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I  wanted to write privately to you in  advance o f oxu: dinner on W ednesday about one 
particular Code issue that has been vexing me.

I  have foim d m y first ten weeks in  the job fascinating beyond measure and I  much 
look forward to telling you more about them.

One issue that has kept com ing up -  both directly and in  correspondence with a 
number o f individuals since I  arrived -  relates to the perennially thorny problem  o f 
the children o f public figures and the manner in  w hich some o f them are, from  time to 
tim e, reported in  newspapers and m agazines. Indeed, I  would go so far as to say that I  
have detected it to be perhaps the single most incendiary issue between the press and 
public figures in  a w ay w hich in  turn m oulds (not for the better) their view s o f the 
P C C , se lf regulation and the industry in  general. Fo r that reason alone it m erits serious 
attention and thought from  us.

A t the moment the Code already recognises that the children o f people in  the public 
eye -  whether by fame, notoriety or position -  are particularly vulnerable to being 
placed unfairly in  the media spotlight and therefore have a special position which 
needs protection. T h is principle is a sensible one, and a ll editors, I  believe, readily 
acknow ledge it.

M y concern is  that the protection is probably too narrow to be useful, and indeed 
sim ply raises expectations without being able to deliver anything. It would not 
protect, for instance, very yoim g children o f public figures who do not already have “a 
private life ”; it does not protect those who have left school but still deserve, in  m y 
view , anonym ity at U niversity; it doesn’t do anything to stop newspapers w riting 
about details o f children that cannot be considered “private” such as where they go to 
school or their exam  results; and so on/
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P u b lic figures, o f course, are used to attention, often court it, and have to put up with 
it. B ut I  have never seen the reason their children should have to do so -  except o f 
course where die public interest is  served by m edia attention on them (crim es, serious 
misdemeanour, hypocrisy and so on). Even  where public figures use their children, I 
can still see some role for the Code in  protecting their welfare im til they are old 
enough to make their own decisions.

T h is  is an issue w hich is  going to reach its head in  a number o f adjudications we w ill 
have to reach shortly. A n d  m y sense o f the current state o f political and public debate 
is  that this is an issue w ith w hich it would be tim ely for the industry to grapple.

I  don’t -  and won’t -  ever ask for special treatment for anyone. But that principle is  
already granted in  the Code. I  sim ply think we should make it real and effective. 
There w ould be relatively sim ple ways o f doing so -  for instance building on the 
term inology in  6 (i) and amending 6 (v) to something along the lines of: “special regard 
should be paid to the potentially vulnerable position o f the children o f those in  the 
public eye and no material about them should be published w hich would imdermine 
their security or w elfare” .

T h is is  only an exam ple o f how we m ight tackle this subject -  but is, I  hope, useful 
because it builds on the w elfare principles already contained in  the Code. It is  
important to im derline that this w ould also apply to the children o f public figures at 
the local level as w ell, som ething the P C C  has had to try and deal with in  the past on 
the back o f adjudications.

Le t’s talk about this on W ednesday. There is real pressure here, and i f  we can get it 
right we w ould -  T  think -  be doing something genuinely good not just for se lf 
regulation and the P C C , but for the more general public interest.

W ith very best wishes.

S ir  C h risto p h e r M eyer
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