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The BBC, one of the world’s largest and most respected
news organisations, has issued formal guidance to its
journalists on how to report climate change.

Carbon Brief has obtained the internal four-page “crib sheet” sent yesterday to BBC

journalists via an email from Fran Unsworth, the BBC’s director of news and current

affairs. The crib sheet includes the BBC’s “editorial policy” and “position” on climate

change.

All of the BBC’s editorial staff have also been invited to sign up for a one-hour

“training course on reporting climate change”. Carbon Brief understands this is the �rst

time that the BBC has issued formal reporting guidance to its staff on this topic.

The move follows a ruling (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-43699607)

earlier this year by Ofcom (https://www.ofcom.org.uk/), the UK’s broadcasting

regulator, which found that BBC Radio 4’s �agship current-affairs programme Today

(https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006qj9z) had breached broadcasting rules by

“not suf�ciently challenging” Lord Lawson, the former Conservative chancellor.

Lawson, who chairs a UK-based climate-sceptic lobby group, had made false claims

(https://www.carbonbrief.org/factcheck-lord-lawson-inaccurate-claims-about-climate-

change-bbc-radio-four) about climate change in an interview on Today in August 2017.

Before Ofcom published its ruling in April, the BBC had already apologised

(https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/oct/24/bbc-apologises-over-

interview-climate-sceptic-lord-nigel-lawson) for breaching its general editorial

guidelines during the Lawson interview.

The broadcaster has faced repeated

(https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/apr/02/mps-criticise-bbc-false-

balance-climate-change-coverage) criticism (http://www.politics.co.uk/comment-

analysis/2018/07/26/newsnight-s-bizarre-heatwave-tweet-shows-bbc-still-vulnerabl)

over the past decade for enabling “false balance

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/False_balance)” on the topic of climate change, as well as

for failing to fully implement the recommendations of the BBC Trust’s 2011 review

(https://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/our_work/editorial_standards/impartiality/science_impartiality.ht

into the “impartiality and accuracy of the BBC’s coverage of science”.
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This is the email sent by Fran Unsworth

(https://www.bbc.co.uk/corporate2/insidethebbc/managementstructure/biographies/unsworth_fra

to BBC journalists yesterday:

Dear all

After a summer of heatwaves, �oods and extreme weather, environment stories have become
front of mind for our audiences. There are a number of important related news events in the
coming months – including the latest report from the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change and Green Great Britain Week in October – so there will be many more stories to cover.
Younger audiences, in particular, have told us they’d like to see more journalism on the issue.

With this in mind, we are offering all editorial staff new training for reporting on climate
change. The one hour course covers the latest science, policy, research, and misconceptions to
challenge, giving you con�dence to cover the topic accurately and knowledgeably.

Please book now by choosing a time from MyDevelopment (you’ll be prompted to login �rst),
searching ‘reporting climate change’ on MyDevelopment, or emailing XXXXXX@bbc.co.uk to
set up a tailored session for your team.

In the meantime, you can read the Climate Change for BBC News crib sheet, and the Analysis
and Research website by searching ‘climate change’ which cover the basics.

I hope you �nd the training useful.

Fran

If a journalist clicks on the email’s link to book a place on the course, they are taken to

this page on the BBC intranet:

(https://www.carbonbrief.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Training-session.jpg)
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(To avoid the risk of personal abuse

(https://www.scienti�camerican.com/article/scientist-targets-of-climate-change-hate-

mail-rally-for-support/) or intimidation

(https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/feb/22/climate-change-science-

attacks-threats-trump), Carbon Brief has decided to redact the email address of the BBC

employee running the course. Carbon Brief can con�rm, though, that the individual is

not one of the BBC journalists who report on climate change.)

The crib sheet, below, includes a summary of the “basics” on climate science, the BBC’s

“editorial policy” and “position” on climate change, and a precis of domestic climate

policies in the UK as well as at the international level.

This is the document’s wording for the BBC’s “editorial policy” and “position” on

climate change:

Editorial Policy

Climate change has been a dif�cult subject for the BBC, and we get coverage of it wrong too
often. The climate science community is clear that humans have changed the climate, but
speci�cally how is more dif�cult to evidence. For instance, there is very high con�dence that
there will be more extreme events – �oods, droughts, heatwaves etc. – but attributing an
individual event, such as the UK’s winter �oods in 2013/2014, to climate change is much less
certain.

We must also be careful to distinguish between the statements. For example: “Climate change
makes this kind of event both more frequent and more severe,” and “Climate change caused this
event”. The former uses previous scienti�c evidence to say ‘it is likely’ the event is the result of
climate change, whereas the latter may be making an assertion without the proof to back it up.

What’s the BBC’s position?

Man-made climate change exists: If the science proves it we should report it. The BBC accepts that
the best science on the issue is the IPCC’s position, set out above.
Be aware of ‘false balance’: As climate change is accepted as happening, you do not need a ‘denier’ to
balance the debate. Although there are those who disagree with the IPCC’s position, very few of them
now go so far as to deny that climate change is happening. To achieve impartiality, you do not need to
include outright deniers of climate change in BBC coverage, in the same way you would not have
someone denying that Manchester United won 2-0 last Saturday. The referee has spoken. However,
the BBC does not exclude any shade of opinion from its output, and with appropriate challenge from a
knowledgeable interviewer, there may be occasions to hear from a denier.
There are occasions where contrarians and sceptics should be included within climate change and
sustainability debates. These may include, for instance, debating the speed and intensity of what will
happen in the future, or what policies government should adopt. Again, journalists need to be aware
of the guest’s viewpoint and how to challenge it effectively. As with all topics, we must make clear to
the audience which organisation the speaker represents, potentially how that group is funded and
whether they are speaking with authority from a scienti�c perspective – in short, making their
af�liations and previously expressed opinions clear. Datenschutzerklärung -
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The document concludes with a list of “common misconceptions” produced by the

Science Media Centre (http://www.sciencemediacentre.org/about-us/) (SMC). The list

appears to be an adapted update of a document (pdf

(http://www.sciencemediacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/SMC-Brie�ng-

Notes-Climate-Change.pdf)) published by the SMC in 2012.

The SMC was established in 2002 and seeks to “provide, for the bene�t of the public

and policymakers, accurate and evidence-based information about science and

engineering through the media, particularly on controversial and headline news stories

when most confusion and misinformation occurs”.
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(For the same reasons stated above, Carbon Brief has decided to remove the metadata

showing which BBC employee created the original document.)

Carbon Brief asked Prof Ed Hawkins

(http://www.met.reading.ac.uk/~ed/home/index.php) to examine the crib sheet.

Hawkins is a professor of climate science at the University of Reading and a lead author

of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (http://www.ipcc.ch/) (IPCC)’s next

 

CLIMATE CHANGE: THE BASICS

This briefing note is intended to help inform your reporting by providing a quick guide to the science,

editorial policy considerations and the BBC’s Greener Broadcasting strategy as well as outlining some

common misconceptions.

THE SCIENCE: Climate change IS happening

“It is extremely likely that human influence has been the dominant cause of the observed warming

since the mid-20th century.” - IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report 

This statement comes from a 2014 report by the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) which drew on the expertise of a huge number of the world’s top scientists. It assessed the

scientific evidence of climate change and concluded that the most recent warming is man-made. It

remains the most recent comprehensive survey of both science and policy and is due to be updated

later this year.

What is climate and climate change?

•  Climate is the average of weather over time and across large regions, even the entire planet.

Weather is what is happening in one place at one time.

•  Climate change, on the other hand, occurs because the amount of energy in the entire

climate system is changed, leading to some form of impact on that system.

•  There are always natural changes in the climate (with ocean cycles like El Nino or changes in

the Sun) but there are also impacts from human activities.

•  In News, we tend to use the phrase ‘climate change’ to mean human-driven warming.

The IPCC forecasts a range of possible scenarios based on computer modelling. Most simulations

indicate a global surface temperature change by the end of the 21st century and that this is very

likely to exceed 1.5C, relative to 1850. Some models suggested we are on course to exceed 2C

compared to the pre-industrial average. Most climate scientists regard a rise of 2C as the point when

global warming could become irreversible and the effects dangerous. At current rates, we are on

track for a rise of more than 3-4C by the end of the century.

See: What is climate change? BBC News online and Common Misconceptions (at end of this briefing)

IMPLICATIONS

The impact of climate change in the long-term is difficult to predict but there is a general consensus

that it could be devasting in many different ways. Some predict impacts on everything from food 

supplies to financial and security infrastructure.

As we wait for the sixth IPCC assessment, a leading specialist website CarbonBrief  has provided a

summary of the first study to compare the impact of reaching 1.5C vs 2C. The study, published in

Earth System Dynamics in April 2016, predicts:

•  At 1.5C: Sea-levels will have risen by 40cm in 2100 compared to 2000, 90% of the coral reef

is at risk of bleaching from 2050 and wheat production could be down 9% relative to 1986-

2005

•  At 2C: Sea-level will rise by 50cm, the risk of coral bleaching increases to 98% and wheat

production could be down 16%.
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assessment report (https://www.carbonbrief.org/guest-post-what-will-be-in-the-next-

ipcc-climate-change-assessment) due in 2021-22. Hawkins makes the follow

observations:

The IPCC report is not being updated later this year. It is publishing a special report on 1.5C. But this
is minor detail.
The de�nition of “climate change” could be improved, but isn’t wrong.
The paragraph on projections is confusing and could be clari�ed to discuss that the level of future
warming depends on our choices on future emissions. I also do not agree that there is a consensus on
2C of warming being “irreversible”.
The “implications” section could do with a mention of heatwaves and intense rainfall.
The “editorial policy” could be more explicit about what would constitute false balance in its
coverage. In the past, too many inaccurate statements made about climate science have not been
effectively challenged by the interviewer.
Regarding the UK’s domestic stage, it could mention that emission cuts
(https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-uk-carbon-emissions-in-2017-fell-to-levels-last-seen-in-1890)
are already being made.

Hawkins adds:

“Overall, it’s great to see the BBC doing this. This set of BBC guidelines is long overdue. There
have been too many occasions when the BBC’s audience has been misled over the realities of
climate change.”

The BBC said it had nothing further to add in response to Carbon Brief’s request for

comment.
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