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Many editors doubt aalue of them

News Gouncils Attempt
to Monitor Gonduct of Media
BY DAVID SHAW
Times Staft' Writer

In London, a newspaper investigating a govern-
ment official's relationship with a prostitute bugs a
bedroom and takes photographs through a hole in the
wall.

In New York, a newspaper identifies many sup-
porters of anti-abofion legislation as Roman Catholics
-and does not identify any other individuals by reli-
gion in these same stories.

In Minneapolis, a newspaper reporter in an auto-
mobile follows FBI agents so closely that they are
forced to abandon a ransom drop in a kidnap case.

What can anyone who is offended, endangered or
damaged by such journalistic behavior do about it,
other than write an angry letter to the editor?

Well, he can file a formal complaint with, respec-
tively, the British Press Council, the National News
Council or the Minnesota News Council-three inde-
pendent bodies created to evaluate reader complaints
of inaccuracy, unfairness and irresponsibility in the
media.

In these three cases, the various councils involved
decided the complaints were warranted-and they
censured the newspapers involved. The complaining
parties were vindicated, and the newspapers were
publicly embarrassed.

In the case involving the gratuitous identification of
Catholics, for example, the National News Council
not only ruled that the New York Times had been
"rtrtfait" but said, further, that since the paper had ig-
nbred "repeated complaints on this specific issue, the
council can only conclude that the Times is either in-
sensitive to justifiable criticism or is condoning care-
less editing."

It's been 55 years since the first national press
council was established-in Sweden. Now there are
more than 30 press councils throughout the world.

Some councils-like those in Indonesia and Sri
I^anka-were created by the government, primarily to
mvzzle the press.

Others-like those in Austria, Denmark and Switz-
erland-are established and run exclusively by the
media, with neither government intrusion nor lay
public representation.

But the most effective press councils are generdly
modeled after the British Press Council-independent

of the government but with members of the lay pub-
lic joining journalists in investigating and ruling upon
complaints against the media.

The British Press Council was initially created as a
purely journalistic body in L953, upon the recommen-
dation of a government-appointed Royal Commission
on the Press. After a second Royal Commission report
in 1963, the council voted to include lay members.

Despite the government's role in the establishment
of the British Press Council, the government has
taken no role in its financing, membership or deci-
sionrmaking. Thus, many in the British media who
greeted the formation of the council about as warmly
as one would welcome an outbreak of typhus are now
enthusiastic supporters of the council. They think its
very existence has enabled the press to avoid restric-
tive government regulation.

That is precisely why some American journalists
supported the creation of the National News Council
in the United States in 1972.

Spiro Agnew, then vice president, had been travel-
ing around the country, accusing the press of a liberal
bias. Many in the media feared that the Nixon Ad-
ministration might try to enact restrictive-coercive-
legislation unless the media made a serious effort to
monitor its own performance. Hence, the National
News Council.

The idea of a National News Council was not new.
The Hutchins Commission on the Freedom of the
Press recommended creation of such a council in 1947,
but press resistance-indeed hostility-delayed its
establishment until a task force of the Twentieth Cen-
tury Fund made a similar proposal in the wake of
Agnew's attacks 25 years later.

In the interim, perhaps two dozen community
press councils were formed in various parts of the
country-including such California cities as Riverside,
Santa Rosa and Redwood City. Most gradually died;
the Honolulu Community Media Council is probably
the largest of those now functioning.

But a statewide news council was established in
Minnesota in 1971, and both it and the New York-
based National News Council continue to be enor-
mously controversial within the media, despite their
attempts to design complaint procedures to offset me-
dia resistance.


