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Yr Ref: 16232484

BBC Editorial Complaints Unit 

BBC

Room 5168

White City

201 Wood Lane

London

W12 7TS

Dear Sir or Madam

Newsnight: Susan Watts’ report on President Obama’s inaugural speech

On 22nd January 2009, I forwarded a complaint to the BBC Trust concerning a report by Susan Watts of Newsnight on President Obama’s inaugural speech that was broadcast on 20th January 2009. This was given the reference number 16232484 by the BBC Trust before it was passed to the BBC Complaints Department.

What follows should be read in conjunction with previous correspondence on this subject that has passed between the BBC and myself. Copies are attached for your convenience. I also attach a copy of the full text of the speech with the paragraphs numbered for easy reference.

As explained in my message of 16th February 2009 which was posted (and the formatting mangled) on the BBC Complaints website, I do not accept the explanations that I have been given so far and for this reason I request that the Editorial Complaints Unit undertake a full investigation. In so doing, please take the following points into account in addition to my original complaint of 22nd January 2009 and my response to Mr Graham’s message of 11th February 2009.

1) Susan Watts report began with what appeared to be a sound bite from the president’s speech:

We will restore science to its rightful place, [and] roll back the spectre of a warming planet. We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories.

This comprises three extracts taken from different parts of the speech which were arranged in a different order to that in which they were delivered:

a) We will restore science to its rightful place [from paragraph 16]
b) roll back the spectre of a warming planet  [from paragraph 22]
c) We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories  [from paragraph 16]
Extract a.) was used by the president in the following context:

For everywhere we look, there is work to be done. The state of the economy calls for action, bold and swift, and we will act - not only to create new jobs, but to lay a new foundation for growth. We will build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and digital lines that feed our commerce and bind us together. We will restore science to its rightful place, and wield technology's wonders to raise health care's quality and lower its cost. We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories. And we will transform our schools and colleges and universities to meet the demands of a new age. All this we can do. And all this we will do. 

If the complete sentence had been quoted, it would have been clear to the audience that the president was referring to health care, and not climate change. If the complete paragraph had been quoted then it would have been clear that the subject that he was addressing was economic growth and infrastructure renewal as a means of mitigating recession.

Therefor a phrase taken out of context, which does not refer to climate change, has been used in the Newsnight sound bite as though it did refer to climate change. This is clearly misleading.

Extract b) was used by the president in the following context:

Recall that earlier generations faced down fascism and communism not just with missiles and tanks, but with sturdy alliances and enduring convictions. They understood that our power alone cannot protect us, nor does it entitle us to do as we please. Instead, they knew that our power grows through its prudent use; our security emanates from the justness of our cause, the force of our example, the tempering qualities of humility and restraint. 

We are the keepers of this legacy. Guided by these principles once more, we can meet those new threats that demand even greater effort - even greater cooperation and understanding between nations. We will begin to responsibly leave Iraq to its people, and forge a hard-earned peace in Afghanistan. With old friends and former foes, we will work tirelessly to lessen the nuclear threat, and roll back the spectre of a warming planet. We will not apologise for our way of life, nor will we waver in its defense, and for those who seek to advance their aims by inducing terror and slaughtering innocents, we say to you now that our spirit is stronger and cannot be broken; you cannot outlast us, and we will defeat you. 

This section of  the speech is focused on foreign policy. It makes no more than a passing reference to climate change within the context of the nuclear threat and restoring the United States’ somewhat tarnished image abroad. Even to this extent, the phrase used in the sound bite gives the impression of being an afterthought, and only by isolating that specific phrase could Newsnight create the impression that a significant policy statement had been made about climate change in this paragraph.
Extract c) derives from the same paragraph as extract a). There is no indication that this extract refers specifically to climate change, and it could equally reflect concerns about fuel imports and energy security. 

2)  The three extracts from the president’s speech were not presented consecutively in the sound bite; they do not appear in the same order in the speech. Had they been so presented the sound bite would have been as follows:

We will restore science to its rightful place, We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories. [and] roll back the spectre of a warming planet.

This raises the question of why Newsnight chose to rearrange the order of extracts, which they claim were merely used as a montage with the breaks signalled by fades, and requires an explanation. 

3)  Immediately after the extracts from President Obama’s speech, the audience heard Susan Watts say: 

President Obama couldn’t have been clearer today. And for most scientists his vote of confidence would not have come a moment too soon.

In the eight years of the Bush presidency, the world saw Arctic ice caps shrink to a record summer low, the relentless rise of greenhouse gas emissions, and warnings from scientists shift from urgent to panicky.

This reinforced the impression that the audience had already been given that they had just heard a continuously recorded passage of 35 consecutive words spoken by the president. In effect, that he had said that the status of science would be restored to prevent global warming and that this would lead to increased use of renewable energy for transport and industry for the purpose of mitigation. At no point in the speech did the president say any such thing, or even anything that approximates to this.

It is worth noting that none of the following terms occurred at any point in the president’s speech: global warming, climate change, the environment, sustainable, alternative energy, emissions, carbon dioxide or greenhouse gases.

The cumulative effect of the sound bite, and of Susan Watts words that immediately followed it, was to mislead the audience into thinking that the president had said something that he had not in fact said. 

4)  At the beginning of Susan Watts’ report, the audience heard the president’s words, but they did not see video of him speaking them. Had they done so, then it would have been obvious that the extracts were neither consecutive nor, in the case of extract a) and b), not even part of the same sentence. This raises the question of why Newsnight chose to use only the sound track, without the video, and also requires an explanation. 

5)  Where a quotation is reproduced in print, there will always be some degree of doubt as to whether the subject’s words have been reproduced accurately. The most potent form of quotaton is, therefor, to actually hear, with your own ears, what the subject said. So in effect, what the Newsnight report did was to put words into the president’s mouth in a way that would make them absolutely convincing to the audience.

6)  Had the president said, at any point in his speech, what the Newsnight sound bite represented him as having said, then there would have been no need to use isolated phrases for a ‘montage’. A direct quotation would have been available to the makers of the report.

7)  In previous correspondence (Mr Graham, 11th February 2009), the BBC has claimed that the sound bite was a montage with the heterogeneous nature of the extracts signposted to the audience by fades.  This clearly is not the case. If indeed there are any fades, they are imperceptible.

8)  Previous correspondence (Mr Graham, 11th February 2009) also suggests that, as Susan Watts’ report only formed a small part of a 50 minute programme, this in some way diminishes the issues that are the subject of my complaint. As global warming is one of the most important topics of our time ( if not the most important topic ( and the role of the United States is crucial to any action that might be taken with the intention of controlling the climate, the duration of the section of the programme that dealt with this subject is irrelevant; only the substance of what was reported matters, and this mislead the audience.

9)  As I pointed out in my original letter of complaint, the subject of Susan Watts’ report was not a pedestrian speech by a run-of-the-mill politician, but an historic occasion; the inauguration of the first black president of the United States. The text of the speech is not merely of political importance; it is guaranteed a place in history. This makes the Newsnight report and the response that I have received from the complaints department all the more shocking and unacceptable

10)  In my original complaint of 22nd January 2009 I requested that a correction and apology be broadcast on Newsnight. No communication that I have received from the BBC so far has mentioned this.

11) I would be grateful if you would provide me with the following information:

a) At what time on 20th January 2009 did Newsnight first have access to the text of President Obama’s inaugural speech?

b) When was Susan Watts’ report filmed in Kew Gardens.

12)  The agreement between the BBC and the Secretary of State for Culture Media and the Arts of 2006 lays down the following requirements:

46. Programme Code Standards

(1) The BBC must observe Relevant Programme Code Standards in the provision of the UK Public Broadcasting Services.

(2) “Relevant Programme Code Standards” means those standards for the time being set under section 319 of the Communications Act 2003—

(a) which relate to the objectives set out in the following paragraphs of subsection (2) of that section, that is to say—

(i) paragraph (a) (protection of persons under the age of eighteen);

(ii) paragraph (b) (omission of material likely to encourage or incite  any crime or disorder);

(iii) paragraph (e) (exercise of responsibility with respect to the content of religious programmes);

(iv) paragraph (f) (application of generally accepted standards so as to provide adequate protection for members of the public from the inclusion of offensive and harmful material); and

(v) paragraph (l) (refraining from use of techniques which exploit the possibility of conveying a message to viewers or listeners, or of otherwise influencing their minds, without their being aware, or fully aware, of what has occurred), but

(b) only to the extent that they do not concern the accuracy or impartiality of the content of any programme included in the UK Public Broadcasting Services.
The opening sequences of Susan Watts’ Newsnight report on President Obama’s inaugural speech is a breach 46,(2),(a),(v) et sec.

It is inconceivable that the same editorial techniques would have been applied to a similar speech by our own Prime Minister on, say, the economy or an important aspect of foreign policy. That the BBC is prepared to defend Susan Watts’ report suggests that different standards apply when a foreign head of state and climate change are concerned. This calls into question the impartiality with which this subject is being reported.

Susan Watts’ report was, presumably, scripted, produced, filmed and edited by experienced broadcasting professionals who would be very well aware that using quotations out of context falls far short of even the most elementary journalistic ethics. It is, therefor, inconceivable that they could have been unaware of the effect that what they were doing would have when it was broadcast. The misleading content of the opening sequence in the Newsnight report could not have been perpetrated inadvertently.

I look forward to receiving a full response to all these issues when a full investigation into what happened has been made.

Yours sincerely

Tony Newbery

