


Channel 4's Extraordinary Own Goal on Sri Lanka 
 
 
In November 2013 Engage Sri Lanka published Corrupted Journalism: Channel 4 and Sri 
Lanka, a critique of Channel 4's misreporting on Sri Lanka.1 Corrupted Journalism was a 
222-page study of two of Channel 4's programmes on the last months of the Sri Lankan civil 
war, fought between the Government of Sri Lanka and the “Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam” (LTTE, also known as the “Tamil Tigers”) terrorist movement, which ended in May 
2009. In the course of two hour-long programmes, directed by Callum Macrae and presented 
by Jon Snow, Channel 4 alleged that war crimes and human rights abuses including the 
deliberate shelling of civilians had been committed by the government as the war came to an 
end. Corrupted Journalism's case, that Channel 4's reporting on Sri Lanka was 
unprofessional, prejudiced, inaccurate and selective, both in the content presented, the claims 
made as well as in the material and facts they omitted, was supported by 625 detailed 
footnotes, an eight page bibliography and 12 pages of appendices. 
 
The partisan Channel 4 narrative regarding the end of the war in Sri Lanka repeatedly ignored 
the well-documented fact that the hundreds of thousands of civilians caught up in the last 
weeks of fighting had been forced into the combat zone by the LTTE, who bore the resultant 
responsibility for any casualties. Similarly, while claiming that Sri Lankan forces shelled no-
fire zones they themselves had established, Channel 4 News once again ignored clear 
evidence that these areas were actually shelled and mortared by the LTTE and that the LTTE 
themselves fired from within the no-fire zones, and in so doing deliberately or otherwise 
provoking army counter-fire. The programmes claimed to be a forensic account of events and 
yet they ignored a range of facts and evidence that clearly contradicted its narrative.  
 
To make its case Corrupted Journalism's study drew on dozens of first-hand observations by 
Sri Lankan human rights organisations as well as witnesses presented by Channel 4 itself as 
being credible - at least as far as Channel 4 was concerned. In the first category was 
University Teachers for Human Rights (UTHR), a well-respected Sri Lankan human rights 
organisation. This group is no friend of the government. Unlike Channel 4, it was present 
amongst the civilian population throughout the crisis and during the events subject to Channel 
4’s questionable and disjointed reconstruction. In the second category of witness, those 
presented by Channel 4 itself as credible, was Gordon Weiss, a former UN employee who had 
worked in Sri Lanka in 2008-09 but who had not been in the war zone.2 Interestingly, Weiss 
himself described University Teachers for Human Rights as an “independent” and “highly 
regarded civil society organisation, which perhaps more than any other, against great odds, 
and with an even-handed condemnation of all brutality, has successfully monitored human 
rights abuses committed by the Tamil Tigers and government security forces”.3 It is clear that 
Weiss based much of his account of events in the last weeks in the war zone on UTHR 
material.  
 
In February 2014, Channel 4 and Callum Macrae published The Uncorrupted Truth, their 
response to Corrupted Journalism: Channel 4 and Sri Lanka.4  
 

                                                 
1 Corrupted Journalism: Channel 4 and Sri Lanka, Engage Sri Lanka, London, 2012, available at 
<www.corruptedjournalism.com>.  
2 He was also the author of The Cage: The Fight for Sri Lanka and the Last Days of the Tamil Tigers, 
The Bodley Head, London, 2011. 
3 Ibid., p. 69 and note 10, p. 297. 
4 Callum Macrae, The Uncorrupted Truth. A detailed rebuttal of Corrupted Journalism: Channel 4 and 
Sri Lanka, February 2014, available at 
<http://issuu.com/theuncorruptedtruth/docs/the_uncorrupted_truth>. 



The reality is that far from rebutting Corrupted Journalism, The Uncorrupted Truth destroys 
its own case with remarkable ease in at least two ways. The first way is that in seeking to 
challenge Corrupted Journalism's use of statements made by Gordon Weiss and UTHR, 
Channel 4 inadvertently confirms that even their own witness revealed a legitimate counter-
narrative that it has deliberately ignored in its selectivity. The second is to introduce into the 
issue material which confirms a crucial omission on the part of Channel 4 that undermines its 
entire case.  
 
With regard to the first issue, Channel 4 and Macrae state that Corrupted Journalism 
"references Gordon Weiss at least 80 times - though the quotes they use are highly selective. 
Not once do the authors quote any of his devastating indictments of the governments - quotes 
which also reinforce much of what we say." They also state that Corrupted Journalism quoted 
UTHR over fifty times to make its case while also claiming that UTHR comments can also be 
found that are "entirely consistent with our films".5 
 
Channel 4 have been too clever by half.  
 
In its attempt at rebuttal Channel 4 states: "The authors quote University Teachers for Human 
Rights describing how [LTTE shelling from among the civilians at advancing troops] 
encouraged return fire into the no fire zone."6 Channel 4 then repeats the quote from 
Corrupted Journalism:  
 

The UTHR documents that witnesses noted that the LTTE was 'shelling from 
among the civilians at advancing troops' and that this provoked a response from 
the army, resulting in civilian deaths. 

 
Channel 4 then finds another quote from UTHR which confirms both LTTE artillery and 
mortars being fired at government forces from within the No Fire Zone and which is critical 
of government forces for not being accurate enough in their return fire.7  
 
In responding to this point in Corrupted Journalism Channel 4 itself eventually acknowledges 
that LTTE artillery (and by default mortars and rockets) were fired from within the No Fire 
Zones from within concentrations of civilians - knowing full well that there would be a 
government artillery response. 
 
In The Uncorrupted Truth Channel 4 and Macrae complain about "that critical facts are 
omitted or distorted". The thing is however that this is precisely what they did. There was not 
a single mention in the Channel 4 programmes of any LTTE shelling. In fact there is not a 
single reference in either of the Channel 4 programmes to the LTTE having fired a single 
shell in the entire period said to have been investigated. It is the equivalent of ignoring the 
presence of a second gunman at a shooting. This gave the false impression that any 
government shelling within the no-fire zone was unilateral and unprovoked, something which 
suited Channel 4's skewed narrative. While not mentioned at all by Channel 4, the LTTE 
actively used tanks, artillery, mortars and rockets against Sri Lankan forces. The LTTE was 
known to have possessed a wide range of artillery and mortars, including nine 152mm long-
range guns, nine 130mm artillery pieces, twenty-two 122mm artillery guns, eighty 120mm 
mortars and many 81mm and 60mm mortars. The LTTE also used multi-barrel rocket 
launchers noted for their inaccuracy.8 In addition to this ordinance, the movement also had 

                                                 
5 The Uncorrupted Truth, op. cit, p. 8. 
6 Ibid., p. 27. 
7 Ibid. 
8 “Tigers enhance firepower. Acquires sophisticated, long range weaponry as the military prepares 
counter measures for a decisive showdown”, The Nation, 10 August 2007, available at 
<http://www.nation.lk/2007/08/12/militarym.htm>. 



hundreds of RPG-7 rocket propelled grenade launchers, and thousands of rockets. The 
LTTE’s use of artillery can also be seen in a range of LTTE-friendly videos on YouTube.9 In 
fact, in the face of all the evidence Channel 4 had previously ignored that the LTTE 
deliberately and systematically fired its heavy weapons etc from inside the No Fire Zones. 
Even in its rebuttal Channel 4 can barely bring itself to admit this reality. The nearest Channel 
4 can bring itself to admitting the truth was to tortuously refer to "the LTTE's failure to move 
their weapons out of the No Fire Zone before using them".10 
 
Channel 4 and Macrae cannot have it both ways.  
 
Channel 4's rebuttal to devastating evidence challenging their claims from their own star 
witness and an internationally-recognised NGO was to challenge the quotations in Corrupted 
Journalism by claiming that the same witnesses can be seen subsequently to have said 
something different  - either in the same quotation or elsewhere that support Channel 4's case. 
If this is the case - and one could challenge that - but for sake of argument let us assume it is 
the case - all they have succeeded in proving is that there were two sides to "reality" after all. 
The trouble for Channel 4 is that they only bothered to report one version of events in their 
programmes when their own witness - and others - clearly demonstrate that objectively there 
were at least two sides to the story.  
 
If a witness has produced testimony or evidence that can clearly either be challenged by 
subsequent testimony or can be read both ways, then he or she should not be relied upon by 
any reputable broadcaster - they would certainly not be relied upon in a court of law. Should 
that witness nevertheless be used in a programme any reputable broadcaster professionally 
and duty bound to a code of conduct requiring balance would have had to have balanced the 
case they were making by including these contradictory views or testimony. Channel 4 did 
not. It did precisely what they are accusing Corrupted Journalism of doing. Channel 4 and 
Macrae cherry-picked the "evidence", "testimony" or views they wish to broadcast. Let us 
assume for one moment that Channel 4 is right when they say that Gordon Weiss' comments 
were used in 80 instances to make a case against what Channel 4 was saying, and that in a 
number of other instances other claims made by Weiss could be used to support Channel 4's 
claims. Given that at least one of Channel 4's 800 employees, or those of Callum Macrae's 
own production company, must surely have read Weiss' book The Cage: The Fight for Sri 
Lanka and the Last Days of the Tamil Tigers, they would presumably have been more than 
aware that there were perhaps up to 80 quotes by their own star witness that undermined the 
claims made by Channel 4? And yet they pressed on regardless of a statutory duty for balance 
and objectivity in making the questionable claims that they did about Sri Lanka.  
 
The Uncorrupted Journalism "rebuttal" provides clear evidence of the selectivity and 
ambiguity that runs through all of Channel 4's claims. It is deeply ironic that Channel 4 
claimed that its programmes were “forensic” in their investigations and contained “evidence 
required to convict”. This may be enough for Channel 4's kangaroo court. In a real court, 
however, no prosecutor would introduce as his leading witness someone who had on up to 80 
occasions produced testimony that could be used as exculpatory evidence for the defence. The 
prosecutor would have also been ethically bound to mention this evidence. 
 
Ethics, Channel 4? 
 

                                                 
9 See, for example, “LTTE attacks muhamalai July 25, 08”, YouTube, uploaded by eelamFlavours on 
27 May 2008, available at 
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=endscreen&NR=1&v=lFDm5KVibmE>. A sequence of 
LTTE artillery pieces in action starts at minute 0:29. 
10 The Uncorrupted Truth, op. cit., p. 27. 
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