
1 Wetherspoon | jdwetherspoon.com jdwetherspoon.com | Wetherspoon 2

PRESS CORRECTIONS PRESS CORRECTIONS

Bloomberg Businessweek (an American weekly business magazine) wrote an article about Wetherspoon,  
dated 26 February 2021, which contained many inaccuracies. Wetherspoon issued the press release below  
to highlight some of those inaccuracies.

Following an announcement by the company, in which it raised some money on the London stock market (a ‘share 
placing’), The Guardian newspaper made some highly inaccurate comments, which it has now agreed to correct. 
In an article dated 19 January 2021, The Guardian said that Wetherspoon planned to “buy up smaller pubs on the cheap” 
and that it planned to buy “pubs driven to financial ruin”. 
The company issued a press release (see 1 below) which corrected The Guardian’s article. 
The Guardian issued an apology and correction (see 2 below). The company is grateful to The Guardian for issuing  
a rapid correction and apology.
 

 1.  Wetherspoon’s press release:      

Released by J D Wetherspoon on 22 January 2021
A Guardian newspaper article (19 January), following the 
announcement of an equity placing by Wetherspoon on  
the same day, said that “Wetherspoon moves to buy smaller 
pubs on the cheap amid Covid crisis” and that “it is targeting 
pubs in central London.”
These statements are completely untrue. Wetherspoon 
operates pubs which are three or four times larger than 
average and rarely “targets” existing pubs.
Wetherspoon’s press release on 19 January said that the 
company is “considering... a number of properties  
in central London, the freehold reversion of pubs of which  
it is the tenant, and properties adjacent to successful pubs”.
All the company’s pubs in central London had other uses 
before Wetherspoon’s occupation - for example, the 
headquarters of the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank,  
the former Marquee Club and the former ballroom of the  
Great Eastern Hotel.
Wetherspoon chairman Tim Martin said:“The downfall of 
the master spy Karla in John Le Carré’s epic novel was 
precipitated by creating a fictitious “legend for a girl”. 
The Guardian should avoid legends and stick to the truth,  
lest it suffers the same fate as Karla.

 2. Correction and apology by  The Guardian newspaper ,  
  dated 22 January 2021:   

This article was amended on 22 January 2021, Wetherspoon  

has not stated that it intends to buy up “smaller pubs” as the 

headline of the earlier version said. 

This was an error based on reported plans by the Redcat  

Pub Company. 

Neither did Wetherspoon’s recent statement to investors say 

it planned to buy pubs in general as the article said. Rather 

the company announced that it is, “considering the 

acquisition of a number of properties in central London, the 

freehold reversions of pubs of which it is currently the tenant, 

and properties adjacent to successful pubs”. 

We apologise to J D Wetherspoon for these errors.

  J D Wetherspoon plc news release – correction:       

An article in Businessweek (26 February), regarding 
Wetherspoon, contains a number of inaccuracies: 
 – the article says that Wetherspoon plays “host to drunken 

students”. This is a serious allegation to make about a pub 
company. “Playing host” in this way would be unlawful, since 
pubs have a legal obligation, enforced by the licensing 
authorities, to prevent drunkenness. Pub liquor licences 
can be lost if legislation is not adhered to. Wetherspoon has 
never, in its history, lost a licence on these grounds.

 – the article says Wetherspoon is “sacrificing worker pay for 
affordable prices”. However, average Wetherspoon pay, 
excluding management grades, is 12% over the minimum 
wage. In addition, Wetherspoon paid bonuses and free 
shares (see page 40) to employees equivalent to 55% of 
its profits after tax in the last 15 years. 15,032 employees 
own shares in the company. Since the share scheme was 
introduced, Wetherspoon has awarded 20.6 million free 
shares to employees, approximately 16% of the shares in 
issue today.

 – the article says that Wetherspoon “took advantage of  
a beer supply surplus to secure cheap contracts”. This is 
untrue. The company has never been made aware of a  

“beer surplus” and believes that “taking advantage” would 
be impossible, since beer is produced in short cycles, in line 
with current demand.

 – the article says that Wetherspoon “unlike traditional pubs 
... divides its pubs into gridlike seating plans.....reducing 
the frequency of chance interactions”. This claim is 

completely untrue. There is no observable difference 
between Wetherspoon seating layouts and those of many 
competitors. The reference to reducing interactions is 
entirely fictional.

 – the article says that Wetherspoon “leverag(ed) it’s scale to 
beat out smaller competitors”. This is misleading. There are 
far more competitors now in the hospitality industry than 
there were in the past- coffee shops, restaurants and cafes, 
which sell many of the same products as Wetherspoon, have 
grown exponentially. Many smaller pub competitors, trading 
in close proximity to Wetherspoon, like Loungers, Fuller’s, 
Young’s and St Austell have grown substantially.

 – the article refers to Wetherspoon as the “Most-Hated” pub 
company. This is untrue. An independent market research 
survey by CGA BrandTrack of 5,000 consumers in 2018, 
for example, reported that Wetherspoon is “the preferred 
brand to eat out at”.  A similar survey in 2019, also by CGA 
BrandTrack, found that Wetherspoon was the “standout 
choice for branded drinking occasions”.

 – the article says that Wetherspoon chairman Tim Martin is  
“a lifetime skeptic of the EU” and that “he began in the 1990s  
to push for Britain to prune its ties with Brussels”. This is 
untrue. As Mr Martin has said, on a number of occasions,  
his first opposition to the EU was when it was proposed that 
the UK join the euro in around 2000, following the failure of 
the euro’s predecessor, the exchange rate mechanism in  
the early 1990s.

Tim Martin said:
“There are a number of other errors in the Businessweek   
article, but these are the main ones. It is important for the  
corrections to be in the public domain”.

The Times agreed to print a correction (see below), following an article dated 12 November 2020 which made  
inaccurate comments about the company. The correction appeared in the newspaper on 12 February. 

  Corrections & Clarifications    

On November 12 we reported on comments by Tim Martin, of JD Wetherspoon, and said “ ‘Go work at Tesco’ was his 

employee-friendly cry” (Bitter Truth, Nov 12). In fact Mr Martin told employees that supermarkets needed staff in the 

pandemic. Staff offered that work could take it and that they would be given priority at JD Wetherspoon should they return.

We are happy to make that clear.

Tim says: “As Wetherspoon News readers will know, the BBC, SKY, The Times, The Independent, the Daily Mail, 
the Daily Mirror and many others  issued apologies and/or corrections in respect of media inaccuracies following  
the first lockdown in 2020. 

The apologies and corrections were published in the summer edition of Wetherspoon News. Unfortunately, a small 
number of inaccuracies was reported in the early part of this year. 

Wetherspoon is grateful to The Guardian and The Times for issuing the apology and corrections below. It’s fair  
to say that more people seem to read the incorrect versions than the subsequent corrections – yet, even so, 
correcting something quickly and a commitment to accuracy make a big difference to any publication’s credibility. 

The same can’t be said for American publication Bloomberg Businessweek – which published an article  
riddled with basic factual errors (see opposite page) which it appears reluctant to correct. UK readers, who know 
and visit our pubs, will easily see that the offending article is cobblers – but American readers, who do not have this 
opportunity,  may believe that it is telling the truth. 

American publications, in my experience, are fastidious about facts.

Bloomberg should instigate a stewards inquiry into what caused the reporter, in this case, to levitate into the  
realms of fiction.”

Tim says: “In an interview with leading hospitality magazine The Caterer, dated 19 February 2021, TV chef and 
restaurant owner Angela Hartnett, who used to work for Gordon Ramsay, criticised Wetherspoon for “destroying” 
communities. Wetherspoon responded to this rather unusual allegation in the letter below.”

Dear Editor 
Angela Hartnett (The Caterer,  
19 Feb) says that her East London 
neighbourhood has “great Japanese, 
great Indian and great fish and 
chips” and that “companies like 
Wetherspoon destroyed” that sort of 
community. However, Ms Hartnett 
should consider a number of points 
before criticising Wetherspoon.
Wetherspoon paid £764 million of 
taxes in 2019, one pound in every 
thousand collected by the government, 
a major community contribution.
Wetherspoon employs 37,516  
people, 15,032 of whom own  
shares in the company, and has  
won many awards for training  
and staff development. 
In the last 15 years, Wetherspoon  
has awarded bonuses and  
free shares costing £428 million  
to staff, a sum equivalent to 55%  
of our profits after tax.
Wetherspoon has won more awards 
from English Heritage and CAMRA 

for the design and restoration of  
old and listed buildings than any  
other company.
Wetherspoon also has more pubs 
listed in the Good Beer Guide than 
any other company and has the 
highest rating of any large pub 
company on the local authority-run 

“scores on the doors” scheme, with  
an average score of 4.96 out of 5.
Around 95% of Wetherspoon pubs 
are outside the central London area 
where Angela lives and works. 
Many of these areas don’t have  

“great Japanese” on the doorstep  
and Wetherspoon pubs, as their 
success indicates, are popular in  
local communities.
Yours sincerely
Eddie Gershon, spokesman 
J D Wetherspoon plc
Watford, Hertfordshire

One thing that has changed since I started 
working in the industry 30 years ago is  
that everywhere in London now has its 
own neighbourhood.

“I live in east London and I don’t need to 
leave my doorstep to get great Japanese, 
great Indian, great fish and chips.

“Restaurants have become very local; people  
go to their local restaurant.

“Pubs are equally as important, and I think 
pubs are going to suffer far more than 
restaurants after lockdown because pubs 
generally were on their way down.

“Companies like Wetherspoon have destroyed 
that community – the lovely pub on the 
corner – and I think they really will suffer.

(19 February 2021)
Ms Hartnett was asked by the interviewer  
in the magazine: “Have people realised the 
importance of restaurants to communities?”
Angela Hartnett answered:

Reply by Wetherspoon to The Caterer (5 March 2021):
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PRESS CORRECTIONS PRESS CORRECTIONS

Sky News inaccurately reported in its online article of 
30 April that:

“Mr Martin … angrily [suggested] his 43,000 staff  
go to work for Tesco” and that he “threatened “to 
withhold wages until compensation from the 
government arrived.” It was also incorrectly reported 
that the company was “targeting a reopening date in 
June” and that the “the pub chain argued it should stay 
open during the coronavirus lockdown.”

After Wetherspoon contacted Sky News to correct  
the inaccurate, misleading statements, it published  
the following correction on its website:
Correction: This story has been updated to more  
accurately reflect previous comments by Tim Martin. 
We have removed our interpretation that Mr Martin  

“angrily” suggested employees seek jobs at Tesco and  
that his stated position amounted to a threat to   
withhold pay.

Wetherspoon has been monitoring any stories 
in the press which it believes are inaccurate and 
asking for corrections and apologies.
While the company has never been afraid of 
criticism, it feels that it can’t let the media report 
stories which are factually incorrect.
Here are some of the corrections…

In relation to Wetherspoon opening in June,  
as mentioned in two articles, the Daily Mail online 
offered to publish the following correction  
and clarification:
Correction: In articles dated 29 and 30 April 2020,  
we reported on the pub chain Wetherspoon’s plans to 
reopen in June. We have been asked to make clear that 
Wetherspoon does not plan to open its pubs and hotels 
in June in breach of lockdown restrictions and will only 
reopen its pubs and hotels when allowed to do so by  
the Government.

It also stated that it would include the statement from 
Wetherspoon’s spokesman Eddie Gershon:
Correction: Wetherspoon spokesman Eddie Gershon 
said: “Wetherspoon has no hotline to the government as 
to when pubs might be permitted to reopen and we 
doubt if the government itself has yet made a decision 
on this. Like all companies we are trying to make a plan 
for the future and are guessing that they may be allowed 
to reopen in late June, around three months after they 
closed. However, that is just an estimate and may prove 
to be entirely incorrect. Wetherspoon, like all pub 
companies, closed its doors when ordered to do so by 
the government – and will only reopen when it is 
permitted to do so.

As we went to press, Wetherspoon cannot see that the 
above corrections have been published and has gone 
back to the Daily Mail to ask for confirmation that it will 
publish the corrections forthwith. 

The Loughborough Echo incorrectly reported in an 
article printed on 15 April that:

“Wetherspoon’s decision not to pay its 43,000 staff 
during the Coronavirus epidemic reveals a major  
gap in the government’s pandemic response”, 
according to Professor Alistair Milne, an “expert in 
financial economics”.

Wetherspoon contacted the Loughborough Echo  
to ask it to correct the untrue statement and it printed 
the following:
Correction: Our article ‘Retrospective insurance 
could save firms’ 15 April, reported findings of 
Professor Alistair Milne, of Loughborough University’s 
school of Business and Economics, which included the 
statement that ‘Wetherspoons’ took a decision not to 
pay its 43,000 staff during the coronavirus crisis’. 

We have since been contacted by Tim Martin, 
chairman of JD Wetherspoon, who has advised that 
employees were paid as normal on Friday 27 March, 
and have been paid on every Friday since.’ We are 
happy to clarify this.

The Daily Star, in an article entitled ‘12 pints of lager and 
a packet of crisps, please!’, published in its newspaper 
and online on 30 April 2020, incorrectly stated that:

“JD Wetherspoon announced it will open its doors  
to drinkers again in a matter of weeks” and “the 
company said it wants to get back to serving booze  

“in or around June”. It added that the “suggestion  
could anger ministers.”

Wetherspoon contacted the Daily Star, which agreed 
to print the following correction:
Correction:  Our article ‘12 pints of lager & a packet of 
crisps, please!’ reported that JD Wetherspoon was ‘set 
to reopen in June’ and ‘will open its doors to drinkers 
again in a matter of weeks’. JD Wetherspoon have 
asked us to clarify that at no point has Wetherspoon said 
that it intends to or will open its pubs and hotels in June, 
and that no reopening date has been decided. We are 
happy to clarify this. 

US business magazine Forbes made a large number of mistakes in two articles about Wetherspoon.

 Wetherspoon sent the press release, below, as a correction, which was published by the London Stock Exchange:

 Wetherspoon’s press release:      

7 May 2020 JD Wetherspoon plc (“the company”)
Correction – Forbes:  

Articles published online by the business maga-
zine Forbes, on 27 March and 3 May 2020, made a 
number of factually incorrect statements regarding 
the company.  

It was alleged that the company told the “workforce 
that not only would they not be paid, but they can 
trot off to get a job in a supermarket”.

As regards pay, a company video, recorded on 
Sunday 22 March (transcript below, appendix 1), 
actually said, “all our endeavours are going to be on 
trying to make sure that you get your money and 
that the pubs reopen”.

An email, sent out with the video, said: “All  
hourly paid employees will be paid as normal on 
Friday 27 March for all hours worked up to, and 
including, Sunday 22 March 2020.”

Staff were paid on that Friday and have been paid  
on every Friday since.

The statement in Forbes that staff were told they  
could “trot off to get a job in a supermarket” is mis-
leading. The video actually said “If you’re offered a job 
in a supermarket, many of you will want to do that. 

If you think it’s a good idea, do it...I promise  
you, we’ll give you first preference if you want  
to come back.”

Furloughed pub and restaurant staff are legally 
allowed to receive extra income if they work for 
supermarkets as well.

Forbes also said that the company “announced 
that... pubs WILL (Wetherspoon capitals) open 
sometime in June.” That is also incorrect.

In a stock exchange announcement on 29 April, 
Wetherspoon said: “the company’s current assump-
tions are that its pubs will remain closed until late 
June 2020”.

The assumptions related to the modelling of two 
financial “scenarios”, for the benefit of investors, 
which necessitated an estimated opening date.

The date was only an estimate and the company  
made clear that it would only open when permitted 
by the government.

ENDS

As a result of the press release, Forbes changed the headline of its article and also printed the following  
at the end of the article:           

Correction: In response to this article, JD Wetherspoon issued the following statement:

Mr Martin did not say his employees should get a job at a supermarket but accepted that if they were 
offered a job in a supermarket, he would understand if they wanted to take it. He also did not threaten  
or indeed withhold any employee pay.

Neither Mr Martin or Wetherspoon have refused to pay suppliers. Wetherspoon has paid all supplier 
invoices due up to the end of March and the majority (83%) of suppliers have been paid in full.

At no point has Wetherspoon or Mr Martin said that it intends to or will open its pubs in June, in breach of 
lockdown restrictions. No reopening date has been decided – and its pubs and hotels will only reopen 
when allowed to do so by the Government.
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Editor’s note: Tim Martin explains how  
he wrote to Rachel Reeves MP to complain 
about Jo Stevens MP’s invention of a fictitious 
appearance in front of Ms Reeves’ BEIS Committee 
and about other matters. 

Tim says: “I wrote to Rachel Reeves MP,  
chair of the Business, Energy and Industrial 
Strategy Committee (BEIS) on 2 April, and  
copied all committee members, to complain 
about Jo Stevens MP’s invention of a fictitious 
appearance in front of the committee.

“I also complained that a letter sent by Ms Reeves, 
which was critical of Wetherspoon, had appeared 
on the BEIS website, but my reply had not.

“I did not receive a reply from Ms Reeves,  
but received one from another MP, a member  
of the committee, regarding an earlier letter  
from Ms Reeves.”

The MP said: “the reference (by Rachel Reeves)  
to the ‘committee’s deep concerns’ does not  
include me. To my knowledge, the letter was 
sent without consultation with the committee. 
Committee meetings had previously been 
cancelled in line with guidance for entry to the 
parliamentary estate…”

In conclusion, Rachel Reeves MP had written 
to Wetherspoon, expressing her ‘committee’s 
concerns’, but without the knowledge of 
committee members. 

Jo Stevens MP had stated to her followers,  
tagging or copying in Rachel Reeves, that  
I (Tim Martin) had appeared in front of the 
committee, which was untrue; my reply to Rachel 
Reeves’ accusations was not visible on the BEIS 
website at the time – and I received no reply from 
Rachel Reeves to the letter below.

Rachel Reeves MP
Chair of the Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy Committee, 
House of Commons
London, SW1A 0AA

2 April 2020

Dear Rachel 

CC: Members of the BEIS Committee

Further to our recent correspondence, you will be concerned to note that Jo Stevens 

MP told her Twitter followers on 25 March that:

“After a session in front of @RachelReevesMP @CommonsBEIS Wetherspoons have 

u-turned on decision not to pay 43,000 staff while pubs are shut. Staff to be paid on 

April 3 and weekly after that. Good news, but people won’t forget political pressure 

forced your hand Tim Martin”

As you and your colleagues are aware, no such “session in front of ” your committee 

ever took place – and Wetherspoon never said that it wouldn’t pay its staff while its  

pubs were shut. Wetherspoon actually said the opposite to staff on Sunday 22 March, 

two days after pubs were closed:

“All our endeavours are going to be on trying to make sure you get your money  

and the pubs reopen.”

You will also be concerned that the highly misleading comments from Ms Stevens 

appear on the BFAWU website – and are likely, therefore, to have misled the public.

As an aside, I note that your letter to me of 24 March is publicly displayed on the UK 

Parliament website, yet our replies are not. On 30 March, we were told by your 

committee specialist, Ian Cruse, that you would be “publishing both replies shortly”  

(see below).

I am sure that the committee does not wish to mislead the public, or MPs, so a public 

correction of Ms Stevens’ comments and the publication of Wetherspoon’s responses  

to your letters would surely be advisable.

Best wishes

Tim Martin, Chairman
J D Wetherspoon plc

Editor’s note: The correspondence 
between Rachel Reeves and Tim Martin 
is difficult to find on the BEIS section  
of the UK Parliament website, although 
a letter of 24 March from Rachel Reeves 
is more prominent.
Tim Martin’s letter of 2 April,  
exhibited on this page, does not seem  
to be available at all on the website.
The correspondence between  
Rachel Reeves and Tim Martin 
is available on Wetherspoon’s 
website (www.jdwetherspoon.com/
RachelReevesMP).

Wetherspoon says an MP invented a story in which its chairman, 
Tim Martin, appeared before the Business, Energy and Industrial 
Strategy Committee (BEIS), whose chair is Rachel Reeves, now 
Shadow Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster (she has since left  
her position on the BEIS Committee).
As a result of the fictitious meeting in front of Ms Reeves’  
committee, the MP alleged that Wetherspoon changed its policy 
towards paying staff.
Jo Stevens, MP for Cardiff Central, said on Twitter (25 March): 

“After a session in front of @RachelReevesMP @CommonsBEIS 
Wetherspoons have u-turned on decision not to pay 43,000 staff 
while pubs are shut. 

“Staff to be paid on April 3 and weekly after that. Good news, but 
people won’t forget political pressure forced your hand Tim Martin”
Wetherspoon’s chairman, Tim Martin, said: “These comments by  
Jo Stevens MP refer to a meeting which never happened.

“I was never asked to appear in front of Rachel Reeves’ committee,  
as both Ms Stevens and Ms Reeves know.

“It’s also completely untrue to say that Wetherspoon had decided  
not to pay 43,000 staff while pubs are shut.

“In a video recorded on Sunday 22 March, less than two days after 
the pubs shut, and three days before Ms Stevens’ comments, I said: 

‘All our endeavours are going to be on trying to make sure you get 
your money and the pubs reopen.’

“An e-mail was sent with the video, saying: ‘All employees will be 
paid as normal on Friday 27 March for all hours worked up to and 
including Sunday 22 March.’“
Mr Martin added: “Ms Stevens’ comments also appear on the Bakers, 
Food and Allied Workers’ Union’s website and so will inevitably 
mislead the public.

“During the Leveson Inquiry, MPs made it abundantly clear that 
journalists have a duty to correct misleading statements.

“Ms Stevens and Ms Reeves also have a duty to uphold these  
principles themselves.”

Rachel Reeves, MP Jo Stevens, MP

JO STEVENS  MP • RACHEL REEVES  MP 

FAKE NEWS: MP 
URGED TO WITHDRAW 
FICTITIOUS CLAIM

 Jo Stevens
@JoStevensLabour

After a session in front of@RachelReevesMP @
CommonsBEIS Wetherspoons have u-turned on 
decision not to pay 43,000 staff while pubs are 
shut. Staff to be paid on April 3 and weekly after 
that. Good news, but people won’t forget political 
pressure forced your hand Tim Martin
25/03/2020, 5:19 pm

(Twitter 25 March 2020)
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WETHERSPOON NEWS PRESENTS BOTH SIDES, SO THAT READERS CAN DECIDE…
In the aftermath of ‘lockdown’, Richard Molloy, award-winning beer writer, criticised Tim Martin in local 
Torbay paper the Herald Express. In the best tradition of journalism, Tim was given the opportunity to reply, 
just as he was in other publications, such as Aberdeen’s Evening Express and Portsmouth’s The News.

Herald Express, Wednesday 29 April 2020 Herald Express, Wednesday 22 April 2020 

	● Articles courtesy of Herald Express

JA M E S D OR NA N  M SP

MSP STIRS STRIFE WITH SPOON SLURCLAIMS 
CORRECTED

CON SU M E R S’ A S S O C I AT ION W H IC H?

WETHERSPOON WOWS IN HEAD-TO-HEAD… 
BUT WHICH? ERROR LEAVES BAD TASTE

Scottish Member of Parliament (MSP)  
James Dornan (pictured) used his 
Twitter account to incorrectly accuse 
Wetherspoon of opening one of its pubs, 
when all pubs were closed.
And when it was pointed out to him by 
The Scottish Sun that this was completely 
untrue, he immediately deleted the tweet.
However, he has refused to apologise for 
his incendiary tweet.
The Scottish National Party MSP wrote on 
Twitter: “Apparently a Weatherspoon (sic) 
pub near me is still open.

“I really hope that at the end of this the 
owner is sued if it can be proven anyone 
got the virus there.”

After being contacted by journalists, he 
added on Twitter: “I’ve since been told 
that staff were on site for a short period, 
but it wasn’t open to the public.”
Wetherspoon’s chief executive,  
John Hutson, added: “We categorically  
deny that the pub opened.

“It was shut, like all other pubs across the 
UK, in line with the government’s directive.

“It would have been helpful, and the right 
thing to do, for Mr Dornan to tweet a 
message apologising to staff at the pub 
and to Wetherspoon itself.”

Leisure analysts Langton Capital apologised 
to Wetherspoon for misreporting in his  
daily newsletter.
According to Langton Capital’s website, the  
newsletter provides insightful views on the 
UK and global leisure industry.
The newsletter stated: “In our Thursday  
16 April email, we commented on the broker 
suggestion that JD Wetherspoon may need 
to raise up to £250 million in new capital, 
some perhaps via equity.

“We reported Tim Martin’s opposition to 
shutdown and his comments thereon.

“We added post the shutdown, the company 
said it would not pay suppliers or staff.

“It later agreed to pay staff for the work that 
they had already undertaken.

“These statements are untrue.
“Langton accepts that Wetherspoon stated, 
immediately after the shutdown, that it 
would pay staff for work done.

“Therefore it did not ‘later’ agree to pay them 
for this work, as Langton incorrectly said.

“Langton apologises to Wetherspoon for  
this error.

“JD Wetherspoon addressed staff on 23 March. 
It reports that ‘all staff have been paid from 
the outset of furlough without interruption, 
notwithstanding that payments to employers 
under the government’s scheme will not 
commence until next week’.

“It says that suppliers are being paid.”

Wetherspoon has come out on top in a Consumers’ Association 
Which? survey – it compared our hotels with those run by fellow  
pub chain Fuller’s.
Wetherspoon scored an overall 79 per cent customer score, 
against Fuller’s 69 per cent.
The hotels were scored against three criteria (bed comfort, 
bathrooms and value for money), as well as comparing the cost  
of an average room rate per night, full English breakfast and  
175ml glass of pinot grigio.
Wetherspoon scored five out of five in the value-for-money category.
The report added: “Readers raved about one of the chains … 
Wetherspoon wowed in our UK hotel chains survey.”
However, Which? then makes the following inaccurate and untrue 
statement (in relation to the coronavirus crisis): “Mr Martin later 
told staff that he might not pay them on time, while details of the 
government furlough scheme were still being agreed. He reversed 
the decision only after public criticism.”

Which? then added: “Our next pint will be in Fuller’s.”
Tim Martin said: “I’m delighted that consumers have awarded 
Wetherspoon’s hotels top marks for value for money – and that  
we scored 79 per cent.

“Fuller’s hotels and pubs are excellent, so this is  
a high-class comparison.

“Which? has got it wrong. It has based its comments on  
a distortion of the facts, which undermines its position as an  
impartial and unbiased organisation.

“In a video recorded less than 48 hours after pubs shut, I said: ‘All 
our endeavours are going to be on trying to make sure that you 
(staff) get your money and the pubs reopen.’

“An e-mail was sent to all staff, with the video, on Monday 23 March, 
the first day of lockdown, which said that ‘all employees will be 
paid as normal on Friday 27 March’.

“Staff were paid then and on every Friday since.”
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Some journalists apply more spin than a Shane Warne googly  
and more venom than a Waqar Younis yorker
The press plays a vital role 
in a free society by shining  
a light on privilege and 
power, including on  
those who run businesses  
 – and by informing  
and entertaining.

We blame the press for many 
sins, but there’s some truth in 
the defence that it’s often just 
saying what we like to read.

To understand what  
makes a press ‘story’, it’s 
useful to hark back to 2003, 
when a customer wrote  
to Wetherspoon News 
complaining about  
swearing in one of our pubs 
(see 1, opposite).

I replied in this magazine  
that I would ask customers  
to ‘mind their language’  
(2, opposite).

Believe it or not, that 
workaday response to  
a customer in our humble 
publication became one  
of the biggest news stories  
in the world, for a few days  
(3, opposite).

It was a leading news headline 
on BBC and ITV and featured 
in most local papers – as well 
as in numerous publications in 
faraway India, Canada, the 
US, Australia and elsewhere.

I was even phoned by  
a relative living in the Swedish 
‘outback’, saying that the story 
was on the front page of the 
village paper… but why did  
it go viral?

Swearing
In truth, the story was given  
a ‘twist’ by a journalist from  
a pub industry newspaper  
(4, opposite) who said that 
Wetherspoon might ‘punish’ 
customers for swearing.

This transformed the story 
from ‘true, but boring’  
into ‘not quite true, but  
very interesting’.

Some people think that 
newspapers should always 
stick to the truth, but, to be 
fair, the ‘Wetherspoon bans 
swearing’ story was probably 
innocent fun – no harm done  
 – and the public knew 
instinctively that it wasn’t 
LITERALLY true.

Part (but only part) of  
the reason for buying a 
newspaper is to be 
entertained – no one 
attending a Billy Connolly  
or Kevin Bridges show  
expects them, for example,  
to stick to the literal truth.

Artistic licence is permitted to 
embellish a comedian’s 
monologue, and the same  
can be true of journalists – 
with the proviso that, in  
the process, innocent parties 
should not be unfairly 
damaged or duped.

Shakespeare 
Hence, we have libel laws and 
controls over press accuracy, 
including a ‘right of reply’ – to 
protect what Shakespeare 
called the ‘bubble reputation’.

However, a vicious side of  
the press was revealed after 
20 March, when pubs and 
restaurants were closed, 
without notice, by the 
government, throwing 
Wetherspoon and almost the 
entire pub and restaurant 
industry into default on bank 
loans – with hundreds of 
thousands out of work.

I recorded an internal 
company video, less than  
48 hours after pubs were 
closed, hoping to reassure 
employees that they would be 
‘furloughed’ and would not 
lose their jobs – which was 
happening, on a large scale, 
elsewhere in the economy.

The video said: “All our 
endeavours are going to be 
on trying to make sure that 
you get your money.”

And an e-mail, which went 
out with the video, said that 

“employees will be paid as 
normal on Friday 27 March”.

In fact, staff were paid on  
that Friday and have been 
paid on every Friday since   
 – thanks, above all, to the 
lightning-quick creation of  
a furlough scheme and,  
in our case at least,  
great flexibility from banks.

Distortion 
However, the press was 
looking for a ‘story’ with  
a villain, and the truth was 
subject to malicious distortion.

Times journalist Caitlin Moran, 
for example, with more spin 
than a Shane Warne googly, 
said that Wetherspoon 
employees “wouldn’t get paid 
until the end of April for  
work they had done” which 
The Times has now retracted 
through gritted teeth  
(5, opposite).

Fellow Times columnist 
Alistair Osborne referred  
to me as a rat, while Caitlin 
Moran herself, with more 
venom than a Waqar Younis 
yorker, called me the worst 
word in the language, albeit 
with hyphens replacing some 
letters – as did the Daily Mail.

Ben Marlow of The Daily 
Telegraph said that I was 

“Britain’s worst ever boss” – 
and scores of press stories 
made similar accusations.

Maybe the press can justify 
this hyperbole – it has 
newspapers to sell in an 
Internet-ravaged industry.

However, the wackiest 
behaviour, during these  
mad March days, was from 
two MPs, Rachel Reeves and 
Jo Stevens, who, with 
Wetherspoon and the 
hospitality industry at  
their most vulnerable, tried  
to turn the story to personal 
political advantage.

Committee
Jo Stevens, MP for Cardiff 
Central, invented a story on 
Twitter (6, opposite) that  
I had appeared in front of  
a parliamentary committee 
(the BEIS) then chaired by 
Rachel Reeves, MP for Leeds 
West, and, as a result of that 
appearance, had “u-turned on 
decision not to pay 43,000 
staff while pubs are shut”. 

This was complete cobblers.

I never appeared in front of 
the BEIS Committee, as both 
Stevens and Reeves know, 
and Wetherspoon had already 
undertaken to pay staff on  
27 March.

They must have been  
bonkers to have made up  
a fictitious appearance in front 
of a parliamentary committee  
 – since that could so easily  
be disproved.

Rachel Reeves added  
to Twitter ‘disinformation’  
and confusion (7, opposite)  
by saying that Wetherspoon 
was at “first refusing to lock 
down altogether”.

That’s a complete lie. 

All Wetherspoon pubs  
shut, when requested, on 
Friday 20 March – ask any  
of our staff or customers.

I wrote to Reeves on 2 April  
(see pages 14–15) to complain,  
yet received no reply. 

Wetherspoon’s response  
to the torrent of 

‘disinformation’ has been  
to wade through the press 
articles, one by one, and  
to write to the various 
publications to ask them  
to print a correction.

Bravo and thanks to 
publications like the Daily 
Mirror (8, opposite), Sky News 
and local newspapers like the 
Herald Express and the 
Loughborough Echo  
which cared enough  

The press plays a vital role – but  
don’t believe everything you read

Shane

“

about the truth to publish  
a correction or a Wetherspoon 
article in response (see 
examples on pages 16–17   
and other corrections or 
comments on pages 12–15).

Scrutiny 
For democracy to work, the 
press itself, given its huge 
power, has to be subject to 
regulation and scrutiny. 

If the press is the guardian of 
democracy, who guards the 
guardians, as Lord Leveson 
famously asked in his inquiry 
into the press, stemming from 
the phone-hacking scandal.

Politicians themselves,  
over the years, have 
championed the campaign  
to require the media to 
correct inaccurate statements.

As the public realises, the 
press often, but not always, 
bends the truth out of any 
recognisable shape, in pursuit 
of a story. 

It is disturbing, therefore, that 
MPs Jo Stevens and Rachel 
Reeves have, themselves, 
resorted to blatant fabrication  
 – which, itself, was the source 
of much media inaccuracy.

Politician 
Perhaps John Webster, 
Shakespeare’s contemporary, 
was right when he said:  
A politician is the devil’s 
quilted anvil; he fashions  
all sins on him, and the  
blows are never heard.”

But just as a free society  
needs the press, it also  
needs honest politicians. 

Even in our murky and 
compromised world,  
the truth will out – that’s  
why democracy works  
so well, despite its trials  
and tribulations.

Tim Martin

Chairman

The Daily Mirror Online (4 May 2020) said:

“Lockdown has taught us all a lesson  
 – but what was it, exactly?” that “The 
Wetherspoons boss sack[ed] his staff and 
[told] them to work for Tesco.”

Following Wetherspoon representations,  
the Daily Mirror removed the above  
incorrect statement.

In a seperate article of 30 April 2020,  
the Daily Mirror said:

Wetherspoon’s plans to reopen pubs ‘in or 
around June” the paper has removed the 
following incorrect content of the article, 
which stated that there has been a “a U-turn 
on wages” and “Wetherspoons boss tells 
40,000 staff ‘to go work at Tesco’ instead. 

Following Wetherspoon’s representations, 
the Daily Mirror printed the correction below: 

Correction: The article originally stated  
Mr Martin “prompted anger and eventually 
a U-turn on wages after suggesting staff 
should ‘go and work in Tesco’”. A video 
caption also stated Mr Martin “tells 40,000 
staff to ‘go to work at Tesco’”. We accept  
Mr Martin did not tell staff to work in Tesco 
or use the words “go and work in Tesco”. 
Instead, he said if staff thought it was a good 
idea to take a supermarket job, “do it, I can 
completely understand it.” We are happy to 
make this clear and apologise for the 
confusion. JD Wetherspoon also dispute 
that there was a “U-turn on wages”, because 
staff wages were paid on March 27 for hours 
worked up to March 23. We have clarified 
the story to make clear there was an 
argument about furlough pay, not past 
wages, and that the firm confirmed on 
March 25 that staff would receive furlough 
pay from April 3 onwards.

Customer’s letter in Wetherspoon News 
(Spring/summer 2003)

Telegraph, India (5 June 2003)

PUB CHAIN SWEARS 
OFF BAD LANGUAGE

Wales Online (9 June 2003)

PUB CHAIN’S BAN ON  
SWEARING LEAVES SOME 
CUSTOMERS SPEECHLESS

Sydney Morning Herald (6 June 2003)

MY OATH: PUB SWEARING BANNED

Tim Martin’s reply
(Spring/summer 2003)

Jo Stevens invents a fictitious meeting.
(Twitter 25 March 2020)

Rachel Reeves confuses ‘furlough’  
with ‘Govt loan’ and fibs that  
Wetherspoon refused to ‘lock down’.
(Twitter 24 March 2020)

JDW may ‘punish’ swearing

The Morning Advertiser (28 May 2003)

A letter from The Times’ legal advisers (8 April 2020) 
confirms that The Times withdraws its accusation that 
Wetherspoon would not pay staff for work done. 

I do agree with your comments.  Many of us swear 
under our breath, from time to time, but it can be 
unpleasant to sit next to a group of people who 
are swearing in a loud voice.  I’ve discussed this 
with our management team and we will 
respectfully ask customers to mind their language.  
Perhaps, we shall include it on our table-top 
advertising material as well.

By way of goodwill, we are instructed that The Times will 
amend the online version of the Article as follows:

employees, telling them that they wouldn’t get paid 
until the end of April for work they had done and 
urging them to get a job with Tesco.
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 Rachel Reeves
 @RachelReevesMP

Unacceptable that wetherspoons has refused  
to pay it’s 40,000 employees until it receives  
its Govt loan - potentially in late April - after first 
refusing to lock down altogether. If bosses disregard 
employees’ wellbeing then Govt should take tougher 
action to force compliance.
24/03/2020, 10:28 am

 Jo Stevens
@JoStevensLabour

After a session in front of@RachelReevesMP @
CommonsBEIS Wetherspoons have u-turned on 
decision not to pay 43,000 staff while pubs are 
shut. Staff to be paid on April 3 and weekly after 
that. Good news, but people won’t forget political 
pressure forced your hand Tim Martin
25/03/2020, 5:19 pm

My wife and I are both great Wetherspoon enthusiasts, 
but feel compelled to draw your attention to one aspect 
which is becoming increasingly difficult for us to ignore.

I am referring to swearing and general bad language 
which is particularly embarrassing to us when taking 
friends and visitors, who are quite often being introduced 
to the Wetherspoon establishments for the first time…

… An alternative might be to create a ‘non-swearing’ or 
‘please moderate your language’ zone or even a ‘swearing 
allowed’ area!

Yours faithfully

Geoff and Anne Lee, Ruislip, Middlesex

Waqar



PHILLIP INMAN  The Guardian economics writer

Tim says: “The Guardian thinks of itself as a liberal and intellectual newspaper. In fact, it is often tribal and 
sectarian. The Guardian does not regard Wetherspoon as part of its tribe – and this partisan article, relying 
on exaggerations and misrepresentations, unjustifiably denigrates Wetherspoon’s staff, customers and the 
company. Following a meeting with pub managers and staff, here is our critique: 

Fears that relaxed summer socialising 
will lead to a surge in Covid-19 cases 
around the UK have been heightened 
after concerns that JD Wetherspoon  
is failing to prevent overcrowding in 
pubs in its 900-strong chain.
Concerns about poor social distancing by 
customers in Wetherspoon pubs followed a 
surge in visitors during recent hot weather 
and after the publication of A-level results 
last Thursday. Customers in a south London 
pub run by the company said they had not 
been asked to provide personal details, 
including mobile phone numbers that can 
be used in the government’s track and 
trace system.
The Guardian found that in one of south 
London’s most popular pubs with young 
people, customers were allowed to buy 
drinks directly from the bar and stood within 
1 metre of others without any intervention 
by the staff.
One customer described the pub as 

“rammed” and staff were unable to cope 
with the demand for drinks and food.
Young people often gather in Wetherspoon 
pubs due to their low prices, attracted by 
large discounts on alcoholic drinks and food 
prices compared with rival chains. Due to 
current restrictions on larger venues, some of 
the pubs are likely among the largest social 
gatherings in the UK.
Anxieties about overcrowding follow a 
probe by the Daily Record in Scotland 
showing that several of the firm’s pubs 
were failing to ask for mobile phone data, 
leading the first minister, Nicola Sturgeon, 
to make it mandatory.
Wetherspoon said: “The absence of music, 
for example, and high food sales attract all 
age groups. In the good weather of recent 
weeks, there may have been a higher than 
usual number of young people in pubs 
generally.

“The company is making strenuous efforts 
to comply with the regulations around 
social distancing. Whereas it is not possible 
to create an entirely risk-free environment, 
the company will continue to modify and 
improve its systems in response to 
Covid-19 and will review the procedures 
at any individual pub which is the subject 
of complaint.”
A spokesman said managers asked 
customers to write down their personal 
details and post them in “ballot boxes” in the 

pub and the company recently added 
barcodes on tables that can be scanned, 
allowing customers to participate in the 
track and trace system.
He said: “The combined systems have 
worked well and 616,192 customers have 
registered using the system across the entire 
company across the first five days this week 
(to 14 August), which equates to one 
registration per £46.21 of sales, bearing in 
mind only one member of each group needs 
to register.”
Helen Hayes, the Labour MP for Dulwich and 
West Norwood, said: ‘When so many pubs 
and restaurants are welcoming customers 
back with very strict protocols to keep 
everyone safe and prevent the further spread 
of coronavirus, it is really concerning to hear 
reports of some pubs which are allowing 
overcrowding and not insisting on customer 
contact details for track and trace.

“They are putting lives at risk and I’ve asked 
local environmental health officers to 
investigate urgently.”
Many health experts have become concerned 
that pubs will become a breeding ground for 
the next surge in the virus, though so far the 
industry disputes that a disproportionate 
number of either staff or customers have 
reported positive test results.
Prof Hugh Pennington, emeritus professor 
of bacteriology at Aberdeen University, said 
it was clear that “venues like pubs can be 
the centres for outbreaks”.
Other pub chains request information from 
customers at the entrance and say they 
abide by government regulations. Fuller’s, 
which has 215 managed pubs, said: “We 
take our responsibility to support NHS Test 
and Trace very seriously.”
Wetherspoon’s chairman, Tim Martin, has 
disputed that his customers are at risk  
from catching Covid-19, demanding that 
Pennington produce the science that 
shows people are more at risk in pubs than 
other places.

FEARS OVERCROWDING IN WETHERSPOON 
PUBS MAY LEAD TO COVID SPIKE
Customers in a pub run by chain also not asked for personal details for  
track and trace system

The headline implies 
that Wetherspoon will 
be the sole cause of a 
COVID spike in the UK.
Customers can read – 
and there is a notice on 
every table, and 
elsewhere, regarding  
the ‘track and trace’ 
system. Staff also ask 
customers to check in.

Sensationalist: Relaxed 
socialising does not make 
people more susceptible to 
COVID-19, provided that 
they follow social 
distancing measures.

Sensationalist  
extrapolation of one 
customer’s views.

Stereotyping of  
Wetherspoon and young 
people. It’s not just price.  
For example, Wetherspoon  
also has the highest hygiene 
standards of any pub or 
restaurant company, according 
to the local authority ‘Scores  
on the Doors’ scheme. 

Helen Hayes MP is not 
telling the truth in stating 
that Wetherspoon is 

“allowing overcrowding.”

Stereotyping and 
sectarianism from 
Helen Hayes MP 
and The Guardian.

Another sensationalist 
comment, with no 
evidence to back it up.

Professor Pennington 
has been challenged 
to provide evidence for 
this sort of comment, 
yet has so far failed to 
do so.

“Probe” makes it sound 
official. This was journalists 
going to our pubs for a pint. 
The implication that ‘the 
probe’ led to a change in the 
law is cobblers.

m
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MEDIA MISREPRESENTATIONS 
– AND THE DUTY OF MPS  
TO UPHOLD THE TRUTH

Note from editor: In this extract from Wetherspoon’s trading statement of 24 August, the company outlines 
numerous corrections and apologies, following media misrepresentations about Wetherspoon, mainly in the 
aftermath of lockdown, and highlights the role of Jo Stevens MP and Rachel Reeves MP, whose entirely fictitious 
comments on Twitter have not been deleted.

The company was the subject of  
a large number of harmful media 
misrepresentations in the aftermath  
of lockdown.
The issue was taken up with various 
media organisations, with corrections 
and apologies forthcoming from (among 
others) Daily Mail, Daily Mirror, Forbes, 
HuffPost, Independent, Sky News, The 
Sun, The Times and local newspapers.
Those corrections available at the time it 
went to press were published in the last 
edition of Wetherspoon News – which has 
been available in all Wetherspoon pubs.
The company is particularly concerned 
about Twitter comments made by Jo 
Stevens (MP for Cardiff Central) and 
Rachel Reeves (MP for Leeds West) – 
which have not been deleted.
Jo Stevens said (25 March 2020) that 

“after a session in front of Rachel Reeves 
and BEIS Wetherspoons have u-turned on 
decision not to pay 43,000 staff”.
As both Jo Stevens and Rachel Reeves 
know, Mr Martin never appeared in 
front of the BEIS (Business, Energy and 
Industrial Strategy) committee, chaired 
by Rachel Reeves, and never ‘U-turned’, 
since no decision was ever made not to 
pay staff.
In a separate Twitter comment (24 March 
2020), Rachel Reeves said Wetherspoon 

“refused to pay its 40,000 employees” and 
“refused to lockdown altogether”. 
Both of these statements by Reeves are 
completely untrue.
More recently, The Guardian (Philip 
Inman, 17 August 2020) ran a headline, 
apparently based on allegations 
regarding one pub (The Fox on the 
Hill, London, SE5), that “overcrowding 
in Wetherspoon pubs may lead to [a] 
COVID spike” and said that “pubs will 
become a breeding ground for the next 
surge in the virus”.

The Guardian quoted   (MP for Dulwich 
and West Norwood) who said that 
Wetherspoon is “putting lives at risk” and 

“allowing overcrowding”.
These statements are irresponsible  
and untrue.
Wetherspoon has made strenuous efforts 
to adhere to government regulations 
and guidance. COVID-19 operating plans 
have been developed for all countries in 
the United Kingdom, as well as for the 
Republic of Ireland. 
Each pub has a specific COVID-19 risk 
assessment and an occupancy level 
based on the number of seats, so that all 
customers can be seated.
Tables have been spaced out to comply  
with social distancing requirements at 
all pubs.
The company has also installed floor 
screens between tables and till-surround 
screens at the bar.
There is an average of ten hand-sanitiser 
stations around each bar area, as well  
as additional stations ‘back of house’  
for staff.
Training has been provided for all staff on 
safety procedures.
In the week ending 16 August, nearly  
a million (912,688) customers across  
the company registered their ‘test and 
trace’ details – using either the paper  
or digital (QR) systems in place in all 
pubs. Bearing in mind that only one 
customer from each group need register, 
these numbers indicate that the systems 
are effective.
As a result of The Guardian’s article,  
The Fox on the Hill received separate 
visits from the police, the licensing 
authorities and public health officials.
Following these investigations,  
the company received the following 
e-mail on 21 August 2020 from an official 
at the London Coronavirus Response Cell: 

“I am writing to confirm that we are 
satisfied following our risk assessment 
of the infection-control measures you 
have in place at The Fox on the Hill and 
recommend no further action be taken 
with regard to the recent anonymous 
tips you received of there being 
COVID-19 positive people in the pub.”
During the Leveson Inquiry, MPs made it 
abundantly clear that journalists have a 
duty to correct misleading statements. 
MPs clearly have a duty to uphold the 
same principles themselves.


