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Milly Dowler.

THE mobile phone of a British
schoolgirl who went missing in
2002 and whose murdered
body was discovered six
months later was repeatedly
hacked by the News of the
World tabloid at a time when
no one knew what had
happened to her, a lawyer for
her family has said.

According to the lawyer, Mark
Lewis, the newspaper not only
intercepted messages left on
the phone of the girl, Milly
Dowler, 13, by her increasingly frantic family after her
disappearance, but also deleted some of the messages when
her voice mailbox became full - thereby making room for new
ones and listening to those in turn. This confused investigators
and gave false hope to Milly's relatives, who believed it
showed she was still alive and deleting the messages herself,
Mr Lewis said.

He called the Rupert Murdoch-owned newspaper's actions
''heinous'' and ''despicable'' and said the Dowler family
suffered ''distress heaped upon tragedy'' upon learning that
News of the World ''had no humanity at such a terrible time''.

The disclosures came as part of a broader police investigation
into News of the World's routine practice of intercepting the
phone messages of celebrities, politicians and other public
figures in the mid-2000s. The newspaper has admitted that it
did so in some cases, and has paid damages to the actress
Sienna Miller and others. Numerous other people who say that
their phones were hacked are suing the paper.

But the revelations about Milly Dowler are significant for two
reasons. The first is that the alleged hacking in this case
occurred in 2002 - five years before News of the World's chief
royal reporter, Clive Goodman, was jailed along with Glenn
Mulcaire, an investigator hired by the paper, after they were
found guilty of intercepting the phone messages of members
of the royal family. The Dowler case is the first to indicate
publicly that similar behaviour had occurred before.

The second is that in 2002, the editor of News of the World
was Rebekah Brooks, a confidant and favourite of Murdoch,
whose corporation owns the paper. Brooks, who is now chief
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executive of News International, the British newspaper division
of Murdoch's News Corp, has always denied knowing anything
about phone hacking at any Murdoch-owned papers.

If Mr Lewis's accusations about hacking during the Dowler
case prove accurate, it would mean either that Ms Brooks had
no idea how the paper she edited was obtaining information
about the Dowler family, or that she knew about the hacking
and allowed it.

Evidence that News of the World had hacked into Milly's
phone and into the phones of her family members was found
in notebooks belonging to Mulcaire that were turned over to
police as part of a wider investigation, The Guardian reported.
Previous hacking by News of the World had been confined to
celebrities.

Milly's parents, Sally and Bob Dowler, said they had been
given ''false hope'' that their daughter could still be alive and
were pursuing a claim for damages.

In a statement, News of the World said it was co-operating
with the police.
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