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A STEADY INCREASE IN 
DEATHS IN CUSTODY

Detailed figures on the number of deaths 
in police custody in England and Wales in 
the 1970s were revealed by the 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

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 District (56 in 
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 trend 
during the decade, from 7 deaths in 1970 
to 48 deaths in 1978. The year by year 
breakdown is: 7 in 1970, 17 in 1971, 18 in 
1972, 20 in 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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Committee into the role and
responsibilities of the Police Authority.* 

In a letter to State Research, Margaret 
Simey, a Labour county councillor and 
member of the police committee writes: ‘I 
used to believe that our powers were 
adequate if only we exercised them: I now 
seriously doubt it’. The powers referred to 
are the same for all police authorities.

The working group report came to the 
conclusion, with only Ms Simey recording 
dissent, that the committee was capable of 
fulfilling its duties and obligations. The 
report consists mainly of an analysis of by 
the Merseyside County Solicitor and
Secretary of the relationship between and 
the responsibilities of, the Chief Constable, 
the Police Authority and the county
council. The police authority for 
Merseyside consists of two-thirds county 
councillors and one third magistrates.

One interesting revelation is, as Ms
Simey puts it, that ‘all the chat about the 
Local Authority controlling the purse 
strings and therefore having control is not 
true’. The county solicitor records that 
detailed financial control over the police by 
the county council is lessened because the 
following areas are excluded under the 
Police Act 1964: any sum required for 
giving effect to regulations, any sum 
required to satisfy any judgement or order 
of the Court, any sum directed to be paid 
out of the police fund by any other 
statutory authority. He notes that once the 
police authority has determined the Police 
establishment, which is ‘subject only to the 
consent of the Home Secretary’, the 
County Council simply pays out the wages 
and pensions. Pay, allowances and
pensions account for somewhere in the 
order of 73 per cent of the police budget in 
the current year.

Complaints procedure

The report also contains an interesting 
extract from a 1977 Ministry note of 
guidance on complaints, Home Office 
Circular No 63/1977 Police Discipline And 
Complaints Procedure, which has, Ms

Simey notes, ‘up till now never been 
brought to our attention.’ The circular 
says: ‘It is a principle of long standing and 
of universal application that the reports of 
investigations should not be published. 
Investigation of a complaint against the 
police follows in many respects the same 
lines as a criminal investigation and it is 
equally undesirable that any report of the 
investigation of a complaint should be 
published.’ This advice appears to be 
somewhat at odds with the amount of 
information which the police are often 
happy to reveal to the Press in the course 
of, and after, a normal criminal 
investigation.

The circular goes on: ‘To enable the 
police authority effectively to discharge 

•Conference on London’s police: 
Events over recent years have raised the 
level of public concern over the role and 
activities of the police. The issue of public 
accountability has been brought into 
sharp focus by the issues of deaths in 
police custody, the increasingly agg­
ressive public order role of the police, and 
revelations of surveillance of political 
activity. In a new venture for us as a 
group, State Research is sponsoring a 
conference, with other organisations, on 
the topic: What sort of Police does 
London need?

It will take place at the Mary Ward 
Centre, Tavistock Place, London WC1, 
on Saturday March 15th, from 10.30 to 
4.30. Trade Unions, community and 
political groups, and any other interested 
organisations, are invited to send dele­
gates; the fee is £3. For further details, 
please write to the London Co-op 
Political Committee, 116 Notting Hill 
Gate, London Wil 2BR. With State 
Research and the London Co-op 
Political Committee, the other sponsors 
of the Conference are the National 
Council for Civil Liberties, the Greater 
London Regional Council of the Labour 
Party, and the South East Region of the 
TUC.
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