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D r a f t  C o r o n e r s  B i l l

I  am  w ritin g  to  re sp o n d  to  th e p u b lic  con su lta tion  o n  th e  draft C oron ers B ill.

I  am  co n cern ed  a b o u t o n e  o f  th e  m a in  p rop osa ls  in  the draft B ill . T h is  is  that 
coron ers sh o u ld  b e  a b le  to  im p o se  reporting restr ic tio n s in  certa in  ca ses.

I  rea lise  that the m o tiv a t io n  is  b a se d  on  an  understandable co n cern  for  b ereaved  
re la tives . S u ch  p e o p le  co n ta c t th e  P ress C om p la in ts  C o m m iss io n  freq u en tly . W e  
are ex p er ien ced  in  d e a lin g  w ith  their con cern s, and in d eed  h a v e  su g g e stio n s  about 
h o w  th ey  c o u ld  b e  h e lp e d  further. B u t I am  w o rried  th a t b y  req u irin g  a c a se  b y  ca se  
p u b lic  in terest test a b o u t w h e th e r  an on ym ity  sh o u ld  b e  granted, the in terests o f  d ie  
broader p u b lic  in  h a v in g  an  o p en  sy ste m  o f  h earin gs in to  deaths w il l  b e  over look ed .

In  other w ord s, th ere w il l  su re ly  b e  a tem ptation  fo r  coroners, w h e n  fa ced  w ith  
a p p lica tion s fo r  a n o n y m ity  fro m  the b ereaved , to  side w ith  th o se  vu lnerab le  
in d iv id u a ls  w h o  ap p ear  b e fo re  th em  a g a in st the in terests  o f  th e  gen era l p u b lic  -  w h o  
w ill  o f  co u rse  b e  a b se n t  an d  a n o n3n n ou s. W ith  e a c h  d ec is io n  to  restr ict reporting, 
th e  p r in c ip le  o f  o p e n  ju s t ic e  w il l  b e  erod ed  further. W h a t is m ore , I can n ot b e lie v e  
that it w il l  b e  a t  a ll e a s y  fo r  a coro n er  to  take a rou n d ed  v ie w  at the o u tse t o f  a 
h earin g  o n  w h eth er  or  n o t  there i s  n o  p u b lic  in terest in  hearing th e ca se  in  p u b lic .

T h e right o f  jo u r n a lis ts  to  report o n  in q u ests  is  n o t to  b e  d efen d ed  s o le ly  in  term s o f  
p ress freed om , a lth o u g h  th at is  o f  cou rse  im portant. Such  a  r igh t is  a lso  a k e y  
feature o f  an  o p en  s o c ie ty  in  w h ic h  th e  p u b lic  a s  a w h o le  h a s  a  r igh t to  k n o w  w h at  
is  g o in g  o n , an d  b e  rea ssu red  th a t there are n o  c o v e r  ups o f  u n u su a l or prem ature  
deatihis. A s  w ith  e v id e n c e  g iv e n  in  oth er courts, th e  p o ss ib ility  o f  p u b lic  scrutiny
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a lso  fo c u se s  th e  m in d s o f  t iio se  app earin g  b efo re  Ihe coron er o n  the im portance o f  
g iv in g  accu rate ev id e n c e .

N o n e  o f  th is  is  to  sa y  th at th e  p ress  h as carte blanche to report in q u ests in  any Avay 
it  s e e s  fit. A lth o u g h  jo u rn a lis ts  h a v e  a r igh t to  report o n  th em , there are ru les on  
in tru sion  in to  g r ie f  an d  sh o c k  Avhich are relevan t. S p e c ifica lly , th e C o d e  o f  P ractice  
under Avhich th e  P C C  tak es co m p la in ts  sa y s  that p u b lica tion  m u st b e  h andled  
se n s it iv e ly . T h e  C o m m iss io n  h a s  in terpreted  th is as m ea n in g  that p u b lica tion  o f  
e x c e s s iv e  d eta il -  Avhich m ig h t  s e e m  to  rev e l in  gru esom e d eta ils  -  or a report lhat 
m a k es lig h t o f  a n  u n u su a l d eath , m a y  b reach  Ihe C ode.

T here are further g en era l ru le s  o n  ne>vs gathering -  particu larly  in  term s o f  
h arassm en t -  th at are re lev a n t Avhen reporters or photographers turn up  to  in q u est  
hearin gs.

I b e lie v e  that the p r o p o sa l to  lim it  th e rights o f  the p ress  to  report in q u ests is 
m isg u id ed . B u t that is  n o t  to  q u estio n  you r m o tiv e s . M u ch  o f  w h a t y o u  are trying  
to  a ch iev e  sh o u ld  b e  p o s s ib le  th rou gh  greater ed u cation  o f  the b erea v ed  about w h at  
th ey  ca n  e x p e c t  a t su c h  tim e s , an d  ab ou t h o w  th ey  can  o b jec t to  inaccurate or 
in tru sive  rep ortin g  or n ew sg a th e r in g  m eth od s.

F or in stan ce , m a n y  o f  th e  p e o p le  w h o  c o m p la in  to  u s h a v e  n o t  e v e n  b e e n  to ld  that 
reports o f  th e in q u est m a y  b e  p u b lish ed . T h is  c o m e s  a s a sh o c k  to  th em . I am  n o t  
sure w h eth er  there is  cu rren tly  a standard procedure for in form in g  re la tiv es  about  
th is, b u t i f  n o t I w o u ld  certa in ly  reco m m en d  that it b e c o m e s  co m m o n  p ractice, as  
th e e x p ec ta tio n s  o f  fr ien d s an d  fa m ily  are o ften  ou t o f  step  w ith  the reality . Q uite  
naturally , a t su c h  d iff ic u lt  t im e s  th e y  are n o t particularly fo c u se d  o n  th e broader  
p u b lic  in terest r ea so n s  for  h a v in g  in q u e st  h earin gs in  public.

In form ation  p a ck s a b o u t w h a t is  g o in g  to  h ap p en  -  w ith  d eta ils  o f  h o w  to  g e t  
support or to  c o m p la in  ab ou t a n y  a sp e c t o f  th e  exp erien ce  -  sh o u ld  b e  standard i f  
th e y  are n o t a lread y. F or  ou r o w n  part, w e  b y  to  ensure that co ro n ers’ courts are 
w e ll  s to ck ed  w ith  ou r literature an d  co n ta ct deta ils. M em bers o f  our fu ll tim e  s ta ff  
are ex p er ien ced  in  a d v is in g  th e b erea v ed  ab ou t h o w  to m in im ise  the im p a ct o f  p ress  
reporting o n  th em  an d  th eir  r e la tiv es . T h ey  c a n  contact u s  2 4  hours a day. I f  y o u  
th in k  that tihere is m o re  w e  ca n  d o , th en  w e  w o u ld  b e  p le a se d  to  d isc u ss  m atters  
w ith  th e D C A .

W e a ll h a v e  the in terests  o f  Ihe b ere a v e d  an d  vulnerable at heart. B u t there m a y  b e  
otiher w a y s  o f  h e lp in g  to  p r o te c t  su ch  p e o p le  w ith o u t the s ig n ific a n t d o w n sid e s  that 
are a sso c ia ted  w ith  th is  p articu lar p rop osa l.

W ith  k in d  regards.

li Sir Christopher Meyer
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