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Introduction: Johnston Press 

Johnston Press is one of the largest regional publishing groups in the UK. 
Our portfolio encompasses 13 daily, 154 weekly paid-for and 37 weekly free 
newspapers, a number of glossy monthly lifestyle magazines, smaller specialist 
local publications, 215 local, e-commerce and mobile websites, and 31 tablet and 
Smartphone apps. 

Our brands have a long history of serving local communities including some of the 
oldest and longest established newspaper titles in existence. 
The Belfast News Letter, our daily title in Northern Ireland is the oldest English 
language general daily newspaper still in publication in the world, having first been 
printed in 1737. The Rutland and Stamford Mercury is Britain’s oldest continuously 
published newspaper title - since 1712. 

Johnston Press titles serve local audiences from Stornoway to Sussex, covering every 
aspect of local life in the UK, bringing a trusted and professional voice to 
newsgathering on issues at the heart of our communities. 

The Freedom of Information Act and 
Johnston Press 

Since its introduction in 2005, the Freedom of Information Act has become a critical 

tool used by local reporters across the Johnston Press group.
 
Our newspapers are non-partisan and objective.
 
Their role is to report, investigate, entertain and inform readers on issues which mat­
ter to them – often stories and features which are not covered by any other media.
 

Requests made under the Freedom of Information Act have become commonplace in 

the daily work of Johnston Press local reporters in their dealings with local 

authorities and central government.
 

These requests are made to seek information, shed light on hidden issues, expose 

inconsistencies and to provoke debate.
 
The Act has led to the strengthening of the local press’s role in calling authorities 

and politicians to account – and by giving the public access to the information in our 

stories, it has strengthened the democratic process.
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It would be impossible to list all of the stories written in Johnston Press as a result of 

the FOI Act since 2005, or even just in 2015. The appendix to this document shows a 

selection of stories covered by just some of our titles. 


This selection is intended to give the Commission an understanding of the breadth of 

subject matter covered by the group and stories uncovered by FOI requests.
 
If the Act were not in place, many of these stories would have required huge 

resources and many months of time to reveal. 

Many would simply have never been written at all.
 

Here are some examples:
 

l The Yorkshire Post learned, through an FOI request, that police officers suspended 
on full pay for more than a year had been paid more than £20million across the UK. 
The spending in West Yorkshire was at the highest level, prompting serious debate 
over how long it takes to investigate misconduct allegations. 

The paper also used an FOI request to inform readers how senior fire officers were 
paid tens of thousands of pounds for working during a strike – information that was 
not made publicly available. 

l  In Edinburgh, the Evening News used FOI requests while reporting on the long-
running tram scandal, to reveal the identity of a mediator called in to sort out routes. 

l  The Scarborough Evening New showed how police were not making public details 
of more than 130 crimes a week – including serious matters such as rape and kidnap 
– information which was only giving a public airing due to an FOI request. 

l  The Sheffield Star showed how one person a week is injured in gun-related 
incidents in South Yorkshire in a shocking report which came to light because of FOI 
requests by Star reporters. 

l  The Derry Journal highlighted inadequacies in Northern Ireland’s health services 
by revealing the numbers of young children with complex mental health needs who 
had to be relocated outside of the province. 

Much has made recently about flippant or puerile uses of the Act. 

We see this argument as a distraction - all of the stories mentioned above and those 

outlined in the appendix are by any definition part of the public interest. 

They were created by reporters who have a very close relationship with their 
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communities and avidly read by audiences who have established trusted relation­
ships with our products. 

We have also witnessed changes in behaviour by local authorities since the 
introduction of the act. 
There is a greater understanding of the responsibility to provide detailed answers by 
the gatekeepers of public information, the press officers and marketing assistants of 
local authorities because of the existence of the act and the likely recourse to make 
requests by reporters. There has been a noticeable change in behaviour by press 
officers for local authorities and the police - liaising with and guiding the local press 
through the questioning process to reach clearer outcomes. 
Indeed some information is now regularly published without request – such as the 
annual Food Hygiene Standards ratings compiled and released by councils. 

Changes to the Freedom of Information Act: 
Our concerns 

Deliberative Space 

We are concerned at the Commission’s intention to explore restrictions on the 
openness of information relating to the internal deliberations of public bodies. 
Whilst clearly some matters are confidential, we are concerned this will have a 
detrimental effect on our ability to report on the background to public decisions, 
particularly if the public interest is seen to be outweighed by the ‘chilling effect’ on 
internal debate. 

Charges 

We feel the introduction of FOI request charges would directly inhibit the scrutiny of 
public authorities by the local press. 
Many investigations published by our newspapers do not come about after a single 
request, but after a series of requests. 
Charges would pose a considerable burden on local papers and websites given the 
volume of requests made annually and our constant need to be conscious of costs. 
The pressure on costs and resources is particularly acute for the local news media 
industry at this time. 
This pressure has been recognised by the Department of Culture and the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, who are exploring ways of supporting the local press in 
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their role of enabling democratic debate. 
We feel this reduction of investigation would enable public authorities to conceal 
information and hide mistakes, which would have a detrimental effect on our 
readers. This would go against the clearly stated intentions of the government to 
preserve democratic scrutiny. 

Cost limits 

The Commission’s consultation document describes the need to avoid a 

‘disproportionate burden’ on authorities in responding to FOI requests.
 
There are already reasonable upper limits on the cost of finding requested 

information and the recent decision by the Appeal Court on the refusal of ‘vexatious’ 

requests addressed the issue of public interest.
 

We are concerned the introduction of further cost limits and restrictions will enable 

authorities to refuse requests more easily purely on the basis of cost – regardless of 

how important the information is to the public.
 

Tribunal fees 

Plans to introduce a charge to appeal to the first-tier tribunal against an 
Information Commissioner decision and the introduction of a charge for an oral 
hearing also concern us. 

This cost, like the potential request cost, will we believe, lead to less challenge of the 
Commissioner’s decisions and have a detrimental effect to availability of 
information. 

Strengthening the act 

We are concerned the case for strengthening the Freedom of Information Act has not 
been set out as part of the Commission’s remit. 
There are numerous issues concerning enforcement of the Act, time limits for 
responses, the extension of the public interest test and allowing requesters actual 
copies of documents (rather than just the information in them). 
These have been publicly debated on many occasions in the ten years since the FOI 
Act became effective. 
However the Commission has not been given this scope under the terms of reference 
provided by the Cabinet Office and we feel this should form part of any future review 
of the effectiveness and remit of the Act. 
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Johnston Press Editorial Board: 

Jeremy Clifford, Editorial Board chairman, 
Editorial director Johnston Press Yorkshire 

Gary Shipton, Editorial Board vice-chairman, 
Editorial Director Johnston Press South (Sussex) 

Mark Waldron, Editorial Director Johnston Press South (Portsmouth) 

Jean MacQuarrie, Editorial director Johnston Press Yorkshire 
(Weeklies) 

James Mitchinson, Editorial Director Johnston Press North Midlands 
and South Yorkshire 

Joy Yates, Editorial Director Johnston Press North East 

Gillian Parkinson, Editorial Director Johnston Press  

Graeme Huston, Editorial Director Johnston Press Northern Ireland 

Colin Hume, Editorial Director Johnston Press Scotland (Weeklies) 

Frank O’Donell, Editorial Director Johnston Press Scotland (Edinburgh) 

Mark Edwards, Editorial Director Johnston Press Midlands 

Tim Robinson, Group Editorial Design Director 

Correspondence on this matter to:
 
Tim Robinson, 

Johnston Press, No.1 Leeds, 26 Whitehall Road, Leeds, LS12 1BE. 

Email: tim.robinson@jpress.co.uk
 
Phone: 0780 1195714
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Appendix 

Examples of use of the 
Freedom of Information 
Act by Johnston Press 
newspapers and websites 
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In May 2015, an FOI request by the Yorkshire Post revealed £20m had 
been paid to suspended police officers across the country. 
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In September 2015 an FOI 
request by the Yorkshire 
Post helped reveal how 
chief fire officers had 
received tens of thousands 
of pounds in overtime for 
working during the recent 
industrial action. This 
prompted an inquiry into 
whether the payments 
were lawful and how they 
came to be made. 
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In August 2015 an FOI 
request by Yorkshire Post 
staff revealed the rapidly 
increasing number of fines 
being issued to parents in 
Yorkshire for taking their 
children on holiday during 
term time. 
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In 2013, an FOI 
request by the 
Yorkshire Post 
revealed eight 
councillors across 
the county were in 
arrears for council 
tax. 
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In September 2015, an FOI request by the 
Scarborough News revealed how details of more 
than 130 crimes - many serious - had not been 
released to the public 
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In June 2015, an FOI request by the 
Scarborough News revealed how fewer pupils 
had been expelled for bullying in four years, 
despite widespread concerns by parents. 
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In January 2014, an FOI request by the 
Scarborough News revealed more than 100 assaults 
had been made on hospital staff in the town. 
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In August 2015, an FOI request by the Sheffield Star 
revealed how revealed a crime was reported to police 
every 15 minutes in the city and named the areas with 
the highest reported crime. 
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In March 2015, an FOI 
request by the Sheffield 
Star revealed one person 
a week is injured in gun 
incidents in South York­
shire. This request also 
showed how across South 
Yorkshire 274 people had 
been injured in a 
firearms-related incident 
since 2010. 
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In May 2015, an FOI request by the Sheffield Star revealed 
the areas in Sheffield with the highest reports of rats. 
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In September 2015, an FOI request by the Portsmouth News revealed the 
low take-up of a police and public messaging system. 
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In March 2015, an FOI 
request by the Shields 
Gazette revealed how a 
concert cost South Tyneside 
Council £60,000 and 
attracted just 3,300 people 
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In March 2015, an FOI request by the Lancashire Evening Post 
revealed the difficulties facing the authorities in bringing online 
paedophiles to justice, with just one in two facing charges. 

In June 2013, an 
FOI request by 
the Lancashire 
Evening Post 
addressed the 
issue of youth 
anti-social 
behaviour from 
the angle of 
under age 
drinking. 
This was part of 
a wider investi­
gation into the 
problems 
associated with 
teenage 
drinking. 
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In September 2014, an 
FOI request by the 
Lancashire Evening 
Post revealed how 
much was saved in 
the wages bill during 
a one-day strike by 
council workers across 
the county. 

In December 2014, an FOI request by the Lancashire Evening Post revealed 
the money the local health trust spends on company cars and the luxury 
models being acquired at a time when it was facing £14m cuts. 

Independent Commission on Freedom of Information: Call for Evidence 



In February 
2014, an FOI 
request by the 
Lancashire 
Evening Post 
revealed the 
scale and nature 
of youth crime 
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In Apri 2013, an FOI 
request by the Lancashire 
Evening Post revealed the 
size of the compensation 
bill facing Lancashire 
County Council from 
pupils suing over injuries 
and accidents at school. 
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In October 2015, an FOI request by 
the Derry Journal revealed children 
as young as nine years old have been 
sent outside Northern Ireland for 
treatment because there are no 
suitable facilities locally. 

In May 2011, an FOI request by the 
Derry Journal revealed Northen 
Ireand’s First Minister Peter 
Robinson spent three times more on 
a US visit for St Patrick’s Day than 
the Deputy First Minister did. 
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In May 2015, an FOI request by the 
Londonderry Sentinel revealed the 
annual sum of public money paid 
to a private developer that provided 
£15m upfront to build the 
Altnagelvin laboratory and phar­
macy in 2007 hiked again between 
2012/13 and 2013/14. Outgoing Health 
Minister Jim Wells revealed the 
annual amount the public owe to the 
United Healthcare Land Company 
rose to £2,114,040 in 2013/14 

In July 2014, an FOI request by the Londonderry Sentinel 
revealed 11 charities had been investigated by the NI 
charities watchdog since it was given powers to do so three 
years earlier. The documents showed the range of concerns, 
from poor management to financial irregularities. 
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In 2011, the 
Edinburgh Evening 
News revealed the 
identity of a 
mediator brought in 
to settle the 
long-running tram 
sage in the capital - 
and the amount he 
was paid, using an 
FOI request 
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In July 2013, the Edinburgh Evening News revealed how prisoners 
were being given better quality food than schoolchildren in the city, 
through an FOI request 
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