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4  A DISGRUNTLED 16̂  
year-old student filmed her 
disruptive classmates on 

her m obile phone to explain her poor 
perform ance to her parents, little did 
she know  it w ould lead to  a first for U.K, 
new spaper self-regulation. The footage 
was posted  on the W eb site o f the 
school’s local newspaper, the  H a m ilto n  

A d v e r t is e r  in  south-central Scotland, and 
th ^M se  resulted in the Press Com plaints 
C ^^B iission’s first adjudication involving 
audio-visual material.

T he Press Com plaints Com m ission 
(PCC) was established in 1991 to  deal 
w ith com plaints from  the public about 
the editorial con ten t o f U.K. newspapers 
and magazines.

T he PCC is an independent body that 
upholds a 16-dause Code of Practice to 
which editors m ust adhere. It covers four 
m ain areas; accuracy, privacy, new sgath
ering and pro tec ting  the vulnerable. The 
Com m ission has 17 m em bers w ho judge 
w hether the com plaints breach the Code 
o f  Practice. If so, the Com m ission aims 
to  resolve the com plaint as quickly as pos
sible. It takes an average o f 35 w orking 
days to  deal w ith  com plaints and there is 
nagj|j|st to the com plainant.

^ ^ m ti l  earlier this year, the PCC cov
ered prin t editions and the ir Web sites 
bu t no t m oving images on those Web 
sites. After industry  consultation, the 
PCC agreed tha t audio-visual m aterial

w ould also com e under its jurisdiction be
cause o f continuing m edia convergence 
and the b lurring  o f long-held distinctions 
betw een new spapers and broadcasters.

The PCC censured the H a m ilt o n  A d 

v e rt ise r  because it did no t take into ac-
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count the students’ right to  privacy in the 
video — therefore the new spaper had to 
publish the full text o f the PC C ’s critical 
adjudication.

The adjudication said, "Steps should 
have been taken to  conceal the ir identity 
or obtain proper consent.” T he new spa
per had breached Clause 6 o f  the Code 
o f Practice, designed to p ro tec t children 
under the age o f 16 from  unnecessary in 
trusion  such as being approached o r p h o 
tographed  at school w ithou t perm ission.

"I th ink  the  new  rem it regarding au 
dio-visual is very im p o rtan t as th e re  is a 
tem p ta tio n  for people to th ink  they have 
m ore license w ith  th a t p a rt o f  the  o p era
tion, and th a t is sim ply n o t th e  case,” 
Neil H odgkinson , Editorial D irec to r o f 
C um brian  N ew spapers and fo rm er edi
to r o f the Y o rk s h ire  E v e n in g  P o st, said, His 
new spapers have p ioneered  W eb site de
velopm ent.

T he C ode o f  P ractice has been  
am ended  17 tim es in the past .16 years. 
T he PCC has also issued a catalogue o f 
guidance no tes for editors rang ing  from  
appropriate  language to  use in  the  re 

po rting  o f m ental health  issues and w rit
ing about w inners of the U.K.’s National 
Lottery.

In the early 1990s the threat o f statu
to ry  control was real, and the barrister 
David C alcutt QC was given the task 
by the British G overnm ent to "consider 
w hat m easures—w hether legislative or 
otherw ise— are needed to give further 
p ro tection  to  individual privacy from  the 
actions o f the press, and improve recourse 
against the press, for the individual citi
zen .” The Calcutt Report was published 
in June 1990, and it recom m ended that 
a new  Press Com plaints Com m ission re
place the Press Council.

!E NEWSPAPER AND MAGAZINE
ndustry grew quickly. The unmistak- 

■  able logo of the PCC on an envelope 
drew it to the top of the pile, Ed.itors were 
expected to respond quickly and diligently 
and they were encouraged to mop up obvi- 

■ ous errors prominently.
Many journalists now  need to abide 

by the Code of Practice w ritten  into their 
em ploym ent contracts, and there have 
been a handful o f cases w here the PCC’s 
Chairm an has w ritten  to  the ow ner of a 
new spaper w ith strong w ords about an 
editor.

Alan Edm unds, ed ito r o f W ales’ 
national new spaper the  W e ste rn  M a il ,  

believes th a t standards in the  industry,
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particu larly  regard ing  new sgathering , 
are "im m easurab ly  b e tte r .”

"W hen we have got things w rong, we 
have m opped up very quickly,” he said. "1 
th ink the PCC is the best th ing  any editor 
can ask for.”

"It is an im m ediate and effective 
m echanism  for resolving disputes. If you 
have got som ething w rong, it is a helpful 
w ay o f p u ttin g  it right, and w hen you are 
right it is a brilliant way to  prove th a t to  a 
com plainant.”

E COMPETITIVE NATURE o f  the 
British Press m eans th a t a critical 
adjudication against a new spaper 

o r m agazine will reach a vast audience 
courtesy  o f gleeful rivals.

«  “T he PCC is taken very seriously by 
itors,” H odgkinson said. "I know  if  I 

had an adjudication against m e, I w ould  
feel very em barrassed and feel th a t I had 
failed.”

U nder C hairm an Sir C hristopher 
Meyer, one-tim e Press Secretary to Prim e 
M inister John M ajor and form er am bas
sador to  the U.S., the PCC has raised its 
profile w ith  speeches abou t p ro tec ting  
the individual w hile cham pioning the 
public interest. Sir C hristopher has im 
plem ented  a range o f m easures including 
the num bers on the board  favoring lay 
m em bers over editors — n o t the n o rm  
for an industry  self-regulator — and of
fering regular train ing seminars.

Sir C hristopher has seen a rise in the 
num ber o f com plaints the PCC received 

|iring his four years as chairm an. H e ar- 
"gues this is because o f  the h igher profile 
o f the organization  ra th e r than a reflec
tion  o f a decline in standards in the in 
dustry.

In 2006, two th irds o f  the 3,325 co m 
plaints w ere concern ing  accuracy P ri
vacy clauses m ost often  h it the headlines 
m ainly because o f the coverage som e 
high-profile celebrities will inevitably 
receive.

In the sam e year, the PCC resolved 
96 privacy com plaints, published 19 adju
dications concern ing  privacy and upheld  
five o f those com plaints. Overall, there 
w ere 231 cases rela ting  directly to  a p e r
son’s privacy in 2006, a slight increase on 
2005.

In terestingly the bulk  o f privacy cases 
concern  the regional and local press and 
involve norm al people ^ no t necessarily
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the im age th a t sticks w hen  you are b o m 
barded w ith  stories about the privacy of 
Prince W illiam  and his on-agai.n and off- 
again girlfriend Kate M iddleton.

A lthough m any com plaints are for
mally rejected  by the PCC because they 
are ju d g ed  as no t breaching the Code, 
the cases taken up are m uch higher than 
those th a t go th rough  the courts.

S THE MODEL N aom iC am pbell 
has found, the reality and 

expense of go ing th rough  open 
court on  privacy issues can be very pub 
lic, grueling, and take years to  reach an 
ou tcom e. Even on m undane issues, such 
as small points o f clarification, editors are 
now  m uch  m ore w illing to  adm it w hen

m istakes have been m ade. The "badge of 
honour,” prevalent am ong editors until 
the 1990s for never apologizing for any
thing, has largely disappeared.

O ne service, in troduced  by Sir Chris
topher and the PCC’s D irector Tim  TouT 
m.in, w ho is responsible for the PCC’s 
day-to-day managem.ent, is a 24-hour 
phone line offering advice and guidance 
to  m em bers o f the public. The phone 
line has been  prim arily used by ordinary 
people unw ittingly caught up in  a big sto
ry b u t also by publications testing their 
m ethods w ith  PCC officers.

Alan used the prepublication advice on 
m ore than one occasion wffien he was edi
tor o f the feisty red-top W ales on Su n d a y .

"It’s great to  know  there is someone 
on the end o f the phone, bu t I m ust ad
m it I have not had a PCC com plaint at 
the W estern  M a il for many, m any years,” 
he says.

HE PCC ALSO SEES m uch to be 
gained th rough  its international 

.... relationships. Since its establish
m en t in 1999, the Alliance o f  Independent 
Press Councils of Europe (AIPCE) has 
provided the arena for m uch of the PCC’s 
international work. The alliance is a 
loose netw ork o f organizations that m eet 
annually. Its conferences enable press 
council representatives to discuss topical 
issues, to exchange ideas and to offer and 
receive advice.

Aside from  its w ork w ith in  AIPCE, 
the PCC liaises w ith  and advises other 
press councils. The com m ission has re
cently w orked closely w ith  its counter
parts in Bulgaria, Peru, Ukraine, Bosnia 
and Sri Lanka. It cannot offer financial as
sistance and will only act in an advisory 
capacity w hen its involvem ent is explicitly 
requested. Nevertheless, the PCC states 
it is always keen to help strengthen self
regulatory systems abroad — ju st as it is 
forever seeking to improve the service it 
provides at hom e. ■

'
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A l i s o n  H a s t i n g s  is  f o r m e r  

e d i t o r  o f  t h e  Newcastle 
Evening Chronicle. S h e  w a s  

a  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  P C C  a s  a n  

e d i t o r  m e m b e r  f o r  f o u r  y e a r s .  

C u r r e n t l y ,  s h e  is  a  m e d i a  c o n 

s u l t a n t  a n d  a  B B C  T r u s te e .
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