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The National Union of Journalists is the representative voice for journalists and media 
workers across the UK and Ireland. The union was founded in 1907 and has 30,000 
members. We represents staff, students and freelances working at home and abroad in the 
broadcast media, newspapers, news agencies, magazines, books, public relations, 
communications, online media and as photographers. 
 
The NUJ Code of Conduct was first established in 1936 and it is the only ethical code for 
journalists written by journalists. The code clearly states that a journalist should uphold and 
defend the right of the public to be informed. The NUJ has been a great supporter of the 
Freedom of Information (FOI) Act and we are extremely disappointed that the Commission 
and Government may curtail the existing legal framework. We would support reforms to the 
existing FOI legislation that enhance and expand the current provisions.  
 
In his speech to the Society of Editors last month, Culture Secretary John Whittingdale MP, 
said: "We obstruct the ability of the press to be free to investigate and publish 
uncomfortable truths at our peril." The NUJ believes the looming threat of FOI restrictions 
are an attack to the public's right to know and restricting FOI risks harming the ability of 
journalists and the press to investigate and publish information in the public interest.   
 
As part of our democratic process, citizens should be able to have access to information 
about public spending and decisions made on their behalf by political representatives and 
public bodies. The NUJ applauds the continuing efforts of all journalists who seek to use the 
Act for the benefit of society.     
 
The NUJ Delegates Meeting, the sovereign decision-making body of the union, has agreed 
that the Freedom of Information Act has "brought about a profound change for the better in 
the political life of this country" and the union remains strongly opposed to any attempts to 
restrict the current FOI provisions.  
 
The union also opposes introducing charges for the supply of information, expanding the 
basis for refusing requests, strengthening powers to deny access to certain types of 
information and any potential redundancies among those who are currently employed to 
respond to requests for information. Furthermore, we are concerned about the composition 
of the existing Commission because it excludes working journalists and civil society 
representatives. This implies the FOI requester's perspective has not been considered within 
the deliberations so far.  
 
There is a vast amount of evidence from journalists and media organisations to show the 
benefit of FOI and politicians have agreed. For example, during the post-legislative scrutiny 
of the Act in 2012 Alan Beith MP, Chair of the Parliamentary Justice Committee, said: "The 
Freedom of Information Act has enhanced the UK’s democratic system and made our public 
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bodies more open, accountable and transparent. It has been a success and we do not wish 
to diminish its intended scope, or its effectiveness."  
 
The NUJ believes there are already sufficient protections in place for information relating to 
the internal deliberations of government and public bodies including risk assessments. We 
do not support the removal of the public interest test, or broadening the scope of absolute 
exemptions, qualified exemptions or other measures that would increase levels of secrecy.  
 
Government ministers already have powers to veto and block information from being 
released in response to an FOI request. These decisions should continue to be subject to 
judicial review and the NUJ welcomed the Court of Appeal decision to overturn the 
Government's decision to suppress the release of lobbying letters written by Prince Charles. 
Ministers should be compelled to argue their case rather than have the power to impose it.  
 
The NUJ does not support introducing new charges for FOI requests or measures that would 
increase the costs. This would inflict insurmountable problems on freelance journalists, 
students and even small media companies. When Eric Pickles MP was the Local Government 
Secretary he responded to the request by Hampshire county council to charge organisations 
that may benefit commercially from receiving information. He said: "If town halls want to 
reduce the amount they spend on responding to freedom of information requests they 
should consider making the information freely available in the first place. The simple act of 
throwing open the books, rather than waiting for them to be prised apart by the force of an 
FOI, might even save a few pounds in the process. Greater local accountability is essential to 
accompany the greater powers and freedoms that the new Government is giving to local 
Government." The Commission and Government should be championing the culture of 
openness. 
 
Charging for FOI requests would have a chilling effect on the free flow of information and 
the media's ability to investigate and report in the public interest. The next step forward 
should be to encourage public bodies to efficiently store their data (to make it easier and 
cheaper to respond to FOI requests) and to make more information available. These 
measures would reduce the existing costs. In addition, there should be a reduction in the 
number of exemptions from the FOI Act and public services that have been outsourced and 
privatised should no longer be unaccountable to the public. 
 
The NUJ welcomed the decision made by the Irish government to abolish up-front 
application charges for FOI requests in 2014. The NUJ in Ireland consistently argued the fee 
ran contrary to the spirit of the FOI legislation and government transparency. New charges 
in England and Wales would make our political representatives and public bodies less 
accountable and would undermine the significant reforms contained in the existing FOI Act. 
A fee would also introduce financial barriers and deterrents that would undermine the 
ability to ask simultaneous questions across a range of different organisations.  
 
The NUJ does not support reducing the cost limit or introducing new measures that would 
restrict the time spent on FOI requests (including the time spent redacting the information 
prior to release) and the union is opposed to the introduction of charges for appeals to the 
Information Rights Tribunal. The existing cost limits should be subjected to annual increases 
in line with inflation and FOI requesters should be able to ask for the costs limit not to be 
applied in specific cases on the basis of public interest. The NUJ would argue that there is a 
cost to FOI but then again there is a cost to all elements of democratic government because 
an open and transparent democracy is not a burden and it comes at a price. 


