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Dear Stephen,

Resignation from Appeals Advisory Committee /Complaint about treatment of DEC over Gaza appeal

It is with great regret that I am writing today to resign from the BBC Appeals Advisory Committee.

I wish to make clear at the outset that I have the highest regard for all the past and present members of the committee with whom I have served and have nothing but admiration for all the very knowledgeable and professional BBC staff and producers who are involved with airing and managing charitable appeals.

As a supporter of the licence fee, I continue to believe that the BBC’s work in raising the profile of charities and in direct fundraising for the voluntary sector is of great national importance and deserves wider public recognition.

However, having watched the DEC appeal broadcast on Channel 4 this evening and reviewed the Director General’s comments on the news and in the editors’ blog in relation to the BBC ‘s blocking of the DEC Gaza broadcast, I strongly believe that the wrong decision has been taken.  

Whilst the AAC as a whole has had no involvement in this decision and I appreciate my own tenure is due to end anyway later this year, I cannot in conscience submit a complaint about this emergency appeal decision and remain serving on the AAC, so am with regret tendering my resignation.

Although personally I have long been of the view that the Israel/Palestine conflict receives relatively far more coverage (for historical and geo-political reasons) than other conflicts and humanitarian crises around the world , I have no doubt that the DEC Gaza appeal has been thought through carefully and is based on long agreed, well established principles.

Without wishing to rehearse all the pro and con arguments which have received ample press attention, I would like to make two specific points in relation to this controversy.

Firstly, the DEC exists in part to provide an objective and transparent  mechanism for international charities to debate and collectively  decide on national media appeals and there is no reason why the  BBC should not (with due debate and consideration) act on its  recommendations. Surely, from a purely reputation risk management point of view, this long established external governance structure provides the BBC with more than enough protection for its independence?

Secondly, the BBC has not in the past shied away from humanitarian appeals that have been potentially politically controversial. The greater good served by the Live Aid appeals of the 1980s despite concerns about the Mengistu regime in Ethiopia comes to mind , as does the 1971 appeal for Bangladeshi refugees in the midst of a war at the start of which  Bangladeshi independence was not yet recognised by the UK. I also recall a DEC appeal on the BBC in 1982 by Sue Lawley for Palestinian and Lebanese victims of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon when the stated purpose of the invasion was to drive out the PLO, which was not then recognised by Israel.

As has been pointed out by many of the people complaining to the BBC, the ultimate logic of a policy of avoiding appeals arising out of politically controversial conflicts would be for the BBC to ignore major humanitarian crises which I trust is not anyone’s intention. Having watched the DEC broadcast tonight, I do not see how any reasonable viewer would believe that it jeopardised the BBC’s credibility or reputation.

Furthermore, whilst I am happy to keep my personal views on  BBC policy to myself (outsourcing and asset sales covered in Private Eye for instance or my opinion that the suspension of Jonathan Ross unnecessarily gave ammunition to media rivals of the BBC who have an agenda of undermining the licence fee), I do strongly wish to register my view that by justifying the decision to block the Gaza appeal on the ground of impartiality, the Director General has created greater reputational harm by implying and/or allowing the impression to be given that the DEC has not been objective in this case.

This insults the professionalism and expertise of the well respected and widely supported charities that make up the DEC and undermines its historically well established and publicly welcomed role in providing a transparent, external expert mechanism for recommending broadcast appeals.

For this reason, I am registering a complaint about the decision which I believe is both wrong in outcome and has compounded damage to the BBC’s reputation by impugning the integrity of the Disasters Emergency Committee. Accordingly, I wish to add my voice to the calls for the BBC to review its decision.

In view of this, whilst as stated above I remain very supportive of the BBC as an institution and believe its charitable broadcast work is just one of many services it provides of great national importance, I must advise that I am resigning from the Appeals Advisory Committee today.

With good wishes for the future

Yours sincerely

Niaz

