
A mission to explain sadly lost in political bias 
 
The BBC’s coverage of David Cameron’s stance in Europe would be unacceptable if 
applied to nationalism 
 
Imagine the headlines on the BBC website: “Salmond risks marginalisation,” says one. 
“Scotland in danger of isolation”, says another. Robert Peston files a column on how 
Scottish government debt could be undermined by the ratings agencies. Nick Robinson 
asks “What now for Scottish influence?” 
 
A slew of Conservatives (11% in the polls) are invited to comment on BBC radio and 
TV. “Walking away from the UK will deeply damage growth and jobs,” they say. 
 
By way of reply, the First Minister is quoted, out of context, next to a particularly 
unflattering picture of him easing his tummy out of his ministerial limo. To oppose the 
critics, Jim Sillars is invited into the studios, wearing a kilt and raging against the 
English. 
 
Imagine it? In a unionist’s dream! 
 
The BBC would never get away with such biased coverage of Scottish nationalism. It 
would shy away from such leading terminology as ‘isolation’ and ‘at the margins’.  
 
But when it comes to Europe, the BBC does not hold such scruples. Substitute ‘Cameron’ 
for ‘Salmond’, ‘Britain’ for ‘Scotland’ and ‘Conservatives’ for ‘Liberal Democrats’, and 
you have a flavour of the way the BBC has treated the latest European controversy. The 
Prime Minister’s veto of a new EU treaty – which will make almost no noticeable 
difference to our economic relationship with the continent - has been portrayed in the 
most dramatic terms as dangerous and isolationist. 
 
The two subjects, euroscpeticism and Scottish nationalism – are treated wildly differently 
by the BBC. And this has a major political impact on both as the BBC becomes ever 
more dominant in its political influence. The decline of the traditional broadsheet press as 
a source of news means that the tone and language of broadcast and Internet reporting 
sets the framework in which the public views political events. And because the BBC uses 
taxpayers’ money to provide free Internet news it cannot be challenged effectively in the 
new medium. 

The BBC’s instinctive Europhilia shines through, making it very difficult for 
Eurosceptics – who represent the majority instinct in the country -  to make their case. As 
Tory MP Peter Bone commented last week, “The BBC seemed to be using language that 
suggested it [the treaty veto] was a disaster. It was being pro-EU and anti-British, and it 
was in marked contrast to how other major news organisations reported it. … When it 
comes to Europe, the BBC is institutionally biased.”  

 



A classic case in point is coverage of the economic impact of Britain changing its 
relationship with the EU. Europhiles like Nick Clegg and Tony Blair routinely trot out 
the line that ‘three million jobs depend on our membership of the EU’. The figure is 
based on the fact that about 20% of the UK economy is traded, and about half of this is 
trade with the rest of the EU. So take 10% of the 30 million workforce and you get three 
million. The implication is that all trade with the EU would cease if we left it. 
 
The idea is, of course, preposterous. Average tariffs across the globe have fallen as low as 
3% under legally binding World Trade Organisation rules. So even in the unlikely and 
self-defeating event that the rest of Europe pursued a vindictive policy of protection 
against the UK, it could affect at most 0.3% of GDP. The damage would be offset by the 
savings from withdrawal from the Common Agricultural Policy and the EU budget. 
 
Yet the absurd ‘three million’ claim is never challenged by the BBC. 
 
Contrast this with coverage of the implications of Scotland’s exit from the UK. Given 
that the SNP is seeking complete national break-up, while even the most rabid 
Eurosceptic only wants to change certain trading rules with the EU, you would have 
thought there would be some comparable scrutiny. 
 
Take one aspect of this debate. One of the Scottish Government’s economic priorities is 
to promote the development of the renewable energy industry. About 40% of UK green 
electricity is produced in Scotland. Yet the industry relies on subsidies that are paid by 
the UK consumer generally, less than 10% of whom are based in Scotland. In other 
words there is a large transfer of subsidy to Scotland from the rest of the UK worth 
hundreds of millions of pounds annually.  
 
It seems obvious, therefore, that if Scotland left the UK there would be a considerable 
risk that this transfer would cease. If that happened the Scottish Government would either 
have to quadruple the burden on Scottish consumers to provide the same subsidy or allow 
the industry to wither on the vine. 
 
The Scottish Government blithely assume that, because the rest of the UK would still 
have to meet its carbon reduction targets, it would still be happy to subsidise Scottish 
producers so that it could import renewable power from here. This seems most unlikely. 
At the very least Scotland would have lost its power to influence UK policy on the 
matter. 
 
Yet when Citigroup bank warned investors of this potential consequence of an 
independent energy policy, it was shouted down by Alex Salmond and his team. The 
BBC barely looked into the matter. 
 
This is not to say that the BBC is biased in favour of nationalism. Rather, the broadcast 
media in Scotland is a neutral zone which the SNP has shown great skill in manipulating 
to their advantage. 
 



But on Europe, the BBC institutional bias is palpable. And this contrast has a profound 
effect on British constitutional politics. 
 
Euroscepticism and Scottish nationalism have a lot in common. Both offer greater 
political and economic flexibility in exchange for a potential loss of influence. Yet 
euroscepticism is much more popular than nationalism because the risks are lower and 
the cultural distinctiveness between Britain and Europe is greater than that between 
Scotland and the rest of Britain. 
 
Despite this, eursoscepticism has not gained the political traction that nationalism has, 
and this is in large part due to the different treatment given to the two causes by the BBC. 
 
Eurosceptic politicians are portrayed as swivel-eyed, extreme obsessives, whose agenda 
is not taken seriously by mainstream intellectual opinion. Meanwhile the issue is thought 
to be a low priority for the public, so politicians are wary of drawing attention to Europe 
for fear of seeming irrelevant. The gains to be had are modest compared to the hostile 
scrutiny to be endured. 
 
Yet nationalism is also a low priority for Scots voters. Despite this, Salmond has 
succeeded in moving the focus of Scottish politics almost exclusively onto the 
battleground of the constitution. And he has made a success of this, because in doing so 
he seems to know what he wants, and to offer a positive agenda for change. 
 
By chance, David Cameron seems to have discovered the same trick with his veto of the 
EU treaty. His poll ratings have soared, confounding his political and media critics, as 
much because he has shown decisiveness as because of the substance of his move. 
 
All this holds lessons for those who represent the Eurosceptic and unionist majorities. 
One is a reminder of an old political maxim – portray your opponents as extreme or 
irrelevant, and preferably both. 
 
But Cameron’s involuntary coup demonstrates something else that Salmond learnt long 
ago. Present your cause in a reasonable, positive and patriotic light, and eventually even 
the BBC will have to give your fair wind. 
 
Salmond is succeeding slowly from a minority position. The Prime Minister embarks 
from a position of popular strength. His triumph could be rapid and decisive. 
 


