
Public Opinion about the Hutton Enquiry and Related Issues
The publication of the findings of Lord Hutton’s enquiry into circumstances surrounding the death of government scientist, Dr David Kelly, exonerated the government but was highly critical of the role played by the BBC. Hutton questioned the accuracy of the report filed by Andrew Gilligan to the Today programme at 6.07am on 29 May 2003 in which he claimed that, according to Dr Kelly, the government had ‘sexed up’ its September 2002 dossier on Iraq. In essence, he accused the government of exaggerating the immediate danger to Britain and the rest of the world of Iraq’s alleged weapons of mass destruction, through its claim that Iraq could launch WMD within 45 minutes. This allegation was found by Hutton to be false and he criticised Gilligan for poor journalistic practice and the BBC’s management for failing to instigate the proper checks on the veracity of this report. His criticisms of the BBC was so severe that both the BBC’s Chairman and Director General resigned within two days of his findings being published.

In a media backlash, the news media began to question in broader terms the message government had put out about the seriousness of the dangers posed by Iraq.  The Hutton enquiry was dismissed, by some critics, as a whitewash because it had so completely let the government off the hook. 

Outgoing BBC DG, Greg Dyke, fired a parting salvo in which he accused the Hutton enquiry of being one-sided and No. 10 of ‘systematic bully’  and ‘intimidation’ of the BBC over its coverage of the Iraq war. He also argued that the Gilligan report, while having inadequate evidence to reinforce the ’sexing up’ claim,  was nonetheless accurate in other respects.  This intervention contrasted with the unreserved apology to the government issued by its acting chairman, Lord Ryder.   

The debate became further complicated by statements issued by President Bush that there were now serious doubts about pre-war intelligence - largely British originated - that Iraq possessed nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, since no evidence had emerged since the war to corroborate these claims. The competence of the intelligence services were therefore called into question as was the credibility of the government’s arguments for going to war with Iraq. Mr Blair then announced an enquiry into the sources and interpretation of intelligence on Iraq.        

Public opinion polls confirmed media accusations of a Hutton whitewash. While the BBC had been culpable in some degree for its own demise, the public did not believe that the government was totally innocent of any wrongdoing in relation to claims that the dangers posed by Saddam Hussein were imminent, and that a direct threat to Britain was real. 

Allowing a few days for the public to digest the arguments and accusations that raged on in the aftermath of Hutton’s findings, an online survey was run by the British Life and Internet Project to ascertain what the public felt about a number of the key issues associated with these unprecedented events in the BBC’s history.

The survey was placed on the Internet and respondents were drawn from eGlobalPanel and the Independent News and Media panel. Panel responses were collected between 2 and 10 February 2004. A total of 2,890 respondents completed the questionnaire. Questions focused on opinions about the war on Iraq, beliefs about WMD, perceptions of the government, and views about the BBC in the light of the Hutton enquiry’s findings.

Support for the War on Iraq
To begin, respondents were asked to think about the war on Iraq and everything that has happened since, and to indicate whether they thought that taking military action was the right thing to do or the wrong thing to do. Opinion clearly opposed the war. More than six in ten (63%) said that military action against Iraq was the wrong thing to do, compared with nearly three in ten (29%) who thought it was the right thing to do. A small percentage (9%) said they didn’t know.

Respondents were then asked whether they supported or opposed Britain joining the American-led military action against Iraq before the onset of the war in March 2003. Here again, the findings largely mirrored those for the first question. A majority (63%) said they opposed Britain joining in the war at the time, and three in ten (29%) supported it. A few respondents had no opinion (7%).

Security at Home
The war on Iraq was justified in part by the argument that it would make Britain a safer place - safer that is from acts of terrorism. Turning to this subject, the survey asked respondents whether they thought that Britain had become more safe or less safe because of the war on Iraq, or whether they thought it had made no difference. Over half the respondents (58%) said they thought Britain had become ‘less safe,’ while only a small proportion (5%) thought war on Iraq had made the country ’more safe’. Around one in three (32%) thought it had made no difference.

General Opinions about the War
Respondents were presented with seven opinion statements about the war on Iraq, WMD and the reasons for going to war and invited to say how much they agreed or disagreed with each one. The findings are summarised in the table below.

Table 1. General Opinions about the War on Iraq

	
	Strongly agree

%
	Agree

%
	Don’t know

%
	Disagree

%
	Strongly disagree

%

	Britain and America deliberately exaggerated the evidence that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction in order to win support for going to war
	50
	30
	8
	8
	4

	The war on Iraq was not worth the life of even one British soldier
	29
	24
	20
	21
	8

	The real reason for going to war on Iraq was to capture its oil reserves
	24
	27
	20
	17
	12

	Regardless of whether Iraq did have weapons of mass destruction, the war was justified because it got rid of Saddam Hussein 
	12
	21
	18
	32
	17

	Iraq probably did have weapons of mass destruction, but destroyed them before the war
	8
	35
	26
	25
	6

	Capturing Saddam Hussein made the war in Iraq worthwhile
	10
	17
	19
	30
	24

	Iraq  probably had weapons of mass destruction, but hid them so well that they may not be found for some time, if ever 
	5
	17
	21
	39
	18


Note: Percentages made add to more than 100% because of rounding           

The findings indicate that an overwhelming majority of respondents here felt the case for war had been exaggerated by the American and British governments.  Over half also believed the war was not worth the life of even one British soldier. The real reason for this war, as far as most respondents here were concerned was economic rather than world security. The coalition were interested in Iraqi oil reserves. A majority held that view that the war could not be justified on the grounds that it got rid of Saddam. Few accepted the capture of Saddam as post hoc justification for the war. While over half of respondents rejected the idea that weapons of mass destruction had been not been found because they had been well hidden, there was more mixed opinion that the Iraqis had destroyed any such weapons they had before the war. Over four in ten (43%) respondents accepted this idea, three in ten (31%) rejected it.

The Current Situation in Iraq
The war is over, but the coalition still has responsibilities to ensure that Iraq recovers from the damage caused by the military conflict. Respondents were asked whether they agreed or disagreed that British troops should remain in Iraq until a stable democratic government is ready to take over control of the country. Most respondents (67%) agreed that troops should remain there until democratic stability descends on Iraq, with more than one in five (22%) disagreeing.

A further question asked whether respondents approved or disapproved of the way Tony Blair is handling the current situation with Iraq. Again a negative reaction emerged. Many more respondents disapproved (61%) than approved (25%) of the Prime Minister’s current handling of events.

Trust in Tony Blair
Before the war on Iraq, the Prime Minister said he was certain that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction, such as chemical and biological weapons. In light of this, did respondents think that Tony Blair told the truth as he saw it, or did he deliberately distort the information he had? Again, public opinion on this point is rather damning. More than half of respondents (54%) felt the Prime Minister had distorted information on this issue, while over one in three (37%)  felt he had told the truth as he saw it. Just under one in ten had no opinion (9%).

In a follow-up question, respondents were asked, if no evidence is uncovered in Iraq that Saddam Hussein did have weapons of mass destruction before the war on Iraq, would they be willing to trust Tony Blair to tell the truth on political issues generally? In response, over one in five (22%) said they trusted Tony Blair to tell the truth now and would continue to do so even if no evidence of WMD emerges. One in seven (15%) said they trusted Tony Blair to tell the truth, but would not trust him any longer if evidence for WMD failed to emerge. Nearly half (55%) said they did not trust Tony Blair anyway.     

The Hutton Enquiry
Questioning began by asking how much respondents believed the country can trust the result of the Hutton enquiry into the death of Dr David Kelly. A lack of trust in the enquiry outweighed trust. More than two thirds of respondents expressed distrust in the Hutton enquiry, compared with three in ten (30%) who felt it could be trusted. 

Respondents were next asked to indicate their reactions to the behaviour of Tony Blair and Geoff Hoon, the defence Secretary, following the death of Dr Kelly.  They were asked, in each case, whether they thought these individuals had behaved honourably. A modest majority (54%) felt that Mr Blair had not behaved honourably (with 25% saying he had done so) and a larger majority (61%) believed the same of Mr Hoon (compared with 13% saying he had done so).

The BBC
The BBC bore the brunt of the criticism of Hutton. Respondents were asked about the implications for the future of the BBC. In the light of the controversy over BBC journalist Andrew Gilligan’s report that the government ’sexed up’ the evidence about the speed with which Iraq could deploy weapons of mass destruction, there was mixed opinion on whether a radical overhaul of its news editorial procedures and practices was necessary. Just over four in ten (46%) believed this was necessary and somewhat fewer respondents (35%) believed it was not necessary.

Respondents exhibited mixed opinions about the resignation of BBC Chairman Gavyn Davies following publication of the Hutton report. Between four and five in ten  (45%) felt Davies did the right thing, while nearly four in ten (38%) did not. There was widespread support for BBC Director General Greg Dyke. Two in three respondents (67%) thought that it was not justified that he should have lost his job following the findings of Hutton, with nearly one in five (19%) saying it was justified.

On the question of whether other senior heads should roll at the Beeb, most respondents (64%) believed that no other top management should lose their jobs over this matter, with a under one in five (19%) who thought that there should be more job losses. In regard to Andrew Gilligan, who resigned the day after Dyke’s departure, survey respondents held mixed opinions. Similar percentages felt he should lose his job (40%) or not do so (39%). One in five (21%) were undecided.

It has been argued that the outcome of Hutton could have significant long-term implications for the BBC in respect of the trust in which it is held by the public and also in relation to the renewal of its Charter. Most respondents in this survey (74%), however, believed that the BBC had not been irreparably damaged by the Hutton enquiry. Answers to a follow-up question went some way towards explaining why respondents thought this way. 

When asked whether they thought the events surrounding the Andrew Gilligan story about the government ’sexing up’ the evidence about Iraq’s alleged weapons of mass destruction could be seen as an unfortunate one-off error on the part of the BBC’s news management or was indicative of wider management incompetence, a majority (59%) regarded the episode as a one-off blip, while only a minority (24%) thought it signalled wider problems.

When asked which television station’s news was trusted the most these days, the BBC still came out on top. One in three (33%) nominated BBC1, one in six (16%) named BBC News 24, and a further eight percent named BBC2. Thus, well over one in two respondents nominated a BBC TV news source. After the BBC, Channel Four emerged as the next most trusted television news source (18%). Other UK TV news services were nominated much less often: Sky News (8%), ITV1 (6%), Five (1%). Interestingly, CNN (7%) received more nominations than some UK TV news sources.   

In consideration of whether there was a need now to consider a radical change to the way the BBC is regulated, a majority (69%) replied ’no’. Again, a minority (20%) believed there was a need for a regulatory overhaul. On probing further for levels of support concerning different future regulatory options, among those who supported regulatory change, 39% felt the BBC should be regulated by Ofcom (the new broadcast and telecoms regulator), 25% thought that the role of the BBC board of governors should be changed such they regulate but do not get involved in internal management decisions of any kind, and 25% felt it should be regulated by a separate regulatory body, other than Ofcom. One in eight (12%) had no firm opinion on this subject.

Returning to the root of all the problems for the BBC, the story about the dodgy dossier, respondents were asked whether the BBC did the right thing or wrong thing to broadcast the story. Significantly more respondents felt the BBC had done the right thing (71%) than the wrong thing (18%) in this case. 

A new chairman must be appointed at the BBC. Did respondents believe this appointment was likely to be independent of government or controlled by government?  A degree of suspicion was apparent among respondents in this survey. Over one in two (56%) felt the appointment of the new Chairman will be controlled by government behind the scenes, while under one in four (23%) believed the appointment will be independent of government.

Finally, did respondents feel that the Hutton enquiry had reached fair and justified conclusions about the BBC? Most (63%) felt that it had not, with just over one in five (21%) believing it had.

Tony Blair
The survey ended by asking respondents to express a number of opinion about the Prime minister, Tony Blair. An overwhelming majority of respondents (90%) agreed that Tony Blair wants to be seen as an international statesman. Over half of respondents (59%) agreed that the Prime Minister is more image than substance and that he has always been primarily concerned about his image (54%). 

The Prime Minister has in the past been labelled as more Tory in his perspective than Labour. The balance of opinion expressed by respondents here agreed (47%) rather than disagreed (21%) with this view.

Were there any positive opinions held about the Prime Minister? The answer is ’yes’ among some respondents, but these were never a majority and not always the largest minority either. More respondents agreed (40%) than disagreed (34%) that Tony Blair has Britain’s interests at heart. There was no escape from the ’image rather than substance’ reputation that has attached itself firmly to this Prime minister. Twice as many respondents disagreed (54%) as agreed (26%) that Tony Blair is more concerned about doing his job well than safeguarding his reputation. While politicians in general struggle to retain the public’s trust, the position for the Prime minister is even more dire. Many more respondents here disagreed (47%) than agreed (22%) that Tony Blair is more honest than the average politician.  

Table 2. Opinions about Tony Blair

	
	Strongly Agree

%
	Agree

%
	Neither

%
	Disagree

%
	Strongly Disagree

%

	Tony Blair wants to be seen as an international statesman
	43
	47
	8
	1
	1

	Tony Blair has always been most concerned of all about his image
	23
	31
	23
	19
	5

	Tony Blair is more image than substance
	22
	37
	18
	20
	4

	Tony Blair is more Tory than Labour
	16
	31
	32
	17
	4

	Tony Blair has Britain’s best interests at heart
	8
	32
	26
	22
	12

	Tony Blair is more concerned about doing his job well than safeguarding his reputation
	5
	21
	19
	35
	19

	Tony Blair is more honest than the average politician
	5
	17
	32
	29
	18


Note. Percentages may aggregate to more than 100% due to rounding
Two further questions provided further insights into the public perception of Tony Blair at this time. When asked which out of the three major political leaders they would most like to have as their next door neighbour, most opted for Charles Kennedy (65%), with Mr Blair (22%) in second place and Michael Howard (13%) in third spot. Then, when asked which part leader they would most like to spend an evening with, Mr Kennedy (49%) again received the highest number of nominations, but this time Mr Blair closed the gap (36%), with Mr Howard still lagging far behind (15%).

Methodological Note
This research was based on an online survey. As with all online surveys, this one was depend on a database of e-mail addresses. The current survey drew respondents from two online panels. The first of these is operated by the Independent News & Media. This panel has been regularly used by the British Life and Internet Project. In addition, the eGlobalPanel operated by eDigitalResearch.com was also used. Members of both panels were notified about this survey by e-mail containing a link to a web-based online survey. 

Online respondents were self-selected volunteers. There was little opportunity to control respondent selection in advance to ensure randomness or to fix quotas by key demographics. 

Sample

The data reported here were collected over a n eight-day period from 2 February to 10 February 2004. A total of 2,890 UK Internet users replied. The return sample comprised a wide demographic mix. In all, 58% were male and 42% were female. Respondents covered a range of age groups: 18-24 (7.4%), 25-34 (23.9%), 35-44 (24.3%), 45-54 (24.6%), 55-64 (15.0%), and 65+ (5.0%). In terms of occupation, 38% were professionals, 11% were self-employed, 9% were managers, 8% were senior executives, 10% were in the public sector, 7% were retired, and 5% were students. Other respondents derived from a range of skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled occupational groups.     

