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Millions 'unw ittingly tracked' by phone after vaccination to see if

movements changed

A  rep o rt rev ea le d th a t da ta  fro m  o n e in  ten  p e o ple s' ph o n e s w ere tra c k e d in  Febru a ry

B y C h ristoph er Hope, 
CH I EF POLI TI CAL COR R E SPON DEN T

22 May 2021 • 8:17pm

M illio n s o f  Brito n s h a d th eir m ov em en ts "u n w ittin g ly  tra c k e d" u sin g  th eir m o bile ph o n e s to

se e if  v a c c in a te d p e o ple m ov e d a b o u t m o re a fter th eir ja bs,  th e Te l e g r a p h  h a s lea rn t.

A  rep o rt fro m  th e SPI -B c o m m itte e o f  G ov ern m en t sc ien tists a dm itte d th a t da ta  fro m  o n e in

ten  p e o ple s' ph o n e s w ere tra c k e d in  Febru a ry,  w ith o u t th eir ow n ers' ex pre ss k n ow le dg e.

Th e fi g u re s w ere u se d by re sea rc h ers a t Oxfo rd U n iv ersity,  w h o  c a rrie d o u t stu die s fo r th e

Sc ien tifi c  Pa n dem ic  I n fl u en za  G ro u p o n  Beh a v io u rs (SPI -B),  w h ic h  a dv ise s th e Sa g e g ro u p

o f G ov ern m en t sc ien tifi c  a dv isers.

U sin g  “ c ell ph o n e m o bility  da ta  fo r 10 p er c en t o f  th e British  p o pu la tio n ”,  th e Oxfo rd

U n iv ersity  ex p erts fo u n d 4,254 in div idu a ls w ere v a c c in a te d.

Th is g ro u p w a s th en  tra c k e d th ro u g h  40 “ CDR [c a ll da ta  re c o rds] w ith  c o rre sp o n din g

lo c a tio n  o bserv a tio n s”  ev ery da y,  a n d m o n ito re d fo r b eh a v io u ra l c h a n g e by a n a lysin g  th eir

da ta  fo r th e w e ek  prio r a n d w e ek  a fter th e v a c c in a tio n  ev en t.
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Th e rep o rt sa id th a t “ v a rio u s ro bu stn e ss c h e c k s a re u n derta k en  by a g e,  dista n c e fro m  h o m e

to  v a c c in a tio n  p o in t”  w ere c h e c k e d.

Th e ex p erts a lso  lo ok e d a t “g yra tio n  (ra diu s o f  g yra tio n  o n  v a c c in a tio n  da y),  tim e (o p en in g

h o u rs) a n d h o m e (do  th ey g o  h o m e dire c tly  a fter v a c c in a tio n )”.

By c o m pa rin g  th e m ov em en ts o f  th e v a c c in a te d p e o ple a g a in st a  diff eren t c o n trol g ro u p th e

sc ien tists fo u n d th a t th eir “ a v era g e pre -v a c c in a tio n  m o bility  in c rea se d by 218 m e ters [sic ]”.  

C a m pa ig n ers a g a in st g rea ter sta te su rv eilla n c e in  th e U K sa id Brito n s w o u ld b e “ distu rb e d

to  disc ov er th ey w ere u n w ittin g ly  tra c k e d a n d su bje c te d to  b eh a v io u ra l a n a lysis v ia  th eir

ph o n e s”.

Silk ie C a rlo,  a  sp ok e sm a n  fo r Big  Bro th er W a tc h ,  sa id: " N o  o n e ex p e c ts th a t by g o in g  to  g e t a

v a c c in e th ey w ill b e tra c k e d a n d m o n ito re d by th eir ow n  G ov ern m en t.  

“ Th is is de eply  c h illin g  a n d c o u ld b e ex trem ely da m a g in g  to  pu blic  tru st in  m e dic a l

c o n fi den tia lity.

" Be tw e en  lo o m in g  Cov id pa ssp o rts a n d v a c c in e ph o n e su rv eilla n c e,  th is G ov ern m en t is

tu rn in g  Brita in  in to  a  Big  Bro th er sta te u n der th e c ov er o f  Cov id. Th is sh o u ld b e a  w a k e u p

c a ll to  u s a ll."

A  G ov ern m en t sp ok e sm a n  sa id: "A ll th e da ta  se ts u se d in  th is re sea rc h  a re se t o u t in  th e

pa p er w h ic h  m a k e s c lea r th a t th e m o bile ph o n e lo c a tio n  da ta  u se d is G DPR-c o m plia n t a n d

VACCINATIONS: 1ST DOSE

39,259,168
71.37% of UK adult population

2ND DOSE

25,332,851
46.05% of UK adult population

Coronavirus live tracker: latest figures for your local area, the UK and worldwide

183,526
Latest doses given

38.72%
Increase in rollout this week

418,848
Latest doses given

4.04%
Increase in rollout this week
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h a s b e en  prov ide d fro m  a  c o m pa n y th a t c olle c te d,  c lea n e d,  a n d a n o n ym ize d th e da ta .

" Th e da ta  is a t c ell tow er ra th er th a n  in div idu a l lev el a n d th e re sea rc h ers w ere g ra n te d

a c c e ss to  th e da ta se t u n der a  re sea rc h  c o n tra c t w ith  e th ic a l a pprov a l prov ide d to  th e

re sea rc h ers fro m  th e U n iv ersity  o f  Oxfo rd,  w o rk in g  o n  b eh a lf  o f  SPI -B". 

A  G ov ern m en t so u rc e sa id: " Th is a n a lysis is a t th e c ell tow er lev el o f  a n o n ym ise d da ta  a n d is

th erefo re n o t in div idu a l su rv eilla n c e.

" Th is c o a rse re solu tio n  o f  da ta  a t th e c ell ph o n e tow er lev el c a n  ra n g e fro m  a ro u n d 300

m e ters to  1-2 k ilo m e tre s a n d ev en  u p to  12 k ilo m e tre s in  ru ra l a rea s.

"A lth o u g h  th e lo c a tio n  is sm a ller in  u rba n  a rea s,  th e p o pu la tio n  den sity  is a lso  h ig h er,

m ea n in g  it is n o t p o ssible to  iden tif y  in div idu a ls.

" I t is n o t G PS tra c in g  da ta  w h ic h  is c o m m o n ly u se d by so m e la rg e c o m m erc ia l c o m pa n ie s

fo r ta rg e te d a dv ertisin g ."

Th e so u rc e a dde d th e pro je c t w a s a pprov e d by a n  Eth ic s c o m m itte e a t Oxfo rd U n iv ersity,

w ith  th e da ta  "prov ide d by th e c o m pa n y a s pa rt o f  th e Cov id-19 re sp o n se o f  sh a rin g  da ta  fo r

th e pu blic  g o o d.

" Th is da ta  is in c iden ta l a n d a u to m a tic a lly  g en era te d w h en  p e o ple u se th eir m o bile ph o n e s

a n d is pa rt o f  th e g en era l term s a n d c o n ditio n s.

" Da ta  w a s ex ten siv ely  a n o n ym ise d by th e c o m pa n y b efo re it is u se d fo r re sea rc h .

" U sers a re g iv en  a  n ew  tok en  o f  iden tifi c a tio n  ea c h  m o n th  to  pre serv e a n o n ym ity  a n d th e

o n ly ba sic  dem o g ra ph ic  da ta  th a t is sh a re d is a g e w ith in  a  tw o -yea r bra c k e t a n d self-

rep o rte d sex .

"On ly a  sm a ll g ro u p o f pre -a pprov e d re sea rc h ers h a d a c c e ss to  th e da ta ."
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