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Dear M r Bone

Thank you fo r asking fo r the Press Complaints Commission’ s comments on the draft 
Recommendation on the righ t o f rep ly and protection o f m inors in  the on-line media.

R ight o f reply

F irstly, I  should say that the PCC is somewhat concerned that the recommendation 
appears to be straying in to  the regulation o f media content. For European institutions 
to make recommendations about how and in  what circumstances the media in  
Member States should o ffe r rights o f reply would seem to s it oddly w ith  the fact that -  
so far as we are aware -  media po licy is not w ith in  the competence o f the 
EU.

We certainly oppose anything that introduces new restrictions on the manner in  which 
the media operate, and w ould urge the government to press fo r the removal o f the 
references to newspapers and new media services from  the proposed 
recommendations. Regardless o f the significance o f what is being proposed, in  our 
v iew  it  is another w orry ing indication o f the w illingness o f European institutions to 
interfere w ith  the regulation o f media content -  something that it  has been U K  
government po licy  to leave to self-regulatory bodies.

I t  is im portant, however, to underline the current position in  the U K . The websites o f 
newspapers and magazines here subscribe to the Press Complaints Commission’s 
Code o f Practice. The Code is both a rule book fo r journalists and charter o f rights 
vmder wKich individioals can com plain i f  they feel that they have been personally
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affected by a possible breach o f its  terms. Clause 2 o f the Code says that “ a fa ir 
opportunity to rep ly to  inaccuracies must be given when reasonably called fo r” . 
There is, therefore, already (se ll) regulation in  place in  the U K  w hich grants such an 
opportunity, and w hich commands the respect o f those who subscribe to it. As a 
result, we can act qu ick ly  and fle x ib ly  to remedy any problem.

In  the event that it  is not possible to remove the references to newspapers’ websites, I 
would be alarmed i f  there was anything in  the recommendation -  or whatever 
develops as a result o f it  -  that undermined the effectiveness o f self-regulation. We 
would hope that the U K  government would vigorously resist any suggestion -  even i f  
it  only appeared in  a recommendation -  that statutory regulation is preferable to se lf­
regulation. We are content that the current arrangement is satisfactory, and does not 
need to change to meet any external requirements.

D iscrim ina tion

There are rules in  the Code o f Practice about discrim inatory references to individuals 
on the grounds o f race, colour, re lig ion, sex, sexual orientation o r physical and mental 
illness or d isab ility. B u t it  is im portant to recognise that the Code o f Practice is 
intended to protect any ind iv idua l who m ight feature in  p rin t stories or on-line and to 
o ffe r them redress -  not to impose on newspapers and magazines a particular view  o f 
the world. I t  seems w orrying to us that Member States are being encouraged to find  
ways o f ensuring that online media promote a “ diversified and realistic picture o f the 
sk ills  and potential and women and men in  society” , fo r instance. This seems to be an 
overt attempt to control the ed ito ria l direction o f on-line publications, and something, 
therefore, to be resisted vigorously in  the interests o f freedom o f expression.

Regarding the protection o f m inors, this seems to relate to the prom otion o f ‘media 
lite racy’ , w hich is not a m atter upon which it  is appropriate fo r us to comment.

I  hope this is helpful. We remain extremely grateful fo r the government’ s ongoing 
support fo r self-regulation and the Press Complaints Commission when negotiating 
w ith  the European Commission.

W ith  kind regards.

Tim  Toulm in
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