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The BBC and “Europe”: Analysis of the Today Programme output September – December 2010
By Newswatch
The survey of Today, from September 14-December 12, 2009, spanned the second Irish referendum and the subsequent final moves towards the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty, its passage into law, and speculation and confirmation about who would become EU President and High Representative. Coverage of these events amounted to around 53% of Today’s EU-related output, which equated to 2.7% of the programme content. This was considerably less than that devoted to other major stories such as climate change and Afghanistan.    

Within this framework, the main focus of Today features was the difficulties caused to the Conservatives by the ratification, their dropping of a commitment to hold a referendum, and the allegations that their new alliances in Europe were with extremist parties. Tory difficulties became the central issue of the ratification in editorial terms; no other aspect was analysed in such depth. There were at least 16 instances when Conservative party EU-related policy problems were the main focus of analysis or coverage.     

UKIP figured very little; its total contribution was only 4.5% of that devoted to EU affairs, or 1,624 words expressed by eight party speakers. But the figures inflate their actual presence, because most of their contributions were tangential or on matters of relatively minor importance.  The telling statistic is that there were only two interviews of UKIP figures in the survey period. Neither was about Lisbon and its aftermath, and only one touched fleetingly on party policy. It would be reasonably expected that a party that commanded 16.5% of a national vote would have been better represented within coverage of issues central to its existence.     

There was very little effort to explore the government’s (or the Liberal Democrats’) approach to the treaty. It would be expected that, for the sake of balancing the focus on the Conservatives (and ‘euroscepticism’ insofar as the Conservatives reflected it), there would be. Yet the only relevant questioning of a senior Labour government figure was in one interview with David Miliband. He was asked only about his reasons for supporting Mr Blair as EU President, and why he thought the Tories were apparently allied with extremist groups within the European parliament. The interrogation gave Mr Miliband a platform to explain why he thought the Lisbon Treaty strengthened EU democracy, and to attack the Conservatives. The bias was made worse because at crucial junctions in the development of the story – for example the confirmation of the Irish ‘no’ vote, or the appointment of Lady Ashton as High Representative – the only opinion sought in reaction was that of Europhiles.        

Thus, the main aim of EU-related coverage seemed to be to show that the passage into law of the treaty would have serious negative ramifications in the Conservative/eurosceptic camp, and possibly open up a new “civil war” over the EU. There was very little corresponding effort to explore what the Lisbon Treaty meant to the UK, and why Labour had sanctioned it despite this being against public opinion.  
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