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Privacy and Media Intrusion

HC Deb 17 July 1995 vol 263 ccl323-391323 4.12 pm
The Secretary of State for National Heritage (Mrs. Virginia Bottomley)

W ith  perm ission, Madam Speaker, I shall make a s ta tem ent about the  press and privacy.

I am today publishing the  G overnm ent's response to  th e  repo rt o f the  National Heritage 
Select C om m ittee  on privacy and media in trusion. Copies are available in the  Library and 
Vote Office.

I pay tr ib u te  to  the  Select C om m ittee  fo r  its report. The G overnm ent very much appreciate 
the  C om m ittee 's patience in its long w a it fo r  th is  response. The issues in th is  area go to  the  
heart o f our dem ocracy and the  G overnm ent have th o u g h t about them  long and hard. In 
every dem ocracy a balance m ust be struck betw een th e  rights o f ind ividuals to  personal 
privacy and the  freedom  o f the  press. As the  Select C om m ittee  recognises, th a t is no t always 
easy to  achieve.

It is a proud fea tu re  o f our free  society th a t fo r  300 years, o the r than as a necessity in tim es 
o f w ar, the  United Kingdom press has been at libe rty  to  w rite  w ha tever it chooses, subject to  
the  constrain ts o f th e  law as it applies equally to  all citizens. Such freedom s are jea lously 
guarded, by the  press itse lf and by th is  House. The surest means o f p ro tecting  those 
freedom s is to  ensure th a t they  are used responsibly. Overall, the  qua lity  and standards o f 
our local, regional and national press are high. Some newspapers, however, have ridden 
roughshod over people's privacy w hen the re  was no possible jus tifica tion  fo r  doing so. Cases 
concern no t ju s t those in public life, bu t private  citizens w ho become the  subject o f media 
scrutiny th rough  circumstances no t o f th e ir  choosing. People are e n titled  to  privacy fo r 
them selves and th e ir  fam ilies.

In response to  those concerns, the  industry has taken a num ber o f steps. An independent, 
non-s ta tu to ry  Press Com plaints Commission was set up at th e  beginning o f 1991. M y noble 
Friend Lord W akeham  was appointed as the  comm ission's chairm an at the  beginning o f th is 
year. He has considerably s trengthened it. The m a jo rity  o f its m em bers are now 
independent o f the  press and bring robust com m on sense to  the  cases before  them . Lord 
W akeham  set ou t the  steps th a t he has taken in a recent le tte r to  my predecessor. It is 
published today as an annex to  the  G overnm ent's response.

The deve lopm ent o f a national code o f practice fo r  the  press is a sign ificant im provem ent on 
w ha t has gone before. The code, and how it is applied, is being shown to  have e ffect. The 
House w ill be aware, fo r  example, o f a recent instance w here  the  ed ito r o f a Sunday tab lo id  
was pub lic ly reprim anded by the  newspaper's p ro p rie to r fo r  breaching the  code. M ore 
needs to  be done and I am glad to  note  th a t, as the  Select C om m ittee  on National Heritage 
recom m ended, increasingly com pliance w ith  the  code is being w ritte n  in to  the  em p loym ent 
contracts o f edito rs and journa lists.

M y noble Friend Lord W akeham  is bring ing fo rw a rd  proposals fo r  discussion on how both 
the  public and the  PCC can con tribu te  to  revising and fu rth e r toughen ing  the  code o f 
practice. That is w elcom e, as are his proposals fo r  perform ance targets against w hich to  
measure the  comm ission's e ffic iency and responsiveness.
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It is essential th a t se lf-regula tion is both e ffective  and seen to  be e ffective. There have been 
im provem ents to  the  PCC. Lord W akeham  is com m itted  to  doing m ore. I h a ve l3 2 4 w ritte n  to  
him  setting  ou t fu rth e r im provem ents th a t th e  G overnm ent w ish to  see both in the  
procedures o f th e  PCC and in the  code o f practice itself. M y le tte r is published as an annex to  
the  G overnm ent's response to  the  Select C om m ittee.

W e recom m end th a t the  PCC pays ou t com pensation to  those w hom  it judges have had th e ir  
privacy v io la ted  by the  press. Such awards w ou ld  be paid from  a fund  set up by the  industry. 
That w ou ld  be a co llective recognition  from  the  industry  th a t one o f its m em bers had 
w ronged a m em ber o f the  public.

W e have proposed several ways in w hich the  code o f practice m igh t be fu rth e r tigh tened  up. 
In particu lar, the re  are several points w here  the  language o f the  code should be m ore 
precise, or the  emphasis changed, to  place greater w e igh t on the  p ro tection  o f ind ividual 
privacy.

W e support the  Select C om m ittee 's call fo r  a d irect and rapid line o f com m unication 
betw een the  chairm an o f the  PCC and newspaper editors. That w ou ld  be used to  w arn them  
w here, in the  chairm an's judgm en t on the  basis o f the  evidence subm itted  to  him , the  code 
was about to  be breached. That could be used to  head o ff abuses. It is also im p o rta n t th a t 
the  public have rapid and d irect access to  the  PCC. That fa c ility  should be w ell publicised in 
the  press so th a t the  public are aware o f it.

The G overnm ent have considered care fu lly  w he the r legislative options should be pursued, 
ra ther than the  se lf-regu la tory a lterna tive. W e have decided fo r  the  present to  a llow  Lord 
W akeham 's commission, and the  press, to  dem onstra te  th a t se lf-regula tion can be made to  
w ork. Let me say som ething, however, about each o f those legislative alternatives.

The Select C om m ittee  on National Heritage and Sir David Calcutt's 1993 rep o rt before  it 
both to o k  the  v iew  th a t legislation was needed to  prevent abuses by the  press. There is 
disagreem ent, however, about the  best rem edies to  apply. Sir David Calcutt recom m ended a 
s ta tu to ry  press com pla ints tr ibuna l, bu t th a t was rejected by the  Select C om m ittee.

The G overnm ent agree w ith  the  Select C om m ittee  th a t a s ta tu to ry  press com pla ints tribuna l 
w ou ld  no t be right. W e believe in a free  press. Like the  C om m ittee, we are re luctan t to  see 
s ta tu to ry  controls. A s ta tu to ry  tr ibuna l w ou ld  be a very s ign ificant step on a path th a t we 
have no w ish to  trave l. For the  same reason, we cannot accept the  C om m ittee 's 
recom m endation fo r  a s ta tu to ry  om budsman.

I come next to  the  Select C om m ittee 's recom m endation fo r  a p ro tection  o f privacy Bill w ith  
both civil and crim inal e lements. The crim inal e lem ents w ou ld  be sim ilar to  the  in trusion 
offences proposed in the  Calcutt report. The Select C om m ittee, however, unlike Calcutt, 
w ou ld  extend the  offences to  cover in trus ion  fo r  any purpose and no t ju s t fo r  pub lication.

The G overnm ent have made it clear th a t they  see a ttractions in p rincip le  in the  use o f the  
crim inal law to  p revent and penalise b la tan t and un justified  in trusions in to  the  privacy o f 
individuals; nor could the  owners or ed itors o f m ost newspapers, we believe, leg itim a te ly  
object to  sensible laws in th a t area.
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The G overnm ent have th e re fo re  given the  m ost painstaking consideration to  how the  
necessary legislation m ight be drawn up. In particu lar, w e exam ined from  every angle how 
the  Calcutt offences m igh t w o rk  in practice. That w o rk  is described in deta il in chapter 3 o f 
the  G overnm ent's response.

W e have been guided by the  princip le  th a t the  law m ust be both  clear and enforceable. It 
m ust have a good chance o f catching those w ho  are abusing th e ir  powers w h ile  not 
inh ib iting  leg itim ate  jou rna lis tic  investigation. Any legislation w ou ld  have to  establish a 
balance th a t p ro tected  privacy w h ile  a llow ing responsible journa lism , and w ith o u t creating 
defences th a t w ere  so w ide  as to  render th e  offences meaningless.

W e have been forced to  conclude th a t the  d ifficu lties  o f scope and de fin itio n  o f the  
proposed offences, and the  necessary defences, are fo rm idab le . The G overnm ent w ou ld  
p re fe r to  see a se lf-regu la tory process than to  in troduce  a law th a t could create m ore 
problem s than it is designed to  solve. The G overnm ent th e re fo re  have no im m edia te  plans 
to  legislate in th a t respect.

The Select C om m ittee  also recom m ended a civil rem edy fo r  in fringem ent o f privacy. That 
w ou ld  give v ictim s o f in fringem ents o f privacy a righ t to  damages and to  seek in junctions. In 
1993, my noble and learned Friend the  Lord Chancellor and the  then  Secretary o f State fo r 
Scotland consulted on a new civil remedy. That consu lta tion did no t generate th e  clear 
support w hich the  G overnm ent look fo r  w hen considering m ajor measures o f law reform . 
The G overnm ent are no t ye t persuaded th a t the re  is su ffic ien t consensus on w hich to  base 
s ta tu to ry  in te rven tion  in th is  area. M oreover, the  G overnm ent strongly p re fe r the  princip le  
o f se lf-regulation.

On balance, the re fo re , the  G overnm ent have decided no t to  legislate fo r  a new civil remedy, 
at least fo r  the  present. W e believe, however, th a t the  righ t to  privacy should be m ore 
exp lic itly  spelt ou t in the  industry 's code o f practice. For th a t reason we are publishing, as an 
annex to  our response, w ha t a civil rem edy m ight look like, w ith  the  recom m endation th a t 
e lem ents o f it should be incorporated in to  the  code.

The Flouse w ill look to  the  industry to  respond positive ly  to  the  recom m endations set ou t in 
my le tte r to  Lord W akeham. Self-regulation still has a case to  prove. Despite the  serious 
practical d ifficu lties , legislative measures should no t be ruled out. The fac t is, however, th a t 
se lf-regula tion is the  m ost practical w ay fo rw ard . The a ppo in tm ent o f Lord W akeham  and 
the  approach he is taking o ffe r the  best o p p o rtu n ity  fo r  some tim e  th a t se lf-regula tion w ill 
be made to  w ork  in a w ay w hich comm ands public confidence.

There are signs o f a grow ing  recognition  among editors, including past m iscreants, th a t the  
righ t o f ind ividual privacy is no t to  be casually cast aside. The industry now  has to  back the  
PCC and to  make se lf-regula tion fu lly  e ffective. This is an issue w hich the  G overnm ent and 
the  Flouse w ill and should continue to  m on ito r and debate.
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Mr. Chris Smith (Islington, South and Finsbury)

M ay I w elcom e the  Secretary o f State to  her new role and responsibilities? I congratu la te  her 
on her p rom otion  and I hope th a t she has b rought her assiduousness, bu t no t her 
philosophy, w ith  her from  the  D epartm ent o f Health.

In the  sta tem ent, the  G overnm ent have clearly recognised the  need fo r  and the  d ifficu lty  o f 
balancing the  righ t o f free  expression w ith  the  righ t to  ind ividual privacy fo r  o rd ina ry  citizens. 
Any new provisions m ust be aim ed above all at p ro tecting  the  o rd ina ry  citizen, no t the  rich 
and fam ous, and p ro tecting  the  righ t o f the  m edia to  expose and coun ter in justice w herever 
it happens. I am not convinced, however, th a t the  G overnm ent have go t th a t balance righ t in 
th e ir  sta tem ent.

M ay I begin by expressing severe d isappo in tm ent th a t the  Calcutt com m ittee 's  
recom m endations from  1990 on an offence o f specific physical in trus ion  have no t been 
adopted? It proposed a very lim ited  set o f provisions in crim ina l law to  prevent in trusion 
from  bugging devices and invasion o f p rivate  property . In the  then  Home Secretary's 
response on 21 June, he said: W e accept them  in p rinc ip le ."— [Official Report, 21 June 1990; 
Vol. 174, c. 1125.] The then  Secretary o f State fo r  National Heritage said in January 
1993: The G overnm ent accept the  case fo r  new crim ina l offences to  deal w ith  specified 
types o f physical in trus ion  and covert surve illance."— [Official Report, 14 January 1993; Vol. 
216, c. 1068.] On 29 January 1993, the  then  Under-Secretary o f State said: the  G overnm ent 
w ill th e re fo re  bring fo rw a rd  legislation in due course to  give e ffect to  those proposals".— 
[O fficia l Report, 29 January 1993; Vol. 217, c. 1344.] N ot on ly have M in isters prom ised to  
im p lem en t those Calcutt recom m endations, bu t Conservative Back Benchers have 
advocated them  on several occasions, including, on 14 January 1993, the  hon. M em bers fo r 
Thanet, N orth  (M r. Gale) and fo r  Pudsey (Sir G. Shaw), both o f w hom  I see in th e ir  places 
today.

Such a provision against physical in trus ion  w ou ld  at least cope w ith  some o f the  w ors t 
excesses o f press in trusion. W hen the  hospital bedroom s o f Gordon Kaye or Russell Harty 
are invaded to  get a cheap story, all hon. M em bers wish to  deal w ith  th e  issue, ye t the  
G overnm ent's s ta tem ent does no t do anyth ing w ha tever to  deal w ith  it. Those w ho do no t 
seek public lim e ligh t should surely be pro tected, as th e  very specific and lim ited  proposals 
th a t Calcutt came fo rw a rd  w ith  in 1990 w ou ld  have done. The Secretary o f State's excuse 
th a t it is d iffic u lt to  fram e legislation really does no t wash. It is possible, Calcutt set ou t how, 
and the  courts could, under the  norm al com m on law princip les, in te rp re t on a case-by-case 
basis.

M ay I how ever w elcom e the  G overnm ent's re jection o f Calcutt's 1993 recom m endation fo r 
a s ta tu to ry  press regu la tory body? It seems th a t the  "last chance saloon" has been granted a 
substantia l extension to  its drink ing  hours. It is im portan t, except in the  very specific 
circumstances to  w hich I have already referred, th a t se lf-regula tion ra ther than censorship 
ought to  be the  rule. But fo r  se lf-regula tion to  w ork, it m ust be seen to  w ork. W e note  w ith  
in te rest the  G overnm ent's sym pathy fo r  the  estab lishm ent o f a com pensation fund  fo r 
victim s o f press error. Is the re  no t a danger, however, th a t if the  fund  w ere  established w ith  
contribu tions across the  board from  all m em bers o f the  press, the  good papers w ou ld  end 
up subsidising the  m isdeeds o f the  bad? Is th a t no t a foo lish  w ay o f going about ensuring 
th a t m iscreants are given an incentive  to  behave better?
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W ill the  Secretary o f State consider one fu rth e r specific change to  the  Press Com plaints 
Commission: th a t it establishes a research capacity so th a t it looks no t s im ply at ind ividual 
com pla ints bu t m ore w ide ly  at general areas o f concern about m edia behaviour? May I tu rn  
her a tten tion  also to  the  Lord Chancellor's consu lta tion paper in 1993 and note  th a t she has 
ruled ou t fo r  the  present the  in troduction  o f a civil offence o f in fringem ent o f privacy? 
W ith o u t legal aid, any such civil rem edy w ou ld  o f course be available only to  those w ith  
deep pockets. M ay I w arn her against ins titu ting  a law th a t w ou ld  p ro tec t on ly the  w e ll- 
heeled and no t the  o rd ina ry  people o f Britain?

Surely a much be tte r approach w ou ld  be to  incorpora te  p roperly  in to  British law the  
European convention on human rights, toge the r w ith  its artic le  8, w ith  a righ t to  the  
p ro tection  o f personal privacy, and artic le  10, w ith  a righ t to  freedom  o f expression. It 
should include a specific de fin itio n  o f acting in the  pub lic in te rest w here  privacy is infringed 
and couple it w ith  th e  in troduction  o f a Freedom o f In fo rm ation  Act to  open up the  workings 
o f governm ent. That w ou ld  have been a sensible approach; it w ou ld  have been a fa r- 
reaching approach; it w ou ld  have go t the  balance right. The G overnm ent have today yet 
again missed a fundam enta l opportun ity .

Mrs. Bottomley
I thank the  hon. G entlem an fo r  w elcom ing me to  my new  office, w hich I am delighted to  
take on. I look fo rw a rd  to  debating w ith  the  hon. G entlem an many subjects on a w ide  range 
o f issues.

The hon. Gentlem an righ tly  ta lked about the  balance needed betw een the  righ t o f free  
speech and the  righ t o f privacy—the  Select C om m ittee  repo rt conta ined precisely those 
com m ents. The repo rt stated: The C om m ittee  does no t believe th a t th is  balance can or 
should be achieved by legislation w hich imprisons the  press in a cage o f legal res tra in f'.T he  
G overnm ent have been looking care fu lly at exactly th a t issue fo r  the  past tw o  years.

On the  crim ina l remedies, the  hon. Gentlem an and the  House w ill see th a t chapter 3 o f our 
response details at some length the  in tractab le  d ifficu lties  th a t beset the  issue. On the  
subject o f in trus ion , issues such as listen ing devices, privacy and hospitals are all set ou t in 
g reater deta il in the  code o f practice, w hich has been substantia lly  enhanced since the  
debate on the  subject began. As I set ou t in my le tte r to  Lord W akeham, I expect to  see 
fu rth e r c larifica tion  and strengthening o f those precise points.

As has been said: It's how  you define the  'pub lic  in te rest' th a t is so d ifficu lt. It's impossib le to  
lay dow n an absolute de fin ition . Those are no t my w ords, bu t the  w ords o f the  hon. M em ber 
fo r  Islington, South and Finsbury (M r. Smith) in an a rtic le  in the  News o f the  W orld . That is 
precisely the  d ilem m a: we m ust achieve a public in terest defence th a t does no t run a coach 
and horses th rough  the  issue.

Finally, the re  is the  danger o f developing show tria ls , w hereby someone whose privacy has 
already been breached finds him  or herself able to  seek redress only in a crim ina l court, 
w here  any vestiges o f privacy th a t he or she had w ill be tho rough ly  lost. He or she m igh t w ell 
be subject to  fu rth e r a llegations and fu rth e r in trusions in to  his or her privacy.
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The hon. Gentlem an is r igh t w hen he speaks o f the  need to  ensure th a t se lf-regula tion 
carries public confidence. Lord W akeham  has set o u t a num ber o f measures and w e w ill 
expect them  to  be delivered. Above all, the  House m ust be satisfied th a t the  interests o f our 
constituents are being p roperly  served.

On the  subject o f a civil offence, th e  issues are set ou t in chapter 4. W e also published annex 
B to  the  docum ent w hich shows those civil offences, w ith  the  com m endation  th a t they  
should be incorporated in the  code o f practice.

I know  th a t the  Labour party  feels th a t the  European convention on human rights is the  be 
all and end all, bu t it does no t rem ove the  tension th a t we are discussing 1328between 
freedom  o f speech and the  im portance o f privacy. The convention means th a t instead o f 
such m atters being decided by a sovereign Parliament, they  are increasingly being handed 
over to  judges, and judges in Europe at that.

As fo r  a Freedom o f In fo rm ation  Act, the  hon. Gentlem an w ill be w ell aware o f the  W h ite  
Paper on open governm ent and the  deta iled  and practical steps th a t the  G overnm ent have 
taken to  de liver tha t. W hen my righ t hon. Friend the  Secretary o f State fo r  Health comes to  
the  re levant e lem ent o f his briefing, he w ill d iscover deta iled com m itm ents on ava ilab ility  
and freedom  o f in fo rm a tion  in the  health service.

Sir Giles Shaw (Pudsey)

Does my righ t hon. Friend accept th a t I am considerably d isappointed tha t, a fte r so long a 
period—going back to  the  1993 Select C om m ittee  re p o rt— she has decided th a t inaction is 
the  o rder o f the  day? W ill she please te ll the  House w hy she believes th a t the  vo lun tary  
system, as em bodied in the  Press Com plaints Commission, w ill have some kind o ffe re e  
behind its recom m endations? W hy should w e believe th a t ed itors and newspaper 
p roprie to rs  w ill behave m ore ra tiona lly  now than they  have in the  past?

As to  in trusion, my righ t hon. Friend cannot accept th a t a piece o f leg isla tion is to o  d ifficu lt 
to  fram e in re la tion  to  mechanical devices th a t are provable in court or th a t can be obta ined 
from  under the  floorboards o f some u n fo rtuna te  person's premises. It is surely the  
G overnm ent's du ty  to  try  to  respond to  w idespread public concern th a t th e  fo u rth  estate is 
using m ethods— let us leave aside op in ions—th a t transgress heavily upon those w ho are 
least able to  p ro tec t them selves.

M rs. B o tto m le y

I understand my hon. Friend's strength o f fee ling  about the  m atte r, w hich I th in k  is shared by 
m ost hon. M em bers. I th in k  th a t he is on solid ground when he speaks o f the  past and o f the  
lack o f confidence in th e  Press Com plaints Commission. The le tte r th a t I received from  my 
noble Friend Lord W akeham  states: It seems to  me th a t the  m anner in w hich the  
Commission dea lt early in its life  w ith  several issues arousing great controversy came very 
close to  underm in ing  fa ta lly  th a t reservo ir o f a u th o rity— and in tu rn  the  standing o f self 
regu la tion". I th in k  th a t many hon. M em bers w ill appreciate his recognition  th a t all was fa r 
from  w ell in the  past.

On the  o the r hand, we have already seen im provem ents in a num ber o f ways. W e have seen 
a strengthening o f lay representa tion.
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The appoin tm ents com m ittee  comprises a m a jo rity  o f lay m em bers, as does the  Press 
Com plaints Commission. As I set ou t in my le tte r, I w ish to  see lay representa tion on the  
code o f practice com m ittee . I w an t to  see the  code o f practice incorporated in contracts o f 
em p loym ent and I w an t to  see p re-em ptive  action developed fu rth e r th rough  the  use o f the  
hotline .

W hen my hon. Friend has tim e  to  study the  papers in deta il, I th in k  th a t he w ill find  a 
num ber o f specific measures th a t w e w ish to  see incorpora ted  and acted upon, as w ell as 
some o f the  deta iled  reservations and d ifficu lties  th a t my righ t hon. Friends have considered 
care fu lly fo r  the  past tw o  years.

Mr. Robert Maclennan (Caithness and Sutherland)

It is w ith  some regre t th a t I have to  say th a t the  Secretary o f State, in her f irs t ou ting  in her 
new po rtfo lio , has made a bad case th a t w ill convince very fe w  people w ho  are concerned 
about freedom  o f the  press and the  p ro tection  o f privacy.

By suggesting th a t the  European convention on human righ ts—w ith  its careful balance 
betw een artic le  8, w hich guarantees privacy, and a rtic le  10, w hich guarantees freedom  o f 
expression— is only fo r  the  courts in Strasbourg to  consider and is no t applicable to  judges in 
th is  country, the  Secretary o f State abandons one o f th e  m ost helpfu l possible rem edies to  
the  d ilem m a th a t has certa in ly  baffled her.

Can the  righ t hon. Lady explain w hy she has re jected— indeed, she has done a sharp U- 
tu rn —the  acceptance by the  Secretary o f State fo r  th e  Flome D epartm ent o f the  proposals 
about physical intrusion? If she believes th a t it is no t practical to  devise legislation fo r  the  
courts, w hy should we rely or place any w e igh t upon th e  prospects o f the  Press Com plaints 
Commission's d ra fting  e ffective  legislation to  operate  in a vo lun ta ry  m anner in th a t sphere?

Finally, as to  the  righ t hon. Lady's proposed rem edy o f having the  Press Complaints 
Commission make paym ents from  a fund  to  the  victim s o f v io la tion  o f privacy, w ill she at 
least consider w he the r it w ou ld  be b e tte r to  derive th a t m oney from  bonds th a t are pu t up 
by m edia p roprie to rs  and th a t are fo rfe ita b le , in w ho le  or in part, if they  fa ll fou l o f th e  code 
o f practice to  w hich they  have subscribed?

Mrs. Bottomley

The hon. Gentlem an w ill know  th a t we are bound by th e  European convention on human 
rights, bu t to  pu t such a measure in to  our law w ou ld  politic ise  our judges. The hon. 
Gentlem an m entioned a com pensation fund  and w h ile  the  rou te  th a t he ou tlined  is certa in ly 
one op tion, the re  w ill need to  be discussions betw een Lord W akeham  and the  m em bers o f 
the  com m ission as to  w ha t is the  m ost practical w ay fo rw a rd . It is clear from  the  com m ents 
o f the  hon. Gentlem an and o the r hon. M em bers th a t th ey  w ill no t be satisfied until they  see 
in practice, as w ell as in com m itm ent, proper p ro tec tion  fo r  the  men and w om en o f th is  
country and th e ir  privacy. I feel as strongly about the  m a tte r— as do the  G overnm ent— as 
the  hon. M em bers w ho have com m ented today. The issue is how we can achieve a practical 
so lu tion. W e believe th a t we have set ou t a w ay fo rw a rd  th a t w ill get the  balance righ t 
w ith o u t the  adverse consequences inherent in many o the r options.
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Mr. Roger Gale (T h an e t, N o rth )

T h e re  is som e reason to  b e lie ve  th a t  th e  press acqu ired  deta ils  o f th e  d ea th  o f o u r la te  

co lleague S tephen  M illigan  by eavesd ro pp ing  on conversations o f m e m b ers  o f th e  

M e tro p o lita n  police by using laser-d irec tio n al m icrophones. I have in m y possession a 

p riva te  te le p h o n e  bill su b m itted  to  m e by a jo u rn a lis t w o rk in g  fo r  th e  Daily M irro r, w h ich  is 

th e  kind o f m a te ria l supplied  by p riva te  investigation  agencies on a regu lar basis. I also have  

in m y possession a ta p e  m a d e  o f aN ew s o f th e  W o rld  jo u rn a lis t in w hich  he says c learly  th a t  

he has to ta l c o n te m p t fo r  th e  e ffe c t o f th e  libel law s in th is co u ntry , as he know s p erfe c tly  

w e ll— as does his n ew sp ap er and p resu m ab ly  its p ro p r ie to r— th a t th e  o rd in ary  person  

cann o t a ffo rd  to  have recourse to  th e  law s o f libel.

M o s t hon. M e m b e rs  respect e n tire ly  m y rig ht hon. Friend's assessm ent th a t  a fre e  society  

requ ires  a fre e  press. But as o u r press is n ow  d ab bling  in excesses solely to  m e e t th e  

d em and s o f a c ircu la tion  w a r, th e  t im e  has co m e to  act. If she is to  suggest to  Lord W a k e h a m  

th a t  th e  Press C o m p la in ts  Com m ission set up a fu n d  to  p ro v ide  redress, le t it be a ve ry  large  

fu n d  ind eed.

Mrs. Bottomley

I accept th e  points m a d e  by hon. Friend, and I recognise his a u th o r ita tiv e  position as 

so m eo n e  involved  in th is fie ld  in th e  Flouse fo r  a long t im e . The precise exam ples  th a t  he 

gives do n o t address th e  d ile m m a  o f h ow  w e  ach ieve leg is lation w ith  precise d efin ition s  th a t  

tackles cases w ith o u t adverse consequences. T h e  questions o f d e fin itio n s  and th e  public  

in te res t w o u ld  t im e  and again vex th e  m a tte r . T he  o th e r p o in t ab o u t th e  code o f practice is 

th a t  it is a m o re  fle x ib le  and less cu m b erso m e ro u te . I shall s ta te  to  Lord W a k e h a m  th a t  

th e re  is a sense o f an g er and im p atien ce , and th a t  c o m m itm e n ts  and changes w hich  have  

b een  set in h a n d — th e re  have b een  som e encourag ing  signs— m ust n o t on ly  be carried  

th ro u g h , b u t acce le ra ted .

Mr. Joseph Ashton (B assetlaw )

The rig ht hon. Lady m e n tio n e d  n o th ing  ab o u t th e  invad ing  a rm y  o f p ic ke t-lin e  d oo rs tep pers  

w h o  have besieged  rape victim s' houses and th e  h om es o f w id o w s  o f p eo p le  k illed  in 

N o rth ern  Ire land , a m a tte r  w hich  th e  C o m m itte e  investig ated , and she said ve ry  litt le  ab o u t 

pho n e bugging. The sanctions o f th e  Press C o m p la in ts  Com m ission do n o t exist. U n like th e  

G en era l M ed ica l Council, th e  Law Society and even  th e  Football A ssociation— w hich  fin e  and  

punish m e m b e rs — th e  PCC n ever does, even  if new sp ap ers  b reak  em barg oes. D esp ite w h a t  

th e  rig ht hon. Lady said, th e  press can carry on p u ttin g  h idden  cam eras in to  gym nasium s and  

show ing  w o m e n  w ith  th e ir  legs up in th e  air. Even Princess Di did n o t have th e  m o n ey  to  

stop th a t  sort o f th in g . T he rig ht hon. Lady's o w n  son had his privacy grossly invaded by th e  

press, as th e  P rim e M in is te r's  son did last w e e k , s im p ly because he w as re la ted  to  a 

p olitic ian . Fie co m m itte d  no crim e  or o ffen ce  a t all.

T h a t is th e  sort o f press invasion being carried  o u t by a g roup  o f p eo p le  w h o  are  n o w  acting  

like th e  KGB and th e  Stasi in every  aspect o f British life  w hich  th e y  th in k  m ig h t sell a 

n ew sp ap er. T h e re  is no n eed  to  bring in th e  judges and  law yers. W e  can insist on p ro p er  

sanctions and a p ro p e r tr ib u n a l th a t  is run in d e p e n d e n tly , and w hich  is n o t co n tro lled  by th e  

press o r in th e  pockets o f th e  press.
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Madam Speaker

I know  th a t passions in th is  m a tte r are running high. I am listen ing care fu lly to  w ha t Back
Bench M em bers are saying, bu t I am not hearing questions. I am hearing sta tem ents from  
people w ho feel passionately about the  m atter, bu t w e m ust have questions to  the  Secretary 
o f State.

Mrs. Bottomley

The hon. Gentlem an said th a t w e should no t bring the  judges and lawyers in to  the  m atter, 
bu t the  approach th a t many o f my hon. Friends and o the r hon. M em bers are pursuing w ou ld  
bring endless num bers o f judges and lawyers in to  the  m atter. It is extrem ely com plex to  
fram e legislation because w henever one area o f concern emerges, a new one develops. The 
strength o f the  code o f practice is th a t it covers a g reat num ber o f areas— some o f which 
w ere  m entioned by the  hon. G entlem an— including in trusion in to  g rie f and shock, 
inaccuracy and d is to rtion , the  o p p o rtu n ity  to  rep ly and the  use o f listen ing devices. The hon. 
Gentlem an also made the  p o in t th a t the  code should have some bite. I expect no t on ly th a t 
the  code w ill be w ritte n  in to  contracts o f em ploym ent, bu t th a t dismissal w ill be considered 
in areas w here  the  code has been seriously breached.

Sir Peter Tapsell (East Lindsey)

Should no t the  p roprie to rs  and the  boards o f d irectors o f newspapers be made legally liable 
along w ith  th e ir  ed itors fo r  excesses, so th a t they  can be held accountable fo r  them ? Is no t it 
s ign ificant th a t when M r. M ichael Foot started proceedings in respect o f the  disgraceful 
allegations made against him  in The Sunday Times, he go t a speedy and satisfactory 
response as soon as he sought to  associate the  ow ner o f th a t newspaper w ith  the  
proceedings, w hich o therw ise  could have dragged on fo r  years and cost M r. Foot a fo rtun e  
in legal fees?

Mrs. Bottomley

I accept my hon. Friend's com m ents about M r. M ichael Foot, w ho  was able to  seek redress. 
But once again it is a question o f the  exten t to  w hich we in troduce the  law in to  press contro l. 
To in troduce s ta tu te  in to  a free  press a fte r 300 years w ou ld  be an extrem ely  serious step 
w ith  g reat constitu tiona l im plications.

Mr. David Trimble (Upper Bann)

The Secretary o f State refe rred  to  a com pensation fund . Does she expect her 
recom m endation to  be accepted? If so, w ha t w ill be the  tim e  scale fo r  paym ents to  be made 
ou t o f th a t com pensation fund? W ill paym ents be made fo r  every breach o f the  code, or w ill 
fu rth e r d iscretion be exercised by the  PCC? W hat can an aggrieved ind ividual do if the  la tte r 
is the  case?
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M rs. B o tto m le y

It is clear from  the  response to  my s ta tem ent fo llo w in g  the  Select C om m ittee  repo rt th a t 
hon. M em bers feel extrem ely strongly on behalf o f th e ir  constituents whose privacy has 
been invaded. There is no doub t th a t the  Press Com plaints Commission under Lord 
W akeham  needs to  make urgent progress in taking fo rw a rd  the  details o f a com pensation 
fund. It is to o  early fo r  me to  go in to  deta il on how the  fund  w ou ld  w ork, bu t it w ill 
undoubted ly  be the  subject o f close scrutiny. I take the  v iew  th a t dismissal could be used 
against those w ho breach the  code o f practice, and th a t may be one o f the  m ost pow erfu l 
e ffects to  make sure th a t the  sp irit, as w ell as the  le tte r, o f th a t code is fo llow ed .

Sir Edward Heath (Old Bexley and Sidcup)

M ay I add my congratu la tions to  my righ t hon. Friend on her new appo in tm ent?  Is she aware 
th a t I find  th a t I cannot agree w ith  much o f w ha t she has said, even though some o f her 
proposals w ill be useful? Is she also aware th a t she has shown no recogn ition  o f the  fac t th a t 
measures such as she has proposed have been tr ied  tim e  and tim e  again in the  past and 
have proved constantly to  be unsuccessful? The tim e  has come to  deal w ith  the  m atter.

I do no t agree w ith  my righ t hon. Friend's rem ark th a t we have a responsible British press.
W e have noth ing o f th e  sort. She also said th a t we have some o f the  fines t press in th e  w orld . 
W e have noth ing o f the  sort. That used to  be the  case, bu t large parts o f our press are now 
the  w ors t in th e  w orld . Those o f us w ho see a great deal o f the  w orld  in our trave ls recognise 
th a t fu ll w ell.

One essential in every sphere o f life  is th a t freedom  involves responsib ility  and th a t if we 
abandon responsib ility , we w ill find  th a t our freedom  is attacked. I do no t w ish to  a ttack the  
freedom  o f the  press, bu t I w an t us to  deal w ith  the  problem s th a t it faces.

Is my righ t hon. Friend aware th a t the  biggest reve la tion o f the  disastrous state o f the  
present British press was tha t, during the  e lection o f th e  Conservative leader, on ly one 
newspaper was prepared to  say w ho  it supported w h ile  the  rest p la in ly w ished to  kill him 
off? They th ou gh t th a t they  ran the  Conservative party, th a t they  ran Parliam ent and th a t 
they  ran the  country. The question is, are they  now  going to  take notice  o f the  fac t th a t they 
do not?

Is my righ t hon. Friend fu rth e r aware th a t yesterday m orning w hen people bought th e ir  
heavies— le t us ignore the  ligh ts— 66 per cent, w ere  owned by fore igners w ho have no 
in te rest in our w elfa re , our people or our fu tu re?  Their on ly interests are selfish ones. [HON. 
MEMBERS: "W ha t about Tony Blair?"] I was som ew hat surprised about th a t, bu t perhaps 
m em bers o f the  O pposition Front Bench can explain how  the  Leader o f the  O pposition came 
to  spend tim e  in Sydney, consorting w ith  M r. M urdoch and all his m inions. I know  th a t he 
declared th a t he wants to  be the  second Mrs. Thatcher, bu t I am not sure th a t th a t is the  
w ay to  do it.

W ill my righ t hon. Friend consider in troducing  a Bill w ith  tw o  sim ple clauses? If not, I hope 
th a t some Back Bencher w ill do so. The firs t clause w ou ld  provide th a t no item  o f the  media 
could be owned by m ore than  one ind iv idua l, co rpora tion  or trust.

MOD300000778



For Distribution to CPs

The second w ou ld  p rovide th a t w here  an offence is p roved— I have no doub t th a t Lord 
W akeham  w ill do his u tm ost in th is  respect—the  apology by the  newspaper involved m ust 
be prin ted  in the  same place as the  orig inal o ffend ing  artic le  and m ust be prin ted  in the  
same sized type. There is noth ing d iffic u lt in tha t. W ould  my righ t hon. Friend be prepared to  
in troduce such a Bill?

Mrs. Bottomley

I am sure th a t my righ t hon. Friend w ill be aware o f the  W h ite  Paper on m ulti-m edia  
ow nersh ip  produced by my predecessor. Perhaps my righ t hon. Friend w ill tab le  an 
am endm ent w hen we debate the  subsequent legislation in o rder to  pursue th e  course th a t 
he has outlined.

M y righ t hon. Friend spoke about the  dep lorab le  behaviour o f the  press in re la tion  to  the  
recent leadership e lection involving my righ t hon. Friend the  Prime M in is ter. I am pleased 
th a t th e  British people have m ore sense than to  believe everyth ing th a t they  read in the  
newspapers which, I hope, are all eating a hea lthy d ie t o f hum ble  pie.

I know  not w ha t the  Leader o f the  O pposition is doing in the  southern hem isphere or w ha t 
good or ill fo rtun e  it w ill bring him , bu t I know  th a t these are extrem ely  serious m atters. The 
debate w ill continue, and hon. M em bers w ill require  fu rth e r and stronger action.

As fo r  my righ t hon. Friend's specific p o in t about apologies, substantia l progress has already 
been made on th a t fro n t, bu t one o f the  o the r m atters on w hich I am seeking fu rth e r 
progress from  Lord W akeham  is th a t the  adjud ication shall be produced in some deta il so 
tha t, in a sense, th e  equ iva len t o f case law can build  up. It is im p o rta n t th a t m em bers o f the  
press know  and understand no t on ly the  le tte r o f the  code o f practice bu t the  sp irit o f it. 
They should be aware o f the  consequences if they  disregard the  princip les th a t are so 
im p o rta n t to  all o f us.

Mrs. Ann Clwyd (Cynon Valley)

The M in is te r is no t short o f suggestions th is  a fte rnoon, bu t may I add ano ther to  the  long list 
given by my hon. Friend the  M em ber fo r  Islington, South and Finsbury (M r. Smith)? I believe 
th a t th e  righ t to  rep ly to  inaccurate rep o rting —the  righ t to  have a correction  prin ted  in the  
newspaper w ith o u t having to  go to  co u rt—w ou ld  help o rd ina ry  people m ore than anyth ing 
else. Very fe w  people can a ffo rd  to  go to  court, bu t inaccurate reporting  has destroyed many 
people's 1333lives or made them  m iserable w ith o u t those people having the  o pp o rtu n ity  to  
correct the  orig inal inaccuracy. Those w ho do have th a t o p p o rtu n ity  o ften  have it on ly at the  
w h im  o f an ind ividual ed ito r, no t as a right. I believe th a t the  righ t to  rep ly should be 
considered.

Mrs. Bottomley

This is an area th a t the  hon. M em ber fo r  Flam mersm ith (M r. Soley) has explored at some 
length and on w hich he made considerable progress. Item 2 o f the  code o f practice identifies 
in deta il the  o pp o rtu n ity  to  reply. Some progress has been made: in recent m onths, there  
has been an increase in the  num ber o f com pla ints reported  to  the  Press Com plaints 
Commission, many o f them  re lating to  accuracy or, in a sense, the  righ t to  reply.
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As I said, some progress has been made, bu t it is undoubted ly  an aspect w here  fu rth e r 
advances are needed.

Mr. Peter Brooke (City o f London and W estm inster, South)

Does my righ t hon. Friend recall the  observation which, on being transla ted  from  Latin, 
reads: W hom  God w ou ld  destroy He firs t sends mad"? an observation w hich applies to  some 
o f us in public life  ju s t as it applies to  some o f the  press? Does she accept th a t if th a t 
madness w ere  to  continue in some parts o f the  press, the  British people w ou ld  cut the  press 
o ff at the  ankles jus t as th ey  cut o ff th e  king, the  barons, the  Church and th e  trade  unions, 
even if th a t m om en t has no t ye t arrived in the  British people's m ind?

Mrs. Bottomley

I w ho lly  share the  view  expressed by my righ t hon. Friend and my predecessor bu t one. 
There is an im patience among the  British public and in the  House fo r  action to  be delivered. 
The fina l sentence from  Lord W akeham 's repo rt states: M y central aim is ... to  ensure proper 
redress fo r  o rd ina ry  people against abuses by the  press, w h ile  preserving the  essential 
freedom s o f the  press—w ith o u t w hich any dem ocracy w ill surely founder. The im portance 
o f the  freedom  o f the  press in a dem ocracy cannot be overstated. A t the  same tim e , the  
im patience o f the  House to  see fu rth e r action, as evidenced today, also needs to  be firm ly  
underlined. I hope th a t th is  does no t f irs t make me or my righ t hon. Friend mad.

Mr. David Winnick (Walsall, North)

Is no t the  tru th  o f the  m a tte r th a t th e re  is a never-ending c ircu lation w ar among the  tab lo ids 
and th a t the  invasion o f privacy, w hich we all deplore, makes very good stories? W hy does 
the  Secretary o f State believe th a t w ha t she has said today w ill make the  slightest 
d ifference? In v iew  o f the  fact th a t the re  seems to  be litt le  or no support from  any party  fo r 
w ha t she is suggesting— indeed, to  many o f us it is a to ta l cop-ou t—w hy does she no t 
reconsider?

Mrs. Bottomley

The G overnm ent have been considering th is  m a tte r fo r  about tw o  years and have exam ined 
all the  options very carefully. W hen the  hon. G entleman has had tim e  to  read the  response 
to  the  Select C om m ittee 's repo rt in deta il, I th in k  th a t he w ill see w hy the  in tractab le  
problem s o f pursuing a s ta tu to ry  rou te  are so great. I w ish to  see fu rth e r progress on the  
privacy fro n t and agree th a t we need greater deta il, g reater c la rity  and greater enforcem ent.

Mr. David Mellor (Putney)

M ay I w ish my righ t hon. Friend w ell in the  tenu re  o f her new office? Is she aware th a t she 
has the  sym pathy o f many o f us in th a t, a fte r tw o  years in w hich the  G overnm ent have been 
w restling  w ith  th is  m atter, w e appreciate how  d iffic u lt it m ust be fo r  her to  show the  smack 
o f firm  governm ent at the  Dispatch Box? May I suggest th a t the  best defence o f w ha t she is 
p roposing— incidentally, we should no t have to  apologise fo r  no t rushing to  leg is la tion— are 
the  six pages o f correspondence from  Lord W akeham  in w hich he expresses his regrets at 
the  w ay in w hich the  PCC has som etim es conducted itse lf and makes suggestions fo r  the  
fu tu re , and the  fu rth e r fo u r pages o f requirem ents, w hich all o f us hope th a t th e  PCC w ill
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take seriously? The G overnm ent have w illed  th a t the  press have a fu rth e r round o f drinks in 
the  last chance saloon— le t us hope th a t it is no t business as usual in all parts o f the  bar.

Mrs. Bottomley

I thank my righ t hon. and learned Friend fo r  w elcom ing me to  a post th a t he held w ith  such 
d is tinc tion  and, indeed, to  a post th a t he was the  firs t to  hold. He w ell understands the  
tension created by th is  issue. The freedom  o f the  press is v ita l to  our democracy, bu t the  
needs o f the  public to  have th e ir  privacy pro tected  are also urgent. The correspondence set 
ou t in the  docum ent gives strong grounds fo r  encouragem ent. I rem ind the  House, however, 
th a t I do no t rule ou t leg isla tion fo r  all tim e ; I am sim ply saying th a t it is the  G overnm ent's 
v iew  th a t th is  is the  righ t w ay fo rw a rd  in the  present circumstances.

Mr. Barry Jones (Alyn and Deeside)

W hat sums o f m oney have been considered fo r  com pensation? W ill the  righ t hon. Lady 
acknowledge th a t large sums o f m oney w ill be needed fo r  deterrence, and does she 
understand th a t hon. M em bers on both  sides o f the  House are d isappointed w ith  the  
measures th a t she proposes?

Mrs. Bottomley

I cannot go in to  deta il about the  sums o f money, bu t I have to  say th a t I believe th a t the  real 
de te rre n t w ill be the  th re a t o f dismissal fo r  those jou rna lis ts  or ed itors w ho flo u t th e  code o f 
practice.

Mr. Edward Gamier (Harborough)

Today may no t be the  best tim e  to  have a dispassionate debate about privacy and the  
freedom  o f the  press, bu t does my righ t hon. Friend accept th a t the  fact th a t, a lthough a 
breach o f privacy is easy to  recognise, it is d iffic u lt at law to  define w ha t privacy is, should 
no t prevent us from  seeking to  do so?

W ould  my righ t hon. Friend th e re fo re  reconsider Calcutt I and ensure th a t th a t comes in to  
force, as recom m ended by the  Calcutt com m ittee , as soon as possible? If she is no t m inded 
to  do th a t, w ou ld  she, w hen considering the  powers o f the  Press Com plaints Commission, 
a llow  it no t s im ply the  pow er to  award damages ou t o f some fund, bu t th e  pow er to  award 
damages against the  newspapers and to  make those awards enforceable at law?

Mrs. Bottomley

I thank my hon. and learned Friend fo r  his suggestions. W hen he has tim e  to  read the  
docum ent in deta il, he w ill see set ou t the  in tractab le  and com plex issues involved. I w an t 
progress on the  com pensation fund, and I shall pass on his com m ents to  Lord W akeham  fo r 
fu rth e r consideration.
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Mr. Bryan Davies (Oldham, Central and Royton)

W ould  no t the  m oral basis o f the  House fo r  dealing w ith  th a t section o f the  press th a t 
obviously represents the  w ors t o f journa lism  be im m easurably increased if a Freedom o f 
In fo rm ation  Act w ere  on the  s ta tu te  book? W ill th a t no t require  the  e lection o f a 
d iffe re n t A dm in is tra tion  from  the  present one— one w ho  also w ill be able to  d irect a tten tion  
to  the  abuses th a t our constituents suffer as a resu lt o f the  malpractices by sections o f the  
press at present?

Mrs. Bottomley

The hon. Gentlem an refers to  a Freedom o f In fo rm ation  Act. He knows fu ll well th a t we 
applaud the  ends bu t no t the  means. That is w hy the re  has been such substantia l progress 
on the  W h ite  Paper on open governm ent, w hich has been developed th roughou t 
G overnm ent D epartm ents— not least, as I said earlier, in the  D epartm ent fo r  w hich I 
previously had responsib ility.

Mr. Michael Fabricant (Mid-Staffordshire)

I congratu la te  my righ t hon. Friend on her appo in tm en t and on at least giving some dentures 
to  w ha t has previously been a tooth less bu lldog—the  Press Com plaints Commission.

I do no t understand, however, w hy my righ t hon. Friend speaks about in tractab le  d ifficu lties  
in in troducing  legislation. M ost o f the  states o f the  United States have managed it, and they 
operate  under English law. The French have it; th e  Germans have it; the  Italians have it; so 
w hy cannot we have it too?

Is no t som ething w rong w hen in th is  country m em bers o f the  press are unable to  look in to  
the  Robert M axwell s itu a tio n —jou rn a lis t friends o f m ine knew w ha t Robert M axwell was up 
to  bu t w ere  unable to  do genuine investigative journa lism  because o f the  fear o f gagging 
w rits — but they  are able to  look in to  the  gym o f the  Princess o f Wales?

Mrs. Bottomley

M y hon. Friend ta lks about watchdogs. To quo te  Lord W akeham  again, he says: W e are a 
w atchdog w ith  sharp enough tee th  to  b ite  the  hand th a t feeds us, or we are noth ing. I quote  
freq ue n tly  from  him  because o f the  clear de te rm ina tion  th a t we now have to  im prove the  
service provided to  p ro tect the  public.

M y hon. Friend refe rred  to  the  circumstances in France. I believe tha t, if people exam ined in 
deta il the  laws in France, fe w  w ou ld  believe th a t they  w ere  appropria te  in th is  country. I 
believe th a t the re  are serious deficiencies in those, w hich w ou ld  no t be acceptable in our 
system o f parliam entary democracy.

W hat my hon. Friend said about Robert M axwell was re lated to  the  law o f libel, and it 
iden tified  once again the  fact th a t, even w here  the re  is an existing law, it is extrem ely 
d iffic u lt to  ensure th a t in practice th a t law tackles every abuse or misuse.
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Dr. Norman A. Godman (Greenock and Port Glasgow)

Both in her le tte r to  Lord W akeham  and her sta tem ent, the  Secretary o f State spoke righ tly  
about the  need to  head o ff po ten tia l abuses by w ay of, presum ably, the  so-called hotline , 
w hich w ou ld  be available both w ith in  and o u tw ith  so-called business hours. W hat kind o f 
measure is th a t— how practicable and how  e ffic ien t?  How can an o rd ina ry  person w ho is 
being besieged by so-called journa lis ts  from  the  tab lo ids prevent an upcom ing story from  
appearing in, fo r  example, a newspaper, in 24 or 48 hours? Surely the  righ t o f reply, the  
apology and the  com pensation are much m ore e ffective  dete rrents than th a t hotline .

Mrs. Bottomley

I am not a ltogether in agreem ent w ith  the  hon. Gentlem an because I believe th a t m ost 
people w an t above all to  p revent the  m ateria l from  being published in the  firs t place. Any 
redress th a t takes place a fte rw ards is on the  basis th a t the  damage has already been done.

The hotline , w hich w ou ld  be w ide ly  advertised, w ou ld  ensure th a t th e  Press Com plaints 
Commission could indeed make contact u rgently  w ith  the  edito rs o f the  newspapers 
concerned. A help line is already available so th a t the  public may go s tra ight to  the  editors. 
W e are ta lk ing  about one in w hich the  Press Com plaints Commission w ou ld  be involved.

There are o the r examples o f progress, such as th a t p rom pted  by concern fo r  those 
experiencing g rie f and shock. The police and A rm y have a practice o f advising people whose 
relatives have lost th e ir  lives in traum atic  circumstances. As the  repo rt says, we w ish to  
develop th a t as good practice to  ensure th a t people have the  skills, and know  w here  to  tu rn , 
so th a t in such circumstances they  are able to  p ro tec t th e ir  interests long te rm , bu t we w an t 
p re-em ptive  action above all.

Mr. Anthony Coombs (W yre Forest)

A lthough I recognise the  G overnm ent's reluctance to  legislate, is my righ t hon. Friend aware 
o f the  public revulsion fo r  tactics such as those used by the  press in doorstepping the  w ife  o f 
the  late hon. M em ber fo r  Dudley, W est, Dr. John Blackburn, on ly days a fte r his death last 
November? A lthough it is im p o rta n t to  ta lk  about com pensation w here  the  Press Com plaints 
Commission is concerned, w ou ld  no t even th a t be inappropria te  in such circumstances, and 
is it no t m ore appropria te  to  ta lk  about penalties th a t th e  Press Com plaints Commission 
could levy on reca lc itrant newspapers?

Mrs. Bottomley

Once again, my hon. Friend identifies a set o f circumstances in w hich the  code o f practice 
recognises th a t th a t procedure should no t be deployed.

I have to  say to  those o f my hon. Friends w ho w an t a s ta tu to ry  approach w hereby every 
m isdem eanour is enshrined in legislation as subject to  court proceedings or legal activities, 
th a t I believe th a t such an approach w ou ld  create a m onster th a t we w ou ld  live to  regret. I 
do no t believe th a t such leg isla tion could be fram ed fo r  every circumstance. Its 
adm in is tra tion  w ou ld  be ou t o f all p ropo rtion  to  its benefits and the re  are, as I have said, 
severe d ifficu lties  about the  public in te rest defence and about the  deve lopm ent o f show 
tria ls , w hich in many ways exacerbate the  m isery th a t causes them .
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Mr. David Ashby (Leicestershire, North-W est)

Does my righ t hon. Friend realise tha t, as a m ark o f the  a ttitu de  th a t the  House and 
M em bers o f the  House have tow ards the  press and th e  great fear th a t they  have, I have 
been strongly advised no t to  in tervene or to  ask any questions fo r  fear th a t the  press, w ho 
are up the re  in the  Press Gallery, w ill s ta rt te rro ris ing  me again, as they  did a year and a half 
ago and as they  did all last week?

M ost M em bers o f the  House feel th a t the  G overnm ent are taking a tho rough ly  gutless and 
supine approach, th a t w e should break up the  press and th a t we should have a privacy law.

Is my righ t hon. Friend aware th a t m ost people cannot obta in  legal aid and sim ply cannot 
a ffo rd  to  sue in a libel action? I had cause to  m on ito r th e  press fo r  about six weeks, and I 
found  th a t it was no t w ea lthy  or public figures w ho w ere  libe lled day a fte r day, bu t perfectly  
o rd ina ry  people, whose lives w ere being shattered by the  press. W e should 1337be 
p ro tecting  those people jus t as much as people w ho are in the  public eye. They have no 
recourse at all; noth ing th a t w e do helps them . W e really m ust have some type  o f privacy 
law to  p ro tec t people like that.

W e m ust also break up the  press. Is my righ t hon. Friend aware th a t papers such as The 
Sunday Times do no t fire  th e  shots? They pu t the  in fo rm a tion  th rough  to  The Sun down 
toToday, and Today fires the  shots. It is a ro tten  rag. I do no t suppose th a t anybody in th is 
Chamber reads it. W e should break up the  m onopoly o f the  M urdoch press. The Labour 
party  w ill no t do th a t— it is o ff to  Hayman Island w ith  M urdoch.

Mrs. Bottomley

M y hon. Friend speaks w ith  g reat em otion  and strength  o f fee ling, fo r  good reason. I have 
great sym pathy w ith  his com m ents and respect them . M y hon. Friend and many o the r hon. 
M em bers— e ithe r fo r  them selves or fo r  the  sake o f th e ir  fam ilies—feel bruised and scarred 
by personal experience o f the  press behaving reprehensib ly. M y hon. Friend is concerned 
about no t on ly those o f us in pub lic life, w ho  elected to  stand fo r  public o ffice  bu t whose 
privacy should no t be as curta iled  as some m ight w ish.

M y hon. Friend spoke about the  accessibility o f procedures fo r  men and w om en th ro ug h ou t 
the  country. He speaks as a lawyer. M any people do no t feel th a t the  legal processes, 
how ever defined, w ou ld  be user friend ly , easily accessible and flex ib le  as a means o f redress. 
It m atters th a t the  Press Com plaints Commission acts sw iftly  and fle x ib ly—w ith o u t great 
cost to  users—to  prevent w rongdoing  before  it happens. Anyth ing a fte r the  event is a fte r 
the  damage. Surely we should be pressing m ost v igorously fo r  p re-em ptive  action.

Mr. Chris Smith

Does no t the  Secretary o f State realise th a t her s ta tem ent has received v irtua lly  no support 
from  any part o f the  House? In th e  ligh t o f hon. M em bers' response and our lack o f 
confidence th a t the  righ t hon. Lady's proposed steps w ill give any real p ro tection  to  the  
privacy o f o rd ina ry  people or enhance the  leg itim a te  freedom  o f jou rna lis ts  and the  media, 
w ill the  righ t hon. Lady w ithd ra w  her proposals and th in k  again?
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Mrs. Bottomley

A fte r a tw o -year delay in responding to  the  Select C om m ittee 's report, I do no t believe th a t 
the  House w ou ld  w an t me to  th in k  ye t again. Having considered the  com plex and d ifficu lt 
m atters in question at g reat length, the  G overnm ent have set ou t th e ir  decision. W e do not 
rule ou t legislation fo r  all tim e , bu t we believe th a t the  changes in hand and those th a t we 
are requ iring  from  the  Press Com plaints Commission o ffe r the  prospect o f b e tte r p ro tecting  
the  public.

This debate has largely concerned the  national press. There are many regional and local 
newspapers th ro ug h ou t the  country. If a s ta tu to ry  approach w ere  adopted fo r  the  local and 
regional press, th a t w ou ld  have a p ro found ly  adverse e ffect on many o f those people w hom  
a fe w  o f us, in our constituency capacities, w ish to  criticise. They are also part o f th e  picture.
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