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News coverage of Health and Social Care Bill 2011-2012 
 
This Bill had its first reading in the House of Commons in January 2011 and was finally 
enacted in March 2012. The BBC news coverage completely failed to alert the public to 
the primary purpose of the Bill which was to turn the NHS into a market- something 
recognised by the private sector in public as early as 2009 when evidence was given to 
the Health Select Committee on Commissioning. Kingsley Manning of Tribal said in July 
2010 after the White paper, Equity and Excellence: liberating the NHS was published  this 

“could lead to the denationalisation of healthcare services in England". 
 
Those of us following the progress of the bill were disappointed that crucial votes were not 
reported for example the 3rd reading in House of Lords and when Bill finally passed in 
House of Commons and that large demonstrations were not covered. The epic run from 
Cardiff to London by Drs Peedell and David Wilson, the equivalent of 6 marathons in 6 
days ending at he DH and Downing St on 15th January 2012 received no coverage 
despite notification of several BBC journalists.  
 
Failure to understand purpose of the Bill 
The flagship Today programme, Newsnight, and the week devoted to the Bill by the PM 
programme all suffered from not having anyone who had read this long and complicated 
bill thoroughly so they failed to ask the right questions but went along with the government 
briefings. I know that this is true for the Today programme because I discussed this with 
one of the presenters at a dinner after a lecture I had given and he admitted that no-one 
had read it all the way through. 
  Lansley's sound bites, reducing bureaucracy, putting GPs in charge and "no decision 
about me without me" were accepted uncritically. Privatisation was only raised by a 
listener on the Thursday slot of the week devoted to the bill in ?October 2011and Lansley 
slid away from that easily because he was not challenged sufficiently. It was only after 
Shirley Williams raised the question of limiting the amount of private income to 49% that 
the media saw there was a problem as they had failed to notice that there was no limit in 
the bill and the BBC was no exception to this failure. 
There was a programme on Newsnight where Lansley was able to use an audiometry 
service provided by a voluntary organisation to put forward the benefits of competition. The 
private sector was not mentioned. 
 
Selection of people to comment on the Bill 
Doctors for Reform seem to be used very often by the Today programme, as was Chris 
Ham. Wendy Savage did one slot on the night news programme and was not given the 
chance to correct an erroneous statement by the GP on the programme with her.  
The balance seemed biased towards pro -market people although they were not identified 
as such for example a Newsnight discussion in which several of the GPs were pro "reform" 
I'm early 2012.  
Although Allyson Pollock, John Lister, Clive Peedell, Jonathan Tomlinson and Wendy 
Savage were interviewed once each pro-marketers were interviewed several times.  
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Jonathan was not given the right of reply when interviewed with Malcolm Grant from the 
nascent NHS Commissioning Board. He was told that Malcolm Grant had only agreed to 
come on the programme if he went first and there were no questions from Jonathan. If this 
is common practice it distorts the news. Peter Fisher from the NHSCA, the late Harry Keen 
and Paul Evans from NHS Support Federation and Ron Singer from the MPU were not 
interviewed despite having immense knowledge. Few Trade Unionists were interviewed 
despite excellent briefing papers on their websites. 
 
There was a failure to connect with the many people who had anxieties about the bill 
especially at the grass roots level and academics with understanding of its implications. It 
is easy for think tanks with ample resources to employ press officers who contact the BBC 
but we feel the BBC through its network of local radio stations should be better able to 
gather information from concerned Citizens at the grass roots level. 
There was no coverage of the conflicts of interest of MPs voting on the bill or of peers and 
social investigations published a large list of these in February 2012 and this was not 
investigated by the BBC. 
 
Despite some in depth programmes for example File on 4, the current affairs programmes 
did not seem aware of this information. Open Democracy has done an analysis of the BBC 
on line coverage, which we presume you have seen. 
 
Systemic failings 
 

 The advent of 24-hour news coverage and the ratings game seems to have led to a 
culture where instant response is the gold standard even if that means that the 
content and context is not fully understood by the presenters. The increasing length 
of government reports in particular means important parts may be missed in the 
scramble to get on air. 

 

 The format of one pro and one anti per issue discussed designed to give balance is 
too simplistic when dealing with complex issues like the Health and Social Care Bill 
and the time allocated does not allow for full exploration of such issues. 

 

 The over reliance on establishment organisations and think tanks as commentators 
at the expense of those working in the NHS and activists, in the case of the Health 
and Social Care Bill.   

 
Ways to improve news coverage 

 Use a wider range of commentators and involve people involved in the work or 
issue below those at the top of organisations. 

 Don’t rush into a position just to be the first to report it. 

 Do a full analysis of an issue after the initial flagging up of the headline news 

 Use you network of local journalists to inform the ‘flagship’ programmes. 

 Be more critical of press releases from government and think tanks and do your 
own research into their claims. 

 Ensure you attend and cover the grassroots organisations which issue press 
releases, organise demonstrations and other events which involve the public. 
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