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B a ro n e ss  B uscom be  speech to  th e  a n n u a l co n fe re n ce  o f  th e  
S o c ie ty  o f  E d ito rs

BARONESS BUSCOMBE SPEECH TO THE ANNUAL 
CONFERENCE OF THE SO CIETY OF EDITORS

Last y e a r  Paul D acre  to ld  yo u  w h a t he de sc rib e d  w as a 
"g ro te s q u e ly  h u b r is t ic  c o n fe ss io n " th a t  fro m  th e  m o m e n t he 
w as b o rn  he  had w a n te d  to  be an E d ito r.

I 'm  re a lly  s o rry  Lad ies and G e n tle m e n , I  c a n 't  m a tc h  th a t.

So p e rh a p s  in s te a d  as a re la t iv e ly  re c e n tly  in s ta lle d  
C h a irm a n  o f  th e  Press C o m p la in ts  C o m m iss io n  I  can 
in s te a d  te ll you  a l i t t le  b it  a b o u t w h o  I  a m , w h a t m a ke s  m e 
t ic k ,  m y  c o n v ic t io n s  and th e  pass ion  I  fee l fo r  b o th  t ru s t  
and fre e d o m . For I  s in c e re ly  b e lie v e  th a t  w ith o u t o ne  you  
c a n n o t h a v e  th e  o th e r.

P eta

E a rn in g  th e  r ig h t to  be hea rd  has m a rk e d  m y  ca re e r. As 
V ice  C h a irm a n  o f  th e  C o n s e rv a tiv e  P a rty  - in v e ry  d if fe re n t 
t im e s  - I  w as  o fte n  asked  a t e v e n ts  w h o se  w ife  I  w as , and 
as a S h a d o w  M in is te r  I  w o u ld  o fte n  be asked  in m e e tin g s  
w h ic h  c o n s t itu e n c y  I  w as MP fo r  - d e s p ite  th e  fa c t I  s a t in 
th e  H ouse o f  Lords.

A nd  I  re m e m b e r  w h e n  I  w as  f ig h t in g  h a rd  fo r  th e  se a t o f  
S lo u g h  in th e  19 9 7  G enera l E lec tion .

A w e e k  b e fo re  th e  E lec tion  I  w as d r iv in g  th ro u g h  th e  
s tre e ts  o f  S lo u g h , h o p in g  to  s w a y  f lo a t in g  v o te rs  and ra lly  
co re  s u p p o r te rs . M y h usban d  used h is  b o o m in g  to n e s  on a 
lo u d s p e a k e r to  u rg e  th e  good  p e o p le  o f  S lo u g h  to  "v o te  fo r  
Peta B u sco m b e ". S u rp r is e , s u rp r is e  so m e o n e  sh o u te d  back : 
"w h o  th e  fu c k  is he?"

So le t m e  m a k e  su re  yo u  k n o w  e x a c t ly  w h o  I  am  and w h a t 
I  a m  g o in g  to  do  a t th e  PCC.

M y a t t i tu d e  to w a rd  re g u la tio n  w as  fo rm e d , shaped  and 
h a rd e n e d  fro m  m y  p o s itio n  as an O p p o s itio n  S p o ke sm a n  
s p e n d in g  th o s e  h a rd  y e a rs  s c ru t in is in g  and  q u e s tio n in g  so 
m u ch  re g u la t io n  y e a r  on  ye a r.

R e g u la tio n  th a t  w o u ld  fu r th e r  re s tr ic t ,  c o n tro l and m a n a g e  
o u r  liv e s ; v e ry  o fte n  w ith  no  p o s it iv e  o u tc o m e  a t a ll.

W h a t m a d e  th a t  jo b  d if f ic u lt  and  b ro u g h t h o m e  th e  
c o m p le x ity  and  d e ta il o f  la w  a f te r  law  be ing  e n a c te d  w as 
th e  s h e e r d iffe re n c e  b e tw e e n  th e  re s o u rc e  and e x p e r t is e  
g iv e n  to  g o v e rn m e n t and  o p p o s it io n  p o lit ic ia n s . I t  re a lly  
w a s  a case o f  D av id  v e rs u s  G o lia th .
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r 'i

A fe w  S h a d o w  M in is te rs , backed  up  by  a h a n d fu l o f  
e n th u s ia s t ic  b u t v e ry  fre sh  g ra d u a te s  and a co u p le  o f 
s tu d e n ts  on  w o rk  e x p e rie n c e , v e rs u s  th e  w h o le  o f  th e  
W h ite h a ll m a ch in e . I t  is so u n p ro fe s s io n a l, and w h ils t  I  am  
c e r ta in ly  n o t an a d vo ca te  o f  s ta te  fu n d in g  o f p o litic a l 
p a rt ie s  w e  m u s t s e rio u s ly  lo o k  a t  th e  a b il i ty  o f  o p p o s itio n s  
to  ho ld  th e  g o v e rn m e n t to  a cco u n t.

No w o n d e r  th a t  th e  o ld  tru is m  iŝ  th a t  o p p o s itio n s  d o n 't  w in  
e le c tio n s  b u t g o v e rn m e n ts  lose  th e m .

W o rk in g  in  such  an e n v iro n m e n t th a t  lacked  th e  re so u rce  to  
c o u n te r  a n d  te s t  th e  e ffe c tiv e n e s s  and th e  rea l v a lu e  o f  th e  
le g is la tio n  - and indeed  th e  in s ig h t to  re a lise  so m e  o f its  
u n in te n d e d  co n sequ ences  - m ade  m e  use m y  in it ia t iv e .

I  q u ic k ly  le a rn t to  p ick  up  th e  p h o n e  to  ask  fo r  he lp  - p ro  
bo n o  o f  co u rse  - fro m  th e  b r ig h te s t and th e  b e s t in 
b u s in e ss  an d  across  th e  p ro fe ss io n s . V e ry  ad hoc and 
w o n d e r fu lly  a m a te u r  b u t a lso  I 'm  a fra id  v e ry  n ecessa ry .

T ru s t a n d  d e m o c ra cy

O f co u rs e  th e  fa c t th a t  u n fo r tu n a te ly  w e  do  h ave  such  a 
d y s fu n c t io n a l d e m o c ra c y  - p a r t ic u la r ly  g iv e n  th e  H ouse o f 
C o m m o n s  a p p e a rs  a lm o s t e n t ire ly  to  h a ve  fo rg o tte n  w h a t 
th e y  a re  th e re  fo r  - m e a n s  it  is v ita l th a t  th e  p ress  is fre e  to  
in v e s t ig a te  and p ro b e  and te ll It lik e  i t  is.

You can  r ig h t ly  fee l p ro u d  th a t ,  fro m  u n ra v e lin g  th e  
g o v e rn m e n t 's  m is le a d in g  s p in n in g  o f in te llig e n c e  in  th e  Ira q  
W a r to  e x p o s in g  un ce n so re d  d e ta ils  o f  MPs' e x p e n se s , th e  
B rit is h  p re ss  has f ille d  th e  d e m o c ra tic  d e f ic it  in  re c e n t 
ye a rs .

A la ck  o f  t r u s t  In o u r  In s t itu t io n s  se e m s to  be c o n ta g io u s . 
Y e t h o w e v e r  sce p tica l th e  p u b lic  m a y  be a b o u t P a rlia m e n t, 
th e  ju d ic ia ry  - e ven  th e  m e d ia  its e lf  - th in k  h o w  m u ch  lo w e r 
it  w o u ld  be w ith o u t  a fre e  p ress.

For i t  m u s t be tru e  th a t  th e  fre e r  jo u rn a lis ts  a re  to  c r it ic is e , 
s c ru tin is e , and a n a ly s e , th e  m o re  t ru s tw o r th y  in s t itu t io n s  
b e co m e .

T h a t is beca u se  w ith o u t  fre e d o m  o f  th e  p ress , th e re  is no 
rea l a c c o u n ta b il ity  to  th e  p u b lic .

I  kn o w  th a t  th is  is n o t a p o p u la r  m essage  w ith  m a n y  o f m y  
fe llo w  P a r lia m e n ta r ia n s , so m e  o f  w h o m  a re  b ru ise d  by 
re c e n t c o v e ra g e , b u t w e  m u s t c o n s id e r th e  MPs' exp e n se s  
fu ro re  as a w h o le , and n o t fo cu s  on in d iv id u a l in ju s tic e s .

W h a t is th e  m a in  lesson  to  be  lea rned?

S u re ly , It Is th a t  th e  absence  o f s c ru t in y  in th e  f i r s t  p lace  
a llo w e d  a c u ltu re  o f  a b u se  to  f lo u r is h . I f  t r u s t  in  p o lit ic s  is 
a t  a lo w  e b b . It is because  th e re  has been  to o  l i t t le  fre e d o m  
to  s h in e  a l ig h t  on p o lit ic ia n s ' a c t iv it ie s , n o t to o  m u ch .

T ru s t a nd  fre e d o m  a re  tw o  s ides  o f a co in .

And th a t  m e a n s  th a t  p o lit ic ia n s  m u s t le a rn  th e  r ig h t  lesson 
fro m  th is  e p iso d e . I t  is th a t  w e  m u s t a lw a y s  be bo ld  e n o u g h
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to  c h a m p io n  fre e d o m  - o f  th e  in d iv id u a l, o f  th e  p ress , o f  
in s t itu t io n s  - and re s is t th e  te m p ta t io n  to  m e d d le , and to  
je r k  th e  knee  e v e ry  t im e  th e re  is a c r it ic a l h e a d lin e .

S o m e tim e s , I 'm  a fra id , th is  m e a n s  ig n o r in g  th e  p ress  - 
iro n ic a lly  to  p ro te c t th e  v e ry  fre e d o m s  th a t  m a n y  o f  you  
ho ld  d e a r.

You a re  n o t a lw a ys  r ig h t;  and  I  kn o w  y o u  do  n o t c la im  to  
be . B u t th e  p o w e r o f  a s h o u ty  h e a d lin e  is in te n s e , be lie ve  
m e . I t  can  sp o o k  a ll b u t th e  m o s t o f  ro b u s t o f  p o lit ic ia n s . 
And th e  re s u lt  can be bad le g is la tio n  and a s te a d y  e ro s io n  
o f  fre e d o m .

W h ich  leads m e to  th e  H ouse o f  Lords. I  m a y  be p a rtis a n , 
b u t is i t  re a lly  in a n y o n e 's  in te re s ts  fo r  th e  m e d ia  to  be 
p a r ty  to  th e  u n d e rm in in g  o f  o u r  S econd  C h a m b e r - one  o f 
th e  fe w  p la tfo rm s  in  th is  c o u n try  w h e re  p eop le  can  s ta n d  
up  and sa y  w h a t th e y  b e lie ve  w ith o u t fe a r  o r  fa v o u r?

Yes, i t  needs  re fo rm  - and th e  t i t le s  sh o u ld  be th e  f ir s t  to  
go . T h e y  g e t in th e  w a y , and a t t ra c t  so m e  w h o  th in k  
m e m b e rs h ip  w ill tu rn  th e m  in to  a r is to c ra ts  o v e rn ig h t o r, 
w o rs e  s t i l l ,  th in k  th e  Lords  is  a cosy  c lu b  w ith  th e  b onus  o f 
a t i t le  a nd  o n e  fo r  th e  w ife  to  c o m p e n s a te  h e r fo r  e a r lie r  
m is d e m e a n o u rs .

S o m e  o f  th e  n o m in a tio n s  seem  to  bend  th e  knee  to  
c e le b r ity  o r  w e a lth , w h ich  a re  n o t g e n e ra lly  kn o w n  as tw o  
c r ite r ia  fo r  m a k in g  a good  le g is la to r .

R e m o ve  life  p ee rage s , th e re b y  s e p a ra tin g  th e  h o n o u rs  
s y s te m  fro m  o u r  P a r lia m e n ta ry  s y s te m , and  i t  w ill th e n  be 
p o ss ib le  to  fo cu s  th e  m in d s  o f  th o s e  w h o  g e n u in e ly  w a n t to  
c o n tr ib u te  to  th e  U p p e r C h a m b e r o f  o u r  le g is la tu re .

As fo r  an e le c te d  second  C h a m b e r, w e  m u s t b e w a re  o f  th e  
q u a lity  o f  o u r  le g is la tio n  b e co m in g  im p o v e r is h e d  fo re v e r  if  
th e  b a b y  o f  r ig o u r, e x p e r t is e  and in d e p e n d e n c e  is  th ro w n  
o u t w ith  th e  b a th w a te r  o f  th e  H ouse 's  a n a c h ro n is m s .

A t th e  m o m e n t, i t  is a p lace  w h e re  p e o p le  - so m e  w ith  
e x tra o rd in a ry  a b il ity  and d e p th  o f  e x p e rie n c e  - can s ta n d  
up  fo r  w h a t th e y  b e lie v e , u n lik e  o u r  C o m m o n s  co lle a g u e s  
w h o  w ill a lw a y s  h a ve  th e  f ra g i l i ty  o f  th e ir  S e a t and  th e ir  
p ro g re s s  up  - o r  d o w n  - th e  g re a s y  p o le , to  c o n s id e r .

W h e re  e lse  In th e  w o r ld  co u ld  yo u  f in d  a pe rso n  w h o  is now  
M a s te r o f  T r in ity  C a m b rid g e , th e  A s tro n o m e r  Royal and a lso  
th e  P re s id e n t o f  th e  Royal S o c ie ty  and  w h o , o n ly  in  re tu rn  
fo r  h is  t ra in  fa re , w ill s h a re  h is  k n o w le d g e  and  e xp e rie n c e  
fo r  th e  b e n e fit  o f  us a ll?

A p a r t fro m  a n y th in g  e lse  th e  Lords  Is th e  o n ly  p lace  w h e re  
le g is la tio n  is p ro p e r ly  s c ru tin iz e d  -  w ith o u t  th e  g u il lo t in e  
and  w ith  r ig o u r. Le t m e  g iv e  yo u  ju s t  o ne  e x a m p le  w h e re b y  
a c o m b in a tio n  o f  L o rd s ' s c ru t in y ,  s o m e  lu c k  o f  t im in g  and - 
yo u  m a y  be s u rp r is e d  to  h e a r, th e  fo x  - saved  som e  
fu n d a m e n ta l B r it is h  fre e d o m s .

S im p ly  p u t,  a s m a ll g ro u p  o f  p e e rs  led  by  m e  w e re  
d e te rm in e d  to  a m e n d  th e  C iv il C o n tin g e n c ie s  B ill, w h ich  
w o u ld  h a ve  a llo w e d  a n y  M in is te r  h o w e v e r ju n io r  to  suspend
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a n y  A c t o f  P a rlia m e n t i f  he  o r  she  b e lie ve d  th e re  w as  a 
th re a t  to  th e  N a tion  - M agna C a rta , H abeas C o rpus , yo u  
n a m e  it.

A nd th is  h a d n 't been n o tic e d  in th e  C o m m o n s  a t a ll, n o r by 
th e  m e d ia , w ith  th e  e x c e p tio n  o f th e  jo u rn a lis t  P h ilip  
J o h n s to n .

I t  had reached  a s ta g e  w h e re b y  w e  w e re  in to  p ing  pong  on 
th e  B ill, and  I  fe a re d  w e  w o u ld  la ck  s u p p o r t in a d iv is io n  to  
s to p  th is  ab su rd  p ro p o sa l o nce  and fo r  a ll.

L u c k ily , w h e n  i t  ca m e  to  th e  v o te , th e  H ouse w as 
e x c e p tio n a lly  fu ll because  a n o th e r  Bill had a lso  re a ch e d  a 
c ru c ia l s ta g e  - H u n tin g . So m a n y  cam e  th ro u g h  th e  lo b b y  
w ith  us and  th e  o u tra g e o u s  and re s tr ic t iv e  m e a su re s  w e re  
d e fe a te d  - a ll th a n k s  to  th e  fo x !

K eep ing  o u r  fre e d o m s  and bas ic  l ib e r t ie s  sh o u ld  n o t be le f t  
to  chance  lik e  th is  - y e t  th e y  a re  in c re a s in g ly  d if f ic u lt  to  
p ro te c t.  A nd  m e d d lin g  re g u la tio n  has o n ly  led to  a to p s y  
tu r v y  w o r ld  w h e re  th e  s ig n if ic a n t is t r iv ia lis e d  and th e  t r iv ia l 
b e co m e s  s ig n if ic a n t.

Is  i t  a n y  w o n d e r th a t  p e o p le  a re  fru s tra te d  w ith  th e  p o lit ic a l 
p rocess  w h e n  i t  se e m s to  c o n s p ire  a g a in s t th e m ?

You can see w h y  p eop le  g e t a n g ry .

T h e y  see th e  s ta te  s p y in g  on  th e ir  re c y c lin g  h a b its ; 
c o m p lic a tin g  th e ir  live s  i f  th e y  w a n t to  do  a schoo l ru n ; 
re s tr ic t in g  th e ir  r ig h t to  a sso c ia te  fre e ly  in a p r iv a te  ro o m  
to  e n jo y  a s m o k e ; and te rro r iz in g  th e m  fo r  s m a ll p a rk in g  
tra n s g re s s io n s .

A nd  th e n  th e y  see th e  m o th e r  o f  a fa m o u s  fo o tb a lle r  be ing  
le t o f f  w ith  a c a u tio n  a f te r  s te a lin g  h u n d re d s  o f p o u n d s  o f 
g o o d s  fro m  M and  S. T h e y  see a ll m a n n e r o f  s to r ie s  a b o u t 
th e  h u m a n  r ig h ts  o f  c r im in a ls  ra th e r  th a n  th o s e  o f  th e  
v ic t im . A nd  - a m a tte r  o f  p a r t ic u la r  co n ce rn  to  m e  - th e y  
see  th a t  th is  o v e rb e a r in g  c u ltu re  has  led to  m en  fe a r in g  th e  
r is k s  o f  b e co m in g  te a c h e rs .

W h a te v e r  h a p p e n e d  to  c o m m o n  sense  and  a sense  o f 
p ro p o rt io n ?

Peop le  w h o  p u t so  m u c h  fa ith  in la w s  and  re g u la t io n  do  so 
b lin d ly  and w ith  no re g a rd  to  w h e th e r  th e y  a re  e ffe c tiv e . 
A n d , o f  co u rse , as G ibbon  p o in te d  o u t in  th e  D ec line  and 
Fall o f  th e  R om an E m p ire : "Law s ra re ly  p re v e n t w h a t th e y  
fo rb id " .

S e lf-R e g u la tio n  o f th e  P ress

W hich  b r in g s  m e  n e a tly  to  s e lf- re g u la t io n . S e lf- re g u la t io n  
d e m a n d s  a d e g re e  o f  t r u s t  and  in te g r ity  fro m  a ll th o s e  w h o  
b u y  in to  it ,  and  i t  w o rk s  on th e  bas is  o f  go o d  o ld  fa s h io n e d  
c o m m o n  sense . I t 's  a m o d e l fo r  s o c ie ty  because  it  a llo w s  
fre e d o m  b u t d e m a n d s  a c tiv e  e n g a g e m e n t and  a d e g re e  o f 
re s p o n s ib ility .

I  to ld  yo u  th a t  th e  th e m e  o f  m y  speech  w as t r u s t  and 
fre e d o m . I  b e lie v e  n o t o n ly  a re  th e s e  m y  v a lu e s , th e  B rit is h
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m e d ia 's  v a lu e s  and th e  PCC's v a lu e s  b u t th a t  th e y  a lso  
s tr ik e  a h u g e  ch o rd  w ith  th e  m ood  o f  o u r  t im e s .

W e liv e  in  an o v e r- re g u la te d  w o rld  w h ich  cou ld  n o t p re v e n t 
th e  g re a te s t f in a n c ia l c r is is  fo r  e ig h ty  y e a rs  and  in w h ich  
th e  s to c k  o f  p o lit ic ia n s  and le g is la to rs  has n e v e r been 
lo w e r.

A w o rld  in w h ich  th e  Q uango  m e n ta lity  has ta k e n  h o ld . 
B loa ted  b u re a u c ra c ie s  s lo w  to  a c t and  w h ich  th ro t t le  
e n te rp r is e , c re a t iv ity  and  fre e d o m . I  a m  a Non E xe cu tive  
D ire c to r  o f  a w a te r  c o m p a n y  - so h e a v ily  re g u la te d  and so 
in f le x ib le  - w h e re  w e  spend  a good  8 5 %  o f  o u r  t im e  
fo c u s in g  on  how  to  keep  th e  re g u la to r  h a p p y  and 15 %  - i f  
w e  a re  lu c k y -  fo cu s in g  d ire c t ly  on  th e  b u s iness  and  o u r  
c u s to m e rs .

S uch  o v e r- re g u la t io n  is in d a n g e r o f  d e te rr in g  th e  be s t 
p e o p le  fro m  b e co m in g  n o n -e x e c u tiv e  d ire c to rs  - w h ich  
p e rv e rs e ly  w ill do  m o re  to  u n d e rm in e  good  c o rp o ra te  
g o v e rn a n c e  th a n  a n y th in g  e lse .

T he  c o n tra s t w ith  th e  PCC cou ld  n o t be g re a te r .  I t  is t in y  - 
14 s ta f f  in  to ta l - a p p ly in g  a s y s te m  w h ic h  is g e n u in e ly  
f le x ib le , d is c re e t, fre e  and fa ir .

A re  w e  v a lu e  fo r  m o n e y?  W e ll, c o m p a re  o u r  £ 1 .9  m illio n  
b u d g e t to  th e  A S A 's £8  m illio n , th e  In fo rm a tio n  
C o m m is s io n e r 's  £ 1 0 .5  m illio n  a n d , ju s t  fo r  fu n , w h a t a b o u t 
th e  £ 6 .5  m illio n  s p e n t each  y e a r  b y  th e  B ritis h  p o ta to  
co u n c il on  p ro m o tin g  and  p ro te c tin g  th e  p o ta to ? ! O r e ven  
th e  £ 1 3 .3  m illio n  s p e n t b y  th e  W e lsh  la n g u a g e  b o a rd !

For th a t  £ 1 .9  M illio n , PCC s ta f f  a re  a t  th e  end  o f  a p h o n e  a t 
2 in th e  m o rn in g  and  w ill re ce ive  c o m p la in ts  o r  p re v e n t 
p u b lic a tio n  o f  in fo rm a tio n  th a t  w o u ld  b re a ch  its  ru les .

So, ye s , w e  m o s t c e r ta in ly  a re  v a lu e  fo r  m o n e y .

W e h a ve  o u r  c r it ic s  - so m e  w ith  th e ir  ow n  a g e n d a  and 
so m e  w h o  g e n u in e ly  d o n 't  u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t w e  d o ; I  h a ve  
y e t  to  h e a r a c o n s tru c t iv e  a lte rn a t iv e  th a t  m ig h t p re s e rv e  
p re ss  fre e d o m  and keep  s ta n d a rd s  h ig h .

T a lk in g  o f  c r it ic s , I  w o u ld  be fa ilin g  in m y  d u ty  as PCC 
c h a irm a n  i f  I  d id n 't  s in g le  o u t John  P re sco tt:

He w ro te  on  h is  b log u n d e r  a t i t le  o f  "D o n 't  le t th e  p re ss  Do 
I t  Y o u rs e lf re g u la te "  th a t  "T h e re 's  no  d o u b t a b o u t it .  O ve r 
th e  y e a rs  w e 'v e  a ll a llo w e d  th e  issue  o f  w a g e s  and 
a llo w a n c e s  to  becom e  a rea l m ess. T he  e le c to ra te  is fu r io u s  
- f ro m  m e m b e rs  g e tt in g  w iv e s , p a r tn e rs  and re la t iv e s  on 
th e  p a r lia m e n ta ry  p a y ro ll to  e xp e n s e  c la im s  fo r  d u c k  
h o u se s , f l ip p in g  and s e rv a n ts  q u a r te rs ."

He th e n  c u ts  to  h is  rea l p o in t:

"S o  s in ce  w e 're  re v ie w in g  th e  re g u la tio n  o f  p o lit ic s  and 
b a n k in g , p e rh a p s  w e  can n o w  h a ve  a f ra n k  and h o n e s t 
d e b a te  a b o u t a rg u a b ly  th e  w o rs t a re a  o f  s e lf- re g u la t io n  o f  
a ll. T h e  p re ss  th e m  e lv e s  (s ic )"
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A nd fin is h e d  "B u t th e re  a re  m a n y  w h o 'll say  a f te r  re c e n t 
e v e n ts  th a t  th e  F o u rth  E s ta te  s h o u ld n 't  escape  ch a n g e  to o  
by  b e in g  a llo w e d  to  keep  ow n  c lass ic  Do I t  Y o u rs e lf-  
re g u la t io n ."

T o  q u o te  a n o th e r, fra n k ly , m o re  e lo q u e n t p o lit ic ia n , Jo h n : 
"N o  No N o !"

T he  p re ss  do  n o t re g u la te  th e m s e lv e s . T he  PCC is fu n d e d  
b y  th e  n e w s p a p e r and m a g a z in e  in d u s try  b u t o p e ra te s  
in d e p e n d e n tly  o f  it .  I ts  in d e p e n d e n ce  is g u a ra n te e d  b y  a 
m a jo r ity  o f  la y  m e m b e rs , and s ta f f  w h o  have  no  v e s te d  
in te re s te d  in s id in g  w ith  th e  p ress . Is  th a t  re a lly  so d if f ic u lt  
a c o n c e p t to  g rasp?

A nd p e rh a p s  John P re sco tt has fo rg o tte n  th a t  h is  ow n  
a u to b io g ra p h y  d e ta ils  how  w e  he lped  h im  and h is  w ife  o u t 
w ith  a l i t t le  d if f ic u lty  o f  th e ir  o w n .

T h a n k fu lly ,  th is  L a b o u r g o v e rn m e n t has ig n o re d  h im . I t  is 
g re a t ly  to  its  c re d it  th a t  w e  a re  tru s te d  w ith  th e  fre e d o m  to  
o p e ra te  a s y s te m  fre e  fro m  s ta tu to ry  in te r fe re n c e . I t  is w h y  
h u n d re d s  o f  p eop le  choose  to  co m e  to  th e  PCC ra th e r  th a n  
re s o r t to  la w . I t  e n a b le s  us to  a c t q u ic k ly  a nd  f le x ib ly  to  
s o r t th in g s  o u t in a c o m m o n  sense  w a y  - im p o s s ib le  i f  w e 
w e re  c o n s tra in e d  by  n it-p ic k in g  la w y e rs  o r  red  ta p e .

Le t m e  g iv e  you  a fe w  s p e c ific  e x a m p le s  o f  how  w e  e x p lo it  
o u r  f le x ib i l i ty  to  h e lp  p eop le  o u t w h ile  n o t b u rd e n in g  th e  
p ress  w ith  m o re  re g u la tio n s .

W e p ro a c t iv e ly  a p p ro a ch  p e o p le  in th e  new s to  o f fe r  o u r  
se rv ic e s  w h e n  n e ce ssa ry . I  d o n 't  th in k  a n y  s ta tu to ry  
re g u la to r  d oes  th is .

W e w e re  on  th e  p h o n e  to  h e a lth  a u th o r it ie s  w h e n  th e  f ir s t  
cases o f  s w in e  flu  w e re  d ia g n o s e d ; to  th e  loca l a u th o r it ie s  
w h e n  tw o  g ir ls  in S co tla n d  c o m m itte d  su ic id e  th is  a u tu m n ; 
to  th e  p o lice  w h e n  a m an  h ange d  im s e lf  in  B e lfa s t tw o  
w e e k s  ago .

A n d , ye s , to  re p re s e n ta tiv e s  o f  S te p h e n  G a te ly 's  fa m ily  
b e fo re  th e  Jan M o ir a r t ic le  w a s  e ven  th o u g h t  o f.

W e m a k e  s u re  p e o p le  a re  n o t a p p ro a ch e d  b y  jo u rn a lis ts  o r  
p h o to g ra p h e rs  w h e n  th e y  need  so m e  space .

A schoo l in C h e lte n h a m  ca m e  to  us w h e n  o n e  o f  th e ir  p u p ils  
s a d ly  d ie d  th is  y e a r. T h e y  w e re  co n ce rn e d  a b o u t th e  im p a c t 
on  th e  o th e r  c h ild re n  o f  p ress  a tte n t io n . By s h a rin g  th is  
co n c e rn  w ith  e d ito rs , no p ro b le m  a ro se . T he  c h ild re n  w e re  
le f t  in peace . L a te r, o u r  he lp  e n su re d  th a t  th e  fu n e ra l w as 
c o n d u c te d  e n t ire ly  in  p r iv a te .

T h e re  a re  d o ze n s  o f  o th e r  e x a m p le s  lik e  th is .

A nd th e y  s h o w  th a t ,  ye s , e d ito rs  a re  g ro w n  ups w h o  can 
ta k e  re s p o n s ib le  d e c is io n s  fo r  th e m s e lv e s  w ith o u t  th e  need 
fo r  th e  s ta te  - o r  a ju d g e  - to  te ll th e m  w h a t to  do .

T h e n  th e re  a re  p e o p le  lik e  S im o n  C ow e ll and  Fab io  C ape llo , 
w h o  h a ve  s u c c e s s fu lly  used th e  PCC to  g iv e  th e m  so m e
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fre e d o m  fro m  in tru s iv e  pap a ra zz i. B o th  o f  th e s e  m en  have  
th e  re s o u rc e s  to  use th e  c o u rts . B u t th e y  co m e  to  th e  PCC, 
because  w e  can he lp  th e m  w ith o u t fe e  o r  fuss , and w ith o u t 
a b a tt le  w ith  th e  n ew spap e rs .

T hen  th e re  w a s  th e  fa m o u s  a c to r  w h o  s u ffe re d  a 
b re a k d o w n  th is  y e a r, and  w a n te d  th e  ch a n ce  to  re c u p e ra te  
in p r iv a te . T h e ir  case w as m ade  to  e d ito rs  th ro u g h  th e  PCC, 
and  n o th in g  has e v e r  been p u b lish e d . No th re a t  to  fre e d o m  
o f  e x p re s s io n , ju s t  th e  PCC be ing  used to  e n su re  th a t  
p a p e rs  be h a ve d  re s p o n s ib ly .

T h is  is ro u n d  th e  c lo c k  a c t iv ity .  I  can th in k  o f  t im e s  w hen  
w e  h a ve  h a n d le d  c o m p la in ts  a b o u t f i r s t  e d it io n s  a t m id n ig h t 
on  a F rid a y  n ig h t,  and  been ab le  to  n e g o tia te  co rre c te d  
co p y  b y  2 a m  on S a tu rd a y .

No need  fo r  fu ss , o r  - th a n k  God 
la w y e r  I  can  say  th a t!

a la w y e r  - and as a

O u r w o rk  is  a d is c re e t and  se n s ib le  w a y  o f  g e tt in g  th in g s  
d o n e  q u ic k ly , v e ry  o fte n  w ith  a m u ch  b e t te r  o u tc o m e  fo r  
th e  c o m p la in a n t th a n  an in ju n c tio n .

W e a re  a lso  d e m o c ra tic , in th e  b e s t sense  o f  th e  w o rd : 
op e n  e q u a lly  to  a ll. W h a t o th e r  s e rv ice  can  be used in th e  
sa m e  w a y  b y  C a b in e t M in is te rs ; a c tre s s e s ; g r ie v in g  
p a re n ts ; co n ce rn e d  g ra n d d a u g h te rs ; th e  r ic h  and  th e  p o o r; 
th e  p o w e rfu l and  th e  v u ln e ra b le ; R o y a lty ; th o s e  w h o  h ave  
ch a n g e d  s e x ; lo t te ry  w in n e rs ; c r im in a ls ; and e ve n  MPs 
co n c e rn e d  a b o u t th e  p o r tra y a l o f  th e ir  expense s?

In d e e d  th e  Lord  C h ie f Ju s tice  sa id  o n ly  th e  o th e r  w e e k  th a t  
g o in g  to  c o u r t  in  c iv il cases is a t  r is k  o f  b e co m in g  beyond  
th e  f in a n c ia l m e a n s  o f  m o s t lit ig a n ts .

So to  th o s e  p e o p le  w h o  h a ve  re c e n tly  s ig n e d  a p e t it io n  on 
th e  N u m b e r 10 w e b s ite  u rg in g  th e  g o v e rn m e n t to  p u t th e  
PCC on a s ta tu to ry  fo o t in g  I  sa y : be c a re fu l w h a t yo u  w ish  
fo r .

Yes, th e re  w e re  m a n y  p e op le  a n g e re d  b y  Jan M o ir 's  
c o n tro v e rs ia l a r t ic le  a b o u t th e  d e a th  o f  S te p h e n  G a te ly ; 
and  indeed  2 5 ,0 0 0  p e o p le  w e re  s u ff ic ie n t ly  m o ve d  to  
c o m p la in  a b o u t i t  to  th e  PCC. B u t w h e n  th e re  is - in th e  
PCC - a lre a d y  a c h a n n e l to  e x p re s s  d is m a y  th a t  a p a p e r has 
o v e rs te p p e d  th e  lin e , do  p e o p le  re a lly  w a n t a g o v e rn m e n t 
b o d y  te ll in g  us w h a t w e  can read  and th in k ?

I t 's  a c h ill in g  th o u g h t  - b u t i t  a lso  needs  p o in tin g  o u t th a t,  
c u r io u s ly , such  a p ro p o s it io n  is c o m p le te ly  a t  o d d s  w ith  
w h a t soc ia l n e tw o rk in g  s ite s  lik e  T w it te r  a re  m e a n t to  s ta n d  
fo r .  I t 's  g re a t th a t  m illio n s  o f  p eop le  a re  c o n v e rs in g  fre e ly  
on  lin e  - b u t th a t  re p re s e n ts  a p o w e rfu l b la s t in fa v o u r  o f  
fre e d o m  o f  e x p re s s io n  fo r  e v e ry o n e , in c lu d in g  n e w sp a p e rs .

B u t a s ta tu to ry  p ress  co u n c il is, in a n y  case , p ie  in th e  sky . 
W e need  lo o k  no  fu r th e r  th a n  th e  o th e r  g re a t d e v e lo p m e n t 
o f  th e  la s t fe w  w e e ks  to  see w h y . T h e  m o s t b e n ig n  th in g  
th a t  can be  sa id  a b o u t th e  re c e n t T ra fig u ra  in ju n c t io n  fia sco  
w as  th a t  i t  sh o w e d  a to u c h in g  n a iv e te  on  th e  p a r t o f  th e  
h ig h ly  pa id  la w y e rs  a d v is in g  th e  c o m p a n y .
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B ut i t  w a s  a re v e a lin g  m o m e n t.

I t  has illu s tra te d  to  th e  p u b lic  h o w  th e  law  is be ing  used by 
th e  rich  an d  th e  p o w e rfu l to  t r y  to  keep  in fo rm a tio n  p r iv a te  
- ju s t  as m a n y  w a rn e d  w o u ld  h a ppe n  d u rin g  th e  passage o f 
th e  H um an  R igh ts  A c t o v e r  te n  y e a rs  ago . T h e  idea th a t  a 
ju d g e  w h o  m a y  be no  e x p e r t in th e  fie ld  can d ish  o u t so- 
ca lle d  s u p e r- in ju n c t io n s  - p re v e n tin g  us fro m  e ven  kn o w in g  
th a t  he o r  she has re s tra in e d  p u b lic a tio n  - is in s u ltin g  to  
th e  p u b lic  and  a n a th e m a  to  d e m o c ra c y .

H ow  d id  i t  e v e r  co m e  to  th is?

As a P a r lia m e n ta r ia n , I  do  n o t reca ll e v e r d e b a tin g  th is  
p ro p o s it io n , o r  a g re e in g  th a t  la w y e rs  cou ld  s c u tt le  o f f  to  th e  
H igh  C o u rt in o rd e r  to  keep  t ru e  b u t e m b a rra s s in g  
in fo rm a tio n  o u t o f  th e  p u b lic  d o m a in .

N o r do  I  reca ll i t  be ing  s u g g e s te d  th a t  P a rlia m e n t w o u ld  be 
p re v e n te d  by  th e  la w  its e lf  fro m  s c ru tin is in g  how  th e  law  
w as d e v e lo p in g .

T h is  is a c o n s t itu t io n a l o u tra g e . N ow  th a t  th e  s e c re t is o u t, 
th e  g o v e rn m e n t m u s t do  s o m e th in g  a b o u t i t  w ith o u t  d e la y .

On th e  o th e r  h a nd , th e  good  new s is th a t  th e  w a y  th a t  th e  
a tte m p te d  c o v e r-u p  fa ile d  sh o w s  th a t ,  in th e  long  te rm , 
th o s e  w h o  w a n t to  im p o se  lega l re s tr ic t io n s  on th e  m ed ia  
a re  n o t ju s t  on th e  w ro n g  s ide  o f  th e  a rg u m e n t a b o u t 
fre e d o m  o f  e x p re s s io n , th e y  a re  a lso  on  th e  w ro n g  s ide  o f 
h is to ry .

In  a w o r ld  w h e re  in d iv id u a ls  can c o m m u n ic a te  en m asse 
and b yp a ss  tra d it io n a l m e d ia  a lto g e th e r  - ju s t  th in k  o f  
S te p h e n  F ry and  h is  a lm o s t one  m illio n  T w it te r  fo llo w e rs  - it 
is ju s t  no  lo n g e r p o ss ib le  to  re s tr ic t  th e  fre e  f lo w  o f 
in fo rm a tio n  fro m  th e  to p  d o w n . T h e  s o o n e r th a t  re g u la to rs , 
le g is la to rs , and la w y e rs  re a lise  th is , th e  b e tte r .

I t  se e m s  so o b v io u s . So it 's  been a s u rp r is e  in  re c e n t days 
to  h e a r a ca ll f ro m  so m e  o f  th o s e  w h o  a re  b e n e fit in g  fro m  
th is  h is to r ic  s h if t  fo r  th e  PCC to  be re c o n s titu te d  as som e 
s o r t o f  fo rm a l re g u la to r  w ith  q u a s i- le g a l p o w e rs .

No.

In  th is  new  e n v iro n m e n t, fra m e w o rk s  o f  go o d  p ra c tice , 
co u p le d  w ith  e a s y , access ib le  c o m p la in ts  m e c h a n is m s  are  
th e  w a y  to  keep  s ta n d a rd s  h igh .

T ru ly , th e  t im e  fo r  ro b u s t and re s p o n s ib le  s e lf- re g u la t io n  
has com e .

V is io n

H av ing  sa id  a ll th a t ,  I  am  n o t in a n y  w a y  c o m p la c e n t. And I 
c a n n o t ig n o re  th e  s tre n g th  o f  fe e lin g  th a t  ra n g e s  fro m  
in d ig n a tio n  to  ra g e  th a t  e x is ts  a m o n g  so m e  o f  m y  
co lle a g u e s  in W e s tm in s te r .

So m y  p r io r i ty  is to  do  a ll I  can to  re a s s u re  p o lit ic ia n s , 
o p in io n  fo rm e rs  and  - m o s t im p o r ta n t ly  o f  a ll - th e  p u b lic  
th a t  w e  a re  ro b u s t e n o u g h  and re s p o n s ib le  e n o u g h  to  be
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le f t  a lo n e . T h a t is w h y  I  have  in it ia te d  a re v ie w  o f  o u r 
g o v e rn a n c e  s tru c tu re s , to  w h ich  a n yo n e  and e v e ry o n e  can 
c o n tr ib u te .  T h is  w ill be a th o ro u g h , fu n d a m e n ta l lo o k  a t 
h o w  th e  PCC m a tc h e s  up to  th e  c h a lle n g e s  posed by  th e  
m e d ia  in  th e  2 1 s t C e n tu ry .

A nd  th e re  a re  w a y s  in w h ich  w e  can becom e  m o re  
t ra n s p a re n t and  a c c o u n ta b le  - and w e  w ill!

H o w e v e r, be a ssu red  th a t  I  w ill n o t a llo w  th is  to  be a t th e  
e xp e n s e  o f  fre e d o m  o f  speech and e x p re s s io n .

F re e d o m  o f  speech  and  e x p re ss io n  a re  n o n -n e g o tia b le . I t  is 
to o  p re c io u s . A nd p e rh a p s  I  m ig h t g e n tly  p o in t o u t th a t  th is  
is a fre e d o m  th a t  e x te n d s  to  th e  PCC as w e ll. I f  peop le  
d is a g re e  w ith  w h a t w e  have  sa id  th e n  a rg u e  w ith  us on  th e  
fa c ts  - b u t d o n 't  g ru m b le  a b o u t th e  fa c t w e  h a v e  sa id  it.

M y o th e r  g re a t co n ce rn  is th a t  g ive n  th e  d if f ic u lt  e c o n o m ic  
o u t lo o k  fo r ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  p ress , b u t a lso  o th e rs  across 
th e  c o m m e rc ia l m e d ia , an e sse n tia l in g re d ie n t o f  t r u s t  and 
fre e d o m  in  o u r  s o c ie ty  - m e d ia  p lu ra lity  - is a t  r isk .

S o m e  o f yo u  a re  p ro f ita b le , yes . B u t o th e rs , I  k n o w , a re  
fa c in g  v e ry  to u g h  t im e s . My con ce rn  is th a t  a fra g ile  
in d u s try  m e a n s  n e g a tiv e  kn o ck  on e ffe c ts  on  th e  q u a lity  o f  
jo u rn a lis m .

W h ils t I  a p p re c ia te  th a t  th e  m ed ia  - e ven  w ith in  y o u r  ow n 
s e c to rs  -m u s t  re m a in  c o m m e rc ia lly  c o m p e tit iv e , I  b e lie ve  
th a t  u n le ss  y o u  s ta n d  as one  s tro n g  v o ic e  to  c o n s id e r th e  
fu tu re  o f  th e  c re a tiv e  in d u s tr ie s , in c lu d in g  c o m m e rc ia l 
m e d ia  - th e  o u t lo o k  w ill re m a in  b le a k .

T o g e th e r  th e  p re ss , a ll c o m m e rc ia l b ro a d c a s te rs , f i lm ,  b o o k  
p u b lis h in g  and  m u s ic  in d u s tr ie s  m u s t n o w  w o rk  to g e th e r  to  
f in d  a n e w  b u s in e ss  m o d e l w ith  th e  S e a rch  E ng ines. T he  
la t te r ,  th e  a g g re g a to rs , th in k  i t  is o k  to  e n jo y  th e  use o f a ll 
y o u r  v a lu a b le  in te lle c tu a l p ro p e r ty  an d  ad re v e n u e s  fo r  l it t le  
o r  no re tu rn .

A nd fo r  th o s e  w h o  th in k  th is  ch a lle n g e  is ju s t  to o  h a rd , I  
u rg e  yo u  to  reca ll th e  re c e n t w o rd s  o f  E ric  S c h m id t, 
G o o g le 's  CEO: "W e use  as o u r  p r im a ry  g o a l th e  b e n e fit  to  
e nd  use rs . T h a t 's  w h o  w e  s e rv e ."  So th e re  yo u  h a ve  it :  th e  
end  u s e r m a tte rs ,  n o t th o s e  w h o  c re a te  c o n te n t in th e  f ir s t  
p lace .

C o m m e rc ia l m e d ia  is p r iv a te  e n te rp r is e  th a t  p e r fo rm s  a 
v e ry  p u b lic  s e rv ic e : a p o in t w o r th  m a k in g , a g g re s s iv e ly  and 
w ith  o ne  s tro n g  v o ic e .

In c id e n ta lly ,  can  so m e o n e  n o w  e x p la in  w h y  i t  is th a t  th e  
BBC W o rld  S e rv ic e  c o n tin u e s  to  be fu n d e d  o u t o f  th e  
F o re ign  O ffic e  B u d g e t - is n 't  3 .5  b illio n  e n o u g h ?

B e fo re  p e o p le  th in k  I  a m  be ing  ju s t  a b it  to o  f r ie n d ly  to  th e  
c o m m e rc ia l m e d ia  fo r  a C h a irm a n  o f  th e  Press C o m p la in ts  
C o m m is s io n , le t  m e  sa y  th is :

W e m a y  be w itn e s s in g  an  h is to r ic a l and  p e rm a n e n t s h if t  in 
fa v o u r  o f  fre e  e x p re s s io n  o v e r  th e  fo rc e s  o f  c e n s o rs h ip  and  
re s tra in t .  B u t th is  g re a te r  fre e d o m  w ill d e m a n d  g re a te r
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re s p o n s ib il ity  fro m  th e  co m m e rc ia l m e d ia  - because , as it 
b e co m e s  o b v io u s  th a t  th e  s ta te  c a n n o t and sh o u ld  n o t 
re g u la te  m e d ia  c o n te n t,  th e re  w ill be a g re a te r  p u b lic  and 
p o lit ic a l e x p e c ta tio n  th a t  th e  in d u s try  can po lice  its e lf.

T h e re  is p le n ty  to  b u ild  on . I  h ave  to ld  yo u  a b o u t th e  
tre m e n d o u s  ra n g e  o f  w o rk  w e  do  to  he lp  p eop le  o u t, and to  
r ig h t w ro n g s . T h a t th e s e  th in g s  w o rk  is a g re a t t r ib u te  b o th  
to  th e  te a m  a t th e  PCC and a lso  to  th e  in d u s try  as a w h o le . 
I t  sh o w s  s e lf- re g u la t io n  w o rk in g  a t a v e ry  bas ic  leve l. T h is  
a c t iv ity  is low  ke y  b u t a ll th e  m o re  success fu l fo r  it .  I t  
s h o u ld  be  b e t te r  k n o w n . B u t th e re  is no  need - in 2 1 s t 
c e n tu ry  B rita in  - fo r  an in d iv id u a l to  fee l p o w e rle ss  in 
'ta k in g  o n ' th e  p ress. T he  PCC w ill a lw a ys  be th e re  to  he lp .

In  re tu rn ,  I  w ill e x p e c t th e  in d u s try  to  g iv e  th e  PCC th e  
fre e d o m  to  d e v e lo p  ra p id ly  - i f  ne ce ssa ry  - to  e x p lo it  th e  
o p p o r tu n it ie s  p re s e n te d  by  m ed ia  c o n v e rg e n c e . W e have  
sh o w n  th a t  w e  can be tru s te d  w ith  th e  fre e d o m  w e  have  
e n jo y e d  fro m  th e  s ta te  and fro m  th e  in d u s try  o v e r th e  las t 
tw o  d e ca d e s . N ow  is o u r  chance  to  sh o w  how  o u r  m ode l 
can be t ru s te d  in  fu tu re .

T h a n k  yo u  fo r  lis te n in g .

B a ro n e ss  B uscom be

1 5 th  N o v e m b e r 2 0 0 9

<< Go Back

h ttp ://'w w w .p cc .org .u k /n ew s/in d ex .h tm l?artic le= N JA O O A = =

6 4 3

0 9 /0 9 /2 0 1 1

MODI 00041353

http://'www.pcc.org.uk/news/index.html?article=NJAOOA==

