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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 Alison Hastings. 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. 

In line with its duty to consider topics of editorial concern to the Committee, whether or 
not such concern arises from a formal complaint, and to commission information requests 
from the Trust Unit or Executive to support such consideration, the Committee also from 
time to time requests the Executive to report to the Committee regarding breaches which 
have been accepted by the Executive and are therefore not subject to appeal to the 
Committee. This bulletin also contains findings relating to such cases. 

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 (November 2007) 

BBC News bulletin 
BBC News 24, 11 November 2006 

The complainant considered the mention of the racial composition of the jury in a report 
had been biased. The report concerned the acquittal of Nick Griffin and Mark Collett of the 
British National Party on charges of using threatening and abusive language intended to stir 
up racial hatred, following the secret filming of them by the programme Panorama. The 
complainant claimed that the use of the words “all-white jury” had been biased as it had 
implied that the jury’s racial make-up had had a bearing on the not guilty verdict and 
suggested that the verdict was in some sense unreliable. 

The Committee concluded: 

• The complaint would be considered against the guidelines concerning impartiality and 
portrayal. 

• There was no evidence within the report to suggest that the jury’s racial composition was 
an issue or to suggest that it had been deliberately included in the piece to create an 
effect. 

• There was nothing in the tone or content of the report which would suggest that the 
report implied that the ethnic composition of the jury had a bearing on its decision or 
that the verdict might have been unreliable. 

• It was satisfied the journalist had exercised her news judgement in deciding to impart the 
accurate information as to the jury’s racial composition. 

• In itself the phrase did not imply the verdict was unsound. 

• The complaint was not a breach of guidelines on impartiality. 

• In relation to portrayal, the phrase “all-white jury” did not in itself or in the context of 
this report carry offensive or stereotypical assumptions. 

• The bar at which it was editorially justified to describe people in terms of their disability, 
age, sexual orientation and so on was necessarily low where the use did not involve an 
offensive or stereotypical assumption. 

• In this case factual accuracy in a news report and the imparting of information provided 
the necessary editorial justification. 

• The responses at stages 1 and 2 had attempted to address the complainant’s concerns. 

• It would have been preferable if the ECU had considered impartiality, but the Committee 
agreed that the decision as to which guideline to apply could, in some cases, be a matter 
of debate between the complainant and the BBC. 



 

 

4 

• The fact that the ECU and ESC considered different guidelines did not mean the ECU had 
necessarily failed in its process. 

• It would, in light of this complaint, ask the ECU to consider altering its process as part of 
the present Complaints Framework Consultation so that the ECU and complainants 
would in future attempt to reach agreement at the outset of the stage 2 process about 
what the essential complaint was and what guidelines would be applied. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 11-16. 

Today coverage of the European Union 
BBC Radio 4 

The complainant felt that the Today programme was seriously in breach of the BBC Editorial 
Guidelines by providing inadequate and biased coverage of the UK’s developing relationship 
with the European Union (EU). In particular he complained that the BBC had a responsibility 
to promote debate about developments in Europe and was failing in this responsibility to 
report on EU development concerning the increasing “irrelevance” of the Westminster 
process, the benefits of Britain leaving the EU, and the adoption of the proposed EU 
constitution. The complainant based his arguments upon work by the Minotaur Media 
Tracking survey, which monitored the Today programme’s coverage between September and 
December 2006. 

The Committee concluded: 

• Today had provided appropriate coverage of Europe during the reporting period of the 
Minotaur report 

• The choice of news stories was an editorial judgement based on the assessment of the 
day’s news agenda. 

• It was the role of the programme to present new angles to those news stories in its 
reporting and interviewing. 

• Atories concerning the EU were important but they were not guaranteed a slot on a busy 
morning news programme. 

• The BBC was not mandated to cover certain issues or provide a set percentage of time 
to coverage of a specific area of news. 

• During the survey period news about the EU had not been of particular significance and, 
as such, would not have figured as often or as prominently in news programmes. 

• The Minotaur report had provided no evidence to suggest that the use of neutral/factual 
views had been to the detriment of the coverage of the EU. 

• Impartiality did not require ensuring that a eurosceptic voice was included in every 
discussion on Europe, nor was it appropriate to do so. 

• The programme had included withdrawalist opinions where appropriate. 
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• The issue was not about equal representation on everything concerning the EU, but 
appropriate and relevant representation dependent on the context of the piece. 

The Committee did not uphold the complaint. 

For the finding in full see pages 17-32. 

9/11: The Conspiracy Files 
BBC Two, 18 February 2007 (a) 

The Committee, in its consideration, noted that four complainants had complained about 
this programme. Three complaints appeals are addressed in this finding.  

The Committee noted all of the concerns raised by the complainants and, from their 
complaints, grouped the issues raised under five broad headings: 

a) Did the programme consider the most significant 9/11 conspiracy theories? 
b) Was there appropriate representation from both sides of the argument? 
c) Were the arguments articulated clearly? 
d) Was it appropriate to include Frank Spotnitz (writer of many episodes of The X-Files) 

to talk about conspiracy theories? 
e) Did the programme present the 9/11 theorists in a negative way? 

The appeals were considered against the editorial guidelines concerning accuracy and 
impartiality. 

The Committee came to the following conclusions under the five headings. 

a) Did the programme consider the most significant 9/11 conspiracy theories? 
• It was not a requirement for all theories to be considered in the programme. 
• The programme’s purpose was not to solve what had happened on 11 September 2001or 

to deliver an in-depth analysis of each theory or verdict on the veracity of each theory. 
• The choice of theories reflected the mainstream of theories which the majority of the 

audience would have had some awareness of and, as such, was editorially justified. 
• It was not a requirement for the programme to consider the “history of deceit” to satisfy 

the guideline to “weigh all relevant facts”. 

b) Was there appropriate representation from both sides of the argument? 
• The programme had satisfied the requirement of being duly impartial by providing 

sufficient information on each theory mentioned to enable the viewer to have had enough 
understanding of the different arguments and to have formed an opinion as to the 
accuracy of the various statements made. 

• It was not required to represent every argument or every facet of every argument to 
achieve due impartiality. 
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• The programme had provided appropriate and relevant representatives from both sides 
of the argument to articulate the various views. 

• The programme team had ensured that the contributors speaking for the ‘truth 
movement’ had the appropriate credentials to provide an authoritative view of the 
various arguments. 

• The description of Dylan Avery as “23-year-old self-confessed drop out” was used 
accurately and fairly, as that was a description he used of himself. 

c) Were the arguments articulated clearly? 
• In the presentation of the various theories, including the graphic representations, the 

production team had accurately put forward the broad details of each of the theories in a 
way that did not mislead the audience. 

• The facts, as far as they could be established, had been thoroughly checked. 

d) Was it appropriate to include Frank Spotnitz [writer of many episodes of The X-Files] 
to talk about conspiracy theories? 

• There was a good editorial reason for a programme looking at the phenomenon of 
conspiracy theories to talk to someone who was publicly known and associated with 
conspiracy theories. 

• Looking at the programme as a whole, the views of Mr Spotnitz were balanced as there 
were sufficient concerns raised by those in the truth movement to offset those of  
Mr Spotnitz. 

e) Did the programme present the 9/11 theorists in a negative way? 
• There was no evidence to suggest that the programme had presented the theorists in a 

negative way, either in how the individual contributors were referred to or in how they 
were presented. 

The complaints were not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 33-55. 

9/11: The Conspiracy Files 
BBC Two, 18 February 2007 (b) 

The appeal raised concerns that the programme was inaccurate in its account of two of the 
terrorist suspects, Nawaf al-Hazmi and Khalid al-Mihdhar, and in that the programme and its 
website reported that there was no deliberate CIA plot to keep information from the FBI.  

The Committee concluded: 

• The programme’s purpose was not to solve what had happened on 11 September 2001 
or to deliver an in-depth analysis of each theory or verdict on the veracity of each theory. 

• The programme had satisfied the requirement of being duly impartial by providing 
sufficient information on each theory mentioned to enable the viewer to have enough 
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understanding of the different arguments to form an opinion as to the accuracy of the 
various statements made. 

• The narrative did not mislead the audience or distort known facts. 
• The omission of further information in the public domain did not breach guidelines which 

state that all relevant facts and information should be weighed to get at the truth. 
• The passage in the programme which stated that it seemed that the CIA information 

about the two suspects was “lost in the system” accurately reflected the joint intelligence 
report’s conclusion that it “lay dormant in the system”. 

• An accurate account of the facts had been presented with regard to the two terrorist 
suspects. 

• Omission of further facts surrounding the two men did not mislead the audience. 

The complaint was not upheld 

For the finding in full see pages 56-63. 

Friday Night with Jonathan Ross 
BBC One, 18 May 2007 

The complainant, who made the complaint on behalf of the Irish Traveller Movement in 
Britain, considered that a comment made by Jonathan Ross in reference to Travellers being 
the cause of all the murders in the programme Midsomer Murders served only to reinforce 
“negative and damaging stereotypes” of Travellers. 

The Committee considered the complaint against the guidelines relating to Harm and 
Offence (portrayal and audience expectation).  

The Committee concluded: 

• The remark had not breached guidelines on offence. 
• In relation to audience expectations, the programme, which was broadcast on a Friday 

evening on BBC One after 10.30pm, was firmly set in adult viewing time. 
• The style and format of the show, which had been running from 2001, was widely known 

by the audience. 
• The comment was part of the edgy adult humour that Jonathan Ross was noted for. 
• Regarding portrayal, the remark taken at face value was inherently offensive and for some 

viewers it would not have been mitigated by the humorous context. 
• Comedy traditionally pushes the boundaries of what is acceptable and the Committee 

noted that jokes which seemingly play upon discriminatory stereotypes may at the same 
time also attack audience acceptance of stereotypes and create discomfort and awareness 
of stereotyping. 

• There was a clear purpose and editorial justification for the comment, taking into account 
the context of the show, where humour relied on those watching to understand the 
stereotype and the inherently offensive and ridiculous nature of the comment. 
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The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 64-67. 

BBC News 
bbc.co.uk, 25 March 2007 

The complainant felt that a BBC News online article regarding the recommissioning of 
Thailand’s Don Muang airport inaccurately reported the length of time it had been in use as 
an airport. The article reported that it had been an airport since 1914, which the 
complainant disputed, pointing out that the facility did not receive its first commercial flight 
until 1924. The complainant noted that prior to the site receiving commercial flights it had 
been used exclusively as an airfield for the Royal Thai Air Force. 

The Committee considered the complaint against the guidelines on Accuracy (fact checking, 
misleading audiences and correcting mistakes). 

The Committee concluded: 

• There was a difference in the use of the term airfield and airport. 
• It was satisfied that up to 1924 at least it had not been used as an airport, but as a military 

base. As such it agreed that it was inaccurate for BBC News to refer to Don Muang as 
being an airport before this time. 

• The website team had checked its facts with the official website, but the Committee 
considered that in terms of accuracy the team should have acknowledged the difference 
between an airfield and airport and ensured accuracy when stating the age of the site. 

• BBC journalism should be as accurate as possible and facts must be thoroughly checked. 
• The website had been amended at stage 1 of the complaints process but had still carried a 

reference to the opening of Don Muang as 1914 without clarifying when commercial 
flights began. 

• While this was a breach of guidelines, the Committee did not consider it a serious 
breach. 

• It was disappointed that such a minor breach of guidelines could not have been resolved 
at an earlier stage in the complaints process and this would be taken up with 
management. 

The complaint was upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 68-70. 
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The complainant believed that a story about how the new Polish immigrant population in 
Ireland had benefited the Catholic Church was insulting to the sensibilities of all Christians 
through the use of the word “saviour”. The complainant specified that the complaint 
referred to the phrase “new saviour” which appeared in the original headline (later replaced) 
and the lead paragraph (which remained), not about the story. The complainant also pointed 
out that the article had inaccurately referred to the Irish Census of 2006. The complainant 
was also dissatisfied with how his complaint had been handled. 

The Committee considered the complaint against the guidelines on Accuracy (misleading 
audiences), Harm and Offence (language) and Religion (editorial principles). 

The Committee concluded: 

• The use of the phrase “new saviour” was a play on words. 
• The noun “saviour” was not synonymous with Jesus. 
• The context of the opening sentence, which juxtaposed the words “new saviour” with 

“immigrant” linked by a colon, made it clear that the phrase was not a direct reference to 
Jesus. 

• The words “new saviour” depended on readers associating the word “saviour” with Jesus, 
but the use did not imply any disrespect. 

• The phrase, in as much as it related to the word “saviour”, was treated with care and 
editorially justified. 

• The phrase did not amount to a casual or derogatory use of a holy name or religious 
words. 

• Its use was not in breach of guidelines on offence or the editorial principles regarding 
religion. 

• In relation to accuracy, the figures quoted from the Census were inaccurate and 
therefore breached the guidelines on accuracy. 

• With regard to the impact upon the Catholic Church in Ireland by Polish Catholics, the 
article had not set out to be a definitive report on the influence of Polish immigrants 
attending Catholic churches in Ireland. 

• In relation to complaints handling, the ECU’s investigation had been rigorous and 
impartial. 

The complaint was not upheld with regard to offence and religion, but was upheld in part 
with regard to accuracy. 

For the finding in full see pages 71-78. 
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The complainant was offended by the use of the word “nutter” in the description of Stacey 
Slater’s mother. The complainant also claimed that Max’s suggestion that bipolar disorder 
was hereditary was inaccurate. The complainant was also dissatisfied with how his complaint 
had been handled. 

The Committee considered the complaint against the guidelines on Accuracy (fact checking) 
and Harm and Offence (editorial principles, language and portrayal). 

The Committee concluded: 

• While it regretted that the complainant and family found the use of the word offensive, its 
use in this particular episode was appropriate and editorially justified. 

• For a drama like EastEnders to be realistic it was important for language, where possible, 
to be true to the characters and for the audience to be able to associate with the way in 
which they expressed themselves. 

• The programme had been sensitive to the subject matter and the use of language. The 
audience’s perception of Max was not positive and his choice of language would have led 
the audience to be critical of Max rather than Stacey’s mother and others with bipolar 
disorder. 

• The programme had ensured that Max was appropriately challenged within the terms of 
the drama on his views and his use of the word “nutter”. 

• In relation to accuracy, there is some evidence to suggest that in some cases there is a 
genetic link to bipolar disorder. 

• While it was sorry that there had been some confusion when responding to the 
complainant initially, BBC Information (stage 1) had been appropriate and considerate in 
its approach to the complaint. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

For the finding in full see pages 79-84. 
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Findings (November 2007) 

BBC News bulletin 
BBC News 24, 11 November 2006 

1 The context 

On 15 July 2004, the BBC broadcast an undercover documentary which showed footage of 
British National Party (BNP) members. Scenes included Nick Griffin, the party’s leader, 
telling supporters that Islam was a “vicious wicked faith” and Mark Collett, the party’s head 
of publicity, saying: “Let’s show these ethnics the door in 2004”. Both men were accused of 
using threatening, abusive or insulting words intended to stir up racial hatred. The trial was 
held in July 2005 and the two men were acquitted on some charges. A retrial on the 
remaining charges was held in November 2006, when the men were also acquitted. 

In the BBC News 24 coverage of the retrial, a reporter used the phrase “an all-white jury” 
when discussing the not guilty verdict. 

2 Transcript of the report on BBC News 24 by reporter Asha Tanna 

PRESENTER IN STUDIO: Government ministers say that the laws against inciting racial 
hatred may have to be reviewed. It follows the case of the BNP leader Nick Griffin who 
was filmed by the BBC telling supporters that Islam was a “wicked vicious faith”. 
Yesterday he was cleared of race hate charges. 

ASHA TANNA: A battle of words won inside a courtroom,but the fight to clamp down 
on racism is far from over. Yesterday BNP leader Nick Griffin and his colleague Mark 
Collett were cleared of stirring up racial hatred. An all-white jury decided Griffin had 
broken no law when he condemned Islam as a “wicked vicious faith”. The case was 
brought by the Crown Prosecution Service after speeches made by Griffin were secretly 
filmed by a BBC undercover reporter at BNP meetings in West Yorkshire. 

[Clip of Nick Griffin from undercover reporter’s film shows Nick Griffin saying: “That’s 
the way of this wicked vicious faith.”] 

ASHA TANNA: Now the Government is preparing to change the laws to make it an 
offence to incite religious hatred, something the Lord Chancellor Lord Falconer, backs. 

[Image of Lord Falconer is shown with a voice-over clip.] 

LORD FALCONER: I think we should look at them in the light of what’s happened here 
because what is being said to young Muslim people in this country is that we as a country 
are anti-Islam and we have got to demonstrate, without compromising freedom, that we 
are not. 
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ASHA TANNA: Nick Griffin may have been acquitted this time round, but with plans to 
bring a change in the race laws on the horizon, other cases may not have the same 
verdict. Asha Tanna, BBC News. 

3 The complaint 

The complaint can be summarised as follows: 

• In mentioning the jury’s racial composition, the report had lacked impartiality as it had 
implied that this had had a bearing on the verdict. 

The complaint and BBC responses are summarised below (quotes are extracts from the 
complaint and replies).  

On the use of the phrase “all-white jury” in the news bulletin the complainant stated: 

• “...it must have been intended to convey something to listeners which would not have 
been conveyed by the use of ‘jury’ plain and simple.” 

• “...a ready deduction would be that the BBC thought that the jury was, because of its 
constitution, not legitimate or not fully so.” 

Stage 1 response by the BBC 
BBC Information responded to the complaint at stage 1: 

• “...in this instance our reporter, Asha Tanna, was simply providing an overview of the 
facts to date and the trial and there was no other agenda.” 

Complaint at stage 2 
In his complaint to the Editorial Complaints Unit at stage 2 the complainant stated: 

• “My complaint was not and is not that the BBC report in question used the term ‘all 
white jury’ per se; it was and is that the BBC used that term in a particular context.” 

• “The use of a racial/ethnic qualifier by the BBC in respect of juries is not ... common 
practice and this will be well known by the BBC’s public.” 

• “...the ineluctable adjunct of this suggestion is that the verdict was in some sense not a 
proper or reliable or fair one.” 

• “...what the report embodied was bias.” 
• “...the use of the term is offensive – not least to the jury.” 

BBC response at Stage 2 
ECU did not uphold the complaint and gave the following response: 

• “...Mr Griffin spoke at some length outside court after the trial was over. According to 
press reports his remarks included this: It took 12 ordinary, decent common sense 
Yorkshire men and women less than three hours to find us not guilty of all charges.” 

• ECU also quoted a senior editorial manager, BBC News, who said: 
“...it was felt editorially justified to note that the jury judging this particular case was in 
this instance made up of all-white members of British society. That is not to say that a 
jury of non-white or a combination of white and non-white jurors would have concluded 
something differently...” 
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• “...once Mr Griffin himself had declared that the composition of the jury was relevant to 
their verdict, it must be one of the ‘relevant facts’ that the Accuracy principle advises 
journalists to consider.” 

• “‘The Daily Telegraph’, ‘The Sun’, the ‘Express’, ‘The Guardian’ and ‘The Independent’ all 
used the expression ... demonstrating that they too felt that it had to be taken into 
account.” 

Appeal to the ESC 
When complaining to the Editorial Standards Committee at stage 3, the complainant made 
the following points. 

With regard to ECU suggesting the complaint be considered under the portrayal guideline: 

• He noted that, by using the portrayal guideline, the ECU had not made it clear who they 
had in mind, i.e. the defendant or the jury, who the complainant believed could have taken 
offence at the use of the phrase “all-white”. 

• He also noted that the application of the portrayal guideline could not provide a “logical 
or legitimate ground for refuting my complaint”. 

• He ended his point: “Being offensive (nasty) about a disadvantaged group is one thing: 
taking sides in a delicate area involving race and politics is quite another ... the attempt to 
apply the portrayal guideline was mistaken and as such should be totally disregarded.” 

As to the ECU’s reference to the accuracy guidelines: 

• He stated that “relevant facts” were not entities “that are deserving of, or should be 
published. They are merely entities to be weighed in establishing the truth.” 

• As to the argument put forward by ECU that Mr Griffin when stating “It took 12 
ordinary, decent Yorkshire men and women less than three hours to find us not guilty of 
all charges” had referred to the composition of the jury, the complainant noted: “It has 
long been common in English speaking countries to use the phrase twelve good men and 
true (or similar) to mean a jury ... I would thus assert that Mr Griffin was merely using a 
variation of a common phrase ... universally recognised as being synonymous with the 
word ‘jury’.” 

• He continued: “The ECU’s attempt to excuse the BBC’s reference to the ethnic 
composition of the jury by reference to Mr Griffin’s use of ... a term synonymous with the 
word ‘jury’ is specious. Alternatively, it is based on an attempt to look into Mr Griffin’s 
mind – a practice at odds with the Impartiality Principle.” 

In response to ECU’s comment on the use of “all-white jury” in some newspaper reports, he 
commented: 

• “The BBC has a certain commonality with the press in that both form part of the British 
media... But news activities of the BBC are very much intended to be differently 
conducted from those of the press in important aspects, which aspects reflect the special 
status of the BBC.”  

The complainant felt the complaint was a breach of the guideline on impartiality: 

• “When it comes to the reporting of factual news items by the BBC, the BBC must abide 
by the Impartiality Principle. This is especially the case when a news item is of a 
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controversial nature ... for controversiality, the subject trial of Messrs Griffin and Collett 
could hardly have been beaten...” 

• “...the BBC’s own role in events ... should not be overlooked. The BBC’s activities were 
instrumental in the charges being brought against the defendants in the first place.” 

Complaints handling 
• The complainant stated that he found the response from BBC Information “wholly 

unsatisfactory”. 

With regard to the ECU’s response, he complained: 

• “...the ECU’s 15 March letter makes no reference to the BBC’s initial response to my 
complaint...” 

• “I find that the arguments made by the ECU ... are not presented in as methodical a 
manner as might be wished or expected...” 

• “...the ECU’s letter made no reference to the concept of impartiality...” 

4 Applicable programme standards 

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 and 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. 

• 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. 

• our journalists and presenters, including those in news and current affairs, may provide 
professional judgments 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 other BBC output the personal views of our journalists and presenters 
on such matters. 

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. 
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Section 8 – Harm and Offence 

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. 

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. 

The Committee noted the complainant’s concern that this should be considered as an 
impartiality issue. However, it agreed that the complaint raised issues concerning potential 
breaches of the Editorial Guidelines on portrayal and impartiality. It did not believe 
consideration of the accuracy guideline appropriate as it was a matter of fact that the jury 
was white and therefore not an issue requiring consideration. 

What was at issue for the Committee was whether the reference to the ethnicity of jury 
could be deemed offensive, whether the use of the phrase suggested or implied that the BBC 
believed that the jury’s racial composition had a bearing on the verdict, and whether it 
suggested that the verdict was in some sense not reliable and so could be considered biased 
and not impartial. 

The Committee first considered whether the comment had been a breach of impartiality. It 
noted how the phrase “all-white jury” had been used in the report: 

ASHA TANNA: A battle of words won inside a courtroom, but the fight to clamp down 
on racism is far from over. Yesterday BNP leader Nick Griffin and his colleague Mark 
Collett were cleared of stirring up racial hatred. An all-white jury decided Griffin had 
broken no law when he condemned Islam as a “wicked vicious faith”. The case was 
brought by the Crown Prosecution Service after speeches made by Griffin were secretly 
filmed by a BBC undercover reporter at BNP meetings in West Yorkshire. 

The Committee noted the impartiality guidelines which state: 

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

•  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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The Committee considered whether the specific use of the phrase “all-white jury” in this 
context conveyed the message that the verdict might have been unreliable. 

The Committee noted that there had been no further references to the jury or its ethnicity 
in the piece. It noted that there was no evidence within the report to suggest that the jury’s 
racial composition was an issue. Nor was there evidence to suggest that the phrase had been 
deliberately included in the piece to create an effect. The Committee noted that there was 
nothing else in the tone or content of the report which would suggest that the report 
implied that the ethnic composition of the jury had a bearing on its decision or that the 
verdict might have been unreliable. 

The Committee, therefore, was satisfied that the journalist had exercised her news 
judgement in deciding to impart the accurate information as to the jury’s racial composition 
and that in itself the phrase did not imply that the verdict was unsound. The Committee 
therefore did not uphold the complaint as a breach of the guideline on impartiality. 

The Committee then considered the guideline on portrayal. It noted the particular element 
of the guideline which states: 

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 justifiable. 

The Committee considered that the phrase “all-white jury” did not in itself or in the context 
of this report carry offensive or stereotypical assumptions. The Committee agreed that the 
level of clear editorial justification required to describe people in terms of their disability, 
age, sexual orientation and so on was necessarily very low where the use did not involve an 
offensive or stereotypical assumption, and that in this case factual accuracy in a news report 
and the imparting of information provided the necessary clear editorial justification.  

Complaint handling 
With regard to complaint handling, the Committee concluded that the response at stage 1 
and stage 2 had attempted to address the complainant’s concerns. The Committee noted 
the complainant’s concern that the ECU reply had not specifically addressed impartiality – a 
point he felt he had clearly raised at stage 1 and stage 2. The Committee agreed that it 
would have been preferable if the ECU had considered impartiality (if only to give the ECU 
reason as to why impartiality did not apply), as the complainant had made out a case that 
impartiality was at issue in this matter. However, the Committee agreed that the decision on 
which guidelines to apply at the various complaint stages could, in some cases, be a matter of 
debate between the complainant and the BBC. The appeal to the BBC Trust enabled 
complainants to express their dissatisfaction with decisions made by the BBC Executive and 
the independent ECU and ask that they be resolved by Trustees. The fact that the ECU and 
ESC had considered different guidelines did not mean that the ECU had necessarily failed in 
its process. However, the Committee would ask the ECU to consider, in the light of this 
complaint, altering its processes as part of the present Complaints Framework Consultation 
so that the ECU and complainants would in the future attempt to reach agreement at the 
outset of the stage 2 process about what the essential complaint was and what guidelines 
would be applied. 

Finding: Not upheld. 
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Today coverage of the European Union 
BBC Radio 4 

1 The complaint 

The complainant felt that the Today programme was seriously breaching the BBC Editorial 
Guidelines by providing inadequate and biased coverage of the UK’s developing relationship 
with the European Union (EU). 

2 Background to the complaint 

The complainant raised a number of issues regarding the BBC’s coverage of the EU, 
including: 

• The BBC should promote debate about developments in the EU. 
• The BBC avoids reporting on EU developments concerning the increasing “irrelevance” of 

Westminster processes, the benefits of Britain leaving the EU, and the adoption of the 
proposed EU constitution. 

The complainant based his arguments on work by the Minotaur Media Tracking survey, 
which monitored the Today programme’s coverage between September and December 2006 
and published the following findings: 

1 Only 2.9 % of Today’s feature airtime was devoted to EU-related coverage, the lowest 
level recorded by Minotaur. The average in the seven most recent surveys conducted 
over 121 weeks of output since 2002 was almost 7%. The low total was despite there 
being a raft of EU issues on the general news agenda, including continuing efforts to 
revive the Constitution, moves towards an EU foreign policy, the impact of EU 
regulation on business, the future of national vetoes, steps towards common security 
and immigration policies, and further expansion. 

2 Of the 275 minutes of EU-related feature coverage, only 69 minutes focused on the 
structural plans of the EU, as opposed to the day to day proposals, legislation and 
rulings. This was only 0.7% of the available feature airtime. 

3 European Union news was often presented in sections of Today with the fewest 
listeners – between 6am and 7am, suggesting an editorial mindset that the EU affairs 
were of secondary importance. 

4 Transcript analysis shows that, in addition, very few EU topics were discussed in depth. 
Only four items exploring contrasting opinions about structural EU affairs were 
broadcast in peak segments in the whole of the survey period. [Minotaur defines peak 
on Today as 7am to 8.30am.] Important stories that it might have been thought would 
warrant more prominence such as confirmation of Bulgarian and Romanian accession, 
and associated concerns about levels of immigration to the UK, were considered only 
briefly and broadcast before 7am. The continuing talks over Turkish accession were 
dealt with in more detail, but still only patchily and also mostly outside peak segments. 
And concerns over the EU budget audit were handled so tightly that the European 
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Commission’s perspective swamped other considerations, and the issues involved in 
the alleged irregularities were poorly explored. In addition, the topic was presented in 
a way that suggested that the spending problems did not apply to the UK. 

5 Europhile contributors, or those in favour of specific EU legislation or measures, 
outweighed eurosceptics and those against EU actions, by more than 2 to 1 (41 to 20). 
The total number of contributions on EU-related items, including those speaking from 
a neutral perspective, was 98, of whom only seven were overtly anti-EU or 
euroscepetic ( a further 13 spoke against EU actions). The number of eurosceptic 
speakers was the lowest ever recorded by Minotaur. 

6 Individual pro-EU speakers were given more space to present their arguments than the 
eurosceptic and neutral speakers. In terms of the number of words spoken by guests, 
the ratio was closer to 3 to 1 in favour of pro-EU speakers. 

7 There was a significant increase in the proportion of speakers offering a neutral or 
factual viewpoint on EU issues. This seems to have been a consequence of a reluctance 
by the main political parties to engage in the EU debate, rather than as a result of 
deliberate efforts by the programme to move the EU debate outside the ‘Westminster 
prism’. 

8 Nothing covered in this survey supports claims made in press during October by Mark 
Thompson, the BBC’s Director General, that the corporation was ‘exploring the views 
of UKIP and other shades of Eurosceptic opinion more regularly and thoroughly’. Only 
four pro-withdrawal speakers appeared on the programme, and only one of these 
contributions focused on calls for substantial change within the EU. The number was 
proportionately less than in surveys conducted before the Wilson report. 

9 Of the 17 politicians who appeared in interview sequences – usually the more 
substantial and prominent items – only two were eurosceptics. No government 
minister was asked directly about EU structural policies, and the Conservative attitude 
towards the EU – which appeared to change significantly on October 3 when party 
leader David Cameron said that “banging on about Europe” had not worked – was 
examined only cursorily. 

10 There was no substantive discussion of the EU Constitution during the survey period, 
despite this being on the agenda throughout the period and an important agenda item 
at the December 2006 summit. 

11 The programme virtually ignored the December 2006 heads of government meeting, 
with 15 times less coverage than the corresponding event in June 2005. The only items 
in 2006 were bulletin reports carried low in the running order (at positions six and 
nine respectively.) There was less controversy at the meeting the previous year (when 
the budget was under consideration), but it is hard to understand why – when the 
Constitution was revived , the future of vetoes was under consideration, and a raft of 
other issues were on the agenda – so little weight was attached to it. ... 

 EU coverage during the three week period surrounding the summit was, in fact, the 
lowest ever recorded by Minotaur, which has surveyed eleven previous heads of 
government meetings since 2000. 
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12 Other issues raised by the report include a low level of location reports from around 
the EU and Mark Mardell, the Europe Editor appointed to beef up EU coverage, 
appearing in the programme only three times. 

3 Responses from BBC management 

The complainant wrote to the Director-General, who provided a response regarding the 
range of output available and the issues of the debate over the constitution. 

The complainant also wrote to the Director of News, who stated: 

• The EU was not centre stage at that moment in the news agenda and news and current 
affairs programmes tend to need some sort of a peg for coverage. 

• The suggestions that the constitution is being brought in by the back door were not being 
made loudly at that time. 

• Regarding the point that a large majority of the law comes from the EU: “...we have not 
found a specific claim from the Germans or indeed others that eighty per cent of law is 
‘made in Brussels’.” 

• Today’s coverage of the EU had undoubtedly declined [during the period in question] for 
very good reasons and Europe hadn’t forced itself to the top of the news agenda very 
often. 

4 Appeal to the ESC 

When appealing to the BBC Trust, the complainant gave the following further examples of 
bias: 

• “Today refuses to cover perhaps the most important aspect of our current EU 
relationship, which is that Brussels is putting the failed Constitution in place piecemeal, 
surreptitiously, and illegally.” 

• “It has not discussed a former German President’s claim that 84% of national law is now 
made in Brussels.” 

• “It also refuses to challenge the notion that ‘millions of jobs depend on our membership 
of the EU’, or to give a fair wind to those who believe that it would be in our national 
interest to leave the political construct of the EU whilst maintaining our free trade with 
the Single Market.” 

5 The scope of the investigation on behalf of the ESC 

The Committee’s independent editorial adviser was asked to carry out an investigation of 
the Today programme’s coverage of the EU for the period of the Minotaur finding: 
September–December 2006 (84 Today programmes). 
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6 Applicable programme standards 

The BBC’s Editorial Values 

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 4 – Impartiality and diversity of opinion 
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 and throughout 
the world to support fair and informed debate. It specifies that we should do all we can to 
treat controversial subjects with due accuracy and impartiality in our news services and 
other programmes dealing with matters of public policy or of political or industrial 
controversy. It also states that the BBC is forbidden from expressing an opinion on current 
affairs or matters of public policy other than broadcasting. 

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. 
• the approach to, and tone of, BBC stories must always reflect our editorial values. 

Presenters, reporters and correspondents are the public face and voice of the BBC, they 
can have a significant impact on the perceptions of our impartiality. 

Achieving Impartiality 
Impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to our output. Our approach to achieving it 
will therefore vary according to the nature of the subject, the type of output, the likely 
audience expectation and the extent to which the content and approach is signposted to our 
audiences. 
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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. 

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. 

In the global context, some controversial subjects such as national elections or referendums 
will obviously have varying degrees of global significance but will be of great sensitivity in that 
country or region in which they are taking place. We should always remember that much of 
the BBC’s output is now available in most countries across the world. 

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. 

7 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 agreed that its remit in reaching a finding on this appeal was to assess the 
relevant content against the BBC Editorial Guidelines on due impartiality as set out in the 
ESC’s procedure for handling complaints. The Committee considered that the EU was, in 
many circumstances, a subject of political controversy. It should be treated with due 
impartiality. 
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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. In particular, the Committee 
considered the methodology adopted by Minotaur and the advantages and disadvantages of 
that methodology as identified by them. In considering the appeal the Committee broadly 
accepted that the quantitative work in the report was an indication of the amount of time 
devoted to EU issues in the period surveyed. It was not persuaded by Minotaur’s 
interpretation of the quantitative research and the judgements in its qualitative research, 
such as its categorisation of interviewees, which inevitably reflected its author’s personal 
judgements. The Committee believes that impartiality is not an exact science and must be 
considered in the round with other factors, so the impartiality due to items on the EU 
should also take into account, for example, the subject matter of the item, the nature of the 
Today programme and the expectations of its audience, and also the extent to which the 
content and approach to an item on the EU within the Today programme is signposted to 
the audience (for example, by presenters’ introductions to items). 

The Committee agreed that in considering the points raised by the complainant in his letter 
of appeal to the ESC, which included the points raised in the Minotaur report, it would be 
appropriate to categorise its finding under two headings:  

A Whether output was inadequate in its coverage of EU matters such as to be lacking in 
impartiality (Adequacy). 

B Whether output by its very nature was lacking in impartiality (Impartiality). 

A Adequacy 

The Committee considered points 1 to 4, 7, 8, 10 11 and 12 (set out above) of the Minotaur 
report, plus the four additional points raised by the complainant (the European constitution, 
extent of EU laws, the potential loss of millions of jobs and “fair wind” for withdrawalists). 
(The Committee noted that on point 4 part of the complaint was also to be dealt with under 
Impartiality, in particular the items relating to Turkey and the EU budget.) 

The complainant asserted that the Today programme’s coverage in these areas was 
inadequate, leading to a failure to comply with the requirement for due impartiality. 

The Committee agreed that the decision as to whether or not to include an item on the EU 
in the Today programme was an editorial judgement based on an assessment of the news 
value of the various items that made up the programme. The Committee concluded that, in 
assessing whether the omission of coverage of the matters set out above had led to a breach 
of the impartiality guidelines, it would also assess whether the Today programme had 
omitted to cover issues or omitted to provide a level of coverage of the EU which no 
reasonable editor working for a public service broadcaster would have omitted. 

Minotaur report – point 1 
Only 2.9 % of Today’s feature airtime was devoted to EU-related coverage, the lowest 
level recorded by Minotaur. ... The low total was despite there being a raft of EU issues 
on the general news agenda, including continuing efforts to revive the Constitution , 
moves towards an EU foreign policy, the impact of EU regulation on business, the future 
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of national vetoes, steps towards common security and immigration policies, and further 
expansion. 

The Committee noted the Minotaur report’s finding that, in the period September–
December 2006, the proportion of the Today programme’s coverage of the EU was 2.9%. 
For the purposes of this finding the Committee was satisfied to accept this figure as a record 
of the coverage of the EU as defined by the report. 

The Committee also noted the reference in the Minotaur report to the changing news 
agenda and the differing priorities in news values that could affect the coverage of one story 
against another: 

Of course, the news agenda is in constant flux, and each Minotaur survey has been very 
different in terms of the stories and themes which have been priorities for the Today 
programme at any given point. As such, it could be argued that airtime totals do not 
adequately reflect the differing amounts of pressure on EU coverage from other stories in 
the news agenda, or, conversely, reflect occasions where EU politics have been at the 
forefront of the agenda themselves. 

The Committee then considered the range of stories that had been covered during this 
period of the report and noted that, along with the issue of the ongoing situation in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, other news items such as the Ipswich murders had led the news agenda at this 
time and that EU news had not been of particular significance during this period.  

The Committee agreed that the key factors determining the amount of news coverage given 
to an issue and its position within the programme were the changing news values attached to 
an issue and the constant flux of the news agenda as alluded to in the Minotaur report. The 
Committee noted that there was no mandate for BBC News to ensure coverage of a 
specific news event, such as the heads of government meeting, or area of news such as the 
European constitution. News content was not determined by the allocation of pre-agreed 
percentages of programme time to subjects: it was led by the newsworthiness and relevance 
of items to the news agenda. The Committee agreed, therefore, that it would be reasonable 
in a period where the issue of Europe was relatively low-key and competing against more 
newsworthy stories that it would not figure as often in news programmes or as prominently 
as it would do at periods when the issue of Europe was more significant. 

Minotaur report – point 2 
Of the 275 minutes of EU-related feature coverage, only 69 minutes focused on the 
structural plans of the EU, as opposed to the day to day proposals, legislation and rulings. 
This was only 0.7% of the available feature airtime. 

The Committee noted that, of the time reported in the Minotaur report to have featured 
the EU (275 minutes), 69 minutes (25%) had featured structural issues. The Committee also 
noted, as it had done for point 1, that it was satisfied that, given the changing nature of the 
news agenda and the fact that there was no requirement for the Today news editor to 
provide specific time and space to report on Europe, which in relation to other news stories 
during this reporting period was not particularly newsworthy, the programme had not 
provided inadequate or unreasonable coverage of structural issues involving the EU.  
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Minotaur report – point 3 
European Union news was often presented in sections of Today with the fewest listeners 
– between 6am and 7am, suggesting an editorial mindset that the EU affairs were of 
secondary importance. 

The Committee did not consider that the placing of items in earlier parts of the programme 
amounted to a ‘mindset’ that downgraded EU affairs. The Committee accepted that there 
were generally fewer listeners between 6am and 7am, but that coverage of EU matters was 
featured in appropriate sections of the programme. The running order of a programme was 
left to the news editor to decide given that he or she would be in a more appropriate 
position to judge the importance and relevance of the news agenda for the audience on the 
day, and the ESC would not uphold regarding such a decision unless it fell outside the range 
of reasonable decisions that could be taken.  

Minotaur report – point 4 
...very few EU topics were discussed in depth. Only four items exploring contrasting 
opinions about structural EU affairs were broadcast in peak segments in the whole of the 
survey period. Important stories that might have been thought would warrant more 
prominence such as confirmation of Bulgarian and Romanian accession, and associated 
concerns about levels of immigration to the UK, were considered only briefly and 
broadcast before 7am. The continuing talks over Turkish accession were dealt with in 
more detail, but still only patchily and also mostly outside peak segments. And concerns 
over the EU budget audit were handled so tightly that the European Commission’s 
perspective swamped other considerations, and the issues involved in the alleged 
irregularities were poorly explored ... 

The Committee noted that point 4 raised questions of adequacy of coverage in its coverage 
of Bulgarian, Romanian and Turkish accession, and the EU budget and also impartiality in 
relation to Turkey and the EU budget. It agreed that it would address issues of impartiality 
later, but would respond to the concern of inadequacy in this section of its finding.  

The choice of if and when an item appeared was a matter of editorial judgement on the day. 

Further, the Committee noted that, while issues concerning the Romanian and Bulgarian 
accession were not covered at peak times, defined by Minotaur as being between 7am and 
8.30am, they had been covered in earlier sections of the programme and at peak times when 
specifically relevant, such as on 1 January 2007, at the point of accession, which fell just 
outside the Minotaur reporting period. 

As to the coverage of Turkish accession, the Committee noted that the item had been given 
coverage at peak times and, as such, while it might not have been to the complainant’s 
satisfaction, was considered reasonable by the Committee.  

The Committee also noted that the coverage of the EU budget and related items had 
appeared on three consecutive days in October, with one item appearing in peak time. The 
Committee was therefore satisfied that these items had been covered adequately given the 
limited time available for each item and the fact that, for a news programme which was 
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driven by the changing news agenda, coverage of these items during a quieter period of EU 
news was acceptable and not unreasonable or inadequate. 

Minotaur report – point 7 
There was a significant increase in the proportion of speakers offering a neutral or factual 
viewpoint on EU issues. This seems to have been a consequence of a reluctance by the 
main political parties to engage in the EU debate, rather than as a result of deliberate 
efforts by the programme to move the EU debate outside the ‘Westminster prism’. 

The Committee agreed that the report had highlighted that there was a significant number of 
speakers from a neutral or factual viewpoint, but was satisfied that this figure did not suggest 
that the programme had treated issues concerning the EU inadequately. The range of 
speakers from a neutral/factual position did not necessarily suggest disengagement by 
politicians or the Today programme from issues related to the EU. The Committee was 
satisfied that the report had not provided any evidence to suggest that the use of these 
views had been to the detriment of the coverage of the EU and, as such, considered that the 
programme had no case to answer on this issue. 

Minotaur report – point 8 
Nothing covered in this survey supports claims made in press during October by Mark 
Thompson, the BBC’s Director General, that the corporation was ‘exploring the views of 
UKIP and other shades of Eurosceptic opinion more regularly and thoroughly’. Only four 
pro-withdrawal speakers appeared on the programme, and only one of these 
contributions focused on calls for substantial change within the EU. The number was 
proportionately less than in surveys conducted before the Wilson report. 

The Committee accepted the figures provided in the report regarding the number of pro-
withdrawal speakers. The Committee noted that, in isolation from other BBC News 
coverage, the number of interviewees on a politically controversial subject might have 
suggested that coverage of the withdrawalist point of view was inadequate. However, the 
Committee recognised that the issue of EU structural change in this reporting period was 
low down the news agenda and that the choice of interviewee would be directly related to 
the news angle of an item. It did not require the programme to balance every interview with 
a eurosceptic or withdrawalist representative. It was therefore reasonable for the Today 
programme to cover these issues when they arose, when they were high in the news agenda.  

The Committee noted that it was not a requirement of the programme to ensure that a 
certain proportion of interviewees from the various opinions on the EU were addressed 
within a specific period when the news agenda was focused on other events or tackled issues 
concerning the EU which did not require specific input from a withdrawalist point of view. 

As to Mark Thompson’s remarks in The Mail on Sunday, the Committee was satisfied that 
these referred to the totality of BBC News output and was not a specific reference to the 
Today programme and was, therefore, not relevant to this specific debate.  

With regard to the complaint that the number of withdrawalists being interviewed had fallen 
proportionately to those monitored in surveys conducted before the Wilson report, the 
Committee noted that the previous reporting was not specifically targeted at the Today 
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programme. The previous surveys referred to by Minotaur had also incorporated data from 
other news programmes and were therefore unreliable for setting against the Today 
programme.  

The Committee was therefore satisfied that the lack of significant EU news stories was a 
major factor in the choice and range of guests featured by the programme, and that it was 
consistent in the ebb and flow of news coverage that news issues and opinions would come 
in and out of the news agenda over a period of time. 

Minotaur report – point 10 
There was no substantive discussion of the EU Constitution during the survey period, 
despite this being on the agenda throughout the period and an important agenda item at 
the December 2006 summit. 

The Committee noted that, while the issue of a constitution was being discussed in Europe, 
the nature of the discussions being outside of the daily news agenda and low-key meant that 
it was reasonable for the Today programme, which was very much led by what was on the 
news agenda, not to have provided any significant reporting on the subject during this 
period.  

As to the complaint regarding the lack of coverage of the December 2006 summit, the 
Committee noted again that the choice of news stories covered by the programme was a 
daily editorial judgement and on that basis was satisfied that the issue of the EU constitution 
was not sufficiently significant on the news agenda to warrant particular coverage. The 
Committee was satisfied that the choice of coverage was dependent on the news agenda. It 
was an editorial decision for the news editor and, in the context of the news agenda at the 
time, seemed to the Committee to be a reasonable one. 

Minotaur report – point 11 
The programme virtually ignored the December 2006 heads of government meeting, with 
15 times less coverage than the corresponding event in June 2005. ... 

EU coverage during the three week period surrounding the summit was, in fact, the 
lowest ever recorded by Minotaur, which has surveyed eleven previous heads of 
government meetings since 2000. 

The Committee noted the concerns raised by the report and referred the complainant to its 
previous reply to point 10. In addition to the arguments raised in its finding to point 10, the 
Committee noted that the time allotted to each EU summit had varied considerably based 
on its merits, in other words its newsworthiness. The Committee noted the comments by 
the BBC’s Europe Editor, Mark Mardell, made on the BBC website at the end of the 
December summit: 

After the excitement of some EU summits of recent years, full of name-calling, bitterness 
and last-minute break down, this was a calm and well mannered affair. The Finns are 
coming to the end of their six months in the chair, and they were always after a placid 
end to a presidency which has hardly been distinguished by high-wire drama. 
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But the prime ministers and presidents of the European Union have calmly come to 
agreement on two important subjects, which will inevitably lead to blazing rows in the 
future. These are, firstly, the constitution, and secondly, how to take in new members – 
including a very big one, Turkey. 

Mark Mardell’s comment clearly supported the view that this was a particularly low-key 
summit and thus was not one that necessarily warranted specific coverage. The Committee 
noted that the EU summit in June 2007 was given considerable airtime: there were 12 
reports on Today over three days, most of which were featured in peak time. The 
Committee was therefore satisfied that coverage of any summit was proportionate to the 
newsworthiness of the event and that the summit in December 2006 had not been 
sufficiently newsworthy to warrant additional coverage outside the bulletins. 

Minotaur report – point 12 
Other issues raised by the report include a low level of location reports from around the 
EU and Mark Mardell, the Europe Editor appointed to beef up EU coverage, appearing in 
the programme only three times. 

The Committee again referred the complainant to its previous findings to point 10 and 11. It 
was satisfied that the programme’s decision to use Mark Mardell was determined by news 
values and not made on a quota basis. 

In addition to the matters raised within the Minotaur report, the Committee considered the 
four issues raised separately by the complainant:  

i) The European constitution 
The Committee noted the complainant’s specific concern that the EU constitution debate 
was being covered in “dribs and drabs”, but was satisfied that Today, by its nature of being 
driven by the news agenda of the day, would dip in and out of ongoing issues, of which the 
EU constitution was one. It was satisfied, therefore, that the level and frequency of coverage 
would be determined by an item’s newsworthiness and not how often it had been 
mentioned over a period of time. The Committee noted that, when the constitution had 
been in the forefront of the political debate, Today had devoted significant time to it. This 
had been the case in the periods before and after the reporting period for Minotaur. 
Minotaur had analysed a period during which the EU constitution was not a major story. In 
particular, the Committee noted that the issue of the EU constitution had been given 
considerable coverage following the summit in June 2007 due entirely to the fact that the 
issue was an important element of the news agenda at the time. The Committee was 
therefore satisfied that, far from refusing to cover issues related to the EU constitution, 
Today had, when appropriate, provided considerable resources and time to ensuring that the 
subject was considered fully. 

ii) Extent of EU laws 
As to the issue raised by the complainant regarding the extent and influence of EU law in 
Germany, the Committee was satisfied that, given that the issue was not a major part of the 
mainstream news agenda (it had been raised by a contributor to the programme in two 
interviews and by the complainant in an interview he had had with the programme in January 
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2006), it was not incumbent on Today to report on this beyond when it was brought up by 
contributors to the programme.  

iii) The potential loss of millions of jobs 
In relation to the concern that the programme had not challenged the notion that “millions 
of jobs depend on membership of the EU”, the Committee again referred the complainant to 
the rationale of the programme, i.e. that its content is driven by the news agenda of the day. 
It noted that the issue had not been a significant topic of debate within the reporting period 
and therefore was not an issue of significance that a news editor working for a public service 
broadcaster would be expected to cover. The Committee noted, as it had done previously, 
that there was a no quota system for its coverage of Europe or of any issue, and references 
to the issue of jobs in Europe would be determined by the programme’s editors depending 
on its newsworthiness on the day. 

iv) A “fair wind” to those who wish to withdraw from the political construct of the EU 
The Committee noted the complainant’s request for the programme to provide a “fair” 
opportunity for those wishing to withdraw from the political EU to be featured on the 
programme. Those who advocate withdrawal from the EU had the right to have their views 
represented, as did those who advocate remaining in the EU and those who have differing 
ideas about how the EU should develop. But not every discussion about the EU could or 
should be reduced to an argument about withdrawal. It did note that Today was aware of its 
responsibility to be open-minded and even-handed in its reporting of controversial subjects 
and had acted positively to make sure that opportunities had been provided for this 
particular view to be included within the debate on the EU over the past year. It was also 
aware that the debate on Europe was not simply a matter of ensuring that the programme 
featured pro- and anti-EU voices: there was a complexity to many of the arguments and it 
was for Today’s editors to decide on the appropriate and relevant range of opinions to 
ensure balance to any issues that appeared. The Committee recognised that Today was 
committed to providing opportunities for this particular strand of opinion and was therefore 
satisfied that this view would be included in future debates on relevant areas of EU policy. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that, while acknowledging the importance of the 
European Union and the political controversy attached to it, the level of coverage of EU 
news stories had reflected the changing face of the news agenda over the period covered by 
the Minotaur report. The Committee found no evidence to suggest a systemic pro-EU bias 
on the programme. The Committee concluded that the level and prominence of coverage of 
the EU and the choice of interviewees was within the range of what a reasonable editor for a 
public service broadcaster would provide in meeting the requirement for due impartiality on 
a matter of political controversy. 

The Committee also noted (in relation to the complainant’s comments that the Today 
programme should set the news agenda) that, while it could be said that the Today 
programme contributed to setting the day’s news agenda, it did so by exploring new angles 
on current news stories and reflected on current events by providing interviews and reports 
on relevant news stories. It was not incumbent upon the Today programme to meet its due 
impartiality obligations by setting an agenda where the issue was not currently in the news. 
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The Committee was therefore satisfied that Today was not in breach of the guidelines on 
due impartiality in the level and prominence it gave to coverage of Europe and the choice of 
interviewees within the period of the report. 

B Impartiality 

The Committee then considered whether due impartiality had been achieved, as set out in 
the Editorial Guidelines, for the output that had been included in the Today programme, 
taking into account the issues that would normally be considered when judging due 
impartiality such as listener expectation of the programme, the news agenda of the day, the 
commentary, the speakers’ contributions and the “devil’s advocate” challenging of 
contributors by the presenters or reporters. 

In particular, the Committee considered output regarding the subjects referred to in points 
4, 5, 6 and 9 of the Minotaur report. 

Minotaur report – point 4 
...The continuing talks over Turkish accession were dealt with in more detail, but still only 
patchily and also mostly outside peak segments. And concerns over the EU budget audit 
were handled so tightly that the European Commission’s perspective swamped other 
considerations, and the issues involved in the alleged irregularities were poorly explored. 
In addition, the topic was presented in a way that suggested that the spending problems 
did not apply to the UK. 

The Committee, which had previously looked at this point in relation to issues of adequacy, 
now considered it in terms of due impartiality. 

As to the issue of Turkish accession, the Committee noted the Minotaur report’s comment:  

Taken together, there was clear sustained effort to track the progress of Turkish 
accession talks and also to talk about some of the issues involved. The treatment of the 
Catholic Church’s reservations about EU membership brought out Cardinal Cormac 
Murphy O’Connor’s views and this was another plus. 

The Committee also noted Minotaur’s concern that the programme had not elicited the 
views of the British Government, eurosceptics or other EU politicians on the prospect of 
Turkish accession. However, the Committee was satisfied that the reporting of this issue had 
been appropriate and balanced in relation to the news angle on which the issue of Turkish 
accession had been included in the programme. It noted that impartiality did not necessarily 
mean that for every discussion or debate a eurosceptic or withdrawalist point of view was 
required. For instance, the issue of Turkish accession did not require the view of a 
eurosceptic to put forward opposition to its entry to the EU. Appropriate balancing items 
had included issues such as the Turkish position on Cyprus and arguments surrounding the 
designation of the massacre of Armenians in 1915 as genocide.  

The Committee also noted that the inclusion of a withdrawalist point of view was dependent 
on the context of the piece. 
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With regard to the concerns raised in the Minotaur report about the EU budget, the 
Committee noted that, for instance, eurosceptic voices regarding concerns about the EU 
accounts and UK business concerns on increased EU regulation were appropriately 
presented with a range of views (in at least one case with two advocates against a federal 
Europe, one from Open Europe and the other a eurosceptic Conservative supporter and 
donor1). 

The Committee also noted that it was not required to judge impartiality by the number and 
ratio of representatives of both sides of the argument. The guideline on achieving impartiality 
states: 

...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 was therefore satisfied that the programme had handled this issue with due 
impartiality. 

Minotaur report – point 5 
Europhile contributors, or those in favour of specific EU legislation or measures, 
outweighed eurosceptics and those against EU actions, by more than 2 to 1 (41 to 20). 
The total number of contributions on EU-related items, including those speaking from a 
neutral perspective, was 98, of whom only seven were overtly anti-EU or eurosceptic ( a 
further 13 spoke against EU actions). The number of eurosceptic speakers was the lowest 
ever recorded by Minotaur. 

The Committee was satisfied, having heard a broad selection of reports from the reporting 
period of the Today programme, that individual items were handled with due impartiality. 
The Committee was satisfied that Today had been objective in its handling of the various 
topics concerning Europe and that the appropriate individuals and parties had been invited 
on to the programme where necessary to debate the issues raised. The Committee noted 
again that impartiality did not necessarily mean that for every discussion or debate a 
eurosceptic or withdrawalist point of view was necessary. The tone and balance of an item 
depended on the context of the piece. It also recognised the importance of the presenter or 
reporter in ensuring that balance was achieved so that opinions were challenged in the 
absence of an alternative voice. The Committee noted that Today had apologised to UKIP 
for not having included a contribution from it in its coverage of the EU summit in June 2007. 
The Committee agreed that this had been a mistake and was satisfied that the programme 
was fully aware of this misjudgement and that it was unlikely to be repeated in the future.  

Minotaur report – point 6 
Individual pro-EU speakers were given more space to present their arguments than the 
eurosceptic and neutral speakers. In terms of the number of words spoken by guests, the 
ratio was closer to 3 to 1 in favour of pro-EU speakers. 

                                            
1 Interview with Nick O’Brien from Open Europe and Stuart Wheeler, Conservative Party donor and 
eurosceptic, broadcast 16 October 2006 
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The Committee noted the point raised in the Minotaur report, and referred the complainant 
to the guideline on achieving impartiality which states: 

[Impartiality] 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 was satisfied, having listened to a significant range of the output broadcast in 
the reporting period, that the programme had been fair and open-minded when discussing 
issues that were relevant to the inclusion of the views of eurosceptics and withdrawalists. 
The Committee noted again, as it had done in its finding for points 4 and 5, that in items 
concerning Europe it was not always appropriate or relevant for a eurosceptic opinion to be 
heard. The Committee was also satisfied that interviews related to the EU were conducted 
in a manner which acknowledged the controversial nature of the subject matter and that, 
where appropriate, guests from all views were robustly challenged by the programme’s 
presenters or correspondents. The Committee therefore was satisfied that the programme 
had not breached the guidelines on achieving impartiality. It considered that the issues 
regarding the EU had been handled fairly and objectively. 

Minotaur report – point 9 
Of the 17 politicians who appeared in interview sequences – usually the more substantial 
and prominent items – only two were eurosceptics. No government minister was asked 
directly about EU structural policies, and the Conservative attitude towards the EU – 
which appeared to change significantly on October 3 when party leader David Cameron 
said that “banging on about Europe” had not worked – was examined only cursorily. 

The Committee was satisfied that EU structural policies were not prominent in the news 
agenda for the reporting period. It was, therefore, not a requirement of the programme to 
have asked a government minister directly about the government’s EU policies. Issues 
covered by the programme were directly related to the news agenda of the day. As to the 
issue of David Cameron’s comment, the Committee was satisfied that it had been covered 
sufficiently given the structure of the programme to move with the changing news agenda of 
the day. It noted that Today had talked to him on the day of his speech on 3 October, when 
further analysis of his comments had been provided by the BBC’s Political Editor, Nick 
Robinson. The Committee noted that Today had also referred to the issue in an interview 
with the eurosceptic Stuart Wheeler on 16 October. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that the programme had not acted unfairly or been 
in breach of guidelines when conducting interviews with politicians on the EU. It considered 
that the programme had acted appropriately and impartially when discussing issues related 
to the EU as they developed within the news agenda. 

In conclusion, the Committee was satisfied that Today had provided appropriate coverage of 
Europe during the period of the Minotaur report. The choice of news stories was an 
editorial judgement based on the day’s news agenda and it was the role of the programme to 
present new angles to those news stories in its reporting and interviewing. The Committee 
agreed that stories concerning Europe were important and that they dealt with an area of 
political controversy, but it acknowledged that they were not guaranteed a slot on a busy 
morning news programme: they had to compete for a place with other potential news 
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stories being presented to the news editor. The BBC did not have a mandate to cover 
certain issues or provide a set percentage of time for coverage of a specific area of news. 
This meant that during quiet periods of EU business (in news terms) there would be 
substantially less coverage of the European Union than there would be at other, busier 
times. With regard to impartiality, the Committee was satisfied that the programme had 
been impartial in its coverage of Europe. The Committee noted that, in meeting the 
guideline, Today was not required, nor was it appropriate for it, to ensure that a eurosceptic 
voice was included on every discussion on Europe. The Today programme had included 
withdrawalist opinions where appropriate. The issue was not about equal representation on 
everything concerning the EU, but appropriate and relevant representation dependent on 
the context of the piece. 

Finally, the Committee noted that the BBC had looked at its overall coverage of Europe two 
years ago when the BBC Governors commissioned the Wilson report. The BBC had noted 
the report’s findings and accepted its recommendations. The BBC Executive had continued 
to monitor the BBC’s performance against these recommendations. The Committee 
appreciated the efforts that the complainant had made to draw his concerns to the attention 
of the BBC Trust, but was satisfied that the Today programme was not in breach of its 
guidelines with regard to its coverage of Europe. 

Finding: Not upheld. 
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1 The item 

(taken from the press release) 

The Conspiracy Files was a series of four programmes exploring the conspiracy theories that 
have entered the mainstream surrounding some of the biggest Western news stories of 
recent years. 9/11: The Conspiracy Files investigated the growing number of conspiracy 
theories surrounding the events of 11 September 2001. The programme travelled across the 
United States, speaking to eyewitnesses and attempting to separate fact from fiction. 

2 The complaint 

Three complainants made a similar complaint concerning 9/11: The Conspiracy Files, details of 
which are given below (section 2.1). The individual complainants also made additional 
complaints, which are given in section 2.2. 

2.1 Points made by all the complainants to the BBC 

The 9/11 truth movement 
• The programme showed a clear and deliberate negative bias against those who describe 

themselves as the 9/11 truth movement. 
• There was a deliberate intent to misrepresent the discoveries of the 9/11 truth 

movement. These show beyond doubt that the official US government version of events 
of that day was fraudulent. The producers of the programme had no intention of 
supporting a version of events of that day which conflicted with the official US report. 

• There were 13 debunkers interviewed and only 3 9/11 ‘truthers’. 
• There were many negative inferences about the truth movement such as “there are more 

than fifty conspiracy theories about 9/11.” 

The collapse of the Twin Towers 
• The explanation in the programme of the collapse of the Twin Towers (the pancake 

theory) put forward by Davin Coburn of Popular Mechanics has been proven by scientists 
in the truth movement to be unscientific and in violation of the laws of physics. If the 
towers had collapsed in pancake form, large floor areas would have remained intact with 
pieces of concrete of varying sizes. There was no mention in the programme that all 
three buildings fell at free-fall velocity and that no steel-framed building had ever collapsed 
due to fires prior to or since 9/11. 

• If the towers had collapsed in pancake form, then by the programme’s own graphic 
demonstration they would have taken more than 50 seconds to fall. 

• In addition, the temperature of the burning jet fuel was nowhere near the temperature 
needed to melt the central support columns of the Twin Towers. 

• The graphic illustrating the collapse of the World Trade Center was misleading. 
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The Pentagon attack 
• The programme’s computer animation of a Boeing 757 entering the Pentagon was too 

simplistic to be accepted. A 757 cannot fly at ground level. It would also have been 
physically impossible for any large aircraft to have hit the Pentagon without leaving 
devastation in its wake. Instead there was a neat, near-perfect hole and no traces of the 
large fuselage, the wings, engines or seats, luggage and passenger remains. The 
programme did not explain these issues. 

• The interview with Col. Steve O’Brien, pilot of the military plane flying over Washington, 
cannot be relied on. The programme did not mention or question him about the 
Pentagon’s missile defences which failed to be deployed that day. 

Flight 93 
• The programme did not explain the lack of debris at the crash site of Flight 93. The 

evidence of eyewitnesses lacked credibility. If the Boeing 757 had crashed at that location 
there would have been substantial debris.  

• The evidence of the coroner was unreliable because he changed his original story. 
• The programme claimed that debris was not found 8 miles away when local officials and 

the FBI clearly stated that it was. 

Programme interviews 
• Many key interviews were not included in the programme. Professor David Ray Griffin 

(author of The New Pearl Harbor) is widely respected by 9/11 truth researchers as a 
leading analyst of the events of that day. Neither he nor Professor Steven Jones was 
included in the programme. 

• Other interviews were not included. There are senior military and intelligence personnel, 
government officials, survivors and families of the victims who dispute the official version 
of events. Witnesses who heard bombs exploding within the buildings before and after 
they were hit by the aircraft were not mentioned. 

• The use of X-Files writer Frank Spotnitz to debunk the 9/11 conspiracy claims was an 
attempt to discredit the truth movement in the eyes of the audience. 

• Many pieces of information were left out of the documentary. Several high-ranking people 
were warned not to go to work or to fly that day, but this was never mentioned. 

2.2 Individual complaints from the three complainants 
• The programme used “classic tools of dark images” to suggest that certain individuals 

were dubious or sinister. 
• The sequences introducing Dylan Avery and Professor Jim Fetzer were unnecessary and 

used up valuable footage time. They were shot without additional lighting to create a 
negative impression. The close-up technique used to film Professor Fetzer was 
disrespectful. 

• The Loose Change director Dylan Avery was described as a self-confessed “drop-out” 
even though he never attended college. 

• The claim that the CIA and the FBI did not have forewarning of the events was not true. 
The secret services of many governments had warned the US administration of possible 
attacks. 

• No mention was made in the programme of the US government’s history of deceit or of 
Operation Northwoods. 
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• The BBC was on record through a live interview with a BBC correspondent in New York 
as having had prior warning of the collapse of Building 7. This was further evidence that 
the building did not collapse as a result of structural failure. 

• When Building 7 fell to the ground the programme stated there were no casualties. 
However, a secret service agent, Craig Miller, died as a result of that collapse. 

• Footage of World Trade Center owner Larry Silverstein admitting that the authorities 
decided to ‘pull’ Building 7 was not shown. 

• No mention was made that two aircraft landed at Cleveland Hopkins Airport because of 
two separate bomb threats, and that Flight 93 was one of those reported to have landed 
by locals. 

• The use of the claim that 4,000 Jews stayed away from work on 9/11 suggested that those 
undertaking independent investigations of 9/11 were somehow anti-Semitic. 

• The programme attempted to influence viewers by ending with the phrase: “The evidence 
points to a conspiracy after 9/11, not before. The other 9/11 conspiracy theories are just 
that, theories. The evidence doesn’t support them. Case closed.” 

• No alternative theories about the collapse of the Twin Towers that differed from the 
official accounts were given, except for the view of Dylan Avery. 

• The programme omitted to include and investigate an “FBI report” on wreckage found  
8 miles away in New Baltimore. 

• The programme omitted to include interviews with police officers on duty at the World 
Trade Center, eyewitness accounts, a conspiracy theory concerning the Mayor of San 
Francisco and any interview with the head of the largest 9/11 victims’ group. 

• There was an imbalance in the interviews as there were fewer people for the 9/11 
movement than “debunkers”. 

3 Response from the BBC 

3.1 Response from BBC Information 
The complainants were directed to two blogs written by the series producer of The 
Conspiracy Files and the Head of News, BBC World. The following points were also made: 

• There was no editorial interference in the programme. 9/11: The Conspiracy Files was 
determined to examine the many conspiracy theories in detail and subject them to 
forensic examination. 

• The programme chose three prominent and influential people to make the case that the 
official account of 9/11 was wrong and to propose an alternative. The programme-makers 
did ask Professor Steven Jones for an interview but he declined. 

• The programme found much evidence which supported the official version of events and 
which contradicted the various conspiracy theories. 

• Where there was some evidence of a conspiracy after the event to cover up intelligence 
failures, this was included in the programme. 

• The programme was 59 minutes long and therefore could not deal with every issue and 
every possible argument. The programme-makers chose the strongest and most widely 
reported arguments for inclusion. They also spoke to and considered many witnesses and 
experts, but in the end made an editorial judgement as to who to include in the 
programme. 
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• Frank Spotnitz was included to help viewers understand why so many people believe in 
conspiracy theories generally. 

3.2 Response from the ECU 

The 9/11 truth movement 
The programme was in production for nine months and the producers carried out extensive 
research in that time. The final programme contained a number of interviews with leading 
members of the 9/11 truth movement and gave them the opportunity to explain their 
theories of what happened on the day. 

The programme also included interviews with people challenging these theories to provide 
the necessary balance on such a controversial subject. 

The programme-makers made a conscious decision to concentrate on the opinions of three 
people who are well regarded in the truth movement and spend time establishing why their 
views were worthy of consideration. This was considered preferable to covering a greater 
variety of views in a more cursory manner. 

It is true that more people were interviewed to support the official explanation of events – 
but this in itself did not lead to an imbalance. Throughout the programme a great deal of 
time was spent explaining the theories of the three men, often using material which they had 
provided. Their contribution amounted to more than eight minutes of the programme. This 
compares to just over ten minutes devoted to those putting opposing views. 

“In many cases where there was an exchange of views, the programme-makers gave the last 
word to the 9/11 theorists. 9/11: The Conspiracy Files offered a balanced analysis of the main 
theories and I do not believe there is evidence of bias against the 9/11 truth movement.” 

The programme’s comment that there are “more than fifty different conspiracy theories 
about 9/11” is a simple statement of fact providing useful context for the viewer rather than 
a negative inference about the truth movement. 

The collapse of the Twin Towers 
There are a number of explanations as to why the Twin Towers collapsed and some of these 
were examined by the programme. Dylan Avery put forward his theory that the buildings 
were brought down by a series of controlled explosions. This was balanced by the official 
Federal Emergency Management Association (FEMA) report that said that a combination of 
the impact of the planes and the ensuing fires weakened the load-bearing beams. The 
programme-makers had to decide which aspects of the collapse to investigate in the time 
available, and so included the two most widely discussed explanations. 

Davin Coburn has carried out his own research into the collapse and his explanation is 
shared by many, including FEMA. The purpose of the graphic used to illustrate the official 
explanation was to show a complicated process in a way that is simple to understand. The 
programme-makers say that their intention in using the graphic was to clarify one theory 
rather than to prove its validity. 
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The graphic was run in slow motion and was not designed to show the actual speed at which 
the collapse occurred. If the graphic had been shown in ‘real time’ it would have been too 
quick to understand. Therefore this was not misleading or inaccurate. 

It is true to say that no other steel framed buildings have collapsed due to fire but it is 
equally true that no other buildings have been hit at speed by a large passenger jet laden with 
fuel. It is hard to see how an analysis of other skyscraper fires would have proved what 
caused the Twin Towers to collapse. 

The Pentagon attack 
Professor Hoffman’s computer animation was shown to help illustrate his explanation for 
why the hole in the Pentagon wall was so small. The programme did not endorse this view 
and made it clear it had been challenged by many experts. Professor Jim Fetzer and Dylan 
Avery spoke at length to cast doubt on the official version. The programme examined the 
evidence on both sides but did not draw any conclusions. 

The interview with Col. Steve O’Brien, who explained that he saw an unidentified jet turn 
and crash into the Pentagon, was balanced with an interview with Professor Jim Fetzer who 
highlighted a number of inconsistencies. The programme therefore offered both sides of the 
argument and left the viewer to draw his own conclusion. 

Flight 93 
9/11: The Conspiracy Files included a number of possible explanations for the fate of Flight 93. 
It accurately reflected the concerns of many people that the lack of any substantial aircraft 
wreckage casts doubt on the official explanation. The coverage included both sides of the 
argument. 

They spoke to people directly involved in the investigation to check known facts. The 
programme-makers spoke directly to the FBI in Pennsylvania to check what claims had been 
made by the Bureau. The FBI confirmed that the only debris from the plane found within an 
eight mile radius was light material such as paper and foam. 

The programme gave the last word on this issue to Professor Jim Fetzer and Dylan Avery, so 
the viewer was given plenty of opportunity to consider the sceptical view. 

The coroner has gone on record to say that he was misquoted when it was reported that he 
said he “stopped being coroner after about 20 minutes because there were no bodies 
there”. He explained this in the programme. However the programme also included an 
interview with Dylan Avery in which he questioned the coroner’s reliability. 

Programme Interviews 
The programme-makers read Professor Griffin’s book The New Pearl Harbor and took his 
views into account when making 9/11: The Conspiracy Files but decided to concentrate on 
three other prominent members of the 9/11 truth movement. Professor Steven Jones was 
approached to take part in the programme but was unavailable. 
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The programme-makers interviewed many witnesses and experts and sought out viewpoints 
on the most widely held theories. They then made an editorial judgment to include what 
they believed were the strongest and most relevant views. 

Eyewitness accounts provide interesting background information but cannot be regarded as 
providing conclusive evidence. The programme did however address the issue of secondary 
explosions and gave Dylan Avery an opportunity to explain his theory.  

The interview with Frank Spotnitz was included to help the viewer understand why so many 
people believe in conspiracy theories. In the same section of the programme Alex Jones 
explained why many people are increasingly willing to challenge the official version of events. 

The programme-makers say that they could find no convincing evidence that some senior 
people had been warned not to go to work at the World Trade Center that day. They also 
spoke directly to the office of Mayor Willie Brown of San Francisco who told the 
programme that he made no changes to his itinerary on the morning of 9/11. 

3.3 ECU response to individual complaints from the three complainants 
There is no evidence to suggest that film-making techniques were used with an “oppressive 
sinister intent”. The mood was sombre but consistent throughout the programme. 

A variety of lighting techniques and framing were used throughout the programme and many 
of the interviewees who oppose the views of the truth movement were also filmed in similar 
ways. 

The programme sought to establish the background of the three members of the truth 
movement. Far from being a ploy to waste time, this was a way to reinforce their credibility. 

The word drop-out is also defined as “a person who rejects conventional society”. I think it 
reasonable to suggest that Dylan Avery has rejected conventional society. He walked away 
from a secure job and moved to Washington DC to pursue his ambition to make films. 
There are also a number of positive descriptions to establish Mr Avery’s credibility and 
explain to viewers why his views are worthy of inclusion. He was described as “the most 
prominent voice in the self-styled 9/11 truth movement” and later “the wunderkind” behind 
the Loose Change film. 

The programme did not claim that the CIA and the FBI did not have forewarning of the 
attacks. The script states: 

The FBI and CIA insist they had no specific warnings of the hijackings on 9/11. But it now 
seems they were less than full and frank about how much information they did have 
before al-Qaeda attacked. 

The programme went on to examine the failure of the intelligence services. 

All three of the main interviewees made a number of claims in the programme accusing the 
US government of being involved in the events of 9/11. The programme-makers were 
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entirely justified in letting the leading voices of the truth movement put forward their case 
without referring to previous unrelated events. 

BBC World’s Head of News has explained at length the sequence of events which led to the 
BBC report about the collapse of Building 7. His blog had already been sent to the 
complainants. 

On the issue of casualties in Building 7, the programme-makers were quoting from the 
official FEMA report into WTC 7. This was an independent investigation and no-one seems 
to have yet provided proof that on this particular point it is wrong. 

9/11: The Conspiracy Files decided not to include Larry Silverstein’s comments (“We’ve had 
such terrible loss of life, maybe the smartest thing to do is pull it”) because he has since 
issued a statement saying that what he was referring to was the need to pull the fire-fighting 
contingent out of the building, not pull the building down itself. 

The theory that Flight 93 and another aircraft were diverted to Ohio because of bomb 
threats was well documented in the programme. 

The claim that thousands of Jewish people stayed at home that day was examined in the 
programme, but the script treated the allegations in the same dispassionate way as other 
claims. The origin of this particular story was explained in the programme. There was no 
suggestion that any of the conspiracy theorists in the programme supported this claim. I do 
not believe that any average member of the audience would conclude that the programme 
implied that anyone questioning the official version of events on 9/11 was anti-Semitic. 

It is clear that the sentence “Case closed?” is delivered as a question. The last comment 
from the narrator goes even further to make it clear that the final conclusion of the 
programme is that the truth of what happened on 9/11 will remain a subject of great 
controversy: 

The 9/11 conspiracy file is certain to remain open for a very long time to come ... 
however distressing and painful that will be for the families of those who died that day. 

4 Further points made to the ESC 

• Dylan Avery is not an engineering expert, neither are Alex Jones nor Jim Fetzer. Yet you 
give time for, and go into graphic and scientific detail of, the official account of the Twin 
Towers collapse. 

• For the truth movement, Flight 93 is the least clear evidence of a government cover-up. 
• Regardless of how it got there, it is officially acknowledged that debris from Flight 93 was 

found 8 miles away – in New Baltimore, not Indian Lake. The documentary misleads the 
viewer and misrepresents the 9/11 truth movement by stating that “it’s claimed Indian 
Lake is nearly 7 miles from the crash site” then stating it’s only 1 mile away as the crow 
flies. The truth movement though isn’t referring to Indian lake but to New Baltimore. 
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5 Applicable programme standards 

Section 1 – BBC 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 and 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 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. 
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Section 4 – Impartiality and 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 Charter2 ... 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. It also states that the BBC is forbidden from expressing an opinion on current 
affairs or matters of public policy other than broadcasting. 

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

• 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...  

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

Achieving impartiality 
Impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to our output. Our approach to achieving it 
will therefore vary according to the nature of the subject, the type of output, the likely 
audience expectation and the extent to which the content and approach is signposted to our 
audiences. 

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. 

6 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.  

                                            
2 The words omitted here relate to the 1996 Agreement and Charter and are not relevant to the 2006 
Agreement and Charter. 
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The Committee recognised the right to freedom of expression3 allowed to interviewees to 
express opinions, to content producers to include information and ideas in their output, and 
to audiences to receive them as long as the law, regulation and, in the BBC’s case, the BBC’s 
Editorial Guidelines were complied with. 

The Committee at the outset noted that the programme had not been an investigation 
which aimed to solve what had happened on 11 September 2001. It recognised that it was 
one of a series of programmes looking at the phenomenon of the conspiracy theory and, in 
doing so, had highlighted a number of specific events where well-publicised and popular 
theories had arisen to contradict the official version of events. 

The Committee also noted that it was not within its remit to come to a view as to which, if 
any, of the versions may or may not have been correct. Its task was to determine whether 
the programme had been in breach of the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines on accuracy and 
impartiality. 

In considering impartiality, the Committee noted that the guidelines required that it must be 
adequate and appropriate to the output. The Committee took into account that, in assessing 
whether the guidelines were complied with, it should consider what impartiality was due to 
a programme about conspiracy theories, taking into account the audience expectation for 
such a programme and the extent to which the content and approach were signposted to 
the audience. 

The Committee set out five questions it would consider in its finding: 

a) Did the programme consider the most significant 9/11 conspiracy theories? 
b) Was there appropriate representation from both sides of the argument? 
c) Were the arguments articulated clearly? 
d) Was it appropriate to include Frank Spotnitz to talk about conspiracy theories? 
e) Did the programme present the 9/11 theorists in a negative way? 

                                            
3   Freedom of expression  
1) Everyone has the right to freedom of expression. This right shall include freedom to hold opinions and to 
receive and impart information and ideas without interference by public authority and regardless of frontiers. 
This Article shall not prevent States from requiring the licensing of broadcasting, television or cinema 
enterprises.  
2) The exercise of these freedoms, since it carries with it duties and responsibilities, may be subject to such 
formalities, conditions, restrictions or penalties as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic 
society, in the interests of national security, territorial integrity or public safety, for the prevention of disorder 
or crime, for the protection of health or morals, for the protection of the reputation or the rights of others, 
for preventing the disclosure of information received in confidence, or for maintaining the authority and 
impartiality of the judiciary.  
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a) Did the programme consider the most significant 9/11 conspiracy 
theories? 

The Committee was aware that there were a number of conspiracy theories concerning the 
events leading up to, on the day of and on the days after 11 September 2001. The 
Committee noted the six theories the programme concentrated on: 

i) The attack on the Twin Towers 
• Did the planes bring down the Twin Towers or were explosives used by government 

agencies? 

ii) World Trade Center (WTC) Building 7 
• Did WTC 7 collapse as a result of the damage and collapse of the Twin Towers or was it 

deliberately demolished by government agencies? 

iii) Attack on the Pentagon 
• Did a commercial passenger plane crash into the Pentagon or not? Was this incident a 

self-inflicted attack? 

iv) Flight United 93 
• Did Flight United 93 crash as stated officially or was it blown up in mid-air? 

v) The Jewish community in New York 
• Did the Jewish community in New York go to work as planned or had the Jewish 

community been ‘tipped off’ by Israeli intelligence to stay away from work? 

vi) FBI/CIA conspiracy 
• Did the agencies know of the attacks in advance and ignore them? 
• Was there a subsequent cover-up of failures by the agencies to act on information prior 

to 9/11? 

The Committee noted that impartiality: 

...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 was satisfied that, while some viewers would not have agreed with the 
choice of theories included in the programme, the ones that had been included reflected 
mainstream theories that the majority of the audience would have some awareness of. The 
Committee was satisfied that the programme had complied with the guideline on impartiality 
that allowed the programme: 

...the 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. 

The Committee recognised that the inclusion of the theory regarding the absence of 
members of the Jewish community from work on the day of 9/11 was not one that was 
supported by the main body of conspiracy theorists. It had originated in the Middle East and 
the programme accurately reflected this. However, the Committee recognised that it was a 
widely known theory and was established as a theory to those not in the main community of 
conspiracy theorists. The Committee was therefore satisfied that there was a good editorial 
reason for considering this theory alongside the other theories included in the programme 
and no anti-Semitism was implied. 
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The Committee did not consider it necessary to explore the “history of deceit” of the US 
government or Operation Northwoods to satisfy the accuracy guideline to “weigh all 
relevant facts ... to get at the truth”. The Committee was satisfied that the theories covered 
in the programme were sufficient to provide the audience with enough relevant information 
for them to draw their own conclusions with regard to the activities of the US government 
in the incidents relating to 9/11. The purpose of the programme was to consider specific 
theories related to the incidents on 9/11 and not conspiracy theories relating to other 
events in US history.  

The Committee was therefore satisfied that the programme had presented an appropriate 
selection of conspiracy theories. 

b) Was there appropriate representation from both sides of the argument? 
The Committee considered how the programme had set about presenting the different 
theories and rebuttals in looking at the various arguments and theories as to how the event 
unfolded and who was to blame. In doing so the Committee considered whether the 
guideline had been met that required the BBC: 

...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 noted how the production team had set out its proposition for the 
programme: 

VOICEOVER (V/O): We all remember where we were on the day the world changed ... 
but do we know what really happened? 

Look closer through the smoke and horror, say conspiracy theories ...  and you’ll find that 
not everything was as it first appeared. 

ALEX JONES (AJ): The bottom line, 9/11 is an inside job. It’s a self-inflicted wound, it’s a 
false flag ... terror operation. 

PRESIDENT BUSH: Let us never tolerate outrageous conspiracy theories concerning the 
attacks of September 11th. 

V/O: Many say the official account doesn’t add up... 

OVERLAY: Listen, sometimes truth is stranger than fiction. 

V/O: ...and the questions keep coming. 

JIM FETZER (JF): As Sherlock Holmes was fond of observing: “When you have eliminated 
the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.” 

V/O: There are more than 50 different conspiracy theories about 9/11 – it’s the first 
global event in the age of the internet. 
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DYLAN AVERY (DA): We’re just civilians man. We’re people who have questions. 

V/O: If a large passenger jet crashed into the Pentagon ... why was the hole in the exterior 
wall apparently so small? 

Was wreckage found miles from the crash site of one of the hijacked planes which proved 
that it was shot down? 

DA: Our government will willingly kill its own citizens for whatever gain it seems 
necessary and then lie as much as they need to cover it up.  

V/O: Could a controlled demolition have caused this building to collapse at the World 
Trade Centre? 

AJ: I don’t believe it was a controlled demolition, I know it was a controlled demolition. 

CHERYL SHAMES (sister of Andrew Zucker): If these theories were true, then why did 
my brother go to work that day? Did he want to die? No. 

V/O: So why do so many people doubt what the American government tells them about 
9/11? 

JF: Well there’s the old saying, just because you’re paranoid, doesn’t mean they aren’t out 
to get you.  

The Committee also considered how the programme looked at the various theories 
included in the programme. The Committee noted other sections of dialogue in the 
programme. The first section looked at the collapse of the Twin Towers: 

V/O: In his film Dylan Avery suggests that the Twin Towers were brought down by 
explosives... 

Clip from Dylan Avery’s film (Loose Change): 

Do you still think that jet fuel brought down the World Trade Centre? 

Watch carefully: the tripod shakes 12 seconds before the North Tower begins collapsing. 
In all the videos of the collapses, explosions can be seen bursting from the building 20 to 
30 stories below the demolition wave. 

Here ... here and here.  

V/O: The official explanation suggests that when each plane slammed into the tower it 
damaged the core structure. 

Then the ensuing fire weakened the building further. 

Although steel needs 1,500 degrees Celsius to melt, at 650 degrees it loses half its 
strength. 

The load-bearing beams buckled when they were unable to carry the weight above ...  
and the floors progressively caved in. 
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V/O: This is three floors of the World Trade Center – and everything in them – 
compressed and fused together into a slab about three feet thick. 

DAVIN COBURN (Popular Mechanics): When those towers collapsed – remember those 
collapses began from the top, they did not begin from the bottom. So when the floors 
began crashing down upon themselves, the air just simply looked for the path of least 
resistance and generally that went straight out the windows and a little bit of debris and 
smoke went with them, and that sort of represents those puffs that some people think 
were some sort of squibs, or other explosive charge. 

DA: Their authority is tractors, OK? They should stick to what they know. Popular 
Mechanics is the last company that should be “investigating” 9-11.  

The Committee also considered a later section of dialogue where American Airlines flight 
AA77 crashed into the Pentagon. The programme stated: 

V/O: As flight AA77 descended in a wide turn over the capital and lined up with its target, 
there was a military C130 plane ... like this one – flying above Washington. 

JF: There’s a lot of suspicion here that that C130 may in fact have been controlling the 
aircraft that hit the Pentagon. 

COMMENTARY QUESTION: What you’re saying is that the pilot was the person who 
caused the crash at the Pentagon? 

JF: I can’t say that for a certainty but there’s a lot of reason to suspect that this circling 
C130 may have been the control vehicle for the plane that was approaching the Pentagon. 

V/O: This is that aircraft. 

STEVE O’BRIEN (Lt Minnesota National Guard) (SB): Well, here’s a chart of the 
Washington DC area. 

V/O: And this is the pilot. 

SB: ...and here’s Andrews Air Force Base right here. 

V/O: Lieutenant Colonel O’Brien was on a routine flight but as he flew over central 
Washington, Air Traffic Control reported an unidentified jet fast approaching on his left 
hand side.  

NORAD ATC recording: 
– Latest report, aircraft five, six miles southeast of the White House. 
– Six miles southeast of the White House? 

SB: It had that distinctive silver finish. in our minds it was definitely an American Airlines 
aircraft. 
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Then as he moved to our 11 o’clock position he started his turn. And by the time he got 
to our 12 o’clock position, right out the front of our aircraft, he was rolled up into about, 
I would estimate, 30–40 degrees of bank, which is considerable for a commercial airliner. 

And then all of a sudden we saw this big explosion. 

And I keyed the mic again and said Washington, this is Gopher 0-6. That plane has hit the 
west side of the Pentagon. 

V/O: Later, when Steve O’Brien was back home in Minnesota he found himself at the 
centre of a conspiracy theory. 

SB: Not having been part of a major event like this before, you’re somewhat detached. 
But when you’re actually a witness to it and actually became a part of these conspiracies, 
it’s a lot more personal. And concerning to me that people would think that I would have 
the ability to, or want to do something like this. So it’s a little bit disconcerting, but at the 
same time it gives you another insight into how wrong a lot of these conspiracies are, but 
yet they continue and take on a life of their own so to speak. 

JF: How do you know a single word of what he said is true? His story is inconsistent with 
the evidence we have. It’s not even physically possible given the laws of aerodynamics that 
a Boeing 757 could have taken the trajectory attributed to it, which I presume he 
confirmed which is that this plane barely skimmed the ground en route to its target. 
That’s not even physically possible, which is a guarantee that what he was saying was false. 

The Committee was satisfied that, in these example extracts and throughout the 
programme, views from both sides of the argument relating to each theory set out above 
were put forward in a manner that ensured that the programme had achieved due 
impartiality. The Committee recognised that, for those who felt strongly on either side of 
the argument, the programme’s treatment of each theory may have been less detailed than 
they would have liked, but it was not the purpose of this programme to deliver an in-depth 
analysis of each theory nor a verdict on the veracity of each theory. It was the view of the 
Committee that the impartiality due to this subject matter, which had been clearly 
signposted to the audience, was to give sufficient information both in support of the various 
theories and in support of the official view, to enable the viewer to have a reasonable 
understanding of the various arguments. The Committee was satisfied that the programme 
had been “fair and open minded when examining the evidence and weighing the material 
facts”. As to whether equal time should have been given to both sides of the arguments, the 
Committee noted that as long as the programme was objective and even-handed it was not 
required to “represent every argument” or provide “an equal division of time for each 
view”. The Committee was satisfied that the programme had been objective and even-
handed in its presentation of the various theories.  

With regard to some of the complainants’ specific complaints, the Committee was satisfied 
that it was not necessary to include the detail relating to the debris of Flight 93 in New 
Baltimore to meet the guideline on accuracy or to explore this issue further to satisfy 
impartiality. The Committee was satisfied that the programme had provided sufficient 
information on the spread of debris of Flight 93 without it being necessary to consider every 
facet of every theory about the debris to ensure impartiality.  The Committee considered 
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the information presented by the production team was sufficiently accurate to have provided 
viewers with enough detail to understand the general view of the dispute about the area of 
the debris field. The Committee did not consider it necessary to include additional theories 
on the spread of debris in order to achieve impartiality. The guidelines state that it is not a 
requirement for programmes to “[represent] every argument or every facet of every 
argument on every occasion”. 

The Committee considered that the same guideline applied to the complainants’ concerns 
that Larry Silverstein and the emergency workers at the scene of the collapse of the WTC 7 
building were not included, nor the testimony of the firefighters or the theory relating to the 
Mayor of San Francisco or an interview with Bill Coyle of the coalition of 9/11 families. The 
Committee was satisfied that the programme team was entitled 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”. 

The Committee was, therefore, satisfied that, considering the difficulty and complexity of the 
programme’s subject matter, the programme had provided a fair and open-minded 
presentation of the various theories and that it had successfully met the guidelines on due 
impartiality. 

As to the choice of contributors, the Committee was satisfied that the programme had 
provided appropriate and relevant representatives from both sides of the argument to 
articulate the various views. The Committee recognised that with such contentious views 
being presented not every viewer would be pleased with the choice of contributors. 
Nevertheless, the Committee was satisfied, having considered the programme as a whole, 
that the various arguments of the theories highlighted had been sufficiently articulated to 
ensure that the lay viewer would have been provided with enough information to have had a 
basic understanding of the arguments for each of the theories presented. The Committee 
considered Dylan Avery, Professor Jim Fetzer and talk-show host Alex Jones appropriate 
representatives for the truth movement. They had achieved a level of recognition and 
authority within the pro-theorist groups to be able to articulate the views of the movement 
in relation to each of the presented theories (with the exception of the theory relating to 
the Jewish community, which was not a view promoted or supported by the majority of 
those involved in the truth movement). The Committee, while it accepted that the individual 
complainants did not necessarily agree with the choice of representative for their views, was 
satisfied that the production team had ensured that the contributors had appropriate 
credentials to provide an authoritative view of the conspiracy theorists arguments.  

The Committee noted how the programme had introduced Dylan Avery: 

V/O: Upstate New York – home to the most prominent voice in the self-styled 9/11 truth 
movement. 

Clip from Loose Change, Dylan Avery’s internet film: 

9.38, Arlington Virginia ... Hani Hanjour allegedly executes a 330 degree turn at 530 miles 
per hour ... to crash American Airlines flight 77 into the ground floor of the Pentagon ... 
Explosion. 
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V/O: Loose Change ... is the internet film which, more than anything else, has fanned the 
flames of 9/11 conspiracies. 

DYLAN AVERY (DA): Come on guys... 

V/O: And Dylan Avery is the wunderkind behind that film. 

DA: That’s Jonas. 
Howdy! 
Luke – foot soldier – one of the best people in New York for truth. 
Jay Mandrish – cook slash dishwasher... Just kidding man. 
This is our office. No one’s in here yet. 
That’s really about it in terms of this room. And that leads us to my room. 
This is it... 

INTERVIEWER: So this is where you work? 

DA: This is where the magic happens. Yes sir! 

V/O: Loose Change has become an internet phenomenon ... viewed tens of millions of 
times. To reach a global audience this big in the past, you’d have needed the backing of a 
Hollywood studio. Now all you need is a modicum of technical knowledge and a bargain 
basement computer. 

DA: Well Guy, this is the laptop that started it all. In February 2003 after saving up for 
two months or so I went to a Radio Shack and bought this and had it the next morning 
and started editing what would become Loose Change, the documentary. 

V/O: Dylan Avery is riding the crest of a wave of interest in conspiracies ... and is being 
feted by Hollywood. He now has a distribution deal and is recutting his film for cinema 
release later this year. 

Not bad for a 23-year-old self-confessed drop-out. 

The many questions he raises about 9/11 have proliferated through the internet and have 
been picked up by mainstream media around the world...  

The Committee was satisfied that it was reasonable for the programme, as part of 
introducing one of the most famous conspiracy theorists, to explain who he was and his 
background. It was a recognised technique of introducing a significant contributor to a 
programme and one which was used throughout the programme, one way or another, when 
introducing the other main contributors to the programme.  

The Committee was also satisfied that the description of Dylan Avery as a “23-year-old self-
confessed drop-out” was used accurately and fairly as that was a description he used to 
describe himself. The Committee also considered the introduction appropriate as it 
provided specific information as to the contributor’s background and skills as a modern film 
maker using the internet as a resource for his research as well as an outlet for his film. 
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c) Were the arguments articulated clearly? 
The Committee was satisfied that in the presentation of the various theories referred to 
above, including the graphic representations, the production team had accurately put 
forward the broad details of each of the theories and, therefore, had not misled the viewer. 
The facts as far as they could be established had been thoroughly checked. The inclusion or 
exclusion of facts and interviewees was for the BBC to determine as long as the guidelines 
were complied with. The Committee was satisfied that the programme’s choice of 
contributors, while not to the liking of all the viewers, had ensured that the various theories 
and rebuttals had been clearly and appropriately articulated to enable the audience to come 
to an appropriate understanding of the various arguments.  

The Committee was also satisfied that the programme, in choosing the contributors to 
articulate the various arguments, both for and against each theory, had carried out 
appropriate checks on the contributors’ suitability and understanding of the issues to ensure 
that each view was presented clearly and accurately. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

As to the individual theories presented by the programme:  

i) Attack on the Twin Towers 
The Committee was satisfied that the programme had provided an accurate description of 
the official explanation of how the Twin Towers collapsed. The Committee was also satisfied 
that the accompanying graphic had clearly set out the official version of the collapse of the 
Twin Towers. The Committee recognised that the explanation (which included the graphic) 
had, by its nature, been relatively simple, but this had been acceptable given the time that the 
programme could devote to the theory. The Committee also noted that an alternative 
explanation for the collapse had been put forward by the programme. As to whether equal 
time should have been given to both of these views, the Committee did not believe it was 
necessary to achieve impartiality. The relevant BBC guideline makes clear that in order to 
achieve due impartiality: 

It requires us (the BBC) to be fair and opened 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 also noted that it was not a requirement for the programme to present 
every argument or every facet of an argument to achieve impartiality. The programme had 
put forward an opposing argument regarding the collapse of the Twin Towers and from that 
the audience would have had sufficient information to have understood that there were 
alternative opinions to the official version of the event.  

ii) World Trade Center Building 7 
The Committee noted that the description of this theory was similar in form to that of the 
collapse of the Twin Towers, with first a conspiracy theory being put forward and then the 
official explanation. The Committee was satisfied that the narrative of the theory and the 
official version of events was even-handed. The Committee noted that the alternative view, 
which was given further context by the suggestion that a number of government agencies 
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had offices in the WTC 7 and that it was demolished to hide evidence of a deliberate policy 
by the US government to bring down the towers and blame external forces, was raised 
without rebuttal. The Committee was also satisfied, given the context and time in which to 
provide detail of both views, that the arguments had been accurately presented. 

As to the issue of whether it had been accurate for the programme to state “The building 
had been evacuated and there were no casualties”, the Committee noted that the source for 
this statement had been the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). As such, in the 
face of no other evidence to disprove this report, the Committee was satisfied that this 
statement was accurate as far as was known, but it did accept that others took a different 
view to the official statement.  

Nevertheless, the Committee was satisfied that the reporting of the lack of injuries was not 
evidence of bias by the programme in favour of the authorities or part of a cover-up.  

iii) Attack on the Pentagon 
The Committee noted that in the programme one theory concerning the attack on the 
Pentagon was presented. It noted how the two views were addressed and was satisfied that 
the presentation of both arguments relating to this particular theory was accurate and 
impartial. It also considered that the narrative for either view provided sufficient opportunity 
to ensure that the viewer was not misled as to the explanation of the varying opinions. 

The Committee noted that this was not the only theory relating to the Pentagon attack but 
was one which many people viewing the programme would have been aware of. The 
Committee also noted that the choice of which theory to consider within a programme was 
for the programme-makers to decide: it was not a requirement of the programme to 
consider all theories or issues related to a particular events as stated in the BBC’s editorial 
guideline on achieving impartiality: 

[Impartiality] 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. 

Therefore the Committee was satisfied that it was not necessary for the programme to raise 
the question as to whether the Pentagon was protected from attack with a missile defence 
or that a Boeing 757 could not physically fly at ground level. 

iv) Pentagon part 2 
The Committee was also satisfied that the differing opinions of the official version and the 
truth movement were clearly and fairly presented in the programme and that both sides 
were provided with sufficient time to put their case. The Committee considered the 
presentation of the theory was accurate and impartial. 

v) Flight United 93 
The Committee was also satisfied that the two theories presented about Flight 93, plus the 
official version of the events, were given sufficient time to enable the viewer to understand 
each version and that the arguments had been presented accurately and impartially.  
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The Committee did not agree that the programme, in looking at the incident of Flight 93, 
was required to consider all theories and reports relating to the wreckage of the plane to 
ensure accuracy and impartiality regarding this particular incident. The Committee 
recognised that it was up to the programme-makers and BBC management to decide which 
theories to consider in order to provide a reasonable representation of the theories 
surrounding the incidents related to 9/11 as stated in the BBC Editorial Guidelines: 

• 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 

vi) FBI/CIA conspiracy 
The Committee noted how the programme considered the involvement of the FBI/CIA with 
regard to the events of 9/11. It noted how the programme set out its investigation:  

VOICEOVER: And there’s one story where the evidence does stack up against the 
Government. 

The FBI and CIA insist they had no specific warnings of the hijackings on 9/11. 

But it no seems they were less than full and frank about how much information they did 
have before al-Qaeda attacked. 

The theory being investigated was one of governmental cover-up following 9/11 of what the 
FBI/CIA had known of the hijackers in the period before 9/11.  

The Committee then noted how the programme presented this argument with the 
testimonies of officers from both agencies and with the comments of Bob Graham, the  
Co-Chair of the Congressional inquiry into 9/11. 

The Committee recognised that, in the presentation of this theory, a conspiracy theorist had 
not been included to offset the views expressed by the officers of the two agencies. 
However, the Committee did not consider it was necessary for a theorist to be included in 
this section of the programme to ensure balance. The question was whether the agencies 
had known of the hijackers prior to 9/11 and, if they had, where the US government had 
been honest in what it said about the extent of its knowledge after the event. 

The Committee noted some of contributions made to the programme: 

DALE WATSON (Head of Counter Terrorism, 1999–2002, FBI): I knew another attack 
was coming. I knew another attack was coming. The obvious question behind that is why 
didn’t you do something about it? We had no specific information. It was just this gut 
feeling ... it was just they’re planning something. We would see the planning ... the 
communications or whatever we were monitoring would drop off and then you would 
know ... this is not a good time. 

VOICEOVER: 17 days before 9/11, the penny dropped. 

Had the two terrorists in San Diego been arrested, there was a chance that the whole 
plot could have been prised open ... but they had long moved on and disappeared. 

It wasn’t a lack of intelligence; it was a failure to act on that intelligence. 
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MICHAEL SCHEUER (Chief of Osama Bin Laden Unit, 1996–1999, CIA): Certainly the 
idea that they couldn’t be found in the US was true but only because the FBI is such an 
incompetent organisation. 

There’s no intelligence problem. You can’t have an intelligence failure when you have 
information and you refuse to act on it. And that’s what Americans should understand. If 
there was a conspiracy, it was a conspiracy to avoid taking a risk. Not a conspiracy to 
make sure America got attacked. 

The Committee also noted the following exchange: 

VOICEOVER: In Washington after the attacks, a Congressional inquiry tried to find out 
what had gone wrong at the CIA and FBI. 

It uncovered that not only were there intelligence mistakes before 9/11, but also that 
afterwards the government had been less than open in admitting to those failures. 

BOB GRAHAM (Co-Chair of the Congressional Inquiry into 9/11): I can just state that 
within 9/11 there are too many secrets. That is information that has not been made 
available to the public for which there are specific tangible, credible answers. And that 
that withholding of those secrets has eroded public confidence in their government as it 
relates to their own security. 

VOICEOVER: ...Senator Graham found that the cover-up led to the heart of the 
administration. 

BOB GRAHAM: I called the White House and talked with Miss Rice and said look we’d 
been told that we’d get cooperation in this inquiry. And she said she’d look into it and 
nothing happened. 

– Was there any sense of embarrassment or apology or...? 

No, embarrassment, apology, regret, those are not characteristics associated with the 
current White House. 

INTERVIEWER: So it was a conspiracy to cover up the fact that blunders had been made 
in the lead up to 9/11? 

BOB GRAHAM: If by conspiracy you mean more than one person involved, yes, there 
was more than one person and there was some collaboration of efforts among agencies 
and the administration to keep information out of the public’s hands. 

The Committee was satisfied that the theory the programme had set out to consider, i.e. a 
US government cover-up of what the two agencies had known of the hijackers prior to 9/11, 
had been handled appropriately. Opinions from people working with the agencies at the time 
of 9/11 showed the varying views on culpability of the two agencies as to how much 
information was known and what could have been done to prevent the attacks from 
happening. In terms of what had happened after 9/11, Senator Graham was entitled to 
express his opinion as chair of the congressional inquiry as to whether the administration 
had been “less than open”. A conspiracy theorist’s view was not required here.  
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The Committee recognised that this was only one of a number of theories surrounding the 
possible involvement of the FBI/CIA in the events of 9/11, but it noted that the choice of 
which theory to consider in a programme was for the programme-makers to decide. It was 
not a requirement of the programme to consider all theories or issues related to a particular 
event to ensure impartiality. 

As to whether the agencies had actually been involved in masterminding the events of 9/11, 
the Committee noted that the truth movement’s perspective on this issue had been raised in 
an earlier section of the programme which referred to the alleged deliberate demolition of 
both the CIA’s and the FBI’s offices in WTC 7. The Committee recognised that, while this 
issue had not been expounded upon beyond the reference in the earlier part of the 
programme, not to mention it further was not a breach of guidelines as the programme was 
left to decide what it could and could not cover in the time it had to put forward the range 
of theories surrounding 9/11. 

d) Was it appropriate to include Frank Spotnitz (writer of many episodes of 
The X-Files) to talk about conspiracy theories? 

The Committee noted the dialogue and the introductory contribution of Frank Spotnitz: 

V/O: Among those who understand why conspiracy theories take root are people who 
make a living ... out of telling stories.  

FRANK SPOTNITZ (FS): I, not surprisingly, have thought a lot about conspiracy theories 
and why they’re popular because it was so much of our bread and butter on The X-Files, 
which I wrote for, for eight years. 

We’re all storytellers. Narratives about who we are, about who the people in our lives 
are and about the world around us, we collect the information we have and we construct 
these narratives and they help us make sense of that’s going on. And I think we still live by 
these narratives and there’s, there’s religious myths we live by. But now in the modern 
age, particularly popular are the secular myths, there are these conspiracy theories. And 
assemble bits of information and tell ourselves stories. And I think the world is so 
complicated that conspiracy theories are very appealing, ’cause they take only a few bits 
of information and string them together in a way that seem logical, and to certain people, 
with a certain political or ideological bent, pleasing in fact because it, it vindicates, it 
justifies what you already believe. 

The Committee was satisfied that there was a good editorial reason for a programme 
looking at the phenomenon of conspiracy theories to talk to someone who was publicly 
known and associated with conspiracy theories. The Committee considered Mr Spotnitz’s 
contribution was relevant to the subject matter being discussed and that his credentials as a 
suitable contributor spoke for themselves. The Committee also recognised that, as  
Mr Spotnitz was himself associated with a specific conspiracy theory concerning the incidents 
of 11 September 2001, it was reasonable for the programme to include his views on the 
background to the rationale of why conspiracy theories arise. As to whether his views were 
balanced, the Committee was satisfied that, looking at the programme as a whole, there 
were sufficient concerns raised by those in the truth movement to offset those of  
Mr Spotnitz. His contribution had not been a breach of guidelines. 

The complaint was not upheld. 
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e) Did the programme present the 9/11 theorists in a negative way? 
The Committee was satisfied that there was no evidence to suggest that the programme had 
presented the theorists in a negative way, either in how the individual contributors were 
referred to or in how they were presented, i.e. filmed.  

The Committee was satisfied that it was appropriate to refer to Dylan Avery as a “self-
confessed drop-out”, as that was a description he had given himself. As to the suggestion 
that the programme had filmed the conspiracy theorists in a negative manner, the 
Committee was satisfied, having viewed the programme, that there was no evidence to 
support that complaint. 

The complaint was not upheld. 

In conclusion, the Committee did not uphold any of the complaints raised against the 
programme regarding issues of accuracy or impartiality. The Committee noted that the 
programme had presented some of the best-known theories in a fair and accurate manner, 
ensuring that the arguments had been articulated clearly. The choice of contributors was 
credible and appropriate, including that of Mr Spotnitz, who provided a relevant contribution 
to the understanding of the nature and phenomenon of the conspiracy theory – the purpose 
of the programme. The Committee found that there was no evidence that the editorial 
independence of the BBC had been compromised. 

Finding: Not upheld. 
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1 The item 

(taken from the press release) 

The Conspiracy Files was a series of four programmes exploring the conspiracy theories that 
have entered the mainstream surrounding some of the biggest Western news stories of 
recent years. 9/11: The Conspiracy Files investigated the growing number of conspiracy 
theories surrounding the events of 11 September 2001. The programme travelled across the 
United States, speaking to eyewitnesses and attempting to separate fact from fiction. 

2 The complaint 

2.1 The complainant made the following points to the BBC 
• The programme was inaccurate in its account of two of the terrorist suspects, Nawaf  

al-Hazmi and Khalid al-Mihdhar. 
• The programme and the programme’s website reported that information about the two 

future suspects had been “lost in the system” and there was no deliberate CIA plot to 
keep information from the FBI. 

• However, the CIA knew that two al-Qaeda terrorists had entered the United States as 
early as January 2000, but the CIA never passed this information on to the FBI. This 
information was not lost in the system but was deliberately withheld by the CIA, in fact 
deliberately hidden from the FBI on at least ten occasions. 

• I bring over five years research into 9/11 including 7 full sit-down interviews with the FBI, 
extensive communication with investigators on the Joint Inquiry Committee and face to 
face meetings with 9/11 commissioners. 

• Your conclusions are based on a single flawed report that had come out before much 
more information on 9/11 and the CIA finally surfaced. At the time of the Joint Inquiry 
Committee investigation the CIA had kept this evidence of deliberate misleading secret, 
but most of this evidence did manage to come out in the 9/11 Commission investigation 
and then the FBI Inspector General report. 

• Final proof of the criminal conspiracy at the CIA was contained in an article by Lawrence 
Wright in the New Yorker, 17 July 2006. This allowed the complainant to combine 
information from the article with the FBI Inspector General report. It was clear then this 
conspiracy was by the security services.  

3 Response from the BBC 

3.1 BBC Information response 
The complainant was directed to two blogs written by the series producer of The Conspiracy 
Files. In addition the following points were made: 

• In the website article ‘Questions and Answers – What Really Happened’, the programme-
makers state: 
“After the attacks, government officials were summoned to give evidence before a 
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Congressional Inquiry set up to investigate the intelligence failure before 9/11. It seems 
that the CIA information about al-Hazmi and al-Mihdhar was “lost in the system.” 

• Co-chairman Senator Bob Graham told 9/11: The Conspiracy Files of his frustration at the 
lack of co-operation from the FBI in that inquiry, and by the government’s decision to 
censor over 30 pages of his report. 

• This issue is dealt with extensively by the Report of the Joint Inquiry into the Terrorist 
Attacks of September 11th 2001, which provided no evidence of any deliberate 
misleading. 

• The programme-makers also conducted a long interview with Senator Bob Graham who 
did not say that the CIA “deliberately” hid the information from the FBI before  
23 August 2001. 

3.2 ECU response 
The ECU considered the complaint against the editorial guidelines dealing with Accuracy and 
concluded: 

• 9/11: The Conspiracy Files concluded that, although there were intelligence mistakes, there 
was no convincing evidence to prove that there was a deliberate cover-up. 

• The purpose of the programme was to investigate the most widely held conspiracy 
theories. 

• The role of the CIA and the FBI was examined by the programme, specifically in relation 
to al-Hazmi and al-Mihdhar. It described a series of intelligence failures to track and 
monitor their movements and explained that there were breakdowns in communication 
between the FBI and the CIA. 

• The programme-makers examined the three main reports published after 9/11 which 
looked at the roles of the CIA and the FBI. The programme accurately reported their 
conclusions. 

• The Special Report from the Office of the Inspector General at the FBI was critical of the 
FBI and the CIA. It found “systematic problems” and “information sharing problems” but 
did not suggest this was part of a deliberate conspiracy to conceal important information. 

• The 9/11 Commission highlighted problems but did not find evidence that the CIA 
deliberately kept information secret. 

• The programme also carried out its own independent research by interviewing a number 
of relevant experts, but did not uncover any evidence that there had been an organised 
attempt to withhold information. 

• Senator Bob Graham, the co-chairman of the Joint Inquiry told the programme there was 
more evidence of “incompetence” than conspiracy and insisted there was a much 
stronger case to say there was an attempt after 9/11 to cover up failures and blunders 
that took place beforehand. 

• Regarding the article by Lawrence Wright in the New Yorker, 17 July 2006, he admits that 
this is not proof of a criminal conspiracy. He puts forward three possible explanations for 
why the CIA withheld information. 

• 9/11: The Conspiracy Files covered this aspect of the attacks in some detail. On the basis of 
interviews and extensive research the programme-makers concluded that there were 
intelligence mistakes, but they did not find conclusive evidence to prove there was a 
deliberate cover-up. 
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4 Further points made by the complainant in his appeal to the ESC 

• While Lawrence Wright did have a large number of interviews with many people, he 
never backed this up with a thorough reading and understanding of this from publicly 
available information. He apparently had never read the FBI IG report. 

• The complainant did not agree that the CIA wanted to keep the information to itself as 
part of the ongoing turf war between the two agencies or that the CIA hoped to recruit 
the two men as informants.  

• Nor did he agree that the CIA was overwhelmed by the number of threats coming in. 

5 Applicable programme standards 

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 and 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. 

Editorial Integrity and Independence 
The BBC is independent of both state and partisan interests. Our audiences can be confident 
that our decisions are influenced neither by political or commercial pressures, nor by any 
personal interests. 

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. 
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• 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 and 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 Charter4 ... 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. It also states that the BBC is forbidden from expressing an opinion on current 
affairs or matters of public policy other than broadcasting. 

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means:... 

• 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...  

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

Achieving impartiality 
Impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to our output. Our approach to achieving it 
will therefore vary according to the nature of the subject, the type of output, the likely 
audience expectation and the extent to which the content and approach is signposted to our 
audiences. 

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 
                                            
4 The words omitted here relate to the 1996 Agreement and Charter and are not relevant to the 2006 
Agreement and Charter. 
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representation of every argument or facet of every argument on every occasion or an equal 
division of time for each view. 

Section 13 – Editorial Integrity and Independence 

Introduction 
The BBC’s global reputation is based on its editorial integrity and independence. Our 
audiences need to be confident that our decisions are influenced neither by political or 
commercial pressures, nor by any personal interests. We must not undermine these values 
by any actions which could bring the BBC into disrepute. 

Editorial integrity and independence editorial principles 
• We must be independent of both state and partisan interests. 

6 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 recognised the right to freedom of expression5 allowed to interviewees to 
express opinions, to content producers to include information and ideas in their output, and 
to audiences to receive them as long as the law regulation and, in the BBC’s case, the BBC’s 
Editorial Guidelines were complied with. 

The Committee noted that the programme had not aimed to solve what had happened on 
11 September 2001. It recognised that it was one of a series of programmes looking at the 
phenomenon of the conspiracy theory and in doing so had highlighted a number of specific 
events where well-publicised and popular theories had arisen to contradict the official 
version of events.  

The Committee recognised that, for those who felt strongly on either side of the argument, 
the programme’s treatment of each theory may have been less detailed than they would 

                                            
5 Freedom of expression 
1) Everyone has the right to freedom of expression. This right shall include freedom to hold opinions and to 
receive and impart information and ideas without interference by public authority and regardless of frontiers. 
This Article shall not prevent States from requiring the licensing of broadcasting, television or cinema 
enterprises.  
2) The exercise of these freedoms, since it carries with it duties and responsibilities, may be subject to such 
formalities, conditions, restrictions or penalties as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic 
society, in the interests of national security, territorial integrity or public safety, for the prevention of disorder 
or crime, for the protection of health or morals, for the protection of the reputation or the rights of others, 
for preventing the disclosure of information received in confidence, or for maintaining the authority and 
impartiality of the judiciary.  
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have liked, but it was not the purpose of this programme to deliver an in-depth analysis of 
each theory nor a verdict on the veracity of each theory. The nature of the programme was 
to look at the phenomenon of conspiracy theories. It was the view of the Committee that 
the impartiality due to this subject matter, which had been clearly signposted to the 
audience, was to give sufficient information both in support of the various theories and in 
support of the official view, to enable the viewer to have a reasonable understanding of the 
various arguments.  

The Committee also noted that, as long as the programme was objective and even-handed, it 
was not required to “represent every argument” or provide “an equal division of time for 
each view”. 

The Committee noted that in this particular appeal the complainant had disputed the 
accuracy and impartiality of the programme’s treatment of the conspiracy theory concerning 
the FBI and CIA. The Committee noted that the programme had devoted some time to this 
theory. In particular it noted the complainant’s concern that the programme had suggested 
that the failure to share information on the hijackers was not a deliberate plot by the CIA to 
keep information away from the FBI. The Committee considered this element of the 
programme. It noted the opening statement introducing this theory: 

V/O: The White House is under pressure. 

As the president’s policy on Iraq has faltered, the American public have become 
increasing sceptical about anything their leaders say. 

Five years on, it’s no longer taboo to question the official account of 9/11. 

V/O: And there’s one story where the evidence does stack up against the government. 

The FBI and CIA insist they had no specific warnings of the hijackings on 9/11.  

But it now seems they were less than full and frank about how much information they did 
have before al-Qaeda attacked. 

The Committee noted that later in the piece the programme again stated: 

V/O: It wasn’t a lack of intelligence, it was a failure to act on that intelligence. 

The Committee noted that the programme included two comments from contributors, one 
the former Head of Counter Intelligence at the FBI, Dale Watson, and the other a former 
Chief of the Osama bin Laden Unit at the CIA, Mike Scheuer: 

DALE WATSON: There is no conspiracy between the CIA not telling the FBI something 
or the FBI. Now in large organisations you do have breakdown in communications at the 
lower end. There was never any top down orders either by the FBI or the CIA. And 
anybody that believes that they’re wrong. 
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And: 

MIKE SCHUER: Certainly the idea that they couldn’t be found in the US was true but only 
because the FBI is such an incompetent organisation. 

There’s no intelligence problem. You can’t have an intelligence failure when you have 
information and you refuse to act on it. And that’s what Americans should understand. If 
there was a conspiracy, it was a conspiracy to avoid taking a risk. Not a conspiracy to 
make sure America got attacked. 

The Committee also noted another sequence very soon after the comments by the CIA and 
FBI personnel where it was stated:  

V/O: In Washington after the attacks, a Congressional inquiry tried to find out what had 
gone wrong at the CIA and FBI. 

It uncovered that not only were there intelligence mistakes before 9/11, but also that 
afterwards the government had been less than open in admitting to those failures.  

SENATOR BOB GRAHAM (Co-chair, Congressional Enquiry into 9/11) (BG): I can just 
state that within 9/11 there are too many secrets. That is information that has not been 
made available to the public for which there are specific tangible, credible answers. And 
that that withholding of those secrets has eroded public confidence in their government 
as it relates to their own security. 

And: 

INTERVIEWER: So it was a conspiracy to cover up the fact that blunders had been made 
in the lead up to 9/11? 

BG: If by conspiracy you mean more than one person involved, yes, there was more than 
one person and there was some collaboration of efforts among agencies and the 
administration to keep information out of the public’s hands. 

The Committee also noted the closing remarks by the programme following that sequence: 

V/O: The evidence points to a conspiracy after 9/11 – not before. 

The other 9/11 conspiracy theories are just that – theories. The evidence doesn’t support 
them. 

Case closed?  

The Committee noted that the programme had suggested that there may not have been a 
conspiracy pre-9/11. However, it also considered that the programme had left viewers with 
the suggestion that all was not known and that there was a question concerning the 
competence of the two agencies. The Committee was therefore satisfied that, given that the 
programme was looking at the phenomenon of conspiracy theories and not whether they 
were right or wrong, the programme had provided sufficient information for viewers to 
form their own opinion as to the accuracy of the various statements made. This was 
sufficient to satisfy the requirement of due impartiality. It was not the purpose of the 
programme to provide a definite, detailed and far-reaching conclusion on the FBI/CIA 
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conspiracy theory. Accordingly, the narrative did not mislead audiences or distort known 
facts, and the omission of further information in the public domain did not breach the 
guideline which states that all the relevant facts and information should be weighed to get at 
the truth. 

The Committee was also satisfied that the passage in the programme which stated that it 
seemed that the CIA information about the two suspects was “lost in the system” accurately 
reflected the joint intelligence report conclusion that it “lay dormant in the system”. 

As regards the complaint that the programme was inaccurate in its account of the two 
terrorist suspects mentioned above, the Committee found that an accurate account of the 
facts had been presented. The Committee did not believe the omission of further facts 
surrounding the two men served to mislead the audience. 

The Committee was therefore satisfied that as far as the programme had gone it had been 
“fair and open minded when examining the evidence and weighing the material facts”. It had 
accurately reported the facts as were generally known. The aim of the programme was to 
provide viewers with a broad view of the mainstream theories circulating around this 
particular incident.  

Finding: Not upheld. 
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Friday Night with Jonathan Ross 
BBC One, 18 May 2007 

1 The programme 

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

2 Background to the complainant 

The complainant wrote on behalf of the Irish Traveller Movement in Britain. Their website 
states: 

The Irish Travellers Movement seeks to raise the profile of Irish Travellers in Britain and 
increase their say in decision making processes and forums. The ITM seeks to challenge 
discrimination and develop national policies that ensure the inclusion of Irish Travellers in 
all levels of society. 

3 The complaint 

The Irish Travellers Movement felt that comments made by Jonathan Ross regarding 
Travellers, equating them with murderers, served to reinforce “negative and damaging 
stereotypes”. 

4 Points raised by the complainant to the BBC 

• “It is deplorable that Ross should make the comments he did which reinforce negative 
and damaging stereotypes.” 

• “This comment appears blatantly in breach of the BBC’s duties not to discriminate on 
racial ground in accordance with Race Relations legislation. It is unimaginable that  
Mr Ross would have made similar comments about other recognised ethnic groups in this 
country with impunity.” 

• “We feel it is entirely appropriate that Mr Ross should apologise for these damaging 
claims and the BBC should take the necessary action to ensure that he doesn’t make 
these type of discriminatory comments again.” 

5 Response from the BBC 

• Jonathan Ross did not specify “Irish Travellers”. 
• Jonathan Ross’s remark was meant as a joke and not a deliberate slur on Travellers. 

“Generally speaking his humour, though edgy, doesn’t exploit cheap remarks at the 
expense of minorities or women ... it is sometimes quite sophisticated, relying for its 
effect on shared cultural knowledge, and I think that was at work here.” 

• Jonathan Ross’s joke was mocking the English murder genre. 



 

 

65 

• “...it is clear he is not mocking Travellers, he’s mocking the stereotype ... he doesn’t 
approve of it any more than you do, but he tells jokes for a living, so his way of attacking 
it is to make it look laughably ridiculous.” 

• “... there is a difference between perpetuating a racist stereotype and mocking that 
stereotype which is what I think Jonathan Ross was doing here.” 

6 Further comments from the complainant to the ECU and ESC in 
response to the BBC response 

• “The sophistication and cleverness you attribute to Mr Ross’ ‘multi-layered’ joke ... fails to 
take into account the damaging implications for a whole community...” 

• “In reference to the BBC’s editorial guidelines standards ... Mr Ross’ ‘joke’ perpetuates 
the stereotype that Irish Travellers are criminals.” 

• “As someone who finds much to admire in the inventiveness and originality of British 
humour I am disappointed in the BBC for equating this type of lazy stereotype with 
humour and interpreting it as harmless fun.” 

• “Your response begs the question as to why Race Relations legislation exists in the first 
place – in this case one which was singled out by the CRE in 2006 as one of the most 
disadvantaged in the country...” 

• “...Mr Ross’ comment is a classic example of the type of discriminatory discourse that is 
acceptable regarding the Traveller community but would be considered inflammatory and 
racist against other BME groups.” 

• “As a representative of the BBC I’m sure you are aware of your responsibility to make 
sure that the humour you broadcast isn’t a means of reinforcing prejudice against 
Travellers in this way.” 

7 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. 

Section 12 – Harm and Offence Principles 
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. 
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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? 

• 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? 

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. 

8 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.  

In considering offence the Committee took into account audience expectations for the 
programme. The Committee noted that this was a post-watershed programme on Friday on 
BBC One that was firmly set in adult viewing time after 10.30pm. The style and format of the 
programme, which had been running since 2001, would have been known to the audience. In 
particular Jonathan Ross was well known for his edgy and provocative humour. 

The Committee noted that the earlier part of the discussion had been about Eddie Izzard’s 
new US television series where he plays a Traveller. Jonathan Ross’s comment referring to 
Travellers came later in the discussion when Eddie Izzard referred to the number of 
murders occurring in the fictional village of Midsomer (the ITV series Midsomer Murders was 
being broadcast on BBC America). 

EDDIE IZZARD: ...and Midsomer Murders. What is happening in that village is just 
everyone dying? ... It’s like The Sweeney. 

JONATHAN ROSS: It’s all the Travellers go through, that’s what it is. A lot of them are 
like that, not all of them. 
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The Committee recognised that, taken at face value, the remark was inherently offensive. It 
recognised that to some the remark would not be mitigated by the humorous context and 
would cause offence, distress and annoyance. However, the Committee also accepted that 
comedy has traditionally pushed the boundaries of what is acceptable. Jokes which seemingly 
play upon discriminatory stereotypes may at the same time also attack the audience’s 
acceptance of the stereotype and create discomfort and awareness of stereotyping. 

The Committee considered that Jonathan Ross was playing on the previous reference to 
Travellers and Eddie Izzard’s character, who steals the details of dead people. The comment 
was part of the edgy adult humour that Jonathan Ross is noted for. There was a clear 
purpose and clear editorial justification for the comment, taking into account the context of 
a late-night humorous show presented by Jonathan Ross and where the humour relied on 
those watching to understand the stereotype and the inherently offensive and ridiculous 
nature of the comment. 

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

Finding: Not upheld. 
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68 

1 The complaint 

The complainant felt that an online article about the recommissioning of the Don Muang 
aviation facility inaccurately reported the length of time it had been in use as an airport. 

2 Further points made by the complainant to the BBC 

• “The BBC amended the caption and substituted ‘opened in 1914’ for ‘93 years old’ ... and 
when challenged again to justify sticking with what ... was a most improbable ‘fact’, they 
referred me to an unsigned press release issued by the operating authority of the new 
airport ... this amendment was pointless...” 

• “An incredible historical ‘fact’ is not made credible because it featured in a press release, 
and the gross unlikelihood of the ‘fact’ remains.” 

• The report implied “that some part of the built facilities at Don Muang ... had been in 
operation for 93 years. This is vastly improbable.” 

• The implication that some part of the built facilities at Don Muang had been in use for 
regular commercial airplane flights from 1914 misled readers. 

• The story “...appears to be an inappropriate historical reference with no sensible context 
... this attempt to provide an historical reference to the ‘age’ of Don Muang is sadly 
misconceived.” 

3 Response from the BBC 

• “...the story was changed to read ‘which was opened in 1914’.” 
• “I have checked again with our Asia-Pacific editor who says that the line in our story – 

that it was officially opened in 1914 – is taken from several sources, including the website 
of the new, government-financed airport.” 

• “The official history of the Royal Thai airforce is published on the internet ... it gives an 
account of its foundation, in 1911, and continues... On December 29, 1913, the first 
public test flight was made at Sra Prathom Airfield... The government therefore decided 
to move the airfield to its permanent site which was Don Muang... The relocation of the 
Aviation Unit was completed and began operation on 17 March 1914 ... I think this puts 
beyond doubt the date Don Muang started to be used as an airfield...” 

4 Further comments from the complainant to the ECU and ESC in 
response to the BBC response 

• The ECU misunderstood the complaint. 
• “The BBC’s story ... was ... about operational difficulties at Bangkok’s new international 

airport ... and the partial re-commissioning of the old international airport at Don Muang 
... the reference to the year in which aircraft first used a military airfield at Don Muang as 
if that provided the ‘age’ of the civilian airport is simply fatuous ... has no relevance to the 
story and can only mislead people into thinking that part ... of the facilities for air travel by 
the public at Don Muang are 93 years old.” 
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5 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. 

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. 

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. 

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. Where we may have broadcast a 
defamatory inaccuracy Programme Legal Advice should be consulted about the wording of a 
correction. 
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6 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 agreed that there was a difference in the use of the terms ‘airfield’ and 
‘airport’. The Committee noted that Don Muang had first been used as an airfield in 1914 for 
the Royal Thai Air Force and that, as stated on the Don Muang Airport website6, received 
its first commercial flight in 1924. The Committee was satisfied therefore that up to 1924, 
least, it had not been a commercial airport and instead had been a military base. As such the 
Committee agreed that it had not been used for commercial purposes up to this date and 
therefore it was inaccurate for bbc.co.uk to refer to Don Muang as being an airport before 
this time.

at 

                                           

7 

The Committee recognised that the website team had checked its facts with the official 
website of the airport, but considered that in terms of accuracy the team should have 
acknowledged the difference between an airfield and airport and ensured accuracy when 
mentioning the age of the site.  

The Committee considered that BBC journalism should be as accurate as possible and that 
facts should be thoroughly checked. It recognised that the website team had amended the 
article at stage 1 of the complaints process but still carried a reference to the opening of 
Don Muang as being in 1914, without clarifying when commercial flights began. The 
Committee therefore agreed that the article was in breach of the guideline on accuracy and 
upheld the complaint. 

The Committee in coming to this finding, while noting that it was a breach of guidelines, did 
not regard this as a serious breach. The Committee was, however, disappointed that such a 
minor breach could not have been resolved at an earlier stage in the complaints process and 
would ask BBC management to remind website teams of the need to be willing to alter an 
article and acknowledge an error when highlighted to them by a reader.  

Finding: Upheld. 

Action: The Chairman to write on behalf of the Committee to the Deputy Director 
General to request that the web team review the article in light of the Committee’s finding. 
The Chairman would also request that web teams be encouraged to make appropriate 
alterations to articles when an inaccuracy is pointed out by a reader. 

 
6 Don Muang Airport website http://www.donmuangairportonline.com/don-muang-airport-quick-facts 
7 The definition of ‘airport’ from the Oxford English Dictionary http://www.oed.com/ 
 

http://www.donmuangairportonline.com/don-muang-airport-quick-facts
http://www.oed.com/
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‘Immigrants re-energise Irish Church’ 
BBC News, bbc.co.uk, 18 May 2007 

1 The story 

The complaint concerns a BBC News online story originally headlined ‘Irish Church has new 
saviour’, which was then changed to ‘Immigrants re-energise Irish Church’. The lead 
paragraph introduces the piece as follows: 

In the run-up to the Irish general election on 24 May the BBC News website is looking at 
some key issues affecting modern Ireland. Here, Cathy Grieve explores how the Catholic 
Church in Ireland has a new saviour: the immigrant. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/6639643.stm 

2 The complaint 

The complainant believed that it was insulting to the sensibilities of all Christians to use the 
word “saviour” in this context. The complainant made clear that he was complaining about 
the phrase “new saviour” which appeared in the original headline (later replaced) and the 
lead paragraph (which remains) – not about the story. 

3 Points raised by the complainant to the BBC 

• “The Church has one saviour, who is Jesus Christ. I repudiate in advance any suggestion 
that the use of lower-case initial ‘s’ distinguishes the case.” 

• “The use of the word ‘saviour’ in this context is manifestly offensive.” 
• “...to leave the body of the text unamended hardly counts as addressing the problem.” 
• “...it is grossly inappropriate and gratuitous and violates the applicable editorial guidelines 

which assert (section 12)...” [the complainant refers here to section 12 of the BBC 
Editorial Guidelines on Religion]. 

Use of statistics 
• The complainant disputed the number used for the size of the population and the number 

of Irish Catholics based on the 2006 Census. 

Use of the word “saviour” in general 
• “There is a distinction between the use of the nouns ‘saviour’ and ‘salvation’ and the 

cognate verb ‘to save’.” 
• “In a Christian context, the terms exclusively connote Jesus Christ. Definitions given in 

the Shorter Oxford Dictionary, the Concise Oxford Dictionary and the online Compact 
Oxford Dictionary focus on this non-unique application.” 

Use of the word “saviour” in the context of the BBC’s story 
• “I dispute the availability of ‘saviour’ in a context of mere ‘difficulty’, but it is doubtful, 

indeed, that they can even be said to have ‘rescued’ the Irish Church from ‘difficulty’ (the 
only justification offered by the BBC so far).” 
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The particular vice in using the phrase “new saviour” 
• “The adjective ‘new’ expressly evokes a previous or other ‘saviour’. In a Christian context 

the only possible referend for this previous or other saviour is Jesus Christ.” 
• Regarding the point made in the stage 1 response: “The point is that immigrants have 

rescued a Church that was in decline in many parts of Ireland.” 
Nothing in the story supports the point that immigrants have rescued a Church that was 
in decline in many parts of Ireland. 

4 Response from the BBC 

• “I do not accept your claim that our use of ‘saviour’ here is insulting to Christians.” 
• “If we had capitalised it then perhaps it might grate with some. But it is clear from the 

context that we are not putting immigrants on a par with Jesus Christ.” 
• “The word is appropriate here, see Oxford dictionary definition: ‘a person who saves 

someone or something from danger or difficulty’. The point is that immigrants have 
rescued a Church that was in decline in many parts of Ireland. As Father Pat Moran says: 
‘This is a new period of growth, the Poles here are totally responsible for this’.” 

• “I do not accept that the special significance of the word ‘Saviour’ to Christians makes the 
word, in its ordinary dictionary definition sense, automatically inappropriate for this kind 
of item.”  

• “The words ‘new saviour’ in the opening paragraph were not intended to have a religious 
significance...” 

• “The idea in this particular case was to point to the sense of excitement genuinely felt by 
many Irish Catholics who have enjoyed and appreciated the enthusiasm of Polish 
Catholics.” 

• It was reasonable to focus on the impact of Polish immigrants on such a large church as  
St Augustine’s, in Ireland’s second biggest city. 

• “Our Europe editor ... had a conversation on this matter with a spokesperson for the 
Archdiocese of Dublin, who said the Archdiocese had provided the Polish Chaplaincy 
with a larger Church, St Audeon’s, because ‘the numbers of people attending Polish 
services had grown to such an extent’. He said the East European community had a 
growing profile in many Catholic schools in the Diocese.” 

• “...both Bishop Buckley and the Dublin Archdiocese feel it was worth pointing out that 
what matters to them is not how many people notionally consider themselves as 
Catholic, but how many actually attend mass regularly.” 

5 Further comments from the complainant to the ECU and ESC in 
response to the BBC response 

Points made to ECU  
• Regarding the use of the phrase “new saviour”, the BBC has changed its argument from it 

being appropriate by reference to its literal meaning sense (view of stage 1), to it was 
used in a punning sense (view of ECU). 

• “...when they [the BBC] use it [‘new saviour’] in a religious context they need to be 
careful not to appear to transgress a core belief.” 

• The complainant did not believe it was editorially justified. 
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Points made to ESC 
The complainant concluded that the issues relevant to his complaint were: 

• Inaccuracy of the statistics from the 2006 Census 
• The phrase in issue [“new savour”] 
• The phrase in issue: semantics 
• The phrase in issue: theology 

6 Complaints handling 

The complainant was dissatisfied with the handling of his complaint. The points he made are 
summarised below: 

• The complainant was unhappy that stage 1 and the ECU wrongly identified the issue he 
was complaining about and did not use the guidelines the complainant referred to in his 
earlier letters. 

• When the ECU did use the guidelines suggested by the complainant, these were not 
properly applied.  

• The BBC (including the ECU) refused to acknowledge that Jesus Christ was connoted by 
the phrase “new saviour”, and failed to identify the antecedent alluded to by the epithet 
“new”. 

• The requirement to establish that the phrase was used “with care” and was “editorially 
justified” was not made out, and was hardly attempted. 

• There was a failure to address the factual presentation, and its bearing on the use of the 
phrase whether in its literal or figurative uses.  

• A significant point unaddressed is the contention that the term “new saviour” implies a 
previous or old saviour. 

• ECU’s conclusions did not refer to points made by the complainant. 
• Complaints were discounted unless they were numerous. 
• There was a failure to explain why the original headline was pulled. 

7 Applicable programme standards 

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. 
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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. 

Section 8 – Harm and offence 

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 causes most offence includes:... 

• casual or derogatory use of holy names or religious words and especially in combination 
with other offensive language. 

Section 12 – Religion 
Introduction 
The BBC respects the fundamental human right to exercise freedom of thought, conscience 
and religion, this includes an individual’s freedom to worship, teach, practise and observe. At 
the same time, we recognise our duty to protect the vulnerable and avoid unjustified offence 
or likely harm. We aim to achieve this by ensuring our output is not used to denigrate the 
beliefs of others. 

Religion editorial principles 
• We will ensure the religious views and beliefs of an individual, a religion or religious 

denomination are not misrepresented, abused or discriminated against, as judged against 
generally accepted standards. 

• We will reflect an awareness of the religious sensitivity of references to, or uses of, 
names, images, the historic deities, rituals, scriptures and language at the heart of the 
different faiths and ensure that any use of, or verbal or visual reference to them are 
treated with care and editorially justified. Examples include the Crucifixion, Holy 
Communion, the Koran, and the Jewish Sabbath. 
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8 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 the use of the term “new saviour” in the article where it was stated: 

“Here, Cathy Grieve explores how the Catholic Church in Ireland has a new saviour: the 
immigrant.” 

Religion and offence 
The Committee was satisfied that the phrase “new saviour” was a play on words. The word 
Saviour (capitalised) did refer to Jesus within a Christian context. However, the noun 
“saviour” was not synonymous with Jesus. The context of the opening sentence, which 
juxtaposed the words “new saviour” with “the immigrant” linked by a colon, made it clear 
that the phrase “new saviour” was not a direct reference to Jesus. This opening sentence 
also immediately clarified the meaning of the initial headline. 

The Committee was satisfied that, while playing on the words “new saviour” depended on 
readers associating the word “saviour” with Jesus, the use of the phrase did not imply any 
disrespect or cause offence. It did not carry the implication that the Church “was in need of 
any other saviour than Jesus” as this would require an extremely literal reading of the phrase 
which was not borne out by the context of the article. It was satisfied that the phrase, in as 
much as it related to the word “saviour”, was treated with care and editorially justified as 
evidenced by the tenor of the article, which did not denigrate the Catholic Church or 
Christian faith but instead pointed to immigration as a source of renewal for the Catholic 
Church in Ireland. The Committee was also satisfied that this phrase did not amount to a 
casual or derogatory use of a holy name or religious words. 

Its use was not in breach of the guidelines on offence or the editorial principles regarding 
religion. 

Accuracy 
The Committee also considered whether the article had complied with the guidelines on 
accuracy when referring to the size of the population and the number of Irish Catholics. In 
considering this matter the Committee were aware that the subject matter was not subject 
to the same requirements of due accuracy as coverage of a controversial matter8. 

The Committee noted that the item said: 

“The 2006 census revealed that 3.68 million Irish people declared themselves Catholic, 
out of a total population of 4.6 million.” 

                                            
8 a matter of political or industrial controversy or a matter of public policy 
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The Committee noted that the complainant referred to the 2006 census9 which had 
recorded that 3.4 million (rounded down) Irish people had declared themselves Catholic. 
The total population (including those of other nationalities and those who had not declared a 
nationality) was 4.2 million (rounded up). 

The Committee concluded that the figures quoted in the story (as set out above) were an 
inaccurate account of the 2006 Census and that the guidelines on accuracy had therefore 
been breached. 

The Committee then considered whether the article had complied with the guidelines on 
accuracy when referring to the impact upon the Catholic Church in Ireland made by Polish 
Catholics attending church services in Ireland. 

The Committee noted that no figures were given in the article for the numbers of Poles who 
were Catholics in Ireland. They also noted that the complainant referred to the 2006 census 
which recorded 63,276 people in Ireland on the night of the census as Polish. The 
Complainant also referred to a remark by the President of Poland who “acknowledged that 
unofficial data suggested there might be as many as 250,000 Poles in Ireland”. The 
complainant said such a figure could not fairly be said to amount to “a life saving transfusion” 
(as the article suggested). The complainant concluded that the Polish immigrants have  
re-energised the local parish priest but that “there is scant evidence of any impact upon Irish 
Catholics in Cork let alone nationwide”. 

The Committee noted the quotes and references to interviewees’ views in the online article. 
The article had quoted Father Pat Moran of St Augustine’s Catholic Church in Cork as 
follows: 

“This is a new period of growth, the Poles are totally responsible for this. It is infectious 
and re-energising for me too.” 

The article also quoted the local Polish priest, Father Piotr Galus, who referred to a recent 
pre-marriage course conducted in Polish attended by almost 200 (including Irish partners). 

The Bishop of Cork and Ross, John Buckley, was interviewed and the article remarked that: 

“He readily accepts that the immigrant community is a lifeline for the Church...” 

and that: 

“Bishop Buckley hopes the immigrants will bring their new Irish families back to the 
church.” 

Also a parishioner said that: 

“The Polish are now as we, the Irish, were in the 1960s. There is great motivation among 
the Polish here and great involvement.”  

                                            
9 http://www.census.ie/statistics/popnclassbyreligionandnationality2006.htm 
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The Committee noted that the article had commenced by setting out the position at  
St Augustine’s Church with relevant sources quoted or referred to as noted above. The 
piece had noted a trend in the changing complexion of congregations in a specific area of 
Ireland and the article had broadened out to consider wider concerns regarding Irish 
Catholic attendance at church. It had stated: 

“...this new found enthusiasm has still to be translated into more Irish Catholics returning 
to their church in an active way.” 

In conclusion the Committee noted that the article had described immigrants as giving the 
Church a “life-saving transfusion”, but had set out that the big challenge for the Catholic 
Church was to make itself relevant to a “modern, independent and free-thinking Ireland”. 

The Committee noted that the reporter had not only referred to her own observations as 
to the influence of the immigrant population to the congregation of St Augustine’s Cork, but 
had also used the anecdotal evidence of authoritative individuals within the local Catholic 
Church to articulate the new phenomenon. The article was based on the journalist’s 
professional opinion as well as those of members of the Catholic Church and as such would 
add to the understanding of online readers. 

The Committee concluded that the article had not been and had not set out to be a 
definitive report on the influence of Polish immigrants on congregations attending the 
Catholic Church in the entirety of Ireland. It agreed that the phrases “new saviour” and “life 
saving transfusion” were metaphors. In the context of the article it was clear that, whatever 
impact Polish immigrants had had, it “still has to be translated into more Irish Catholics 
returning to their church in an active way” and that the “really big challenge” for the 
Catholic Church was making itself relevant. 

The Committee concluded that in context due accuracy had been achieved (with the 
exception recorded above). 

Complaint handling 
The Committee then considered the complainant’s concerns regarding the way his complaint 
was handled. 

The Committee’s terms of reference state that the duty of the Committee shall be to: 

“Ensure editorial complaints are handled promptly, are investigated rigorously and 
impartially, and ensure that all BBC complaints processes are informed by good practice.” 

In this case the Committee noted that all replies at stage 1 and stage 2 were within best 
practice times. 

It noted that the BBC had not been required to explain to the complainant the reason why 
the original headline had been changed. 

The Committee agreed that there would be occasions when the Committee did not reach 
the same finding as the ECU. However, the Committee agreed that that in itself was not 
sufficient to indicate that the complaint had not been investigated rigorously or impartially. 
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It noted that the ECU had accepted in its letter of 20 July 2007 that it had not considered 
section 12 of the Editorial Guidelines and that the ECU had accepted that the complainant 
was right to say the ECU should have done so in its first response. The Committee 
considered this an appropriate and swift acknowledgement of error. The complaint was 
reconsidered within the normal procedure of the ECU, which was to give complainants an 
opportunity to state their concerns so that they could be addressed if necessary. 

In terms of offence, the Committee agreed with the ECU that the number of complaints 
might well be a strong indicator of how offensive an item had been in the absence of 
research indicating what the generally accepted standard was. However, the Committee also 
noted that one complaint might be significant and many complaints might simply be evidence 
of the organised activity of a lobby. The number of complaints in an offence matter was not 
conclusive that an item had or had not been in breach of the guidelines on offence or of the 
principles regarding religion. 

However, the Committee noted that the ECU had not rested its conclusion that this was 
not offensive or in breach of the principle on religion simply on the reference to this being a 
single complaint, but had also sought information from the Deputy Editor of News 
Interactive in the first consideration of this case and had also considered the meaning of the 
word “saviour”. The second consideration contained further considerations on the word 
“saviour” and references to external sources.  

The Committee considered that the ECU had effectively accepted in its letter of 20 July that 
the phrase “new saviour” fell within the orbit of Section 12 and that the word “saviour” 
could be taken to be a reference to Jesus. 

The Committee noted that the ECU, in its letter of 20 July, had included the test as to 
whether the wording “new saviour” was editorially justified or used with care, but had not 
explicitly set out its considerations regarding this test. The Committee noted that, as the 
ECU had concluded this phrase did not misrepresent, abuse or denigrate, this omission, 
although regrettable, was reasonable – particularly in the context of a letter which pointed 
the complainant to stage 3 if he remained dissatisfied. 

The Committee noted that the ECU had not considered the accuracy of the references to 
the census which were correctly set out by the complainant in his letter to the ECU as being 
incorrectly reported in the online article. The Committee agreed that it would have been 
preferable for the ECU to have considered this matter, but this was mitigated by the fact 
that the accuracy guideline had not been raised as an issue by the complainant. 

In conclusion, the Committee was satisfied that investigation had been rigorous and 
impartial. 

Finding: Not upheld with regard to offence and religion. Upheld in part with 
regard to accuracy. 

Action: The Chairman on behalf of the Committee will write to the complainant to 
apologise for the errors of judgement which have been identified. The Chairman will also 
write to the Deputy Director-General to request that the BBC News website team alter the 
article to ensure its accuracy.  
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1 The programme 

EastEnders is a popular soap opera broadcast four times each week on BBC One. It focuses 
on the domestic and professional lives of the people who live and work in Albert Square, in 
the East End of London. It is one of the highest rating programmes on television, regularly 
achieving audiences of 8/9 million. It has tackled many controversial and taboo issues in its 
episodes, including mental health issues and issues regarding carers of those with mental 
health conditions. 

The bipolar disorder storyline has been illustrated by mother and daughter Jean and Stacey 
Slater. Jean has bipolar disorder and Stacey is her carer. This storyline won a Mental Health 
Award in September 2006. 

2 Transcript 

Relevant dialogue: 

MAX: What do you mean about Stacey’s mum? 

DOT: Ain’t Bradley said nothing? 

M: No, he said she had a hard life, spent some time in and out of hospital... 

D: Yeah, well that’s because she’s manic depressive. 

M: Bloody hell! 

D: There’s no need to be like that about it. 

M: Yeah, well, why didn’t anyone tell me how serious it was? 

D: Well, cos it isn’t important, is it? Stacey loves Bradley, that’s all what matters. 

M: What, and it don’t matter that he’s throwing away his future? 

D: He hardly needs to see Jean from one month to the next. 

M: No, not Jean, Dot, Stacey – that sort of sickness runs in families. 

D: There’s nothing wrong with Stacey’s mind. 

M: Yea, well, there probably weren’t that much wrong with her mum’s mind at that age, 
and now you’re telling me she’s a nutter. 

D: No, I’m not, I said she’s manic depressive. 

M: What if they have kids, Dot, you know, they’ll just be passing the problem down the 
line... Maybe I shouldn’t worry, you know, but I’m his dad, I’m just trying to ... look out for 
him. I hope he’s thought about it. Has he said anything to you? 

D: No. No, he hasn’t. 
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M: I’d have a word myself, but you know what these things are like, when they come from 
your parent, you don’t believe a word of it. 

D: So you think I should say something? 

M: Well, would you? 

D: Oh, all right. 

M: Thanks, Dot. Just trying to look after my boy. 

Dialogue of Stacey confronting Max, after Dot told her what he had said about her mother: 

STACEY: Made you feel good, did it, big man Max slagging my mum off behind her back? 

MAX: All right, Stacey, calm down. 

S: Calm down? You’ve just called my mum a nutter and you expect me to calm down! 

3 The complaint 

The complaint can be summarised as follows: 

• The complainant was offended by the use of the word “nutter” in the description of 
Stacey Slater’s mother. The complainant also said that the programme was incorrect in 
claiming that bipolar disorder was hereditary. 

4 BBC response 

• “Programmes such as this are thoroughly researched and where a medical condition 
forms a major part of a story line we consult with relevant bodies and take advice on how 
they should be handled.” 

• “It is worth mentioning that what the character Max is saying is not necessarily intended 
as truthful, even by the character himself – given that Max would be happy if Stacey and 
Bradley split up.” 

• The scene was to illustrate Max’s determination to stop Bradley and Stacey getting 
married. 

• As with many dramatisations, we do not always condone the actions of our fictional 
characters, and this is a case in point. 

• These sorts of scenes are also intended to illustrate and highlight the levels of ignorance 
and prejudice which still exist about mental illness. There have been a number of scenes, 
throughout the course of this storyline, in which Stacey and other characters have 
questioned and opposed these sorts of attitudes and misinformation. 

• “It’s also worth nothing that we received the Soap and Continuing Drama award at last 
year’s Mental Health Media Awards for an earlier part of this storyline, in which we 
explored Stacey’s relationship with her mother, who has bipolar disorder.” 

ECU did not believe that the comments would be likely to perpetuate the prejudice. 

• It considered the dramatic context for this would make the perpetuation of the prejudice 
“very unlikely”. 
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• “He [Max] is well established in viewers’ minds as a duplicitous and scheming character, 
and it would have been apparent ... he was trying to manipulate Dot into an intervention 
to sabotage the intended marriage.” 

• ECU considered that regular viewers were aware that Bradley had a good relationship 
with Stacey’s mother, characterised by sensitivity to her condition, and would have 
recognised Max’s claim to be acting in his son’s best interest as the pretence it was. 

• ECU said that later scenes in the episode also confirmed this impression: “I don’t believe 
viewers would have been inclined to give credence to what was said about bipolar 
disorder – rather the reverse.” 

• ECU in the course of its investigations, found that the remarks about bipolar disorder 
being a hereditary disease were not inaccurate. 
“I have in mind particularly the Bipolar Help Center website ... where the disorder is 
described as ‘the most genetic major psychiatric condition’. And the Bipolar Disorder 
Genetic website, which references numerous scientific papers relating to the genetic 
aspects of the condition.” 

5 Complaints handling  

The complainant stated that he had been treated rudely, abruptly and without care in his 
dealings with BBC Information in Glasgow. 

He also asked that BBC management look into how the BBC had considered his complaint 
at stage 1. 

6 Response from BBC Information (stage 1) about complaints 
handling 

• There were “one or two problems caused by administration errors”: this was in response 
to BBC Information writing to the complainant on 19 July as well as calling him on 20 July. 

• “We’re satisfied [the answer supplied by the executive producer of EastEnders] was an 
appropriate response to his complaint.” 

• They also acknowledged that a holding response sent on 6 August in reply to the 
complainant’s letter of 22 July was also a mistake as it “would have given him an 
unreasonably high expectation as to the nature of our second response”. 

• Both errors had been raised with the management team in Glasgow as training issues. 

7 Applicable programme standards 

Section 3 – Accuracy 

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

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. 

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. 

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 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. 

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. 



 

 

83 

8 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 regretted that the complainant and family had found the use of the word 
“nutter” offensive. The Committee recognised that its use would cause offence to some 
members of the audience whenever it was used, whatever the context. However, the 
Committee was satisfied that the word within the context of this particular episode of 
EastEnders was appropriate and clearly editorially justified.  

The Committee noted that in order for a drama like EastEnders to be realistic it was 
important, where possible and within reason, for the language to be true to the characters. 
It recognised it was essential for the audience to be able to associate with the characters and 
how they expressed themselves.  

The Committee was satisfied that on this occasion the programme team had been sensitive 
to the subject matter and use of language. The Committee was satisfied that the audience’s 
perception of Max within the context of the storyline was not positive and his choice of 
language would have led the audience to be critical of Max as opposed to being critical of 
Stacey’s mother or of people who have bipolar disorder generally. The Committee also 
recognised that the programme ensured that Max was appropriately challenged within the 
terms of the drama as to his views and his use of the word “nutter”. 

The Committee noted that it was the nature of EastEnders to tackle taboo subjects and to 
challenge the audience’s perceptions of them. The issue had been handled with appropriate 
care and the use of language and its portrayal of the illness had been editorially justified 
within this context. The Committee did not uphold the complaint. 

The Committee then considered the issue of accuracy with regard to Max’s suggestion that 
bipolar disorder was hereditary. 

The Committee recognised that there was some evidence to suggest that in some cases 
there was a genetic link to bipolar disorder.  

The Committee was satisfied that in the context of this drama the audience would view 
Max’s comments as the fears of a character who knew little about bipolar disorder and 
would use any argument against the marriage of Stacey and Bradley. The Committee did not 
uphold the complaint regarding accuracy. 

Finally, the Committee considered the complaint’s handling. It recognised that there had 
been an initial error at stage 1 of the process when a written and telephone reply were 
provided by BBC Information on consecutive days. The Committee wished to apologise to 
the complainant for that confusion. The Committee was also sorry that the complainant was 
upset with how he had been treated in a telephone call to BBC Information. However, the 
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Committee was satisfied following its investigation into the complaint that, while it 
recognised that the complainant had been angry and upset at the time of calling BBC 
Information, the reaction from stage 1 was considerate and appropriate. The Committee 
was therefore satisfied that no further action was required. 

Finding: Not upheld. 
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