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CONSULTATION: 
Draft guidelines for the 
coverage of a referendum on 
the UK’s membership of the 
European Union 
 
Background 
 
If the European Union Referendum Bill, currently before Parliament, is passed, 
a referendum on the UK’s membership of the European Union will take place in 
2016 or 2017, on a date that will be set by the Government. In preparation for 
its coverage, the BBC is seeking to put guidelines in place to supplement its 
usual Editorial Guidelines and help define how the BBC will comply with its duty 
of due impartiality during the period leading up to and including the 
referendum. 
 
The BBC is required by its Charter and Agreement of 2006 to ensure that 
political issues are covered with due accuracy and impartiality.  
 
 
The BBC’s Editorial Guidelines set out the values and standards all BBC content 
must meet. However, the BBC intends to publish additional Guidelines for its 
editorial staff to refer to specifically when covering the referendum. The 
Guidelines are developed by the BBC Executive (which is responsible for the 
day-to-day operation of the BBC) and brought to the Trust for approval. The 
BBC Trust is the governing body of the BBC. It is separate from the BBC 
Executive which is responsible for all BBC content. 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 referendum. 
 
 

 
The Guidelines 
 
 
The Guidelines are intended to offer a framework within which journalists and 
content producers can operate in as free and creative an environment as 
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possible, and can deliver to audiences impartial and independent reporting of 
the campaign, giving fair coverage and rigorous scrutiny of the policies and 
campaigns of all relevant parties and campaign groups. 
 
The Executive’s proposals include that: 
 

 achieving due impartiality during the campaign means finding “broad 
balance” between the arguments and not necessarily between the 
designated Campaign Groups.  

 there may be circumstances in which other voices, beyond the formal 
representatives, are relevant to the arguments and these too should be 
weighed in terms of the broad balance.  

 each editorial area of output, such as a programme, strand or channel, 
must take responsibility for ensuring that it achieves an appropriate 
balance across the campaign as a whole  

 
The Guidelines will come into effect at the beginning of the formal Referendum 
Period, which will be a number of weeks before polling day. They will remain in 
force until the close of polls.  
 

About this consultation 

 

 
We are inviting your views on the draft Guidelines for the coverage of the 
Referendum campaign on the UK’s membership of the European Union so that 
the Trust can take these views into account when considering whether they 
should approve the Guidelines in their present form. 
 
This consultation will allow the Trust to take into consideration the views of 
campaigning bodies, political parties, relevant organisations such as the 
Electoral Commission, and other regulatory bodies, broadcasters and members 
of the public in determining whether (having regard, in particular, to the 
background to, and purposes of, the Guidelines as described above) the 
proposed Guidelines are appropriate.  
 
The consultation period will run for 8 weeks from 20 November 2015 to 15 
January 2016. 
 
 

Note on timing 
 
The Trust considers it appropriate to consult now on draft Referendum 
Guidelines, even though the Bill is still before Parliament, so that they will be in 
place before the campaign starts. However, a number of key points about the 
referendum have still to be confirmed, including the dates for the formal 
referendum period, the wording of the referendum question, and the Electoral 
Commission’s designation of the Lead Campaign Group on each side of the 
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issue. These are matters either for Parliament or for the Electoral Commission 
and do not form part of this consultation. 
 
When these details are known the Executive will review and complete the 
Guidelines by adding the appropriate details. We do not expect these details to 
have a material effect on the Guidelines we are consulting on, but if they do, or 
if any other changes become necessary in this developing political environment, 
it may be appropriate for them to be resubmitted to the Trust for further 
approval, and the Trust will at that stage also consider whether any further 
consultation is necessary. 
  
 

Questions to which we are seeking a response 
 
We are interested in receiving any comments related to the proposed 
guidelines.  
 
In particular, it would be helpful to receive your views in response to the 
following questions: 

 
Do the proposed EU Referendum Guidelines seem relevant 
and appropriate for this referendum? If not, please explain 
why? 
 
Do you feel there are any omissions from the Guidelines? 
  
Do you have any other comments on the proposed 
Guidelines? 
 
 

How to make a submission 
 
Please send your submission to: eureferendum.guidelines@bbc.co.uk 
 

or by post to: 
 
EU Referendum Guidelines Consultation 
BBC Trust Unit   
180 Great Portland St 
London W1W 5QZ 
 
Hard copy, large print,  audio and Braille versions of the draft EU Referendum 
Guidelines are available upon request by contacting the BBC Trust by email or 
by post as above, or by telephone on 0203 214 4973 or textphone 03700 100 
212. 

mailto:eureferendum.guidelines@bbc.co.uk
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Confidentiality 
 
The BBC Trust usually publishes organisational responses in full when it reaches 
its conclusions. We will not publish the name or contact details of those 
responding on behalf of organisations. If you would prefer that all or part of 
your organisation’s response is treated as confidential, please clearly indicate 
this at the start of your response and state which parts should remain 
confidential.  

We do not intend to publish individual responses from the public and will treat 
your identity in confidence if you disclose it to us. However, we will publish 
anonymised data in the interests of transparency. Any specific quotes used in 
the report will be anonymous unless otherwise requested.  

The BBC complies with the Data Protection Act 1998. The BBC Trust will 
securely store any personal information you provide such as your name, contact 
details and organisation and use it only for the purposes of administering this 
consultation. You can find more information on the BBC’s privacy policy at 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/privacy. 

The BBC is covered by the Freedom of Information Act 2000. If a request is 
made under the Act in relation to this consultation, the BBC may be required to 
disclose the information unless an exemption under the Act applies. For more 
information, see http://www.bbc.co.uk/foi. 

 
 

Next steps 
 
The BBC Trust will take the consultation responses into account and publish the 
results of this consultation on the Trust website, together with the final 
guidelines, once approved by the Trust. We anticipate that this will be in 
February 2016. 
 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/privacy/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/foi/



