BBC Programme Complaints Bulletin (Oct-Dec 2002)  
Today
BBC Radio 4, 18 September 2002
The complaint
Two listeners, one of them the Chairman of Business for Sterling, complained about an item which said that a recent report from the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) had shown that Britain had slipped down the list of the Inward Investment table, whereas Ireland had gone up. Today, they claimed, had attributed these differing performances to Britain being outside the eurozone, so the item had been, in effect, propaganda in favour of joining the euro. In fact, the main UNCTAD table had shown that, far from falling, Britain had risen to second in the list of countries attracting inward investment. 
Finding
The Today report centred on UNCTAD's new Performance Index, which measures inward investment in relation to a country's GDP. It was in this list that Britain had slipped, whereas its position had strengthened in the main table, which measures absolute levels of investment. It was misleading for the item not to have made the situation clearer, and the complaint was upheld to that extent. However, Today did not attribute Britain's fall in the new Index to being outside the eurozone: the Chief Economist of the Irish Intercontinental Bank said on the programme that EMU membership had been only one factor in Ireland's improvement, and John Humphrys had challenged a claim by the Liberal Democrats about the beneficial influence of the euro by pointing out that several eurozone countries had not come out well in the list.
Further action
The Assistant Editor of Today has spoken to members of the team about the need to be specific in their research and reporting of complex tables.
[taken from: http://www.bbc.co.uk/info/bbc/pcu_index.shtml]
Minotaur Analysis 

September 18:  Business News

The first report concerning Ireland appeared on September 18th, with an item comparing levels of inward investment in the British and Irish economies.  Although not specifically relating to the referendum on the Nice Treaty, this four minute report has been included in this analysis and overall totals for referendum coverage, as it provided an introduction to the economic issues which would later underpin the programme’s treatment of the referendum itself.   The preamble to the piece was unequivocal, drawing a stark comparison between a Britain ‘not doing so well’ in terms of inward investment and an Ireland ‘doing brilliantly’.

JOHN HUMPHRYS:
  Britain is not doing so well in persuading foreign countries to invest here, that’s what the latest figures show.  Ireland has been doing brilliantly.  We’ve slipped from 16th to 25th place in the league table; they’ve gone from 71st to 4th

This was at best over-simplistic and at worst seriously misleading. The details were so inadequate as to render the statement virtually meaningless. No source for the league table was given, and there was thus no guidance to their validity – for example whether they came from an organisation with a particular axe to grind. Brief details did emerge obliquely later on in the feature: the Liberal Democrat interviewee qualified his opening contribution by saying, “let’s not read too much into one report” – thus alerting listeners that there may be variations in findings between similar reports, but information on how the figures had actually been compiled was not provided.  Listeners were left to speculate as to how often these figures were published and over what time scale they had been gathered. This introduction was therefore a clear contravention of the BBC’s Producer Guidelines, which stipulate explicitly that the source and context of statistics must always be given: 

Statistics should be used or reported carefully and in context. It is extremely difficult to convey the context of statistical evidence in a few words, so programmes may need to find time to explain perspectives. With regularly published sets of statistics this may mean giving the trend of the figures over a relevant period. Even then statistical evidence should not be accorded more weight than could stand scrutiny. Sources should always be indicated so the audience can form a judgement about the status of the evidence.   (BBC Website)

The failure to meet these specific requirements is all the more disturbing in that the figures were being used to underpin the questionable viewpoint that membership of the EU brings unqualified direct economic benefits. 

The first interviewee, Austin Hughes, chief economist at the Irish Intercontinental Bank, was asked to endorse this viewpoint by being asked why Ireland had ‘been so successful’. He proceeded to give an overview of various contributory factors he thought were involved in Ireland’s move up the inward investment league table.  He pointed out that the starting figure of 71st was actually relatively old, and had been around since the late 1980s – “a very bad time” in the Irish economy.  Yet still no effort was made by Mr Humphrys in his questioning to establish the time period involved for the British assessment, and whether the UK’s slipping down the league table by nine places had occurred over the same 13-year period.   

Mr Hughes’s contribution to the discussion was fairly neutral throughout; he provided a number of contributory factors behind Ireland’s growth in inward investment.  He suggested that the rise in inward investment could be attributed to a number of different reasons: the country’s favourable tax regime; its skilled labour force; a late baby boom with technologically skilled graduates coming into the labour market; Ireland being the only country inside EMU with English as a first language; and a partnership process between government, employers and trade unions to build the economy.  

In the single supplementary question put to Mr Hughes, John Humphrys was keen to focus on just one issue – the part Ireland’s adoption of the single currency had played in its “success”:  

JH:
If, out of all that lot you took one thing, where would the euro come, your membership of the EMU?

In the event,  Mr Hughes refused to be drawn into identifying Ireland’s euro membership as a paramount factor in its successful attraction of inward investment, and briefly reaffirmed his opinion that it was but one of the contributory reasons he had previously listed. 

John Humphrys then turned to Liberal Democrat Treasury Spokesman, Matthew Taylor, with a soft opening question which sought – despite the arguments made by Austin Hughes to the contrary – to maintain the link between the figures on inward investment and Ireland’s membership of the single currency  

What have we to make from all that?  Apart from joining the euro, which you want to do, I know.

This gave Matthew Taylor clear space to advance his predictably pro-euro views.  He claimed that the new figures on inward investment added to a series of reports which had highlighted three key areas where, “Ireland’s done very well, and Britain’s done very badly”.  He cited education, infrastructure, and “the fact that we’re not in the eurozone”, as the central reasons for these differences.  Mr Taylor then asserted that American companies were increasingly looking to invest in Ireland as an English-language base without exchange rate risks, “at a time when Britain’s exchange rates have made us uncompetitive in many manufacturing sectors.”

 Mr Humphrys tried to challenge the pro-euro line, observing: 

On the other hand, if you compare us with other European countries on the continent who are in the euro, we’re doing well.  

But this was sidestepped by Mr Taylor,  who proceeded to cite a further range of pro-euro comparative statistics on inward investment, before concluding with a point on recession in farming and manufacturing caused, he suggested, by these sectors being exposed to the ‘exchange rate risk’.  Overall, the   highly partisan views of Matthew Taylor were not challenged sufficiently.  The absence of a eurosceptic interviewee, combined by the weak questioning by Mr Humphrys meant that the report was inherently unbalanced.  Furthermore, the tenor of the questions put to both interviewees sought to establish a direct correlation between the rise in Ireland’s inward investment figures and its membership of the single currency – an association of Irish economic success with membership of the Eurozone which would recur throughout the reporting of the referendum.

[Extract taken from Irish Referendum Report pp.11-14]

Programme Transcript

Transcript of BBC Radio 4, Today, 16th September 2002, Investment in UK and Ireland, 7.19am

JOHN HUMPHRYS:
Britain is not doing so well in persuading foreign countries to invest here, that’s what the latest figures show.  Ireland has been doing brilliantly.  We’ve slipped from 16th to 25th place in the league table; they’ve gone from 71st to 4th.  Why?  Why the difference?  Matthew Taylor is the Liberal Democrats’ Treasury spokesman, Austin Hughes is the chief economist at the Irish Intercontinental Bank, the IIB.  Mr Hughes, why have you been so successful?

AUSTIN HUGHES:
I think there’s a combination of factors that have been at play here. First of all, I think the economy went through a very bad time in the late 80s, when the ‘71st’ figure was around, and really the most successful flow in the Irish economy of that time was people abroad.  That concentrated the minds of policymakers here, and a number of things have been done that have prompted very significant overseas investment.  We’ve a very favourable tax regime, ten percent on profits that’s going to remain in place.  We have a very skilled labour force, our industrial development and prosperity has been promoting the notion of Ireland of the ‘young Europeans’ for most of the 1990s, and we had a late baby boom, which meant we had a lot of technologically skilled graduates coming onto the market place in the late 80s, which was a very attractive pool of Labour for overseas companies.  The fact that we are probably a key location inside EMU at the moment – the only country with English as a first language.  All these elements together, plus a partnership process between government, employers and trade unions to try and build the economy from a quite perilous position in the late 80s has all facilitated this investment, and critically out of it has come success breeding success

JH:
If, out of all that lot you took take one thing, where would the euro come, your membership of the EMU?

AH:
It probably wouldn’t be the first element there, but I think the important aspect is these factors dovetail together.  I think there is a certainty element there which definitely has encouraged firms to see Ireland as a significant base within the single currency area, for their operations, and that there’s an element of stability there.  But that wouldn’t happen without these other factors: the tax, the availability of a skilled labour force, and as I say, the success story of the large US firms in particular.

JH:
So, Matthew Taylor, what have we got to learn from all that?

MATTHEW TAYLOR:
Well, first of all . . .

JH:
Apart from joining the euro, which you want to do, I know.

MT:
Let’s not read too much into one report.  What this report does is add to a whole series of reports that have really highlighted on competitiveness the three key issues where Ireland’s done very well and Britain’s done very badly.  Education generally, infrastructure – and you only have to look at the chaotic situation of our railways in particular to see why that’s important . . .

JH:
We’re a bit bigger than Ireland.

MT:
And thirdly, the fact that we’re not in the eurozone, and that means that particularly American countries, who would like to invest with an English language base have started to see Ireland as offering the advantages of being within the eurozone – and therefore the removal of exchange rate risks, at a time when Britain’s exchange rates have made us uncompetitive in many manufacturing sectors.

JH:
On the other hand, if you compare us with other European countries on the continent, who are in the euro, we’re doing pretty well.

MT:
Well, what we are doing is we are steadily losing our international share of investment, and we’ve seen within the eurozone investment in the first two years of the euro investment up 233% - foreign direct investment into the eurozone – compared to an increase of just 12% for non-eurozones.  Our share of international investment dropping steadily: 28% in 1998, 26% in 2000, 21% in 2001.  So there’s no doubt that why we still get a big share, some sectors of the British economy – those not internationally exposed are doing well – if you’re in manufacturing you’re in the worst recession since 1981, if you’re in farming you’re in the worst recession, arguably, in living memory.  All those sectors exposed to the exchange rate risk that Britain still has and Ireland doesn’t have been really struggling.

JH:
Matthew Taylor, Austin Hughes, thank you very much.

