With its Systemic Remedies, “the US Now Serves as a Baseline for
Foreign Intelligence Standards”
Conclusion of team led by Oxford Professor Ian Brown after comparing US
safeguards to other countries
By Peter Swire
This essay is part of a five-part series that highlights critical issues in my 300-page testimony
that explains U.S. surveillance law and related issues in the Standard Contracts Clause case
before the Irish High Court concerning data flows between the US and the EU. An overview of
the testimony can be found at www.alston.com/en/resources/peter-swire-irish-high-courtcase-testimony.1
The Irish High Court is currently considering whether Standard Contract Clauses (SCCs) will
continue to be considered a valid basis for transfer of personal data between the EU and the US.
The court has shown a particular interest in the surveillance practices of the US government.
As described in detail in my testimony, the US has developed multiple ways to ensure oversight
by persons with access to classified information for the necessarily secret activities, and to create
transparency in ways that do not compromise national security. In my view, the US system
provides effective checks against abuse of secret surveillance powers – which is superior to any
that I am aware of in the world.
I agree with the team led by Oxford Professor Ian Brown, who after comparing US safeguards to
other countries, concluded that “the US now serves as a baseline for foreign intelligence
standards,” and that the legal framework for foreign intelligence collection in the US “contains
much clearer rules on the authorisation and limits on the collection, use, sharing and oversight of
data relating to foreign nationals than the laws of almost all EU Member States.”2
Systemic Safeguards for Foreign Intelligence
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Many of the most effective protections for privacy, in my experience, exist at the systemic level,
rather than occurring primarily on a retroactive basis through an individual remedy.3 An analogy
I discussed at trial helps illustrate the relative importance of systemic safeguards compared with
after-the-fact individual remedies. In the area of automobile safety, it is of course important to
have individual tort remedies to provide redress after the fact in the case of an accident. Focusing
only on these after-the-fact individual remedies, however, misses the much larger goal –
providing safe cars and preventing the accidents from occurring. The argument is that protection
comes in large measure by building safe cars (systemic remedies), rather than focusing
exclusively on legal action after an accident (individual right to redress). The Irish Data
Protection Commissioner, in the pending case, relied solely on concerns about the lack of afterthe-fact individual remedies. She cited only the remedies provisions of Article 47 as the basis
for finding a lack of adequacy. By contrast, the car analogy reminds us that the goal is overall
protection of individual rights, and not simply the ability to have an individual cause of action
after violations have occurred.
Chapter 3 of my testimony provides a detailed explanation (49 pages) documenting systemic
protections under U.S. law for foreign intelligence surveillance. Under U.S. law, the most
fundamental systemic remedies arise from the US Constitution, which created a time-tested
system of checks and balances among the three branches of government and has been in
continuous operation since 1790. For government access to personal data, the Fourth
Amendment to the US Constitution plays a particularly important role. The jurisprudence
concerning the Fourth Amendment has responded to changing technology.4 Other constitutional
protections for information about a person’s information include: the First Amendment,5 the
Third Amendment,6 and the Fifth Amendment.7 These constitutional rights, enforced by
independent judges, provide systemic protections against over-reach by the other branches of
government.
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In addition to constitutional checks, major safeguards in the US system of foreign intelligence
law are codified in statute. Most notably, in 1978, the US Congress passed the Foreign
Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA).8 Following the Snowden disclosures, Congress in the USA
FREEDOM Act of 2015 strengthened important aspects of FISA, and ended bulk collection
under Section 215 of the PATRIOT Act.9
My testimony in December 2015 to the Belgium Privacy Agency discussed 24 distinct
surveillance reforms that the United States undertook from the time of the Edward Snowden
disclosures in 2013 through the time of the testimony.10 Between 2013 and the filing of my
testimony in Ireland in November 2016, there were important additional reforms, notably the
Privacy Shield, the Judicial Redress Act, and the Umbrella Agreement on law enforcement
sharing. The 2015 testimony discussed these reforms:
-Independent reviews of surveillance activities
1. Review Group on Intelligence and Communications Technology;
2. Privacy and Civil Liberties Oversight Board (PCLOB);
-Legislative actions
3. Increased funding for the PCLOB;
4. Greater judicial role in Section 215 orders;
5. Prohibition on bulk collection under Section 215 and other laws;
6. Declassification of FISC decisions, orders, and opinions;
7. Appointment of experts to brief the FISC on privacy and civil liberties;
8. Transparency reports by companies subject to court orders;
9. Transparency reports by the US government;
10. The Judicial Redress Act;
-Executive branch actions
11. New surveillance principle to protect privacy rights outside of the US;
12. Protection of civil liberties in addition to privacy;
13. Safeguards for the personal information of all individuals, regardless of nationality;
14. Retention and dissemination limits for non-US persons similar to US persons;
15. Limits on bulk collection of signals intelligence;
16. Limits on surveillance to gain trade secrets for commercial advantage;
17. White House oversight of sensitive intelligence collections, including of foreign
leaders;
18. White House process to help fix software flaws rather than use them for surveillance;
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19. Greater transparency by the executive branch about surveillance activities;
20. Creation of the first NSA Civil Liberties and Privacy Office;
21. Multiple changes under Section 215;
22. Stricter documentation of the foreign intelligence basis for targeting under Section
702 of FISA;
23. Other changes under Section 702; and
24. Reduced secrecy about National Security Letters.
This year, the NSA announced another reform – the agency ended a portion of its Upstream
program known as “about” collection.11
Systemic Safeguards in Law Enforcement Investigations
In addition to foreign intelligence, the US has a system of safeguards protecting individuals in
the context of criminal investigations. Chapter 4 of the testimony describes multiple areas where
US criminal procedure safeguards are stricter (more substantial) than other countries, including:
strict judicial oversight;12 stricter oversight for interceptions;13 penalties for illegal searches;14
orders permitting legal challenges;15 no mandatory data retention;16 and strong encryption.17 An
expanded version of that analysis recently appeared in an Emory Law Journal article.18
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In conclusion, I agree with the Oxford team’s determination that the EU Member States’ legal
frameworks for foreign intelligence “generally compare unfavorably with the situation in the
US” after the adoption of Presidential Privacy Directive 28. The Oxford team pointed out that
European governments that want to further limit the NSA’s activities concerning EU citizens
first “need to get their own houses in order by developing, publicizing, and adopting publicly
available standards that govern foreign intelligence collection.”19

19

Ian Brown et al., Towards Multilateral Standards for Surveillance Reform, 10-11 (2015), https://cihr.eu/wpcontent/uploads/2015/01/Brown_et_al_Towards_Multilateral_2015.pdf.

5

