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DRAFT LETTER TO THE RT. HON THE LORD FRANKS,
OM, GCMG, KCB, CBE, FBA, DL

I undertook to write to you, to set out the
reasons why it has been the policy of successive
Governments, and remains the policy of the present
Administration, that the existence and activities of
the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) and its
associated staff should not be officially disclosed

or discussed.

The JIC is part of the Cabinet Committee structure.

Successive Governments have “thought it right to keep
confidential the organisation of Ministerial and
official committees which, under the Cabinet, assure
the interdepartmental discussion and co-operation that
are essential to the processes of Government. The
present Prime Minister decided when she came into office
that she would wish to follow this practice and has
departed from it only to the extent of describing in
general terms the four standing Ministerial Committees
of the Cabinet, as she did in a Parliamentary Written
Answer given on 24th May 1979 (copy attached).

The structure of Cabinet committees is designed to
achieve effective interdepartmental consultation in
policy making. The main purpose of maintaining
confidentiality in regard to the structure is to protect
the collective responsibility of Ministers as members of
the Government, and the formal accountability of
individual Ministers in their capacity as Heads of
Departments. The accountability for any given decision
or policy is and must be seen to be that of the
Departmental Minister chiefly concerned, though it
engages the collective responsibility of the Cabinet as
a whole. To disclose officially the process by which a
policy or decision is arrived at, or the composition of
an inter-ministerial committee or group by which it had
been discussed, could inhibit the freedom of discussion




CONFIDENTIAL

in committees: one senior Minister once described the

importance of collective responsibility and the

confidentiality of the process as conferring '"the right

to change one's mind in private'". It could also lead to
attempts to lobby, or to call to account, not just the
Minister formally accountable for a decision and the
Government as a whole, but also individual Ministers

on a committee; and that could clearly both inhibit
discussion and have divisive effects on an

Administration.

The JIC is of course a committee of officials, not
of Ministers; but similar considerations apply
(mutatis mutandis) to the disclosure of the existence
or composition of official committees in the Cabinet

committee structure.

Successive Governments have also avoided selective
disclosures of the existence of particular committees,
on the ground that selective disclosures would make it
increasingly difficult to sustain the general policy.
And, of course, once there were any general rule of
disclosure, it would become more difficult to keep
confidential the existence of certain Cabinet
committees whose subject matter demands a high degree

of secrecy.

In the particular case of the JIC and its staff
e e R P E s O e S S e
the rule of non-disclosure of their existence and
activities. The JIC's work is essentially that of
bringing into the process of assessment information
from all sources, covert and overt. Any discussion
of the JIC and its work leads inevitably into discussio
of other aspects of intelligence collection and activit
and of the intelligence organisation, which it would be

important not to be obliged to reveal or discuss.
S
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I can understand that the Committce

might take the view that for it to ref

er
explicitly to the JIC and to explain at least
summarily the way in which its activities and
support are organised could hardly be damaging,
given the informed speculation which has
appeared about it in the Press. That
speculation is, as you know, not wholly
accurate or up to date. One might indeed
argue that, since so much has come out, it
would not only not be damaging but it would
actually be better that an unauthorised blend

of fact, speculation and fiction should be

dispelled by the illumination of at least a

measure of authority and truth. I could not
argue that disclosure in your Committee's
report of the existence of the JIC and the
Assessments Staff as such, and of a suitably
discreet account of its activities, would of
itself be very damaging. But it is one thing
for unauthorised pieces of the kind we have
seen to be published; it would be another for
such information to be given official currency
by the Government itself, or by a body with
the standing of your Committee. The
Government's policy in these matters has
enabled Ministers to refuse to be drawn,

when asked to disclose information which
could itself be damaging or could lead on to
pressure to publish other related information
which could be damaging. That position

would become in some degree more difficult to
sustain, in relation to other security and
intelligence matters as well as to the JIC
itself, if your Committee's report had given
official confirmation of matters relating to
the JIC which have not hitherto been
officially disclosed.
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I suppose that it could be argued that,
if there is to be a departure from the policy
and practice that have hitherto prevailed in
this regard, that departure should be one that
is made as a deliberate decision by the
Government, after full consideration of all
the consequences and implications, rather than
one made as it were as a by-product of an
inquiry of the kind upon which your Committee

is engaged.

I hope therefore that your Committee
will consider whether it can adequately
discharge its task without referring
specifically to the JIC or the Assessments
Staff, by means of the use of general
references: such as, for example, to the

central assessments machinery or to the

arrangements for undertaking, preparing and

co-ordinating interdepartmental assessments of
information available from both overt and

secret sources.
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