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P re ss  Com plaints Com m ission 
1 Salisbury S quare  
London 
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4 N ovem ber 2003

P le ase  accep t my belated  congratulations on your appointm ent a s  Chairm an of the  P re ss  
Com plaints Com m ission.

I believe that it would be  to our mutual advan tag e  to m eet a t an early opportunity to d iscuss 
the  m atters raised in this letter and. m ore generally, our respective roles and the relationship 
betw een our organisations.

The Culture, Media and Sport C om m ittee’s report on ‘P riv acy  a n d  M edia In tru s io n ’ 
a d d ressed  illegitimate obtaining of personal information by journalists. Despite ev idence 
abou t “paym ents in the p a s t” and “the ‘law less’ days of 10 or 20  years  ago”, the report refers 
to m ore recen t exam ples which it describes a s  “a  dep ressing  catalogue of deplorable 
practices”. You will be  aw are that the Com m ittee recom m ended that the PCC C ode “should 
explicitly ban paym ents to the police for information and  there  should also be  a  ban  on the 
u se  and paym ent of interm ediaries, such  a s  private detectives, to extract or otherw ise obtain 
private information abou t individuals from public and  private sou rces ... ”

You will doubtless a lso  be aw are that I subm itted a  M em orandum  setting out the ex ten t to 
which my role touched upon m atters covered by the C om m ittee’s enquiry. In addition I had 
an informal m eeting with the Com m ittee. I w as a t pains to m ake clear that - though I do not 
wish to usurp your role a s  the regulator of the  p ress  -new spapers, and  their em ployees, a re  
subject to the Data Protection Act 1998. I .drew specific attention to section 55 which 
c rea tes  various offences related to the unlawful procuring, obtaining and disclosure of 
personal data.

For som e m onths now my office h as  been  investigating the activities of various enquiry 
ag en ts  who are  able to provide a  wide variety of personal confidential information - obtained 
from governm ent departm ents, the police, and private com panies. The information 
concerned  includes vehicle k eeper details, criminal records, itemized telephone call records 
and ex-directory num bers. This is a  very lucrative business. Those my staff have 
investigated have earned , and a re  earning, a  g rea t deal of money. I anticipate prosecuting a 
num ber of individuals in due course  for the offence of recklessly or knowingly obtaining 
personal information without the consen t of the data  controller (the legitim ate holder of the
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information). At the m om ent, i am  waiting while the Metropolitan Police investigate serious 
offences relating to corruption in public office arising from the  sa m e  activities.

It is c lear from the very considerable  volume of m aterial tha t our investigations have  
collected that journalists from m ost national n ew spapers and m any periodicals a re  significant 
‘cu stom ers’ of the enquiry ag en ts  concerned . W e have obtained extensive and detailed 
records showing that num erous journalists routinely obtained confidential information they 
should have no a c c e s s  to. Such  information has, for exam ple, been  obtained to produce 
articles on the personal lives of “celebrities” and others currently or prospectively in the 
public eye, w here there  a p p e a rs  to be no suggestion  of using it to expose  wrong-doing. W e 
have also obtained extensive records which show  paym ents by new spapers for the 
confidential Information which h a s  been  obtained through th e se  channels. Given the  sum s 
involved, and the nature of the docum entation, it is difficult to believe that sen io r m anagers 
w ere not aw are of w hat w as going on, and w ere therefore a t least tacitly condoning it.

In short, the m aterial which h as  already  been  collected by my office indicates w idespread  
reliance by the p ress  on information which is obtained by deception or by bribing corrupt 
em ployees. I sh a re  the view of the S e lec t Com m ittee that th ese  practices are  deplorable.

I am  considering w hether to take action under the Data Protection Act against individual 
journalists and/or new spapers. My provisional conclusion, however, is that it would be 
appropriate first to give the P ress  Com plaints Com m ission and its C ode Com m ittee the prior 
opportunity to deal with this issue  in a  w ay which would put an  end to th ese  unaccep tab le  
practices ac ro ss  the m edia a s  a  whole. This could involve, subject to suitable sa feguards, 
providing you with som e of the ev idence that our investigations have revealed. Following 
your review of any such material, I anticipate that this would lead at least to revision of the 
Code. The approach  I have  in mind would be  consisten t with the recom m endations of the 
S e lec t Com m ittee which w ere ad d re sse d  to our respective organisations and could provide a 
m ore satisfactory outcom e than legal proceedings. I believe that the approach  would a lso  be  
consisten t with your ex p ressed  wish to dem onstrate  the PC C ’s effectiveness.

As a  next move, a s  I have said, I believe that it would be useful for you and I to m eet a t an 
early opportunity to d iscuss th ese  m atters. I would be  happy to m eet you at your offices, 
preferably on a  Thursday or Friday. Events with this m atter a re  now likely to move quite fast 
and it would be sensib le  for us to m eet sooner, rather than later. I look forward to hearing 
from you.

Richard Thom as 
Information C om m issioner
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