To: BBC Board, BBC Trust, BBC Executive
Re: BBC1, ‘Bang goes the Theory’, Nuclear Power, 3 October 2011, 20.30 
From: NuclearConsult
1.11.11
1.
Serving the Public Interest
1.1
Following a written exchange with Paul King, the Series Producer, we are compelled to re-state our grave concern about the prime-time programme: ‘Bang goes the Theory’, Nuclear Power, 3 Oct 2011, 20.30. We represent a broad and diverse community of leading UK academics and experts on nuclear issues.
1.2
In our first letter to the Series Producer (10.10.11, cc’d to Tina Fletcher, Tom Archer, Emma Swain, Danny Cohen, Mark Thompson, and Matthew Postgate), we concluded that instances of categorical misrepresentation and multiple indefensible imbalances in the programme together constitute a serious abrogation of editorial responsibility of sufficient severity to warrant formal action by BBC authorities. The gravity of this infringement is all the more serious, given that the programme was aimed at such a large audience of young people. Unfortunately, the Series Producer’s response (11 Oct 11) has served to compound rather than allay our substantive and well-documented concerns.
1.3
First, the Series Producer fails satisfactorily to answer (in some cases even address) a number of key issues that we raised. This necessitates that we rehearse in this document, the particular issues that remain unresolved. Second, the Series Producer’s response on those points that he does address, seems to illuminate and replicate a deeper pathology in the programme itself. By only reporting on one estimate of post-Chernobyl mortality due to radiation insult – without addressing the far more significant and contentious issue of late effects – he undermines the tenets of good journalism and good editorial balance. By attempting to represent this definitively as what is ‘known’ – and explicitly separate it from what is ‘contestable’ (concerning post-Chernobyl and Post-Fukushima health and environmental impacts), he badly under-represents the domain of legitimate scientific contestation and so seriously further compounds the bias. The result is a highly partisan and scientifically limited representation of what constitutes reasonable or reliable knowledge on these issues.

1.4
The problematic nature of this journalism is further exacerbated by the failure of the programme to report the scale of Post-Chernobyl thyroid cancer incidence. Potentially even more serious is the Series Producer’s private concession (but not public communication) that ‘Bang goes the Theory’ only wanted to address the issue of observed deaths, following the Chernobyl and Fukushima accidents. He is therefore admitting, but only privately, that the whole scientific point at issue in either case – the magnitude of as-yet unobserved deaths – remains beyond the scope of his programme. It is surely not an acceptable defense of BBC journalism, to claim that a manifestly misleading picture was not intentional. That the misrepresentation should in this case extend to an acknowledgement that the programme did not intend even to address several of central substantive questions about the topic in question falls manifestly below the standards expected from the BBC. 

1.5
The Series Producer argues that two short balancing statements at the beginning and at the end of the programme provide sufficient acknowledgement that “the subject of nuclear power is one of contention”. He adds that the programme’s “stated intent (is) to look beyond the confusion and speculation that is common in media coverage, to deliver what is known rather than what is contested.” He notes that “these statements provided the framework for the entire programme, in which irrefutably known facts were presented, free from wider debate on points of political or scientific controversy.” However, it remains the case that nowhere in the programme is this intention made clear. The two broadcast ‘balancing statements’ are highly nonspecific and account together for only about 30 seconds within a 30 minute programme. 

1.6
What the programme failed to address was the intrinsic breadth of uncertainty admitted by even the most minimal attention to the scientific evidence itself. Given the scale and nature of the audience, it is a serious abrogation of editorial and journalistic responsibility to promulgate such an unbalanced representation of such a serious issue. Rather than discussing the professed (but highly misleadingly simplified) ‘scientific facts’ in the context of the associated uncertainties and ambiguities, the programme selectively and systematically misrepresented the factual evidence and failed to convey the whole picture. The resulting narrative is so circumscribed and biased as effectively to amount more to partisan propaganda, than science. Such a position is undermining not only of the BBC in particular and journalism in general, but of science itself.
2.
Truth and Accuracy

2.1
The health effects section of the programme began with presenter Liz Bonnin concluding that “I want to wipe the slate clean and find the truth about the effects of radiation”. Such an unequivocal claim to a single definitive truth is in itself seriously misleading with respect to existing complex and intensively scientifically contested understanding of health effects arising in low dose exposure to ionizing radiation. It leads the viewer to expect an impartial and objective discussion. Yet what actually follows is so highly incomplete and misleading in its implications as to be manifestly incorrect.

2.2
As we discussed in our first submission - perhaps the most universally acknowledged example of a ‘scientifically established fact’ about post-Chernobyl epidemiological effects, is that evidence on health impacts remains contradictory and conflicting. However, whilst the Series producer’s Appendix 2 response admits that, “it is… impossible to estimate how many cancers may have been caused in some small part by exposure to radiation to Chernobyl” - his broadcast programme makes no mention of this dominant picture of uncertainty and ambiguity. Instead, the programme repeatedly emphasizes in close-up figures, the highly misleadingly precise number of 122 post-Chernobyl deaths. Here, the BBC’s decision to omit the communication of the range of scientifically credible interpretations represents a serious misrepresentation of post-Chernobyl radiation risk.

2.3
The Series Producer’s response under Appendix 2 – ‘Derivation of Statistics’ confirms: “In the months and years after the accident, it became apparent that a high number of thyroid cancers had developed…. Most estimates conclude that around 4000 thyroid cancers developed in this way”. Yet no mention of this significant health impact was made during the programme.
2.4
Given even this level of universally understood and acknowledged post-Chernobyl ill-health, it remains difficult to understand how Mr King can support his statement: “I maintain that our research into the credibility of such estimates substantiated the statement made in the programme that “radiation from accidents like Chernobyl is not as worrying as a lot of the media coverage would have us believe”.” This confirms the serious mis-match between the programmes background research and broadcast content. The impression is one of what can only be described as an extraordinary failure of editorial judgment.
2.5
Furthermore, in the context of the programmes professed commitment to good science, it is troubling that the programme producers and editors didn’t see fit to refer to the work of UK Government scientific advisory committees (the highest level of national scientific advice) on this topic. If they had, they would have discovered that the Committee Examining Radiation Risks of Internal Emitters (CERRIE) concluded that: 
“In the judgement of a large majority of Committee members, it is likely that 

radioactive fallout from the Chernobyl accident resulted in an increased risk of infant leukaemia in the exposed populations” (Report of the Committee Examining Radiation Risks of Internal Emitters, 2004, Crown Copyright, London, www.cerrie.org, para 26, p. 68)
“The Committee accepts that the evidence for a substantial excess risk of thyroid cancer among children resident in the heavily contaminated regions of the FSU at the time of the Chernobyl accident (UNSCEAR, 2000) is overwhelming. (CERRIE, para 69, p. 31).

2.6
Whilst it is outside the remit of this discussion to rehearse the very broad literature on post-Chernobyl studies, it is sufficient to summarise that the presentation of any single precisely-specified number for the magnitude of acute and stochastic health effects as a result of that disaster is – in itself – a highly unscientific.
2.7
The Series Producer’s response to us, is equally heroically unscientific. This is evident in his defense of Prof Thomas’ statement that “there won’t be a death toll from radiation from Fukushima”, when he asserts that there have been “no deaths from thyroid cancer…. (and) based on early indicators it is reasonable to predict no future deaths that might be confidently attributed to radiation exposure”. This nowhere acknowledges that thyroid cancer induction, diagnosis, treatment (largely successful) is strongly time-lagged following radiation insult – simply not presenting only a few months after exposure. To suggest that anyone would expect any deaths occurring from thyroid cancer a few months after Fukushima is simply nonsense. Yet this lag-time between exposure and harm is one of the most elementary and undisputed facts of radiation risk science - facts which the BBC Series Producer claims to have been seeking to communicate in the programme. It is difficult to avoid viewing this kind of misrepresentation as a deliberate confection, intended to give a falsely positive impression. 

2.8
The reality is, that it is just too soon to know the scale of the damage and radiological releases now or at the time the programme aired. Here, it’s worth noting that a recent peer reviewed and published meta analysis (Stohl, A. et al. Atmos. Chem. Phys. Discuss. 11, 28319-28394, Oct 2011), which was reported in Nature (478, 435-436, Oct 2011) concludes that the disaster at the Fukushima Daiichi released far more radiation than the Japanese government has claimed. The study also shows that Fukushima released 3.5 × 1016 Bq caesium-137, roughly twice the official government figure, and half the release from Chernobyl. The study estimates that almost a fifth of the caesium-137 fallout from Fukushima fell on Japan.
2.9
Recent public disquiet concerning claimed anomalies in University of East Anglia (UEA) work on the effects of global warming, as reported by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPPC, 2007) highlight a related problem: a claim of scientific consensus creating an expectation of infallibility. If then undermined, this can erode public confidence. If expert consensus changes - as it has on the extent of emissions from Fukushima, and the upgrading on the International Nuclear and Radiological Event Scale (INES) of the disaster from a Level Four (accident with local consequences) to a Level Seven (major accident, the highest level of nuclear accident) – then public trust in expert advice, and those who communicate that advice through the broadcast media, is also undermined. 

3.
Fairness

3.1
The ‘reach’ and hence responsibility of a prime-time BBC programme aimed at younger viewers should not be underestimated. The programme spoke with a clear authorial voice by immediately following Prof Thomas’s statement, that “there won’t be a death toll from radiation from Fukushima”, with a close-up of a large figure zero beside a radiation sign, accompanied by a musical crescendo. There was no balancing statement, no questioning of this premature safety-claim. Setting aside this theatrical presentation, under any reasonable understanding of the nature of low dose exposure to ionizing radiation, such a precise, definitive and open-ended prediction is so misleading as to be in any normal sense, a misrepresentation of the science. At the very least ‘Bang goes the Theory’ should have explained that this is just one among a range of equally scientifically supportable predictions. 
3.2
The expressed aims of the programme to providing a truthful picture reinforces the responsibility to provide a moderating or balancing view. This is especially the case, given the great weight of scientific evidence detailing the extent of radiation dispersion and contamination following the Level 7 Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster.
 

3.3
In short, it is clear irrespective of any wider position that might be taken on the overall pros and cons of nuclear power, that BBC 1 have broadcast in this edition of ‘Bang goes the Theory’ a prime-time programme aimed at young people, which seriously misrepresents current scientific understandings concerning the nature and magnitude of low level exposures to ionizing radiation. The making in the programme of categorical claims to unqualified access to a single definitive ‘truth’ concerning this complex, multi-faceted issue that is universally recognized as open to credible alternative scientific interpretation, seriously further compounds this misrepresentation. In short, ‘Bang goes the Theory’ propounds a particular, highly partisan, view on this controversial topic and effectively excludes a significant range of credible scientific opinion – especially concerning the very substantive issue of potential health impacts following the Fukushima Daiichi disaster.

3.4
There is a wealth of documentation in current formal government science advisory and policy guidance upholding the importance of not perpetrating this kind of basic mistake - and how crucial it is to treat divergent scientific views about high-level scientific controversy more evenly and fairly. BBC’s misrepresentation of a fundamental scientific debate is clearly out of step with mainstream practice.

4.
Editorial Integrity 

4.1
More specifically, the programme seems to compromise the BBC’s own editorial broadcast guidelines, which state: We must do all we can to ensure that ‘controversial subjects’ are treated with due impartiality in all our output.
 Furthermore, ‘when dealing with 'controversial subjects', we must ensure a wide range of significant views and perspectives are given due weight and prominence, particularly when the controversy is active. Opinion should be clearly distinguished from fact.
”
4.2
And a deeper reading of current thinking in this area is revealed through the current ‘BBC Trust Review of Impartiality and Accuracy of the BBC’s Coverage of Science’ (July, 2011).
 In relation to Professor Jones’ concerns about the rigid application of ‘due impartiality’ guidelines, its important to note that a balanced representation of credible views on the topic of radiation health impacts addressed in ‘Bang goes the Theory’ does not fall into any of the categories that concern Prof Jones (i.e. “non-contentious”, or providing “undue attention to marginal opinion” [ibid, p.5]).
4.3
In concluding that, “the treatment of a scientific story will depend upon its nature and context. Sometimes it is appropriate to present it as a debate within the scientific community whereas at others a range of views, including from non-experts, is justified given the social, political and cultural context ”, it seems clear that the Trust would recognise that the issues dealt with in the programme are ones which, quite legitimately, should be dealt with in a balanced way. Unfortunately, there were no other scientific opinions expressed on radiation effects other than those of Prof Thomas, and despite the controversial nature of the issues explored in the programme, there was no range of views expressed, or even touched on.

4.4
We understand that the Trust notes the Executive's plans for ongoing monitoring of impartiality and accuracy in science coverage, and that the results of the Editorial Standards Board review that the Executive plans to carry out in a year's time will be shared with the Trust - using the findings from the Trust’s review of impartiality and accuracy of the BBC’s coverage of science as its benchmark. 

5.
Impartiality

5.1
As your Editorial Guidelines suggest, “Impartiality lies at the core of the BBC's commitment to its audiences.  We will apply due impartiality to all our subject matter and will reflect a breadth and diversity of opinion across our output as a whole, over an appropriate period, so that no significant strand of thought is knowingly unreflected or under-represented.  We will be fair and open-minded when examining evidence and weighing material facts
.” 
5.2
We understand that in addition to the potential effect of the new editorial guidelines on "due weight" within impartiality, “the Executive itself proposes two specific measures to improve programme makers' understanding of these issues: a College of Journalism online training module on impartiality in science; and two seminars to be held in 2011/12 with scientists to debate current scientific issues and their coverage." We would welcome the opportunity to engage and involve with these very worthwhile initiatives.

6.
Public Trust
6.1
That this programme is set in a landscape sculptured by the recent broadcast whose findings also provide a very particular and personal perspective on post-Fukushima radiation risk (‘Is Nuclear Power Safe?’, Horizon, BBC 2, 21.00, 14.9.11), and the prominence of contributions to BBC post-Fukushima News by a rather select range of scientists with a particular take on nuclear risk (including those formerly associated with BNFL, UKAEA and BNIF), may tend to suggest to an impartial observer a certain single-minded approach to this important and legitimately contested issue. 

6.2
In summary, we find the Series Producers claim that “the data presented remain the most accurate, reliable, and uncontroversial available” – to be completely indefensible. It is our considered opinion that this episode of ‘Bang Goes the Theory’ included some manifestly incorrect material and failed more generally in its responsibility to maintain an appropriate factual balance.
 It fell very far short of the impartiality and accuracy that the public rightly expects from the BBC.
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� Note that in September 2011, Japan’s Nuclear and Industrial Safety Agency (NISA) estimated that the Fukushima Daiichi plant had released 15,000 teraBecquerels of radioactive ceasium-137 to air. A survey of 2,200 locations conducted by 400 researchers in June and July found that 33 of those locations had ceasium-137 in excess of 1.48 million Becquerels per square meter - the level set by the Soviet Union for forced resettlement after the 1986 Chernobyl disaster. Another 132 locations had combined ceasium-137/134 of more than 555,000 Becquerels per square meter - the level at which the Soviet authorities called for voluntary evacuation and imposed a ban on farming. About 3,200km2 of urban and arable land has been heavily contaminated, and schoolchildren are now expected to tolerate a dose exposure of up to 20mSv – far in excess of radiation doses allowed by the Office of Nuclear Regulation HSE in the UK, or in any other country for that matter. In Okuma, radiation readings measured 29.46 million Becquerels per one square meter. Samples were taken from 580 areas in six prefectures; in nine spots, ceasium exceeded 5,000Bq/kg. Areas in Fukushima and Namie measured over 20,000 Bq/kg. According to the Japanese Environment Ministry, incinerator dust and ash with too much radioactive ceasium to allow it to be buried has been found at 42 facilities in Tokyo, Chiba, Iwate and three other prefectures as well as Fukushima. A recent Japan Environment Ministry Report, 28 Sept 2011, details plans to attempt to remove and disposal of 29 million cubic metres of contaminated soil, and contaminated zones where radiation levels need to be brought down comprise circa 930 square miles over Fukushima and four nearby prefectures. Taken together, this well documented scientific evidence further underscores the seriously misleading nature of an unqualified assertion that “there won’t be a death toll from radiation from Fukushima”.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/page/guidelines-impartiality-principles/" ��http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/page/guidelines-impartiality-principles/�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/page/guidelines-impartiality-controversial-subjects/" ��http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/page/guidelines-impartiality-controversial-subjects/�


��HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/science_impartiality/science_impartiality.pdf"��http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/science_impartiality/science_impartiality.pdf�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/page/guidelines-editorial-values-editorial-values/" ��http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/page/guidelines-editorial-values-editorial-values/�


� It should be noted that many signatories of this document have served on a series of UK government scientific advisory committees, and are recognised as the leading UK experts in the field of scientific knowledge interpretation.
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