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THE D-NOTICE SYSTEM
DR PAULINE SADLER gives a brief overview of the findings from her recently 

completed doctoral thesis on the D-Notice system.

H istorical background

T h e  D -N o tic e  sy s te m  is  an 
arrangem ent between the governm ent 
and the m edia w hereby the m edia 
a g re e s  n o t to  p u b lish  c e r ta in  
g o v e rn m e n t in fo rm a tio n  th a t is 
sensitive on the grounds of being a 
threat to national security. The system  
exists only in the U.K. and A ustralia, 
and has been described as “uniquely 
B ritish ". It is ad m inistered  by  a 
co m m itte e  c o n s is t in g  o f 
representatives from the m edia on 
one side and from the governm ent, or 
from government departm ents, on the 
other side. The system is voluntary 
and extra legal, that is, there is no 
legal requirem ent for the m edia to 
p artic ip a te  and the sy stem  itse lf  
provides for no legal penalties in the 
event of a breach. One of the m ain 
criticism s of such a system  is that it 
may be used to prevent the publication 
of m aterial that is em barrassing to the 
governm ent rather than having any 
real national security im plications.

The D -N otice system has operated in 
the U.K. since 1912, and in 1992becam e 
know n as the DA (Defence Advisory) 
system . The Australian version had 
its origins in the Cold W ar period 
im m ediately after the Second W orld 
W ar. The Chifley G overnm ent (1945- 
1949) was advised by Sir Frederick 
Shedden, Secretary of the A ustralian 
D efence Departm ent, to introduce a 
D -N otice system in Australia. In late 
1950 Prim e M inister M enzies took 
steps to introduce a D -N otice system  
relating only to issues of national 
security. On 14 July  1952 the first 
m eeting of the Defence, Press and 
Broadcasting C om m ittee took place 
at Victoria Barracks in M elbourne, 
with the Prim e M inister acting as 
Chairman. The Australian system  was

identical to the one operating in the U.K. 
and was introduced after discussions 
betw een the tw o governm ents.

T h e  D -N o tice  sy ste m  in A u stra lia  
operated in secret until July  1967 when 
its existence w as first m ade public in an 
article in Nation  entitled “D -N oticed out 
of p rin t". In February 1973 the N ational 
Times revealed to the A ustralian public 
for the first tim e the existence of the 
h ig h ly  s e c re tiv e  D e fe n c e  S ig n a ls  
D irectorate (DSD). This w as contrary to 
D -N o tic e  N o. 3, e v e n  th o u g h  the 
Am erican m agazine Ram parts had run 
an article on it the previous year. In 1978 
Nation Review  published in full the five 
existing D -N otices and nam ed those on 
the D -N otice C om m ittee.

T h e A ustralian  D -N otices

At the inaugural m eeting agreem ent was 
reached on eight D -N otices. These 
covered “UK atom ic tests in A ustralia, 
aspects of naval shipbuilding, official 
ciphering, the num ber and deploym ent 
of Centurion tanks, troop m ovem ents in 
th e  K o re a n  W a r, w e a p o n s  and  
equipm ent inform ation not officially 
released, aspects o f air defence, and 
certain aerial photographs". In 1974 the 
original D -N otices w ere reduced to four 
and these were:

No. 1: Technical inform ation regarding 
navy , arm y and air force w eapons, 
w ea p o n s sy ste m s, eq u ip m e n t and 
com m unications system s;

No. 2: Air operational capability and air 
defences;

No. 3: The w hereabouts of M r and M rs 
V ladim ir Petrov; and

N o. 4: C ip h e rin g  and m o n ito r in g  
activities.

In 1977 a fifth notice relating to the 
Australian Secret Intelligence Service

(ASIS) was added, the governm ent 
thereby form ally acknow ledging the 
existence of the A SIS for the first time. 
In 1982 the D -N otices w ere again 
re v ise d  an d  h a v e  re m a in e d  
unchanged since. They are:

No. 1: C apabilities of the A ustralian 
D efence Force, Inclu ding  A ircraft, 
S h ip s , W e a p o n s  an d  O th e r  
Equipment-

No. 2: W hereabouts of M r and M rs 
Vladim ir Petrov;

N o. 3: S ig n a l In te llig e n c e  and  
C om m unications Security;

No. 4: ASIS.

T h e D efen ce Press and Broadcasting  
C om m ittee

The Defence Press and Broadcasting 
C om m ittee have not m et since 1982 
and the last tim e the system  cam e to 
the attention of the A ustralian public 
was in 1995. This w as w hen the m edia, 
in particular the A BC  and The Sydney  
M orning Herald, revealed that, during 
construction, the C hinese Em bassy in 
Canberra had allegedly been bugged 
by the Australian intelligence agencies 
with assistance from  the A m erican 
N ational Security  Agency. It was 
follow ing this d isclosu re that the 
Keating governm ent held discussions 
w ith the m edia in an a ttem p t to 
reinvigorate the D -N otice system . 
W hile the system  itself is voluntary, 
the governm ent at the tim e w ere 
threatening to introduce am endm ents 
to the Crimes A ct that w ould m ake 
secondary disclosure of official secrets 
an offence, w ith penalties of up to one 
m illio n  d o lla rs  for a p ro h ib ite d  
b ro a d c a s t  or p u b lic a t io n . O n e 
journalist described this at the tim e as 
the “carro t and s tick "  ap p roach . 
Shortly afterwards there w as a change
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in g o v e rn m e n t and  th e  p re se n t 
governm ent has as yet done nothing 
in respect of reinvigorating the system  
or am ending the Crimes Act, although 
the m atter has been under continuing 
consideration by  the national security 
com m ittee of C abinet.

The D A N otice system  in the U.K. has 
a Secretary, a retired senior m em ber 
of the arm ed forces, w ho is appointed 
to the position for a three-year term. 
The Secretary is supposedly a servant 
o f  th e c o m m itte e  and  n o t a 
governm ent official. The previous 
Secretary, R ear A dm iral Pulvertaft 
w ho retired late in 1999, described 
him self as an "independent broker" 
betw een the governm ent and the 
m ed ia . T h e  D e fe n ce  P ress  and 
Broadcasting A dvisory C om m ittee 
m eets twice a year, the governm ent 
side represented by the Chairm an, 
w h o is th e  P e rm a n e n t U n d e r 
secretary of State for Defence, and a 
m em ber each from  the H om e O ffice,

the M inistry of D efence and the Foreign 
and Com m onw ealth O ffice. There are 
th irteen  m em bers rep resen tin g  the 
m edia side.

The organisation of the system  in the 
U.K. is in m arked contrast to that in 
A u stra lia  w h ere , up u n til the last 
m eeting in 1982, the C hairm an was the 
M in ister of D efen ce , the execu tiv e  
secretary w as a bureaucrat from the 
M inistry of D efence in Canberra and 
th e  sy s te m  o p e r a te d  u n d e r th e  
ad m in istrative resp o n sib ility  of the 
M inister for D efence. There w ere four 
defence rep resen tatives and sixteen 
m edia representatives.

In b o th  co u n tries  th ere  shou ld  be 
m em bers of the respective Com m ittees 
whose only role is to represent the public 
interest, that is the interests of the general 
public. A lthough the governm ent and 
the m edia pu rport to represent the 
public interest, in reality they represent 
their own version of the public interest.

This has the potential to w ork against 
the release of inform ation.

Recom m endations

If the system is ever to be reinvigorated 
in A ustralia it would require the good 
will and co-operation of the media. 
T h is  m ig h t b e  a ch ie v e d  by  
g o v e rn m e n t a ssu ra n ce s  th a t no 
secondary disclosure am endm ents 
would be m ade to the Crimes A ct, by 
en su rin g  D -N o tices are u p d ated  
re g u la r ly , and  by  ch a n g in g  the 
Com m ittee so it is not em bedded in 
the executive. In addition there should 
b e  at le a s t  o n e p u b lic  in te re s t  
representative on the Com m ittee.

(Pauline Sadler has recently completed  
her Ph.D. thesis, "Balancing the Public 
Interest: The D-Notice System and the 
Suppression o f  Sensitive Governm ent 
In fo rm a tio n  R e la t in g  to N a tion a l 
Security". She lives in Perth, Western 
Australia.)

1 9 9 9  A u s t r a l ia n  P re s s  C o u n c il P r iz e

Tertiary section winner Joe Boughton-Dent, centre, with Council Chairman Professor Dennis Pearce and
journalist member Sandra Symons


