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THE PRESS IN BRITAIN

More daily newspapers, national and regional, are sold for every person in Britain than in most other developed countries. On an average day 62 per cent of people over the age of 15 read a national morning newspaper; about 71 per cent read a Sunday newspaper. However, television viewing is by far Britain’s most popular leisure pastime: 95 per cent of households have a colour television set and over two thirds a video recorder. People spend an average of nearly four hours a day watching television, including video playbacks.

The Press

Three out of four adults regularly read a paid-for regional or local newspaper as well as a free local paper. National papers have a total circulation of 14 million on weekdays and 16.1 million on Sundays, although the total readership is considerably greater.

Men are more likely to read newspapers than women (66 per cent against 57 per cent) and more people in the 45-64 age group read a daily newspaper than in any other age group.

There are about 125 daily (Monday to Saturday) and Sunday newspapers, some 2,000 weekly paid-for and free newspapers (including business, sporting and religious newspapers), and 7,000 periodical publications.

Several newspapers have had very long and distinguished histories. The Observer, for example, first published in 1791, is the oldest national Sunday newspaper in the world, and The Times, Britain’s oldest daily national newspaper, began publication in 1785. …

The press caters for a wide variety of political views, interests and levels of education. Newspapers are almost always financially independent of any political party. Where they express pronounced views and show obvious political leanings in their editorial comment, these derive from proprietorial and other non-party influences. Nevertheless, during general election campaigns many newspapers recommend their readers to vote for a particular political party. Even newspapers which adopt strong political views in their editorial columns include feature and other types of articles by authors of a variety of political persuasions. …

In recent years working practices throughout the newspaper industry have undergone major changes in response to the challenges posed by computer-based technology and the need to contain costs. Newsprint, about three-quarters of which is imported, forms about a quarter of average national newspaper costs; labour represents over half. In addition to sales many, many newspapers and periodicals earn considerable amounts from their advertising. Total yearly spending of around £4,000 million on press advertising makes the press by far the largest advertising medium in Britain. Unlike most of its European counterparts the British press receives no subsidies and relatively few tax and postal concessions.

Newspaper Ownership

Ownership of the national, London and regional daily newspapers lies in the hands of a number of large press publishing groups. There are also some 100 independent regional and local newspaper publishers.

… The large national newspaper and periodical publishers are major corporations; many are involved in the whole field of publishing and communications. Some have shares in independent television and radio companies, whilst others have industrial and commercial interests.

The law provides safeguards against the risks inherent in undue concentration of ownership. Government consent is needed to transfer a newspaper or newspaper assets to a proprietor whose newspapers have an average daily circulation amounting, with that of the newspaper to be taken over, to 500,000 or more copies. …

Under the Broadcasting Act 1990 no proprietor of a national newspaper or local newspaper is allowed more that a 20 per cent interest in direct broadcasting by satellite channels, independent television Channels 3 and 5, and national and ,local radio within its circulation area. (A local newspaper can own a local radio station if the station does not serve an area overlapping that served by the newspaper.)

The National Press

The national press consists of 12 daily morning newspapers and nine Sunday newspapers. Formerly they were produced in or near Fleet Street in London with, in some cases, northern editions being printed in Manchester. All the national newspapers have now moved their editorial and printing facilities to other parts of London or away from the capital altogether; some use contract printing. The Independent, for example, is printed in Bradford, Northampton and Portsmouth. Scottish editions of the Sun, The Times, the News of the World and the Sunday Times are printed in Glasgow.

In order to improve distribution and sales overseas, editions of the Financial Times are printed in Frankfurt, Roubaix (northern France), New Jersey and Tokyo, while the Guardian prints and international edition in Frankfurt. The European, a weekly English language international newspaper, is printed in Britain, France, Germany and Hungary.

National newspapers are often described as either “quality”, “popular” or “mid-market” papers on the basis of differences in style and content. Five dailies and four Sundays are usually described as “quality” newspapers, which are directed at readers who want full information on a wide range of public matters. Popular newspapers appeal to people wanting news of a more entertaining character, presented more concisely. “Mid-market” publications cover the intermediate market. Quality papers are normally broadsheet (large-sheet) in format and mid-market and popular papers tabloid (small-sheet). Many newspapers are printed in colour and most produce colour supplements as part of the Saturday or Sunday paper, with articles on travel, food and wine, and other leisure topics.

The leading Scottish papers, the Scotsman and the Herald have considerable circulations outside Scotland.

There is a growing market for news and information in the electronic media, and quality papers such as the Financial Times provide material for use on databases and videotext services. The Times supplies a news service to British Sky Broadcasting (BSkyB), a direct satellite broadcasting company under the same ownership.

Regional Newspapers

There are about 100 morning, evening and Sunday newspapers and some 2,000 weekly paid-for and free distribution newspapers, publishing mainly regional and local news. …

Free Distribution Newspapers.

More than 1,000 free distribution newspapers, mostly weekly and financed by advertising, are published in Britain; over half are produced by established newspaper publishers. They have enjoyed rapid growth in recent years and now have an estimated total weekly circulation of about 35 million.

Ethnic Minority Publications

Over 70 newspapers and magazines in Britain are produced by members of the ethnic minorities.

The Periodical Press

The 7,000 periodical publications are classified as ‘consumer general interest’, ‘special interest’ and ‘business-to-business’. There are also several hundred ‘house magazines’ produced by businesses or public services for their employees and/or clients. Directories and similar publications number more than 2,000. The ‘alternative’ press comprises a large number of titles, many of them devoted to radical politics, community matters, religion, the occult, science or ecology.

Consumer general and specialist periodicals comprise magazines for a wide range of interests. These include women’s magazines; publications for children; religious periodicals; fiction magazines; magazines dealing with sport, motoring, gardening, youth interests and music; humour; retirement; and computer magazines. Learned societies, trade unions, regiments, universities and other organisations also produce publications. …

The leading journals of opinion include The Economist, an independent conservative publication covering a wide range of topics. The New Statesman and Society reviews social issues, politics, literature and the arts from an independent socialist point of view, and the Spectator covers similar subjects from an independent conservative standpoint. …

News Agencies

The principal news agencies in Britain are Reuters, based in London, the Press Association and Extel Financial.

Reuters

Reuters is a publicly owned company, employing over 10,000 staff in 79 countries. It has more than 1,200 staff journalists and photographers. The company serves subscribers in over 140 countries, including financial institutions; commodity houses; traders in currencies, equities and bonds; major corporations; government agencies; news agencies; newspapers; and radio and television stations. Reuters has developed the world’s largest private leased network to transmit its services. It provides the media with a wide range of news, news pictures and graphics.

The Press Association

The Press Association — the British and Irish national news agency — is co-operatively owned by the principal newspapers of Britain outside London, and of the Irish Republic. It offers national and regional newspapers and broadcasters a comprehensive range of home news and provides regional newspapers with the world news from Reuters and Associated Press. …

Extel Financial

Extel Financial supplies information and services to financial and business communities throughout the world. Based in London, it has a network of offices in Europe, the United States and in the Asia Pacific region. Data is collected from all the world’s major stock exchanges, companies and the international press. The company is a major source of reference material on companies and securities, and supplies up-to-the-minute business and company news.

Other Agencies

News services are also provided by Associated Press and United Press International, which are British subsidiaries of United States news agencies. …

Press conduct

Readers’ representatives have been appointed by most national newspapers to handle complaints. They also help to guarantee standards of accuracy, fairness and good behaviour on the part of journalists.

The Press Complaints Commission

The Press Complaints Commission, a non-statutory body, was set up in 1991. … It was set up by the newspaper and periodical industry in a final attempt to make self-regulation of the press work properly. … These measures were prompted by growing criticism of press standards, with allegations of unjustified invasion of privacy and inaccurate and biased reporting, among other abuses, resulting in calls for government regulation of the press.

The Commission’s membership is drawn from newspaper and magazine editors and from people from outside the industry. It deals with complaints by members of the public about the contents and conduct of newspapers and magazines, and advises editors and journalists. It operates a code of practice agreed by editors governing respect for privacy, opportunity to reply, corrections, journalists’ behaviour, references to race and religion, payments to criminals for articles, protection of confidential sources and other matters. The Commission publishes a regular report of its findings.

Proposed Changes

In 1990 the Government indicated that it would review the effectiveness of press self-regulation once the Press Complaints Commission had been in operation for 18 months, and in 1991 it asked Sir David Calcutt to assess the effectiveness of the present arrangements. Sir David’s report, Review of Press Self-Regulation, was published in January 1993 and recommended — among other things — the introduction of a statutory complaints tribunal.

In its initial response, the Government has stated that it agrees that the Commission is not an effective regulator of the press and recognises the argument for a statutory tribunal. However, the Government considers that introducing a statutory body would be a significant departure from the traditional approach to press regulation, and it would be extremely reluctant to take such action.

The Government accepts the report’s recommendations on protecting personal privacy. It intends to bring forward proposals to create new criminal offences in England and Wales to deal with intrusion on private property and the use of surveillance devices, photographs and recordings to obtain personal information for publication. Similar changes for Scotland will be considered.

In May 1993 the industry and the Press Complaints Commission announced steps to strengthen voluntary regulation. These include measures to increase the number of independent members of the Commission to ensure a lay majority; a strengthening of the code of practice; and the setting up of a helpline service for members of the public who fear the code of practice has been, or is about to be, breached.

Advertising Practice

Advertising in all non-broadcast media, such as newspapers, magazines, posters, cinema and direct mail, is regulated by the Advertising Standards Authority, an independent body funded by a levy on display advertising expenditure. The Authority aims to promote and enforce the highest standards of advertising in the interests of the public through its supervision of the British Code of Advertising Practice. The Code’s basic principles are to ensure that advertisements:

· are legal, decent, honest and truthful;

· are prepared with a sense of responsibility to the consumer and society; and

· to conform to the principles of fair competition as generally accepted in the business.

The Authority monitors advertisements to ensure their compliance with the Code and investigates and complaints received.

The Press and the Law

The press generally has the same freedom as the individual to comment on matters of public interest. No laws governing the content of the press are in operation, but certain statures include sections which apply to the press.

There are laws governing:

· the extent of newspaper ownership in television and radio companies;

· the transfer of newspapers asset; and

· the right of press representatives to be supplied with agenda and reports for meetings of local authorities and reasonable facilities to taking notes and telephoning reports.

There is a legal requirement to reproduce the ‘printers imprint’ (the printer’s name and address) on all publications, including newspapers. Publishers are legally obliged to deposit copies of newspapers and other publications at the British Library.

Publications of advertisements is governed by wide-ranging legislation, including public health, financial services and fraud legislation. Legal restrictions are imposed on certain types of prize competition; …

Laws on contempt of court, official secrets and defamation are also relevant to the press. A newspaper may not publish comments on the conduct of judicial proceedings which are likely to prejudice the reputation of the courts for fairness before or during the actual proceedings, nor may it publish before or during a trial anything which might influence the result. …

Most legal proceedings against the press are libel actions brought by private individuals. In such cases, the editor, proprietor, publishers, printer and distributor, may all be held responsible.

Defence Advisory Notices

Government officials and representatives of the media for the Defence, Press and Broadcasting Advisory Committee, which has agreed that in some circumstances the publication of certain categories of information might endanger national security. Details of these categories are contained in Defence Advisory Notices (D Notices) circulated to the media, whose members are asked to seek advice from the Secretary of the Committee, a retired senior military officer, before publishing information in these areas. Compliance with any advice offered by the Secretary is expected but there is no legal force behind it and the final decision on whether to publish rests with the editor, producer or publisher concerned.

The Notices were published for the first time in July 1993 to promote a better understanding of the system and to contribute to greater openness in government.

(From "Britain 1994 - An Official Handbook"; published by Her Majesty’s Stationery Office; London 1993; pp. 450 ff.)
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