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y at the nerve centre o 
complaints against the press

■ t

If EEHNS: Voars tmly, snd rigit, PCC directs Tim Toulmin

O NE of the features , 
of being an otnbuds- 
man is that you 

never know what is going 
to turn up m your mail
box.

For exajnple, 1 never expected 
an  approach from  the Press 
Com plaints Com m ission <PCC) 
a sk in g  me to v is it  them  in  
London.

A pp arently they had picked  
up one o f m y artic le s and w ant
ed to le a rn  m ore about the role 
o f Th e Eve n in g Sta r’s  om buds
m an. A s I  le ft fo r London I  w as 
in trigu ed  by the P C C ’s interest. 
D id  they see m y role as ch al
len g in g  th e ir own?

Th e P C C  offices are situated 
an  the th ir d  f lo o r  o f  H alton  
House in  H o lb o ra  I  w as m et by 
d irecto r T im  To ulm in , who 
stra igh t away m ade me feel at 
ease. H e w as very interested in  
m y ro le  as om budsm an and it  
w as an opportunity fo r me to 
get to know  the and the 
w ork of the com m ission.

Th e  PO C is  actu a lly  quite a 
sm all organ isation  w ith  on ly 
about 14 staff. I  w as ab le to have 
a lo n g conversation w ith  tire two 
assistan t d irectors, Stephen 
A b e ll and W lHiam  Gore.

Th ey were unaw are o f an y 
other lo ca l paper w ith  an 
om budsm an and saw m y ro le  as 
a  ve ry bold and p o sitive  step by 
the E v e n in g  S ta r to  m ain tain  
press standards and a positive 
dialogue w ith its  readership.

A t the heai't o f the w ork we 
both do Is  tile  Code o f Practice, 
w h ic h  I  liave  often quoted in  
th is colum n and Is  som etim es 
imowm as The E d ito rs’ Code,

The Code has 16 clauses, cov
e rin g  areas of accuracy, privacy, 
new sgathering and d iscrim in a
tion , It  is  intended to g ive  d ie 
press a set of ru le s on Iiow  to 
report the new s and to give the 
P C C  a fram ew ork by w d iicii to 
judge th e  p u b lic ’s com plaints.

T lie  M l code can  be view ed at 
w w w.pcc.org.uk 

II I  2006, the P C C  dealt w itli 
3,325 com plaints, w ith  72 per 
cent regard in g accurac}?;

Once a com plaint fin d s its

In v i t a t io n  t o  s e e  h o w  c o m m i s s i o n  

k e e p s  e d i t o r ia l  s t a n d a r d s  in  c h e c k  

. . .a n d  t o  t e l l  m y  s id e  o f  t h e  s t o r y !

J ' r.T he ,

w ay to the P C C  it  is  allocated a 
file  num ber and tlie  case 
becom es “liv e ”. Th e  o ffice rs of 
the com m ission endeavour to 
re so lve  issues  am icab ly i f  possi
ble and the vast m ajo rity are.

I f  the issu e s cannot be 
reso lved the case w ill be p u t  
before the fuU com m ission, 16 
independent m em bers from  v a r
io u s w alks o f life . Th ey then 
m ake a fin a l ad jud ication  on the 
case, the u ltim ate sanction is  for 
th e ir fin d in gs to be published 
p rom inently in  the appropriate 
new spaper or m agazine. ;

We spoke at length of 
the w ork o f the P C C  dur
in g  w hat have become •
know n as “the Ip sw ich  ,,,
k illin g s ” la st year.

A lttio u g li
there w e re  no f  ;
com plain ts at that 
tim e, the P C C  had /i
w orked w ith  the press ^
and the p o lice  to  ensu re  . v . ' S v  
tlia t standards of report
in g  w ere m et.

O f course I  
m y own 
review

of the Sta r's rep o rtin g of those 
events e arlie r th is  year.

I  w as in trigu ed  to know  w hat 
the assistan t d irecto rs thought 
of the code -  w as it  tough 
enough and should it  have the 
force o f law  behind it?

Stephen A b e ll said : “One of 
the advantages of seif-regu la
tio n  is  that the code can be 
adapted q u ick ly  to m eet chang
in g  circum stances. Stoce the 
form ation of the P C C  in  1991, 
the code has undergone more 

than 30 changes and is  
review ed eve ry  s ix  

m ontlis or so.”
'■ W ill Gore added;
/ \  “On tlie  toughness

, issue, nobody
V| should underesth 

t l "  m ate the power 
'""I o f re q u irin g  a 
, >, M lP C C ju d g e - 

■ m ent to be pub- 
j lish sd , editors are 
. gen erally profes

sio n als who pride 
tiiem selves in  tlie  

accm*acy of th e ir 
p u b Ecatlo iis.”

In  tru th  it  ts h ard  to see w hat 
other sanctions could be , 
Im posed. F in e s w ould be one , 
p o ssib ility, but w ould it  re a lly  he 
a deterrent w hen a top sto ry can 
m assive ly incj-ease circu latio n ?

We w ent on to d iscu ss m y role 
and m y m ethods of w orking. I 
w as encouraged by t lie ir  view s.

Th ey were v e ry  suppoj-tive 
and we discussed how  we would 
each ^ a l w ith  certa in  cases.

The P C C  has to m ake its judge
m ents purely on w hetlier an arti
cle breaches llie  code or not, 
w hile m y role has m ore freedom.

M y firs t Judgem ent la  alw ays 
w hether there has been a breach 
o f the code, but I  can then go 
ftirther. Even if  I  do not believe 
there has been a breach, I  can 
take a v ie iv  on tlie  reporting and 
th e  e d ito ria l policy.

T h is  judgem ent is  based upon 
how the Sta r should act iv ith iii 
the  lo ca l com m unity and how a 
laym an view s its  activitie s.

1 am given absolute freedom to 
publish m y v ie w s w ith o u t  editori
a l intei-ference. T ills  m eans I  am 
often critica l of reporting even if 
it  is  technically w itlu n  the code, i  
base m y judgem ents <m w hat I  
believe the standards o f an “aver
age” Star reader and how they 
w ant tiie h  news reported.

O n the whole we both saw our 
roles as com plem entary local 
issues can often be addressed by 
m yself. In  fact, the assistant 
dirsctoi-^ cou ldn 't re ca ll tlie  last 
PC C  com plaint concerning t lie , 
E ven in g Star.

M y norm al colum n dealing 
w M i readers com plaints w ill 
re tu rn  sh o rtly
■  If  you have a com plaint for 
Th e O m buc^m aii to investigate, 
w rite to h im  at Th e  Even in g 
Star, 30 Low er Brook Street, 
Ip sw ich , IP 4  IA N .
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