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Introduction 
 

1. My name is Jane Fae. I am a journalist, writer and also campaigner in areas of 
sexual rights.  

 
2. As a working journalist, I am frequently taken to task for being a member of 

an industry with little regard for “the truth”. On the whole, I dispute this 
assertion, pointing out that the role of the journalist is not to discover and 
report on some sort of absolute truth – which would turn the individual into 
either an academic researcher or contrarily a politician  – but is about 
identifying and writing verifiable stories. 

 
There is a subtle difference between this and the public view of what is true, 
and I have long felt that a degree of mistrust of the press derives from a failure 
by the public to grasp fully the quite narrow way in which journalism defines 
“accuracy”. 

 
3. Over the last few years, I have crossed swords with the UK Press over several 

stories where they have failed to present an accurate version of facts: where 
they have misled their readers, either through the inclusion of data that is 
inaccurate or simply wrong, or through the omission of key qualifications in 
respect of data presented.  

 
4. Many of these cases have resulted in complaints to the Press Complaints 

Commission, where I have had some minor success: a few – particularly in 
relation to the Star and Express – have been pursued directly. 

 
5. Along the way, I have found the Press generally slow to respond and guilty of 

serious double standards in their approach: alternately swerving between a 
narrow literal interpretation of words as written, according to which it is 
almost impossible to demonstrate inaccuracy: or holding to a series of broad 
generalisations around what the author of a piece “clearly intended”.  

 
Both positions have, on occasion, been argued in respect of the same article, 
suggesting that there is no consistency of approach to “facts”: rather, a very 
narrow back-justification serving to “prove”.their journalists have not done 
anything wrong. 
 

6. Despite its apparent willingness to facilitate complaints, the PCC has 
frequently reacted in ways that suggest collusion with this defensive process, 
rather than serving the public interest. 
 
 

7. My experiences in this field have led me to conclude that the press have 
travelled some way from their original stance on this issue to a point where it 
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is hard to maintain the claim that what they report is even in their own terms 
“accurate”. 

 
Far from an industry dedicated to finding out and communicating some 
approximation of “truth” to its audience, my general experience of the UK 
Press has been the opposite, with newspapers for the most part committed to 
“standing up” their stories on sometimes the flimsiest of bases – and then 
resisting any efforts to correct them, as though allowing that to happen would 
somehow be a sign of weakness. 
 
As my disillusionment with press standards has grown, so my readiness to 
defend the industry has diminished. 

 
Focus 
 
8. This statement draws its evidence from a number of stories that have been run 

over the last 18 months in respect of transgender issues.  
 
9. It is also very much focussed on questions of accuracy – and the question of 

whether material published by the press is misleading. 
 
10. This follows a clear distinction drawn in the Editors Code of Conduct, as 

maintained by the Press Complaints Commission, between “third party” 
matters – those that may be complained about by any member of the public  – 
and “first party” matters, where only an individual who is the direct subject of 
a press report has the right to object to the way in which their story has been 
reported. 

 
11. The scope for first party complaints is wide, and includes the right to object to 

portrayals that are intrusive, harassing, breach privacy or are discriminatory. 
 

12. Third party complaints are limited to instances where stories include 
“inaccurate, misleading or distorted information” (PCC Editorial Code of 
Conduct s1). 

 
13. Others submitting evidence to this inquiry may comment on the way in which 

some stories have appeared abusive in their disrespect for individual privacy 
and their use of language. This leads on to the broader question of whether it 
is desirable for any member of the public to be able to raise a complaint on 
behalf of a third party, or in support of a group that has been maligned by the 
press. 

 
That issue is not tackled here: the cases highlighted focus exclusively on the 
accuracy of stories – and the way in which the press have responded to 
attempts to persuade them to rectify factual inaccuracy. 
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The nature of “truth” and “accuracy” 
 
14. As already observed, the general public has a view of “truth” and “accuracy” 

that is very literal in its application: a report is true if it unequivocally matches 
to the essential “reality” of what took place. As one individual with a fairly 
forthright view on this issue suggested to me recently: 

 
“It is absolutely the responsibility of the journalist to question the substance 
of quotes and to challenge factual inaccuracies in them. To fail to do this is at 
best laziness, at worst it shows collusion with the quotee's agenda.” 

 
15. Even if one dismisses philosophical musing on the “nature of truth”, this is 

clearly an area of some controversy, as neither I nor, I suspect, many other 
journalists would agree with the above sentiment. 

 
There is clearly a balancing act to be achieved: where a journalist is aware of 
contradictions or inaccuracies in statements given by a particular interview 
subject, there is a duty on that journalist to probe and to seek to expose those 
weaknesses. 
 
However, to go much beyond this would be to abandon the journalist’s 
primary role, which is to report – often to report conflicting views on a topic – 
as opposed to writing an academic synthesis of a subject. 

 
16. In general, the journalistic imperative is to “stand up” a story: that is, not to 

validate its absolute truth, but to locate expert commentators (which may 
include politicians, pressure groups and academics) whose view on a given 
topic may be assumed to be more authoritative than that of the “man in the 
street”. 

 
17. By way of balance, journalists should make some effort to ensure that their 

sources for commentary and response to a story have some expertise in the 
subject. It is not enough to assert that a story has been “stood up” by an 
independent source, without demonstrating that the source had some 
competence in that area. 

 
A good editor will challenge her reporters as to the nature of quotes around a 
topic, in order to ensure that comment – and fact, where given – is reasonably 
accurate, and not produced by a source unlikely to understand the issues in 
play – or to have a malicious agenda of their own. 

 
18. Unfortunately, it goes without saying that some organizations and individuals 

become adept at “giving good quote”, and their views are therefore sought on 
a variety of topics – not necessarily always topics where they are themselves 
expert. 
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Lobby groups, especially, will tend to react to stories “as presented” to them. 
This runs the risk of introducing circularity into articles: where an issue or 
problem has been sensationalized in the first place, an “honest” reaction to 
that story may serve simply to ratchet up the “Shock! Horror!” effect of the 
piece. 

 
Strand One: Inaccurate figures provided in respect of gender re-assignment surgery 
 

19. The issue of gender re-assignment costs has been much in the press of late. 
Not only are transgender issues that much more commonly reported on: there 
is also an ongoing debate around whether certain treatments should not be 
paid for by the NHS. 

 
Regular favourites put forward for the axe are: IVF, gastric bands, and gender 
re-assignment surgery. 
 
There is an argument on principle (some individuals do not believe that such 
procedures should be supported at any cost): however, for others, the amount 
of money spent is a key factor in reaching a decision – and therefore the 
provision of accurate information on the costs of gender re-assignment 
surgery (grs) and related topics is important. 

 
20. I consider myself to have some expertise in this area. Over the last few months 

I have been putting together a paper setting out costs for various procedures 
related to the treatment of gender dysphoria – and in particular, the cost of grs. 
The paper was prepared for the express purpose of providing the press with a 
quick check for figures quoted in their stories. 

 
In putting together this paper, I have discussed figures with some of the UK’s 
leading clinicians working in this field, including the head of the UK’s largest 
Gender Identity Clinic, as well as individuals who have recently paid privately 
for grs. 

 
21. On occasion, context is needed in order to provide a true picture of what a 

procedure costs: however, it is also the case that the costs of certain specific 
procedures – particularly grs – can be given to a fair degree of accuracy, and 
where there are any reasonable caveats, these can be stated together with the 
reasons for such. 

 
Given the above, there is a reasonable consensus amongst clinicians treating 
gender dysphoria that the cost of grs for Male-to-Female (MtF) procedures is 
accurately given by a range from £10, 500 to £12,000 and for Female-to-Male 
(FtM) procedures of up to £60,000: the difference stems from the fact that 
MtF surgery is far more straightforward and less complex than FtM. 
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22. Up to January 2009, the newspapers nationally appear broadly to have got 
these figures right, quoting MtF procedures at £10,000 and in that month one 
paper giving £60,000 correctly as the figure for a FtM surgery. 

 
23. In March 2009, the Sun referenced £60,000 in respect of a story about “a 

Turkish transsexual woman” (sic) granted UK asylum. The upper limit of 
£60k has transformed into “at least £60,000-worth of NHS surgery”. The 
journalist also writes about “£60,000 spent already”, which is to cover ”the 
first phase of the complex surgery”. 

 
24. In April 2010 a transsexual woman, Miranda Lee, threatened legal action in an 

attempt to obtain breast augmentation work on the NHS. A story in the Sun 
claimed that “her transformation has already cost taxpayers £60,000 and the 
breast op could add another £8,000”. The latter is very much on the high side 
as a cost for breast augmentation, with many UK-based clinics quoting less 
than half that: there is a serious question mark over the source of the £60,000 
figure – though its similarity to the figure previously quoted for FtM surgery 
feels more than a little co-incidental. 

 
25. The £60,000 figure was then taken up by the local press, including the 

Southend Standard. Other nationals – including both the Star and the 
Telegraph followed suit. 

 
26. This case was followed by an almost identikit story this autumn, in respect of 

the case of Cathy Daniels, also challenging her local health trust for funding 
for breast augmentation. The trail begins with the Lancashire Telegraph which 
quotes the £60,000 figure as gospel, runs on into the Star with the same figure 
intact, and then pops up in the Sun with a number of fairly spiteful digs about 
taxpayer funding added on top. 

 
27. Not long after, in November 2011, the People began a second paper trail with 

the story of Emma Page, previously convicted of manslaughter some years 
before she began gender re-assignment. The People quote the procedure as 
likely to cost £45,000, and the crux of the story is the anger felt by relatives of 
the murder victim that someone should be receiving such expensive treatment 
whilst in prison for having committed a truly horrendous crime. 

 
28. The £45,000 figure has since been repeated in two local papers: in one 

instance, attributed to the brother of the murder victim who gives that figure 
out as what he has, in turn, been given to understand. In the second instance, 
the figure is quoted baldly as the amount that grs costs, with no qualification. 

 
29. Over the last month and a half, I have attempted to inject a degree of realism 

into press attribution of figures. This has included two formal complaints via 
the PCC, and direct contact with several of the papers involved. Below is a 
rough summary of progress: 
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a. Late October: complaint filed with the PCC in respect of the £60,000 

figure quoted in the Telegraph relating to Miranda Lee (cited as “surgery 
costing £60,000”). PCC respond by asking whether I am in a position to 
represent Miranda Lee: I respond that this is a matter of general accuracy 
and not related to the treatment of Ms Lee. PCC agree to investigate 
further and to attempt to talk with Ms Lee to ascertain where the £60,000 
figure comes from. A further response is still awaited. 

 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/8233506/Transsexual-wins-
right-to-have-8000-breast-operation-on-NHS.html 

 
b. Late October: I complained about coverage of the Cathy Daniels story 

(which was referenced as “a £60,000 sex change” by all three of the 
papers contacted). 

 
i. the Sun newsdesk advised that I write to Richard Caseby, the 

group managing editor (NGN) with responsibility for The Sun. 
This was done, with no reply received to date. 

 
http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/news/3837373/Transsexual
-builder-wants-br-boob-job-on-the-NHS.html 
 

ii. The editor of the Lancashire Telegraph asked for some additional 
information, which I provided him with, grew very defensive on 
the phone at the suggestion the matter might be raised with the 
PCC and, despite request that he either substantiate the cost figure 
or take it down has done neither. 

 
http://www.lancashiretelegraph.co.uk/news/9270670.Burnley_tran
sexual_left____in_limbo____after_NHS_refuses_to_fund_breast_
op/ 

 
iii. The Star newsdesk provided the most interesting response. They 

checked their files and, despite the fact that the story is very close 
in many of its details to the one provided by the Lancashire 
Telegraph told me that they had spoken with Cathy Daniels from 
whom they had obtained the £60,000 figure and that the gender re-
assignment process was complex: that they had only written about 
a “sex change” – and not “surgery” – and that I could not know 
what complications there had been. 

 
http://www.dailystar.co.uk/posts/view/212989/NHS-left-me-half-a-
man/ 

   

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/8233506/Transsexual-wins-right-to-have-8000-breast-operation-on-NHS.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/8233506/Transsexual-wins-right-to-have-8000-breast-operation-on-NHS.html
http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/news/3837373/Transsexual-builder-wants-br-boob-job-on-the-NHS.html
http://www.thesun.co.uk/sol/homepage/news/3837373/Transsexual-builder-wants-br-boob-job-on-the-NHS.html
http://www.lancashiretelegraph.co.uk/news/9270670.Burnley_transexual_left____in_limbo____after_NHS_refuses_to_fund_breast_op/
http://www.lancashiretelegraph.co.uk/news/9270670.Burnley_transexual_left____in_limbo____after_NHS_refuses_to_fund_breast_op/
http://www.lancashiretelegraph.co.uk/news/9270670.Burnley_transexual_left____in_limbo____after_NHS_refuses_to_fund_breast_op/
http://www.dailystar.co.uk/posts/view/212989/NHS-left-me-half-a-man/
http://www.dailystar.co.uk/posts/view/212989/NHS-left-me-half-a-man/
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c. At around the same time, I raised the cost issue with the editor of the 
Southend Standard in respect of a piece about Miranda Lee. I questioned 
their use of the phrase: “It is thought operations like Miranda’s can cost up 
to £60,000.”  The phrase was dropped 

http://www.southendstandard.co.uk/news/7985086.I___m_half_man__hal
f_woman_until_NHS_funds_a_2nd_op/ 

d. In November I raised the cost issue in respect of Emma Page with two 
local newspapers. These followed the publication of an initial 
investigation in the People: 

 
i. The Sittingbourne issue of ThisisKent introduced the costs with the 

par (referring to the victim’s relatives): “They have been told that 
… gender reassignment surgery, due to be performed in about 18 
months, will cost an additional £45,000.” This appears to bring the 
story full circle, as the only way the individuals cited would have 
known that figure is through it being referenced in the People – 
where it is of uncertain origin. 

 
Speaking to an individual who appeared to claim editorial 
responsibility for the piece, I pointed out the difficulty with the 
figure as quoted and provided sources for a more accurate figure. 
Although the initial exchange was positive, no further action has 
been taken. 

 
http://www.thisiskent.co.uk/Sittingbourne-family-s-fury-NHS-
plan-fund-killer/story-13798103-detail/story.html 
 

ii. The Sittingbourne Messenger carried a story that stated, with no 
qualification, that gender re-assignment surgery “will cost an 
additional £45,000”. I spoke to the journalist responsible for that 
story, pointing out the difficulty with the cost and offering to 
provide her with official sources for a more accurate cost. No 
response whatsoever has been received, and the matter has now 
been referred to the PCC. 

 
http://www.kentonline.co.uk/sittingbourne_messenger/news/2011/
november/14/he_should_have_been_hanged.aspx 

 
Throughout my various conversations with the press, I explained my position 
as someone with expertise in this area: I offered to provide personal 
credentials; I also offered to introduce journalists to official sources able to 
provide official NHS costs. To date, no journalist has taken me up on the latter 
offer – though one did request an e-mail address for further information. 

 

http://www.southendstandard.co.uk/news/7985086.I___m_half_man__half_woman_until_NHS_funds_a_2nd_op/
http://www.southendstandard.co.uk/news/7985086.I___m_half_man__half_woman_until_NHS_funds_a_2nd_op/
http://www.thisiskent.co.uk/Sittingbourne-family-s-fury-NHS-plan-fund-killer/story-13798103-detail/story.html
http://www.thisiskent.co.uk/Sittingbourne-family-s-fury-NHS-plan-fund-killer/story-13798103-detail/story.html
http://www.kentonline.co.uk/sittingbourne_messenger/news/2011/november/14/he_should_have_been_hanged.aspx
http://www.kentonline.co.uk/sittingbourne_messenger/news/2011/november/14/he_should_have_been_hanged.aspx
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30. The above set of stories suggests a series of “standard approaches” on the part 
of the press, none of which provide any great confidence in a press 
commitment to accuracy: 

 
a. The figures used in many stories appear to be direct copies from one paper 

to the next. 
 

The circular nature of press “facts” is very evident in the above stories: it 
is clear, from the identical nature of wording, that across several articles, , 
one journalist and one paper has produced a “fact” and this has been 
followed slavishly by those that come after, with no attempt at 
independent checking of facts. 
 
The internet has taken the place of the cuttings library, with the result that 
an inaccuracy introduced at one point in the process (often the very 
beginning) rapidly drives out any alternative truth; 

 
b. There is a marked resistance to engaging in any debate over the “facts” of 

a story: it is almost as though, once a story has been written up, it achieves 
some archetypal status from which the editorial team is highly resistant to 
shift. What was, a day or so previously, just one other view of the facts 
now takes primacy over all others; 

 
c. The speed of response to questions over accuracy is depressing. From 

having worked on current news stories, I am well aware that between a 
story breaking and it appearing online, sometimes less than an hour will 
elapse. In all of the above cases, whether through the PCC, or direct, 
timescales for dealing with a complaint are, by comparison, several 
magnitudes greater (weeks or more commonly, months).  

 
Sometimes, this appears to be because the press has introduced highly 
bureaucratic processes for dealing with perceived complaints: at other 
times, it is just the way they work. In either case, where damage is being 
done through inaccuracy, it seems intolerable that such damage should 
continue for process reasons. 

 
d. Of all the responses, that by the Star is most interesting. I am still working 

with the PCC and other groups to determine whether they did indeed 
obtain the figure they quote directly from the individual they write about. 
In addition, their spinning of the story appears to be an attempt to blind 
with complexity: it is true that without knowing precisely what 
complications occurred during surgical and other procedures, it is not 
possible to calculate a true cost for gender re-assignment: at the same time, 
it would take a great deal of research on the part of a non-expert journalist 
to establish this figure – and it remains an open question as to whether the 
Star did this research; 
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e. Against that, several papers claim that their figures are justified because 

they were given them either by the individuals who underwent surgery or, 
in the case of Emma Page, by relatives of Emma’s victim – who 
themselves appear to have obtained the figure from the press. 

 
Returning to earlier discussion of what constitutes “standing up” a story, it is 
questionable whether either of these would constitute good sources for a 
technical piece of data such as the cost of surgery: in respect of any surgical 
procedure within the NHS, it seems unlikely that the average patient would 
have the least idea what their treatment costs; in respect of Ms Page, the use of 
a figure supplied second hand by an individual with no direct knowledge of 
the grs procedure feels equally unwise. 

 
Strand Two: Misleading opinion on cosmetic treatment for trans individuals 
 

31. As part of the gender re-assignment procedure, MtF transsexuals may receive 
electrolysis to remove excess hair on two grounds:  

 
a. To remove hair from the penis and base of the penis prior to surgery: this 

procedure is a medical necessity, since skin that starts outside the body is 
eventually repositioned to inside the body during the operation. Leaving 
hair follicles in situ can prove seriously uncomfortable, as well as being a 
source for later (serious) infection; 

 
b. To remove excess hair from certain parts of the body for cosmetic reasons. 

 
32. In general, laser hair removal is provided on the NHS in most cases in respect 

of the first reason (medical necessity) and infrequently, where it is deemed to 
be a significant factor in an individual’s psychological well-being for the 
second (cosmetic).  

 
The same arguments in respect of psychological well-being are applied to 
women who suffer from a group of medical conditions known as hirsutism: 
purely cosmetic treatment is not granted; treatment in support of other 
treatments for depression and related conditions is granted on a case by case 
basis. 

 
33. Because of the highly specialist nature of the treatment needed, and the danger 

of medical complications if it is not carried out adequately, electrolysis as 
provided by the beauty treatment sector in the UK is generally deemed not to 
be of a sufficient standard to meet the requirements. There are a very few 
practitioners throughout the UK with the skills and training to carry out the 
task to the necessary standard. 
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34. Some Gender Identity Clinics therefore offer electrolysis in-house. One such 
service is offered in Scotland, and in 2010, they advertised for a skilled 
technician to carry out such work. This gave rise to a couple of fairly skewed 
articles in the Express and the Mail: in the former, the story was written up as 
news, but contained some fairly skewed comments about the procedures 
involved: in the latter, it attracted the attention of columnist Richard 
Littlejohn. 

 
http://www.express.co.uk/posts/view/177229/NHS-pays-for-expert-to-
remove-sex-swap-patients-body-hair/ 
 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-1281171/What-NHS-Bikini-waxes-
bisexuals.html 

 
I took complaints about both pieces to the PCC.  

 
35. In respect of the Express, I questioned the use of a picture of a razor blade to 

accompany the piece as misleading, tending to push the reader toward viewing 
the treatment as cosmetic. I also questioned the fact that the story quoted two 
individuals from the “rentaquote brigade” – Laura Midgeley of the Campaign 
against Political Correctness and Emma Boon of the Taxpayers Alliance – 
who condemned, respectively, the provision of such services for trans 
individuals when they were not available to women (not true) and “pandering 
to cosmetic treatments at the cost of core services” (also not true). 

 
36. The complaint was wholly rejected by the PCC who argued that: 

 
a. Readers would understand the picture had been included for the “general 

illustrative purpose of depicting a hair removing implement” and was 
satisfied that “readers generally would not understand it to demonstrate the 
extent of the services that would be offered or instruments that would be 
used” 

 
b. In respect of the comments made by Emma Boon and Laura Midgeley, the 

PCC declared that “newspapers are entitled to express the views of 
individuals, provided that they are clearly distinguished from fact. In this 
instance, the comments had been clearly attributed to the individuals 
responsible for making them and, as such, it considered that readers would 
be aware that the comments represented the opinions of Ms Boon and Ms 
Midgeley on the matter at the time of publication, and were not necessarily 
statements of facts”. 

 
c. Further, they argued that these comments were balanced by the fact that 

the Express had quoted a NHS spokesman, stating that the removal of hair 
was a “key part of the treatment” for individuals who undergo gender 

http://www.express.co.uk/posts/view/177229/NHS-pays-for-expert-to-remove-sex-swap-patients-body-hair/
http://www.express.co.uk/posts/view/177229/NHS-pays-for-expert-to-remove-sex-swap-patients-body-hair/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-1281171/What-NHS-Bikini-waxes-bisexuals.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-1281171/What-NHS-Bikini-waxes-bisexuals.html
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reassignment. This would “demonstrate to readers that the NHS 
considered the removal of hair to be necessary”. 

 
37. In respect of the Mail/Littlejohn I focused on two specific issues: the language 

used; and the fact that he had referenced “only around 400 gender 
reassignment cases a year across Britain”. 

 
38. Examples of misleading language include the headline: “What next on the 

NHS? Bikini waxes for bisexuals?”. Also, lines such as: “Surely they should 
be expected to buy their own Immac and Ladyshaves, like everyone else”. 
From this, it seemed likely that a casual reader would interpret the procedure 
being offered as cosmetic. 

 
39. The objection to numbers was more specific: at any one time, there may be up 

to 10,000 re-assignment cases in the system. Some of these pass through the 
NHS: some end up going private. Given that elsewhere, newspapers claim that 
they are justified in inflating the costs of gender treatment by pulling in all 
procedures related to it, it seems disingenuous to reduce the figure when it 
suits. 

 
40. The complaint was mostly rejected by the PCC.  They “acknowledged that the 

columnist had failed to give full weight to the necessity of the procedure – 
especially in regard to the reference to razors and hair removal cream and the 
rather flippant comparison to “bikini waxes for bisexuals” – and considered 
that more attention could have been paid to this point.  

 
However, given that he had not stated that the work was unnecessary or that it 
was for purely cosmetic reasons, it did not, on balance, consider that the 
article was in breach of Clause 1 (Accuracy) of the Code. That said, it 
recognised that this was an important point for the newspaper to be aware of 
and, as such, was happy to pass on the complainant’s concerns to the 
newspaper for future reference”. 
 
At base, since Littlejohn had not actually used the word “cosmetic”, the reader 
would not necessarily infer that word from his piece – and therefore he could 
not be taken to task for it. 
 

41. In respect of the numbers question, the reverse logic was held to apply. First, 
since he had made it clear that the figure quoted was an estimate, the reader 
would know that 400 was not an exact figure. And second, although the word 
used was “cases” – and not “surgeries” – the average reader could be assumed 
to understand the latter from the word. 

 
42. In terms of lessons regarding press accuracy, this case both reinforces the 

earlier case and adds a little: 
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a. There is, again, the use of wholly inappropriate individuals to provide 
commentary on a highly technical topic: much is made by the PCC of 
what the average reader might understand. However, it is clear that neither 
of the individuals quoted in the Express had any clear idea of why 
electrolysis was being offered. They are good exemplars of the Express 
target audience and, if two individuals regularly in touch with public 
opinion have so poor an understanding of the subject matter, it is highly 
disingenuous to use them for any purpose other than to confirm existing 
prejudices 

 
b. Much was made in both instances by the PCC of “what the average reader 

would understand. This gives rise to two further points: I asked the PCC, 
in all seriousness, whether they ever checked the degree to which an n 
article was inaccurate or misleading by conducting a survey amongst 
typical readers.  

 
The PCC responded with incredulity: the idea of asking readers what they 
had understood from a story seemed to be anathema, with the corollary of 
“why ask readers what they understood, when the PCC is better able to 
judge that than the readers themselves”. That is quite a curious position, 
given that other regulatory bodies – the Internet Watch Foundation and 
British Board of Film Classification  – both regularly seek external 
“moderation” of their decisions, through the use of legal experts who are 
able to give some feedback as to whether their judgment calls, in some 
cases based on very fine criteria indeed, align with their terms of 
reference. 
 
The idea that a body can independently pronounce on whether the public 
has been misled in respect of a particular article, without involving the 
public at some point in the process, is actually quite incredible. 

 
c. The way in which the PCC switched tack in respect of the Littlejohn 

article suggests that it will lean over backward to give the writer the 
benefit of the doubt: Littlejohn was not guilty of implying that the 
treatment was “cosmetic” because he hadn’t used the word “cosmetic”: on 
the other hand, he hadn’t said “surgeries”, but the PCC were confident that 
the readers WOULD infer “surgeries” from “cases” – despite the fact that 
elsewhere, newspapers very often use “case” as a way to widen the 
envelope of costs in respect of gender procedures. 

 
43. There is one minor additional item of background to these complaints: 

following an earlier meeting with the PCC, I asked those members present if 
anyone had any idea why trans women might need electrolysis: not one 
individual present realized, before it was explained to them, that it was in 
respect of medical requirements. 
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Strand Three: Non-story generating transphobia 
 

44. International monitoring of trans murders suggest that every 36 hours, a trans 
man or woman is murdered somewhere in the world. These figures are likely 
to be an under-estimate. 

 
While the overall figure is low, in absolute terms, the relative death rate is 
alarming. It is not directly matched in the UK, where trans murders tend to 
occur at a rate of around one or two a year, which is again low in absolute 
terms – though still above the expected average. 
 
However, trans abuse remains rife, with two in three trans persons reporting 
some form of on-street abuse after “coming out” and one in three reporting 
actual violence directed against them. 

 
45. As a result of this degree of violence, the trans community worldwide 

celebrates the Transgender Day of Remembrance – usually on a Sunday close 
to 20 November. This ceremony is now marked in around 30 countries and 
hundreds of cities. 

 
46. In 2010, the Express commemorated this event with a piece headlined “hard-

up police hold vigils for sex-swap crime victims”. Its tone was set by the 
second par, which read: “Strathclyde Police hosted a “Transgender Day of 
Remembrance” in its Glasgow headquarters despite plans to shed 800 staff in 
the face of a £128million budget deficit.” The article went on to detail police 
attending positively at two remembrance ceremonies in two separate 
locations. 

 
http://www.express.co.uk/posts/view/213195 

 
47. The piece then took the reader through two critical comments, highlighting the 

need for police to get their priorities right when spending taxpayer money, 
before ending with the interesting observation that “both forces admitted they 
had sent an officer each to the events, but insisted they had run up “no 
additional costs”.” 

 
Further investigation proved that this was likely to be correct. In Strathclyde, 
the officer who attended the ceremony, which took place on or near Police 
premises, gave a talk on personal safety. No travel was involved – and took up 
perhaps an hour of time by an officer with responsibility for liaising with 
LGBT groups anyway. 

 
48. The article also stated that “Strathclyde Police statistics show that there have 

been no homophobic murders or attempted murders since officers started 
recording hate crimes.” The clear implication is that therefore trans 
individuals have no need of information about personal safety. However, as 

http://www.express.co.uk/posts/view/213195
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stated above, the general experience of the community is that such advice is 
desperately needed: in addition, transphobic incidents were not included prior 
to April 2010 – and it seems unlikely that any figures for such would have 
been available at the time of the Express article. 

 
49. No complaint has been submitted. The problem with this piece lies in the way 

that it misleads: but given past experience of complaining, the general 
impression given is that absolutely no notice will be taken of any complaint 
that does not nail a 100% sure fire inaccuracy to the wall. Misleading is not 
good enough. 

 
In addition, it seemed likely that because the article had included the single 
sentence at the end confirming that no extra costs had been run up, the paper 
would argue that it accurately presented facts. 
 

50. In the end, there are two problems with this “story”:  
 

a. it is actually a non-story: although it opens with comparisons to budget 
deficit rated in millions of pounds, the time commitment required by 
police officers in this instance quite possibly cost (significantly) less than 
£100. It opens with the claim that Scottish police forces are being 
criticized for “holding candle-lit vigils” – although it is unclear which 
came first: the story or the criticism; 

 
b. as elsewhere, the Express happily adds backbone to its non-story by 

quoting from individuals who appear to have done little direct research on 
what is involved in this event or the real costs. 

 
Summary and conclusion 
 

51. This submission has looked at three issues of importance to the transgender 
community in the UK: the cost of gender re-assignment surgery; the 
availability of electrolysis treatment for non-cosmetic purposes; and the level 
of crime directed towards trans individuals. 

 
In all three stories, significant misleading narratives appear to be entering 
public discourse on these subjects. This is in direct conflict with the PCC 
editorial code, which requires newspapers not to print material that is 
inaccurate or misleading – and to amend such material where inaccuracies are 
pointed out. 

 
52. Although this submission has focused on the individual stories, there are 

common threads linking the way the press reacts. These include: 
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a. a reluctance to correct any aspect of a story once printed, coupled with an 
exceedingly slow reaction to any criticism, coupled with extreme 
defensiveness 

 
b. a carelessness in respect of sources used to “stand up” stories, with 

comment regularly sought from individuals whose knowledge of an area is 
slight or non-existent: a reliance on secondary sources (so once a story has 
appeared in one newspaper, it will be repeated very closely by others, with 
little checking carried out) 

 
c. a reluctance to take correction from individualss better qualified to provide 

fact or opinion in an area: this is compounded by the fact that the PCC 
appear to believe that involving the public in determining what the public 
had understood from an article (and therefore whether the public have 
been misled) is an incredible proposition. In fact, NOT involving the 
public at this point is what is lacking in credibility; 

 
d. a tendency to “have it both ways”, fixing either on the literal words used 

or “what the reader must surely understand” (on the basis of no 
independent evidence of the latter) as it best suits their case. In this, the 
PCC appear to be fully complicit. 

 
53. The end result is an industry and a profession that appears to have lost touch 

entirely with ordinary standards of truth and accuracy. Even allowing that the 
press approach to what constitutes accurate reporting is different from what 
the public might expect, it is now even further removed. 

 
Experience of seeking to persuade the press, both collectively and singly, to 
correct errors and remove misleading angles to stories suggests that the press 
is now wedded to a philosophy of extreme defensiveness. It has little interest 
in promulgating an accurate picture of events. Rather, it only wishes to print 
what it can “stand up” – and once one version of events are printed, it will do 
all in its power, including the creation of serious procedural obstacles, to 
oppose correction. 
 

Attribution and Contact  
 

54. This paper was prepared by Jane Fae as her submission to the Leveson Inquiry 
on Press Standards, 2011-2012. Additional research was provided by Andrea 
Fletcher. 

 
It may be freely cited by individuals with an interest in this topic. 
 
In respect of ongoing complaints, it represents the state of play as at 30 
November 2011. For further information, please contact Jane via 
jane@ozimek.co.uk 
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