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“Few editors in this country would defend the publication of information if they thought it 

would put lives at risk”. These were the words of Peter Bottomley MP for Worthing West, and 

former Transport Minister. He believes that parliament has to recognise the role of media in a 

democratic  society and also to recognise the media’s right to be wrong. What is known to a 

few, should be available to all. However, in certain circumstances the media should be 

controlled. The war against terrorism applies to other wars as well. People who commit acts 

of terrorism calculate that they will get publicity – they often do so in order to get coverage. 

 

Opposing the motion, Bill Emmott, Editor of The Economist, pointed out that he is a member 

of the media, a segment of society which never wants to be controlled. “We are a pretty 

unreliable and disreputable bunch. We are impatient in a war like this. We are guilty of 

exaggeration  – everything is a crisis or a triumph – and we have our own codes of conduct, 

which we break. We are responsible only to our editors, our proprietors and our readers – we 

do not recognise other audiences. Yet, we are not alone. Journalists suffer from the same 

sins as government and politicians.”  He concluded “You should be selective about what you 

tell the media, but don’t try to stop them from telling their readers what they know”. 

 

John Underwood, Clear Consultancy Crisis Management and Former Communications 

Director for The Labour Party, in seconding the motion, warned of the danger of believing 

that press freedom goes hand in hand with motherhood and apple pie. He asserted that there 

are many different forms of media control, “We should not think of control as being 

synonomous with direct government censorship. Control could include self-control and it 

could, and in my view should, include responsible media management.” 

 

Journalists have a duty to tell the story as it is ….dispassionately, accurately with fairness 

and with as much detail as they can find and feel to be appropriate. But politicians and 



generals have different imperatives. They need to win the war, to protect the civil population 

and to maintain public support for their efforts to do so. 

 

Seconding the opposition, Bob Hutchinson, Chairman of the D-Notice Committee (Press & 

Broadcasting Division), pointed out that since the dawn of conflict, military and political 

leaders have understood the vital importance of intelligence and propaganda. The role of 

information, or disinformation would have been as recognisable to a Roman general as it is 

to us today. What is different is the volume speed and reach of global communications. “It is 

not just newspapers, magazines or television. The Internet has 4 billion sites and is growing 

every hour. Around 7 million ‘pages’ of content are added daily, none of it controlled. 

Because of the Web’s huge international base, it is impossible to regulate websites and 

emails. Terrorist groups have their own web sites. The Pandora’s box of immediate, global 

information has been opened and will never be closed again. The concept of censorship has 

therefore failed to keep pace with the reality of modern technology”.  

 

In times of war, when patriotism becomes an issue, the lack of political will to prosecute may 

change. Why introduce new legislation when you already have appropriate measures on the 

statute book? The international dimension, plus the speed and availability of global media, 

defeats the practicality of state censorship in the 21
st
 century. 

 

Summing up for the opposition, Bill Emmott conceded that all the speakers focused on 

different forms of control, but the meaning of control differed. By control he meant influence. 

“I am happy to be influenced,” he said, “ But I do not want this influence to be statuary or 

censored. I believe that the level of control in this country is already too great because of the 

defamation laws. I have not met a politician who has told me the whole truth. Quite right.” 

 

Summing up for the motion Peter Bottomley re-iterated that there are times when it is 

grossly irresponsible to publish material. If you have access to information you have to 

exercise control. At the moment we have the right degree of control. 

 

The motion was defeated. 

 


