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Government po licy on the pianagement o f ris k

Thank you fo r the invitation to contribute to the Committee’s inquiry.

I  thought it  m ight help i f  I  firs t made a few general points about the PCC -  which w ill not 
o f course be news to your Chairman!

The PCC administers the editors’ Code o f Practice -  the set o f rules fo r newspaper and 
magazine journalists, which covers areas such as accuracy and privacy in  reporting, and 
the behaviour o f journalists in  researching stories. I  am enclosing a copy o f the Code, 
Clause 1 o f which is relevant to the reporting o f risk. The PCC takes complaints imder 
the Code firom people who are affected by a particular story, and is ch ie fly a conciliation 
service which negotiates m utually acceptable resolutions to legitimate complaints. These 
m ight be corrections, apologies, fo llow  up articles or letters for publication, or private 
undertakings about future conduct. In 2005 we resolved a record 348 eases, summaries 
o f which can be found on our website rwww.pcc.org.ukl.

The Commission also publishes rulings on certain cases which, i f  critica l o f an editor, 
must be published in  his or her publication prom inently and in fu ll. This is a powerful 
sanction which focuses the minds o f editors on making offers to remedy complaints 
where there m ight be a breach o f the Code.

There are seven editors and ten lay people on the Commission (including file  Chairman), 
and there are no journalists on the Commission’ s f ir ll time s ta ff This high degree o f 
independence firom the regulated industry is unusual in press self-regulatory 
orgmisations.
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Turning to the subject o f hqw the prin t media cover risk-related topics, your inquiry has 
already touched on some o f the d ifficu lties o f establishing specific rules fo r this area 
beyond the general rules on accuracy which are applicable to a ll stories. These include 
the sw ift nature o f the business o f journalism , the fact that individual jo iunalists, sub
editors and editors w ill not always., or often, be experts in  the particular fie ld  that is being 
w ritten about, and the role o f the originators o f the inform ation in  possibly exaggerating 
scientific findings in order to achieve greater publicity. This latter point is particularly 
important to bear in  mind. The relevant rules on acciuacy state that “ the press must take 
care not to publish inaccurate, misleading or distorted inform ation” . Note that there is no 
general duty to ensure that inform ation that is published is always accurate. For instance, 
an editor m ight successfully defend a complaint that the positive impact o f a new drug 
has been exaggerated, on the grounds that the newspaper was correctly reporting the 
claims o f a drug company or researcher and not asserting fo r itse lf that the claims are 
true. The test fo r the editor is to show that he or she had grounds to publish the claims, 
and that he or she has done so in  accordance w ith  the Code’s rules on distinguishing 
between conjecture and fact.

The same applies fo r the presentation o f statistics. O f course, the rules on accuracy 
apply to journalists and editors when reporting statistics, but they are entitled to form 
their own view  on their meaning, providing again that they distinguish between their 
view and the established facts o f the matter.

There is also the somewhat obvious fact that newspapers only have a lim ited  amount o f 
space in  which to present th o ro u ^  research or complicated analyses o f risk. There is a 
particular challenge in  summarising what m ight be quite textured research into a short 
headline o f no more than a few words. Inevitably, parts o f the story m ight be omitted or 
editorial decisions taken about the prominence afforded to one aspect o f the story w ith  
which others m ight not agree. The PCC’s approach to headlines m irrors the law -  that 
the headline o f an article should be read in conjunction w ith  the text before considering 
whether it  is misleading -  but does go a b it further. The Commission has recently fmmd 
against newspapers where the headline has been out o f a ll proportion to the position as 
correctly outlined in  the article. Neither o f these cases involved stories about risk.

Complaints about risk or the misleading presentation o f statistics are in  fact rare. This 
m ight indicate that there is no general concern about the manner in  which risk is 
communicated by the press, suggest reader sophistication in digesting how the 
inform ation is presented, or suggest that those who could complain are insufficiently 
aware o f the current rules set out in  the Code o f Practice and the role o f the PCC..

W ith  regard to complaints from  government and public bodies, the PCC can and does 
receive them, and w ill deal w ith  them in the same way as any other complaint. I am 
enclosing one or two examples fo r your inform ation.
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I t  is worth mentioning that there could be a role in helping to raise standards for things 
other than w riting  new rules. As Lord Wakeham has pointed out, there was a useful 
in itia tive  a few years ago involving the Royal Society and the Social Issues Research 
Centre (SIRC), whereby they provided newsrooms w ith  a lis t o f experts on a particular 
subject to encoiorage journalists to get an informed view i f  a newsworthy story arose on 
that subject. This sensibly recognised that journalists cannot be experts in  every field, 
and that in  tim e-poor newsrooms journalists are more like ly  to seek the views o f someone 
i f  they have the ir contact details handy. They also provided guidelines on Science and 
Health Communications, which were endorsed by Lord Wakeham (as chairman o f the 
PCC), in  order to improve accuracy in  reporting. I  am not siore what tihe Royal Society’s 
and SIRC’s views are about whether this approach has been successful, or indeed 
whether the guidelines have since been updated.

In  general, standards in  reporting rise on the back o f workable, common sense rules, and 
the receipt o f good complaints through which the Commission’s case law can be 
developed. This filters •through the industry, w ith  editors nationally learning firom the 
mistakes o f others. We would therefore encourage all those concerned about the 
reporting o f risk to complain to us. I f  the Committee has any recommendations about 
how the PCC can improve awareness o f its service then we would be grateful to receive 
them.

I  hope this is helpful. 

W ith  kind regards.

T im  Toulm in
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Complainant name: The Rt Hon 3ohn Prescott MP 

Complaint Date: 12/ 09/2004 

Clauses noted: 1 2

Publication: Sunday Express “

Complaint:

The Rt Hon John Prescott MP com plained to th e  Press C om plaints Comm ission  
th a t a series o f articles pubiished in the  Sunday Express on 12  S eptem ber 
2 0 0 4 , headiined "T error escape fiasco", "Six m illion will be left behind to  d ie"  
and "H alf-b aked  plans leave our cities vulnerab le  to  terro r" , contained  
inaccuracies in breach of Clause 1 (Accuracy) o f the Code of Practice and th a t  
he had not received an opportunity  to  repiy in breach of Clause 2 (O pportun ity  
to  rep iy ). He also com plained th a t a fu rth er artic le  published in the  Sunday  
Express on 26  S ep tem b er.2 0 0 4 , headiined "C over-up  th a t risks th e  safety o f 
us aii", was inaccurate in breach of C iause 1 (Accuracy) o f the  Code.

T h e  com plaint was rejected.

T h e  first series of articies concerned the  evacuation plans for London in the  
e ven t o f a terrorist a ttack . The  com plainant outlined four inaccuracies w ithin  
th e  piece. Firstly, th e  docum ent was n o t the G overnm ent's  m ain  evacuation  
pians fo r London but ra ther a response by th e  G overnm ent O ffice for the  
South East to the pian. I t  only th ere fore  detailed parts o f w h a t would occur if 
the  m ain plan w ere  im p iem ented . F urtherm ore, th e  s ta tem en t th a t it wouid  
tak e  th e  m iiitary  24  hours to depioy w as inaccurate because reguiar m iiitary  
units couid deploy as soon as requested -  the  purpose o f the  Civil 
Contingencies Reaction Force (CCRF) was to  reinforce the initiai response a fte r  
the  first 2 4  hours if required. Th ird ly , to  assert th a t the  plan had y e t to  be 
finalised was inaccurate since th e  substantive plan was com pleted a t the end  
o f 2 0 0 3 . Such a com plex plan, h ow ever, would alw ays be sub ject to revision. 
Finally, the  com m ents quoted from  the  Opposition failed to reflect w ork  which  
had been undertaken by the  G overnm en t. T h e  new spaper did not publish a 
le tte r from  the  Rt Hon Nick Raynsford MP in response to th e  articles. The  
com plainant argued th a t this w as a breach of Clause 2.

T h e  com plainant contended, in addition, th a t the  newspaper's fo llow -up artic le  
accused m inisters o f attem pting  to  "g ag" th e  new spaper and th a t M r 
Raynsford, in. person, had tried  to  silence it. No such a tte m p t had ever taken  
place.

The  new spaper asked w hether th e  Com m ission should adjudicate  on a 
com plain t m ade by a senior G o vernm en t m in is ter acting solely in an official 
capacity and relating solely to  coverage of a political or adm in istrative  
controversy. I t  argued th a t the  G o vernm en t had a num ber o f publicity  
resources a t its disposal and th a t a pow erful re tort to the  artic le  had already  
been published on. its own w ebsite . A m ore Im p ortan t reason, in the  
newspaper's v iew , was th a t the  Com m ission was being draw n into  party  
politics and this could set a precedent for politicians who could use the  
Comm ission as an autom atic  response for unpalatable coverage. M oreover, 
the  Code stated th a t the press was "free  to be partisan" -  in this regard. 
Comm ission was being asked to  com m ent not only on the  accuracy o f the  
new spaper's s ta tem en ts  but also the  accuracy o f the  Opposition's views, which  
had been reported in the  new spaper. The  G overnm en t had been given an  
opportunity  to  respond prior to  publication and the authentic ity  o f th e  leaked  
official docum ent had not been challenged by the  G overnm ent.

The new spaper refuted  the  assertion th a t th e  docum ent was a response by 
the  G overnm ent O ffice fo r the South East t«  the  plan. I t  said th a t th e  
docum ent was headed "O peration  Sassoon Planning Fram ew ork March 2 0 0 4 "
Ond W03 conalstcntl'y' lob«U«cl »r\ Xh®
circulation o f the  docum ent was lim ited  "to appropriately  cleared officials

m
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d irectly  involved in th e  planning fo r Operation Sassoon" and its purpose was 
to "describe the  overall concept o f the  operation and to  provide suitable  
planning guidelines". W ith  regard to  the  m ilitary  position, the  docum ent said 
th a t "m ilita ry  assistance m ig ht be available w ith  specialist and regular forces 
on site w ith in  24  hours and Civil Contingencies Reaction Forces availab le  
with in  2 4 -4 8  hours". The article fa irly  sum m arised this. M oreover, it  was clear 
th a t th e  evacuation plans had y e t to  be com pleted a t the  d ate  o f the  
docum ent -  it was in large part a prelim inary survey identifying the  topics for 
which deta iled  plans would be needed. The final corhplaint was a criticism  of 
th e  C onservative  Party and not th e  newspaper.

Turning to  the  fo llow -up  artic le , th e  new spaper said th a t it was c lear from  the  
te x t as a whole th a t th e  reference to "silencing" or "gagging" th e  new spaper 
did not re fer to  an injunction or any o th er d irect m ethod of restrain ing it. The
artic le  m ad e  clear th a t th e re  was a vigorous G overnm ent cam paign to_________
discredit th e  story.

Decision: Rejected  

Adjudication: .
T h e  Com m ission's task  is to  ta k e  com plaints under the  Code from  anyone  
affected  by a new spaper o r m agazine article. I t  is not precluded by its rules 
from  dealing w ith com plaints o f a political nature -  a lthough it does have the  
discretion to decline to  deal w ith  complaints for any reason if it considers it 
appropria te  to  do so. I t  m ay be th a t a t certain tim es -  during an  election  
cam paign, for instance -  it would be appropriate to suspend th e  investigation  
of com plaints o f a political n ature . In  this case, how ever, th e re  did not seem  
to be an y  particu lar reason w hy th e  Commission should not en terta in  the  
com plain t. The  Com m ission also wished to m ake clear th a t, w hile  it sees the  
protection of the  individual a t th e  heart of its w ork. Clauses 1 and 2 o f the  
Code relates to all published in form ation . T here  is nothing to  suggest th a t the  
rules on accuracy do not exten d  to organisations.

On this occasion, the  Com m ission did not consider th a t the  com plaint had 
established any points o f significant factual inaccuracy th a t would breach  
Clause 1 o f the  Code. The d ispute over the articles published on 12  S ep tem ber 
re lated  essentially to  differing interpretations o f th e  docum ent by the  
new spaper and official Opposition on one hand, and the  G overnm ent on the  
o th er. I t  was not for th e  Com m ission to  interfere  w ith  the  new spaper's  
publication o f such in terpretations. Nonetheless, one m eans o f settling the  
dispute am icably m ay  have been the publication o f a le tte r from  th e  relevant 
m in ister. I t  was th ere fore  reg re ttab le  th a t th e  wording for a su itab le  le tte r had 
not been agreed, although th e re  was no obligation on the new spaper to  
publish one when th ere  w ere  no m ateria l factual inaccuracies in th e  articles. 
The Com m ission noted th a t in any  case the G overnm ent had published its own 
in terp re ta tio n  o f events  on a w ebsite . T here  w ere  no issues und er Clauses 1 or 
2 to  pursue.

Regarding the com pla in t about the  26 th  S ep tem b er article, th e  Commission  
noted th a t there  was a d ifference o f opinion about w h eth er o r not the  
g overn m en t had tried  to 'g ag ' o r 's ilence' the new spaper o ver its claim s. W hile  
it was c lear th a t th e re  was no form al o r legal a tte m p t to s tifle  publication, the  
new spaper clearly fe lt th a t th e  governm ent's  response to th e  publication o f its 
report on the 12th  S ep tem ber am ounted  to a bid to  silence it on the  subject.
I t  was entitled  to publish this v iew . There was no breach o f C lause 1 on this  
point.
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F a s t D e e is io r is 1
Complainant name: T h e  Rt. Hon. G eoff Hoon m p

Report: 66
Paper: Daily Mail

Clauses noted: i
Complaint;
T h e  Rt. H on. G eoff Hoon MP com plained th a t an article was inaccurate in 
stating th a t he had lied to  the  H utton Inq u iry .

Resolution:
The m a tte r  was resolved when th e  new spaper published a clarification which  
accepted th a t the  com pla inant had not lied in respect o f w h e th er he had seen  
the  q uestio n -and -an sw er m ate ria l th a t led to D r Kelly's Identification. I t  also 
accepted th a t Lord H utton had found as a fac t th a t  M r Hoon had not lied.
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Complainant namei M r S teve  M ayner o f W andsw orth  Council 

Report: 72

Paper: Daily Man ,

Clauses noted: 1 

Complaint:
M r S teve M ayner o f W andsw orth  Council com plained th a t an artic le  about a 
couple and th e ir severely  disabled children was m isleading in th a t it failed to  
give a full account o f assistance given to  th e  fam ily  by the  Council.

Resolution:
The m a tte r was resolved when th e  new spaper published a le tte r from  the  
com pla inant in which he noted th a t th e  Council had provided care and special 
school arrang em ents  fo r the Children a t a cost o f £ 1 2 3 ,0 0 0  a y ear. He also 
m ade c lear th a t th e  fam ily 's  request for th e  Council to  pay fo r a lterations to  
th e ir hom e had been exam ined  by th e  C ourt o f A ppeal, which had agreed th a t, 
w here  parents can afford  the  expenses, the  local authority  can reasonably  
expect th e m  to pay fo r any necessary alterations for the care o f th e ir disabled  
children.
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