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From Directar, Naws

Alzstair Campbsll, Esq.,

Director of Communciziions and Strategy,
10, Downing Straet,

LONDON.

SWTA 2AA

15" Novembar, 2001

Dear Alastair, ' - _

Thank you for your istter of 12™ Novembsr. | should say at the
outset that | do not recognise the description of our journalism that
you provide. The BBC at all levels, including the Board of
Governors, is proud of our coverage of this crisis.

The BBC's newsgathering strength has enabled us {o repori from a
wide range of sources. We have drawn heavily, especially on Radic
5 Live, News 24 and BBC World, o live press conferences from the
MoD and the Pentagon, and on press conferences given by the
r:i:[ﬂ‘: Minister and Praspe[u_ Bush. We have covered svery debszts
n Pariiamant and every statemeant by the Prime Minister from
Downing Straet. The Foreign Sscretary and the Secretary of Stais
for Defence have appeared freqguently on Today and other
programmeas. The Prime Minister was interviewed this week by the
BRBC's Pashio service and thers are standing invitations o him {o
talk to the international audience in a joint World Servic ce/BBC World
interview and ta the British audience through a spscial Question
Time.

Mowever we would not be providing our audisnces with s rounded

znd imparial news service they expect wers London and
Washington to be our only points of reference. As you said atier the
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Kosavo Crisis, in your speech fo the Roya! United Services Instiiute:
" The day of the daredevii reporier who refuses o see obstacies o
getting the truth and sesing i with his or her own eyes seams to
have died. But surely the starvation of piciures and the danial o7
access by the Sarbs increased rather than lessened the
responsibility of the media o try and find out what was happening
there.” So | assume you applaud the fact that the BBC has reporiad
from the ouisat from Peshawszr, Quetis, islamabad, with the
Northern Alliance in a number of locations in Northern Afghanisian
and in the past week from Kabul. [ agree on the importance of first
hand syswiinass reporiing from experiencad correspondents,

! would Hike to make two further general points before responding to
the specific issues you raised.

| fail to understiand your use of the term “moral equivalence”. 1 is
not one that would be racognised by any of our journalisis, who are
vary clear that their job is to report events as iully and accurately as
possible. Giving our audiencss, both in Britain and around the
world, a rounded picture from which io make their own judgements
does involve reporting what is baing sald “on the other side”. [t is
ludicrous to imply that means the BBC supports or endorses thoss
views in any way._As | have indicated above, weighing the amount
of coverage of British or American sialemenrts, press conferences
and speeches against claims by Al Qaeda or the Taliban is
overwheimingly favourabie i0 London and Washington.

Secondly, we would never claim that we “can do no wrong”.
Reporting wars is difficult and, given the circumstances in which our
Journalisis in the fleld ars operating it would b& extraordinary it the
occasional infeliciious phrase didn't siip through. However you
underestimate the scruliny we curselves apply io our coverages if
Yyou 28sums we do not pick these up for ourselves and ensure they
are not repsaied.

Let me now address the poinis you raise. | do not propose ©
engage in detail on each and every example you cite - but 1 will
provide evidancse to show that we have neither indulged the Taliban
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or Osama Bin Laden in thz way you dascribe - nor have we ridden
roughshod ovar the BBC’s zdiorial guidslines.

The 3BC's Producer Guidelines ware supplemented at ths outssat of
inis conflict with additional guidance drawn up by my colleagues in
BBC editorial Policy in consuliation with mysslf and sznior
coliezgues In BBC News relating to issues likely o arise in imes of
conflict and based on experience from the Felklands, the Gulf War
and Kosovo. These documents wars distributed to every member
of siaff in BBC News. Heads of Deparimant navs been “actively
Involved on each and every day sinCe Septambar 117 - helping to
shape the coverags, providing guidancs and resclving the very
many editorial quastions that have arisen. Frankly, | have no idea
who may have informed you that * noLhmg has been referred up
beyond programme editor” - but that is plain wrong .

As part of your general view that wa have been ‘soff’ on the Taliban
you guestion the BBC's behaviour at the various Taliban news
conferences held in Pakistan. Perhaps you are unaware that CINN
carriaa soms of these events ‘live’ ~whereas we prefarred first in
each cass to assess the maisrial these events produced before
deciding r}_ow best they confributed fo audiencs understancing. In
generzel the Taiiban have chcsen to Co-opsrate more wiih
organisations other than the BBC. Our correspondants iall me that

the Tealiban do not much liks our reporing .

You take great issue with our reporiing of Taliban casualty claims.
You suggest both that we have taken them too seriously and that
we should not bs reporting them at all untit officially verified by some
Coalition source. | don't agree. The Taliban's claims ars part of the
story and we ars righi to report their version of evants with, of
coures, proper testing, anc ensuring thelr propaganda is not
presented as 7act. BBC journalists - time and again - have

reminded our audiencss of the unverifisbls nature of the Taliban's
statements when there is no other credible source o subsiantiate
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them. We do not only rely on the Prims Minister, American officials
or the Nerihern Alllance {c do the debunking - though we have
prov.ced many opportunities for spokesmean to do this. Our own
journalists have pointed out the circumstances in which they nave
been shown wheat the Taliban says is 'evidance’ and have made
clear the difficulties in verliying Taiban assertions,

Some examples:

» " A group of foreign journalists arrive nervously in Afghanisian, -
Taliban troops moniioring thek every movament. Ths reporters -
had been bussad in to see a village called Kadam where the
Taliban claim up to fwo hundred civilians died in 2 bombing raid
last week. The journalists report s2eing widespread destruction
and eighieen freshly dug graves but otherwise they could not
verify the claims.” .

(14" October, TV News, Ben Brown).

e« " The Taliban are fighting back but afier eight days are feaing ths
effects of the American onslaught So thay are now switching
their offensive to the propaganda front. They have invited In
foreign journalists efter shunning_them until now and have busssd
them 1o sights where they say American bombs have killed
civilians.”

(15" Octobar, TV Naws, Jacky Rowiand).

(D

e A guestion from Huw Edwards to Fargal Keans: * How difficult is
iz to access the truth or otherwise of {(fhese) claims?”
Answer: “it's extremely difficuit. Principally because the Taliban
will not allow a single foreign journailist into the country to verify
the claims.”
(25" October, 8 O’'Clock TV News )
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e “Unverifiable casualty claims are oftan mace by the Tailban who
won't et ouisiders investigate. 34t 2 senior human rights figure Is
impressed by these civilian accounis.”

(25" October, 10 O'Clock TV News, Fergal Keana).

e Local residents wanted to know why US bombs had targsis
them. “There's nothing conneciad io the Taliban around here”,
this man says, “The Americans only want 1o stop us fesding our
families.” In point of fact a heavily damaged Taliban ministry
DUileg stood nearby.

(31% Octoder, TV News, Simon Ingram).

= “Western journalisis have baen taken to the southern city of
Kandahar...They've been taken there obviously by the Taliban
authorities - and thay ars baing shown what the Taliban want
ihem o see...but they can use their eyes and sars as well.”
(31% Octobar, ‘Today, introduction by Jim Naughtie fo the
Stmon ingram piece mentioned in your letter).

« Al Jazesra TV claim this ¢child o be Osama Bin Laden’'s son
voicing defianca. [t's impessible o know who these children
w_r_ea Hy ara.” .
(7" November, TV f\’:’\fvS Su:pn n Sackur).

You raise the report on the alleged bombing of a dam and power
stadion on November 15 | note that on Radio 5 the correspeondent,
Susannah Price made it clear that it could not be verifisd.

Television news atiribuied-the ciaim to the Taliban in an introduction
to a correspondent report. it was not referred o in the report itseir.
We should, howeaver, have injected an exira note of caution.

{ believe vou mi:understand the naturs of the BBC's guidelines on
'Staged zvenis’. They are zimed at preventing ierrorist stunts (IRA
roadblocks and the jike) being deliberaisly staged for the banefit of
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journalists, The Bin Laden vid=os do not fall into this cafegory. Nor
does this guideline suggest in any way that B3C journelisis should
not go to areas that the Taliban claim have bsen damagsd by
bombs. What meatters is that we treat material with due caution -and
| believe that in the overwhalming number of cases we have done
exacily that . N

| turn now to your attzck on Rageh COmaar. You may know that a
lLabour M.P. - Petler Bradiey - has writien to me gbout the
conditions of his entry into Afghanistan last week, | copied you my
response - from which you will have saen that you are thoroughily
mistzken to suggest that we ware duped, or that we daceivad the
audience about the terms under which Rageh and his ieam were
allowed {o operate.

A3 1o the substance of his journalism - you again object tc the
guoting of a Taliban source - as if guoiing a Taliban sourcs implied
that we believed the source. | doubt very much indeed that viewers
of BBC News wouid have been conditionsd by our programmes 1o
aquate Taliban claims with the unvarnished truth - and yet this is the
underlying thesis of your letter.

The focus of Rageh’s report of the 9th November, fo which you
object, was the suffering caussd {0 soms in Kabul by the bomiding.
As such it was a legitimate piece of reportage. il was not attemipting
to balance the suffering he witnessad with the strategic geals of the
Coalition. He did not say the bombing weas wrong or should ba
stoppzd - nor anything of tha Kind. His conclusion was a
professional judgement and not a prescriptive opinion on the:
rightness or otherwise of Cozlition policy.

You attack other aspects of that night's programme. Mr. Blair may
not have been included in Stephen Sackur's report - but we nave
carried the Prime Minister's remarks on many, many oCCasions
ofien live on News 24 (and on ona occasion live on BBC 1 when
other terrestrial channels did not ). Your cescription of that night’s
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running order - which leads you to the conclusion that we are guilty
of bigs - curiously fails to mention the poweriul pisce filad by
Gavin Hewitt on the victims of the Septembar 11" attack,

You cite 2 number of examples from Today's Dafence

correspondent Andrew Gilligan. Some of vour guotaiions are

inaccuraie and/or taken out of context. Howaver, his remarks, as
with those of all our specialist correspondents are judgements

based on background conversations with a range of sources - in his

case military ones. He is not voicing persenal opinion. For example

the statement that “unless thare is an incredible stroka of luck the

action will carry on over winer” was one baing expressad in public

as well a5 In private by the MoD and the Pentagon.

The rules governing our correspondents writing for newspapsars and
magazines are that a senior editorial figure should sea the item
before submission and that they should not write anything that could
not be broadcast on the B3C (e.g. in terms of political opinion).

You asked whethar | believe the BBC has accuratzly reflected the
views of the I\/lus'%m community. As | told you wnen we mst in
Downing Street, it is hard fo find moderate Muslim opinion preparsd
1o voice support for the bombi bing. However we have ama fo
considerable lengths 1o ensure our exampies are representative.
Forexample, you may recall the Panorama programmea “Koran ar
Country”. In selecting Birmingham Central Mosgue we took
considerable efiorts to find a Mosque and a community with no
reputation for tension between Muslim and non Muslim opinion.

We fook advice from the Muslim College, from [slamic Relief, from
the Professor of Theology at Birmingham University and also sought
the views of the British Beard of Deputizs. All agreed the Mosgue

and the Imam were responsibls and modaraie. And yai
overwnzlming opinion from the community there opposad miiitary
action.
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Where we have found exiremist visws ws have soughiio ensurse
there Is a public intsrest case Jor hearing them (for qumple those
who volunteered o jein the Taliban). We have nevar soughtto
suggest that there is significant suppoirt for Osama Bin Laden
among Muslims in the Unitad <ingdom. Nor have we "‘;mpiy picked
up the sensationalisi¢claims mace by some on the size and naturs
of Taliban sympathisers. Let ms cile ons particuiar case,
On 30" October our Sccial Affairs aditor Niall Dickson said this
zbout the suggestion that many hundreds of British Musiims nad
gore to support the Taliban in racant months:

If vou go on io the strests and talk to young Muslims thay tend 1o
act in a way that al voung people do, so you geat people saying 'i'd
be prepared o go.’. But if you talk 1o the elders they say thay
woJidn't areaem of doing . You have to separate off some of the
hype ...You have to keep this in perspective. [ would say since
September 117 we have no evidence that parhaps more than &
handiul, if that, actually, have gone. If may be before that, more
have done so.

(30" October, Six O'Clock TV News; Niall Dickson),

On many occasions our programmes havs Interviewed modera

Musiims who have besn given ample opportunity 1o exprass Lhelr
discain for the militants. Allin all [ am satistied that the B3C nas
provided appropriate contexi whan raporting the neawsworihy
aclivities ot whal we zall racognise is 3 minority of Muslims.

In a separate letler you guestionad the methodology bshind the
Today programme’s polf of British Muslim opinion. Thars is no
neriect mefhodo'logy for any poil of coursz, and we warse wall aware
that sampling Mustirm opinion presmﬂtmd difficuities. Afier extensive
giscussian wrth 1CM they came up with a mcLhoDology which we
pelieved to be robust and ore that had major advaniages over other
polis of British Musiims conducted since September 11", Because
our 120 primary contacts wsare ganerated at random we avoidad the
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obvious pitfalls of those surveys that have oeen conducted outside
mosgues or in resigential areas with large Muslim populations.  Any
Muslim household (with a 1ielephons) in Great Britain was as liksly
as any other to be contacied for our survey.

You express concarn that psople will simply nominzte others with

the same visw. This may or may not be true, but fo skew the resuli,

all primary respondents would have had to actin a concerted way,

This is impossible as they are not known to sach other. It seams

_Hkely that any pian to shift tha results in ons direction would ba _
courtersd by someone elsairying to mova results in another.

You maxes three othar points gbout the oll:

s Sample size: when interviewing 500 paop}e the sample size nhas
no impact on iis “represeniztivensss”, but simply on the margin of
error one needs 1o apply {o the results. in cur reporting we were
conscious of the margin of error that applies to this size of
sample

e Sample bigs: As explained above no-one knows vma
represeniative sample.of_British_Muslims would. ba. Yes,. there_
were more men than women in the sampls, mors under 35s than
over 35s and so on, but the views of all damographic groups were
similar indicating _hat if we couid havs weighted the data {0 a
representative sample the results would not have changed to any
greaf degree.

e Tzlephone polling: felephons was much the best approach for
this kKind of research. Strast interviews are mors likaly to
infroduce bies. Can you imagine the pressdrs on somsone being
inierviswed oulside a mesgue with others milling around?

©
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You exprass concern about the reporting of the international nature
ofthe r*ai’npf:ﬂgm VWe have reporied the role of other countries
imciuding Turkey, in supporiing the Coalition - particularly on rgdzo
Naws 24 has assiduously fracked announcements of mitilary help
from foreign governmants. Television News bulistins on BBC 1
have also made it clezar that other countries ars involved - for
instance on the night of the Downing Strest summit of European
leaders - though | accept we could have done more. | should havse
thougnt you might regard the decision of the ‘Frost’ team - withy the
considerable extra time at its disposal ~ to interview the Turkisiy .
Prime Minister as an example of good journalism rather than uss it
as a maans to criticise our nerformance. And you fail to mention
that the very influential international BBC channals have been
remarkably good at providing broad perspaciives. King Abdutiah of
Jordan last wesk was interviswed by our correspondent Bridget
Kendail for BBC World, Worid Service and Online - probably io an
audience of a hundrad million or so.

You suggest that we have given too litlis weight o the existence of
a humanitarian crisis in Afghanistarr before Sepiember 11 This is
not the case. Again, we have not only relied on govemment
spokesmen to make the cass that millions were starving befere the
bombing campaign began. We have nol sought io hide the
exisience of a drought, nor have wa given short shrift {o the
Taliban's obstructiveness. To izke one axample - Fergal Keane's
report on the day of Clare Short's arvival in Pakisian

“Now there's news of a devastating blow to the suffering millions.
According to the World Food Programme the Taliban has ssized
half the UN food aid in the country.”

As for your general criicisms of Fergal Keane's reporing - he has
been reporting what he has seen and the above example hardly
suggssts a correspondent unaware of the complexities of the siory.
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| understand your depth of fseling about these issues and your
concsmn thaf the government case is prOper}y reflected through the
media whicnh 53 why | have raplied in dstal on this occasion fo ths
points you have raisec, T"xo BBC’s independancs and impariality is
under even greater scrutiny &t times of war, | have to say that | do
not believe a cetalled critiqus of our coverage from ihe government
is helpfui in preserving that independence. if we have somathing
factuaily wrong of course we want io be told through the usual
channels. Buil can assure you we iake exiramsly seriously our
responsibility in reporting the current infernal onal situziion and will

continue 10 do S0, _

Yours sincerely,

B Kew [Pomond Amak))

P 'f([—?ichard Sambrook)
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