
For Distribution to C P s

JOURNALIST RELATIONS WITH POLITICIANS

Classically, the relationship of the politicians and the media is defined as 
one of mutual antagonism moderated by mutual dependency. The press 
wants access to information controlled by political authority; the 

authority wants access to the audience the press variously commands.

Both parties acknowledge, up to a point. Lord Copper, that a democracy 
depends on a free press. Editors and journalists place their emphasis on 
‘securing the first intelligence of the events of the time and instantly, by 
disclosing them, to make them the common property of the nation’[̂ ]. 

Politicians in office place their emphasis on disclosure at a time and 
manner of their choosing - which may be never. The press, in any event, 

has the ‘bikini belief that what is disclosed by politicians may be 

suggestive but what is concealed is vital.

A political party is free to respond to negativity by denying the 

offending newspaper access and favoring its competitors. It may pass 
laws inimical to the journalistic and commercial imperatives of the 
press, or choose not to enforce them in grey areas. The Guardian 
newspaper would not exist today if the Labour Chancellor Denis Healey 
had not agreed to reject a Treasury tax law that would have penalized the

' John Thadeus Delane, Editor of The Times 1841-1877
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Guardian's Scott trust. How far was that decision influenced by the 
friendly attitude of the Guardian in the editing years of Mr. Alastair 
Hetherington? Would BSkyB exist in its present form had Mrs. Thatcher 
not overruled her Home Secretary, so enabling Mr. Rupert Murdoch to 

gain a foothold in broadcasting and compete with the BBC for sports 
licenses? How far did the campaigns against the BBC of Mr. Murdoch, 
father and son, influence the new Prime Minister David Cameron in 

cutting the BBC revenues?

As an editor, my own conflicts with political authority were not sought 
out of any hostility to government, business or the civil service, but 
stemmed from the conviction that the public interest was rarely well 
served by the general bureaucratic tendency to discretion rather than 
disclosure. As we have all been made aware by the hacking scandal, the 
defensive crouch is a posture not unknown in journalism either.

The skeptical habit of mind is a characteristic of both the so-called 

quality press {Times, Sunday Times, Financial Times, Telegraph, 
Guardian, Economist, Observer, Sunday Times), broadcasting (BBC and 
Sky), and the tabloids {Sun, Express, News o f the World that was. Star), 
with the Daily Mail somewhere in between. By and large, the day to day 
relationships of reporter and politician are good. Journalists who betray 
confidences and politicians who deceive pay dearly. Bargains are struck

■ P359 Guardian Years by Alastair Hetherington, Chatto and Windus, London (1981)
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all the time. Journalists are often willing to delay the first intimation of 
a news break in return for an understanding that the restraint will 

be rewarded by a fuller briefing that is denied eompetitors, or an 
exelusive television interview. From the politieians’ side, the 
understanding, typieally implieit, is that news will be presented in a fair, 
even favorable, eontext. Reporters are not normally able to offer any 
further indueements. Editors, on the other hand, have been known to 
ehange a newspaper’s editorial line overnight in deferenee to a politieal 
leader’s sense of national priorities. [ ] Compheating these 
generalizations is the influenee of the proprietor, the relationship of the 
proprietor with politieians, and the working out of different perspeetives 
between proprietor, editor and senior staff engaged in politieal 

diseourse.

The diserepant attitudes of journalism and authority have been 
frequently tested in the law eourts. In the doeuments I eite instanees of 

how exposures of financial fraud, business corruption and political 
scandal have been handicapped and even suppressed by libel, contempt, 
confidence, and, for a time, the Official Secrets Act. In the lecture The 
Half Free Press I argued that British political and legal authorities don’t 
seek to suppress opinions; it’s the facts on which the opinions are based 
that alarm authority and invite censorship. How absurd that the Greek 
government was able to bribe a British MP and keep the secret because a

Hetherington op cit p. 117
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court ruled that this was a commercial confidence! And how could it be 
that for a period during the litigation of the Crossman Diaries it became 
illegal to report any politics at all, or that the origins of the thalidomide 
disaster were held not to be sufficiently “iniquitous” to break a duty of 

confidence owed to the negligent manufacturers?

One has constantly to remember that for all the talk of “the press”, 
newspapers, broadcasters and bloggers, can claim no greater right than 
the right of any other citizen, though sometimes they sound as though 
they do - particularly on the Internet. Cyber communication has as much 

a duty to refrain from malicious libel, hate speech, and the like, as the 
regular press and should be treated accordingly. While the rights of the 
press are no more or less than those of the private citizen, the press is 
equipped to exercise the rights of collection and dissemination on wide 
scale. In the selection (or suppression) of information it is free to 

emphasize the negative or the positive, free to comment and to 

investigate. Great publie benefit may aeerue from a newspaper’s 
persistenee in an investigation. Obvious examples in our time are the 
haeking seandal (The Guardian), the revelations of MPs expenses (Daily 
Telegraph), the thalidomide disaster (The Sunday Times), and from the 
popular press I’d single out The Daily MaiVs determination that the 
killers of Stephen Lawrenee would not get away with murder
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Among the documents, I include observations I made in Spokesman 
Quarterly (Policy through Media, Number 007) on the development of 
investigations from the moribund post wars to the investigative work 
emerging in the mid-sixties. Investigations I instigated from 1961-1981 
at The Northern Echo, The Sunday Times and The Times were by the 
normal procedures of asking questions and seeking documentation.
There was no email and no mobile phones. In the context of hacking 
scandal, however, it is worth noting two occasions when surreptitious 

wireless recordings were approved. This was a very rare occurrence.

We told the Younger committee on privacy that the consent of the editor 
or very senior executive was required for any such activity and approved 
only where it was considered proper. Approval was given for wire 
recording to prove illegal deal-rigging in the antiques industry. The 

paper had good reason to believe dealers conspired not to bid up prices 
in the public auction, and then carried out a private auction among them, 

thereby robbing vendors of the full market value of their antiques.

The Times in 1967 [under Mr. William Rees-Mogg] had prima facie 
evidence of corruption in the Metropolitan police force but the person 
who was willing to give direct oral evidence was a petty criminal. The 
editor judged it ethically questionable and legally risky to rely on him. 
The only way the allegations could be tested was by having 
corroborative evidence. It was impossible to place a reporter in a
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position to hear the relevant diseussions. A wire reeording of the eorrupt 
polieeman in aetion was the only way of obtaining admissible evidenee.

I would have approved, as Mr. Rees-Mogg did.

In my own editing, my rule of thumb in deeiding the ethies of any sueh 

aetivity was always that we must openly deelare how we got the 
information. No sueh prineiple was observed by the haekers employed 
by News International. The very thought that they had to eoneeal what 
they were doing ought to have given pause to someone in the long series 
of erimes that beeame routine. That ethieal atmosphere was eondueive to 
more wrong doing. A eulture of eorruption prevailed. That is not 
neeessarily a eonsequenee of a eoneentration of ownership I question. 

Media groups may be more serupulously eondueted than News 
International. And I well know there are eeonomie benefits in sharing 
resourees and revenues, espeeially during these diffieult days when 
newspaper audienees and revenues faee sueh eompetition from the 

Internet.

Privacy

It has always struek me as bizarre that while exposure of truths 
undeniably in the publie interest have faeed many hurdles, exposure of 
hurtful truths about private lives have had a free run though they rarely 
have any redeeming soeial value. The dynamies of politieal authority 
and the press are well illustrated by the fate of the report by Sir David
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C a lc u t t  o n  p r i v a c y  in  1 9 9 0 . I n  P a r a g r a p h  1 4 .3 8  h e  s a id  th e  p r e s s  s h o u ld  

b e  g iv e n  “ o n e  f in a l  c h a n c e ”  to  d e m o n s t r a t e  th a t  s e l f - r e g u la t io n  c o u ld  

w o r k  -  a d o p t in g  th e  p h r a s e  o f  th e  h a r r ie d  H o m e  S e c r e t a r y  D a v i d  M e l lo r  

th a t  th e  p r e s s  w a s  d r i n k i n g  a t th e  la s t  c h a n c e  s a lo o n . W e l l ,  it  g o t  d r u n k  

a g a in  a n d  a g a in ,  b u t  p o l i t i c a l  a u t h o r it y  w a s  a s  b e n e v o le n t  a s  th e  c o u n t r y  

b o b b y  h e lp in g  a  f a m i l i a r  t ip p le r  to  f in d  h is  w a y  h o m e . P a r a  1 6 .1  a d v is e d  

th a t  i f  s e l f  r e g u la t io n  w a s  n o t  e f f e c t iv e  a  s t a t u t o r y  s y s t e m  s h o u ld  b e  

c r a f t e d . I t  w a s n ’ t s o  c r a f t e d  b e c a u s e  th e  g o v e r n m e n t  o f  th e  d a y  fe a r e d  to  

a n t a g o n iz e  th e  t a b lo id s .

P r i v a c y  is  a d m it t e d ly  a  d i f f i c u l t  is s u e .  P r i v a c y  f o r  m e , b u t  n o t  f o r  y o u  i f  

y o u  p r e y  o n  p u b l ic  t ru s t . T h e  r e q u ir e m e n t  f o r  th e  p r e s s  is  to  h o n o r  th e  

in d iv id u a l  b u t  m a in t a in  th e  f r e e d o m  a n d  in d e p e n d e n c e  to  m o n it o r  th e  

c o n d u c t  o f  p u b l ic  a f f a i r s  w h i c h  m e a n s  h a v in g  f r e e d o m  f r o m  la w s  

m is a p p l ie d  to  p r o t e c t  g o v e r n m e n t  f r o m  e m b a r r a s s m e n t ,  f r e e d o m  f r o m  

c o r r u p t  a l l ia n c e s  w it h  p o l i t i c ia n s  w it h  v e s t e d  in t e r e s t s ,  f r e e d o m  a g a in s t  

th e  p r e s s u r e s  o f  p o w e r f u l  e o r p o r a t io n s ,  n a t io n a l  a n d  f o r e ig n ,  f r e e d o m  

a g a in s t  th e  a b u s e  o f  f r e e d o m  b y  s e m i- m o n o p o l is t ie  e o n t r o lle r s  o f  th e  

p r e s s .  I t  w a s  f r a n k l y  a la r m in g  w h e n  m e m b e r s  o f  th e  Y o u n g e r  

e o m m it te e  e x h ib it e d  n o  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  th e  n a t u re  o f  r e a l  in v e s t ig a t iv e  

jo u r n a l is m .  T h e y  d i d n ’ t r e a l iz e  th a t  m a n y  in q u ir ie s  w o u ld  b e  s t o p p e d  

d e a d  in  t h e ir  t r a e k s  b e f o r e  p u b lie a t io n .  S o m e  o n  th e  e o m m it te e  f e lt  th a t  

t h in g s  e o u ld  le a v e  to  th e  p o lie e  a n d  o f f ie ia l  d e p a rtm e n ts . O f  th e  s e o r e s  

o f  e x a m p le s  w e  e o u ld  h a v e  g iv e n ,  w e  e ite d  f r a u d  b y  o p e r a t o r s  o f
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f r a n c h is e s .  T h e  f r a u d s t e r s  c la im e d  t h e ir  p r i v a c y  h a d  b e e n  in v a d e d  b y  o u r  

a s k in g  q u e s t io n s .  T h e  p o l ic e  w e r e  a s  a w a r e  a s  w e  w e r e  th a t  th e  b e s t  w a y  

to  s to p  th e  r a c k e t s  w a s  to  p u b l i c i z e  t h e m  b e f o r e  th e  c r o o k s  g o t  a w a y  

w it h  th e  m o n e y .  B u t  th e  p o l i c e  t o ld  u s  t h e y  c o u ld  n o t  a c t  w it h o u t  a  

s p e c i f i c  c o m p la in t  a n d  f e w  w e r e  f o r t h c o m in g  t h o u g h  th e  r a c k e t s  w e r e  

w id e s p r e a d .  S im p le  r e a s o n :  V i c t i m s  d id  n o t  w i s h  to  a d m it  p u b l i c l y  th a t  

t h e y  h a d  b e e n  h a d . S e c o n d ly ,  t h e r e  w e r e  s im p ly  n o t  e n o u g h  p o l ic e m e n  

to  m o n it o r  th e  f r a n c h is e  j u n g le  -  a n d  t h e r e  w a s  n o b o d y  c o o r d in a t in g  

o p e r a t io n s  c o u n t r y  s id e . S o m e t im e s  a  F r a u d  S q u a d  m a n  w o u ld  a c t u a l ly  

s te e r  o u r  r e p o r t e r s  to  a  c a s e ,  p a r t ly  to  g a in  in f o r m a t io n  a n d  p a r t ly  

( t h o u g h  h e  k n e w  it  s t a n k )  b e c a u s e  th e  o p e r a t io n  w a s  e it h e r  w it h in  th e  

le t te r  o f  th e  la w  o r  a n y  “ f r a u d u le n t  in d u c e m e n t s ”  a re  m a d e  v e r b a l ly  a n d  

n e v e r  p u t  in  w r i t in g .  T h e  p r i v a c y  c o m m it t e e  d id  n o t  r e a l iz e  th a t  a  

n e w s p a p e r  c o u ld  a c t  a s  a  m e g a p h o n e  c a v e a t  e m p t o r  w a r n in g  t h o u s a n d s  

a n d  m i l l io n s  o f  p e o p le  w h o  c o u ld  n o t  b e  p r o t e c t e d  b y  a  s in g le  

p r o s e c u t io n  o f  a  s in g le  in d iv id u a l .

I n  o u r  o u t r a g e  o v e r  h a c k i n g  a n d  o t h e r  o f f e n s e s ,  it  is  im p o r t a n t  n o t  to  

r u s h  to  le g is la t io n  th a t  m ig h t  im p e d e  le g it im a t e  j o u r n a l is m .  I m a g in e  i f  

th e re  h a d  b e e n  a  lo o s e ly - w o r d e d  s ta tu te  th a t  im p e d e d  o r  k i l l e d  T h e  

G u a r d i a n  o r  th e  b lo g g e r s .  I  h a v e  s e e n  n o  r e a s o n  y e t  to  d is a v o w  th e  

d o u b t  a b o u t  a  s ta tu te  th a t  I  e x p r e s s e d  in  a  b ro ad cast"^  o n  O c t o b e r  2 0 1 1 :

BBC Radio Steve Hewlett Media Show
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“I’d much sooner see a really strong Press Commission of some kind, with 
the power to summon journalists, with the power to issue subpoenas, with 
the power to fine, with the power to publicize the offenders, with the power 
to insist on correction. In that situation I am describing, whoever’s the head 
of it, whether it’s a judge or a very distinguished ombudsman journalist, 
you’ve got the flexibility case by case which you can’t get when you lay 
down the law in cold print.”

Elections

T h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  th e  t a b lo id s  is  g e n e r a l ly  d is t in c t  f r o m  w h a t  w e  c a l l  

“ th e  q u a l it ie s ”  -  th e  “ e l i t is t ”  p r e s s  is  a n o t h e r  t e r m  -  w h i c h  e x h ib i t  m o r e  

r e s t r a in t  a n d  a  m o r e  c o n s is t e n t  c o n c e r n  w it h  p o l i c y .  I n  th e  t a b lo id s ,  a t  

e le c t io n s ,  in g e n u it y  is  a l l  to o  o ft e n  e x p e n d e d  to  e n s u r e  th a t  in f o r m a t io n  

f a v o r a b le  to  a  p a r t y  th e  p a p e r  o p p o s e s  is  d is t o r t e d  in  c o n t e n t  a n d  

p r e s e n t a t io n  s o  a s  to  b e c o m e  a n  e m o t io n a l ly  c h a r g e d  n e g a t iv e .  I n  th e  

t a b lo id s ,  a t t a c k s  o n  p e r s o n s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  p o l i c ie s ,  a re  o ft e n  p r o p a g a t e d  

w it h o u t  m u c h  r e g a r d  f o r  p r i v a c y ,  o r  t ru t h , a n d  a l l  to o  o ft e n  w it h  

in g e n io u s  m a l ic e .

T h e  a r g u m e n t s  f o r  p lu r a l is m  s e e m  to  m e  to  h a v e  b e c o m e  i r r e s is t ib le  in  

th e  l ig h t  o f  h o w  M r .  M u r d o c h  h a s  f o r  t h ir t y  y e a r s  d e p lo y e d  a l l  th e  

n e w s p a p e r s  in  N e w s  In t e r n a t io n a l  to  h a m m e r  h o m e  h is  p e r s o n a l  

p r e f e r e n c e s .  A l l  th e  p o l i t i c ia n s  r u n  s c a r e d . I t  i s n ’ t  th a t  th e s e  n e w s p a p e r s  

u n c o v e r  s e r io u s  a b u s e s  o f  p o w e r  b y  d i l ig e n t  f a c t - b a s e d  in v e s t ig a t io n  so  

m u c h  a s  t h e ir  c a p a c it y  to  p r e s e n t  p e r s o n a l it ie s  in  a n  u n f a v o r a b le  l ig h t .  

T h e  e d it o r s  o f  T h e  S u n ,  T h e  N e w s - o f - t h e - W o r l d - a s - w a s ,  a n d  th e  e d it o r s  

o f  T h e  T i m e s  a n d  S u n d a y  T i m e s  m a y  h a v e  s u b s t a n t iv e  o r  s u b t le
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d if f e r e n c e s  o f  o p in io n ,  b u t  in  g e n e r a l  e le c t io n s  t h e y  m a r c h  to  th e  s a m e  

d r u m , a n d  th e  d r u m m e r  is  M r .  M u r d o c h .^

My personal relations with politicians

A s  a n  e d it o r ,  I  g e n e r a l ly  v a lu e d  o p p o r t u n it ie s  to  d is c u s s  p o l i c y  w it h  

M P s ,  c i v i l  s e r v a n t s .  M in is t e r s  o f  a l l  p a r t ie s ,  i n c l u d i n g  P r im e  M in is t e r s  

W i ls o n ,  H e a t h ,  C a l l a g h a n ,  a n d  T h a t c h e r ,  a n d  le a d e r s  o f  th e  O p p o s it io n .  

T h e s e  e n c o u n t e r s  w e r e  v a r io u s ly  p r iv a t e ,  o f f - t h e - r e c o r d  c o n v e r s a t io n s ,  

o n e  o n  o n e , a n d  o t h e r  m e e t in g s  w h e r e  I  w a s  a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  a  f e w  

s e n io r  e d it o r ia l  c o l le a g u e s .  I n  G o o d  T i m e s ,  B a d  T i m e s  I  h a v e  d e s c r ib e d  

m y  p r in c ip a l  e n c o u n t e r s .  T h e  m o s t  im p o r t a n t  w e r e  t h o s e  w e r e  w it h  M r s .  

T h a t c h e r .  D e s p it e  s o m e  d if f e r e n c e s  in  p o l i c y ,  e x p r e s s e d  in  th e  e d it o r ia ls ,  

w e  h a d  g o o d  p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s ,  b u t  th e s e  c a m e  to  a n  e n d  w h e n  T h e  

T i m e s  p u b l is h e d  a  n e w s  r e p o r t  o n  th e  in t e r v e n t io n  o f  M r .  D e n i s  T h a t c h e r  

in  a  p la n n in g  a p p e a l,  a n d  m i l d l y  a d m o n is h e d  th e  in d is c r e t io n  in  a  s h o r t  

le a d in g  a r t ic le .

F o r e ig n  o f f ic e  c o m m u n iq u e s  o n  m e e t in g s  o f  h e a d s  o f  sta te  a re  a p t  to  f a l l  

b a c k  o n  th e  b r o m id e  t h e r e  h a d  b e e n  ‘ a  f r a n k  a n d  c o r d ia l  e x c h a n g e  o f  

v i e w s ’ , w o r d in g  th a t  I  m ig h t  h a v e  a p p l ie d  to  th e  S u n d a y  T i m e s  a n d  

T i m e s  e d it o r ia l  c o n f e r e n c e s  w it h  p o l i t i c ia n s ,  b u t  a  b e tte r  in s ig h t  in t o  th e  

to n e  a n d  n a t u re  o f  d is c u s s io n s  s u c h  a s  th e s e  is  a f f o r d e d  th e  I n q u i r y  in

Newspaper references in documents 
® Good Times, Bad Times, page 378; pdf edition supplied to the Inquiry

MOD300000015



For Distribution to C P s

1 1

n
T h e  H u g o  Y o u n g  P a p e r s  . [ I  a p p o in t e d  th e  la te  M r .  Y o u n g  a s  a  p o l i t ie a l  

e o m m e n t a t o r  a n d  a m  o n e  o f  th e  t r u s t e e s  o f  h is  l i t e r a r y  e sta te .]  M u e h  o f  

h is  b o o k  r e e o r d s  in t e r v ie w  e n t r ie s  f o r  th e  y e a r s  f r o m  1 9 6 9 - 2 0 0 3 ;  t h e y  

w e r e  a l l  e le a r e d  f o r  th e  2 0 0 8  p o s t h u m o u s  p u b l ie a t io n  b y  th e  in d iv id u a ls  

n a m e d , w h e t h e r  in  m e e t in g s  w it h  M r .  Y o u n g  a lo n e  o r  w it h  h is  

e o lle a g u e s  in  g r o u p  m e e t in g s ,  u s u a l l y  o v e r  lu n e h . A s  w e  a l l  d id  a ft e r  

s u e h  m e e t in g s ,  w e  d id  n o t  n a m e  a n y o n e  in  s u b s e q u e n t  r e p o r t in g  o r  

e o m m e n t a r y ,  b u t  t o o k  th e  v ie w s  e x p r e s s e d  in to  a e e o u n t  in  o u r  e d it o r ia l  

o p in io n s ,  a n d  h o p e d  th a t  t h is  a tt itu d e  w a s  r e e ip r o e a t e d . I  r e g a r d e d  th e s e  

m e e t in g s  a s  v a lu a b le  f o r  t e s t in g  th e  v a l id i t y  o f  th e  e o n v ie t io n s  o n  b o th  

s id e s .  M in is t e r s  e o u ld  e x p la in  t h e ir  r e a s o n in g  w it h o u t  f e a r  o f  a  

“ G o t e h a ! ”  h e a d lin e ,  a n d  q u it e  o f t e n  th e  M in is t e r s  g a in e d  v a lu a b le  

in s ig h t s  f r o m  jo u r n a l is t s  e lo s e r  to  h a p p e n in g s .

T h i s  w a s  o f  e r it ie a l  im p o r t a n e e  d u r in g  th e  a g o n ie s  o f  N o r t h e r n  I r e la n d ,  

w h e r e  s t a f fe r s  o n  th e  g r o u n d  in  th e  p r o v in e e  a n d  th e  R e p u b l ie ,  l ik e  J o h n  

W h a le ,  C h r i s  R y d e r ,  J o h n  B a r r y ,  P e t e r  P r in g le ,  P h i l  J a c o b s o n ,  a n d  D a v i d  

B l u n d y ,  h a d  c o n t a c t s  n o t  a v a i la b le  to  o f f i c i a l s  a n d  M P s ,  o u t  o f  w h i c h  w e  

p r o d u c e d  th e  b o o k  P e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  U l s t e r .  I t  w a s  t h is  h a r d  r e p o r t in g  

f r o m  th e  s tre e ts  th a t  in f o r m e d  e d it o r ia l  o p in io n ,  a n d  I  c la i m  in  T h e  

“ D i v i d e d  L o y a l t i e s ”  c h a p t e r  in  M y  P a p e r  C h a s e  th a t  it  w a s  a  s u r e r  

g u id e  to  th e  g r i t t y  r e a l it ie s  t h a n  th e  a b s t r a c t  o p in io n s  in  n e w s p a p e r s  th a t

 ̂The Hugo Young Papers, Penguin, 2008. A few pages are appended, but the book as a whole 
affords a remarkable portrait of political journalism 
® Page 470 Little Brown, New York
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d id  n o t  m a k e  s u c h  a  r e p o r t in g  e f f o r t  f r o m  th e  s tre e ts . O u r  c o n v ic t io n  

th a t  in t e r n m e n t  w o u ld  f u e l  th e  in s u r g e n c y ,  r a t h e r  th a t  c o n t a in  it, w a s  n o t  

p o p u la r  in  W e s t m in s t e r ,  b u t  it  p r o v e d  p r e s c ie n t .

A t  th e  s a m e  t im e ,  I  d id  n o t  s e e k  p a r t ic u la r ly  c lo s e  p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s  w it h  

p o l i t ic ia n s  o f  th e  in t im a t e  n a t u r e  A l a s t a i r  H e t h e r in g t o n  d id  a t T h e  

G u a r d i a n  d u r in g  th e  W i l s o n  g o v e r n m e n t ,  n o r  a s  a  n u m b e r  o f  e d it o r s  at  

T h e  T i m e s  h a d  d o n e . I  w o r r ie d  th a t  to o  c lo s e  a  p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s h ip  

m ig h t  b e  u n p r e d ic t a b ly  c o m p r o m is in g  in  f u l f i l l i n g  m y  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  

f o r  o p in io n  a n d  o v e r s ig h t  o f  th e  p o l i t i c a l  r e p o r t in g .  I  w a s  t h u s  v e r y  

s u r p r is e d  to  b e  t e le p h o n e d  a t h o m e  b y  P r im e  M in is t e r  M r .  E d w a r d  H e a t h  

d u r in g  th e  t h r e e  d a y  w e e k  c a u s e d  b y  a  m in i n g  d is p u t e .  H e ’ d  in v it e d  m e  

to  lu n c h  o n c e  a t h is  c h a m b e r s  in  th e  A l b a n y ;  w e  s h a r e d  a  p a s s io n  f o r  

m u s ic  a n d  E u r o p e a n  U n io n ,  b u t  n e it h e r  o f  u s  m a d e  a  h a b it  o f  

c o m m u n io n .  T h i s  t im e  h e  w a n t e d  m y  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  p u b l ic  o p in io n  o n  

th e  m in e r s ’ c la im s  a n d  I  g a v e  a  s u m m a r y  ( w it h o u t  n a m e s )  o f  th e  d r i f t  o f  

o u r  d is c u s s io n s  a t T h e  S u n d a y  T i m e s .  H o w  th e  e d it o r ia l  p o l i c y  o f  T h e  

S u n d a y  T i m e s  a n d  la t e r  T h e  T i m e s  w a s  f o r m e d  is  th e  s u b je c t  o f  a  c h a p t e r  

in  G o o d  T i m e s  a n d  B a d  T i m e s  ( T h e  B l a c k f r i a r s )  a n d  a ls o  in  M y  P a p e r  

C h a s e .  I  r e c a l l ,  h o w e v e r ,  t w o  e p is o d e s  w h e r e  I  u s e d  a c c e s s  to  lo b b y  

M P s .  O n e  w a s  d u r in g  T h e  S u n d a y  T i m e s  ’ in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  th e  

t h a l id o m id e  d is a s t e r  a n d  th e  e n s u in g  c a m p a ig n  f o r  th e  c a u s e s  to  b e  

e x p o s e d  a n d  p r o p e r  c o m p e n s a t io n  a f f o r d e d  th e  v i c t im s  a n d  t h e ir
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f a m il ie s .^  T h e  o t h e r  w a s  to  o p p o s e  th e  L a b o u r  g o v e r n m e n t ’ s in t e n t  to  

im p o s e  a  e lo s e d  s h o p  in  j o u r n a l i s m  -  m e a n in g  th a t  e o n t r ib u t o r s  a s  w e l l  

a s  s t a f fe r s  w o u ld  h a v e  to  j o i n  th e  N a t io n a l  U n io n  o f  J o u r n a l is t s  ( r a t h e r  

t h a n  r e m a in  in d e p e n d e n t  o r  j o i n  th e  In s t it u t e  o f  J o u r n a l is t s )  a n d  w it h o u t  

a n y  r ig h t  o f  a e e e s s  to  th e  e o u r t s  i f  th e  u n io n  b e h a v e d  i r r e s p o n s ib ly  o r  

o p p r e s s iv e ly  t o w a r d s  h im . I  e r i t ie iz e d  th e  m e a s u r e  in  p u b lie ^ ^ , b u t  a ls o  

r a is e d  it  a s  a  f r e e d o m - o f - t h e - p r e s s  is s u e  w it h  t h r e e  M in is t e r s  ( M r .  D e n is  

H e a le y ,  A n t h o n y  C r o s l a n d ,  a n d  A l b e r t  B o o t h ,  M ie h a e l  F o o t ’ s d e p u t y  a t  

th e  L a b o u r  M in is t r y ) .  A l a s t a i r  H e t h e r in g t o n  h a s  r e e o r d e d  o u r  e f f o r t s  in  

h is  b o o k  G u a r d i a n  Y e a r s ^ ^  W e  w e r e  n o t  a lo n e  in  th e s e  e f fo r t s .

T r a d e  u n io n  r e f o r m  w a s  a n  is s u e  in  m y  m e e t in g s  w it h  M r s .  T h a t e h e r ,  

b e g in n in g  w h e n  s h e  w a s  in  o p p o s it io n .  O n  o n e  o e e a s io n ,  s h e  

e m b a r r a s s e d  m e  in  a  d in n e r  s p e e e h  b y  s a y in g  “ H a r o ld  is  o n e  o f  u s ” , 

m e a n in g  o n  t ra d e  u n io n  r e f o r m , w h e n  I ’ d  t h o u g h t  I ’ d  a lw a y s  m a d e  it  

e le a r  I  w a s  n o t  o n e  o f  a n y b o d y ’ s g r o u p .  W h e n  s h e  b e e a m e  P r im e  

M in is t e r ,  f o l lo w in g  th e  w in t e r  o f  d is c o n t e n t ,  I  s h a r e d  th e  im p a t ie n c e  o f  

m y  c o l le a g u e s  th a t  th e  r e f o r m  s h e ’ d  p r o m is e d  s e e m e d  to  h a v e  b e e n  p u t  

o n  th e  b a c k  b u r n e r .  I n  a  f e w  p r iv a t e  m e e t in g s ,  I  r e it e r a t e d  th e  c a s e  w e ’ d  

m a d e  in  th e  e d it o r ia l  c o lu m n s  f o r  e n f o r c in g  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y .  T h e s e  w e r e  

n o t  s im p ly  p e r s o n a l  o p in io n s ,  b u t  o n e  r e a c h e d  in  c o n ju n c t io n  w it h  m y

® Described page 372 -375 My Paper Chase, (2009, Back Bay edition. Little Brown) 
Annual Livery Lecture, London, February 13, 1979 

"Hetherington optcit. 349-50
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c o l le a g u e s  o n  th e  e d it o r ia l  b o a r d s  o f  T h e  S u n d a y  T i m e s  a n d , la t e r .  T h e  

T i m e s .  G e n e r a l ly ,  F d  s a y  w e  w e r e  m o r e  s u p p o r t iv e  t h a n  c r it ic a l .

12A note on defining “the pnblic interest”

W h a t  in t e r e s t s  th e  p u b l ic  is  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  in  th e  p u b l ic  in te re s t . T h e  

m a s s  is  u n d o u b t e d ly  in t e re s t e d  in  th e  s e x  l iv e s  o f  th e  r i c h  a n d  fa m o u s  

a n d  i f  t h e y  a re  n o t  a v a i la b le ,  t h e n , th e  s e x  l iv e s  o f  a n y o n e  w i l l  d o .

J u d g e s  w i e ld i n g  w id e  r a n g in g  s u p e r  in ju n c t io n s  h a v e  c le a r ly  n o t  b e e n  

im p r e s s e d  b y  th e  p u b l ic  in t e r e s t  a r g u m e n t  th a t  f r e e  e x p r e s s io n  in  a  

d e m o c r a t ic  s o c ie t y  ( A r t i c l e  1 0  o f  th e  h u m a n  r ig h t s  la w )  o v e r r id e s  

e v e r y o n e ’ s r ig h t  to  h is  p r iv a t e  a n d  f a m i ly  l i f e ,  h is  h o m e  a n d  h is  

c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  ( A r t i c l e  8 ) .

T h e  c o m m o n e s t  e x c u s e  f o r  in t r u s io n ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  is  th a t  th e  p u r v e y o r  is  

e x p o s in g  h y p o c r i s y  -  t y p i c a l l y  a  s e lf - a p p o in t e d  m o r a l  a r b it e r  c o n d u c t in g  

a  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  p r iv a t e  l if e .  N o r m a l l y  th a t  d e f e n s e  f o r  e x p o s u r e  is  i t s e l f  

n o  m o r e  t h a n  h y p o c r i s y  o n  s t i lt s ,  b u t  I  c a n  im a g in e  c a s e s  w h e r e  th e  

p u b l ic  in t e r e s t  w o u ld  n o t  o n ly  j u s t i f y  a n  in v a s io n  o f  p r i v a c y  b u t  e v e n  

d e m a n d  it. F o r  in s t a n c e ,  in  th e  b it t e r  b a tt le s  in  th e  U S  o v e r  l e g a l i z i n g  

g a y  m a r r ia g e ,  it  w o u ld  m a t t e r  i f  th e  v i r u le n t  h o m o p h o b ia  o f  a  le g is la t o r  

w a s  j u s t  a  c o v e r  f o r  h is  o w n  s e x u a l  p r e fe r e n c e .. .

T h e  m o s t  a g i le  p u b l ic  in t e r e s t  a r g u m e n t  I ’ v e  h e a r d  in  B r i t a i n  to  j u s t i f y  

in t r u s io n s  is  th a t  th e  s e x  g o s s ip  h e lp s  to  k e e p  th e  r e d  t o p s  in  b u s in e s s .

■ Harold Evans published article 2010The Times
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T h e  e c o n o m ic  v i t a l i t y  o f  th e  t a b lo id s ,  it  is  s a id ,  is  in  th e  p u b l ic  in t e r e s t  

s in c e  a lo n g  w it h  th e  s le a z e  w h i c h  p r o d u c e s  c ir c u la t io n  a n d  r e v e n u e s ;  

t h e y  q u it e  o ft e n  e x p o s e  w r o n g d o in g .

S o  w h a t  k in d  o f  w r o n g d o in g  is  a g a in s t  th e  p u b l ic  in te re s t?  A r t i c l e  8  

c o n c e d e s  th a t  in t r u s io n  m ig h t  b e  j u s t i f ie d  w h e n  in  th e  in t e r e s t s  o f  

n a t io n a l  s e c u r it y  ( a  c o n c e a le d  j ih a d i s t ,  s a y )  o r  th e  e c o n o m ic  w e l l - b e in g  

o f  th e  c o u n t r y  ( a  s p e c u la t iv e  s c h e m e  to  w e a k e n  s t e r l in g ) ,  o r  f o r  “ th e  

p r o t e c t io n  o f  h e a lt h  o r  m o r a ls ,  o r  f o r  th e  p r o t e c t io n  o f  th e  r ig h t s  a n d  

f r e e d o m s  o f  o t h e r s .”

T h e s e  a re  f a i r l y  w id e  r a n g in g  e x c lu s io n s .  T h e y  w o u ld  c e r t a in ly  s e e m  to  

j u s t i f y  a  b r e a c h  o f  p r iv a t e  t r u s t  i f  th e  p r e s s  w e r e  r e v e a l in g  n e g l ig e n c e  in ,  

s a y ,  th e  m a n u f a c t u r e  o f  a  d a n g e r o u s  d r u g .  B u t  l o o k  a t th e  h is t o r y  o f  th e  

t h a l id o m id e  d is a s t e r .  T w o  la w s  w e r e  in v o k e d  to  j u s t i f y  s u p p r e s s io n :  T h e  

la w  o f  c o n f id e n c e  to  k e e p  th e  m a n u f a c t u r e r s ’ d o c u m e n t s  s e c r e t ,  a n d  th e  

la w  o f  c o n t e m p t.

I t  is ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  e a s ie r  to  s a y  w h a t  is  n o t  in  th e  p u b l ic  in t e r e s t  a s  w h a t  is .  

I n  e d i t in g  c o n t e n t io u s  s t o r ie s ,  m y  te s t  w a s :  I s  t h is  in f o r m a t io n  o n  

b a la n c e  l i k e l y  to  a d v a n c e  h u m a n  w e l l  b e in g ?  P e r h a p s  L o r d  L e v e s o n  

w i l l  a c h ie v e  s o m e t h in g  m o r e  p r e c is e  d u r in g  th e  e n q u ir y .  B u t  o n e  h a s  to  

b e  u lt r a  c a u t io u s ,  in  m y  v ie w ,  in  th e  w a y  a n  a c c u m u la t io n  o f  c a s e s  

c o n g e a ls  a g a in s t  a  c le a r  p u b l ic  in te re s t , a s  it  h a s  d o n e , I  t h in k ,  in  th e  r a s h  

o f  s u p e r  in ju n c t io n s  b a n n in g  in f o r m a t io n  f o r  a l l  t im e . A g a i n ,  b y  th e
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s e v e n t ie s ,  s o  m a n y  m o r e  e a s e s  in  B r i t a i n  h a d  b e e n  d e e id e d  o n  a r g u m e n t s  

a b o u t  p r o p e r t y  t h a n  a b o u t  p e r s o n a l  r ig h t s  th a t  th e re  w a s  a  b ia s  in  th e  

p r e e e d e n ts  a g a in s t  h u m a n  r ig h t s  a n d  in  f a v o r  o f  e o m m e r e ia l  r ig h t s  -  in  

b a s ie a l ly  in  f a v o r  o f  p o w e r  a g a in s t  in d iv id u a ls .

N o t o r io u s ly ,  in  1 9 7 5 ,  th e  e o u r ts  s o u g h t  to  s to p  T h e  S u n d a y  T i m e s  

e o n t in u in g  s e r ia l i z a t io n  o f  th e  d ia r ie s  o f  R ie h a r d  C r o s s m a n  o n  th e  

g r o u n d s  th a t  it  w a s  n o t  in  th e  p u b l ie  in t e r e s t  f o r  th e  p u b l ie  to  k n o w  to o  

m u e h  a b o u t  h o w  t h e y  w e r e  g o v e r n e d .  T h e  j u d g e  in  th e  f i r s t  in s t a n e e  

a s s e r te d  th e  p o w e r  o f  th e  C a b in e t  S e e r e t a r y  to  s e r u t in iz e  a n d  e e n s o r  th e  

r e p o r t in g  o f  a n y  d is e u s s io n  w h e r e  t h is  r e p o r t in g  r e v e a le d  h o w  p o l ie y  

w a s  b e in g  f o r m e d  o r  e x e e u t e d . E v e n  w h e n  th e  e o u r t s  f i n a l l y  a l lo w e d  

p u b l ie a t io n ,  it  w a s  n o t  o n  g r o u n d s  o f  th e  p e o p le ’ s r ig h t  to  k n o w ,  b u t  

b e e a u s e  d ia r ie s  o f  a  d e e a d e  b e f o r e  h a d  b e e o m e  “ h is t o r y ” .

W h a t  in t r u s io n s  m ig h t  a n  in v e s t ig a t iv e  p r e s s  j u s t i f y  in  th e  p u b l ie  

in t e re s t ?  C i r e u m s t a n e e s  m u s t  d e e id e  a n  e d ito r . T h e  p u b l ie  d a m a g e  

e x p e e t e d  to  b e  r e v e a le d  o u g h t  id e a l ly  to  b e  p r o p o r t io n a t e  to  th e  

in t r u s io n .  F o r  in s t a n e e , I  t h o u g h t  o u r  r e p o r t e r  o n  th e  t r a i l  o f  th e  e a r  

in s u r a n e e  s w in d le r  D r .  E m i l  S a v u n d r a  w a s  j u s t i f ie d  in  r i n g i n g  a  d o o r b e ll  

a t 1 0  p m  in  Z u r ie h .  T h e  S w is s  a u t h o r it ie s  t h o u g h t  n o t.

I n  e d it in g  e o n t e n t io u s  s t o r ie s ,  I  a lw a y s  a s k e d  m y s e l f  a  s im p le  q u e s t io n .  

A r e  w e  r e a d y ,  o n  p u b l ie a t io n ,  to  d e s e r ib e  th e  s te p s  w e  t o o k  to  m a k e  o u r  

r e v e la t io n s ?  I f  w e  e a n n o t , w e  s h o u ld  n o t  t a k e  th e m . H a d  th e  p u b l ie  b e e n
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t o ld ,  in  th e  p h o n e  h a e k in g  s e a n d a l,  h o w  th e  in f o r m a t io n  w a s  o b t a in e d ,  

w o u ld  it  h a v e  fe s t e r e d  s o  lo n g ?

E n d
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