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Broadcasting Bill

I would like to draw your attention to certain misgivings we have
at ITN about the effect of the Government amendment on
impartiality, due to be discussed in the House of Lords next week
during the Report Stage of the Broadcasting Bill.

The requirement for ITV to have a news service of due
impartiality and balance has been in place since the 1954
Television Act. = e e
Let me say at the outset that in ITN we have never looked upon
this rule as what has sometimes been described as a dreary
doctrine, which inhibits robust reporting. Rather we have taken
the view that our country is not short of organs of opinion but
is short of sources of good, hard, reliable information. The
need to be balanced and impartial, therefore, has been a positive
asset in our box office appeal to a public hungry for quality
news.

our concern is that the amendment, which requires balance on
individual issues in the same programme, could be interpreted as
too sweeping in its application and could lead to unworkable
absurdities in regular news programmes.
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Our legal advice is that a statutory definition of this kind
opens the way for ill-intentioned people to smother news
programmes under an avalanche of obligatory balancing statements
from any quarter, which considers itself to have a say on a given
issue, regardless of its standing. Any omission could be grounds
for court action.

For instance, our advice is that if a party conference were
debating a major issue, such as defence, we would be obliged that
nlght to give balanc1ng responses to all other parties on that
issue. In our Parliament Programme on Channel 4, we frequently
invite an MP on Friday to look back on the week's work in
Parliament. We aim to balance the selection of MPs over a period
of time. But under this amendment we could be expected to include
MPs from all parties within the same programme: an unworkable
formula.

We are assured that this is not the Government's intention and
that it is for the ITC to draw up a code which clarifies
definitions. Our legal advice persists, though, that the danger
remains in the wording in the Bill.

From the perspective of news programmes, we feel that no new
definitions of impartiality are called for. But if the amendment
| is to be accepted, it is of vital importance that it is made
clear in debate what is in ministers' minds: that the amendment
is not intended to dislodge what plain people would currently
judge to be commonsense and fair play in reporting a given issue;
that there is no automatic right of response by a roll-call of
interested parties within a given news programme.

We are anxious that in any future 1legal action over
interpretation of this provision, a judge could find guidance as
to the Government's intentions as regards daily news.

I would be most grateful if you would give our concerns
sympathetic consideration.
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Sir David Nicholas
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