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FINDING BY THE EDITORIAL STANDARDS COMMITTEE  
 
bbc.co.uk, BBC Online, 25 March 2007 
 
Summary of finding 
 
The complainant felt that a BBC News online article regarding the re-commissioning 
of Thailand’s Don Muang airport inaccurately reported the length of time it had been 
in use as an airport.  The article reported that it had been an airport since 1914 
which the complainant disputed, pointing out that the facility did not receive its first 
commercial flight until 1924.  The complainant noted that prior to the site receiving 
commercial flights it had been used exclusively as an airfield for the Royal Thai Air 
Force. 
 
The Committee considered the complaint against the guidelines on Accuracy (fact 
checking, misleading audiences and correcting mistakes) 
 
The Committee concluded: 
 

• that there was a difference in the use of the term airfield and airport; 
• it was satisfied that up to 1924, at least, it had not been used as an 

airport, but as a military base.  As such it agreed that it was inaccurate 
for BBC online to refer to Don Muang as being an airport before this 
time; 

• the website team had checked its facts with the official website, but 
considered that in terms of accuracy the team should have 
acknowledged the difference between an airfield and airport and 
ensured accuracy when stating the age of the site; 

• that BBC journalism should be as accurate as possible and that facts 
must be thoroughly checked.; 

• the website had been amended at stage 1 of the process but had still 
carried reference to the opening of Don Muang as 1914, without 
clarifying when commercial flights began; 

• that whilst this was a breach of guidelines it did not consider this a 
serious breach; and 

• it was disappointed that such a minor breach of guidelines could not 
have been resolved at an earlier stage in the complaints process and 
this would be taken up with management. 

 
The complaint was upheld. 
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bbc.co.uk, BBC Online, 25 March 2007 
 
Full finding 
 
1. The complaint 
 

The complainant feels that an online article regarding the re-commissioning of 
the Don Muang aviation facility, inaccurately reported the length of time it 
had been in use as an airport. 

 
2. Further points made by the complainant to the BBC 
 

• “The BBC amended the caption and substituted ‘opened in 1914’ for ’93 
years old’…and when challenged again to justify sticking with what…was 
a most improbable ‘fact’, they referred me to an unsigned press release 
issued by the operating authority of the new airport…this amendment 
was pointless…” 

• “An incredible historical “fact” is not made credible because it featured in 
a press release, and the gross unlikelihood of the “fact” remains.” 

• The report implied “that some part of the built facilities at Don 
Muang…had been in operation for 93 years.  This is vastly improbable”. 

• The implication that some part of the built facilities at Don Muang had 
been in use for regular commercial airplane flights from 1914 - misled 
readers. 

• The story “… appears to be an inappropriate historical reference with no 
sensible context…this attempt to provide an historical reference to the 
‘age’ of Don Muang is sadly misconceived”. 

 
3. Response from the BBC 
 

• “… the story was changed to read “which was opened in 1914”…” 
• “…I have checked again with our Asia-Pacific editor who says that the 

line in our story - that it was officially opened in 1914 - is taken from 
several sources, including the website of the new, government-financed 
airport.” 

• “The official history of the Royal Thai airforce is published on the 
internet…it gives an account of its foundation, in 1911, and 
continues…On December 29, 1913, the first public test flight was made 
at Sra Prathom Airfield…The government therefore decided to move the 
airfield to it permanent site which was Don Muang…The relocation of 
the Aviation Unit was completed and began operation on 17 March 
1914…I think this puts beyond doubt the date Don Muang started to be 
used as an airfield…” 

 
4. Further comments from the complainant to the ECU and ESC in 

response to BBC response 
 

• The ECU misunderstood the complaint.  
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• “The BBC’s story…was…about operational difficulties at Bangkok’s new 
international airport…and the partial re-commissioning of the old 
international airport at Don Muang…the reference to the year in which 
aircraft first used a military airfield at Don Muang as if that provided the 
‘age’ of the civilian airport is simply fatuous…has no relevance to the story 
and can only mislead people into thinking that part…of the facilities for air 
travel by the public at Don Muang are 93 years old”. 

 
 
5. Applicable Editorial Standards 
 

Editorial Guidelines in Full 

The BBC's Editorial Values 

Truth and accuracy 
We strive to be accurate and establish the truth of what has happened. Accuracy is 
more important than speed and it is often more than a question of getting the facts 
right. We will weigh all relevant facts and information to get at the truth. Our output 
will be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in 
clear, precise language. We will be honest and open about what we don't know and 
avoid unfounded speculation. 
 
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.  

Fact checking 
We must check and verify information, facts and documents, particularly 
those researched on the internet. This may include confirming with an individual 
or organisation that they posted material and that it is accurate. Even the most 
convincing material on the web may not be what it seems. 
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Misleading audiences 
We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or 
knowingly do anything to mislead our audiences. We may need to label 
material to avoid doing so. 
 

Correcting mistakes 
We should normally acknowledge serious factual errors and correct 
mistakes quickly and clearly. Inaccuracy may lead to a complaint of unfairness. 
An effective way of correcting a mistake is saying what was wrong as well as putting 
it right. Where we may have broadcast a defamatory inaccuracy Programme Legal 
Advice should be consulted about the wording of a correction. 
 
6. 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; 
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 agreed that there was a difference in the use of the term airfield and 
airport.  The Committee noted that Don Muang had first been used as an airfield in 
1914 for the Royal Thai Air Force and that, as stated on the Don Muang Airport 
website1, received its first commercial flight in 1924.  The Committee was satisfied 
therefore that up to 1924, at least, it had not been a commercial airport and instead 
had been  a military base.  As such the Committee agreed that it had not been used 
for commercial purposes up to this date and therefore it was inaccurate for BBC 
online to refer to Don Muang as being an airport before this time.2 
 
The Committee recognised that the website team had checked its facts with the 
official website of the airport, but considered that in terms of accuracy the team 
should have acknowledged the difference between an airfield and airport and 
ensured accuracy when mentioning the age of the site.   
 
The Committee considered that BBC journalism should be as accurate as possible 
and that facts must be thoroughly checked.  It recognised that the website team had 
amended the article at stage 1 of the complaints process but still carried a reference 
to the opening of Don Muang as 1914, without clarifying when commercial flights 
began.  The Committee therefore agreed that the article was in breach of the 
guideline on accuracy and upheld the complaint.   
 

                                            
1 Don Muang Airport website http://www.donmuangairportonline.com/don-muang-airport-quick-facts  
2 The definition of an airport from the Oxford English Dictionary http://www.oed.com/ 
 

http://www.donmuangairportonline.com/don-muang-airport-quick-facts
http://www.oed.com/
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The Committee in coming to this finding, whilst noting it was a breach of guidelines, 
did not regard this as a serious breach.  The Committee was however disappointed 
that such a minor breach could not have been resolved at an earlier stage in the 
complaints process and would ask BBC management to remind website teams of the 
need to be willing to alter an article and acknowledge an error when highlighted to 
them by a reader.   
 
Finding:  Upheld 
 
Action:  The Chairman to write on behalf of the Committee to the 
Deputy Director General to request that the web team review the article 
in light of the Committee’s finding.  The Chairman would also request 
that web teams be encouraged to make appropriate alterations to 
articles when an inaccuracy is pointed out by a reader. 
 


