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| welcome your support for my concerns, as Information Commissioner, about
a surveillance society and about banks which are careless with customer’s
financial records. | am also glad that you recognise that journalists are not
above the law.

But | fear you do protest too much to describe as the “criminalisation of free
speech” my call for stronger sentences to deter journalists (and many others)
who engage private investigators to obtain personal information by bribery,
impersonation and similar means which have been illegal since 1994. You are
right that unlimited fines can be imposed under the Data Protection Act, but —
as my report, What Price Privacy?, made clear — this has done nothing to
deter an underworld market which is now so active that we have been able to
construct a tariff for details of mobile phone records, criminal records, banks
statements and similar private information going way beyond mere names
and addresses.

As enforcer of the Freedom of Information Act — naot a “Whitehall lawyer” by
the way - | fully recognise the importance of exposing the state to maximum
scrutiny. My report stressed the importance of retaining the public interest
defence to the existing crime. It is quite clear that journalists covering such
stories as “cash for honours” have nothing to fear. But my duty to protect the
public means that | must target those who are illegally buying or selling
personal information without any conceivable public interest defence. | regard
free speech as a bedrock of society. But freedom of speech is not freedom to
break the law where there is no public interest justification.
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Rights to privacy
and knowledge

Sir, I .do not expect to make-
many friends when my duties
as regulator include enforcing
freedom of information

against sometimes reluctant
government departments and
upholding the privacy rights of
individuals against a
sometimes intrusive press.

But is Magnus Linklater
seriously defending journalists
and others when they engage
investigators who use bribery
and impersonation to obtain
personal information where
that cannot be justified by
public interest considerations
(Comment, Nov I)?

No one is proposing new .
law. What is needed — as
spelled out in my report, What
Price Privacy? — are tougher
sanctions to deter a
widespread market in buying
and selling financial, health,
criminal and similar records,
which is already illegal.

RICHARD THOMAS
Information Commissioner

Gambling dangei'

Sir, For vulnerable individuals,
gambling on the internet and
other remote gambling via
interactive television and
mobile phone, provide
convenience i |

, gambling. 24—~
*Fours a day (“Online casinos

‘used to launder cash’,” Nov 1).
Offline gambling |
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