7
W
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NATO AND MIDDLE EAST OIL: US AND EUROPE AT ODDS?

CS GAS: NEW GUIDELINES
IGNORE DANGERS

New guidelines on the use of CS gas and
‘baton rounds’ have been issued to the
police by the Home Office. Announced to
parliament by the Home Secretary in almost
the same breath that he stated his
acceptance of Chief Constable Oxford’s
report on the use of CS gas in Toxteth, they
ignore the considerable scientific evidence
of the danger of CS and plastic bullets.

CS gas was developed at the British

Chemical Defence Exerimental
Establishment at Porton Down in the 1950s
and 1960s and takes its name from two
American scientists, Corson and
Stoughton, who synthesised it as a curiosity
in 1928. CS was a replacement for CN gas or
‘tear gas’, as it was popularly known. Both
are lachrymatory but the effects of CS are
more severe than those of CN. CS gasis a
stable, off-white powder with a faint
peppery smell which produces its effects by
settling on the skin or by inhalation or
swallowing. Its effects were described by
Porton Down when the patent was filed:
‘In addition to causing pain in the eyes,
tears, and spasm of the eyelids it also
produces a sharp pain in the nose, throat
and chest, which becomes worse and
causes choking sensations as exposure
continues. .. When. . . experienced in
high concentrations the violent coughing
which is set up may induce vomiting . . . a
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concentration of between one part in 10
million and one part in a million is enough
to drive all but the most determined
persons out of it within a few seconds.’
(Quoted in Ackroyd et al: The
Technology of Political Control, Pluto
Press, 1980. This contains a full discussion
of ‘riot control’ technology.)

CS gas can be fired in a number of ways
including grenades. In Northern Ireland the
British army has used 1.5 inch L3Al
cartridges which are fired from signal pistols
or riot guns. The army also has CS gas in
pellet form contained in a grenade. When
the grenade bursts on impact burning pellets
are scattered. In this way, a greater area can
be covered and there is no danger of people
throwing burning canisters back at the firer.

Use and misuse

Until this summer CS gas had never been
used in a public order situation on mainland
Britain. Indeed, such use would have been
contrary to stated official policy which was
that gas would be used only:

‘in dealing with armed criminals or

violently insane persons in buildings from

which they cannot be dislodged without
danger or loss of life. The tear smoke
would not be used in‘any other
circumstances.’
So the Home Secretary told parliament in
May 1965. Another government minister
added in 1968 that ‘in no circumstances
should 1t be used in the control of
disturbances.’ Yet, as Ackroyd et al. point
out, CS gas was used in Derry only a year
later (op. cit., p. 216). The Home
Secretary’s statement was still official policy
until the new guidelines.

CS gas has been used extensively in
Northern Ireland and elsewhere. Ackroyd
et al. say that CN and CS gas were used on
124 occasions between 1960 and 65 in
British colonies and was widely used by the
American army in Vietnam. It was also used
in 1968 by the French riot police, the CRS.
Professor Francis Kahn of La Boisiere
hospital in Paris reported that he was
treating patients with damage to the cornea
(Elizabeth Sigmund, Rage Against the

Dying, Pluto Press, 1980) and one woman in
Paris died after concentrated exposure to
CN and CS (Ackroyd et al. p 219).

The misuse of CS gas in Northern Ireland,
when the RUC bombarded the Bogside in
1969 for two days led to the establishment of
the Himsworth Committee to look at the
medical aspects of the CS gas attack. Two of
the eight members of the Himsworth
Committee were on Porton Scientific
Advisory Committee which had cleared CS
gas in the first place and not surprisingly the

Committee accepted the continuing use of
CS.

The findings of the Himsworth
Committee were in stark contrast to those of
a team sent to Derry by the British Society
for Social Responsibility in Science
(BSSRYS). It found three cases of loss of
consciousness arising from the gas and
several other serious injuries to the young
and the elderly. In 1975, a report by the
Stockholm Peace Research Institute
(SIPRI) stated:

‘It ought to be pointed out that the

toxicological hazards of CS gas have often

been underestimated . . . The fact
remains that lachrymators may cause
permanent eye lesions, even blindness. It
would be irresponsible to belittle their
effects.’ (quoted in Sigmund, op.cit.)

New Guidelines

Despite such evidence and despite the
arguments of the World Health
Organisation and others that the long term
effects of CS gas require attention, the use
of CS gas in Britain is to be made easier
rather than subject to stricter controls. The
new guidelines state that the use of CS gasis
to be authorised by the chief constable or his
deputy. CS gas is to be used only by those
trained to do so and only as a last resort,

‘where conventional methods of policing
have been tried and failed, or must from
the nature of the circumstances obtaining
be unlikely to succeed if tried, and where
the chief officer judges such action to be
necessary because of the risk of loss of life
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