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

The Committee comprises five Trustees: Richard Tait (Chairman), Chitra Bharucha, 
Mehmuda Mian Pritchard, David Liddiment and Diane Coyle. It is advised and supported by 
the Trust Unit. 

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

The Committee will consider appeals concerning complaints which allege that: 
• the complainant has suffered unfair treatment either in a transmitted programme or item, 

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

programme or item, or in the process of making the programme or item 
• there has otherwise been a failure to observe required editorial standards 

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

The findings for all appeals are reported in this bulletin, Editorial Complaints: Appeals to the 
Trust. 

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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Articles about the Australian swimmer Ian Thorpe 
bbc.co.uk, 31 March, 1 and 2 April 2007 

The complainant considered that an initial headline on 31 March 2007 on the BBC News 
website front page that linked to a story on the BBC Sport website concerning the result of 
a dope test on the swimmer Ian Thorpe was inaccurate. The complainant also stated that 
the content of the report of 31 March was inaccurate in its use of the word “allegation”, as 
were further reports on 1 and 2 April. He also complained that these three reports were 
“sensationalist” in their approach to the subject matter. The complainant was also 
concerned that, after changes were made to the headline and the reports, there was no 
acknowledgement of these changes on the website. In addition, the complainant raised 
concerns about the handling of his complaint at stages 1 and 2 of the complaints process. 

The Committee concluded: 
• The initial headline on the BBC News front page had been a mistake and it endorsed the 

swift action by the BBC Sport web team in changing it. 
• The use of the word “allegation” in the report of 31 March had not been inappropriate or 

inaccurate as, at the time of the report, Ian Thorpe had not been confirmed as the athlete 
involved with the abnormal test result. 

• The action taken by the web team to remove the word “allegation” from the reports on 
1 and 2 April was appropriate as Ian Thorpe had stated that he was the athlete involved in 
the abnormal test. 

• The story had not been sensationalised in the three reports. The web team had fulfilled 
the guidelines on accuracy and reporting allegations. 

• The decision about what to include and what to omit from a news report was a matter of 
news judgement, as long as the guidelines on accuracy were complied with. 

• It was not necessary in the context of the reports to give fuller detail on the difference 
between a positive doping result, an adverse result and a negative result, nor was it 
necessary to explain that the relevant banned substances also occurred naturally or that 
the FINA reference to the CAS was for clarification. 

• The guideline on admitting mistakes did not require the BBC to acknowledge every 
change to its content and, at present, it was at the discretion of the programme or 
website team to decide whether to acknowledge a change. 

• Acknowledging mistakes required a more consistent approach and this would be raised 
with BBC management. 

• It was satisfied that the web team had listened to the complainant’s concerns and acted 
accordingly, but it agreed that it would have been better if the web team had been clearer 
that the changes they had made to the initial headline to “avoid confusion” had been in 
part prompted by the complainant’s concerns. It noted that, with regard to his complaint, 
he had been informed by the Editorial Complaints Unit of the right of appeal to the 
Editorial Standards Committee and the relevant time limits. It was satisfied that the 
replies the complainant received were proportionate, courteous and timely. 
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The complaint was resolved at stage 1 of the process with regard to the headline on the 
BBC News front page and the use of the word “allegation” in the reports of 1 and 2 April. It 
was not upheld with regard the other elements of this complaint. 

For the finding in full see pages 5–14. 
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Articles about the Australian swimmer Ian Thorpe 
bbc.co.uk, 31 March, 1 and 2 April 2007 

1 Background to the complaint 

The complainant felt that the BBC, in three articles on the BBC News website, inaccurately 
and sensationally reported an appeal against the initial finding of a drug test taken by the 
swimmer Ian Thorpe in 2006. He also felt that the articles omitted important points of 
clarification with regard to a press release from the International Swimming Federation 
(FINA). In particular he raised concerns about the use of specific language, such as: 

- “allegations” instead of “suspicion” 
- “failed dope test” 
- “banned substances” 
- the omission of a distinction between a “positive” and an “abnormal” result 

The headlines of the articles were as follows: 
• 31 March 2007: ‘Thorpe Denies Doping Allegations’ – later changed to ‘Swimming 

Australia Defends Thorpe’. 
“Swimming Australia has raced to the defence of Ian Thorpe after allegations that he 
showed abnormal levels of banned substances in a 2006 dope test.” 

• 31 March 2007: There was another headline which was on the BBC News front page 
under ‘Sports headlines’. It said: “Thorpe failed dope test”. The link headline was removed 
following complaints from the complainant. 

• 1 April 2007: ‘Thorpe confident of being cleared’. 
“Five-time Olympic champion Ian Thorpe has denied using performance-enhancing drugs 
and promised to clear his name.” 

• 2 April 2007: ‘Thorpe faces wait to clear name’ 
“Five-time Olympic champion Ian Thorpe faces a hearing of the Court of Arbitration for 
Sport before he can clear his name of doping.” 

The basis for the original BBC News report stemmed from a report published on the 
website of the French magazine L’Equipe, which stated: 

“...the Australian swimmer, Ian Thorpe ... took a dope test in 2006 which revealed 
abnormally high readings for testosterone and luteinising hormone (LH), both products 
figuring on the list of banned substances. ... after conducting an inquiry ... the Australian 
Sport Anti-doping Authority (ASADA) decided to close the file, considering there was no 
conclusive scientific evidence on which to proceed. This opinion is not shared by the 
International Swimming Federation (FINA) which has appealed to the Court of 
Arbitration for Sport (CAS) ... the initial suspicions generated by these findings ... could 
turn out to be inconsequential.” 
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The complaint and BBC responses are summarised below (quotes are extracts from the 
complaint and replies). 

Complaints process stage 1 
The complainant initially contacted the BBC Sport web team on 31 March 2007. 
• He stated that the link headline from the BBC News front page was incorrect in asserting 

that Ian Thorpe had failed a dope test, based on the quoted L’Equipe report in the linked 
article. “In fact, the allegation is not, and cannot be, that Thorpe ‘failed dope test’.” 

• “The allegation [by L’Equipe], then, is a flawed test result.” 
• He notified the web team at 10.39am and again at 12.09pm (both GMT) as the headline 

remained unamended. 

The complainant sent another three emails on 1 April 2007. 
• In the first email he noted that the initial headline had been removed but commented that 

the BBC report and headline (‘Thorpe failed dope test’) of 31 March “ought to be 
clarified and a public retraction and apology made” if it had misrepresented the L’Equipe 
article. 

• He also stated: “Unless the BBC can show that L’Equipe did indeed allege Thorpe had 
‘failed dope test’ as your quote implied, this would appear to be a case of sensationalism.” 

• In the second email he stated: “The BBC continues to sensationalise the story by carrying 
this headline on its sports front page, dated 1 April 06:45 GMT ... ‘Thorpe Denies Doping 
Allegations’.” 

• “Failing any other aspect of L’Equipe’s reporting ... this is prima facie a major breach of the 
BBC’s own ethical and professional guidelines regarding accuracy.” 

A further email was sent on 2 April in which the complainant commented about the third 
story headlined ‘Thorpe faces wait to clear name’, as well as on the story as reported on all 
three web pages. He stated: 
• “Challenged to justify the use of the word ‘allegation’ ... the best that was offered was that 

Thorpe ... believed such allegations had been made ... this line has never been developed 
and is to be rationally accounted for by Thorpe’s shock (a) at learning that one of his test 
samples has been referred to the Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS), and (b) at this 
clear breach of his privacy.” 

• “...nobody identified or alluded to in any of the BBC’s reports has alleged Thorpe failed a 
dope test or used banned substances. ... A report that a test sample returned an 
“abnormal” reading ... is not, of itself, an assertion that the athlete failed a dope test, or an 
allegation that he or she used banned substances.” 

• “...in one of the previous reports ... it had been alleged that one of Thorpe’s test samples 
... registered an abnormally high reading of certain banned substances ... this is no longer 
an allegation ... it has been openly admitted as a fact.” 

The complainant commented on 3 and 4 April: 
• “This report [Monday 2 April], as with the initial coverage by the BBC on Saturday 31 

March and Sunday 1 April, continues to be structured around the false and sensationalist 
premise that allegations have been made that Thorpe either ‘failed a dope test’ or used 
banned substances.” 
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• “...the BBC’s omissions were highly misleading ... nowhere in its original story did the BBC 
... mention that (i) the banned substances also occur naturally ... (ii) that the International 
Swimming Federation’s (FINA) response was a reference to CAS for ‘clarifications’, or (iii) 
explain the difference between a positive doping result, an adverse result, and a negative 
result.” 

BBC response 
The BBC Sport web team responded to the complaints at stage 1. 
 
On 1 April they responded: 
• “We have tried to give very careful and fair coverage to this.” 
• “The story originally broke on Friday night [30 March 2007] with the piece in L’Equipe 

being reported. We deliberately did not report this as it came from one source with 
nothing to back it up and decided to wait until there had been some official comment.” 

• “We also deliberately did not link out to the L’Equipe website which carried the full text 
of their story.” 

• “Our piece contained quotes from Swimming Australia’s Glenn Tasker plus also quotes 
from Australian Prime Minister John Howard and the coach of Thorpe’s great rival ... both 
supporting Thorpe.” 

• “Then ... we reported the Ian Thorpe news conference ... again we presented a fair and 
balanced report of what was said including several direct quotes from a statement read 
out by Thorpe.” 

• “Thorpe clearly feels he has been accused of taking drugs. The quote ‘The ASADA were 
at pains to reassure me that I have not failed a drug test...’ infers [sic] just that – which is 
why we used the headline ‘Thorpe denies doping allegations’.” 

The web team at this point amended the title of the 31 March web page in order to “avoid 
confusion”, from ‘Thorpe denies doping allegations’ to ‘Swimming Australia defends Thorpe’. 

On 3 April the web team replied: 
• “I can’t find anywhere in our report1

 where we suggest Ian Thorpe failed a dope test. This 
seems to be a major plank of your complaint, and yet we haven’t said this.” 

A further reply was supplied by the web team on 4 April: 
• It noted that the initial headline directing readers from the news pages to the BBC Sport 

story on 31 March had been removed following his complaint to the web team. 
• It also noted that the word “allegation” had been removed from the articles of 1 and 2 

April, stating: 
“...you could still use the word allegation until it’s proved either way that he was guilty of 
doping, but I can see where you’re coming from so we’ve removed the word. I hope you 
can see that, once again, we have considered your complaint at length, responded to it 
and changed our coverage accordingly.” 

• The reply also noted that the team would not change the use of the word “allegations” in 
the article of 31 March, commenting: 

                                            
1 The report of 2 April which is referred to is entitled ‘Thorpe faces wait to clear name’. 
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“At this stage even John Howard, the Australian newspaper [sic], was referring to 
‘unsubstantiated allegations in a French newspaper’.” 

• The web team acknowledged that the initial headline for the article of 31 March had been 
changed following the complainant’s complaint. 

• The web team also explained that they had “devoted a very large amount of time to your 
complaints, and have responded by changing quite a bit of coverage.” 

Complaints process stage 2 
The complainant wrote to the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU), reiterating his complaint and 
adding the following: 
• “The BBC denied their story was inaccurate or sensationalist and failed to address my 

complaint that by omitting important information it was also misleading.” 
• “...unless and until FINA asserts there is a doping rules violation ... it cannot lawfully, fairly, 

or accurately be said that he [Ian Thorpe] ‘failed a dope test’.” 

BBC response 
ECU replied: 
• “It seemed ... that your complaint comes down to two interlinked points. The first is that 

the web pages used inappropriate terms, which leads on to the second – that the choice 
of terms sensationalised the story.” 

ECU looked at other coverage of the Ian Thorpe case and quoted from The Sydney Morning 
Herald (SMH) of 2 April and The Australian of 3 April, and wrote: 
• “It seems to me the reporter in the SMH put her finger on the heart of the issue. 

Whatever it is that has happened to Ian Thorpe, he now has a problem – he has to ‘prove 
his innocence’. It seems to me that one can only be required to prove one’s innocence in 
the face of ‘allegations’ (although I think The Australian’s stronger term ‘accusation’ is no 
less appropriate).” 

• “It may be that you feel the story was given undue weight, or that it was in some sense 
overwritten. Strictly speaking, this is outside my remit.” 

• “It is certainly true that there are many people who have no interest in swimming, or any 
other sport for that matter, and it may be that you are among them. Some individuals are 
clearly not the intended audience for web pages such as these. I am content, therefore, to 
note Simon Barnes’ explanation for the significance of what he describes as a ‘hot story’, 
and leave it at that.” 

Complaints process stage 3 
The complainant, in a reply to ECU and in his letter to the ESC, commented as follows. 

With regard to the use of the guidelines on accuracy and fairness: 
• “Sensationalisation falls precisely under these aspects of editorial policy ... for all 

sensational reporting is essentially a betrayal of accuracy in favour of grabbing attention.” 
• “...is it sufficient for the breach to be corrected by amendments made to a stale report? 

So much for the accountability trumpeted in section 17 of the guidelines.” 
• “It could not be accurately stated at any relevant time that Thorpe had objectively ‘failed’ 

a dope test...” 
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In his letter to ESC: 
• “The BBC provide a facility for readers of its online content to bring issues of ‘accuracy’ 

to the attention of editors and journalists. In my experience this facility is well adapted to 
correcting errors of primary fact ... but not to addressing wider issues of truthfulness and 
integrity.” 

• “In the search for the truth, regard must be had not only to accuracy in the primary facts, 
but also to omissions of material facts, to the use of vague and confusing terms, and to a 
skewed presentation of a story which can materially mislead the audience.” 

• “Silent deletion or amendment of inaccurate or false content without any admission of 
fault breaches this commitment. It is not in every case necessary that the BBC make a 
public retraction, but at the least a frank admission should have been made to me (as it 
was not) ... The impression given was that the changes were in order to appease me, and 
not as part of a search for the truth.” 

Complaints handling 
The complainant expressed the following concerns. 

As to the responses from stage 1: 
• “The impression given was that the changes [to the web pages] were in order to appease 

me, and not as part of a search for the truth.” 
• “Although I have been impressed in general by the BBC’s responsiveness, I am perturbed 

by a certain want of attention to the substance of the complaints the subject of these two 
references. This has resulted in the BBC proposing (in some cases) changes that address 
my complaint not at all, and (on occasion) misconstruing aspects of my complaint 
altogether.” 

Regarding ECU’s reply: 
• “I am mystified by your treatment of my complaint of sensationalisation. I made it 

perfectly clear where this aspect of my complaint fell, and you had no reason to speculate 
... that I might have felt the story ‘was given undue weight’ or that it was ‘in some sense’ 
overwritten.” 

• “I should have thought the ECU, as standard procedure, should inform complainants of 
their right of recourse if they are dissatisfied with a response, and to inform them of the 
time-limit ... (you give no guidance on what I am to do if I find your response deficient).” 

• “The attitude of the BBC ... to deletion made to stories on their website is that the 
deletions themselves are an entire answer to a complaint.” 

3 Applicable programme standards 

Section 1 – 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. 
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Accountability 
We are accountable to our audiences and will deal fairly and openly with them. Their 
continuing trust in the BBC is a crucial part of our contract with them. We will be open in 
admitting mistakes and encourage a culture of willingness to learn from them. 

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. 

Gathering material 
We should be reluctant to rely on a single source. If we do rely on a single source, a named 
on the record source is always preferable. 

We should normally only rely on an agency report if it can be substantiated by a BBC 
correspondent or if it is attributed to a reputable national or international news agency. 

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. 

Reporting allegations 
We should not normally use live unscripted two-ways to report allegations. It must be the 
editor’s decision as to whether they are an appropriate way to break a story. When BBC 
colleagues follow up a story they must ensure they understand the terms in which the 
allegations are to be reported and do so accurately. 

Any proposal to rely on a single unnamed source making a serious allegation or to grant 
anonymity to a significant contributor must be referred to a senior editorial level, or for 
Independents to the commissioning editor. In the most serious cases it may also be 
necessary to refer to Controller Editorial Policy and Programme Legal Advice. We will need 
to consider: 
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• whether the story is of significant public interest. 
• whether the source is of proven credibility and reliability and in a position to have 

sufficient knowledge of the events featured. 
• any legal issues. 
• safety concerns e.g. whistleblowers. 
• whether a response to serious allegations has been sought from the people or 

organisations concerned. 
• sensitive and personal issues such as whether the serious allegation was made or 

substantiated “off the record”. 

We should script carefully the reporting of allegations made by an anonymous source to 
explain: 
• the nature of the allegation. 
• that the allegation is being made by an anonymous source and not the BBC. 
• whether the allegation has been independently corroborated. 

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. 

Section 5 – Fairness, Contributors and Consent 

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

Section 17 – Accountability 

Introduction 
The BBC is accountable to its audiences. Their continuing trust in the BBC is a crucial part 
of our contract with them. We will act in good faith by dealing fairly and openly with them. 
We are open in admitting mistakes when they are made and encourage a culture of 
willingness to learn from them. 

We will use the BBC’s online presence to provide proper reporting to the public on 
complaints we have received, and actions we have taken. (www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/). 

Feedback & complaints 
Audiences are at the heart of everything the BBC does. Audience feedback is invaluable to 
us and helps improve programme quality. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/
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Our commitment to our audiences is to ensure that complaints and enquiries are dealt with 
quickly, courteously and with respect. 

The first point of contact for a complaint should be BBC Information, although people can 
contact the programme directly if they prefer. We are committed to responding to 
complaints within ten working days of their first receipt and to keeping complainants 
informed of progress. 

A licence fee payer may be unhappy with the response from BBC Information or a 
programme department. If the complaint concerns a breach of the editorial standards set 
out in the Editorial Guidelines or relates to a particular broadcast, programme or specific 
web content they can appeal to the Editorial Complaints Unit to investigate the issue 
independently. 

4 The Committee’s decision 

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

The Committee noted that there were five elements to the complaint that required 
consideration. The five elements were: 
• The accuracy of the initial headline on the BBC News front page linking to the BBC Sport 

website. 
• The use of language and whether that had led to the articles, particularly the article of  

31 March, being unnecessarily sensationalist. 
• The point that when a test sample returns an “abnormal” reading” that is not in itself an 

assertion that the athlete failed a dope test.  
• Whether the changes to the article by the web team required acknowledgment on the 

website. 
• The handling of the complaint at stages 1 and 2 of the complaints process. 

The Committee did not have a copy of the headline ‘Thorpe failed dope test’, which was 
used on the front page of the BBC News website as a link to the story on the BBC Sport 
website, but noted that all parties appeared to agree that the headline was as described. The 
Committee agreed that the initial headline had been a mistake. The test result was not a 
“failure”. It was an adverse finding showing a high reading of certain banned substances which 
also occur naturally. 

The Committee noted that the error had been made by the main website news team and 
was not the fault of the BBC Sport web team. 

The Committee was satisfied that the action taken by the web team to remove the headline 
and replace it with a more suitable headline, once they had been made aware of the original 
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headline by the complainant, had been appropriate. The Committee therefore did not 
consider it necessary to recommend that further action be taken. 

The Committee considered this matter resolved. 

As to the use of language in the three articles and in particular the use of the word 
“allegation”, which in turn led the complainant to believe the reports were sensationalist, the 
Committee was satisfied that the use of language had been acceptable. The Committee 
noted the opening paragraph of the 31 March web page: 

“Swimming Australia has raced to the defence of Ian Thorpe after allegations that he 
showed abnormal levels of banned substances in a 2006 dope test.” 

The Committee was satisfied that, although the initial link headline had been wrong, the 
phrasing of the 31 March article had not inappropriately or inaccurately exaggerated the 
story concerning Ian Thorpe’s test result. The use of the word “allegation” in the initial 
report of 31 March had been appropriate in that it had not been confirmed that Ian Thorpe’s 
test result had been adverse. 

The Committee endorsed the actions taken by the web team in removing the word 
“allegation” from the reports of 1 and 2 April. The Committee noted that the web team had 
acknowledged the complainant’s point that, once Thorpe had made a statement confirming 
that there had been an adverse test result with high readings of certain banned substances, 
the use of the word “allegation” was no longer correct. 

The Committee considered this matter resolved. 

With regard to whether the three articles had led to the issue being sensationalised, the 
Committee was satisfied that that had not been the case. It considered that the web team 
had fulfilled the guidelines on accuracy and reporting allegations in that they had identified 
that the story was of significant public interest, they had delayed the release of the story to 
ensure confirmation by other sources that Ian Thorpe was the athlete involved, and they had 
sought responses from the people and organisations concerned with the allegation. 

As to the complainant’s concern that the reports should have provided greater detail in 
order to achieve accuracy, the Committee noted that the decision about what to include 
and what to omit from a news report was a matter of news judgement as long as the 
guidelines on accuracy were complied with. It was satisfied that it was not necessary in the 
context of the reports to give fuller detail on the difference between a positive doping 
result, an adverse result and a negative result, nor was it necessary to explain that the 
relevant banned substances also occurred naturally or that the FINA reference to the CAS 
was for clarification. It noted that the first article had provided sufficient qualification as to 
the nature of the test result when quoting Swimming Australia’s Glen Tasker’s comment 
clarifying that the test was not positive but adverse. He stated: “At the minute it isn’t a 
positive test, it’s an adverse finding.” 

The Committee noted that the subsequent reports were in a better position to provide 
fuller details of the test results and that this had been done. The Committee was therefore 
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satisfied with regard to these matters that the articles, having been adjusted following 
contact by the complainant, required no further adjustment.  

Regarding the complainant’s request that the changes made to the articles required 
acknowledgement on the web pages, as suggested in the BBC Editorial Guidelines, which 
state: 

“We are open in admitting mistakes when they are made and encourage a culture of 
willingness to learn from them.” 

The Committee recognised that the guideline did not require the BBC to acknowledge every 
change to its content and that at present it was at the discretion of the programme or 
website team to make that decision. The Committee considered that it was an area that 
required a more consistent approach and this would be raised with the BBC Executive. 

As to the issues raised by the complainant regarding the handling of his complaint, the 
Committee was satisfied that the web team had listened to the complainant’s concerns and 
acted accordingly, but the Committee agreed that it would have been better if the web team 
had been clearer that the changes they had made to the initial headline to “avoid confusion” 
had been in part prompted by his concerns. 

It also found that, with regard to his complaint, he had been informed by ECU of the right of 
appeal to the ESC and provided with the appropriate information setting out the relevant 
time limits for the Committee to receive a complaint on appeal. 

However, the Committee was satisfied that the replies the complainant received were 
proportionate, courteous and timely. The Committee was satisfied that no further action 
was required. 

Finding: The complaint was resolved at stage 1 of the process with regard to the 
headline on the BBC News front page and the use of the word “allegation” in 
the reports of 1 and 2 April. It was not upheld regarding the other elements of 
this complaint. 
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