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Hearing relentless complaints about media bias against Israel moved one

. f there's one thing-on which' K
British Jews agree, it is that some.
thing “must be. done” about Israsls
image in this country. Chief nmong
the targets for complaint is-the BBC,
which -is regulirly eccused of unti- -
Isruel bias. Rarely, howavar, does -
nnyone take any action, F—
But just ocensionally, individuals
— us opposed 1o’ comminal’ organi-
sations ~— do pop up with. i can-do
mentality and try and chaflénge. the -
media monoliths, Chiel-amang them'
Is London lawyer Trevor Asserson,
whio set up his own website,” BEC -
Walch, to ‘monitor the corpomtion’s: | |3
output on Isracl. As befits o lawyer's
site, BOC Waich is- densely asgued
end carefully- ‘worded, deliberntely |
devoid of knecjerk responses. . s
The tall and slightly diffident. Ass

1o bring his Isrieli activism town Topis:
cal conclusion by-muoking aliyah and
setting up what he clnims Is & unique
facility in Ismel, offering Engtish law
litigation facilities, .

Asserson’s “backprosad - gives no
clue that he would bécome such an -7
upfront spokestinn for Israel. *T-am,”

as ane can get: Lhad the perfect Eng-
Iish public school upbringing: 8 smury
piep school followed by _boarding
school —Stowe.” .. - -

He helieves his parents removad
him from Hompstead Garden Sub-
wh to Stowe in the beliel that this
would “allow him 10 take his placc
mnywhere in English society.‘Some- Y
whas to his parenis’ constzration,
however, Asserson embraced-Ortho-
dox Judzism. "My parents. arc not
disoppointed with me today but they :
were very disappointed when' 1 Tirst became
frin” he says, “They looked on it 8.2 sort of
betrayal, o kind of closing of the dodars which
they had so carefully opened.” e

50 haw did-it happen? In 1979, just before
his finn! year at Oxford, Asserson was due to go
on holiday with hits non-Tewish. girlfriend. “But
her porents,” he says with 2 grin, “were quite
Jruny and didn’t think iv approprinte for their
urmarricd daughter to go ‘on holidny with
boy.” Sa instead Asserson rang 2 friend whom
he knew was going 10 Israel, and mode bis first
visit. Up to-then, he says, he hod always thought
of Istnel os “mther kitsch: oil the-Jewish kids
went bat I certninty wasa't going 1o go,.."

In Israel, he was invited by same people he

bumped into on a bus to join them for Shabbat. .

He ended up in the wiong -hause with the
wrang people but they turned:out to be rela-
tions  that he didn't-kmow existed, in Kfar
Chabad, the Lubavitch vitlage in israe). *T hnd
no conceplion that'l had any family that was
frum," lie says, "and to find 1 had family on
Kfnr-Chobad was 1owlly bizarre, I didn't know
what Kfar Chabad was.” .

He went back the foblowing Shabhot and they
suggested that, when he returned 1o the UK, he
meel: Rabbi - Shlomo Levin, the -chardsmatic
South - African rabli who transformed the
Scuth Hampstead community.

“He'd only just amrived and he. wasn't well-
known," Asserson says. “But he happened 1o
live in the some street s my parents so 1
thought I'd go ~— and i was n very. good shid-
duch, We've sinyed good friends. ever since: |
was taken in by the Jocal Chabad cosmmunity
and by the local fium community. T had more
invitations than 1 could cope with. It was a very
welcoming embrace.” ;

Asserson feft Oxford, where be rend modern
history, and received job offers from, he says,
nine out of 10-of the largest lnw firms in Lon-
don. But the one which he nccepted, the most
prestigious, withdrew its offer once e said he
watited 1o leave early for Shabbat, (At this

.pnim. Asserson says :licéfflillijr;_' his. parents

single-miinded lawyer to action, as he explains to Jenni Frazer

were in drspair.) s .
He did finally get.n job in “a nite firm,” and

then went to Herbert Smith, the IDF fism in the -
¥

country for litigation, "They nearly threw me
out on the-Arst doy because of Shabbat but
decided 10 keep me. After theee years, Asse
erson decided he wanted to. work-in legal aid
while he was still unmarried-and had relatively
few burdens, so he joiied dnother Arm and set
up what hecame the lnrpest legal-nid- housing
department in England, = . C.

His career mny have beén blossoming but
‘socially, Asserson suggests, things were diffi-
cult. Becoming frien had lost him most of his
non-Jewish and Jewish Iriends: “thiey thonght I
wns  barmy, They . i

years to see if 1 could overcome . these prob:
lems," be says. "IF T had any chance of recovers
ing n normel career and earming money, [ need-
ed to go back to England." ’

Mali wns utterly miserable at this decision.
“She went from being o highly respecied senior
persan in a large hospital in a country she
loved, 1o being 0 mother of a young baby, un-
emplayed, with -an unemployed husband, in a
country she didn't want to live in,"

In Loadon, Asserson became international
kead of litigation el the law firen Bird & Bitd,
n:?nnsihl: for its seven offices-uround Europe
nad the Far East. Later, he joined the city firm,
Mosgan Lewis. By now, with two children, e
had & long-term plon to go back to Israel. '
In . the menntime,

coildn't share in most
of the activities [ was
invalved in end there.
wasn't much time Jeft
for anything else, Yes,
it wus lonely. [ didn't
hove many friends of
my own age; ihere
were lols of fomilies,
bul it's not the same.”

Heing a single-min-
ded sari,  Asserson
decided that if he
weren’t married by a
certain ape, he would

- *We are left with an
overwhelming image
. of oppressive, military
Israelis and gentle, suffering
 Palestinians. I don't believe
this is balanced, fair
~or impartial®

Asserson would go 10
dinner perties where
peaple  would wring
their hands at what
they saw as the bias of
the’ BBC, bist no one
seemed 1o do anything
about it. Having previ-
ously ncted for Lib.
el Democrats David
Owen and David Steel
in & successful com-
plaint to the BBC
abomr not being on
television .enough, As-

g0 10 Israel mnd find a N

wife. Which is what he did, intending 1o stay,
He wis, he smiles wiyly, "98 per. cent success-
ful” In 1991 Asserson met and matyied Maii,
who hind emigrated to Isred from. Brituin 20
years easlier, She was 1 senfor purse at Jeru-
salem’s Shaare Zedek hospital. But, though he
gualifed ns on Israeli lnwyes i 1092, he had
very poor Iebrew, the country was going
through o recession, nnd hé wns.n Htigator
whiile all the intemational luwyers-were ‘doing
company commercial Jaw, 1. decided I was
probably too old 1o have o expesimental five

serson says he “knew
hiow to do it.” And, in 2000, he wrote a paper
which he presented to the pro-Ismel lobby,
Bicom, the Bonrd of Deputies and the Ismeli
embassy, ouilining what he believed to be the
gm’ul&m at the BBC and supgesting what could
e done, “1 was told that this memo went round
the community like wildfire. And' then,” he
shrugs, “it was just droppéd.” :

He derided to do something himseld, biringn

student at his own expense, designing the evi-
dence that needed to be anplysed, and then
paying someone to wateh television. They then

sat and worked out whether thers was in fact

"bins or.whether “it was'jusi oversensitive Jews,

getting in n frenzy.” The result was the fisst

" BBC-Watch report, which Asserson posted on

the web. In days, he was getting intermntionnl
feedbaek

Stifl, not only did he foll to persuade the
Board and Bicom 1o endorse the BBC Watch

. report-but, he says, o number-of senjor people
* In the community tried to get him to suppress

the report altogether,

. But things hove moved on and for his inest
report, Assersan-has tumed to the pictre Sec.
tion of the hugely influentinl BBC wehsite,
specifically the “World In Pictures” section,
where five ta 12 pictutes are posted each day.

Asserson Jooked at 1,000 pictures over the
period of January to June 2005, Almost 50 are
refsted to the Ismcli-Palestinian conflict and
Asserson has eadeavoured ta classify them as
pro-Israel, pro-Palestinian or neuseal. The cap-
tions 1o the pictures, he snys, “ase almost uni-
versally eriticat of Istael. We nre 1eft with nn
overwheiming imnge of oppressive, mititary Is-
raelis and gentle, suffering Palestinians, I don't
lelieve this is balaneed, foif or impartiol.”

He [s likely to present this lutest report to the
BBC gaveinors from his new home in lsrael,
where he hos relocated.this mstumn with a cdi-
cal appronch to practising English law: "Be-
eause 1 da intemational law, I'm used to huving
long-distance refations with clients. T have very
few meetings which are not on the phone: so |
realised that i 1 kad my legel team around me
— nnd given email and the intermet ~— it's
vigble to run complex litigation remoisly,”

Asserson bus nlso been iavited 1o set up a
Eurppean medin studies group for the Jeru-
salem Couneil for Public Affafrs, “which will
give me a better infrastruchite, o label... pro-
vided 1 find some funding. BEC Waich will
retnin a separate identity but will gain lopistical

'sugpurt from JCPA. But 1 think there may be
ot

er topics which will be »s, or more, prassing
than the BBC."” CNN, watch o, :



