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HISTORY OF COMPLAINT 

CAS-7127647-R5S9G4 

BETWEEN TIM RICKMAN AND BBC 
 

 
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20190725-will-we-ever-know-chernobyls-true-death-toll 

 

 

TR to BBC: 

 

Untrue caption to photo.  

 

A photo on the BBC website page bears the caption "The Ukrainian government pays 

benefits to more than 36,000 widows of men who have died as a result of the 

Chernobyl disaster (Credit: Getty Images)". This is untrue. There have never been 

36,000 widows of men who died as a result of the Chernobyl disaster.  

 

 

BBC to TR: 

 

Dear Mr Rickman, 

 

Thank you for contacting us about the BBC Future article ‘The true toll of the 

Chernobyl disaster’. 

 

We’ve noted your concerns, however, would also explain that later in the article we 

have linked to the source of the data in this sentence: ‘Even now the Ukrainian 

government is paying benefits to 36,525 women who are considered to be widows of 

men who suffered as a result of the Chernobyl accident.’ 
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This text links to a report which highlights that ‘Status of Widows of persons suffered 

from the ChNPP accident have 36,525 women.’ 

(http://radiationproblems.org.ua/23_2018/NRCRM_2018_Paper_32.pdf - page 4 - 

The BBC is not responsible for the content of external sites) 

 

We hope this helps to allay your concerns and many thanks once again for contacting 

us. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Janine McMeekin 

BBC Complaints Team  

www.bbc.co.uk/complaints  

 

 

TR to BBC: 

 

Untrue caption to photo.  

 

Thank you for your response. As I originally stated, your caption is untrue (and it 

does not even match the text you have now provided in attempted justification, let 

alone any credible source). 

 

The human health effects of the Chernobyl nuclear plant disaster have been studied in 

detail and firm conclusions have now been published by expert UN agencies, notably 

UNSCEAR. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pOvHxX5wMa8 at 51:30 

summarises these in a single slide. The UNSCEAR report itself is available in full at 

https://www.unscear.org/docs/reports/2008/11-80076_Report_2008_Annex_D.pdf 

and is free. 

 

Since the BBC Future article is variously misleading and untrue, it should be deleted 

from your website. 

 

Please respond to this communication. This complaint has not yet been sent to any 

authority outside the BBC. 

 

 

BBC to TR: 

 

Dear Mr Rickman, 

 

Thank you for getting back in touch regarding your complaint. 

 

We raised your further concerns with the BBC Future team who advised that the 

article makes reference to a wide variety of sources, including a number of official 

UN and IAEA reports. It also portrays the wide range of estimates for the deaths and 

health effects related to Chernobyl. These include those given the status and social 

protection of citizens suffering from the Chernobyl catastrophe under Ukrainian law, 

which is maintained in a National Registry by the Ukrainian government. 
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We are satisfied that the statements made in the story are accurate. 

 

Many thanks once again for contacting us. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Janine McMeekin 

BBC Complaints Team  

www.bbc.co.uk/complaints 

 

 

TR to BBC: 

 

Thank you for your response. 

 

BBC Future appear to have been confused by 

http://radiationproblems.org.ua/23_2018/NRCRM_2018_Paper_32.pdf which states, 

as you have previously quoted, "Status of Widows of persons suffered from the 

ChNPP accident have 36,525 women." BBC Future seem to think this statement 

means the "persons" are now dead (which is correct) and that they were killed by the 

Chernobyl accident (which is incorrect, as evidenced by UNSCEAR's findings to the 

contrary and illustrated by the fact that the persons typically stayed alive for decades 

after the accident and eventually died of ordinary medical conditions at a similar age 

to other people with the same lifestyle). 

 

BBC Future's statement that the Chernobyl accident killed those people is untrue. 

 

 

BBC to TR: 

 

Dear Mr Rickman 

 

Thank you for taking the time to contact us again. 

 

We’re sorry to learn that you weren’t satisfied with our earlier response. We've 

reviewed your complaint and the responses you've received and unfortunately, we 

have nothing further to add. 

 

This concludes Stage 1 of our complaints process. That means we can’t correspond 

with you further here. If you remain unhappy, you can now contact the BBC’s 

Executive Complaints Unit (ECU). The ECU is Stage 2 of the BBC’s complaints 

process. You’ll need to explain why you think there’s a potential breach of standards, 

or if the issue is significant and should still be investigated. Please do so within 20 

working days of this reply. 

 

Full details of how we handle complaints are available 

at http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/handle-complaint/. 

 

How to contact the ECU: 
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We’ve provided a unique link for you in this email. This will open up further 

information about how to submit your complaint. You’ll be asked for the case 

reference number we’ve provided in this reply. Once you’ve used the link and 

submitted your complaint, the link will no longer work. 

 

This is your link to contact the ECU if you wish: 

Click Here 

 

Kind regards 

 

BBC Complaints Team 

www.bbc.co.uk/complaints 

 

 

TR to BBC (ECU): 

 

The website bears the photo caption "The Ukrainian government pays benefits to 

more than 36,000 widows of men who have died as a result of the Chernobyl 

disaster". Repeated rigorous official reports by UN agencies (particularly UNSCEAR) 

state that this alleged death toll is not true (nor even anywhere near true) and that it 

never was true. These authoritative agencies also repeatedly and clearly state that they 

do not expect their death toll assessments to change significantly in future. 

 

The untrue caption in the website apparently is based on 

http://radiationproblems.org.ua/23_2018/NRCRM_2018_Paper_32.pdf which states 

"Status of Widows of persons suffered from the ChNPP accident have 36,525 

women." In fact, this statement may be true, because many people did suffer 

inconvenience, or suffered financially, or suffered psychological distress, or suffered 

in other ways, directly or indirectly as a result of the Chernobyl power plant disaster. 

Eventually, typically due to old age or health conditions not directly related to the 

disaster, they died. And now, if still surviving, their (mostly elderly) widows do 

indeed receive state financial support. Previous responses to my complaint appeared 

not to understand this. 

 

The story very seriously misleads readers (who will all be making informal 

assessments of the comparative safety of low-carbon energy sources) and it needs to 

be removed entirely from the website. 

 

 

BBC (ECU) to TR: 
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ECU letter page 2 links: 

http://radiationproblems.org.ua/23_2018/NRCRM_2018_Paper_32.pdf 

https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/focus/chernobyl/faqs 

https://www.un.org/press/en/2005/dev2539.doc.htm 

https://www.scribd.com/document/63975500/Correspondence-by-Ted-Rockwell-re-

NYAS-and-Chernobyl-Book 

 

 

TR FINAL COMMENT: 

 

Based only on what the BBC has told us during the complaint process, the published 

article did not merely repeat an untrue allegation made by someone else - instead, it 

made up its own untrue statement and published that as fact. The BBC now has been 

informed of this and has declined to make any change. 
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