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It has been a decade since victims of press 
abuse shared their experiences at the Leveson 
Inquiry. Lord Justice Leveson’s (now Sir Brian 
Leveson) subsequent report into the culture, 
practices and ethics of the press proposed a 
genuinely independent and effective system of 
self-regulation, with processes in place to ensure 
that regulators meet the minimum required levels 
of independence and effectiveness. In response, 
Parliament promised to act to protect the public 
and safeguard freedom of speech.

However, the agreed system is still not in place 
since section 40 of the Crime and Courts 
Act 2013 has not been commenced by the 
Government. Because of this political interference, 
the recognition system is failing.

A member of the public with a complaint against 
the press is faced with an incomplete and 
incoherent system and in many cases is unable to 
achieve even the minimum option of being able to 
complain to anyone, let alone to an independent 
body. Some publishers have joined IMPRESS, an 
approved regulator; some have joined IPSO, an 
industry complaints handling body, while many 
more are within neither. Only IMPRESS provides 
an independent and effective complaints system 
and access to arbitration for all its members.

The way news is published and accessed 
continues to evolve, with social media increasingly 
disrupting traditional print models, as anticipated 
by Leveson in his report. News published in print, 
online, and via social media sites all potentially 
falls within the oversight of the recognition 
system.

The Government’s forthcoming Online Safety 
Bill is an opportunity for Parliament to protect 
the public as was agreed following the Leveson 
Report. However, the draft published last year 
risks adding further complexity to the mix. 
This includes putting some, but not all, news 
publishing under Ofcom’s oversight in a way that 
is completely inconsistent with what Parliament 
had done before through the Crime and Court 
Act 2013. The draft entirely fails to take the 
opportunity to ensure a level playing field for all 
publishers and to create a coherent system  
 

setting clear basic standards under independent 
oversight.

Commencement of section 40 as part of 
introducing a coherent regime for all news 
publishing through the Online Safety Bill would 
bring into effect what was recommended by the 
Leveson Report and agreed through the Royal 
Charter on an all-party basis. Namely, the level 
playing field should meet the agreed minimum 
requirements and be transparently overseen by 
the uniquely independent Press Recognition 
Panel.

A robust, free and vibrant press is vital to our 
democracy. To serve society effectively, it is 
critical that journalists and news publishers can 
act without fear or favour and independent of 
politics. Whether reporting on general elections, 
pandemics, sports, business news or celebrities, 
journalists have a vital role in uncovering the truth 
and disseminating facts and information.

All professions in the UK are regulated in the 
public interest. Why should journalism be 
different? Independent, effective regulation is 
vital to building trust in journalism. It ensures 
that news publishers meet the highest editorial 
standards, are accountable and provide the public 
with access to redress when things go wrong.

This, our sixth annual report on the recognition 
system, has again been informed by the views of 
our stakeholders. Still, the conclusions drawn are 
entirely our own.

We are happy to discuss our position on the 
Online Safety Bill – and indeed any aspect of our 
work and role – with stakeholders. Please get in 
touch if you would like to meet.

David Wolfe QC 

Chair of the Press Recognition Panel 

CHAIR’S
INTRODUCTION

1
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The Leveson Inquiry into the Culture, Practices 
and Ethics of the British Press (2011-2012) 
uncovered intrusiveness, inaccurate reporting, 
and unethical behaviour by news publishers. In 
response, Lord Justice Leveson (now Sir Brian 
Leveson) proposed a genuinely independent 
and effective system of self-regulation, with 
processes in place to ensure that regulators met 
the minimum required levels of independence 
and effectiveness (and with court cost rules to 
enable claims against publishers who chose to 
join such a regulator) and a statutory backstop if 
the system of self-regulation failed.

The Press Recognition Panel was established in 
2014 by a Royal Charter to independently oversee 
press regulation in the UK. 

Our Royal Charter had cross-party support, 
and it gave effect to the Leveson Inquiry’s 
recommendations. It sets out 29 criteria for 
effective regulators. One of our roles is to assess 
against them those regulators who seek such 
assessment. 

Applying to be assessed by us is voluntary. 
However, if we assess that a regulator complies 
with the criteria, it is called an approved regulator. 
This means, among other things, that it is:

• properly independent, including of 
Government and the publishers it regulates;

• equipped with the powers and mechanisms 
to ensure that those publishers adhere to 
standards of accuracy and fairness;

• provides the public with proper opportunities 
to raise concerns about the conduct of those 
publishers; 

• secures access to low-cost arbitration for legal 
disputes with its publisher members; and

• is adequately funded to do its job.

Preparing this report 

Over the last year, we have met with stakeholders 
to discuss our work and receive their views, which 
helped inform our thinking. 

In October 2021, we commissioned and 
published independent research that maps the 
press complaints landscape from a consumer 
perspective. The findings have informed this 
report.

From 19 October 2021 to 3 December 2021, we 
conducted a call for information that invited views 
on issues related to our work. The responses and 
correspondence have been published on our 
website, where we had permission to do so.

We have quoted some respondents in this report. 
Inclusion of an opinion is not an indication of the 
weight or the importance we have given it. The 
conclusions that we ultimately draw are entirely 
our own.

In addition to laying this report before Parliament 
and the Scottish Parliament as we are required 
to do under our Royal Charter, we have also sent 
copies of this report to the National Assembly for 
Wales and the Northern Ireland Assembly.

ABOUT THE PRESS
RECOGNITION
PANEL

2

The Press Recognition 
Panel’s independence

Amending our Royal Charter requires a 
two-thirds majority of those who vote 
in the House of Commons, the House of 
Lords and the Scottish Parliament, and 
our Board’s unanimous agreement. We 
were appointed entirely independently, 
which gives us unique and unprecedented 
independence and prevents politicians from 
interfering with our work and decisions.
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SUMMARY OF OUR 
CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

3

Our Royal Charter requires us to report on any 
success or failure of the recognition system. It 
also requires us to inform Parliament, the Scottish 
Parliament, and the public annually if there is 
no recognised regulator or if, in our opinion, the 
system of regulation does not cover all significant 
relevant publishers.1

Summary of our conclusions

a) The recognition system is failing

The recognition system does not yet cover all 
relevant publishers. There is one recognised 
regulator – IMPRESS. 

The establishment and recognition of IMPRESS 
has led to an increase in standards and public 
protections with regards to its members. 
However, this is limited because IMPRESS does 
not cover all relevant publishers. 

Section 40 of the Crime and Courts Act has 
also not been commenced by the Government, 
which means public protections intended 
following the Leveson Inquiry are not in place. 
Among other things, ten years after the Leveson 
Inquiry, members of the public still do not have 
guaranteed low-cost access to legal redress 
against news publishers.

We must report this as a failure.

b) Systems for complaining are arbitrary

Complaining about the press and news publishers 
is not straightforward even where that is an 
option in relation to any particular publisher 
or publication. If someone wishes to complain 
about a story that has been covered in several 
publications, they are likely to face several 
different processes even if there is a route for 
complaining at all. There are dozens, if not 
hundreds, of confusing systems, and the quality is 
inconsistent.

Many publications, including many significant 
publishers and publications, do not have any 
processes at all.

Apart from the system operated by IMPRESS, 

most complaints systems, where they exist, do 
not give the public the level of protection and the 
redress intended following the Leveson Inquiry.

c) The public is not protected from press harm, 
and the Government does not intend to act

Concerns about press behaviour and the public’s 
need to have ways to complain about and 
challenge what news publishers produce have 
not gone away. However, the Government has not 
protected the public in the way that Parliament 
agreed in 2013.

The Government does not intend to follow or 
implement the findings of the Leveson Report. It 
has no intention to implement an effective system 
of regulatory oversight. 

d) The Online Safety Bill risks more confusion 
and complexity for the public

There is an opportunity to protect citizens 
through the draft Online Safety Bill. However, in 
its current form, the Bill, if anything, increases 
the arbitrary access to and nature of complaints 
processes. From a consumer perspective, 
complaining about news publishers will be even 
more confusing and difficult even where possible 
at all.

Relevant publishers

‘Relevant publisher’ is defined by section 
41 of the Crime and Courts Act 2013. It 
means any person who, in the course of a 
business, publishes news-related material 
which is written by different authors and is 
subject to editorial control.

News-related material is ‘subject to editorial 
control’ if there is a person with editorial or 
equivalent responsibility for the content of 
the material, how it is presented, and the 
decision to publish it. That person cannot 
be the operator of a website if the person 
did not post the material on the site, even if 
that person moderates statements posted 
on it by others.

8
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Summary of our recommendations

i) News publishers should move under the 
recognition system

 
News publishers should consider joining 
IMPRESS. Alternatively, they could choose to 
set up other regulators which could apply for 
recognition.

ii) Remove political interference from press 
regulation

 
The Government’s delay commencing 
section 40 has kept in place political control 
over news publishers. Politicians should not 
be involved in press regulation other than 
legislating for independent regulation. Full 
implementation of the recognition system 
would safeguard against political interference.

iii) Use the Online Safety Bill as an opportunity 
to regulate news content as intended 
following the Leveson Inquiry

 
The Online Safety Bill provides an opportunity 
for Parliament to protect the public. The 
forthcoming legislation must not create 
more confusion. Parliament must ensure that 
definitions and approaches set out in the Bill 
do not conflict with other legislation. 

iv) Social media news publishers could come 
under the Royal Charter system

 
For social media platforms which in part act 
as relevant publishers, a regulatory framework 
already exists in the recognition system when 
it comes to their news publication activities. 
The system was built with online platforms 
in mind. Social media news publishers should 
consider voluntarily moving under the 
recognition system in relation to their news 
publishing activities.



TIMELINE OF EVENTS

1 March 2018

In an oral statement to Parliament, the 
government intended to ask Parliament to 

repeal section 40 at the earliest opportunity 
(but it has not yet done so).

26 March 2019

The Press Recognition Panel completed the 
first cyclical review of IMPRESS, confirming that 

it continued to meet the Recognition criteria.

12 May 2021

The Government published the Draft Online 
Safety Bill for establishing a new regulatory 
framework to tackle harmful content online.

Summer 2022

The Second cyclical review of 
IMPRESS is due.

 

The mid to late 2000s

People across the UK and worldwide were 
shocked and outraged by revelations that 

some parts of the British press had engaged in 
criminal activity, including phone hacking, over 
many years. Victims of press abuse included 

ordinary members of the public, as well as high-
profile individuals and celebrities.

29 November 2012

Lord Leveson published his report. Among 
the key recommendations was the creation 
of ‘a genuinely independent and effective 
system of self-regulation’, which, among 

other things, would ensure that members of 
the public had access to low-cost means of 

legal redress against news publishers.

November 2011 to July 2012

The Leveson Inquiry into the Culture, Practices 
and Ethics of the British Press holds a series of 

public hearings where experts gave evidence and 
views, and victims of press abuse shared their 

experiences. Over 40 days of hearings, the inquiry 
heard from 184 witnesses, and the statements of 42 

other witnesses were read. It cost £5.4 million.

4 July 2011

It emerges that a private investigator hired by 
the News of the World had intercepted the 
voicemail of missing British schoolgirl Milly 

Dowler, who was later found murdered. This 
had given her parents false hope that she was 

still alive.

30 October 2013

The Royal Charter on self-regulation of 
the press was granted having received all-
party support in Parliament. The Charter 
provided for the Press Recognition Panel 

to be the body to oversee UK press 
regulators.

16 May 2018

The Government stated: ‘The Press 
Recognition Panel remains an important 

part of the regulatory framework.’ 45

8 April 2019

The Government published the Online 
Harms White Paper, setting out its plans 

for keeping UK users safe online.

14 December 2021 

The Joint Committee on the draft Online 
Safety Bill published its report on the 

draft Online Safety Bill.

3 November 2014

The Press Recognition Panel came into 
existence as a legal entity when the Press 
Recognition Panel Board was appointed 

following an open process wholly independent 
from Government, Parliament, and news 

publishers, as required by the Royal Charter.

25 October 2016

IMPRESS was recognised as an approved 
regulator, having met all 29 recognition criteria 

in the Royal Charter.

13 July 2011

In response to the criminal activity and 
public outcry about the behaviour of 
some sections of the UK press, Prime 
Minister David Cameron announced a 

public inquiry to be led by Lord Justice 
Leveson (now Sir Brian Leveson).

6 July 2011

It was reported that the voicemail accounts 
of some relatives of British soldiers killed in 
action in the Iraq War since 2003 and the 
War in Afghanistan since 2001 may have 

been eavesdropped on by the News of the 
World.

8 September 2014

IPSO was established as the successor to 
the Press Complaints Commission.

3 November 2015

Section 34 of the Crime and Courts Act 
2013 (Awards of exemplary damages) 

came into force in England and Wales.

1 November 2016

The Government consulted on whether 
to commence or repeal section 40 of the 
Crime and Courts Act 2013, which, among 

other things, would ensure that members of 
the public had access to low-cost means of 

legal redress against news publishers.

10 July 2011

Amid a public backlash and an advertising 
boycott, News International closed the 

tabloid News of the World.

10
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SYSTEMS FOR 
COMPLAINING 
ABOUT THE PRESS 
AND NEWS 
PUBLISHERS

4

The range of relevant publishers available in the 
UK is diverse. They include international, national, 
regional, local, and hyperlocal titles, operating 
across print and online – news consumers are 
spoiled for choice. However, when things go 
wrong and readers wish to complain, the range 
of processes at their disposal is just as wide-
ranging, leading to a varied and often inadequate 
experience.

In October 2021, we commissioned and 
published independent research that maps the 
press complaints landscape from a consumer 
perspective.2  It concluded:

• There are substantial gaps in complaints 
processes from the consumer perspective. 
Some publishers provide no mechanisms for 
readers to complain.

• Gaps exist between many complaints 
processes, which fall short of fulfilling the 
aspects outlined in the Royal Charter. Some 
provide helpful in situ ways of complaining 
but leave the public and the press with only 
partial protection.

• Whether or not the public has access to a 
full press complaints process is essentially 
arbitrary and unfair – dependent in different 
instances on whether news publishers 
subscribe to voluntary self-regulation, 
whether the complainant can access legal 
help, where the news is being consumed, and 
where the news material originates from.

• The complaints processes which are there 
provide a variable match to the realities 
of modern-day, increasingly online, news 
consumers. Whilst most processes have some 
good features, they are all a poor fit for their 
potential users in one aspect or another.

Discussing the research in their response to our 
call for information, the Liberal Democrats DCMS 
team states:

We were not surprised that the authors found 
issue with gaps within and between complaint 
coverage and inaccessibility of the processes 
that created a variable, arbitrary, and unfair 
experience among users.

According to the report, issues due to ‘gaps 
between processes’ create an arbitrary 
experience of filing complaints because they 
are not visible to the user at the outset of 
consumption. These include news sources 
that, upon further investigation by the 
complainant, are not members of a regulatory 
body, or publishers based overseas which 
are not part of the Royal Charter framework. 
It also applies to ‘non-traditional news 
publishers’, such as social media sites, that 
may be equipped for handling complaints 
on conduct or content more broadly, but not 
for press and news material. We agreed with 
the conclusion of the report that users under 
these conditions have very little recourse for 
their complaints. Moreover, we understand 
that the reader may not know whether these 
gaps apply to their publisher or location 
of choice; their experience is arbitrary and 
inconsistent. 

11
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The research also provides evidence that 
even within covered institutions, there still 
remain gaps within process coverage. Issues 
may arise when these processes are available, 
but detached from the content (e.g.: blog 
post, article) or have been removed after 
republishing – a common occurrence with 
news pieces that are republished in some form 
on social media sites. These experiences cause 
frustration with complaints that require time 
and, in many cases, independent investigation 
to resolve.  

Thus, even when coverage is ensured, 
complaints processes remain opaque, 
inconsistent and unfair, particularly to online 
news consumers. The rapid growth of 
online news consumption, as evidenced by 
successive Ofcom reports, makes attempts by 
news publishers to secure a comprehensive 
opt out in forthcoming legislation increasingly 
anachronistic and unworkable.3  

Discussing the research in their response to our 
call for information, Hacked Off Campaign states:

The independent research published by 
the PRP is rightly critical of the fractured 
regulatory landscape, how this causes 
confusion to prospective complainants, 
and how it leaves gaps between regulatory 
processes catering for different media.

However, as the report itself acknowledges, 
its research is limited to initial engagement 
with complaints processes.  That initial 
engagement is only one element of the 
‘consumer perspective’ in relation to press 
complaints and the fact that a process may be 
‘accessible’, which is what the report focuses 
on, is only one aspect of an effective system.

For example, details for IPSO were found 
on national newspaper websites.  IPSO 
presents itself as an ‘independent’ body.  This 
misleads prospective complainants into the 
understanding that it is a reliable regulator.  
In this sense, ‘consumers’ are not at all well 
served by a process which may appear 
accessible, but which is in fact designed to 
give the perception of independent regulation 
without applying any regulatory effect.

Hacked Off has worked with dozens of 
individuals affected by press misconduct who 
have pursued complaints with IPSO on the 
understanding that IPSO is an independent 
and credible regulator.  They found 
themselves locked in six months or more 
of argument with national newspapers, in a 
process which they found to be biased.  They 
were not to know that IPSO’s entire governing 
structure had been dictated by the national 

newspaper industry to its own advantage. 
Many of them may have chosen not to pursue 
a complaint, had they known this to be the 
case.

Hacked Off Campaign also points out that 
there has been some more in-depth research 
carried out into how IPSO-member newspapers 
display details of how to make complaints on 
their website. Specifically, in June 2021, the 
Communications and Media Research Institute 
(CAMRI), University of Westminster, published a 
report on IPSO. The report, ‘Complaints Handler 
or Regulators’, found that:

Several IPSO members – including one of 
the largest local publishers – do not supply 
sufficient information on their websites for 
members of the public to make an informed 
complaint.4 

Hacked Off Campaign adds:

In this sense, the PRP research underplays 
the severity of the problem: even on those 
occasions that a complaints process appears 
to be accessible and credible, at least 
as far as IPSO goes, this is not the case. 
‘Consumers’ – the public – have no guarantee 
of finding a reliable complaints process when 
encountering misreporting or other forms of 
media misconduct.

In its response to our call for information, 
IMPRESS states:

The PRP’s research on the press complaints 
landscape appears to focus on the experience 
of end users and their need for better 
protection. This experience is inevitably 
filtered through the design of social media 
platforms which are the primary way UK 
citizens access news.5 IMPRESS considers that 
any settled accord between the recognition 
system and the press complaints landscape 
must acknowledge the reality that social 
media platforms informally, and soon will have 
a legal mandate to regulate journalism under 
online safety regulation.6 

Currently, IMPRESS is the only approved regulator 
providing an effective system of complaints that 
meets the Royal Charter criteria. The remainder 
of the press and news publishing industry has 
chosen not to move under the recognition 
system. Table 1 below outlines the different levels 
of public protection. 
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TABLE 1: Complaints systems in the UK

Titles include

IMPRESS

Protects consumers as intended 
following the Leveson Inquiry

Does not protect consumers as intended following the Leveson Inquiry

IPSO All other news publishers

• National, e.g., The Conservation UK
• Local, e.g., Newham Voices, Bath Echo
• International, e.g., Bellingcat

• National, e.g., The Sun, Daily Mirror
• Local, e.g., Dover Express, Grimsby 

Telegraph
• International, e.g., Mail Online

• Major national press, e.g., Guardian, 
Independent

• Other digital-only publishers, e.g., 
Vice and Pink News

• Other printed and online hyperlocal 
titles

• Social media platforms

109 publishers/193 publications 93 publishers/2,600+ publications Several thousand

Compulsory

19 publications have joined the compulsory 
scheme / 14 publications have joined the 

voluntary scheme / Remaining 2000+ 
publications do not offer arbitration

Serious OR systemic breaches of its code Serious AND systemic breaches of its code

Publishers/titles

Meet the Royal
Charter criteria

Arbitration scheme

Power to direct apologies

Allows third-party complaints

Complaints system 
independent of the press

Investigative powers

Publishes the number of 
complaints for each title



14

The approved regulator – 
IMPRESS

IMPRESS currently regulates 109 publishers, who 
produce 193 titles across the UK in print and 
online.7 These include local, regional, national, 
and international publications. IMPRESS is 
independent of the industry and has extended 
self-regulation to areas of news publishing that 
were previously unregulated.

The Royal Charter provides that an approved 
regulator must have the power to investigate 
‘serious or systemic’ breaches of an approved 
regulator’s editors’ code. If IMPRESS becomes 
aware of a serious or systemic breach of 
its Standards Code or internal governance 
requirements by a regulated publication, it 
has powers to investigate a matter on its own 
initiative.

In the year ending 31 March 2018, IMPRESS 
initiated its first two investigations.8 It concluded 
another in the year ending 31 March 20209 and 
another in the year ending 31 March 2021.10 

In their response to our call for information, 
Hacked Off Campaign notes: ‘More publishers are 
now members of IMPRESS than IPSO.  This shows 
that the system works.’11

IPSO

Ninety-three publishers have joined IPSO.12 
Together they cover over 2,600 titles.13 These 
publications are expected to follow IPSO’s 
Editors’ Code of Practice.14 

IPSO is not a regulator, and it manifestly does 
not meet the Royal Charter criteria. It is not 
independent of the industry. It does not provide 
the public with the necessary levels of protection 
intended following the Leveson Inquiry, even for 
those publishers signed up to it.

IPSO does not plan to apply to the Press 
Recognition Panel to be assessed against the 
Royal Charter criteria.15 

In June 2021, the University of Westminster’s 
report referenced above, ‘Complaints Handler or 
Regulator’, concluded that:

IPSO is deliberately constrained by the 
newspaper industry from acting as an 
effective, independent regulator that can 
uphold professional standards and command 
public respect. 

In fact, this report shows, for the first time, 
how the IPSO structure was essentially 

created by the industry in advance of – and 
not in response to – the Leveson Report. 
It was designed to perform the function 
of a complaints handler rather than a 
genuine industry regulator, much like its 
discredited predecessor the Press Complaints 
Commission (PCC). It was therefore never 
intended, nor is it able, to operate according 
to the clear principles for effective and 
independent self-regulation laid down by Lord 
Justice Leveson.

Professor Steven Barnett provided a further 
update in his response to our call for information:

We sent copies to both the Chair and 
Chief Executive of IPSO with an offer to 
discuss our findings, and we received polite 
acknowledgements from both. We note that 
at no time in the intervening six months has 
there been any rebuttal or any suggestion of 
material inaccuracies in our report, which no 
doubt will have undergone careful scrutiny by 
both IPSO and the publishers who belong to 
and fund it. 16 

The Royal Charter provides that an approved 
regulator must have the power to investigate 
‘serious or systemic’ breaches of its Editors’ Code. 
IPSO provides a much more restrictive test than 
the Royal Charter. The breaches have to be both 
‘serious and systemic’ to launch an investigation. 
As far as we know, IPSO has never initiated an 
investigation into code breaches.

Discussing this, Professor Steven Barnett stated:

IPSO’s Regulatory Articles are drafted in such 
a way that one of the central tenets of an 
effective regulator – to mount investigations 
into breaches of standards and impose 
meaningful sanctions – is rendered virtually 
worthless. The deliberate last minute 
change in IPSO’s regulations to ensure that 
investigations can only follow ‘serious and 
systemic failure’ significantly raised the bar 
by which an investigation could be launched.1 

In so doing, it undermined IPSO’s ability to 
be taken seriously as a regulator, and it is 
disappointing that IPSO appears to have 
defended these constraints on its own powers. 

IPSO’s inability to obtain or publish any 
information about the extent of code 
breaches in member publishers means that 
it cannot properly monitor the industry’s 
compliance with its own editorial code. As 
the PRP’s research also demonstrated, there 
are shortcomings and gaps in the complaints 
processes of publishers, and we recorded 
particular issues with IPSO’s large regional 
publishers and on mobile apps.

1 Emphasis added. The original formulation, in the plan submitted to Leveson, was ‘serious or systemic failure’
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In January 2022, IPSO declined a group of 
complainants’ request to launch a standards 
investigation into the Jewish Chronicle.17 Brian 
Cathcart, Professor of Journalism at Kingston 
University London, explains the background to 
the complainants’ request:

The Jewish Chronicle has been found by 
IPSO to have breached the Editors Code of 
Conduct 33 times in three years. In the same 
period it has admitted libel on four occasions, 
paying damages and publishing apologies. 
This is a failure of standards on a scale not 
witnessed by IPSO before.

The great majority of code breaches identified 
by the IPSO Complaints Committee have 
related to accuracy, engaging Clause 1 (i) of 
the code.

The libels, by definition, also reveal inaccuracy. 
Almost all three inaccuracies, have caused 
harm to individuals, harm that this is at best 
only partially remedied by the subsequent 
publication of corrections.

Further, the readers of the Jewish Chronicle 
have been repeatedly misinformed, and since 
these inaccurate reports have sometimes 
been echoed elsewhere the misinformation 
and the harm have gone wider.

By any measure, the failure of the standards at 
the Jewish Chronicle is a serious one.18

People who have raised complaints with IPSO 
have told us that it acts more like a ‘post 
box service’ than a complaints service.19 Our 
understanding is that when someone complains, 
the body passes them onto the publisher to 
respond. The publisher’s response is then given 
back to the complainant to respond. Several 
exchanges like this can often exacerbate the 
complainant’s distress. We have been told that 
IPSO does ask questions itself, and it does not 
support the complainant to find information, as 
would be expected of a regulator. According to 
people who have shared their experiences with 
us, IPSO seemingly acts in the interests of the 
press rather than the public.

Hacked Off Campaign explains that:

Victims face an attritional process, which 
appears to be designed to wear them 
down and encourage them to give up their 
complaints.  The total time for processing a 
complaint averages at over five months.  In 
2020, more than 1500 IPSO complaints were 
abandoned by complainants.

They observe that: ‘No reforms to IPSO’s 
processes or governance have been made in the 

last 12 months’ and conclude: ‘While newspapers 
remain members of IPSO, there is no reasonable 
prospect of fair remedy for those affected by 
press misconduct.’

IPSO operates two arbitration schemes. One 
is compulsory, and the other is voluntary. IPSO 
describes the mandatory scheme as ‘fully 
Leveson-Compliant’ (distinct from ‘Charter 
Compliant’). In practice, the major national 
newspapers that belong to IPSO have signed 
up to the compulsory scheme, but other IPSO 
members have not. There is not an entirely 
compulsory scheme, which means that IPSO does 
not meet the Royal Charter criteria.

In August 2019, IPSO announced that Lord Faulks 
had been appointed as its Chairman, effective 
from 1 January 2020. Lord Faulks was appointed 
to the House of Lords in 2010 and served as 
Justice Minister from 2013-2016.20 Lord Faulks 
resigned the Conservative whip ahead of his 
appointment being announced. He now sits in the 
House of Lords as an unaffiliated peer. 21

Under the Royal Charter (as part of what the 
Leveson Report and Royal Charter considered to 
be essential for an independent press regulator), a 
member of the House of Lords cannot be a board 
member or chair of an approved regulator if they 
have had an ‘official affiliation’ with a political 
party in the past five years.22 This appointment 
calls the independence of IPSO into question. To 
secure free speech, politics and politicians should 
have no role in press regulation.

In his response to our call for information, 
Professor Steven Barnett also discusses the 
broader impact of IPSO’s shortcomings on the 
news publishing profession:

It is important to emphasise the 
consequences of IPSO’s failure for journalism 
as well as complainants and the general 
public. It is unfair to the vast majority of 
working journalists who care about standards 
and follow agreed professional codes, but 
see the poor practices of IPSO publishers 
ignored and misconduct go unpunished. Such 
a failure also serves to undermines trust in 
a vital democratic institution at a time that 
professional newsgathering and accurate 
reporting is under huge pressure from social 
media platforms.

Comparing IMPRESS and IPSO, Professor Steven 
Barnett states:

The PRP’s recognition of IMPRESS 
demonstrates that the system works in a 
manner that can instil faith in both journalists 
and the public. As long as IPSO continues 
to operate outside this framework of 
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independent scrutiny, we can have little 
confidence in its ability to uphold professional 
standards. 

Professor Steven Barnett concludes by adding:

As long as the UK’s most powerful publishers 
remain outside the Leveson framework, 
the self-regulatory system as envisaged by 
Leveson will continue to fail. Success will 
require either a proper incentives regime or 
amendments to the Government’s Online 
Safety Bill. 

All other news publishers

The public receives news from many publishers 
that are not subject to independent regulation. 
IMPRESS estimates that ‘60% of news publishing 
organisations operating in the UK are members of 
neither IMPRESS nor an alternative non-approved 
self-regulatory body.’

Although many operate their own in-house 
complaints systems, this is not the same as an 
effective system of independent regulation.

In terms of the ‘traditional press’, The 
Independent, the Financial Times, the Guardian, 
and the Evening Standard operate internal 
complaints and standards processes.

Most digital-only publishers are not members of 
a regulator, nor are hundreds of print and online 
hyperlocal titles. They also operate their own in-
house complaints systems.

These complaints systems have not been 
independently assessed to determine how 
effectively they protect the public. However, by 
their nature, they are not independent of their 
publishers. This is not the same as an effective 
system of independent regulation. They are, 
therefore, not Charter-compliant.

That leaves most online and print news publishers 
with no regulation or external complaints 
handling process.

Social media news publishers

How news is published and accessed continues 
to change, and social media continues to disrupt 
traditional print models. Lord Leveson anticipated 
this in his report:

‘It is indisputably the case that newspapers in 
this country cannot be viewed as once they 
were, as being uniquely responsible for the 
delivery of news. They are not. Control over 
information which might have been possible 
in an earlier age can be defeated instantly on 

Twitter or any one of many other social media 
sites, based out of the UK and not answerable 
to its laws.’ 23 

Although many platforms use algorithms to edit 
and share content, some also use human editors. 
Facebook and LinkedIn, for example, employ 
journalists to curate and edit news content.

Facebook says that it has community standards 
that ‘define what is and isn’t allowed on Facebook 
technologies’, and that make it clear ‘if content 
goes against our policies, we take action on it’. 24 

The standards cover a range of areas, including 
privacy, false news, suicide and self-injury, and 
criminal behaviour. People can complain about 
content that goes against the community 
standards.

People can also appeal a decision that Facebook 
has made about content they have reported (or 
posted) by writing to the Oversight Board:

‘The Oversight Board was created to help 
Facebook answer some of the most difficult 
questions around freedom of expression 
online: what to take down, what to leave up 
and why. 

‘The board uses its independent judgment to 
support people’s right to free expression and 
ensure that those rights are being adequately 
respected. The board’s decisions to uphold or 
reverse Facebook’s content decisions will be 
binding, meaning that Facebook will have to 
implement them, unless doing so could violate 
the law.’ 25

Twitter has a feed that shares the latest news 
as selected by Twitter. It says that it also 
removes content that does not meet the 
platform’s standards and flags tweets containing 
disinformation. 26 

Twitter also exercises an editorial role in respect 
of the content that others, including news 
publishers, journalists and individuals, publish. 

In January 2022, Twitter permanently banned 
the news aggregation service Politics For All, 
‘in a sign of how the social media platform has 
substantial power to deprive news outlets of 
their audience without warning’. 27  Asked for 
the reason behind the suspensions, a Twitter 
spokesperson told Press Gazette: ‘The accounts 
you referenced were suspended for violating 
the Twitter Rules on platform manipulation and 
spam.’ The social media site declined to elaborate 
on what exactly Politics For All had done that 
breached the rules. 28
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In January 2021, Twitter suspended the account 
of US President Donald Trump ‘due to the risk 
of further incitement of violence’. 29  Other 
permanent bans in 2020/21 include:

• British media personality and columnist Katie 
Hopkins for ‘violations of the hateful conduct 
policy’

• Television writer Graham Linehan for repeated 
acts of platform manipulation and hateful 
conduct towards transgender individuals

• Musician Wiley for antisemitic comments
• British conspiracy theorist and former 

broadcaster David Icke for violating Twitter’s 
rules on COVID-19 misinformation. 30

Social media platforms perform as news 
publishers when they produce, edit, and distribute 
news. 

Social media platforms generally operate 
internal complaints systems. They have their own 
standards with which people posting material 
are asked to comply. The range of complaints 
systems adds further confusion for the public 
when they wish to complain about news content.

For social media news publishers, a regulatory 
framework already exists in the form of the 
recognition system. Social media news publishers 
could join or form an independent self-regulator. 
That regulator could apply to be independently 
assessed by the Press Recognition Panel to 
confirm that it protects the public and upholds 
freedom of speech.
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Crime and Courts Act 2013

Lord Leveson recommended that there should 
be a system of incentives to encourage the press 
and news publishers to sign up to or establish 
recognised regulators and mechanisms to ensure 
the public had low-cost access to redress in 
relation to those publishers that chose not to 
do so. The recognition system was designed 
to provide such incentives and to offer public 
protections where publishers fail to sign up. Lord 
Leveson also said that politics should play no part 
in press regulation.

Although the Royal Charter applies to the UK, 
press regulation is devolved. In England and 
Wales, the recognition system includes the 
arrangements put in place by the Royal Charter, 
the intended system of incentives and protection 
for publishers, and the protections for the public, 
provided for in the Crime and Courts Act 2013. 
In Scotland and Northern Ireland, there is no 
equivalent linked statutory provisions, so there is 
no recognition system in those countries.

The two critical elements of the law related to 
press regulation in England and Wales are section 
34 (Awards of exemplary damages) and section 
40 (Awards of costs).

Under section 34, publishers who are not 
members of an approved regulator face the 
possibility of exemplary damages in egregious 
privacy and libel cases. Publishers who are 
members of an approved regulator are protected 
against the risk of exemplary damages in either 
case.

Section 40 supports fearless journalism and 
enables press freedom. Under it, other than in 

exceptional circumstances, a person who sued 
a publisher member of an approved regulator 
rather than raising the point through the 
approved regulator’s arbitration system would 
pay their own costs and those of the publisher, 
win or lose. That provides powerful support 
for free speech by publishers. Publishers who 
choose not to join an approved regulator would 
(other than in exceptional circumstances) pay 
both sides’ costs in legal cases whether they 
win or lose. Section 40 would give every citizen 
access to affordable justice if the press or a news 
publisher wronged them.

Both section 34 and section 40 focus on 
publishers who might be sued in the courts 
of England and Wales for what the Act calls 
‘relevant claims’ - namely civil claims for libel, 
slander, breach of confidence, misuse of private 
information, malicious falsehood, or harassment.

The section 34 provisions relating to exemplary 
damages came into force automatically on 3 
November 2015.

However, the Government has not commenced 
section 40, and in March 2018, it stated that 
it intended to repeal the legislation. The 
Government did not say how it would protect the 
public instead.

Commenting on the Government’s ongoing 
political interference in press regulation, in their 
response to our call for information, IMPRESS 
states:

Repealing s40 as the only viable legal 
incentive to support the system of approved 
regulation will jeopardise the overall 
effectiveness and financial viability of the 
Royal Charter.

POLITICAL 
INTERFERENCE 
AND 
MISINFORMATION
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The Liberal Democrats DCMS team also discusses 
the current political situation in its response to 
our call for information:

Last time we responded to the PRP’s call 
for information was in 2020. Not a lot has 
changed since in terms of the Government 
refusing to commence Section 40 of the 
Crime and Courts Act 2013, which would 
have provided necessary incentives for self-
regulators to seek recognition. We still see 
this as a major flaw in the system, therefore 
we recommended that the PRP should follow 
Leveson’s recommendation and call for a 
backstop form of regulation. 

We believe that there is still an urgent need 
for an independent, transparent and effective 
system of accountability for the press.

The consequences of the failure to 
commence section 40

Hacked Off Campaign notes in its response to our 
call for information that:

The recognition system is functional and 
benefits the news media titles which are 
regulated by IMPRESS, their readerships, their 
journalists, their prospective complainants, 
and the general public.

It adds that over the last 12 months, IMPRESS’ 
membership has increased by almost 20%.

The failure to commence section 40 means there 
are few incentives to encourage publishers to sign 
up to the recognition system and no low-cost way 
for the public to raise legal complaints against 
most news publishers. It has also paradoxically 
kept a political presence at the centre of press 
regulation rather than freeing news publishers 
from oversight by politicians as the Leveson 
Report had recommended with all-party support. 
Politicians should not be involved in press 
regulation other than legislating for independent 
regulation. Full implementation of the recognition 
system would safeguard against ongoing political 
interference.

IMPRESS continues to grow and attract a diverse 
range of members. However, the absence of 
section 40 means there is little incentive for 
people bringing complaints against its member 
publishers to use IMPRESS’s arbitration scheme to 
settle disputes. This maintains a chilling effect on 
free speech (which section 40 would remove) as 
it means that even IMPRESS publishers may still 
have to defend costly libel actions through the 
courts rather than through IMPRESS’s arbitration 
process.

Acting against the press when you consider they 
have acted unlawfully can be very expensive, so 
ordinary members of the public are often unable 
to get access to justice. A low-cost arbitration 
system as recommended by Leveson would 
ensure everyone, not only the rich, could seek 
redress when news publishers have wronged 
them.

Some news publishers previously stated that 
an arbitration scheme would bankrupt them; 
however, this has not happened to members of 
either IMPRESS or IPSO, and there is no evidence 
to suggest this is likely.

In its discussion of the recognition system, 
Hacked Off surmises that:

It remains the case that publishers which the 
Leveson Report would define as ‘significant’ 
continue to persist with forms of industry-
controlled complaints-handling outside of 
the recognition system.  Under the terms 
of the Charter, the Panel must continue to 
find serious and significant failure: not in 
the system itself, but in the refusal of the 
wealthiest publishers to participate and the 
Government to introduce the necessary 
provisions.

In their response to our call for information, 
IMPRESS discusses the impact of the current 
political situation on their operations, news 
publishers and the public more broadly:

Meanwhile. the PRP continues to impose 
the full cost of the recognition system on 
IMPRESS, the sole recognised regulator 
which must either raise the funds to meet this 
disproportionate financial burden or withdraw 
from the recognition system, leading to its 
collapse. 

The failure to commence s40 has and 
continues to deny ordinary citizens access 
to low-cost legal redress if they are harmed 
by the press and continues to deny costs 
protections to news publishers who have 
chosen to operate to higher standards of 
public accountability by voluntarily signing up 
to approved regulation. In this way, the threat 
of the repeal of s40 acts continues to deter 
news publishers from signing up to approved 
regulation. Meanwhile, publishers that reject 
independent regulation are subject only to 
the law, where the inequities and risks of costs 
in civil litigation continue to discourage most 
potential claimants from accessing justice.
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IMPRESS adds:

Although IMPRESS does not regulate the 
largest news publishing companies which 
remain outside the recognition system, the 
PRP continues to impose the full cost of the 
recognition system on IMPRESS. Again, in the 
context of the Government’s existing policy 
to ignore the Royal Charter, this arrangement 
where IMPRESS shoulders the full cost of 
the recognition system is unlikely to be 
sustainable in the medium to long term.

In the UK, all professions are regulated in the 
public interest, including in healthcare, education, 
law, social care, transport, and energy. Regulation 
builds public trust and confidence, sets clear 
standards, and provides access to redress. 
However, the press refuses to move under an 
effective regulation system and instead allows 
government interference to continue.

Hacked Off Campaign states that:

The position set out in the Leveson Report 
(Part One) is that a failure of the most 
popular national newspapers (‘significant 
publishers’) to join a recognised regulator 
must be addressed by a form of compulsory 
regulation. 

The purpose of the Annual State of 
Recognition Report, as required by the Royal 
Charter, is to confirm whether this failure has 
occurred or not.  It was to be first published 
a year after the Panel’s establishment.  This 
ought to have given significant publishers 
a year to join such a system before a 
compulsory backstop was introduced.

Instead, the most popular newspapers have 
been able to persist without any meaningful 
form of regulation for more than nine years 
since the Leveson Report was published.

The consequences of this include:

a. An absence of independent regulation for 
the national press

b. No access to justice for victims of press 
abuse

c. Risk of excessive costs for defendant 
newspapers

These three injustices must be addressed by 
the Government.  The only way to ensure this 
is the case is through a system of compulsion, 
to require all newspapers to be members of 
an independent regulator.  

Misinformation in Parliament

On many occasions, the Press Recognition Panel 
has corrected statements made by government 
ministers, the press, and others regarding press 
regulation, IPSO’s independence, and IPSO’s 
ability to protect the public as was intended 
following the Leveson Inquiry. In the last 14 
months, we have written to MPs 22 times to 
correct misleading information given by ministers 
in response to parliamentary questions about 
press regulation. We have published those letters 
on our website along with other corrections and 
clarifications we have issued.

This has included correcting ministers who do 
not give a complete picture of the material 
differences between IMPRESS and IPSO and 
incorrectly suggest there is parity between them. 
We have also corrected ministers for wrongly 
stating that IPSO is a regulator and giving the 
false impression that IPSO is independent of its 
member publications.

In December 2021, we wrote to Nadine Dorries, 
Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and 
Sport, and Julia Lopez MP, Minister of State for 
Media, Data, and Digital Infrastructure, to make 
them aware of these instances of misinformation 
in Parliament. 31
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There continue to be widespread concerns 
about the behaviour and ethics of some news 
publishers. Victims of the press include ordinary 
people and celebrities, politicians, and high-profile 
individuals. 

For example, Danielle Hindley has spoken about 
how her mental health was seriously affected 
after libellous coverage of her business was 
published in the Mail on Sunday in 2017:

I have since been diagnosed with PTSD, and 
continue to suffer from anxiety. I have at times 
felt suicidal and attempted to take my life 
more than once during my legal battle against 
the Mail on Sunday, which wrote an inaccurate 
and misleading story about myself and small 
business which I run from home. In gathering 
the libellous story, a journalist entered my 
house under a false identity, and used a 
hidden camera to film myself, another client, 
and even my young child.

After learning that I had been secretly filmed 
during the reporter’s undercover visit in my 
house, even before the story was published, I 
began to feel as if my son and I were unsafe 
in our own home. I desperately tried to move 
house, and stopped working for a while 
because I was scared about letting clients 
into my home again. I found it difficult to trust 

people and put barriers up. 32 

Danielle has also shared her experience of trying 
to complain about press misconduct:

I was obsessed with finding justice. I would 
spend hours upon hours Googling the 
reporter who had written about me, the editor 
and the newspaper to try to find anything 
that could expose the newspaper for wrongly 
targeting me in this way. I would research 
in depth any legal cases I could find against 
newspapers, and plead with lawyers to help 
me. I would send emails to the complaints-
handler IPSO until the early hours of the 
morning urging them to help; begging for 

proper investigations and justice.

Brian Cathcart, Professor of journalism at 
Kingston University and a Co-founder of Hacked 
Off describes the process Danielle went through, 
trying to access justice:

Though Hindley took her case to IPSO and it 
upheld her complaint in 2018, it then did its 
best to let the Mail on Sunday off the hook. 
Only after this disappointment did she decide 
to sue.

The Mail on Sunday and its owners, 
Associated Newspapers, admitted they knew 
‘the high level of distress and anxiety’ she was 
suffering but they still dragged out the legal 
process by insisting for as long as possible 
they would fight the case.

Though they have now admitted defeat and 
paid damages, they have inflicted wholly 
unjustified harm on an innocent person, and 
for them the cost of settling is pocket money. 
There is nothing to stop them doing the same 
to another blameless person tomorrow. 33

Heather Teale experienced press intrusion in 
January 2018 following the sudden death of her 
daughter, Bethany. Heather shared her story in 
Hacked Off’s report ‘Thrown to the Wolves: How 
the absence of press regulation hurts the public’:

Shortly after Bethany died, the local free 
paper contacted the school to run a tribute. 
The school asked permission and I said yes. 
I realised that it’s local news and I thought a 
tribute sounded lovely. But as soon as it went 
to press, every reporter in the UK jumped 
on it. I got calls all day until 10pm, reporters 
constantly ringing up to ask if I would give 
an interview - how did it feel in intensive care 
with her, how was it in the ambulance, and 
other intimate questions. They knew she had 
just died and I lost a daughter. What did they 

expect me to say?

EXAMPLES OF 
PRESS HARM 
TODAY
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I couldn’t understand why they kept ringing 
us. I asked one reporter: ‘Why are you doing 
this? I’m grieving.’ He actually said: ‘That’s 
exactly why - we are doing this because grief 
sells newspapers.’

Then they came into the community. 
They asked around everywhere. I received 
distressing messages from my daughter’s 
school friends who were getting messages 
on Messenger asking for interviews and they 
felt really hounded. Hounding teenagers was 
something I really had an issue with - the 
Highlands have a high suicide rate among 
young people. They were on to the school as 
well. Desperate for comments and seeking 
funeral dates. I was asked for the date of 
the funeral too, and that obviously made 
me worried. With our MSP [Member of the 
Scottish Parliament], we organised for plain 
clothes police officers to be present at the 
crematorium in case there was any press. You 
should not have to do that. Not when you’ve 
just lost a daughter.

In September 2019, Welsh rugby player Gareth 
Thomas said that he was forced to reveal his 
HIV positive status to the public due to tabloid 
interest and would otherwise have stayed silent. 34 

In October 2019, England cricketer Ben Stokes 
launched legal action against the Sun for invasion 
of privacy after the newspaper published a 
front-page story detailing a 31-year-old tragedy 
involving the England cricketer’s family.

In January 2020, Liberal Democrat MP Layla 
Moran revealed that she had decided to publicly 
make it known that she was in a same-sex 
relationship partly because journalists were asking 
people close to her for information about her 
personal life and threatening to publish the  
story. 35

In his response to our call for information, 
Professor Steven Barnett shares a case study:

As just one recent example of a shameful 
lapse in editorial standards and IPSO’s 
inadequacy as an effective regulator, I 
would cite the case of Mandy Garner who 
documented her shocking experience of the 
Daily Mail publishing CCTV footage of her 
daughter’s last moments when she was hit by 
a car. She detailed the long and distressing 
delays in dealing with IPSO, followed by 
its astonishing decision that the Mail had 
not breached IPSO’s editorial guidelines on 
intrusion into grief. 

The accident took place on 19 February 2020.  
The next day, MailOnline published an article with 
the headline: ‘EXCLUSIVE: Shocking moment 

young woman is killed by speeding hit-and-
run driver escaping police – as she is flung 20 
feet into the air and lands in front of horrified 
onlookers at London bus stop’. 36

Professor Steven Barnett continues:

As a journalist herself, Ms Garner found this 
decision incomprehensible. She wrote: ‘I 
am a journalist. We have a bad name, and 
sometimes rightly so. I want us to be better. It 
is in all of our interests to be better.’ 37

In December 2020, MailOnline publisher 
Associated Newspapers was ordered to pay 
£83,000 in damages after naming a man 
arrested on suspicion of involvement in the 
2017 Manchester Arena terror attack but never 
charged. Mr Justice Warby said in a ruling 
that the journalists involved in the decision to 
name someone were ‘driven by competitive 
considerations, or herd instinct’ and did not weigh 
up his rights before publication. 38

The ruling outlines the impact of worldwide 
publicity on the man. In February 2018, he 
was prescribed antidepressants, and he had 
not worked since November 2019. His mother 
suffered PTSD and was hospitalised. His father 
had his employment terminated.

Associated Newspapers is a member of IPSO.

In June 2021, it was reported that The Times 
and MailOnline had apologised to the chairman 
of BAFTA, Krishnendu Majumdar, after falsely 
claiming he had ‘close links’ with actor Noel 
Clarke. 39 Days after the Guardian revealed serious 
accusations against Clarke by 20 women in April, 
the Times followed up with a story claiming 
Majumdar had worked closely with Clarke 
on diversity issues, which it suggested could 
have hampered the charity’s response to the 
allegations. MailOnline repeated the Times story’s 
line that the men had ‘close links’.

BAFTA made a legal complaint to both 
newspapers and told other titles it would take 
further action if the claims were repeated. It also 
complained that the Times’ story had a racist 
element. Both newspapers published apologies 
and removed the original articles, accepting 
the suggestion of ‘close links’ between the men 
was untrue. The Times agreed to pay damages 
and legal costs, and BAFTA said MailOnline was 
‘expected to follow suit’.
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In December 2021, the Duchess of Sussex won 
the latest stage in her legal case against the Mail 
on Sunday publisher over a letter she sent to her 
father. The Court of Appeal rejected Associated 
Newspapers’ attempt to have a trial in the privacy 
and copyright case. A judge had previously ruled 
in favour of the Duchess after extracts from the 
letter appeared in the paper.

The Duchess started the civil action against the 
publisher in 2019. 40

Following the ruling, the Duchess urged people 
to be ‘brave enough to reshape a tabloid industry 
that... profits from the lies and pain that they 
create.’

She added ‘The courts have held the defendant 
to account and my hope is that we all begin to do 
the same. Because as far removed as it may seem 
from your personal life, it’s not. Tomorrow it could 
be you. These harmful practices don’t happen 
once in a blue moon - they are a daily fail that 
divide us and we all deserve better.’ 41

Ciara Lawrence, Big Plan Engagement Lead at 
the learning disability charity Mencap, shared her 
experience of online abuse with us as part of our 
call for information:

I found myself the target of online abuse 
just for speaking out as a person who has a 
learning disability.
 

In 2019 I was asked by an organisation if I 
would come and campaign outside a high 
court alongside the families who took the 
government to court over its inadequate 
funding of special educational needs support. 
As someone having gone through the SEN 
provision issue when I was younger, I was 
delighted to be asked and help bring about 
change for parents and their children who 
have a learning disability like me.
 
I wrote an article for the Metro about my 
experience and when the article was uploaded 
online, some not so nice comments were 
made. My colleagues at Mencap saw them 
and very quickly got them taken down with 
the help from the journalist. It was such a 
shame that this happened because the article 
was a lovely piece and so positive. I was very 
proud of it. 
 
But it’s not ok to write these comments. Why 
should someone be targeted online because 
they have a disability? People think it’s ok to 
hide behind a computer and write mean and 
hurtful comments. They shouldn’t be able to 
get away with it. Like many abusers they just 
saw my learning disability, not me as a person, 
and said those words to hurt me.

I’ve seen the power that social media can 
do to bring about change and challenge 
attitudes, but it is also being used as a 
platform for bullying, harassment and hate. 
And this has to stop. 42



24

As we note above, Lord Leveson considered 
the role and impact of social media on news 
publishing and as far as we are aware no one has 
put forward a credible reason why his findings 
and recommendations do not apply today 
including when it comes to news publishing 
online (including by social media companies 
themselves).  

As we also note earlier, in response to the 
Leveson report, the Crime and Courts Act 2013 
provides a clear definition for ‘Relevant Publisher’, 
and the recognition system – the Act and the 
Royal Charter together – provides a regulatory 
framework for news related material that was 
agreed by all parties in Parliament.

In May 2021, the Government published the draft 
Online Safety Bill, which establishes a new way to 
regulate online content. 43 It covers a broad remit 
from bullying and abusive messages on social 
media to harmful material and pornography.

In its response to our call for information, 
IMPRESS notes:

The Government has failed to acknowledge 
the Royal Charter and any role the recognition 
system may have to play with respect to news 
publishers or readers complaints and redress.

The Government has appointed Ofcom as the 
regulator of online safety in the UK, other than 
‘journalistic content’. The Online Safety Bill 
includes an exemption for news publishers and 
news content. However, it is unclear how the 
definition of’ journalistic content’ interacts with 
‘relevant publisher’.

IMPRESS states:

It is clear the Government intends to mimic 
aspects of approved press regulation by 
mirroring some characteristics of the news 
publisher definition set out in the Crime 
and Courts Act 2013. The Bill includes the 
requirement that a news publisher must have 
a standards code and policies and procedures 
for handling and resolving complaints. 
However, the Bill does not set out the form 

or manner of these requirements. There 
is no minimum threshold these standards 
or policies must meet and, importantly, no 
oversight of their implementation to ensure 
these standards or policies are adhered to. 
The Bill also sets out how platforms must treat 
journalism on their platforms, by requiring 
them to define journalism and set out specific 
policies on the role of journalism on their 
platforms – it does this with reference to the 
‘recognised new publisher’ definition; this 
effectively delegates regulatory authority to 
platforms on the treatment of journalism on 
their platforms. Importantly, provisions on 
the Royal Charter and approved regulation 
are completely absent from the Bill and the 
explanatory notes.

As we outline above, some social media platforms 
employ news editors and editors. It is not clear 
how the news content they produce would be 
regulated, if at all. That would appear to mean 
that different approaches will be taken to the 
regulation, or not, of news content depending on 
who produces it and how it is disseminated.

IMPRESS adds:

Should the Bill become law, there would 
be two different and competing definitions 
of news publishers under law which offer 
different incentives and protections. The 
competing systems create legal and 
regulatory incoherence. As the Bill criterion 
sets a lower standard for journalism ethics 
and practices (including complaints practices) 
than approved regulation, it is likely to 
become the benchmark for news quality, 
and further, disincentivise publishers for 
adopting the higher standard set by approved 
regulation, driving down overall standards 
across the press industry. Should that become 
the common standard across the press 
industry, consumers will have less protection 
and lower access to redress overall. 

ONLINE 
SAFETY BILL
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In October 2021, we commissioned and 
published independent research that maps the 
press complaints landscape from a consumer 
perspective.44 It concluded that realising the 
potential of the Online Safety Bill requires a 
consistency of approach to press complaints with 
that of the Royal Charter and a more thorough 
consideration of the potential consequences 
(both intended and unintended) of how the Bill 
deals with news material as opposed to other 
online content.

Discussing the Online Safety Bill in its response 
to our call for information, the Liberal Democrats 
DCMS team states:

We agree with the observations made 
by the PRP’s Independent Review on the 
opportunities and unintended consequences 
of the Draft Online Safety Bill. We are 
monitoring closely the development of the Bill 
in its pre-legislative scrutiny stage and we will 
encourage PRP to present their evidence to 
the Joint Select Committee. 

We are particularly concerned that the 
Bill, as currently drafted, provides for news 
publishers’ opt-outs at a time where there 
is continuing evidence of press abuse and 
harm to news consumers. While large 
newspapers groups remain outside the 
Leveson framework, and continue to rely on 
their own ineffectual complaints handler IPSO, 
this consumer detriment will persist. The 
continuing absence of any accountability for 
such a powerful sector is unacceptable.

It is clear from the establishment and 
expansion of Impress that the framework of 
audited press self-regulation works effectively 
to protect the public and journalists without 
remotely impinging on freedom of the press. 
Readers of Impress-regulated publications can 
have confidence that breaches of the editorial 
code will be properly and independently 
investigated, while journalists on those 
publications are protected from any demands 
by editors to breach editorial or ethical 
standards. 

The Online Safety Bill offers Parliament an 
opportunity to repair the damage done by its 
failure to implement the Leveson framework 
in full – either by giving Ofcom the same 
powers of oversight over news publishers as 
that proposed for tech platforms; or allowing 
an opt-out of the proposed regime for all 
publishers belonging to a PRP-audited (and 
therefore Leveson compliant) self-regulator.

Under these proposals, IPSO would then be 
free to apply to the PRP for recognition and 
– once established as a genuinely effective 

and independent self-regulator according to 
the Leveson criteria – would not be subject 
to Ofcom’s oversight. A consistent regime for 
news publishers would thus be established, to 
the benefit of both public and journalists. 

As Parliamentarians we want to ensure that 
the regulatory framework is fit-for-purpose, 
truly independent, and reflects the needs of 
our times in protecting individual citizens, as 
well as protecting robust and independent 
journalism and our democratic institutions. 
We cannot have more legislation once 
again leaving powerful national newspaper 
publishers entirely unaccountable and free to 
continue their abuses of editorial standards 
under the bogus pretext of defending a free 
press.

In his response to our call for information, 
Professor Steven Barnett articulates his view on 
the Online Safety Bill and the potential to use 
it as a vehicle to protect the public as intended 
following the Leveson Inquiry:

It was always envisaged that incentives 
would be required to ensure proper 
implementation of the Leveson framework, 
and these were provided for in s40 of the 
Crime and Courts Act. The refusal of this and 
previous governments to commence that 
section has undermined the framework, to 
the detriment of journalism and the public 
interest. The Online Safety Bill, which gives 
Ofcom oversight powers over platforms and 
is currently going through Parliament, is an 
opportunity to remedy this deficiency.

The Bill seeks to exempt content originating 
from UK-based news publishers (including 
citizen journalism) from any Ofcom oversight. 
It is difficult to see how these exemptions are 
consistent with the Government’s stated aims 
of protecting the public from legal but harmful 
content, when some of these news publishers 
have a track record in disseminating such 
content without any effective regulatory 
oversight. A simple amendment would 
ensure that publishers belonging to a PRP-
recognised self-regulator – in which the 
public and parliamentarians could have full 
confidence that journalistic standards were 
being upheld – would be exempt from Ofcom 
oversight, while those outside that framework 
would be subjected to Ofcom in the same way 
as powerful tech platforms. 

Our observations on the Online Safety Bill are 
limited to how what it proposes would interface 
and interact with the provisions of the Royal 
Charter and Crime and Courts Act with which we 
are concerned. 
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As framed, the draft Bill removes from Ofcom 
oversight what it calls ‘news publisher content’, 
namely content produced by a ‘recognised 
news publisher’ and posted online directly by 
the publisher or by someone else. Proposed 
clause 40 specifies who or what is a ‘recognised 
news publisher’. Proposed clause 40(2) brings 
within that definition (and therefore keeps out 
of any Ofcom oversight) entities which, under 
editorial control, publish news from multiple 
authors but only if those entities also meet other 
requirements.

Without those other requirements, the Bill would 
have essentially exempted from Ofcom oversight 
those publishing entities which are relevant 
publishers for the purposes of the Royal Charter 
(and which would, if section 40 of the Crime and 
Courts Act were in place) be incentivised to join a 
regulator recognised by the PRP. 

However, the additional requirements mean 
a publisher is only in that situation if they are 
‘subject to a standards code’ (which can be 
something which the entity itself has produced), 
‘have policies and procedure for handling 
complaints’ and are UK based. In simple terms, 
that means that news material from overseas 
publishers and some UK based news publishers 
will be within the framework of Ofcom oversight, 
but the rest will not. 

The draft Bill provides no clear answer to who 
will decide on which side of the line a UK-based 
publisher falls. It merely asks whether they have a 
complaints process and a standards code, without 
any clarity on what that means or how it is to be 
decided. 

This contrasts with the recognition system where 
we, the wholly independent Press Recognition 
Panel, decide that where the Charter is in play. If 
an issue arises under the Royal Charter, the Royal 
Charter sets minimum requirements, and we 
independently interpret and apply them. 

This is a recipe for confusion. It also makes it likely 
that decisions on press regulation will be made 
by people or bodies which are either directly 
or indirectly ‘state regulators’, in contrast to the 
recognition system with the uniquely independent 
Press Recognition Panel at its centre.

Even if that problem is overlooked, then if (but 
only if) section 40 of the Crime and Courts Act 
were also in force, then all news publishers who 
publish in the UK (wherever they are based and 
whatever their publishing mechanism) would one 
way or another be subject to either:

a. statutory regulation by Ofcom (albeit 
this is something that many opposed to any 
oversight of news publication have dubbed as 
‘state regulation’; or
b. be a member of a regulator approved by 
the uniquely independent Press Recognition 
Panel, or 
c. be subject to low-cost court action by an 
aggrieved person.

That would, at least, give something of a 
universal, if uneven approach to providing some 
oversight of news publishing.

But without section 40 in force, the result is that 
overseas news publishers are subject to Ofcom 
oversight. In contrast, others need only (it seems) 
bare minimum complaints procedures and 
standards codes that are subject to no oversight 
at all other than the possibility of costly legal 
action, which is generally entirely out of reach 
of ordinary people. As we have explained above, 
that will only exacerbate the already confused 
and seemingly arbitrary opportunity for complaint 
and the nature of any complaints process even 
where one is theoretically offered.

The Online Safety Bill provides an opportunity 
for Parliament to ensure a level playing field for 
all news publishers (whether they publish on 
paper, online or are read via a social media site). 
Commencement of section 40 of the Crime and 
Courts Act 2013 would bring into effect what 
was recommended by the Leveson Report and 
agreed through the Royal Charter on an all-
party basis, namely that the level playing field 
should meet the agreed minimum requirements 
and be transparently overseen by the uniquely 
independent Press Recognition Panel.
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CONCLUSIONS
a)  The recognition system is failing

The Royal Charter requires us to report ‘on any 
success or failure of the recognition system’. 
Success would be when all or most significant 
relevant publishers were members of one or more 
approved regulators.

The recognition system does not yet cover all 
relevant publishers. There is one recognised 
regulator – IMPRESS. 

The establishment and recognition of IMPRESS 
have led to an increase in standards and public 
protections regarding its members. However, 
this is limited to relevant publishers covered by 
IMPRESS.

Section 40 of the Crime and Courts Act has not 
been commenced by the Government, which 
means public protections intended following the 
Leveson Inquiry are not in place.

We must report this as a failure.

b) Systems for complaining are arbitrary

The public face a bewildering range of processes 
for complaining about the press and news 
publishers depending on whether it is in print, 
social media, or a news website, and whether or 
not the publisher belongs to IMPRESS, IPSO or 
neither. 

There are dozens, if not hundreds, of confusing 
systems, and the quality is inconsistent. This is 
not befitting of today’s media landscape, and 
regulatory gaps leave society unprotected from 
harm.

In addition to the Charter-compliant system 
operated by IMPRESS, there are the processes 
operated by the complaints body IPSO. There 
are also several processes run by publishers 
belonging to neither IMPRESS nor IPSO. The FT, 
for example, has appointed its own Complaints 
Commissioner, while the Guardian has a Readers 
Editor. Facebook has Community Standards, akin 
to a standards code, and an Oversight Board that 
can adjudicate on Facebook’s content decisions.

Many publications do not have any processes at 
all.

Whether the public has access to an independent, 
transparent, low-cost system of complaints, 
as intended following the Leveson Inquiry, is 
arbitrary.

Apart from the system operated by IMPRESS, 
most complaints systems, where they exist, do 
not give the public the level of protection and the 
redress intended following the Leveson Inquiry.

c) The public is not protected from press harm, 
and the Government does not intend to act

The Government does not intend to follow or 
implement the findings of the Leveson Report. It 
has no intention to implement an effective system 
of regulatory oversight. The Government is failing 
the public.

Ongoing Government interference means that 
the recognition system is failing because it does 
not cover all significant relevant publishers. IPSO 
is not a regulator, and it does not protect the 
public in the way Parliament agreed following the 
Leveson Inquiry. IPSO is not independent of the 
press. It has never conducted an investigation, 
and it is said to act more in the interests of its 
members than the public.

The Government misleads Parliament when 
implying that IMPRESS and IPSO are on the 
same standing. The mainstream press often 
misrepresents IMPRESS and does not give the 
complete picture of our work and what we do 
when they report on press regulation.

There continue to be concerns about press 
standards and ethics. People from all walks of life 
continue to face press intrusion and abuse. They 
do not have access to justice in the ways intended 
following the Leveson Inquiry.

Concerns about press regulation have not 
gone away. However, the Government has not 
protected the public in the way that Parliament 
agreed in 2013.

d) The Online Safety Bill risks more confusion 
and complexity for the public

There is an opportunity to protect citizens 
through the draft Online Safety Bill. However, in 
its current form, the Bill increases the arbitrary 
nature of complaints processes. It risks adding 
further confusion and complexity for the 
public when they wish to complain about news 
publishers.

From a consumer perspective, complaining about 
news publishers will be even more confusing and 
difficult.

8



28

i) News publishers should move 
under the recognition system 

The recognition system does not cover all 
relevant publishers. IMPRESS is the only approved 
regulator, and the public can have trust and 
confidence in its independence and effectiveness. 
News publishers should consider joining IMPRESS. 
Alternatively, they could choose to set up their 
own regulator, and that regulator could apply for 
recognition. The Royal Charter envisages multiple 
approved regulators.

ii) Remove political interference 
from press regulation

The delay commencing section 40 has kept a 
political presence in press regulation. Politicians 
should not be involved in press regulation other 
than legislating for independent regulation. Full 
implementation of the recognition system would 
safeguard against political interference.

iii) Use the Online Safety Bill as 
an opportunity to regulate news 
content as intended following the 
Leveson Inquiry

In 2011, it took the public outrage to high-profile 
stories such as the hacking of the voicemail of 
Milly Dowler and relatives of British soldiers killed 
in action to spur the Government to address poor 
standards and ethics in the British press.

There continue to be concerns about press 
standards, and a significant proportion of news 
publishers have not moved under a system of 
genuinely independent regulation. However, it 
seems the Government will not act until another 
outcry is generated in response to further public 
harm. But we cannot wait until then.

Lord Leveson recommended that if the new 
system of regulation was considered to have 
failed, Parliament should consider statutory 
action. 

The Online Safety Bill provides an opportunity for 
Parliament to protect the public.

The forthcoming legislation must not create more 
confusion. Parliament must ensure that definitions 
and approaches set out in the Bill do not conflict 
with other legislation. Currently, there is very 
little regulatory control over most online news 
publishers, but social media publishers face the 
prospect of tougher regulation. 

As the Better Regulation principles outline, all 
regulation should be proportionate, consistent, 
accountable, transparent, and targeted only 
where needed. It would appear to be inconsistent 
and inappropriate with these principles to create 
a different, parallel, or overlapping regulatory 
system for the social media platforms, which 
would be more intrusive, and/or burdensome, 
and/or less independent than the system that is 
already in place for other relevant publishers.
 
Parliament should not overburden news 
publishers and social media platforms by creating 
a new regulatory system. Nor should they operate 
within a system different from other news 
publishers (including the traditional ‘press’). 

This is even more important, as it is vital that the 
systems for complaining about news content do 
not become even more complicated and arbitrary.

iv) Social media news publishers 
could come under the Royal 
Charter system

When social media platforms act as relevant 
publishers, a regulatory framework already exists 
in the recognition system. The system was built 
with online platforms in mind. Under this system, 
social media news publishers could join or form 
an independent self-regulator. That regulator 
could apply to be independently assessed by 
the Press Recognition Panel to confirm that it 
protects the public and upholds freedom of 
speech.

Social media news publishers should consider 
voluntarily moving under the recognition system 
in relation to their news publishing activities.
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