
Poor news: 
BBC misleads humanity on goals and progress 
 
Inaccuracies, imbalance and omissions in BBC output 
and by BBC staff and Trustees in response to complaints 
 
 
Statistics on "poverty", hunger, health and so on are used to support policies and governments.  
 
The BBC has repeatedly exaggerated the thoroughness of World Bank poverty research.  
It has given a false impression that the World Bank "calculate" prices faced by the poor, and take 
varying needs into account.   
The programme More or Less has falsely claimed the World Bank uses a "basket of essential 
goods"; and such things as "a certain level of shelter ... or health care".  In reality those are exactly 
what is not done.  
 
 
BBC overstates human access to water: 
 

        
 
 
BBC persistently understates world leaders' pledges: 
 

 
 
 
BBC staff and, in public statements, trustees have persistently misdescribed the complaints.   
The inaccuracies persist. 
 
Includes many communications 2001-2016 to the BBC.   
Matt Berkley          
Draft 25 October 2016  
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This document is being updated after a recent response from BBC News claiming to have dealt 
with correspondence, but which ignored complaints such as: 

 
 
"BBC does not report actual [Millennium] pledges of 2000 even though reaffirmed by world 
leaders in 2013." 
 
 
"BBC does not report scandal:  MDG list falsely claims 1990-baseline targets come from 
Declaration." 
 
 
"Pattern of repeating spin on world poverty as fact" 

 
"pattern of imbalance of views on world poverty goal and progress reports... 
 
BBC tends to present official "$/day" claims as on "extreme poverty" without adequate questioning 
or other views." 
 
 
 
Please see notes after contents list. 
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Notes  
 
The BBC is far from the only organisation making these kinds of wrong statements.   
 
It is far from the only organisation putting forward views which it is hard to see people applying to 
themselves - such as that a fixed amount of money measures "poverty" without looking at prices 
faced by the poor or what people need at different times.   
 
In the accounts which follow, the examples are given to illustrate.   In several cases there are far 
more examples of similar BBC problems in the text of the complaints.   
 
It seems extremely unlikely that inaccuracies in web pages, podcasts and videos were not duplicated in BBC 
broadcast material, perhaps in many cases repeated several times: for example, a very short "Global Goals" 
video.   
 
A similar consideration may apply on imbalances, since the evidence seems to suggest at best extreme 
laziness in repeating official claims without looking for any alternative views, or even questioning, for 
example, whether someone's "income" measures their material prosperity in view of necessary expenditure.  
If the dedicated programmes on official claims or global targets omit significant strands of thought, it may 
be likely that short news reports have been no better.    
 
The contents list is not necessarily to all items included here.  Short descriptions for contents list entries 
should not be taken as comprehensive, or as suggesting limits on scope of the texts.  
 
Material has been formatted for readability and underlining added, partly because the BBC complaints 
system removes formatting. 
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BBC understates Millennium pledges 

 
 

Times of India, 
September 10 2000: 
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September 2000: The BBC wrongly refers to commitments to halve "numbers", but correctly omits 
1990. 

 

 

 
 
 
Along with many media organisations, academics, journalists and others, the BBC has, after the 
year 2000, understated world leaders' promises of that year.  Like the New York Times, the 
Financial Times, the Guardian, the Lancet, the Economist and the Daily Mail, the BBC did so even  
after complaints.   
 
The Millennium Declaration was  based on 15 years rather than 25.   
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It says nothing about a "1990" baseline. 
 
The philosopher Thomas Pogge has pointed out for over a decade that the Declaration has a 
baseline of 2000.  

What nations "agreed in 2000" was not the easier MDG targets.   
 
Also, its promises were wider than the Millennium Development Goals devised in 2001.  
The commitments were not only more ambitious but went far beyond the "development" parts of 
the Declaration to include for example peace and human rights.  
 
I complained from February 2014 onwards about the BBC's inaccurate and misleading statements 
relating to the pledges of 2000. 
 
After multiple complaints, the BBC continued to mislead the public, including in material for 
children. 
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The BBC "MDG website" of 2004 makes an explicitly false statement about the pledges: 
 

 
 
 
2005: 
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Much other BBC output states or implies the same thing.  
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Even the BBC's charity claiming to help people "hold governments to account" has parroted the 
spin that the 1990-2015 targets were among the historic pledges of 2000. 
 

 

 

 
 
2014:   
 
I informed the Head of Editorial Complaints, beginning with an error on the baseline by More or 
Less in the edition of 10 March 2012.    
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This was not the route the BBC suggested for complaints.  I chose to inform him after the BBC 
repeatedly failed to answer other complains. 
 
After this, BBC again repeatedly misled -  for example: 
 
 

 
 

 
 
I complained to other parts of the BBC about this error:   BBC World News, the Swahili service, 
the Woman's Hour team and a main global health correspondent.  
 

Womans' Hour material, for example:  [I did not complain about the claim that nations aimed to 
"eradicate human suffering within 15 years"] 
 
 
 

 

 

 
19 June 2015:   
 
BBC Trustees formally accepted, in a decision by their Editorial Standards Committee, that the 
later MDG target was easier than what leaders actually pledged in 2000. 
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However, they refused to consider the evidence that the BBC had misled for years with explicitly 
false statements on the baseline.   
 
Trustees have the legal power to seek information from BBC employees or to start investigations 
on matters of concern, even if there is no complaint or appeal.   In this case, I had stated at the 
outset that I did not think the Woman's Hour errors, which is what the Trustees limited their 
decision to, were necessarily that team's fault.  In my view, the evidence of worse and repeated 
inaccuracies on world leaders' pledges - which I had sent to the Trust - was essential context for 
Trustees.   

 

July 2015:  
 
BBC continues misleading that the Millennium Summit set the easier targets - for example: 
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Material for children:   
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January 2016:  BBC Trustees falsely claim that they dealt with the complaints on the baseline in 
their decision of June 2015.   
 
In reality they had, in the June decision, said they would not consider any material outside the 
Woman's Hour output from a single day.   They dismissed that complaint on the grounds that the 
Woman's Hour material did not mention mortality or a baseline, which other material clearly did.   
It was also clear that they had not addressed the cumulative effects, or that the BBC seemed to have 
failed to tell the public the actual pledges by world leaders, with any reasonable degree of 
prominence.    

 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	BBC "assesses" World Bank/UN claims using contributors with Bank/UN ties.  BBC Trustees falsely claim the complaint was about bias of one presenter, ignoring complaint of "imbalance of contributors"
	BBC failure "since 2000" to describe "main"/"vital"/"world's number one" development target accurately



