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PCC upholds Paul Burrell's complaint against News of the World

The Press Com plaints Commission has upheld a com p la in t fro m  fo rm e r royal butle r, Paul Burrell, 
against the  News o f the  W orld , a fte r it  published a s to ry  c la im ing he had boasted o f having had sex 
w ith  Princess Diana. In fact, M r Burre ll s trong ly  d isputed the  claim  bu t his denial was no t included in 
the  s to ry  (indeed, he was no t con tacted be forehand) no r published p rom p tly  and p rom inen tly  in a 
subsequent ed ition .

In th is  im p o rta n t ru ling, the  Commission makes clear th a t, w h ile  the re  has "never been an absolute 
requ irem en t fo r  newspapers to  con tac t those w ho  are abou t to  fea tu re  in a rtic les", a fa ilu re  to  
include all re levant po ints o f  v ie w  (e ith e r in the  in itia l s to ry  or, on occasion, as soon as possible 
a fte rw ards) m ay lead to  readers being m isled.

The News o f the  W orld  had reported  a claim  by Ron Cosgrove, the  com p la inan t's  b ro ther-in -law , 
th a t M r Burrell once revealed he had had sex w ith  Princess Diana. The com pla inan t s trong ly disputed 
th e  centra l a llegation in the  artic le  and said th e  sole basis fo r  it was M r Cosgrove's claim  th a t the 
com p la inan t confided the  secret to  h im  in a pub in 1993. M r Burre ll denied th a t such a conversation 
had occurred. He accepted th a t th e  PCC was n o t the  appropria te  body to  determ ine w he the r o r not 
th e  conversation had taken place, o r w h e th e r th e  a llegation was tru e , and restricted his com pla in t to  
tw o  issues:

• w h e th e r o r no t the  newspaper had taken care no t to  publish inaccurate in fo rm a tion , by 
investigating th e  claims properly , inc lud ing p u ttin g  them  to  th e  com p la inan t fo r  his com m ent before 

pub lica tion ;

•  w h e th e r o r no t readers w ou ld  have been m isled by the  lack o f  M r Burre ll's  denial.
The new spaper said it  had cred ib le  evidence fro m  th ree  sources fo r  publishing the  s to ry  and argued 
th a t it was no t necessary to  have included the  com pla inan t's  denia l because he was a 'no to rious 
lia r'. It was also concerned th a t, if  it had approached the  com p la inan t p rio r to  publication, he m ight 
have obta ined an in junction  to  s top th e  sto ry. It was w illin g  to  append the  com pla inant's  denial to  its 
on line  artic le  as a means o f resolving th e  com p la in t.

As the  com pla inan t h im se lf had recognised, it was n o t w ith in  the  Commission's rem it to  decide 
w h e th e r th e  e n tire  s to ry  was inaccurate. Its princ ipa l task, th e re fo re , was to  consider w h e th e r the 
new spaper had taken care no t to  publish m isleading in fo rm a tio n  in th e  w ay it  had presented the  
sto ry. This boiled dow n to  an assessment as to  w h e th e r readers w ou ld  have been misled by the 
om ission o f M r Burre ll's  position on the  m a tte r

The Commission has never said th a t i t  is ob liga to ry  fo r  newspapers to  con tact the  subject o f stories 
be fore  pub lica tion . However, on th is  occasion, the re  w ere  several reasons w hy the  Commission 
considered th a t M r Burre ll's  denial o f  th e  a llegations should have been made clear in the  artic le: 
"The claims abou t him  w ere s ign ifican t and substantia l, and published w ith  great prom inence. The 
in fo rm a tio n  came fro m  the  reco llec tion  o f  a fifteen -yea r-o ld  conversation , and was no t corrobora ted  
on th e  record by anyone outs ide M r Cosgrove's im m ed ia te  fam ily... It was clear to  the  Commission in 
these circum stances th a t the re  was a s trong  like lihood th a t the  om ission o f any denial fro m  M r 
Burre ll may have m isled readers in to  be lieving th a t he accepted M r Cosgrove's allegations."
A n o th e r w ay o f dealing w ith  the  prob lem  w ou ld  have been to  o ffe r  M r Burrell a p rom p t and 
p ro p o rtio n a te  righ t o f  reply im m ed ia te ly  fo llo w in g  pub lica tion . In the  Commission's v iew  "th e  o ffe r 
to  include the  denial on the  w ebsite , made a t th e  end o f the  PCC investigation, was ne ithe r p rom p t 
n o r p ro p o rtio n a te ".
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The fu ll ad jud ica tion can be found at w w w .pcc.org .uk (and is set to  be published by the  News o f the 

W orld  in a fo rth co m in g  ed ition).

ENDS

For fu r th e r  in fo rm a tion  please contact Stephen Abell on 020 7831 0022 o r 07980 264 359.
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