
 

 
ITN SUBMISSION TO INDEPENDENT COMMISSION ON  

FREEDOM OF INFORMATION CALL FOR EVIDENCE 
 
 
ITN welcomes the Independent Commission on Freedom of Information’s call for 
evidence on this important and relatively new democratic right. ITN is the UK’s 
biggest independent producer of commercial broadcast news. We believe we are 
unique worldwide as a company that provides fully-formed and distinct news 
programming for all three Public Service Broadcasters – ITV, Channel 4 and Channel 
5. ITN also makes investigative programming through our ITN Productions unit. As 
an organisation, through our news and current affairs output, ITN has on many 
occasions reported important stories that have had significant public, institutional 
and even legislative impact. Below we have detailed specific examples of some 
recent investigations that would not have been uncovered without Freedom of 
Information (FOI).  
 
SUMMARY: 
 
Since the Freedom of Information Act was implemented in 2005, FOI has become 
an integral part of journalistic practice in the UK as a means of accessing 
information that would be otherwise unavailable. On many occasions information 
which is in the public interest has been brought to light through the use of FOI 
which has resulted in organisational and even legislative change.  
 
There is widespread concern amongst the media that the Commission is the 
precursor to a move by the Government to weaken FOI by adding new restrictions 
on the release of information, strengthening the ministerial veto and adding new 
fees. As such, ITN is a signatory to the Media Lawyer Association’s (MLA) response 
to this call for evidence and we echo the legal arguments made by the MLA and 
refer the Commission to that response. 
 
However, it was felt important to submit evidence specific to ITN in order to 
demonstrate the impact that FOI has had on our ability to produce high quality 
journalism in the public interest. The following submission therefore focuses upon 
ITN’s direct experience with FOI and details our position related to any proposed 
changes which could make it more difficult for journalists to access information that 
should be publicly available. 
 
It is extremely concerning to hear the Leader of the House of Commons Chris 
Grayling describe the utilisation of the Freedom of Information Act by media as a 
“misuse” of this legislation. Mr Grayling has said it should be used for “those who 
want to understand why and how government is taking decisions” and indicated 
that journalists who use this law to “generate stories” are somehow subverting the 
Act’s original intention.  
 
However, ITN would argue strongly that FOI is one of the most effective tools to 
hold government and other public sector organisations to account. Media plays a 
fundamental role in our democratic process to bring wrong-doing, mismanagement 
and even chronic inefficiencies to light. Restricting media ability to access 
information would be a direct infringement of this democratic process.  
 
There is no doubt that in many cases information can only be found through FOI 
requests. Making these requests to, for example, hundreds of councils or NHS trusts 
is extremely time-consuming for journalists. Investigations must be extremely 
focused in order to generate meaningful data that can illuminate an issue which was 
previously impenetrable.  
 



 

 
ITN understands that the government is concerned about the cost and time spent 
responding to FOI requests. However, we would argue that the benefit to the public 
interest of bringing important issues to light strongly outweighs other costs. 
Levying a charge for individual FOI requests would render them untenable for 
media organisations, for both logistical reasons and because they operate on lean 
budgets, as it is necessary to often make hundreds of requests for just one 
investigation in order to get a comprehensive picture. 
 
The Commission specifically asks whether the burden imposed on public authorities 
under the Act is justified by the public interest in the public’s right to know. It is our 
contention that the current FOI Act should not be changed to restrict the flow of 
information to the general public. There are already absolute and qualified 
exemptions by which institutions can claim that information should not be passed 
on. There is also already a cost limit as to what can be asked for, measured in how 
much time it takes to search for, find, and retrieve information. Making it more 
difficult to access information could lead to the unintended consequences of a 
chilling effect on journalism – preventing the public from being made aware of 
issues that are in the public interest and stifling the democratic process. There are, 
in fact, areas where the reach of the FOI Act could be expanded as set out in the 
MLA submission already referred to. For example, this could include private 
companies with a public service remit. 
 
ITN EXAMPLES OF FOI INVESTIGATIONS GENERATING PUBLIC INTEREST 
JOURNALISM 
 
CHANNEL 4 NEWS: 
 
Channel 4 News has revealed a number of public interest stories through the 
Freedom of Information (FOI) Act, and routinely uses FOI to obtain material to 
support investigations. 
 
Ben de Pear, Editor, Channel 4 News: 
 
“FOI has brought a revolution in transparency giving us all access to the data and 
decisions that govern our lives and is a crucial mechanism which helps to hold 
power to account in an open society. At Channel 4 News we’ve used it to expose 
the issues faced by some of the most vulnerable and voiceless - not least revealing 
more than 6,000 children from every corner of Britain at risk of sexual exploitation, 
and more than 13,000 children, including babies have disappeared from children’s 
homes.  
 
“It’s revealed critical ambulance shortages, A&Es in meltdown, and transplants from 
high-risk donors the bedrock of important stories we have featured on our 
programme - and information that literally could mean life or death. The best of 
journalism shines a torch in dark corners; FOI is a floodlight and long may it shine 
bright.” 
 
Children at risk of sexual exploitation 
 
In October 2014, Channel 4 News used FOI to reveal for the first time the full scale 
of child sexual exploitation (CSE) in Britain. Figures, obtained from councils under 
FOI showed more than 6,000 children were recorded as at risk of CSE. This was the 
first time a national figure had been compiled, and showed that the issue affected 
almost every area of the country. 
  
The data obtained also revealed that the number of children referred to by councils 
as at risk of CSE in the first six months of 2013 was similar to the numbers referred  



 

 
during the full previous year. This demonstrated the growing problems faced by 
authorities in protecting children from abuse. 
  
The issue was demonstrably in the public interest. Our research followed a number 
of scandals in which children in care were targeted by paedophile gangs. Much of 
the national debate was confined to the handful of towns where the issue had 
received prominence, and no national figures were available. The data we obtained 
under FOI gave a full picture of a serious issue for the first time. 
  
Channel 4 News’ figures were covered by other national media outlets, and have 
been cited in a number of debates, and by charities and campaign groups as 
evidence of the importance of greater steps to protect children from abuse. We 
were also contacted directly by a number of care professionals asking if they could 
access and share our data in their work. 
  
The process of putting in FOI request to more than 150 top-tier councils is always 
difficult. Many councils now ask for individual web forms to be completed, 
preventing you from bulk sending requests. Some now refuse to accept FOI 
requests unless they are addressed solely to that one council, rather than bulk send 
lists. It's important to be able to build up national pictures, especially in the absence 
of figures from a national body. Any introduction of a charge per FOI request, even 
a small charge, would make important national surveys like this using FOI 
unfeasible. 
  
Thousands of Looked After Children go missing from children’s homes 
 
Last year we revealed that children went missing from care on 24,320 separate 
occasions in just two years. That included babies and toddlers going missing from 
children’s homes for more than a week. This was a public interest investigation that 
shone a light on an issue that is vastly under-reported by most media, and was only 
possible through using the Freedom of Information Act. 
  
Cases of child sexual exploitation in Rotherham dominated the headlines in 2014. 
Many of the victims were Looked After Children in council care, who were routinely 
going missing. No data existed on episodes of children going missing from care 
homes. We sent FOI requests to every top-tier council in the UK asking on how 
many separate occasions children had gone missing from care, how long they had 
gone missing for, and what ages the children were, between January 2012 and 
December 2013. 
  
The scale of the problem was staggering. There were 992 cases of children absent 
for at least five days, 34 missing for at least six months, and eight for more than a 
year. While the vast majority were teenagers, those who disappeared included six 
toddlers and dozens of children aged four to nine. 
  
Children’s homes are not given a lot of focus in the mainstream media. The experts 
we have spoken to throughout our investigations all claim that the lack of focus is 
because children in care are voiceless. They are among the most vulnerable people 
in society, and the people looking out for them - social workers - are under-
resourced. We have been told by many in the profession since our story that it 
highlighted issues they have been trying to expose for some time. We were able to 
do it relatively simply but only through FOI. 
  
This investigation would not have been possible if fees were introduced for FOI. 
Not because of the cost, but because of the logistical process of going through a 
secure payment site more than 150 times would take too much time. 
  



 

 
NHS winter care crisis 
 
In July, C4 News used FOI to reveal the scale of problems that led to a crisis in NHS 
care over the winter of 2014/15, and its knock-on-effects. We obtained data 
showing ambulance delays of over an hour waiting to off-load patients at accident 
and emergency departments, known as 'black breaches'. The information we 
obtained showed how over-stretched hospitals were unable to admit patients, 
forcing ambulance crews to wait with them outside. 
  
This ties up ambulances and prevents them from reaching further emergency 999 
calls, putting patients at risk. Under FOI, we also obtained copies of emails and 
letters between ambulance trusts and hospitals, revealing ambulance bosses had 
warned that patients' lives were being put at risk. In addition, another C4 News FOI 
request found over-stretched ambulance trusts had been forced to use taxis to 
ferry patients to hospital, even in emergency cases. 
  
The material obtained under FOI formed the basis for a series of packages looking 
at the state of the NHS and ambulance services. The packages provided national 
figures showing the scale of the problems faced by ambulance trusts as the NHS 
struggled with increasing patient numbers and seasonal demand. 
  
Ongoing use of FOI 
 
In many situations, using FOI has become more difficult. Delays by public 
authorities in responding to FOI request are common, with repeated requests for 
time extensions. Many authorities routinely use exemptions for information, forcing 
us to appeal, and prolonging the process by months. It has become a lengthy and 
time-consuming process, but remains one of the only ways to obtain important 
information. 
 
ITV NEWS: 
 
Geoff Hill, Editor of ITV News:  
 
“The Freedom of Information Act is an invaluable resource which enables us to 
investigate, to scrutinise and to hold authorities to account. The intention is not to 
generate headlines, but to inform and bring truth to the British public about the 
biggest issues affecting their lives, from healthcare and education to criminal 
justice. 
 
“In recent months ITV News used FOI to investigate the mismanagement of child 
exploitation cases by police forces and to examine how an increasing number of 
self-harming primary school children were arriving at A&E because results revealed 
that crisis care lines were not being manned 24/7, despite it being mandatory. 
 
“It’s crucial that journalists can continue to use FOI in this way, without unnecessary 
restriction, so we can continue do the job our audience expects. Far from being 
curbed, there is an argument that FOI should be extended to cover the areas of 
Government activity currently contracted to the private sector, where journalists 
often come up against a brick wall.” 
 
Mental health 24-hour phone lines (May 2015) 
 
In May, ITV News sent out FOI requests to all mental health trusts in England. We 
wanted to use our FOIs to collect data on the staffing levels of mental health crisis 
support services. We were hearing anecdotally that 24 hour support lines were not  
 



 

 
being adequately staffed and were failing to provide crucial support to mental 
health patients in a crisis but we needed the evidence to back it up. 
 
Our results revealed around a third of the crisis care lines were not being manned 
24 hours a day despite it being mandatory and that people who rely on this service 
in a crisis were failing to get the vital help they needed. 
 
These support services are supposed to be a direct line to patients who are feeling 
suicidal and desperate and our data revealed many areas have only an answer 
phone service during certain times because they don't have enough staff or 
resources to run them full time. 
 
Our figures also revealed that because of the failure to provide a full service, many 
patients were forced to go to their local A&E, putting further pressure on the 
emergency departments. Patients who needed urgent help were also being put at 
risk because they were falling through the system and not getting the right type of 
care they needed from trained staff. 
 
The charity Mind praised our work and said our figures highlighted a serious 
problem within the service and showed the system was seriously failing patients 
who were receiving inadequate care. 
The Chief Executive of Mind, Paul Farmer, warned that patients' lives were being 
put at risk and many services weren't fit for purpose. We will repeat the FOI in 
approximately six months to assess if there have been any changes/improvements. 
 
London Tube Driver Sickness (September 2015): 
 
In September, ITV News London did an FOI on London tube driver sickness and the 
number of days a year taken off by drivers. The health and wellbeing of staff is a 
major issue that the unions are highlighting in their ongoing dispute with TFL ahead 
of the night tube starting. It has now been delayed beyond its launch and there is a 
threat of future industrial action. The figures allowed us to compare the sickness 
rate for tube drivers to the London average. It revealed that they take four times 
the number of days off - on average 14 days a year, compared to 3.5 days for other 
workers in the Capital. The figures also showed that drivers report in sick on 
average more than a thousand times a week. This prompted calls for driverless 
trains in the future as well as unions claiming their members had strict guidelines 
for working while on medication.  The figures were also widely picked up by other 
media.  

The Diversity Deficit (December 2014) 

The ITV Tonight programme held the civil service to account on their record on 
diversity among their staff.  By asking about levels of diversity among senior civil 
servants, we were able to challenge the government on their record in this 
important area.  We found that nearly a quarter have no ethnic minority staff at 
senior levels, just five departments reflect  

the ethnic diversity of our population and nearly a third of departments did not hold 
ethnic diversity information on their senior staff.  This was happening at a time when 
the government was challenging the private sector to do better at representing the 
diversity of our country.  The programme used the information from our request to 
challenge civil service diversity champion Richard Heaton who acknowledged the 
services failure to convert junior staff from minority backgrounds into staff at the 
top echelons of the civil service. This showed how important FOIs can be in holding 
government to account. 



 

5 NEWS: 
 
5 News prides itself on unique investigations that tackle issues that directly impact 
upon viewers. FOI has provided a means of unearthing significant stories that speak 
to the audience. In December last year 5 News did a special NHS investigation week 
which used FOI to raise the following issues. 
 
Cristina Nicolotti Squires, Editor, 5 News: 
 
“Freedom of Information requests are an important tool that we use to reveal the 
truth of what is going on in the public organisations that our viewers, through their 
taxes, fund. Through their judicious use we have uncovered the true extent of "bed 
blocking" in NHS hospitals that is caused by cuts in social care budgets and the cost 
to hospitals of too many people arriving at ANE because they can't get a doctor’s 
appointment. The government professes to want to put more focus on mental 
health but FOI results reported on 5 News showed that almost half of the 
healthcare commissioning groups that responded to us have frozen or cut their 
mental health funding. 
 
“FOIs are a hugely important way that news organisations, especially those on small 
budgets, can shine a light on those bodies that are not particularly open about their 
processes and their results. Any changes or restrictions on them would restrict the 
ability of the press to do its job - which is to challenge the power of the 
establishment.” 
 
NHS crisis (December 2014 and ongoing) 
 
In December last year 5 News featured a special NHS investigation week which used 
FOI requests to reveal the extent of the crisis hitting the health service. Although 
our reports focused on the imminent winter pressures, our FOI requests allowed us 
to show how the NHS was already facing unprecedented challenges. 
 
A request on bed-blocking revealed the return of a phenomenon which many 
people believed to be part of the past. In one case, the data showed a patient who 
had spent an entire year from September 2013 until the following September due 
to delays in their ‘transfer of care’. Their example, although extreme, was part of a 
picture which highlighted the gap between health and social care and the financial 
impact of cuts to local government services on the NHS. 
 
Although NHS funding had been protected by the coalition government, we felt the 
financial pressures on the NHS would be an important story in the run-up to the 
election. An FOI allowed us to see the impact of increasing patient demand. We 
found that NHS hospitals have lost hundreds of millions of pounds because their 
A&E departments are getting busier. Under what is known as the medical 
emergency tariff, hospitals are penalised for every A&E admission above their 2008 
level. Our FOI requests revealed that, since 2010, the medical emergency tariff has 
led to a loss of revenue of £641 million across the 80 Acute NHS Trusts who 
responded. The calls for proper funding were heeded by politicians, as all the main 
parties pledged to increase NHS spending.  
 
Following the Mid Staffs scandal, recommendations were made about minimum 
safe staffing levels. In another of our reports, a Freedom of Information request 
showed dozens of complaints are made every day about staffing levels in the NHS. 
Across the 68 Acute NHS trusts that responded, an average of 33 complaints were 
made per day between April and September 2014. One trust, the Hinchingbrooke 
Heath Care Trust, received more than 1000 staffing related complaints in this 
period.  
   



 

Child & Young Adult Mental Health Services (July 2015): 
 
Mental health provision has been a major line of investigation for 5 News in 2015. 
As part of an FOI request, we revealed that almost half of healthcare commissioning 
groups have frozen or slashed their children’s mental health service budgets. This 
is happening despite NHS England guidance to the Clinical Commissioning Groups 
(CCGs) instructing an increase in mental health spending and a series of high profile 
campaigns to improve the funding for services. Of the CCGs who responded to a 5 
News Freedom of Information request, 46% said they have cut or frozen their 
projected budget for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) for this 
financial year.  
 
As a result of this FOI we were contacted by a number of viewers who had 
experienced real difficulties in obtaining appropriate treatment in a timely fashion. 
We were able to feature their stories to highlight the human cost when money is 
cut from services. This in turn led to another investigation into the distances young 
people were being forced to travel for treatment and also the families who were 
traveling many miles to visit teenagers who were being treated as inpatients.  
  
Ambulance Staff Stress (March 2015): 
 
In March – we looked at another aspect of the increase in demand on the NHS – 
stress. An FOI request allowed us to show how the ambulance service in England 
was under pressure. The data revealed a major rise in the number of days taken off 
work by frontline staff, paramedics and ambulance technicians took 40 per cent 
more days off for stress-related illnesses in 2014 than in the previous year. But we 
also saw how there’d been an increase in the total number of people taking sick 
leave which had gone up by more than a quarter.  The College of Paramedics said 
the figures were a warning of a real danger to frontline ambulance service and that 
there was no solution in sight. 
 
We will return to this story, and more FOIs will allow us to compare progress over 
this time. With a tough winter ahead, limits on spending and more demand than 
ever, updating the data from these FOIs will help us to pinpoint what’s improving 
and what isn’t across the health service. 
 
ITN PRODUCTIONS: 
 
ITN Productions has a contract to produce a number of Dispatches programmes 
for Channel 4 every year, as well as producing current affairs programming for a 
variety of national and international channels. 
 
Chris Shaw, Editorial Director, ITN Productions:  
“The Freedom of Information Act is the crucial safeguard of public service 
accountability – without it journalists would have no real leverage to secure vital 
information of public interest. 
 
“As for the so called “misuse” of FOI requests, there are already rules in place to 
prevent unjustifiable ‘nuisance’ inquiries. I fear any undue tightening of these rules 
can only harm this vital freedom to know what our public servants and public 
institution are doing with our money.” 
  
Dispatches ‘Amanda Holden: Exposing Hospital Heartache’  
 
The team behind this Channel 4 Dispatches investigation spent months forensically 
working through a mass of data accessed via Freedom of Information Requests. 
This painstaking work led to the explosive revelations that the remains of thousands  
 



 

 
of miscarried and aborted babies were being incinerated, with hundreds treated as 
“clinical waste” and others burned in “waste-to-energy” power plants used to heat 
hospitals. One mother, who features in the programme, was left devastated when 
she suffered a miscarriage and was later told her baby would be “incinerated with 
the rest of the day’s waste….that was really difficult to hear because to me it wasn’t 
waste, it was my baby.” 
 
The scale of this story was significant, in total Dispatches found 27 hospital trusts 
disposed of foetal material under 24 weeks gestation from miscarriages. The 
investigation made national headlines but, more importantly, the findings had real 
impact prompting a question in the House of Lords and forcing the government to 
act before the programme was even broadcast. Department for Health minister for 
maternity, midwifery and nursing, Dr Dan Poulter told Dispatches: “It is completely 
unacceptable for human tissue and human remains to be considered in any way 
waste”. Following this, Dr Poulter instructed all NHS trusts to stop the incineration 
of foetal remains. The human tissue authority also revised their codes and guidance 
on this issue, as a result of this film, making it clear this practice was not permitted. 
Another related FOI asking for details of stored foetal remains led to Walsall 
Hospital finding they had mistakenly stored 86 foetuses for up to three years, a fact 
that would not have been discovered without FOI. 
 
The evidence gathered through FOI was handed to the Department of Health to 
help with policy decisions. It is now stored in the House of Commons Library 
(Deposit Reference DEP2014-0569), and can be found here: 
http://data.parliament.uk/DepositedPapers/Files/DEP2014-0569/PQ194504_-
_Library_Doc_-_Report.pdf. This information was only available through FOI. If a 
fee was introduced, it would logistically not have been possible to administer the 
process of going through all the secure payment sites for every NHS Trust. Thus, 
without FOI in its current state, this practice would still be going on. 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
Two arguments put forward by those looking to restrict FOI use are that it is used 
without merit, and that it is expensive.  
 
Firstly, ITN and many other media organisations can point to many public interest 
stories that were only revealed thanks to FOI (not least MPs' expenses). Examples 
of these have already been detailed in this submission. The importance of bringing 
these stories into the public domain should not be underplayed or dismissed.  
 
Secondly, the Government's own figures show FOI is not a large financial burden, 
and in many cases much lower than the amount of money spent upon on PR and 
publicity officers.  A Press Gazette investigation found that total yearly FOI spend 
is less than £6m. It represents around 0.001 per cent of the £577.4bn the central 
Government is due to spend in the 2015 fiscal year (figure from 
UKpublicspending.co.uk). 
 
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/cost-central-government-complying-foi-50-
times-less-external-comms-budget 
 
When considering the cost posed by FOI requests it should be remembered that 
FOI deters wasteful spending. In many cases it is key to demonstrating unjustified 
spending and discouraging authorities from repeating that kind of expenditure.  
 
We support the Justice Select Committee’s conclusion during its post-legislative 
scrutiny exercise of the Act in 2012 which found that FOI had ‘contributed to a  

http://data.parliament.uk/DepositedPapers/Files/DEP2014-0569/PQ194504_-_Library_Doc_-_Report.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/DepositedPapers/Files/DEP2014-0569/PQ194504_-_Library_Doc_-_Report.pdf
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culture of greater openness across public authorities, particularly at central 
Government level’ and that it ‘is a significant enhancement to our democracy… it 
gives the public, the media and other parties a right to access information about 
the way public institutions… are governed’. 
 
The UK media operates within and as part of the democratic process and it is vital 
that it is allowed to continue to play its role without being hampered by overly strict 
legislation which aims only at reducing transparency and public openness. The FOI 
Act was a step forward in the openness and transparency of government in the UK. 
To rescind or restrict this legislation now would be a retrograde step away from the 
principles of democracy. 
 
(ends) 
 
 
 
About ITN: 
 
ITN is the UK’s biggest independent producer of commercial broadcast news. We 
believe we are unique worldwide as a company that provides fully-formed and 
distinct news programming for three separate Public Service Broadcasters – ITV, 
Channel 4 and Channel 5.  
 
Our high-quality journalism has won a string of accolades from national and 
international industry bodies. In the last year alone our programmes have 
triumphed at the International Emmys, Baftas, Peabody, Grierson and Amnesty 
Awards, not to mention a landslide eight Royal Television Society awards in 
February 2015. 
 
ITN believes high quality, independent provision from multiple sources is essential 
to a pluralistic news environment in delivering choice and alternative viewpoints 
that form part of our democratic process, and this should be protected at all costs. 
 
ITN has diversified its business and broadened the range of our activities into profit-
generating commercial enterprises alongside our core news contracts.  
 
ITN Productions is the creative and commercial arm of ITN and is one of the 
cornerstones of the business. In addition to broadcast programming we make 
television commercials, branded content, corporate filmmaking, digital and 
broadcast sports production. Our broadcast output ranges from current affairs 
programmes, factual entertainment and popular factual programmes to fast-
turnaround factual.  
 
ITN’s footage licensing division ITN Source licenses archive content to a global 
customer base. ITN Source represents archive footage collections from ITN, 
Reuters, ITV Studios, Fox Movietone and many others. Our on-the-day syndication 
business provides news footage to TV channels around the world.  
 
 


