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The pohce use terror
laws to penalise dissent
while we insist that
civil liberties are West's
gift to the world

By GEORGE MONBIOT

€¢ e are trying to
fight 21st-centu-
Ty crime - antiso-
cial behaviour, drug dealing,
binge drinking, organised
crime with 19th-century
methods, as if we still lived in
the time of Dickens." Tony
Blair, September 27 2005.
"Down poured the wine
like oil on blazing fire. And
still the riot went on - the de-
bauchery gained its height -
glasses were dashed upon the
floor by hands that could not
carry them to lips, oaths were
shouted out by lips which
could scarcely form the words
to vent them in; drunken los-
ers cursed and roared; some
mounted on the tables, wav-
ing bottles above their heads
and bidding defiance to the
rest; some danced, some sang,
some tore the cards and raved.
Tumult and frenzy reigned
supreme ..." Nicholas Nickle-
by, by Charles Dickens, 1839.
All politicians who seek to
justify repressive legislation
claim that they are respond-
ing to an unprecedented
threat to public order. And all

politicians who cite such a:

threat draft measures in re-
sponse which can just ds easi-
ly be used against democratic
protest. No Act has been
passed over the past 20 years
with the aim of preventing
antisocial behaviour, disor-
derly conduct, trespass, ha-
rassment and terrorism that
has not also been deployed to
criminalise a peaceful public
engagement in politics. When
Walter Wolfgang was briefly

detained by the police after .

heckling the foreign secretary
last week, the public caught a
glimpse of something that a
few of us have been vainly
banging on about for years.

Students held
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Harassment the act says,
"must involve conduct on at
least two occasions ... conduct
includes speech”. Parliament
was told that its purpose was
to protect women from stalk-
ers, but the first people to be
arrested were three peaceful
protesters. Since then it has
been used by the arms manu-
facturer EDO to keep demon-
strators away from its factory
gates, and by Kent police toar-
rest a woman who sent an ex-
ecutive at a drugs company
two polite emails, begging
him not to test his products on
animals.

Criminalising protest

Had Mr Wolfgang said
"nonsense" to one of the
goons who dragged him out of
the conference, he could have
been charged under section
125 of the Serious Organised
Crime and Police Act 2005,
which came into force in Au-
gust. Section 125 added a new
definition of harassment to
the 1997 act, "a course of con-
duct ... which involves harass-
ment of two or more persons”.
This provision, - in other
words, can be used to crimi-
nalise any protest anywhere.
But when the Bill passed
through the Commons and
the Lords, no -member con-
tested or even noticed it.

The law that has proved
most useful to the police is the
one under which Mr :Wolf-
gang was held: $éction 44 of
the Terrorism Act 2000. This
allows them to stop and
search people without the
need to show that they have
“reasonable suspicion" that a
criminal offence is being com-
mitted. They have used it to
put  peaceful protesters
through hell. At the begin-
ning of 2003, demonstrators

against the impending war |

with Iraq set up a peace camp
outside the military base at
Fairford in Gloucestershire,
from which US B52s would
launch their bombing raids.
Every day - sometimes several
times a day - the protesters
were stopped and searched
under section 44.

On last Friday, six students
and graduates of Lancaster
University were convicted of
aggravated trespass. Their
crime was to have entered a
lecture theatre and handed
out leaflets to the audience.
Staff at the university were
meeting people from BAE
Systems,  Rolls-Royce, Shell,
the Carlyle Group, Glaxo-
SmithKline, " DuPont,
Unilever and Diageo, to learn
how to "commercialise uni-
versity research". The stu-
dents were hoping to per-
suade the researchers not to
sell their work. They were in
the theatre for three minutes.
As the judge conceded, they
fried neither to intimidate
anyone nor to stop the confer-
ence from proceeding.

They were prosecuted un-
der the 1994 Criminal Justice
Act, passed when Michael
Howard was the Conservative
home secretary. But the univer-
sity was able to use it only be-
cause Labour amended the Act
in 2003 to ensure that it could be
applied anywhere, rather than
just "in the open air".

Had Mr Wolfgang said
"nonsense" twice during the
foreign secretary's speech, the
police could have charged
him under the Protection
from Harassment Act 1997.

What is most remarkable
is that until Mr Wolfgang was
held, neither parliamentari-
ans nor the press were inter-
ested. The pressure group
Liberty, the Green party, a
couple of alternative comedi-
ans, the Indymedia network
and the alternative magazine
Schnews have been left to de-
fend civil liberties almost
unassisted.  Even  after
"Wolfie" was thrown out of
the conference, public criti-
cism concentrated on the sup-
pression of dissent within the
Labour party, rather than the
suppression of  dissent
throughout the country. As
the parliamentary opposition
falls apart, the extra-parlia-
mentary one is being closed
down with hardly a rumble of
protest from the huffers and
puffers who insist that civil
liberties are Britain's gift to
the world, Perhaps they're
afraid they'll be arrested.
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