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NEVER a bad time to talk abt Media, Communications and Democracy. But this must be the most opportune for a very long time.

IT has been a momentous year. Who would have thought we would see the humbling of Rupert Murdoch before a Select Commttee of MPs, the closure of his oldest and most profitable title in the UK, his failure to take control of BSkyB, the widespread collapse of public confidence in the Press and moves towards the most far-reaching changes in relations between the media and politicians.

All of this strikes at the heart of our democracy, and communications within it. Are we in the throes of a media revolution, a Westminster Spring? Or will it all blow over, and it will be business as usual by the time of the next election?

Nothing like it in my lifetime, 46 years in the game/business. In 1966, Harold Wilson’s Royal Commission on the Press (“take minutes and spend years”). Now we have – at last count – 9 inquiries running simultaneously into every aspect of the media from relations with the politicians to the bribery of policemen and corruption in high places.

The Leveson Inquiry has already begun, with a portentous day-long seminar in which journalists – the usual suspects – made their partisan case. The sound of axes being ground was audible in my North Yorkshire village.

This should surprise nobody. Everybody, with the possible exception of the public, has a vested interest in the outcome of this orgy of navel-gazing.

*Journalists want to hang on to their independence and freedom of expression. 

*Newspaper proprietors and executives want to make profits, and continue to influence (if not control) the levers of power in the society in which they operate. 

*The politicians want to maintain their public profile via a sympathetic media. Look what happens when they don’t, from Neil Kinnock through the ministerial casualties of John Major’s and Tony Blair’s governments to David Laws and Liam Fox (?) today.

If the message is vital, so is the medium. We are the medium. I suppose that why they call us the media. I’ll talk a little about what I know, the scene at Westminster.

More than 300 journalists from across the globe are accredited to the Westminster Press Gallery, which gives them access to the House of Commons. [History] These days there is a protective screen between us and MPs so we can’t hurl our biros at the politicians.

Many of those accredited also belong to the Westminster Press Lobby, which entitles them to attend the twice-daily briefings by Downing Street officials. In the am these gatherings used to take place in Number Ten itself, but are now held in the Foreign Press Asscn building at the other end of Whitehall. PM held in Lobby Briefing Room. Were completely off the record, now largely on. Alistair Campbell’s reforms.

But lobby/gallery correspondents subject to a huge barrage of information, on-line, via individual ministers and MPs, pressure groups and the like. There is also a sotto voce system of contacts, over lunch, in the bars. Death of Annie’s. The skill lies in sifting this material and deciding what your newspaper/TV/radio outlet would want, while keeping an eye on what the opposition is up to. Not that it’s always genuine rivalry [examples].

The outcome, I believe, is mostly healthy, but admittedly unhealthy at times. We’re all locked in this mad Gothic shed by the river, hemmed in by tight security. Once you’re in, the temptation to stay in is strong.

It makes for a highly-competitive newsgathering operation, which means the sands are swept vigorously several times a day. But it can of course lead to undue reliance on sources, and exploitation of journalists by those who have most to trade : the politicians. Example : Peter Mandelson and his “captured castles”, of who I was not one.

Story example : Liam Fox.

Huhne and his sneaky tweet.

We can discuss the role of the lobby and Westminster journalists.

But they are just a part – albeit an important one – of a bigger picture.

If I may style it this way, newspapers, TV and the radio are the formal manifestation of communications in our democracy. Us talking to them. And them reading or listening.

But in the last two decades, courtesy of a genuine technological revolution, there has been an explosion in informal communication. 

Historically, this was done by conversation and, among the literate, by letters and then by telephone. Radio and TV vastly extended the range of knowledge, but not really the means of informal communication. The computer and the mobile phone changed all that.

Now, people talk to each other through their gizmos. They bypass the formal communications route. They don’t need professional journalism (or they think they don’t). They are texters, bloggers, citizen journalists, heroes and heroines of FaceBook, and lots of other avenues of mutual self-advertisement. 

If the 20th century was the age of the common man, the 21st is the age of self-important man. Best summed up in the glib advertising slogan of “Because I’m worth it.”

What does this mean for the traditional organs of mass communications? Trouble. The new technology is naturally subversive. It undercuts the big boys. It does away with the need to buy newspapers or even a TV set. You don’t have to take your opinions, or even your information, from the mass media.

Papers are in serious – probably terminal – decline. In 30 years time will anyone believe that we used to grow trees in Finland so they could be chopped down, shipped to the UK, turned into newsprint and delivered to huge factories where hundreds of men toil to produce newspapers sometimes 120 pages thick so that teenagers can be paid a pittance to deliver them to people’s homes – when the same information can be delivered on screen in an instant? 

MOST of my remarks have related to the Press. That’s what I know best th I’ve done plenty of broadcasting. I find the “electronic media” superficial [that coming fm a tabloid journalist?]. You get two minutes – a maximum of 250 wds – to talk about a complex subject and then they move to the next topic. 

Radio and TV, with some honourable exceptions like the invaluable Robert Peston, tend to follow the agenda set by the newspapers. Inhibited both the law at election time and custom and practice of “balance” which requires the opposite point of view always to be given an opportunity to speak. We have no such laws or inhibitions.

Also, TV/radio even more establishment than the Press. Accents? The BBC is the broadcasting wing of the Establishment. Not so long ago Lefties were excluded by resident MI5 policeman, Xmas tree identifying mark on personnel documents. So, even less likely to challenge the status quo, no matter how robust some of the reporting. 

NOW… 

IF our media is flawed, as it patently is, then how about our democracy? Is that flawed, too? And if so, do the flaws of the one flow from the other? Is the flawed media responsible for our flawed democracy?

Or is it the other way round? Does our flawed society produce a flawed media? 

I suspect this is an insoluble circular argument, one which Raymond Williams probably addressed without coming to any firm conclusion. But let’s have a go. Britain has a thriving, lively, diverse press. Anybody can start up a newspaper or a magazine. Unlike some countries, there are no state licenses, and no state newspapers. There is freedom of speech, subject to the laws of libel and racial discrimination. You can say what you like about the politicians and the monarchy.

This freedom is widely used, and just as widely abused - mostly by the very rich men who own the newspapers and largely set the agenda for public debate on the issues of the day. For their own social, political and commercial purposes.

The Sun and the Daily Mail, both enormously successful, exist to promote the Murdoch and Rothermere view of the world. They do so with great skill and panache. It is pointless to pretend otherwise. They pay the highest rates and attract the best talent, but they lie in a Procrustean bed of their employers’ making. 

That is to say, the news and comment is a one-way street. The facts and opinions have to be made to fit the editorial line. Language – and I care about language - is deviously exploited for political advantage. There is no point in working for these titles unless you are prepared to agree with the line or suspend your judgment for the money.

WILL all this change as a result of the Leveson Inquiry, the abolition of the PCC and whatever legislation the Tory-led government brings in? To some degree, possibly. Substantially, I don’t believe. Like capitalism itself, the commercial media is infinitely supple. When one route is blocked, it finds another. 

THE Leveson and other inquiries will take many months, if not years. The government has promised to legislate on the various recommendations that will emerge, but when? There may be cross-party agreement on the need for legislation, but there is no agreement on what form it should take. There is still furious debate about a privacy law. I don’t see that abating. 

And the big hitters in the Press will use every conceivable weapon to prevent their newspapers being shackled. Naturally, this will be presented as in the public interest – investigative journalism – (!) but it will also be in their commercial interest. Sex sells papers.

Much depends on where the story goes. Public attention span is notoriously short. Hackgate is already history. Ed Miliband has discovered that it is of limited potential. He did well out of his short war with Murdoch, but how much more mileage is there in this campaign? Parliament back two days ago, and more Select Cttee arraignments due. 

A word about people, if I may. More than most, this is a people industry. Not just the “great” men (always men) who are the proprietors, the Beaverbrooks, the Rothermeres, the Harmsworth, the Murdochs and even the men who founded the Independent, now owned by a Russian tycoon. They’re important, as are the great editors, like WT Stead who campaigned to outlaw child prostitution. 

But so too are the men and women who write, edit and publish the millions of words that we consume every day. At least 100,000 engaged in communication of all sorts, from famous like Robert Peston and high profile political editors such as Nick Robinson and our own Kevin Maguire to the humble press officer of your local council. 

They are all in the business of communication. Mostly honourably, some dishonourably. In the latter category I lump the denizens of Westminster and Fleet St who go off to work for shady lobbying firms.

A word here about class, which some may find anachronistic. Like politics itself, political journalism is becoming an almost exclusively middle-class profession. No more people like me or Rob Gibson. Cost of the best post-grad schools. Dynasties at Westminster. This means they share the same general social outlook. Orthodox. Not anti-union, but non-union. Happy with New Labour, but not old Labour. Establishment, in a word. Dinner parties, look around the table : the pigs in Animal Farm.

I should also remark on what I call the herd instinct of the lobby. They went for Tony Blair big time in the early 1990’s. They were comfortable with his Project. But they tired of it and fell out. Cameron was another comfortable new Project. Not always about the politics, many – a majority? – are not what I would describe as political, sometimes just the attraction of a new story. 

Then there are the spin doctors, a race apart. They’re neither journalists nor politicians, but a Frankenstein combination of both. They make the news – or seek to – and promote their client, whether a politician or a captain of industry. I find them politicians manqué. Willing to wound, but afraid to stand for office. Some do a good job – Bob Roberts, chief press officer for Ed Miliband. Some bring too much baggage – Andy Coulson, Tom Baldwin. Some even take their baggage when they quit front line politics – Alastair Campbell, Bernard Ingham, Lance Price – and make a living out of being ex-spin doctors. Like the spider, they never cease to spin.

Belatedly, who am I? 

FINISH where I began, with the wave of change supposedly about to engulf political communication. What will Leveson and the other inquiries achieve?

· Unquestionably, tighter controls on the police and their contacts with the media. 

· Stronger role for a beefed up IPCC, with supervision of the media system? 

· Greater transparency about the links between politicians, especially ministers, and the media. A register of who ate with who? What impact? 

· Abolition of the PCC and replacement with a stronger body with greater sanctions 

· Legislation to curb some of the Press excesses. This is the most controversial and most difficult. How to save the baby without throwing out the bathwater. Role of Lib Dems.

WHAT we should not expect from this orgy of navel-gazing.

· A wholesale change in the attitudes of journalists. These inquiring minds will not be silenced. And a good thing, too 

· Reforms that will end the sotto voce links with the media. No law can stop people talking, and nor should it. 

· A privacy law as tight as say the French

I haven’t answered the central question of whether our flawed democracy is responsible for our flawed media, or whether it’s the other way round. But this should be enough to get us talking. But please, no leaks to the Press. Just joking

