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Thank you  for your letters o f  20*** April and 2 9 *  October, the form er o f  w hich  enclosed  
a subm ission  to the PCC on possib le  im provem ents to self-regulation.

I ap o log ise  for the delay  in  responding to the subm ission  and now  enclose a 
com m entary on its recom m endations. This is  not an o ffic ia l PC C  paper and it has not 
passed  form ally  through the C om m ission . It should b e  regarded as an inform al 
contribution to d iscussion  o f  the important issues, w h ich  you  have raised. I am grateful 
to you  for the tim e and trouble taken in putting the subm ission  together.

Im proving self-regulation

1.1 The advent o f  the ‘corrections colum n’ has been  a sign ificant developm ent. I am  
in favour o f  these  colum ns -  w hich  can, o f  course, take different form s -  
because the m ore the reader can settle differences direct w ith  the editor, the 
better. But, it is  also important to recognise that w hether a newspaper adopts 
one is  a matter for the editor. The selection  and presentation o f  material for 
publication have been  -  and m ust remain -  som ething that the PCC does not 
interfere with, provided that such material does not otherw ise breach the Code o f  
Practice.

1.2

There is  also an argument -  I w ou ld  be interested in  your v iew s, especia lly  in  
light o f  your 1.7 - that a m ore flex ib le  system  o f  correcting m istakes is better 
than a regular colum n. This is an aspect o f  the prom inence debate. I f  all errors 
-  great and sm all -  are dealt w ith  in  a colum n, it can b e  said  that corrections o f  
major m istakes are im duly inconspicuous.

I quite agree that what m any com plainants want in response to  what they see as 
an inaccurate article is  the chance to reply. I b e liev e  that the C ode is currently 
strong in this area -  both  in C lause 1 (ii)  and C lause 2 . I am  not entirely clear 
h o w  this differs from  an ‘autom atic right o f  reply’. It seem s to  m e that w hen an 
inaccuracy is  dem onstrated, newspapers are already ob liged  to  correct it or a llow  
a response from  the affected  party.
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1.3 A n y  form o f  prior restraint can, as you say, b e  open to abuse. N on eflie less, one  
o f  the m ost important PCC initiatives o f  recent tim es has been  the introduction  
o f  a 24  hour help line that is  available to any com plainant. This provides a w ay  
o f  g iv in g  advice to people on the Code, on how  to approach new spapers and on  
m aking com plaints. In relation to p ossib le  harassment, the help line ensures that 
“desist m essages” from  people at the heart o f  a n ew s story can be passed to 
newspapers at any tim e o f  day or night. This happens regularly. In addition, o f  
course, newspaper editors can u se  the help line to  request advice on potentially  
contentious stories that they plan to publish -  as w e ll as ca llin g  our experienced  
case officers during w orking hours. Editors certainly do this on  a regular basis. 
In providing this service, w e  have to be careful not to b ecom e “surrogate” 
editors.

I should also add -  and by  definition cannot provide details -  that the PCC does 
itse lf  take the initiative in  warning editors o f  problem atic stories, involv ing  , for 
exam ple, children or the vulnerable.

1.4 Y ou  w ill know  that at the beginning o f  the year I asked Sir Brian Cubbon, D am e  
Ruth Rim cim an and Charlie W ilson  to be the first m em bers o f  the n ew ly  
established Charter C om pliance Panel. The job  o f  the panel is  to  exam ine w ays  
in w h ich  the PCC and its sta ff m ight im prove procedures. E ach year they w ill 
carry out an independent audit o f  cases w e  have dealt w ith. T h ey  have com plete  
independence in decid ing w h ich  files to scrutinise. O ne o f  the first points they  
have m ade to m e is that, as you say, complainants do not alw ays understand w h y  
w e have a tim e lim it on m aking com plaints. A s a result, our standard letters on  
this subject haye been altered to include additional detail. M oreover, a decision  
has also been m ade to increase our usual tim e lim it from  on e m onth to two.

On the issu e o f  the PCC obtaining articles for com plainants w h o cannot do so  
them selves, I am p leased  to say that w e  do this on a regular basis -  and have  
done so  for som e tim e.

1.5 There are, as you  w ill b e  aware, extrem ely good  reasons w h y  the PCC does not 
generally entertain third party com plaints, h i the first instance, it is far m ore 
difficu lt to investigate a com plaint w ithout the co-operation o f  all those w ho are 
actually involved  in the story. Secondly, potential com plainants m ust have the 
right to ch oose not to com plain i f  they so desire.

N onetheless, there are num erous instances where there is  no first party, as such, 
and in such circum stances it is  open to  anybody to  m ake a  com plaint -  
particularly on the grounds o f  a lleged  inaccuracy. Indeed, w e  dealt w ith several 
com plaints last year in relation to term inology associated  w ith  asylum  seekers 
and these resulted in  the issu ing  o f  a guidance note to  editors.

W here it seem s that individuals at the centre o f  a story m ight have reason to 
com plain, w e  w ill often write to them  or their representative to establish w hether  
they w ish  to lodge a com plaint. W e took this action, for exam ple, in relation to  
both Frank Bruno and h is fam ily  and the fam ily o f  M arc V iv ien  F oe last year. 
There have been other exam ples in less h igh  profile cases.
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On occasion s w hen  w e  receive a  third party com plaint the C om m ission  w ill 
alw ays g iv e  the com plainant an opportunity to argue w h y his or her case should  
be investigated  further. And, o f  course, there are cases w here the PCC, o f  its 
ow n vo lition , w ill laim ch an investigation -  a form  o f  third party com plaint, i f  
you like. '

1.6 l a m  interested to  hear your v iew s on the p ossib ility  o f  hold ing oral hearings. I 
b eliev e  there are good  reasons for not doing so. It is one o f  the great advantages 
o f  the PC C  that the com plaints process is  generally  not adversarial. This is 
largely  thanks to  the arm s-length m ediation  that w e  em ploy. T o initiate oral 
hearings w ou ld  com prom ise that and encourage a m ore confrontational approach 
w hich  w ou ld  not be in  the interests o f  the com plainant. There are, o f  course, 
occasions w h en  a m eetin g  betw een  com plainant and editor is usefu l and 
appropriate -  and m em bers o f  the C om m ission ’s sta ff are happy to  arrange such  
m eetings. There is, perhaps, in your argument a conflation o f  tw o different 
things: the m erits, such as they are, o f  oral hearings as a m eans o f  righting 
wrongs; and the n eed  for aggrieved but inexperienced people to  have all the 
support and advice  p o ssib le  to help  them  fram e com plaints and get redress 
where th is is  m erited. I think you do not g ive  sufficient credit to the PCC case  
officers for the lengths to  w h ich  they n o w  go  to ensure that com plainants do not 
face the d ifficu lties and frustrations you  describe. I have also created an 
independent Charter C om m issioner, w h o se  job  is to respond to  those, w ho, 
despite all our efforts, b e lieve  their com plaints have not been properly 
understood.

1.7 I ani k een  to  h ighlight the im portance o f  affording due prom inence to
corrections -  but this does not necessarily  m ean equal prom inence. It is 
im plausible to  im agine that a correction w ill alw ays contain the sam e number o f  
words as the original article and som e inaccuracies are m ore significant than 
others. Such  issu es m ust be taken into account w hen  decid ing what ‘due’ 
prom inence actually m eans. Indeed, on som e occasions, where the transgression  
is o f  extrem e seriousness, it m ight actually be suitable to  have a correction that 
is  more prom inent than the original error -  and m ore prom inent than a dedicated  
corrections colum ns. M ore and m ore w e  are involved  in negotiating the placing  
and p recise w ording o f  corrections and apologies: rightly so , g iven  public
concern about this.

It is  worth pointing out that the n ew  Code m akes clear that C om m ission  
adjudications m ust b e  published w ith  a headline reference to the PCC.

W ith regard to the tagging o f  files, w h en  a new spaper acknow ledges a m istake, 
such action is n o w  com m onplace; certainly a large number o f  com plaints are 
reso lved  in this w ay.

1.8/1.9 I appreciate the thought you  have g iven  to h ow  a system  o f  fines and 
com pensation m ight work. But, I do not b e liev e  that the C om m ission needs 
further sanctions. T o introduce a system  involv ing  financial penalties for
n ew sp a p ers and  m on etary  aw ards for com p la in an ts w o u ld  b e  oounter-
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productive. I am  convinced  that the non-legalistic  and non-confk)ntational 
approach o f  the PCC w ou ld  b e  underm ined in a m ire o f  legal representation, 
appeals and so  on. The PCC w ould  cease to provide sw ift redress. M y  
experience is  that m any editors w ou ld  actually w e lco m e fines, rather than the 
hum iliation o f  publish ing a negative PCC adjudication. In any case, as you  set 
out y o u rse lf in point 1.3, w hat m ost com plainants w ant is the chance to  set 
things right or to  put forward their side o f  the story.

1.10 Regarding the training o f  journalists, w e  already p lay  a significant part in this 
area. Professor Pinker and Sue Roberts g ive  countless lectures to  students each  
year, w h ile  -  perhaps m ore importantly -  A lison  H astings is  retained w ith a 
sp ecific  b r ief to  train journalists on the b ig  courses in the PCC. Stephen A bell 
and W illiam  G ore, our assistant directors, also answ er num erous requests for 
inform ation and interview s fi-om students and other interested parties each year.

I am  afraid I disagree w ith  your suggestion  that there is  a need  for a cross-m edia  
regulator or om budsm an. Firstly, there are enorm ous differences betw een the 
broadcast industry and the printed press -  both in practice and b y  tradition -  and 
those differences are appropriately reflected b y  the current system . Secondly, 
setting up any b od y  to  w h ich  disgruntled com plainants could appeal against a 
decision  o f  the C om m ission  w ou ld  b e  enorm ously burdensom e and g ive no  
guarantee w hatever o f  higher quality decisions.

Im proving the Code

M any o f  your points are things for the Code o f  Practice Com m ittee to  consider. 
Our job  is  to interpret the Code. H ow ever, sin ce your subm ission to us, the 
Code C om m ittee has revised the Code and I h ave asked the Com m ittee to 
review  the relevance and effectiven ess o f  it every year. I w ou ld  on ly  say  that 
C lause 4  already addresses your concerns, and you  w ill know  that the PCC has 
an arrangement w ith  broadcasters regarding m edia scrums. This is  som ething  
that arose from the se lect com m ittee inquiry o f  last year.

A s to  your letter o f  2 9 *  O ctober, I have been unable to g iv e  your further points the
attention they deserve because o f  enforced absences in N ovem ber. O ff  the top o f  m y
head:

1) The 4  D ecem ber C onference. I really regret not b ein g  able to attend. Y ou  know  
w h y I have to absent m yself. Professor B ob Pinker w ill b e  there in m y  place.

3 ) I w ill take a look  at our list o f  links.

4 ) W e do not have the resources to engage in  a formal p iece  o f  research. But w e  do  
have good  links across Europe w ith  organisations sim ilar to the PCC. I w ould  
be happy to share w ith  yo u  Exiropean v iew s on “right o f  reply” and any other 
matters. I am  g o in g  m y se lf  to the European C om m ission  in Brussels in 
February to talk to a range o f  people about self-regulation. T his m ay throw up 
som e interesting insights.

140

MODI 00039407



For Distribution to CPs

s$s Cos'fflp^amts C®?nmissio5?

5) lam  not clear how much difference there is between us here. The PCC and its 
Code exist to protect the public from, and to provide remedies for, certain 
“abuses of media power”. Everyday of the week we investigate complaints 
about alleged abuses. In so far as this results in increasing public confidence in 
self-regulation and helping to uphold high professional standards in journalism, 
the PCC buttresses the freedom of the press. One reason I took this job is that, 
having seen as a press secretary the power of government to manipulate the flow 
of information, I wanted to play a role in upholding press freedom; a j5ee press 
is indispensable to democracy, as self-regulation is to a free press. But the PCC 
cannot assume the whole bxurden of defending press freedom; proprietors, 
editors and journalists all have a role to play -  and the PCC does not, and should 
not, represent any of these constituencies. Our constituency is the thousands of 
people who come to us every year for help.

Let the debate between us continue!

C . --X

S ir  C h risto p h er  M ey er
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