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What price privacy? The unlawful trade in confidential personal
infonration

Please find enclosed a copy of this report which we have la id  before 
Parliam ent today.

O ur report brings to  ligh t a flourishing and unlaw ful trade in confidentia l 
infOTmation alx>ut individuals w hich can be too  easily obtained -  w ithout 
authority -  from a wide range of organisafions. Typically, in form ation is 
obtained by m aking payments to employees who have access to the 
information or by im personating the targeted ind ividua l or an official elsewhere 
in the organisation.

These activ ities a lready constitu te o ffences under Section 55 o f the Data 
P rotection A ct 1M 8 , but the report proposes a substantia l increase in the 
penalties. I believe that the introduction o f a priscwi senten<» w ould not only 
re flect the seriousness o f these o ffences but a lso act as a s ign ificant 
deterrent.

The offences under section 55 o f the A ct are oo^asionaliy com m itted by o r 
im pact upon those in the fie ld  tha t OFCOM  regulates as evidenced in section
5.6 -  5.11. it is  m y firm  view  that increasing the penalties fo r Section 55 
should not in any w ay fe tte r the press and o the r m edia in the law ftjl pursuit o f 
its stories.
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At section 7.29 of the report I call on all relevant regulatory and professiona l 
bodies to  take a strong line to  tackle  any involvem ent in the illega l trade In 
personal in form ation. As indicated In section 7.31 1 am now w ltin g  to ask you:

•  W hat steps w ill you take to  pub lidse  th is  report am ong your m em bers 
o r those you regulate?

• Are you willing to condemn unequivocally the ownmission of offences 
under section 55 of the Data Protection Act, and if m  how  w ill you do 
this?

•  In six month’s time, w ill you let the Information C om m issioner have 
deta ils of any changes m ade o r in  prospect to  the re levan t d isc ip lina ry  
rules, codes o f practice or other instruments (statutory o r self
regulatory). with the aim o f improving your control or In fluence over the 
illegal buying and se lling  of personal in fom iation?

I hope tha t you w ill be able to le t me have OFCOM’s response to the
questions above in good tim e so tha t we can fu lly  docum ent progress m ade
by all those to whom recom m endations have been addressed

If you would like to discuss any aspect w ith my staff, please con tact Lee
T a ^ o r in the firs t instance.

We look forward to hearing from you. 

sincerely_______

Kicnard i nomas 
Information Commissioner
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