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F ro m  S im o n  J e n k in s  

A p r il 23

D e a r R o w e n a ,

M a n y  th a n k s  fo r  y o u r  le tte r. I am  s o rry  if  m y  la s t re p ly  to  Lo rd  
L e v e s o n  s e e m e d  cu rt. I m e a n t no  d is re s p e c t to  th e  in q u iry . I fe e l 
th a t th e  F ra n k s /C a lc u tt in fo rm a l a p p ro a c h  to  th e s e  e th ic a l d e b a te s  
m o re  a p p ro p r ia te  th a n  a c o u rtro o m  d ra m a , w ith  w itn e s s e s  u n d e r 
o a th  a n d  c ro s s -e x a m in a tio n . B u t w e  a re  w h e re  w e  a re  a n d  I am  
h a p p y  to  e x p a n d  on  m y v ie w s . I m u s t s tre s s  th a t th e y  a re  m in e  
a lo n e , and  n o t th o s e  o f th e  G u a rd ia n .

I h a ve  be en  in v o lv e d  in n e w s p a p e rs  a ll m y  life  a n d  h a ve  w o rk e d  
fo r  m o s t o f  th e  p r in c ip a l g ro u p s , in c lu d in g  B e a v e rb ro o k , T h o m s o n , 
R o th e rm e re , N e w s  In te rn a tio n a l, th e  E c o n o m is t, th e  B B C  a n d  th e  
G u a rd ia n . I w ro te  an  e c o n o m ic  h is to ry  o f th e  p ress . T h e  M a rk e t fo r  
G lo ry , in 1986 . I s a t on  th e  C a lc u tt in q u iry  in to  p re s s  a n d  p r iv a c y  in 
1990  a n d  s e rv e d  on  th e  m o n o p o lie s  c o m m is s io n  p re ss  p a n e l fo r  a 
n u m b e r o f  y e a rs .

I h a ve  a lw a y s  be en  b u llish  a b o u t n e w s p a p e rs , a lb e it le ss  so  now . 
E ven  B ritish  ta b lo id s , o f w h ic h  I h a ve  little  e x p e r ie n c e , a re  b e tte r 
th a n  th e ir  A m e r ic a n  e q u iv a le n ts . M o re  s e r io u s  p a p e rs  a re  
p u b lis h e d  a n d  m o re  read  in B rita in  to d a y  th a n  w h e n  I jo in e d  th e  
p ro fe s s io n  -  a n d  m o re  th a n  in a n y  c o m p a ra b le  c o u n try . I b e lie v e  
th is  is b e c a u s e  c o m p e tit io n  h a s  c o n s ta n tly  u p d a te d  a n d  s h a rp e n e d  
th e m . N o th in g  m a tte rs  m o re  th a n  th e ir  c o n tin u e d  p lu ra lism , 
d e p e n d in g  a s  it m o s tly  d o e s  on  c o m p le x  c ro s s -s u b s id ie s .

M e d ia  o w n e rs h ip  has  a lw a y s  b e e n  c h a o tic  a n d  e g o tis tic a l. 
P ro p r ie to rs h ip  has  little  to  do  w ith  b u s in e s s  a n d  is m o re  a k in  to  
e n te r ta in m e n t a n d  h o rs e ra c in g . Y e t g o o d  jo u rn a lis m  m a n a g e s  to  
s u rv iv e  and  w ith o u t p u b lic  m o n e y . S o m e  p a p e rs  a re  s till p ro fita b le  
and  a ll h a ve  m o re  p a g e s  a n d  m o re  c o p y  th a n  b e fo re  th e  W a p p in g  
re v o lu tio n  o f th e  m id -1 9 8 0 s . T h e  re c e n t m o ve  in to  d ig ita l is 
tra n s fo rm in g  a ll m e d ia , and  h a s  y e t to  s h o w  its  re v e n u e  p o te n tia l.
A  m ix  o f  re p u ta tio n , b ra n d  lo ya lty , in s t itu tio n a l lo n g e v ity , p r id e  and  
p h ila n th ro p y  h a s  k e p t th e  B ritish  p re ss  g o in g , and  I a m  s u re  it w ill.
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S o m e  o f y o u r  s p e c if ic  q u e s t io n s  I w ill try  to  a n sw e r.

1. I d o u b t if re la t io n s  b e tw e e n  jo u rn a lis ts  and  p o lit ic ia n s  (o r 
p o lic e m e n ) a re  a n y  c lo s e r  th a n  o f o ld , p ro b a b ly  le ss  so. F rom  
T ro llo p e ’s Q u in tu s  S lid e  to  D a w so n  a n d  th e  in te rw a r  p re ss  
b a ro n s , n e w s p a p e rs  w e re  in te g ra l to  th e  p o lit ic a l sys te m . 
N o rth c liffe , R o th e rm e re , B e a v e rb ro o k , E lias , K e m s ie y , 
H a rtw e ll w e re  p o lit ic a l p ro p rie to rs , in a n d  o u t o f  D o w n in g  
S tre e t. A lm o s t a ll p a p e rs  w e re  a llie d  to  p a rtie s . T h e  o ffic e  
so n g  a t th e  D a ily  H e ra ld  w a s  “W e  h a ve  n o t pa rty , c re e d  o r 
b ia s / W e  w a n t a p e e ra g e  fo r  E lia s .”

2. O n ly  s in c e  th e  w a r  h a s  “e d ito r ia l in d e p e n d e n c e ” e v o lv e d  a s  a 
co n ce p t. E d ito rs  a s  a c la s s  a re  m o re  d e ta c h e d  fro m  p o lit ic s  
to d a y  th a n  e ve r, h e n c e  p e rh a p s  th e  d is re s p e c t sh o w n  to  
p o lit ic s  by  n e w s p a p e rs . N o p r im e  m in is te r  so  c o u rte d  th e  
p re ss  a s  d id  H a ro ld  W ils o n , w ith  h a lf a  d o z e n  k n ig h th o o d s , I 
th in k , to  th e  M ir ro r  a lo n e . T h e  b iz a rre  B la ir /C a m p b e ll e ra  w a s  
an  a b e rra tio n : n o t a c a s e  o f D o w n in g  S tre e t s e e k in g  to  
d o m in a te  F le e t S tre e t b u t ra th e r  D o w n in g  S tre e t m im ic k in g  
th e  p ro c e s s e s  o f F le e t S tre e t.

3. T h e  d e fe re n c e  o n c e  sh o w n  to  p o lit ic ia n s  a n d  e s ta b lis h m e n t 
fig u re s  has  long  g o n e , a s  h a s  th e  d e fe re n c e  to  th e  
g o v e rn m e n t p ro ce ss . T h e  s e c re c y  o f th e  1936  a b d ic a tio n  is 
in c o n c e iv a b le  to d a y , a s  w o u ld  be  L loyd  G e o rg e ’s a ffa irs . T h e  
h o u n d in g  o f m in is te rs  fro m  o ffic e  fo r  s e x u a l m is c o n d u c t, th e  
e x p e n s e s  sc a n d a l, th e  u b iq u ito u s  u se  o f  fre e d o m  o f 
in fo rm a tio n , a ll re fle c t a g ro w in g  d is ta n c e , s o c ia l a s  w e ll as  
id e o lo g ic a l. J o u rn a lis ts  a re  fa r  less  a b ra n ch  o f p o litic s , e ve n  
th e  lo b b y  c o rre s p o n d e n ts . FO I h a s  a ls o  be en  a d ra m a tic  n e w  
a id  to  a c c o u n ta b ility . T h e re  is n o th in g  like  th e  o ld  
s y c o p h a n c y  to d a y .

4. C le a r ly  th e  s ta tu s  o f n a tio n a l t it le s  a n d  th e  c lo s e n e s s  o f 
p ro p r ie to rs  to  p o w e r p u ts  th e m  in a p o s itio n  to  a d v a n c e  th e ir  
in te re s ts . T h o m s o n  and  M u rd o c h  s u c c e s s iv e ly  had  to  m a ke  
th e ir  p e a c e  w ith  th e  m o n o p o lie s  c o m m is s io n  o v e r  th e  T im e s . 
M o s t p u b lis h e rs  w e re  in a n y  o u t o f c a b in e t o ff ic e s  a s  th e  
u n io n s  d ro v e  th e  in d u s try  to  th e  b rin g  o f  d is a s te r  in th e  la te - 
1970s. B e a v e rb ro o k  s h a m e le s s ly  lo b b ie d  a g a in s t E u ro p e  
and  use d  h is  p a p e rs  fo r  p e rs o n a l v e n d e tta s , w h ile  m o s t T o ry  
p a p e rs  c a u s e d  c o n s ta n t a n g u is h  fo r  T o ry  le a d e rs  w ith  th e ir  
fu r io u s  o p p o s it io n  to  B ru sse ls . M u rd o c h , th o u g h  he  had  little
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in te re s t in B ritish  p o litic s , lo b b ie d  fo r  n e w  la b o u r law s  and  
m a rv e lle d  a t lax  re g u la tio n  o f  p rice  fix in g . H is  1980  
a c q u is it io n  o f th e  T im e s  w a s  e c c e n tr ic , in th a t it w a s  h e a v ily  
lo s s -m a k in g , b u t he  lo b b ie d  in te n s iv e ly  a g a in s t a m o n o p o lie s  
re fe re n c e . B u t n o n e  o f th is  is new . T o d a y ’s p u b lis h e rs  a re  
p o lit ic a l s h r in k in g  v io le ts  c o m p a re d  w ith  B e a v e rb ro o k , K ing, 
M a x w e ll, R o w la n d  o r  B lack .

5. O n re la t io n s  b e tw e e n  p o lit ic ia n s  a n d  jo u rn a lis ts  g e n e ra lly , 
th e y  c o m e  fro m  s im ila r  b a c k g ro u n d s  a n d  s w im  in th e  s a m e  
sea , b u t th a t s e a  is m u ch  la rg e r now , a n d  th e  b e a c h e s  
fa r th e r  a p a rt. G o v e rn m e n t is m o re  o p e n . T h e  p o w e r o f 
lo b b y is ts , a id e d  by p a rty  d o n a tio n s , is m o re  s ig n if ic a n t and  
th e  lin ks  o f lo b b y is ts  to  p o lit ic s  m o re  po te n t. I h a ve  fo llo w e d  
th is  c lo s e ly  in s u ch  d if fe r in g  re a lm s  a s  p la n n in g , a g r ic u ltu re , 
a v ia tio n , ra ilw a y s , d e fe n c e , s c ie n c e , s e c u r ity  a n d  h ea lth . 
P re ss  c a m p a ig n s  a re  ju s t  p a rt o f th e  n o ise . W h ile  th e  p re ss  
can  sh o u t, th e  im p re s s iv e  d o m in a n c e  o f  c u rre n t a ffa irs  a t th e  
B B C , a n d  its  im p a rtia lity  re q u ire m e n t, is a b a la n c in g  
in flu e n ce .

6. It is c le a r  th a t th e  p ress , a s  a s e t o f n a tio n a l a n d  loca l title s , 
is a s h r in k in g  e le m e n t in p o lit ic a l d e b a te . Y e t it re m a in s  
e x tra o rd in a r ily  p ro m in e n t c o m p a re d , fo r  in s ta n c e , w ith  
A m e ric a . E ven  p o lit ic a l b lo g g e rs , like  b ro a d c a s te rs , c ra v e  
c o v e ra g e  in n e w s p a p e rs . P a p e rs  re m a in  h u g e ly  im p o rta n t to  
th e  a rts  a n d  p u b lis h in g , to  u n iv e rs ity  life  a n d  to  sp o rt. T h e y  
a re  th e  s o le  c o n d u it fo r  th o u g h tfu l re p o rtin g  o f fo re ig n  a ffa irs . 
P r in t jo u rn a lis ts  s till s w a rm  th e  a irw a v e s .

7. I am  d o u b tfu l o f th e  ro le  o f  in d u s tr ia l o r  p ro fe s s io n a l 
re g u la tio n  in c h a n g in g  m u ch  o f th is . T h e  b e s t g u a rd ia n  o f 
p re ss  fre e d o m  is p lu ra lity  o f o u tle ts . V a r io u s  s u g g e s tio n s  
h a ve  be en  m a d e  to  b o ls te r  th is : fro m  s u b s id is in g  “g o o d ” 
p a p e rs  to  re s tr ic tin g  m a rk e t s h a re  o r  ta x in g  o r lim itin g  c ro s s 
s u b s id ie s . T h e  m o n o p o lie s  p a n e l d e b a te d  m a rk e t s h a re  a t 
len g th , fix in g  on  33  p e r c e n t a s  m a x im u m  o w n e rs h ip  in a n y  
d e fin e d  m a rke t. B u t w ith  p ro v in c ia l a n d  lo s s -m a rk in g  title s , 
th is  w a s  ha rd  to  e n fo rc e . S u rv iv a l is b e tte r  th a n  c lo s u re . A s  
fo r  c ro s s -s u b s id y , h a lf th e  B ritish  p re s s  d e p e n d s  on  it in 
s o m e  s h a p e  o r  fo rm . M o s t L o n d o n  tit le s  w e re  s u p p o rte d  fo r  
d e c a d e s  on  th e  b a cks  o f th e ir  p ro v in c ia l s ib lin g s . T h e  b ig g e s t 
s u b s id y  is to  lo ca l B B C  o u tle ts , w ith  lic e n c e  fe e  m o n e y  k illing  
o ff  lo ca l c o m m e rc ia l m e d ia . T h is  n e e d s  u rg e n t a tte n tio n .
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8. M y  u n a s h a m e d  v ie w  is th a t th e  "e th ic s "  o f m o s t jo u rn a lis ts  - 
th e  m o tiv e s  a n d  o p e ra tiv e  p ro c e d u re s  by w h ic h  th e y  w o rk  - 
a re  a s  g o o d  a s  th o s e  o f  m o s t p ro fe s s io n a ls  if o n ly  b e c a u s e  
th e y  a re  p e rp e tu a lly  a t te s t. J o u rn a lis ts  w o rk  u n d e r in te n s e  
p re s s u re  o f tim e . T h e y  sh o u ld  no  m o re  be  ju d g e d  by th e ir  
w o rs t c a s e s  th a n  la w ye rs , d o c to rs , M P s  o r b a n ke rs . If 
jo u rn a lis ts  g e t s o m e th in g  w ro n g  th e y  a re  u s u a lly  c a lle d  to  
s w if t a c c o u n t. F e w  d e lib e ra te ly  w r ite  lies. F e w  n e w s p a p e rs  
d e lib e ra te ly  p u b lish  th e m . T h e  g o a l o f d is c lo s in g  w ro n g d o in g  
in th e  in te re s t o f p u b lic  d e b a te  is v iv id ly  b e fo re  e v e ry  e d ito r 's  
eyes .

9. J o u rn a lis ts  d o  n o t run  p o litic s , m e re ly  o b s e rv e  th e m . T h e y  
h a ve  o n ly  su ch  "p o w e r"  a s  is a c c o rd e d  th e m  by  p o litic ia n s . 
T h e y  s h o u ld  o b e y  th e  law , a n d  o v e rw h e lm in g ly  do  so . T h e ir  
w o rk  is read  a n d  tru s te d  w h e n  th e y  re v e a l th e  u n e x p e c te d  
and  ra ke  th e  d irt. If th e y  s to p  d o in g  th is , s e c re c y  c o rru p ts  
d e m o c ra c y  a n d  th o s e  in p o w e r b e c o m e  u n a c c o u n ta b le . 
L e a v in g  su ch  w o rk  to  e le c te d  re p re s e n ta tiv e s  n e v e r w o rks , 
a s  J e ffe rs o n  re m a rk e d . I fe e l s tro n g ly  th a t th e y  a re  b e s t le ft 
a lo n e , w a rts  a n d  all.

10. M y  re c o lle c tio n  is th a t, b e fo re  C a lcu tt, fa r  w o rs e  th in g s  
w e re  d o n e  th a n  th e  p re s e n t p h o n e  a n d  e m a il m e s s a g e  
h a ck in g . A c tu a l c o n v e rs a tio n s  w e re  b e in g  ta p p e d  a n d  ta p e d , 
in c lu d in g  o f th e  ro ya l fa m ily . H o s p ita ls  w e re  g a te -c ra s h e d . 
O u tra g e o u s  p h o to g ra p h s  w e re  ta k e n . C h ild re n ’s p r iv a c y  w a s  
a b u s e d . M o s t o f th is  s to p p e d  a fte r  C a lc u tt ’s  c o d e  o f p ra c tice . 
(C o n tra s t A m e r ic a ’s G lo b e  and  N a tio n a l E n q u ire r.)  T h e  
in te rn e t h a s  v a s tly  in c re a s e d  th e  c a p a c ity  fo r  in tru s io n  -  w ith  
g o v e rn m e n t e a g e r ly  jo in in g  in -  b u t I c a n n o t s e e  w h a t ra d ica l 
e x te n s io n  o f  th e  la w  w ill m a ke  m u ch  d iffe re n c e .

11. M u ch  d e b a te  to o k  p la c e  on  C a lc u tt (a n d  e ls e w h e re )  on 
a “ p u b lic  in te re s t” d e fe n c e . L ike  in v a s io n  o f p riva cy , it w a s  
ha rd  to  d e fin e  b e y o n d  s o m e  v a g u e  c o n c e p t o f p u b lic  ta s te . It 
is o n e  th in g  to  k n o w  w h e n  a s to ry  is b la ta n tly  p ru rie n t, 
u s u a lly  to  do  w ith  sex , a n o th e r  to  d ra w  a line  b e tw e e n  
p ru r ie n c e  a n d  w h a t is m e re ly  e m b a rra s s in g  o r  w h a t th e  
in te rn e t h a s  a lre a d y  p u t in th e  p u b lic  d o m a in . P r iv a c y  
lik e w is e  has  m o rp h e d  in to  ru le s  g o v e rn in g  c o p y rig h t, 
tre s p a s s , h a ra s s m e n t a n d  c o n tra c t. I re g a rd  th e  la w  h e re  as  
re a s o n a b ly  so u n d . T h e re  a re  lu rc h e s  o f lun a cy , s u ch  a s  th e  
s u p e r- in ju n c tio n  a ffa ir, b u t th e  s y s te m  s e e m s  to  h a v e  an
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a b ility  to  c o rre c t its e lf m o re  im p re s s iv e ly  th a n  in m o s t o th e r  
co u n tr ie s .

12. M is ta k e s  g e t m a d e , u s u a lly  th e  re s u lt o f  has te . S o m e  
p e o p le  a re  u p s e t a t b e in g  in n e w s p a p e rs , s o m e  s o re ly  so. 
B u t p a p e rs  a re  w o rd s . I am  u n a w a re  o f m a n y  p e o p le  w h o s e  
live s  a re  ru in e d  o r  b o d ie s  w re c k e d  fro m  u n fla tte r in g  p re ss  
c o v e ra g e . C e le b r ity  d o e s  n o t s a c r if ic e  p riva cy , b u t it s o re ly  
q u a lif ie s  it. A s k  p u b lic ity  a g e n ts  h o w  th e y  e x p lo it  it. T h e  
L e v e s o n  in q u iry 's  o b s e s s io n  w ith  c e le b r it ie s ’ p h o n e  
m e s s a g e s  h a s  s e e m e d  to  m e  d is p ro p o rt io n a te . I w o u ld  sa y  
fa r  m o re  d a m a g e  is d o n e  to  th e  p u b lic  in te re s t by  its  
s u s c e p tib ility  to  lo b b y is ts  a n d  g o v e rn m e n t m e n d a c ity .

13. I se e  no  ne ed  fo r  n e w  in s titu tio n s  to  re g u la te  th e  
jo u rn a lis t ic  p ro fe s s io n  -  th o u g h  I a p p re c ia te  th a t a ll 
p ro fe s s io n s  s a y  th a t. W e  h a ve  th is  y e a r  se e n  w h a t h a p p e n s  
w h e n  a fe w  jo u rn a lis ts  o v e rs te p  a m a rk . D og h a s  e a te n  dog  
w ith  a v e n g e a n c e . A  p a p e r h a s  be en  c lo s e d , jo u rn a lis ts  
im p ris o n e d , h a c k in g  e x p o s e d  (ad  n a u s e a m ) and  a m ig h ty  
e m p ire  b ro u g h t low . I ca n  th in k  o f no  p re v io u s  c a s e  o f s e lf
re g u la tio n  so  d ra m a tic a lly  e ffe c tiv e .

14. I w o u ld  t in k e r  w ith  th e  P C C , a s  C a lc u tt d id  w ith  th e  
P re ss  C o u n c il. I w o u ld  n e v e r h a ve  s itt in g  e d ito rs  on  it, and  
w o u ld  d e m a n d  it m a ke  e x  c a th e d ra  ju d g m e n ts . S o m e o n e  
sh o u ld  be  in a p o s it io n  p u b lic ly  to  c a s tig a te  n e w s p a p e rs  th a t 
m is b e h a v e , e ve n  if s a n c tio n  is a b s e n t. A b o v e  a ll, th e  
c o m m is s io n  m u s t h a v e  a c h a irm a n  w ith  sp in e , w h ic h  it has  
n o t had  s in c e  O liv e r  M a c G re g o r. It sh o u ld  be  an  o u ts p o k e n  
c h a m p io n  o f jo u rn a lis t ic  g o o d  b e h a v io u r  and  c r it ic  o f bad . B u t 
it c a n n o t s ta n d  in fo r  th e  la w  o f libe l, co n tra c t, tre s p a s s , 
h a ra s s m e n t, n u is a n c e  o r  b rib e ry . T h e y  a re  p a r lia m e n t’s 
b u s in e ss .

W ith  b e s t w is h e s

S im o n  J e n k in s
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