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News-watch Submission to DCMS pursuant to request dated June 9th 2022 by Ashleigh 
Goodall Senior Policy Advisor 
 
A. Editorial standards and impartiality questions for stakeholders 
 
1. Preamble: 
 
This is the News-watch reply to an invitation received from Ashleigh Goodall, Senior Policy 
Advisor BBC and S4C Policy at the DCMS on June 9, 2022, to contribute answers to a range 
of questions in connection with the BBC Mid-Term Review.    
 
Also enclosed with the reply is a letter, forwarded to News-watch by Ian Paisley MP from 
Secretary of State Nadine Dorries (Appendix 1) dated July 18, 2022 in which she mentions 
the invitation to News-watch to contribute to the BBC Mid-Term Review.  
 
For reference, the organisation now known as News-watch was founded in 1999 and has 
been continually operational to the present day. Its core goal is to analyse in the public 
interest the output of public service broadcasters – and especially the BBC – to check that 
they are delivering impartial news and in accordance with broadcasting law. Its main activity 
is to provide reports compiled in accordance with the highest-quality academic 
methodology. Over the years it has produced more than 50 such surveys and has also 
contributed papers to various think-tanks, as well as advising a number of MPs and national 
figures on impartiality-related issues in the broadcast environment.  
 
A brief summary of the goals of News-watch can be found here: https://news-
watch.co.uk/about-us/. All the reports and selective associated correspondence with the 
BBC can be found on the News-watch website.1   
 
The BBC for its part has steadfastly refused to respond to the News-watch findings and has 
often dismissed its methodology as ineffective and invalid, though never clarifying exactly 
why.       
 
The BBC has spent very significant amounts of money and devoted huge resources in recent 
years, and notably since the appointment of Tim Davie as Director-General in September, 
2020, towards attempting to communicate to the outside world that impartiality is the 
BBC’s number one priority.   
 
This document, compiled essentially – by contrast – through the efforts of a small team of 
only three people over a relatively narrow timeframe aims to demonstrate that the BBC 
promises of reform do not have sufficient ‘meat’ to generate significant change and at times 
appear to be little more than window-dressing.      
 
For brevity, News-watch has not included all the evidence it has assembled and assessed in 
reaching its conclusions. If required in the progression of the Mid-Term Review process it 
can do so.   

 
1 https://news-watch.co.uk/  
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2. To what extent do you think that the BBC governance changes as a result of the BBC’s 
10-point plan have been effective?  What would you expect to see, and to what extent has 
the BBC achieved this? 
 
i. BBC’s 10-point impartiality plan 
 
An article on the BBC website dated October, 29 2021 (Appendix 2) summarised the 10-
point impartiality plan as follows2:  
 

• “Thematic reviews” covering output in key areas of public debate to ensure a 
breadth of voices and viewpoints are reflected, with the first to cover UK public 
spending and taxation 

• Increased responsibility for the BBC's Editorial Policy team, with reviews to content 
by internal management to assess how much it meets the corporation's editorial 
standards 

• A simple set of procedures for dealing with internal investigations 
• “Clarifications” to how the BBC handles accelerated editorial complaints about 

broadcast or published content 
• Monitoring of such “impartiality metrics” as editorial complaints, staff training, 

audience perception and demographic” data 
• Making the BBC's editorial guidelines “more prominent and easy to use” for all BBC 

staff 
• Putting two experts with non-BBC experience on its Editorial Guidelines and 

Standards Committee 
• Extending the BBC's impartiality training to freelances and new joiners at all levels 
• Adopting new measures to improve transparency both internally and externally 
• Adopting a new editorial policy on whistleblowing policy 
• Tasking managers with ensuring that audiences from all parts of the UK are 

represented both on and off screen 

 
The framing of the 10-point plan was triggered by the findings of the BBC-commissioned 
Investigation by Lord Dyson into the BBC’s handling of the Martin Bashir interview with the 
Princess of Wales in 1995. His excoriating findings were published in May 2021. In response, 
the BBC Management Board commissioned one of its non-BBC members, Sir Nicholas 
Serota, to write a review of BBC ‘editorial processes, governance and culture’ which was 
published in October 2021. A key goal, according to the review, was to find out whether the 
Corporation (p1):  
 

‘. . . was able to deal with present and emerging challenges, as well as to learn from 
the mistakes of the past. We have identified some significant changes that we believe 
should be made in order to provide that assurance to the Board and to audiences’.3  

 
 

2 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-59088800 
3 https://downloads.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/reports/reports/the-serota-review.pdf 
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ii. News-watch’s view of the 10-point plan 
 
The 10-point plan is to be welcomed as a step in the right direction. News-watch, having 
considered very carefully its content, together with the plans for its first ‘thematic review’ of 
content related to taxation and public spending and associated assessment criteria and 
objectives (published March 3, 2022) and the progress report on its impartiality plan (dated 
July 1, 2022) has concluded it is too little too late. When the plan is scrutinised in detail, the 
promises of change are not substantial enough to deliver real change, and in some respects 
could be regarded as little more than window-dressing.     
 
iii. Importance of impartiality compliance 
 
The BBC’s problems with impartiality are serious and endemic despite BBC claims to the 
contrary. The BBC itself, as well as Ofcom in its latest report on the BBC, “How Ofcom 
Regulates the BBC” (“HORBBC”), recognises that attaining impartiality is a ‘challenge’.  
 
Books have been written on BBC bias in the past five years, such as The Noble Liar, by 
former BBC journalist Robin Aitken, or BBC: Brainwashing Britain? by David Sedgwick. 
Further, the website Is the BBC Biased? – which deploys rigorous methodology in reaching 
its conclusions about bias - along with News-watch reports and blogs stretching back 23 
years, provide a huge volume of evidence confirming the scale of the bias problem.  
 
Most recently the BBC Annual Report 2021/2022 (page 115) identifies as a principal risk that 
the BBC fails to deliver impartial, trusted and accurate news which erodes trust in the BBC 
and leads to audience dissatisfaction and loss. There is a further risk that the BBC editorial 
processes and procedures are not followed correctly on individual stories or within teams.  
 
iv. Achieving impartiality 
 
In HORBBC at paragraph 2.20 Ofcom identifies that “achieving due impartiality continues to 
be a complex challenge for the BBC”. This is recognised by the BBC in its 2022/2023 Annual 
Plan in which it indicated that it plans to focus on “strengthening impartiality”.  
 
Independently, there is also abundant recent audience research data – commissioned by the 
BBC itself, Ofcom and the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism4 – which shows that 
trust in BBC impartiality has plummeted in recent years to only 55% of those surveyed, and 
that in this respect, the Corporation is now one of the least-trusted public service 
broadcasters in the world. 
 
The BBC has never deigned to engage properly with such evidence and has even resorted 
instead to ad hominem attacks and categorises research of the type assembled by News-
watch (and others) as simplistic ‘counting’ – without providing any evidence how it arrives 
at such negative judgments or answering directly the charges made. An example of this 
approach showing the stark negativity of statements from the BBC press office can be found 
at https://isthebbcbiased.blogspot.com/2017/10/feathers-flying-and-ad-homs.html 

 
4https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2022-06/Digital_News-Report_2022.pdf p.63 
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To respond to outside criticism and to burnish its self-perceived credibility, the BBC has also 
over the past few years established so-called ‘reality check’ units. However, their 
methodology has never been publicly disclosed or debated. The Corporation claims they are 
objective, but the units are staffed almost entirely by BBC personnel. Abundant research has 
been assembled from those outside the BBC to show that such ‘reality-checking’ may 
actually confirm BBC bias.5  The BBC trumpets these operations as proof of its reliability and 
accuracy. They most certainly are not; rather they are a self-validating echo-chamber.   
 
In the News-watch submission to a DCMS public consultation about the Charter renewal process in 
20156, it was stated that the following points should be addressed by the BBC as a matter of 
urgency:  
 

• Because of the self-serving BBC definition of ‘due impartiality’, a failure to consider 
impartiality issues properly    

• Inflexible, over-complex rules and procedures relating to assessment of complaints 
•  A blanket refusal to consider implementing external, properly-constituted longitudinal 

research as the basis of understanding complaints about impartiality and fairness  
• Consistent favouritism towards the opinions of BBC staff in its editorial assessment and 

decision-making processes 
• Shoddy and obstructive complaint responses and poor reporting of complaints 
• Refusal to ensure the rigorous independence of reviews of editorial standards  
• The formal sanctioning through ‘due’ impartiality of skewed coverage of numerous topics  
• Misplaced and inappropriate reliance on opinion polls to determine quality of content  

 
Although the 10-point plan very belatedly sets out to tackle these long-standing issues, what 
is now proposed and being implemented is insufficient and allows the BBC enormous 
leeway in how it judges its performance.    
 
v. Impartiality Compliance 
 
In summary, the key problems and omissions with current BBC strategy in this domain are: 
 
a. Meaning of Impartiality – the issue of ‘due’ impartiality 
 
The BBC follows a concept of ‘due’ impartiality as part of its Editorial Guidelines. 
 
Section 3.19 Broadcasting Act 2003 provides that news in whatever form must be reported 
with “due accuracy and presented with due impartiality”. In particular, due impartiality 
must be preserved on matters of political or industrial controversy and matters relating to 
current public policy. Ofcom has a statutory duty under Section 198 of the 2003 Act to 
enforce compliance by the BBC with the duty of due impartiality. 
 

 
5 https://isthebbcbiased.blogspot.com/search?q=reality+check 
6 https://news-watch.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/News-watch-submission-to-DCMS.pdf 
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The Report from the Committee on the future of Broadcasting (Cmnd. 6753) in 1977 
observed: 
 

i. That due impartiality requires the widest possible range of views and opinions to 
be broadcast and broadcasters cannot allow one view to monopolise their 
services. 

ii. Broadcasters must take into account, not just of the whole range of views on an 
issue, but also of the weight of opinion which holds these views. 

 
The BBC Charter does not qualify the requirement for output to be impartial.   
 
This is unacceptable, the BBC’s working definition of “due” impartiality gives enormous 
flexibility to the BBC and its staff to decide what is impartial. 
 
The concept as now followed was evolved by the BBC in the wake of From Seesaw to Wagon 
Wheel – Safeguarding Impartiality in the 21st Century, a report it commissioned in 2007 
from John Bridcut an ‘independent’ producer relying on commissions from the BBC who 
began his career in broadcasting at the BBC.  
 
The report suggested that politics, society and culture have changed radically so that 
opinion, which once could easily be measured in terms of simple alternatives (the seesaw) 
has now developed a multiple range of competing perspectives (the wagon wheel).  The BBC 
argues that in this context, ‘due’ impartiality means that not all viewpoints can be 
incorporated into programme coverage and that therefore editors and producers must have 
wide discretion in what they do use.  
 
In all the BBC statements about tackling bias which have followed the Dyson investigation, 
none has sought to question whether ‘due’ impartiality gives the BBC too great a leeway in 
determining issues of bias on its own terms.  This has meant that the BBC has been allowed 
to continue in its current understanding set out in the 10-point plan that the BBC currently 
provides “trusted and impartial news”. This interpretation is the primary basis under which 
numerous complaints as to bias and lack of impartiality have been rejected and decided on 
the BBC’s own terms.  

In HORBBC (para 1.21) Ofcom appears to accept the concept of “due” impartiality as the 
established measure of impartiality in considering the extent of the BBC’s obligation of 
impartiality. However the Charter refers to impartiality not “due” impartiality. It is therefore 
essential that the definition of impartiality is reviewed and correctly defined as part of the 
Mid-Term Charter Review without the acceptance of the limitation accorded by the 
qualification of “due”. 

In reaching this conclusion, News-watch has taken into account all the answers it has 
received from the Corporation over 23 years about allegations of bias and in the submission 
of numerous complaints, some still active and under consideration. Appendix 3 provides a 
range of examples and pronouncements by the BBC in recent years which demonstrate how 
the ‘due’ impartiality concept is so unfairly – and ruthlessly deployed - in the BBC’s favour.   

vi. Impartiality Complaints 
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This topic is dealt with more fully, together with recommendations for the future, in 
subsequent sections of this response in the light of both BBC current practice and recent 
Ofcom findings.  

Basically, however, the Serota report saw no significant problems with the current BBC First 
system, basing the conclusion on that there had been consultations with a number of 
(undisclosed) ‘stakeholders’ who, it was said thought the current system worked well. The 
10-point plan did not demure from this. Its suggesting expedited ways of handling urgent 
complaints, but included no other recommendations for improving either the reporting of 
complaints or dealing with complainants. This demonstrates considerable complacency on 
the BBC’s part.  

Ofcom’s recent research on the complaints system - amazingly, the first exercise of its kind 
ever conducted – found that most complainants are dissatisfied with how they are treated. 
News-watch has found the current reporting of complaints insufficient, confusing and 
severely lacking in detail.   

Data from the BBC last three annual reports shows that only a tiny fraction of complaints 
are considered by the Editorial Complaints Unit. The vast majority are rejected without the 
outside world ever knowing why.  Programmes such as Newswatch and Feedback, which 
should be the vehicles for seriously discussing and providing education about bias issues, 
are instead mostly platforms for BBC staff to propound their own (inevitably biased) 
defences of output.7  

The handling of complaints should be an important line of communication with the 
audience, but instead it has become a conduit through which the BBC uses its self-serving 
definition of ‘due’ impartiality to stonewall complainants.   

vii. Monitoring Impartiality 

The 10-point plan includes commitments for both internal and external impartiality reviews 
of programmes.  The first ‘independent’ thematic review – of coverage of public spending 
and taxation issues – is already underway, with findings apparently due by the end of the 
summer of 2022.   
 
Elements of the criteria on which the BBC will analyse and reach conclusions in this area of 
content have been published. It has been announced that internal assessment of 
programmes will be of BBC1 Breakfast, Countryfile and morning news programmes in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland has also started. The BBC states that these reviews 
will cover ‘impartiality, freedom of expression, diversity of voices, accuracy, fairness and 
trust’.  
 
No results from this new approach have yet been published, so it is too early to judge how 
effective the reports will be. However, News-watch makes the following observations: 

The external review is being conducted by the economist Andrew Dilnot, the former chair of 
the UK Statistics Office and presenter of the BBC Radio 4 series More or Less, and Michael 

 
7 https://isthebbcbiased.blogspot.com/2016/10/classic-newswatch-interview-with-bbc.html 
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Blastland, an author and broadcaster who presented More or Less with Sir Andrew, along 
with a raft of other BBC programmes and who also trains ‘senior BBC and other journalists 
to interpret data’.8 

The BBC had the opportunity in commissioning these reviews to choose a very wide range of 
experts. Yet, they have chosen two figures whose careers have embraced working for the 
BBC, albeit not as staff. Mr Blastland is still actively involved in BBC training, and is 
presumably paid for the work. Neither is therefore truly independent. Further, Sir Andrew 
Dilnot was perceived during the EU Referendum to have been particularly tough on claims 
made by the Vote Leave about claimed financial benefits of Brexit9. This is therefore a very 
disappointing beginning to the allegedly ‘independent’ approach promised in the Serota 
review. There are dozens of suitably-qualified national figures with no BBC connections who 
could have been chosen instead.     

The second observation relates to the methodology that is being deployed in both the 
internal and external reviews. The BBC have outlined in connection with both strands of 
review a range of ‘assessment criteria’ for content analysis. But News-watch notes that 
what is promised stops well short of being a formal academic review process of the type 
deployed by News-watch itself or academic researchers.  The methodology is outlined on 
the News-watch website and explained prominently in each survey. 

As already noted, the BBC itself has dismissed such monitoring out of hand as ’counting’ and 
have refused to engage with the findings. But leading academics in the UK and round the 
world who study bias issues are insistent that more rigorous quantitative and qualitative 
methodology must be deployed. See for example the leading textbook Researching 
Communications by D. Deacon first published in 1999 (See Appendix 4) and now in its third 
edition. 

By contrast to that approach, omissions in the methodology and deliverables suggest that 
the BBC process will not be rigorous or independent enough to create genuine change.   
 
News-watch also notes that BBC reaction to the Wilson Report into BBC coverage of the 
European Union published in January 2005 stated: 
 

Senior managers appear insufficiently self-critical about standards of impartiality. 
They seem to take it as a given, with little serious thought as to how it applies in 
practice. This attitude appears to have filtered through to producers, reporters and 
presenters in the front line. There is no evidence of any systematic monitoring to 
ensure that all shades of significant opinion are fairly represented and there is a 
resistance to accepting external evidence. Leaving decisions to individual programme 
editors means that if there is bias in the coverage overall, no-one in the BBC would 
know about it.10  

 

 
8 https://wintoncentre.maths.cam.ac.uk/about/people/michael-blastland/. 
9 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-eu-referendum-36104163 
10 http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/govs/independentpanelreport.pdf p.4 
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In response the BBC accepted that to redress this and other problems highlighted by Lord 
Wilson, they would immediately introduce regular monitoring of output. Nothing about the 
monitoring unit’s work was ever published or conveyed to the outside world.    
 
Ten years later the then BBC Director General, Lord Hall and his senior news team confirmed 
to the Commons European Scrutiny Committee – which was hearing evidence about 
whether the forthcoming European Referendum would be handled impartially – that the 
monitoring had been dropped at some point and claimed that the exercise had been 
“expensive and time consuming”.11  
 
They provided no further information and no evidence to support their conclusions.  
 
In the intervening years the BBC maintained aggressively that their EU coverage was 
balanced. But twice-yearly News-watch reports based on such systematic monitoring and 
deploying rigorous academic methodology provided clear evidence to the contrary. The 
BBC, however, refused point blank to engage with these findings, claiming on numerous 
occasions – as already noted – that they were based, in effect, on a crude quantification 
methodology and therefore were invalid.  
 
News-watch provided abundant evidence to the contrary, but the BBC maintained that they 
were achieving their self-monitored ‘due’ impartiality, though they have never explained 
how they arrive at their judgments. 
 
News-watch believes that a similar process is now taking place. The BBC maintain that their 
10-point plan and the subsequent progress reports provides a clear approach towards 
delivering impartial content, but it is not prepared to deploy verifiable and sufficiently 
robust analytical methodology.   
 
viii. Training 
 
The precise content of the training package, which it has now been said in the 10-point plan 
progress report has been delivered to 24,000 individuals, has not been publicly available. 
However, News-watch notes that its title ‘Safeguarding Impartiality’ suggests its key 
messages are rooted in the Bridcut report (See above).  
 
As previously noted, Bridcut provided the BBC with an interpretation of impartiality which 
has formed the bedrock of the Corporation’s approach to impartiality ever since. Put 
bluntly, this self-serving and controversial interpretation allows the BBC to broadcast 
material which is heavily skewed towards a particular position – either within single 
programmes or through biases that build longitudinally. There has long been a parallel 
disproportionate emphasis on ‘breadth of opinion’, which also allows the BBC considerable 
fluidity in its coverage of key national issues and news themes. The BBC’s interpretation of 
‘due impartiality’ rests on nebulous concepts, including: “that the impartiality must be 
adequate and appropriate to the output, taking account of the subject and nature of the 

 
11 http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/european-scrutiny-
committee/eu-scrutiny-follow-up/oral/23350.html 
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content, the likely audience expectation and any signposting that may influence that 
expectation.” The Bridcut Report itself was not clear enough on precisely what impartiality 
entails, although audiences themselves appeared very clear.  
 
The fundamental problem – now likely compounded by these training courses – is that the 
BBC remains hostile towards attempts to ‘measure’ impartiality except on its own terms, 
and rejects the notion that coverage can be assessed using metrics as a starting point.  
 
ix. Independence 

A key point of the BBC’s 10-point plan is the introduction to the BBC Editorial Standards 
process, under the ‘governance’ heading, of two independent ‘experts’. As such, it is a step 
in the right direction but their precise roles have not been defined. It is intended they will sit 
on the Editorial Guidelines and Standards Committee (EGSC).  

On July 1, 2022 it was announced that the two experts will be 'seasoned editors’; Caroline 
Daniel, a former Financial Times Assistant Editor, now a Partner at the Brunswick PR 
company, and Michael Prescott, a former Sunday Times Political Editor who now works for 
Hanover Communications. It clearly remains to be seen what impact they will have in 
influencing impartiality. There is a limitation to what two people in a journalistic operation 
of the size of the BBC can be expected to achieve, especially in the context of the omissions 
and limitations in the areas of change already outlined in the sections above. Andrew Dilnot 
and Michael Blastland cannot be regarded as truly independent. Until robust independent 
outside views are incorporated at every level in the BBC editorial processes, including 
dealing with complaints, substantial change will not be achieved. The appointment of just 
two figures to the EGSC seems little more than a token gesture or window-dressing.   

x. Editorial Values and Culture  

The 10-point plan progress report of July 1, 2022 states that questions about impartiality 
were included in the BBC staff survey ‘for the first time’. It is astonishing that this had never 
been considered before by an organisation whose Charter requires impartiality, but the step 
is to be welcomed if - as is claimed – it has stimulated clearer promotion of Editorial 
Guidelines. It is disturbing, however, that 6% - more than 1,000 individuals - of those who 
responded to the staff survey apparently did not understand why impartiality is important 
to the organisation for which they work.         

3. How transparent do you think the BBC Board has been in its reporting of adherence to 
its own editorial standards, those set by Ofcom under the Broadcasting Code, and levels of 
impartiality?   
 
Ian Hargreaves, member of the BBC Board of Management and Chair of the Editorial 
Guidelines and Standards Committee declares in the BBC annual report for 2021-22 (pages 
128-129) that considerable progress has been made in the implementation of the 
impartiality action plan and asserts that the maintenance of highest editorial standards is 
‘critical to the reputation of the BBC’. He adds:   
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The EGSC’s work seeks to ensure the BBC maintains the trust of its audiences and 
that its editorial practices continue to be gold standard. 

 
He thus makes it clear that the BBC is entirely reliant on the plans analysed by News-watch 
and believes that the Corporation is currently at ‘gold standard’ level. News-watch strongly 
disagrees with this on the basis of the outline evidence set out by News-watch in this 
submission. It testifies to a lack of transparency in the BBC’s approach to tackling bias 
problems because it refuses to accept the scale of current failings and also to even 
contemplate changes in the current definition of ‘due impartiality’ or to acknowledge that 
the BBC First system of complaints handling is seriously inadequate. 
 
Mr Hargreaves states in the context of complaints handling that ‘the vast majority of BBC 
content complied with the standards set by the BBC Editorial Guidelines.  He claims that 
only two serious breaches of the Guidelines had happened in the previous year (one a hoax 
interviewee and the other a conflict of interest). There were 41 others in the upheld or 
‘partially upheld categories but does analyse these other than to note that ‘action was 
taken’.    
 
True transparency would have led to much more robust systems being explored and put 
into place to root out existing bias and shortcomings. No mention at all is made about the 
powers and possible impact of the appointment of independent advisors mentioned in the 
10-point plan.  
 
If the BBC were genuinely transparent about complaints handling, much more detail could 
have been included in his annual report statement, such as the numbers of complaints 
received which related to impartiality along the issues raised and how they had been 
resolved or dealt with.  
 
News-watch believes that Mr Hargreaves’ statement – the most up-to-date official word 
from the BBC on this topic – is clear evidence that the main goal of the Corporation in this 
domain is to say only the basic minimum. It engages in damage limitation rather than a full 
and frank dialogue with its audiences.   
 
 
4. How transparent do you think the BBC Board has been in its reporting of progress 
against the ambitions in its 10 point plan following the Serota Review?   
 
As outlined above there are serious limitations in what has been said about monitoring 
criteria, the terms of independent input to the Editorial Standards and Guidelines 
Committee, training, the definition of ‘due impartiality’ and complaints handling.  
 
 
5. To what extent do you think Ofcom’s regulation of the BBC’s editorial standards and 
impartiality responsibilities is effective?  What would you want to see Ofcom do 
differently? 
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Ofcom became the channel of appeals for those dissatisfied with the BBC’s handling of 
complaints in the Charter renewal of 2017. Prior to that, the DCMS had appointed Sir David 
Clementi, as part of the renewal process, to review BBC complaints handling, and it was on 
his recommendation that Ofcom was appointed. News-watch submitted evidence12 which 
outlined failings of the complaints system as part of the review, many of which still apply.     
  
Sir David believed that Ofcom would be ‘independent’ of the BBC in its consideration of 
complaints and would thus redress inadequacies of the BBC First process. But this has 
proved not to be the case.  The full reasons for this, together with detailed 
recommendations for change, are outlined in the next sections.  
  
Two further points are relevant here. The first is Ofcom’s track record in the complaints 
sphere. Since 2017, according to figures in Ofcom annual reports about the BBC, the BBC 
has received 1,272,484 complaints, of which 2,168 were progressed to the BBC Executive 
Complaints Unit and only 112 were upheld, though most of these were only ‘partially 
upheld’. Subsequently 793 complainants showed their dissatisfaction by escalating their 
concerns to Ofcom – but only six were deemed to warrant further investigation. These 
figures are included in a graphic at Appendix 5. 
  
Ofcom’s investigation of the BBC complaints system in HORBBC has demonstrated the huge 
levels of dissatisfaction with the process.. Ofcom does not seem to have thought it 
necessary to probe why so many complaints to it are being rejected and whether the 
complainants are dissatisfied with how Ofcom are dealing with such appeals.  
  
News-watch believes that the levels of appeals rejection provide stark evidence that 
Ofcom’s handling of complaints is intrinsically flawed and has pointed this out repeatedly in 
posting on the News-watch site.  
  
Examples of the evidence of the failings are set out at Appendix 6. 
  
One of the main problems in Ofcom complaints regulation of the BBC is that the Ofcom 
Content Board is dominated by former BBC executives who had senior editorial roles. Ten of 
the current members fall into this category.  They claim to be independent, but their 
collective track record in terms of board rulings suggests otherwise, as is evidenced in the 
News-watch posts about their findings.  
  
Maggie Carver (BFBS – user of BBC material) 
Kevin Bakhurst (BBC and RTE) 
Monisha Shah  (BBC Worldwide) 
Jonathan Baker (BBC World News Editor)  
Maggie Cunningham (BBC Scotland) 
Alison Marsden (BBC factual programmes) 
Peter Horrocks (multiple BBC senior news executive roles) 
Dekan Apajee (multiple BBC roles) 

 
12 https://news-watch.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/News-watch-submission-to-DCMS.pdf 
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Kim Shillinglaw (controller BBC2 and 4) 
Rachel Coldicutt (BBC new technology executive BBC) 
  
 
B. Complaints questions for stakeholders 
 
1. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the way in which the BBC’s adherence to 
content standards is regulated through Ofcom’s approach to complaints about the BBC?  
 
a. The BBC First complaints system 
 
Since 2017, according to Ofcom’s figures set out in the relevant annual reports, the BBC 
recorded the receipt of 1,272,484 complaints, of which 2,168 (0.17%) were progressed to 
the Editorial Complaints Unit (ECU). Only 112 of these were upheld or partly upheld by the 
ECU and more than 2,000 were rejected.      
  
Ofcom recognises in HORBBC that improvements are needed to the BBC First complaints 
process. The system set out in the BBC Charter recognises that BBC First was designed to 
provide audiences with “an effective and easy to use” complaints process so as to comply 
with Article 56(3) of the Charter. 
 
There is also a recognition of a lack of transparency in the BBC’s response to editorial 
complaints which is “critical” to maintain audience trust. Audience research by Ofcom 
showed concern about lack of clarity in the complaints procedure and the time taken to 
respond to complaints. Ofcom has suggested that the low number of complaints escalated 
to Ofcom may demonstrate frustration as opposed to satisfaction with how the BBC has 
dealt with audience concerns.  (HORBBC 1.16-1.17). 
 
News-watch’s view, based upon experience, is as follows; 
 
i. The stage 1a complaint procedure to external “Audience Services” generally works in 
filtering the numerous initial complaints. It is not to be expected given the large volume of 
stage 1a complaints that the responses will be carefully thought out on an individual basis. 
 
ii. The stage 1b complaint to a manager or member of an editorial team provides the next 
level of complaint. Inevitably there are fewer complaints than at stage 1a, but it is not clear 
from the BBC Complaints Framework what the benefit of stage 1b is beyond a second 
opportunity for a complaint to be made and considered. News-watch’s experience is that 
stage 1b adds little to stage 1a and that what is required is a reformed and effective stage 2 
process. 
 
iii. It is important to remember that other than to bring a subsequent complaint on a de 
novo basis to Ofcom there is no appeals process from decisions by the Executive Complaints 
Unit (“ECU”) which is the only body able to hear complaints at stage 2.  
 
iv. In practice a stage 2 appeal to the ECU is the first and only opportunity for the merits of a 
complaint to be fully considered. Until recently the outcome and number of stage 2 
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complaints was not publicized. The BBC is now obliged to publish fortnightly information on 
the number of editorial complaints and all upheld and resolved Stage 2 complaints. 
 
v. In June 2020 Ofcom revised its Complaints Determinations to require the BBC to publish 
its reasoning for stage 2 decisions it has “not upheld” and which meet certain criteria such 
as public interest, profile of the programme, significance of the alleged breach etc. The BBC 
has not published any “not upheld” decisions because it maintains (without disclosing 
supporting evidence) that none meets the criteria. (HORBBC 4.20 -4.22).  
 
This is highly unsatisfactory since the BBC is the only arbiter as to whether or not it is 
complying. The BBC also maintains (HORBBC 4.23) that it has not published the reasoning 
because that would require significant additional resource. Ofcom disagrees on the basis 
that the reasoning is already known by virtue of the decision given to complainants. 
 
vi. Ofcom’s recent requirement (HORBBC 4.24) requiring the BBC to publish “not upheld” 
Stage 2 decisions which relate to due accuracy or due impartiality including during election 
periods and referendum periods) or where more than 100 Stage 1a complaints have been 
made could undoubtedly be an improvement, though it will depend how much new 
information is actually provided.  
 
vii. Ofcom accepts (HORBBC 4.25) that due impartiality remains a key area of concern for 
audiences and stakeholders. News-watch’s reports, based on detailed monitoring of output, 
combined with its extensive experience of the submission of complaints confirm this.  
 
b. The BBC Complaints Framework (June 2020) 
 
News-watch’s interest in the BBC Complaints Framework and Procedures is based upon 
Section 2 “editorial complaints” and Section 3 “general complaints”. 
 
An “editorial complaint” is defined as “one which suggests that a particular item broadcast 
or published on the BBC’s services has fallen below the standards expressed in the BBC’s 
Editorial Guidelines – standards such as observing due accuracy and impartiality”.  
 
A “general complaint” is defined as inter alia complaints which are (expressly) not about a 
particular item broadcast or published by the BBC or inter alia editorial complaints. 
In both cases the same BBC First Stage 1a, 1b and 2 (to the ECU) complaints procedure 
apply. 
 
c. Complaints in respect of aggregate broadcasts 

Currently, according to both the BBC and Ofcom there is no procedure available for 
complaints about, for example, general lack of impartiality in aggregate broadcasts relating 
to a pervading political stance. The Framework expressly limits complaints to a “single item 
broadcast” only. This is a fundamental defect without any justification.  

This has been used by the BBC against News-watch to reject complaints such as three 
complaints in respect of coverage of departure from the EU (CAS-6206808, CAS-6373086, 
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CAS-6548006) which are currently the subject of judicial review proceedings in the High 
Court against Ofcom, and in which the BBC is an interested party (Claim No. CO-229-2022). 

This is a significant failing and omission in the regulatory and complaints process. Ofcom 
relies upon the alleged inability to complain in respect of aggregate broadcasts in its letter 
dated March 23, 2022 which is the basis of the judicial review application (Appendix 7) and 
its Summary Grounds of Resistance (Appendix 8).  

 This lacuna in the Complaints Framework should and can be corrected by a simple 
amendment to the definition of editorial complaints. 

d. The ECU and stage 2 complaints 

The stage 2 complaints procedure and the ECU as arbiter of stage 2 complaints are unfit for 
purpose for the following reasons; 

i. Given that the stage 1a and 1b complaints process operate as a filter with 1000-word 
limits on complaints at all stages including stage 2, the stage 2 consideration by the ECU is 
the only part of the complaints procedure enabling other than a cursory consideration of 
the merits of a complaint. 

ii. The ECU stage 2 finding is nevertheless stated to be the BBC’s final response to the 
complaint so that in practice it is the only body that will give other than a cursory 
consideration to the editorial complaint and decide whether the BBC has complied with the 
BBC’s Editorial Guidelines. 

iii. There is no appeal from the ECU other than a de novo complaint to Ofcom under the 
Ofcom Broadcasting Code. It is unsatisfactory that as stated in the Complaints Framework; 
“most complaints investigated under the Editorial Complaints Procedure are likely to fall 
within Ofcom’s remit, but the decision about whether or not they do rests with Ofcom.” 

iv. A significant failing with the ECU as final determinate of all complaints to the BBC is that 
it is staffed entirely by BBC employees with currently no independent membership. As such 
its decisions are not governed by the rules of natural justice in that the BBC is its own “judge 
and jury” and in determining complaints is able to apply factors such as BBC commercial 
interests. The ECU should be composed of a majority of lay members who are not BBC 
employees. 

v. In addition, in order to ensure public confidence in the complaints procedure as an 
effective and workable procedure a right of appeal from the ECU to an ad hoc Tribunal with 
independent lay members and chaired by a legally qualified chairman is required.  

 

Precedents exist under the post-Leveson press regulation system including the independent 
IPSO Press Complaints Committee (Appendix 9) which is currently chaired by an 
independent barrister and by analogy with professional complaints tribunals such as the 
GMC Medical Practice Tribunal. 
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vi. In (R V BBC (2019) EWHC 3331) (Appendix 10) the High Court (and the Court of Appeal in 
refusing leave to appeal) held in an application somewhat surprisingly opposed by the BBC 
since it was designed to assess the extent of the Court’s jurisdiction over the BBC’s 
complaints framework that the High Court had no jurisdiction to intervene in the BBC 
complaints process and that control of the complaints process fell solely within Ofcom’s 
jurisdiction.  

 

e. The BBC Charter and Agreement 

 

Ofcom recognises (HOR BBC 1.21) that preserving due impartiality is central to the BBC 
delivering its mission and public service. This is because maintenance of audience trust 
requires the BBC to be considered “duly impartial”. The BBC in its Annual Report for 2021-
2022 recognises its obligation to provide “impartial, accurate and trusted news content” 
and that failure to deliver impartial, trusted, and accurate news erodes trust in the BBC and 
leads to audience dissatisfaction and loss. This obligation is embodied in the BBC’s Editorial 
Guidelines which set out editorial values and standards for the BBC.  

The 10-point plan entitled “Impartiality and Editorial Standards” dated October 2021 
recognises that “impartiality is at the heart of the BBC’s mission and public purposes”. The 
plan is described as the BBC’s “most significant push” to ensure its content is “fair, accurate 
and impartial”.  

The proposals if implemented effectively could lead to improvements in performance, for 
example, with regard to training staff to be more aware of impartiality issues.  

The plan (recommendation for: conducting editorial standard investigations) provides for a 
“simple and proportionate procedures for internal investigation of editorial breaches of the 
editorial guidelines and amendments of the Framework”, with provision for the Director 
General as Editor-in-Chief to have the “ability to act quickly and effectively in the best 
interests of the BBC, publishing any reasons for interventions”. The proposals fail to provide 
for any independent participation in the Complaints Framework and result in the 
undesirable strengthening of the role of the Director General. This generates a significant 
conflict of interest because the Director General inevitably has the “best (commercial) 
interests of the BBC” to the fore rather than holding paramount the interests of the 
audience/licence fee payers (and thus complainants). 

The intention to update the Complaints Framework to include a fast-track complaints 
handling procedure and a process for self-initiated investigations into internal breaches is 
desirable but unsatisfactory given the absence of independence within the Complaints 
Framework. As set out above the existing Stage 2 procedure is unsatisfactory and does not 
assist the BBC in maintaining impartiality and accuracy and audience satisfaction. 

 

C. The Role of Ofcom and Ofcom’s approach to complaints 
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According to its reporting of complaints appeals, 793 complainants were escalated over the 
past three years by those dissatisfied with the BBC First process to Ofcom.  Only six (0.7%)of 
the total were deemed by Ofcom to warrant further investigation.   

Ofcom (HOR BBC page 7) sets out proposals to amend the BBC First Complaints process 
including a requirement that Ofcom is alerted by the BBC at an early stage about potential 
serious editorial breaches across its content. Ofcom appears to accept the BBC 10-point plan 
and steps to improve public confidence in the BBC’s approach to due impartiality.  

Newswatch’s concern in relation to the Ofcom proposal is that although Ofcom undoubtedly 
has a role in ensuring that the BBC complies with the Ofcom company Broadcasting Code in 
its editorial decision making and assessing and responding to complaints under the BBC First 
system, as well as setting strategic objectives to ensure that the BBC delivers its Mission and 
Public Purposes, Ofcom is unsuited to play a role in the operation of the Complaints 
Framework. 

Under the Complaints Framework once the Stage 2 procedure is completed a complainant is 
directed to Ofcom’s complaints procedure the BBC points out that complaints will be 
considered by Ofcom in relation to the Ofcom Broadcasting Code. It indicates that Ofcom 
will consider relevant complaints only if the Complaint is dissatisfied with the outcome of 
the BBC process. It is therefore wrong as was suggested by Dame Melanie Dawes, Chief 
Executive of Ofcom, in an interview on the Radio 4 Today programme on June 22, 2022, that 
Ofcom acts as the “Court of Appeal” in respect of complaints (Appendix 11). 

Given the inadequacies of the current Complaints Framework, and in particular Stage 2 
complaints to the ECU it is essential that a further level of appeal from a stage 2 
consideration is implemented. This is best dealt with by the creation of an independent 
complaints appeal tribunal. If it is accepted that the Stage 1a and Stage 1b procedures are 
largely concerned with filtering complaints and that the Stage 2 complaint to the ECU is the 
only stage at which a complaint will be fully considered, it is essential whatever machinery is 
introduced to determine Stage 2 complaints that there should be a further right of appeal to 
an independent appeal tribunal who’s remit is to determine compliance with the Editorial 
Guidelines on an objective basis. 

It is to be welcomed that Ofcom recognises many of the inadequacies with the existing 
complaints framework (HOR BBC paras 4.6 – 4.39). Newswatch’s proposal for independent 
first instance and appeal tribunals as part of the Complaints Framework does not obviate 
the role of Ofcom as regulator in supervising the enforcement of the BBC’s obligations of 
impartiality and accuracy. However, the recommendations contained in (HOR BBC paras 
4.17-4.33) do not go sufficiently far to provide for complaints determination so as to satisfy 
public and audience confidence.  

At (HOR BBC para 4.20) Ofcom indicates that the BBC First complaints system can only work 
if Ofcom has confidence that the most serious complaints will be escalated to Ofcom if 
complainants are unhappy with the BBC’s response. In practice Ofcom has shown that it is 
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unsuited to handle complaints as part of an appeal process (See for example appendices 5 
and 6). 

 

D. Is Ofcom’s regulation of broadcasting standards through its complaints process for 
other broadcasters more effective than its process for BBC complaints? If so, how/why, 
and what do you think needs to be adopted? 

Newswatch’s view is that the BBC has unique obligations of impartiality and accuracy. It is 
governed by Charter and funded publicly therefore its complaints process should be 
directed to ensure public confidence which requires independent enforcement of 
complaints.  

 

E. How effectively does the BBC Board handle high-profile complaints, for example (but 
not limited to) its transparency of approach and through its new policy on expedited 
editorial investigations? 

Newswatch’s proposals for independent tribunals to determine complaints should not 
obviate a parallel jurisdiction enabling Ofcom to consider in its role as regulator “the most 
serious complaints”. However, this jurisdiction should not be exercised until after a 
complainant has exercised its rights within the new system of complaints tribunals. 

There is no reason why the BBC should not alert or provide early information to Ofcom as 
regulator about potential serious editorial complaints (HOR BBC 2.26-2.30) but Ofcom in 
considering them should generally first require the new complaints procedure to be 
exercised by a complainant. This again demonstrates the unsuitability for Ofcom as a 
regulator to have a role as part of the complaints procedure which should be left to the 
independent complaints’ tribunals. 
 
How effectively does the BBC Board and Ofcom report on their complaints processes and 
decisions? 

Please see above. 

Are there any other improvements you would like to see in the transparency of the BBC 
Board or Ofcom’s approach to complaints? Please provide your rationale. 

As things stand, News-watch believes that complaints reporting by Ofcom and the BBC  is 
dealt with to minimise the workload involved and to protect broadcasters rather than to be 
a conduit through which they engage with and openly marshal audience concerns.  

This is exemplified by a recent ruling by Ofcom that it will not consider complaints unless 
they refer to single programme items or those in a series; they now formally maintain that 
complaints based on longer sections of output – for example, coverage on a range of news 
programmes of a theme such as Brexit over a designated interval– is not allowed. News-
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watch is currently engaged in a High Court judicial challenge to this ruling. Our belief is that 
it is an outrageous attempt to stifle public debate on a matter of huge national importance.   

Longitudinal, systematic research is the only way of establishing of checking whether long-
term bias exists  and Ofcom is resisting that it can ever be mounted by outside bodies 
concerned about the quality of public service broadcasting.  

News-watch wrote to Ofcom in January 2022  about apparent discrepancies in published 
data about BBC complaints published by the BBC and Ofcom.   The differences were noticed 
through analysis of 100 fortnightly BBC complaints reports13 and the BBC Executive 
Complaints Unit’s six monthly archived reports14. The disparities in the various published 
totals were put to Ofcom.  

Four months later, in May 2022, Ofcom responded with a number of claims which they 
suggested accounted for the differences: 

• Ofcom only report complaints on content standards;  
• They don’t look at online content or ‘issues outside Ofcom’s remit’ including the BBC 

World Service and social media;   
• They make a distinction between ‘cases’ and complaints’.  

However, this did not fully clarify the problems highlighted by News-watch because the it 
was not explained how, precisely,  these differences, individually or in tandem, might 
influence the various complaints reports, or where such data might be publicly available to 
allow for exact checks to be made.  Thus the fundamental problem remains: there is no 
uniformity across the different strands of complaints reports reporting, and no clarity on 
which specific elements are excluded or included. Three separate sets of figures  are 
regularly published which do not correlate and do not provide adequate explanation or 
clarification as to why this might be. The outside world has thus no way of knowing what the 
real picture is.  

It would be relatively simple for Ofcom in conjunction with the BBC to provide detailed 
information or tables that could be cross-referenced and properly checked, with clear 
explanations of what consists of a ‘case’ or ‘complaint’ (showing figures for both) and 
exactly what aspects of the BBC’s output are being complained about, thus indicating the 
number falling outside Ofcom’s remit. As it stands, the system of reporting complaints is 
disordered and difficult to fathom, with no way of assessing the various variables that 
inform each of the reporting methodologies. 

It is of urgent importance that the BBC and Ofcom arrive at a standardised  complaints 
reporting structure which contains much more detailed information, including the volumes 
and topics of impartiality and accuracy concerns, and the detailed reason for rejection of 
complaints.  Assessment of impartiality is never a precise science but there should be much 
more candour and debate about how decisions are reached.   

 
13 https://www.bbc.co.uk/contact/complaint-service-reports 
14 https://www.bbc.co.uk/contact/archived-ecu 
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What more/different would you want to see from either the BBC Board or Ofcom in this 
area? 
 

Please see above. 
 
What are the strengths and weaknesses of the way that the BBC and Ofcom resolve 
Regulatory Complaints? These include complaints that the BBC has breached a 
competition requirement or another relevant requirement which is not covered by a more 
specific Ofcom enforcement procedure. 
 
News-watch has no opinion on this as we are not involved in dealing with complaints in this 
domain. 
 
 
 
F. Summary of News-watch’s views 
 
The BBC in the reports triggered by the Dyson Investigation and in the light of Tim Davie’s 
repeated assertion that impartiality is the Corporation’s number one priority has put steps 
in train which it claims will root out bias and ensure that the BBC restores and 
maintains  the highest possible standards of journalism and integrity. 
  
In the week that this submission  was being finalised, the Corporation appeared in the High 
Court to announce that it had paid £200,000  in damages to Alexandra Pettifer (formerly 
known as Tiggy Legge-Bourke and the former nanny to Princes William and Harry). In a 
leading article about the settlement, The Times, opined that the BBC’s conduct over the 
years in the Princess Diana interview affair had been ‘appalling’ and ‘scandalous’, and 
concluded15: 
  
“. . . Davie’s profuse apology is welcome, but it is not enough. The BBC has yet to come 
clean about who was to blame for the cover-up of Bashir’s duplicity. If it is to regain the 
moral authority that a public-service broadcaster should enjoy, it needs to do so now.” 
  
News-watch  agrees  that in the Princess Diana affair and its aftermath, the BBC has still not 
done enough to remedy its shortcomings in terms of journalistic conduct – and strongly 
believes that the same applies to its plans to ensure impartiality. It knows and has 
acknowledged it has a huge mountain to climb but is still blind to what is actually needed to 
improve output to the necessary standards. 
  
So what must now been done? This document outlines the core essentials. In summary they 
are:   
  

 
15 https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/the-times-view-on-tiggy-legge-bourke-and-panorama-bbc-betrayal-
3g09c8z8z 
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• The steps in the 10-point plan and the subsequent progress report are on the right 
lines but must be made clearer, tougher and more rigorous with regard to training 
and internal procedures.  

  
• The BBC has accepted the principle that there should be independent input into its 

internal processes. But to date they have conceded only four appointments in an 
organisation of 19,000 staff governed by a central requirement to be independent. 
That represents only a drop in the ocean. A significant number of independent 
individuals must be made to stop confirmation bias. Their contributions must be 
incorporated at every level of editorial decision-making and operations.    

  
• The concept of ‘due impartiality must be tightened so that it no longer provides what 

is, in effect, a self-serving framework which allows every BBC decision-maker from 
the Director-General downwards to interpret what is required to achieve balance on 
the Corporation’s own terms. Much of BBC current output is seriously biased but the 
BBC will not accept that it is because they deploy ‘due impartiality’ entirely in the 
Corporation’s favour. 

  
• The BBC First complaints process is not fit for purpose and must be substantially 

reformed and re-cast with genuine independence at its core. The changes required 
can be introduced relatively simply using, for example, the Independent Press 
Standards Organisation (“IPSO”) as a model.  
 

• A new complaints procedure should be subject to an effective timescale so that 
complaints are not dragged out as is the case with current practice.  

  
• The decision to make Ofcom the conduit for appeals about complaints rulings by the 

BBC has been a resounding failure. The fact that Ofcom has investigated only six of 
the 793 complaints referred to it in the past three years is clear testimony of this. 
Another illustration of failure is that six months after it launched an allegedly urgent 
investigation of the Hanukah Oxford Street bus incident – in which a group of Jewish 
youths were terrorised – Ofcom still has not issued a ruling. It seems more intent on 
burying BBC problems rather than robustly investigating them. 

  
• The reality is that the new BBC Charter in 2017 did not establish a proper appeals 

process. It must now be replaced with a genuinely independent complaints structure 
with a new right of appeal to a fully independent tribunal which amounts to a 
completely new stage 3 extension of the initial internal BBC process. The IPSO 
Complaints Committee provides a model. 
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 Rt Hon Nadine Dorries MP 
Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, 

Media and Sport 
4th Floor 

100 Parliament Street 
London SW1A 2BQ 

 
E: enquiries@dcms.gov.uk  

 
www.gov.uk/dcms 

 
 
 
 
 
Ian Paisley MP 
House of Commons 
London, SW1A 0AA 
 

 

 
18 July 2022 

 
 

 Your Ref:  
IPJ/43153/2022  

Our Ref:        
MC2022/06820/AL 

 
Dear Ian,  
 
Thank you for your correspondence of 4 April on behalf of your constituent, Mr David Keighley of News-
watch, about Ofcom’s handling of his complaint regarding the BBC’s reporting. I apologise for the delay 
in responding to you.     
 
The government established Ofcom as the BBC regulator to ensure the BBC is robustly held to account 
as the nation's broadcaster, and as such, the government cannot interfere in Ofcom's decision-making 
process. Our priority is to work with Ofcom to deliver an effective and proportionate regulatory 
framework that effectively holds the BBC to account while maintaining its creative freedom and 
operational independence.  
 
The government is clear that the BBC has to provide high quality, distinctive content and services. 
However, it is ultimately a matter for Ofcom as the independent regulator on how to enforce these 
obligations through regulation. I should add that Ofcom considers a range of contextual factors when 
considering complaints, including for example, the aim of the programme and the target audience.  
 
Further information on Ofcom procedures can be found here: https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-
demand/information-for-industry/guidance/procedures.  
 
However, you may also be aware that we recently published the terms of reference for the BBC Mid-
Term Review, which can be found here: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/bbc-charter-and-
framework-agreement/bbc-mid-term-review-terms-of-reference.  
 
This includes an assessment of whether the governance and regulation of complaints made about the 
BBC is working effectively. My officials have already contacted Mr Keighley to invite him to submit a 
formal submission to the review on the issue of complaints. 
 
Thank you again for writing to me on this important issue.  

 
Yours sincerely, 

 
Rt Hon Nadine Dorries MP 

Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 
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Tim Davie said BBC staff must meet "the highest standards"

The BBC has announced changes to raise standards across the organisation
and challenge claims of bias.

It has published a 10-point plan focused on impartiality, whistleblowing and
editorial standards.

The plan includes regular reviews of content, increased transparency and a
new editorial whistleblowing policy.

The BBC faced criticism earlier this year over the "deceitful" way Martin
Bashir's 1995 interview with Princess Diana was obtained.

"The BBC's editorial values of impartiality, accuracy and trust are the
foundation of our relationship with audiences in the UK and around the
world," said director general Tim Davie.

"Our audiences deserve and expect programmes and content which earn their
trust every day and we must meet the highest standards and hold ourselves
accountable in everything we do.

"The changes we have announced not only ensure we learn the lessons from
the past but also protect these essential values for the future."

PA MEDIA

BBC/REUTERS
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The Dyson Report criticised how Bashir (right) obtained his interview with Princess Diana

The impartiality plan has been informed by a review into its editorial
processes, governance and culture that was commissioned by the BBC Board
in May.

It follows the publication in May of the Dyson Report, Lord Dyson's
independent investigation into the circumstances around the 1995 Panorama
interview with Diana, Princess of Wales.

The "key actions" from the BBC's impartiality plan include:

"Thematic reviews" covering output in key areas of public debate to ensure
a breadth of voices and viewpoints are reflected, with the first to cover UK
public spending and taxation

Increased responsibility for the BBC's Editorial Policy team, with reviews to
content by internal management to assess how much it meets the
corporation's editorial standards

A simple set of procedures for dealing with internal investigations

"Clarifications" to how the BBC handles accelerated editorial complaints
about broadcast or published content

Monitoring of such "impartiality metrics" as editorial complaints, staff
training, audience perception and demographic data

Making the BBC's editorial guidelines "more prominent and easy to use" for
all BBC staff

Putting two experts with non-BBC experience on its Editorial Guidelines
and Standards Committee

Extending the BBC's impartiality training to freelances and new joiners at
all levels

Adopting new measures to improve transparency both internally and
externally

Adopting a new editorial policy on whistleblowing policy

Tasking managers with ensuring that audiences from all parts of the UK are
represented both on and off screen

Sir Nicholas Serota's review, published on Friday, found that "much has
changed" over the past 25 years but said there was "still potential for
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significant improvement".

The former Tate director said there was an opportunity for BBC leaders "to go
further and ensure that accuracy, impartiality, fairness and integrity are
embedded more deeply across the organisation."

In what will be seen as a reference to Martin Bashir, the report says that the
risk of "a rogue journalist circumventing editorial controls" can never be
eliminated entirely.

Yet it says that the guidelines, culture, safeguards and governance put in place
since his Panorama interview mean "the risk of circumvention occurring and
going unchecked has been reduced significantly".

"Nevertheless, successful organisations learn from their mistakes."

Bashir has now le` the BBC for the second time following his rehiring in 2016
as its religion editor.

"We need a BBC that is beyond reproach when it comes to impartiality,
standards, processes and transparency," said BBC chairman Richard Sharp.

"The Serota Review makes clear recommendations to the Board across all
these areas, which will be acted upon."

GETTY IMAGES
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Comedy 'should not be fenced'
Prior to the Serota Review's publication, Tim Davie took to the pages of the
Telegraph to warn against any watering-down of the BBC's comedy content.

"We need to ensure that genres such as comedy are not neutered by a desire
to play things safe," the director general wrote.

"We all know there are limits, and that a routine fuelled by gratuitous
unpleasantness is unfunny," he continued.

"But we should not be fenced into limited creative spaces where no one can
take any offence."

Jo Brand appears regularly on the BBC's TV and radio panel shows

Panel shows like BBC One's Have I Got News For You have faced criticism in
recent years for jokes that have been deemed by some to be beyond the pale.

In 2019 the BBC ruled that comedian Jo Brand "went beyond what was
appropriate" by making a controversial joke about throwing battery acid on a
Radio 4 comedy show.

The corporation said comedy "will always push boundaries" but said it
regretted any offence the edition of satirical show Heresy had caused.

GETTY IMAGES
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Earlier this year it said comedy was "one of the most subjective areas of
programming" while defending a quip Katherine Ryan made on All That
Glitters: Britain's Next Jewellery Star.

Follow us on Facebook, or on Twitter @BBCNewsEnts. If you have a story
suggestion email entertainment.news@bbc.co.uk.

More on this story

Police take no action over Diana interview

15 September 2021

No evidence Bashir rehired as cover-up -
report

14 June 2021

BBC to review editorial policies and
Bashir hiring

24 May 2021

BBC criticised over 'deceitful' Diana
interview

20 May 2021

BBC issues staff with new social media
guidance

29 October 2020
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Appendix 3

Extract from News-watch winter survey 2013 p15:
https://news-watch.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/News-watch-Winter-2013-
Survey.pdf

Whose voices do we hear? Who is allowed to speak and for how long? The granting of 
access to the news is widely recognised in the secondary literature as an indicator of 
both the perceived news value and credibility of sources.1  

The BBC clearly disagrees.  They are at pains to stress that ‘due impartiality’ has nothing to do 
with the fair allocation of time to opposing sides within the EU debate.   Jamie Angus, editor 
of Today, writing to Conservative MP Philip Hollobone, Labour MP Kate Hoey, and Lord 
Pearson of Rannoch in January 2014 said:

Our obligation is to ‘due impartiality’ which means we weigh our coverage according to 
a variety of factors.  With the exception of election pending periods we do not do so 
through calculating the proportion of time, or even the number of words, devoted to 
one particular point of view.

However, on the occasions on which the BBC and BBC Trust have commissioned reviews into 
the Corporation’s output, academics regularly use exactly these metrics to investigate and 
analyse coverage patterns.  Examples include the Communications Research Centre at 
Loughborough University, who assessed the BBC’s Middle East coverage in April 2006 and 
focused on ‘talk time’ and ‘actors’ within news reports, and the Cardiff School of Journalism, 
Media and Cultural Studies, who offered speaker proportions and word count analyses in 
both their Four Nations Impartiality Review (2008) and in their BBC Breadth of Opinion 
Review, published in July 2013. 

The comments from the Today editor are also telling in that they note that arrangements are 
different during ‘election pending periods’ – this obviously begs the question as to why, in 
terms of Newswatch’s data, there are such huge discrepancies between election and non-
election periods, particularly in terms of eurosceptic and withdrawalist speakers.  If the 
‘variety of factors’ used by programme editors to weigh its coverage in non-election periods 
are reliable, why then, when impartiality measures are put in place, do these speaker 
proportions alter so drastically?[4] 

Extract from a letter by Philip Hollobone to BBC Editorial Complaints Unit in 2013 asking for 
clarification about how a BBC ruling that  18-1 margin of pro-EU speakers to one Eurosceptic 
(following the David Cameron Bloomberg speech in 2013)  could possibly constitute ‘due 
impartiality’ in the coverage of an issue of national importance (p4):

We are fully aware that the EU debate is intricate with lots of different complex opinions. 
Emphatically, it is not binary. However, the central issue is that the January 23 programme 

1 Downey, J. et al, 2006. The BBC’s reporting of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, for the BBC Board of Governors, March. 
Loughborough : Communications Research Centre, Loughborough University
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explored only the nuances of one side of the debate – that which ultimately wishes to see 
Britain remain a part of the EU. 

The Adviser quotes the BBC guideline 4.4.2 that: ‘Impartiality does not necessarily require the 
range of perspectives or opinions to be covered in equal proportions either across our output 
as a whole, or within a single programme.’ It seems to us that this illustrates graphically that 
the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines can be used to justify virtually any permutation of guests, so 
long as ‘a wide range of significant views and perspectives are given due weight and 
prominence’. In this particular case, the guidelines have been used to rationalise – on a day 
when the in/out referendum was announced – 18 speakers in favour of Britain remaining 
within the EU, against just one speaker who wished to see Britain leave. Can you tell us how, 
under the current system, an argument could ever be won concerning the under-
representation of a particular viewpoint on a major matter? (News-watch italics)

Response by News-watch to the European Scrutiny Committee following evidence given to 
it by Lord Hall, James Harding and David Jordan. November 2015

Introduction
On 20 October 2015, the European Scrutiny Committee took oral evidence from three 
senior BBC representatives: Lord Hall of Birkenhead, Director General and Editor in Chief; 
James Harding, Director of News and Current Affairs; and David Jordan, Director of Editorial 
Policy and Standards. During their submissions, Messrs Harding and Jordan made a number 
of comments about the Corporation’s approach to monitoring as a measure of impartiality. 
In this connection, News-watch was mentioned directly and two questions referred to its 
work. This document is News-watch’s response to the answers given.

News-watch and Monitoring
The session minutes show fundamental misunderstandings and apparent ignorance about the 
nature of News-watch’s research and, in parallel, an underplaying of the   value of monitoring 
as an established academic process through which insight can be gained into issues of balance 
and impartiality. Mr Harding, in a response to a question by the Chair concerning News-
watch’s logging system, said: 

It is very easy to get fixated on a particular programme or a particular piece of output. I 
think everyone here will recognise that balance and impartiality is not just a matter of 
numbers or minuteage. We need to keep track of those things, and we try to keep 
oversight of them, but it is actually about trying to make sure that, overall, we monitor 
not just the volume of what we do, but the nature of what we do. 

This was a misrepresentation of the News-watch methodology. The surveys are based partly 
on quantitative statistical analyses, but not in isolation. Also included is very detailed 
qualitative textual analysis. This combination is the basis of established academic theory on 
media analysis2. The News-watch surveys investigate a multitude of interlocking aspects to 
get to the heart of the complexities of impartiality: theme, approach and structure; the 

2 For example, as outlined in  Deacon et al, Researching Communications, London, Arnold, 1999.
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prominence of EU themes within programmes and across ranges of programmes; relative 
airtime proportions compared to other dominant news stories; bias by omission; balance in 
the volumes of speaker appearances; interview tone and numbers of interruptions; the parity 
of treatment of interviewees; comparisons between the BBC, other broadcasters and the 
print media; and longitudinal analyses of how EU coverage and interviewee appearances have 
changed over time. The extensive and detailed News-watch database facilitates investigation 
of specific claims made by the BBC concerning supposed ‘improvements’ in their EU coverage, 
and to highlight particular programmes and reports in which it appears impartiality has been 
compromised. 

In response, the BBC has never provided any concrete or measurable evidence to contradict 
the News-watch findings. Neither Mr Harding nor Mr Jordan did so in their responses to the 
ESC questions.  

To reduce these complex components solely to ‘numbers and minuteage’ suggests an 
ignorance of the nature of the research produced by News-watch over the last sixteen years. 

The Post-Wilson Promises
In his 2005 report for the BBC Governors, Lord Wilson of Dinton noted as one of the main 
findings:

There is no evidence of any systematic monitoring to ensure that all shades of significant 
opinion are fairly represented and there is a resistance to accepting external evidence. 
Leaving decisions to individual programme editors means that if there is bias in the 
coverage overall, no-one in the BBC would know about it.

In their formal response, the BBC Management promised to ‘implement a more robust system 
of monitoring’ and to adopt regular qualitative and quantitative assessments of output. 
Similar guarantees were given in the wake of other Impartiality Reviews in 2006, 2007 and 
2008. 
David Jordan – responding to a question from the Chair on whether the BBC would provide a 
monitoring service during the forthcoming EU referendum – confirmed that the Wilson 
promise had been jettisoned. He asserted:  

We gave up the monitoring that the Chairman is talking about at the time because we 
found it to be actually very unhelpful — not helpful at all — in defining whether we 
were impartial. In the context of other appearances and elections, we have discovered 
the same thing. For example, if you are covering an election, how do you define 
somebody who is of a particular party, but is actually opposing something that party is 
doing at the time that they are appearing on the radio? Are they in, as it were, that 
party’s column, or are they in another column that tells you what they were doing? It 
becomes very, very confusing, and it does not necessarily sum up the nuances and 
differences that exist in election campaigns, in our experience. That was the reason why 
we gave it up. It was also very expensive and time consuming . . . 

These claims are not justified. The News-watch surveys, and academic media analysis in 
general, demonstrate that with a well-devised coding frame, it is very simple to account for 
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the ‘nuances’ like the one he provides as an example3. His response shows a surprisingly poor 
understanding of monitoring processes. Attaining impartiality is by definition complex. The 
insights provided by properly conducted monitoring make it less so.  

Mr Jordan’s second point, that monitoring is ‘expensive and time-consuming’ does not hold 
water. The matter of impartiality is central to the BBC’s Charter and Public Purposes 
obligations. The Corporation has an annual licence-fee income of £3.7 billion. Extensive 
monitoring of the type conducted by News-watch could be mounted for less than £1m a year. 

The Value of Monitoring and the BBC Impartiality Reviews 
In the extract previously quoted, David Jordan contended that the BBC had found monitoring 
‘actually very unhelpful — not helpful at all — in defining whether we were impartial.’ 

This appears to be at odds with the perception of the BBC Trust, and the BBC Governors 
before them. All Impartiality Reviews over the past decade (the most recent in 2014) have 
included monitoring research commissioned from university departments4. The same applies 
also to a new review currently underway, into the use of statistics in news coverage. Such 
work has clearly been regarded as a bedrock principle of the measurement of impartiality. If 
monitoring is unhelpful, why has it been an integral part of surveys undertaken by the body 
charged with the ultimate guardianship of the BBC’s standards?

Another contradiction is that in their formal responses to previous Impartiality Reviews, the 
BBC Trust has used the research findings to make strong claims about their impartiality. Again, 
if monitoring is ‘unhelpful’, how can it verify that their output meets Charter requirements?     

In point of fact, investigation of the Impartiality Reviews throws up a different and more 
serious problem about the overall BBC approach to content review. The findings of the 
specially commissioned academic research surveys have been misrepresented and misused 
on occasions variously by the panel chairmen, the BBC Trust and the News Department. After 
the Four Nations Review, for example, the Trustees declared that the monitoring by Cardiff 
University had found no evidence of political bias,  but a section of the published survey data 
indicated the very opposite 5. 

News-watch is in the process of investigating this whole area more thoroughly. A sample of 
some of the initial findings is included in the Appendices, and indicates that the Impartiality 
Reviews as a whole deploy flawed methodology. This is because they mix the findings of the 
academic surveys with opinion and measurement from other subjective sources (for example 
BBC staff) to arrive at overall conclusions on impartiality. 

Despite this, the fact remains that monitoring is the only technique of examining in a 
measured, scientific way, whether coverage is balanced and impartial. Without a rigorous 
monitoring framework, any assessment of news content is impressionistic, that is, based on 

3 As is evidenced in, for example, the recent (2013) monitoring work into BBC rural affairs coverage commissioned from Loughborough 
Univerity by the BBC Trustees.  
4 The full list is on the BBC Trustees’ website under the heading of ‘Impartiality’ at: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/our_work/editorial_standards/impartiality.html 
5 The review of the Four UK Nations, 2008. And BBC coverage of Rural Areas in the UK (p.1). These problems are detailed in Appendix II.
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the personal experience of those giving evidence to the inquiry panels, or solely upon the 
editorial judgement of the BBC staff themselves. One of the core reasons why academic field 
survey methodology has been developed is to avoid such institutional/observer bias. 

Editorial Independence 
In his evidence to the Committee, James Harding also set out his firm opposition to any future 
formal system of monitoring. He echoed David Jordan’s claim by saying that it would be 
‘actively unhelpful’, and also introduced another anti-monitoring factor: that it would 
threaten ‘editorial independence’. In that connection, he again claimed that monitoring was 
unreliable because it was based (by implication, solely) on quantitative assessment. He 
declared: 

I do think that it is really important — I am sorry if I sound as though I am bashing on 
about this — that editorial independence means that you have to be able to make a 
judgment. You have to be able to follow where the argument is going and where the 
news is going. I do not think that requiring our coverage to deliver on certain percentage 
points or certain numbers of minuteage is actually healthy or that it makes possible the 
most informative news coverage that we can do. 

But the crucial point here is that monitoring and logging ought not to be a process that 
restricts or shapes news on a day-to-day basis, or an intervention that limits the choice of 
guests being interviewed or topics being reported. Operated correctly, media monitoring is 
simply a system of checks and balances – multi-layered assessment (rather than a rulebook) 
that can provide insight into whether the thousands of various tiny editorial judgements made 
on a day-to-day basis by news staff and can combine in some way to skew the treatment of 
an issue. There is no reason why it should interfere operationally with the BBC’s production 
processes any more than the internal structures already in place. Those on a moving train 
have a restricted view, and this often leads – as Wilson flagged – to an institutional mindset. 
Properly-conducted monitoring solves the problem. Far from threatening ‘editorial freedom’, 
it would produce verifiable evidence that issues have been addressed fairly, given due weight 
and prominence, and that all perspectives on a particular issue have been treated equitably. 

The major difference would be that the processes outlined by Mr Jordan and Mr Harding are 
internal, opaque and unrecorded; those involved in monitoring are transparent and verifiable 
from the outside. David Jordan explained that the process of stewarding impartiality had 
essentially been taken ‘in-house’ by the BBC:

We thought that by allowing editors essentially to be responsible for impartiality in their 
output and having an overall view — which we have through a series of meetings and 
discussions that take place in the BBC — we would be better able to make sure that we 
achieved impartiality, rather than through simple numbers.

Yet in the research produced by News-watch and the university departments commissioned 
by the Trustees, these ‘simple numbers’ have often provided a crucial insight into problems 
in the BBC’s coverage, which would never have been exposed without the operation of a 
detailed monitoring framework. For example, the  ‘meetings and discussions’ mentioned by 
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Mr  Jordan could not possibly have revealed that of the 5050 speakers who contributed to 
Radio 4’s Today programme on EU matters in News-watch surveys between 2002 and 2015, 
only six offered a left-wing argument for withdrawal, or that in the period of the 2015 general 
election, of the 25 speakers who spoke about the in/out referendum in Today’s dedicated 
business coverage over a one-month interval, not a single guest offered an argument in 
support of the ‘out’ perspective.

In fact, the BBC’s reliance on ‘editorial judgement’ has led directly to the inequalities 
contained within these examples. Without regular monitoring or a comprehensive system of 
checking programme content involving both ‘metrics’ and qualitative assessment, similar 
examples will inevitably recur. 

Conclusion
The answers given to the Committee by Messrs Jordan and Harding revealed that the internal 
impartiality review process is now operated by BBC News on broadly the same principles that 
Lord Wilson of Dinton’s report specifically warned against. It is astonishing that internal 
monitoring has been dropped without any public consultation or announcement, while at the 
same time the Trustees continue to view the same monitoring methodologies as central to 
their content reviews.

News-watch letter of appeal to Ofcom following the rejection of a complaint about the BBC 
Radio 4 series Brexit: A Love Story? (broadcast in 2018). The appeal was turned down by 
Ofcom without further investigation by Ofcom on the principal ground that it met ‘due’ 
impartiality requirements.  The BBC ECU rejection of the complaint illustrates in detail how 
it deploys ‘due’ impartiality in its favour.   

The full details of the alleged breach of broadcasting impartiality are presented in the News-
watch report about the series, which was submitted to the BBC in an initial complaint letter.

The BBC, in its four responses about the series via the BBC Chairman’s office and the 
Executive Complaints Unit, has not addressed properly the issues raised by the report. 

In summary, Brexit: A Love Story? did not conform to the requirements of impartiality or 
‘due impartiality’ laid down in the BBC Charter, the BBC Public Purposes, the BBC Editorial 
Guidelines or the Ofcom Broadcasting Code. 

The series was broadcast in World at One, a flagship Radio 4 news programme, between 
March and September 2018, at a time of major national debate about the EU-UK 
relationship. The series was launched as part of a special day of programming, entitled, 
‘Britain at the Crossroads’ with the aim (stated in a Corporation press release) to, ‘go 
beyond the detail of the negotiations, and the drama of Westminster politics, to explore 
Britain’s future role and place in the world – and that of our European neighbours. . . a year 
before Britain is due to leave the European Union we want to consider what this moment 
might mean in the broadest terms.’ 
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In such a framework, it was a requirement on the makers, and would have been expected 
by listeners, that the Eurosceptic perspective would be adequately represented by a range 
and depth of opinion and fairly set out. It was not. The series was deliberately set up and 
edited – especially in the selection of contributors who were specially interviewed –  to give 
more prominence to pro-EU strands of opinion. 

It is not contended that the requirement was to carry a binary (‘pro’/’anti’) fixed quota of 
opinion. The analysis is multi-layered and based on both quantitative and qualitative criteria 
which are explained and outlined in detail (p.62 of the report) and are essential components 
in academic practice throughout the world in the study and assessment of the media. 

The complaint is that in a hard news setting, there should have been, over the series as a 
whole, a balanced inclusion – judged on a wide variety of criteria – of the main polarities 
and spectrum of opinion in the EU/EEC-related debate. 

Listeners were told in BBC publicity material, and then reinforced in on-air introductions 
within World at One, that the series was about the ‘twists and turns’ in the 45-year EU-UK 
relationship. What was delivered was a selective body of edited material (none of which was 
transmitted live and was therefore very carefully selected) which was weighted 
disproportionately towards a pro-EU perspective. 

This occurred, it can be deduced, largely because the majority of specially-recorded, 
contemporary contributions (as opposed to archive recordings) came from figures who were 
sympathetic to the EU, and also because, as the News-watch report outlines in detail, the 
editorial commentary was unduly negative towards the Eurosceptic position. It is important 
to appreciate that all the contributors – and the broadcast form of what they said – was 
determined by the programme production team.  Lord Armstrong was ‘there’ in the 
programme sense, but so were dozens of other senior figures who were not selected to take 
part who might have expressed different views.  They assembled a ‘cast’ and script which 
was highly slanted towards pro-EU perspectives.  

The transcripts and News-watch analysis also demonstrate that throughout the series, and 
especially, for example, in the episodes about the role of the press in fomenting Eurosceptic 
opinion, and the handling of Mad Cow Disease, the perspectives of those who were against 
the EU/EEC were negatively misrepresented.  

BBC RESPONSE

Richard Hutt, the ECU complaints director, argued in his two letters about the complaint 
that the series met requirements of due impartiality because it was clearly stated within 
each episode of the programme that it was a ‘discrete programme strand’ which was not an 
overview of the UK-EU relationship, but a deliberately selective series of snapshots and 
sideways views with those ‘who were there’.  

He claimed, echoing the note from the programme production team sent to Lord Pearson by 
the BBC Chairman,  that although pro-EU opinion was prominent, the reason was that ‘those 
who were there’ were predominantly government and civil service figures, and that, 
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therefore, such contributors were more likely to be pro-EU. However, he argued that this 
was not necessarily a key factor because much of the content of contributions of all kinds 
was ‘nuanced’ and could not be categorised in ‘pro’/’anti’ terms.   

He further argued that Eurosceptic opinion was nevertheless adequately represented 
throughout the series, and that the quality of the selected clips from Eurosceptic 
contributors was of sufficiently high and of a properly representative quality and breadth to 
meet ‘due impartiality’ requirements. He instanced a handful of such contributions which, 
he claimed, substantiated this viewpoint and, crucially in his view, were ‘fairly set out’.   

A major part of Mr Hutt’s attempted rebuttal of the News-watch report was that it did not 
provide evidence of a lack of ‘due impartiality’ because its analysis of the series was through 
‘counting’ or ‘quantification’. He maintained this was not in this instance a valid way of 
assessing impartiality, especially in the context of this series, because ‘impartiality is 
resistant to simple quantification’. Mr Hutt also discounted the importance or relevance of 
academic analysis by the media departments at Loughborough and Cardiff Universities, 
including that the ‘talk time’ awarded to particular speakers is a long-established indicator 
of media bias. News-watch pointed out to Mr Hutt that Cardiff have written:  

“Without some form of measurement, the absence or presence of impartiality 
becomes entirely subjective – simply a question of news judgement about a particular 
event or topic without any systematic means of verification.”

Mr Hutt, however, simply stated that the academics were ‘entitled to their view of how 
impartiality may or that it may be objectively measured,’ but failed to engage with the 
substance of the argument itself.  

Mr Hutt added that, as already noted, the views expressed by contributors were ‘nuanced’ 
and not binary or even capable of objective classification. He claimed that much of what 
they said was background or detail related to events.  

He contended that ‘counting’ was further not appropriate because short contributions could 
be more effective than longer ones. He selected a number of examples from figures such as 
Tony Benn and Enoch Powell in the early episodes which he believed illustrated this point. 

Mr Hutt is simply wrong to dismiss so sweepingly ‘quantification’ and the metrics deployed 
by News-watch.  The News-watch methodology is based on a framework outlined by 
Loughborough University’s Department of Social Sciences, first published in 1999, and 
similar approaches have been used regularly by academics to investigate coverage of 
particular news themes and significant political events in the period since. The News-watch 
methodology (p.62 of the report) explains why ‘counting’ is, in fact, an essential component 
in the consideration of impartiality – and, indeed, in almost all academic assessment of 
social sciences themes –   but also how it is part of robust and transparent analytical 
techniques which together form the only way of building an overall picture of the material 
under examination. facilitate 
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Turning to the detail of the News-watch report, quantification was an essential component 
in demonstrating that there was an imbalance in comment between those who supported 
the EU and Eurosceptic opinion. Remarks which were not ‘pro-EU’ or ‘Eurosceptic’ were 
classed as ‘neutral’.  Thus News-watch did not work to a simple binary system of 
classification as Mr Hutt implies. The classifications and deductions flowing from them were 
based on what was actually said, the total number of words was simply one aspect. For 
example, remarks from Margaret Thatcher were placed in different categories as the series 
progressed, and Charles Powell – who appeared three times – was twice categorised as 
‘neutral’ and once as ‘pro-EU’, reflecting the content of each contribution.  Not everything 
said by contributors classed as either ‘pro-EU’ or ‘anti-EU’ was from a partisan political 
perspective, but, they did individually say enough in favour of one argument or the other to 
be coded as such. The comments, and the strength and weighting in favour of pro-EU 
opinion, are detailed in full in Parts 2-4 of the report. 

The clear evidence presented by News-watch is that in key respects there was a strong pro-
EU component which was dominant across the series as a whole. 

Mr Hutt’s approach boils down to that if not every word is biased, a contribution cannot be 
categorised. If Mr Hutt’s argument is accepted it means that almost all attempts to detect 
bias are doomed to failure, and gives broadcasters – and regulators –  almost complete 
discretion in deciding what is acceptable.  

Mr Hutt claims that, by contrast, his analysis does demonstrate that ‘due impartiality’ was 
achieved. But his arguments are actually based on narrow, selective assumptions and 
atypical examples. He claims, for example, that Mr Mardell’s commentary was balanced and 
challenged Lord Armstrong and Edward’s Heath’s approach to the question of sovereignty. 
But his replies do not deal with the vast majority of the observations about Mr Mardell 
made in Part 4 of the News-watch report showing the extent of his selectivity. 

Another central point made by Mr Hutt that the series was ‘a discrete programme’ strand, 
wholly separate from World at One, and that its context would have been ‘clear to 
listeners’. There is clear evidence to the contrary. Brexit: A Love Story? was integral to each 
edition of World at One in which it featured. It accounted for approximately half the 
programme’s available airtime on each day it aired and was trailed in all but one of World at 
One’s introductory sequences; presenter Martha Kearney indicated ownership, ‘We’ll be 
launching a new 12-part series’; on a number occasions, presenters and correspondents on 
the main programme cross-referenced material in Brexit: A Love Story? and used it as a 
springboard to discuss contemporary news events; presenters spoke over Mark Mardell’s 
introductory music, blurring any divide between the two supposedly ‘distinct’ programmes; 
on 22 June 2018, both Brexit: A Love Story and World at One were presented by Mark 
Mardell; audiences were invited to comment on Brexit: A Love Story via World at One’s 
email address or Twitter hashtag; and the series still features as the most prominent link on 
the World at One website. Conversely, nothing was said on air to inform audiences that 
Brexit: A Love Story? was somehow operating in isolation to World at One. 
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It is questionable whether, taking these factors into account, listeners would have 
recognised that Brexit: A Love Story? was operating under less stringent requirements on 
‘due impartiality’ and ‘due weight’.  

In his defence of the BBC’s position, Mr Hutt referenced Brexit: A Love Story’s own, self-
defined remit, and said that its aim was to feature contributions from ‘those who were 
there’, but there was no further explanation for listeners about the implications this might 
have for balance. If the producers had identified in advance of transmission that their 
approach had led to a programme in which the overall tenor of specially-recorded 
contributions was pro-EU, the programme presenters did not tell the audience. They simply 
claimed that it was about the 45-year history of the UK-EU relationship.  

News-watch would contest that, at a time of political controversy and debate on the future 
and shape of Brexit, audiences would have reasonably expected, in accordance with 
Ofcom’s impartiality rules that ‘an appropriately wide range of significant views’ were being 
included and apportioned ‘due weight’.  While we appreciate that the BBC is routinely 
resistant to any sort of quantitative analysis of its content, it is difficult to see how ‘due 
weight’ might otherwise be measured.   

Overall, Mr Hutt does not explain satisfactorily how the BBC did calibrate ‘due impartiality’ 
in relation to the series. A fundamental reason for this is that his analysis is conducted on a 
limited basis, and through misrepresentation of the News-watch analysis, rather than 
thorough consideration of the series and the News-watch report as a whole.  
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Appendix 4

Researching Communications by D. Deacon first published in 1999 and now in its third 
edition

“The great advantage of content analysis is that it is methodical.  It stipulates that all 
material within a chosen sample must be submitted to the same set of categories, which 
have been explicitly identified.  To this extent it ensures a reasonable degree of reliability in 
the establishment of a pattern of media representation.  It also provides a guard against 
temptations inherent in less rigorous approaches of selecting items that seem to fit the case 
you may want to prove. . . . If you are dealing with media content across a longitudinal time-
frame, you need a systematic procedure for establishing both what is relatively constant 
and what might change across the frame. Otherwise, what basis will you have for using 
words like ‘often’, ‘many’, ‘recurrent’, or ‘seldom’, ‘few’ and ‘isolated, when you are 
discussing your sample content? What sampling procedure could you refer to that would 
give your use of these evaluative words any real credibility? How, for example, could you 
establish that there has been a definite trend in representing certain social groups in certain 
ways, or maintaining a silence about them? Content analysis may not be very exciting – 
methodical, time consuming procedures rarely are – but it does ensure a degree of rigour, 
precision and trustworthiness with respect to the resulting data. These are qualities that 
would be lacking if you simply pasted together certain selective quotations and sensational 
images in order to prove the point from which, tendentiously you began.”
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28/07/2022, 13:01 Ofcom Ruling: BBC1 Question Time’s alleged pro-Remain bias – News-Watch

https://news-watch.co.uk/ofcom-ruling-bbc1-question-times-alleged-pro-remain-bias/ 2/5

So how is this panning out? Well, it has taken nine months for what seems to be the first BBC-based

complaint to find its way through to the Ofcom Content Board.

The complaint was submitted by Gavin Hunt, an avid viewer of BBC1’s Question Time, who tracked the 25

editions of the programme in the series running from January 2017, and found that 22 had panels which

contained a majority of EU Remainers. This, he claimed, showed significant bias against the Leave case.

The Ofcom response is contained in a five-page letter which can be read here.

They based their findings on only two of the editions of the programme. This was because the Content

Board thought it would not be ‘proportionate’ to examine all 25. Instead they picked the two programmes

which had five Remainers and no supporters of Leave.

One of these, the Board decided, was irrelevant to the complaint because it was broadcast from Salford

soon after the Manchester Arena bombing, and there was no EU-related content.

Thus their inquiry was into the edition – from Oxford – broadcast on April 27, the panel on which was

Damian Green (then Work and Pensions Secretary), Clive Lewis, the shadow Defence Secretary, Jo

Swinson, the former Liberal Democrat MP, Stephen Gethins of the SNP, and Camilla Cavendish, a non-

affiliated peer who was an adviser of David Cameron.

Two questions posed during the edition were deemed by Ofcom to be relevant to the complaint:

Has the General Election been called for the benefit of the Conservative Party and not the country?

Is tactical voting undemocratic or a way to prevent Hard Brexit?   

The conclusion? A key passage of the Ofcom letter relating to panel composition said:

…we considered that there were also views expressed which could be described as
supporting Brexit in some form, or otherwise challenging the Remain position. For
example, Damian Green disagreed with various statements that were supportive of a
Remain position. He said most people had not changed their mind since voting in the
2016 EU Referendum (“the referendum”), and although he was part of the referendum
campaign for Remain, he respected democracy and the referendum outcome. He also:
rebuked Tim Farron for saying the Liberal Democrats would frustrate the Parliamentary
process for introducing Brexit; stated a strong and stable government would get a good
Brexit deal; the referendum outcome ruled out membership of the Single Market and
being subject to the European Court of Justice; and argued that Brexit had to mean more
control over immigration and our budget. We considered that these were views that could
be reasonably described as supporting what may be termed a form of “Hard Brexit”.

The second key element of the Ofcom finding related to David Dimbleby’s handling of balance issues, The

Content Board letter said:
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There are a range of editorial techniques that broadcasters can use to preserve due
impartiality. In the case of Question Time, the role of the presenter, David Dimbleby, is
crucial. In our view, and as evidenced in the Oxford and Salford programmes, Mr
Dimbleby consistently provides critical challenge to panellists’ stated positions,
summarises with due objectivity and, where necessary, offers alternative viewpoints.
Panellists themselves also challenge viewpoints put forward by their fellow panellists.
Alternative viewpoints are also expressed by audience members, who are given the
opportunity to challenge statements made by panellists.

In essence, therefore, they turned the complaint down, basically on the ground that first, Damian Green

expressed the Hard Brexit perspective, and also because, in Ofcom’s judgment, host David Dimbleby

ensured that debate was marshalled fairly and impartially.

Was this ruling robust, independent and fair?  Eyebrows might be raised by that Ofcom only looked in

detail at one of 25 programmes, and considered that Damian Green’s remarks added up to an expression

of support for a ‘Hard Brexit’ perspective, especially as Mr Green is on record as not supporting it.  Some

would also wonder how on the basis of only two programmes out of 25 – one of which contained nothing

of EU coverage, the subject of the complaint – the Content Board were sure that David Dimbleby’s

handling of his ringmaster’s role was always as balanced as they decided.
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In March 2016, when the Clementi proposals were first published by then culture secretary John

Whittingdale, I wrote on TCW:

‘Disaster! The malaise of the BBC is principally that it is run by broadcasting establishment figures with no

desire to think radically or independently – and Ofcom is no different. It is a quango, peopled by liberal

left quangocrats cast from exactly the same mould as the BBC Trustees . . .

‘Even worse is Sir David’s suggestion that Ofcom becomes the final court of appeal. . . nearly every. . .

member of the [content] board has cosy links to the BBC and has spent considerable parts of his or her

career in the BBC orbit. Thus, the handling by Ofcom of BBC complaints will not make one iota of

difference to the current regime.’

Sadly, the predictions have proved to be spot-on. Recent examples of folk appointed to the Ofcom

advisory committee for England are:

· Paula Carter, whose career has been principally at Channel 4 and the BBC;

· Aaqil Ahmed, the former head of religion ethics at both the BBC and Channel 4, and famed, for example,

for mounting a BBC Songs of Praise from the Calais migrants’ camp and claiming that inmates could be

likened to Joseph, Mary and Jesus nhttp://isthebbcbiased.blogspot.com/2015/08/songs-of-

displeasure.html;

· Matthew Littleford, who is a trustee for the theatre companies Frantic Assembly and Paines Plough. He

was previously a joint managing director of the TV production company Betty, editorial director for digital

at BBC Worldwide, controller of UKTV (joint-owned by the BBC), and controller of entertainment for ITV’s

digital channels.

Despite the relentless tide of anti-Brexit bias, the Ofcom content board – eight of the 13 members are ex-

BBC – has dismissed the vast majority of BBC complaints appeals referred to it with the same cavalier

liberal-Left disdain as the BBC itself.

Most strikingly, a meticulously researched complaint about the anti-Brexit bias of BBC1’s Question Time

was dismissed on the basis that a single contribution from Theresa May crony Damian Green proved that

the ‘hard’ Brexit perspective had been adequately represented in 25 editions. 

Ofcom has now completed at significant expense – it includes a glossy focus group report from PwC – a

year-long review of the BBC’s performance in the news and current affairs domain. Is there any sign that

its approach to its new responsibilities might be improving?

In a word, no. I will analyse in more detail the huge inconsistencies of the findings in a second blog, but

for now, an outstanding feature of this so-called review is that while it was designed to examine

impartiality, it has in reality done no such thing.

As well as the PwC report, Ofcom commissioned the School of Media, Journalism and Culture at Cardiff

University to undertake content analysis of elements of BBC output. 
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That in itself was a biased decision, because Cardiff, as has been demonstrated by News-watch, is deeply

biased towards the BBC. For example, its director of journalism is Richard Sambrook, the BBC’s former

director of global news. Irrespective of the personnel, Ofcom unbelievably asked the academics to focus

mainly on the depth and range of coverage rather than impartiality.

One of their areas of investigation was Brexit. But none of it was about potential bias and its only finding,

from a minuscule sample size, was that in terms of range and depth there might not have have been

enough speakers from the EU. Given that most of the Remainer Parliament was made up of those who

spoke passionately about the need to stay within the EU, this defies belief.

So how did the wise people of Ofcom decide that output was impartial? A main plank was that they had

considered 300 complaints about BBC bias in 2018-19 and upheld none of them. Well, that’s okay then. Or

maybe – more likely – it confirms the need for an urgent external investigation of Ofcom itself into

confirmation bias – the tendency to search for, interpret, favour, and recall information in a way that

affirms one’s prior beliefs or hypotheses.

The second main plank of their approach was the PwC report mentioned above. A key element of this was

based on 13 interviews and workshops around the country, each attended by a dozen consumers of BBC

output. How precisely these were framed is not disclosed – it is assumed by Ofcom that PwC knew what

they were doing. But a striking feature of the exercise, at a time when the news agenda was dominated by

Brexit, was that those with strong views about the topic were deliberately excluded.

Finally, what were the recommendations of the Ofcom report? News and current affairs is largely tickety-

boo – with one major caveat, the ‘D’ word. Wait for it: not enough diversity!

Postscript

Cardiff University’s journalism department has strong links with the BBC other than Richard Sambrook.

One is that Ian Hargreaves, who is Professor of the Digital Economy at the university,  was Professor of

journalism there  from 1999-2010, and is now on the BBC board of management (the body which

replaced the former Trustees), and according to the BBC is is ‘responsible for upholding and protecting

the independence of the BBC by acting in the public interest and exercising independent judgement’ 

Further, the BBC is currently moving into a new £100m HQ building in Cardiff. Joining them there is the

Cardiff University media department  – and students there are offered placements by the BBC. In that

context, it is hard to see how the Cardiff report for Ofcom can be considered even remotely

‘independent’.
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CONFIDENTIAL 

 

Your ref. CDT/KEI0001/0001 

 

McCarthy Denning 

Minster House 

42 Mincing Lane 

London EC3R 7AE 

 

 

BY EMAIL: cloibl@mccarthydenning.com  

Dear Sirs, 

Complaint in respect of the BBC’s coverage of issues surrounding the UK’s exit 

from the EU 

We write in response to your letter before claim of 24 February 2022, in which you explain that your 

client intends to seek judicial review of Ofcom’s decision of 18 January 2022 not to accept your client’s 

complaint in respect of the BBC’s coverage of the EU and of issues surrounding the UK’s exit from the 

EU (“the Complaint1”).  

Your client contends that Ofcom’s decision not to assess your client’s complaint under its Procedures 

for handling content standards complaints, investigations and sanctions for BBC programmes (“the 

Procedures”), on the grounds that the scope of the complaint took it outside Ofcom’s remit, was 

irrational and/or otherwise unlawful. You invite Ofcom to withdraw its decision and to proceed with 

consideration of the Complaint. 

For reasons set out below, Ofcom remains of the view that the Complaint is too general in scope to 

fall within Ofcom’s contents standards enforcement jurisdiction. However, in light of your letter of 24 

February 2022, we have in any event gone on to consider whether, on the assumption that Ofcom 

does in principle have jurisdiction to entertain it, the Complaint, on its face, raises potentially 

substantive issues under the Broadcasting Code that warrant investigation by Ofcom (see paragraph 

1.30 of the Procedures). For the reasons explained below, we have concluded that the Complaint does 

not meet this threshold, and so have decided not to investigate it further. This outcome will be 

published in Ofcom’s Broadcast and On Demand Bulletin. 

Regulatory Context 

As you are aware, Ofcom has the function of regulating the BBC to the extent that provision for it to 

do so is contained in the BBC Charter and Agreement or the Communications Act 2003 (“the 2003 

Act”) and/or Broadcasting Act 1996. This includes enforcement of the BBC’s compliance with the 

 
1 Consistently with your letter, this term encompasses the three related complaints your client has made, on 7 
July 2020, 19 October 2020 and 10 February 2021 respectively.  

Adam Baxter 

Director, Standards and Audience 

Protection 

Direct line: 020 7981 3236 

Mobile: 07775 912207 

adam.baxter@ofcom.org.uk 

 

 

23 March 2022 
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content standards that are set out in Ofcom’s Broadcasting Code (“the Code”) pursuant to s. 319 of 

the 2003 Act. Those standards include the requirement that “News, in whatever form, must be 

reported with due accuracy and presented with due impartiality”, and that “due impartiality on 

matters of political or industrial controversy and matters relating to current public policy must be 

preserved on the part of any person providing a service…within a programme or over a series of 

programmes take as a whole”.  

Importantly, for present purposes, the Code requirements of due impartiality apply, in respect of 

news, in general at the level of the individual broadcast; and in respect of other programming 

concerning matters of political or industrial controversy or public policy, at the level of an individual 

programme or editorially linked series of programmes. In other words, if the broadcaster achieves due 

impartiality either within each individual programme or (where programmes are editorially linked) 

across that editorially linked series, it is compliant with the due impartiality requirements in the Code. 

Ofcom’s content standards enforcement jurisdiction (which is the jurisdiction your client has sought 

to engage) does not require Ofcom to assess whether due impartiality has been achieved more 

broadly across the entire output of a national television or national radio service such as those as 

operated by the BBC2. 

For this reason, it is correct that content standards complaints that are characterised, for purposes of 

the BBC’s own Complaints Framework, as “General Complaints” (i.e. complaints that are “not about a 

particular item broadcast or published by the BBC”) will in general fall outside of Ofcom’s content 

standards enforcement remit. Consistently with this approach, complainants are required under the 

Procedures to identify the name and title of the programme complained of and the date and time of 

broadcast. As noted in our letter of 18 January 2022, Ofcom has, on occasion, assessed “General 

Complaints”, notwithstanding this position. It has done so by construing them, in effect, as complaints 

relating to individual broadcasts, or by “sampling” the content in relation to which the general 

complaint is made. However, Ofcom is not obliged to adopt this approach whenever a complaint is 

made to it that does not raise allegations about a particular programme or editorially linked series. 

As you accept in your letter of 24 February 2022, your client’s complaint is a “General Complaint” in 

the relevant sense: it alleges “the BBC’s systematic failure – as demonstrated across hundreds of hours 

of output, in multiple contexts – to observe the requirement of due impartiality in connection with 

matters concerning the EU”. You accept that the BBC was right not to treat it as relating to any 

particular item. 

It remains our view that a complaint of this scope and nature is outside the remit of Ofcom’s content 

standards enforcement jurisdiction in principle. But in any event, in light of your letter, we have gone 

on to consider whether, on the assumption that (contrary to the above), the Complaint does fall within 

Ofcom’s remit, it raises potentially substantive issues under the Code that warrant investigation by 

Ofcom (which is the threshold question Ofcom applies in relation to content standards complaints). 

 
2 It is the BBC Board’s responsibility to ensure that the BBC fulfils the Mission and Public Purposes as set out in 
the BBC Charter, which include the provision of impartial news and information (Public Purpose 1). It is 
Ofcom’s role to hold the BBC to account on behalf of audiences, including by overseeing the BBC’s 
performance in delivering its Mission and Public Purposes. For example, see Ofcom’s Annual Report on the 
BBC 2020-21 which contains Ofcom’s review of the BBC’s performance since the start of the Charter period 
and our assessment of how the BBC delivered Public Purpose 1 in 2020/21.   
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We have concluded that it does not, and we have decided not to investigate further. Our reasons are 

as follows: 

a. As set out above, the Code requires that due impartiality be achieved in each individual 

programme or series of programmes. The due impartiality requirements do not apply at 

the level of the service as a whole. Regardless, therefore, of whether a complaint pitched 

at the level of the BBC’s output generally over many decades, that does not complain 

about the content of any one programme, is formally outside jurisdiction, Ofcom 

considers that it does not raise potentially substantive issues under the Code. 

 

b. Further and in any event, the first of your client’s three complaints relates to the BBC’s 

output over a twenty-year period, most of which pre-dates Ofcom’s regulation of the BBC. 

We cannot investigate or address alleged breaches that occurred before Ofcom became 

the BBC’s external regulator in March 2017. 

 

c. The scope of the Complaint is huge, alleging as it does a systemic lack of due impartiality. 

We do not consider that it is warranted or proportionate or otherwise appropriate for 

Ofcom to seek to address the complaint by ‘sampling’ some of the content referred to in 

the way we have on some previous occasions. This is because: (i) the scope of the 

Complaint is such that any meaningful sample would be disproportionately costly of 

Ofcom’s time and resources; (ii) sampling at a proportionate level would not answer a 

complaint about systemic bias; (iii) a similar complaint, alleging systematic anti-Brexit bias 

by the BBC on the basis of similar methodology, was assessed and rejected by the Ofcom 

in 2019, for reasons set out in its Broadcast and On Demand Bulletin, Issue 372. We 

consider that the present complaint is sufficiently similar that broadcasters will not be 

assisted by further guidance on its application of the due impartiality standards in this 

context; and (iv), as regards the gravity of the matter (see Procedures, paragraph 1.30), 

we note that the debate about Brexit is now historical. 

 

d. Moreover, we consider that the BBC reached an appropriate decision on the matter. In 

particular, we endorse the BBC’s conclusion that quantitative analysis of the pro- and anti-

EU contributions made across the BBC’s services, divorced from analysis of the context 

and the nature of the programming in question, is not on its own capable of establishing 

a breach of the due impartiality requirements. Our letter of 18 January 2022 explained 

how we regulate due impartiality. We do not repeat that explanation here.  

 

For these reasons, regardless of whether your client’s complaint falls formally within Ofcom’s remit, 

we have concluded that it does not, on its face, raise potentially substantive issues under the Code 

that warrant investigation by Ofcom.  

We accept, however, that this letter contains reasoning additional to that contained in our letter of 

18 January 2022. Ofcom has therefore decided that it is appropriate to withdraw the decision 

contained in that letter, and to replace it with this decision. Ofcom accepts that this decision 

constitutes a new decision for the purposes of the time limit on claims for judicial review. 
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Yours sincerely, 

 

Adam Baxter 
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Transcript of Radio 4 Today, Interview with Melanie Dawes, 22nd June 2022, 
7.50am 

AMOL RAJAN: In the past hour, Ofcom, the regulator, has published its review of the 
future regulation of the BBC and its assessment of how the BBC is doing on 
impartiality, complaints and the degree of trust in its output. For the past few years, 
the BBC has been regulated by Ofcom. In September 2021, so, last year, the BBC 
committed to a ten-point impartiality plan that followed a review by its board 
member, Sir Nicholas Serota. The Ofcom report this morning, I’ve just been trying to 
digest it, is pretty complex, pretty nuanced. I'm very glad to say that we're joined by 
Ofcom’s Chief Executive, Melanie Dawes, Dame Melanie Dawes, to guide us through 
it. Dame Melanie, good morning.  

MELANIE DAWES: Good morning.  

AR:  Just take us through your main findings and your main concerns, please, in 
relation to the BBC? 

MD:  Yes, of course. Well, look, we're publishing a big review today on the 
regulation of the BBC and as you say, Amol, there's a lot in there.  

AR: Yeah.  

MD: And there is plenty that the BBC does really well, but we are calling out three 
areas where we think they need to improve and change. And the first is sorting out 
the complaints process, because I'm afraid we found people just don't have 
sufficient confidence in it. So we're directing the BBC today to be more open about 
the decisions they make and why they make them. The second thing is impartiality, 
where – despite high trust overall in news – there is still a lot of lingering public 
concern about impartiality. And as you say, the BBC have plans to address this. But I 
can only say I think they need a laser focus on this in the years ahead. And the final 
thing is, is almost the most important of all, because, actually, it's about the BBC's 
future. They're going to need to change their services in the years ahead. We're all 
moving our viewing online, but if they're going to take the public with them – and 
indeed if they're going to take Ofcom with them, because we want to support this – 
we’re calling for more openness – upfront about those service changes, just so that 
we can have confidence and know what's going to happen next.  

AR:  Okay, let's take those in turn. So since, as you suggest, more people 
complain about the BBC's complaint process – this is all getting very British, isn't it? – 
than others, isn't that partly explained . . . I'm not saying this to defend the BBC, 
goodness knows that I wouldn’t instinctively do that, but isn't that partly because 
the BBC is funded by a tax, so it’s in a different, you know, relationship with the 
public, it’s also, it's just a bigger organisation, it produces many, many more shows, 
and it's also just under much more pressure from commercial and political 
opponents? Isn't that one reason why there are more people complaining and it 
might follow if more people to complaining, more people are generally upset with 
how the BBC handles those complaints? 
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MD:  Well, look, it's certainly true that people really care about the BBC and they 
feel a very strong sense of identity with the BBC. They feel a sense of ownership of 
the BBC through the licence fee. But we spoke to 2000 people who’d gone through 
the complaints process and we did some mystery shopping of our own. And I'm 
afraid we did find that the process is very lengthy and people just don't feel that they 
get clear answers all the time. So I'm afraid one in five people come away – only one 
in five people – come away feeling satisfied. So what we think the BBC can do, 
actually, to be honest, to help itself here, is just to be clearer, particularly when they 
don't uphold a complaint, to actually publish more about their reasoning. That's 
what Ofcom does on our handling of other TV complaints, and, actually, viewers 
really appreciate it. Even if they're their own views are not necessarily agreed with, 
they actually feel that they've been listened to and heard.  

AR:  Okay. It’s worth saying, of course, the BBC being in the enormously 
privileged position of being funded by a licence fee, does have duties and obligations 
that maybe some other broadcasters don't. Can I separate the two issues of 
impartiality and trust, because they are actually very different? On the question of 
impartiality, you say you've got concerns about the impartiality of the BBC, how 
many impartiality complaints have you upheld against the BBC?  

MD:  Well, because as we were just saying, the BBC actually deals with its own 
complaints first, Ofcom operates as the court of appeal, really, on BBC complaints. 
But the BBC itself has found 22 instances where it didn't abide by its own standards 
on impartiality over the last four to five years. So that's 22 occasions when it had 
lessons to learn.  

AR:  Would you say 22 over four to five years, given . . .  

MD: Yeah. 

AR:  . . . the thousands of hours of output every single day, is that a lot? (words 
unclear) 

MD:  Well, look, I don't . . . I don't know whether it's a lot or a little, to be honest, 
but it's . . .  

AR: Okay. 

MD:  . . . 22 occasions where the BBC, I'm sure, did seek to learn lessons, but 
needs to learn lessons.  

AR: Okay.  

MD And you know, when we look, actually, at what audiences say, the BBC does 
get a lot of things right. Three quarters of adults and, actually, still an awful lot of 
younger adults as well, use the BBC across TV, radio and online, and the scores on 
trust and quality and accuracy are high at around 75%. But when you ask about 
impartiality, that's where it dips back. And it's complicated, but it's something that I 
think we all agree. The BBC really does need to keep very focused on. 
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AR: And I think impartiality is, for a lot of people harder to understand, because 
it’s hard to define, in a way – that trust isn’t. It’s curious what you’re saying about 
trust, because the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism found last week 
when it reported that trust in the BBC has fallen down by about 20%, the proportion 
of people who distrust the BBC has more than doubled. So how come your findings 
go against them?  

MD:  Well, look, I mean, there's always plenty of research reports out there, but 
this is . . .  

AR: Okay, that’s your independent research. Okay, fine. 

MD:  . . . this is our latest, this our latest research.  

AR: Right. Okay. Can I move on to a couple of other issues, very important to talk 
to you about, given the vastness of your remit? Just finally, one last thing on the BBC. 
A Sun editorial this morning said the BBC is full of ‘woke lefties’. To what extent do 
you agree?  

  MD:  Well, look, what the public says is that they do have high, high . . . you know, 
high trust in the BBC’s news . . .  

AR: (speaking over) But is it full of ‘woke lefties’?   

MD:  Oh, you know, I don’t think it is, to be honest. I think, though, that the BBC 
has more to do to persuade the public in the round, up and down the country that it 
is there for them. 

AR: Sure, okay. 

MD And over the next few years, there’s so much disruption in our media 
landscape, there's a lot of change that's going to need to be introduced, and the 
BBC, I think, just needs to keep striving to get all the voices out there, to make sure 
that how it’s presenting news and current affairs in particularly (sic) resonates with 
the audience, that people feel that their own voices are being listened to and 
reflected back at them on the screen.  

AR:  And has anyone in government said that you need to be tougher with the 
BBC?  

MD:  Well, look, Ofcom makes its decisions independently.  

AR: Yeah, but you don’t exist . . . you’ve had a very distinguished career as a civil 
servant, so you know better than anyone that you don't operate in a political 
vacuum, do you? 

MD:  Well, of course we need a close relationship with the government, and I’d 
always seek to have that. But we are independent in how we make our decisions. 
Our report today is independent and we’re challenging the BBC . . .   
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AR: (speaking over) So has anyone in government said you need to be tougher 
with the BBC?  

MD:  . . . in some important areas this morning.  

AR: Has anyone in government said you need to be tougher with the BBC?  

MD: Er, no, not particularly, no.  

AR: Okay. Are you comfortable with the fact that by redefining impartiality in 
practice, as something that happens across a day rather than within a programme, 
you’re, in effect, presiding over the Americanisation of British TV?  

MD:  No, I don't accept that. Look, there's no standards in America like the Ofcom 
Broadcasting Code, and I think the sheer plurality of our media landscape, the fact 
that we've got new companies coming in all the time - GB News, TalkTV, Times Radio 
and so on, as well as everything that's happening online through different channels – 
this actually speaks to me to a very strong media landscape for viewers and listeners 
and consumers of news, particularly in the UK. And that Broadcasting Code that 
Ofcom operates underpins that. And I think it means that people can and do trust in 
what they get from the system. So, you know, I don’t . . . I really don't accept that 
we're anywhere near the kind of America news landscape. 

AR:  A lot of people don't realise that the different channels all operate under the 
same Broadcasting Code. I mean, here's a hypothetical for you: if you put what 
appears on GB News over the course of a day on BBC One, would you be okay with 
that?  

MD:  Well, I think that would be a question for the BBC, to be honest. They're 
responsible . . .  

AR: (speaking over) Really? Okay. 

MD:  . . . for their own editorial standards and priorities. But, you know, our 
impartiality code doesn't mean that you have to show completely equal balance for 
all views. What's important is that viewers get a range of views. But freedom of 
expression and freedom of speech are also incredibly important principles 
underneath our codes. And what I think is great is that we have so many different 
perspectives on news on our, you know, on TV and radio in this country.  

AR:  Certainly a golden age to be a listener and a viewer. Dame Melanie Dawes, 
thanks you very much indeed for joining us.  

MD:  Thank you. 
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