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HOUSE OF COMMONS
LONDON SW1A 0AA

fr Siephen Whittle
Controller of Editorial Palicy

38C
July Ist 2003

Dear Stephen,

A3 you may be aware, | ngve been engaged in correspondence with Richard Sambrook
cvertne BBC's conducst on the Irag Weapons of Mass Destruction dossier story -
eriginally broadcast by the Today Programme an May 29» and repeated endlessly by the
S8C In the following days snhd weeks,

! beligve that the £3C has ignored or oroken many of 1ts own public guidelines on this
story. [ know that thare are many journalists in the BBC who agree with me.

Butaespre the fact that the very grave allegations braadcast are false, that they were
besed on a singls anonymous source, that no atempt was made to corroborate tharn,
that no attempt was made 1o put the charges to the Government before they were
brogdcast, Richard continues 1o claim that the BEC actad properly, As such, there scems
no point in continuing my correspondance with him.

As 2 greal admirer of the BRC and z former BBC journslist mysslf, | remain seriously
concerned at the darmage that this controversy is doing to the Corporation’s desernved
reputation for sccuracy, impartiality and fairness. 1tis, 'm afrald, only too cizar that
Richard 1s unable to admit avan obvious errars of judgement and conduct - such as the
Tailure to put any of the ailegations to the Government bafore they were brozdeast - Tar
fear of the whoie of the B2C's defence srumbling.

As you are both Controller of Editorial Polfley and helped wilte the Producers’ Guldelines, |
woutd like you to Investigate whether you agres with Richard’s cfaim, in his letter to me,
that "an entirely oroper editarial procase was followed In advance of the broadeass”,

in pardeular, | would like you to consider the nrocess followed agamnst the follow:ng
2uidelines:

1) Genersl! Al BEC programines and services should be cpen-minged, fair 6nd show 3
respect for the truth. Do you helisve it is fair that serious allegations can be nroadeast
without any effort being made to get & response from those who are accused prior to
oroadcast? Most importantly, do you belizve the allegations are true?

2) General: The Agreement accompanying the BAC's Charter spacifies that the
Corparation should treat controversial subjects with dus accurs cyand impartislity
both in news grogrammes snd other prograrnmaes thal deal with matters of public
policy or of politica! and industrial controversy, Do yau ascept that there could hard Iy
be a more controversial suljzet than the sllegation broadeast by the BBC that
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Downing Street had insened information into the WMD Dossier against the wishes of
the intelligence services and in the knowledge that the information was probab Iy
urtrue? This was the allegation broadeast by the Today Programme on May 29+, Do
you agree, than, that it was even more imporiant that efforts he made 10 ensure the
agouracy of the story, 10 corrobarate [t and, stthe least, to out the charges to tme
Government in advance of broadoast?

Right of reply: Where g programme reveals evidenee of inigully or incompstence, or
where & strong, damsging critigue of an individusl or institution is lard out, there is
gpresumption that those critic/sed bs givan a fair opportunity 1o respond. | am sure vou
agree that the allegation was both damaging and purported to show iniguity, Why
then was na atiempt made to give those accused any oppartunity to respond befors
the atledstions were broadcasi?

Accuracy: The BAC must be gcourste. Research for 8l programimes must be

thorough. We must be prepared 1o check, cross check and seek advice to ensure ths
The BBC has admitted that this story came from & single scurse. Could you

investigate what efforts were made to chesk this story before broadeast? If no effars
were made - and we know no effort was mace to check it with the Government
before broadeast ~ how does this fit in with the guidelines? | (Te save Richard's
ambarrassment, | won't comment on bis remarkasle sugegestion in ks (ettero
Alastair Campbell that newspapers reporting the 38C's story after It was broadeast
somehow offers corroberation. Nor on his ¢laim that the BBC someahow met demands
for scecuracy by accurately reportng the false allegations of an anonymous source.)

FProgrammess should be refuztant to rely on only one sawrze. We Know thatthe 380
had orily ane source for this story. But It was aiways my belisf when | worked at the
BBC that that these guidelines referred to an stvibutable sourse. There was not only
just a single source for this story but it was - and remains - anonymous. Ne eFor was
made W ¢orraborate this story. No effort was made to ask the Gevernme to

respond prior 1o broadcoast. Could you Investigate how this shows any reluctancs on
behkalf ofthe BBC taraly on one squree?

Anonymity: A delibsratg decision to withhoid or gisguise the identity of a significant
comtribatar ralses oIFToult issues. The authorily oF programunes can be undarmingd by
the use of srionymous contributars whose status the sudfenee cannot judge. | aocept
that thers are ocoasions when the ananymity of sources mey need ba protecied. But |
find It hard to imagine the guldelines envisaged & situation in which such sericus
zlizgations were made on thea basis of a single anonymous source without any efforts
being made to corroborate ar chesk the story or that, whan firm and widespraad
Senials were given, the allsgations continued to be given such credence and
prominence for weeks afterwards.

Defemation: If we broadcast anything that injured the rBputation of an individus!, &

Eroup or &n organisation we may be Tbeliing tham, The BB iz lishle no mstter who
spegks the words in its programme. Codlg you investigate how this corresponds with
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Richart’s claims that the BBC behaved properiy because it ascurately reported
someone's falze allggations,

These are, In my view, ciear instances where the processes foilowed on this story - = very
sangus story - fiouted, \gnored or pushed o the extrame the Praoducer Guideiines. |
believe the more seribus the story, the more seriously these guidelines should be
followed. That was certainly the case when | warked at the BBC.

They were drawn ug, as vou will know better than me, 1¢ prevent the son of damage dore
ta the BBC's reputation az well as the unfair damage done to others that we have szen n
the last few weeks. [1ook forward to your investigation and vour raply. In the meantime, |
am releasing this 'etter to the prass. — -

With very bast wisnes,

0 AesShiaMenis

Ben Bradshaw MP
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