
-oau~ung t.orporr.tron Brcadcastlng House Por.land Place London WIA IAA Tsl=pnon.e 020 7590 4468

From the Chairman

11 April 2003

Rt Hon Gerald iCaurn-ian MP
House of CC==
LONDON
SW1A O.AA

Dear Gerald

Thank you for your letter of27 March, previously acknov,~ledged; aboutBBC
coverage of the war- in Iraq . I arn sorry you feel this demonstrates a pro-Iraqi bias and
reinforces your view that the BBC should not operate under a Royal Charter and be
funded by the licence fee.

I should say immediately that you may have a different view from me on what the
BBC should do at a time of war. You seem to imply that the BBC should not carry
any items which question the conduct or objectives of the war, whereas I believe that
it is part of its znandate to do so. I certainly agree with you that there should not be a
sneering or anti-war tone to BBC coverage, but I do not believe that you have
established that such a tone exists . A few speciic examples, even if I accepted the
interpretation you place on tin-1111, would not do this .

Last November Govemors approved special editorial bidelin°s to ensure irrmpartialiry
m coverage of any possible war in Iraq . Goti'°rnors agreed that the BBC's coverage
should enable viewers and Iisteners to make sense of events by providing impartial
analysis and offering the full range of views and opiuions, including those who oppos°
the war in Britain and elsewhere. At its last meeting the Board received a detailed
report about coverage to date, and expressed full arid continuing confidence in
MarnaQement's handling of the international crisis and develop_ments in Iraq . The
Board stressed the importance of upholding the independence ofBBC coverage and
decision-making .

I lhave oonsidered :he examples you quote in your letter . In the case of ?~Tevwsnighr on
26 March; far from bein~ a "proion~ed sneer"at the Coaiinon, the first part of the
pro.-rannne raised questions about the determination of the military forces to prevent
civilian casualties and includad a robust respons-_ from Major Brad Baalelt of the US
military .

!Cont'd . . . .
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As far as the Today progra.`rmie is concerned, it always includes two reviews of the
papers, one at 0640 and the other at 0740. There is often some variation in the content
of each, to broaden the scope of the items and in recognition that there will be many
listeners who will hear both . I understand that on 27 March, reports about the
casualties in the Baghdad ma:ket place were mentioned in both reviews, but only the
second included the one from the Indeperndent because BBC News took the view that
its line was rather different from the one taken by others .

I understand that the interview with Irene Purdy on Today was pa,--C of an item that
covered some fresh ground, which is part of the Today proo-rarnme's remit . It was
linked to Tony Blair's reference to rising party membership, which the programme
felt was worth analysing, particularly as the difficulties encountered by the
Govenunent in the House ofCommons before the war began may have led many to
believe that membership would decline . The short interview with Irene Purdy
explored this background before examining the facts with David Triesman .

As you say, it is true that in times of trouble and peril, people have instinctively turned -
to the BBC as a tausted source ofnews. Results from a recently conunissioned iCM
poll (conducted last week), show this is still true . The poll shows that : 93% of the
population have used a BBC television, radio, text or online service to follow the war
in Iraq over the past two weeks; &,at the BBC is the most used and highly rated
service for news across all media; that BBC television is the most used television
service in the UK; and, when asked which was the main Source of television news .
55% of television news viewers mentioned a BBC television channel . This seems to
me a clear expression by licencePayers of trust in tie BBC's impartiality .

You may also have seen the recent MORI poll (reported in 772e Tirnes T2 On I 1 April
-page 19) on coverage of the war. Not only was BBC One the most watched
channel, it was also by far the most trusted among the adults sampled. Tlze Times of
10 April selected "winners and losers" from fne media coverage of the war. The first
"ivinner"was BBC One, which the newspaper said was "the niostwatched and 172c
most trusted ofbroadcasters " . Others included BBC jourilaasts Rageh Omaar and
Huw Edwards .

As to the forthcoming review of the Royal Charter and licence-fee funding, I look
forward to the debate and your contribution to it. I am sure we will disagree about
aspects of «~hat the BBC does, but I am hopeful that we will largely agree on what its
pumose should be .

Yours sincerely
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