
□
New UK Registrar reassesses 

and strengthens privacy 
protection role

Elizabeth France, UK Data Protection 
Registrar, reassesses the role of her office and 
adopts a new approach to data protection in the 
Eleventh Report of the Data Protection 
Registrar, the first annual report since she took 
up the post. In the following pages, we 
highlight some of the issues attracting the 
R egistrar’s attention in the previous twelve 
months.

th e  d a ta  

d  fro m  th e  s ta rt.

E liz a b e th  F ra n c e  c o n firm e d  h e r d e te rm in a t io n  

to  w o rk  c lo s e ly  w ith  th o se  w h o  a re  u s in g  an d  

sh a rin g  in fo rm a tio n  to  e n su re  th a t 

p ro te c tio n  p r in c ip le s  a re  c o n s id e ra  

S h e  b e lie v e s  th a t a  “ c u ltu r a l”  s h if : is  n e c e s sa ry  to  

e n su re  f u ll c o m p lia n c e  w ith  th e  p r in c ip le s . T h is  

w o u ld  m ean  “ a  s itu a tio n  w h e re  th i n k in g  a b o u t th e  

im p lic a t io n s  o f  p ro c e s s in g  fo r  th e  p r iv a c y  o f  

p e rs o n a l in fo rm a tio n  is  se co n d  n a tu re .”

D;
T h e  p r io r it ie s

S o o n  a fte r  ta k in g  th e  p o s t o f  th e  

R e g is tra r , E liz a b e th  F ra n c e  id e n t if i 

fo llo w in g  a re a s as o f  p a r t ic u la r  in  

fu n c t io n  a n d  th e  ro le  o f  the  O f f ic e

a ta  P ro te c t io n  

e d  the

p o rta n c e  fo r  h e r

T h e  n e w  a p p r o a c h

P re se n te d  w ith  n e w  c h a lle n g e s  in  the  se co n d  

d e cad e  o f  d a ta  p ro te c t io n  le g is la t io n  in  th e  U K ,  

E liz a b e th  F ra n c e  sees h e r ro le  as “ p ro m o tin g  a n d  

e n s u r in g  re sp e c t fo r  in d iv id u a ls ’ p r iv a te  l if e ,  a n d  

in  p a r t ic u la r  in fo rm a t io n  p r iv a c y .”

A lth o u g h  th is  m a y  b e  seen  as a  s ig n if ic a n t  

p o lic y  s h if t , the  R e g is t r a r ’ s n e w  a p p ro a ch  an d  

e m p h a s is  o n  p ro te c t in g  in d iv id u a l’ s p r iv a c y  cam e  

as a  re sp o n se  to  ch a n g e s  in  te c h n o lo g y , la w  and  

c u ltu re  in  th e  p a s t y e a rs .

T e c h n o lo g y  h a s ch a n g e d  m o s t d ra m a t ic a lly  

s in c e  th e  A c t  w a s  e n a c te d  in  1 9 8 4 . G e o g ra p h ic  

In fo rm a tio n  S y s te m s , D o c u m e n t Im ag e  

P ro c e s s in g , d a ta  m a tc h in g  a n d  d a ta  m in in g  a re  

m e n tio n e d  a s so m e  o f  th e  n e w  te ch n iq u e s  u se d  fo r  

p ro c e s s in g  in fo rm a t io n  a b o u t in d iv id u a ls . 

E le c t r o n ic  D a ta  In te rch a n g e , sm a rt c a rd s  an d  

In te rn e t a ll p o se  n e w  q u e s tio n s  a n d  d em an d  

in g e n io u s  a n sw e rs  in  re la t io n  to  p r iv a c y  a n d  d a ta  

p ro te c t io n  im p lic a t io n s .

T h e  R e g is tra r  s tre sse d  th e  n e e d  fo r  a  b a la n c e  

b e tw e e n  th e  r ig h ts  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l a n d  the  

le g it im a te  re q u ire m e n t o f  o rg a n is a t io n s  a n d  the 

s o c ie ty  in  g e n e ra l fo r  in fo rm a tio n . “ P e rh a p s , m o re  

im p o r ta n t ly , a  b a la n c e  h a s to  b e  s tru c k  b e tw een  

c o n v e n ie n c e  a n d  c o n f id e n t ia lit y , b e tw e e n  p r iv a c y  

a n d  p u b lic  in te re s t. ”

In  th is  c h a n g in g  c lim a te  o f  e m e rg in g  

te c h n o lo g ie s , m o u n tin g  p re s su re s  to  u se  a n d  m a tch  

in fo rm a t io n  a n d  v a ry in g  a ttitu d e s  o f  the  

in d iv id u a ls  th e  la w  se e k s to  a s s is t, th e  R e g is tra r  

h a s to  “ b e  in  a  p o s it io n  to  e n su re  th a t d a ta  

p ro te c t io n  is  re c o g n is e d  as p a rt o f  th e  p r iv a c y  

p o r t fo lio .  ”
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the A c t  a n d , in

•  in c re a s in g  a w a re n e ss  a n d  a c c e s s ib ilit y  o f  th e  

A c t  a m o n g s t b o th  c o m p u te r u s e rs  a n d  th e  

g e n e ra l p u b lic ;

•  s tre a m lin in g  p ro c e d u re s  fo r  r e g is t ra t io n  a n d  

c o m p lia n c e ;

•  s t im u la tin g  deba te  o v e r  is su e  o f  p u b lic  c o n c e rn  

re g a rd in g  p r iv a c y  a n d  th e  u se  o f  p e rs o n a l 

in fo rm a tio n .

M u c h  o f  th e  w o rk  in  th e  p re v io u s  tw e lv e  

m o n th s  h a s b e e n  d e vo te d  to  th e  ab|ove p r io r it ie s .

Raising awareness
In  o rd e r to  im p ro v e  aw a re n e ss  o f  

p a r t ic u la r , th e  R e g is t r a r ’ s ro le , th e  n e w  b ra n d  

sta te m en t w a s d e v is e d  - “ U s in g  th e  L a w  to  P ro te c t 

y o u r  In fo rm a t io n .”  A ls o ,  th is  n e e d  to  “ p u t th e  

m essag e  a c ro s s  to  d a ta  u se rs  an  in d iv id u a ls ”  w a s 

p a r t ia lly  th e  m o tiv e  to  is su e  th e  m is s io n  s ta te m en t 

se ttin g  o u t the  R e g is t r a r ’ s ta sk s  a n d  p e rc e p tio n  o f  

h e r ro le .

Streamlining procedures
S tre a m lin in g  p ro c e d u re s  fo r  re g is t ra t io n  an d  

c o m p lia n c e  h a s b e en  a  fo c u s  o f  a c t iv it y  w ith in  the  

O f f ic e  o v e r th e  la s t  s ix  m o n th s . S im p lif ic a t io n  o f  

th e  re g is tra t io n  p ro c e s s  is  in te n d e d  to  b e n e fit  b o th  

d a ta  u se rs  a n d  th e  R e g is t r a r ’ s s ta f:\ T h e  

R e g is tra r ’ s a im  is  to  m a ke  th e  in fo rm a t io n  in  th e  

re g is te r  e n try  m o re  u s e fu l, b o th  to  d a ta  su b je c ts  

a n d  to  the  c o m p lia n c e  w o rk  o f  thej R e g is t r a r ’ s 

s ta ff.

Stimulating public debate
T h e  R e g is t r a r ’ s O f f ic e  h a d  an  a c tiv e  ro le  in  

s t im u la tin g  p u b lic  d eba te  o v e r  v a r io u s  is su e s  

a ffe c tin g  in fo rm a tio n  p r iv a c y .

T h u s , w o rk sh o p s  a n d  c o n fe re n c e s  h a v e  b e en  

o rg a n is e d  o n  th e  am e n d m en ts to  th e  A c t  b ro u g h t
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in  b y  th e  C r im in a l J u s t ic e  a n d  P u b lic  O rd e r  A c t ,  

o n  th e  p r in c ip le  o f  c o n f id e n t ia lit y , a nd  o n  id e n t ity  

c a rd s .

F in a lly ,  a n  in fo rm a l advisory group fro m  

re p re s e n ta tiv e s  o f  c o m m e rc ia l, a c a d e m ic  a n d  

g o v e rn m e n t f ie ld s  h a s b e e n  e s ta b lis h e d . Its  ro le  is  

to  p ro v id e  a  s o u n d in g  b o a rd  fo r  v a r io u s  id e a s  a n d  

p ro je c ts  a n d  g iv e  a  “ v it a l l in k  in to  th o se  g ro u p s  

th e  R e g is tra r  se e k s  b o th  to  re g u la te  a n d  to  s e rv e .”  

T h e  g ro u p  is  d u e  to  m e e t fo r  th e  f ir s t  t im e  a fte r 

th e  su m m e r b re a k .

Im p le m e n ta tio n  o f  d a ta  p ro te c t io n  

p r in c ip le s

E liz a b e th  F ra n c e  s tre sse d  th e  n ee d  to  c o n tin u e  

w o rk  o n  e n s u r in g  c o m p lia n c e  w ith  th e  d a ta  

p ro te c t io n  p r in c ip le s . S h e  h as w e lc o m e d  th e ir  

in c lu s io n  in  a  s im ila r  fo rm  in  th e  E U  d ra ft  D a ta  

P ro te c t io n  D ir e c t iv e .

T h e  O f f ic e  h a s p ro v id e d  m u ch  a d v ic e  to  d a ta  

u s e rs  o n  p a r t ic u la r  p o in ts  o f  a p p lic a t io n  o f  the  

p r in c ip le s  to  th e ir  p ro c e s s in g  a c t iv it ie s . A ls o ,  in  

m a n y  c a se s , th e  R e g is tra r  h a s fo llo w e d  u p  

c o m p la in ts  re la t in g  to  n o n -o b se rv a n ce  o f  these  

p r in c ip le s .

T h e  fo llo w in g  a re  so m e  o f  th e  is su e s  o f  

p a r t ic u la r  im p o rta n c e  a n d  c o n c e rn  to  th e  

R e g is t r a r ’ s w o rk  o n  c o m p lia n c e  w ith  the 

p r in c ip le s .

Data matching
T h e  R e g is tra r  e x p re s s e d  c o n c e rn  o v e r  an  in c re a s e d  

tre n d  to w a rd s  in fo rm a t io n  sh a r in g  b e tw e e n  v a r io u s  

p u b lic  a n d  p r iv a te  s e c to r o rg a n is a t io n s , fa c ilita te d  

b y  s o p h is t ic a te d  n e w  te c h n o lo g y . E x a m p le s  o f  

su ch  d a ta  m a tc h in g  p ro je c ts  in c lu d e d  the 

A s s o c ia t io n  o f  B r it is h  In s u re rs ’ d a tabase  fo r  

p re v e n t fra u d u le n t c la im s  a n d  a  g ro u p  o f  L o n d o n  

b o ro u g h s  sh a r in g  in fo rm a tio n  to  p re v e n t 

fra u d u le n t c la im in g  o f  b e n e fits .

A lth o u g h  th e re  a re  a d va n ta g e s  fro m  these  

te c h n iq u e s  fo r  s o c ie ty  a s a  w h o le , su ch  as 

p re v e n t io n  o f  fra u d , it  is  im p o rta n t th a t th e y  a re  

c o n d u c te d  w ith in  le g a l b o u n d a r ie s . “ T h e  p u rp o se  

o f  the  d a ta b a se , th e  e x te n t o f  th e  p ro p o se d  sh a rin g  

a n d  th e  sa fe g u a rd s  n e c e s sa ry  to  e n su re  th a t the 

b o u n d a r ie s  a re  m a in ta in e d  h a v e  to  be  in  p la c e  

fro m  th e  o u tse t. ”  A ls o ,  d a ta  su b je c ts  h a ve  to  

a w a re  o f  th e  p ro p o s e d  sh a rin g  o f  th e ir  p e rs o n a l 

d a ta .

T h e  R e g is tra r  s tre sse d  the  n e e d  to  g e t in v o lv e d  

fro m  an  e a r ly  p la n n in g  stage  in  a n y  d is c u s s io n s  

w ith  d a ta  u se rs  w is h in g  to  c a r r y  o n  d a ta  m a tc h in g  

a c t iv it ie s . A n  a d v ic e  n o te  h a s b e e n  p ro d u ce d  b y  

th e  O f f ic e  o n  th e  is su e  o f  d a ta  m a tc h in g , 

p a r t ic u la r ly  as it  m a y  a p p ly  to  lo c a l a u th o r it ie s .

Confidentiality
C o n f id e n t ia lity  o f  in fo rm a tio n  h a s b e e n  e x a m in e d  

w ith in  th e  R e g is t r a r ’ s O f f ic e  o n  s e v e ra l o c c a s io n s  

in  the  p a s t tw e lv e  m o n th s .

A s  a  re s u lt  o f  a  deba te  w ith  th e  fin a n c e  

in d u s try  re g a rd in g  th e  J a n u a ry  19 94  

C o n f id e n t ia lity  P a p e r, tw o  d ra ft  g u id a n ce  n o te s  

h a ve  b e en  is s u e d , o n e  o n  d ir e c t  m a rk e tin g  a n d  o ne  

o n  c re d it  re fe re n c e . T h e  la tte r  w a s o f  p a r t ic u la r  

im p o rta n ce  s in c e  th e  c re d it  re fe re n c e  in d u s try  s t il l  

g e n e ra te s th e  la rg e s t c a te g o ry  o f  c o m p la in ts  in  th e  

p r iv a te  s e c to r- 32%  o f  to ta l in  th e  p re v io u s  tw e lv e  

m o n th s .

T h e  is su e  o f  c o n f id e n t ia lit y  h a s a ls o  b e en  

e x a m in e d  in  th e  c o n te x t o f  th e  h e a lth  se c to r, 

w h e re  th e  R e g is tra r  o ffe re d  co m m e n ts  o n  th e  

D e p a rtm e n t’ s o f  H e a lth  d ra ft  g u id e lin e s  o n  

c o n f id e n t ia lity .

Police sector
T h e  R e g is t ra r ’ s O f f ic e  to o k  an  a c tiv e  p a rt a n d  

w e lco m e d  its  in v o lv e m e n t in  v a r io u s  d is c u s s io n s  

a n d  p ro je c ts  in v o lv in g  da ta  p ro c e s s in g  w ith in  th e  

p o lic e  se c to r.

T h e  R e g is tra r  co m m e n te d  o n  a  re v is e d  c o d e  o f  

p ra c tic e  p re p a re d  b y  th e  A s s o c ia t io n  o f  C h ie f  

P o lic e  O f f ic e r s  w h ic h  E liz a b e th  F ra n c e  b e lie v e s  

w il l  “ b r in g  a b o u t n e w  sta n d a rd s  in  d a ta  p ro te c t io n  

c o m p lia n c e  w ith in  the  p o lic e  s e r v ic e .”

F u rth e r , th e  R e g is tra r  h ad  an  o p p o rtu n ity  to  

d is c u s s  v a r io u s  da ta  p ro te c tio n  a n d  p r iv a c y  

im p lic a t io n s  o f  s e ttin g  u p  th e  D N A  d a ta b a se . T h e  

w a y  in  w h ic h  the  d a tabase  s h o u ld  be  re g is te re d , 

the  p ro c e d u re  o f  re te n tio n  a n d  d e le t io n  o f  re c o rd s , 

th e  p e rm is s ib le  u se s o f  the  d a ta  w e re  so m e  o f  th e  

is su e s  d is c u s se d .

F in a lly ,  p ro g re s s  h a s b e en  m ad e  in  re la t io n  to  

the  c o n tro v e rs ia l in c lu s io n  o f  an  in d iv id u a l’ s 

H I V / A I D S  sta tu s as p a rt o f  th e  c o n ta g io u s  d ise a se  

w a rn in g  o n  the  P o lic e  N a t io n a l C o m p u te r ( P N C ) . 

T h is  p ra c t ic e  w a s co n d e m n e d  b y  the  R e g is tra r  as 

c o n tra v e n in g  the  F o u rth  P r in c ip le ,  w h ic h  re q u ire s  

th a t p e rs o n a l d a ta  h e ld  fo r  a n y  p u rp o se  s h o u ld  b e  

a dequ a te , re le v a n t a n d  n o t e x c e s s iv e  in  re la t io n  to  

th a t p u rp o se . B y  th e  e n d  o f  J u ly , th is  p a r t ic u la r
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□
in fo rm a t io n  s h o u ld  b e  c o m p le te ly  re m o v e d  fro m  

th e  P N C .

Public sector
W ith in  th e  p u b lic  s e c to r, the  R e g is t r a r ’ s O f f ic e  

h a d  an  a c tiv e  r o le  a n d  p ro v id e d  a d v ic e  in  r e la t io n  

to  d a ta  p ro te c t io n  im p lic a t io n s  o f  lo c a l g o v e rn m e n t 

re o rg a n is a t io n , as w e ll a s N H S  re o rg a n is a t io n . 

E liz a b e th  F ra n c e  s tre sse d  th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  

th in k in g  a b o u t th e  d a ta  p ro te c t io n  im p lic a t io n s  a n d  

th e  re q u ire m e n ts  o f  th e  A c t  a t th e  t im e  o f  

in tro d u c t io n  o f  n e w  da ta b a se s o r  a  n e w  

in fo rm a t io n  sy s te m .

T w o  p a r t ic u la r  ca se s , a lre a d y  m e n tio n e d  in  the 

la s t  y e a r ’ s T e n th  R e p o rt , re m a in e d  v e ry  m u ch  in  

th e  R e g is t r a r ’ s fo c u s .

T h e  C h ild  S u p p o rt A g e n c y  ( C S A )  w a s the  

s in g le  la rg e s t o rg a n is a t io n  a b o u t w h ic h  c o m p la in ts  

w e re  re c e iv e d  b y  th e  O f f ic e . M o re  th an  4 0 0  

c o m p la in ts  re la te d  to  th e  C S A  an d  m o s t o f  th ese  

w e re  a b o u t th e  A g e n c y ’ s p ra c t ic e  to  d is c lo s e  

f in a n c ia l in fo rm a t io n  to  th o se  p a r ty  to  a  

m a in te n a n ce  a sse ssm en t.

T h e  R e g is t r a r ’ s c o n c e rn  a b o u t R e g io n a l 

E le c t r ic it y  C o m p a n ie s  ( R E C s )  d is c lo s in g  cu s to m e r 

in fo rm a t io n  o b ta in e d  in  th e  c o u rs e  o f  th e  R E C ’ s 

b u s in e s s  h a s n o t d isa p p e a re d . O n  th e  c o n tra ry , the  

s itu a tio n  h a s so m e w h a t w o rs e n e d  a n d  re s u lte d  in  

s ix  p r e lim in a ry  n o t ic e s  a n d  o n e  fo rm a l re g is tra t io n  

re fu s a l n o t ic e  h a v in g  b e e n  se rv e d . C u r r e n t ly , a  

w o rk in g  g ro u p  in c lu d in g  re p re s e n ta tiv e s  o f  th e  

R E C s  a n d  th e  R e g is t r a r ’ s O f f ic e  is  a sse ss in g  the  

im p a c t o f  th e  d a ta  p ro te c t io n  p r in c ip le s  g e n e ra lly  

a n d , in  p a r t ic u la r , th e  f a ir  o b ta in in g  re q u ire m e n t 

o n  u se s  o f  c u s to m e r in fo rm a t io n  b y  th e  R E C s .

C o m p la in t s  a n d  c a s e lo a d

T h e  R e p o rt  g iv e s  so m e  in te re s tin g  s ta t is t ic s  a s to  

th e  n u m b e r a n d  ty p e s  o f  c o m p la in ts  as w e ll as to  

th e  t im e  ta k e n  fo r  h a n d lin g  c o m p la in ts  an d  

in v e s t ig a t io n s .

T h e  to ta l n u m b e r o f  c o m p la in ts  re c e iv e d  fro m  

in d iv id u a ls  in  th e  p re v io u s  tw e lv e  m o n th s  w a s 

2 ,8 1 4 , w h ic h  is  a  s lig h t  d e cre a se  in  c o m p a ris o n  to  

th e  1 9 9 3 /9 4  f ig u re s . T h e  g re a t m a jo r ity  o f  

c o m p la in ts  re la te  to  p r iv a te  s e c to r p ra c tic e s  

(7 2 % ).

In  a  b re a k d o w n  b e tw e e n  v a r io u s  su b -se c to rs  

a n d  a re a s  o f  a c t iv it ie s , th e  fo llo w in g  w e re  the 

p r in c ip a l c a u se s  o f  c o m p la in ts  in  d e sce n d in g  

o rd e r:
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•  c o n su m e r c re d it  32%

•  d ire c t  m a il 10%

•  C h ild  S u p p o rt A g e n c y  7  %

•  lo c a l g o v e rn m e n t 4%

•  c e n tra l g o v e rn m e n t 2%

•  p o lic e  2%

• h e a lth  1%

T h e  R e g is tra r  w e lc o m e d  th e  ti 

c o m p la in ts  to  b e  m o re  su b s ta n tia l 

T h is  is  p a r t ly  du e  to  “ p ro g re s s  m i 

se c to rs  g e n e ra lly  in  re sp o n d in g  to  

re q u ire m e n ts  o f  th e  D a ta  P ro te c tic [i 

p a r t ly  to  “ e ffo r ts  o f  the  R e g is tra r  

o th e rs  to  m ake  k n o w n  to  in d iv id u i

;rend sh o w n  fo r  

th a n  in  th e  p a s t. 

4 d e  b y  in d u s try  

th e

m A c t , ”  a n d  

s O f f ic e  an d  

i l ls  h o w  to  se e k

Registrar's Mission Statement
“We shall promote respect for 
the private lives o f individuals 
and in particular for the privacy 
o f their information bv:
• implementing the Data 

Protection Act 1984
influencing national 
international thinki 
privacy and person 
information. ”

ng
ial

and 
ig on

re d re s s  th e m se lv e s  fo r  p ro b le m s  s jic h  as u n w a n te d  

d ire c t  m a il a n d  c re d it  re fe re n c e .

T h e  R e g is t r a r ’ s O f f ic e  a lm o s t 

ta rg e t to  sp eed  u p  the  p ro c e s s  o f  

in v o lv e d  in  in v e s t ig a tio n . T h u s , j i i i  

o f  c o m p la in ts  is  in v e s t ig a te d  w ith i 

m o n th s  a n d  a  s im ila r  n u m b e r b e tw i 

m o n th s . U n d e r a  q u a rte r o f  c o m p la i 

b e tw een  6  to  12 m o n th s  to  in v e s t ig  

it  s t il l  ta ke s  o v e r  a  y e a r to  in v e s tig ; 

c o m p la in ts .

T h e  m a in  re a so n  fo r  su ch  v a r i 

ta k e n  fo r  in v e s t ig a t io n  is  th e  d iffe ^  

c o m p le x ity  o f  th e  ca se s . M a n y  co i 

fu r th e r  in fo rm a tio n , d o cu m e n ts , c

a c h ie v e d  it s  

t im e  

s t u n d e r a  th ir d  

n th e  f ir s t  th re e  

e en  3 to  6  

in t s  re q u ire  

;ate. H o w e v e r, 

a te  17%  o f

a t io n s  in  t im e  

e n t le v e ls  o f  

in p la in ts  re q u ire  

o n ta c ts  w ith  an d
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v is it s  to  b o th  c o m p la in a n ts  a n d  da ta  u se rs  

c o n ce rn e d .

c o m p la in ts  (5 8% ) a re  in v e s t ig a te d  in  te rm s  o f  d a ta  

p ro te c tio n  c o m p lia n c e .

In flu e n c in g  n a tio n a l a n d  in te rn a t io n a l 

th in k in g

E liz a b e th  F ra n c e  e x p re s s e d  h e r d e te rm in a t io n  to  

c o n tin u e  to  be  c lo s e ly  in v o lv e d  a n d  in f lu e n c e  

n a t io n a l a n d  in te rn a t io n a l p ro je c ts  h a v in g  a n  

im p a c t o n  p r iv a c y  a n d  d a ta  p ro te c t io n .

National issues
F o llo w in g  th e  G o v e rn m e n t’ s Green Paper on 
Identity Cards, th e  R e g is tra r  h a s p u b lis h in g  it s  

o w n  in fo rm a tio n  b o o k le t  Identity cards: putting 
you in the picture. T h e  b o o k le t  is  a im e d  a t 

in d iv id u a ls  to  h e lp  th em  c o n s id e r  a n d  d eb a te  th e  

m a n y  is su e s  in v o lv e d  a n d  it  in v ite s  th e ir  re sp o n se . 

A ls o ,  the  O f f ic e  o rg a n is e d  a  o n e  d a y  w o rk s h o p  o n  

the  is su e  o f  id e n t ity  c a rd s  in  a n  a tte m p t to  

s t im u la te  p u b lic  d eba te .

E liz a b e th  F ra n c e  is  k e e n  to  “ p ro v id e  m o re  

p ro m p t a n d  in fo rm a t iv e  f ir s t  re sp o n se  to  n e w  

c o m p la in a n ts ,”  b y  n o t ify in g  c o m p la in a n ts  v e ry  

q u ic k ly  w h e th e r th e  R e g is tra r  w o u ld  be  a b le  to  

h e lp  in  re s o lv in g  a  p ro b le m . T h e  O f f ic e  h a s sen t 

to  a ll c o m p la in a n ts  a  le a f le t  Your complaints: what 
happens when you complain to the Data 
Protection Registrar w ith  th e  in te n tio n  o f  

e x p la in in g  th e  c o m p la in ts  h a n d lin g  p ro c e d u re . 

N e a r ly  a  th ir d  (3 1 % ) o f  c o m p la in ts  a re  

in v e s t ig a te d  w ith in  3 m o n th s  a n d  o v e r  a  q u a rte r 

(2 9 % ) a re  in v e s t ig a te d  in  fro m  3 to  6  m o n th s .

N o t  a ll o f  th e  c o m p la in ts  ra is e  s p e c if ic  d a ta  

p ro te c t io n  is s u e s  w h ic h  re q u ire  d e ta ile d  

in v e s t ig a t io n . S o m e tim e s , th e  R e g is tra r  m e re ly  

g iv e s  a d v ic e  a n d  in fo rm a t io n  a b o u t th e  p ro b le m , 

o r  a d v is e s  th e  c o m p la in a n t to  se e k  h e lp  e ls e w h e re . 

T h e  f ig u re s  sh o w  th a t ju s t  o v e r  a  h a lf  o f  the

Com plaints about credit, the largest group in the private sec to r

The UK Registrar has always carefully monitored personal data handling practices within the credit sector, 
due to a large number of complaints from individuals. There is a general trend of a decrease in the number 
of complaints about this issue. However, 876 or around one-third (32% in 1994/5) of all complaints are still 
about issues concerned with consumer credit. To put this figure into context, it should be viewed against 
the 750,000 access requests per year to the consumer credit reference companies.

Lesley Bett, Head of Complaints, heads a department of two complaints managers, 10 complaints case 
officers and one complaints analyst who handles the more complex cases.

Of all the complaints received in the last year, they judged that 58% were worthy of investigation. As far 
as the credit information category is concerned, complaints about third party data have virtually 
disappeared. This formerly common problem was where a credit information company recorded an 
individual's credit record by reference to their address and so the record could refer to previous occupants 
or other occupants at the same address.

However, several credit information problems remain:
1. accuracy of the data.
2. problems of disassociating the credit records of an individual from another individual with the same 

forename, for example, a father and son, at the same address.
3. the length of time information should be held about an individual. For example, for how long should 

data about an individual's bankruptcy be held on a credit information company's file? How does the 
company decide whether it is still relevant after a certain period?

On all these issues, if individuals cannot obtain a correction or a satisfactory response to their problem, 
they may complain to the Data Protection Registrar who will obtain redress for the individual. At the same 
time, the Registrar builds up a fuller picture of industry practices for the benefit of consumers as a group. 
The Registrar plans to soon issue a new guidance note on credit information (PL&B February 1995 p. 20).

The credit information industry is also regulated by the Office of Fair Trading under the Consumer Credit 
Act 1974. For further information, see Guide to Credit Scoring, 1993 (Credit Industry Working Party on 
Credit Scoring, c/o FLA, 18, Upper Grosvenor Street, London, W 1X 9PB) and Helping You to Understand 
Your Credit File (Consumer Help Service, CCN Group, PO Box 40, Nottingham, NG7 2SS).
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□
A l l  th e se  e f fo r ts  a re  in te n d e d  to  so u n d  o u t 

p u b lic  o p in io n  a n d  h e lp  th e  R e g is tra r  p re p a re  a  

fo rm a l re sp o n se  to  th e  G o v e rn m e n t.

T h e  R e g is tra r  c lo s e ly  fo llo w s  im p le m e n ta tio n  

o f  th e  G o v e rn m e n t ’ s White Paper on Open 
Government, s e tt in g  o u t a  co d e  o f  a c ce ss  to  

in fo rm a t io n  h e ld  b y  c e n tra l g o v e rn m e n t. T h is  

d o cu m e n t, am o n g  o th e r th in g s , p ro p o s e d  a  n ew  

s ta tu to ry  r ig h t  o f  a c ce ss  b y  in d iv id u a ls , su b je c t to  

c e r ta in  e x e m p tio n s , to  th e ir  m a n u a l re c o rd s  in  the 

p u b lic  s e c to r, e n fo rc e a b le  b y  th e  R e g is tra r .

International developments
P ro g re s s  w ith  th e  a d o p tio n  o f  th e  E U  D a ta  

P ro te c t io n  D ir e c t iv e  h as b e e n  c lo s e ly  m o n ito re d  

w ith in  th e  R e g is t r a r ’ s O f f ic e .

T h e  R e g is tra r  w e lc o m e s  th e  D ir e c t iv e  a n d  the 

o p p o rtu n ity  fo r  ch a n g e s  in  th e  U K  la w  th ro u g h  

n e w  p r im a ry  le g is la t io n . T h e  O f f ic e  h a s is s u e d  a 

b r ie f in g  n o te  se tt in g  o u t th e  R e g is t r a r ’ s 

p r e lim in a ry  th o u g h ts  o n  th e  D ir e c t iv e  a n d  som e  o f  

its  p ro v is io n s . T h e  p a p e r is  in c lu d e d  in  a n  

A p p e n d ix  to  th e  R e p o rt.

In  v ie w  o f  th e  D ir e c t iv e ’ s a d o p tio n  in  J u ly  

1995  a n d  th e  th re e  y e a r  im p le m e n ta t io n  p e r io d  fo r  

n e w  U K  le g is la t io n , th e  R e g is tra r  O f f ic e  is  k e e n  

to  co m m e n ce  a  fo rm a l c o n s u lta tio n  e x e rc is e  w ith  

th e  re p re s e n ta tiv e s  o f  v a r io u s  d a ta  u se rs . T h e  

R e g is tra r  e x p e c ts  to  g o  th ro u g h  th is  e x e rc is e  in  th e  

m o n th  o f  S e p te m b e r in  o rd e r  to  p re p a re  a  fo rm a l 

re sp o n se  a n d  re c o m m e n d a tio n  to  th e  H o m e  O ff ic e .

A p a r t  fro m  th e  G e n e ra l D ir e c t iv e , th e  R e g is tra r  

is  s e e k in g  to  in f lu e n c e  th e  o th e r tw o  s ig n if ic a n t  

m e a su re s  c o m in g  fro m  B ru s s e ls  - d ir e c t iv e s  o n  

te le c o m m u n ic a tio n s  a n d  d is ta n c e  s e llin g .

F in a lly ,  th e  d ra ft  E u ro p o l C o n v e n t io n , 

e s ta b lis h in g  th e  E u ro p e a n  P o lic e  O f f ic e , h a s b e en  

e x a m in e d  b y  th e  R e g is tra r , id e n t ify in g  m a n y  da ta  

p ro te c t io n  is s u e s . A  p a p e r s u m m a ris in g  th e  

R e g is t r a r ’ s s u b m is s io n s  to  th e  H o u se  o f  L o rd s  o n  

th e se  is s u e s  is  in c lu d e d  in  a n  A p p e n d ix  to  the 

R e p o rt.

T h e  y e a r  a h e a d

E liz a b e th  F ra n c e  h a s id e n t if ie d  th e  fo llo w in g  k e y  

o b je c t iv e s  fo r  h e r  o f f ic e  in  th e  n e x t tw e lv e  

m o n th s :

•  to  in tro d u c e  a  n e w  I T  sy s te m  fo r  re g is tra t io n  

b y  e a r ly  1 9 9 6  (p age  16);

•  to  re c o n s id e r  th e  re g is t ra t io n  p ro c e s s , a g ree  o n  

a  n e w  a p p ro a c h  a n d  b e g in  its  in tro d u c t io n ;

to  im p ro v e  a c ce ss  to  th e  O f f ic e  fo r  te le p h o n e  

c a lle r s  b y  in tro d u c in g  a u to m a te d  f a c ilit ie s  fo r  

o rd e r in g  p u b lic a t io n s  a n d  d ir e c t  d ia llin g  

c a p a b ilit ie s ;

to  p re p a re  p ro m o t io n a l m a te r ia l to  e n co u ra g e  

an  in c re a s e  in  re g is t ra t io n  u n d e r th e  A c t  o n ce  

the  s im p lif ie d  p ro c e d u re  is  in  p la c e ;

to  is su e  g u id a n ce  to  d a ta  u se rs  o n  d o cu m e n t 

im a g e  p ro c e s s in g , d ir e c t  m arke  t in g  a n d  c re d it  

re fe re n ce ;

to  is su e  n e w  a d v ic e  to  the  p u b ljic  o n  w h a t the  

O f f ic e  d o e s

to  re sp o n d  fo rm a lly  to  th e  G o v i 

G re e n  P a p e r o n  id e n t ity  C a rd s  

th is  y e a r

to  p re p a re  a  c o n s u lta tio n  p a p e r 

a d v ic e  to  G o v e rn m e n t o n  th e  i: 

the  E U  D a ta  P ro te c t io n  D ir e c t i 

la w  b y  F e b ru a ry  n e x t y e a r.

e m m e n t’ s 

b y  S e p te m b e r

as th e  b a s is  o f  

h tro d u c tio n  o f  

v e  in  th e  U K

e a s tT h e  A p p e n d ix  - la s t  b u t n o t

A p a r t  fro m  the  a lre a d y  m e n tio n e d  p a p e rs  o n  the  

E U  D a ta  P ro te c t io n  D ir e c t iv e  a n d  d a ta  p ro te c t io n  

im p lic a t io n s  o f  the  E u o ro p o l C o n v e n t io n , th e  

A p p e n d ix  to  th e  R e p o rt  c o n ta in s  o th e r in te re s tin g  

a n d  u s e fu l m a te r ia l.

T o  m e n tio n  b u t a  fe w , th e re  is  the f ir s t  

“ fo rm a lis e d ”  a n d  w r itte n  a d v ic e  o f  th e  R e g is tra r  

o n  th e  In te rn e t a n d  d a ta  p ro te c tio n  A lth o u g h  th e re  

a re  s t il l  m a n y  is su e s  w h ic h  n e e d  to  b e  a d d re sse d , 

th is  p a p e r is  u s e fu l fo r  m a n y  d a ta  u s e rs  w h o  h a ve  

b e en  se e k in g  som e g u id a n ce  a n d  in fo rm a t io n  fro m  

th e  R e g is tra r  re g a rd in g  th e ir  u se  o f  th e  In te rn e t. 

T h e  p a p e r in te n d e d  to  g iv e  so m e  b a s ic  in fo rm a tio n  

a n d  in it ia te s  th in k in g  a b o u t d a ta  p ro te c t io n  

p ro b le m s  a n d  p o s s ib le  s o lu t io n s .

A ls o ,  th e re  is  a  s y n o p s is  o f  a  p  re se n ta tio n  b y  

R o s e m a ry  J a y , the  R e g is t r a r ’ s L e g a l A d v is o r  o n  

th e  e ffe c t  o f  S e c t io n  161 o f  the  C r im in a l J u s t ic e  

a n d  P u b lic  O rd e r  A c t  1 9 94  a m e n d  n g  the  D a ta  

P ro te c t io n  A c t  a n d  it s  im p a c t o n  th e  c u r re n t 

re g is tra t io n  sy s te m  ( P L & B  F e b ru a ry  '9 5  p . 16 ).

F in a lly ,  fo r  th o se  in te re s te d  in  the is su e  o f  

c o n f id e n t ia lity  a n d  d a ta  p ro te c tio n , th e re  is  a  

b a c k g ro u n d  p a p e r p re se n te d  a t th e  R e g is t r a r ’ s 

c o n fe re n c e  o n  c o n f id e n t ia lit y  in  M a r c h  th is  y e a r .

Report published by HMSO ISBN: 0-10-266495 
-1, £12.25. This report was w ritten by Bojana 
Bellamy, a Privacy Laws & Business consultant.
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