
For Distribution to CPs

P W H ill
13 Decem ber 2011

Exhibits: PHW2 and 3

IN T H E  M A T T E R  O F T H E  LEVESON IN Q U IR Y

SECOND WITNESS STATEMENT OF PETER WHITEHEAD HILL

i, PETER WHITEHEAD HILL, Jo u rn alist, of I 

WILL SAY AS FOLLOWS:

A. I am  the form er editor of T h e D aily E xp re ss N ew spaper. I m ake th is statem ent in 

re sp o n se to a re q u e st of the Leveso n  Inquiry (the “Inq u iry”) to the so licito rs for E xp re ss 

N ew sp ap ers dated 2 5  N ovem ber 2011 regarding to circu m stan ce s surrounding the 

publication of article s in T h e D aily E xp re ss betw een Septem ber 2 0 0 7 and Ja n u a ry  2008 

about D rs M cC ann.

B. t confirm  that all m atters in th is statem ent are true and, u n le ss I sp e cify  to the contrary, 

are b ased  upon my own know ledge and a review  of the relevan t docum ents. W here 

m atters a re  not w ithin my own know ledge, I state the so u rce  and believe the sam e to be 

true.

C . Fo r co n ven ien ce , I have reproduced a s  su b h ead in g s the q u estio n s asked  of m e in the 

25 N ovem ber letter.
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1. By w ay of introduction, on 28 A pril 2009 I gave evid e n ce  to the C ulture, M edia and Sport 

Com m ittee into p re ss stan d ard s, privacy and libel ["the Com m ittee"]. M uch of the 

evid en ce w hich h as now  been asked  of m e by the Inquiry w as previo u sly given to the 

Com m ittee. I exhibit at P H W 2 a transcript of my evid e n ce  to the Com m ittee and the 

written statem ents w hich I a lso  provided. I stand by the e vid e n ce  w hich I provided to the 

Com m ittee and w hich I confirm  to be true to the best of my know ledge and belief. 

A ccordingly, to a s s is t the Inquiry. I set out below  w here appropriate extracts of the 

evid en ce w hich I gave to the Com m ittee.

Question 1; What checks if any did you undertake or cause to undertake to verify the 

accuracy of these articles?
2, I repeat the follow ing evid e n ce  w hich I gave to the Com m ittee [em ph asis added]:

‘ Q 6 1 4  P h ilip  D a v ie s :  Given that there were so many stories which were inaccurate as 

it happened, could you explain to us what fact-checking your paper indulged in, either 

then or now, to make sure what you do print is true? It seems in this particular case 

something went badly wrong.
M r  H ill: That is a very, very good question. In this particular case, as I explained to you, 

the Portuguese police were unable, because of the legal restrictions in Portugal, to make 

any official comment on the case. W h a t h a p p e n e d  was that t h e y  r e s o r t e d  to leakingt 

t h in g s  to th e P o r t u g u e s e  p r e s s .  W e  d id  o u r  b e s t  to  c h e c k  u p  o n  t h e s e  t h in g s  b u t  

o f  c o u r s e  it  was n o t  v e r y  e a s y  to d o  s o .  W e a lw a y s  p u t  th e  s t o r ie s  to M r  a n d  M rs  

M c C a n n 's  P R  te a m  b u t  m o s t  o f  th e tim e  th e p e o p le  t h e y  h a d  th en, a fte ty ih e  

M c C a n n ’s  h a d  b e e n  n a m e d  a s  s u s p e c t s ,  d id  n o t  re t u rn  o u r  c a lls, S p J h i s j / y ^ ^  

m o r e  d iffic u lt  s it u a t io n  th a n  a n v  o f  u s  h a d  e v e r  e n c o u n t e r e d . Y e s , th e re  was_a 

c la m o u r  f o r  in fo rm a tio n  a n d  w e  d id  o u r  b e s t  to p r o v id e  i t  O f c o u r s e  w e  d o  c h e c k  

a s  t h o r o u g h ly  a s  w e  ca n . N e w s p a p e r s  o p e ra t e  a t v e r y  h ig h  s p e e d  a n d J t J s _ g u Us. 

tru e  that s o m e t im e s  it  is  n o t  p o s s ib l e  to c h e c k  t h in g s  a s  t h o r o u g h ly  a s  y o u  w o u ld  

lik e.

Q615 C h a ir m a n : You said there were 38 headlines which the McCanns complained 

about.

M r H ill: Yes, there were.
Q 6 1 6  C h a irm a n : When you approved those headlines were you in each case 

confident that they were justified?
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Mr H ill: At the time, yes, of course, otherwise I would not have approved them.

Q 6 1 7  C h a ir m a n : So things like "Parents' car hid a corpse" "Someone's holding back 

the truth".
Mr H ill: Many other newspapers and the media used that. This ui/as also on television. 

This was what happened at the time. T h is  c a m e  fro m  th e  p o l ic e  a n d  t h is  a ls o  c a m e  

fro m  th e  B r it is h  f o r e n s ic  s c i e n c e  la b o ra t o ry  w h ic h  h a d  a ls o  b r ie f e d  p e o p le  o n  that.

I  d o  n o t  k n o w  w h e r e  it  c a m e  fro m  b u t  we h a d  e v e r y  r e a s o n  to b e l ie v e  that it  w a s  a 

g e n u in e  lin e  a t th a t tim e. Absolutely.

Q 6 1 8  C h a ir m a n : But you printed it as fact and you say you did not know where it 

came from. Surely it was your duty to know where it came from?

M r  H ilt: We do know where it came from. It c a m e  fro m  th e  P o r t u g u e s e  p o l ic e  a n d  

s im ila r  l in e s  c a m e  fro m  th e  B r it is h  f o r e n s ic  s c ie n t is t s  w h o  e x a m in e d  s a m p le s  

fro m  th e  ca r. I  a g r e e  th a t it  i s  a n  a s t o n is h in g  t h in g  b u t  a t th e  tim e  it  w a s  n o t  

t h o u g h t  to  b e  u n tru e . W e  h a d  n o  r e a s o n  to b e l ie v e  th a t it  w a s  u n tru e . Y o u  h a v e  to  

r e m e m b e r  th at t h is  w a s  th e  m o s t  a s t o n is h in g  tra in  o f  e v e n t s  that a n y b o d y  h a s  

s e e n  in  l iv in g  m e m o r y . T h is  w a s  n o t  iu s t  a n y  o l d  b it  o f  a  s t o r y ;  n o t h in g  

c o m p a r a b le  to  t h is  h a d  b e e n  s e e n  s in c e  th e L in d b e r g h  k id n a p p in g  in  19 32. It w a s  

a v e ry , v e r y  e x t r a o r d in a r y  s it u a t io n  a n d  I  c e r t a in ly  b e l ie v e  that it  w a s  a u n ig u e  

s itu a tio n . I  a m  a v e ry , v e r y  e x p e r ie n c e d  jo u r n a lis t  a n d  I  h a v e  n e v e r  s e e n  a n y t h in g  

l ik e  th is, n e it h e r  h a v e  m y  c o lle a g u e s  e v e r  in  t h e ir  e x p e r ie n c e .  T h e  lo n g e v it y  o f  th e  

s t o r y  was a n o t h e r  r e m a r k a b le  fa c to r  b e c a u s e  it  w e n t o n  m o n t h  a fte r m o n t h .

Q 6 1 9  C h a irm a n : You said in your apology: "We trust that the suspicion that has 

clouded their lives for many months will soon be lifted". You will acknowledge that the 

reason for that suspicion was in large part the activities of your newspaper and other 

newspapers?
M r  H ill: No. We were part of that process but th e  p r in c ip a l  r e a s o n  f o r  th a t  

s u s p ic i o n  h a s  to  b e  la id  a t th e d o o r  o f  th e  P o r t u g u e s e  p o lic e .  T h e y  w e re  th e  

p e o p le  w h o  n a m e d  M r  a n d  M r s  M c C a n n  a s  th e  s u s p e c t s  a n d  re p e a t e d ly  

Q u e s t io n e d  th e m  f o r  m a n y , m a n v  h o u r s  a n d  t h e y  w e r e  th e  p e o p le  w h o  le a k e d  all 

th e in fo rm a t io n  a b o u t  th em . Y e s, w e  w e re  r e p o r t in g  w h a t h a p p e n e d . The alternative 

would have been for the British press not to report anything. Do you think that would 
have been a possibility, when the rest of the world was reporting on this case, for the 

British press to say nothing? It is not practical. We are all talking here in hindsight and
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hindsight is a man/ellous thing but the fact of the matter is that at the time these reports 

and these leaks were happening on a daily basis and that is the truth.

[■ ........ ]
M r  H ill: I  w a s  n o t  m a k in g  t h e s e  a lle g a tio n s. I  r e p e a t e d  th e  a lle g a t io n s : I w a s  n o t  

m a k in g  th em . T h e  a lle g a t io n s  w e re  m a d e  b v  th e  P o r t u g u e s e  p o l ic e  w h o  a p p e a r e d  

to b e  v e r y  c o n f id e n t  o f  th e  r ig h t n e s s  o f  w h a t t h e y  w e r e  s a v in g  b u t  o f  c o u r s e  it  

t u r n e d  o u t  to  b e  n o n s e n s e .  How was I to know that? It ui/as a reputable police force of 

a civilised reputable country. I did not know that they were behaving like some tin-pot 

Ruritanian idiots. How would I know that?.’’

Question 2: Why did you not seek comment from the McCanns before publishing these 

stories?

3. A s stated abo ve, w e alw ays put the sto ries to D rs M cC a n n 's P R  team  but m ost of the 

tim e the people they had, after D rs M cC ann had been nam ed a s  su sp e cts, did not return 

our ca lls.

Question 3: What legal advice, if any, was taken in relation to these issues?

4. In com m on with other national new s m edia, w e had law yers on duty eve ry day and night 

w hose jo b  it w as “  and still is -  to read every w ord that g o e s into the new spaper. W e 

w ould co n sult the law yers directly on any story w hich ap p ear legally problem atic.

Question 4: Please explain the nature of the sub-editorial and editorial involvement in 

each of the stories you published explaining in particular the steps taken to satisfy 

yourself that the stories were accurate and that there was a public interest in their 

publication?

5. I repeat the follow ing e vid e n ce  w hich I g ave to the Com m ittee [em ph asis added]:

" Q 6 2 3  C h a ir m a n :  Did you say to your reporters in Portugal, "I want a McCann 

story"?
M r  H il l :  No, I do not think so. They were there and they provided them.
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Q 6 2 4  C h a ir m a n :  You never said to them, "I don't care what it is I want a 

McCann story for my front page"?

M r  H il l :  No.

Q 6 2 5  C h a ir m a n :  All the stories which appeared originated in Portugal without 

your pressurising them.

M r  H il l :  No, not all the stories originated in Portugal because some of them of 

course originated in Britain in various places.

Q 6 2 $  C h a ir m a n :  So you completely reject the accusation that your paper 

particularly, but not alone, was so desperate to increase sales that you were 

actually seeking out, and if necessary fabricating, Madeleine McCann stories?

M r  H il l :  Completely reject. This is not the way that anyone works as far as I 

know. People do not think that way. What they do is follow the news. They follow 

the hot story. This w/as the hottest story for many decades.

[ .........]
Q 6 4 2  P a u l  F a r r e l l y :  Your submission asserts that the McCann case w/as 

unique but we have heard evidence that actually it is pretty much the tip of the 

iceberg and exposes a culture which is commonplace in the British tabloid press. 

How do you respond to that?

M r  H il l :  I would say that I have never ever come upon a series of events 

anything like this particular case. I a b s o l u t e l y  b e l i e v e  t h a t  it  w a s  u n i q u e  in  

e v e r y  s e n s e  o f  t h a t  w o r d .  No~one can recall anything like this ever. Here you 

had a successful professional couple on holiday with their family and their 

friends, an absolute nightmare thing happens, their daughter disappears and of 

course we have no idea still, absolutely no idea what happened to Madeleine. 

We do not know whether she was kidnapped or simply disappeared; no-one 

knows. This in itself was a tremendous thing that happened. O n  t o p  o f  t h a t  

im m e d ia t e l y  M r  a n d  M r s  M c C a n n  o r c h e s t r a t e d  t h e  m o s t  b r i l l ia n t  p u b l i c  

r e l a t i o n s  c a m p a iu n ,  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  p u b l i c  r e l a t i o n s  t e a m  w a s  h ir e d ,  t h e y  

f le w  in  a  p r iv a t e  ie t  t o  h a v e  a n  a u d i e n c e  w it h  t h e  P o p e ,  t h e y  t h e m s e l v e s —  

t h is  i s  n o t  a  c r i t i c i s m  b e c a u s e  w h o  w o u l d  n o t  h a v e  d o n e  t h is — c o u r t e d  

p u b l i c i t y  a s  m u c h  a s  t h e y  p o s s i b l y  c o u l d  d a y  a f t e r  d a y  a n d  y ye r e s p o n d e d
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to  th at. T h e  n e w s p a p e r s  a n d  t h e  m e d ia  d i d  h a v e  a  g e n u i n e  w is h  t o  h e l p  to  

f in d  M a d e le in o .  E v e r y b o d y  w a n t e d  to  k n o w  w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d  to  

M a d e l e in e  a n d  p e o p l e  h o p e d  a n d  o r a v e d  s h e  w o u l d  b e  f o u n d .  T h is  in  i t s e l f

c a m e  a t  a  t im e  w h e n ,  u n l i k e  in  t h e  L i n d b e r g h  c a s e  w h e n  r e a l l y  th e  

n e w s p a p e r s  w e r e  a l l  t h e r e  w e r e ,  t e l e v is io n  i s  s u c h  a  p e r v a s i v e  p a r t  o f  l if e ;  

b u t  n o t  j u s t  t e l e v is io n ,  a l s o  t h e  in t e r n e t  w a s  a t  t h a t  t im e  s t a r t in g  t o  b e  a  

m o s t  a s t o n i s h i n g  p h e n o m e n o n .  Since then it has grown and grown and grown 

and now there is so much information on the internet that it is like a wild place. 

O n  t o p  o f  t h a t  i f  t h a t  w e r e  n o t  e n o u g h ,  o u t  o f  t h e  b l u e  M r  a n d  M r s  M c C a n n ,  

t h is  p e r f e c t l y  r e s p e c t a b l e  c o u o l e .  w e r e  a c c u s e d  o f  b e i n g  r e s p o n s i b l e  b y  t h e  

P o r t u g u e s e  p o l i c e  a n d ,  n o t  o n l y  t h a t  n a m e d  o f f ic ia l l y  a s  s u s p e c t s  a n d  

q u e s t i o n e d  r e p e a t e d l y  b v  t h e  P o r t u g u e s e  p o l i c e .  How can anybody pretend 

this was anything but the most extraordinary, extraordinary chain of events? If 

anyone can say this was just another story, it is absolute nonsense to pretend 

that. Nothing like this has ever been seen before.

[ ........... J

Q650 P a u l  F a r r e l l y :  And that is a defence?

M r  H il l :  And every other newspaper that might have had a single copy go to 

Portugal was breaking the law. In that case yes, technically everybody was 

breaking the law, but I tell you this was the most astonishing chain of events 

which simply had to be reported; it simply had to be reported. W e  d i d  n o t  r e p o r t  

t h is  m a l i c i o u s l y  a n d  o u r  c o n c e r n  w a s  g e n u i n e l y  t o  h e l p  to  f in d  M a d e le iP P  

M c C a n n .  B v  t h e  w a v , t h a t  c o n t i n u e d  a l l  t h e  t im e  M r  a n d  M r s  M c C a n n  w e r e  

s u s p e c t s  b e c a u s e  d u r i n g  th a t  t im e  w e  d i d  n o t  o n l y  c a r r y  s t o r i e s  w h ic h  w e r e  

m a k in g  a c c u s a t i o n s  a g a i n s t  M r  a n d  M r s  M c C a n n ,  we c a r r i e d  m a n y ,  m a n y  

r e p o r t s  o n  c o n t i n u i n g  t h e  h u n t  f o r  M a d e l e in e  M c C a n n . You are trying to 

present this as being a completely one-sided thing but it was not that. This entire 

phenomenon changed all the time. It was the most astonishing thing; absolutely."
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6. In sum m ary, the reporters w ould file their story with the N ew s D esk. T he N ew s Editor 

and sub-ed ito rs w ould then am end the story a s they co n sid ered  fit and n e ce ssary . 1 

w ould then give my input and final approval of the story before it w as published.

Question 5: Please provide details of the circulation figures of the Daily Express on a 

weekly basis between 1/1/07 and 31/12/08.

7. S in ce  I am no longer em ployed by E xp re ss N ew sp ap ers I do not have a c c e s s  to this 

inform ation. H ow ever, I have been provided by E x p re ss N ew sp ap ers with a sum m ary of 

this inform ation, w hich I exhibit at P H W 3.

Question 6: Please state whether the continuing interest in this story was believed at the 

time to be apt to increase the circulation figures of the Daily Express, if not, why not?

8. I repeat the follow ing evid e n ce  w hich I gave to the Com m ittee [em ph asis added];

“ Q 6 2 0  C h a ir m a n :  So you reported a story about Madeleine McCann on your 

front page over many, many days. Can you tell us in terms roughly of newspaper 

sales the difference between the sales of the Daily Express on the day when you 

had a Madeleine McCann story and the days when you did not?

M r  H il l :  It  c e r t a in l y  i n c r e a s e d  t h e  c i r c u l a t i o n  o f  t h e  D a il y  E x p r e s s  b y  m a n y  

t h o u s a n d s  o n  t h o s e  d a y s  w it h o u t  a  d o u b t .  4 s  w o u l d  a n y  it e m  w h ic h  w a s  o f  

s u c h  g r e a t  i n t e r e s t  It  a l s o  m a s s i v e l y  i n c r e a s e d  t h e  a u d i e n c e s  o n  t h e  B B C  

a s  t h e ir  H e a d  o f  N e w s  h a s  a c k n o w l e d g e d .  It  d i d  t h is  f o r  a l l  n e w s p a p e r s .  T h e  

w a v  th a t  n e w s p a p e r  p e o p l e  w o r k  i s  th a t  t h e ir  j o b  i s  to  r e p o r t  o n  t h e  e v e n t s  

w h ic h  a r e  o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  t h e ir  r e a d e r s  a n d  o f  c o u r s e  t h is  w a s  o f  c o n s u m i n g  

in t e r e s t  t o  r e a d e r s  o f  a l l  t h e  n e w s p a p e r s  n o t  j u s t  t h e  D a il y  E x p r e s s .  Y e s ,  it  

w a s  a  c o n s e q u e n c e .  T h i s  i s  w h a t  n e w s p a p e r s  d o .  T h e ir  j o b  i s  to  s e l l  

n e w s p a p e r s :  th a t  i s  w h a t  t h e y  d o .

Q 6 2 1  C h a ir m a n :  Their job is to sell newspapers as long as they are also telling 

the truth.
M r  H il l :  At the time we had no reason to believe we were not teliing the truth.
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Q 6 2 2  C h a ir m a n :  You also took the decision to run a McCann story day after 

day. To what extent was that because you had seen the consequence it would 

have on your circulation?

M r  H il l :  You have to understand that this was the only show around at that time. 

We were getting 10,000 messages— I am not just talking about hits— on our 

website; we were getting at least 10,000 messages a day, comments from 

people. Nothing like this had ever been seen. It  w a s  q u i t e  c l e a r  to  m e  th a t  t h is  

w a s  w h a t  t h e  r e a d e r s  w a n t e d  to  r e a d  a b o u t  S o  n a t u r a l l y  I  w o u l d  d o  t h is  

b e c a u s e  th a t  i s  w h a t  n e w s p a p e r s  d o ."

9. T h e se  sto ries w ere not printed m erely to boost the n ew sp ap e r’s  circulation. At that time, 

the M adeleine M cC ann story had m ajor and intense public interest. T here w as a 

clam our fo r inform ation and the nation w as divided in its opinion a s  to w hat might have 

happened to her. T h is public interest intensified w hen D rs M cC ann w ere declared  

“arg uid o s” by the P o rtu g u ese police.

Q u e stio n  7 : P le a s e  s ta te  w h e th e r a  d e c is io n  w a s  ta k e n  to  p u b lis h  th e s e  s to rie s , 

re g a rd le s s  o f th e  litig a tio n  a n d  o th e r r is k s , b e c a u s e  th e in c re a s e  in  c irc u la tio n  w o u ld  

m o re th an  c o v e r a n y  re s u lta n t d a m a g e s a n d  c o s t s ?

10. My d ecisio n  to pub lish  th ese sto ries w as not m ade re g a rd le ss of the litigation and other 

risk s b e ca u se  the in c re a se  in circulation w ould m ore than co v e r any resultant dam ages 

and co sts. My d e cisio n  w a s m ade b e ca u se  I believed that the sto ries w ere true and that 

the re ad e rs of T h e D aily E x p re ss had an interest in them . T h e D aily E xp re ss w as not 

the only m edium  that published offending sto ries. T hey app eared  w idely in the p ress 

and on e ve ry  T V  station. I h ave n ever m ade up a story o r aske d  anyone e lse  so  to do. 

O f co u rse, if there is a big story, there is a lso  p re ssu re  to get the best lin es b e ca u se  it is 

a highly com petitive industry. H ow ever, that d o es not m ean that Jo urnalists w ill
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invent stories and tha t newspapers will print made up stories. Ultimately, a newspaper's 

readership depending on the quality o f its stories and its reputation. If a  newspaper 

made up stories or otherw ise acted to damage its reputation and its integrity to the 

public, the public would lose confidence and stop buying that newspaper. It can be 

seen from the dem ise o f The News of the W orld what happens when a newspaper’s 

reputation is substantia lly  damaged.

I believe that the facts stated in this W itness Statement are true.

PETER W HITEHEAD HILL 
Dated: \3  D ecem ber 2011
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2nd
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IN THE MATTER OF THE LEVESON INQUIRY
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