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The Press Complaints 
Commission

The recent press 
coverage of cases 
such as the McCanns 
and Shannon 
Matthews has 
thrown into sharp 
relief the problems 
of press regulation, 
particularly those 
related to privacy 
and children, and the 
relationship between 
print publications 
and the contents of 
their websites. Here 
Sue Roberts of 
the Press Complaints 
Commission discusses 
new guidelines 
for audio-visual 
content on news and 
magazines websites.

It is clearly not
professional footage -  the 
images are a little blurred 
and the camera jumps from 
time to time. After a short 
while, however, It becomes 
clear that this is video 
footage of a classroom, 
probably taken on a mobile 
phone. A typical classroom 
scene, perhaps? Let's hope 
not! Students wander 
around chatting and 
laughing -  they are clearly 
not working. The picture 
pans to a teacher who 
appears oblivious to the 
goings on.

What, you may ask, 
has all this got to do with 
the ■
Commission fPCO?
After all, isn't the PCC the 
Independent regulator 
of newspapers and 
magazines?

The answer lies In the 
fact that, in 2007, the 
PCCs remit was extended 
to cover i - ■

The Commission, therefore,

i' . . In
fact, the PCC’s remit has 
covered online versions 
of print publications for a 
number of years now. The 
first online versions were 
pretty much clones of what 
was appearing in the paper 
copies: but clearly websites 
have moved on since then, 
and many newspaper 
sites now contain videos, 
podcasts, mobile phone 
footage and so on. All of 
this material, provided that

an editorial decision has 
been made to upload it, 
now falls within the PCC's 
sphere of responsibility. Of 
course this only relates to

. S' - -th e  

PCC does not regulate the 
whole of the internet!

The footage described 
In the opening paragraph 
of this article was shot by a 
student, who was seeking 
to explain poor results to 
her parents. Her parents, 
shocked by what they had 
seen, sent the video to their 
local newspaper which 
published it -  without any 
editing -  on its website.
The school, however, was 
not happy, and lodged a 
complaint with the PCC.
The complaint was that 
no permission had been 
given from the school, the 
students or their parents for 
publication of the images 
either in print or on the 
paper's website. '

; , . , which it is the
PCC’s Job to administer, 
requires that'young people 
should be free to complete 
their lime at school

The newspaper's 
response to the complaint 
was that there was a

in
knowing about the lack of 
supervision at the school 
given that it could have 
an impact on student 
performance. A student 
had taken the video,
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not a reporter, and the 

newspaper did not believe 

it had intruded into the 

education of the 16-year- 

olds shown in the images.

It agreed to remove the 
video from the website and 

offered to apologise to the 

students, but not to the 
school.

The PCC accepted that 

there was ■ ■

■, in
presenting evidence in 
support of allegations that 
lax classroom discipline was 

affecting pupils’ability to 

do well. The Commission 
also concluded It was 

reasonable to use -  at least 
in part-th e information 

in the video. However, the 

students had not known 

they were to appear in 
the newspaper and on 

the website, yet they were

clearly identifiable. As far

as the Commission was 
concerned, the newspaper 

should have- ■ '

, , .Since

the newspaper had done 

neither, the PCC decided

In another complaint
about a newspaper's 

website the PCC did not 
agree the rules had been 

broken. On this occasion, 
the site carried a video 
which had been uploaded 

onto YouTube and was 
headlined'YOBSONFILM'.

It showed youths, including 
the complainant’s 15-year-
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old son, throwing fire
bombs at a freight train and 
setting it alight, However, 
the complainant said that 
the interests of the young 
people who appeared in 
the video outweighed any 
public interest in showing 
it and that the newspaper 
should have pixeilated their 
faces.

Although the Code of 
Practice offers considerable 
protection in relation to 
people's privacy -  especially 
the under-16s -  there 
can be exceptions when 
publication is in the public 
interest. In this instance, the 
information in the video 
showed an . . . .

• i i: ■' committed In a 
public place by . ■ ■ ■ . ■

Moreover, the article had 
been put Into the public 
view when it was uploaded 
onto YouTube. And who 
had put it on YouTube? The 
man's son. The newspaper 
had not interviewed or 
photographed the youths 
-  this was information 
which the perpetrators of 
the crime had, for whatever 
reason, wanted to circulate 
publicly. Anti-social or

criminal behaviour is a 
proper subject for public 
scrutiny and the PCC 
would not generally wish 
to restrict the press from 
reporting on It For all of 
these reasons the complaint 
was rejected.

The two examples 
discussed here involve the 
rules on privacy set out 

in Clause 3 (Privacy) and 
Clause 6 (Children) of the 
Code of Practice. But the 
16 Clauses which form the 
Code cover issues such as

i. Everyone is entitled 
to respect for his or 
her private and family 
life, home, health 
and correspondence, 
including digital 
communications. Editors 
will be expected to 
justify intrusions into any 
individual's private life 
without consent.

ii. It is unacceptable to 
photograph Individuals 

in private places without 
their consent.

Note -  Private places are 
public or private property 
where there is a reasonable 
expectation of privacy.

i. Young people should be 
free to complete their 
time at school without 
unnecessary Intrusion.

ii. A child under 16 must 
not be interviewed or 
photographed on issues 
involving their own or 
another child's welfare 
unless a custodial parent 
or similarly responsible 
adult consents.

iii. Pupils must not 
be approached or 
photographed at school 
without the permission 
of the school authorities.

iv. Minors must not be paid 
for material involving 
children's welfare, nor 
parents or guardians 
for material about their 
children or wards, unless 
it Is clearly in the child’s 
interest

v) Editors must not use 
the fame, notoriety 
or position of a 
parent or guardian as 
sole justification for 
publishing details of a 
child’s private life.
As will be dear, a very 

important part of the 
Code is the section which 
explains how there may be

- when the publication
is acting in ' ■ i f

- Very often the PCC 
has to weigh the interests 
of a person's private life 
against the interests of 
freedom of speech and 
revealing matters which it is 
genuinely important for the 
public to know. Considering 
such an apparent conflict 
of freedoms is part of our 
democratic society.

There may be exceptions 
to the clauses marked 
* where they can be 
demonstrated to be In the 
public Interest.
1. The public interest 

includes, but is not 
confined to;
I. detecting or exposing 
crime or serious 
impropriety.
ii. protecting public 
health and safety.
iii. preventing the public 
from being misled by 
an action or statement 
of an individual or 
organisation.

2. There is a public interest 
in freedom of expressiot 
itself.

3. Whenever the public 
interest Is invoked, the 
PCC will require editors 
to demonstrate fully hot 
the public interest was 
served,

4. The PCC will consider th 
extent to which material 
Is already in the public 
domain, or will become 

so.
5. In cases involving 

children under 16, editors 

must demonstrate
an exceptional public 
interest to over-ride the 
normally paramount 
Interest of the child.

People sometimes ask 
if the PCC regulates the

which have become part 
of the furniture of many 
newspaper websites. This 
user-generated material 
is often streamed live 
onto the site and changes 
rapidly through the day.
It would be unworkable

for editors to apply their 
normal controls and If 
there has been no editorial 
input at all, the material 
is unlikely to fall within 
the PCC's remit. Some 
material, such as syndicated 
news broadcasts or radio 
programmes, are also used 
by editors on their sites 
and this is likely to have 
been co n rro iie d  aheady by 
a n o th e r  reguitnoiy body.
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There is a wealth of 
information about the 
role of the PCC, the way 
It deals with complaints, 
new developments and
hundreds of published.........
outcomes of its 
Investigations on its website

. - . ■ .This
includes an FAQs section 
which will be of particular 
interest to students.

Sae Roberts is the External I
SffairsManagerforthePCC |
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