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TRUST STATEMENT ON THE 2015 ELECTION GUIDELINES 
CONSULTATION  

Background 
 
The following elections are due be held on 7 May 2015:  

 
 the General Election; and 
 English local government elections (including mayoral elections).  

 
The BBC is required to ensure that matters of political controversy and matters of public policy 
are covered with due impartiality. The BBC’s Editorial Guidelines set out the values and 
standards all BBC content must meet, but (in line with its usual practice and its Editorial 
Guidelines1) intends to publish Election Guidelines supplementing the Editorial Guidelines on due 
impartiality during the period leading up to and including the above elections. The Election 
Guidelines include a code of practice as to the participation of candidates in items about a 
particular constituency or electoral area broadcast during the election period..2 
 

The Guidelines 
 
The Guidelines are developed by the BBC Executive (which is responsible for the day-to-day 
operation of the BBC) and are brought to the Trust for approval. 
 
The BBC Trust is the governing body of the BBC. It is independent of the BBC Executive. The 
Trust is also the final appeal body in the BBC complaints process. 
 
Once published, the Guidelines will be available for producers and editors to refer to when 
compiling coverage of the above elections. They will formally have effect from 30 March 2015 
until the close of polls on 7 May 2015. 
  

The Guidelines are intended to offer a framework within which journalists:  

 can operate in as free and creative an environment as possible; and  
 deliver to audiences impartial and independent reporting of the campaign, giving 

them fair coverage and rigorous scrutiny of the policies and campaigns of all parties.  
 

The Consultation 
 
The BBC Trust opened a consultation on the BBC’s draft Election Guidelines ("Draft 
Guidelines") on 4 November 2014, inviting responses by 11 February 2015. The Trust also 
indicated that it would publish additional material when it became available, in order for 
relevant information to be as up-to-date as possible. On 15 January 2015, the Trust published 
(with a revised cover document): 

                                                      
1 Section 10.4.19. 
2 The code is required by section 93 of the Representation of the People Act 1983. The current version of section 93 

was substituted by section 144 of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000. 
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 an updated appendix to the Draft Guidelines, 'Party Coverage 2015' ("Appendix"), 
which contains more specific guidance for BBC content producers over the election 
period, including advice on the relative levels of coverage different political parties might 
expect to receive on BBC services; and 

 two new background documents, which are an electoral landscape paper ("Landscape 
Paper") and an annex to the Landscape Paper on electoral data ("Annex"). 

The Trust sought views on the Appendix as part of the consultation, but the Landscape Paper 
and Annex did not form part of the consultation because they contained the evidence that has 
informed the Draft Guidelines and Appendix, rather than recommendations or advice as to 
coverage. All three documents, however, remain open to amendment by the BBC to reflect new 
and significant relevant evidence of electoral support until the day after the close of 
nominations, and so the BBC will pay due regard to any factual remarks or other comments 
received about the Landscape Paper and Annex. 
 
Details of the consultation are available at the following URL: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/have_your_say/election_guidelines.html  
 
The consultation asked the following questions in particular: 

 
1. Are the proposed Guidelines and appendices relevant and appropriate 
for these elections? Please explain why.  
 
2. Are there any omissions from the proposed Guidelines and appendices?  
 
3. Do you have any other comments on the proposed Guidelines and 
appendices?  

 
133 responses to the consultation were received. These were considered by the Trust’s 
Editorial Standards Committee (ESC) on 26 February 2015 and are summarised, with the ESC’s 
conclusions, below.  
 
Following consideration of the consultation responses the ESC was satisfied that, 
except in the instances specifically referred to below, the draft Election Guidelines 
did not need to be amended, and that they addressed, where appropriate, the points 
raised by consultation respondents. 
 
Any concerns which relate to the BBC’s coverage and the application of the Election Guidelines 
during the election period could be raised by using the usual editorial complaints process (see 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/handle-complaint/). 
 

(A) Comments from the Electoral Commission 

The Committee must have regard to the Electoral Commission's views when considering 
whether to approve the Draft Guidelines. 

The Committee noted that the Electoral Commission had confirmed that it had identified no 
issues in the Draft Guidelines that would warrant a change from the 2010 Election Guidelines. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/have_your_say/election_guidelines.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/handle-complaint/
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(B) Distinction between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK 

The Democratic Unionist Party (‘DUP’) noted in its submission that the Appendix draws a 
distinction with respect to UK-wide coverage between parties in Great Britain and parties in 
Northern Ireland and argued that this is unsustainable because it is “the same election” that is 
taking place across the UK. The DUP also submitted that “there is a real possibility that 
Northern Ireland MPs could have a crucial role in the formation of the next United Kingdom 
government”.  

Trustees noted that, while there is of course only one election across the whole of the UK, 
devolution means that different administrations have policymaking responsibility in different 
parts of the UK and that, as a result, the electorates in each nation will not be voting on exactly 
the same issues. Trustees also considered the argument that the Draft Guidelines reflect a 
distinct political reality in Northern Ireland, in which the five largest parties (the DUP, Sinn Féin, 
the UUP, the SDLP and the Alliance) do not compete with the larger UK-wide parties (the 
Labour Party, the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats), who do not enjoy significant 
electoral support in Northern Ireland. Trustees considered that this is unlike the position of the 
Scottish National Party (‘SNP’) in Scotland and Plaid Cymru in Wales, who compete directly with 
the larger UK-wide parties that have significant electoral support in each of these nations. The 
ESC agreed that voters in Northern Ireland will choose between a substantially different range 
of parties from those available to voters in other parts of the UK. Trustees therefore concluded 
that, having regard to all of the evidence, the distinction in the Draft Guidelines between Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland continued to be appropriate. 

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet this first point. 

With regard to the DUP’s second argument that Northern Ireland MPs could hold the balance of 
power in the next government, Trustees considered that the possibility of a hung parliament is 
likely to be a key element of the election campaign, with consequent added attention on the 
positions of those parties who may or may not hold the balance of power.  Trustees considered 
that coverage of such an issue would be a matter for editorial judgement.  They  also 
considered that the Draft Guidelines are not restrictive, in that they did not prevent a Northern 
Ireland party (or indeed any other party) from being considered for inclusion in a programme 
with UK-wide coverage, although it was possible that the Draft Guidelines could be clarified in 
this respect. 

The ESC noted that, in this respect, the BBC suggested adding the following clarification to the 
Appendix, if the ESC thought it necessary, so that it would read: 

“The largest parties in Northern Ireland are: the Democratic Unionists, Sinn Fein, the 
Ulster Unionist Party, the SDLP and the Alliance Party. Bearing in mind the respective 
share of the vote and the level of representation won in 2010, UK-wide programmes 
which report on the election as it affects Northern Ireland should give similar levels of 
coverage to the DUP and Sinn Fein. The UUP, the SDLP and the Alliance Party should 
also be given appropriate levels of coverage in output which includes the largest two 
parties, up to and including similar levels of coverage. Some UK-wide coverage of these 
larger parties may also be editorially appropriate on other issues, for instance, potential 
coalition building.”  (new proposed text underlined).  

Trustees discussed this proposal and agreed that it provided a helpful, express clarification that 
the Draft Guidelines do not prevent appropriate UK-wide coverage being given to the larger 
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parties in Northern Ireland where editorially justified. Trustees agreed that the amendment 
should be made. 

(C) Differing treatment of the DUP, SNP and Plaid Cymru  

The DUP submitted that the Appendix is “unfair” because it treats the DUP differently from the 
SNP and Plaid Cymru in terms of coverage on UK-wide programming. The DUP argued that it 
should be “treated on an equal footing” with these other parties and that, with eight seats in 
the House of Commons, the DUP is currently the fourth largest party in the UK in terms of 
electoral representation. The ESC addressed this point as set out at (B), above.  

The ESC also noted that, although the NI Conservatives in their consultation response had 
argued that the DUP was, in fact, “in direct competition with the Conservative Party” during the 
2010 election, Labour, the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats do not enjoy levels of 
support in Northern Ireland comparable to those they enjoy in Scotland and Wales. The ESC 
therefore agreed that the position of the SNP and Plaid Cymru was not directly comparable with 
that of the DUP and other Northern Irieland parties. Trustees agreed that impartiality did not 
require these parties to be treated the same way in terms of UK-wide coverage.  

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(D) Coverage of Northern Ireland parties   

The DUP did not agree that the Ulster Unionists and Alliance Party received “substantial” 
support at the last election and argued that there is “no rationale for the five larger Northern 
Ireland parties to be entitled to equal UK-wide coverage” and that, similarly, it would be 
“disproportionate” to give all five parties “equal coverage”  in terms of Northern Ireland 
coverage. In summary, the DUP argued that it had been “wrongly grouped with other smaller 
parties”.  

The ESC noted that, in fact, the Draft Guidelines do not mandate that the five largest parties in 
Northern Ireland should receive “equal coverage” on all occasions; rather, they provide that the 
DUP and Sinn Féin should receive “similar levels of coverage” in UK-wide election programming 
affecting Northern Ireland and in Northern Ireland election programming and that the UUP, the 
SDLP and the Alliance Party should receive “appropriate levels of coverage” in UK-wide and 
Northern Ireland output to which the DUP and Sinn Féin contribute. Trustees noted that, while 
the 2010 General Election results were not conclusive as to the level of coverage a party was 
entitled to receive, the Ulster Unionists (who stood as part of UCUNF) and the Alliance Party 
had in fact received significant support in that election, although that is not determinative of 
minimum levels of coverage.   

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(E) Reliance on past voting figures and voter intentions 

The North West Green Party (whose response was endorsed by the Oldham, Saddleworth and 
Rochdale Green Party) noted that the Draft Guidelines “take past election results as their 
starting point” and suggested that this overlooks how the first-past-the-post system 
“encourages tactical voting” and how 35% of the electorate did not vote at the last election; 
accordingly, past voter share is not a reliable indicator of true support for policies. Other 
submissions focused on the use of polling and argued that this could be unreliable.  
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The ESC noted and agreed that there is no reliable way of measuring tactical voting and that 
voter intentions was a well recognised measure of current electoral support. Trustees noted 
that the existing Editorial Guidelines already contain mandatory guidance on the use of polls 
(see para. 10.4.31). Trustees agreed that impartiality of coverage is best achieved by giving 
due regard to the way voters have voted previously, in conjunction with reliable polling 
evidence of voting intentions and other sources of evidence contemplated by the Draft 
Guidelines.   

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(F) Other factors for determining past and current electoral support  

The Liberal Democrats sought to clarify that the reference in the Appendix to “any relevant 
political context, such as electoral pacts, new parties, coalition agreements etc.”3 was 
“exclusively those pertaining to the 2015 Election” and that the party’s current coalition 
arrangement with the Conservatives “has no relevance” to the 2015 campaign, such that the 
Liberal Democrats should have an “equal opportunity” with the Conservatives to defend the 
existing government’s record. 

The ESC noted that, given that the Liberal Democrats wished to defend the record of the 
coalition government of which they form part, the 2010 coalition agreement must at least to 
that extent be relevant to the 2015 election campaign. Trustees agreed that there was no good 
reason to impose a limitation on the phrase ‘other relevant editorial issues’, which issues, in any 
event, are required by the Appendix only to be given ‘due’ weight (as opposed to dictating any 
particular outcome in a given case).  

The ESC further agreed that it would not be appropriate or proportionate always to give the 
smaller party in a coalition government “equal opportunity” to campaign on the coalition’s 
record. 

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(G) Alternative proposals for sources of evidence of electoral support 

Many consultation responses suggested that the Draft Guidelines should provide that particular 
factors should be taken into account when assessing past and present electoral support. These 
included responses from the Scottish Greens and others, who argued that they would be 
entitled to more coverage, or that other parties would receive less coverage, if such factors 
were deemed relevant.   

With regard to these points, the ESC agreed that the Draft Guidelines already provide that due 
weight be given to recent election results, including the 2014 European Elections and local 
elections, as well as evidence of current electoral support and factors such as the number of 
elected representatives a party currently has. It was noted that the Landscape Paper explains 
the limitations of using party membership as an indicator of electoral support. Trustees further 
discussed and agreed that measures such as online petitions, ‘blind polls’ and the extent of 
social media support were not reliable or consistent metrics for assessing party support. 

                                                      
3 Trustees took this to mean a reference to the introductory section to the Appendix, which refers to ‘other relevant 
editorial issues, such as electoral pacts, new parties, coalition agreements etc.’ as among the factors to be given due 
weight for determining levels of past and current electoral support. 
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Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(H) Leaders’ debates 

A number of responses to the consultation addressed the BBC’s proposed TV election debates 
and the party leaders who had, or should, be invited to appear. 

The ESC considered that it was both unnecessary and inappropriate for the Draft Guidelines to 
make specific provision about a particular kind of election programme. As the Charter makes 
clear, responsibility for the BBC’s editorial and creative output lies with the BBC Executive and it 
is not for Trustees to direct the format of particular content. Trustees further noted that, if 
viewers believe that the proposed debates were not impartial, it was open to them to complain 
to the BBC in line with its existing Complaints Framework, which provided a suitable mechanism 
for dealing with all complaints, including editorial complaints generally. 

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points.  

(I) Party categorisations 

Several responses addressed the categorisations of political parties in the Appendix, such as 
one suggestion that there should be a “middle” category of parties. Another respondent 
suggested that the Appendix did not make clear “which parties [the BBC] will invite to speak on 
which subjects”. 

The ESC agreed that the Appendix provides detailed guidance on how to determine respective 
levels of coverage of different political parties and that its purpose is to provide general 
guidance and not prescribe rules for particular election programmes, which were within the 
BBC’s editorial discretion. Trustees considered that adding further categories of party would, on 
balance, increase the complexity of the guidance rather than clarify it. They were also satisfied 
that advice is available on a case-by-case basis from the Chief Advisor Politics both before and 
throughout the election period. 

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(J) Ulster Conservatives and Unionists - New Force 

The NI Conservatives submitted that candidates who stood on the joint Ulster Conservatives 
and Unionists New Force platform in the 2010 General Election “were, in effect, Conservative 
candidates” and that, consequently, greater coverage should be given to the NI Conservatives 
during the 2015 election in light of this past support, including through representation in any 
Northern Ireland leaders’ debate.  

Trustees noted that performance in the 2010 General Election is just the ‘starting point’ for 
assessing a party’s electoral support and that the Draft Guidelines gave the BBC sufficient 
discretion to take into account more recent election results (such as the 2011 NI Assembly 
elections, 2011 NI council elections, 2014 European election and 2014 local government 
elections in NI) as well as evidence of current electoral support. Furthermore, Trustees agreed 
that it was not for the Draft Guidelines to prescribe which contributors should participate in any 
TV debate or any other particular programme.   

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(K) Coverage of parties in the nations 
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One consultee suggested that UK-wide coverage of parties in Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland should be offered online or via Red Button services. Trustees agreed that the Draft 
Guidelines provide in detail for how the relative levels of coverage parties should receive in UK-
wide and nation-specific programming and that, beyond this, individual scheduling decisions 
were within the editorial discretion of the BBC Executive. 

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet this point. 

(L) Devolved issues 

Some consultees, including Plaid Cymru, argued that the Draft Guidelines should contain 
specific guidance on announcements regarding devolved matters. Similarly, Audience Council 
Scotland commented that the Draft Guidelines might recognise that “aspects of devolved 
matters may be indirectly at issue in the election”. 

Trustees discussed these suggestions and noted that, under the terms of the BBC Charter and 
Agreement, responsibility for editorial decision-making must rest with the BBC Executive, within 
the parameters of appropriate guidelines. The ESC agreed that coverage of devolved issues 
should depend on editorial judgement in particular circumstances and that more prescriptive 
guidelines would risk inhibiting appropriate coverage. Notwithstanding this point, Trustees also 
noted that that section 3.3 of the Draft Guidelines specifically deals with devolved matters. 

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(M) Manifesto launches 

Plaid Cymru submitted that the references in the Appendix to manifesto launches are “not 
specific about the kind of coverage that this would mean”. The ESC considered that how a party 
manifesto is covered in news reports is a matter of editorial discretion in the individual case and 
that it is not for the Trust, through the Draft Guidelines, to prescribe in advance precisely how 
this should be done.  

The DUP said that it was “unnecessarily generous and disproportionate” to give the Green Party 
of Northern Ireland and the Traditional Unionist Voice Party, whose support the DUP described 
as “extremely small”, the “same coverage” of their manifesto launch as other parties in 
Northern Ireland. Trustees noted and agreed that the Draft Guidelines provided only that such 
parties would receive ‘some coverage’ of their manifesto launch. 

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(N) Current coverage of parties  

22 consultation responses commented on the impartiality of coverage of political parties in 
current BBC content. However, the ESC noted that the Draft Guidelines are not yet in force and 
considered that such comments were not relevant to their present considerations. Trustees 
noted that any complaints about the BBC’s current political coverage could be made in 
accordance with the BBC Complaints Framework. 

(O) Timing of the Draft Guidelines 

Several consultees argued that, since the General Election campaign is already effectively 
underway, the Draft Guidelines should come into effect sooner than 30 March 2015.  
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The ESC noted that the Draft Guidelines have been prepared to guide programme-makers in 
assessing due impartiality during the formal election period. Trustees agreed, however, that the 
obligation to achieve due impartiality across BBC output is already provided for in the Editorial 
Guidelines, which are not limited to the election period. Trustees further noted that the Editorial 
Guidelines acknowledge, at paragraph 4.4.24, that “in some cases, the period running up to 
campaigns will involve greater sensitivity with regard to due impartiality in all output genres”. 
Again, Trustees were satisfied that viewers always had the option of bringing an editorial 
complaint if they had a concern about the impartiality of the BBC’s coverage. 

Audience Council Scotland argued that, because the deadline for submitting votes by post 
comes before polling day itself, all BBC content “would have to achieve balance by the closing 
day for postal voting”. The ESC agreed that such a restriction was neither necessary nor 
practical, in that the requirement to achieve impartiality ‘normally across the week’ (Draft 
Guidelines at paragraph 3.1) was an appropriate and proportionate period and that imposing 
additional obligations on the BBC Executive would hamper the editorial discretion of 
programme-makers. Trustees further commented that the Draft Guidelines do not require a 
“balance” in coverage in any mathematical sense; rather, they require ‘due’ impartiality to be 
achieved across output. 

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(P) Monitoring 

One consultee suggested that, under the Draft Guidelines, there is “no way of holding individual 
editors to account”, in that each can claim a specific editorial justification for their approach, 
and asked whether the BBC would be publishing “how many hours of coverage each party got 
on each channel broken down by region/nation and time of day”. 

The ESC noted that each editor is accountable to the Director-General and that there are 
already appropriate ways to monitor and enforce editorial standards, such as the obligation to 
report ‘serious editorial breaches’ to the Trust (see para. B2.4 of the BBC Editorial Standards 
Protocol) and the ability of viewers to bring an editorial complaint about BBC output, ultimately 
to the Trust.  

Trustees agreed that no changes to the Draft Guidelines were required to meet these points. 

(Q) Newspaper reviews 

One consultation response commented on “the use of journalists from newspapers which may 
themselves be politically partisan and may not feel bound by BBC guidelines” and suggested 
that newspaper review items should not be confined to London-centric titles. 

Trustees discussed these points and noted that programme-makers are aware that they must 
achieve impartiality over time, including by presenting an appropriately broad range of views, 
and that the Editorial Guidelines already provide guidance to this effect. However, the ESC 
agreed that it would be beneficial for programme-makers if the Draft Guidelines contained 
specific reference to newspaper reviews. Accordingly, the following addition to paragraph 3.2 of 
the Draft Guidelines was suggested by the BBC and approved by the ESC: 

"Editorial Guidelines (4.4.14) say that programme-makers “...should not automatically 
assume that contributors from other organisations (such as academics, journalists, 
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researchers and representatives of charities) are unbiased and we may need to make it 
clear to the audience when contributors are associated with a particular viewpoint…” 
In the context of the general election, content producers will need to take all reasonable 
steps to be sure that contributors are appropriately described, and that they have taken 
account, for instance, of comments on social media, how their organisations are funded 
and the nature of quoted research or polling.  In reporting, in particular, on press 
coverage of the campaign and in newspaper reviews, they should also take account of 
any relevant subjective editorial stance." 
 

(R) Landscape Paper 

One consultee suggested that the Landscape Paper should not attempt to define which issues 
were of importance to voters. The ESC noted that the Landscape Paper refers to the “broad 
political context” in which editorial judgements are made at election time and gives examples of 
issues that are relevant to voters, but agreed that it did not purport to “define” those issues.  

(S) Other amendments  

The Executive proposed additional clarifications to the Draft Guidelines which the ESC discussed. 
The Trustees accepted the following: 

 An amendment to section 2.2 of the Appendix, such that it would refer to the Ulster 
Unionist Party as having “stood as part of the Ulster Conservatives and Unionists - New 
Force” (new wording underscored).  Trustees discussed this proposed amendment and 
the BBC’s explanation that it was a more accurate representation of the UUP’s 
participation in the 2010 election. Trustees concluded that the change should be made; 

 An amendment to section 2.4 of the Appendix, so that it reads: “In each area, however, 
regional and local programming should take account of any differing levels of support in 
the way they cover issues relating to the General Election. For example, in areas where 
the Green Party of England and Wales can demonstrate significant a higher level of 
electoral support than in England as a whole, they should be given appropriate levels of 
coverage in output to which the largest parties contribute, up to and including similar 
levels of coverage.” (proposed changes underlined). The ESC agreed that the proposed 
change made the Appendix clearer in recognising the possibilities of variations in 
electoral support across the English regions and in relation to when parties such as the 
Greens can expect to receive “appropriate levels of coverage in output to which the 
largest parties contribute”; 

 An amendment to the Appendix such that, throughout, the word ‘synch’ would be 
replaced by the word ‘clip’. Trustees agreed with the explanation that this made the 
guidance more user-friendly; and 

In addition, the Executive provided updated polling figures for the Annex. Trustees noted, as 
above, that the Annex remains open to amendment by the BBC to reflect new and significant 
relevant evidence of electoral support until the day after the close of nominations.  Trustees 
agreed that the revised figures should be adopted. 

 


