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Statutory regime could
be rushed in if tougher
self-policing fails,
Roland Watson and
Jill Sherman write

A draft Bill could be used by David
Cameron to threaten the freedom of
the press if editors fail to comply with
one last chance at independent regula-
tion.

The Bill would be hurried on to the
statute book if newspapers did not
adhere to tougher standards of self-
policing. The option is being actively
discussed in Downing Street as a “third
way~ between accepting and rejecting
the recommendations of Lord Justice
Leveson, which are dueto be pubhshed
on Thursday

It coincides with a decision yester-
day by 40 Tory MPs, including four
former Cabinet ministers, to sign a let-
ter calling for the press to be allowed
another shot at self-regulation. The
letter, jointly organised - by Conor
Bums a Tory backbencher, and David
Blunkett, a former Labour Home Secre-
tary, will be circulated in the Commons
and the Lords today and published
tomorrow. _

“The party is actually a little bit divid-
ed on this,” Mr Burns said on BBC
Radio 4’s The World This Weekend.
“There is a letter coming this week in
which more than 42 colleagues are say-
ing we should try and do this on the
basis of a common agreement and self-
regulation — but on a much more
robust foeting — without taking away
the prospect of statutory, the threat of
statutory regulation if it doesn’t work.”

Two weeks ago more than 40 MPs
signed an alternative letter supporting
statutory press regulation, with more
signalling their backing in the past few
days. But yesterday William Hague
also added his weight to those support-
ing the independence of the press. The
Foreign Secretary said he was a “big
supporter of press freedom” but added
that he wanted to read the Leveson re-
port before giving a verdict. He warned
Lord Justice Leveson that future regula-
tion of the press should “err on the side
of freedom”. -

No 10 insisted that Mr Cameron
would not pre-judge the findings of the
Leveson inquiry, which he will receive
at1.30pm on Wednesday. But he would
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The actress Sienna Miller was among witnesses who gave evidence of suffering press intrusion to the Leveson Inquiry

find it easier to come out on the side of
press freedom if he had the backing of a
substantial number of backbenchers
and some Cabinet ministers in ad-
vance. Michael Gove, Grant Shapps,
Eric Pickles and George Osborne have
all indicated that they would find it

hard to support statutory regulation.
Mr Cameron will read the report over-
night and a team of senior civil serv-
ants and aides will help him to draft a
response, to be delivered to the Com-
mons on Thursday lunchtime.

“He is not going to close his mind

before he reads it,” said one senior
figure at No 10. Only a small number of
ministers — Nick Clegg, Maria Miller,
the Culture Secretary, and Theresa
May, the Home Secretary — are ex-
pected to see a copy on Wednesday.
MPs will discuss the report the
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followmg Monday, although there is
currently no Commons vote scheduled.

The Prime Minister is unlikely either
to accept or reject the Leveson pro-
posals this week. He 1s keen to set out
his early thmkmg on Thursday, al-
though it is likely to be several weeks,
or possibly into the new year, before he
makes up his mind. Much depends on
what Lord Justice Leveson recom-
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mends, said aides, and how the press
responds.

A Downing Street insider said that
Lord Justice Leveson had spent a lot
more time-thinking about the issue,
adding: “It's possible he can come up
with a workable solution.” Equally, Mr
Cameron is anxious to see what kind of
new independent regulatory body the

- press 1S proposing-as an alternative to

the system underpinned by statute that
Lord Justice Leveson is expected to pro-
pose. “A lot depends on what the press
have come up with,” said one senior
figure.

A likely outcome would be for Mr
Cameron to give a much tougher inde-
pendent regime a chance to work, but
to have a draft Bill ready, perhaps
based on Lord Justice Leveson’s recom-
mendations, to pass into law if self-
regulation flounders.
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