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BBC TRUST REVIEW CONCLUSIONS 
 
The BBC Trust published its report on network news and current affairs coverage of the four UK 
nations on 11th June.  In the report the Trust highlighted the following main findings and areas for 
improvement: 
 

 Devolution of power from Westminster to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
represents transformational change within the UK. 

 
 Among the research findings that Cardiff University and BMRB highlighted are that the vast 

majority of people are interested in what is happening elsewhere in the UK and want to 
learn more. 

 
 The BBC priority to represent the different nations, regions and communities to the rest 

of the UK is one where licence fee payers across the UK see room for improvement. 
 

 The review recognises that BBC News upholds high standards of impartiality and fairness 
in its reporting of politics and policy in all four nations of the UK. However, BBC network 
news and current affairs programmes taken as a whole are not reporting the changing UK 
with the range and precision that might reasonably be expected given the high standards 
the BBC itself aspires to. There are specific concerns as to accuracy and clarity of 
reporting, the balance of coverage, and missed opportunities of drawing on the rich variety 
of the UK and communicating it to multiple audiences.  

 
As examples, political coverage is seen as unduly focused on Westminster in volume and 
style; there is seen to be a focus on stories about England or telling stories from an England 
perspective; and there is evidence that several stories in the nations which may have been 
significant to the UK were not taken up by the network. 

 
 It is essential that accurate information about political developments in the four nations is 

reflected in network news and current affairs so that the authority of the voice of the BBC 
is maintained, and the audience has confidence in that voice. To achieve full accuracy, the 
audience needs to be made aware by clear labelling which facts are applicable to which 
nations of the UK. 

 
 The issues highlighted for immediate action are around the accuracy and clarity of 

reporting, missed opportunities and balance of coverage. 
 
 
MANAGEMENT’S INITIAL RESPONSE 
 
In its initial response to the Trust review, Management recognised that the BBC must remain in 
step with the changing face of the UK, and that its UK-wide journalism must deliver a range of 
perspectives and richness of coverage that reflects the diversity of the nations and regions of the 
UK.  
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While there have been improvements in performance, and the Trust review found that the BBC's 
reporting of the UK is seen as consistently superior to that of other broadcast outlets, 
Management accepted that it can and must do better.  
 
While the focus of the review was on network coverage, Management stressed that it is important 
to recognise that the BBC plans its journalism around a broad portfolio of services across TV, 
radio and online that are UK-wide and nations and English regions specific, and that work together 
as part of one holistic offer for audiences. We are also clear that the BBC’s UK-wide journalism 
must reflect the range of perspectives and significant developments in the English regions as well 
as in the devolved nations.  
 
In its initial response to the Trust's conclusions, Management published a set of proposals that will 
be undertaken to meet the high standards required in this area. This paper sets out a 
comprehensive plan for how those proposals are to be turned into tangible action. It also sets out 
a process for assessing the success of the actions.   
 
Since publication of the Trust’s review, there have been clear signs both on-screen and on-air that 
the BBC is raising its game. The action plan will maintain this momentum. 
 
 
THE ACTION PLAN 
 
As a framework for Management’s action plan, and as a guide to programme-makers, we have set 
out some basic principles prompted by the Trust’s review:    
 

 The changing face of the UK and the way its political and other institutions are developing 
and diverging is an important theme to which network news should give due weight and 
airtime across the output.  This coverage must reflect the perspectives of the four nations 
and not just the view from London or from Westminster. 

 
 It is a requirement that we are clear on air about whether what we are reporting applies 

to the whole of the UK or just some parts of it. 
 

 News and sports reporters and presenters, and those who write for them, should be 
careful not to talk about ‘we’ and ‘this country’, unless they are satisfied that they are 
talking about the UK and not just a part or parts of it. 

 
 The BBC website should be a place which offers detailed and accessible information about 

the devolved powers of the four nations and their respective policies in key areas. It should 
be cross-promoted to at editorially appropriate times.  

 
 We must increase our efforts to base more of our reporting of UK-wide and national 

English stories outside London. 
 

 With the vast majority of audiences living in England, it is inevitable that a large proportion 
of the BBC’s network coverage will be about England and should reflect a range of 
perspectives, not just the view from London and the south-east. This need not be an issue, 
provided we get the rest of the picture right – in terms of an appropriate and 
proportionate balance overall, clear signposting on all stories, and a commitment to regular 
comparing and contrasting the England experience with that elsewhere in the UK. 
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These principles will be underpinned by a series of specific actions that extend across the editorial 
value chain, including newsgathering and services/output, and the interaction between the BBC’s 
network and Nations and Regions’ news operations.  
 
The actions build upon existing structures and practices (e.g. News Editorial Board and daily news 
planning sessions) and on the ideas outlined in Management’s initial response. The action plan will 
be rolled-out over the next six months, starting immediately.  
 
The BBC’s Journalism Board and below it the News Editorial Board will take responsibility for 
driving through the actions that are required to improve the BBC’s performance. Progress will be 
monitored on a regular basis; we will liaise with the Audience Councils (for example, the Deputy 
Director General will meet with the Scotland Audience Council in July and the Wales Audience 
Council in September); and we will report progress to the BBC Executive and to the Trust in 
January 2009. 
 
The key actions are set out below: 
 
Objective-setting and strategic planning 
The BBC News and Nations & Regions Divisions have been set an objective for 2008/09 to 
improve the network reporting of the UK including improved labelling of stories, more policy 
comparisons and greater richness of coverage from across the nations and regions. This will form 
part of the objectives in the year ahead for all Heads of Department and Editors in BBC News 
across television, radio and online. It is a key objective for the Journalism Board. 
 
As was the case with the Trust’s major study on Impartiality last year and the last report on 
Business, a process is now in place to ensure that the findings of the Trust’s review are 
communicated to staff and discussed throughout the BBC’s journalistic community. 
 
A concerted and organised effort will be required to implement all the actions included in this 
plan. In line with the suggestion in Professor King’s report, a senior individual will be given the task 
of driving through the day-to-day implementation of the action plan, reporting to the Director of 
News. We will appoint a ‘devolution champion’ to fulfil this role.  
 
The BBC Journalism Board - the chief policy-making forum for all journalistic matters within the 
BBC - will be held in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and an English region at least once a year. 
This will provide a forum to discuss the BBC’s coverage of the nations and explore key themes 
and trends, with editorial leaders from across the UK.  
 
There will be a greater ongoing focus on analysing the longer-term themes and trends shaping the 
UK and planning coverage of key stories. The News Editorial Board will take the lead, 
supplemented by wider strategic forums involving editorial leaders from across the BBC’s network 
and Nations & Regions news’ operations. The Deputy Director General will lead two pan-BBC 
journalism sessions on devolution themes each year. 
 
Newsgathering 
The BBC has long recognised the need for substantial ‘out of London’ reporting, and has invested 
in a network of news hubs around the UK. The BBC’s planned move to Salford will further 
strengthen newsgathering in the north of England and involve the appointment of a UK Affairs 
correspondent to enhance coverage of major themes reflecting changes in UK society. These 
changes, combined with improved links between the BBC’s network and Nations and Regions’ 
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news operations, are designed to help us pick up important stories across England as well as 
within the devolved nations. 
 
In Scotland, a new editorial remit has been agreed with the network team based in Scotland to 
better reflect devolution themes, and we plan to re-focus one of the network reporter posts.  
 
We do not believe that a new on-air UK Editor is necessary to respond to the challenges 
identified in the Trust’s review. Instead, we propose to refine the current role of the Home Editor 
to place greater emphasis on reporting the realities of devolution and the changing face of the UK.  
 
We agree with Professor King’s report that network news would benefit from moves that 
encourage more networking among the BBC’s specialist journalists. The Head of BBC 
Newsgathering will be asked to bring together subject specialists across the UK, especially in 
devolved areas like health and education, on a regular basis in order to liaise on key themes, policy 
comparisons and to identify creative opportunities. 
 
Services & Output 
In order to ensure precision and clarity in the BBC’s reporting of the UK and devolution, it will be 
required that:  
 

 all stories on BBC news output across TV, radio and online, of whatever length, must state 
which part or parts of the UK are affected 

 
 all but the very shortest stories (e.g. in a radio summary or a brief written television item) 

must include a second reference to clarify whether the story applies to England only or 
more widely.  For example, in a presenter-read introduction to a correspondent report, 
both the introduction and the report will carry a reference 

 
 guidance will be issued to presenters and others to avoid using the ‘UK’, ‘Britain’ and 

‘England’ interchangeably. England should never be used as a synonym for the UK. 
 
BBC Management accepts that significant developments in the four nations of the UK should 
feature across major network news programming, and we will ensure that this happens in future. 
However, it should be recognised that some of the BBC’s news programmes, including the Ten 
O’clock News, have a remit to cover a more global agenda than others, reducing their comparative 
capacity to focus on domestic UK stories.   
 
BBC News will issue guidance to staff as to what they consider is the appropriate response to the 
need for clearer and more frequent illustrations of the effects of the devolution process. 
Editorially, this will sometimes mean detailed explanations and comparisons of policy across the 
devolved UK, but not on every occasion.1 
 
In order to improve the range of coverage of political developments across the four nations, the 
BBC will make much greater use in its network output of the political editors in Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland, and seek to open network airtime to more politicians from outside 
Westminster.  
 

                                                 
1 As Professor King’s report points out, in some policy areas the kind of information required for policy comparisons 
across nations is not readily available.  
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We will use those outlets with most time and space (e.g. bbc.co.uk/news, the BBC News channel 
and Five Live) to provide richer coverage of the nations, with more policy comparisons and 
coverage of political developments. There should be appropriate signposting to invite audiences to 
find this content.  
 
In terms of current affairs output, the BBC should deliver high quality original journalism that 
reflects the major issues facing the whole UK. The Head of Multi-media Programmes in BBC 
News will create a regular forum to discuss the coverage of UK-wide themes and devolution-
related issues in the BBC's weekly and daily current affairs output across TV (e.g. Panorama and 
Newsnight) and radio (e.g. Today, Analysis and File on Four). The priority will be to ensure that 
current affairs output sign-posts accurately when dealing with devolved policy areas, and also 
delivers a range of perspectives and richness of coverage that reflects the UK as a whole.  
 
Each of the programmes or services in this department will also have an assigned individual with 
special responsibility for keeping up with changes in policy resulting from devolution and alerting 
their team to key developments.  They will also work with the ‘devolution champion’, described 
earlier, to ensure this action plan is fully implemented on the ground. 
 
Digital Democracy project  
Management’s plans to enhance bbc.co.uk/news include the development this year of a ‘digital 
democracy’ portal that will enrich the coverage of the UK’s (and EU) political institutions – 
Westminster, Scottish Parliament, Welsh Assembly, Northern Ireland Assembly and European 
Parliament – as well as, over time, local government institutions. The portal will offer live, on-
demand and searchable audio-visual coverage from the institutions, complemented by analysis of 
key debates and information on each institution’s elected representatives. It will include an 
interactive guide to devolved powers and the differences in policy-making across the four nations 
of the UK. In line with the BBC’s citizenship purpose, the aim is to help audiences understand how 
the UK and its nations are governed. Development work is well underway and the site is planned 
to launch in 2008/09. 
 
Co-operation between network news and nations & regions 
There will be stronger collaboration – building on current practices - between the BBC’s network 
news operation and Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland through improved dialogue and 
planning. 
 
The nations’ news teams will be encouraged to put forward more ideas for network coverage and 
we will develop a stronger dialogue between the network and Nations & Regions editorial teams 
building on current arrangements such as the daily 8am & 8.40am meetings. Work has been 
underway in this area for several months – the BBC News ‘news diary’ now flags stories especially 
important to the devolved nations and includes information on policy developments and how they 
will apply across the nations.  
 
Network outlets will be encouraged to make better use of the range of specialist expertise 
available among BBC’s Nations and Regions reporting teams.  There has been progress in certain 
areas over the last few years (e.g. nations’ political editors), but there is scope to expand the role 
and impact of Nations and Regions journalism and voices across BBC News output.  For example, 
on business and the economy, the network news outlets will make stronger use of the business 
editors and correspondents in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland to enrich their coverage in 
this area. 
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The BBC’s reporting of the UK will benefit from the strengthening of the BBC’s newsgathering 
pyramid. The BBC’s Local Video proposal – subject to approval by the Trust – is designed to 
deliver a new tier of local reporting based in 60 communities throughout the UK.  
 
Knowledge Building and Training 
The BBC’s current training – introduced in response to the first phase of devolution - helped to 
reduce basic factual errors, but the focus needs to shift to greater sensitivity to the changing UK 
and increased clarity of language, especially in cues and packages. It is important to ensure a high 
level of knowledge of the changing UK amongst the BBC’s editorial teams. A number of learning 
and information initiatives focused on reporting the UK will be put in place this year by the 
College of Journalism to address these issues. 
 
Editorial Leaders' workshop: a series of practical and interactive workshops for all staff with 
responsibility for editing network news and current affairs output. The workshops will focus on 
what leadership is required in the proper reporting of the whole UK. The sessions will use 
expertise from across the Nations and Regions as well as content analysis. They will look at 
background knowledge, language and terminology and mindsets, as well as the BBC’s internal lines 
of communication. All editorial leaders in BBC News must go through this programme by the end 
of March 2009. 
 
Staff briefings: a series of special briefings and Q&A sessions for all staff in BBC News, looking at 
the Trust’s report; its content, context and findings, as well as the BBC's action plan. Briefings will 
take place between September and December 2008. 
 
An online glossary and guide to terminology and titles will be published by October 2008: this will look 
at issues around how we flag or label responsibilities for various policy areas in our broadcast and 
text writing; how frequently those labels should be used and the differences in use between, for 
example, headlines, intros and the main piece of reporting. It will also look at which policy areas 
are devolved and how. 
 
College of Journalism online guide to devolution: a comprehensive series of films, text articles and 
guides to the devolved UK, using the BBC's national political editors to explain how devolution 
works, which areas are devolved, key policy differences and how the various national parliaments 
function. This will be available by October 2008. 
 
Reporting the UK online module: the existing interactive online module will be updated to reflect the 
very latest changes and issues, and will be built into the overall College of Journalism’s devolution 
section. 
 
These training and information initiatives will be supplemented by strengthened editorial policy 
guidance on reporting the UK. This will be produced by the Director of Editorial Policy for 
publication in the autumn and will be reflected in the future Editorial Policy Guidelines. 
 
Career management 
We agree with Professor King’s report that it is important for all network editors to have 
experience of working outside London in order to soak up different perspectives. To that end, 
BBC News intends to introduce a rolling cycle of placements for all network editors who will each 
be asked to spend at least one week in a BBC newsroom in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland 
and in an English region over the course of an 18 month period.  
 



CONFIDENTIAL  T(08) 150 

 6

Performance Monitoring 
BBC Management will review delivery of the action plan, on a regular basis, and assess the extent 
to which it is resulting in improved performance. 
 
As a result of previous impartiality reviews, there is a monitoring system in place for the BBC’s 
coverage of Europe, the Middle East and Business; this involves regular updates to the Journalism 
Board and has helped to strengthen output.  
 
The monitoring will involve both quantitative content analysis and qualitative assessment of the 
clarity of reporting, and the richness and balance of coverage of the UK and the realities of 
devolution. It will not, of course, be practical to assess all domestic stories run across all outlets, 
so quantitative analysis is likely to be based on an annual detailed ‘snapshot’ of BBC news output.  
This analysis will be supplemented by qualitative assessment of the BBC’s performance on a 
quarterly basis, adapting the system of monitoring which is already in place to record 
Management’s response to previous Trust impartiality reviews. We intend to designate an 
experienced person to do this work and report to the Journalism Board and the News Editorial 
Board. 
 
In addition to regular content monitoring, Management will continue to track the performance of 
its network news output across the UK in terms of audience reach, share and approval. It will also 
assess audience perceptions of BBC News coverage of the nations in terms of accuracy, range and 
richness. 
 
Management plans to report to the Trust’s Editorial Standards Committee and the full Trust on 
progress in January 2009. 
 
 


