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TREVOR ASSERSON
Opinionated

by Rose Miller

he grand and spacious living room in Trevor
Asserson’s London home is surprisingly cozy on a chilly
Sunday morning. French doors open onto a large patio.
Below it, the lawn is littered with children’s toys and a red
swing creaks listlessly in the wind.

Relaxing in a comfortable armchair, Asserson is polite and
charming. Leaving for vacation in Israel, he is preaccupied with
tying up loose ends. Earlier a fax had arrived from a senior
executive of the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). It con-
cerns a private talk that Asserson is giving in a few days time at
the Jerusalem Centre for Public Affairs to a high profile guest
list invited by Dore Gold (former Israeli Ambassador to the UN)
about the BBC's coverage of Israel. The letter contains veiled
threats about suing him. Since the BBC is one of the world’s
most powerful broadcasting organizations, is he worried? Not
a bit. On the contrary. “This kind of letter fills me with deep joy.
It shows they are riled and that I've touched a nerve”

Like many top litigation lawyers, Asserson relishes the
cut and thrust of adversity. “I've always thought that in
order to be a successful litigation lawyer you need to be a
bit psychotic. You need to enjoy tension and to enjoy argu-
ment and you need to enjoy people being extremely
unpleasant to you. A sense of calm floods over me when
someone gets riled and screams. It's not an uncommon
characteristic among [successful] litigators.”

Asserson has been a thorn in the side of the BBC for some time. In 200c—around the time the present intifada
started—he mounted a systematic campaign to prove that the BBC's journalism is anti-Israel, something he believes
stems from an anti-Israeli bias, which is part of the culture of the BBC's editorial process.

The BBC is a state-funded institution. Its legal obligations include: fairness, respect for truth, due accuracy,
ensuring opposing views are not misrepresented and an attachment to fundamental democratic principles. It is
obliged to avoid broadcasting its own opinions on current affairs or public policy. But, says Asserson, the BBC does not
stick as closely as it should to its legal obligations when it covers Israel.

He cites an example of an interview the BBC conducted with an official from the Arab League. The interview was
about Muslim fundamentalism and terrorist attacks on Kurds. The interviewee was happy to stick to his brief. But the
BBC interviewer was not. For no apparent reason he switched to discussing Palestinians and suggested that
Palestinians should not be viewed as terrorists, but rather, as freedom fighters—to be distinguished-from real terrorists.

Asserson says that here is a BBC journalist talking to an Arab wha has been interviewed for several minutes without
mentioning Israel on a topic that was unrelated to Israel except for the fact that terrorism occurs in other regions. In spite of
this, the BBC journalist is egging him on to make some anti-israel comments. And the BBC is also saying that Palestinians
should not be viewed as terrorists but as freedom fighters, whereas he is happy to refer to others as terrorists.

“That's showing bias. It's deliberately raising the topic of Israel in a negative way when there is no need. Fven the Arab
League official did not feel the need to bring up Israel. The interviewer is also expressing a point of view, whereas the BBC
is obliged not to express its own point of view. He (the interviewer) expressed the point of view that Palestinians killing
Jews is a legitimate activity in a way that some unknown person killing Kurds would not be legitimate. Now that may or
may not be an acceptable view, but he's not meant to express it as a BBC journalist.”
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“[From the BBC on Israel] you get an image of an entirely vicious,
oppressive force with no sense of humanity whatsoever, completely
uncaring about civilian life—almost remorseless death machines
with their motivation barely, if ever, explained.”

This is just cne example of the many
incidents Asserson has at his fingertips.
He started his own monitoring exercise
after trying unsuccessfully to interest
Jewish community leaders in monitoring
the BBC's news coverage. “The idea was
spoken about with interest, but, unfortu-
nately, then dropped.”

Instead, Asserson used his own
money to hire a researcher to “watch
television” and transcribe the contents.
The next stage of what eventually
became a personal campaign was to
compare the BBC's coverage with a
range of authoritative opinion from
other news outlets: Haaretz (left of
center) Israeli newspaper; the Jerusalem
Post (more mainstream center right), The
New York Times and the Independent
(British paper sceptical on Israel) were
selected to compliment the BBC's cov-
erage and provide a clear set of bench-
marks on which the analysis was based.

“We found some fairly startling
things,” he says. “The BBC apparently
deliberately misreported by missing
out important facts. For instance, it
would talk about an ambulance being
stopped at a checkpoint, but then
would fail to explain that these ambu-
lances were frequently used to carry
weapons and militiamen. The public
would be told merely about the inex-
plicable and brutal decision by the
Israelis not even to allow ambulances
through. The idea that they were fre-
guently used to smuggle weapons and
terrorists was barely touched upon.

“There were lots of stories in
which the true contexts of the event
simply were not provided. You'd hear of
an attack in Gaza, but no explanation
that the people who were attacked
had been firing rockets, grenades and
bullets for three weeks from this spot.
Eventually when the number of
rockets fired would have reached a

thousand, the Israelis said we've got to
take these people out. Clearly there
were going to be civilian casualties
because the Palestinians—in breach of
UN charters, the Geneva Convention
and other international laws were
deliberately firing from a civilian area.
The Israeli army can't clear the area
without endangering the lives of civil-
ians. And that's one of the reasons that
the Palestinians choose these spots
from which to fire. But all that gets
reported by the BBC is that in a raid on
Gaza, Israeli soldiers killed civilians. And
they claimed they were trying to root
out terrorists.”

Findings such as these were com-
pared to the BBC's legal obligations and
written up in report form, then put out
on Asserson’s bbcwatch.com website. It
spread like wildfire. As Asserson
remarks, it was the first comprehensive,
meticulously researched analysis of its
kind—and it struck a chord.

“I'd prepared it [the report] the
way | would prepare evidence for court.
It was taken by most who read it not
as an argument but as proof. You didn't
need more evidence; it was proof”

Asserson’s report received wide-
spread attention, especially internation-
ally. In the Jewish world it quickly gained
credibility as an authoritative and influ-
ential study. Newspapers such as the
Financial Times referred to it as proving
that the BBC was biased. But the BBC
was noncommittal. They replied with a
“standard form” letter, which stated “we
are sorry that you don't think we are
impartial but we disagree,” etc.

Undeterred, Asserson compiled
two further reports. In one he set out
to compare how the BBC treated
events in the lrag war with the way it
treated similar incidents in Israel.

“For instance, the British army
bombed and killed an entire family who
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happened to live next door to a house in
which British intelligence thought that
Chemical Ali (one of Irag’s notorious ter-
rorists) was hiding. The fact that there
had been massive collateral damage
and a complete error of intelligence
gathering—Ali was not there—did not
come out for several days. And when it
did it was described in an incredibly
sympathetic way. In another such inci-
dent, when British troops killed a
number of civilians, John Simpson, the
BBC reporter, said, “These things happen
if you are fighting a war. Mistakes
happen.” Any listener or viewer would
have come away with the impression
that the British army was simply doing
its job. They would certainly not get the
impression that the British troops were
made up of heartless devils lacking any
concern for human life.

“Now compare this with reports of
similar attacks in Gaza by the Israeli
army and you get a very different pic-
ture. You get an image of an entirely
vicious, oppressive force with no sense
of humanity whatsoever, completely
uncaring about civilian life—almost
remarseless death machines with their
motivation barely, if ever, explained.”

Asserson’s new reports generated
even greater publicity. This time the
BBC took notice.

“They put lawyers onto it and for
each of the two reports produced a zo-
page refutation. They dissected every
single line I'd written.”

Asserson had gotten his results.
But where does he go from here? The
BBC s virtually impossible to sue. It
would cost him over $1 million and to
win he would have to cross an insur-
mountable legal hurdle to show that
the BBC is so anti-Israel that no public
broadcaster “could have conceivably
intended to be this blatantly anti-
Israel” This is a far higher legal hurdle






