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N THE MATIER OF THE LEVESON INGIUIRY

SECOND WITHESS STATEMENT OF
MICHOLAS ANTHONY ROBINSON

I HICHOLAS ANTHONY ROBINSON, care of BBC Television Centre, Wood Lane, London,
W2 7RIS, WILL BAY-

A, inscfar as the matters set out in this statement derive from my own knowledge, they
are frue. Where matters are not within my personal knowledge, they are trus to the
best of my information and belief and derive from the sources slated.

8. The guestions asked of me by the Leveson Inquiry in its letter dated 5 Apni 2012
recuie me to give my personal opinion on a number of matlers. | wish to make clear
that the views expressed in this statement are entirely my own and not thosse of the
51500

G. Save for question 1, | heve approached and answered the questions together as a
whole based around particuar themes.

21, Who vou are and a brief summary of your career history

| am the BRC's Political Editor. | was appointed o this position in Oclober 2005,
Bazed at Wastminster, my role is 1o provide high qualily analysis, and an overview (0
our ooverage, placing politicsl svents and the workings of Parliament and the
devolved instiiutions into a broad context. in addition o reacting (o events, | advise
programmes across the BBC interms of suggesied coverage and stories, portrayal of
political avenis and appropriale programme interviewess, Iheipémg 0 ensureg g full
diversity of volces. | provide analysis and advice across the whole range of the
BBCs television, radio and online cutput and | have a particular responsibility for the
BEC Mews flagship programmaes, including BBC One’s Ten O'clock News and Today
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on Radio 4. | report to the Head of Political Programmes and work closely with the
Editor of Politica! Newsgathering on 2 day-io-day basis. Though | am an Editor and
am responsible for my own editorial output, | do not manage any slaff,

in terms of my career history, | joined the BBC as a production frainees in 1988 and
worked on Brass Tacks, This Wesl, Mext Week, Newsround, the Pamela Armsirong
Show and Crimewatch. | then joined On the Record as an Assistant Producer and
worked my way up to Deputy Editor until 1982 From 1982 to 1995 | worked as
Deputy Bditor of Pancrama (alongside another Deputy Editor). | then moved in front
of the camers and became g political correspondent for the BBC from 1898 {o 1887,
From 1957 to 1988 | was g presanier on BBC Radio B Live and from 1888 to 2002, |
was the Chief Political Correspondent for BBC News 24, | then moved to 1TV for
three years 1o be is Political Editor before relurning to the BBL in 2008 to take up my

current position,

2.t Ot

Summary of themes

in my view, close relations between the press and politivlans are nothing new. Nor
are stempls by newspapers o influence public policy, affect the outoome of slections
or to have politicians or public servants removed from office. However, in my lifetime,
politicians have learnt that it is impossible (o win elections or 1o govemn successfully if
confronfed by an’ overlly hostiie press. This has led the leaderships of the
Conservative and Labour parties as well as others, for example the SNP, to seek to
maintain close and fendly relations with the propristors, management and senior

exaecutives of major newspapers.

{ don’t think that politicians have comparable relationships with broadeasiers. There
iz some virue In Wansparency, e publishing contacts betwesn the media and
pobiticians buf it is hc;t without s flaws. The “fres press” which once asked for no
regulatory o legislative favours from politicians now does 50 thanks 1o the decline in
newspapers sales, madia convergence and the expansion of thelr interesis inlo
others parts of the media such as the web and TV, Press influence is about much
more than endorsing 2 party before an slection. There is no ideal mods! of media

regudation in my view.
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Close relations betwesn ihe press and politicians are nothing new.

Lord Palmerston seduced the press with the same enthusiasm as he tried t© seduce
women, He invited those who'd once been seen as grubby hacks fo grand parties
thrown by his wife where they were made (o fesl part of the social circle of the ruling
class. The Prime Minister took them 10 one side to show them drafis of speeches he
proposed 1o make and (o invite them 1o make suggestions about how 10 re-write them
to make them more interesting. Stanley Baldwin's famous wamning thal press
magnates wanted “power withoul responsibility - the prerogative of the harlol”
followed the crestion by Lord Beaverbrook and Lord Rothermers of thelr own politicsl
parties whose express aim was {o change government policy on freg frade and to
toppde the leader of the Opposilion.

HMowever, in my iifatime politicians have leamt that # s impossible o win elections or

1o aovem successiully If confronted by an overily hostile press,

Mirs Thatcher sscured the consistent personal and political backing of what became
known as the "Tory press”. Her Labowr opponents, Michas! Fool and Nell Kinnock
were ridiculed by them. So oo, her successor, John Major, who lost the support of
the Tory press over Europe, the ERM and fax rises.

As a conssquence, MNew Labowr concluded that they could only be slected and
govern successfilly with the support of the press — in particular The Sun & the Daily
Mail. Tony Blair went to huge lengths to woo Rupert Murdoch, his executives and his
sditors, Blair's press leam gave them access and exchusives. So, foo did Gordon
Brown. These relationships were based on close personal connections, for example,
Tory Blair becames godiather to ong of Rupsrt Murdoch’s children who played with
Gordon Brown's children. The Mall's Paul Dacre was inviled (o the funsral of Gordon

and Sarah Brown's child,

David Cameron and George Osbome foliowed that lead. David Cameron was 3
friend of Rebekah Brooks. George Osborme was close fo James Murdoch. Both men
hired Andy Coulson — in part becauss of his connection o News Corporation,
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Sources fell me thal senior politicians who have considered running 1o be parly
leader have efther been wamed of the conseguences by newspapers o have feared
tham,

| dor't think that noliticians have comparable relationshios with broadoasters.

Politicians believe, with some justification, that the press often sets the news agenda

even though i is trusted less than broadcasters and has @ much smaller "audisnce”

iy myy experience, {TY Executives, the BBC's Direclor Seneral and Chairman have
soeasional formal mestings with politiclans and mest them at social occagions but |
would be surprised i they thought # appropriate to have ciose reiationships with

politicians like some press propristors and executives,

A3 Political Editor of BBO News and, praviously, 1TV MNews | would expect regular
background chats with the Prime Minisier and senior ministers sometimes over &
meal. | ccoasionally socialize with leading politiclans byt usually in the company of
other journalists who are being enteriained.

There is some virdue in Fansogrency 2 publishing contects bebwesn the media and

politiclans but it is notwithout its flaws,

When Downing Street published a log of media contacts I included one meeting
between the Prime Minister and 2 News intemational executive., The mesting in
guestion was g hackground briefing on the governmant's NHS reforms atfendsd by
three journalists. My pressence was not listed or publiclsed since | am notl regarded a8
a BBRC sxecutive. Ancther newspaper journalist who was there was also not listed, All
three of us were, however, attending in the same capacily and News Corporation and
media policy wers naver discussed.

The “free press” which once asked for no regulatory or legisiative favours from

politicians now does so thanks fo the decline in newspapers sales, medis

convergence and the expansion of thelr interests into other pards of the media such
25 the web and TV,

o
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For decades the “free press” did not need government regulatory or legislative
favours Tor thelr businesses as they had mass readerships andfor wealthy proprigtors
and faced no government reguiation. In confrast, broadoasters had thelr revenue and
expansion condrolled by government and parliament - for example, the licence fee,
licensing of new channels, regulation of TV advertising, Public Service Broadcasting

obligations regulations.

However, the decling in newspaper readership and revenues and media
convergence has meant that newspaper groups now alss have interests In TV and
the web. MNews Corporgtion and the Dally Mail's concermns in recent years have
therefore focused on compelition from BBOC online and local news. This became
Clearest in 2008 when James Murdooh's MacTaggar! lecture argued the BBC had 3
“chilling effect” on other competitors. He argued for the scrapping of the reguiaior,
OFCOM, the downsizing of BBC and an end io impartiality rudes. The Conservative
Farty weni on {0 promise 1o ourk OFCOM.

Polificians down the ages have sought 10 use compstilion o put broadoasiers “in
their place”, for example, Churchill oreated 1TV in 1955, Wilson considered forcing
parts of the BBOC o (ake adverlising in the 80s, and Thatcher legisiated for auctions
of 1TV licences aker her row with 1TV over "Death on the Rodk”

Press influence is about much more than sndorsing a party before an eleclion,

The value of pre-glaction endorsements iz oversigled in my view. Few readers read
their paper's leader columng, Once an endorsement is made it colowrs the way oy

oiher expression of opinien is seen.

{ think that what matiers mors to politicians is whether they are ridiculed or personally
attacked, for example, Nell Kinneck was porlrayed for many months as a lightwsight
and extreme loft winger and Gordon Brown was consistently attacked personally.

What alse has a much more dramatic impact on politicians than any parly
andorsement is campaigns on particular causes, for example press atiacks on Tory
sleaze when Jobny Major was Prime Minisler or The Suw's campaign over Gordon
Brown's alleged "neglect” of the armed forces ("Don’t you know there's a blocdy war
o'y,
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Some argue thal newspaper pressure has ensured that Brilish public opinion is
Euroscentic, antiimmigration and takes a hard line on crimingt justice. It s cartainly
frue that successive govarnments fear crilicism on thess issues and press pressurs
may have helped persuade alf major political parties 1o embrace the idea of 2
referendum on Curope and of hardening party policy on prison policy and immigration.
However, this causal link i3 often overdone. New Labour was elscied three times
with widespread press support even though it was commitied 1o membership of the
Eure and presided over a period of significant increases in immigration. Willlam
Hague's Conservative Party, which was hard line on sl the above issues, did not get
elecied. Polling shows that significant numbers of the public are in favour of
withdrawal from the BU, curbing imunigration and tougher criminal justice policies, so
rewspaners are partly representing readers and not simpdy telling them what {o think.

Exaraples of good press campaians

Examples of good press campaigns include the Dailly Telegraph's expose of the MPs
expenses fraud; the Dally Mall's pursull of justive for Stephen Lawrence; and the
Guardian's expose of hacking.

™ current affairs programmes have a proud history of investigative journalism and
gyen, campaigning, bul iougher broadoasting regulation (ncluding the BBC's own
Editorial Guidelines) limits what even they can do. For example, as stated in my first
statement (¢ the infuiry, ¥ the BBC had been offered the dise of information about
MPs expenses (%}vhifsh the Telegraph broke stories about), | would have tried o
persuade the source o pass it fo the BBC for no fee on the basis that i was in the
public inferegt to do so, but | could not have and would not have paid for the
information.

There is no ideal model of media regulation
Broadeasters are isgally obliged {o be impartial, In my view, the regulation they are

under could not shimply be transferrad 0 newspapers and would have a delrimenial
impact if { was.
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5,

| canfimn that the contents of this statement ard trus
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Micholas Anthony Robinson
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