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OPERATION COUNTRYMAN — POLICE SUPPORT UNITS

THE SCOTTISH CRIMINAL JUSTICE BILL — THE IDEAS OF

A STEADY INCREASE IN
DEATHS IN CUSTODY

Detailed figures on the num
In police custody in England

ber of deaths
and Wales in

the 1970s were revealed by t

he Home

Office in December 1979, following
pressure from Labour MP Michael
Meacher. The figures showed that 245
people died while in custody between
January 1970 and June 1979. The
publication of the figures led to a major
public row, to renewed parliamentary and

JOHN ALDERSON — LABOUR’S TRANSATLANTIC LINKS

press inquiry and to sharp police

responses.

Of the 245 deaths, 143 took place in
police stations and 102 in hospitals.

Someone died in custody in 41

of the 43

police force areas in England and Wales
(the two exceptions were Cambridgeshire
and Wiltshire). 102 of the deaths were in

the Metropolitan Police Distric

t (561n

police stations and 46 in hospitals). Other
forces with large totals were Merseyside (14
deaths: 2 in police stations, 12 in

hospitals), West Midlands (11:6 and 5) and

South Wales (11:9 and 2).
The figures reveal an upward
during the decade, from 7 deat

trend
hs 1n 1970

to 48 deaths in 1978. The year

Dy year

breakdown is: 7in 1970, 17 in 1971, 18 in
1972, 20 1n 1973, 27 in 1974,°37 in 1975, 24
in 1976, 31 in 1977, 48 in 1978 and 16 in

the first six months of 1979.

Inquests were held in 222 of the 245
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cases of death. Natural causes were cited in
66 cases, misadventure in 62, accidental
death in 39, suicide in 36 and manslaughter
in 2. No verdict was given in two cases and
open verdicts were returned in 15.
According to medical certificates, among
the causes of death in the 23 cases when no
inquest was held were cerebral
haemorrhage, acute heart failure and
cardial haemorrhage. And among the
causes of death recorded when no inquest
verdict was reached were five cases of
fractured skulls and one hanging.
- The pressure on the Home Office
continued when Michael Meacher pressed
the Home Office to reveal the names of the
dead and to clarify the meaning of and
distinction between the important
categories of ‘misadventure’ and
‘accidental death’.

Commons inquiry

The figures were published as a result of
the controversy over one of the cases: the
death of Jimmy Kelly in Merseyside police
cells in June 1979. Kelly’s family have been
calling for a public inquiry into his death
since claims were made that police were
seen to beat Kelly with truncheons and to
drag him to a police car from a Liverpool
public house. An independent
pathologist’s report obtained by the family
found 32 bruises on Kelly as well as a
double fracture of the jaw. This followed
the failure of a Home Office pathologist to
find any evidence of beatings.
Subsequently, the Merseyside police
ordered a third report, which has not been
made public, and chief constable Kenneth
Oxford called in the Assistant Chief
Constable of the West Midlands, David
Gerty, to investigate the allegations.

In January, the Director or Public
Prosecutions, Sir Thomas Hetherington,
announced that he had decided not to
prosecute any Merseyside officers,
following study of Gerty’s report. The
reaction of local campaigners and relatives,
now with the support of local MP, Sir
Harold Wilson, was to call for a public
inquiry into the whole case. Several key

witnesses have claimed that they were not
interviewed in the Gerty investigation.

The combination of these two well-
publicised campaigns, coming on top of
the deaths in police custody of Liddle
Towers and James McGeown (see Bulletin
No 14) and the death of Blair Peach (see
Bulletin No 12), led the newly formed
House of Commons select committee on
home affairs (see In Brief, this issue) to
launch an urgent inquiry into deaths in
custody. Alex Lyon MP said on January
25: ‘We want to know if the system is
working properly. There is no intention of
a witch-hunt, but the police have been
given enormous power in our democracy.
The public have to be sure they are not
breaking the rules.” The select committee
invited the Home Office, the Chief
Inspector of Constabulary and the DPP to
give evidence on the subject. Police
reaction to the issue was dominated by the
sharp criticisms which the Police
Federation delivered against the motives of
the MPs involved. The federation
dismissed the figure of 245 deaths as ‘not
remarkable’ and its chairman, Jim Jardine
took the opportunity of assuring his
members on Merseyside that all critics of
the police were either ‘mischievous’ or
‘misguided’.

MERSEYSIDE POLICE: A
COUNCILLOR SPEAKS OUT

A Merseyside county councillor has
questioned whether the powers of the
Merseyside Police Committee, the police
authority for the area, are adequate to
supervise police activities. And she has
dissented from the view that ‘in general,
the Police Committee acting as police
authority for the Merseyside Force, is
capable of fulfilling its duties and
obligations as laid down by Parliament’.
Her doubts follow the controversy
surrounding the death in custody of Jimmy
Kelly and the publication of the report of a
Working Party of the Merseyside Police
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