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R e u te rs  S e m in a r  o n  p r iv a c y ,  J u ly  2 4 ,  2 0 0 7  

A  n o te  o f  th e  m e e t in g

T h e  c o n v e rs a t io n  c o v e re d  f o u r  k e y  p o in ts ;  th e  c u r r e n t  m e d ia  
c o n te x t ,  p u b l ic  f ig u r e s  a n d  p r iv a te  l iv e s ,  r e g u la t io n  a n d  p u b lic  
in te r e s t .

The context

W h a t e m e rg e d  f r o m  th e  c o n v e rs a t io n  w e r e :

•  M a rk e t  p r e s s u re s :  in c re a s e d  c o m p e t i t io n ,  f r a g m e n t in g  
a u d ie n c e s  a n d  c ir c u la t io n s  a n d  d e c l in in g  re v e n u e s

• T h e  c h a n g in g  n e w s  e n v ir o n m e n t  a n d  th e  im p a c t  o f  b o th  2 4  
h o u r  n e w s  a n d  th e  in te r n e t :  r e le v a n c e  v e rs u s  s ig n if ic a n c e

• T h e  t r e n d  to w a r d s  c e le b r it y  jo u r n a l is m  a n d  e n te r ta in m e n t  a n d  
th e  m o n e t is in g  o f  c e le b r i t y

•  T h e  te n s io n s  b e tw e e n  d e m a n d  a n d  s u p p ly :  p e o p le  e n jo y  
g o s s ip  b u t  a re  th e  m e a n s  u s e d  to  o b ta in  i t  in  th e  p u b lic  
in te r e s t?

• T h e  g r o w in g  p o w e r  o f  g lo b a l n e w s  o rg a n is a t io n s  a n d  is s u e s  
a ro u n d  o w n e rs h ip  a n d  w h o  s e ts  th e  e d ito r ia l a g e n d a

Public and Private lives

P o in ts  t o  e m e rg e :

•  P o lit ic ia n s  w e re  n o t  g u i l t le s s  w h e n  i t  c a m e  to  m a k in g  p r iv a te  
m a t te r s  p a r t  o f  th e  p o l i t ic a l a g e n d a :  th e  " d i r t y  e le c t io n "  
s y n d r o m e

• P o lit ic ia n s  s h o u ld  h a v e  le ss  e x p e c ta t io n  o f  p r iv a c y  as  th e y  
e x is t  in  th e  p u b l ic  s p a c e , b u t  t h e i r  f a m i l ie s  a re  e n t i t le d  to  
h ig h e r  p r o te c t io n

•  T h e  t e s t  f o r  t h e  l in e  b e tw e e n  p u b l ic  a n d  p r iv a te  s h o u ld  be  th e  
a b i l i t y  to  d o  th e  jo b ,  in  w h ic h  h e a l t h ,  a lc o h o l a b u s e  o r  
c o r r u p t io n  m ig h t  f ig u r e  r a th e r  m o re  th a n  s e x

•  P o lit ic ia n s  a re  m a d  to  s e e k  to  c a p i ta l iz e  on  fa m i ly  l i fe  b u t  
e q u a lly  e v e n  p o l i t ic ia n s  h a v e  a r ig h t  t o  s o m e  h y p o c r is y  o r  
in c o n s is te n c y  in  t h e i r  liv e s
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• The test had to be the impact on significant numbers of 
people

Regulation

The key thoughts were;

• In the digitalised, web world, regulation by law is running out 
of options as it becomes less easy to achieve consistency or 
effectiveness. But, in any event, self and co regulation are the 
better route to follow

• Ofcom and the PCC need to work more closely together in this 
area; their findings and adjudications set a case law standard 
on privacy and the methods used to infringe it

• PCC needs to be seen to be even more proactive, improve its 
communication about what it is doing actively to support high 
editorial standards, and be able to demonstrate its 
independence

• It  looks as if the proposals of the Information Commissioner 
will become law but it will be important to ensure both 
journalists and the public understand the public interest 
exemptions

• So no "fishing expeditions"; any breach of the law, in terms of 
the methods used to access information, has to have a strong 
public interest defence

• Other potential infringements of privacy have to be based on 
consent

• Public service broadcasters should be able to set the "gold 
standard"

Public Interest

Various aspects were discussed including;

• The public interest in the free flow of information, but also, 
when there might be a public interest in not publishing (for 
example around the health of a politician -  examples ranged 
from Churchill, via John F Kennedy and Lloyd George to an

164

MOD100042514



For Distribution to CPs

H IV  p o s i t iv e  M P ), o r  in d e e d  a ro u n d  th ir d  p a r t y  r ig h ts  to  
f re e d o m  o f  e x p re s s io n

T h e  p u b lic  in te r e s t  in  b e in g  a b le  to  t r u s t  th e  m e d ia ,  b o th  to  be  
a c c u ra te  b u t  a ls o  n o t  t o  s u p p re s s ,  a n d  th e  c o r re s p o n d in g  
r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  o f  th e  m e d ia  to  b e  a c c o u n ta b le  a n d  b e h a v e  
re s p o n s ib ly

A  d e f in i t io n  o f  a s in g le  p u b lic  in te r e s t  t h a t  ju s t i f ie s  a n  
in f r in g e m e n t  o f  p r iv a c y  re m a in s  d i f f ic u l t  a s  m u c h  d e p e n d s  on  
th e  c a s e  a n d  th e  c ir c u m s ta n c e ;  e x a m p le s ,  s u c h  a s  a p p e a r  in  
th e  c o d e s , h e lp

K e y  p o in ts  to  c o n s id e r  a re  w h e th e r  th e r e  is  a  p u b lic  " e v i l "  a n d  
th e  p o te n t ia l  im p a c t  o f  th e  b e h a v io u r  o n  s ig n if ic a n t  n u m b e rs  
o f  p e o p le ,  a n d  w h e th e r  th e  b e h a v io u r  im p a c ts  o n  th e  
c a p a c ity  o f  t h e  in d iv id u a l to  d o  th e  jo b
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P r e ss  C o m p la in ts  C o m m is s io n  »  N e w s P a g e  1 o f  1

CO M PLAINAN T NAME:
A  man

C LA U SES NO TED: 1, 5 

PU B LIC A TIO N : Chat magazine 

CO M PLAINT:

A man from Fife complained to the Press Complaints Commission through solicitors 
that an article headlined "Beaten, raped and brutalised", published in Chat magazine 
on 13 September 2007, was inaccurate and misleading in breach of Clause 1 
(Accuracy) and intruded into his family's grief in breach of Clause 5 (Intrusion into 
grief or shock).

The complaint was upheld.

The article was a woman's account of life with an abusive former partner, which 
referred to his conviction for the murder of the complainant's step-daughter. In 
addition to what the complainant said were unnecessarily graphic details, the 
complainant and his family were distressed by two images; a headshot of the victim 
and an uncaptioned staged photograph of a female body wrapped in bin liners, which 
was how the actual body was discovered. The piece had caused much distress on what 
was the first anniversary of the murder.

The magazine said that the details in the story had previously been referred to in 
court and were in the public domain. The article was about another of the man's 
victims, but the complainant's step-daughter's case was relevant as it showed the 
degree of violence the man was prepared to use. The magazine admitted that the 
photograph of the body should have been captioned to make clear that it was not an 
image of the victim. It sincerely regretted the distress the article had caused to the 
complainant's family.

D E C IS IO N :
Upheld

A D JU D IC A T IO N :
The Commission considered that the magazine's failure to make clear to readers that 
the photograph was staged constituted a breach of Clause 1 (Accuracy). But of 
particular concern to the Commission was the fact that, in using the misleading 
picture near to the first anniversary of the death, the magazine had also shown a total 
disregard for the family of the dead woman. While the Commission normally considers 
the rules on grief and shock to have greatest relevance in the immediate aftermath of 
an incident, the magazine's cavalier approach in this instance constituted a clear 
breach of both the letter and spirit of Clause 5 of the Code. This was notwithstanding 
the fact that some of the information was legitimately in the public domain following a 
court case, and which the magazine was therefore entitled to publish. The complaints 
under both Clauses 1 and 5 were upheld.

REPORT:
76 Adjudication issued 31/10/07
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