week after Black Monday.

Most newspapers, however, think Mr
Brooke’s main job is to keep the seat warm
for Lord Young. Mr Brooke does not. He
‘may be right.

Secret service

Consoling agents

NHAPPY spies and spycatchers in Brit-
ain’s secret services will in future have
an officially appointed shoulder to cry on.

Mrs Thatcher has just announced the ap-

pointment of a distinguished former civil
servant, Sir Philip Woodfield, as staff coun-
sellor for the securiry service (M1s), the secret
intelligence service (Mis) and government
communications headquarters (GCHQ).

The possibility of an ombudsman for
those who work in the neurotic and
unglamorous world of M5 and Mis had been
discussed ever since the Bettaney case of
1985. Mr Michael Bettaney, an unstable and
alcoholic mi5 officer, offered his secrets to
the KGB, but was arrested while the Russians
were still trying to decide whether he was
genuine or an obvious British plant.

Time and again, the British government
has been embarrassed by finding that some
of those entrusted with secrets were spying
for the Russians. Often, those caught were
suffering from awful personality problems.
For instance, Mr Geoffrey Prime (who spied
for the Russians at GCHQ) turned out to be a
sexual pervert.

Until now the government has main-
tained that the heads of the intelligence ser-
vices should be solely responsible for look-
ing after their staff. In future; those staff will
have direct access to Sir Philip, who has had
considerable professional dealings with Brit-
ain’s intelligence community.

Under the terms of his appointment, Sir
Philip will handle only cases that members
of the secret services have not been able to

_resolve “through the ordinary processes of
management-staff relations”. If he is to do it
effectively, the discontented must be able to
go to him direct without feeling that they are
risking their careers. Similarly, Sir Philip
must have direct access to the two ministers
responsible for the services (the home secre-
tary for Mis and the foreign secretary for Mis
and GCHQ) without disclosing details t
their director-generals. . .

The last Thatcher government ap-
pointed a senior judge (Lord Justice Lloyd)
to report regularly on intercepted communi-
cations. A regular survey of the secret ser-
vices by a judge would help to head off the
steady pressure, continually refreshed by
new spy scandals, for direct parliamentary

supervision of them. This Mrs Thatcher is L

still determined to resist.
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HE Association of Metropolitan Au-

thorities would like to pretend it is
taken seriously by the government. Why
else should 69 (mainly Labour) English
boroughs pay £26,000 each to keep a
staff of 80 in central London, a stone’s
throw from the Department of the Envi-
ronment, if not to speak for local govern-
ment in affairs of state! Central govern-
ment likes to pretend it takes the AMa,
and its more rural (and less socialist)
counterparts, seriously: ministers affirm
that they do not make policy without
consulting interested parties. Yet both
sides know the process is a sham.

-The AMA has now decided to expose
it as such. It feels its views are getting ever
more cursory consideration from a gov-
ernment determined only to push on
with manifesto commitments. Recently,
says the AMA, it received half a dozen
consultation papers on the huge changes
that the government proposes for coun-
cil housing. Time allowed for comments:
from 29 days to just 15.

Local authorities, schools and parents
got about eight weeks to respond to Mr
Kenneth Baker’s plans for education—
six weeks of which were during school
summer holidays. R.A. Butler spent over
two years consulting on his 1944 Educa-

‘Replies by next week, please

tion Act. The AMA is debating whether
to spend £15,000 challenging Mr Baker’s
kind of consultation in court.

Local education authorities contrast
this perfunctory consultation with the
complex procedures they must follow to -
close a school. It takes at least 14 months,
often much longer, to reach such a deci-
sion. That is laid down by statute; noth-
ing in Britain’s unwritten constitution
says how much consultation is due be-
fore passing a law. The AMA’s challenge
would attempt to set a precedent by ap-
pealing to the common-law doctrine of
legitimate expectation. Some hope.

Data protection

Big Brother is
being watched

S DUSK fell on Burton-on-Trent in late
October, investigators sent by the data-
protection registrar knocked on the door of
a part-time policeman. He was suspected of
having got access to the police national com-
puter and to be copying personal data on to
tapes and discs at his home. The Data Pro-
tection Act 1984 was in business.

This was the first use of a search warrant
under the Acr, which comes fully into force
on November 11th. With it, the registrar,
Mr Eric Howe, made two points. He will
look vigorously into- allegations of police
misuse of data; civil-liberties groups have
criticised the Act’s weakness on police and
security files. Second, he has warned private-
sector holders of electronic data that the law
has teeth and that he will use them.

The Act has had extensive publicity. But
at least 100,000 small and medium-sized
companies have not vet registered their
automated name-linked files, as it requires.
Some not merely failed to register during the
appointed six months (November 1985 to

%

May 1986), but have not replied to letters of
inquiry from the registrar. Let them be
warned: a second unanswered letter means a
surprise visit from investigators, which
could lead to prosecution. This month sev-
eral non-registering companies will find
themselves in court.

The Act followed a decade of pressure,
white papers and procrastination. The Con-
federation of British Industry feared that if
Britain did not legislate it would become a
data haven, and countries with data-protec-
tion laws would ban export to Britain of
name-linked data. This could have cost Brit-
ish data-processing firms valuable contracts.
Hence the 1984 legislation, and ratification
last August of a Council of Europe conven-
tion on the subject, already ratified by Swe-
den, France, Spain, Norway and West
Germany.

Since September 1984 the Act has given
individuals the right to sue for damages if in-
formation has been lost or destroyed, or
there has been unauthorised access to per-
sonal data; since May 1986 they have also
been able to sue if data are inaccurate. No
such case has yet been brought. But data-
holders should long since have set up a pro-
cess of reviewing their electronic files on em-
ployees, job applicants, suppliers, customers
and pensioners, to check that the informa-

31




BRITAIN

tion is accurate, up-to-date and appropri-
ately secure. :

The Ac also challenges the tradition of
refusing employees access to files on them-
selves. It gives the employee a right of access
to management evaluations of himself,
though not to management intentions for
his future. Trade unions and others feared
employers would respond by shifting auto-
mated data on to manual records, which are
not covered by the Act. But a recent survey
shows that few have done so.

The Act has already given the public the
chance to bring two favourite complaints be-
fore the registrar: credit information and un-
solicited mail. His staff is still talking to the
credit-information industry. For the direct
marketers, the Advertising Association re-
sponded last April with a code of practice. It
puts more weight on the industry’s volun-
tary “mailing preference service”, which
gives people an opportunity to have their
names taken off mailing lists. Mr Howe, who
helped to draw up the code, has said that,
when considering complaints, he will treat
compliance with it as a “positive factor” in
favour of the company. Unfortunately, a re-

cent survey of more than 250 direct-mail .

companies found that one-third were not
aware of the code, and one-fifth had not reg-
istered under the Act.

< Housing

Separate might
be more equal

RITAIN'S public housing could be
heading toward a mild form of apart-
heid. Quite a lot of brown and black people
would be happy if it did. Those are the sur-
prising results of racism, yobbery and gov-
ernment housing policy.
Local councils are often accused by eth-

nic minorities of giving them second-best in
housing. True or false, what matters, to the
minority, is that they believe it. Even if the
council is simon-pure, its black or brown
tenants may face harassment from their
white neighbours. Yet a recent survey by the
Commission for Racial Equality (CRE),

‘among mainly urban councils, found that

only 40% of those who bothered to answer
its questionnaire had developed a policy on
racial harassment; more than half even of
these had never analysed the results.

A London conference this Friday was
looking to see what should be done. One
question raises broader ones. The victims of
harassment will usually ask to be transferred
to another property; meaning, quite often,
somewhere they can feel at home among
people of their own kind. Most councils
make such transfers, uneasily. It amounts to
a surrender to racism. Yet should you force
some frightened family to have the courage
of your convictions, and stay put—even’ if
you have the staff to support them, as many
councils do not? )

More widely, might it then be sensible to
put like with like in the first place, if that is
what people want? Some people do indeed
want it; others—as councils often forget—
do not. And just how far would this differ
from the allocation policies which, inten-
tionally or not, amount to ramming black
tenants into black slums?

Councils, and the CRE, can see both
sides of the argument. So, more interest-
ingly, do black and brown people and their
organisations. And the novelty is that, in fu-
ture, the decision may be up to them, not to
council housing officials. :

The two pillars of government social-
housing policy are to switch the emphasis
from councils to housing associations,
and-—once a new housing law is in force—to
let existing council tenants “opt out”. Both

- would enable minorities unhappy with what

council housing offers them to get out and
help themselves.
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How would Youhke to come home to this?

Thus, under the proposed housing law,
a largely black block could opt out and form
a co-op, or go under the wing of a housing
association (or indeed any Whitehall-ap-
proved landlord). A handful of ethnic-mi-
nority housing associations have existed for
some time. Recently, with ministerial back-
ing and money from the Housing Corpora-
tion, 11 new black-run (or brown or, in one
Manchester case, Chinese) associations have
been formed. There are plans for another
eight. They are widely spread: London,
Manchester, Birmingham (where, among
others, there is one for Bangladeshi widows),
Leeds, Bristol, Liverpool.

The numbers involved are still tiny. The
aim is that each association should start with
perhaps 25 houses in its first year and build
slowly up from that. Housing management is
a skilled job, and novel sorts of associations
can discredit themselves if they try to run
too fast. Public money is available: £35m
this year. But the private capital that will be
needed later will not come easily—or at all if
institutions 'lose confidence. So existing
housing associations are providing training
for the new ethnic ones.

Nobody can be sure how far ethnic
housing may spread. There are not many
ethnic-majority council blocks that their in-
habitants would think worth taking over;
nor many such majorities with the morale to
do it. Would any spread be undesirable? The
ghetto can be good or bad, the result of
discrimination or source of pride, home or
slum—or all these at once.

And there is a flip side. What blacks can
do, whites can. The new ethnic housing
associations have been carefully set up to be
just that, and yet to remain within anti-
discrimination law. Imagine that some co-
vertly all-white association were set up on
the same basis; or, more likely, that the
mainly white tenants of a council block were
to opt out and make clear that their few non-
white fellow-residents were unwelcome.

Many people before today’s ministers
have argued that the best help in housing is
self-help. Many, white and black, think the
best answer to discrimination is the achieve-
ment and self-esteem of minorities organised

‘as part of the system, not against it. But

thoughtful people; white or black, see that
there are dangers, too.

Juvenile crime

A softer touch?

ORE than half Britain’s detected crim-

inals are aged under 21. The teenage
population is falling sharply; so is juvenile
crime, and that fall is helping to stem the rise
in total crime. But a 15-year-old boy is still
nearly six times likelier than an average man
to commit a crime and get caught for it. The
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