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9th November 2020

To Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police Service, Cressida Dick

Metropolitan Police Service

By email only

Dear Commissioner

Covid-19 Regulations and freedom of the press

I  am writing to  you to  express concern  about  the  policing of  the  public  demonstration  in

London on Thursday 5th November. 

Journalists  have reported, and documented, being told  by  police officers that  they require

“authorisation” from the Metropolitan Police press office in order to attend and report on the

demonstration.1 Furthermore, journalists  have reported  being  “harassed”,2 threatened with

arrest3 and in one case even assaulted by Metropolitan Police officers.4 Several officers were

also  recorded  telling  reporters  that  the  press  have  “no  exemptions”  and  to  “leave”  the

demonstration.

This is wrong, misinformed and irresponsible policing that has no basis in law and obstructs

fundamental democratic rights. 

As you will know, exception 2, found in paragraph 4 of Regulation 6 of the Health Protection

(Coronavirus, Restrictions) (England) (No. 4) Regulations 2020, provides that it is reasonably

necessary for an individual to leave or be outside of their home for the purposes or work,

where it is not reasonably possible for an individual to work from home. It is undisputed by

police chiefs that this is clearly the case for many reporters. 

1 https://twitter.com/JasonNParkinson/status/1324471833652006914?s=20   

2 https://twitter.com/Urban_Pictures/status/1324457327634821120?s=20   

3 https://twitter.com/Urban_Pictures/status/1324446110635741196?s=20   

4 https://twitter.com/JasonNParkinson/status/1324470398818406400?s=20   
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You will also be aware that the National Police Chiefs’ Council Communications Advisory Group

agreed a set of guidelines in spring to be circulated to police forces in England, Wales and

Northern  Ireland  that  acknowledge  journalists  are  key  workers  and  will  continue  working

during the Coronavirus restrictions and that there is a public interest in keeping the population

informed. 

There is  no requirement in  the Regulations for  journalists  or  any other workers to  provide

documentary evidence of their employment to police, though many journalists do indeed carry

press cards and the aforementioned NPCC guidelines recommend that they do. Nevertheless,

the  provision  of  press  cards  did  not  satisfy  officers  at  Thursday’s  protest, who  wrongly

maintained that members of the press have “no exemptions” and “must leave”.

It was reported that the Metropolitan Police Service told the Society of Editors that “it is not

always easy to differentiate journalists from participants”.5 However, this response overlooks

the fact that the footage clearly shows the officers knew the individuals were journalists and

specifically told them that members of the press were legally prohibited from attending the

protest. You  must  acknowledge  and  address  this  in  order  to  prevent  such  an  incident

reoccurring. 

I  must  impress  upon  you  the  seriousness  of  police  officers  wrongfully  dispersing  and

assaulting members of the press. This was a serious obstruction of the freedom of the press

and a breach of democratic rights. 

I ask that you investigate this matter, apologise to the journalists concerned, and set out by

reply the measures you will take to ensure that such an appalling incident does not happen

again. 

Yours sincerely, 

Silkie Carlo

Director of Big Brother Watch

5 https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/nov/07/lockdown-met-apologises-for-arrest-threats-to-  
journalists-covering-protest
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