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HOUSE OF COMMONS
LONDON SW1A OAA

Mr Stephen Whittle
Controller of Editorial Policy
BBC

July 1st 2003

Dear Stephen,

As you may be aware, 1 nave been engaged in correspondence with Richard Sambrook
overtne BBC's conduct on the Iraq Weapons of Mass Destruction dossie .-story -
originally broadcast bythe Today Programme on May 29- and _repeated endlessly by the
BBC In th-6 following days and weeks.

I believe thatthe BBC has ignored or oroken many of its own puolic guidelines on this
story . I know that there are manyjournalists in the BBC who agree with me .

But oespas the factthat the very ;rave allegations broadcast are false, that they were
based on a single anonymous source, that no attempt was made to corroborate them,
that no attempt was made to puttne charges to the Government before they were
broadcast, Richard continues too] aim that the B8C acted properly . As such, there seems
no point in continuina my correspondence with him.

As a great admirer of the BBC and a former BBCjournaiist myself, I remain seriously
concerned at the damage that this controversy is doing to the Corporation's deserved
reputation for accuracy, impartiality and fairness . It is, I'm afraid, only too clear that
Richard is unable to admit even obvious errors ofjudgernent and conduct - such as the
failure to put any of the allegations to the Government before they were broadcast - for
fear of the whole of the BBC's defence crumbling.

As you are both Controller of Editorial Policy and helped write the Producers' Guldelrnes, 1
wou!d like you to Investigate whetheryou agree with Richard's claim, in his letter to rne,
,hat "an entire!y oroper editorial process was followed In advance of the broadcast" .

In parcioular, I would likc you to Consider the orocess followed against the follow7ng
guidelines :

1) General ; All BBC prrograrnmes and services shovld be openminded, fair and showr a
respectfor the iruth. . Do you believe it is fair that serious allegations can be aroadcast
without any effort being made to get a response from those who are accused prior to
broadcast? Most importantly, do you believe the allegations are true?

2) General.~TheAgreemer.taccompanythgthe B3C's GharYsispe~3cifr'es that the
Corpoiation shou;e+treat contravsrsial subjects with dueaccuracyand Impartialiry
both in news p7eg.ammesand otherprogrammes thar deal with marzei-s ofpublic
policy arofpoiiticalandindustrial controversy. Do you acoaptthatthere could hardly
be a mare controversial subjeotthan the alfegation broadcast by the BBCthat
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Downing Street had inserted informatiort into tn=_ WMD Dossier against the wishes of
the mtelligenceservioesand in the knowledge that the information was probably
urtrue? This was the allegation broadcast by the Today Pro ;rarrme on May 29~ " . Do
you agree, then, that it was even more important that efforts be made to ensure the
accuracy of tie story, to corroborate i t and, at the leas., to out the charges to tn e
Government in advance of broadcast?

3) Right of rep/y.~ where a progra.7rme reyeafs evldenoe ofiniquity or incomp.tan
where a smong dameg'ing critique ofan individuslorinsb'rutr'on is iard out, rhere is a
presumptlon that those rrltiaisedbegven a fairopportunrTy to respond. I am sure you
agree that the allegation was both damaging and purported to show iniquity . Why
then was no at:empt made to give those accused any opportunity to respond before
the allegations were broadcast?

4) Accuracy- The B3C must be accurate.Research for al! programmes must be
thorough . We must be prepared to check, cross chack and seek advice to ensure thrs
The BBC has admitted that this story came from a single source. Could you
investigate what efforts were made to check this story before broadcast? If no efforts
ware made - and we know no effort was mace to oheck it with the Government
before broadcast- how does this fit in with the guidelines? . (To save Richard's
embarrassment, I won't comment on his remarkaole suggestion in his letter ;o
Alastair Campbell that newspapers reporting the BBC's story after It was broadcast
somehow offers corroboration . Nor on his claim that the BBC somehow met den-mands
for accuracy by accurately reportin;the false allegations of an anonymous source .)

5) Programmes should be reluctant to rely nn onlyone source. We know that the 3 BC
had only one source for this story . But It was always my belief when I worked at the
BBC that that these guidelines referred to an atJibutable source . There was not only
just a single source for this story but it was -and remains -anonymous. .Nc effort was
made to eorroborate this story . No effort was made to ask the Governm,erit to
respond prlorto broadcast. Could you investigate how this shows any reluctanceon
behalf ofthe BBC tn rely on one source?

6) Anonymity.'A deiibarate decision to withhold or disguise the rdentr'ty of a signrficarrt
contrr6utarraises di~cultissues. The authorl;yofprogram,rr=5 can be underrrrired by
the use ofanonymous contributars whose status the audlenee cannotjudge. I accept
that there are oocasions when the anonymity of sources may need be protected . But I
find it hard to imagine the guidelines envisaged a situation in which such serious
allegations were made on the basis of a single anonymous source without any efforts
being made to corroborate or check the story or that, when firm and widespread
denials were given, the allegations continued to be given such credence and
prominence for weeks afterwards .

7) Defamatrbn: If we broadcast arrything that injured the reputation of an indivirl:rat, a
group or an organisation we maybe libelling them . The 86C is lrable no matter who
speaks 'the words in its programme. Could you investigate how this corresponds with
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Richard's claims that the BBC behaved properly because it accurately reported
someone's false allegations .

These are, In my view, clear instances where the processes followed on this story - a very
serious story - flouted, ignored or pushed to `,he extremethe Producer Guidelines . i
believe the more serious the story, the more seriously these guidelines should be
followed- That was certainly the c2se when I worked atthe BBC-

They were drawn up, as you will know betterthan me, to Prevent the sort of damage done
to the 8BC's reputation as well as the unfair damage done to others that we have seen in
the last few weeks. I look forward to your investigation and your reply. In the mean-tirne, I
am releasing this letter to the press . _

With very best wisnes,

Ben Braa¬shave MP

Ben
gradShaw

Labour
Member of
Parliament for
Cwa4nr
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