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C Elliott
N o v e m b e r  2 0 1 1

LEVESON INQUIRY INTO THE CULTURE, PRACTICES AND ETHICS OF
THE PRESS

WITNESS STATEMENT OF CHRIS ELLIOTT

I, Chris Elliott, of Guardian News and Media Limited, Kings Place, 90 York Way 
London, N1 9GU, WILL SAY as  follows:

1) My b a c k g ro u n d

1. l a m  t h e  R e ad e rs '  e d i to r  of t h e  G u a rd ia n ,  a role t h a t  c o v e r s  both  
prin t  a n d  w eb .  Unless  s t a t e d  o th e r w i s e ,  t h e  f ac t s  s t a t e d  in th is  
w i tn e s s  s t a t e m e n t  a r e  within m y  own k n o w le d g e  a n d  belief. In 
th is  w i tn e s s  s t a t e m e n t  I r e fe r  to  d o c u m e n t s  t h a t  a r e  a t t a c h e d  to  
th is  s t a t e m e n t  in an  a p p en d ix .

2. I m a k e  th is  s t a t e m e n t  in r e s p o n s e  to  a Notice d a t e d  17 O c to b e r  
2 0 1 1  s e r v e d  on m e  u n d e r  sec t ion  2 1 ( 2 )  of t h e  Inqu i r ie s  Act 2 0 0 5  
a n d  t h e  Inqu i ry  Rules 2 0 0 6 ,  by  Lord Ju s t ic e  L eveson ,  a s  
C h a i rm a n  of t h e  Inqu iry .  T h e s e  r eq u i r e  m e  to  p rov ide  e v id e n c e  
to  t h e  Inqu i ry  Pane l in t h e  fo rm  of a w r i t te n  s t a t e m e n t  a n d / o r  to  
p rov ide  d o c u m e n t s  a s  r e q u e s t e d  in t h e  Notice.

3. I h a v e  b e e n  a j o u rn a l i s t  s ince  S e p t e m b e r  1 9 7 1 ,  w h e n  I s t a r t e d  
m y  c a r e e r  a s  an  in d e n tu r e d  ju n io r  r e p o r t e r  on t h e  Barking  a n d  
D a g e n h a m  Post.  After four  y e a r s  working  in v a r io u s  p a r t s  of 
n o r th  e a s t  London I m o v e d  to  t h e  C a m b r id g e  Evening  News in 
S e p t e m b e r  1 975 .  B e la ted ly  I dec ided  t h a t  I would  t ry  for a job  
in Fleet  S t r e e t  a n d  s p e n t  six m o n th s  in t h e  ea r ly  p a r t  of 1983  
w ork ing  c asu a l  sh i f ts  a t  t h e  S u n  an d  t h e  S u n d a y  T e le g ra p h  a f t e r  
f inishing m y  d a y  jo b  a s  t h e  f e a t u r e s  e d i to r  of t h e  CEN, a n d  a t  
w e e k e n d s ,  a t rad i t iona l  r o u t e  into na tiona l  n e w s p a p e r s .  In
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S e p t e m b e r  of t h a t  y e a r  I w a s  g iven  a s ta f f  jo b  on  t h e  S u n d a y  
T e le g ra p h  a s  a r e p o r t e r ,  w h e r e  I b e c a m e  t h e  h o m e  affa irs  
c o r r e s p o n d e n t  tw o  y e a r s  la te r .  I left t h e  T e l e g ra p h  for t h e  
S u n d a y  C o r r e s p o n d e n t  in 1 9 8 9 ,  w h e r e  I b e c a m e  chief r e p o r t e r  
b e fo re  it c lo sed ,  an d  r e t u r n e d  to  t h e  S u n d a y  T e le g ra p h .  In 1992  
I left for T h e  T im es ,  w h e r e  I ran  an  in v es t iga t ive  unit  for 19 
m o n t h s  b e fo re  t h a t  c lo sed  an d  I w a s  m a d e  r e d u n d a n t .  I t h e n  
f r e e la n c e d  for a few m o n t h s  b e fo re  s ta r t in g  c a su a l  sh if ts  a t  t h e  
G u a rd ian .  T h e  sh i f ts  t u r n e d  into a c o n t r a c t ,  an d  in F e b ru a ry  
1 9 9 5  I w a s  g iven  a s ta f f  j o b  a s  a s e n io r  r e p o r t e r  a n d  occas iona l  
n e w s  ed ito r .  After t h r e e  y e a r s  I jo in ed  editorial  m a n a g e m e n t  a s  
an  e x e c u t iv e  ed i to r ,  b e c o m in g  m a n a g in g  e d i to r  of t h e  G u ard ian  
in F e b r u a r y  2 0 0 0 .  In  2 0 0 7  I a lso b e c a m e  a d i re c to r  of G u a rd ian  
News a n d  Media. I s t e p p e d  dow n  f rom  t h e  b o a rd  las t  y e a r  w h e n  
I a lso  re l inqu ished  m y  role a s  m a n a g in g  e d i to r  of GNM w h e n  I 
success fu l ly  app lied  to  t h e  S c o t t  T ru s t  for t h e  role of R e a d e r s '  
ed itor .

4. I a m  a lso  a d i rec to r  of  t h e  S o c ie ty  of Editors,  a d i rec to r  of  t h e  
National Council  for t h e  Tra in ing  of Jo u rn a l i s t s  (cha i r  of t h e  
acc re d i ta t io n  c o m m i t t e e ) ,  a m e m b e r  of t h e  n o m in a t io n s  
c o m m i t t e e  o f  T h o m s o n  R e u te r s  F o u n d e r s  S h a r e  C o m p a n y  
Limited, Vice P re s id e n t  of t h e  I n te rn a t io n a l  New s S a fe ty  
In s t i tu t e ,  a t r u s t e e  of C o n c e rn ,  a c h a r i ty  for t h e  a llevia tion of 
p o v e r ty  in t h e  th i rd  world ,  a n d  a m e m b e r  of t h e  O rg a n is a t io n  of 
News O m b u d s m e n .

2) My role a s  R e a d e r s '  e d i to r  of t h e  G u ard ian

5. My role is s e t  o u t  in t h e  t e r m s  of  r e f e r e n c e  t h a t  can  b e  found  on 
o u r  w e b s i t e  ( s e e  A ppend ix  A). I t  is b ro ad ly  to  in v e s t ig a te  and  
r e s p o n d  to  r e a d e r s '  c o m p la in t s  a n d  v iew s  a b o u t  G u a rd ian  
jo u rn a l i s m  in pr in t  a n d  on t h e  w eb .  A c o m p la in t  m a y  b e  a 
s im p le  a l lega t ion  of in ac cu ra cy  or  it m a y  b e  m o r e  c o m p le x ,  such  
a s  an  a llega t ion  t h a t  G u a rd ia n  jo u r n a l i s t s  h a v e  b r e a c h e d  t h e  
princip les of j o u r n a l i s m  p r o m u lg a t e d  by CP S co t t .  T h e s e  
princip les a r e  m o s t  c learly  s e t  o u t  in t h e  1921  e s s a y  w r i t ten  by 
S c o t t  t o  m a r k  t h e  c e n t e n a r y  of t h e  b ir th of t h e  M a n c h e s t e r  
G u a rd ian .  This e s s a y  is a t t a c h e d  a s  an  a p p e n d ix  to  t h e  G u a rd ian  
editorial  c o d e , which all G u a rd ia n  jo u r n a l i s t s  a r e  e x p e c t e d  to  
h a v e  re a d  an d  a b id e  by  ( s e e  A ppend ix  B). If r e a d e r s  a re  
u n h a p p y  with t h e  r e s u l t s  of an  in ves t iga t ion  t h e r e  is a n  e x te rn a l  
o m b u d s m a n ,  w h o  m a y  rev iew  m y  w o rk  a n d  c o m e  to  a conclus ion  
a s  to  w h e t h e r  I h a v e  a c t e d  fairly a n d  r e a so n a b ly .  B eyond  t h a t
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t h e r e  is t h e  P re ss  C o m p la in ts  C om m iss io n .  T h e  G u a rd ia n ' s  
editorial  c o d e  c o m p l e m e n t s  t h e  PCC c o d e  a n d  o u r  a im  is to  deal 
with i s su e s  swiftly a n d  fairly. If t h e  c o m p la in a n t  d i s a g r e e s  h e  or 
s h e  m a y  b e  re fe r red  to  t h e  G u a rd ia n ' s  e x te rn a l  o m b u d s m a n  or  
t h e  c o m p la in a n t  m a y  c h o o s e  to  go  t h e  PCC.

6. Each w e e k  I wri te  a c o lu m n  t h a t  r u n s  a t  t h e  foo t  of t h e  l e t t e r s '  
p a g e  in which I m a y  r e p o r t  t h e  inves t iga t ion  of a pa r t i cu la r  
co m p la in t  o r  d i sc u ss  an  e th ica l  i s su e  t h a t  h a s  e m e r g e d .  T he  
co lu m n  is an  im p o r t a n t  w a y  to  d e m o n s t r a t e  t h a t  d iscuss ing  t h e  
e th ic s  of t h e  w a y  t h e  j o u r n a l i s t s  w o rk  is n a tu ra l  a n d  to  be  
e n c o u r a g e d .

3) 4)  a n d  5) T h e  d a y - t o - d a y  w o rk in g s  of t h e  office of t h e  R e a d e r s '  
e d i to r  fwith aPD ropr ia te  h is torical  evo lu t ion ,  if r e l e v a n t ^  T h e  tv o e  
a n d  n u m b e r  of c o m p la in t s  an d  q u e r i e s  d e a l t  with.  T h e  p r o c e s s  
a d o p te d  to  c o n s id e r  an d  re so lv e  q u e r i e s  a n d  c o m p la in t s

7. T h e r e  w a s  a G u a r d ia n ' s  r e a d e r s '  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  in t h e  ea r ly  
1 9 9 0 s ,  a f t e r  t h e  tw o  C a lcu tt  r ep o r t s .  T h e  office l ap sed  within a 
few y e a r s  an d  it w a s  n o t  r e s to re d  until it c a m e  b a c k  in a 
c o m p le te ly  d i f fe ren t  fo rm  in 1 9 9 7 ,  u n d e r  t h e  ed i to rsh ip  o f  Alan 
R u sb r id g e r ,  w h o  had  s e e n  t h e  pos i t ive  e f fec ts  of in te rnal  
o m b u d s m e n  on A m erican  n e w s p a p e r s .  He be l ieved  t h a t  for t h e  
G u a rd ia n  to  su rv ive  a n d  th r iv e  in inc reas ing ly  u n c e r ta in  t im e s  for 
n e w s p a p e r s ,  it w a s  im p e ra t iv e  t h a t  t h e  G u a rd ia n  shou ld  w ork  
h a rd  n o t  only  to  m ain ta in  a b o n d  of  t r u s t  with its r e a d e r s ,  b u t  
a lso  im p ro v e  on it t o o .  He kn ew  t h a t  t h e  n e w s p a p e r  m a d e  
m i s t a k e s  -  all do  -  a n d  in s t e a d  of t ry ing  to  g loss  o v e r  o r  d e n y  
t h e m  h e  felt it w a s  im p o r t a n t  to  a d m i t  to  t h e  r e a d e r s  w h a t  w a s  
w ro n g  a n d  t ry  to  p u t  it r ight.  He a p p o in t e d  Ia n  Mayes ,  a highly 
e x p e r i e n c e d  a n d  ro u n d e d  jo u rn a l i s t ,  w h o  h a d  h a d  a long reg iona l 
n e w s p a p e r  c a r e e r .  He h a d  a lso  b e e n  a ch ie f  s u b - e d i to r  o f  BBC 
n e w s  a n d  w o rk ed  for t h e  BBC in P a r l i a m e n t  b e fo re  jo in ing  t h e  
G u a rd ia n ,  w h e r e  h e  b e c a m e  su ccess iv e ly  t h e  a r t s  e d i to r  and  
o b i tu a r ie s  ed ito r .  Mayes  c r e a t e d  t h e  t it le R e a d e r s '  e d i to r  to  
m a k e  c lea r  t h a t  th is  w a s  a j o u rn a l i s t  a t  t h e  d isposa l  of t h e  
r e a d e r s .  I t  w a s  a lso  a t it le t h a t  r e f lec ted  t h e  i n d e p e n d e n c e  of 
t h e  R e a d e r s '  ed i to r ,  w ho  did n o t  r e p o r t  to  t h e  p a p e r ' s  e d i to r  b u t  
to  t h e  S c o t t  T rus t .

8. T h e  i n te r n e t  w a s  n o t  t h e n  t h e  fo rce  in n e w s p a p e r s  t h a t  it h a s  
b e c o m e ,  an d  h e  rece ived  a ro u n d  5 ,0 0 0  c o m p la in t s  a n d  q u e r i e s  
in t h e  first  y e a r ,  all by  t e l e p h o n e  or  le t te r .  By t h e  t im e  Mayes
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s t e p p e d  d o w n  in 2 0 0 7  t h a t  h a d  g row n  to  a ro u n d  2 0 ,0 0 0  and  
large ly  em a i le d .  Las t  y e a r  t h e r e  w e r e  2 6 ,0 0 0  c o m p la in t s  and  
q u e r i e s  of which only  2 0 0  o r  so  c a m e  by  p o s t .  At its b e s t ,  t h e  
office of t h e  R e a d e r s '  e d i to r  p ro v id es  a f a s t  a n d  o p e n  r e m e d y  for 
a l l eg a t io n s  o f  in accu racy  a n d  une th ica l  jo u rn a l i sm .

9. T h e  R e a d e r s '  e d i to r ' s  office n o w  c o m p r i s e s  an  a s s o c i a t e  e d i to r  
w h o  d e a l s  with t h e  daily c o r r e c t io n s  a n d  c larif ications co lu m n ,  
tw o  a d m in i s t r a to r s  (o n e  p a r t  t im e )  a n d  myse lf .  I t e n d  to  t a k e  
t h e  m o r e  s e r io u s  c o m p la in t s  -  espec ia l ly  t h o s e  t h a t  n e e d  a lot of 
t im e  -  while m y  co l lea g u e  h a n d le s  t h e  daily c o r re c t io n s  an d  
c larif ications c o lum n .  This a p p e a r s  on o u r  w e b s i t e  a s  a rolling 
co lu m n  of c o r re c t io n s  ( s e e  A ppend ix  C) u p d a te d  dur ing  t h e  d ay ,  
a n d  a v e rs io n  is p ub l ished  in t h e  p a p e r  six d a y s  a w e e k .  At l ea s t  
o n c e  a w e e k  I dea l  with t h e  daily list of c o r re c t io n s  a n d  
c larif ica tions .  T h e  office is o p e n  five d a y s  a w e e k  a n d  calls  a r e  
t a k e n  f rom  r e a d e r s  b e tw e e n  1 0 a m  a n d  1p m .  T h e  t e a m  is in t h e  
office f rom  a ro u n d  9 a m  to  7 p m .

10. I t  is n o t  su rp r is ing  t h a t  t h e  p a p e r  occas iona l ly  m a k e s  
m is t a k e s .  T h e r e  w e r e  tw o  e r ro r s  in c o n n ec t io n  with th is  inquiry,  
bo th  of which w e r e  p ro m in e n t ly  c o r r e c te d .  T h e  G u a rd ia n ,  in 
prin t  a n d  online ,  is a c o m p le x  n e w s  o rg an i s a t io n  t h a t  p r o d u c e s  
b e tw e e n  6 0 ,0 0 0  a n d  7 0 ,0 0 0  w o rd s  a d a y  in p r in t ,  M onday  to  
Friday. All t h o s e  w o rd s  a r e  r e p r o d u c e d  online  on t h e  G u a rd ia n ' s  
w e b s i t e  a s  well a s  a f u r th e r  6 0 , 0 0 0  to  7 0 ,0 0 0  original w o r d s  for 
t h e  s i t e s  e a c h  day .  On S a t u r d a y s ,  t h e  G u a rd ian  n e w s p a p e r  an d  
its n ine  s u p p l e m e n t s  p r o d u c e  a ro u n d  2 5 0 ,0 0 0  w o rd s .  T h en  
t h e r e  a r e  t h e  i m a g e s  a n d  g rap h ic s ,  a b o u t  140 a d ay .  All o f  t h e s e  
can  b e  t h e  s u b j e c t  of co m p la in t  a n d  c o n ce rn .  For e x a m p le  t h e  
r e c e n t  killing of M u a m m a r  Gaddafi  a n d  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  u s e  of 
t h e  p ic tu re s  of his c o rp s e  on t h e  f ron t  of t h e  w e b s i t e  a n d  
n e w s p a p e r  b r o u g h t  forth  60  c o m p la in t s  f rom  r e a d e r s  an d  s o m e  
c o n c e r n s  e x p r e s s e d  by  staff ,  which I c o v e re d  in m y  O p en  d o o r  
co lu m n  of 31 O c to b e r  ( s e e  A ppend ix  D).

11.  We do  n o t  t a k e  p r im a ry  responsib i l i ty  for c o m m e n t s  p o s te d  
on  t h e  w e b s i t e ;  t h a t  is a j o b  for t h e  n ine  m o d e r a t o r s  o p e ra t in g  
a c r o s s  t h e  si te .  I do ,  h o w e v e r ,  h a v e  t h e  r igh t  to  b e c o m e  
involved if an  a l lega t ion  a b o u t  a c o m m e n t  is pa r t icu la r ly  se r ious .

12.  In add it ion  t h e r e  a r e  c o m p la in t s  a b o u t  his to ric  i s su e s  on 
t h e  G u a rd ia n ' s  a rch ive .  A g row ing  p ro b lem  is t h e  n u m b e r  of 
r e q u e s t s  for d e le t io n s ,  s o m e t i m e s  of a n a m e  o r  an  e n t i r e  s to ry
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f rom  t h e  a rch ive  b e c a u s e  an  individual be l iev es  its c o n t in u ed  
e x i s t e n c e  is d i s a d v a n t a g e o u s .

13.  B e c a u s e  w e  rece ive  a r o u n d  100  e m a i l s  a d a y  w e  can  only 
c o m m i t  to  dea l in g  with "s ign if ican t  e r ro rs " .  On arrival  a t  o u r  
d e s k s  e a c h  m o rn in g  t h e r e  m a y  well b e  b e tw e e n  20  a n d  40  
em a i l s  o v e rn ig h t .  In t h e  c o u r s e  of 2 4  h o u r s  w e  rece iv e  on 
a v e r a g e  a ro u n d  80  to  120 ;  f rom  g e n e ra l  q u e r i e s  t h a t  can  be  
p a s s e d  to  an  a d m i n i s t r a t o r  for r e so lu t ion ,  to  t h e  m o s t  s e r io u s  
com pla in t .

14.  My c o l leag u e  on t h e  daily c o r re c t io n s  co lu m n  a s s e s s e s  
w h e t h e r  a n y  o n e  co m p la in t  o r  a c lu s te r  a ro u n d  a pa r t i cu la r  i s sue  
shou ld  c o m e  to  m e .  We bo th  w o rk  in a similar w ay .  O nce  w e  
h a v e  a c c e p t e d  t h a t  a co m p la in t  m e r i t s  inves t iga t ion  - w h e t h e r  it 
is o r g a n i s e d  by  a lobby g ro u p  or  o n e  individual - t h e  c o m p la in t  is 
p a s s e d  to  t h e  j o u rn a l i s t  o r  sec t io n  for a r e s p o n s e .  I t  is im p o r t a n t  
t h a t  t h e  r e sp o n s ib le  jo u rn a l i s t  is fully e n g a g e d  with t h e  n e e d  to  
find a r e so lu t ion  to  t h e  c om pla in t .

15.  I t  is w o r th  b e a r in g  in m ind  t h a t  only  half  of t h e  G u a rd ia n ' s  
o u t p u t  is p r o d u c e d  by  s ta f f  jo u rn a l i s t s ;  t h e  r e s t  c o m e s  f rom  
f r e e la n c e  j o u r n a l i s t s  an d  a g e n c i e s  a s  well a s  c o n t r ib u to r s  from 
o t h e r  p ro fess iona l  f ields,  a n d  c o n t e n t  o r ig ina ted  by  o t h e r  
w e b s i t e s  a n d  pub l ica t ions  b u t  h o s t e d  by  t h e  G u a rd ian .  All 
G u a rd ia n  jo u r n a l i s t s  a r e  e x p e c t e d  to  c o - o p e r a t e  with t h e  
R e a d e r s '  e d i to r ' s  office, f rom  t h e  y o u n g e s t  t r a i n e e  to  t h e  Editor 
in Chief.  I t  is n o t  in t h e i r  c o n t r a c t s  -  a l t h o u g h  ab id ing  by  t h e  
PCC c o d e  is p a r t  of th e i r  c o n t r a c t  -  b u t  it is p a r t  of t h e  cu l tu re  
t h a t  G u a rd ia n  jo u r n a l i s t s  shou ld  ab id e  by a s e t  of e th ical  
pr incip les ,  a n d  a d d re s s in g  c o m p la in t s  t h r o u g h  t h e  R e ad e rs '  
e d i to r ' s  office is p a r t  of t h a t  e th o s .  I h a v e  ra re ly  e v e r  h a d  to  
l ab o u r  t h a t  point .

16.  T h e  jo u rn a l i s t  o f ten  swiftly a d m i t s  an  e r r o r  an d  w e  can  
a m e n d  t h e  art ic le  online ,  carefu lly  foo tn o t in g  t h e  c h a n g e  an d  
p o s t ing  a co rrec t ion  or  clarif ication in t h e  rolling online  c o lum n .  
On t h e  w ho le ,  m i s t a k e s  t h a t  h a v e  only  a p p e a r e d  in p r in t  a r e  
c o r r e c t e d  o r  clarified in pr in t  a s  well a s  online .  This is la rge ly  an  
i s su e  of s p a c e ,  a s  t h e  p r in ted  C o r rec t ions  an d  clarif ica tions 
co lu m n  can  only  ca r ry  t h r e e  o r  fou r  i t e m s  in its s lo t  on t h e  
l e a d e r s  p a g e .  T h e  p r in ted  co lu m n  h a s  a lw ay s  a p p e a r e d  t h e r e ,  
a n d  is now  well e s t a b l i s h e d  a t  t h e  h e a r t  of t h e  p a p e r  a s  t h e  p a g e  
w h e r e  w e  a d m i t  a n d  c o r r e c t  o u r  m is ta k e s .
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17. If  t h e  jo u rn a l i s t  c h a l le n g e s  t h e  c o m p la in t ,  I e x p e c t  a 
d e ta i l ed  d e fe n c e ,  cit ing so u r c e s .  I t h e n  c h e c k  t h e  s o u r c e s  an d  
s e t  a b o u t  in d e p e n d e n t ly  verify ing t h e m  a s  fa r  a s  I a m  ab le .  If  I 
feel t h e  j o u rn a l i s t  is r igh t,  b a s e d  on w h a t  h e  o r  s h e  h a s  to ld  m e  
a n d  w h a t  I h a v e  b e e n  ab le  to  find o u t  myself ,  I will go  b a c k  to  
t h e  c o m p la in a n t ,  p u t  m y  f indings  to  him a n d  s e e  how he  
r e s p o n d s .  If  t h e  c o m p la in a n t  c o m e s  b a c k  with f u r t h e r  e v id e n c e  
t h a t  t h e  jo u rn a l i s t  w a s  w ro n g  w e  w o rk  t h r o u g h  it until w e  rea ch  
a reso lu t ion .  This  can  t a k e  t im e  b u t  it is im p o r t a n t  to  be  fair to  
t h e  j o u rn a l i s t  a s  well a s  to  t h e  c o m p la in a n t .  T h e  R e a d e r s '  e d i to r  
is n o t  a p r o s e c u t o r  b u t  an  in v e s t ig a to r  a n d  a d ju d ica to r .

18.  If  I find t h a t  t h e  jo u rn a l i s t  is w ro n g  I expla in  to  him o r  h e r  
w h y  I h a v e  c o m e  to  t h a t  conclus ion .  T he  co rrec t ion  or 
clarif ication is p r in ted  an d  t h e  s to ry  a m e n d e d  online.  In s e r io u s  
o r  c o m p l ica te d  c a s e s  t h e  R e ad e rs '  e d i to r  c an  a lso  d e v o te  an  
O p en  d o o r  co lu m n  to  t h e  com pla in t .

19.  More o f ten  t h a n  n o t  t h e  p r o c e s s  is an  a m ic a b le  one .  
C o m p la in a n t s  d e a l t  with fairly a n d  quickly  ra re ly  s t a y  an g ry .
T h a t  d o e s n ' t  h a p p e n  e v e r y  t im e  a n d  t h e r e  a r e  a small  n u m b e r  of 
c o m p la in a n t s  which I will e i t h e r  re fe r  to  t h e  e x te rn a l  
o m b u d s m a n ,  o r  t h e  c o m p la in a n t  m a y  go  to  t h e  PCC a n d  in s o m e  
e x t r e m e  c a s e s  to  a lawyer.

20 .  Each d a y  m y  c o l l e a g u e s  a n d  I r e s p o n d  to  a t  l e a s t  30  o r  4 0  
of  t h e  100 o r  so  em a i l s  t h a t  w e  rece ive .  All will h a v e  r ece iv ed  an 
a u t o m a t e d  r e s p o n s e  an d  m in o r  q u e r i e s  - su c h  a s  a lost  
s u p p l e m e n t  - a r e  m e re ly  fo rw a rd e d  to  t h e  r igh t  d e p a r t m e n t  a t  
t h e  G u a rd ia n  to  dea l  with.  On s o m e  o c c a s io n s  a d o z e n  or  so 
r e a d e r s  will po in t  o u t  a s im p le  b u t  im p o r t a n t  e r r o r  su c h  a s  a 
p ic tu re  cap t io n  t h a t  w rong ly  identifies an  individual o r  a p lace .  If 
w e  h a v e  t im e  w e  will rep ly  to  all of t h e m ,  b u t  fixing t h e  m is t a k e  
online  is o u r  priori ty ,  followed by a p u b l i sh ed  co rrec t ion .  T h e  key 
is to  identify  t h e  signif icant e r r o r s  an d  avoid  e x a c e r b a t in g  
d i s t r e s s  by  de lay .

6^ Fac to rs  c o n t r ibu t ing  to  t h e  s u c c e s s  a n d  t h o s e  l imiting t h e  
e f f e c t iv e n e s s  of t h e  role of  a R e a d e r s '  ed itor.

21 .  T h e  key  to  s u c c e s s  for a R e a d e r s '  e d i to r  is t h e  abil ity to  
d e m o n s t r a t e  i n d e p e n d e n c e ,  to  m a k e  d ec is ions  t h a t  a r e  b a s e d  on 
t h e  ava i lab le  e v id e n c e  a n d  n o t  t h e  w i s h e s  of  individual
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c o l l e a g u e s  or  t h e  p a p e r  a s  a whole .  T h e  i n d e p e n d e n c e  of t h e  
R e a d e r s '  e d i to r  is g u a r a n t e e d  a t  t h e  G u a rd ia n  b e c a u s e  h e  or  s h e  
a n s w e r s  to  t h e  S c o t t  T ru s t  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  Editor in Chief.

22 .  This d o e s  n o t  m e a n  t h a t  I a m  locked in a p e r m a n e n t  ba t t l e  
with e v e r y  jo u rn a l i s t  on t h e  p a p e r .  I t  is i m p o r t a n t  t h a t  an  
o m b u d s m a n  -  a n d  I u s e  t h a t  a s  a g e n e r i c  t e r m  t h a t  inc ludes  m y  
role -  be l iev es  b ro ad ly  in t h e  pr incip les  of t h e  o rg an i s a t io n .  I 
be lieve  t h a t  o n e  o r  tw o  o m b u d s m e n  in t h e  USA w e r e  a p p o in t e d  
to  t h e  job  hav in g  failed to  s e c u r e  a n  a l t e rn a t iv e  se n io r  editorial  
a p p o in t m e n t .  T h e s e  a p p o i n t m e n t s  t e n d  to  e n d  bad ly ,  a s  t h e y  
s t a r t  f rom  a posit ion  of d i s g r u n t l e m e n t .  By t h e  s a m e  t o k e n ,  t h e  
editorial  s ta f f  h a v e  to  be lieve  t h a t  t h e  role is w or thw hi le .  I a m  
f o r t u n a t e  t h a t  t h e  o v e rw h e lm in g  m a jo r i ty  of t h e  G u a r d ia n ' s  s ta ff  
be lieve  in o p e n  jo u r n a l i s m ,  a n e e d  for which is m u ch  m o re  
p re s s in g  in an  e r a  w h e n  r e a d e r s  online  e x p e c t  g r e a t e r  
r e s p o n s i v e n e s s  a n d  a r e  no lo n g e r  willing to  b e  m e r e  rec ip ien t s  of 
n e w s .  T h e y  w a n t  to  c h a l le n g e  a n d  in te rac t .

23 .  A ccess  to  staff ,  d u e  p r o m in e n c e  for t h e  C o r rec t ions  an d  
c larif ications c o lu m n s  bo th  online a n d  in pr in t ,  a n d  s u p p o r t  from 
t h e  p ro p r i e to r  - in m y  c a s e  t h e  S c o t t  T ru s t  - a r e  a lso  m a jo r  
f ac to r s  in s e t t in g  a f r a m e w o r k  for su c c e s s .

24 .  A lack of t im e  a n d  s h e e r  v o lu m e  of email  a r e  t h e  b ig g e s t  
p r o b le m s  t h a t  limit t h e  e f f e c t iv e n e s s  of t h e  office.

25 .  T h e  la rg e  n u m b e r  of q u e r i e s  w e  rece iv e  is n o t  a reflect ion  
of  t h e  n u m b e r  of e r r o r s  in t h e  p a p e r .  I t  is la rge ly  b e c a u s e  t h e  
office is no w  well e s t a b l i s h e d  in t h e  m in d s  of r e a d e r s  w ho  wish to  
d i s c u s s  c o n te n t  a s  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  p lace  to  do  so .  T h e  r e a d e r s  
a r e  in te ll igent a n d  p a s s i o n a t e  a n d  e x p e c t  to  e n g a g e  in d ia logue  
o v e r  a w ho le  r a n g e  of i s su e s ,  n o t  j u s t  m a j o r  o n e s .  I c a n ' t  
p r e t e n d  t h a t  w e  leave  t h e m  all sa t is f ied ,  b u t  w e  a im  to  e n s u r e  
t h e y  feel t h e y  h a v e  b e e n  t r e a t e d  with r e s p e c t ,  t h a t  t h e i r  v iew s  
a r e  t a k e n  se r ious ly  a n d  -  w h e r e  a p p r o p r i a t e  -  ac t ion  t a k e n .  T he  
G u a rd ia n  is a v ig o ro u s  p a p e r  of t h e  c e n t r e  left a n d  r u n s  m a n y  
c o n te n t io u s  a r t ic les  in pr in t  a n d  online.  S o m e  m a j o r  i s su e s  t h a t  
p ro d u c e  c o m p la in t s  a r e  a ro u n d  o u r  c o v e r a g e  of: c l im ate  c h a n g e  
a n d  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  g ene ra l ly ;  t h e  m idd le  e a s t  -  t h e s e  of ten  
bring a l l eg a t io n s  of  anti  S e m i t i s m  a n d  I s l a m o p h o b ia ;  t h e  
G u a r d ia n ' s  polit ics -  part icu la rly  its s u p p o r t  of  t h e  Lib D e m s  a t  
t h e  la s t  e lec t ion ;  t h e  h ea l th  se rv ice ;  a n d  g e n d e r  i s sues .
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26. Many o f these issues are covered by very organised 
groups. These lobby groups can skew a debate and create an 
email s torm  o f com pla in t from  people who are not regular 
Guardian readers, bu t have m erely acted in response to 
receiving a line from  an artic le  and an exhorta tion to  "cu t and 
paste" a general com pla in t to  the  Guardian.

27. Readers often com plain about an "inaccuracy" when it is 
more a m a tte r o f opinion based on in te rp re ta tion . These 
com plaints are often com plex and hard to  resolve.

28. The grow th in the  use o f social media by Guardian 
jou rna lis ts  as part o f th e ir job  brings another dim ension to  the 
role o f the  Readers' ed ito r and adds fu rth e r pressure. I f  a 
jou rna lis t links to  another artic le  how much responsib ility  should 
we bear fo r th a t article?

29. I f  a reader finds a Readers' ed ito r's  ad judication 
unfavourable, the  reader will som etim es go to  the Press 
Com plaints Commission. I estim ate th a t th is  happens few er 
than a dozen tim es a year, bu t th a t still feels like too many. 
Com plaints th a t come to the  Readers' ed ito r's  office rare ly end in 
a th re a t o f legal action. In  fact we estim ate th a t legal costs are 
down by around 25 per cent a year since the  inception o f the  
office because we are able to  o ffe r prom inent redress more 
quickly.

7)  Scope fo r im provem ent, change or augm enta tion .

30. More s ta ff to  cover queries would be an easy request but 
th a t is no t realistic at such a tim e  o f flux  in the  newspaper 
industry. We are increasing our in-house tra in ing  on legal 
m atters and it would be good to  extend th is  to  ethical issues.
The legal tra in ing  augm ents the  tra in ing  th a t m ost jou rna lis ts  
receive on an approved NCTJ course, during the  law module. The 
Guardian organised fou r tra in ing  session fo r s ta ff on the  PCC 
code in 2010 and one on reporting mental health issues in 2011.

31. Ethical jou rna lism  is cu rren tly  taugh t by all NCTJ centres. 
The NCTJ is pu tting  toge ther case studies th a t dem onstra te  how 
ethical jou rna lism  is cu rren tly  taugh t at all th e ir centres. I t  is 
central to  the  tra in ing  o f the  NCTJ's core values o f tru th , 
accuracy and ob jec tiv ity  in all m odules, not ju s t media law and

8

MODI 00030961



For Distribution To CP's

regula tion. The NCTJ will be discussing the  teaching o f ethics at 
its conference on 30 November. Suggestions have been made fo r 
a separate tau gh t and exam ined ethics m odule and continuing 
professional developm ent courses.

32. I would like m ore tim e  to  discuss w ith  colleagues some of 
the  issues th a t come across m y desk daily. I intend to  introduce 
a b rie f w eekly bu lle tin o f the  m ost egregious problem s th a t will 
go ou t to  all s ta ff in a bid to  cut down on the  repe titive  errors.

8 and 9) My assessment o f the  value o f the  Readers' ed ito r in re lation 
to  the  accountab ility  foerceived or real^ o f the  press. Mv view  on the 
role o f an in terna l om budsm an and w hat factors will con tribu te  to 
th e ir success.

33. When I became a reporte r it was made absolute ly clear 
th a t you should do you r ve ry  best to  get the  facts righ t, but also 
an unspoken acknow ledgem ent th a t you would do all you could 
not to  adm it th a t you m igh t have got som ething wrong. This 
w asn 't ju s t obduracy. I t  is second nature fo r a jou rn a lis t to  
believe th a t the  be tte r and more im portan t the  s to ry , the  more 
like ly it is th a t someone w on 't w an t you to  te ll it. Reporters 
expect to  be to ld  th a t he or she had go t som ething wrong by an 
interested pa rty  w anting to  keep som ething out o f the 
newspaper. The knee je rk  denial o f e rro r grew into a more 
bu lly ing, aggressive cu ltu re where reporters and newspapers in 
were in fierce com petition ; jou rna lis ts  s im ply fe lt it was not good 
policy to  adm it error.

34. The value o f the  Readers' ed ito r at the  Guardian is th a t the  
role reverses th a t position. The starting  po int is: "Please te ll us if 
you th in k  we have made an error. We w ill investiga te , if we are 
wrong we will am end the  s to ry  online, explaining w hy and p rin t a 
correction as soon as possib le." An inbox and postbag th a t 
receives 26,000 approaches a year shows th a t people w an t to 
believe su ffic ien tly  in the  system  to t ry  it.

35. I f  news organisations begin to  recognise th e ir readers' 
demands to  adm it th e ir fau lts  it would:
1. Im prove  the  levels o f tru s t in news organisations tha t wish to 

believe they  are a v ita l pa rt o f dem ocratic society.
2. A llow ind ividual jou rna lis ts  to  feel much free r to  adm it th a t 

they  are flawed and capable o f m istakes, because the ir 
newspaper and websites have made it a policy to  adm it as
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much.

A t the  Guardian, reporters regularly contact the  Readers' 
ed ito r's  office to  adm it to  and correct an e rro r made in good 
fa ith . They no longer feel it is a stain on th e ir professional 
reputa tion or th a t they  will su ffe r d isc ip linary action by adm itting  
an honest m istake: qu ite  the  reverse. A w illingness to  adm it 
e rro r enhances th e ir s ta tu re ; equivocation and obfuscation is 
much more likely to  lead to  b igger problem s fo r the  jou rna lis t.
As John F Kennedy said in 1961 to  a group o f jou rna lis ts : "An 
e rro r does not become a m istake until you refuse to  correct it . "  
In  a d ig ita l world where an expert is only a byte  away, our 
errors seek us out.

36. I t  is not the  role o f an independent om budsm an to  act as 
an enforcer fo r editoria l m anagem ent. I f  a breach of 
professional standards is so serious th a t I believe it m ay w arran t 
d iscip linary action the  com pla int is handed over to the  re levant 
managing ed itor. I f  a jou rn a lis t has made a m istake, an 
appearance in the  Corrections and clarifica tions column is 
enough to  ensure th a t he or she doesn't make the  same m istake 
tw ice in m ost circum stances.

37. The role o f the  Readers' ed ito r is to  hold the  jou rna lism  to  
account on behalf o f the  readers. I t  is a jo b  th a t requires an 
ind ividual to  know th a t they  are o f the  paper bu t not on it; it 
requires experience and judgem ent, and inev itab ly , as Readers' 
ed ito r, I make m istakes and occasionally have to  p rin t a 
correction to  a correction. I hate tha t.

IQ j My view  o f the  role o f the  Readers' ed ito r in the  con text o f the  
w ider regulation o f the  press and provid ing redress.

38. I have tried  to  give a broad outline o f how the  role works 
post publication, bu t I would like to  emphasise th a t an effective 
om budsm en can be an im po rtan t p re-em ptive  force, no t only fo r 
reporters but also fo r desk practice.

39. I am not suggesting th a t a Readers' ed ito r could have 
prevented the  practice o f phone hacking at the  News o f the  
W orld. I t  is not easy fo r aspiring jou rna lis ts  to  stand up to  a 
news desk or an ed ito r in a h igh ly com petitive  environm ent. 
However, the  presence o f an independent om budsm an w ith in  a 
news room , who is constitu tiona lly  able to  challenge bad practice
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and bad jou rna lism , would be a powerful influence fo r good and 
encourage reporters to  resist unethical practice. A regular 
column by the  Readers' ed ito r discussing ethical and o ther issues 
arising from  the  paper's jou rna lism  has a beneficial e ffect on the 
in terna l cu ltu re  o f the  paper; and if the  post o f Readers' ed ito r 
were more w idespread and the  b rie f extended beyond daily 
corrections to  a w eekly column o f th is  kind, then it m igh t have a 
positive effect on the  general cu ltu re w ith in  news organisations.

40. The role o f the  jo u rn a lis t and the  newspaper was already 
being questioned before phone hacking was exposed. For some 
years social, cu ltu ra l and technological changes have 
underm ined 150-year-o ld certa in ties in a way th a t the  industry  -  
w ith  notable exceptions -  was slow to grasp. I f  jou rna lis ts  are 
going to  rebuild the  public's fa ith  th a t they  are a force fo r good 
and a v ita l pa rt o f a healthy dem ocracy they  will have to  become 
more dem ocratic them selves. They will have to  listen more and 
declaim less. I f  each news organisation made a public s ta tem ent 
recognising th a t they  make m istakes and th a t the re  is someone 
in the  shape o f the  Readers' ed ito r who will no t only listen but 
act upon reader com pla ints, th a t would be a ve ry  public 
s ta tem ent o f change. The newspapers would have to  explain 
public ly how th e ir system s w ork and w hy the public should have 
confidence th a t the  readers' ed ito r or om budsm an is a genuinely 
independent figure  w ith in  th e ir organisation. They would have to 
abide by it. Such regu la tory system s cou ldn 't -  and probably 
w ou ldn 't in th is  m ore questioning age -  be allowed to  lapse as 
they  were 20 years ago post Calcutt.

41. I t  would be hum bling fo r newspapers, but if they  instigated 
such system s and ensured they  endured, the  public would have 
good reason to  believe in them  again. And th a t would be an 
im po rtan t pa rt o f a healthy civic society.

I believe th a t the contents o f th is  w itness sta tem ent are true .

Chris Elliott Date

11
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Appendix A 
Appendix B 
Appendix C

Appendix D

Appendix E 
Appendix F

Readers' ed ito r's  Term s o f Reference 
Editorial guidelines
Page pdfs o f the  Corrections and clarifications 
colum n, Monday to Saturday, w /c  31 October, and 
p rin t-ou ts  o f the  website Corrections column fo r tha t 
week
Open door colum ns on Gaddafi im ages, Ahdaf Soueif 
on the  tunnels under Jerusalem, Weekend magazine 
fea ture  on airline g lam our, and "Child po rn" 
Com plaints analysis sheet
Analysis o f email received on Tuesday 1 Novem ber
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