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Panorama response to Sir Peter Gibson evidence to the Northern Ireland Affairs 
Committee 13 May 2009 
 
 
We should make clear from the outset: in seeking to ascertain reliable facts in a matter 
as secret as  GCHQ’s role in the Omagh bombing, we have to accept that there may 
be factors completely unknown to us which explain the many unanswered questions 
and inconsistencies that appear to arise from Sir Peter’s review and his evidence 
before NIAC. However, in the absence of confirmation that such factors do exist, and 
which for  reasons of national security (hypothetically, for example, the existence of 
an agent) mean these questions and inconsistencies cannot be resolved publicly, we 
feel it only right to continue to draw attention to them. 
 
From our own transcript 
 
Panorama response in italics 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack:… a division in about 50 minutes. We are going to try and get 
our questions in before the decision because obviously it’s difficult for people coming 
backwards and forwards. You will understand why we are looking at this subject. We 
were approached by the Omagh Support Group after the showing of the Panorama 
programme and, er, we felt it obviously only right to seen them.  We have enormous 
sympathy for them because that was the most horrible and ghastly, er, atrocity of all 
the troubles and we have a duty therefore to listen carefully. We are totally, totally 
convinced of their utter genuineness and we have seen the producer of the programme 
John Ware and we very much wanted to see you. And we are grateful to you for 
coming. I understand you would like to say a few words in the beginning before we 
begin questioning… 
 
Sir Peter Gibson: Please. If that if that is permissible. Can I show you the length of 
the words? It’s two A4 pages. I would like to be allowed to read the whole of it 
because I am hoping it may forestall some lines of questioning. I maybe over 
optimistic, I recognise.” 
 
Q: Well please carry on. We don’t normally have such long opening statements but in 
these circumstances I’m perfectly happy to have one.  
 
(This was indeed an unusually long opening statement. Since the entire session lasted 
only 50 minutes, just forty minutes were left for questions. Inevitably the surface was 
somewhat skimmed.) 
 
 A: Thank you very much. On 17 September 2008, the prime minister invited me as 
the Intelligence Services Commissioner to, and I quote, “review any intercept material 
available to the security and intelligence agencies in relation to the Omagh bombing 
and how this intelligence was shared.” 
 
Those were the limited terms stipulated for the review and in accepting the prime 
minister’s invitation and in conducting that review, I endeavoured to adhere to those 
terms. Although the prime minister’s action appears to have been prompted by the 
Panorama programme and by the Sunday Telegraph article immediately preceding 
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that programme, I was not asked to examine, nor did I examine, any issue other than 
those identified to me by the prime minister in those terms, whether or not other 
issues featured in the Panorama programme or Sunday Telegraph article. I believe 
that in my full report to the Prime Minister I complied comprehensively with those 
terms.  
 
I say that because I am aware of criticisms that I failed to deal with a number of 
issues. Those criticisms come from those who both have not seen my full report and 
would have liked me to deal with matters which in fact go beyond the terms of my 
review.  
 
(The “criticisms” come from those who  would have liked Sir Peter to go beyond the 
terms of his review because they assumed, from the wording of the Cabinet Office 
announcement that they would, at the very least, include the key issue identified by 
Panorama and that triggered his review in the first place and which was embodied in 
the programme title “Omagh: What the police were never told”. The key issue was 
why the numbers of the telephones intercepted by GCHQ were withheld from the 
detectives trying to identify the bombers? The wording of the review never made 
explicit that it would be limited to what passed between GCHQ and the Special 
Branch, and not why so little of this was disseminated to the CID.) 
 
Those who have seen that report – and they include not only ministers,  the agencies 
and the chief constable, but also the Intelligence and Security Committee - have made 
no such criticisms. On the contrary. 
 
The published report is only a summary of my full report. Because of the nature of the 
subject matter of my review, there were real difficulties in producing a version of my 
full report which would not make disclosures damaging to national security. My 
summary report maintains the usual practice adopted by those who, for national 
security reasons, cannot confirm or deny a particular allegation.  
 
That practice is well recognised and respected in the courts. It means that those who 
say that I have not denied an allegation cannot properly interpret such non denial as a 
confirmation.  
 
(Perhaps this is a reference to para 3 of Panorama’s response to Sir Peter’s review in 
which we say that “a close reading” of it “provides confirmation that GCHQ were 
monitoring mobiles of some of the bombers during the bomb run”.  And so it does. 
His terms of reference were to review “any intercept material” available to the 
security and intelligence services.  Are we being invited to believe that Sir Peter spent 
three months on a 60 page review if there were not “any” telephone  intercepts at all?  
The Northern Ireland Secretary himself has twice said in terms that there were 
intercepts)1. 
 

                                                
1 ”…if there is something to be taken from a Review of the way the intercept evidence was shared at the time, then we will look 
at that ….we will look at the use of the intercept evidence and how it was shared that day.“ On 15 October replying to a 
parliamentary question from MP Andrew McKinley, Mr. Woodward again referred to intercepts from the day of the bombing: 
“He will know that the Prime Minister has asked Sir Peter Gibson to conduct an urgent Review to consider the way in which the 
intercept evidence was shared and used that day.” Northern Ireland Secretary Shaun Woodward interviewed BBC NI 18 Sept 08 
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As you know from my letter to you in answering any questions which you may ask of 
me I can only do so from what is in the summary report and cannot draw on the 
contents of the full report. 
 
But the government decided that some disclosure should be made in a published 
report for two reasons which I set out in paragraph 3 of my summary report.  
 
(Why could not the government have agreed to John Ware’s request for a background 
briefing BEFORE transmission if the government  regards Panorama’s “allegations” 
as having been so damaging. The government had been told by John Ware two 
months in advance of transmission what we intended to transmit and sought a 
response in whatever way the government chose to provide one. 2 Whilst we 
appreciate media relations on intelligence matters are not the subject of NIAC’s 
inquiry, nevertheless can we suggest that it provides a good opportunity to 
recommend a more sensible and practical approach by government.) 
 
First, the allegations which had been made in the Panorama programme were very 
serious and damaging to the good name of the agencies and I found no substance 
whatever in those allegations.  
 
(We note allegations in the plural. Which allegations, and against whom? In  his 
evidence Sir Peter again accuses Panorama of having had GCHQ  in the “firing line” 
by holding GCHQ responsible for the intelligence product of the intercepts not 
reaching the detectives.  The script itself shows that to be untrue. In persisting with 
this unjust accusation, Sir Peter has for the third time ignored the several references 
in the script which made it clear we do not know who was responsible for the failure 
to disseminate.3,4,5,6. On this issue, unfortunately his review leaves us as much in the 
dark as we were before it). 
 
Second, by those allegations expectations may have been raised among the families of 
the victims of the bombing. One member of this committee is recorded as having 
asked Mr Ware: “Did it upset you that Sir Peter almost implied that you had been 
leading the families on?” Let me make absolutely clear that I am not suggesting and 
have never wished to suggest that Mr Ware was deliberately leading the families on. 
If after my report, the families choose to believe the allegations are well founded, that 
is a matter for them. Nor am I suggesting, or have ever suggested, that those who 
apparently gave information supporting the allegations were deliberately lying. But 
they were, it seems, relying on their memories of events ten years ago and they did 
not have the advantage of seeing the documentation which I have seen, nor of taking 
evidence from other persons who were directly concerned at the relevant time and 
whom I interviewed. All this satisfied me, as I explain in detail in my full report, that 
some recollections were simply not reliable.  
 

                                                
2 See paras 71 – 73 Panorama response to Sir Peter Gibson Review 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf 
3 Programme transcript 
4 Q&A: Omagh GCHQ intelligence http://news.bbc.co.uk/panorama/hi/front_page/newsid_7613000/7613407.stm4 
5 JW letter to Sir Peter Gibson 8 December 2009 
6 Paras 53, 54, 59 & 60 Panorama response to Sir Peter Gibson Review 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf
http://news.bbc.co.uk/panorama/hi/front_page/newsid_7613000/7613407.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf


 4 

(Sir Peter does not know the identities of John Ware’s sources, nor if, and at what 
stage, they saw documents which might have included intercepted conversations. For 
obvious reasons we are not going to elaborate. Suffice to say Sir Peter has got it 
completely wrong.)  
 
There are other comments made by another member of this committee about what I, 
and I quote, “almost said” unquote or what he read into words I used in my summary 
report. Again, I have to say that I have not been understood correctly. I did not say, 
nor was it my intention to say, what it is suggested I almost said. Nor was it right to 
read into my words what was said to have been read into them.  
 
(Isn’t the solution, therefore, to clarify these matters? In a report as heavily 
circumscribed as Sir Peter’s, and, moreover, one that he now acknowledges did not 
deal with many of the issues raised by Panorama, most especially the key one, 
speculation about what underlies the opaqueness of his wording is inevitable, and 
likely to continue) 
 
As other members appear to share the same misconception, can I briefly try to put the 
record straight.  
 
Mr Ware referred in his evidence to what he called - and I quote “the protocols” 
unquote - of GCHQ. I believe he was referring to the procedures set out in paragraph 
23 of the summary report. Those procedures included that by which information from 
GCHQ to Special Branch could be passed on to others in the RUC subject to a request 
being made to GCHQ to consent to the language Special Branch would use in such 
dissemination.”   
 
However, in paragraph 32 I reported that no such request was made at the material 
time. Members have inferred in acceptance of a theory of Mr. Ware that this was 
because Special Branch knew that  - and I quote - “ there was not a hope in hell of 
them getting an affirmative answer from” GCHQ.  
 
But I also referred in paragraph 32 to the fact that no police witness could tell me of 
any request to GCHQ which was refused.  
 
(There is no dispute that for Special Branch to pass on numbers of intercepted 
telephones to CID, or even to disclose to the Special Branch that interception had 
occurred, GCHQ’s authority would have been required.  Sir Peter makes that much 
clear in his review.7 For GCHQ to have assented to such a request, some relaxation 
of what Sir Peter refers to as the “strict conditions imposed by GCHQ” would 
therefore have been required.  
 
Later in his evidence Sir Peter again says he is “not aware of any request made by 
Special Branch to GCHQ that was not complied with.” Is he suggesting that in the 
case of Omagh, had Special Branch sought relaxation of the rules (or, the 
“protocols” as we have referred to them), such a “request” would have been met?  
Because if that is his suggestion, it appears to be firmly at odds with the experience of 
detectives in the CID and Special Branch – certainly the ones we have spoken to. 

                                                
7 Para 23 Gibson Review 
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Based on the rules and custom and practice in 1998, the answer, we are told, would 
have been a flat “No.”.) 
 
Further, I had recorded in paragraph 15 the comments in the Crompton report on the 
criticisms made of Special Branch as being reluctant to divulge sensitive information 
that might have assisted CID in the course of investigations. 
 
There is no hint of criticism of GCHQ’s procedures in that or any other post bombing 
report. And it could not be said that the relevant intelligence not being divulged was 
limited to information from GCHQ.  
 
(There may have been “no hint of criticism of GCHQ procedures” in the Crompton 
report for the simple reason that Sir Dan himself says he had no knowledge that 
GCHQ had intercepted some of the telephones of the bombers in the first place.  Had 
Sir Dan known there existed telephone numbers which could have afforded the 
detectives an early paper trail, who is to say he would not have recommended a 
revision of the rules governing the dissemination of intercepts? I believe he, like many 
other seasoned and senior police officers has for some time been a firm believer in the 
rules being changed to allow intercept to be used as evidence) 
 
Mr Ware referred to - and I quote - to “the rules” unquote being changed and some 
members of this committee appear to have accepted his interpretation of the change – 
and I quote – a “recognition that the protocols at the time were not fit at least for the 
for purpose of bring to justice people involved in mass murder” unquote. 
 
But as Mr Perry told you the change was a PSNI change.  GCHQ’s procedures have 
not changed.  
 
(With respect, Mr Perry dealt only with the “speed” at which the intelligence product 
from GCHQ can now be disseminated by Special Branch to the CID. In Omagh, the 
lack of expedition from Special Branch to CID was certainly an issue. But Mr Perry 
did not deal with the other issue arising from Omagh: whether the Special Branch 
would now be permitted by what Sir Peter himself describes as the “strict conditions 
imposed by GCHQ” to disseminate telephone numbers to the CID to afford them an 
early paper trail8. Or indeed, whether in practice such dissemination would have been 
permitted then.  This is the single most important issue Sir Peter consistently avoids 
addressing.) 
 
There are numerous other matters in Mr Ware’s evidence with which I’m afraid I do 
not agree. 
 
But I will not take up time in this opening statement to go into them. I can tell that 
nothing that Mr Ware has said publicly since the summary report was published 
including his evidence to you has caused me to wish to alter anything I said in my full 
report or in the summary report.   
 

                                                
8 http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmniaf/uc404-i/uc40402.htm 
 

http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmniaf/uc404-i/uc40402.htm
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If you wish to ask me questions about Mr Ware’s evidence to you I will do my best to 
answer them subject to the caveat that I cannot draw on material in the full report that 
is not contained in the summary report. 
 
I would like to mention one other matter. Mr Gallagher told this committee that he 
had written me a letter in which he asked me for my terms of reference, that I had not 
replied to him. No such communication ever reached me. It is not apparent to me why 
Mr Gallagher should seek to learn those terms from me when the prime minister had 
made them public. Thank you chairman (10.06)   
 
(Although Sir Peter clearly believes there was no ambiguity about his terms of 
reference, that was not the case for either the BBC or the Omagh families or indeed 
the general public.  On the face of it, the terms published by the Cabinet Office 
appeared to cover all links in the intelligence dissemination chain: from GCHQ to 
Special Branch to CID: both what was and was not disseminated and why it was not 
disseminated. It is true that the statement was confined to the word “how” 
intelligence was disseminated. But is the suggestion here that ordinary members of 
the public would automatically understand the word “how” naturally excluded 
“why”?   When John Ware was alerted to the fact “how” might not include “why”he 
checked with the Cabinet Office. The spokesman told him that Sir Peter was not, in 
fact, going to investigate the Special Branch to CID link: “as to what SB did with it, 
that won’t be part of it because I’ve been told that’s all been looked at in some depth. 
An investigation by Merseyside was mentioned to me. I don’t think Gibson is actually 
allowed to look at what the RUC did with the intelligence.” 9 So, the position was far 
from clear and perhaps Mr Gallagher was merely attempting to clarify the position 
from Sir Peter himself, which seems to us, and perhaps to most people, a perfectly 
understandable thing for Mr Gallagher to have wished to do. In his evidence, Sir 
Peter acknowledged that his terms of reference were indeed narrow and did not 
include why the CID were not given telephone numbers, nor whether the Special 
Branch would have been allowed by GCHQ to have given the CID those numbers in 
the first place.) 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack 
 
Q: Well thank you very much indeed for that Sir Peter. Now, you will appreciate that, 
as we do, this is a delicate matter because we have not seen your full report.  
 
A: Yes 
 
We have made requests repeatedly to the prime minister that I as chairman should on 
behalf of the committee be allowed to see the full report and those requests have been 
refused. The committee is very concerned about that because this is the, as I said at 
the beginning, the most appalling atrocity in all of the troubles. We are the committee 
charged to look into these matters by parliament. I appreciate this is not your decision, 
there is criticisms of you at all. But we are very concerned that we have not been 
given that opportunity. We didn’t ask for it for the whole committee. The committee 
asked for it for their chairman so I could reassure people. We had to. But I’m not in 
that position…. 

                                                
9 JW note of Cabinet Office spokesman 3 October 2008 
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Mr Fraser: it was unanimous… 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack (cont): ….and as my colleague Mr Fraser says it was the 
unanimous view of this committee, but we won’t go into that now. But what I would 
like to know, please, without transgressing on the territory which you say you can’t 
stray into: how many pages does the full classified report contain in comparison with 
the fifteen pages of the published summary? 
 
(Sir Peter and his secretary confer). 
 
A: We have a little…my secretary and I have a little disagreement as to the length of 
it. I would say it was about four times as long as this summary report. 
 
Q: About four times as long. So in other words it probably runs to about sixty pages  
 
A: Something like that 
 
Q: Of which we have fifteen? 
 
A: Yes. 
 
Q: Now, can you guarantee to this committee there is nothing in the classified 
material which supports the concern among the Omagh families about whether those 
who carried out the bombing could have been quickly identified and arrested in the 
immediate aftermath…  
 
A: I can give,… 
 
Q: Because you can well understand that they have asked us this question. We are not 
able to answer it because we have not seen this full report. Can you give that 
assurance? 
 
A: I can and do. 
 
Q: Without any equivocation? 
 
A: Without any equivocation at all.  
 
(There seems to be an inherent contradiction between Sir Peter’s categorical 
statement that there was nothing of value in the GCHQ material to the detectives and 
paragraph 32 of his review which suggests there was indeed something worth asking 
for – if only Special Branch had asked for it: “...the arrangements in place at the time 
allowed for RUC Special Branch to make requests in respect of further dissemination 
of any GCHQ material that might have existed. The records show that no such 
request was made.” 
 
Five questions therefore arise: 
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a) Is Sir Peter saying there was nothing in the GCHQ material that might have 
helped the detectives identify some of the bombers because whatever it was that 
GCHQ monitored was not, in fact telephones, bearing in mind  
 

i) that the classified version of his review triggered by Panorama’s 
disclosure that there had been telephone intercepts, ran to 60 
pages, or thereabouts; 

 
ii) there exists within PSNI Special Branch files a report by Detective 

Chief Inspector Wyllie which refers to the coded message used in 
Omagh “Bricks are in the wall” or words to that effect. We believe 
this report was made available to Sir Peter. 

 
b) If there were telephone intercepts, how can that possibly not have assisted 

detectives in identifying, at least the registered subscribers, (provided the 
intercepted mobiles were not all “Ready To Go” which seems  unlikely. Of the 
many landlines and mobiles subsequently shown by cellsite analysis to have been 
involved on the day of the bombing, only two were RTGs. The bulk of the key 
conversations during the bomb run were conducted on registered mobiles. Names 
of the registered subscribers would have afforded the detectives a paper trail to 
some of the users with the prospect of early arrests. This logic appears to us to be 
irresistible and surely applies even if only one telephone number was intercepted, 
let alone the several numbers that John Ware’s sources have said were 
intercepted. What does Sir Peter say about this? He has offered nothing. 

 
c) How does Sir Peter reconcile his certainty that there is nothing in his full 

classified report that could have helped quickly identify at least some of the 
suspects with the December 2001 findings of the former Police Ombudsman for 
Northern Ireland Nuala O’Loan who has said “objective assessment of all (our 
emphasis) available intelligence” would have “have produced other details by 
(Monday) 17 August 1998 of ‘firm suspects’ when maximum forensic 
opportunities were available?”  The Ombudsman said that the individuals 
“identified could then have been subject to prompt and proper investigation.”10 
We understand her assessment of the value of “all available intelligence” 
included the intercept intelligence on the day of the bombing itself. Her report 
does not refer directly to the intercepts because the law did not permit this. Sir 
Peter must presumably have known that her office had been briefed about the 
intercept material because in a letter to MP David Davis the Northern Ireland 
Secretary says: “In terms of the material you may wish to note that he (Sir Peter) 
had access to all that was given to the then Police Ombudsman Nuala O’ Loan 
when she conducted her investigation in 2001.”11 

 
d) Is Sir Peter saying the intercept intelligence would have been of no use to the CID 

because the “strict conditions” governing its dissemination prevented disclosure 
to CID officers in any circumstances of anything that might have revealed GCHQ 
interception had taken place? In other words, in practice, did the rules prevent 

                                                
10 “Objective assessment of all available intelligence would, however, have produced other details by 17 August 1998 of ‘firm 
suspects’, when maximum forensic opportunities were available. The individuals then identified could then have been subject to 
prompt and proper investigation. This intelligence in an incomplete form was not passed to the SIO until 9 September.” 1998.” 
Internal PONI report para 26.20. 
11 Shaun Woodward to David Davies 24 February 2009  
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telephone numbers from ever being disclosed to the CID?  We ask  because 
several officers have told us that in order to comply with the provisions of what 
was then S9 (IOCA) custom and practice required CID officers not to be told that 
telephone intercept was the source of any telephone intercepted intelligence.  
This, apparently, was to prevent any risk of disclosure that interception had 
occurred from seeping into the evidential chain. As one officer put it: “That was 
the choke hold.” 

 
e) Or, does Sir Peter perhaps feel able to give the families the unequivocal” 

assurance they seek because there is indeed “ nothing in the classified material” 
that could have identified the suspects since his terms of reference limited him to 
examining only what was shared with special branch? 

 
The difficulty for us, NIAC, the families and the general public is that hiding 
behind Sir Peter’s “neither-confirm-nor-deny” wall of secrecy, even as to whether 
there were GCHQ intercepts, makes it almost impossible to challenge his view 
that the intercept material would have been of no value whatsoever to the 
detectives trying to identify the bombers. Notwithstanding all of the above, and 
bearing in mind that Sir Peter is self evidently not a detective, nor – on his own 
admission – has he ever “dealt with crime” in his own legal career, and that he 
may not have acquainted himself with the rest of the intelligence picture that the 
special branch might have made available to the detectives but apparently did not 
(because Sir Peter acknowledges his investigation of special branch dissemination 
to the CID was limited), how can anyone not privy to Sir Peter’s full report offer 
an informed assessment of his assessment?) 

 
Q: Now, when we come onto your inquiry. What - you interviewed 24 people. What 
criteria do you use in deciding which 24 individuals you would interview? 
 
A: I sought help from those in a position to give me help. For example, the PSNI  
suggested a list of people in the police or former member of the police, I interviewed 
all of them save for one person who was not willing to be interviewed. I, as I went 
through my interviews other names were mentioned and I followed up all those 
names. Er, there is a point in Mr Ware’s evidence which I’m afraid is simply not 
correct – but I will, if necessary I can go into that. Er, I, so it was a rolling programme 
of people I was interviewing.  
 
On the security service and intelligence, and, er..er, er GCHQ side, I started again in 
much the same way. They suggested people who would have had information that 
was, that was likely to assist me. They also provided witness statements in many 
cases. Again, I was not content just with that. As I went through the evidence, it 
seemed to me I ought to interview some other people. And again, I had that 
opportunity which I carried out. I do not believe that I, I, er  – apart from, yes, another 
policeman who, again, would not wish to be interviewed, I do not believe there was 
anyone whom I wanted to see whom I did not see, either see or speak to. 
 
Q: Just two quick follow up to that. The two policemen who refused to give evidence 
to you: would you have liked to have had the power to compel them to give evidence 
to you? 
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A: Yes. 
 
Q: But of course you did not have that power? 
 
A: I did not have that power. This was a private inquiry. 
 
Q: Indeed. I appreciate that Sir Peter. Were there are any people who offered to give 
evidence whose offer you declined? 
 
A: I can’t…I’m not aware….of 
 
(Pause as Sir Peter confers with his secretary) 
 
Q: No. 
 
A: I’m not aware.. 
 
Q: Now, Mr Ware didn’t entirely enjoy his encounter with you from the way he 
described it to us. Obviously we can make no comment on that because we were not 
present. But he told the committee he was given an inadequate opportunity to supply 
answers on matters of detail. Now is he justified in saying that? 
 
A: No.  
 
Q: Could you amplify on that? 
 
A: Yes. I interviewed him towards end of my inquiry. 
 
Q: Yes. 
 
A: I did not send him questions in advance because it was obvious what it was, that I 
would be asking questions about his programme. He indicated to me that he hadn’t 
done any revision, as it were. He refers in his evidence to you that mention things like 
algorithms. That certainly was not mentioned by me. I was simply trying to ascertain 
from him those matters which were contained in the programme which he was able to 
speak to of his, of his own knowledge because some things in his programme 
indicated the source of, of, of the information; others he was silent about. So I was 
trying to ascertain the extent to which he had information which I would be able to 
assess. 
 
Q: Thank you.  Before I move on to Kate Hoey could I just ask you from the chair one 
final question at this stage. I explained that the committee was unanimous in wishing 
me to see this report and the prime minister turned down that request. Were you 
actually consulted on that request? 
 
A: No 
 
Q: You were not. Had you been consulted, what would your advice have been?  
 
(Pause) 
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Q: Would you have objected? 
 
A: I personally would not..er…if I was to, if I was to lay aside all thoughts of, erm, 
you know, of security and secrecy -  because if you’ll forgive me I don’t know all 
your backgrounds, and so on - I would have been delighted that as many people as 
possible should see the full report so they could see for themselves the extent to which 
chapter and verse had been provided. 
 
Q: Thank you very much for that. I much appreciate that.  
 
A: Thank you. 
 
Q: I think the whole committee appreciates that.  Very frank answer. Kate Hoey. 
 
Kate Hoey: Thank you Sir Peter. Just follw up from that. Is it not possible to produce 
this report with more detail in it – the entire report with just some bits blanked out for 
public perusal? 
 
A: As I said in my opening statement there were real difficulties in producing a 
summary report.  
 
Q: Uhm.. 
 
A: The matters that are dealt with in report are, for most part, of the highest 
sensitivity. All of the police would tell you that. And it is extraordinary difficult 
therefore to fillet, other than to say the conclusion which is on, on the particular 
allegations within the terms of my review, erm, er which I found just simply not 
backed by evidence. So I, I, I’m sorry, one always prefers that one’s full statement 
should be made available. It’s like a judgment, where a summary is given and one 
would like everyone to see the full report. 
 
Q: Thank you. Erm, now if we just go back - I know you mentioned it in your 
statement but it was quite long and perhaps we didn’t all get to taking every word of it 
in. The Omagh Support and Self Help Group when they saw us, they were very 
concerned that they didn’t even get an acknowledgement to the fact that they had 
asked for an interview and details of your terms of reference. Now I understand that 
they could have got terms of reference, probably from somewhere else. But did you 
know they had written to you? 
 
A: No not at all. The first I heard about it, or the the first I knew about it was when I 
saw the transcript of what had been said in front of you.  
 
Q: I assume that.. 
 
A: …and I hadn’t understood that they had asked for anything more than what Mr 
Gallagher had told you – and that was simply the terms of my review 
 
Q: Would you have seen them had they asked you? 
 



 12

A: I think I would have questioned what was the benefit to be obtained.  I share 
entirely with you my abhorrence of what occurred in Omagh on 15 August 1998. I 
share your sympathy with the families. It’s, the atrocity was so terrible that I hope 
every right minded person would do that. But, er, as you may know from what was 
said to you by Mr. Gallagher, and you may know from what you have read, my 
appointment was hardly welcomed by Mr Gallagher. He thought the idea that I should 
spend three months, er, in conducting this review was, well, he didn’t use the word 
‘absurd’ but he said a few weeks would have sufficed. When my summary report was 
published it was again, er, dismissed in no uncertain terms and he has again applied 
certain adjectives about me to you. Er, so I start with that slight unease as to what 
would be produced by my seeing them. Of course if it was simply a matter of looking 
them in the eye and repeating what I said to you of course I would do that.. 
 
Q: Can I….. 
 
A:….But as you know the reassurance which they would no doubt seek from me was 
one which the prime minister sought to give and from the reports that I have read of 
what happened when he saw them, that may not have been wholly successful.. 
 
Q: Sir Peter can I just – I’m trying to clarify. I mean, are you saying you don’t think 
they wrote a letter? Or are you just saying that - I mean, I imagine someone like you 
doesn’t have your letters interfered with or checked so I assume it didn’t go to the 
right place?  Or it went to somebody else who intervened? I mean, you know, it, 
what’s your view on that? 
 
A: I simply don’t know. I do know because I’ve heard one website criticise me that I 
don’t put in the web… I don’t have a website and .. 
 
Q: (inaudible) 
 
A: …there is no address given for me so I am frankly curious to know what was the 
address at which Mr. Gallagher thought he would find me…..er.. 
 
Q: Did you.. 
 
A:….but my secretariat has received nothing. 
 
Q: Well, yes, ok, Well, yeah, I mean I think it does raise a number of interesting 
questions. If a letter that has gone to you presumably at address that was actually that 
Mr. Gallagher knew..…. 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack: But I don’t doubt the total probity of both our witnesses. I’m 
sure Mr. Gallaher sent a letter.  I’m equally convinced – and you have a reputation for 
courtesy – that you didn’t receive it. So… 
 
Kate Hoey: Yes, yes, I appreciate that chairman. I’m just saying, that in view of what 
all this is out. And that we’re dealing with the intelligence services and all this sort of 
thing, it does seem very very strange that no-one seems to know where the letter went. 
But anyway. We, you haven’t had the letter and you have said that even if you had it 
you might not have seen them.  Can I just ask you one further about the – and just to 
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get on the record really. Are you absolutely clear that there is nothing that any better 
intelligence that was there, and what you saw, could have made a difference? In other 
words, is it clear that the Omagh bomb could not have been prevented, er, by the 
better use of any of the intelligence that might have existed at the time?   
 
A: Yes. 
 
(Is Sir Peter really saying that there were no circumstances in which the bombing 
might have been disrupted had there been “better use” of telephone interception?  In 
his review Sir Peter said that Special Branch “did not identify to GCHQ any 
particular phone number as being of particular importance or relevance to a 
potential bombing (in Omagh or elsewhere).”12  Sir Peter appears to be saying that, 
even if the Special Branch had prioritised certain telephone numbers, it would still 
not have been possible for the security forces to have exploited this intelligence to 
disrupt the bombers, even though Sir Peter has acknowledged that in 1998 GCHQ 
were able to locate the general position of a mobile within a mast area: “Information 
on the location of a mobile telephone only existed within the mobile phone network in 
respect of ’communications events’ – when a phone was switched on or off, or during 
a call, for instance – and even then would have been limited to information about the 
cell (the area covered by a particular mast) in which the phone was active.” 13 Sir 
Peter  drew attention to the Crompton report which emphasised that “the majority of 
Special Branch work has concentrated on proactive disruption operations.”14 When 
asked by Mr Fraser if the Special Branch had “specifically request(ed) intelligence 
on intercepts before the bombing” Sir Peter, whilst giving a guarded answer, also 
said “You will know from what I say that GCHQ’s speciality is signals intelligence.”  
Therefore, we repeat the question that Dr. McDonald has asked but to which he has 
not yet been given a clear answer: why would Special Branch have given GCHQ 
telephone numbers to monitor in the first place if they did not have an expectation 
that this might assist in disrupting a bomb attack?) 
 
Sir Patrick: Thank you. Mr Simpson. 
 
David Simpson: Ok thank you Chairman. Can I just touch on the alleged live 
monitoring of the telephone contacts? Did GCHQ, er,  monitor specific mobile phone 
numbers relevant to the bombing at request of Special Branch, and further to that, was 
any such monitoring carried out live? 
 
A: Forgive me if, for appearing evasive but I don’t think I can answer that 
consistently with the, what, er, in the technical jargon is the “NC” is – er, I can neither 
confirm nor deny. I fear I cannot answer that, much though I’d quite like, as I’d like 
to. 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack: Are the answers to that in the full version of the report? 
 
Q: Yes, yes, I was going to go on to say.. 
 
A:  Of course. Of course…. 

                                                
12 Para 28 Gibson Review 
13 Para 31 Gibson Review 
14 Para 15 Gibson Review 
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Q: In the full report? 
 
A: Oh absolutely… 
 
Q: Ok. 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack: This is why, you see, we found it so unsatisfactory. This is no 
criticism. I repeat this, it is not your fault. But we do find it so difficult that I have not 
been able to see this so I can tell my colleagues and they would accept my word, I 
know they would.  It’s not that we don’t accept yours. Er, you mustn’t feel that. 
Nobody is questioning your integrity at all. But we do feel at a disadvantage 
 
David Simpson: Yes, working in the dark Chairman. 
 
Sir Peter Cormack: Yes, we are but we are grateful to you for the clarifications.  
 
David Simpson: Yes. 
 
Sir Peter Cormack: Could I move onto Stephen Hepburn. 
 
Steven Hepburn: Can I just ask you a question about the Panorama programme. 
Because the Panorama programme obviously had tremendous impact after this 
dreadful tragedy. Having done you report, what is your view of the Panorama 
programme? 
 
A: I’m very reluctant to stir things up further, as the chairman has commented Mr 
Ware, er, thinks he was treated badly by me. And I, I really, I would much prefer not 
but if you press me I’m afraid I think  BBC got it completely wrong.  
 
(Which of the several issues we raised in Panorama did the BBC get “completely 
wrong” - given that Sir Peter a) declines to confirm or deny if there were telephone 
intercepts; and b) acknowledges that he did not “examine, any issue other than those 
identified to me by the prime minister in those terms, whether or not other issues 
featured in the Panorama programme or Sunday Telegraph article.”) 
 
Q: That’s a decent answer.  
 
(For the reasons set out in our previous response above, we do not accept at all that 
Sir Peter is correct in saying that that Panorama “got it completely wrong”) 
 
Mr Hepburn (cont): To move on, just for the record again. Are you satisfied that all 
the relevant intelligence that was passed from GCHQ to Special Branch - was it done 
in line with procedures but also as efficiently as possible.. 
 
A: …Efficient, I’m so sorry? 
 
Q: As efficiently or expeditiously as possible? 
 
A: Yes. I say so I hope expressly... 
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Q: I know you do.. 
 
A:…that there was nothing that was not passed fully – again subject to this not 
confirming or deny intercepts  and so on -  there was nothing that was not passed fully 
and quickly to Special Branch, the designated recipient of any information from 
GCHQ.  
 
(There are three points here: 
 

• "…Passed fully and quickly to Special Branch".  In a context on the 
ground where speed is absolutely of the essence, and communication 
between different parts of Special Branch vital, Sir Peter’s answer 
leaves a great deal unsaid. "Quickly" is subjective / imprecise. How 
quickly is quickly? 

 
• To which part of Special Branch was the GCHQ intercept intelligence 

product  "fully" passed, and what happened to it then? Sir Peter’s 
answer may well be correct, but it avoids the point. 

 
• I understand that Sir Peter interviewed both the head of Special 

Branch south and the overall head of Special Branch in post at the 
time of the Omagh bombing.  As we have explained, we are entirely 
satisfied from our own research that both former officers have made it 
clear to former Assistant Chief Constable Ray White, that they did not 
have the intelligence product from the intercepts until Tuesday 19 
August.15 Since Sir Peter is satisfied there was nothing that was not 
passed “fully and quickly to Special Branch” and assuming that the 
two officers did not say different things to different people, has Sir 
Peter resolved the apparent conflict between this finding and their 
recollections? And if he has, could he explain how he has resolved it?) 

 
Q: Then why did it take CID something like nine months to trawl through literally 
millions and millions of telephone records, mobile phone records, to try and trace a 
suspect device? 
 
A: That you will have to ask Special Branch. I, I repeat, I didn’t, what appears in my 
report, I did not look into the reasons why Special Branch, er, er, I use, the adjective, 
acted ‘cautiously’, I used the adverb ‘cautiously’, to describe what, what occurred. Er, 
I saw the people in Special Branch who were in office at the relevant time and so far 
as I can judge from the quite lengthy interview I had with them, they are men of 
integrity. Erm,  I did not, I deliberately did not go into questions things, like why 
certain things were done or had to be done.   
 
( This question from Mr Heburn goes to the heart of the issue raised by Panorama16:  
why the CID detectives got no assistance with telephone numbers whatsoever from the 

                                                
15 Para 48 Panorama response to Sir Peter Gibson review 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf 
16 See also Q99 from Lady Hermon  http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmniaf/c359-
ii/c35902.htm 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf
http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmniaf/c359
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intelligence services when they knew that the detectives saw those numbers as being 
the best route to identifying the bombers. And yet Sir Peter here acknowledges that 
this central issue was excluded from his terms of reference, and that those seeking 
answers to it “…will have to ask Special Branch.” It is a quite astonishing statement, 
is it not? The more so because of Sir Peter’s apparent astonishment that anyone 
should expect him to have provided an answer.   
 
It was because we were unable to answer it by resolving who got what, when and why 
that John Ware wrote this neutral commentary: “The question is: how much of 
GCHQ’s intelligence found its way to the detectives and when? The blunt truth is 
that none of the stories match up about who got what and when”. As the following 
commentary also demonstrates, he simply reflected the different positions of different 
parties as they were reported to him: “If the Special Branch are complaining about 
GCHQ then the CID make a similar complaint about the Special Branch. The 
detectives were pleading for intelligence. But their log records nothing until three and 
a half weeks after the bomb exploded. The Special Branch say the log is incomplete. 
They insist they briefed the detectives immediately. What is clear is that the detectives 
didn’t get everything. Special Branch says that’s because GCHQ wouldn’t allow the 
detectives to know there had been intercepts. “17   
 
The fact that John was unable to include a response from GCHQ has everything to do 
with GCHQ’s refusal to provide one, and  nothing to do with Sir Peter’s fixation that 
it was GCHQ who were in Panorama’s “firing line.” John Ware drew all this to Sir 
Peter’s attention but he persists in dismissing it, indicating a dogged determination to 
defend GCHQ, and to attack the BBC, a view expressed to us by some others he 
interviewed.)18 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack: Thank you for that. Mr Murphy. 
 
Denis Murphy: Thank you Sir Patrick. Just to sort of continue on with that 
questioning. Do you think therefore it was a mistake that part of your inquiry was not 
to actually ask the question why they acted cautious? 
 
A: No, if I might say so. It seemed to me if I’d been asked that, I’m far from certain 
that I would  have undertaken the inquiry at all because it seemed to me that was  
inevitably going to lead into questions about whether the police acted properly, well, 
non negligently things like that. Once you go down that path – and I’ve seen that in 
my career at the bar and judicially – you open the door to legal procedures and 
requirements. For example, if you criticise any person in a report, the practice these 
days is to send a draft to that person, that person then raises queries on the report. The 
whole procedure is lengthened very considerably.  
 
(We only observe that Sir Peter showed no such reluctance in his criticisms of the 
BBC. Not only did he refuse to supply a copy of his secretary’s note of John Ware’s 
interview with him, there was no “draft” of his criticism sent to John for a response) 
 

                                                
17 Panorama “Omagh: What the police were never told” 
18 See paras 59-61 Panorama formal response to Sir Peter Gibson review 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf
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The prime minister wanted to know as soon, how quickly I could produce a report. It 
could not have been produced in anything like the time scale that I followed had extra 
questions such as that which you have asked, been the subject of my review. It would 
also, if you would allow me to say just this, er, no documents were produced relating 
to what Special Branch was doing at the relevant time. They may have had various 
activities ongoing.  I know not. But the, the, the search for the truth would have been 
that much more difficult and it is ten years as you know only too well, since this awful 
happening. 
 
Q: But given the enormity of Omagh, and the very fact that whilst the inquiry was, 
was limited to the parameters you’ve outlined, nevertheless this really does go to the 
heart of whether indeed, as you say, Special Branch acted in the cautious way they 
did. That that infers to me that Special Branch did not do all that they could at the 
particular time Surely it begs the question then  – that should have been part of the 
investigation? If it wasn’t then do you think it would achieve anything reopening the  
investigation on that particular path? 
 
A: I adverted to the difficulties in finding the truth in that matter, if as I’ve been led to 
believe you there are no documents and you are relying only on memories.  
 
(We certainly agree that establishing the truth about who got what, when and why is 
very difficult and we said so. We repeat: the programme was heavily qualified. Sir 
Peter, however, asserted without qualification, that Special Branch south first 
“identified” to the CID “ those persons it believed to have been involved in the 
bombing” on 20 August”19 when no record of such a briefing exists in the CID  
HOLMES system and, moreover, is contradicted by notes available to other senior 
CID officers whom Sir Peter did not interview, but who the BBC did interview.20 Even 
Sir Peter, in his evidence to NIAC, acknowledged that “no documents were produced 
relating to what Special Branch was doing at the relevant time.” Yet in his evidence 
to NIAC,  Sir Peter also said the BBC had relied on sources with “memories of events 
ten years ago and they did not have the advantage of seeing the documentation.” As 
we have already said, to borrow from a phrase Sir Peter himself has used about the 
BBC, he  got that “ completely wrong.” Is it the case, however, that Sir Peter has 
himself been “relying only on memories” when he asserts unequivocally that suspects 
were first identified to the CID by Special Branch south on 20 August?) 
 
So I am not confident that it should have been investigated in that way. Certainly if a 
judge does it, particularly one with my background as a chancery barrister, and as a 
chancery court, judge and a court of appeal judge where I don’t deal with crime, I 
would not have begun an inquiry like this without assessors. So you’re bringing in 
experts  who would evaluate what it is that Special Branch were doing at the time and 
why it was that they behaved so cautiously. You’re second guessing some ten years 
ago and I repeat that is very difficult. 
 
Q: It is. But given your background, and I’m sure you always choose your words very 
carefully, why then did you put that phrase in: “Special Branch acted in the cautious 
way it did”? 
 
                                                
19 Para 33 Gibson Review 
20 Para 26 Panorama response to Gibson review 
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A:  Because it was, as you will have seen from the paragraph where I set out the limits 
of what was handed over, er, only… the, the, the information was not very extensive. 
I implied no more than that. 
 
Q: Fine.   
 
( But Sir Peter surely did  imply more than that. In his review, when referring to 
Special Branch’s “caution” he goes on to say: “I do not doubt that Special Branch 
South took the (cautious) actions it did for what it considered to be good operational 
reasons.”  Sir Peter does not explain why he gave Special Branch the benefit of the 
doubt when, on his own admission, he did not investigate the “soundness of those 
reasons”) 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack: Mr Fraser. 
 
Christopher Fraser: Given what you have just talked about in relation to Special 
Branch and what they were doing, did they specifically request intelligence on 
intercepts before the bombing? 
 
A: This is Special Branch? 
 
Q: Yes. 
 
A: I set out the function of GCHQ and it was in effect to assist the police through the 
agreed mechanism in the performance of their duties.  
 
Q: Yes. 
 
A: Again I must be cautious as to what I can say about what their instructions were. 
But you will know, again from what I say, that GCHQ’s speciality is signals 
intelligence. 
 
Q: Yes. So are you able to tell us whether there were any requests by Special Branch 
to GCHQ in the hours immediately after the bombing. 
 
A: Again, I am struggling to give you as full a reply as I can without going into the 
area where I said I would not go. Erm, perhaps I can put it negatively. I am not aware 
of any request made by Special Branch to GCHQ that was not complied with. 
 
Q: Thank you. 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack: Mr Pound. 
 
Stephen Pound: Sir Peter, I realise it’s already been said a couple of times but, erm. 
please forgive me for repeating it is great pity we are having to put you through this. 
We are very grateful for you coming today and hope you will forgive me for saying 
were the chairman able to see the unredacted report you know, we would all have 
been spared this.   
 
Anon MPs: Hear hear 
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Q (cont): And I know I speak for my colleagues on my side of the committee to say 
how much we regret this. Could I just ask you a question - I’m not sure if you can 
answer but it’s something that interests us greatly. When GCHQ provides information 
to the Special Branch, how does it then reach Special Branch south?  Does it go 
directly to them, or is there a mechanism whereby GCHQ, both before and after and 
during  Omagh, provides routine intercept intelligence? Does it go to Special Branch 
generally or directly to Special Branch south? 
 
A: It..I think I say somewhere that it goes to Special Branch south directly and RUC 
Headquarters. There is no sort of filter if…that’s being suggested or anything that 
holds it up. Indeed, I refer to the fact that the answers come in...er, if there was a 
telephone communication, that’s to say GCHQ speaking on the telephone to Special 
Branch, that that part of Special Branch which is deputed to receive information, that 
is done immediately. 
 
Q: Is that standard operating procedure sir? 
 
A: I’m sorry? 
 
Q: Does that happen in the normal course of business, if I can use the expression? 
 
A: You may be able to infer the urgency which, er, er would accompany such a 
communication. 
 
Q: uhmmmm 
 
A: Again, I’m sorry to repeat it. GCHQ is there as, as, as ,as a means, is there to 
provide information which Special Branch want. Special Branch are treated as the 
experts. Not GCHQ. GCHQ provides the information that is requested and as I’ve 
indicated they do so fully and in a timely fashion. But of course if it’s, if there are 
other things to be done like typing things out, there may be some delay but, er, no 
significant delay occurred, 
 
Q: So it tends to be sort of raw data that isn’t highlighted anywhere that is passed 
from GCHQ to Special Branch and they then decide whether to extract from that or 
transmit it in toto. Is that correct? 
 
A: That’s right.  
 
Q: Yeah. 
 
A: I mean it doesn’t stop GCHQ from making comments 
 
Q: Indeed not, no no. But surely Special Branch had to get clearance from GCHQ 
before they could pass any of this data to CID? Wouldn’t that slow the process down 
quite significantly? 
 
A: There would be a, there is bound to be extra time needed in order to comply with 
those procedures, yes. 



 20

 
(Was there, perhaps, something about the particular circumstances of intelligence 
gathering at that time, either by Special Branch or the Security Service separate from 
the Branch that required extra time in order to comply with those procedures? And if 
there was, might this explain at least one of the apparent contradictions to which we 
referred earlier: why GCHQ’s customer – both the head of Special Branch south and 
the head of Special Branch itself – insist they were not briefed about the intercepts 
until 19 August 1998, three days after the bombing? ) 
 
Q: I mean, my colleague earlier on raised the question of the nine month time lag in 
analysing the telephone numbers. Have you any idea what the normal time line is for 
CID clearance to be obtained from GCHQ by Special Branch? 
 
A: I, no I, I, I really can’t, can’t, can’t say what is normal, or not normal;… 
 
Q: I appreciate normality is not the issue here... 
 
A: I repeat: GCHQ is treating Special Branch as a customer.  So it’s trying to do what 
the customer wants. If a customer wants something done urgently it can say so. If  it 
wants further information it can do so. 
 
(In his evidence to NIAC, John Ware made the same point about Special Branch 
being the “customer”: “…..The system is then interrogated, headlines are dashed off 
and whizzed off by fax or whatever to the customer, Special Branch…”. And later: 
“ To be fair, GCHQ are worker bees.  They are set tasks, as I understand it, and they 
are a service provider.  They are not there to analyse this and that and the other, they 
provide the coverage….”  
These sentiments further demonstrate that Sir Peter is just wrong to insist that 
Panorama had GCHQ “in the firing line.”)21   
 
Q: I haven’t had that analogy since the high days of New Labour. But, erm, I’m glad .. 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack: I, I’m not sure.. 
 
(laughter) 
 
Stephen Pound: But, but I think that’s really as far as I can go Sir and I thank you for 
your courtesy. 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack: I’d like to bring in….  I do find all of this rather like having to 
examine Shakespeare having only read Lambs Tales. But er ( laughs) could we bring 
in Dr McDonald. 
 
Alasdair McDonald: That you very much.  Sir Patrick.  I am listening Sir Peter to 
your evidence there and I’m very impressed. I mean I get the clear impression that 
GCHQ did its job. But the question I keep asking myself is: what was the point of 
doing all the monitoring if somewhere or other it was going to get lost somewhere 
between up there and down there? 
                                                
21 http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmniaf/c359-ii/c35901.htm 
 

http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmniaf/c359-ii/c35901.htm
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A: Uhm. 
 
Q: Am I correct in arriving at the conclusion that either rivalry or malfunction 
somewhere within Special Branch allowed all this useful work to go astray? 
 
A: Well without being specific about the points on which complaint has been made, 
you  will know from the post bombing reports, that you first had the parliamentary 
ombudsman for the police making certain criticisms … 
 
Q: Yes. 
 
A:… about Special Branch not passing things on. The monitoring has to be done, of 
course, by GCHQ if GCHQ’s assistance is sought. A great deal may be done by other 
agencies such as the RUC itself. So that is the purpose is to put into the hands of the 
specialists – Special Branch - what is being monitored. You are asking a different 
question when you are asking about the transmission of information from Special 
Branch to, say, the investigating team. Er, that is a matter for them. And it’s not up to 
GCHQ. 
 
( If dissemination by the Special Branch to the CID of intelligence derived from 
GCHQ intercepts is “not up to GCHQ” then it is very hard to understand why there 
is any requirement for the “strict conditions” about dissemination which, according 
to Sir Peter’s review are “ imposed by GCHQ.”22) 
 
Q: But you, you, all your evidence and I find it very clear and very helpful that, is that 
GCHQ did its job and produced information as requested. And if there was a further.. 
failure happened further down the line.  
 
A: Yes. 
 
Q: Is there any suggestion – perhaps in terms of your remit – is there any suggestion 
of rivalry, or there was competition, or whatever? 
 
A: I only know what I saw in the post bombing reports. As you will appreciate  the 
parliamentary ombudsman (Sir Peter obviously means the Police Ombudsman for 
Northern Ireland) specifically asked for a separate investigation into the procedures 
of Special Branch. 
 
Q: Yes 
 
A: And that resulted in the Crompton report which I cited in my summary report. 
Again, I’m repeating myself and refers to complaints and suspicions between the two 
branches of the RUC so it would look as though there was that failure to 
communicate. 
 

                                                
22 Para 23 Panorama formal response to Sir Peter Gibson review 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/12_02_09_panoramagibsonresponse.pdf
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Q: My bafflement sitting here taking all your evidence at genuine face value. I mean it 
strikes me as being bewildering why Special Branch should seek monitoring and seek 
reports and then not pass that detail on…and that’s the difficulty we have sitting here..  
 
A: Yes, yes, 
 
Q: here get our head round…it’s unfortunate that GCHQ would appear on the surface 
and from your evidence, done its job and done it correctly, I think, I think you have 
made it very clear that GCHQ has a technical role….it’s not the judgement or 
assessment of the evidence, it’s the generation of it, technical support if you like, The 
bafflement here is, and again this affects families and everything else involved in 
Omagh, is: why was some, why was all this work costing a fair amount of money not 
put to some use? As I say, that’s that.. 
 
A: Well the Special Branch, er, would have to answer for itself. But they were the 
people gathering, in one sense, gathering intelligence by asking GCHQ to provide it, 
by seeking it by their own means. They no doubt had their own particular reasons. I 
know not whether there were disruption activities going on, or what it was that was 
preoccupying Special Branch? 
 
(Once again, Sir Peter’s answer serves only to emphasise that he has shed no light on 
the central issue raised by Panorama. Indeed, one might argue that for those refused 
access to his full review,  the picture is now wreathed in more confusion than ever.) 
 
Sir Patrick Cormack: The people who refused to give evidence to you – and you 
said to the Committee very frankly you were sorry they refused to give evidence - 
were they Special Branch? 
 
A: Er, no, one was on the investigating team. The other was Special Branch…  
 
Q: The other was Special Branch, yes 
 
A: ..but not, er he didn’t lead a team.. 
 
Q: Had that gentleman from Special Branch agreed to give you evidence, do you 
think you would be in a better position to ask the questions that you have just been 
asked by Dr McDonald? 
 
A: I doubt it it. It would be nice confirmation for me that what I had heard was in fact 
the truth. Obviously one wants as much confirmation as possible. I mean if someone 
comes up with evidence… 
 
Q Which It’s what we are seeking 
 
A: Yes yes. 
 
Q: I appreciate you have done a huge amount of work. It must have been quite 
stressful, the whole thing. But at the end of it all, do you think on reflection and 
looking back, the prime minister might have chosen a different way of dealing with 
this? And has in the end your report - which of course we’ve only seen fifteen pages 
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of it - done anything really to help? We’ve still got nobody who has been found 
guilty; we’ve still got grieving families, we’ve still got no real answers. What actually 
did it achieve? 
 
A: I hope it would, I hoped it would achieve the exoneration from these very serious 
charges – uhm,  At least that’s how I would read it.  
 
(According to the Security Service, Sir Peter Gibson is one of two “independent 
Commissioners” who “ oversee the activities of the Security Service and a number of 
other public bodies, including the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) and the 
Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ). 23“ With great respect to Sir 
Peter, does the “exoneration” of GCHQ of any blame for the failure of the Omagh 
bomb inquiry properly fall within his remit as an independent scrutineer? It is surely 
not the job of an independent scrutiniser to “defend” anyone, rather simply to report 
the facts as he finds them. The fact that Sir Peter evidently felt no qualms about 
disclosing his advocacy in a public forum of MPs suggests that his “independence” is 
not perhaps as robust as the Security Service website suggests.) 
 
I know Mr Ware differs from me. He says that, er,  GCHQ, for example, wasn’t in the 
firing line at all.  I am wholly unable to read, to, to see what was said in the Panorama 
programme and agree with him on that. I agree that that’s not very satisfactory for the 
families and others who want the people who did this behind bars and as quickly as 
possible. Erm, er, so to that extent, it hasn’t achieved, as you suggested, all that much, 
particularly if those who see my summary report are not convinced.  
 
Q: You… 
 
A: It’s very difficult to convince people as deeply as they do. 
 
Q: I, I, Sir Peter, I feel very much in sympathy with you. And I just feel that if only 
we could see what you have written we might be totally convinced by it. I mean you 
strike me as being one of the fairest witnesses we have had before us and we are 
grateful to you but we do regret the constraints.  Do you think that it’s correct to infer 
from the fact that the arrangements for the dissemination of intelligence to detectives 
investigating crime in Northern Ireland have changed since 1998 indicates that those 
that were in force at the time of the Omagh bombing were imperfect? Is that a correct 
inference to draw? 
 
(pause) 
 
A: Forgive me for trying to clarify? Er, you’re questioning… 
 
Q: Well, we are told, we are told that the arrangements for the dissemination of 
intelligence to detectives investigating crime in Northern Ireland – have change since 
1998 and have changed quite significantly. Now is it reasonable to infer from that that 
lessons have been learned and arrangements in place at the time of this terrible deed 
were imperfect?  
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A: I don’t know the details of the PSNI’s internal procedures governing what should 
be passed to the detectives and investigating team so I am in a bit of difficult in really 
giving a fair comment on that.  
 
(By exonerating completely GCHQ and its rules and procedures from having any 
bearing whatsoever on the failure of the intercepted telephone numbers to be passed 
to the CID to assist them in identifying the bombers, Sir Peter turns the spotlight  on 
to the only other link in the dissemination chain – Special Branch to CID, but then 
promptly turns it off by not investigating all the circumstances that might have 
explained why this did not happen. As Sir Peter acknowledged,  he doesn’t know the 
“the details of the PSNI’s internal procedures governing what should be passed to the 
detectives and investigating team.” To repeat: that very issue lay at the heart of the 
Panorama programme which prompted his review in the first place. We agree with 
Sir Peter that it is hard to see what his review has achieved.) 
 
Plainly there was huge dissatisfaction amongst a large number of a large section of the 
police about this. It’s, er, I’ve heard even in this country similar sorts of complaints 
about in relations between Special Branch and other parts of the police. Whether that 
is true or not I cannot say. But in Northern Ireland it does seem to have caused a good 
deal of dissatisfaction and I’ve referred as I say to what the Crompton report 
contained. 
 
Q: It does indeed. Sir Peter look, we are, we are all of us very grateful to you. You 
have done you best within these difficult constrains. We are constrained because we 
don’t know what you have wrote. Only a quarter of it has been published and is 
available for us. We are of course also – and this was why the committee was happy 
to delegate to me the task of looking at the report - because we are very conscious of 
the sensitivities and  we are very conscious of the fact that we all depend to a great 
degree upon the integrity of our security services and we, this committee is the last 
body that would wish to publish information that would in any way endanger the 
state, northern Ireland in particular. But it is unsatisfactory. And as you yourself have 
said, it must be deeply disappointing to you as well. Your  report has not achieved 
what you hoped it would achieve. Now I would intend to go back to the prime 
minister after this session and ask yet again in the light of what you have said if I can 
look at this report. It’s only fair to say that to you while you are here. Are there any 
things you would like to say to the committee privately before we end our session?  
 
A: I, I don’t I’m afraid see ……. 
 
Q: No.. 
 
A: ..Can add. You are aware that the ISC has seen what has.. 
 
Q:  Yes indeed. Which makes our frustration and dissatisfaction even greater 
 
A: Yes, well whether you take comfort from their attitude I know not. 
 
Q: Well you understand that. Look Sir Peter, on behalf of the Committee thank you 
very much indeed for your courtesy in answering questions and the way that have 
sought to answer them. We are very unhappy, as you will obviously have gathered but 
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that unhappiness is in no way your fault. Could I ask the committee to stay behind for 
a second while I say goodbye to Sir Peter.. 
 
A:  Thank you. May I thank you all for being so courteous in your questions to me. A 
great relief I can assure you. 
 
Ends 


