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THE USE OF TROOPS AND POLICE IN STRIKES - JURY 

VETTING - MANCHESTER’S POLICE COMPUTER - THE

SCOTTISH CRIMINAL JUSTICE BILL - THE SALT-2 TREATY

NEWS& 
DEVELOPMENTS

INACCURATE POLICE 
RECORDS

About one-fifth of the population has a 
police record, much of which consists of 
inaccuracies, gossip and hearsay. Anyone 
approaching the police for help stands a 
good chance of ending up on file for life. 
That is the conclusion from four incidents 
in which police record-keeping methods 
became public. Although they all relate to 
the Metropolitan Police, procedures are 
such that there is unlikely to be much 
deviation in other parts of the country. 

Earlier this year, a detective working in 
the Brixton area of London lost several 
files, copies of which were eventually 

passed to Time Out and the New 
Statesman. The files ‘provide a unique and 
chilling view of police methods of getting 
information’ (Duncan Campbell, New 
Statesman, August 10, 1979). Information 
filed on one woman included the fact that 
her car was seen outside a house being 
watched by the Serious Crimes Squad, 
which was reason enough to open the 
dossier, though she had no connection with 
the person — her car had been borrowed by 
someone else. Also noted was the fact that 
she had stood bail for someone, moved 
house, and that her sons had been in 
contact with the police. One of the sons’ 
files starts with a minor conviction, for 
which he was fined £1, and records of 
several brushes with the police, none of 
which resulted in arrest or conviction. One 
incident, in which he claimed to have been 
roughly treated by plain clothes officers, 
seems a classic sequel to his status as 
‘known to police’.
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The woman’s other son, has a number of 
convictions for theft and burglary — but 
his file also includes the names of others, 
without convictions, who are now in police 
records as his ‘associates’ because they were 
once stopped walking down a street with 
him. Another man, who lodged with this 
woman, has a police file that claims that he 
is the father of a child, which he is not.

Such files, prepared locally by the
‘collator’, or local intelligence officer, and 
maintained and added to by CID officers in 
each of the Metropolitan police divisions, 
no doubt formed the basis for the informa­
tion on potential jurors in the Persons 
Unknown case. 19 out of 93 were on police 
records. These details were printed by The 
Guardian (September 20, 1979). The 
information disclosed on the potential 
jurors was drawn from the local CID 
records and from the national Criminal 
Records Office, where records on those 
convicted of most offences are held.

The Guardian did not have any details 
from Special Branch files, which were never 
handed over by the prosecution
(see Jury Vetting, in this Bulletin).

Typical ‘local CID’ information was that 
one person’s address was ‘believed to be a 
squat’; one had made a complaint against 
the police, five had been victims of crime 
and four had no convictions but were 
‘associates’ of criminals. Of the eight with 
convictions at least four were ‘spent’ under 
the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act.

Miller’s Tale

‘Criminal Intelligence’ files at Scotland 
Yard contain the results of local CID work 
plus the efforts of the Metropolitan police 
specialist squads, and information from 
other forces. These files too seem over­
full with hearsay and opinionated 
comment. At the Old Bailey, Chief Super­
intendent John Groves, a Metropolitan 
police officer, is on trial on corruption and 
official secrets charges, arising out of his 
relationship with the late Sir Eric Miller. 
According to the prosecution, the official 
secrets charge relates to files which he 

obtained from Cl 1, Scotland Yard’s 
Criminal Intelligence section, of which 
copies were passed to Sir Eric. The police 
file on Sir Eric Miller himself dealt at length 
with his allegedly close relationship with 
MPs Sir Harold Wilson, Reginald 
Maudling and Bob Mellish. According to 
the file, Sir Eric had provided helicopters 
for the Labour Party’s 1974 election 
campaigns, and laid on hospitality for 
party leaders at a London hotel owned by 
his company, Peachey Properties. The file 
also contained the comment that Sir Eric 
was ‘a very unpleasant person who would 
screw anyone for a buck’ — as nasty a piece 
of hearsay as ever passed for a police file. 
The existence and content of the file is not 
contested by the defence. But its accuracy 
may be indicated by the fact that Bob 
Mellish MP employed a barrister to record 
in court that the allegations in the file that 
he had attended Sir Eric’s daughter’s 
wedding and knew him closely, were not 
true. He had never met him.

Much local CID work, and some higher 
level police work, seems therefore to be 
based on records of doubtful accuracy. 
Yet, if the proportion in the Persons 
Unknown case is reliable, some 20 per cent 
of people have police records, whereas only 
eight per cent have convictions. In the 
whole country, this suggests that there are 
more than 10 million people on police 
records — though many may only merit 
their name and address on a file card. But 
the police continue to compile such records, 
and to trade them among different police 
forces. It was reported recently that:

‘Police in F Division, which has Chelsea, 
Fulham and Queen’s Park Rangers in its 
area, are compiling a special black-list 
detailing the wild ones. The index will 
identify all known trouble-makers, those 
who go to away matches, the way they 
travel, and other details. Before each 
away match, police will pass information 
to other London districts and provincial 
forces. Eventually they hope to open 
files on problem fans in the other 19 
clubs in the Second Division’ (Evening 
Standard, 4.9.1979).
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Effectively, there is no right to privacy 
for someone who the police have decided is 
‘of interest’ to them, and no-one at present 
has any right to correct mis-statements and 
biased comments on records which form 
the basis of local policing.

JURY VETTING

The practice of jury vetting has been 
challenged yet again by events surrounding 
the trial at the Old Bailey of six people on 
charges of conspiracy to rob and possession 
of arms. The ‘Persons Unknown’ case is 
the latest in which the police, on behalf of 
the prosecution, have investigated potential 
jurors. Such vetting is standard practice in 
cases where the police feel that serious 
crimes have political motives, or believe 
that a ‘gang’ of professional criminals is 
involved. Vetting has again become an 
important issue because for the first time, 
the results of the police investigation of 
jurors has been published, by the Guardian 
on September 20, 1979.

The trial Judge, Alan King-Hamilton, 
referred the Guardian story to the Director 
of Public Prosecutions, describing it as ‘an 
outrageous intrusion into confidential 
matters, and not in the public interest.’ He 
discharged the jury panel, and ordered that 
a new one be vetted. The Metropolitan and 
City of London police are to investigate the 
source of the leak.

The vetting of the 93 members of the 
panel from which the Persons Unknown 
jury was to be chosen was sought by the 
police in accordance with guidelines drawn 
up by the Attorney General in 1975, but not 
made public until last year. (The Times
October 11, 1978, and Bulletin No 9). The 
guidelines codified practice which had been 
common for many years, but included a 
statement that ‘It is open to the police 
defence ... to seek the same information.’ 

A defence application to vet was duly
made, and on August 10, Judge Brian 
Gibbens at a pre-trial hearing allowed them 
to do so, and allowed legal aid funds to be 
used for the private detectives who would 
carry out the vetting. Not all the defendants 

were happy with this in principle. It seems 
clear that it could not have provided the 
defendants with the same information in 
the possession of the police, who,
according to the guidelines are allowed to 
check at the Criminal Record Office, with 
the Special Branch records (both now held 
in part on national, computerised files) and 
with local CID officers.

Details for the defence

At a later pre-trial hearing, Judge Gibbens 
limited the amount of money which the 
defence were allowed to spend on investiga­
tions, but ordered that the results of the 
prosecution investigation should be handed 
to the defence (Guardian, September 12,
1979). He specifically referred to the 
impossibility of an ‘anarchist-minded’ 
person trying a case dispassionately 
(Leveller, Oct. 1979). The prosecution in 
the end promised to hand over only such 
results of the vetting as did not refer to 
‘sensitive matters’. In the event, this has 
been interpreted to rule out all information 
from Special Branch files, which in practice 
is the prosecution’s main basis for
challenges to the jurors.

The information published by the 
Guardian is referred to at greater length in 
the story ‘Inaccurate police records’, on 
page 1. It refers to recorded convictions, 
and public contact which members of the 
jury panel had with the police, such as 
reporting crimes of which they were the 
victims, or making complaints against the 
police.

There was no reference to membership of 
political organisations, attendance at 
meetings, signing petitions, or any informa­
tion of the sort which the Special Branch 
are known to hold. As there are nearly 
three million people on Special Branch files 
out of a population of 52 million, it seems 
unlikely that a random sample of 93 people 
would contain no-one at all in whom the 
Special Branch were interested. None of the 
information printed in the Guardian would 
be useful to the prosecution in determining 
whether a potential juror, in the words of 
the guidelines, had political convictions 
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