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POLITICAL INFORMATION 
ON POLICE COMPUTER

Despite official reassurances that the 
Police National Computer (PNC) at 
Hendon would not hold information on 
people’s political affiliations and activities 
it is now clear that it does. This disturbing 
use of the new computer — which has the 
capacity to hold information on every 
adult in the population — came to light 
when three members of the Hunt 
Saboteurs Association were arrested on 
the basis of information supplied by the 
PNC to the Lancashire police. Two police 
constables patrolling the M6 on January 
23rd this year became suspicious of a 
Ford Cortina car which had been left 
unattended for about five hours at a 

service station. In the words of the prose­
cuting solicitor at the Magistrates’ hearing 
in Wigton: ‘The car was checked out on the 
Police Computer. He (the police officer) 
was also told that the owner was a promi­
nent member of the Anti-Blood Sports 
League’. At the time the officer took no 
further action, but later on the evening of 
the 23rd he heard on the television news 
that the grave of John Peel (the 18th cen­
tury huntsman) had been desecrated only 
62 miles from the service station. He put 
two and two together, contacted the police 
near the scene of the desecration, and 
three arrests followed. The Hunt Saboteurs 
Association say that they have been 
informed by the Chipping Norton police 
that it is standard routine for such 
information to be held on the PNC.

The Association was also involved in 
another incident when one of its commit­
tee members was stopped by the police in 
Gloucestershire. His name, address and car 
number were radioed in and checked with 
the computer, and the message returned 
by radio that the person was anti-blood 
sports. This resulted in the search of the 
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man’s home and a questioning session 
about anti-hunt incidents in the area 
(which he had not committed).

Work on the Police National Computer 
was started in 1969 and it became 
operational in 1974. It consists of two 
Burroughs machines with the capacity to 
hold up to 40 million records, making 
it the largest police intelligence system in 
Europe. Once a person is on file in the 
computer they will remain on file until 
their death. The PNC is an ‘immediate 
response system’ linked to all police 
stations in England, Wales and Scotland. 
This means that the policeman on the 
beat can radio back to the police station 
requesting information on anyone or 
anything of which he is suspicious. The 
request is punched into the computer 
access terminal, and five seconds later, 
the information stored on the computer 
will be available to be radioed back to the 
policeman on the beat. 

Nationwide coverage

The information held on the PNC covers 
the whole of Britain. Some of it was 
already national in scope, and the main 
effect of computerisation has been to 
make access and retrieval more efficient. 
The national file of stolen and suspected 
vehicles was transferred to the computer 
in 1974. The national criminal records, 
numbering about 3,500,000, were held in 
the Criminal Records Office at Scotland 
Yard until put on to the PNC in 1976 
(space for up to 6,500,000 names has 
been allocated for criminal records). The 
index to the National Fingerprint 
Collection was also held at the Yard until 
1976, when it was put on to the PNC. The 
computerisation of the Collection itself — 
on a system known as the ‘Videofile 
Information System’ with the capacity to 
store and search for fingerprints — was 
completed in October this year. The 
index has about 2,500,000 entries.

However, much of the information 
already on the computer or shortly to be 
added to it, are records that were not 
previously held nationally. When the 

stolen property, suspended sentences and 
disqualified drivers files are added, it will 
be the first time this information has been 
held nationally. A crucial, and the largest, 
centralisation of records is that of 
vehicle owners and vehicle licence-holders. 
The Department of the Environment has 
recently completed the centralisation of 
its records on drivers and vehicles, which 
are held at Swansea on a DOE computer. 
The PNC has a duplicate set of the DOE’s 
records on its computer, and 26,000,000 
entries have been allocated for this 
purpose. To ensure that the police files 
are kept up to date, magnetic tapes are 
sent daily from Swansea to Hendon.

The files on people are based on name, 
sex, colour of skin, height and date of 
birth, but it is known that there is extra 
space available to the police to store 
other information of interest to them. 
There is an average of 150 bytes per 
person (a byte is a computer unit) which 
would give ample space for entries like 
‘anti-blood sports’. Information is also 
categorised under the following three 
headings: SUS (temporary suspicion of 
being used in a crime); POL (being used 
for police purposes) and INT (of long­
term interest to the police). It would be 
interesting to know who qualifies for an 
entry under the third category.

Lack of accountability

Public control over the Police National 
Computer is seriously reduced by the 
confusion over who is responsible for the 
operation, the police or the Home Office. 
The Home Office has funded the PNC to 
the tune of £9,925,000 in capital 
expenditure and £5,156,000 for current 
expenditure on goods and services since 
1969. However, a Home Office 
spokesperson recently said:‘What goes on 
the PNC is a matter for the police. The 
constraints we apply are solely the 
amount of space that can be used. There 
is nothing else we can tell you.’ 

An editorial in the Police Review 
(8/5/72) on the PNC commented: 
‘Much of the information is personal 
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details of a suspect, his family, associates 
and way of life, and although it may seem 
to trespass on the freedom of the 
individual it is the bread and butter of 
successful policemanship’. This cross­
referencing of information is in direct 
contravention of the assurances given to 
the government working party on data 
protection and privacy of computer 
information namely that, although
massive information on individuals is 
collated on different government
computers, such information would never 
be cross-referenced to provide any kind 
of central data bank. The decision to 
send all the information held on millions 
of drivers and vehicle owners held at 
Swansea to the police computer at 
Hendon is a disturbing precedent.

SPECIAL BRANCH
COMPUTER

The PNC is not the only computer on 
which police records are stored. In the 
year 1976-7 ‘C’ Department (Criminal 
Investigation) of the Metropolitan Police 
acquired the use of a new computer 
(costing £935,000, paid for by the Home 
Office) with the capacity to store 
information on 1,300,000 people. Half of 
it, 600,000 spaces have been allocated to 
the Special Branch to hold part of their 
national records. The other half will be 
used for the intelligence records from the 
Fraud Squad, the Serious Crimes Squad, 
Criminal Intelligence, and the Drugs and 
Illegal Immigration Intelligence Units. The 
Special Branch will have access to all the 
information on the computer, but their 
records will only be made available to 
other policemen with their express 
permission. It is not known which section 
of the three million names held by the 
Special Branch is going into the system, 
but it is likely to be either that on political 
political activists with criminal records or 
the main files on key people (ranging from 
political and union activists to prominent 
figures whose job or position opens them 
to blackmail or disaffection including MPs, 

civil servants, and top businessmen), or both. 
(See Background Paper on Special Branch.)

CABINET OFFICE:
PLANNING FOR STRIKES

Little is known about the work of the 
Cabinet Office Secretariat whose overall 
responsibility is to service the meetings of 
the Cabinet and those of Cabinet 
committees. The Secretariat, which was 
created by Lloyd George in 1916, is run 
by civil servants with the rank of Deputy 
Secretary. One of the six is Sir Clive Rose, 
who chairs the Civil Contingencies 
Committee (CCC). Sir Clive Rose joined 
the Secretariat in 1976 from the Foreign 
Office (where for two years, 1971-3, he 
was a member of the Joint Intelligence 
Committee which co-ordinates British 
overseas policy and intelligence matters). 
In addition to chairing the CCC he also 
services the Overseas Policy and Defence 
Committee of the Cabinet.

The CCC is an interdepartmental com­
mittee charged with drawing up contin­
gency plans to deal with emergency situa­
tions inside Britain. Its brief ranges from 
terrorism and hijacking, to flood disasters 
and maintaining essential services during 
a strike, and the use of the military in all 
civil situations short of civil war (when 
the military would take over under martial 
law). On the committee are representatives 
of the Home Office, the Ministry of 
Defence, Department of the Environment, 
Department of Employment, together 
with others from industry, transport, 
health, social security, and the treasury.

Tory committee re-named

The CCC grew out of the National 
Security Committee, chaired by Lord 
Jellicoe, which was set up by Heath after 
the first miners’ strike in 1972. Wilson re­
named the committee in 1975. Initially 
the National Security Committee was 
given two jobs: to take over from the 
Home Office Emergencies Committee the 
co-ordination of maintaining essential
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