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Hitchens on Presidential woes. Voting tactically
Mass production of intimacy • Germany votes right
Writing in China. Born-again bomb culture

'Unfortunately,

there are people who try to use freedom
to destroy freedom ,
Margaret Thatcher, January 23, 1987

INSIDE THE NEW STATESMAN

Parliament stands
on its rights
Last week saw unprecedented
and highly publicised moves by the
government to prevent parliament
and the press following up the
New Statesman's now famous secret
satellite story. These moves have
failed, they leave the definition of
national security unclear as ever and also leave unanswered the central
question: why was the spending on
the project not revealed to the Public
Accounts Committee? JOHN LLOYD
and SARAH BENTON report
THE SENSE OF unease on the Tory benches was
high at the beginning of Tuesday night's debate, ..
and grew throughout it. John Biffen, the House
leader, gave as rotten a speech as a 'man of robust
common sense' (as Robin Cook later unkindly
complimented him from the Labour benches)
could give. He was lame in supporting the
government's motion that the Speaker's ruling of
last Thursday that Duncan Campbell's film on the
satellite not be shown in the House should stand and contantly interrupted by questions and points
from both Labour and Tory MPs. Peter Shore,
from the Labour front bench, unwound himself to
givea fine speech - cutting, concerned, liberal on
the rights of the press.
The grander figures of the House had marked
the debate as a critical one: Jim Callaghan,
Michael Foot, Enoch Powell all caught the
Speaker's eye to deplore the ludicrousness of MPs
being formally unable to see a film in the
Commons which they could read about in the New
Statesman, or excerpted in newspapers. Biffen put
his feet on the table in front of him, and closed his
eyes. Behind him, his own benches began to rebel.
The precise cause of these pyrotechnics was
certainly unprecedented. The ruling last Thursday
of Speaker Bernard Weatherill broke a tradition
of MPs seeing otherwise banned material within
the House's precincts. But the House was meeting
in the wake of other unprecedented events.
First, the Attorney General, Sir Michael Havers,
had last Thursday written to the editors of all
national newspapers and broadcasting channels,
asking them not to publish details of the story
already published by the New Statesman.
Second, a warrant had been issued, under the
'catch all' section two of the Official Secrets Act,
signed by a judge, which gave Special Branch
officers the widest powers of search and seizure of
documents from the New Statesman , and from the
homes of Duncan Campbell, Patrick Forbes and
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A Special Branch officer stares out from an upstairs window at Duncan Campbell's

Jolyon Jenkins.
Third, a squad of Special Branch officers,
numbering between six and twelve at any given
time, occupied the NS offices from 8.00 last
Saturday evening to around midday on
Wednesday of this week. A presence was
maintained continually, and searching time
totalled some 40 hours.
Why? Simply, to bolt a stable door long after
the horse had done its turn in the public arena.
And, crucially, to put the lid on a powerful claim
that Parliament was being kept in the dark.

The Secret Society
The story begins when, in November 1985,
Campbell was commissioned by BBC2 to do a
series of six programmes under the rubric of Secret
Society. By spring of last year, he had selected six
topics for the series - on the abuse of private data,
on the ineffectiveness of several generations of
British radar systems, on the lurid fate of Freedom
of Information Bills, on the wide powers of the
Association of Chief Police Officers and on
government
authority
during a nuclear
emergency. The most sensitive of these
programmes, to be shown first, was named
'Zipper', which concerned a British satellite.
Campbell asked for the highest level of
participation: one of those from whom he asked
for an interview (for a different programme) with

house

Sir Michael Havers, the Attorney General, who
was informed during a lunch with Campbell of the
outline of the programmes' contents. Havers, in
friendly notes (signed 'yours ever, Michael')
regretfully declined to appear. But Campbell did
interview Professor Sir Ronald Mason, chief
scientific adviser at the Ministry of Defence from
1977 to 1983 and Sir Frank Cooper, permanent
secretary at the Ministry of Defence from 1977-82,
on 9 June and 16 July respectively. He told both
men he knew about the satellite project: Cooper
talked about the purposes of the project; Mason
registered astonishment that Campbell knew. On
7 October, Campbell interviewed Robert Sheldon,
financial secretary to the Treasury from 1975 to
79, and now chairman of the Public Accounts
Committee. Sheldon said he knew nothing of the
project, and that there were no exceptions to the
agreement between Parliament and the PAC that
the committee be told of major defence
expenditure.
Alarm bells were now ringing for the
government. Campbell's interview with Sheldon
had made it clear that the programme was not
about new systems for intelligence, incidentally
mentioning the new British satellite. Instead, it
would concentrate on the improper concealment
of the project from Parliament. Alan Protheroe,
Assistant Director-General, was soon telephoned
by MoD permanent secretary Sir Clive Whitmore

to ask about Secret Society. Meanwhile, the series
was postponed. Two weeks later, Protheroe was in
Glasgow viewing a preliminary version of the
Zircon film. He asked the producer to make a few
changes, none connected
with security.
Throughout November, the Defence Ministry was
in continuous touch with the BBC. Nevertheless,
on 4 December, Protheroe told BBe executives
that the whole series was cleared for transmission.
The next day, 5 December, he was in GCHQ
Cheltenham with the programme tapes discussing
its contents with GCHQ director Sir Peter
Marychurch. Two days later, the show was
'pulled' on Protheroe's instructions - a decision
confirmed by Director-General Alasdair Milne on
Thursday, IS January, on 'grounds of national
security'. The remaining five programmes were to
be broadcast (and are still intended for broadcast)
from mid March.
The NS had planned to run the features in
parallel with BBC transmission: now that one had
been dropped it was clear - as BBC executives
had informally confirmed - that the NS could
carryon with publication.

The Secret revealed
It was clear it might attract a government
injunction: a story had appeared in the Observer of
Sunday 18January, revealing the existence of the
'secret defence project', Milne's decision and
Campbell's intention to show a video of the
episode to MPs in the Commons on Thursday 22
January. But last week no demand for assurances
and no injunction arrived. Until Wednesday when a plain brown envelope was left for
Campbell that evening by two men from the
Treasury Solicitor's department. Campbell got it
the following day - Thursday 22 January - at
lunchtime: it was an order prohibiting him from
showing or publishing any details about the
satellite. By this time, however, two other wheels
had been set in motion: first, the NS had been
printed at its Colchester press and was already on
sale in central London and being distributed
throughout the country: and a Westminster farce
was in full swing, as the government attempted to
stop MPs seeing the film the BBC had banned.
Robin Cook, Labour MP for Livingston and
shadow trade spokesperson, had taken up the
cause. An old friend of Campbell's, he and three
other MPs had booked a room in the Commons in
which to show the film: the Attorney General got
to hear of it: and went to Justice Ian Kennedy, who
had approved the injunction against Campbell, to
seek a second injunction against Cook and 13
other named Labour MPs. His plea was
dismissed. Sir Michael then turned to the Speaker,
who obligingly issued an order prohibiting the
showing of the film within the Commons (a group
of MPs, including Ann Clwyd and Brian
Sedgemore, saw the film in a room outside).

A secret deplored
The Labour leadership had by then entered the
picture. Neil Kinnock, the Labour leader, was told
of the government's intention to seek an
injunction against the MPs seeing the film at
midnight on Wednesday: the injunction would be
a temporary measure until the House could
confirm the ban, through an emergency motion,
the following afternoon. An emergency motion
requires the support of the opposition: at 6.00 on
Thursday morning, Kinnock gave it.
A holding statement was issued later that
morning from Kinnock's office saying that 'if the
government says that this is a serious matter of
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national security I must take their word for it
until such time as that claim is substantiated or
otherwise.' Kinnock is, his staff insist, a man who
takes extremely seriously all issues of national
security. They were, however, aware of the danger
that if Kinnock gave a point-blank refusal to
entertain the government's claim, the Labour
Party might be blamed for allowing further
breaches of national security.
By 10.30 on Thursday morning, Denis Healey
(shadow foreign secretary), Roy Hattersley
(shadow chancellor), Martin O'Neill (shadow
defence), and John Smith (shadow trade and
industry) were gathered in Kinnock's office with a
copy of the programme's transcript and another
of the New Statesman. Their discussion hinged on
one issue: was the satellite project a 'serious matter
of national security' , and did the programme, and
the NS article, meet their definition of a serious
breach of security? They decided that a final
decision on that would wait until they had been
briefed by Sir Geoffrey Howe, the foreign
secretary.
We do not know what Howe and the officials
with him - who included Sir Clive Whitmore,
permanent secretary to the Ministry of Defence
and Sir Peter Marychurch of GCHQ - told them.
But it convinced them it was a breach of national
security.
They then. decided that they must uphold the
Speaker's ruling, and that they should make the
major line of their attack one of the government's
incompetence in not stopping the leak to the NS.
Kinnock attacked the Prime Minister for this in

the House on Thursday afternoon: Thatcher,
rattled, talked of 'people who are more interested
in trying to ferret out information of use to our
enemies than in preserving the defence interests of
our country'. The next day, in an interview on
IRN, she said it was 'significant' that the material
had appeared in a left-wing journal.

A search for secrets
The Attorney General was then doing some
significant work of his own. On Friday, he
obtained the search warrant for the NS offices: on
Saturday evening, at around 7.15, three Special
Branch officers, led by Detective Inspector Jim
Williams, called on the north London home of
Joanne Hurst, the NS production manager,
showed her the warrant and demanded entrance to
the NS Clerkenwell offices. Hurst phoned John
Lloyd, the NS editor: he phoned Brian Raymond
of lawyers Geoffrey Bindman and Co, and
arranged to meet the police with Raymond and
Hurst at the offices at 8.00p.m. The Special
Branch team entered, took possession of the
offices, and began their painstaking search of the
editorial floor.
The warrant allows the police to make only one
search. Hence, each night two officers spent the
night at the NS 'maintaining a continuous
presence' from Saturday until Wednesday. As the
last member of staff left, the doors to the upstairs
offices were sealed with sticky tape and signed so
that they could not be opened in their absence
without discovery.
The police searched,
courteously but
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methodically, throughout the weekend, turning
up long-lost letters, returning things neatly to the
wrong places. They seemed unsure of what they
were looking for. 'Could you give us some
guidance?' one asked, on the phone to his
superior, on Monday night. On Sunday
afternoon, Campbell came back from Edinburgh
to attend the search of his house in Stoke
Newington: the lock appeared jammed, and he
invited the police to kick it in. That night, teams
raided the flats of Patrick Forbes and Jolyon
Jenkins - without warning either to Forbes
(Jenkins was on holiday in Thailand) or to Brian
Raymond, who was his lawyer. From Forbes's
flat, they took expense account sheets - looking
for lunches with 'satellite moles'?
AS THE SEARCH continued, a certain tide in the
tone of the debate began to change. A number of
newspapers, stung by the assurances demanded of
them and feeling a threat to press freedom, took
the NS side - the Guardian (most strongly), the
Independent, the Observer and Today. The TV
coverage of the police occupation of the offices
stimulated public concern. Chris Smith, Labour
MP for South Islington (the NS's constituency),
came down to express his support. A number of
MPs, including Labour and Alliance front
benchers, came in on the same line. David Steel,
launching the Alliance campaign on Monday,
professed himself baffled as to the real issue of
national security. Archie Kirkwood, the Liberal
MP who led for his party on the issue, was robustly
contemptuous of the government's motives.

A Secrets debate
A debate on the government's motion that the
Speaker's ruling on banning the film's showing in
the Commons was timed for Tuesday night. But
by that time, the Prime Minister had, in question
time in the afternoon of Tuesday, given a signal to
her backbenchers that she had become even more
rattled. Pressed by Kinnock on incompetence once
more, she spoke of Campbell (not by name) as one
who 'ferrets out secrets for personal gain'. It was a
fine definition of what any journalist should be
doing. If this was the best the leader could do, it
was hardly good enough.
By the time the debate began at 6.00 in the
evening, many MPs on both sides of the House
had grasped the danger to their own privileges in
the nation's sovereign body. Before John Biffen,
Leader of the House, even began his speech,
James Callaghan, Michael Foot and Tony Benn
had all risen on points of order to insist that the
motion would establish precedent. It was Tony
Benn who proposed the solution: an amendment
referring the matter to the Committee of
Privileges.
What had been anticipated as a debate on
national
security
and
government
mismanagement was swiftly and perceptibly
transformed into a matter of grave constitutional
importance. John Biffen opened all the doors.
Time after time he gave way to points from both
his own side and the opposition. SuccessivelyTam
Dalyell, Tony Banks, Robin Cook, Eric Heffer,
Michael Foot, Neil Kinnock , Dale Campbell
Savours, John Morris, Terence Higgins rose to
interrupt and successively Mr Biffen sank back in
his seat, hearing the point and not responding.
When he finally sat down, the Conservatives were
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quite silent.
Peter Shore leading for Labour, paid lip service
to the notion of national security. But he spent
more time covering the ways in which government
abused the term, and the difficulties created by a
modern world of new technology, the American
Freedom of Information Act and uncensored
publishing for anyone trying to keep secrets secret.
Of course he accepted the judgment of Neil
Kinnock that the story should have been kept
secret. But he whisked on to say: 'In view of the
storm that has been directed at the New Statesman
I must make it clear that it is self evident that the
main motive of the article was to arraign the
government for what the author took to be the
deception of the Public Accounts Committee.'
By the time Tony Benn had said he hadn't read
the article and didn't care to, the issue was the
momentous struggle of the Commons and people
to maintain their rights; and Jim Callaghan had
said he had read the article and 'I find it very
difficult to see what the fuss is all about' - the
issue of national security was dead. None of the
Tories who followed raised it. Instead, first
Jonathan Aitken, then Timothy Raison and
Patrick Cormack from the Tory benches got up to
support Berm's motion. They gained confidence
as rumours began floating back that John Biffen
and Chief Whip John Wakeham were beating
their brains out trying to persuade Mrs Thatcher to
drop the government's motion and accept Berm's
amendment. Only Robin Cook brought the House
back to the first issue of the day: the freedom of the
press.
Who cared? This was, as Patrick Cormack said
'a classic House of Commons occasion'. During
the course of the debate, the grounds of the
discussion had changed and people had changed
their minds. The House of Commons at 9pm was
not the House that had met at 3.15. 'I am grateful
to the Speaker for giving his assurance that his
ruling willstay in force ... ' said Patrick Mayhew,
the Solicitor General, a clear preliminary to a
government climb-down. Under cover of roars of
laughter he officially confirmed that where Tony
Benn had led, Mrs Thatcher had agreed to follow.

A secret still?
This major point of importance remains: was
Parliament deceived in not being told, through the
Public Accounts Committee, of the satellite·
project? Robert Sheldon, PAC chairman told the
House that: 'On inquiry to the Comptroller and
Auditor General (Sir Gordan Downey) I found
that the only money spent was on development'.
He had made exhaustive enquiries, and had found
he had not been deceived.
There is no dispute that Sheldon did not know
of the project when interviewed by Campbell in
October: he says himself he checked with Sir
Gordon afterwards. But if Sheldon had
subsequently discovered that the satellite project
did not have to be notified to him as PAC
chairman, does that not at least blunt the main
thrust of Campbell's story - the misleading of
Parliament?
It would if it were so. But, despite Sheldon'S
statement, it remains at best, extremely doubtful.
The agreement to inform the PAC of major
defence projects proceeds from the Chevaline
incident: this was a project to modernise the
Polaris missilesystems which cost £ 1OOOmover ten

years (from 1972 to 1982) without Parliament
being informed of the escalating costs. The Ninth
report of the PAC (March 1982) reviewed the
sorry tale, and determined that, though projects
like Chevaline 'may present significant security
problems ... provision should be made to supply
this Committee from an early stage with broad
information on the nature, costs and progress of
such a programme or project.'
The rules governing the disclosure of such
information are laid out in the 35th PAC report
for 1985/86. It sets out two main criteria which,
when activated, should trigger off information on
the projects to the PAC. One of these, under the
heading 'Ministry of Defence major projects
statement', specifies 'these projects for which the
Treasury has authorised expenditure in excess of
£200m (since revised upwards to £250m)'. The
other specifies: 'in addition, projects expected to
exceed the £200m threshold are included when
expenditure on project definition has exceeded
£lOm.'
Sheldon told the House that the project did not
trigger the first criterion for disclosure, because
Treasury approval had not been given. But it does
trigger the second, or 'project definition' costing
over £lOm.That trigger does not require Treasury,
or Cabinet committee approval: merely that the
project is being'defined' which, as Sheldon told us
on Tuesday night after the debate, is the case for
this project. He would not say how much money
had been spent on this definition: and we cannot
say, under an agreement with the Treasury
Solicitor's department earlier this week to reveal
no new facts (or old facts, for that matter) on the
satellite project.
But, in his phone conversation with us, Sheldon
said several times that this second criterion did not
apply to projects having the highly classified tag,
because of an 'understanding'
between the
government and the PAC.
The only
understanding of this kind is contained in clause
12 of the appendix to the PAC's 1982 report on
Chevaline, which established the ground rules of
disclosure: in it, the Comptroller and Auditor
General writes that: 'It is possible to envisage
circumstances in which a Government department
might argue that some other important
information should not be reported to Parliament
bytheCandAG, or even disclosed to the PAC, on
the grounds that to do so would be damaging to the
national interest.' It continues, however, 'In such
circumstances it is likelythat the C and AG would
wish to consult the Chairman of the PAC about
the handling of such material if other
considerations pointed to report.'
This is a loophole - but not much of one.
Sheldon told us that he was 'not too 'worried'
about the £1Omproject definition trigger on highly
classified projects, unless he learned that the
money was being misspent, or was being
misallocated. As a former Treasury minister he isa
hard worker in the cause of ferreting out secrets
which the MoD might wish to keep from
Parliament. But his lack of concern in this area
appears to mean that the trigger which should have
been pulled to inform the PAC of the satellite
project was not pulled - until after he was told of
the project's existence by Campbell. That is the
core of the public concern, and the reason for the
film, and the NSarticle. It is that question which
remains unanswered.
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