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THE POLITICS OF PUBLIC ORDER — MARCHES BANNED FOR

2 MONTHS — SOUTH AUSTRALIAN SPECIAL BRANCH SHUT

DOWN — NORTHERN IRELAND: THE KILLING MACHINE

THE USE OF TROOPS
IN STRIKES

The use of the army in the recent
firemen’s strike was the most extensive
use of troops in a strike-breaking role on
record. For the first time the army took
over completely the jobs of a group of
workers and by running an alternative
service enabled the strike to be broken.
The authorisation to use the troops in
this situation was not given, as might be
expected, by parliament but by the
Defence Council of the Ministry of
Defence. This power was given to the
Defence Council under the 1964
Emergency Powers Act which passed
through the Commons after less than two

hours of debate. This Act made
permanent a wartime Defence Regulation
drawn up in 1939, which authorised the
use of the military in ‘agricultural work
or other such work as may be approved

. . . as being urgent work of national
importance’.

The procedure by which 21,000
soldiers replaced Britain’s firemen is
quite complicated. The responsibility for
providing a fire service throughout the
country does not lie with central
government or the Fire Department of
the Home Office, but with each local
authority. The Fire Department at the
Home Office only provides overall advice
and research for the fire services, which
are actually run by the local councils.

When the firemen’s intention to strike
became imminent it was up to each local
authority to request the help of the
Home Office. In fact, according to a
spokesman, the Home Office ‘invited
local authorities to request the use of
troops’, which they all did. Because it
was thought that the use of troops might
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be politically contentious the Home
Office request to the Ministry of Defence
to make troops available was referred to
the Cabinet. The Cabinet did not
authorise the request but gave its
approval to the request going forward.

The Home Office then applied to the
Ministry of Defence to provide troops in
‘aid of the civil power’, as it is termed. A
request of this nature falls under the
official heading of ‘Military Aid to the
Civil Ministries’ (MACM), which entails
the use of troops to maintain essential
services during an industrial dispute, i.e.
during a strike. The actual authorisation
to use the troops was given by the
13-man Defence Council (which is
comprised of five members of the
government, including Mr. Mulley, the
Secretary of State, who is its chairman;
the five most senior military officers; and
three senior civil servants). The Defence
Council met and passed a ‘Defence
Council order’ under Section 2 of the
1964 Emergency Powers Act. This order
authorising the ‘temporary employment’
of troops was to be read, according to the
Queens Regulations for the Army, in
conjunction with the Defence Council
Instruction (D.C.1.) covering strikes and
emergencies. It is not known what this
D.C.I. says as it is classified and therefore
not published. At no point in this lengthy
process was parliament asked to approve
the use of troops in such an extensive
manner.

There are two Acts of Parliament
which authorise the use of troops in
strikes. The main Act is the 1920
Emergency\ Powers Act which has been
used on 11 occasions in the past fifty
years:

1921 miners’ strike
1926 General Strike
1948 and 1949 dock strikes
1955 rail strike
1966 seamen’s strike
1970 dock strike (July)
electricity strike (Dec)
1972 miners’ strike
dock strike (Aug]

1973/7 miners’ strike.
This Act was hurriedly passed in the face

of widespread industrial unrest to
preserve wartime regulations that were
due to expire in 1921; it gave the
government power to ‘make exceptional
provisions for the protection of the
community in case of emergency’. It
allows the government to declare a state
of emergency if industrial action
threatens ‘the supply and distribution of
food, water, fuel or light, or the means of
locomotion’ and so deprive the
community of the ‘essentials of life’.

The power of the government to make
regulations is strictly defined under the
Act and requires the approval of, and
renewal by, parliament for each month of
the emergency. In contrast the second
statute, the 1964 Emergency Powers Act
(which in part amended the 1920 Act)
gives the power to authorise the use of
troops to the Defence Council of the
MOD without any reference to
parliament.

1964 Act to use troops in disasters

The vital clause is Section 2(S.2) of this
1964 Act which made permanent
Defence Regulation no.6 that had
originally been made at the outbreak of
the Second World War, under the Defence
(Armed Forces) Regulations Act 1939.
Although most of the many hundreds of
wartime Regulations had been repealed
by 1959, Regulation no.6 was renewed
for five years (under the Emergency Laws
(Repeal) Act 1959), and was due to
expire in December 1964. To the surprise
of a number of MPs the Tory Home
Secretary, Mr. Henry Brooke, introduced
a Bill to make this Regulation permanent
in February 1964, for reasons which are
hard to establish. He introduced the Bill
by saying that he had been prompted to
act by ‘the prolonged bad weather of last
winter’. The purpose of S.2, he said, was
to legalise the use of troops in tasks
which could not be ‘properly described as
military duties’, and cited instances where
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