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BBC 1, ‘Bang goes the theory’, Nuclear Power, 3 October 2011, 


After reflection and consultation among a broad and diverse community of leading UK academics and experts on nuclear issues, we are compelled to register grave concern about the prime-time programme: ‘Bang goes the theory’, Nuclear Power, 3 October 2011. In short – and no matter what position is taken on the overall pros and cons of nuclear power – the instances of misrepresentation and multiple manifest imbalances in this programme constitute a serious abrogation of editorial responsibility. This is all the more so, given that the programme is aimed at such a large audience of young people.


The serious deficiencies in this programme fall into two groups: categorical misrepresentation and indefensible imbalance.  We will discuss each in turn.
1.
Categorical Misrepresentation
1.1
The health effects section of your programme began with presenter Liz Bonnin concluding that “Since the atom bomb blast, it’s been difficult to make a dispassionate assessment of radioactivity. But that is what I want to do. 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.
1.2
For example, contrasting an annual incidence of deaths due to “106 people falling out of bed”, Prof Gerry Thomas informs Liz that “according to research that includes short-term and most cancers” the death toll (both deterministic and stochastic – immediate and future) from releases associated with the Chernobyl disaster amounted to “122 people” in total. That this statement constitutes a misrepresentation of any reasonable understanding of current evidence is confirmed by your own emailed response Appendix 2 which states that “Any estimates of current and future cancers attributed to Chernobyl were not included in the 122 statistic and with good reason’’. Since you acknowledge a significant category of effect to be excluded, the broadcast implication that all aspects were included is unambiguously incorrect.

1.3
Your declared aim of “exploring the scientifically established facts” should include at least some kind of good faith effort to be complete in your treatment of the scientific evidence. Yet – no matter how it is looked at – the programme also failed in this respect. For example, you state that your broadcast figure of 122 deaths is, in part, arrived at with reference to a publication of the IAEA Chernobyl Forum, and a further extrapolation on projected thyroid cancer by Prof. Thomas. This calculation is extraordinarily incomplete with respect to the evidence as a whole. For instance, the IAEA Chernobyl Forum (2005) – itself elsewhere criticized as unduly optimistic – estimated just one part of the post-Chernobyl death toll at around 4000. The scope of this analysis was restricted just to Belarus, Ukraine and the Russian Federation – excluding other exposed countries and populations. That you failed even to mention even this figure in your broadcast – let alone the wider scientific literature – constitutes a serious misrepresentation of the science. The abrogation of editorial responsibility is even more serious, given the ambition of your declared aims

1.4
Perhaps the most universally acknowledged example of ‘scientifically established fact’ about post-Chernobyl epidemiological effects, is that evidence on health impacts remains contradictory and conflicting. However, whilst your 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” - your broadcast programme makes no mention of this dominant picture of uncertainty and ambiguity. Instead, the programme repeatedly emphasizes in close-up figures, the highly precise and misleading number of 122 post-Chernobyl deaths. Your decision to omit the communication of the range of scientifically credible interpretations represents a serious misrepresentation of post-Chernobyl radiation risk.

1.5
Given your professed commitment to established scientific orthodoxy, it bears repeating that the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) estimates a total collective dose of 600,000 person-Sieverts over 50 years from Chernobyl fallout. Since the standard risk estimate from the International Commission on Radiological Protection (ICRP) is 0.05 fatal cancers per Sievert, this suggests an estimate of about 30,000 fatal cancers post-Chernobyl. Given that, according to the US National Academy of Sciences Committee on the Biological Effects of Ionizing Radiation (BEIR), current models may overstate risks or understate them by a factor of two, then on this basis, the estimated cancer mortality extrapolation will range from some 15,000 to 60,000. 

1.6
Whilst you acknowledge credible suggestions of an estimated figure of around 40,000 post-Chernobyl deaths in your private Appendix 2 response - you completely failed to mention this in your broadcast program. In this context, itt bears repeating that the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) estimate for the total collective dose over 50 years from Chernobyl fallout – itself disputed as too optimistic – is 600,000 person-Sieverts. Given the standard risk estimate from the International Commission on Radiological Protection (ICRP) is 0.05 fatal cancers per Sievert, this results in an estimate of about 30,000 fatal cancers post-Chernobyl. 

1.7
When other authoritative scientific analyses are taken into account, then a greater range emerges. According to the US National Academy of Sciences Committee on the Biological Effects of Ionizing Radiation (BEIR), current models may overstate risks or understate them by a factor of two. On this basis, the estimated cancer mortality extrapolation will range from some 15,000 up to 60,000. Again, whilst you acknowledge credible suggestions of an estimated figure of around 40,000 post-Chernobyl deaths in your private Appendix 2 response, you completely failed to mention this in your broadcast programme. This confirms the serious mis-match between your background research and your broadcast content, with what can only be described as an extraordinary failure of editorial judgement. The gravity of this misrepresentation is compounded by Liz Bonnin’s emphasised conclusion that “radiation from accidents like Chernobyl are not as worrying as the media cover would have us believe”.
1.8
Prof. Thomas goes on to conclude the health section of your program by stating, “there won’t be a death toll from radiation from Fukushima”. This statement was followed by 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. 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 this is just one among a range of equally scientifically supportable predictions. The expressed aims of the programme to providing a truthful picture reinforce 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. 

1.9
In this context, it should be noted 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”.
2.
Indefensible Imbalance
2.1
The second category of flaw in the 3rd October broadcast were the instances of unbalanced coverage. For example, your interviewee at Dounreay stated that: “controlled waste will go into an underground repository and will be stored forever”. However, no mention was made in your programme of the fact that plans for any proposed geological disposal facility (GDF) are at an experimental stage, no host site or community has yet been identified, and significant elements of the underlying fundamental research for such a proposal in the UK have not yet been embarked on. Further, nowhere in the world has either the disposal or long-term geological storage of commercial high-level waste (HLW) or intermediate level waste (ILW) been proven.
2.2
In your response, you suggested that: “The intent was to explore the scientifically established facts behind the academic and media debates that surround the subject, in order to provide a better understanding of those debates to a lay audience. The intent was not to explore the range of opinions surrounding those debates.” What we are addressing here is not simply a ‘range of opinions’, but the intrinsic breadth of uncertainty admitted by even the most minimal attention 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 ‘scientific facts’, as you profess, you have selectively and systematically misrepresented the evidence as a whole. The resulting picture is so circumscribed and biased as effectively to amount to partisan propaganda, rather than science. Among other problems, such a position is undermining of science itself. 

2.3
It is for these reasons that we find your 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.
Public Trust

Given the serious nature of our concerns about the programme, it is our considered opinion that, whilst a prime time apology and correction may go some way towards addressing our concerns - it is imperative that, in the context of public trust in the BBC’s governance, the Corporation should balance its recent output with a new programme looking at other views on nuclear safety and energy options, including the exploration of the possibility of a non nuclear future for the UK. 
Yours sincerely
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