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FINDING BY THE EDITORIAL STANDARDS COMMITTEE  
 
bbc.co.uk, BBC Online “Immigrants re-energise Irish Church”, 18 May 
2007 
 
Summary of finding 
 
The complainant believed that a story about how the new Polish immigrant 
population in Ireland had benefited the Catholic Church was insulting to the 
sensibilities of all Christians through the use of the word “saviour”. The complainant 
specified this referred to the phrase “new saviour” which appeared in the original 
headline (later replaced) and the lead paragraph (which remained) – not about the 
story.  The complainant also pointed out that the article had inaccurately referred to 
the Irish Census of 2006.  The complainant was also dissatisfied as to how his 
complaint had been handled. 
 
The Committee considered the complaint against the guidelines on Accuracy 
(misleading audiences), Harm and Offence (language) and Religion (editorial 
principles). 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• the use of the phrase ‘new saviour’ was a play on words; 
• the noun ‘saviour’ was not synonymous with Jesus; 
• the context of the opening sentence, which juxtaposes the words ‘new 

saviour’ with immigrant linked by a colon, makes it clear that the phrase is 
not a direct reference to Jesus; 

• the words ‘new saviour’ depended on readers associating the word 
“saviour” with Jesus, but the use did not imply any disrespect or cause 
offence; 

• the phrase, in as much as it related to the word “Saviour”, was treated 
with care and editorially justified; 

• the phrase did not amount to a casual or derogatory use of a Holy name 
or religious words; 

• its use was not in breach of guidelines on offence or the editorial 
principles regarding religion; 

• in relation to accuracy the figures quoted from the Census were 
inaccurate and therefore breached the guidelines on accuracy; 

• with regard to the impact upon the Catholic Church in Ireland by Polish 
Catholics, the article had not set out to be a definitive report on the 
influence of Polish immigrants attending Catholic Churches in Ireland; 

• in relation to complaints handling the  ECU’s investigation had been 
rigorous and impartial. 

 
The complaint was not upheld with regard to offence and religion, but was upheld in 
part with regard to accuracy. 
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bbc.co.uk, BBC Online “Immigrants re-energise Irish Church”, 18 May 
2007 
 
Full finding 

 
1. The story 
 

The complaint concerns a BBC Online story originally headlined “Irish 
Church has new saviour”, which was then changed to “Immigrants re-
energise Irish Church”.  The lead paragraph introduces the piece as follows: 
 
In the run-up to the Irish general election on 24 May 
the BBC News website is looking at some key issues 
affecting modern Ireland. Here, Cathy Grieve explores 
how the Catholic Church in Ireland has a new saviour: 
the immigrant. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/6639643.stm 

 
2. The complaint 
 

The complainant believes that it is insulting to the sensibilities of all Christians 
to use the word “saviour” in this context. The complainant has made clear 
that he is complaining about the phrase “new saviour” which appeared in the 
original headline (later replaced) and the lead paragraph (which remains) – 
not about the story.  

 
 
3. Points raised by the complainant to the BBC  
 

- “The Church has one saviour, who is Jesus Christ.  I repudiate in advance 
any suggestion that the use of lower-case initial "s" distinguishes the 
case.” 

 
- “The use of the word "saviour" in this context is manifestly offensive.” 
 
- “… to leave the body of the text unamended hardly counts as addressing 

the problem.” 
 
- “…it is grossly inappropriate and gratuitous and violates the applicable 

editorial guidelines which assert (section 12)” [the complainant refers 
here to section 12 of the BBC editorial guidelines on Religion] 

 
Use of Statistics 

 
- The complainant disputed the number used for the size of the population 

and the number of Irish Catholics based on the 2006 Census.  
 

Use of the word “saviour” in general  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/6639643.stm
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- “There is a distinction between the use of the nouns “saviour” and 

“salvation” and the cognate verb ‘to save.” 
 
- “In a Christian context, the terms exclusively connote Jesus Christ. 

Definitions given in the Shorter Oxford Dictionary, the Concise Oxford 
Dictionary and the online Compact Oxford Dictionary focus on this non-
unique application.” 

 
Use of the word “saviour” in the context of the BBC’s story 
 
- “I dispute the availability of ‘saviour’ in a context of mere “difficulty”, but 

it is doubtful, indeed, that they can even be said to have “rescued” the 
Irish Church from ‘difficulty” (the only justification offered by the BBC so 
far).” 

 
The particular vice in using the phrase “new saviour” 
 
- “The adjective “new” expressly evokes a previous or other ‘saviour”. In a 

Christian context the only possible referend  for this previous or other 
saviour is Jesus Christ.”  

 
- Regarding the point made in stage one’s response “The point is that 

immigrants have rescued a Church that was in decline in many parts of 
Ireland”: 

 
Nothing in the story supports the point that immigrants have rescued a 
Church that was in decline in many parts of Ireland.  

 
4. Response from the BBC  
 

• “I do not accept your claim that our use of "saviour" here is insulting 
to Christians.” 

• “If we had capitalised it then perhaps it might grate with some. But it 
is clear from the context that we are not putting immigrants on a par 
with Jesus Christ.” 

• “The word is appropriate here, see Oxford dictionary definition: "a 
person who saves someone or something from danger or difficulty". 
The point is that immigrants have rescued a Church that was in 
decline in many parts of Ireland.  As Father Pat Moran says: "This is a 
new period of growth, the Poles here are totally responsible for 
this".” 

• “I do not accept that the special significance of the word “Saviour” to 
Christians makes the word, in its ordinary dictionary definition sense, 
automatically inappropriate for this kind of item.”   

• “The words ‘new saviour’ in the opening paragraph were not intended 
to have a religious significance…” 
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•  “The idea in this particular case was to point to the sense of 
excitement genuinely felt by many Irish Catholics who have enjoyed 
and appreciated the enthusiasm of Polish Catholics.” 

• It was reasonable to focus on the impact of Polish immigrants on such 
a large church as St Augustine’s, in Ireland’s second biggest city. 

• “Our Europe editor… had a conversation on this matter with a 
spokesperson for the Archdiocese of Dublin, who said the 
Archdiocese had provided the Polish Chaplaincy with a larger Church, 
St Audeon’s, because “the numbers of people attending Polish 
services had grown to such an extent”. He said the East European 
community had a growing profile in many Catholic schools in the 
Diocese.” 

• “…both Bishop Buckley and the Dublin Archdiocese feel it was worth 
pointing out that what matters to them is not how many people 
notionally consider themselves as Catholic, but how many actually 
attend mass regularly.” 

 
5. Further comments from the complainant to the ECU and ESC 

in response to BBC response 
 

Points made to ECU  
 
- Regarding the use of the phrase “new saviour”, the BBC has changed its 

argument from it being appropriate by reference to its literal meaning 
sense (view of stage one), to it was used in a punning sense (view of 
ECU).  

- “…when they [the BBC] use it [“new saviour”] in a religious context 
they need to be careful not to appear to transgress a core belief.” 

- The complainant does not believe it was editorially justified.  
 
Points made to ESC 
 
The complainant concludes that the issues relevant to his complaint are: 
 
1) Inaccuracy of the statistics from the 2006 Census 
 
2)  The phrase in issue [“new savour”] 
 
3) The phrase in issue: semantics 
 
4)  The phrase in issue: theology 
 

6. Complaints handling 
 

The complainant was dissatisfied with the handling of his complaint. The 
points he made are summarised below: 
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- The complainant is unhappy that stage one and ECU wrongly identified 
the issue he was complaining about and didn’t use the guidelines the 
complainant referred to in his earlier letters.  

- When ECU did use the guidelines suggested by the complainant these 
were not properly applied.   

- The BBC (including the ECU) refused to acknowledge that Jesus Christ 
was connoted by the phrase “new saviour”, and failed to identify the 
antecedent alluded to by the epithet "new". 

- The requirement to establish that the phrase was used "with care" and 
was "editorially justified" was not made out, and was hardly attempted. 

- There was a failure to address the factual presentation, and its bearing on 
the use of the phrase whether in its literal or figurative uses.   

- A significant point unaddressed is the contention that the term “new 
saviour” implies a previous or old saviour.  

- ECU’s conclusions did not refer to points made by the complainant. 
- Complaints are discounted unless they are numerous.  
- There was a failure to explain why the original headline was pulled.  

 
7.   Applicable programme standards 

Section 3 - Accuracy 
 
Introduction 
The BBC's commitment to accuracy is a core editorial value and fundamental to our 
reputation. Our output must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly 
tested and presented in clear, precise language. We should be honest and open 
about what we don't know and avoid unfounded speculation. 
For the BBC accuracy is more important than speed and it is often more than a 
question of getting the facts right. All the relevant facts and information should be 
weighed to get at the truth. If an issue is controversial, relevant opinions as well as 
facts may need to be considered. 
 
We aim to achieve accuracy by: 

• the accurate gathering of material using first hand sources wherever possible.  
• checking and cross checking the facts.  
• validating the authenticity of documentary evidence and digital material.  
• corroborating claims and allegations made by contributors wherever possible.  

 
Misleading audiences 

• We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or 
knowingly do anything to mislead our audiences. 
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Section 8 - Harm and offence 

Language 
 
Offensive language is one of the most frequent causes of complaint. It can 
be a particular source of offence in sub-titles or online. 
 
Judgements about its use are difficult because they depend on tone and context. 
There is no consensus about words that are acceptable, when, and by whom. 
Different words cause different degrees of offence in different parts of the world. So 
a person's age, sex, education, employment, belief, nationality, and where they live, 
all impact on whether or not they might be offended. 
 
Language that causes most offence includes:... 

• casual or derogatory use of holy names or religious words and 
especially in combination with other offensive language.  

 

Section 12 - Religion 

Introduction 
 
The BBC respects the fundamental human right to exercise freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion, this includes an individual's freedom to worship, teach, 
practise and observe. At the same time, we recognise our duty to protect the 
vulnerable and avoid unjustified offence or likely harm. We aim to achieve this by 
ensuring our output is not used to denigrate the beliefs of others.  
 

Religion editorial principles  
 

• We will ensure the religious views and beliefs of an individual, a religion or 
religious denomination are not misrepresented, abused or discriminated 
against, as judged against generally accepted standards.  

 
• We will reflect an awareness of the religious sensitivity of references to, or 

uses of, names, images, the historic deities, rituals, scriptures and language at 
the heart of the different faiths and ensure that any use of, or verbal or visual 
reference to them are treated with care and editorially justified. Examples 
include the Crucifixion, Holy Communion, the Koran, and the Jewish 
Sabbath.  

 
8. The Committee’s decision 
 
The Committee considered the complaint against the relevant editorial standards, 
including the BBC's values and other standards set out in the Editorial Guidelines.  
The Committee took into account all the material before it relating to the appeal; 
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this included submissions from all the relevant parties to the complaint who were 
asked to comment on the material going before the Committee.   
 
The Committee noted the use of the term “new saviour” in the article where it was 
stated: 
 

“Here, Cathy Grieve explores how the Catholic Church in Ireland has a new 
saviour: the immigrant.” 
 

Religion and offence 
 
The Committee was satisfied that the phrase ‘new saviour’ was a play on words. The 
word Saviour (capitalised) does refer to Jesus within a Christian context. However 
the noun ‘saviour’ is not synonymous with Jesus. The context of the opening 
sentence, which juxtaposes the words ‘new saviour’ with ‘the immigrant’ linked by a 
colon, makes it clear that the phrase ‘new saviour’ is not a direct reference to Jesus.  
This opening sentence also immediately clarified the meaning of the initial headline. 
 
The Committee was satisfied that, whilst playing on the words ‘new saviour’ 
depended on readers associating the word “saviour” with Jesus, the use of the 
phrase did not imply any disrespect or cause offence. It did not carry the implication 
that the Church “was in need of any other saviour than Jesus” as this would require 
an extremely literal reading of the phrase which was not borne out by the context of 
the article  It was satisfied that the phrase, in as much as it related to the word 
“Saviour”, was treated with care and editorially justified as evidenced by the tenor of 
the article which did not denigrate the Catholic Church or Christian faith but instead 
pointed to immigration as a source of renewal for the Catholic Church in Ireland. 
The Committee was also satisfied that this phrase did not amount to a casual or 
derogatory use of a Holy name or religious words.  
 
Its use was not in breach of the guidelines on offence or the editorial principals 
regarding religion. 
  
Accuracy  
 
The Committee also considered whether the article had complied with the 
guidelines on accuracy when referring to the size of the population and the number 
of Irish Catholics.  In considering this matter the Committee were aware that the 
subject matter was not subject to the same requirements of due accuracy as 
coverage of a controversial1 issue.   
 
The Committee noted that the item said that: 
 
“The 2006 census revealed that 3.68 million Irish people declared themselves 
Catholic, out of a total population of 4.6 million.” 
 

                                            
1 a matter of political or industrial controversy or a matter of public policy 
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The Committee noted that the complainant referred to the 2006 census2 which had 
recorded that 3.4 million (rounded down) Irish people had declared themselves 
Catholic. The total population (including those of other nationalities and those who 
had not declared a nationality) was 4.2 (rounded up).   
 
The Committee concluded that the figures quoted in the story (as set out above) 
were an inaccurate account of the 2006 Census and that the guidelines on accuracy 
had therefore been breached. 
 
The Committee then considered whether the article had complied with the 
guidelines on accuracy when referring to the impact upon the Catholic Church in 
Ireland made by Polish Catholics attending church services in Ireland. 
 
The Committee noted that no figures were given in the article for the numbers of 
Poles who were Catholics in Ireland. They also noted that the complainant referred 
to the 2006 census which recorded 63,276 people in Ireland on the night of the 
census as Polish.  The Complainant also referred to a remark by the President of 
Poland who “acknowledged that unofficial data suggested there might be as many as 
250,000 Poles in Ireland.” The complainant said such a figure could not fairly be said 
to amount to a life saving transfusion” [as the article suggested].  The complainant 
concluded that the Polish immigrants have re-energised the local parish priest but 
that “there is scant evidence of any impact upon Irish Catholics in Cork let alone 
nationwide”.  
 
The Committee noted the quotes and references to interviewees’ views within the 
on-line article. The article had quoted Father Pat Moran of St Augustine’s Catholic 
Church in Cork as follows; 
 

“This is a new period of growth, the Poles are totally responsible for this. It is 
infectious and re-energising for me too.”  

 
The article also quoted the local Polish priest father Piotr Galus who referred to a 
recent pre-marriage course conducted in Polish attended by almost 200 (including 
Irish partners). 
 
The Bishop of Cork and Ross John Buckley was interviewed and the article 
remarked that: 
 

“He readily accepts that the immigrant community is a lifeline for the 
Church...” 

 
and that : 
 

“Bishop Buckley hopes the immigrants will bring their new Irish families back 
to the church.” 

 

                                            
2 http://www.census.ie/statistics/popnclassbyreligionandnationality2006.htm 

http://www.census.ie/statistics/popnclassbyreligionandnationality2006.htm
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Also a parishioner said that: 
 

“The Polish are now as we, the Irish, were in the 1960s. There is great 
motivation among the Polish here and great involvement.”   

 
The Committee noted that the article had commenced by setting out the position at 
St Augustine’s Church with relevant sources quoted or referred to as noted above.  
The piece had noted a trend in the changing complexion of congregations in a 
specific area of Ireland and the article had broadened out to consider wider 
concerns regarding Irish Catholic attendance at church.  It had stated that: 
 

“...this new found enthusiasm has still to be translated into more Irish 
Catholics returning to their church in an active way.” 

 
In conclusion the Committee noted that the article had described immigrants as 
giving the Church a “life-saving transfusion” but had set out that the big challenge for 
the Catholic Church was to make itself relevant to a “modern, independent and 
free-thinking Ireland”. 
 
The Committee noted that the reporter had not only referred to her own 
observations as to the influence of the immigrant population to the congregation of 
St Augustine’s Cork, but had also used the anecdotal evidence of authoritative 
individuals within the local Catholic Church to articulate the new phenomena. The 
article was based on the journalist’s professional opinion as well as those of 
members of the Catholic Church and as such would add to understanding of on line 
readers.   
 
The Committee concluded that the article had not been and had not set out to be a 
definitive report on the influence of Polish immigrants on congregations attending 
the Catholic Church in the entirety of Ireland.  It agreed that the phrases “new 
saviour” and “life saving transfusion” were metaphors. In the context of the article it 
was clear that whatever impact Polish immigrants had had it “still has to be 
translated into more Irish Catholics returning to their church in an active way” and 
that the “really big challenge” for the Catholic Church was making itself relevant. 
 
The Committee concluded that in context due accuracy had been achieved (with the 
exception recorded above).  
 
Complaint handling 
 
The Committee then considered the complainant’s concerns regarding the way his 
complaint was handled. 
 
The Committee’s terms of reference state that the duty of the Committee shall be 
to:  
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“Ensure editorial complaints are handled promptly, are investigated 
rigorously and impartially, and ensure that all BBC complaints processes are 
informed by good practice.” 

 
In this case the Committee noted that all replies at Stage 1 and Stage 2 were within 
best practice times.  
 
It noted that the BBC had not been required to explain to the complainant as to why 
the original headline had been changed.   
 
The Committee agreed that there would be occasions when the Committee did not 
reach the same finding as the ECU however the Committee agreed that that in itself 
was not sufficient to indicate that the complaint had not been investigated rigorously 
or impartiality. 
 
It noted that the ECU had accepted in its letter of 20 July 2007 that the ECU had not 
considered section 12 of the Editorial Guidelines and that the ECU had accepted 
that the complainant was right to say the ECU should have done so in its first 
response.  The Committee considered this an appropriate and swift 
acknowledgement of error. The complainant was reconsidered within the normal 
procedure of the ECU which is to give complainants an opportunity to state their 
concerns so that they can be addressed if necessary.  
 
In terms of offence the Committee agreed with the ECU that the number of 
complaints may well be a strong indicator as to how offensive an item had been in 
the absence of research indicating what the generally accepted standard was. 
However the Committee also noted that one complaint might be significant and 
many complaints might simply be evidence of the organised activity of a lobby. The 
number of complaints in an offence matter was not conclusive that an item had or 
had not been in breach of the guidelines on offence or of the principles regarding 
religion.  
 
However the Committee noted that the ECU had not rested its conclusion that this 
was not offensive or in breach of the principle on religion simply on the reference to 
this being a single complaint but had also sought information from the Deputy Editor 
of News Interactive in the first consideration of this case and had also considered 
the meaning of the word “saviour”. The second consideration contained further 
considerations on the word “saviour” and references to external sources.   
 
The Committee considered ECU had effectively accepted in its letter of 20 July that 
the phrase “new saviour” fell within the orbit of Section 12 and that the word 
Saviour could be taken to be a reference to Jesus. 
 
The Committee noted that ECU had included the test as to whether the wording 
“new saviour” was editorially justified or used with care in its letter of 20 July but 
had not explicitly set out its considerations regarding this test. The Committee 
noted that as the ECU had concluded this phrase did not misrepresent, abuse or 
denigrate this omission, although regrettable, was reasonable – particularly in the 
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context of a letter which pointed the complainant to Stage 3 if he remained 
dissatisfied.   
 
The Committee noted that ECU had not considered the accuracy of the references 
to the census which were correctly set out by the complainant in his letter to the 
ECU as being incorrectly reported in the online article.  The Committee agreed that 
it would have been preferable for the ECU to have considered this matter but this 
was mitigated by the fact that the accuracy guideline had not been raised as an issue 
by the complainant.  
 
In conclusion the Committee was satisfied that investigation had been rigorous and 
impartial. 
   
Finding: Not upheld with regard to offence and religion. Upheld in part 
with regard to accuracy.  
 
Action: The Chairman on behalf of the Committee will write to the 
complainant to apologise for the errors of judgement, which have been 
identified.  The Chairman will also write to the Deputy Director-General 
to request that the BBC News website team alter the article to ensure its 
accuracy.   
 


