the argument recognised that both 
sides had been put and Ms Lipman’s point adequately challenged. 

Complaints handling 

The complainant, while raising specific issues with the reply from ECU, also raised 
some issues regarding the tone of the reply: 
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•	 Why was the description of Maureen Lipman as a “national treasure” drawn to 
the complainant’s attention as it was not relevant and did not answer the issue of 
racism? 

•	 The complainant believed that those investigating complaints (ECU) should avoid 
falling back on stereotypes such as associating Arabs to “extremists”, “suicide” 
and “life is cheap”. 

Applicable editorial standards 

Section 3: Accuracy 

Correcting mistakes 

We should normally acknowledge serious factual errors and correct mistakes quickly 
and clearly. Inaccuracy may lead to a complaint of unfairness. An effective way of 
correcting a mistake is saying what was wrong as well as putting it right. 

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

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

•	 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. 
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•	 our journalists and presenters, including those in news and current affairs, 
may provide professional judgements but may not express personal 
opinions on matters of public policy or political or industrial controversy. 
Our audiences should not be able to tell from BBC programmes or BBC 
output the personal views of our journalists and presenters on such 
matters 

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

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. 

Impartiality in series 

In achieving impartiality a series of programmes on the same service may be 
considered as a whole. The Agreement states that in this case due impartiality does 
not require absolute neutrality on every issue or detachment from fundamental 
democratic principles. For this purpose there are two types of series: 

•	 Programmes dealing with widely disparate issues from one programme to 
the next but also clearly linked as a strand with a common title. These 
should normally achieve impartiality within individual programmes, or 
across two or three editorially linked programmes, rather than across the 
strand as a whole. 

Personal view, authored programmes & websites 

We have a tradition of allowing a wide range of individuals, groups or organisations 
to offer a personal view or opinion, express a belief, or advance a contentious 
argument in our programmes or on our websites. 

Personal view and authored programmes and websites have a valuable part to play in 
our output. However when covering controversial subjects dealing with matters of 
public policy or political or industrial controversy we should: 

•	 retain a respect for factual accuracy. 
•	 fairly represent opposing viewpoints when appropriate. 
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Section 11: War, Terror & Emergencies 

Terror 

We must report acts of terror quickly, accurately, fully and responsibly. Our 
credibility is undermined by the careless use of words which carry emotional or 
value judgements. The word “terrorist” itself can be a barrier rather than an aid to 
understanding. We should try to avoid the term, without attribution. We should let 
other people characterise while we report the facts as we know them. 

We should not adopt other people’s language as our own. It is also usually 
inappropriate to use words like “liberate”, “court martial” or “execute” in the 
absence of a clear judicial process. We should convey to our audience the full 
consequences of the act by describing what happened. We should use words which 
specifically describe the perpetrator such as “bomber”, “attacker”, “gunman”, 
“kidnapper”, “insurgent, and “militant”. Our responsibility is to remain objective and 
report in ways that enable our audiences to make their own assessments about who 
is doing what to whom. 

Guidance: Live Output 

Overview 

As it is not possible to guarantee the compliance of live programmes in advance of 
transmission we should take special care to minimise the risks involved such as 
inadvertently causing harm or offence ... This applies to anyone appearing live on air 
or online including our contributors, our own presenters, journalists and reporters, 
commentators and analysts, and even the live audience. 

The risks of live broadcasting may include: 

• broadcast of derogatory or libellous comments 

...this guidance provides advice to try and ensure we minimise the risks of going live. 

How To Deal With A Serious Incident In A Live Broadcast 

Offensive Comments 
If offensive comments are expressed during live interviews, the interviewer should 
normally intervene, challenge the comments where appropriate and/or distance the 
BBC from the comments. If this doesn’t happen we should make an on-air apology at 
the earliest opportunity. Offensive comments include remarks that may be 
interpreted as, for example, racist, sexist, homophobic, prejudiced against a religious 
group, or reflecting an unflattering national stereotype. If offensive comments are 
made when, for example, football fans chant racist abuse we should consider making 
an on air apology for broadcasting the comments. 
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5 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. 

First, the Committee considered what Maureen Lipman may have meant when she 
used the phrase. It acknowledged that the phrase was likely to cause offence to 
some viewers. In doing so, it recognised that the phrase was open to a range of 
interpretations. It acknowledged that some people would have considered the 
remark as racist, but was also aware that others would have interpreted it quite 
differently as referring only to those Palestinians engaged in acts of violence. The 
Committee also noted that, once Ms Lipman had been challenged by Diane Abbott, 
the comment’s meaning had, in part, been clarified in that Ms Lipman’s response 
implied it was not directed at all Arabs per se: 

Diane Abbott:	 “The idea that the Palestinian mother doesn’t value her 
child the way an Israeli mother does is not fair.” 

Maureen Lipman:	 “I don’t mean that. I don’t say that the mother is... That’s 
not what I said.” 

The Committee acknowledged that, whatever the interpretation, a contentious 
phrase was not in itself a breach of guidelines. However, the Committee recognised 
that when such a remark was made it was beholden for the programme to test those 
views taking into account the context of the particular item, programme, audience 
and audience expectations. The Committee therefore considered what actions had 
been taken to ensure objectivity and even-handedness in its approach to this subject. 
It noted that, prior to Ms Lipman’s remark, Diane Abbott had challenged fellow 
contributor Michael Portillo on his reference to Israel being depicted as “the villain” 
in the conflict. It acknowledged that she had raised the issue of the proportionality of 
the Israeli response to recent events in the region following the capture of three 
Israeli soldiers. She stated: 

Diane Abbott:	 “You say Israel is depicted as the villain. Hamas and 
Hezbollah have kidnapped three Israeli soldiers. In return 
this evening – I was looking at the news bulletin, Israel has 
mined the airport, they have bombed villages: 50 people 
have died. There is an argument about a disproportionate 
response.” 

It was from this comment on proportionality that Ms Lipman made her remark: 

Maureen Lipman:	 “What’s proportion got to do with it though Diane? It is 
not about proportion is it? I mean human life human life is 
not cheap to the Israeli...” 
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The Committee recognised that this response to the previous remark by Diane 
Abbott, which effectively set out the number of lives lost, could be argued to be 
disproportionate and therefore raised the implication that Israel had overreacted. 
The Committee also acknowledged that once Ms Lipman had made her remark she 
was challenged by Diane Abbott. The Committee therefore, whilst understanding the 
perspective of the complainant in finding the phrase both offensive and biased, was 
satisfied that the programme had provided balance to the discussion on the Middle 
East overall, as well as a suitable challenge to the views expressed by Ms Lipman. 
Nevertheless, the Committee, although satisfied that the programme had not 
breached guidelines on due impartiality, wished to express its view that in situations 
like this, particularly when sensitivities on controversial subjects are heightened, 
there is a responsibility on the presenter to request clarification when contentious 
views have been expressed and that it should not be left to contributors alone, 
however experienced, to provide that balance. 

The Committee also noted that the complainant requested clarification of the 
presenter Andrew Neil’s use of the word “terrorist” in his comment:  

Andrew Neil:	 “...Israel at the moment is fighting well-armed terrorists 
with very sophisticated weapons, Hezbollah in the North, 
Hamas down in the Gaza Strip.” 

The Committee stated that, while the use of the word was not banned, it would 
advise anyone referring to any individual or organisation in this way to be mindful of 
the BBC guideline that states: 

The word “terrorist” itself can be a barrier rather than an aid to 
understanding. We should try to avoid the term, without attribution. We 
should let other people characterise while we report the facts as we know 
them. 

Finally, the Committee considered how the complaint had been handled. It felt that 
the length of time the complainant had had to wait for a response from ECU was 
unacceptable. The Committee will write to BBC management to express its concern 
at the unacceptable delay in replying to this complaint at stage 2 of the process. 

FINDING: Not upheld. 

Action 
The Chairman to write to Caroline Thomson, Chief Operating Officer, to ask her to 
raise with the relevant manager the issue of the unacceptability of late replies to 
complaints at stage 2 of the process. 
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Timewatch: The Crusaders’ Lost Fort 
BBC Two, 14 April 2006 

1 The programme 

Timewatch is a historical documentary series. Each episode looks at a different story 
or event in history. 

This episode looked at the Crusaders’ lost fort at Jacob’s Ford and was described on 
the programme’s website as follows: 

“In 1179, a great Crusader castle was destroyed after a five day siege. How did 
the great Muslim leader Saladin break into this ‘state of the art’ fortress in such 
a short time? Timewatch reveals the true and savage story of ‘Jacob’s Ford’.” 

2 The complaint 

The complainant summarised his complaint as follows: 

“The programme, not only in what it said, but in what it omitted, in effect 
misinformed viewers, and could be taken as constituting appeasement of 
Islam.” 

The complainant’s more specific points are detailed below (quotes are extracts from 
the complaint):  

•	 The introduction to the programme misinformed viewers by failing to mention 
the historical context which provoked the First Crusade and the reconquest of 
Jerusalem. 

•	 The programme highlighted the brutality of the Crusaders but failed to allude to 
the atrocities of Islam. 

BBC response 

The Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) at stage 2 did not uphold the complaint. Its 
response is summarised below: 

•	 The programme’s introduction set the matter in context with a brief explanation 
of the background to the building of the fort. 

•	 It also felt that the reference to the Christian conquest of Jerusalem in 1099, 
which was followed by the construction of a series of forts, was sufficiently 
relevant to explaining the background to what happened at Jacob’s Ford. It did 
not think “specific reference to other events ... was called for”. 

•	 It was satisfied that the account of what happened in the fort included a 
“balancing” element. It noted: “Sequences showing the archaeological dig revealed 
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how it was home not only to soldiers but also to their servants and horses. All 
were ‘slaughtered by the Muslims’.” 

•	 In conclusion it was satisfied that the programme “presented a picture of brutality 
on both sides as each sought to protect what, to them, were sacred sites”, as well 
as explaining the “Crusader motivation” to defend the Sepulchre. It also felt that 
the lack of a fuller explanation did not result in any imbalance as the programme 
“did not set out to be historically comprehensive”. 

Complaints handling 

The complainant raised concerns as to the length of the process, particularly at 
stage 1, where he had to chase up responses to his complaint from both the 
programme area and BBC Information. 

Applicable editorial standards 

The BBC’s Editorial Values 

Truth and accuracy 

We strive to be accurate and establish the truth of what has happened. Accuracy is 
more important than speed and it is often more than a question of getting the facts 
right. We will weigh all relevant facts and information to get at the truth. Our output 
will be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in 
clear, precise language. We will be honest and open about what we don’t know and 
avoid unfounded speculation. 

Impartiality & diversity of opinion 

We strive to be fair and open minded and reflect all significant strands of opinion by 
exploring the range and conflict of views. We will be objective and even handed in 
our approach to a subject. We will provide professional judgments where 
appropriate, but we will never promote a particular view on controversial matters of 
public policy or political or industrial controversy 

Section 3: Accuracy 

Introduction 

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 
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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. 
•	 corroborating claims and allegations made by contributors wherever possible. 

Fact checking 

We must check and verify information, facts and documents, particularly those 
researched on the internet. This may include confirming with an individual or 
organisation that they posted material and that it is accurate. Even the most 
convincing material on the web may not be what it seems. 

Misleading audiences 

We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or knowingly do 
anything to mislead our audiences. We may need to label material to avoid doing so. 

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. 

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

•	 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. 

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

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

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

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 this complaint in three parts: 

• Accuracy 
• Impartiality 
• Complaints handling 

Accuracy 

The Committee considered whether the programme, in its attempt to unravel the 
mystery of the lost fort of Jacob’s Ford, had, by omitting to provide reasons for the 
First Crusade, misled the audience. It noted the pre-transmission presentation 
announcement and the programme’s introduction which set out the purpose and 
content of the programme: 

Pre-transmission announcement: 

“Unearthing an 800-year-old mystery now on BBC Two ... a new series of 

Timewatch investigates a defining moment in the history of the Crusades ... the 

defeat of the Knights Templar at their strongest fortress.” 


Programme introduction: 

“In 1179 the Crusaders began building a mighty new fortress in the Holy Land. 

Vast and forbidding, both Christian and Muslim chroniclers proclaimed it 

impregnable. It was home to 1500 men, elite troops of the Knights Templar, 

the Vanguard of the soldiers of Christ. The balance of power in the Crusades 

seemed to change for ever. But within a year the castle was consumed in a 

great siege. The pride of the Crusaders had fallen and was utterly destroyed, 

vanishing into the sands. What happened to its garrison? Could it really have 

been the fortress the chroniclers described? Now at last excavations are 

beginning to shed new light on this mystery. Tonight Timewatch reveals the full 

truth. A story forgotten for eight hundred years.” 
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The Committee also considered the phrasing of the narrative within the programme 
when describing the reasons for the construction of the fort: 

Narration: 	 “The story of Jacob’s Ford starts here in one of the holiest cities 
on earth, Jerusalem. For thousands of years this has been a 
contested city. At the end of the 11th century, Christian 
Crusaders overthrew its Muslim population in a brutal siege.” 

It was satisfied that in all the examples the programme had clearly signposted its 
intention to concentrate its effort on a specific and clearly identified element of the 
Crusades. The Committee agreed that the programme, far from confusing the 
viewer, had gone out of its way to define the extent of its investigation, 
concentrating solely on the background to the construction of the fort, the battle 
that led to its capture, its destruction and loss from sight until modern times. The 
Committee was therefore satisfied that the programme had not distorted the facts 
by failing to mention the Muslim invasion of the Holy Land in AD 638. It considered 
that it was not a requirement for a historical documentary, when considering a 
specific facet of history, to provide background beyond that which was necessary. 
The Committee considered that the programme had been appropriately 
contextualised and was, therefore, not in breach of the guidelines on accuracy. 

Impartiality 

With regard to the issue of balance when referring to the brutality of both sides, the 
Committee noted the early reference to the Crusaders’ overthrow of Jerusalem in 
1099: 

Narration:	 “[The Crusaders] unleashed an unholy wave of violence ... 
butchering its Muslim population ... The Crusaders purged the 
city of every non believer.” 

It also noted the later narrative that talked about the massacre by Saladin’s forces of 
Crusaders and their servants at the fall of Jacob’s Ford and the comment by Saladin’s 
secretary of the annihilation of Christian forces at the battle of Hatin in 1187 which 
stated: 

Narration:	 “...the air was thick with the putrid smell of death and the earth 
was awash with the redness of Christian blood.” 

The Committee also noted the complainant’s distinction between the deaths of 
civilians and combatants, but considered the evidence put forward by the 
programme to suggest the capability of either side to commit acts of savage brutality 
was sufficient and compelling. The Committee was therefore satisfied that the 
programme had not breached guidelines on due impartiality and had been fair and 
open-minded in its investigation of the history of Jacob’s Ford.  
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Complaints handling 

The Committee considered how the complaint had been handled and concluded that 
the length of time the complainant had had to wait for a response from the 
programme team and ECU at stages 1 and 2 of the process was unacceptable. The 
Committee will write to BBC management to express its concern at the specific 
delay in replying to this complaint at stage 1of the process. 

FINDING: Not upheld 

Action 
The Chairman to write to Mark Byford, Deputy Director-General and Chairman of 
the Complaints Management Board, to ask him to raise with the relevant manager 
the issue of the unacceptability of late replies to complaints at stage 1 of the process. 

Gerry Anderson 
BBC Radio Ulster, 20 and 21 September, 6 October and  
31 March 2006 

1 The programme 

Gerry Anderson has a weekday show at 10.30–11.55am. It is billed on the  
BBC Radio Ulster website as “daily light entertainment with Gerry Anderson 
including news and travel at 11am”. 

2 The complaint 

The complaint concerned the language and presentation used by Gerry Anderson 
during his morning programme.  

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

•	 The complainant asked: “Why does the BBC allow presenters to bully their 
colleagues on air?” 

•	 The complainant also provided a number of examples of the language used by the 
presenter: 
- Calling his colleagues “shites”, “bogshites” and “gobshites” on air 
- Frequently using the word “arse” 
- Using the word “Jesus” as blasphemy 

•	 “It is degrading and poor radio.” 
•	 “Are the quoted examples of Gerry Anderson’s language acceptable on a morning 

radio programme?” 
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BBC response 

The Head of BBC Radio Ulster responded on behalf of BBC Northern Ireland at 
stage 1 of the process. Her replies and action have been summarised below: 

•	 “It was not felt that the implied use of the word ‘shite’, in the context, caused 
widespread offence. Although it is understood that his occasional use of the word 
‘shite’ does give rise to a small number of complaints.” 

•	 “We do clearly monitor the use of colloquialisms; in this instance and in this 
context I do not feel that the language went beyond the BBC’s guidelines.” 

•	 “The level of offence given locally is low – and in this case I would argue that the 
community and audience context and the nature of the presenter do have a 
bearing on our local guidelines on offence.” 

•	 “We are mindful of school holidays and are careful of content when we know 
large numbers of children are available to listen. The programme is generally 
made for an adult audience and the expectation is that Gerry will use frank and 
colloquial language.” 

•	 Gerry’s use of language had been discussed with him. 

The Editorial Complaints Unit at stage 2 did not uphold the complaint, stating: 

“The complainant’s view that the word “shite” is unacceptable is not shared by 
the majority of the audience.” 

Applicable editorial standards 

The BBC’s Editorial Values 

Harm and offence 

We aim to reflect the world as it is, including all aspects of the human experience 
and the realities of the natural world. But we balance our right to broadcast and 
publish innovative and challenging content with our responsibility to protect the 
vulnerable. 

Editorial Guidelines 

Section 8: Harm and Offence 

Introduction 

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. 
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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? 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? 

•	 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? 

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. 

We need to anticipate possible problems when broadcasting “live” radio 
programmes and deal with them promptly and sensitively if they occur. 

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. 

We must not include the MOST offensive language before the Watershed or on 
radio when children are particularly likely to be in our audience, or in online content 
likely to appeal to a high proportion of children, unless it is justified by the context 
and then its frequent use must be avoided. 

We must be able to justify the use of offensive language in challenging factual 
programmes, comedy and drama broadcast throughout the day on our speech radio 
stations. It will also generally require clear content information. 
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We must not include offensive language before the Watershed, or on radio when 
children are particularly likely to be in our audience, or in online content likely to 
appeal to a high proportion of children. 

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

Language that causes most offence includes: 

•	 sexual swearwords 
•	 terms of racist abuse 
•	 terms of sexual and sexist abuse or abuse referring to sexuality 
•	 pejorative terms relating to illness or disabilities 
•	 casual or derogatory use of holy names or religious words and especially in 

combination with other offensive language. 

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 first considered the language used in this context: “shite”, 
“gobshite”, “crap”, “arse” and, on one occasion, “Jesus”. It recognised that for some 
people the use of offensive language of any kind was unacceptable and in particular 
the use of a holy name, in a casual way, was considered by some people as most 
offensive. It recognised, however, that while there is no consensus about the 
acceptability of these words, the particular language used was considered by a 
majority as minor swearwords. 

The Committee considered that the meaning conveyed by the words “shite” and 
“gobshite” in the vernacular of Northern Ireland, and in the context of this 
programme in particular, was different from other parts of the UK in that they did 
necessarily not carry the same level of offence and aggression and could be seen as a 
form of comedic banter. The Committee recognised that this would have been the 
expectation and understanding of much of the audience and thus the language would 
not have seemed out of place or inappropriate. Nevertheless, the Committee 
acknowledged that BBC Northern Ireland had worked with the programme team to 
mitigate the overuse of the words and had set in place a system that ensured that 
the programme did not use these words in a way that went beyond the audience’s 
expectation. 

The Committee then considered the programme’s scheduling. It noted there is no 
watershed for radio, the responsibility being left to the radio station to schedule 
programme content appropriate to the audience’s expectations, while being mindful 
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of ensuring that programming is suitable for children at times such as breakfast time, 
during the school run and in school holidays. The Committee was satisfied that BBC 
Northern Ireland was aware of this requirement and had appropriately scheduled 
the programme, which was adult-focused, for a daytime adult audience. It was also 
aware that BBC management had, as part of its dialogue with the programme, 
ensured that the programme’s content and language in particular were appropriate 
for children listening during school holidays. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that, whilst the content of the programme 
was not always to everyone’s taste, it had not breached the guidelines on harm 
and offence. The Committee also wished to recognise the efforts made by  
BBC Northern Ireland to mitigate offence by working with the programme team to 
ensure compliance with the guidelines and responding sensitively to the views of the 
complainant. 

FINDING: Not upheld 

Friday Night with Jonathan Ross 
BBC One, 14 April 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 context 

A guest on the show, Joan Collins, made reference to the word “fuck” and 
subsequently used it in full in a later conversation with Jonathan Ross. 

3 The complaint 

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

•	 “Although ... Collins mentioned the ‘F’ word in full using a quieter voice the full 
word could quite clearly be heard and was not appropriately masked as required 
by the BBC Complaints Unit.” 

•	 “I certainly do not buy a licence fee to hear the type of language normally 
associated with ‘yobs’, ‘drunks’ and ‘football hooligans’.” 

•	 “Such language was not expected bearing in mind that the broadcast was on 
Good Friday (a Bank Holiday) when children were on school holiday and 
therefore able to stay up later...” 

30 



The complainant also pointed out that the BBC had appeared to breach its own 
policy regarding this programme following an earlier complaint by the complainant 
that the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU) had upheld in August 2005, which required 
the programme to signpost the most offensive language. 

In response to ECU’s comments (see BBC response section below) the complainant 
stated: 

•	 “The masking on this occasion was totally inadequate and I would take ‘suitable 
masking’ to mean that the offending word would not be heard at all.” 

•	 “The situation [is becoming] extremely complicated to the extent that it is almost 
impossible for the average viewer to be able to make an informed choice as to 
whether to view or not, when a simple pre-broadcast warning ... would save a 
great amount of embarrassment and prevent offence...” 

BBC response 

BBC Information at stage 1 responded: 

•	 The word was not used gratuitously: “It was used in a story she was telling about 
her parents’ attitude to bad language and the manner in which they raised her.” 

•	 With regard to a pre-broadcast warning: “There usually isn’t one before Friday 
Night with Jonathan Ross because any bad language is usually dipped or bleeped.” 

ECU did not uphold the complaint, stating the following: 

•	 “Although Joan Collins appears only to mouth the word ... in fact she spoke it 
aloud, but the sound was dipped so it would not be heard.” 

•	 “We also have to take account of the likely expectations of the audience in 
general. As you may know, Jonathan Ross has an established reputation for 
humour and conversation which are close to the boundaries.” 

•	 “Joan Collins was discussing strong language and was likely to give an example ... 
the eventual usage was as an illustrative part of this conversation rather than as an 
abusive or aggressive expression.” 

Complaints handling 

The complainant raised the following concerns: 

•	 “My original complaint was not handled efficiently by BBC Information.” 
•	 “I have never found the BBC’s Information Department to be particularly helpful.” 
•	 “[It has] given me the impression that my original complaint was not properly 

investigated at the time...” 
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4 Applicable editorial standards 

Section 8: Harm and offence 

Harm and offence editorial principles 

•	 We will not broadcast material that might seriously impair the physical, 
mental or moral development of children. 

•	 We observe the television Watershed to ensure material that might be 
unsuitable for children is appropriately scheduled. 

•	 We signpost and label challenging material to ensure our audiences have 
enough information on which to judge whether content is suitable for 
themselves or their children. 

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

Audience expectation 

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? 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? 

•	 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? 

Sign posts and content information 

To ensure that our audiences are not taken by surprise, we must clearly sign post 
difficult content on all of our services using a combination of appropriate scheduling 
and content information which is simple, consistent, and factual ... We must consider 
giving clear information about the content of some pre-Watershed programmes, 
programmes which start before the Watershed and run beyond it, and post-
Watershed programmes as well as for radio programmes broadcast when children 
are particularly likely to be listening. 

Language 

Offensive language is one of the most frequent causes of complaint. 

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.  
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So a person’s age, sex, education, employment, belief, nationality, and where they 
live, all impact on whether or not they might be offended. 

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

Any proposal to use the most offensive language (cunt, motherfucker and fuck) must 
be referred to and approved by a senior editorial figure or for Independents by the 
commissioning editor and the relevant output controller for television, radio, online 
and any other service. Chief Adviser Editorial Policy may also be consulted. 

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, whilst recognising there is no consensus on the use of offensive 
language, acknowledged that the most offensive language should not be used 
gratuitously. It was aware that on this occasion the word “fuck” was used within the 
context of a discussion in which a guest was providing an account of her personal 
experience of finding out the meaning of the word. The Committee noted that the 
word had been referred to as “the F-word” at one stage, which it felt forewarned 
viewers of the general content of the conversation. It also recognised that when the 
word was said the production team dipped the sound. The Committee also noted 
that this was a post-watershed programme that was firmly set in the adult viewing 
time of 10.40pm. It also recognised that the style, format and presentation of the 
programme, which had been running since 2001, would have been well known to the 
audience tuning in. The Committee was therefore satisfied that the programme 
content had been fully within the expectations of the audience watching. It was also 
satisfied that the programme had followed a previous ruling to ensure that the most 
offensive language, unless editorially justified, had been appropriately muted so as not 
to cause offence. The Committee also agreed that because of the audience’s 
understanding and expectation of the programme’s style and content, as well as the 
measures taken by the production team to dip or bleep out the most offensive 
language, there was no requirement for BBC management to provide a pre-
broadcast warning. 

In conclusion the Committee was satisfied that this programme did not breach the 
guidelines on harm and offence. 

The Committee then considered how the complaint was handled by  
BBC Information at stage 1 of the process. It noted that the initial reply was sent out 
a few days outside of the 10-day time limit, but felt that this was mitigated by the 
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considered reply the complainant received. The Committee, having reviewed the 
correspondence between the complainant and BBC Information, did not feel that the 
complainant had grounds to suggest that BBC Information had not taken his 
complaint seriously and, therefore, was satisfied that no further action was required. 

FINDING: Not upheld. 
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