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Our reference: FOI 0816-08 (CONS 54/2008) 

 

23 October 2008   

 

M A Dillon 

By email: request-3383-808aa9ba@whatdotheyknow.com 

 

 

Dear Mr Dillon, 

 

FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT (FOIA) REQUEST 

 

Thank you for your email of 3 October to the Information Management Group in which you 

requested information under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 (FOIA). You requested 

information relating to an article that appeared in the Mail Online on 3 December 2007. This 

discussed a report on the abduction of Madeleine McCann that was allegedly written by a British 

diplomat and later leaked to a Belgian newspaper. 

 

Your request asked: 

 

“A: Was such a report forwarded to the Foreign Office in early May 2007? 

 

B: If so, who was the British Diplomat who forwarded this report? 

 

C: What was the reply/response from the Foreign Office to this British Diplomat’s report about 

such concerns  

 

D : Why did the Foreign Office provide such an unusual amount of Diplomatic and Government 

assistance to the McCann's ? 

 

E : Who was the person, or person's, within the Foreign Office who seemingly overruled the 

British Diplomat's concerns?” 

 

The FCO neither confirms nor denies that it holds the information that you requested in 

questions A, B, C and E of your request.  By virtue of section 27(4)(a) of the Act, the duty to 

confirm or deny does not arise if compliance with section 1(1)(a) of the Freedom of Information 

Act 2000 would, or would be likely to, prejudice the interests of the United Kingdom abroad 

(under section 27 (1) (c) of the FOIA) or the protection by the United Kingdom of its interest 

abroad (under section 27 (1) (d) of the FOIA).  

 

Consular Directorate (G/55a) 
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Section 27 is a qualified exemption. As such, a public interest test needs to be applied. We 

recognise that there is a public interest in transparent and open government, and releasing 

information that would inform public debate on our work. However, in this case the information 

sought related to an alleged leaked document. As I am sure you are aware, the FCO does not 

comment on such articles. This is because we believe that engaging in such discussions would 

ultimately have a negative effect on the interests of the United Kingdom, both at home and 

abroad.  

 

We believe that by answering your questions about this alleged leaked document, we could set a 

precedent which would also be likely to have a negative affect on our handling of future cases 

and our ability to assist distressed British nationals overseas. If we were to confirm or deny that 

such information existed in one case, inferences, whether correct or not, might be drawn in those 

instances where we were unable to do so, which would have similar harmful effects.  

 

It is important that consistency is maintained. For this reason, we consider that the public interest 

in maintaining this exemption outweighs the public interest in not maintaining the exemption and 

we neither confirm nor deny that such a report exists. Under section 17(4) of the Act the FCO is 

not obliged to give such a statement. 

 

In relation to question D, HMG provided consular support to the McCann family as we would 

for any British national in similar circumstances.  The provision of consular support is assessed 

on a case by case basis.  The level of consular and media support the McCanns received was 

judged to be appropriate given the extremely difficult circumstances the McCann family were in 

and the exceptional media interest surrounding the case.  We cannot go into specifics about 

the assistance we provided to the McCanns as we have a duty to respect their privacy. 

If you have any queries about this letter, or are unhappy with the service you have received in 
relation to your request and wish to make a complaint, you should write to the Information 
Rights Team at the above address.  If necessary, we will conduct an internal review of how we 
handled your request. Please remember to quote the reference number above in any future 
communications. 
 

If you are not content with the outcome of the internal review, you have the right to apply 

directly to the Information Commissioner (ICO) for a decision.  Generally, the ICO cannot make 

a decision unless you have exhausted the complaint procedure provided by the FCO.  The ICO 

can be contacted at The Information Commissioner's Office, Wycliffe House, Water Lane, 

Wilmslow, Cheshire SK9 5AF. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

[signed] 

Information Handling Manager 

Strategy, Communications and Training Group. 
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