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Dear Professor Balding 

 

Today, BBC Radio 4, 9 July 2012 

 

I’m now in a position to let you have my final finding on your complaint, 

 

As you know from Mr Hutt’s emails, the investigation was confined to your concerns 

about the content of James Naughtie’s interview with Alistair Moffat, and your complaint 

has been considered in the light of the BBC’s guidelines on Accuracy and Product 

Prominence.  I should make clear at the outset that our finding is to be viewed as an 

assessment of the extent to which the programme discharged its editorial obligations on a 

particular occasion, and not as a reflection on the claims made or the services offered by 

BritainsDNA, or on the good faith of those making them.  

 

In relation to accuracy, I would accept that, in the instances you have pointed out, Mr 

Moffat spoke in terms which either went beyond what could be inferred with certainty 

from the evidence or were simply mistaken (a view which appears to have been at least 

partly endorsed by Jim Wilson, the Chief Scientist of BritainsDNA
1
).  There is of course a 

limit to which programme-makers can be held accountable for errors or exaggerated 

claims on the part of interviewees, and I understand from the Today team that the 

interview in question was intended to be a light item.  Similarly, some allowances should 

be made for an element of shorthand on the part of an interviewee seeking to mediate 

technical information in terms comprehensible to a non-specialist audience within the 

compass of a brief interview.  Nevertheless the item dealt with a significant and 

developing area of scientific inquiry, and I have become aware, in the course of 

considering the issues raised by your complaint, that there is a range of academic opinion 

about what information about individual ancestry can be derived from DNA testing.  This 

                                                 
1
 “Alistair acknowledges that he used the wrong word, mutations, rather than branches, when referring 

to the L1b1a1 mtDNA. The figure for the frequency of the Cohen Modal Haplotype among Cohanim 

was misstated, as was any specific claim about the Queen of Sheba’s DNA”, see 

http://www.genomesunzipped.org/2013/01/response-to-exaggerations-and-errors-in-the-promotion-of-

genetic-ancestry-testing.php.   
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finding should not be construed as endorsing (or repudiating) any academic opinion 

currently in play, but simply as concluding that some of the terms used on this occasions 

conduced to an exaggerated impression of what was possible.  I think the programme-

makers should have done more to guard against this. 

 

You have also complained that audiences would have been misled by Mr Moffat’s 

reference to the BritainsDNA service as being subsidised, and that the references to the 

BritainsDNA website amounted to the promotion of a for-profit business.  I have seen the 

explanation on the subsidy point which has been provided by the Chief Scientist of 

BritainsDNA (in the posting cited above):  

 

The sentiment was that many people were working for free to get the effort off the 

ground and had made investments from our own funds. There is no further subsidy.  

 

I think there are contexts where using the term “subsidise” in that sense would be 

unexceptionable, but the context here is one in which it was not made clear that  

BritainsDNA is a commercial undertaking, and in that context it seems to me that Mr 

Moffat’s statement that “we subsidise it massively” may have contributed to an 

impression that it was a disinterested research study (an impression which Mr Naughtie’s 

description of the company as a “DNA database” and this reference to “people who give 

their DNA for the project” would have done nothing to dispel).   

 

It was at the end of the interview that Mr Moffat responded to Mr Naughtie’s request to 

“remind us what people do…”: 

 

Well essentially you go on the website britainsdna.com, and everything is explained 

from there, and we’ve tested 2,000 people, and it’s really become a kind of people’s 

history, Jim, it’s remarkable, and lots more will come out of the shadows as more 

people sign up and more people take tests. 

 

In a context where the character of BritainsDNA had not been made clear, and where Mr 

Moffat spoke in terms which tended to suggest that it was in the nature of a collaborative 

historical enterprise, it seems to me that the reference to the website amounted to undue 

prominence for what is in fact a commercial organisation – though, in fairness, I should 

add that I understand from the programme-makers that Mr Naughtie was unaware of the 

financial structure of BritainsDNA at the time of the interview (and I should also add that 

any listener who visited its website as a result of the item would quickly have become 

aware that it offered commercial products, so I don’t suspect any intention to mislead). 

 

I’m therefore proposing to uphold your complaint in both those respects.   

 

 

Yours sincerely 

 
Fraser Steel  

Head of Editorial Complaints 

 


