
Wakeham’s complaints
Chair o f  the U.K. P ress Com plaints Com m ission , Lord Wakeham, recently aired  

proposals for tightening the standards by which p ress com plaints are a sse sse d

D
uring a recent visit to Aus
tralia, U.K. Press Complaints 
Com m ission (PCC) Chair, 
Lord W akeham, told an audience at 

the Sydney Institute on N ovem ber 5 
that political support for a statutory 
press complaints m echanism  in the 
U.K. had now  dissipated.

Support had been building at the 
end of the 1980s but both sides [of 
politics] now  “are well-satisfied with 
the progress of the Commission,” he 
said. The Commission replaced the 
British Press Council in 1990 after 
some particularly gross exam ples of 
news-gathering and reporting.

Lord W akeham  said standards in 
the British press had im proved con
siderably since then. Examples w ere 
the August 1995 undertaking, carried 
out by all newspapers, not to publish 
unauthorised photographs of Prince 
William at school, and the decision 
by all press to leave D unblane to its 
private grieving for the victims of the 
mass shooting after the Q ueen had 
given her speech.

He said there had been  a “sea 
change in attitudes to accuracy - 
where [the press] sometim es get it 
wrong, they correct it.” Some 75 per 
cent of complaints to the Commis
sion are about accuracy.

“Editors respect and  fear the  
PCC...They fight like fury to avoid a 
critical finding,” he said. After the 
News o f the World had published 
pictures of Charles Spencer’s wife 
inside a hospital while she was suf
fering from a mental illness, Lord 
W akeham said he had spoken  di
rec tly  to th e  p u b lis h e r  R u p e rt 
Murdoch. “In my view, there was no 
p o ss ib le  ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r th e  
publication...[Murdoch] m ade a pu b 
lic statement that the behaviour of his 
editor had been unacceptable. You

can only do that once. It was very 
important in making clear that I m eant 
business.”

Roughly 80 per cent of complaints 
are settled to the satisfaction of the 
com plainant and the newspaper.

But Lord W akeham  acknow l
edged that the situation was not per
fect. Following the coverage of Prin
cess D iana’s death, he had devel
oped  proposals for tightening the 
code w hich sets out the standards 
against w hich com plaints are as
sessed. These proposals include:
• specific protection to the children 

of those in the public eye. A ban is 
p roposed  on payments to children 
for stories about them  or others;

• attem pting to cut the market for 
paparazzi p ictures by bann ing  
“photographs obtained by persist
ent pursuit”;

• a new  definition of the physical 
space in w hich a person is entitled 
to privacy, extending from private 
property to places “where there is 
a legitimate expectation of privacy”;

• a new  definition of “private life”, 
including hom e, family, health, fi
nance, correspondence; and

• the expansion of “sympathetic in
vestigation” of, for example, cir
cum stances of personal grief, to 
require “sympathetic writing”.

Lord W akeham  said the Commis
sion had no pow er to “pre-censor” 
material. He acknow ledged this as a 
particular w eakness in its ability to 
offer effective protection against in
vasions of privacy w here the danger 
could not be undone after the initial 
act. However, he did not believe such 
pow er w as appropriate, although he 
conceded “I w o n ’t say I’ve never spo
ken to an editor before publication.”

He was opposed  to the introduc
tion of statutory m easures to address

media invasions of privacy saying 
that it w ould  be a law for the wealthy 
and the thin-skinned, especially at a 
time w hen reductions in legal aid 
funding w ere making the legal sys
tem  even less accessible. (Perhaps 
the PCC will be supporting increased 
funding for legal aid?).

He gave the familiar press justifi
cation for setting no limits on intru
sions into the lives of those whose 
stories and pictures are most market
able -  that m any people court pub
licity. Dealing with the media is a part 
of public life. “Learning to handle the 
media is like learning to handle a 
wife,” he said. (He tried to recover 
but like a good invasion of privacy, 
the dam age was already done.)

Most contracts of employment for 
journalists now  contain a provision 
that the journalist will comply with 
the code of conduct.

Lord W akeham  com pared  his 
Com m ission favourably w ith the 
statutory Broadcasting Complaints 
Commission. W hen [the BCC] makes 
a finding, the broadcasters say “It’s 
very interesting”. By contrast, Lord 
W akeham  says his judgem ents are 
published. W hen one new spaper re
fused, he threatened to exclude the 
paper from the schem e by accepting 
no further complaints about it. The 
judgem ent was published the next 
day, he said.

The PCC recently has been given 
jurisdiction by its m em ber publishers 
to handle complaints about material 
they publish on the Internet, where 
the written form of the material would 
come within the jurisdiction of the 
PCC. But the current Chairman doesn’t 
plan on doing much surfing. “I’m 
going to insist on  a hard copy.”

Jock Given
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