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BRISTOL: POLICE REACTIONS

‘When Brian Cubbon of the Home
Office met Avon and Somerset’s chief
constable and Bristol community leaders
recently, the consensus was that race
relations in the city were quite good. A
few weeks later St Paul’s went up in

flames (Police, the magazine of the
Police Federation, April 1980).

Not only were the chief constable and the
‘community leaders’ taken by surprise at
the ferocity of the events on April 2 (when

a ‘no-go’ area for the police existed for
four hours), so too must Sir Brian
Cubbon, the Permanent Under Secretary
at the Home Office (from 1976 to 1979 the
Permanent Under Secretary at the
Northern Ireland Office). The
government’s reaction was given by Mr
Whitelaw to the Commons on April 27
when he announced that the primary
initiative he was taking was to ensure that
police forces make better arrangements for
responding to ‘spontaneous public
disorder’. Home Office officials, the Chief
Inspector of Constabulary, together with
the Commissioner of the Metropolitan
Police and the Association of Chief Police
Officers are to ‘thoroughly and urgently’
examine present plans.

Mr Weigh, the Chief Constable for
Avon and Somerset, in his Report to the
Home Secretary on the ‘riot’ came to the

same conclusion (Report issued by the
Home Office, 28.4.80). Mr Weigh
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concluded that ‘improved call-out
procedures to ensure a more sharp and
coordinated response’ were needed, and
that he is now ‘revising’ his procedures.

The Avon and Somerset police already
have an SPG-type group called Task Force
which has 55 members. The force also has,
according to Police magazine, eight Police
Support Units (PSUs) although apparently
only three were fully equipped and they
should, according to Home Office
instructions, have 11 PSUs, one from each
of the local divisions (see Bulletin No. 16).
On the night of April 2, these forces were
supplemented by SPG units and PSUs
from Devon and Cornwall, Wiltshire and
Gloucestershire, which took six hours to
arrive. Police also points out that few
forces, the exception being London and
two or three other large forces, are
properly trained for ‘riots’. The main
lesson that is being drawn by the police
from St Paul’s is that every force in the
country has to be prepared to face such a
situation. Particularly, each Chief
Constable will be under pressure to ensure
that PSUs, trained and equipped, are
formed in every local division under their
command.

Britain’s Third Force’

Despite official denials that the police in
Britain do not have a ‘third force’, like the
French CRS riot police, it is becoming
increasingly clear that they do have a para-
military capacity, well-hidden though it is
most of the time (see Special Patrol
Groups in Britain, Bulletin No. 13). In an
article in the April issue of the Police
Journal, Charles Nelson of the Thames
Valley Police, has written an article
entitled ‘Third Force’. The article looks at
different countries’ responses to providing
a ‘third force’ which stands between the
police and the army as a ‘mobile reserve’
for public disorder situations. Before going
on to examine the French and German
systems he says: ‘In England and Wales
Special Patrol Groups and Support Units
have been formed as reserves within
individual forces’. ‘Mutual aid’, whereby

one force comes to the aid of another, as
at St Paul’s, is ‘provided by Police Support
Units’. SPGs and PSUs are, in effect, the
‘British’ way of creating a mobile third
force.

The Metropolitan Police have the most
advanced arrangements for dealing with
public order situations. In his report for
1979 Commissioner McNee said that more
than 7,000 London Police officers
received riot training, including the use of
riot shields in 1978, which is about one-
third of the force. The 200-strong Special
Patrol Group thus forms but a tiny
proportion of London’s police now trained
for riot control. In addition to the SPG,
there are the newly-created mini-SPGs in
some local divisions (‘high crime’ areas like
Lambeth and the East End); each of
London’s 24 local divisions have at least
one trained and equipped 33-strong PSU;
and, finally, each division now has at least
one 30-strong ‘Shield Trained Unit’

*(STUs). PSUs and STUs are both drawn

from the ranks of local divisions for special
occurrences and thus represent a large, and
hidden, reserve.

Mr Weigh, Mr Whitelaw and Police
magazine are all of the view that the
answer to riots in Britain’s inner city
ghettoes lies in better police ‘response’
arrangements. The police, it is held, cannot

-solve the underlying social conditions of

the people living in the ghettoes; they can
only enforce the law. What this view
ignores is the inherent racism in the police
experienced by the black and white
inhabitants in inner city areas. It is this
experience, just as much as the social
conditions, that leads to situations like St
Pauls where, it is agreed on all sides, that
the target of anger were the police and not
the white residents of St Paul’s.

BSC’S NEW BOSS

Ian MacGregor, the Scots-born American
merchant banker appointed recently to
head the British Steel Corporation, is US
co-chairman of the British North America
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