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NEW POLICE
COMPLAINTS SYSTEM

The new system for handling complaints
against the police came into effect on
June 1. It introduced an independent
element that has the appearance of being
a change for the better, but in fact the
reverse may well be the case. This has
resulted from a crucial amendment to the
Police Act 1976 while going through
parliament and from an interpretative
ruling by the Home Secretary after the
Act was passed, following pressure from
the Police Federation.

The Police Act 1976 (amending the
Police Act 1964) set out a new procedure
bringing an independent element into
dealing with complaints, in the form of

the Police Complaints Board. The new
Board has seventeen members, with Lord
Plowden as its chairman, and Sir George
Ogden (Chief Executive of Greater
Manchester) and Sir James Waddell
(previously an Under-Secretary at the
Home Office with responsibility for the
Police Department) as deputy chairmen.

In the old system the police themselves
investigated complaints and decided inter-
nally what action to take. The new
procedure begins with an investigation by
the local police force who then forward
their findings to the Police Complaints
Board. The Board can either confirm the
findings or order further investigations. In
the last resort, it has the power to direct a
local force either to take disciplinary
action or to bring criminal charges.

When the Bill came before the
Commons Mr Eldon Griffiths, parliamen-
tary adviser to the Police Federation, said
that the Federation (which represents
over 100,000 police men and women)
would only co-operate providing certain

State Research Bulletin No 1/October 1977/Page 7



changes were made. Firstly, officers
should receive a copy of complaints made
against them, and secondly, the Police
Federation should be allowed to use its
funds to prosecute alleged malicious and
defamatory complainants. The first
demand was accepted by the government
in parliament. Police officers will get a
copy of the complaints made against them
when the internal investigation is over and
the Board has been informed (Home
Office circular 63/77). The only
exceptions will be if doing so would
prejudice criminal investigations or be
contrary to the public interest.

The second demand required an inter-
pretative ruling by Merlyn Rees after the
Bill was passed by parliament. Police
Federation Regulations (1969), which
interpreted S.44(1) of the Police Act
1964, precluded the use of the Federa-
tion’s funds on questions of discipline.
S.44(1) states that Federation funds can
be used ‘in all matters affecting their
(police officers’) welfare and efficiency,
other than questions of discipline . ..’
Rees, exercising his power as Home
Secretary, simply reversed the intent of
this passage by ruling that S.44(1) does
not preclude the Federation from raising
general issues arising out of individual
cases of discipline (HO circular 63/77).
The Federation followed this up by
announcing that it will support (pay the
legal costs of) officers bringing legal
proceedings against a complainant where
a false or malicious complaint has been
made to discredit the officer or to cast
doubt on their fitness as a police officer.
The chairman of the Federation said:
‘We shall sue where necessary. We are
hoping that one or two of these actions
will stop the malicious and wilful
complaints.’

The Home Office leaflet ‘Police and
Public’, which is now handed out in
police stations to complainants, states:
‘A false and malicious complaint against
a police officer may lead to his bringing
legal proceedings for defamation.” Unless
" their complaint is proven, and this is
often very difficult because it rests on a

conflict of views (e.g. the word of an
officer as against that of a complainant),
most complainants will now be open to
legal action. The latest figures available,
for 1976, show a rise in complaints of 12%
over 1975 in London, and an increase of
18% in the provincial police forces. Initial
reports on the first few months of the new
system suggest that the number of
complaints, far from rising as expected,

is actually down on last year.

Despite the concessions made by the
government and Merlyn Rees, bitterness
within the police over the new system still
persists. Sir Robert Mark let it be known
that his opposition to the scheme was one
of the reasons that prompted his resig-
nation, and the Chief Constable for
South Yorkshire, R.S. Barratt, wrote in
his annual report for 1976: ‘The Board
is both unnecessary in concept and waste-
ful of resources’.

The changes forced through by the
Police Federation, and the hostility of the
police in general to the new procedure,
seem likely to deter rather than assist
people with a genuine complaint to make
against the police.

MASSIVE PROTEST
OVER DEPORTATIONS

Philip Agee and Mark Hosenball finally
left this country in May, after being issued
with deportation orders by the Home
Secretary in November last year. Jo
Richardson MP asked Merlyn Rees what
representations had been made to him on
their behalf. Rees’s reply demonstrated
just how widespread had been the protests
against his action: Rees received 950
letters and petitions, including 207 from
Labour Party organisations and 372 from
the trade union movement.

Meanwhile, Philip Agee was deported
from France on August 17, when he went
to meet his wife Angela at Boulogne. He is
in no doubt that his expulsion was the
result of CIA and US government pressure,
which was aimed at ‘trying to impede, as
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