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ACK in June 2007, David Bell and Julia Mid-
dleton were given a significant boost in their
campaign to neutralise the ‘excessive power’
of Britain’s popular press.

Shortly before leaving office, Tony Blair, whose hatred
of large sections of Fleet Street was by now mutual,
Iauglqhed atbé%terhatgack 051 the ‘feral beast’ press — ironically
singling ou € high-minded Independe -
called for tighter media regulation. p e e
Blair ignored the faqt that his Government was notorious for
spin — the manipulation of the media through dissembling and
sometimes downright lying — that had reached its apogee in the

Iraq war ‘dodgy dossier’.

His spin-doctor-in-chi
top journalist and ruthless
orchestrator of the media,
favoured any paper that gave
supportive coverage.

Campbell and Blair were the
architects of the baleful New
Labour/News International axis.
The Rupert Murdoch-owned Times
sometimes seemed to be New
Labour’s house organ. Campbell
also reportedly dictated favourable
headlines and editorials to
friendly Sun executives, while
ostracising critics such as the Daily
Mail and Telegraph.

Our current Prime Minister David

ef, Alastair Campbell, the former red-

authority later had to apologise for
comments Stapely made in emails.

For this, Stapely was paid £23,000
from the public purse.

Stapely’s website says her work is
primarily ‘discreetly defending and
maintaining the reputations of
organisations’. In other words, in
this case, not defending the
interests of the general public.

Cameron once dubbed himself ‘th 4
heir to Blair’. Perhapsse thi: A VER‘{ SHGBD‘!‘
misplaced admiration goes some PIECE OF RESEARCH

way to explaining why the Tory
leader made the biggest mistake of
his political career — the appoint-
ment in 2007 of Andy Coulson as
his party’s new Director of
Communications.

Only months before, Coulson had
stepped down from the editorship
of Rupert Murdoch’s News of the
‘World after his royal correspondent
was jailed for phone hacking. His
arrival at Conservative Central
Office set in train the ‘perfect
storm’ of events leading to the
Leveson Inquiry.

Coulson became the focus for
bodies such as The Guardian and
the BBC, which had an ideological
and commercial antipathy towards
both the Conservative Party and
the Murdoch empire.

For Bell and Middleton, Blair’s
speech and Coulson’s appointment
must have been manna from heaven.

While Bell apparently had the
idea as early as 2003, the pair had
incorporated the ‘Media Standards
Forum’ in 2005 and changed its
name to f1:l'na Media nﬁéﬂndards
Trust the following sp! 5

Now, in late 2007, the organisa-
tion held a high-profile event, in
direct response to the Blair speech.
It was entitled ‘Is The Media
Having A Seriously Adverse Impact
On Public Life?” ?

One participant was Dr Martin
Moore, the MST’s director and later
a founder of Hacked Off. A
consultant-cum-academic rather
than a journalist, Moore is,
perhaps, tyg;i:al of a new breed of
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media ‘experts’.

On its website, the MST said of
the debate that it had gathered
‘without the distraction of

liticians, n%ures from public life,
g}?e military, the Civil Service, the
Church and a figure who acts on
behalf of the general public’.
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THOUGH only five of the MST’s 18
trustees had worked as journalists
in the British print media — and
none in the popular press — the
Trust continued to lobby and
network, and on February 9, 2009,
g{roduced its first major report: A

ore Accountable Press — The
Need For Reform.

A devastating critique of the
print media and the Press
Complaints Commission, its
implicit conclusion was that the
free press was out of control.

Some might argue the same
about the MST, because a number
of issues arose that significantly
undermined the report’s
credibility, including:

B THE shoddiness of its research
and fundamental flaws in the
statistical conclusions;

& THE MST'’s claim to have con-
sulted with the Press Complaints
Commission, when it had not;

B THE make-up of the so-called
‘independent, non-partisan’ review
panel that had compiled the report;
8 THE extraordinary prominence
that the BBC gave to the report on
its publication.

Most questionable was the
report’s claim that it had been
written in ‘consultation’ with an
‘independent review group’.

Several of these independents are
familiar figures from Common

ose and the Media Standards
Trust board. These are Julia
Middleton’s and David Bell’s people.

The panel included three New
Labour peers, including Baroness
Helena Kennedy QC — one of
Middleton’s top ten ‘inspirational
leaders’ and an MST trustee (now
acting Chair) — and Dame Suzi
Leather, the ‘Quan%:) Queen’ who
took flak from the press. for

tr t for
lesbians and who was interviewed
by Julia Middleton for a film
w¥uch appeared on the Common
Purpose website.

Also on the panel was Richard
Hooper, at the BBC before he joined
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