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Note to inquiry secretary

I h o p e  I h a v e  a n s w e re d  all th e  is s u e s  yo u  ra is ed  in yo u r ietter. T h a n k  you for th e  opp o rtun ity  to  e n te r  a  

su b m iss io n . I h a v e  a n s w e re d  th e  q u e s tio n s  ia rg e iy  in th e  o rd e r you p o s ed  th e m  a ith o u g h , a s  yo u  will 

s e e , I h a v e  g o n e  into a  iot o f  d e ta il on s o m e  o f th e m  an d  e n te re d  o th e r id e as  a n d  th o u g h ts  a s  

a p p ro p r ia te  so  a s  to  k e e p  a  n a rra tiv e  fiow ing .

Y o u rs  s in cere ly .

P h ilip  W e b s te r .
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IN  T H E  M A T T E R  O F  T H E  L E V E S O N  IN Q U IR Y  IN T O  T H E  C U L T U R E , P R A C T IC E S  A N D  
E T H IC S  O F  T H E  P R E S S

W IT N E S S  S T A T E M E N T  O F  

P H IL IP  W E B S T E R

Career history

1 I a m  c u rre n tly  e d ito r o f T h e  T im e s  w e b s ite  (w w w .th e tim e s .c o .u k ) a n d  - w a s  p rev iou s ly  

P olitical E d ito r o f T h e  T im e s .

2  A fte r  tra in ing  a s  a  jo u rn a lis t on th e  E a s te rn  D a ily  P re ss  in N o rfo lk  I jo in ed  T h e  T im e s  in 

1 9 7 3  a s  a  re p o rte r  in th e  H o u s e  o f C o m m o n s  P re ss  G alle ry . A fte r  n early  e ig h t y e a rs  

c o ve rin g  p ro c e e d in g s  in both  H o u s e s  a n d  th e  E u ro p e a n  P a r lia m e n t I jo in e d  th e  

W e s tm in s te r  L o b b y  a s  P o litica l R e p o rte r  in 1 9 8 1 . I w a s  p ro m o ted  to C h ie f P o litical 

C o rre s p o n d e n t in 1 9 8 6  a n d  b e c a m e  P o litica l E d ito r in 19 9 3 , a  jo b  I held  until 2 0 1 0 . A fte r  3 7  

y e a rs  a t  W e s tm in s te r  I s w itch ed  to  m y c u rre n t ro le  a fte r  the 2 0 1 0  G e n e ra l E lec tio n . J a m e s  

H a rd in g , w h o  h as  a p p e a re d  b e fo re  th e  Inquiry, is th e  e ig h th  T im e s  E d ito r u n d e r w h o m  I 

h a v e  w o rk e d .

The relationship between politicians and the press

3  It s e e m s  to  m e  a fte r  n early  4 0  y e a rs  w o rk in g  fo r  T h e  T im e s  th a t th e  re la tion sh ip  b e tw e e n  

p o litic ians  an d  th e  p re s s  h a s  a lw a y s  b een  o n e  o f m u tu a l d e p e n d e n c y , m istrust, susp ic ion  

an d  o c c a s io n a l b itte rn ess , a n d  it p ro b a b ly  a lw a y s  will be. P o litic ian s  n e e d  th e  m e d ia  to  

s p re a d  th e  w ord  a b o u t th e ir  ac tiv ities; th e  m e d ia  n e e d  p o litic ian s  to  sa tis fy  th e ir  re a d e rs ’ 

in te re s t in th e  issu es  o f th e  day. But in th o s e  fo u r d e c a d e s  th e  e m b ra c e  into w h ich  both  

s id e s  a r e  locked  h as  b e c o m e  fa r  m o re  co n fro n ta tio n a l a n d  th e  d e fe re n c e  th a t o n c e  

c h a ra c te r is e d  th e  jo u rn a lis t’s a ttitu d e  to w a rd s  s e n io r po litic ians h as  g o n e  co m p le te ly .

4  D u rin g  th o s e  d e c a d e s  I h a v e  o b s e rv e d  th e  v irtua l d is in teg ra tio n  o f th e  o ld -s ty le  L ob b y  

s y s te m  w h ich  o n c e  in v o lve d  c o m p le te ly  n o n -a ttr ib u ta b le  b rie fing s  tw ic e  a  d a y  by D o w n in g  

S tre e t fo r a  s e le c t b a n d  o f political c o rre s p o n d e n ts , an d  all m a n n e r  o f m y s te rio u s  briefings  

by se n io r m in is ters . L e a d e rs  o f th e  O p p o s itio n  a n d  o th e r figu res . T h e  m ystiq u e  th a t o n c e  

s u rro u n d e d  th e  s y s te m  p layed  into  th e  h an d s  o f th e  G o v e rn m e n t o f th e  day, w h ich  w a s  

a b le  to contro l th e  o u tflo w  o f new s. It a ls o  su ited  th e  la z ie r jo u rn a lis ts  w h o  h ad  a  re a d y ­

m a d e  s o u rc e  o f n e w s  w ith  w h ich  th e y  cou ld  sa tis fy  th e ir n e w s ro o m s  an d  a  s e t o f 

co n fid en tia lity  ru les  w h ich  e n a b le d  th e m  to h ide th e  fa c t th a t th e y  h ad  not had  to w o rk  too  

hard  fo r th e ir  stories .

5  A s  a  yo u n g  p a rlia m e n ta ry  jo u rn a lis t I a s p ire d  to g e t  into th e  m u c h -re v e re d  L ob b y  b e c a u s e  

th a t w a s  c le a rly  th e  w a y  fo rw ard . But I n e v e r  en jo y ed  th e  ins titu tionalised  se c re c y
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su rrou n d in g  it an d  sh ed  no te a rs  w h e n  th e  s y s te m  b e c a m e  m o re  tra n s p a re n t fro m  th e  en d  

o f th e  1 9 8 0 s , th ro u g h  th e  1 9 9 0 s  to a po in t w h e re  th e re  h a s  e v e n  b een  s e rio u s  ta lk  o f  

te lev is ing  D o w n in g  S tre e t  b riefings. T h e s e  e v e n ts  c a n  b e  e x tre m e ly  m u n d a n e  an d  boring  

an d  w o u ld  b e  u n like ly  to in te re s t v ie w e rs  fo r long.

6  B ut th e  a rriv a l o f th e  2 4  h ou r n e w s  cy c le  a n d  th e  g ro w th  o f d ig ita l ro u n d -th e -c lo c k  

jo u rn a lis m  h a s  h e lp e d  to b re a k  dow n  th e  n e a r -M a s o n ic  s ty le  b a rrie rs  th a t o n c e  e x is ted .

7 O f  c o u rse  p o litic ians still like  to  ta lk  u n a ttrib u tab ly  an d  s o m e tim e s  g o  th ro ug h  co n to rtio n s  to  

do so. T h e  re p o rts  b a c k  fro m  Tokyo  re ce n tly  su g g e s tin g  th a t so u rce s  c lo s e  to D a v id  

C a m e ro n  b e lie v e d  h e  w a s  re la x e d  a b o u t p u b lish in g  his ta x  re tu rn s  e m a n a te d , I a s s u m e , 

from  th e  m o u th  o f M r  C a m e ro n  h im se lf. B u t all b ra n c h e s  o f jo u rn a lis m  -  sport, b u s in e s s  

inc lu d ed  - h a v e  th e ir o w n  “lobby" s y s te m s , w ith  s o u rc e s  re ve a lin g , lea k in g , issuing  

in fo rm ation  in a n  u n a ttr ib u ta b le  w ay . T h is  will a lw a y s  b e  th e  c a s e , a n d  o ften  th e  d e e p e r  

ins ights into  w h a t  p o litic ians , b u s in e s s  ch ie fs  o r e v e n  b a n k e rs  a re  th inking  a b o u t w ou ld  n o t 

h ap p e n  in a n y  o th e r w ay.

8  T h e  o n s e t o f a  m o re  co n fid e n t co n fro n ta tio n a l p re s s  has led  to  a  g e n e ra l d e te r io ra tio n  in 

re la tio n s  b e tw e e n  m e d ia  a n d  politic ians. P o litic ian s  o v e r th e  last tw o  d e c a d e s  a t lea s t 

h a v e  te n d e d  to b la m e  th e  p re s s  fo r low ering  th e  s ta n d in g  in w h ich  th e y  an d  P a r lia m e n t a re  

h e ld . T h is  b e c a m e  p articu la rly  a p p a re n t  during  th e  1 9 9 2 -9 7  P a r lia m e n t w h e n  th e  outgoing  

C o n s e rv a tiv e  g o v e rn m e n t w a s  b e s e t b y  a  s e r ie s  o f “s le a z e ” sc a n d a ls  an d  Jo h n  M ajo r, w h o  

had  goo d  re la tio n s  w ith  th e  p re s s  b e fo re  g e ttin g  to N u m b e r  10, b e c a m e  v is ib ly  m o re  an d  

m o re  d is illus io n ed  w ith  it. E ve n  T o n y  Blair, w h o  as s id u o u s ly  co u rted  th e  m e d ia , m a d e  

critic ism  o f th e  p res s  a  to p ic  fo r o n e  o f his last s p e e c h e s  a s  p rim e  m inister.

9 P o litic ian s  h a v e  c o m p la in e d  th a t th e  p res s  is fa r  m o re  in te res ted  in ex p o s in g  th e ir  

sh o rtco m in g s  th an  w riting  a b o u t th e  good  th in g s  th e y  h a v e  d o n e . O n e  fa c to r th e y  o ften  cite  

is th e  lack  o f reporting  th e s e  d a y s  o f w h a t  g o e s  on in th e  p a rlia m e n ta ry  c h a m b e rs , a  

co m p la in t th a t it is im p o s s ib le  to d isp u te . W h e n  I jo in e d  T h e  T im e s  w e  had  a  p a rlia m e n ta ry  

s ta ff o f 12, fo u r tim e s  th e  s iz e  o f th e  L ob b y  te a m , a n d  re p o rte d  both H o u s e s  until 

a d jo u rn m e n t e a c h  n ig h t o r e a r ly  m orn ing . N ow , in c o m m o n  w ith  o th e r p a p e rs , th e re  a re  no  

re p o rte rs  p u re ly  a s s ig n e d  to  th a t ro le. T h e  w orld  re a lly  h as  m o ve d  on.

1 0  T h e  o th e r fa c to r  -  linked  to  th e  a b o v e  -  th a t has  a n g e re d  politic ians has  b e e n  th e  w a y  th at 

g ra d u a lly  th e  m e d ia  a p p e a r  to h a v e  ta k e n  on th e  ro le  o f th e  e le c te d  politic ians. W h e re  

o n c e  th e  H o u s e  o f C o m m o n s  d o m in a te d , n o w  it is th e  in te rv ie w  o r d e b a te  on th e  T od ay  

p ro g ra m m e  o r N e w s n ig h t th a t w ill h a v e  m o re  in flu e n c e  on e v en ts .

11  W h ile  I w e lc o m e d  th e  d e a th  o f d e fe re n c e  to w a rd s  p o litic ians I h ave  been  less  c o m fo rta b le  

w ith  th e  d im inu tion  o f re s p e c t fo r th e m . T h e  p e rs o n a l tre a tm e n t o f fig u re s  such  a s  N eil 

K innock , Jo h n  M a jo r an d , p articu la rly  to w a rd s  th e  en d  o f  his p rem ie rs h ip , G o rd o n  B row n  

h a s  s o m e tim e s  s e e m e d  out o f order. W h e n  e v e n  th e  B B C  a s k e d  M r B row n  w h e th e r  he  

w a s  on a n ti-d e p re s s a n ts , an  id e a  fo r w h ich  th e re  w a s  no e v id e n c e  a t  all, m a n y  jo u rn a lis ts  

fe lt a  s e n s e  o f e m b a rra s s m e n t. L ike it o r not M r B row n  led th e  d e m o c ra tic a lly  e le c te d  

g o v e rn m e n t o f th e  co u n try  a n d  tre a tin g  him  w ith  such  d isda in  w a s  trea tin g  th e  d e m o c ra tic  

p ro c e s s  w ith  d is re s p e c t a s  w e ll.

12 I b e lie v e  th a t o vera ll th e  g ro w in g  c o n fid e n c e  a n d  s trength  o f a  fre e  p res s  in hold ing  

politic ians to  a c c o u n t h as  b e e n  b en e fic ia l to th e  p ub lic  in teres t, but th e  p o w e r o f th e  press  

itse lf h as  to b e  ca re fu lly  sc ru tin ised .
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1 3  T h e  e x p o s u re  o f th e  w ro n g d o in g  o f M P s  in th e  e x p e n s e s  s c a n d a l tu rn ed  o u t to be a  

trium ph  fo r th e  fre e  p res s . It w a s  c le a rly  in th e  pub lic  in te res t th a t th e s e  d e ta ils  should  

c o m e  to light, e v e n  if it w a s  th e  fina l p ro o f in th e  m inds o f m a n y  M P s  th a t th e  p ress w e re  

o ut to  g e t th e m . T h e  re c e n t S u n d a y  T im e s  sto ry  a b o u t th e  C o n s e rv a tiv e  tre a s u re r  

p ro m is ing  a c c e s s  to  th e  P r im e  M in is te r in re turn  fo r political d o n a tio n s  w a s  c le arly  in th e  

pub lic  in te re s t e v e n  th o u g h  it invo lved  th e  im p e rs o n a tio n  o f p o tentia l d o n o rs  by repo rte rs . 

T h is  c a m e  a t a  t im e  w h e n  th e  h ack in g  re v e la tio n s  a n d  th e  v e ry  e x is te n c e  o f th is  inqu iry  h as  

c a lle d  into d o u b t th e  u s e  o f such  te c h n iq u e s . Inq u iries  by th e  p res s  h a v e  re su lte d  in m a n y  

m in is teria l re s ig n a tio n s  o v e r th e  y e a rs , m o s t but not all o f w h ich  w e re  v in d ica ted  by  

s u b s e q u e n t e v e n ts . T h e  re s ig n a tio n  o f th e  fo rm e r  C o n s e rv a tiv e  D e fe n c e  S e c re ta ry  c a m e  

a fte r  p e rs is ten t w o rk  by th e  p ress  re v e a le d  his u n w ise  links w ith  a  d e fe n c e  lobbyist.

Extent of politicians’ willingness to constrain the media

1 4  T h e  politic ians will h a v e  th e ir  v ie w  o f th is  but th e  m e d ia  is pow erfu l an d  it is not u n n a tu ra l 

fo r ind iv idu a l p o litic ians  -  a n y  m o re  th an  a n y  o th e r p ro fess ion  -  to s e e k  to c re a te  a  good  

im p res s io n  in th e  m e d ia . W h e th e r  th a t h as  d is s u a d e d  g o v e rn m e n ts  from  tak in g  ac tio n  

a g a in s t th e  m e d ia  on is s u e s  su ch  a s  re g u la tio n , p rivacy a n d  c o n d u c t is fo r th e m  to an s w e r. 

C e rta in ly  a t th e  b a c k b e n c h  leve l th e re  h a s  b e e n  no  re lu c ta n c e  in re c e n t y e a rs  to  b e c o m e  

invo lved  in m e d ia  issues: th e  C u ltu re  C o m m itte e 's  inquiry re  hack ing  w a s  s e t up quickly. 

T h e  p res s  b e n e fits  fro m  a  ro b u s t re la tio n sh ip  w ith  th e  political w orld  an d  sh o u ld  b e  w a ry  o f  

o v e rt a tte m p ts  to  curry  fa v o u r from  a n y  q u a rte r. T h e  p ress  has  a n  ob liga tio n  to repo rt fa irly  

a n d  a c c u ra te ly  an d  not be s w a y e d  by a p p a re n tly  g e n e ro u s  a c ts  (fo r e x a m p le  th e  g ran ting  

o f an  in te rv ie w ).

Links between individual politicians and senior journaiists

1 5  A s  P o litica l E d ito r I had  re g u la r  m e e tin g s  w ith  se n io r po litic ians o f all p arties . T h e s e  to ok  

th e  fo rm  o f in te rv ie w s , lu n c h e s  o r d in n e rs  (u s u a lly  a lo n g  w ith  a n o th e r c o lle a g u e  from  a  

n e w s p a p e r  or b ro a d c a s tin g  o u tle t), b rie fings, or d rinks p arties  th row n  by th e  m in is ter's  

d e p a rtm e n t. T h e re  w o u ld  a ls o  b e  re g u la r c o n ta c t w ith  th e m  in th e  M e m b e rs ' Lobby o f th e  

C o m m o n s .

1 6  D u rin g  th e  L a b o u r y e a rs  I in te rv ie w e d  th e  C h a n c e llo r  s e v e ra l tim es  a  year, an d  th e  P rim e  

M in is te r o n c e  o r tw ic e  a  ye ar. A p a r t  fro m  th a t th e re  w ou ld  b e  fa irly re g u la r  o p p o rtu n itie s  to  

s e e  th e m  a t D o w n in g  S tre e t  re c e p tio n s . O c c a s io n a lly  th e y  w ou ld  a ls o  b e  inv ited  to T h e  

T im e s  h e a d q u a rte rs  fo r lu n c h e s  w ith  th e  E d ito r a n d  le a d e r w rite rs  an d  I w o u ld  o ften  a tte n d  

th o s e .

1 7  T h e  jo u rn a lis t a lw a y s , w ith o u t e x c e p tio n , paid  fo r th e  lun ch es  an d  d in n ers  w ith  po litic ians  

so  a s  to fe e l no o b lig a tio n  a t  all to  th e m . T h e  h o p e  o f the jo u rn a lis t a t  th o s e  o ff-th e -re c o rd  

lu n c h e s  o r d in n e rs  w a s  th a t th e y  w o u ld  p ro d u c e  tips, lines  o f inquiry, s tra igh tfo rw ard  

"drops" th a t w o u ld  lea d  to s to ries  in th e  p ap er. T h a t  w ish  w a s  not a lw a y s  fu lfilled but m ost 

m in is te rs  w o u ld  c o m e  a lo n g  in tend ing  to land so m e th in g  u sab le  into th e  co n ve rsa tio n .

1 8  T h e s e  e x c h a n g e s  w e re  a  tw o -w a y  ben efit. M in is te rs  an d  s e n io r O p p o s itio n  figures  

o bv io u s ly  fe lt it w o u ld  do  th e m  no h a rm  to lunch, say, w ith  th e  political ed ito rs  o f T h e  T im e s  

an d  C h a n n e l 4  N e w s . T h e y  used  th e  o c c a s io n s  to  p ro m o te  th e m s e lv e s  an d  p articu lar  

p o lic ies  th e y  w e re  pursu ing  a t th e  tim e . Id e a s  w e re  floa ted , o ften  w ell b e fo re  th ey  had  

re a c h e d  C a b in e t  level; s o m e  w e re  not a v e rs e  to  telling  u s  th e  jo b  th e y  w a n te d  in th e  n ex t
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resh u ffle . G iv e n  th e  p riv ileged  n a tu re  o f th e  c o n v e rs a tio n  it w a s  not u n k n o w n  for th e m  to  

do dow n  th e  re p u ta tio n  o f c o lle a g u e s  a s  w e ll a s  o p p o n e n ts .

1 9  F o r  us it w a s  a w a y  o f getting  to  k n o w  th e m  better, m ak in g  it e a s ie r  fo r us to  ca ll th e m  a t a  

w e e k e n d  if n ece ss ary , an d  o f c o u rs e  it p ro v ided  us w ith  in fo rm ation . P o litical 

c o rre s p o n d e n ts  w ou ld  a ls o  g e t goo d  a c c e s s  to p rim e  m in is te rs  on th e ir  o v e rs e a s  trips, 

u su a lly  tra ve llin g  on th e  s a m e  a irc ra ft, an d  ta lk in g  to th e m  a t re g u la r  in te rva ls  during  th e  

trave ls . It m e a n t in e v itab ly  th a t w e  c a m e  to  k n o w  su ch  p e o p le  on firs t-n a m e  te rm s . But 

th a t a p p a re n t co s in e s s  w a s  no  m o re  th an  p o lite n e s s . M o s t p o litic ians  u n d ers to o d  th a t th e  

jo u rn a lis ts  w ith  w h o m  th e y  had  o n c e  lun ch ed  co n v iv ia lly  m ig h t w e ll b e  w riting  o r ta lk in g  

a b o u t th e ir  d e m is e  s o m e tim e  soon .

2 0  T h e  o th e r o p p o rtu n ity  fo r m e e tin g  se n io r p o litic ian s  w a s  during  th e  party  c o n fe re n c e  

s e a s o n . O n  th e s e  o c c a s io n s  w e  w e re  jo in ed  by s e n io r  ed ito rs  an d  o ften  se n io r e x e c u tiv e s  

inc lud ing  L es  H in ton , R e b e k a h  B.rooks an d  J a m e s  M u rd och  fro m  N e w s  In te rn a tio n a l tak ing  

th e ir o p p o rtu n ity  to g e t to  k n o w  o u r le a d e rs . A s  political e d ito r it fe ll to  m e  to  s e t u p  

b re a k fa s ts , lun ch es , a n d  d in n e rs  w ith  e v e r  g ro w in g  g ro u p s  from  h e a d  o ffice  an d  th e  

politic ians a n d  th e ir e n to u ra g e s . T h e s e  w e re  p le a s a n t socia l o c c a s io n s  but w ith  th e  

politic ians on  th e ir g u a rd  b e c a u s e  th e y  w e re  in th e  p re s e n c e  o f jo u rn a lis ts  w h o m  th e y  did  

not k n o w  th e y  w e re  fa r  less  likely  to  p ro d u ce  “n e w s ” than th e  o n e -o n -o n e  o r tw o -o n -o n e  

g a th e rin g s .

2 1  T h e re  w o u ld  a ls o  b e  T im e s  an d  N e w s  In te rn a tio n a l re ce p tio n s  a t th e s e  e v e n ts  w h e re  th e  

high q u a lity  c h a m p a g n e  a n d  la te -n ig h t baco n  s a n d w ic h e s  w e re  a n  a d d e d  a ttrac tio n . T h e  

o th e r o cc a s io n  fo r m e e tin g  p o litic ians  w o u ld  b e  R u p e rt M u rd o c h ’s a n n u a l s u m m e r party, 

a lw a y s  a t  a  d e s ira b le  location  in London .

2 2  A s  a  s e n io r jo u rn a lis t I w o u ld  m e e t M r  M u rd o c h  o c c a s io n a lly  on his v is its  to Lon d on  to  ta lk  

a b o u t politics a n d  politic ians , but p ro b a b ly  les s  th a n  a d o z e n  tim e s  during  m y w h o le  3 0  

y e a rs  in th e  Lobby. A lth o u g h  M r M u rd o c h  is a m a n  o f strong  v iew s , I w a s  never, u n d e r a n y  

o f th e  ed ito rs  w ith  w h o m  1 w o rk e d , a s k e d  to  w rite  a  story in a  w a y  th a t it w a s  fe lt w ou ld  

p le a s e  th e  p roprie tor. A s  fa r  a s  I k n o w  th e  s a m e  w a s  tru e  o f lead in g  a rtic les  ca rrie d  by th e  

paper. D uring  a ll th o s e  y e a rs  I n e v e r had  o n e  le tte r o f  critic ism  -  o r ind eed  co n g ra tu la tio n  

~  fro m  M r  M u rd o c h  fo r a n y th in g  I h ad  w ritten  in th e  paper.

2 3  T h e  T im e s  has  a  s p re a d  o f re a d e rs  from  all p a rts  o f th e  political s p e c tru m . I reca ll s o m e  

polling fro m  a fe w  y e a rs  a g o  th a t had  th e  sp lit rough ly  4 0 :3 0 :3 0  b e tw e e n  th e  m a in  parties . 

Its re a d e rs  look to th e  P o litical E d ito r fo r  fa ir  an d  im p artia l c o v e ra g e . If th e re  w a s  a n y  

su g g e s tio n  th a t h e  o r sh e  w a s  su s c e p tib le  to  p ers u a s io n  fro m  a n y  q u a rte r  to  ta k e  a  

p articu la r lin e{le ft o r right, fo r e x a m p le )  on a  s to ry  h e  or s h e  w ou ld  be u n a b le  to do  th e  jo b  

p ro p erly  a n d  w o u ld  not last long . T h e  re a d e rs  e x p e c t th e  h ig h e s t s ta n d ard  o f th e  P o litica l 

E d ito r o f T h e  T im e s  a n d  all h o ld ers  o f th e  jo b  a re  a w a re  o f th e ir respons ib ility  to  m e e t th a t  

e x p e c ta tio n .

2 4  T h e  v e ry  n a tu re  o f th e  W e s tm in s te r  V illa g e  in e v ita b ly  m e a n t th a t fr ien d sh ip s  o c c a s io n a lly  

d e v e lo p e d  b e tw e e n  jo u rn a lis t a n d  politic ian. In m a n y  c a s e s  th e  politic ian  a n d  th e  jo u rn a lis t  

w e re  a t u n ive rs ity  o r sc h o o l to g e th e r so  th e  link a lre a d y  e x is te d . I h a v e  good  friends in all 

th re e  m a in  p arties . In m y c a s e  m o s t o f th o s e  d e v e lo p e d  from  sporting  links, th rough  

p lay ing  in th e  P a r lia m e n ta ry  G o lf  S ociety , an d  sk ippering  th e  p res s  footba ll an d  c ric ke t  

te a m s  fo r s o m e  3 0  y e a rs  in m a tc h e s  a g a in s t th e  politic ians. T h is , a g a in , m a y  g ive  th e  

im p res s io n  o f co s in e s s  to th e  o u ts id e  w orld . B u t it w ou ld  be a  ve ry  n a iv e  politic ian  ind eed  

w h o  fe lt th a t fr ien d sh ip  w ith  a  jo u rn a lis t w o u ld  p ro tect him  o r h e r in th e  e v e n t o f th e m
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b e c o m in g  invo lved  in a n y  s c a n d a l, w ro n g d o in g , o r political e m b a rra s s m e n t. A n d  

jo u rn a lis ts  w ou ld  b e  v e ry  n a iv e  if th e y  d id  not k n o w  th a t s o m e  politic ians w o u ld  q u ite  

h ap p ily  tell th e ir ed ito rs  if th e y  w e re  u n h a p p y  w ith  th e  w a y  th ey  h ad  b e e n  tre a te d  on s o m e  

sto ries . A s  I’v e  m e n tio n e d  a b o v e  W e s tm in s te r  can  b e  a  crue l p lace , w h e re  political 

re p u ta tio n s  rise a n d  fa ll w ith  a la rm in g  rapidity.

Selectivity between titles

25 P o litic ian s  an d  th e ir  m e d ia  a d v is e rs  w e re  a lw a y s  in m y e x p e rie n c e  c a re fu l to s e le c t th e ir  

“m a rk e t” fo r a  sto ry  th a t th e y  w a n te d  ou t in th e  p ub lic  d o m a in . A  L a b o u r po litic ian  w ith  a  

goo d  in te rn a l L a b o u r s to ry  to  tell w o u ld  kn o ck  on th e  d o o r o f th e  G u a rd ia n  o r th e  M irror. 

But a  L a b o u r po litic ian  w ith  a  s to ry  th a t m ig h t a p p e a l to a  w id e r a u d ie n c e  m ig h t w e ll go  to 

a n  "u n friend ly” s ta b le  su ch  a s  th e  M ail.

26 O n e  running  s o re  fo r po litica l c o rre s p o n d e n ts  is th e  percep tion  o f s to ries  b e ing  “g iven" to 

fa v o u re d  titles. I w a tc h  it fro m  a fa r  n o w  but it is q u ite  o b v io u s  to  m e  th a t in re c e n t w e e k s , 

a s  th e  G o v e rn m e n t h as  ta k e n  a  kn o c k  in th e  polls, D o w n in g  S tre e t or ind iv idu a l m in is ters  

h a v e  flo a ted  a  n u m b e r  o f s to ries  w ith  th e ir  trad ition a l su p po rte rs  a t  th e  M a il a n d  T e le g ra p h . 

T h e s e  h a v e  ta k e n  th e  fo rm  o f in te rv ie w s  o r a d v a n c e  notice  o f u pcom in g  a n n o u n c e m e n ts . I 

a n d  c o lle a g u e s  a t  T h e  S u n  w e re  th e  ta rg e t o f  s o m e  en vy  during  th e  e a rly  L a b o u r te rm s  

w h e n  it a p p e a re d  w e  w e re  g e ttin g  m o re  th an  o u r fa ir s h a re  o f stories .

Has political journalism moved from reporting to seeking to influence political 
events?

27 It w a s  a  c o m m o n  c la im  a fte r  L a b o u r's  lan d s lid e  o f 1 9 9 7  th a t th e  w e a k n e s s  o f th e  

C o n s e rv a tiv e s  m e a n t th a t th e  m e d ia  h ad  b e c o m e  the on ly  e ffe c tiv e  opp o s itio n  to  th e  

G o v e rn m e n t an d  h ad  th e re fo re  ta k e n  th e  O p p o s itio n ’s ro le. It ce rta in ly  fe lt a  bit like th a t a t 

th e  tim e . W h ile  Tony B la ir ’s fa ilu re  to  ta k e  B rita in  into th e  eu ro  w a s  m o re  dow n  to  th e  

o pposition  o f G o rd o n  B row n  th a n  a n y th in g  e ls e , th e re  is little d o u b t but th a t the  

p ro n o u n c e d  eu ro  s c e p tic is m  o f p a p e rs  such  as  th e  S un, T e le g ra p h , M a il an d  e v e n  T h e  

T im e s  h as  h ad  a d e e p  im p a c t on pub lic  o p in io n  an d  p re v e n te d  an y  th o u g h t o f m o re  

E u ro p e a n  in tegra tion .

28 U -tu rn s , p as t an d  p re s e n t, fro m  th e  dropp ing  o f th e  poll ta x  during  th e  C o n s e rv a tiv e  ye ars , 

to a n y  n u m b e r u n d e r L a b o u r a n d  n o w  a g a in  u n d e r th e  C o n s e rv a tiv e s , inc lud ing  th e  re ce n t  

o n e s  on e -m a il s u rv e illa n c e  an d  s e c re t trials, h a v e  been  fo rce d  on th e  G o v e rn m e n t by 

m e d ia  p re s s u re  an d  c a m p a ig n s . T h e  T im e s  w ou ld  c la im  th a t th e  re c e n t g o v e rn m e n t m o v e s  

to  m a k e  ad o ptio n  e a s ie r  h as  b e e n  th e  re su lt o f its o w n  ca m p a ig n .

29 A s  m y fo rm e r c o lle a g u e  P e te r  R id d e ll po in ted  ou t in a re c e n t book, the p o litic ians ’ b a ttle  to 

h a v e  d e b a te  on th e ir  ow n  te rm s  w a s  lost in th e  1 9 5 0 s  w ith  th e  a b a n d o n m e n t o f the  

w a rtim e  ru le  th a t s to p p e d  rad io  a n d  te lev is io n  issues  th a t w e re  d u e  to c o m e  b efo re  

P a r lia m e n t in th e  n e x t fo rtn ight. S in c e  th en  a s  th e  m e d ia  h as  b e c o m e  s tro n g er an d  m o re  

a g g re s s iv e  it h a s  o ften  w a n te d  to s e t th e  te rm s  o f d e b a te  itself.

30 W e  h a v e  o b s e rv e d  th e  rise  o f th e  c o m m e n ta r ia t. W h e re  4 0  y e a rs  a g o  th e re  used  to b e  only  

a  h a n d fu l o f  c o m m e n ta to rs  on n e w s p a p e rs , n ow  all o f th em  h ave  a  long list o f th e m . T h e y  

h a v e  to b e  a c c o m m o d a te d  a n d  h a v e  ta k e n  s o m e  o f the s p a c e  th a t w a s  o ccu p ie d  pure ly  by  

n e w s  an d  in fo rm ation .
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31 The sackings of ministers from the Profumo scandal to the present day have often been at 
the behest of the media and against the initial wishes of the Prime Minister of the day. This 
has undoubtedly resulted in some injustices. The second dismissal by Tony Blair of Peter 
Mandelson back in 2001 appeared designed to forestall a media storm if he stayed on. The 
removal of Charles Clarke as Home Secretary under Blair seemed similarly media driven. 
Several Conservative ministers who quit during the “back to basics” saga in the 1990s 
were forced out despite attempts by John Major to keep them.

Relationships between senior politicians and senior press executives

32 It is clearly in the public interest for political editors, editors of national newspapers, and 
even non-editorial senior executives to meet and share views on the state of the nation. It 
is part of a natural discourse in which politicians can explain their mission, what they are 
trying to achieve and their ultimate goals, and newspapers can put their case as well, 
explaining to ministers why they are taking their chosen line on a variety of subjects. One 
of the attractions of working for The Times is that it is not bound to any one party, having 
supported both the main parties at recent elections. Within the comment side of the paper 
there is a broad sweep of opinion with writers who represent all shades of political views.

33 Newspapers should and do make their judgment on which party to endorse at a general 
election on their views of the policies put forward at that time, and on the quality of the 
competing potential ministerial teams in front of them. It is nothing new for newspaper 
proprietors, whose motives in buying their papers has always been seen as power rather 
than making money, to try to influence events. Beaverbrook's attempt to oust Stanley 
Baldwin in 1931 brought the famous riposte from Baldwin that he was seeking power 
without responsibility -  “the prerogative of the harlot through the ages."

34 But the wooing by New Labour for the support of the Murdoch empire in the run-up to 1997 
has been explained by Mr Blair himself. He and his communications chief Alastair 
Campbell both believed that the opposition of The Sun in particular had led to Neil 
Kinnock's defeat in 1992. The polls suggest that Sun readers had shifted long before then. 
It is also likely also that Sun readers had shifted well away from Gordon Brown before that 
newspaper opted for Mr Cameron in the autumn of 2009.

35 Personally, I regarded the spectacle of party leaders feeling obliged to make friends with 
newspaper chiefs with whom they probably had little in common as rather demeaning, as 
well as unnecessary. Gordon Brown's Commons onslaught against News International in 
the wake of the hacking revelations was clearly driven by his anger at the way he was 
dropped by the Sun in the middle of the 2009 party conference, and his erroneous belief 
that he would get the backing of News International when the time came.

36 The events of the last 12 months, leading to the resignation of Andy Coulson, whom Mr 
Cameron had employed as communications chief, and Rebekah Brooks, with whom Mr 
Cameron’s family had become friendly, has clearly been a massive embarrassment to 
politicians. Mr Cameron and Ed Miliband, speaking about the Blair and Brown 
premierships, have admitted that the relationship between press and politicians got too 
close.

37 In my view it would not make sense to end such contacts because of the current furore and 
I see no sign of that happening. But clearly all future contacts -  by that I mean telephone 
calls as well as meetings - between Prime Ministers, Chancellors other key ministers and 
newspaper and broadcasting chiefs should be put on the public record. It would also make
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sense in the interests of transparency for any issues discussed that couid have a 
commerciai impact on the newspaper or broadcaster to be recorded as weli.

38 in my view a reiationship between senior politicians and the media is in the pubiic interest. 
Regular contact between politicians and the press, whether through press conferences or 
briefings, can only help public understanding of what the Government is doing. Contact 
can also act as a sounding board for both sides on policies that are about to be unveiled. 
Understanding by the media of the policy should help the elected government get it across 
to the public. If it is flawed the media will not be slow to point that out. The only risk I can 
see from such relationships is if they become too close and decisions are taken in the 
interests of one side or the other and not for the public good.

39 It would be hypocritical not to acknowledge that of course the press benefits from the 
attention of politicians. Regular formal and informal chats with politicians bring us stories 
and information to store away to build up stories later on. The politicians themselves 
obviously have to judge how close that relationship should be, and we have seen signs 
recently that perhaps both main leaderships may have felt they got too close.

40 I see little difference between contacts between senior government figures and opposition 
figures in this context. It is perfectly legitimate for the press to meet with, get to know, and 
understand the policies being put forward by the next potential government.

General election

41 Broadcasters are obviously guided by their own rules of neutrality and impartiality at 
election time. From the written press’s point of view it is incumbent on them to ensure that 
their readers are given full opportunities to read the prospectuses being put forward by the 
competing parties at the coming poll. During my time as political editor and since The 
Times paid particular attention to displaying balance between the parties, always 
interviewing all the main party leaders and giving the fullest possible coverage to their 
manifesto launches. The relationship does change somewhat at this time as the parties 
make their last attempts at securing the endorsements of the “weathervane" papers who 
leave their decisions till late in the campaign. The public interest would not be served by a 
party making a rash promise in order to secure the backing of a particular paper.

Regulating the relationship between politicians and the press

42 I would be opposed to any formal regulation of relationships between politicians and the 
media - other than the changes mentioned in point 37.

43 I think the public interest is best served by a strong, frank, respectful relationship between 
both sides. As mentioned earlier this will take some to recover in the wake of recent 
events, with some politicians seeing the problems that have befallen News International as 
a kind of revenge for the horrors visited upon them by the expenses row.

44 The faith of the public has to be restored in the press after the phone hacking/police 
payments scandal and in politicians after the expenses outrage. It is no consolation to 
either side to know that both groups are held in extremely low esteem by the public at 
large. The public needs to be treated better. People who are mistreated by the press 
should get quick and easy redress and corrections should be published more prominently 
than now. While avoiding statutory regulation, self-regulation of the press should be
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replaced with a new independent regulator with powers to investigate and punish 
wrongdoing by the press.

45 Equally importantly, in my view there needs to be a new defence in law for reporting in the 
public interest. This would require journalists to make a public interest case for 
controversial stories that they are pursuing and publishing but it would also give them a 
valid defence in law for crossing boundaries to expose genuine corruption. As we have 
seen there may be extremely isolated cases where in the public interest even hacking is 
legitimate if it exposes criminality.

Influence of the media on public policy

46 As political editor I had no role in lobbying ministers or opposition spokesmen about public 
policies which might affect the media, and am therefore not best placed to give information 
on this.

Influence of the media on the formuiation and deiivery of government policy

47 I mentioned earlier the impact of Eurosceptic newspapers on public opinion. In their 
meetings with newspaper executives politicians will often hear the full force of their 
arguments. Business ministers will be told that certain regulations are harming them. 
Home secretaries will be totd a newspaper’s view that something should be done, for 
example, about the extradition laws. Sometimes the Government will respond directly to a 
newspaper's campaign on a certain issue, for example The Times’ campaigns on adoption 
or safe cycling.

48 Other times ministers might make populist gestures because they are unhappy with how 
an issue is playing in the press, particularly the tabloids. It would be idle to pretend that 
ministers do not every day worry about the headlines. Newspapers dally run campaigns to 
influence policy but in doing so they contend they are doing no more than reflecting the 
wishes, aspirations and needs of their readers. That claim has to be treated with care; 
letters and e-mails are a better indicator of activism than a true balance of opinion and 
papers can be quite selective about choosing which of their readers' opinions to act on.

49 'Sarah’s Law’, giving parents the right to check the history of people who have regular 
access to their children, is a classic example of a policy emanating directly from a 
newspaper campaign (The Sun).

Influence of the media on public and political appointments

50 As mentioned earlier, over the years, media pressure has been a factor, though not 
necessarily the dominant one, in the resignation or sacking of many politicians. Going back 
to the 1980s Margaret Thatcher eventually and reluctantly accepted the resignation of 
Cecil Parkinson, one of her closest allies, because of the media storm around him. Under 
Labour a succession of ministers were forced out through media pressure. Stephen Byers 
quit as Transport Secretary after Tony Blair tried to keep him. Peter Mandelson's second 
resignation was designed to prevent another storm but appeared harsh in the aftermath. 
Beverley Hughes quit as Labour’s immigration minister over what seemed like an 
innocuous mistake over Eastern Europe visas.
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51 Sir Ian Blair was removed as Metropolitan Police Commissioner after a long press 
campaign which culminated in Boris Johnson, the Mayor, saying he had lost confidence in 
him. Sharon Shoesmith, director of social services in Haringey, was forced out over the 
Baby P case in what seemed at the time a response to the public and press outcry. She 
later won an appeal against her dismissal. Fred Goodwin, former chief of RBS, lost his 
knighthood after a press campaign; similarly Stephen Hester gave up his bonus after a 
media furore.

52 Going back even further, Jeffrey Archer stood down as London mayoral candidate over 
perjury charges (News of the World); Jonathan Aitken was forced from the Cabinet over 
Saudi contacts (The Guardian); Neil Hamilton was defeated by anti-sleaze candidate 
Martin Bell after the cash for questions affair (The Guardian). More recently Baroness 
Uddin was suspended from the Lords for claiming expenses for travelling to an empty 
property in Maidstone while living in the East End (The Sunday Times)

53 The political press has over the years had an impact on the appointment of ministers. As 
mentioned before ministers have lobbied for their own promotions. A common practice in 
my Commons career was for the Government whips to let out the names of the people 
they regarded as the coming stars. Reporters would write them up as tips for the top in 
reshuffle stories. Lo and behold they would often appear in the government list on reshuffle 
day. Similarly civil servants had a big impact on who was promoted and demoted in 
government. The mandarins, far more indiscreet than is generally recognised, would “let 
slip” the names of ministers they felt were performing badly or well in their contacts with 
senior journalists. Soon the word would be out that X really was not up to it. Sometimes the 
prime minister of the day would take note; sometimes he or she would ignore.

Signed ....

Dated
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