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Preface

This book is written as a tribute to a mass
movement which defied the state and won. Itis
the story of ordinary people coming togetherin
local communities to defeat injustice. Itis nota
tale of the heroic deeds of hardened political
activists, for compared to the action and cour-
age of ordinary people these paleinto insignifi-
cance.

The aim of this book is to tell the story, as -
much as possible, in the voices of those who
were involved. I have also tried to bring to-
gether some of the best photographs and
graphics, which I hope convey something of
the spirit of the movement. In the end, how-
ever, the book represents my view of events
and takes a non-aligned position, as I did in the
campaign.

Because I have felt it important to describe
what happened in detail, a good proportion of
the material is drawn from my experience of
the South West of England. But I have also
drawn heavily on detailed interviews and re-
search which I carried out in Scotland and
London, as well as material which has been
sent to me from across Britain.

The book analyses what happened in the
campaign, and speculates on the future of the
left - because there are important lessons to be
learnt. But I hope it will also be read as a story.
Thestory of how the Anti-Poll Tax Unions were
built; how the demonstrations grew into riots;
how the court cases and the bailiffs were re-
sisted; and ultimately how the tax was defeated
by the sheer weight of non-payment.

There has never been a campaign of re-
sistance in Britain which involved so many
people in direct confrontation with the Jaw. It
was a historic event which gave hope tomeand
many others after the desolation of the
Thatcher years. Such mass-resistance is surely
the route to creating a just society.

Danny Burns, January 1992.
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POLL TAX REBELLION

The Poll Tax was a flat rate tax. It was not
based on ability to pay. Everyone over eighteen
was liable. Rich and poor paid the same. The
millionaire paid the same as the toilet attend-
ant. The lawyer paid the same as the shop
assistant. The Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher and her multi-millionaire husband
paid the same as their gardener.

The tax, officially called the Community
Charge, was dubbed the Poll Tax because of its
similarity to a tax introduced in 1381. That tax
was so disliked it provoked the peasants’ re-
volt. The government tried to counter this anal-
ogy, but the name stuck.

The effects of the Poll Tax were devastating.
Many people had to pay bills which were two
or three times higher than before. This was
because the costs of administration were twice
as high and because dramatic reductions in the
tax bills of the wealthy were paid for by ordi-
nary people. Examples like this one reported in
The Guardian newspaper made people furious:

The Duke of Westminster, who used to pay
£10,255 in rates on his estate has just
learned his new poll tax: £417. His house-
keeper and resident chauffeur face precisely
the same bill.

Even though the Poll Tax was heavily sub-
sidised in the first year (to cushion the govern-
ment against political dissent during the pe-
riod of implementation), it was still too much
for millions of ordinary people to pay.

With a confidence which came from three
general election victories, the government
openly defended policies which widened the
gap between rich and poor. They argued that if
there were no differentials between people,
there would be nothing for people at the bot-
tom of the ladder to aspire to. This perspective
was reflected in their analysis of the Poll Tax:

Why should a duke pay more than a

dustman? It is only because we have been
subjected to socialist ideas for the last 50
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years that people think this is fair.
Nicholas Ridlley, Environment Secretary, 1/4/88.

This ‘socialist idea’ which Ridley referred to
was the welfare state. A system which while
imperfect was nevertheless based on the fun-
damental principle that everyone should have
basic human rights to good health care, educa-
tional opportunities, decenthousing, and area-
sonable standard of living. In the past the To-
ries had paid lipservice to these rights to keep
the lid on dissent. But by 1979, they felt confi-
dent enough to abandon such concessions, be-
lieving that as long as the majority of people
were better off they would continue to vote
Tory. Given this, it didn’t matter if conditions
for the bottom third of the population degener-
ated. The Poll Tax, an overt and undisguisable
redistribution of wealth from the poor to the
rich, symbolised this major change in Tory
thinking.

It was invented by the radical Right think-
tank, ‘The Adam Smith Institute’, which was
ironic because Adam Smith had explicitly re-
jected the idea over 200 years ago:

A Poll Tax on free men is either altogether
arbitrary or altogether unequal, and in
most cases is both the one and the other.
Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, 1880.

The only other country in the world which
had a Poll Tax - Papua New Guinea—wasin the
process of abolishing it. Despite warnings that
the Poll Tax would be a political and adminis-
trative disaster from virtually every profes-
sional institute, and even members of the
cabinet, the government pressed on with a
time-table which would see the tax introduced
in Scotland by April 1989, and in England and
Wales a year later. They mounted a massive
propaganda campaign, asserting that it would
make local government more accountable, and
that the taxation system would be more effi-
cient and fairer!

Thatcher argued that everyone should pay
something towards local government because

11
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it was only if people’s own money was being
spent that they would care enough to vote
against high-spending Labour councils. But
virtually everyone already had a stake in local
services because most of those who didn’t pay
rates directly, were either married women,
who in practice paid rates as part of a house-
hold (even if their husbands actually paid the
bill), or were the poorest members of the com-
munity who needed council services and who
therefore had a strong interest in ensuring that
money was not wasted. In any case, this argu-
ment about accountability was hypocritical
because the Poll Tax capping procedure meant
that the government could limit the amount
local authorities could raise through local taxa-
tion if, in their view, councils were spending
too much. So the local electorate could vote for
taxes to come down and services to be cut, but
they couldn’t vote for taxes to go up and serv-
The rich get richer,  ices to be expanded. It was not ‘coincidental’
that all of the councils capped in the first year
the poor poorer, and the ~ were Labour controlled.
Not only did the legislation restrict the
councils continue to  rights of democratically elected councillors to
follow the mandate they were elected on but,
administer the process.  for the first time, the government appointed

12



un-elected officers of the council (Community
Charge Registration Officers) with powers to
over-ride decisions made by elected council-
lors. They also introduced a register (of people
liable to pay the tax) which raised many ques-
tions about civil liberties:

The public register would need extensive
support files. Behind the register there will
have to be a second file recording the
notes, anecdotes and suspicions the Au-
thority has about individuals.

Chartered Institute of Public Finance Accountants quoted in
NCCL Civil Liberty briefing, No.7, January 1988.

The register was to be a mechanism of social
control. It required people to register their
whereabouts every time they moved. Many
feared that this was a prelude to national iden-
tity cards. Serious concern was also expressed
about the use of the electoral register to compile
the lists for the Poll Tax register. It was clear
from the start that huge numbers of people
would not be able to pay and, in order to avoid
being tracked down, would notregister to vote.
Since those who were least able to pay were
most likely to vote Labour (if they voted at alD),
it was in the Tories’ interest to disenfranchise
them. An article in The Guardian later con-
firmed people’s worst fears:

More than one million voters have disap-
peared from the electoral register since the
Poll Tax was conceived... The number of
teenagers registering in advance of their
18th birthday fell last year by 11%. The
analysis by the Office of Population Census
and Surveys will strengthen the belief that
people have deliberately not placed them-
selves on the electoral register in the hope
of escaping liability for the Poll Tax.

The Guardian, 19/6/91.

Despite all this, the main argument against
the Poll Tax was that it was blatantly unfair. It
was like Robin Hood in reverse: stealing from
the poor to give to the rich. In the words of a

13
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Bristolian interviewed outside the Poll Tax
courts:

They ask for all this money, and at the end
of the day, they don’t want us taking no
more big pay rises or nothing like that, yet
yesterday all the top people they got nice
big pay rises and they can afford to pay it
anyway. So at the end of the day we're left
with no money. They’re just trying to rob
us blind. If we did anything like that, went
out and robbed someone, you’d be
straight in court wouldn’t you... It ain‘t fair.
Terry Francis, 1/2/91.

The government argued that because eve-
ryone used services everyone should pay for
them. Of course they deliberately ignored the
fact that many local council services (such as
subsidised housing and social services) are
needed precisely because people have no
money. The argument that everyone should
pay the same might of course have some valid-
ity if everyone was paid the same - a perspec-
tive unlikely to be adopted in a capitalist soci-
ety. In any case, the Tories’ argument was
undermined by the fact that they applied it so
selectively:

If this is such a good principle how come it
isn‘t being applied to Northern Ireland?
Any volunteers for tracking down non-
payers? And if the principle that people
should pay for the services they consume,
irrespective of their ability to pay, is right,
then how come it hasn’t been applied to
income tax as well? | offer this as a free gift
for the next Conservative Party manifesto.
Add up the revenue from income tax and
divide it by the number of people on the
electoral register and charge it at a flat rate
to reflect the undoubted fact that we all get
similar benefit from spending on defence,
roads, education, etc. Then light the blue
touch paper and withdraw.

Victor Keegan, The Guardian Economic Notebook,

26/3/90.
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Their principled arguments in tatters, the
government began to suggest that the burden
of taxation was really on income tax payers:

The Community Charge is related to
people’s ability to pay, as about half of local
government spending is paid for by central
government from tax payers’ money, and
to this sum the higher tax payers have
contributed proportionately more. Just over
a quarter comes from business ratepayers.
It is only the domestic ratepayers’ share
which is going to be met from the Com-
munity Charge.

Jonathan Sayeed, Conservative MP, Bristol East, standard
letter to constituents, 1989.

But, in suggesting that income tax was pro-
gressive, they failed to mention that since 1989
they had massively reduced the top rate of
income tax from 87% to 40%. They also tried to
cover up the effects of the Poll Tax by sug-
gesting (through a multi-million pound ad-
vertising campaign) that it was accompanied
by a comprehensiverebate scheme. Yetasingle
person could earn as little as £75 a week after
tax (around £4,000 a year) and still not get a
rebate. If she lived in parts of London, where
the Poll Tax was as much as £500, she could be
expected to pay as much as an eighth of her
income on local taxation — a huge amount for
someone who earns only £75.

In 1991, the average manual worker re-
ceived only £242 per week before tax; many got
far less (the average part-time female manual
worker, for example, earned only £64.40 for an
18.5 hour week) before tax. Couples with chil-
dren often only had one income and probably
a high rent or mortgage to pay out of this, yet
both partners had to pay the tax. This poverty
trap applied to large numbers of people. In fact,
repeated surveys indicated that more than 70%
of the population would be worse off under the
Poll Tax.

Campaign groups and advice centres were
inundated with tragic stories about the plight
which ordinary people faced:

15
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We are a single income couple who have
been refused rebate as we are a few
pounds over the limit. This is causing severe
hardship. We have two children under five
and it is food we are cutting back on. It will
mean doing without heating in the winter.
Church Action on Poverty, Survey, 1990.

Tower Hamlets resident Abdul Khalid is
married with five children. He earns £90 a
week as a cook. He pays £37 a week in rent
and £10 a week for school meals. Tower
Hamlets has a liability order against him
and his wife — their combined Poll Tax bill
£594, but with court and bailiff costs the
council is seeking £836.

LGIU, Poll Tax focus, No.16, February, 1991.

With a few minor exceptions, such as the
‘severely mentally impaired’, members of reli-
gious communities and the homeless sleeping
rough, there were no exemptions. Even those
on income support receiving only £30 week
(and those under 25 who had recently had their
income support cut to £26 a week) still had to
pay 20%. Many people pleaded to the govern-
ment for help. One 83-year old pensioner from
Milton Keynes, who with her husband faced an
increase from £422 to £797 wrote to her MP to
point out that her Poll Tax took fourteen weeks
of her entire pension. She asked for suggestions
as to how she should live during those weeks.
Her letter was ignored (Church Action on Pov-
erty, 1990).

Some sections of the community were par-
ticularly vulnerable. Tenants in private rented
accommodation were effectively being asked
to pay their local taxes twice. In the past, the
rates had been charged as part of their rent
payment to landlords, who then took out the
relevant amount and paid it to the council.
After the introduction of the Poll Tax, when
landlords no longer had to pay this money,
very few landlords agreed to put the rent
down, and tenants had nolegalright to enforce
a reduction. It was estimated that by January
1990 Scottish landlords had made about £40
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Above:

Even pensioners had to pay
the Poll Tax if they lived
with their families, but they
didn’t have to pay if they
lived in a home!

The Tories only seemed to
believe in the family when it

suited them.

Sotty GRANNY Jou'll have G go.. o We cant
> / offord Your Rl Tax!

million by capitalising on this. In England and
Wales, it was expected that they would make
over £100 million (The Observer, 2/8/90).

As Mike Reardon of the Association of
Metropolitan Authorities pointed out, ‘Asking
people with tenancies to confront landlords
about rent reductions is asking them to get
themselves thrown out of their homes.’
(23/1/90). This is the story of a couple in Nor-
folk:

My wife and | are tenants who paid £260 in
rates last year as part of our rent. There has
been no reduction since April 1990. The
house owner is keeping the extra amount
as a rent increase. The Poll Tax, therefore,
increases our bills by £682 per year. We
have a tenancy agreement that is, by law,
terminated and renegotiated every six
months. If we disagree with the owner
about the rent we could be evicted very
easily. We cannot afford to buy a house
and there is no possibility of us obtaining a
council house.

Church Action on Poverty, 1990.

People from ethnic communities, many of
whom lived in large extended families, were
hit particularly hard. They often had grown-up
children living at home in cramped conditions.

18



Whereas before they had to pay one bill for the
household, now they had to pay for every
individual.

Student nurses were also badly hit. At the
1990 Annual Conference of the Royal College
of Nurses, Virginia Bottomley, the Health Min-
ister, had to face a barrage of anger from mem-
bers of a traditionally moderate union:

Would you explain why the majority of
student nurses have to pay 100% of Poll
Tax but trainees in the Armed forces on
salaries of up to £9,500 pay only 20%?’
Maybe the difference is that you epitomise
a government which cares more about the
people it employs to kill other people.

Stories like this flooded both the national and
Jocal media. One minute the focus was on the
nurses, next on the disabled, then on the pen-
sioners. For many the Poll Tax was the last
straw. The cushioning from the welfare state
had been substantially eroded; education was
being reduced to vocational training in ageing
schools; the health service was falling apart;
there was a chronic shortage of housing and
unemployment had rocketed. The cumulative
effect of these changes had made conditions
intolerable. A 1991 report on poverty high-
lighted the degree of inequity which had re-
sulted from ten years of Thatcherism:

More people are living in refative poverty in
the United Kingdom than in any other
European Community country. One in five
of all EC residents defined by the Commis-
sion as poor lives in the UK, says the report
which examines spending figures for each
member state. Measured by family group
the findings are even more stark. Almost
one in four of all EC households defined as
poor is in the UK. The report... also sug-
gests that the UK’s record has worsened
dramatically while the EC as a whole has
kept the growth of poverty at bay.

Report from second European Poverty Programme, The
Guardian, 8/4/91.

19
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Living standards for ordinary people had
plummeted. For some it was quite literally the
end of the road:

A pensioner barricaded himself into his flat
in Bedford and burned himself to death
after scrawling on a bedroom wall the
words ‘barbaric Thatcherism killed me.’
He died at the Stoke Mandeville hospi-
tal in Buckinghamshire, and the inquest at
Aylesbury heard that Mr. Joe Newman,
aged 66, a former Polish prisoner of war,
had walked around Bedford town centre
carrying a placard proclaiming ‘I survived
Stalin and Hitler, but | will not survive the
way Thatcher treats pensioners.’
The Guardian, 17/3/90.

Thatcher’s victories in the 1980s were nota-
ble for two things: their careful planning (dur-
ing the 1985 miners’ strike, for example, coal
had been stockpiled for over a year before the
set piece confrontation) and the way that she
picked off her targets one by one (enlisting the
support of the rest of the population to legiti-
mise what she was doing). As a result, she was
able to tame the trade union movement, deci-
mate local government and abolish the GLC,
one by one. The official parliamentary opposi-
tion, after ritual denunciation of every new
Thatcher attack, meekly accepted everything
she implemented. But, in her third térm of
office she began to show less restraint. With the
Poll Tax she took on the whole population.

The government has declared war on the
people.

AnthonyMarlow, Conservative MP forNorthampton, March
1990.

This was her biggest mistake.
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POLL TAX REBELLION

Scotland: A Strategy
Unfolds

While the vast majority of people opposed
the Poll Tax, there was no agreement on how to
challenge it. Between the middle of 1987 and
the end of 1988 the Scottish people lined up
behind different strategies. Members of the
Labour Party and TUC opted for a protest
campaign to put pressure on the government
not to implement the Poll Tax. But many in the
local communities, the neighbourhoods and
the Scottish housing schemesbelieved that pro-
test would never be enough — that a campaign
of resistance needed tobe organised. This chap-
ter documents the struggle between these posi-
tions — a confrontation between the poorest
people of Britain and those who claimed to
represent them.

In early 1987, the Labour Party announced
acampaign called ‘Stop It’. Using tactics which
ranged from petitions and legal challenges to
information briefings, they sought to change
the climate of public opinion and put pressure
on the government. Their aim was to stop the
Poll Tax before it was implemented:

It would seem to me appropriate for all
those opposed to the Poll Tax to unite
under the banner of the ‘Scottish
Campaign Against The Poll Tax’. They aim
to stop the introduction of the Poll Tax and
that clearly should be everyone’s objective.
To simply give up the fight to stop the
introduction of the Poll Tax and call for a
boycott as your organisation does, appears
to me to be defeatist.

Danny Crawford, Glasgow City Councilior to Susan Hay of the
Anti-Poll Tax Union, November 1987.

Many prominent Labour activists believed
that it would be possible to stop the tax simply
by voicing their opposition. Given the history
of failed confrontation with the government
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(particularly the battles over rate capping and
the abolition of the GLC), this seemed ex-
tremely naive. On the other hand, it is certain
that central Labour strategists knew that they
had no chance of forcing a withdrawal of the
Poll Tax before a general election, and it was to
their electoral advantage to see the Tories
flounder while trying to implement it. The La-
bour Party project throughout the 1980s had
been to make themselves ‘electable’. It contin-
ued to be their central preoccupation through-
out the campaign:

This is a party that aspires to be in govern-
ment. Our aim is to redress the balance in
the interests of ordinary people. | don't
believe such a party can afford selective
amnesia when it comes to the law of the
land.

Donald Dewar, Labour MP, Shadow Scottish Secretary,
17/9/88.

The Labour Party leadership feared to cross
the line of ‘legitimate’ protest because they
hoped to be in government in the future, and
they expected their own laws or policies to be
obeyed. They thought it folly to undermine a
parliamentary democracy which had been
fought over for many centuries — a system
which they saw as redressing inequalities in
society, and so they rejected a campaign to
break the law. But they also knew that they had
to be seen to be doing something. A propaganda
campaign which didn’t challenge their newly
respectable image was the only way these ob-
jectives could be combined.

The ‘Stop It' campaign produced posters,
leaflets and ‘stickers, had letters published in
the press and its leading light, the MP Brian
Wilson, made speeches challenging the fair-
ness of the Poll Tax. But, in its first year, the
campaign did little more than that. Its one
serious initiative was the ‘send it back’ cam-
paign, which told activists to return the regis-
tration forms and ask awkward questions of
the council officers. Its aim was to delay the
system and to make ‘a legitimate protest’. Un-
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fortunately, not only was this tokenistic (be-
cause the Labour Party very quickly recom-
mended that people register), it was also
flawed, because it meant that thousands of
people were volunteering basic information,
such as their names and addresses, which
could be used against them later when they
were chased up for non-payment.

At about the same time, an informal group-
ing called ‘Citizens Against The Poll Tax’
formed anon-party political protest campaign.
Unlike the Labour Party, their campaign aimed
to challenge the implementation of the Poll
Tax. They suggested that people ‘from local
groups take part in fun/fundraising activities’
in order to raise money for publicity, but they
didn’t campaign for local groups as centres of
resistance. Their emphasis was on letters to
prominent politicians and symbolic action:

On the day the local registration officer
starts compiling his register, try to get as
many local people as possible to take part
in a symbolic ‘sleep out’ or all night vigil in
some public place so that nobody will be
home that night.

Citizens Against The Poll Tax were widely seen
as:

... a sort of irate, largely middle class ele-
ment who... just seemed to hang around,
they never really got involved with the
people who were trying to build the local
groups... they had letters in The Scotsman
and things like that... they used publicity,
that was the way they operated.

Bob Goupillot, Community Resistance Against The Poll Tax,
3/5/91.

They were fairly successful at getting publicity
for the Anti-Poll Tax cause, but because their
campaign was mainly based on providing in-
formation they failed to mobilise large
numbers of people. Nevertheless, while they
acted wholly within the law, they refused to
condemn civil disobedience (seeing it as a mat-
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Marea Angela Onofr

ter of individual conscience). In the early days
of the campaign, they sent information to
every Anti-Poll Tax group, including those
working outside the law. They also compiled a
register of ‘those... prepared to take such a
stand’. But in offering support to non-payers
they seemed to have little appreciation that for
many it wasn't a matter of choice. This could be
seen as an outcome of their mainly middle class
base, where conscience was a more important  Above: A Scottish piper
political motivation than economic necessity.
Real resistance to the Poll Tax began after  plays the non-payment
“The Community Charge Bill for Scotland’ re-
ceived the royal assent in May 1987. Ironically,  tunetoa growing
it didn’t come from any of the major organisa-
tions who were to play key roles in the non-  campaign.
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Above:
The long march from

Glasgow to Aberdeen.

payment campaign. A small political grouping
—The Workers Party of Scotland - organised a
series of meetings in Glasgow. They set up an
organisation called ‘The Anti-Poll Tax Union’.
Its aim was to co-ordinate resistance to the Poll
Tax across Scotland. Two of its key activists,
Paul Cockshott and Matt Lygate, organised a

march from Glasgow to Aberdeen. They vis-
ited people throughout Scotland and handed
outa pamphlet they had written in April called
‘The Poll Tax Nightmare'.

The programme set out by the Anti-Poll
Tax Union in early 1987 was very similar to that
later adopted by the movement as a whole in
early 1988 (and 1989 in England and Wales).
Their aim was to ‘make Scotland a country free
from the Poll Tax’. They saw the Poll Tax as the
imposition of an illegitimate British law on the
people of Scotland. The Anti-Poll Tax Union
strongly emphasised the need to build net-
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works in order to ‘bring the support of one area
to another’. They also stressed the importance
of information, pledging to produce ‘masses of
leaflets, posters, stickers etc. and to display and
distribute them throughout Scotland’. Their
campaign was to be locally organised in the
neighbourhoods and the housing schemes.
This was the first mention of a grass roots
campaign which involved talking with people,
an approach which contrasted strongly with
Labour’s “paper’ campaign.

This local approach was first put into prac-
tice in the Maryhill area of Glasgow. A local
Anti-Poll Tax Union was formed in April 1987.
Members of the union went round the houses
and talked to people and, by January 1988, the
union had over 2,000 paid up members:

They were the first people to go round the
doors. They took these cards round the
doors and asked people to pay a donation
and pledge themselves to non-payment.
Allan Armstrong, Chair, Lothian Federation APTUs, 6/5/91.

The Anti-Poll Tax Union was also the first
group to organise for non-payment, and it was
on this basis that people were called on to join
the union:

This is a direct appeal from the people of
Maryhill/Summerston to the workers in this
area. Please help us, we are the large
families, the unemployed and the pension-
ers. This is a cry from the poor who need
you and your support... We have formed a
branch of the Anti-Poll Tax Union in the
Maryhill/Summerston area who are cam-
paigning against this taxation and calling
for non-registration and non-payment in
protest against this tax.

Letter from the Anti-Poll Tax Union to local workers, May
7987.

The Maryhill Anti-Poll Tax Union didn’t
last long. Whileitretained astrongcore of non-
payers it was unable to sustain its organisa-
tional base. Nevertheless, the non-payment

29



POLL TAX REBELLION

platform it put forward, and its focus on local
grass roots organisation, set the strategic
agenda for the Anti Poll Tax movement over
the next three years. It also provided the name
‘Anti-Poll Tax Union” which was adopted by
most of the local groups in the campaign.

After Maryhill, the focus switched to Edin-
burgh. In September, the Workers Party of
Scotland, along with the Revolutionary Demo-
cratic Group (an offshoot of the Socialist Work-
ers Party), set up a local Anti-Poll Tax group in
Leith which ran weekly stalls outside the local
shopping centre. This was the first Anti-Poll
Tax Union to have a continued existence
throughout the campaign. Over the next
months a group was set up in Stockbridge New
Town. This very quickly grew too big and was
split to form the Broughton/Inverleith Anti-
Poll Tax group. Soon after, groups were set up
in Prestonfield, Armdale, Newhaven /Fort,
Sciennes/Marchmont, Abbeyhill and Gorgie/
Dalry.

A general call for resistance was made in
the autumn of 1987 by a coalition of different
organisations. The key ones were ‘Community
Resistance Against The Poll Tax’ (libertarian
socialists) and the Militant Tendency (on the
Left of the Labour Party), although other or-
ganisations such as the Revolutionary Demo-
cratic Group also played a role. They had dif-
ferent motivations and traditions but were
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united in a belief that protest was not enough.
The importance of these groupings should not
be underestimated, nor the debates which they
were engaged in, because, in the absence of the
organised labour movement, they provided
the political and intellectual ideas which un-
derpinned the resistance strategy. As the
movement grew and ordinary people began to
outnumber the political activists, their tactical
influence diminished, but their strategic influ-
ence continued to set the agenda.

Their call for resistance differed from the
protest calls because its purpose was not solely
to express personal morality or to influence
opinion but rather to influence events. The
actions taken would havea directimpact on the
outcome of the struggle and would not be
dependent on the results of elections. Resist-
ance meant confrontation. Advocates of resist-
ance believed that the Anti-Poll Tax campaign
needed to be built on a direct challenge to
implementation, not the false hope that some-
one might agree not to implement it.

In the past, campaigns of resistance have
included non-co-operation; pickets and strike
action; occupations; harassment and sabotage.
These have been complemented by demonstra-
tions and other forms of protest in order to
create an atmosphere of resistance and build
inspiration for action. Modern democracies
depend on majority support for a mandate to
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Craig McLean

Above:

Members of the
Prestonfield group -
some of the first Anti-Poll

Tax activists.

rule, but they depend on the compliance of a
much larger majority to maintain order. If seri-
ous dissent reaches more than about 10% of the
population then there either have to be conces-
sions or the conflict has to be escalated through
serious repression. It is for this reason that
resistance can have such a direct impact on
change.

The activists who called for resistance
came from a different background to most of
those arguing for protest or civil disobedience.
Many of those involved with ‘Community
Resistance’ were unemployed and had previ-
ously been involved with the Unemployed
Workers’ Centre and Claimants’ Union in Ed-
inburgh. The tradition of these activists was
self-organisation. Nobody had ever repre-
sented them or given them resources in the
past, so they had developed techniques of or-
ganising outside the official structures. Their
philosophy was broadly socialist, but anti-
state and not centralist. Their name reflected
their community-based approach:
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It called itself ‘Community Resistance’
because it mainly started off doing solidar-
ity work against South African apartheid,
and it was called Community Resistance in
recognition that it was the communities in
South Africa where the revolt was taking
place.

Bob Goupiliot, Prestonfield and District Community Resistance
Against The Poll Tax, 3/5/91.

This tradition was an important influence on
the way the local groups later developed. A
Glasgow Evening Times article  (21/3/91)
showed how it was put into practice:

Using tactics modelled on the South African
townships, many areas have become no-go
areas for sheriff officers with literally hun-
dreds of pairs of eyes on the look-out.

Community Resistance activists rebelled
against the bureaucratic models of organisa-
tion inherited from the labour movement, these
were seen as exclusive and alienating. Their
focus was on talking to people and ‘doing
things’ at a local level. They took political in-
spiration from anarchist and autonomist direct
action in Spain and Italy, self-organisation
characterised by squatters in London, Berlin
and Amsterdam, and the 1968 uprising in
France. They stressed the importance of the
movement being non-aligned, believing that if
the campaign was directly linked to a particu-
lar party, faction or organisation, vast numbers
of people would not get involved. They felt
that the movement should be a reflection of the
views of local people, so they emphasised the
involvement of people who had never been
involved in organised politics before. This led
them to distance themselves from theleaders of
the labour movementand, unlike other groups,
they refused to call on the labour movement to
lead the Anti-Poll Tax movement.

Militant activists came from a different
background. Many of their supporters in Scot-
land lived on the most run-down housing
schemes. Of all the Left groupings they had by
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far the strongest working class base. Their po-
litical inspiration was more closely linked to
the history of struggle in Glasgow and the rent
strikes of 1915. Militant’s involvement is inter-
esting because they had no real history or ex-
perience of working outside traditional
structures. But with the growth of ‘designer
Labourism’, and the expulsion of leading
Militant activists, their scope for manoeuvre
within the Labour Party was extremely limited.
This meant they had to build a new political
base.

Militant eventually dropped much of their
Labour Party activity to concentrate on the
Anti-Poll Tax campaign but this didn’t happen
automatically. It was only once Russell Taylor
(a prominent Militant activist in Edinburgh)
got involved in the local campaign in Gorgie/
Dalry, and was convinced that locally organ-
ised non-payment would be the most effective
strategy, that Militant started to mobilise. This
went against the official Militant position. In-
deed, in Central Region, their official position
was to back the Labour Party ‘Stop It' cam-
paign. In the end, Russell Taylor won the argu-
ment, and once Militant had decided to commit
their organisation fully, they began to ‘use their
whole bureaucratic machinery to establish
groups they could control right from the start’
(Allan Armstrong, Chair, Lothian Federation
APTUs, 3/5/91). This raised serious questions
about organisation and democracy in the
movement which are discussed in the next
chapter. But despite taking until July 29th 1988
to outline their strategy in the Militant news-
paper, they were the only part of the estab-
lished labour movement who put forward a
strategically coherent policy.

Over the next few months, Militant, Com-
munity Resistance and other advocates of re-
sistance debated four main strategies:

* Non-registration: a call on local people to
ignore the fines and refuse to comply with
the register which the councils were com-
piling in order to administer the poll tax.

* Non-payment: the main plank of a resist-
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ance strategy — a call on individuals to
refuse to pay. People were not asked to do
this in isolation, they were encouraged to
organise in local groups and were reas-
sured that they would be defended when-
ever the coundils tried to recover the debts.

e Non-implementation: a call on local coun-
cils not to implement the tax. It was argued
by some that they should lead the struggle
by setting illegal budgets and if necessary
they should resign en masse.

e Non-collection: a call on trade unionists not
to collect the tax. This was particularly
aimed at the local government union
NALGO whose members would be ad-
ministering the tax, and the civil servants
union CPSA who would be dealing with
rebates and benefits.

In November 1987, Community Resistance
held a conference on the Poll Tax, at the Glas-
gow City Hall. This conference supported both
non-payment and non-registration. But, when
therole of the trade unions and Labour councils
were assessed, people were not optimistic that
either would actively support the campaign:

Councillors who refuse to prosecute will be
surcharged by the government so there is
no point in trying to ‘persuade’ them. Is
there anything to be gained by forcing
statements in public from councillors saying
they'll oppose, to show them up later? This
would just give them the role of the leaders
of the opposition, their capitulation (which
is inevitable) would weaken other re-
sponses.

We should appeal to council staff to
obstruct offices, but this will probably be
unsuccessful given the past record of union
opposition.

Conference minutes, 14/11/87.

In retrospect, this analysis proved shrewd, as
many of the councillors who did pledge them-
selves to opposition later implemented the tax,
and the unions did almost nothing.
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Delegates also discussed how complemen-
tary directaction tactics could be used. Occupa-
tions would both gain publicity and provide a
basis for negotiation; council meetings could be
disrupted; local schemes and neighbourhoods
could be made into no-go areas for the sheriff
officers.

Discussion of the use of petitions was re-
vealing. Many activists were strongly against:

because petitions lead to people getting
the impression that they have done their bit
and the people collecting the signatures
will do the rest.

Others felt that petitions could be used as an
opportunity to talk to people and persuade
them to join local groups, but they were not
seen as an end in themselves.

Local organisation was stressed. The con-
ference concluded that:

Self-organisation in the schemes is better
than staying city-centre based. Look at
where things are most likely to start. Leaf-
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lets and posters should be seen as leading
to the formation of local groups, then to
public meetings.

To get the ball rolling we should either
all concentrate on the areas we live in, or
focus on areas where we have good con-
tacts, and get these areas to act as a cata-
lyst for others.

Conference minutes, 14/11/87.

The principles agreed at this conference were
extremely important. They affirmed the em-
bryonic strategy of the Maryhill Anti-Poll Tax
Union, and confidently assessed the organisa-
tional needs of the future mass movement.

Militant followed suit in December 1987
when they set up an organisation called ‘La-
bour Movement Against The Poll Tax" and,
along with other Labour Left activists, they too
called a strategy meeting in the Leith Town
Hall. This meeting also discussed the four key
strategic proposals of non-payment, non-im-
plementation, non-collection and non-regis-
tration. Non-payment remained relatively un-
controversial and was accepted by virtually
everyone at the conference, but important de-
bates ensued over theissues of non-registration
and non-collection.

The Revolutionary Democratic Group ar-
gued in favour of non-registration, suggesting
that while it would not actually stop the tax, it
would give confidence to the movement and
would give it something concrete to organise
around in the period before the Poll Tax was
introduced. Militant argued that mounting a
major non-registration campaign involved
huge risks because, if the campaign failed, peo-
ple would become disheartened. This, they
thought, would prejudice the non-payment
campaign. They also argued that there was no
point in exposing people to huge fines for non-
registration if this was not going to bring down
the tax. Underlying the Militant perspective
was their link to the Labour Party. Because one
of their prime objectives was still to elect a
Labour government, Militant supporters
strongly resisted a campaign which would in-
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Rob Houn

Many said that the real
community charge was the
resistance of the

community.

volve people in losing their vote because they
were not on the electoral register. Community
Resistance activists were split on the issue. In
the end, the conference decided to support
non-registration and as a result, many local
groups took actions against the Poll Tax
‘snoopers’ (who were employed to compile the
registers) buta full-scale campaign against reg-
istration was not mounted.

The other key debate at this conference was
about the viability of a non-collection strategy
and the role of the trade unions. Both Commu-
nity Resistance and Militant were prepared to
support a combined campaign of non-pay-
ment, non-implementation and non-collection
(although Militants’ emphasis was much more
on non-payment). Others, primarily The So-
cialist Workers Party, argued that:

Community organisation stands in stark
contrast to the power of workers organised
in the work-place. Community politics
diverts people away from the means to
win, from the need to mobilise working
class activity on a collective basis. And by
putting the emphasis on the individuals will
to resist, difficulties and defeats will be the
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responsibility of the individual alone...
The biggest danger for socialists is to

ignore this dereliction of duty and substi-

tute individual non-payment organised

through community campaigns for mass

working class action.

Socialist Workers Party pamphlet, 1988.

The Socialist Workers Party didn’t believe that
the community had the political and economic
muscle to tackle the government. They thought
that because the working class had struggled
through a difficult period in the ’80s, it would
be impossible to confront the state through
extra-parliamentary activity. This perspective
led them to stress requests for both Labour and
Trade Union leaders to act on behalf of the
working class - fortunately it was not widely
shared within the movement as a whole.

Both of these early conferences stressed the
importance of local organisation in the tradi-
tion of the Maryhill Anti-Poll Tax Union and,
from the end of 1987 both set out to form local
Anti-Poll Tax Unions throughout Scotland.
The two political ideologies which underlay
the Community Resistance networks and the
Militant Tendency, became the dominant
ideological strands in the movement. Militant
was particularly influential in Dundee and
Glasgow. Non-aligned groups (inspired by
Community Resistance) were strongest in
Central Region, Aberdeen, the highlands and
the borders, Edinburgh had a fairly mixed in-
fluence throughout the campaign.

In January 1988, most of the existing Edin-
burgh groups began to network together,
meeting regularly in the Edinburgh Unem-
ployed Workers’ Centre. The various Anti-Poll
Tax Unions, Community Resistance groups
and other Anti-Poll Tax organisations agreed
to form the Edinburgh Federation of Anti-Poll
Tax groups — the first city-wide federation in
the UK.

From this point the non-payment cam-
paign began to build, and local groups were
formed throughout the whole of Edinburgh
and Glasgow. By July 1988, Strathclyde had
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also formed a federation, Its founding confer-
ence was attended by 330 delegates from 96
organisations. By April 1989, when the Poll Tax
was implemented, Glasgow had over 50 local
Anti-Poll Tax Unions and Edinburgh over 40.

But, the growth of this community-based
Anti-Poll Tax movement didn’t go unchal-
lenged by Labour politicians. In January 1988,
Neil Kinnock addressed the Scottish local gov-
ernment conference, in Edinburgh. He de-
nounced non-payment as ‘fruitless’ and ‘a
policy of despair’. He suggested that to adopt
such a policy would be to enter ‘a sort of
dreamland’ (The Guardian, 30/1/88). At this
conference Kinnock tried to boost the ‘Stop It/
campaign, by calling a press conference at
which he became the first signatory to a na-
tional petition against the Poll Tax. The petition
read:

We the undersigned believe that the Poll
Tax is a fundamentally immoral tax, that it
is unjust and unfair, that it will generally
discriminate against those least able to pay,
that the government must change its mind
and the Poll Tax should be abandoned.

That the government must change its mind! -
Who was living in dreamland?

The Scottish Trade Union Congress (STUC)
decided it too had better do something.

‘People like Campbell Christie (the STUC
General Secretary) could see that things
were happening from below and decided
that they needed to pre-empt it.

Allan Armstrong, Chair, Lothian Federation APTUs.

He was acutely embarrassed to learn that there
was already a ‘Stop It campaign in existence.
On January 6th, he admitted ‘I wasn’t aware of
what stage ‘Stop It' was in their campaign’
(Labour, the Assembly and the Poll Tax, 1988).
This major Labour Party campaign which was
supposed to be leading the opposition to the
Poll Tax had apparently gone unnoticed by the
Secretary of the Scottish TUC- not a great testi-
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mony to its impact. Until the March 1988 La-
bour Conference, no ‘Stop It’ action had actu-
ally taken place. After the conference the STUC
took over the campaign and attempted to put
some lifeinto it. According to a Labour Briefing
pamphlet of the time, one conference observer
commented that:

The STUC had brought more drive and
ideas in an afternoon than ‘Stop It' in a
year. Those who have experienced STUC
campaigns may find this statement surpris-
ing, but it appears to be warranted.

In April, Campbell Christie tried to set up
an umbrella campaign which would include
dissident Tories, church groups, the SNP and
everyone else. The SNP refused to join because
the STUC was not prepared to support any
form of non-payment campaign, and days be-
fore the new ‘Stop It’ campaign was due to be
launched, the Scottish National party (SNP)
stole the initiative. The SNP national executive
endorsed a position of support for a non-pay-
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ment campaign. They dismissed Labour’s non-
registration platform as a ‘failed campaign’.
The SNP’s policy vice-chair Kenny MacAskill
stated ‘We now have the moral obligation to
lead the non-payment, Anti-Poll Tax move-
ment’ (Glasgow Herald 16/5/88).

The Scottish National Party resented the
imposition of regressive English laws on their
country and used Scottish Nationalism as a
powerful driving force for their campaign. The
growing resentment of the Scottish people had
been demonstrated by the General Election
results, when the Tories had lost another eleven
parliamentary seats in Scotland, and were re-
duced to just ten MPs. The SNP linked the fight
against the Poll Tax to the fight for independ-
ence which they argued justified a call for civil
disobedience.

Their approach was based on a long tradi-
tion of protest-oriented civil disobedience. This
approach can be exemplified by the campaigns
mounted by the peace movement in the early
"80s. Then thousands of activists climbed into
military bases; sat on runways; explored bun-
kers; some damaged military equipment. Most
activists  involved didn't = expect that
militarisation would end as a direct result of
their actions or that they could physically pre-
vent Cruise missiles from operating. What they
wanted was to influence public opinion; to
make arms control an electoral issue; to force
the Labour Party into commitments, such as
abandoning Cruise and Trident missiles. Civil
disobedience was a way of expressing personal
moral dissent. The individual was able to say
‘you may go ahead with this policy, but not in
my name, I will not co-operate’. This was the
underlying position of the SNP in relation to
the Poll Tax. So they called for 100,000 people
who could afford to pay the tax, but were
morally opposed to it, to pledge themselves to
non-payment:

If 700,000 Scots are prepared to say no to
paying the Poll Tax, that is going to put
unbearable pressure on the Tory’s position
in Scotland. Our judgement is that would
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be enough to make the government back
down.
Kenny MacAskill, Vice Chair, SNP, Scotsman, 12/1/88.

Although their tactics were more radical
than Labour’s, their strategicaim was similar to
‘Stop It’ in thatitwas geared towards changing
the government’s mind - civil disobedience
used as a form of protest. Indeed, this largely
middle class protest was dubbed the ‘Can Pay,
Won't Pay’ campaign, to contrast it with the
APTUs ‘Can’t Pay, Won't Pay’ campaign.

The major problem with the SNP campaign
was that its work was focused largely within its
own ranks and, while many of its members
were involved in the local Anti-Poll Tax Un-
jons, as a national organisation its major role
became to legitimise non-payment, not to or-
ganise it. Nevertheless, it did contribute to-
wards a ground-swell of acceptance for the
strategy.

The launch of the SNP campaign was a
setback for the Labour Party and STUC, who
could see that they were being undercut. But
the STUC decided to push ahead with its own
proposals anyway. Its ‘six point plan’ included:

e Sending Poll Tax forms back.

e The disruption of parliament.
Mass appeals against having names puton
the register.

e Pressure on local authorities to give the
new tax only minimum support.

o Two massive public rallies - possibly this
June and October.

e A major non-payment campaign if there is
public support for such a move.
Glasgow Evening Times, 5/5/88.

By this time Campbell Christie was unable to
dismiss non-payment completely. In launch-

ing the STUC campaign he was forced to sit on
the fence:

This tax will have a drastic effect on people

throughout Scotland and drastic action is
needed. We will press ahead with a non-
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payment campaign, but only if there is a
mandate from the public.

This was a scenario that the Labour Party
desperately wanted to head off. But the pres-
sure for non-payment was growing. A Mori
poll published in The Scotsman (11/3/88) had
indicated that 42% of the Scottish population
were prepared to support a non-payment
campaign and the new Anti-Poll Tax Unions
were beginning to exercise a powerful influ-
ence. At the Scottish Labour Party Conference
in Perth themonth before, heavy lobbying from
the Anti-Poll Tax Unions led to a decision to
postpone the debate on the Poll Tax until Sep-
tember. The Labour establishment feared that
they might end up committed to a campaign of
non-payment, if a vote were taken at that meet-
ing. They were particularly worried about the
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effect on their own supporters of the near dou-
bling of the SNP vote from 11.1% in 1984 to 21%
in the district elections on May 12th.

But Kinnock had made it clear in January
that the Labour Party would not get embroiled
in ‘anillegal campaign’ and as far as the leader-
ship was concerned, that position wasnotnego-
tiable. This was demonstrated by the way in
which Robin Cook, Labour’s Shadow Health
Secretary (a prominent supporter of non-pay-
ment), was ‘silenced’ by the party. An agree-
ment was hammered out, in which he ‘agreed
nottomakeany further comments encouraging
non-payment or to discuss this with the press.
Butinreturnitwasagreed, albeit reluctantly by
some of those present, he himself would not
have to pay it’ (The Scotsman, 19/8/88).

In September, the STUC called a week of
action against the Poll Tax, the centre piece of
which was an eleven-minute stoppage on the
13th, during which the Scottish people ‘were
asked to demonstrate their anger by stopping
what they were doing to sign petitions, sound
car horns, ring church bells and join local cam-
paign initiatives’ (The Scotsman, 19/8/91).
They printed 500,000 window bills and mailed
material to 3,500 organisations. The STUC said
it would escalate its campaign against the Poll
Tax if this event was successful. But it was
difficult for anyone to take an eleven-minute
stoppage seriously, and the lack of response
enabled delegates at the special Labour Party
conference on the Poll Tax in Govan to argue
that this indicated there was no support for
non-payment.

The conference, held on September 17th,
endorsed the Labour National Executive posi-
tion by a two to one majority. The Evening Mail
reported (18/9/88):

The majority of delegates in the hall
seemed to support non-payment, but the
vote was carried by the block vote of the
big unions and the constituencies.

This signalled both the conservative role that
the trade unions were to play and highlighted
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the distinction between the leaders and offi-
cials of the Labour Party, and many ordinary
Labour Party members who backed non-pay-
ment throughout the campaign.

Following the substantial defeat of a non-
payment position at the Govan conference, a
number of ‘dissident” MPs decided to set up a
Committee of 100. This was to be made up of
‘prominent Scots” who would refuse to pay the
Poll Tax. The main movers of this campaign
were the MPs Dick Douglas, John McAllion,
and Maria Fyfe. At the press conference, on the
23rd of September, Dick Douglas defended his
position:

| know what it is like not to eat. | watched
my mother grow old before her time,
worrying about where her family’s next
meal was coming from. | was born into a
life of extreme poverty in Govan. | joined
the Labour Party because its main aim is to
protect people who are in difficult circum-
stances. I'm compelled, because of my
background, to take this particular stance:
not to pay the Poll Tax. The Poll Tax is the
most vexatious and class-ridden piece of
legislation | have ever seen. There will be
many who cannot pay it. The only way |
can demonstrate to my constituents that
there is no shame in not being able to pay
this tax is to stand beside them.

He saw the launch of the Committee of 100 as

the first step in a campaign in which they
would build:

a kind of pyramid structure with local
groupings of prominent non-payers located
in different parts of the country.

The Glasgow Herald, 19/9/88.

It was a non-party political campaign and
got qualified support from the SNP: ‘A com-
mittee of 100 is not as ambitious as our army of
100,000 non-payers, but... we would welcome
anyone moving towards the non-payment po-
sition, whether it is 100 Scottish big-wigs or
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whatever.” The committees never really got off
the ground because they had no strategic direc-
tion but, like the SNP initiative, they added
legitimacy to the campaign of non-payment
and indirectly helped to build the local Anti-
Poll Tax Unions.

On November 10th 1988, the Govan by-
election further rocked the Labour establish-
ment. Jim Sillars, an SNP vice-president who
campaigned on a platform of non-payment,
overturned a Labour majority of 19,509 to win
by 2,500 votes. It was clear to all but the Labour
Party that they lost because they had done
nothing to oppose the Poll Tax. By this time
their campaign had run into the ground. They
hadn’t organised a single demonstration
against the tax and most Labour councils were
already committed to collecting it.

On April 1st 1989, when the Poll Tax was
implemented in Scotland, the STUC did man-
age to organise an official protest march in
Edinburgh. This was attended by 30,000 peo-
ple, but it was only this big because of a mass-
mobilisation by the Anti-Poll Tax Unions. Once
the Poll Tax was implemented, the protest cam-
paign had nowhere to go. In November the
STUC held a miserable demonstration in Glas-
gow for which there was virtually no official
organisation. It ended up in a car park with no
sound system for the speakers. This was their
last significant gesture of opposition to the tax.

Can't Pay, Won't Pay

As the protest campaign diminished, the re-
sistance campaign grew. By March 1989 over
15,000 non-payers had marched in Glasgow
under the banner of the Anti-Poll Tax Federa-
tion and support for non-payment was mush-
rooming. Labour policy-makers had failed to
grasp that for most people non-payment came
from the harsh reality of their economic experi-
ence, not a theoretical commitment to resist-
ance. The arguments were overwhelming.
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People couldn’t afford to pay. Many were
living well below the poverty line and had no
room to manoeuvre. Paying the Poll Tax would
mean not paying something else. This would
result in increased rent arrears; mortgage de-
faults; electricity and telephones cut off; or
borrowing from the loan sharks. The choice for
many was whether to eat and clothe their chil-
dren properly or pay the tax.

Given this, strong moral pressure was
placed on those who could afford to pay to
stand with those who could not. Activists ar-
gued that it was not tenable for those who were
secure to protest against the Poll Tax while
others with no choice but to resist, faced
poindings and warrant sales (and in England
and Wales the prospect of being dragged
through the courts and threatened with impris-
onment).

Waiting for the Labour Party to win the
next election was not an option. Nobody could
guarantee that they would win and people
couldn’tafford to wait three or four years. They
would be facing bailiffs or sheriff officers
withinmonths. Evenif the Labour Party did get
elected, they seemed in no hurry to abolish the
tax. Official Labour Party policy stated that it
would take at least two years to abolish (and
that was after the general election). Martin
Luther King once wrote:

For years now | have heard the word ‘wait'.
It rings in the ear of every negro with
piercing familiarity. The ‘wait’ has almost
always meant never.

Martin Luther King, Why We Can Never Wait, 1964.

Many people saw similarities, and having wit-
nessed the half hearted ‘Stop It’ campaign,
some didn’t believe that the Poll Tax would be
abolished even if the Labour Party came to
power.

The arguments in favour of non-payment
were also forged out of the bitter experiences of
the ’80s. The miners had been heavily defeated
in 1985 and many thought that if they couldn’t
defeat the government then no one could. It
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was clear, from a very early stage, that the trade
unions would not be prepared to lead a cam-
paign against the Poll Tax. Likewise, many
local councillors who had watched Liverpool
and Lambeth councillors fined and disquali-
fied from office in their attempted to resist rate
capping, were reluctant to get involved. It was
obvious that it would be a waste of time peti-
tioning central government. The GLC had the
support of more than 80% of Londoners, but it
was still happily abolished by the Tories. The
ambulance workers produced a petition of
over 6 million signatures — the biggest petition
ever — and this was totally ignored. So, the
campaign had to be led by the community and
non-payment was a strategy which couldn’t be
ignored because the government had to re-
cover the money.

The precedents for civil disobedience were
strong and examples were cited in all the early
Anti-Poll Tax meetings. Women would not
have the vote if the suffragettes hadn’t broken
the law. Trade Unions would not have gained
the right to strike. In Eastern Europe many
would still be under totalitarian rule if they
hadn’t broken the law. America, the so-called
bastion of democracy, fought for its independ-
ence under the slogan: ‘no taxation without
representation’. There were also direct prec-
edents for resistance of this kind. In Scotland
the Glasgow rent strikes of 1915 were an im-
portant inspiration and in England the story of
the peasants revolt against the Poll Tax in 1831
was told in virtually every meeting.

Calling on these traditions was an impor-
tant part of explaining why non-co-operation
was needed, so too was the use of the strike as
an analogy. People generally accept that if an
employer imposes working conditions which
are collectively unacceptable, then the work-
force has a right to withdraw its labour. Even
after Thatcher’s union reforms the right to
strike is still accepted as an important demo-
cratic principle, where the majority of the
work-force is in favour. The imposition of the
Poll Tax seemed similar. The vast majority of
people considered the Poll Tax unacceptable
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and consequently believed they had therightto
withdraw their co-operation.

Unlike the rich (who use creative account-
ants to avoid paying taxes) and large corporate
companies (who owe billions to the treasury),
most of the people who joined the non-pay-
ment campaign were ‘honest, law abiding citi-
zens” who had never broken the law before. For
them, the Poll Tax was the last straw — an
exceptional imposition on their lives which
had to be dealt with by exceptional means.
Because of this, virtually everyone who ac-
tively opposed the Poll Tax came behind the
strategy of non-payment. As Allan Armstrong
(Lothian Federation Chair) said:
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Everyone was in complete opposition to
the ‘Stop It' campaign which was seen as a
complete waste of time, so non-payment
was never an issue.

This is verified by my own experiencein the
South West of England. In February and March
1990, just before the Poll Tax was implemented
in England and Wales, Robin Clapp (Press Of-
ficer of the Avon Federation of Anti-Poll Tax
Unions) and I (Secretary) spoke at over 80
public meetings, organised in local community
centres and work-places. Most of these meet-
ings were attended by well over 50 people,
someby over 200. Often strategy was discussed
for the first time at these meetings. Yet, after we
had put the arguments and asked at the end of
each meeting how many people would be
paying, only two or three said that they would.
Some must have shifted along way to get to this
position:

‘I've been a Conservative voter since the
time of Macmillan, but I'm proud to stand
up at this meeting and say that | will refuse
to pay this tax!’ This pledge from a local
publican met warm applause at a 40 strong
Anti-Poll Tax meeting in lichester. He went
on to offer free use of a pub room with tea
and coffee laid on for future meetings of
the non-payment campaign.

Somerset Clarion, May 1990.

Despite this, the Labour Party continued to
oppose the campaign. By the end of 1988, with
no credible campaign of their own they were
indistinguishable from the Tories in their at-
tacks on non-payers. But non-payment contin-
ued to grow. By April 1990, official figures for
Scotland showed that nearly a million people
hadn’t paid a penny, and tens of thousands of
people were organised into local Anti-Poll Tax
Unions.
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Organising In The
Neighbourhoods

| had taken the decision that | wasn’t going
to pay, but it got to November 1989 and |
thought hell! Where's the support that
we're supposed to get from the SNP? We
heard a lot about the One Hundred Cam-
paign, but they didn’t come into the
villages and towns of Midlothian. So we
were starting to get a bit worried. There
were a few women kept phoning me and
saying "Are you still not paying?’ ‘No, I'm
not paying,’ I said, ‘We should get to-
gether. I've heard of a group in Edinburgh,
Prestonfield — | work near there, why don’t
we go along one night?’ So my sister,
myself, one of her friends, and my daugh-
ter went along to Prestonfield. We just sat
and listened. We were amazed... Look at all
these people that know what they're
doing! Every one of them was so confident.
We left Prestonfield that night with a
donation of money from them to start our
own group, and a promise from them that
if we had our first public meeting they'd
send somebody out to help us. So | phoned
round people that | knew... To save time,
we decided to have the meeting in the
house, so there must have been about a
dozen people turned up and Kenny Curtis,
from Prestonfield he came out and advised
us on how to start up our group. We held
our first public meeting a couple of weeks
after that and we got 60 people.

Chris Moyers, Mayfield APTU, Midlothian, 6/5/91.

h ‘:‘-‘ W i By the end of 1988, the majority of city neigh-
e[ § & QR bourhoods, most towns and many villages in
YOU TOLD'ME BEN Scotland had an Anti-Poll Tax Union (APTU).

gm WAS THE HIGHEST 1 Brgand and Wales there was a buzz of
DUNTAN IN SCOTLAND!

the growing non-payment campaign. Commu-
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nity Resistance produced an information pack
and sent literally hundreds to contacts across
the border. Speakers went to Sheffield, Lon-
don, Leeds, Norwich, South Wales and many
other cities. Some of these areas twinned with
Prestonfield and other Scottish neighbour-
hoods (an idea taken from the miners’ strike)
and, by the end of 1988, local groups started
forming in England and Wales. By November
1989, there were over 1,000 local Anti-Poll Tax
Unions in Britain. These were the organisations
from which the real assault on the Poll Tax was
launched.

The groups which formed were small at
first, often with only five of six activists but
within months many unions had built up mem-
berships of over 200 people. Some had signed
up over 500. Typically, the Anti-Poll Tax Un-
ions covered small areas about the size of a
political ward. They operated in the heart of the
community. Meetings were held at first in
people’s homes, and then in pubs, community
centres and local halls:

30 people were crammed into the living-
room which can’t have been more than
ten-foot square. People were sitting on the
arms of the chairs and on the floor, there
wasn’t even room to open and shut the
door, but everyone got a cup of tea and
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time was allowed for everyone to explain
who they were and where they lived.
Danny Burns, extract from diary, May 1989.

People talked openly about their personal
hardship and, while non-payment became the
dominant political strategy for the campaign,
in most APTUs everyone was welcome to the
local group, whether they were non-payers or
not. Many groups started like the Mayfield
group described above. They were built on
personal networks ~ people who knew people,
whoknew other people. Sometimes these over-
lapped with the mainstream political net-
works, often they didn't.

Activity in most areas started with public
meetings. In Bristol alone well over 100 meet-
ings were held between February and May
1989. The numbers attending these first meet-
ings were huge.

Ispoke toalocal meeting of over 500 people
in Bridgwater. In Plymouth a crowd of 200
stood in the street as I arrived to speak and 200
more were inside. The Hall only held
200 people, so we had to have two meetings,
and those outside waited for an hour and a half
until the first meeting had ended. I attended
many meetings in small outlying areas whose
councils were mostly Tory controlled. One was
the village of Cromhall in North Avon. Out of
a population of around 500 over 120 turned up
to the meeting and 40 stayed behind to discuss
the formation of an Anti-Poll Tax Union. In
other areas the meetings were even bigger. The
Anti-Poll Tax Union in Haringey organised a
borough wide meeting with Tony Benn as a
speaker and over 1,000 people turned up. Peo-
ple were hungry for information:

They organised within that year to make
sure that every single town and village
around Morley had a meeting. Me and a
young student Jo went along to a meeting
which had been organised in East Ardsley
which is a large village on the edge of
Morley. It was held in the local community
centre. They only had room for about 100
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or so people but 250 crowded in. When we
turned up at this place there wasn't a single
light on in the village, the whole commu-
nity had come to that meeting. Jo had
never spoken at a meeting anything like
that before, she felt nervous and quite
humbled that all these people should be
hanging on her every word.

lan Greaves, Secretary, Leeds Federation APTUs, 11/5/91.

Some groups used theatre and entertain-
ment as a way of spreading information. The
Aberdeen Anti-Poll Tax group was formed
when people from the radical bookshop came
together with a community arts group:

More and more people kept coming in and
asking what was being done about the Poll
Tax... The local community arts group had
a theatre group called ‘Wise Up’ and they
got a show together about the Poll Tax.
They took this show around the estates
with information for people about registra-
tion and how to fight it, to encourage them
to set up local groups and support net-
works. The plays were performed in local
community centres. Attendance for the
plays varied from about 10 to 40 or more.
The meetings which followed were encour-
aging because people gave their names as
contacts or asked people to set up future
meetings.

Charles Wood, Aberdeen APTU, 16/4/91.

The public meetings formed the embryo of the
new groups, and each group as it was set up
helped others to start:

We started our group. We put out our
phone number and we started getting calls
from all over. It was far too much for us to
handle. Midlothian is a very big area, so we
decided that we had to set up groups in
other areas, so we did a Prestonfield.
They'd helped us, so we went out and
helped other groups... just by getting in
touch with people in the area, people that

57



POLL TAX REBELLION

we knew, and said ‘why don’t you start a
group and we'll come and help you start
it?” So we started one in Dalkeith, we gave
them advice. We also gave them a dona-
tion, and then we started one in
Gorebridge... this is all areas in Midlothian.
We started Pathhead, Penicuik, Bonnyrigg
and, as a result of going down to Dunbar
on the same day as a poinding, we man-
aged to set up a group in Dunbar. So that
was Midlothian pretty well-covered. We felt
quite proud of ourselves that we'd gone
out and made other groups start them-
selves.

Chris Moyers, Mayfield APTU, Midlothian, 6/5/91.

In my local group, Easton in Bristol (a resi-
dential neighbourhood of small terraces with
very few public shopping streets) the union

People from every  was built up through a door-to-door campaign.

_ A group of five or six people (mostly friends)
conceivable background  formed the core. They advertised a public
) meeting on the Poll Tax and about 50 people

came to Anti-Poll  turned up. Out of these some joined the organ-

) ising group. This small group then mass-pro-

Tax meetings.  duced a window poster which said ‘No Poll

Mark Simmons
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TaxHere’. The poster was dropped through the
letter-boxes of 2000 households and the group
waited to see who put them up. Posters ap-
peared in about 100 windows. Activists then
went round and spoke to these people indi-
vidually, inviting them to attend the next or-
ganising meeting, about fifteen did — enough to
form the core of a group.

At the next meeting the whole neighbour-
hood was divided into areas of three or four
streets and each group member was given re-
sponsibility for an area. This meant leafletting
regularly, acting as the local contact and advice
point, and also identifying further activists in
their ‘patch’. The aim was to get down to street
level organisation. There was an incentive for
the area representatives to do this because the
more people they gotinvolved, theless respon-
sibility they had to take on themselves.

This network was strengthened by a door-
to-door survey of over 500 households. The
survey was not intended to be scientifically
accurate. Its purpose was to give the APTU a
fairly accurate picture of what was happening
on the ground, and, perhaps more signifi-

Hanging on every word -

local people were hungry

for information.

Mark Simmons
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cantly, it was a pretext for engaging people in
conversation about the Poll Tax, informing
them of the non-payment campaign and en-
couraging them to join their local APTU. The
results were interesting. Only 20% said that
they would definitely pay. The same number
said that they would definitely not, but most
significantly, 55% said that they wouldn’t pay
if a lot of other people in the area weren’t
paying either. So even at this early stage we
knew that non-payment was going to be mas-
sive. Over a third of the people canvassed be-
came paid up members of the union. By the end
of the exercise Easton had over 300 members
and street reps for almost every street.

The canvass was not left there. Thekey toits
success was the second visit. The group com-
piled all the statistics on a street by street basis
and many of the reps then went back, door-to-
door, and told people the results of the survey
in their street and the neighbouring streets. A
newsletter was delivered to everyone telling
them what the overall results were for Easton.
This meant that people knew how few of their
neighbours were going to pay and it gave them
confidence not to pay themselves. They had
spoken to the canvassers personally, so they
knew that the survey was genuine. Soon after,
a public meeting was held in Easton which
attracted 300 people. This steadily increasing
growth was typical of the way many APTUs
developed.

Much of the early work of the Anti-Poll Tax
Unions was spent listening to information
about people’s personal financial circum-
stances. Often time was put aside at the be-
ginning and end of each meeting to answer
questions about individual problems. This was
important because it gave newcomers a sense
that people cared and that they were not just
being talked at. They saw:

It was ordinary people that were there. It
was nobody that was going to sit at a top
table with a dicky bow. It was one of their
own.

Jackie Moyers, Mayfield APTU, Midlothian, 6/5/91.
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Many people were already up to their necks in
debtand some had started cutting back on food
and clothing. Often they couldn’t seea way out
of their difficulties, so giving them the confi-
dence to consider collective action was vital:

This was a wee housing estate built be-
tween the wars, and re-housed slum people
from the south side of the city. So we've
now got a population of very old people.
It's a whole generation of people who
remember warrant sales, who remember
that you don’t get in debt even if you do
without food. We had quite a job on our
hands... We had a woman in tears, quite
hysterical at a meeting, just because she
was at the end of her tether. She was
already doing without food, already not
having the heating on, and still trying to
pay the rent, so where the hell was she
going to find any other money?

Sadie Rooney, Prestonfield Community Resistance Against The
Poli Tax, Edinburgh, 10/5/91.

These discussions were particularly important
because people felt isolated. Some people lived
on their own, others received little support,
and in some cases outright hostility, from their
families. Another story from Prestonfield
shows how, as in the miners’ strike, families
were split down the middle:

We had one woman who had to hide her
Poll Tax books from her husband. He pays
and she hasn't paid. In fact it’s a guessing
game in the group. Where has Rosalind hid
her Poll Tax books?! Because he’s had the
house upside down trying to find these
books. Because if he found them he would
go and pay it for her. But she’s so deter-
mined that she won't pay, and that’s
caused a lot of hassle in their marriage, but
she’s stuck to her guns and not paid.

Sadie Rooney, Prestonfield Community Resistance, Edinburgh,
10/5/91.

Focused personal contact helped to build a
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feeling of solidarity, and this in turn supported

the building of organisation at the most local

level. The work of one street rep in my local

group shows how important this was. Aninde-

pendent television company approached the

Easton group in order to work with us on a film

about the Poll Tax. The film was never shown,

but the way the community was engaged in the

process of making it is instructive. The film

producers wanted a shot of all the doors in the

street, opening one by one as the occupants

came out of their houses with banners and

signs. Charles, the local street rep, went round

to people’s houses every evening for a week

and explained to them what was wanted. Out

of 30 houses in the street (a cul-de-sac) 28

agreed to participate. The street is multi-racial

with a fairly wide class mix. It was inspiring to

see white working class menstanding shoulder

to shoulder with Asian women and their kids,

holding the same banners and engrossed in

conversation. Some of them had never spoken

to each other before. The film was made, but

more importantly, as result of making it, virtu-

ally every one of those households joined the

Union, and most still had posters in their win-

dows a year later. People were brought into the

campaign, not through a leaflet or a canvasser,

but through an interesting activity. They didn’t

have to go to the campaign, it came to them. It

was this sort of localised work which created

real trustand gave people the confidence to do

things they would never have done before. In  The burning of bills became

mostareas, the focus was something other than

a television programme; maybe a local ‘bill  a symbol of the movement.

burning’ or the organisation of a street level

public meeting. An act of defiance which
Information and support was not only

passed on through direct contact with the Anti-  took place in public demon-

Poll Tax Unions. While these formed the back-

bone of the movements’ organisation, an infi-  strations everywhere. Here

nite number of informal networks were

spreading information: people are enjoying them-

I think informal networks are important. It's  selves at a local event in St

difficult to quantify, but every so often 1 get
a glimpse of that sort of thing. Like Iwasin  Werburghs, Bristol.
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Many shops displayed
information for the Anti-

Poll Tax Unions.
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Stockbridge the other day and | ran into
someone who was due to have a poinding
a year ago, and was active in resisting that
poinding but hasn’t been involved in the
group since. But | bumped into him in the
street, and he’d heard that the sheriffs had
been about, and he asked me for some
leaflets. Obviously this was a topic of
conversation in the pub, and so that was
someone who | would no longer have
considered as an activist but who was
obviously still spreading information to
their own friends and colleagues at work
and so on. In a way it’s like having a ripple
effect. The activists who attend the meet-
ings produce leaflets and put out leaflets.
These get to people who are on the con-
tact list but who maybe never go to a
meeting, but | get the impression that
these people themselves are considered
advisers and experts by their own circle of
friends. This goes on amongst work-mates
and in the pub and all these sorts of infor-
mal circles.

Mike Vallance, Stockbridge Newtown APTU, Edinburgh, 6/5/91.




THE ANTI-POLL TAX UNIONS

Given that the campaign involved millions of
people in refusing to pay the Poll Tax and only
tens of thousands were involved as activists,
the things people were talking about in the
pubs and the chip shops probably had more
influence than the local group meeting.

These informal networks were strength-
ened by the sheer visibility of the campaign
at a local level. This was often the crucial
factor in turning a local issue into a local
talking point. This meant that the shops and
shopping streets were also an important fo-
cus. In the Bedminster area of Bristol in the
middle of 1989, the local group held a stall
and engaged people through a petition on
which  the signatories stated their
committment to non-payment. On the first
Saturday, 1,700 people signed it within three
hours. The pavement was completely
blocked; people were signing and then re-
turning an hour later with their whole fam-
ily. Similar scenes were repeated for the next
four weeks.

In some areas you could walk down a
whole shopping street and the majority of
shops were displaying a Pay No Poll Tax’
poster and information about the next local
group meeting. In Bristol, the city council iden-
tified twenty newsagents who they hoped
would collect the Poll Tax. Within weeks of the
list being circulated six pulled out. Local com-
munities made it plain that they would no
longer use the shops if they continued to col-
lect. In some cases they went further:

Attacks and threats have been made
against Bristol newsagents and shops where
people can pay the Poll Tax. Windows have
been smashed and graffiti daubed over
businesses which have become agents for
the Bristol-based company ‘Penalty Points’.
The firm installs special tills with its agents
to collect the community charge on behalf
of local authorities for a fee.

Mr. Ross Hendry, a spokesman for the
company... said ‘because of the attacks,
one newsagent in Patchway has now
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declined taking an agency after a brick was
thrown through his window.’ He said
another newsagent in Bishoport Avenue,
Hartclife had the words ‘Poll Tax scab” and
‘you’re the first’ scrawled in white paint
across his window. A Circle K store in
Cardiff where the revolutionary scheme was
launched on April 9th with 48 agents, had
its door locks jammed with superglue.

Bristol Evening Post, 10/5/90.

While the council was still able to collect
throughlocal post offices, thenewsagents’ pay-
ment scheme proved a disaster.

Another reason the campaign had such a
high profile was its saturation cover of infor-
mation. The Strathclyde Federation of Anti-
Poll Tax Unions produced over 250,000 copies
of its first newsletter. The Leeds Federation
produced over 100,000 of its first leaflet and,
by mid-1990, the Haringey groups had deliv-
ered over a million leaflets door-to-door. Fly
posting was an important part of this satura-
tion approach, and was used to create an at-
mosphere of resistance. In many areas, every
lamppost had an A5 notice stuck to it, telling
people what to do if the bailiffs came round,
and offering telephone numbers to ring if they
needed advice or support. Housing schemes
and estates were plastered with posters. One
showing a vicious dog, read ‘Bailiffs? Make
my day!. Another showing a picture of
Malcolm X holding a machine gun looking out
from behind the curtains, read: ‘Bailiffs we're
ready.” A third showed a picture of a bailiff
swinging in a noose. It read ‘Dead bailiffs
don’t knock on doors.” In some areas bailiffs
and registration officers were photographed
and their portraits were reproduced on post-
ers which read ‘wanted” and listed their
‘crimes’. These images were extremely popu-
lar. They made people laugh, and because
they were enjoyed they weren't ignored. Peo-
ple were used to seeing images of themselves
in the role of victim. Now wherever they
looked there were images of their adversaries
in this role. This inspired confidence and a
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feeling of security. So when the local group
declared their neighbourhood a bailiff-free
zone, it didn’t seem like the declaration of a
distant committee. People could see it was a
bailiff-free zone. Contrast this with the way in
which traditional labour movement organisa-
tions handle information. A set of boring
minutes once a year to the members and a
totally uninspiring (but glossy) leaflet to the
community at large once a year: ‘What we are
doing to help your community.” It is hard to
imagine the local Labour Party executive com-
mittee endorsing a campaign to fly-post infor-
mation onto every blank space; every lamp-
post; every street corner. It is even harder to
imagine them actually doing it — wandering
the streets with a plastic bag full of wallpaper
paste concealing an old paint brush. The La-
bour Party represented conventional ‘respect-
ability’. This was the fundamental difference
between them and the community who
waged the campaign.

The posters which were fly-posted were jgu

only the tIi)p of amassiveiceberg of ]ipmagination. = AIFFs Eum
Oneof the great strengths of the movement was - e

its diversity. While the central federation pro-
duced a number of standard leaflets, the local
groups produced amyriad of different posters,
leaflets, car stickers, etc. Over five groups in
Bristol produced their own badges, as many
produced their own Christmas cards. A great
deal of imagination went into leaflets aimed at
local work-forces. The Easton group in Bristol
leafletted the local chocolate factory in an at-
tempt to get them to set up a work-place Anti-
Poll Tax Union. The Haringey groupin London
wrote a letter to post office workers asking
them not to deliver Poll Tax notices. Activists
posted these through all the pillar boxes - a
very direct means of communication. On April
1st 1989, the Tottenham group held a theatrical
street event — Mad Thatcher’s Tea Party — at
which they gave out tea-bags to celebrate 200
years since the Boston Tea Party (which began
the revolt against another tax imposed by the
British government). This diversity reinforced
the image that local people had of a deep-

NO POLLTAX HERE
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rooted movement in which many ‘ordinary
people’ had become active. In most campaigns
‘central office’ produces thousands of leaflets
which are then distributed locally. This can
lead the general public to believe that there is
no local campaign; that it is run by one person;
or that it has no depth. In this campaign the
local groups were not the passive arm of a
centralised campaign but centres of energy and
imagination.

V\P\?/ THE Foll TAY

Above: Hundreds of
Christmas cards were
produced by the campaign.
This card showed the real
impact of the Poll Tax. For
many children it meant no

Christmas at dll.

Diversity also ensured that the campaign
got extensive press coverage. In Bristol for
most of the first year, there was something on
the Poll Tax in virtually every edition of the
Evening Post. Sometimes this related to deci-
sions of the city council, but often it was areport
of a creative action a local group had taken - a
demonstration outside the Tory headquarters;
or the burning of bills in local shopping streets;
or, as in the case of Easton, a mock bailiff
valuation at the house in which Tory MP
Jonathan Sayeed was holding his surgery. In
some areas, the police tried to stop the local
meetings on the pretext that they posed a threat
to public order. One meeting, due to be held in
a pub in Nailsea, was cancelled as a result of
police pressure on the landlord. The Anti-Poll
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Tax Union were only expecting 30 or 40 people
but, after the story of police intervention was
splashed across the press, over 300 people
turned up to a meeting in the car park of the
same pub. Events and issues of press interest
were reported under the names of the local
group ‘Montpelier APTU’, ‘Bedminster APTU’
etc. Each had their own press contact, and if the
press came through to the federation they
would be referred to the local group. This dra-
matically multiplied the potential for press
coverage.

Groups also got publicity by participating
in local elections. In many areas, the polling
booths were canvassed. In some, Anti-Poll Tax
candidates took on the Labour establishment.
In Scotland six independent Anti-Poll Tax ac-
tivists, won between 21% and 34% of the vote,
with Keith Simpson obtaining 1,682 votes in
Musselborough (East Lothian). In Werneth
(Oldham), the Anti-Poll Tax candidate polled
528 votes to Labour’s 1,408 in the 1991 local
council elections. More successful were the lo-
cal Labour Party wards which stood non-
payment candidates. In Bristol with every elec-
tion, the size of the ‘rebel’ group of Labour
councillors grew as more and more non-pay-
ment councillors were elected.

Within the movement there was some de-
bate about whether this was an appropriate
strategy. Militant opposed standing anyone
against the Labour Party because they were
‘the official party of the working class’, even
when Labour Party candidates were openly
opposed to non-payment. This reached farcical
proportions when they refused to campaign for
one of their own supporters, Keith Simpson (a
local councillor who had been thrown out of the
Labour group because of his views on the Poll
Tax), when he tried to get re-elected.

Other activists were opposed to an election
campaign because they thought it would only
legitimise the council, and that any elected
councillor would be unable to change anything
once elected anyway. But, despite these objec-
tions, many activists saw the elections as an-
other way of raising the political profile of the
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Anti-Poll Tax campaign, and alot of very lively
campaigns were run.

As the number of Anti-Poll Tax Unions
grew, city and regional federations were
tormed to co-ordinate activities. The Avon Fed-
eration of APTUs met every three weeks for
over two and a half years. Most meetings were
attended by more than 70 delegates. Other city-
wide federations were just as big. The role of
these federations was to produce information
economically; to co-ordinate advice and infor-
mation through the office, and to organise city-
wide events from fundraising benefit gigs to
demonstrations, council lobbies and occupa-
tions. Most federations organised big bill burn-
ing demonstrations when the Poll Tax was
being set.

Some of these events were interesting be-
cause of the way that they combined local or-
ganisation with a central focus. Following the
implementation of the Poll Tax in April 1990,
both Leeds and Bristol organised ‘Star
Marches’. These involved people marching
into the centre of the city from various local
neighbourhoods. Because they had a local fo-
cus, they were able to reach out to working
class areas. The local meeting point was not just
anassembly point. Local people were leafletted
by the local APTU and asked to gather on a
local green to burn their bills. Speeches and
music were organised for each small locality. A
brazier for burning was located on each green.
This meant that older people or parents with
children, who couldn’t easily walk into the
centre, were able to attend a local event, while
other people who thought they wouldn’t go to
the centre, did so when they met all their
friends at the local event.

Some of the city-wide federations set up
campaign offices. Offices were opened in Glas-
gow, London, Leeds and Bristol. These were
staffed full-time by volunteers and became an
important central focus for the campaign. By
ringing the office, people were able to get per-
sonal advice and were put in contact with the
Anti-Poll Tax Union in their local area. Distri-
bution of coach tickets to demonstrations was
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organised there; leaflets and posters were
stocked there, they also acted as a co-ordina-
tion point for the local groups. In Bristol when
the court cases started (see Chapter 5), each
person with a summons, who rang into the
office, was logged and sent an information
pack. The same personal attention was given to
people with notices from the bailiffs. At the
peak of the campaign, the Bristol office was
staffed morning and afternoon five days a
week by different volunteers. Between Febru-
ary and May 1990, it was receiving over 200
calls a week. Large numbers of volunteers were
co-ordinated through the offices. In Bristol, in
addition to the eight functional officers, there
were up to fifteen volunteer office workers

Mark Simmons

Federations produced and
distributed leaflets and

posters in large quantities.
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Bristol Evening Post

Danny Burns working in

the office of the Avon
Federation of Anti Poll Tax

Unions.
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(although this number dwindled by late 1990),
at least five court support workers and two
people specialising in bailiff monitoring. Most
of theseactivists did atleasta day’s work for the
city-wide federation, in addition to the work
they were doing for their local groups. Raising
money and monitoring also took time. The
Bristol campaign alone had a turnover of over
£20,000. Benefit gigs and jumble sales were
organised and raised vast sums of money. The
St. Werburgh'’s group in Bristol raised £500 on
one night. The Easton group raised £650 with a
day of jumble sales and videos, and an evening
of entertainment. The Leeds Federation raised
£3,000 for the campaign when ‘The Wedding
Present’, a local band, held a benefit gig.
These activities probably involved more
people in local organisation than any other
campaign in British history. Local Anti-Poll
Tax Unions engaged people who had never
been involved in organised politics before. Lo-
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Tommy Sheridan and
Jeanette McGuin outside
the office of the Strathclyde
Federation of Anti-Poll Tax

Unions.

cal organisation was the key to success because
it enabled groups to tap into informal net-
works. These sustained the vast levels of non-
payment, which in turn sustained the cam-
paign through the lulls in political activity.

Democracy In The
Movement

Despite these achievements not all groups
operated in such a dynamic and open way.
There was a big difference between those
which were run by independent activists and
many others (albeit the minority) which were
dominated or controlled by political groups.
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Most non-aligned groups found it necessary to
have a minimum of clearly identifiable ‘offic-
ers’ (such as a secretary and treasurer), but
these people were elected to do a job, not to
exercise executive power. The atmosphere of
these groups tended to be extremely informal,
and this madeit possible to involve people who
were not used to public meetings and keep
them interested:

We had our first proper public meeting
and we went through all of the rigmarole
of electing a chair, a treasurer and a
secretary and things like that, making it
official. We had one member who was
very officious and wanted everything
done right. We couldn’t quite see the
point. We just wanted to get out there
and fight against sheriff officers.

Chris Moyers, Mayfield APTU, Midlothian, 6/5/91,

We rotate the chair at every meeting.
People take the chair now who would
never have dreamed of taking chairs of
anything. That's the beauty of it. It's great.
It's become a social education.

Linda Wright, Prestonfield Community Resistance, 10/5/91.

Often groups sent delegates to federation meet-
ings on arotation basis in order to encourage as
many people as possible to become involved in
the city and regional co-ordination.

Many of the groups set up by Militant op-
erated in a different way. Militant would call
public meetings (which were often well at-
tended) and then, often at the same meetings,
call for elections to determine who would make
up the executive committee and who would be
delegated to the federation. Whereas most
members of the public had very little free time,
many of the Militant members were either un-
employed and had time on their hands, or lived
‘the political life’, going to meetings every
evening. Most ordinary people at those meet-
ings didn’t know each other and had little
political experience, so they voted for the peo-
ple who had set up the meeting. As a result,
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large numbers of delegates to regional and city
federations were Militant supporters — often
the only ones in their group, and as such ex-
tremely unrepresentative.

In these local groups, the executive became
a decision-making body which on election
went away and did the work of the Anti-Poll
Tax Union. Public meetings would be adver-
tised now and again, but the public were not
involved in the general running of the union.
This had a damaging effect on the level of
public activity in those areas because the cam-
paign was unable to make effective contact
with the all important informal networks. It
also meant that those who had been elected
were totally unaccountable to their groups.
Militant members met before each federation
meeting and decided a ‘line’ without consult-
ing their local groups. Through this type of
organisation they made an explicit attempt to
gain control of the city-wide federations. In
some areas, they sent ‘delegates’ to federation
meetings from neighbourhoods which didn’t
have proper groups. At the beginning of the
campaign in Avon, for example, there were at
least four groups whose contact person didn’t
live anywhere near the APTU area. In other
areas such as Stoke Newington in London,
‘Militant’ groups were set up in competition
with groups which had already been long es-
tablished. In some cases outsiders were
brought in to set up these rival groups:

We set up an Anti-Poll Tax Union on the
estate that | lived on. The first meeting was
really good. About 40-50 people turned
up. But after the fourth meeting, Militant’s
‘Newport Against The Poll Tax’ started
organising meetings on the same night as
my one. They leafletted the whole estate
leaving a blank space around my house.
Mike B, Bettws, South Wales, 3/4/91.

This activity was carried out to ensure that
Militant had enough votes in the federation
meetings to take control of them and it was not
only confined to small areas. Militant set up an
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alternative federation in London (the London
Steering Group of APTUs) in competition with
the London Federation of Anti-Poll Tax Unions
which had been meeting for some months and
already involved most of the established Anti-
Poll Tax Unions. This cynical approach created
a great deal of resentment and many local
group members began to feel that they were
being used. Asa result, Militant quickly lost the
trust of many non-aligned activists who had
initially been sympathetic to them because of
the work they had done on the ground.

Nevertheless, while keeping this debate
well away from the local groups, Militant
openly defended their approach on the politi-
cal circuits:

The truth of the matter is that we all started
off in this campaign with an equal opportu-
nity and with the chance to build and
argue our arguments and positions in
whatever way we chose. Yes, Militant is
organised, and of course being organised,
being part of a homogeneous political
trend, gives you an advantage. You aren't
part of a homogeneous organisation or a
political trend so that you can become
heterogeneous as soon as anyone starts
moaning. If you believe in a programme, if
you believe in a method... then you have a
duty to argue that through to the end and
we've done so, we make no apologies for
doing that.

Robin Clapp, South West Correspondent, Militant, 24/5/91.

In Avon, the initial response of non-aligned
activists was to play them at their own game
and make sure that there were enough non-
aligned delegates at each meeting to prevent
Militant taking control. After about a month,
this strategy was abandoned, not because it
hadn’t worked - it was very effective, but be-
causeactivists (including myself) felt they were
wasting time fighting Militant when they
should have been fighting the Poll Tax. We
decided that the only way to make the local
campaign fully democratic was to make it so
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big that no political grouping could dominate
it. So we went out and spoke to groups of
people in every neighbourhood of Avon and
created new Anti-Poll Tax Unions. By the end
of 1989 there were 50 local Anti-Poll Tax Un-
ions and another 25 affiliated organisations,
each entitled to send two delegates. From that
point on, the Avon campaign consistently had
a majority of non-aligned delegates and, as a
result, most of the political groupings began to
work well with each other.
A similar response was made in the Bir-
mingham Federation, and with the exception
of areas such as Glasgow and Liverpool (where
Militant were entrenched), it proved fairly pos-
sible to deal with attempts by political parties
to take control of the movement (at a regional
level) once those activists, who were not politi- Delegates voting at the
cally experienced, had realised what was going
on. Even if the federations were difficult to second AGM of the Avon
reform because no-one wanted to go to them,
all sorts of informal communication networks Federation of Anti-Poll
could be set up. It was more difficult to prevent
problems at a national level. Tax Unions.

Mark Simmons
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In August 1989, a coalition of non-aligned
activists, with the support of the London, Nox-
wich and Avon Federations called a meeting
for September 3rd to discuss the setting up of a
federation for Britain. Invitations were sent out
to every known Anti-Poll Tax group. Militant
refused to participate in the initiative, and with
the support of the Militant-controlled Scottish
Federation, called a rival meeting (of twenty
regional delegates who they claimed repre-
sented the movement) for September 1st. This
meeting went ahead and set up a steering com-
mittee to organise a national conference for
November.

Two days later, 200 people representing
around 360 groups met at the Polytechnic of
Central London to discuss how to respond.
They were furious at Militant’s overt attempts
to hijack the movement, but felt it was too
dangerous to set up an alternative federation
and split the movement. They agreed that ac-
tivists should attend the conference in Novem-
ber and argue an alternative political perspec-
tive, but by now most people were fairly cyni-
cal because it was obvious that Militant was
planning to bus in the whole of its active
membership to the conference. Because of this
it was decided to set up a group called 3D
(which stood for Don’t Pay, Don’t Collect,
Don’t Implement) to provide information,
technical advice and support for the move-
ment, and to co-ordinate that political activity
which the All-Britain Federation would not
support. This was not to be an alternative fed-
eration, but it did become (along with other
groups such as the Trafalgar Square Defend-
ants’” Campaign) an alternative centre of na-
tional leadership, holding regular activists’
workshops and publishing a bi-monthly
newsletter.

Over the next months, Militant's ‘confer-
ence steering group’ wrote a draft constitution
for the federation and determined who should
be allowed to attend the conference. Most non-
aligned groups argued that delegation status
should be restricted to Anti-Poll Tax Unions
because they were the ones fighting the strug-
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gle. But Militant selectively chose to allow
other groups to be delegates. Labour Party and
trade union branches could be delegates, but
not SNP, Green Party and SWP branches (all of
whom, unlike the Labour Party, had policies
supporting non-payment). Their argument
was that these groups were ‘not part of the
labour movement’. As a result, of 1,600 del-
egates who attended, 546 were from ‘other
labour movement bodies’ —and the vast major-
ity of these were Militant supporters. Even the
“Youth Rights Campaign’, a Militant youth
organisation was allowed to send delegates.
Because of this extraordinarily brazen manipu-
lation, the All-Britain Federation lost whatlittle
trust remained of the majority of Anti-Poll Tax
activists. Large numbers of non-aligned
groups refused to send delegates and, in some
regions, virtually all the Anti-Poll Tax groups
opted out. In the Eastern Region, for example,
none of the major cities, such as Norwich sent
delegates from local APTUs.

Despite what had happened, an olive
branch was offered to Militant, when 3D in-
cluded Tommy Sheridan (a charismatic orator
who was the Militant chair of the Scottish Fed-
eration) on their slate for the three national
officers. Militant, once again, declined to sup-
porta united frontand elected themselves to 13
out of 16 national executive places, including
the three national officer positions. Sham
Singh, lan Greaves and I (the three non-aligned
executive members) attended national com-
mittee meetings — mainly in order to get in-
formation out to the rest of the movement, but
by then all hope of an effective All-Britain
Federation had disappeared. By the time of the
second national conference a year later, the
number of delegates had dropped from 1,600 to
1,350, while the number of Anti-Poll Tax Un-
ions had trebled. Only 639 APTUs were rep-
resented out of a total of well over 1,500 known
groups. In the South West Region, of 150 Anti-
Poll Tax Unions, only 47 thought it important
enough to send even one delegate to the con-
ference, despite the fact that the campaign was
at the height of activity.
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This lack of respect was strengthened be-
cause the All-Britain Federation failed to pro-
vide the support the movement needed. Its
biggest failure was the lack of information sent
out to groups. For example, there was sup-
posed to be a regular newsletter. Ian Greaves
(the Yorkshire representative) and I agreed to
editand produceit, but only three were distrib-
uted in the first year. We produced another
four, but they were either not distributed or not
printed by the national officers. They had been
‘locked in a room in London’ or ‘a van had
broken down on the motorway’. These prob-
lems were bound up with the fact that Militant
was a political organisation with a wider po-
litical agenda. They didn’t produce informa-
tion from the All-Britain Federation because
they wanted the Militant newspaper to become
the voice of the movement. I was told numer-
ous times by Militant members to stop com-
plaining about the lack of information because
if people wanted it they could read Militant.
This was not an argument which carried much
weight with ordinary members of local APTUs
waiting for information. These newsletters
were the only point of contact most local
groups had with the All-Britain Federation , so
it is not really surprising that it so quickly
became marginal to the movement — most non-
Militant groups had no evidence that it existed.

Another example of mismanagement
which arose from their determination to work
alone was the organisation of the national
demonstration on March 31st 1990 (described
in detail in the next chapter). Militant executive
members estimated that there would only be
20,000 people on the demonstration. The three
non-aligned delegates said that it would be
more like quarter of a million. This massive
mismatch of views can be explained by the
difference in group organisation which T de-
scribed earlier in this section. For, in those areas
where the public were meeting regularly to-
gether, there had been increasing demands for
action for some months. In the Militant con-
trolled groups (where the work was done by
the executive), there was not sufficient contact
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with the public for officers to know what they
felt. Given that Militant was basing its assess-
ment solely onits own groups, itis not surpris-
ing that it misjudged the mood. The result was
that they underestimated the resources which
were needed to go into organising the demon-
stration and failed to collect any money from
the 200,000 demonstrators who were there. The
future activities of the federation could have
been financed for some time to come if only 10p
had been collected from each demonstrator.
Instead the event made a £12,000 loss and the
federation was unable to properly finance any
future activities. This is a clear illustration of
why a diverse (but united) political leadership
will always be stronger than a sectarian one.

So, in failing to command the respect of the
larger movement, the All-Britain Federation
simply became a co-ordination forum for Mili-
tant controlled groups. In this respect the La-
bour Party was right when it sent out its memo
toall Labour Party Branches telling that the All-
Britain Federation was no more than a Militant
Front. What the Labour Party failed to realise
was that the All-Britain Federation was virtu-
ally irrelevant to the movement.

As a ‘federation’ it had no direct control
over its member groups. It could pass policies
and take initiatives, but it was up to the local
groups whether they wanted to take partin the
them or not. Local groups had the power to do

The power of the movement

I HACKNEY'S NOT HACKNEY

was in the localities. Stalls
like this one in Hackney
gave the campaign visibility
and provided the public

with much needed

information.
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and say what they wanted and the majority of
groups who didn’t like the way the All-Britain
Federation was organised simply ignored it.
Given this, the problems of the All-Britain Fed-
eration were never seen as important enough
to warrant splitting the movement.

The Anti-Poll Tax campaign was not seri-
ously damaged by political manipulation in
the federations because it was a resistance
campaign. Unlike protest campaigns which are
dependent on media impact and electoral
success, this campaign was solely dependent
on the actions of local people organised into
local groups. Because there were so many peo-
ple involved, the political factions simply
didn’t have the numbers to make a difference
atalocallevel. And because people felt that they
were in control, they stayed involved. This
made the movement strong and highly resist-
ant to political corruption.
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The Town Hall
Demonstrations

The Anti-Poll Tax Unions were built up

gradually between early 1989 and February

1990. During this period, most of the move-

ment’s public profile was in the neighbour-

hoods. But, as the date for implementation in

England and Wales approached, activity

picked up. Demonstrations were called in

every region. In early 1990, anger exploded

across South-West England. In Plymouth, a

Demonstrators surrounded ~ demonstration of over 10,000 people was or-
ganised by Hilda Biles, a former Tory voter;

the Bristol Council House.  twelve local women organised a demonstra-
tion of 5,000 people in Paignton, Devon; 5,000

As they pushed towards the ~ demonstrated in Exeter; 1,500 in Bath; 3,000 in
Barnstable; 5,000 in Taunton; 1,500 in Stroud;

main doors, the police  Midsommer Norton and Radstock, with a total
population of only 20,000, held a demonstra-

moved in with horses.  tion of 2,000 people. In the months running up

Mark Simmons
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to implementation of the Poll Tax, over 50,000
people from the South-West attended major
local demonstrations.

On 6th March 1990, the day the council set
the level of the Poll Tax, a demonstration was
called in Bristol. 5,000 people gathered on the
large green outside the Council House. A rally
was in progress when the police decided to
move into the back of the crowd, using a snatch
squad to arrest one of the demonstrators. The
crowd responded in unison:

The whole crowd turned the other way,
and started running towards the police.
People grabbed those who had been
arrested and pulled them away. The police
brought in reinforcements and charged the
crowd with horses.

Danny Burns, extract from diary, 7/3/90.

This situation was inflamed by police tactics
outside the Council House itself:

The entrance was blocked by four mounted
police officers with rows of other officers on
foot behind them. The presence of these
horses in a crowded area was dangerous
and provocative. The officers directed the
frightened animals into the crowd, deliber-
ately creating a crush which was aggra-
vated by policemen pushing from the rear.
Eleanor Porter, letter to the Bristol Evening Post.

26 people were arrested. Both police and dem-
onstrators were seriously injured. One police
officer was kicked unconscious when he tried
tomake an arrest. Six more were dragged out of
their van. PC David Wallis, who had served in
Northern Ireland, described the situation as
‘worse than Ulster’.

From here, activity spread to the rest of
England and Wales. The next day 5,000 pro-
testers massed outside Hackney Town Hall in
London. As the police baton-charged the
crowd, in an attempt to stop them from enter-
ing the council meeting, they were resisted by
a hail of bricks, bottles and stones. The demon-
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stration spread up the high street, and a general
riot ensued. 50 shop windows were smashed.
By the end of the evening, 56 people had been
arrested.

Wherever councils met to set the Poll Tax,
hundreds of demonstrators were outside.
Large demonstrations were held in Newcastle,
Lambeth, Southampton, Norwich, Southwark
and outside most city Town Halls. Some were
peaceful, others were attacked by the police
and turned into riots. In many areas demon-
strators forced their way into the council cham-
bers and the meetings had to be abandoned.

Kinnock responded as he did in the miners’
strike. He said that people didn’t deserve to be:

exploited by Toy Town revolutionaries who
pretend that the tax can be stopped and the
government toppled simply by non-pay-
ment.

The Guardian, 10/3/90.

Thatcher and the Tory press blamed the dem-
onstrations on ‘rent a mob’ extremists but they
never revealed where the thousands of demon-
strators were rented from.

The Town Hallriots didn’t change councils’
decisions to implement the tax, but they
strengthened the movement by creating an at-
mosphere of defiance - a spirit of resistance
which made its mark in Trafalgar Square less
than a month later.

86



Riots In Trafalgar
Square

We finally arrived in Kennington Park
around 11.30. All thoughts of aches and
pains went as we saw the people gather-
ing, pensioners, young people, children in
push-chairs, several wheelchairs, lots of
family groups all in summer clothes enjoy-
ing the sun. Some had brought musical
instruments and were giving impromptu
concerts, the atmosphere was wonderful,
no tension, no undercurrents... This was
the day the people’s voice would be heard.
Mirs. Sylvia Chaffey, St. Annes, Bristol, 31/3/90.

On March 31st 1990, a national demonstra-
tion was called by the non-payment campaign.
200,000 people turned up to the march in Lon-
don and over 50,000 people joined the march in
Glasgow. The sunshone for the whole day. The
mood of the demonstrators was jubilant. We
had been fighting for months on our own, and
now everyone was marching together.

People started to gather around mid-day.
As ever, they were greeted by the paper-sellers
of the revolutionary Left. The park was lined
with stalls. Local groups sold pamphlets, stick-
ers and badges. Newsletters describing local
campaigns were handed out to the crowd.
There were thousands of colourful banners,
some intricately woven with images of resist-
ance, others spray-painted with crude slogans:
‘Fuck Off Maggie’. Anti-Poll Tax Unions were
there from every conceivable locality. Tens of
thousands had come from London, thousands
more were bused in from all over England and
Wales. In Bristol for example some local groups
filled overtwo coaches on theirownand in total
Bristol sent over 60 coaches. The mixture of
people at the demonstration was extraordi-
nary: ex-striking miners; Greater London Pen-
sioners Against The Poll Tax; bedraggled
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punks mingled amongst the well-dressed mid-
dle class. As the park began to fill, the noise
level got louder. Musicians were playing Anti-
Poll Tax songs. Slogans were being chanted to
the rhythmic beat of drums ‘Poll Tax, No Way!
Don’t Collect, Don’t Pay! —~ ‘Break The Law!

Above:
A massive peaceful
demonstration -

the calm before the storm.

Not The Poor!’, An old man wandered through
the crowd holding a home-made placard
which read: ‘1 exist on £47 a week. How can I
pay the Poll Tax?’

A campaign bus and a flat bed truck were
parked up, one in each field of the park, sur-
rounded by loudspeakers. Speeches were
made by activists. Some of the crowd focused
intently on what was said, others, disinterested
in boring speeches, heckled or wandered to the
back of the crowd waiting for the action tostart.
By 12.30 p.m. there were so many people, it was
no longer possible to see the grass. The mood
was confident but not aggressive. In each field
a vote was taken —a statement of intent that the
demonstrators wanted a peaceful march. It
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looked as if every hand in the park was raised.

The march left the park at around 1.30 p.m.
Initially the police took a low profile, butat 3.00
p.m. twenty people staged a peaceful sit down
opposite Downing Street. The police carried
out two brutal arrests:

A man in a wheelchair was attacked and
arrested by the police, separated from his
wheelchair and thrown into a police van. A
woman was arrested and, in front of the
crowd stripped of her clothes. Both arrests
angered and incensed the crowd. It was an
obvious police provocation of a peaceful
demonstration.

TSDC, defendants’ legal meeting minutes, 27th May.

300 people sat down, and then the police
brought in the horses. Mounted riot police ba-
ton-charged the crowd. The crowd, angered by
this violent provocation retaliated throwing
sticks, banner poles, bottles — anything they
could find. Young people, armed only with
placards fought hand to hand with police.
Some demonstrators were batoned down with
truncheons, others had riot shields thrust into
their faces. As the missiles began to rain down
the police retreated:

The violence seemed to be following us
around. Pedestrian isles were being torn up
and real serious lumps of concrete being
thrown at the romper-suited police. | found
myself with rock in hand. The first | threw
was aimed at a group of police. | watched it
bounce off a shield. My second rock was
more specifically aimed at their front line.
Again, it was well-deflected. | saw a rock
strike a policeman’s visor and he didn’t
even blink. The police were shielding
themselves from the missiles raining down,
but they were vulnerable to rocks aimed at
their legs and midriffs. The police were
taking a battering. Every now and then a
policeman would crumple to his knees and
the crowd would roar.

Rioter, New Statesman, 6/4/90.
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Some cops kept their wits about them and
tried to slow the retreat but most just put
their heads down and ran into kicks and
punches. Those that fell were dragged
away along the ground by their colleagues.
Poll Tax Riot pamphlet, 1990.

From 4.00 p.m. for over an hour, the police
tried to force people out of Whitehall into Tra-
falgar Square with violent baton charges. At
5.00 p.m. the sky turned from blue to grey.
Flames started to pour out of the Higgs and Hill
Building on Trafalgar Square. Someone had
climbed into the portakabins on the front of the
building and set them alight. For a while, the
whole sky seemed to be on fire. The crowd
watched, mesmerised:

Flames from the burning portakabins leapt
into the sky and smoke billowed towards
Nelson’s Column. Flames were also seen
coming from the ground floor of South
Africa House... firemen using jets and two
turn-table ladders fought the blaze for three
hours.

The Observer, 1/4/90.

The heat began to rise again when the police
started to drive vans into the crowd:

We saw a white police van, which seemed
to come from nowhere, drive down the
road so fast we only had time to turn our
eyes... to see it hit several people... |
screamed and we ran behind the barriers as
another van careered down the road,
hitting a man down before our very eyes. |
was absolutely shocked. | am normally a
quiet person but this incensed me. | began
shouting at them. Angeline had to hold my
T-shirt pulling me back.

Bristol woman, letter to Dawn Primarolo MP, April 1990.

At the time I was standing on a black lion at the
foot of Nelson’s column. I surveyed the whole
scene. Three to four police vehicles emerged
from the Strand, travelling at speed — about 30-
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40 miles an hour. They literally cut through the
crowd and there was nowhere for those in the
way togo:

As | looked up the length of the road, | saw
a police van speeding towards us. | got out
of the road and watched in horror as it
sped in towards the crowd and screeched
to a halt... a body flew through the air and
landed in a heap on the side of the road.
This was too much, my anger exploded
and | ran towards the van screaming and
shouting and pulled open the door on the
driver’s side, screaming blue murder as the
terrified officer inside wrenched the door
closed. | spat, | banged on the windows...
looking for something to throw, something
to hit with. Everything was happening at
once, the man in the road with people
bending over him, people crying, me
shouting... a woman gently rocked her
baby, rhythmically, protectively, as she
made her way across the road away from
the violence.

Poll Tax Riot pamphilet, April 1990.

Some demonstrators bravely ran up to the
vans and covered the windscreens with their
hands in an attempt to stop them. One was
mown down and dragged along the ground by
the police riot van. Another van reversed with-
out warning into the densely-packed crowd.
Missiles were thrown at them and about 70
people, enraged by these attacks, surrounded
one of the vans and attempted to wedge barri-
ers underneath it to prevent more people from
being injured. They failed, and the police attack
continued. A demonstrator picked up a metal
scaffolding pole and hurled it through the win-
dow.It glanced the head of the driver and went
out through the other side.

As the violent confrontations spread across
Trafalgar Square, wave upon wave of mounted
police charged the crowd:

I saw horses charge up the steps of St.
Martin-in-the-Fields, where young children
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Opposite:
A badly injured
demonstrator is led away

by a concerned friend.

had been taken, supposedly out of harm’s
way. They made no attempt to disperse the
crowd peacefully. They just came charging
in.

Eleanor Mills, The Independent, 2/4/90.

The police were out of control, some thriving
on the tension, others terrified:

It got worse, and | was frightened. The
adrenalin took over. | tried to hurt them, to
stop them hurting me. | felt like crying, but
couldn’t. I wanted to go home to leave
them to it, but | couldn’t.

Paddy Collins, Police Tactical Support Group, Metling -
magazine of the Metropolitan Police Federation, September
1990.

As the evening wore on, the crowds were
separated, and moved in smaller groups
throughout the West End. Cars were over-
turned and shop windows smashed. Discrimi-
nating attacks were made on BMWs and
Volvos, rich fur shops and jewellers. Other
places were damaged too but, as I walked up
Regent Street that evening, it was clear that
most of the damage was against symbols of
wealth.

Hundreds of people ran down the middle
of roads, diving between the static cars. The
task for the police got harder as it began to get
dark. It was almost impossible to tell the tour-
ists from the demonstrators. The police didn’t
take much care to distinguish. A woman sat on
the curb with blood streaming from her head.
She had been truncheoned down by the police
because she had tried to pass through their
lines to get out of the area. She had only come
to the West End to do some shopping. Tourists
wandered around bewildered. A Japanese
man emerged from the Underground station at
Piccadilly Circus and asked me, ‘Does this hap-
pen often?’

By the end of the day, 341 people had been
arrested and thousands were injured. Accord-
ing to the police debriefing (March 1991) 542
police officers were wounded:
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More than 100 police officers were treated
in mobile hospital wagons behind White-
hall at the height of the riot.

The Observer, 1/4/90.

The number of civilian injuries was never re-
corded. The arrests didn’t stop on March 31st.
Opver the following days, the police, under the
control of Commander Roy Ramm set up Op-
eration Carnaby. Its aim was to track down
everyone who had ‘committed offences” who
were not arrested on the day. The police had 90
hours of video footage and 30,000 still photos.
They drafted in 137 detectives and 12 solicitors
to work on them full-time with a brief to inves-
tigate 18,307 offences.

Operation Carnaby used the gutter press to
do its work. Papers paraded ‘mugshots’ of
demonstrators, with headlines such as ‘Hunt
theRioters’, ‘If You Know ‘em ,SHOP ‘EM’. The
People newspaper of May 13th displayed the
faces of eight men ‘on the most wanted list of
police”:

Man 1: Wearing T-shirt inscribed ‘Freedom,
justice, Peace.’ Pictured in St. Martin’s Lane
demonstrating his love for peace by smash-
ing cars with an iron bar and hurling bricks
at the police.

Man 2: Dark brown hair and moustache.
Wanted for serious assaults on police.

Man 8: Swarthy Latin or Mediterranean
type with high forehead, unkempt brown
hair. He is wanted in connection with the
attempted murder of a policeman when a
20lb scaffold pole was hurled through the
front window of a police car like a spear.

Do you know any of these rioters? If so,
give us a call now...

The pictures of all those described were
spread across the front cover and inside front
pages. This was ‘trial by media’ presenting a
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Above: The use of riot
horses is supposed to be a
last resort tactic, but on
March 31st they led the
assault.

Below: Theatre-land
hoardings provide appro-
priate comment on the
day’s events. ‘Fast, furious
and very very funny;
British farce at its best;
Superbly demented; A

night to remember.”
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completely biased and distorted image of what
happened. The example of ‘Man 8’ is a case in
point. AsThave described earlier, he was trying
to stop a police van which was travelling at
over 30 miles an hour through a densely-
packed crowd which had nowhere to move to.
Scores of innocent by-standers had been seri-
ously injured, some lying on the ground bleed-
ing. In attempting to stop the van before it
killed someone, this man was committing an
act of great courage, yet he was accused by the
press of attempted murder before he had even
come to trial. Three of these men were later
found not guilty by the courts.

17 photographs were published which led
to 13 arrests. Detective Chief Superintendent
Roy Ramm said that ‘we have so far identified
close to 300 people caught on film clearly com-
mitting serious offences. We intend to carry on
until we have traced all of them’.

Operation Carnaby didn’t intend to ‘trace’
them all however, they only needed to find
people who roughly fitted the bill. This is dem-
onstrated by the way the police carried out
their ‘dawn raids’.

On Thursday 21st June at 6.00 a.m. they
violently broke into six flats in Stoke
Newington, London. All the occupants were
members of the Homleigh Road Estate Anti-
Poll Tax Union. Eleven were arrested. That day
thelocal group put out a statement of what had
happened:

In one flat, Anne Marie who's just come out
of hospital with her ten day old baby was
awoken as her door was sledge-hammered
in... eight cops rushed down the hali,
assaulted her and pushed her into the
bedroom still undressed, as they attacked
and arrested her partner, Sam. He was
taken away with his head bleeding. No
cautioning, no warrants, no warning. The
phone was kicked to ‘stop you ringing for
support’. The cops ripped out pages of her
address book, took away her photos and
said, in explanation, ‘Poll Tax Riot’.

Alan, another local activist, lives on his
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own. Cops broke down his door, hand-
cuffed him, smashed up his flat, floor,
carpet, heating ducts, phone, kitchen-ware
and stereo. He was arrested. The local
police attempted to justify the raid saying
that ‘the whole area is an anarchist hot- The tabloids were eager to
bed'’.
do the government’s dirty

Operation Carnaby provided an excuse for the

police to intimidate known local activists. work. Similar spreads were
This aggressive response was also reflected

in the police media campaign. The police of-  displayed in most of the

ficer responsible for the march, Deputy Assist-

ant Commissioner David Meynell said: popular newspapers
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Alan’s flat, after the police
had finished with it. Six
months later his charges

were dropped because even

after turning his flat
upside down, they had no

evidence.

| have never seen such sustained and
savage violence used directly against the
police. There was no pretence, it was a
simple and brutal assault upon my officers.
The Guardian, 2/4/90.

The police declared that there were only 40,000
demonstrators on the march. Yet Trafalgar
Square, which has a capacity of 60,000, was full
to overflowing before the end of the march had
left Kennington Park. It was in their interest to
underestimate the size of the march. If it
seemed smaller, then it could be written off as
a demonstration of political activists, not part
of amass movement, and the aggressive tactics
of the police would appear more legitimate.
In addition to Operation Carnaby, an inter-
nal riot debriefing team was set up by Deputy
Commissioner John Metcalfe. It:

consisted of 13 full-time officers. They
interviewed 1,445 people over a period of
several months, analysing information
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obtained on the Home Office Large Major
Enquiry System to determine the sequence
of events and catalogue suggestions made.
Questions were asked about planning,
briefing and initial deployment, incidents
and police operations before, during and
after disorder broke out, injuries, equip-
ment, communications, transport welfare
and support.

Metropolitan Police debriefing, March 1991.

A year later they produced a twenty page re-
port. But despite all the time and resources
available to the debriefing team, it didn’t con-
tain a single mention of casualties sustained by
the public (three pages were devoted to police
casualties). Yet, in Bristol, one demonstrator
was in hospital for six months after the riot and
is expected to be paralysed for life. Many suf-
fered serious head wounds (some who I know
personally). Television footage showed dem-
onstrators mown down by police vans and
trampled by police horses and overall, there
wasa higher number of casualties sustained by
the demonstrators than the police. In the intro-
duction to his report, John Metcalfe states:

There are few places in the world where
rioting on this scale would have been
brought under control without loss of life or
the use of draconian measures by the
police.

The fact that no-one lost their life was a miracle.
It was not a result of sensitive policing. It was a
testament to the responsibility of the crowd,
who shepherded older people and children out
of harm’s way, and who actively defended
themselves against police brutality. If the dem-
onstrators hadn’t fought back in such a deter-
mined way, there is little doubt that someone
would have been killed. If driving riot vans
through thick crowds at 30-miles an hour is not
draconian then what is? The police acknowl-
edged in their report that these police vehicles:

raised the temperature of the crowd and
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coincided with an increase in the level of
violence directed towards the police...
Police vehicles should avoid travelling
through large crowds in congested areas to
reduce the possibility of escalating violence.

but they refused to take any responsibility for
the events which took place. Despite the num-
bers of injuries to demonstrators and the police
atrocities captured on film, not a single police
officer was prosecuted for their role on that
day. Furthermore, senior officers took no re-
sponsibility for their failure to take action be-
fore the march.

When it became obvious that the demon-
stration was going to be much larger than the
All-Britain Federation had anticipated, they
requested that the destination of the march be
changed to Hyde Park. This was declined by
the Department of the Environment and the
police, on the technical grounds that they had
received less than a weeks notice. The fact that
they knew they were sending 200,000 people
into a space which had a capacity of only 60,000
suggests that the police attack was premedi-
tated. If they hadn’t wanted a riot they would
have diverted the march to Hyde Park. This is
another reason why it was in their interest to
suggest that there were only 40,000 people on
the march. This strategy didn’t even satisfy the
police who were at the front line:

I'll tell you what really got up my nose — the
senior officers who let us take the ‘treat-
ment’, and then publicly praised our
restraint and fortitude in the face of abuse
and violence, and then quoted the num-
bers of injured officers as a measure of their
courage.

Paddy Collins, Metline — magazine of the Metropolitan Police
Federation, September 1990.

The government tried to establish that the
violence was pre-planned by extremists. Cop-
ies of the anarchist paper Class War were dis-
played to prove that there were elements in the
crowd who were out to incite violence. They
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didn’t mention that Class War and other
groups have produced similar literature at
every demonstration for the last ten years.

The Tower Hamlets Arts Project produced
someinteresting evidence to the contrary. They
showed that it was ordinary people who were
involved, and almost all had been provoked.
Instead of focusing their cameras on ‘theaction’
asthemediadid, they focused onsections of the
crowd. They captured ordinary people listen-
ing to the rally in Trafalgar Square unaware
that anything was going on in Whitehall. They
recorded a change of atmosphere as the noise of
the riot filtered through to the Square. At this
point people turned their attention away from
therally and watched theriot. When theriot got
closer and they could see the police atrocities,
they started to shout and, as the police ad-
vanced and threatened them personally, they
began to pick up sticks and bottles and throw
them. This was not premeditated violence, it
was a progressiveresponse to the actions of the
police.

But it was necessary for the government to
make out that the riot was caused by extrem-
ists. Their political strategy was similar to that
which they employed during the miners strike.
The miners too, were forced to respond to
violence with violence and were then labelled
as extremists. The government aided by
Kinnock used this to drive a wedge down the
middle of the labour movement which dimin-
ished support from other national unions, and
gradually broke the miners’ unity. Thatcher
hoped to do the same with the Anti-Poll Tax
campaign. By getting the Labour Party to de-
nounce the violence, she hoped to split the
Anti-Poll Tax movement down the middle.
There was a clear attempt to link the violence
with non-payment:

If you tell people to break the law by not
paying the tax, you're not far off telling
them to break other laws as well.

Norman Tebbit, Conservative Party Chair, 2/6/90.

The Tories tried to give the impression that
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Overleaf:

Police spokesmen blamed
hot headed frontline officers
for “isolated incidents’ of
gratuitous violence, but the
photographic evidence
shows that this was orches-

trated by senior officers.

ordinary people on the demonstration had
been manipulated by non-payers. They de-
clared that the non-payers had now been ex-
posed for what they were, and called on those
who rejected violence to reject non-payment.
Kinnock quickly fell into line, saying that those
responsible for violence should be treated as
criminals:

| regard them and treat them as enemies of
freedom.
The Guardian, 2/4/90.

But the Tories didn’t realise how big the Anti-
Poll Tax movement was. They assumed that its
base was in the labour movement and they
were wrong. As a result Kinnock’s words
didn’t make any difference. Nor did the defen-
sive statements made by Tommy Sheridan, the
Chair of the All-Britain Federation, who said in
a hastily called press conference, immediately
after the march:

The majority of those who became em-
broiled in the running battles had nothing
to do with our protest.

Sheridan feared the response of the public. Yet
the first opinion poll to be carried out after the
riot, showed that well over a third of people
openly condoned the demonstrators fight-back
against the police. The riot exposed the role of
the police and was hailed by the foreign press
as the end of Thatcherism. It clearly indicated
how strongly people felt about the tax, and in
its wake the Labour Party (ironically) gained its
strongest lead in the opinion polls. Perhaps
more important than all of this, the number of
Anti-Poll Tax Unions trebled within weeks of
March 31st.
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The Defendants And
The Trials

The atmosphere was electric and extremely
sober at the first meeting. People realised
that this was an immense task which was
going to be taken on.

You gain respect if you concentrate on your
basic activity and do it effectively. We
concentrated on our basic work and won
the whole of the Anti-Poll Tax movement
over to the TSDC. We allied ourselves with
the movement, rather than any tendency
within it.

Dave Morris, Trafalgar Square Defendants’ Campaign,
25/4491.

Building A Defendants’ Campaign

341 people were arrested on March 31st. An-
other 150 were arrested as a result of Operation
Carnaby. Most were charged under the Public
Order Act. No legal preparation had been car-
ried out by the All-Britain Federation. As a
result, people who had never been arrested
before, some facing charges of Riot (Section 1)
or Violent Disorder (Section 2) with possible
prison sentences of up to ten years, had to face
the police with no idea of their rights.

When Steve Nally and Tommy Sheridan
denounced those involved in the riot and
threatened to hold an internal enquiry and
expel from the movement any person or or-
ganisation which was responsible, many in the
movement felt betrayed:

We are going to hold our own internal
inquiry which will go public and if neces-
sary name names.

Steve Nally, ITN, April 1st.

Our federation is going to be conducting
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an internal inquiry to try and root out the
trouble-makers.
Tommy Sheridan, LWT news, April 1st.

Groups and federations from across Britain
condemned the statements. Even the Lothian
Federation, which had often supported the
leadership of the All-Britain Federation,
passed a motion of censure against them. After
the statements of Steve Nally and Tommy
Sheridan, the All-Britain Federation wasnotin
a position to mount a defence campaign which
could gain the confidence of the movement (let
alone the defendants). This was a serious situ-
ation, because if people didn't feel they would
be properly defended, they would be reluctant
to come on future demonstrations, and those
who had been arrested needed immediate
practical support. An organisation needed to
be formed to do the job that the All-Britain
Federation was unwilling to do.

The initiative to form an independent de-
fendants’ campaign developed out of informal
discussions between people involved in the 3D
communications network, such as Terri
Conway (Islington APTU) and Dave Morris
(Tottenham APTU) — and two others: Sean
Waterman, who had been involved in the
Broadwater Farm Defence Campaign, and
Alistair Mitchell, who was a defendant. They
decided to call a meeting at the Conway Hall in
London. The meeting was well-attended by
defendants and it quickly became clear that a
serious systematic campaign was needed to get
good legal advice to defendants, monitorall the
court cases and fight the image of the demon-
stration which had been putabout, by exposing
the police attack. The meeting drew up a nine-
point programme for action:

The campaign will:

1 Unconditionally defend of all those
arrested on March 31st.

2 Be controlled by and be accountable
to the defendants.

3 Be totally independent of any other
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organisation.

4 Seek support from the whole Anti-Poll
Tax movement and all other sympa-
thetic organisations.

5 Seek to co-ordinate the legal defence
of all those arrested.

6 Seek to build a coherent picture of
events of 31/3/90 from the point of
view of those arrested.

7 Publicise the points of view of defend-
ants.

8 Raise money for a bust fund, control-
led by the defendants to cover their
legal and welfare costs.

9 Ensure that at all future Anti-Poll Tax
events there will be proper legal cover
and support for anyone arrested. This
will include an office and workers to
visit places of detention and look after
prisoners’ welfare.

TSDC newsletter, May 1990.

The leadership of the All-Britain Federa-
tion was not happy that an initiative had been
taken outside of their control and immediately
issued a statement to the Anti-Poll Tax move-
ment calling for donations to a defence fund
and campaign:

They thought that if they could raise the
money then they could call the tune. But it
was a destructive move because there was
already a defence campaign which had
been set up under the control of defend-
ants. Apart from the fact that the All-Britain
Federation had no experience of defence
campaigns and their lack of enthusiasm,
they were also the same people who had
condemned the demonstrators for fighting
back against the police and causing trou-
ble. It's quite obvious that a large section of
the defendants wouldn’t have any confi-
dence in something which was run by
those people.

Dave Morris, 25/4/91.

But by the time the All-Britain Federation
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called its first meeting on May 12th, the Trafal-
gar Square Defendants’ Campaign had issued
it’s first newsletter, had held regular meetings
of 20-30 defendants and had monitored the
courts for three weeks. Only two new defend-
ants turned up to the Federation defendants’
meeting and, by the end of it, the All- Britain
Federation was forced to support the Trafalgar
Square Defendants” Campaign.

This was a significant achievement because
they disagreed in principle with two of the
TSDC'’s fundamental aims. They didn’tlike the
idea of a campaign which was accountable to
the defendants —because they wouldn’t be able
to control it, and they didn’tlike theidea of un-
conditional support for all defendants.
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The TSDC argued that unconditional sup-
port for all defendants was the only basis on
which a unified campaign could be built:

You can't say, we support these people and
not those people, or we support these
people a bit and those people a lot. The
consequences of this would have been
disastrous. The most important aspect of a
defendants’ campaign is not setting one
group off against another. You can'’t create
an organisation, a struggle, a campaign
without a strong feeling of solidarity, unity
and mutual respect... You can't say the
ones who were ‘innocent’, i.e. framed, are
more important than the ones who were
‘guilty’ but were actually defending them-
selves, and that they are both more impor-
tant than those who hate the police any-
way because of their experience.

Dave Morris, 25/4/91.

The TSDC believed that it was not their job
to make judgments about who was politically
correct. Everyone had different views and per-
spectives and should have equal access to the
decision-making process, to funding where it
was available and to legal support. The views
of each defendant were respected:

If some people hate the police that much
that they want to have a go at them at
every opportunity, that’s not because
they’re born that way, or they’re sent from
Mars, it's because the police have created
that feeling in the population by the way
they have acted.

Dave Morris, 25/4/91.

The first task for the TSDC was to track
down all the defendants. In the beginning they
only had hearsay and newspaper evidence to
go on. The Sunday Mirror published a list of all
those who were arrested — obviously provided
by the police. This was useful as a checklist, but
it was extremely difficult to make contact with
all the defendants:
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Initially ten people were heard on one day.
If proper legal backup had been done on
the demonstration we could have reached
every defendant in the first week. But by
about the second month when we really
got going, people were appearing in twos
and threes, it was a race against time
because people were getting spread out.
Dave Morris, 25/4/91.

About a dozen people volunteered to carry
out the court monitoring process. They at-
tended every hearing, systematically took
notes of everything that was said, recorded the
numbers of police officers and approached the
defendants asking them to attend the now
weekly TSDC meetings. These meetings were
attended by both supporters and defendants
but if controversial issues were discussed the
defendants had a veto in the meeting. A series
of national defendants’ meetings were called
which were attended by about 50 defendants.
By the summer, over 250 of the defendants had
been contacted.

The TSDC ran advice sessions on prison,
produced legal briefing notes and mailed out
the minutes of the weekly meetings to every
defendant every week. A solicitors’ group was
established with a core of three, but at the peak
of early activity they managed to get over fif-
teen solicitorsinvolved. This proved important
because the solicitors’ group managed to get
hold of over 50 hours of police videos and
handed them over to the campaign. The police
videos were crucialin getting alot of people off,
and a number of people in the campaign
worked extremely hard editing videos and re-
jigging them for particular trials. The solicitors’
group also got the Crown Prosecution Service
to hand over a full list of all of the defendants
and the names and addresses of their lawyers.
The lawyers were all contacted and, although
many were initially reluctant to co-operate
with the campaign, they soon realised that
TSDC had a lot of information which their
clients needed.

In July 1990, the Haldane Society of Social-
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ist Lawyers offered their Central London Of-
fice to the campaign. Appeals for money were
made across the movement but, although most
groups or their federations affiliated, they
didn’t supply the steady stream of money
which was needed. Nevertheless, 25-30 benefit
gigs were held within the first couple of months
and, by August, the campaign was organised
and ready to deal with the more serious crown
court cases.

Most of the charges which people faced
were under section one, two or three of the
Public Order Act (Riot, Violent Disorder and
Affray). The more serious charges were subject
to a jury trial. The authorities who were nerv-
ous about subjecting the demonstration to
scrutiny by juries attempted to get defendants
to ‘plea bargain’, offering to drop section two
charges if defendants’ pleaded guilty to a sec-
tion three charge. Dropping the charges down
meant that people could only be heard in a
magistrates’ court. In the event, a much higher
percentage of the serious charges heard by
juries were won by the defendant than those
held in the magistrates’ courts.

It was clear from thestart that the police had
fabricated much of their evidence. In one case,
in November 1990, a jury used a rare legal
power to stop the trial of a man accused of
beating up a policeman. A witness, who had
been taken away in the same van as Mr.
Hanney (the defendant) corroborated his testi-
mony, saying that, in fact, it was he who had
been beaten up — by the police!:

[PC Egan] hit him repeatedly. At some
stages he changed to punching him with
his right hand because the man was trying
to cover his head. It went on for at least
three minutes.

A medical report confirmed that he had bruis-
ing to his forehead, eyebrows and back, and a
loss of sensation in his arm.

The statements which the police produced
in court were supposed to be independent ac-
counts of what happened. PC Egan theoreti-
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cally wrote his statement at Rochester Row, at
6.45 p.m., while PC Ramsay made his at City
Road more than three hours later:

PC EGAN: We were deployed on a short
shield cordon attempting to push a violent
crowd of 500 plus north in Charing Cross
Rd., WC1. All the time we were under
prolonged attack of missiles consisting of
bricks, bottles, pieces of concrete and coins.
The order was given to charge into the
extremely violent crowd. As we moved
forward | saw a man whom | now know to
be Roy Hanney. He was wearing an army-
type jacket which was zipped up, and he
had closely shaven fair hair. As he came to
the front of the crowd, I saw him shouting at
us which | couldn’t hear due to the noise of
the crowd. | then saw Hanney pull his right
arm back and throw what appeared to be a
lump of concrete into the police cordon

PC RAMSAY: We were deployed as a short
shield unit forming a cordon attempting to
push violent crowd of about 500 plus north
in Charing Cross Road. We were under
constant fire from numerous missiles includ-
ing brick, bottles, sticks and metal bars. The
order was given to charge into a violent
crowd. As we moved forward, | noticed a
man | now know to be Roy Hanney. He had
a close cropped head and an army combat
jacket on. He came to the forefront of the
crowd shouting and swearing at us. |
couldn’t make out what he was saying but
he shouted in an aggressive manner. Tthen
noticed him draw back his right arm and
throw what appeared to be a brick into the
police cordon. Myself and PC Egan ran
forward with other officers towards Hanney.
The Observer, 11/11/90.

The police tried to suggest that any similarities
were coincidental but, when the defence asked
to see PC Ramsay’s handwritten original it
showed that ‘shaven’ had been crossed outand
substituted with ‘close cropped’. Most of the
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jurors responded with open laughter and in the
middle of the trial they sent a note to the judge
which said they had discussed the case briefly
in the courtroom lift and were *...unanimously
convinced of the defendant’s innocence.” (The
Observer, 11/11/90). The judge stopped the
trial.

In another case, a police officer claimed to
have seen a protester throw a brick through the
window of South African Airways. Under in-
terrogation he admitted he was 80 yards away

_in near darkness and he had identified the

wrong building. This case was also thrown out
of court (Stand Firm, January 1991). In a case
which was heard in July 1991 a student, Neil
Fernandez, was charged with arson attacks on
a Porsche 944 and a Jaguar XJ6. The Guardian
reported:

The police officer’s account of the timing of
the three incidents was inaccurate. For the PC
to have seen his client near the Porsche in St.
Martins Lane, he would have had to have
been able to see around a street corner,
through railings and over a clump of trees.

The Guardian, 17/7/91.

The judge said that he would be referring evi-
dence to the Director of Public Prosecutions
saying ‘Thereis a police officer in my mind who
has committed perjury.” He too dismissed the
case.

While it was clear that many defendants
had been framed, others who had fought back
against the police bravely stood up for what
they had done. Tim Donaghy, who was
charged with Violent Disorder, said at the end
of his trial:

The prosecuting barrister tried to convince
the jury that this is just another criminal
proceeding. Hell, no! The question that
must be asked is ‘Who broke which law
and for what reason?’ If | stand charged
with riot and violent disorder, surely the
frenzied baton wielding riot cops should
stand alongside me? But no! The law
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protects a maniac who attacks the innocent
indiscriminately with a horse or a van or a
baton as long as he wears a blue uniform.

I will neither condone nor feel remorse
for what happened. The only possible
course of action for us on that demonstra-
tion was to do as we did. What does upset
me is that the last strands of democracy in
this country are rotting. What hope is there
for any of us if there is no way to peacefully
oppose government policy?

Tim was sent to prison for three years but
another case (which was heard in July 1991),
went very differently. Michael Conway, a stu-
dent and ex-miner, was cleared of Violent
Disorder after claiming that he had acted in
self-defence in order to protect the crowd from
police baton charges. He admitted in open
court that he had thrown missiles at the police
and was shown on video doing so:

Mr. Conway admitted throwing four or five
rocks. He said of one incident ‘I didn’t think
this any different to self defence. The whole
point is the police caused this.” He admitted
digging up part of the road to get more
ammunition to throw, but said, ‘I didn’t
walk away because | took a decision to
defend the people behind me.’

The Guardian, 18/7/91.

Not only did the jury openly back his stand, but
the judge also seemed to be sympathetic. In his
summing up statement he said:

Is he the sort of man who would make a
decision as to what he was going to do, or
is he the sort of man who could have acted
impulsively in self defence bearing in mind
the need to save himself from further attack
and to save others?

The Guardian, 18/7/91.

This judgement came just a month after 39

miners were given £500,000 compensation for
assault following the riot at Orgreave in 1985;
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the investigation into the West Midlands Seri-
ous Crimes Squad; police compensation for
violent attacks at the “Battle of the Beanfield” -
Stonehenge; the release of the Birmingham Six
and the Guildford Four; and serious doubts
about the Broadwater Farm murder convic-
tion. It supported growing historical evidence
of police corruption. It was now common
knowledge that the police made up evidence in
order to secure convictions, and that they were
prepared to attack demonstrators in protection
of the State.

The lessons of the these struggles are clear.
If unarmed demonstrators are provoked and
attacked by the police with batons, riot shields,
horses or vans driving through crowds, they
have the right to fight back. If, in some cases,
this means digging up the road and throwing
concrete blocks, then so beit. Often attack is the
only effective form of defence and, as a move-
ment, we should not be ashamed or defensive
about these actions, we should be proud of
those who did fight back.

The People’s March
Against The Poll Tax

After the events in Trafalgar Square, many
activists pressed the All-Britain Federation to
organise a follow up demonstration in Central
London to reassert the right to demonstrate.
Their response was inadequate. Five months
later they called a ‘People’s March Against The
Poll Tax’. The idea was modelled on the Jarrow
Hunger March of the 1930s and more recently
the ‘People’s March for Jobs'. People were to
march in three legs from Glasgow, Liverpool
and South Wales to London. It was suggested
that they would symbolise the struggle against
the Poll Tax. But, instead of a mass march
involving the whole movement (which we had
envisaged), it was to be restricted to 25 people
from each starting point. Each marcher was to
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be kitted out with over £200 worth of track suit,
shoes and underwear. This meant raising vast
sums of money in advance, organising accom-
modation and transport for the marchers and
calling demonstrations to send them off — a
huge work-load to place on a movement which
was having to gear up to the court cases which
were beginning.

Of the 75 marchers who finally took to the
road, over 70 were supporters of the Militant
Tendency. The march went ahead on Sunday
September 9th. The marchers stopped off at
towns and cities along the way and spoke at
meetings which werearranged for theirarrival.
Jeannette McGuin who was one of only three
non-Militant marchers on the Glasgow to Lon-
don leg, left the march disillusioned, returning
home after only three and a half weeks. She was
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consistently excluded from the decision-mak-
ing and from speaking on the tour, and was
disappointed that most of the people who the
march talked to were already supporters of
Militant (interview, 9/5/91). She was also sur-
prised that so few of those on the march came
from Scotland, even though it was supposed to
symbolise a Scottish rebellion. In the end, the
Welsh leg of the march became the South-West
leg, because the Welsh Federation was inun-
dated with court support work and was forced
to pull out. Bristol was asked to send off the
march and organise a demonstration at less
than two weeks’ notice and, as a result this leg
was even more shambolic than the Glasgow
leg.

The People’s March was a purely symbolic
action. Such actions can only work if they get a
lot of publicity and with the exception of a piece
in The Independent magazine, this one didn’t.
The All-Britain Federation claimed that there
was a news black-out, yet news items related to
the court cases were printed and broadcast
every day. The heart of the problem was that
the march didn’t enthuse people because the
participants were a hand-picked club of 75
people. Ordinary people couldn’t engage with
it, because they had no role and consequently
the press didn’t pick up on it as an important
event. The Anti-Poll Tax movement was suc-
cessful precisely because it rejected this elitist
form of organisation

Brixton, October 20th
1990

While the shortcomings of the march could
beaccommodated, a bigger problem was that it
was seen by Militant as an alternative to a major
London demonstration. The Trafalgar Square
Defendants’ Campaign, The South-West Anti-
Poll Tax Federation, and many other groups
and federations argued that we had to be seen
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to be back on the streets and that, if nothing
else, the arrival of the People’s March in Lon-
don could be used as a focus for a national
demonstration. They also argued that the de-
fendants needed a much higher profile. This
argument was rejected by the All-Britain Fed-
eration, whose only concession was that if Lon-
don wanted to organise a demonstration they
would not object. After a great deal of heated
argument London agreed to organise arally in
Brockwell Park, Brixton for October 20th. But
they were notinterested in giving a high profile
to the defendants. The route they chose didn’t
go past any of the courts; the publicity didn’t
mention the defendants or raise the issue of the
right to demonstrate. This meant that some-
thing else had to be organised.

The Trafalgar Square Defendants’ Cam-
paign called for three events. Firstly on October
19th, the day before the Brixton demonstration,

they called for an international day of action.
Pickets were held in 15 countries. French dem-
onstrators occupied the British Consulate; an
Anti-Poll Tax demonstration was held in Swit-
zerland during a visit of Margaret Thatcher;
Dutch activists called a week of action against
the Poll Tax which included benefit gigs, film
shows and a demonstration outside the offices
of British Airways. Pickets were called in Aus-
tria, Melbourne, Oslo and the USA.
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On the day of the demonstration the Trafal-
gar Square Defendants’ Campaign called for a
morning picket of Horseferry Rd. magistrates’
court which would march to the Brockwell
Park rally and then march on to Brixton for a
picket outside the jail, where most of the Poll
Tax prisoners were being held. The morning
event was successful. Over 1,500 people turned
up, demonstrated and marched peaceably to
the Park — the largest court picket since the
second world war. The rally itself attracted
25,000 people (which considering it hadn’t
been backed by the National Federation was
remarkable) and at 3.45 p.m., 3,500 demonstra-
tors set out on the march to Brixton Prison.

As soon as the demonstration left the park
the atmosphere changed. The police had ear-
marked the people participating in the prison
picket as the trouble-makers. Whereas they
had lightly policed the rest of the day, the
march to Brixton was saturated with police
officers — 3,000 of them (almost more police
than demonstrators). To put this in context: on
March 31st when 200,000 people took to the
streets, there were only 2,000 police.

Theroute was lined by three layers of police
on either side. The songs of the demonstrators
were optimistic and upbeat, but there was a
strong air of anticipation. There were rumours
flying around that the police wanted a rematch
for March 31st. The police officer responsible
for overseeing the march (Deputy Assistant
Commissioner Metcalfe) had told the march
organisers the night before the demonstration
that he too had heard ‘rumblings’ to this effect.

As early as 4.10 p.m. one of the legal liaison
volunteers heard PC MS112 shouting (so that
the demonstrators could hear): ‘T'd like to start
kicking some people’s heads in now.” Not only
were the demonstrators hemmed in, but the
march stewards were prevented from crossing
police lines. This made communication ex-
tremely difficult, especially as the van with the
demonstration PA and megaphones hadn’t
been allowed by the police tojoin the march. As
the march reached the prisonit wasstillin good
spirits, the chants were about the Poll Tax and
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not the police. The march stopped on the oppo-
site side of the road to the prison and gradually
the police built up the numbers of their cordons
on each side of the picket. Police Support Units
(riot formations) werealso deployed inan open
show of strength. At 4.40, for no apparent rea-
son the police officers cordoned off Elm Park,
splitting a number of demonstrators away
from the main march. This was carried out just
twenty minutes after the head of the march
reached the prison, a clear indication that the
police had decided to disperse the picket de-
spite the fact that there was no public order
problem. Two minutes later, the police at-
tacked the crowd:

The PSUs deployed in front of the church-
yard push forward into the crowd, attack-
ing demonstrators with violent and indis-
criminate use of baton. There is much
shouting and confusion, and a total of four
cans are thrown at the surging police. After
20-30 seconds, the police resume their
positions in front of the churchyard and the
crowd becomes calm again.

Preliminary reporton the policing of the Anti-Polf Tax
Demonstration of October 20th, Trafalgar Square Defendants’
Campaign.

Given the police provocation, and the fact that
the only provocative action from any of the
demonstrators had been to throw a couple of
empty cans, this was a remarkably restrained
response from the crowd - particularly as
many had first-hand experience of the police
brutality in Trafalgar Square.

At 4.46, the police cleared the forecourt of
the George V pub not allowing people to finish
their drinks. The police were then seen to pick
up the glasses and smash them on the floor.
One was overheard saying ‘This is it!” At about
the same time I was passing through a line of
police and heard a similar statement:

Just wait until it gets dark, then the real fun
will start.
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By 4.50, the police in Endymion Rd. had been
seen putting on their riot gear. At 4.55, a police
officer was heard to say ‘Clear area — shield
officers will be deployed’. A group of TSDC
stewards intervened in an attempt to block any
attack, but a few minutes later 50 police officers
charged into the crowd.

Dave Morris one of the main organisers of
the demonstration was truncheoned over the
head from behind, despite wearing a highly
visible fluorescent pink steward’s vest. By now
the police were out of control:

16.58. Demonstrator lying on road with
split head arrested (WL). Two demonstrators
carrying Woman M with head wound
toward ambulance in the clear lane of
Brixton Hill. Police prevent woman M from
entering ambulance. Man objects and is
arrested.

17.05. Riot police in cordon across Brixton
Hill North of Endymion Road shout ‘We're
on’ (RM) and charge (LW). In this charge,
young male arrested and handed to officers
by the side. PC took him to van and was
heard to say ‘| don’t know what I'm arresting
him for.” Senior officer replied ‘Arrest him for
assault on a PC’ The two officers were TW5
and YF143.

TSDC report on the October 20th demonstration.

[letters in brackets are initials of legal liaison volunteers].

For the next half an hour police in riot forma-
tions charged the crowd forcing it down
Brixton Hill. In the side streets many demon-
strators (including myself) were caught be-
tween lines of riot police. We were ordered one
way, and then ordered back as we reached the
next line of police. Gradually, the crowd was
forced down towards the tube station at the
bottom of the hill. Hundreds of people were
milling around watching what was happening.
I watched with a friend:

We walked down to Electric Avenue. The
market stalls were still lying around. People
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dragged them into the middle of the road,
throwing cardboard boxes and other
rubbish on top. Then they were lit, more
were dragged up, a burning barricade
began to be formed. Then the riot police
again. It was unclear where to go. The
police were too close for us to run. They
charged. | grabbed Susan and threw her up
against the wall, covering our heads with
my arm. The riot police ran past us,
truncheoning down anyone in their path.
Danny Burns, extract from diary, 20/10/90.

We were lucky. Others were badly injured.
Over 40 police officers were wounded and, as
usual, it was impossible to tell how many civil-
ians were seriously hurt. 135 people were ar-
rested, their charges ranged from Obstruction
to Riot. 27 people were charged with Violent
Disorder, an offence which carries a sentence of
up to five years.

This riot was not as significant as that of
Trafalgar Square. But the way it was docu-
mented provides some important political les-
sons. As a result of a highly planned approach
to defence, the TSDC was able to record minute
by minute everything that happened. This
meant that we could go onto the political offen-
sive, and instead of asserting that the march had
been attacked by the police, this time we could
prove it.

A Planned Approach To Defence

Thelikelihood that the march to Brixton Prison
would be attacked made it extremely impor-
tant that effective support work was done be-
forehand. The TSDC ensured that detailed
briefings were carried out. Stewards were sent
information about what they were expected to
do weeks in advance. 20,000 bust cards, out-
lining people’s legal rights and giving a legal
contact number, were produced, and distrib-
uted on the demonstration. The TSDC sent
down its own video crew, which was trained to
take pictures which would not incriminate de-
fendants. 60 legal liaison volunteers (LLVs)
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were on site wearing highly visible pink vests.
They carried two-way radios (linked to a 48-
hour co-ordination centre) and were, conse-
quently, in a position to call up extra support
wherever it was needed. They recorded all
arrests, and got names and numbers of wit-
nesses as they were happening. As I have men-
tioned over 135 people were arrested, 120 were
charged. That evening volunteers were sent to
every police station to welcome those who
were released on bail.

This high degree of organisation produced
results. This time every single one of the de-
fendants had made direct contact with the cam-
paign within the first week. A meeting was
held the day after the demonstration which
was attended by nearly 60 defendants. The
legal liaison volunteers were brought together
after the demonstration to collate their infor-
mation and witness statements. Within twelve
hours the campaign had a complete record of
whathad happened throughout the day. When
they organised a press conference the next day:

The press thought that we would be a
rabble, but they were stunned, they were
surprised that we had the numbers of
policemen who had said certain things; we
had a complete chronology of events; and
we were able to prove conclusively that the
police had pre-planned attack.

Dave Morris, 25/4/91

The following day the media carried two
versions of events, contrasting strongly with
March 31st, when most newspapers carried
only the views of the police and the political
establishment.

At the beginning of 1991, the campaign
realised that there was an increasing need to
focus on prison support work. Up to then,
solidarity work had been done outside the pris-
ons, pickets had been organised etc., but no-
one had thought much about what they could
do for people inside. In January 1991, a prison-
ers support group was set up. By April it was
supporting 27 long-term prisoners. This in-
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volved finding out the views of the prisoners;
seeing if they wanted support and publicising
their details to the Anti-Poll Tax movement. It
also meant offering practical support. The
TSDC made sure each prisoner was written to
at least once a week by members of the cam-
paignand visits to prisoners were co-ordinated
through the campaign. Those who had been
inside offered support and advice to those who
were about to be convicted, and a newsletter
was produced which published the letters of
prisoners. The campaign needed a minimum of
£1,000 per month just to provide basic welfare
support to the prisoners. This paid for newspa-
pers and books; a Walkman cassette player for
every prisoner; £10 a month income (the maxi-
mum they are allowed). In addition to this
some of the families were offered limited fi-
nancial support for visits etc. Supporters of the
campaign believed that those who were im-
prisoned were in prison on behalf of those who
were outside, and it was the responsibility of
the movement to take care of them. Some
would still beinside in three or four years’ time,
and therestillhad to be an organisation there to
support them.

The organisation which the Trafalgar
Square Defendants’ Campaign mobilised is a
good model for future resistance movements.
Itmade crystal clear thatitis no good providing
tokenisticsupport. Itis theresponsibility of any
political movement to defend those who have
fought for it. But this defence work can also
have a political impact. If the campaign is well
prepared and has accurate information it can
go on to the political offensive and this will be
vital to its success.
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Opposite: Timetabling the
enforcement process in

Scotland

The aim of the Anti-Poll Tax campaign was to
make the tax unworkable. If enough people
refused to pay, then the Poll Tax couldn’t be
enforced. The courts would be blocked; the
bailiffs would be turned away; wage
arrestment would prove too complicated; and
the final solution — prison —would prove politi-
cally disastrous for any Labour council (and in
any case was unenforceable because there was
no room for large numbers of non-payers in the
prisons). The councils tried all of these enforce-
ment measures but were persistently resisted
by the Anti-Poll Tax Unions.

Councils In Chaos

Even before the campaign of resistance got
underway, it received a massive helping hand
from the councils who presided over the big-
gest administrative farce in British taxation
history. For months it looked as if they were
unlikely even to get the system up and running.
The press was inundated with stories of bills
which had been sent to babies and dead people.
Councils were lambasted for their callousness
and inefficiency.

At the heart of the problem was the Poll Tax
register which had tobekeptaccurateand up to
date. People were charged according to the
length of time they had lived in the area, but in
many areas, the population was changing so
rapidly, it was impossible for the councils to
keep up. A 1991 report by the Audit Commis-
sion showed that the register turnover was
much higher than expected. Inner London had
the worst figures with over 55% of the popu-
lation changing address within the financial
year. Even the shire district councils had a
population turnover of 36% and, in the first
year, Scottish local authorities had to make 1.5
million changes to the Poll Tax register.

Inaddition to this, councils were inundated
with correspondence. Many people genuinely
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didn’tunderstand what the Poll Tax was about.
Others mounted campaigns to delay registra-
tion by endlessly asking questions about the
form. All of these had to be answered. Councils
satunder a mountain of paper. Everything they
did seemed to create more work:

REMINDER
The paper-work involved with administer-

ing the charge is enormous — and likely to
get worse. Backlogs switch from one area
of activity to another. Indeed, local authori-
ties cannot really do anything without
generating more paper-work. If they
attempt to canvas more people for registra-
tion they will also produce more people
who will refuse to register.

Poll Tax Legal Group, Law Review No.4, March 1991.

POSSIBLE
2nd LETTER

The problems didn’t stop there. Councils
which were capped had to send out new bills
which doubled their work load. Then people
wrote in to say that they didn’t understand
which bill they were supposed to have paid.
The cycle of administrative chaos got worse
with each day. In May, Bristol's Venue maga-
zine reported:

SUMMARY

SUMMARY

There is no immediate prospect of remind-
ers being sent out to those who haven't
paid. The council’s Poll Tax officers are too
busy trying to sort out a variety of disasters
and administrative nightmares including:
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¢ The half built Poll Tax HQ, Amelia
Court — It had been hoped that work
would have finished on the building
before the bills were sent out. Last
month the construction firm went
into liquidation.

e Poll Tax payment books which few
people have received. The machine
being used to print them broke down.

e A predicted 25% change in the Poll
Tax register over the coming year.

Venue, 1/5/90.
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In Lothian, it was widely reported that
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Opposite: A defiant
warning from local

activists.

Anti-Poll Tax activists had managed to put a
bug into the computer, which randomly wiped
out every sixth record on the register. The virus
story was never proven. However, a month
before it was mentioned in the newspapers, its
effects were accurately described to two Anti-
Poll Tax activists by two computer hackers one
of whom had worked for Lothian Regional
Council and had been sacked.

Wherever the council registration officers
went they were harassed. In Glasgow violent
threats drove canvasser Robert Stevenson to
quit his job. He was physically threatened
twice in four weeks and continually harassed:

Id just put the form through the door
when this guy across in the garden oppo-
site started shouting. He was sitting in the
garden with about four others and they
were all giving me dirty looks. He said that
if | came back to collect the form I would
need a tank for protection. | was in no
doubt that they were serious. | didn’t finish
my last street. | just chucked it.

Glasgow Evening Times, 9/7/88.

The Evening Times reported the case of an-
other canvasser who was ‘harassed by a gang’.
In this case, it was reported that:

Four or five youths cornered him in a close
in Gairbraid Avenue and subjected him to
abuse. A Strathclyde police spokesman
revealed: ‘They said it was a ‘No Poll Tax
Area’ and told the worker to get out, which
he did.’

Following these reports, the Poll Tax registra-
tion officer admitted that ‘there had been at
least four other incidents involving canvassers’
and that his work-force had found letter-boxes
blocked by campaigners, barbed-wire
wrapped around garden gates and canvassers
had been threatened (leaflets were grabbed
from their hands). Already over two members
of his staff had resigned because of fears about
their personal safety. This general level of har-
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assment badly affected morale. Some such as
Mr. Trueman, a Poll Tax snooper whose job
was to call on people and badger them into
filling the registration forms, were unable to
cope with the abuse that they received:

Mrs. Trueman found the corpse of her
husband as she came back from shopping.
Fred Trueman, 52, an employee of Bristol
City, had hanged himself. ‘No-one can
imagine what terrible pressure he had to
work under,’ she claimed. ‘He was sworn at
and threatened; he couldn’t stand it any
more’

Der Spiegel, 5/3/90.

Butit wasnotonly the canvassers who were
at risk. As well as these individual cases of
harassment, there were incidents which led to
fears for office staff safety. In Cambridgeshire
two petrol bombs were thrown at the Poll Tax
Headquarters and Antj-Poll Tax slogans were
sprayed on the side of the building (only one of
the petrol bombs ignited and no-one was in-
jured).

These events aren’t only important because
of what they say about the morale of the Poll
Tax office workers. They also tell us something
about the degree of anger about the tax. Ordi-
nary people on local estates were expressing
what they felt. Sometimes this manifested itself
as intimidation, occasionally as physical vio-
lence, but it was real anger. It was not orches-
trated by any political group. This gave it a
greater impact.

Council Poll Tax departments began to face
a major recruitment crisis. Despite the fact that
they were offering higher salaries and part-
time rates to Poll Tax staff, few wanted to work
there. Many were simply outraged by the Poll
Tax and would not work for it on moral
grounds. Others were aware of the very real
consequences - of losing friends and constant
abuse:

Of 210 full-time workers, it has only man-
aged to recruit 145 so far, whereas the
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[Anti-Poll Tax] federation is inundated with
volunteers who manage to fit in one
morning, afternoon or evening shift be-
tween jobs and family commitments

Bristol Evening Post, 9/5/90.

Even before the impact of non-payment,
councils were struggling to keep their heads
above water, but morale in the Anti-Poll Tax
Unions was high.

Taking The Battle Into
The Courts

We will clog the courts with non-payers, we
will make them unworkable. The Anti-Poll
Tax Unions will support the people in their
fight for basic rights, and when the people
turn up in their hundreds and thousands
the Poll Tax will be made unenforceable.
Danny Burns, speech to Bristol demonstration, March 1990.

It was after lunch. A fraction of the 1,845
cases had been processed; delaying tactics
were working, some reaching the level of
stand up comedy, others that of surreal
farce... A heckler was dragged out by police
— the court became jittery, Mr. Rice cleared
-the public gallery, then it was Michael
Harrison’s turn. Single-handedly he re-
duced the day to the fiasco it had been
warming up to - his determined questions
about why reminders were sent out second
class paid off. All summonses withdrawn,
£8,000 down the drain.
Description of the Medina Council court cases, Local Govern-
ment Chronicle, 15/6/90.

By the middle of 1990, official figures showed
that millions of people hadn’t paid the Poll Tax.
These people would all have to be taken to
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court. In England and Wales, councils had to
get a court ‘liability order’ for each non-payer
before they were allowed to proceed with ac-
tion to recover the Poll Tax. Councils had gone
through a similar process to recover debts un-
dertherates and generally saw itas a formality.
However, the sheer numbers involved in non-
payment of the Poll Tax made this situation
quite different. Bristol City Council issued
summonses to 120,000 people, Leeds sum-
moned 110,000 and the numbers in almost all
otherbig cities were comparable. In order to get
through this number of cases, councils had to
hope that defendants wouldn’t turn up. Courts
are busy places, they often have little time
available to listen to civil cases of this nature,
and in many areas councils could not expect to
be allocated more than ten or twenty days of
court time in a year.

The strategy of the Anti-Poll Tax Unions
was to make sure that as many people as possi-
ble came to court. In law everyone had a right
to have their case heard individually. The cal-
culation was that even if only a small percent-
age of people had their cases heard, the courts
would be blocked for years.

Initially, neither the councils nor the courts
took the judicial procedure seriously because
they didn’t expect anyone to turn up. They had
never done so under the rates, so they had no
reason to believe that they would do now.
Medina Council (on the Isle of Wight) sum-
moned 3,000 people to attend court on a single
day. South Tyneside Council summoned 3,500
to appear on two afternoons. A total of five
hours was allocated to hear all these cases —an
average of four seconds per hearing. When
people heard this they were furious, because it
was obvious that both the council and the
courts saw the process as a rubber stamping
exercise. Many people had assumed thatif they
couldn’t pay then they could go to court and
explain their situation. This was obviously not
going to be the case.

The Anti-Poll Tax Unions publicised the
strategy to block the courts, with leaflets and
posters and articles in the local newspapers.
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Mass demonstrations were called for the first
day of the hearings, and in some areas the
courts were brought to a standstill. In
Warrington on June 28th 1990, 1,000 people
took over the court and all the cases were
postponed. Similar events took place in South-
wark:

1,500 people, mostly women and children,
turned up at Southwark court and occu-
pied the building. It was absolute chaos,
the courts couldn’t handle the numbers.
The police were stopping people from
coming into their own court cases. The
crowd didn’t move until the court declared
all 5,000 cases adjourned.

Counter Information, No.30, February 1991.

In every part of England and Wales local
groups mobilised to provide support for non-
payers in the courts. Tens, if not hundreds of
activists in each region attended legal briefing
sessions. These were run both by activists and
sympathetic local lawyers. People were given
ideas about how they might disrupt or delay
the court proceedings. These included simple
things, like asking for a glass of water because
their throat was dry, demanding to see the
identity cards of everyone present in court, to
fainting in court or arranging for fire alarms to
go off. People were told to demand their rights
to see and read every document which was
produced as evidence against them. They were
also given briefings on the basic technical argu-
ments.

By October 1990, when most of the court
cases had started, virtually every Anti-Poll Tax
Union in the UK had trained at least two or
three of its members to become conversant
with the Poll Tax law. Throughout England
and Wales over a thousand people were
trained to do court support work and could
quote the relevant legislation. This is unique in
the history of popular campaigning. The Anti-
Poll Tax Unions hoped to use the legal prec-
edent of McKenzie versus McKenzie (1970),
which said that a person can ‘attend a trial as a
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friend of either party (to) take notes and quietly
make suggestions and give advice to that
party’. This person would be known as a ‘Mc-
Kenzie friend’. McKenzie friends had no right
to address the court, but they could advise the
non-payer what to say. In this way everyone
would be able to offer technical defences and
thereby delay the proceedings.

The campaign needed lawyers only in the
most technical cases. Lawyers were often seen
as a liability, because they represented an in-
dividual client, and it was in their interest to get
through the procedure as quickly as possible. It
wasin the campaign’sinterest for everything to
proceed as slowly as possible. Nevertheless,
legal knowledge and guidance was essential.
This arrived with the creation of the Poll Tax
Legal Group, an organisation which was set up
by two Anti-Poll Tax activists from Hackney:
AlanMurdieand Len Lucas. The Poll Tax Legal
Group researched legislation and case law. It
set up a network of lawyers throughout Eng-
land and Wales who could support the legal
challenges of Anti-Poll Tax groups and pro-
duced over 30 accessible legal bulletins on the
Poll Tax and a book called To Pay or Not To Pay.
These underpinned the legal needs of the
movement and helped ordinary people to get
to grips with the law they needed to use.

Many magistrates immediately restricted
the use of McKenzie friends, arguing that they
had discretion over when and where it was
appropriate to allow them. They often adopted
very questionable criteria. In Bristol, people
were asked their profession. They were al-
lowed a McKenzie friend if they were a build-
ing worker and not if they were a teacher.
Presumably, they assumed that manual
workers were thick, and teachers intelligent.
The hypocrisy of the courts was exposed by
their sheer irrationality. The following ex-
change summed up the situation:

Magistrate: You are a teacher, you have
read the liability order and understand

what is written on it, so why do you need a
friend?
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Non-payer: Because this is a complicated

matter of law and | have never had any A typical court scene. The
dealings with the law.
Magistrate: Well, I'm sure you are quite chair of the magistrates sits

capable of understanding the proceedings
without help. They should be quite straight  under the coat of arms,
forward for someone with your background
Non-payer: Well, if they’re so simple why flanked by two other magis-
do you have to keep asking the learned
clerk what to do every five minutes? You trates. In front of him is the
obviously don’t understand it yourself.
clerk of the court. In the
A legal challenge by the Leicester Rights
Centre in the High Court, ruled that magis- foreground the court usher
trates were under no obligation to allow Mc-
Kenzie friends. This judgement was later over-  stands in a dark cloak, and to
ruled by the appeal court in July 1991, but by
this stage the McKenzie friend strategy wasnot  the right, a non-payer stands
proving too successful anyway, mainly be-
cause non-payers had little time before their  with her McKenzie friend.
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Bristol non-payers wait
apprehensively for their

court cases.

court cases to become familiar with the techni-
cal arguments their McKenzie friends were
trying to convey. Nevertheless, the campaign
managed to reduce the speed of Poll Tax cases
to a slow crawl.

This was possible because activists shifted
their tactics towards giving detailed briefings
outside the courts and focusing on the most
common areas on which the councils had been
wrong-footed (for example, getting addresses
wrong and not giving enough notice). Non-
payers were also advised to prepare a political
speech and not to stop talking (so that they
couldn’t be interrupted by the magistrate). Ex-
perience showed that the most effective way of
wasting time, for those who were not familiar
with thelaw, was to relate direct experiences of
hardship. People talking in their own language
about their own circumstances were much
harder for the magistrates to dismiss than legal
technicians. Many people made political
speeches which lasted for as long as ten min-
utes, others outlined their financial circum-
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stances. They all took up valuable time, and
sometimes made a powerful and moving im-
pact on the public gallery.

The detailed briefings held outside the
court-room were combined with political
speeches from activists about the campaign.
This political presence was an important confi-
dence booster for those who were being proc-
essed through the court system. They saw how
professionally the campaign was organised
and this strengthened their resolve not to pay.

Few of those turning up to court had had
any previous contact with their local Anti-Poll
Tax Union, so the court waiting-rooms pro-
vided a place in which people could meet other
non-payers from their local area. It was often
their firstopportunity to organise together, and
as a result, a number of new Anti-Poll Tax
Unions were formed in the waiting rooms.
Using the time constructively in this way
helped to keep people interested, and ensured
that people stayed at the courts all day.

In some areas, the scale of the operation in
the courts was immense. In Bristol the cam-
paign had five activists available two days a
week solely for court support work. Briefings
were delivered every ten minutes or so for the
first two hours each day and a creche was
organised. In Bristol, where over 10% of non-
payers consistently turned up to court over a
period of five months, there were always will-
ing volunteers. But this experience was not
universal. In most rural areas, local groups
found it hard to sustain any presence at all after
the first week. Even cities like Leeds found it
fairly difficult to persuade non-payers to turn
up to court. Other activists had similar expe-
riences:

Some activists in Stamford Hill Anti-Poll Tax
Union felt that the massive emphasis on
court work could lead the movement up a
blind alley. It was very difficult to inspire
people in court. Most people went in
desperation, and left the court even more
desperate and frightened.

Alan Hirons, Stamford Hill APTU, 3/9/91.
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Nevertheless, in most courts the public gal-
leries were full. People were learning how the
courts worked, some awed by the situation,
others amused by the ridiculousness of the
pomp and ceremony. Extremely technical
cases were punctuated by pure farce. Some
examples of exchanges between magistrates
and non-payers indicate how easy it was to
ridicule the courts :

Court clerk: Are you Mr. I. Smith?
Non-payer: No, | am Mr. I. T, Smith.
Court clerk: Mr. Smith, you did respond to a
notice to come to this court which was
addressed to Mr. |. Smith did you not?
Non-payer: Yes.

Court clerk: Then are you not Mr. I. Smith?
Non-payer: No, I'm Mr. . T. Smith

Court clerk: Well, if you aren’t Mr. 1. Smith
then why did you answer the summons?
Non-payer: Because | wanted to make sure
you didn’t mistake me for Mr. I. Smith.
Court clerk: Mr. Smith, is there anyone else
in your house who might be called Mr. 1.
Smith?

Non-payer: | don’t know

Court clerk: Do you live with your family?
Non-payer: No

Court clerk: Well, what sort of house do
you live in?

Non-payer: An ordinary terraced house.
Court clerk: Do you own the house Mr.
Smith?

Non-payer: Yes.

Court clerk: Well, does anyone else live
there?

Non-payer: I'm not sure, there might be
someone living in the spare room.

Court clerk: You don’t know who lives in
your spare room?

Non-payer: No.

Court Clerk: Mr. Smith are you sure that
you haven’t got anyone living under the
floorboards of your house?

(The names in this dialogue have been changed.)

Exchanges of this sort were meaningless, and
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didn’t constitute any sort of defence, but this
was the essence of the strategy.

People also made use of their personal cir-
cumstances and played them to their limits:

There was a chap from Pudsey. He told me
that he was a diabetic and that he might
need to give himself some Insulin. So he
dragged his court-case on as long as
possible. It was about fifteen minutes, then
he shuddered and explained to the magis-
trate that he needed his jab, and asked if it
was OK if he gave it to himself. They said
fine and he rolled up his T-shirt in full view
of them and stuck a needle into his stom-
ach. One of the magistrates looked as if she
was going to be sick.

lan Greaves, Secretary, Leeds Federation APTUs,11/5/91.

These exchanges got a good deal of local
media publicity and demoralised the court of-
ficials. While they soon became adept at mini-
mising this sort of wilful disruption, they never
eradicated it.

Some extremely interesting legal defences
were mounted. One was a claim that if you
were a Cornish tin miner you were exempt
from the Poll Tax. A Cornish tin miner was
technically someone who held shares in a Cor-
nish tin mine and the Stannary Parliament of
Cornwall:

The argument was that by virtue of a
Royal Charter of 1508, the Stannary
Parliament has a power of veto over all
taxes levied by the government on tin
miners, descendants of tin miners in
perpetuity, owners of tin mines and
workers in the tin industry.

Poll Tax Legal Group, 1990.

This was made possible because, in 1974, a
Cornishman Fred Trull revived the Cornish
Stannary Parliament and became its clerk. Fred
Trull started selling shares which cost £1 plus
50p for postage and packing. The press liked
thestory and covered it extensively. Asaresult,
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Fred Trull, started to receive thousands of let-
ters; on one day he received over 100,000 letters
of application for shares. He had to hire a local
hall and enlist two dozen volunteers to deal
with the mail. He said:

Legally they can do nothing about it. On
what pretext can a foreign government
take a foreign national to their courts.

Unfortunately they did do something about it.
Fred Trull was arrested for illegally selling
shares, and his legal argument, after trundling
through the High Court for some time, finally
ground to a halt. Nevertheless, he had pro-
vided people with something else to argue
about in court.

Delaying tactics were mixed with serious
legal technicalities. Councils were challenged,
for sending notices to the wrong addresses.
Given the rate at which people moved houses,
it was difficult for the councils to keep up, and
as a result many cases were dropped because
people hadn’t received proper notice. Big legal
challenges were also made over ‘correct proce-
dures’. These came in the first few weeks and
resulted mostly from the inexperience of coun-
cilsin dealing with this sort of process. The first
day of Medina Council’s cases (on the Isle of
Wight) is probably the most famous example.
The reminder notices were sent out with sec-
ond class stamps, they consequently arrived
late, people didn't receive the statutory notice
which they were entitled to, and the court
threw out all 1,900 cases. The council had to
start again.
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Justice Is Not Seen To Be Done!

‘Now for the evidence,’ said the King, ‘and
then the sentence.’

‘No!’ said the Queen, ‘First the sentence
and then the evidence.’

‘Nonsense!’ cried Alice, ‘The idea of having
the sentence first.’

Lewis Caroll, Alice Through The Looking Glass., 1872

One of the unique factors about the Poll Tax
court cases was that magistrates were not al-
lowed to take into account the circumstances of
the people who were up before them. This was
written into the legislation and marked a com-
plete departure from the rates system. In rates
cases magistrates had the power to waive debts
if they believed defendants were suffering
genuine hardship. Under the Poll Tax, magis-
trates could only take people’s financial cir-
cumstances into account when the local au-
thority had tried every other means of recover-
ing the money and the non-payer was in court
again facing imprisonment. This infuriated
people, because they came to the courts in their
hundreds, armed with figures about how
much they spent on food, how much on clothes,
how much on rent and how much was left.
They believed thatif they could prove that they
literally had no money then the courts would
show them justice. Unfortunately, it was not
that simple:

We aren’t here to discuss political issues...
We aren’t here to decide whether you can
afford to pay or not...

Local Government Chronicle, 15/6/90.

These same lines were repeated in court after
court. Frequently magistrates would talk over
the non-payers while they were in the middle
of a sentence: ‘liability order granted, fine
£18.50, next case please.” The magistrates then
signalled to the police officer and the non-
payers were hustled out of the court, protesting
that they hadn’t finished their defence. Often
people didn’trealise the case was over because
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they were still in the middle of speaking when
the magistrates pronounced ‘guilt’.

One woman in a Bristol court brought in a
detailed list of all her income and living costs.
These showed that after she had paid for basic
necessities, she only had £3.50 a week left (Poll
Tax for her and her husband amounted to
nearly £20 per week). After she had explained
this to the magistrate, the clerk of the court
replied dryly, ‘Is that the only reason why you
have not paid your Poll Tax?’ This disregard of
basic circumstances contravened most peo-
ples’ understanding of justice. While it is true
that technically the courts didn’t have any
discretion to consider circumstances, they did
have the power to treat people with dignity and
listen to what they had to say.

In some areas, anyone who started to puta
serious case forward, had their case stopped in
the middle, and were told that if they wanted to
be heard they would have to wait until the end
of the day. It seemed farcical that people were
being punished for presenting a case when
they thought that this was what the courts were
there for. For many, this was their first experi-
ence of the British judicial system, an institu-
tion some had respected in the past. Their re-
spect soon turned to rage:

They didn't listen to a word I said... They
just made an order while | was talking,
there isn’t any justice in the courts, but |
didn’t expect justice because it's impossible
to administer this tax in a just way.

I'm appalled at the way the magistrates
abused people psychologically, they were
very intimidating.

Its” just disgraceful intimidation of the
population, people are being hassled
through, not being allowed to say anything
or make a case even if they have a case...
people aren’t being allowed to have any
support whatsoever. It seems really strange
in this day and age that this is allowed to
happen.
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This is a kangaroo court, they aren’t allow-
ing people to have a proper defence, the
magistrates are making this a politicai trial.

Interviews with people after they had appeared in court, Bristol
Magistrates Court, 1/2/91.

Despite this, the court strategy was effec-
tive in delaying the granting of liability orders.
Some courts, like Hackney in London, were
severely disabled. Others, like Bristol, slogged
their way through the cases but, as I have
described, were still hopelessly far from their
targets. In Bristol, where the magistrates were
stricter than in most areas, 1,600 people were
summoned every Friday. Unfortunately for the
council, well over 150 non-payers came to have
their cases heard each week. On some weeks,
where there were strong Anti-Poll Tax Unions
(they summoned people on an area basis) 400-
500 people turned up. Over a period of five
months, over 10% of those summoned con-
sistently arrived at the courts to have their cases
heard. The mathematics were simple. Even if
cases only averaged five minutes each (and
some took considerably longer), with an aver-
age of 10% of those summoned turning up, the
courts would need 120 full days of court time
(they were only able to negotiate about 35 from
a busy court before the end of the financial
year) to get liability orders for the 120,000 non-
payers. By the end of the first financial year of
the Poll Tax they had got less than half.

Many councils tried using the press to dis-
suade people from turning up. Local papers,
such as the Docklands Recorder in Tower Ham-
lets, printed long lists of non-payers in an at-
tempt to shame them in public. This plan failed
miserably as hundreds of people wrote to the
letters’ pages asking why they weren’t on the
list, saying they were proud to be non-payers
and wanted everyone to know. The lists also
gave a helping hand to campaigners who were
finding it hard to get hold of information on
who had been through the courts, because the
councils and the courts had refused to make the
lists public. Now the activists were able to look
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them up in the newspaper. This information
was vital for the next stage - telling people
personally about their rights in relation to bail-
iffs and wage arrestment.

This extraordinarily successful campaign
in the courts was only the beginning of the
enforcement nightmare for the local councils.
Inmany areas, it would take yearsjust to get the
pieces of paper to allow them to start enforce-
mentaction. Actually getting the money would
be another story!

No Bailiffs Here!

There can be no greater infringement of an
individual’s civil liberties than to have a
sheriff officer examine their personal be-
longings to ascertain if there is anything
worth poinding

David Begg — Chair of Finance, Lothian Regional Council, Local
Government Chronicle, 14/9/90.

Bailiffs are legally sanctioned thugs who are
employed to recover debts from people who
havenot got the money to pay them. In the fight
against non-payment, bailiffs and Scottish
sheriff officers were used indiscriminately by
councils to harass and degrade the poor. In
England and Wales, they were authorised by
law to take furniture and household goods
from those people who had no other assets (in
Scotland they could only take ‘luxury’ goods).
This procedure is called “distraint’. In 1986, the
Law Commission recommended the abolition
of distraint. That recommendation was ig-
nored.

Labour councils were just as thorough in
their use of bailiffs as Tory ones. This is all the
more remarkable as, even in pure economic
terms, the cost of recovery was likely to be far
higher than what was raised. Poor people don’t
tend to own much, and the resale value of what
they do own is likely to be minimal ~ certainly
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not enough to pay the £400 or £500 Poll Tax
demanded by many councils. Most people will
do anything they can to pay a debt, before
allowing the bailiffs to come in and sell off
everything they own at a fraction of what it is
worth. So, it is only the very poorest who have
no alternative source of money who will allow
themselves to reach the stage of bailiff action.
For many the only way of paying the debt was
to go to the loan sharks, and it is clear that the
establishment was well-aware of this:

Remember household goods don’t pro-
duce large prices at auction and replace-
ment of those goods on credit can make
the situation worse.

Local Government Chronicle, supplement 16, November 1990.

But most councils seemed less concerned
about the actual impact of these actions than
the way they were perceived. One piece of
advice from the Local Government Chronicle
was: ‘The word bailiff is an emotive one, and
gentler titles should be used.” But no amount of
cosmetic dressing could disguise the naked
brutality of the bailiffs’ work. In Scotland the
process of distraint was particularly degrad-
ing. Sheriff officers had the right to recover
debts without a full court hearing. They would
send round threatening letters in an attempt to
intimidate people into paying. If this failed
they turned up on the doorstep to carry out a
‘poinding’ — a valuation of people’s goods. To
dothisthey had to getinto people’shousesand,
inScotland (if they gave four days’ notice), they
had the right to break and enter. The sheriff
officers then had the right to hold ‘warrant
sales’ (public auctions of people’s goods) invit-
ing the public to buy the goods for a pittance.
Debtors didn’t only have to suffer the loss of
their few personal possessions but also to face
the humiliation of exposing their desperate
financial plight to their friends and neighbours.

In England and Wales, the situation was
not quite so bad. Bailiffs could only be used
after liability orders had been granted in the
courts. Bailiffs didn’t have the right to force
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MERE PREPARED!

entry. They were allowed to climb through an
open window, and if, unknowingly, the non-
payer let the bailiff into their house the first
time, the bailiff subsequently had the right to
break in. But, if they were consistently stopped
atthe door, they had no right to enter, however
many times they came back:

Their powers of entry are rather like those
traditionally associated with vampires —
they have to be invited in or allowed in by
an occupant of the property, or find an
open door or window.

Poll Tax Legal Group, 1990.

These differences between Scotland and
the rest of the UK compelled the Anti-Poll Tax
Unions to adopt different strategies. In Scot-
land, the focus was on getting hundreds of
people outside homes which were threatened,
and physically stopping the bailiffs. This par-
ticular battle was more intense because it was
the last course of action the councils could take
— people couldn’t be imprisoned for debt in
Scotland. In England and Wales, while organ-
ising physical defence against the bailiffs was
important, the main focus was on huge propa-
ganda campaigns to make sure that people
knew their rights.

In most cases of debt, before the Poll Tax
was introduced, just the threat of the bailiffs
was enough to secure payment. According to
Simon Smith, the Secretary of the Association
of Certified Bailiffs for England and Wales:

Under the rates, goods were actually
removed in only around 1% of cases — 99%
of the time the bailiffs secured payment or
the promise of payment.

Labour Research, October 1990,

Normally when goods are poinded, the
debtors see how low a value the sheriff
officers are placing on their goods and
somehow find the money, often by bor-
rowing from relatives, to pay up.

Glasgow Herald, 1/7/89.
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Because of this, distraint was seen by councils
as an efficient method of debt collection. The
situation had got so bad in the past because few
people knew their rights. So, when bailiffs had
intimidated people into letting them in, or
barged the door down, often with police collu-
sion, there was no community resistance.

Sothe first task of Anti-Poll Tax Unions was
to inform people about what the bailiffs could
and couldn’t do. In Scotland, people were ad-
vised not to tell the sheriffs where they worked,
not to tell them which banks they used and not,
under any circumstances, to let them into their
houses. They were also told to inform the local
group as soon as the sheriffs threatened any-
thing. The Anti-Poll Tax Unions advised peo-
ple to move possessions to local friends’ houses
before the date of the poinding and offered to
help with the moving. People were told toleave
their cars well away from their homes. They
were informed that a wrongful poinding could
be appealed against and, in many cases, this
was done successfully. People were also told
how to avoid bailiff action by signing away
their possessions to people who lived outside
of the area or, preferably, to their children.
There are now young children who technically
own all of their parents’ possessions.

Some local law centres went onto the of-
fensive against the bailiffs, providing informa-
tion to the public, which totally undermined
their actions. One morning in May 1991, the
bailiffs delivered over 4,000 intimidation no-
tices to people throughout Bristol. By 7.30 am.
the law centre had heard about this and con-
tacted all local radio stations. By 8.00 p.m. the
news bulletins which went out every fifteen
minutes, reported:

Today bailiffs have delivered notices for
payment to over 4,000 people in Bristol. A
spokesperson from the law centre said that
they were illegal and should be ignored.

So most people ignored them. This is a good

example of the way in which voluntary groups
were able to contribute to the campaign.
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BEAT THE

BAILIFFS !

DON'T PANIC DON'T PAY!

w A bailff is only allowed to @ Bailifs can enter through an
enter your home if you have open window, 5o keep them locked.

let them in. & Tell your children net to open
® If you do let them in they the door

can se force on lefer visits. w1 Ask a friend fo be 3 witnes o
w Council officials may well be prevent illegal action, better shill
doing the bailiffs job at first contact your loal ani-polltax group,

Join the Bailiff Bustejr_.g_
&

255- 504

While an important part of the resistance to
the bailiffs, propaganda was not enough. Di-
rect responses needed to be organised. Action
against the bailiffs was planned months in ad-
vance. Throughout Britain, city-wide bailiff
busting groups were formed. Activists in Edin-
burgh formed a group called ‘Scum-busters’
which was equipped with CB radios, and
squadrons of cars. Telephone trees were organ-
ised; bailiff companies were monitored; their
car registration numbers were taken and dis-
tributed to activists in all the local areas.

Camden, in London, followed their examplein
1991:
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We have organised a rota so that we know
who and when people are available to do
whatever shift. We have organised a ‘knock
up system’ giving people different responsi-
bilities for knocking up each part of the
estate when the bailiffs are spotted. Tel-
ephone trees have also been established.
We have approached a couple of mini-cab
firms who have agreed to be bailiff spot-
ters... We visited the bailiff’s office in
Wandsworth and, believe me, they are
worried. After all they are used to intimidat-
ing old-aged pensioners and one parent
families but now they know we are organ-
ised it’s a different story.

Josie Alverez, Mornington Crescent APTU, Camden, London,
All-Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federation newsletter, September
1990.

In Bristol a bailiff monitoring group was
formed. The bailiffs Roach and Co. were per-
manently watched for a week; their vehicle
details were taken. Information was found out
about individual bailiffs; their home addresses
were distributed to the local groups. Pickets
were regularly organised outside their offices.

The first Scottish people to face poindings
were given advance warning by the sheriff
officers. This gave them the legal power to force
entry, but also enabled the Anti-Poll Tax Un-
ions to prepare for their arrival. The sheriffs’
first attempt was at the Glasgow home of
Jeannette McGuin on Tuesday July 4th 1989.
Jeannette owed just £59 for non-registration.
Over 300 people turned up outside her house.
Banners were hung out of the window saying
‘God Help the Sheriffs’. The sheriffs didn’t
show up and Jeannette McGuin never heard
another word from them. As the non-payment
cases began to emerge, the level of activity
picked up. For example, in Edinburgh over 300
people filled a central high street to prevent a
poinding on March 3rd. 200 activists guarded
flatsin the Grass Marketarea on April 11th,and
150 people guarded 11 flats in Stockbridge and
Comely Bank on April 17th and 18th —an event

153

SINKING THE FLAGSHIP



POLL TAX REBELLION

which featured two street parties, a march
around the local area, and the physical chasing
of two sheriff officers out of the area. Similar
situations developed across Scotland:
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The very first poinding which was supposed
to have been taking place was in a small
village called Pathead. The woman was
getting a bit worried, she’d had no contact
whatsoever with any Anti-Poll Tax groups,
but she’d heard about the Anti-Poll Tax
movement. She’d phoned up the federa-
tion office. The federation phoned me as a
contact... | spoke to her, telling her | could
get her help in the area if she wanted the
people to come. She was a bit dubious to
start with. She thought, ‘Oh well, he’s only
saying that, the Anti-Poll Tax movement
willn’y come and help me. | mean Pathead
must have been fifteen to sixteen miles
from Edinburgh, would people come from
that area for to help us.” So | went up again
on the Thursday, explained everything
again to her, reassured her...

| put up the Mayfield/Newtongrange
banner in her garden, took along the
federation banner, hung that from her
window... The back of eight o’clock every-
body started coming up, they actually
started running a relay service, a shuttle
service with cars going to collect people,
and I'd say by about half-past nine to ten
o’clock we had 110 people standing in the
garden. It was a beautiful day, it was like
everybody was sunbathing, having a day
out, we stood about there, everybody
singing songs, we had the records on, a
couple of them had a wee drink, things like
that, waiting on the sheriff officers com-
ing... So she thought ‘I wonder if the Anti-
Poll Tax movement is going to stay here
because they had a lot of poindings on that
day?’ But | guaranteed her we'd have
people there from eight in the morning to
eight at night.

The sheriff officers turned up, got on
the phone and, lo and behold, a police car
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turned up... So the police came up and
asked us if the sheriff officers could get in
and | said ‘Well, I'm telling you, under no
circumstances whatsoever are we allowing
any sheriff officers into anybody’s house to
carry out a poinding.’

So everyone was shouting and jeering
in the garden and that, they were dancing
about and that. | says to them, ‘Listen,
could you keep quiet just now so that we
can hear what the police and the sheriff
officers are saying?’ So the sheriff officers
turned around to the police, and says ‘|
want him arrested, because he’s organising
this,” and the police says ‘Well, we can’t do
a thing.” And everyone in the garden, | says
to them well, ‘They want me arrested.’
They says, ‘Well, if you're getting arrested
then all of us are getting arrested.” And by
this time, the local coalman had come up
the road in his lorry, stopped his lorry and
blocked the street. The two guys at the
back jumped off, and the coalman who
was driving the lorry, they jumped over the
fence and joined us. The local council
workers, who were doing the windows at
the time, downed their tools and got in the
garden and supported us. It's worse than
jungle drums, because the local baker
heard it, he came around with his baker’s
van and started dishing out cakes to us.
The sheriff officers were getting quite
panicky by this time. The police got in their
car and left the sheriff officers. | told them
again. | said, ‘You'd better get going, it's a
waste of your time, we know you're not
going to get in, so there’s nothing else you
can do.’ So they asked for the woman in
the house... She spoke to them over the
gate. | says, ‘The first thing that you must
tell me — you're a sheriff officer?” He says, I
am.’ | says, ‘Well, look, | want identifica-
tion,” because they carry a card, and their
photograph. So he had a big folder. He
opened the folder, his hands were shaking
that much that | had to have the folder and
take his identification out for him. | got the
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identification, he showed her it and | says,
‘Well, what's your business?’ He says, ‘Well,’
he says to, Mabel Brown, her name was,
‘We're here to execute this summary
warrant on you for to gain entry into your
house to carry out a poinding.” We took it
off him. | says to Mabel, ‘Well, you know
what to do with that,” so she ripped it up,
took it into the house and threw it in the
fire. I says to them, ‘There’s no way you’re
getting in,” so they were quite persistent.
They tried to get in for five or ten minutes
and by this time the crowd were getting
quite hostile, and [ says, ‘I think you'd
better go to you’re car while you've still got
four wheels and you're still able to walk.’
Jackie Moyers, Mayfield/Newtongrange Anti-Poll Tax Union,
6/5/91.

In the South West of England the prepara-
tions for the bailiffs were put to the test on
August 3rd 1990. Bailiffs from Roach and Co.
(Bristol) were due to go both to Barry, near
Cardiff, and the village of Bishops Lydeard
near Taunton. A picket was called by the Avon
Federation of Anti-Poll Tax Unions for 7.00
a.m. outside Roach’s headquarters. This was
aimed at getting maximum publicity across the
day, and blockading any vehicles which hap-
pened to go from the central compound. At the
same time federation members set up a watch
on the Severn Bridge. At 7.30 a.m. one of
Roach’s cars was spotted crossing the bridge.
This was telephoned through to the Cardiff
Federation who had 50 people waiting on the
estate which the bailiffs were due to visit. The
car was later spotted three miles away with its
tyres slashed. In the meantime over 100 people
had been on the end of telephones waiting to be
called up if necessary.

The action at Bishops Lydeard was even
more dramatic. A large number of the tiny
village’s population took the day off work.
They divided up into small groups, and block-
aded every road into the village. Barricades
were constructed and every vehicle which tried
to enter was stopped and asked its business.
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Cars were driven up and down the country
lanes to spot the bailiffs. In the end, the bailiffs
didn’t come near the place.

In one or two places when the bailiffs got
desperate, they made attempts to distrain
goods found outside people’s houses. A classic
example came from Bristol when Roach and
Co. attempted to get into the house of someone
on their list for non-payment. They couldn’t
gain entry so they took away his garden
equipment (including the lawn mower) and
three cars which were parked outside his
house. Itdidn’t occur to them thatif he werenot
paying the Poll Tax, he probably didn't have
much money, so he probably didn’t have three
cars. The next day they discovered that one of
the cars was owned by the next door neigh-
bour, and the man from whom they had in-
tended toseize goods had actually paid hisPoll ~ Families in Barry wait
Tax. He sued for illegal distraint and joined the
Anti-Poll Tax Union, saying that he was not outside their homes for the
going to pay next year.

But the campaign was not only defensive.  bailiffs to arrive.
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Many local activists decided to visit the bailiffs
in their homes, and let them know that they
were not welcome in our communities. On
May 1st 1991, around 80 activists from around

the

South-West converged on the little town of

Nempnett Thrubwell, where Mr. Roach the
owner of the Bristol based bailiff company
lived. This extract from my diary describes the
event:
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We thought Mr. Roach needed to see what
it felt like to be intimidated in his home...
The press were all there. Mr. Roach wasn't.
We informed all his neighbours that Mr.
Roach was a bailiff. ‘Oh,’ said one of them,
‘I wondered why he had such a flash car.’
Another, an old bloke, came out of his
house wielding a stick. He said, ‘You
shouldn’t interfere with other people’s
property.” ‘That’s what we’ve come to tell
Mr. Roach,” we replied. At about 7.30 p.m.
we saw the others come over the horizon
with banners and slogans, filling the coun-
try lanes with chants of ‘We won’t pay the
Poll Tax’. The village didn't really know
what had hit it. There were certainly more
Anti-Poll Tax activists than houses. Everyone
gathered around Roach’s house. A banner
which read ‘Bristol Bailiff Assassins’ was
planted on his lawn. It just so happened,
that Mr. Roach had been building himself a
garden wall and there were a lot of new
bricks lying around, so people started to
brick up his doors and windows. Others
had a look at Mr. Roach'’s double garage —
the door was open. Any good bailiff should
know that if you want to keep your prop-
erty safe, you shouldn’t leave your door
open. Well, there wasn’t a car inside, but
there was a mountain bike; fishing tackle,
clothes, bottles of wine, garden equipment.
In fact, the place was chock-a-block. A
mock auction was held in front of the press.
Anyway, his possessions ended up strewn
all over the garden, and slogans were
daubed across the back of his wall: ‘Fuck off
bailiff, we’'ll be back!’ The police arrived



about five minutes after we had gone. We
heard that Mr. Roach was escorted home
later that night in a police car. It's good to
give people like that a taste of their own
medicine.

Danny Burns, extract from diary, 2/5/91.

The story, which was widely covered by the
regional press, made people laugh and made
the point that they didn't have to wait help-
lessly until the bailiffs came to them. It also
inspired other actions elsewhere. In Edin-
burgh, local Anti-Poll Tax groups started a
campaign, called Operation Suburban Storm,
to visit local councillors” homes and carry out
mock poindings.

Occupations were another common tactic
of the campaign against the bailiffs and the
councils. On September 20th 1989, Edinburgh
activists took over the council chamber when
the Labour council decided to go ahead with
warrant sales. On November 17th, they occu-
pied the offices of Sheriff Officer H.M. Love.
Similar actions took place in Glasgow. On Oc-
tober 12th over 50 Glasgow Anti-Poll Tax pro-
testers occupied the offices of sheriff officers
Gray and Scott. This occupation (which was
organised by the Strathclyde Anti-Poll Tax
Federation) demanded that a threatened war-
rant sale against a woman, Mrs. Patton was
dropped. Within three hours the sheriffs
agreed to drop the case and hand it back to the
council. The level of activity grew more in-
tense:

In Strathclyde there have been at least
four occupations of sheriff officers’ offices.
On April 18th the offices of George Walker
(sheriff officers) were occupied by 40
people For over 28 hours. In the following
week, three other sheriffs’ offices were
occupied, including one by Pollock Against
The Poll Tax on 23rd April. On 11th May,
40 people occupied an Easterhouse DSS
office for 10 hours to protest at Poll Tax
deductions from claimants’ benefits.

Counter Information, No.27, June 1990.
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While these were all serious political actions,
many of them had a funny side. John Cooper
from Glasgow describes an occupation of the
Poll Tax Office on Queen Street;

We had about 30 people and it was quite
well-organised. So we went through the
office, and | happened to notice that there
were still people arriving to pay their Poll
Tax. The staff had all kinda moved back out
of the way, so | just sat down at the desk
and said through the glass, ‘Can | help
you?’ I says ‘It's OK you don’t need to pay
any more, its abolished!” and the guy says,
‘Are you sure?’ | says, ‘I'm positive, you
know what Id do with this money, go and
spend it, have a good time.” He says,
*You're having me on.’ | could see the guy
Demonstrators occupy the was still uncertain. So there was a bunch of
pads for phone messages, | ripped one of
offices of Edinburgh bailiffs them off, and said’ ‘If there’s any bother
just send that in to us.’
Gray and Scott. John Cooper, Glasgow, 8/5/91.

Rob Houn
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By April 1991 (after the Poll Tax had been
introduced for a year), few bailiff companies
had recovered enough to survive on. Bristol
City Council for example had only received
£54,000 in response to their threatening letters
(from a total of over 120,000 non-payers). As
long as non-payment held up, the odds were
dramatically stacked against the bailiffs. There
were simply not enough of them to deal with
the problem. At their 1990 annual conference,
Simon Smith, the Secretary of the Association
of Certified Bailiffs, admitted that with only
1000 registered bailiffs and over 10 million
expected non-payers they didn’t have a chance
of enforcing even a small fraction.

The biggest problem for the bailiffs was
that they were paid on a commission basis. If
they didn’t recover the Poll Tax debt for the
council, they didn’t get paid for the work they
did. This proved troublesome, not least be-
cause they had lost the safe source of income
which they used to receive from the rates.
Many bailiff firms faced serious cash flow
problems as they needed to employ more peo-
ple but received less money. A report in the
Hackney Gazette high-lighted their problem:

Rayner Ferrar and Co., whose contract
ended this week, added that they faced
bankruptcy if they had continued working
for the Town Hall. David Rayner, a director
of the bailiff company, said: ‘We had
15,000 liability orders given to us to chase
up. Four out of five of all those liability
orders were not collectable because the Poll
Tax register is in such a terrible mess.
People named in the register weren't at the
address given, or they were paying by
direct debit and it wasn’t on the computer,
or they were liable for rebates they hadn’t
received. We desperately need accurate
financial information. It is not financially
viable for us to act for Hackney Council any
longer, we'll go bust if we continue.” Town
Hall bosses have refused to agree to the
new terms the bailiffs demanded — a set
payment for every case they chased up
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whether of not the rebel paid up, plus the
agreed commission. Previously they worked
on a commission only basis.

Hackney Gazette, 19/4/91.

In the South-West two bailiff firms went
out of business. This was not uncommon else-
where. By July 1981, when the tax had been in
place for more than two years, Scottish bailiffs
had carried out 41,102 poinding visits (Labour
Research, October 1991) but they hadn’t man-
aged to sell the goods of a single one, and, in
England and Wales, the number of successful
bailiff actions could be counted on the fingers
of one hand.

Defying The Threat
Of Income Deduction

In many cases the appeal of attachment of
earnings orders to the government parallels
the appeal of the charge. Both are decep-
tively simple and in an ideal world, where
good citizens follow their statutory duties
on time, and with attention to detail, then
the problems so obvious to practical collec-
tors evaporate. Unfortunately, it is the
collectors’ view which is closer to the real
world, not the government’s

Local Government Chronicle, Poll Tax supplement, 16/11/90.

The alternative to bailiff action was wage
arrestment, income support arrestmentand, in
Scotland, the freezing of bank accounts. Local
councils had the power to instruct employers
and the Department of Social Security to de-
duct money directly from people’s incomes. A
number of high profile actions were taken
against income support deductions such as the
occupation and roof-top protest carried out by
Tottenham Anti-Poll Tax Union on 17th July
1991, but the focus of activity was on practical
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advice and attempts to get the trade unions to
resist.

Anti-Poll Tax Unions advised their mem-
bers to take their money out of the four big
banks and use smaller banks or building soci-
eties. In some cases, even bank staff warned
people that their accounts would be frozen, so
they moved their money elsewhere. In theend,
the banks made it clear to local councils that
freezing bank accounts was not an effective
enforcement procedure and they would not co-
operate indefinitely:

The Committee of Scottish Clearing Bank-
ers has written to the regional councils
urging them not to proceed with mass
account arrestments. The banks are particu-
larly worried about mass speculative
arrestments where sheriff officers send lists
of names to bank head offices in the hope
that some of the people named will have
bank accounts. The banks have to circulate
the lists to branches who have to check
their records. The ‘success rate’ according
to the Committee is only around 5-6%.
LGIU, Poll Tax Focus, No.11, December 1989.

As a result bank account freezing was not in-
cluded in the enforcement options when the
Poll Tax was introduced to England and Wales.
Wage arrestment on the other hand, ap-
peared to offer some chance of success, but it
turned out to be just as problematic. In the first
instance, it didn’t act as a deterrent for people
on low incomes because there was a maximum
amount that councils could deduct each week.
This operated on a sliding scale but could be no
more than £1.75 per week for those on income
support, and £8 per week for someone earning
£100. So, even if someone did get their wages
arrested, they would end up paying less per
week than if they paid the Poll Tax direct. This
meant that there was an incentive to wait.
The threat of trade union action was also a
potential problem for councils. Attempts to
resist wage arrestment through union action
were focused around setting up work-place
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Anti-Poll Tax Unions. These bypassed official
trade union structures, because even those few
unions such as NALGO who had a theoretical
policy of support for non-payment, refused to
put it into practice. A number of work-places
set up groups, but these ran up against heavy
resistance. George Thorne, of the Stockport
branch of ‘Postal Workers Against The Poll
Tax’ highlighted some of the difficulties in an
article for Socialist Voice:

We borrowed some union notepaper and
put up a notice asking anyone who was
interested to attend a meeting. The meet-
ing was well-attended and we formed our
group calling ourselves The UCW Anti-Poll
Tax Group. AlImost immediately we came
into collision with the UCW. The Union said
that we should not have used union
headed notepaper. In the August edition of
our union newspaper The Post, there was a
small unsigned article advising members
not to support PWAPT.

This was a typical union reaction and these
organisational problems ensured that only a
few work-place groups thrived. There was
some strike action by council workers, but it
tended, like the strike of Greenwich housing
workers, to be more related to improving the
working conditions of Poll Tax office staff than
challenging the Poll Tax itself. As a result, there
were very few examples of unions and employ-
ers who refused to deduct from wages.
However, the councils still had one insur-
mountable headache. They had to find out
where people worked. This was a real night-
mare because other than asking the people
concerned, they had no real way of getting the
information they needed. When a liability or-
der was granted by the court, non-payers were
sent a form which requested details of employ-
ment. Failure to fill it out carried a fine of £100
and £400 if the non-payer provided false infor-
mation. But this didn’t act as a deterrent either,
because, if people couldn’t pay the Poll Tax
itself (and the court costs which were added),
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then it made little difference if the council
added another £100. A survey carried out by
the Audit Commission in late 1989 showed
that, nationally, only 15% of people who re-
ceived the form actually sent it back. Like elec-
toral registration, it was widely ignored even
though this was a criminal offence. As a result
it was difficult for the councils to arrest the
wages of anyone other than those employed by
large institutions (their own employees, col-
leges of further education, and some large cor-
porations), but these only represented a small
fraction of non-payers.

By July 1991, Scottish local authorities had
only managed 14,102 wage arrestments and
14,710 bank arrestments (Labour Research, Oc-
tober 1990) which, from a population of over a
million Scottish non-payers, was laughable.
They achieved more income support deduc-
tions (72,819 by June 1991) but, because of the
small amounts involved, it cost councils more
to administer them than they got back. Coun-
cils in England and Wales could do no better.
Now, their only hope of recovering the money
was to threaten imprisonment.

Too Many People To
Jail

The threat of imprisonment was the final
deterrent aimed at intimidating people into
paying. The first person threatened was a 74-
year old pensioner, Mr. Cyril Mundin. He was
arrested on Thursday 11th October 1990, by
bailiffs from the firm of Madigans. After spend-
ing one and a half hours at the local police
station, he was escorted to the magistrates’
court, where he was given fourteen days to pay
his outstanding tax. He was threatened with a
fourteen-day prison sentence if he refused to
comply. Bailiffs had unsuccessfully attempted
to enter his house on three occasions. Activists,
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angered by the action of Northampton Bor-
ough Council, occupied the offices of the City
Treasurer, refusing to let him go for over an
hour. In the end, Mr. Mundin didn’t go to jail,
his Poll Tax was paid by The News of the World.
This action was not a spontaneous gesture of
sympathy, it was an attempt to deflect the bad
publicity which the jailing of a pensioner
would have received.

It was not long before the first non-payer
was jailed. On Friday 7th December, Brian
Wright was jailed for 21 days by Grantham
Council. Brian received over 800 cards and
letters from well-wishers, 700 demonstrators
turned up outside the prison a week later and
the local council was inundated by hate mail
from Anti-Poll Tax activists. Douglas Hogg, the
local MP and government minister was visited
by twenty people including members of the
Wright family. Through pressure, they forced
the MP to ensure that Brian was allowed to be
visited every day, and he was released after
only fourteen days. Political pressure of this
sort, surprisingly seemed to have an impact on
the conditions of imprisoned non-payers and
some had their sentences reduced.

The second non-payer to be jailed was
Patrick Westmore on the Isle of Wight. Patrick
was a Militant supporter and Chair of the local
Anti-Poll Tax Union. While he demonstrated
thathe only had £36.70 a week to live on, he was
still imprisoned for fourteen days — clearly
singled out because of his political role. By
September 1991, 70 people had been sent to
prison for non-payment, mostly for a couple of
weeks but in some cases up to three months.
The Labour MP, Terry Fields, was imprisoned
for two months. Regular pickets were mounted
outside the prisons. In many areas, the local
prisoners’ support groups, which had formed
after the Trafalgar Square demonstration, car-
ried out similar work for non-payment prison-
ers. They arranged visits, sent cards and books,
and ensured that letters and statements from
the prisoners were published.

~ For those who were not in a position to
make a principled stand, the committal hear-

166



ings were important because magistrates were
obliged to take into account the financial cir-
cumstances of the defendants. So, far from
acting as a deterrent, some people saw them as
the only chance they would get to explain their
financial circumstances to the authorities. De-
fendants had the right to a full means hearing
and had the opportunity to present their fam-
ily accounts. This meant that it was in the
interest of everyone (even those who decided
that they would eventually pay) to wait until
the committal hearing, because they were
likely to get a more favourable instalment deal
from the court than the council.

In addition to this, at the commital stage,
magistrates had the right to waive debts. On
26th February 1991, Sharon West a mother of
three children was brought before the Taunton
Deane Magistrates’ Court for non-payment. If
she had been imprisoned, her children would
have been putinto care. The magistrates let her
walk free. Other magistrates were not so sym-
pathetic, apparently unable to comprehend
the poverty people faced:

The Finneys offered to pay £5 a week. The
magistrate said that it wasn’t enough. He
wanted to know why Mr. Finney, who is a
labourer for a pottery firm, spent £10 per
week travelling to work. ‘Didn’t he have a
company car?’

Newcastle Under Lyme Magistrates’ Court, june 1991.
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While the number of people facing prison
appeared frighteningly high, the situation had
actually been far worse under the rates. Un-
known to most people, an average of over 300
peoplea year had been imprisoned for inability
to pay the rates over the previous ten years
(Stoke on Trent CAB, survey, 1987). Now for
the first time the councils had been forced to
expose what they were doing.

Because imprisonment was the last stage of
the enforcement process, councils needed it to
be an effective deterrent. So, officials of Labour
councils stood up in court and argued for
people to be imprisoned, even where the non-
payer offered to have their wages arrested or
tried to pay in monthly instalments. But still
people were not deterred. In September 1991,
Bristol City Council started taking 40 people a
week through the courts for committal hear-
ings. A local councillor, Robin Moss (one of the
rebels expelled from the Labour Group for his
stand against the Poll Tax), managed to get
hold of the list of those due to appear. He
noticed the name of someone he knew on the
list, and immediately rang her up. ‘Did you
realise youare duetoappearin court tomorrow
for a committal hearing?’. ‘Oh yes’ she replied,
‘but I have to take some kids to see the dino-
saurs.” This captures the mood of indifference
to the actions of the authorities. Of that first 40
people, five came to an agreement with the
council before the court case, five cases were
heard (four were given suspended sentences
and one was imprisoned), but the other 30
didn’tbother to turn up. They could technically
bearrested by bailiffs (and one or two were) but
it was impossible to track them all down.

The Bristol cases were instructive for an-
other reason. The first man to be sent down,
Tony Whitfield, was held for three days in a
police cell in Frome because there was no room
inany of the Bristol policestations orin Bristol’s
Horfield Jail. The second man imprisoned,
David Britain, was sent to a police station in
Hampshire, because, there was no space avail-
able anywhere in Avon. The third, Paul Cham-
berlain, was taken to a police station in
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Bridgwater and then transferred to Plymouth.
So, if the authorities were having trouble deal-
ing with the first three cases, how were they
going to deal with the hundreds who had al-
ready been given suspended sentences, let
alone the 150,000 non-payers waiting to be
summoned? It is worth adding that it cost the
government around £600 per week to put
people in jail, so for each two-month sentence
they were paying over £5,000 in lieu of perhaps
£500 unpaid Poll Tax.
Most councils quickly realised thatit would
be impossible to imprison more than a handful
of peopleand slackened off the pace of commit- A tired but defiant Tony
tal hearings, but the public also realised this,
and knew that there was now no effectivesanc- ~ Whitfield emerges from
tion against non-payment. The State was re-
duced to the futile mass production of threat-  prison after being refused
ening letters which were increasingly ignored
by an angry and confident population. medication for four days.

Mm:k Sim;ﬁbné
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Sinking The Flagship

So | say: let us have some recriminations.
This was not some natural unforeseen
disaster. Everything that happened to this
miserable, misbegotten, mean spirited
piece of legislation was predicted right from
the start. Even large sections of the Con-
servative Party especially in local govern-
ment, warned privately of what would
happen. But most shamefully kept quiet in
public because Mummy wanted it, and
Mummy knew best. Can one even begin to
imagine the outcry there would have been
in the Tory newspapers if a Labour govern-
ment had made such a catastrophic mess?

So let Messrs. Baker, Ridley, Portillo,
Gummer, Howard, Patten and the rest be
forced to parade through the streets
wearing placards, dunces’ caps and red
noses. Let them be beaten about the head
with pigs’ bladders. Let the Thatcher
Foundation be presented with a bill for
£3,390m. Let all members of the Adam
Smith Institute be debarred from holding
public office in their life-times. And let every
Right-wing scribbler and leader writer who
defended the tax attend a great televised
banquet at which they are required to eat
their words without the benefit of alcohol.
Robert Harris, Sunday Times, 24/2/91.

The events I have narrated describe the
downfall of the Poll Tax. Crippled by the im-
possibility of enforcement, the government
was forced to back down. This section chroni-
cles the way in which that happened.

From the beginning of 1990, the govern-
ment went through a series of tactical retreats.
Month after month, minor modifications were
made to reduce the burden of taxation on this
group or that. In February 1990, following the
Town Hall riots and a series of opinion polls
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which showed overwhelming public opposi-
tion to the Poll Tax, Thatcher ordered her Envi-
ronment Secretary, Chris Patten, to investigate
further changes:

Ministers privately admit that the chaotic
run up to April’s introduction of the Com-
munity Charge is proving so politically
damaging that changes will have to be
made.

The Observer, 18/2/90.

But this was not to be a ‘root and branch’
review. Its purpose was still to sort out the
‘anomalies’, and the Tories continued to de-
fend the principle of the Poll Tax.

On March 25th the Sunday Correspondent
produced an opinion poll which showed that
Michael Heseltine (a consistent opponent of the
Poll Tax) would reduce Labour’s lead in the
polls if he were to become leader of the Con-
servative Party:

Even more remarkable is the demonstration
of Mr. Heseltine's electoral potency. La-
bour’s standing in the poll is 55% compared
with 28% for the Tories, but when voters
were asked how they would vote if Heseltine
were Conservative leader the lead narrowed
dramatically to 48% for Labour, 41% for the
Conservatives.

Sunday Correspondent, 25/3/90.

He began to talk openly of his reservations
about the Poll Tax but still refused to challenge
the Prime Minister, pledging support for her
and the party:

| have made it clear many times that | expect
Mrs. Thatcher to lead the party into the next
election and that the Conservatives will win.

Sunday Correspondent, 25/3/91.

But, his carefully worded statements served
only to fuel press speculation about a possible
leadership challenge.

In April 1990, following the Trafalgar
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Square demonstration, the Tories lost the key
Mid-Staffordshire by-election with a swing to
Labour of 21.3% — the biggest swing from Con-
servative to Labour since the Putney by-elec-
tion of 1934.

The May local council elections produced a
mixed result. The Labour Party had a substan-
tial overall victory (albeit not as big as pre-
dicted), gaining over 300 council seats, but it
was tarnished by an effective Tory propaganda
campaign which focused solely on the results
of their two ‘flagship’ local authorities, West-
minster and Wandsworth. These two authori-
ties had managed to get their Poll Tax level
down to £176 and £149 per head. Both authori-
ties increased their share of the vote and the
Tories were able to argue that the problem with
the Poll Tax was that Labour authorities were
spending too much and setting their Poll Tax
too high. They argued that people were not
rejecting the principle of the Poll Tax, but the
level. The argument was flawed because the
Labour Party increased its share of the vote in
Haringey which had the highest Poll Tax level
in Britain. Also both Westminster and Wands-
worth received far greater central government
subsidy than virtually any other councils.
Nevertheless, the Tories scored a propaganda
victory which enabled them to struggle on with
the Poll Tax, maintaining the belief that if they
ironed out the anomalies, and imposed limits
on Labour’s ability to spend through capping,
then they would see out the political difficul-
ties.

Over the next months, as non-payment
quietly mounted and the enforcement process
began, trouble for the Tories opened on a differ-
ent front. The deputy Prime Minister, Geoffrey
Howe, made a mortally wounding speech in
the House of Commons attacking Thatcher for
her position on Europe and exposing her auto-
cratic style of government. This speech opened
up the floodgates. It was swiftly followed by an
attack from Nigel Lawson, her ex-Chancellor,
who also attacked the Poll Tax. The door was
finally opened for Michael Heseltine to chal-
lenge for the leadership. The main election
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issue was the Poll Tax. Thatcher won the first
ballot, but failed to gain an overall majority.
The ‘Iron Lady’ was wounded, and it soon
became clear that many Tory MPs would no
longer support her . On November 20th 1990,
Thatcher reluctantly withdrew from the lead-
ership contest and resigned as Prime Minister.
John Major was elected as thenew party leader,
and, in a bid for party unity, brought Michael
Heseltine into the cabinet, giving him respon-
sibility for reforming the Poll Tax.

Major authorised Heseltine to carry out a
fundamental review of the tax. But he also
made it clear that he didn’t intend to abolish it.
When he was asked on TV AM’s Frost on
Sunday whether he would veto a proposal
from Michael Heseltine to abolish the tax, he
said, ‘I am sure he won't suggest that, the
situation won't arise.”

On March 7th 1991, the Liberal Democrats
won the Tories fourth safest seat at the Ribble
Valley by-election, overturning a majority of
19,528 to win by over 4,000 votes. All the opin-
ion polls carried out in the weeks preceding the
election showed that the overriding issue of
concern was the Poll Tax. This was a deeply
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Thatcher resigns. A day of
rejoicing for the many
people who had suffered

under Thatcherism.

worrying sign for Tory Party election strate-
gists. In the year since its introduction the gov-
ernment had been forced to extend rebates to
more and more people, and had widened the
scope of relief payments. Neither of these
changes had dampened down public anger.
Changes now had to be made which were more
than cosmetic:

Mr. Major has admitted that there must be
something wrong with a tax which starts
with the principle that everyone should pay,
and ends with a system under which 18m
out of 36m have to be offered rebates to
damp the political furore.

Financial Times, 21/2/91.

These were made possible by the new budget of
the Chancellor Norman Lamont. On March
19th he announced that every Poll Tax bill in
the country would be reduced by £140. This
reduction was to be paid for by a 2.5% increase
in VAT -an initiative designed to take the sting
outof theresistance to the Poll Tax. But because
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it involved recalculating 35 million bills it cre-
ated even deeper administrative chaos for the
councils. It also created the perverse situation
in which residents of Wandsworth didn’t have
to pay any tax. This was widely resented. Over
the following week the Tory Party furiously
debated the future of the Poll Tax. The Right-
wing clung faithfully to the principle that
‘everyone should pay something.” Asaresult,a
hybrid tax was touted around the corridors of
Westminster, a tax which would be partly a
head tax and partly a property tax. This too was
attacked from within the Tory ranks - de-
scribed by Nigel Lawson as the ‘son of Poll
Tax’.

On Thursday March 2lst, Michael
Heseltine announced the abolition of the Poll
Tax. He said it would be replaced in 1993, by a
new taxation system based on ability to pay.
This new ‘Council Tax’ was to be a banded tax
based on property value.

The Anti-Poll Tax movement celebrated,
but remained firm in its commitment to non-
payment as it was still two years before the new
tax would be introduced. They knew that if
people couldn’t pay the first years Poll Tax
there was no possibility of them paying a sec-
ond or third. It was also difficult to predict how
progressive the new Council Tax would actu-
ally turn out to be.

The political parties all declared that the
victory was theirs. The Liberal Democrats
proclaimed that the Ribble Valley by-election
was the reason why the Poll Tax was abolished.

This victory for the Liberal Democrats has
put paid to the Poll Tax. If there was any
doubt that it was the issue that was going
to settle this by-election then there’s no
doubt now. When the Poll Tax is finally laid
to rest in the grave, its epitaph will read:
‘Here lies the Poll Tax killed in Ribble
Valley'.

Mike Carr, Elected MP for Ribble Valley, The Guardian, 8/3/91.

They failed to admit that the reason for their
victory was the vibrant campaign mounted by
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the non-payment movement. But the Prime
Minister John Major madeit quite clear why the
tax had been abolished. In his address to con-
cerned Right-wingers, a week before the an-
nouncement of abolition, he said that the Poll
Tax was unenforceable. He cited figures of 17.5
million people who had either not paid or were
in serious arrears — about half of those liable to
pay. As The Observer reported:

If the Poll Tax is dead it was killed by non-
payment, a tactic which each of the three
main parties insisted was pointless and
wrong. Extra-parliamentary action, that
nightmare of Westminster politicians,
proved itself and in the process exposed
the hollowness of our claims to democ-
racy... This weekend each and every one of
those non-payers should feel proud of
themselves... The SNP can claim more
credit from the affair than most, but their
non-payment campaign was never the true
engine of the revolt. The much trumpeted
list of 100,000’ non-payers was never
convincing and some of the party’s own
councillors buckled when faced with hard
choices... Labour councillors... shed croco-
dile tears which would have shamed a Nile
crocodile while inviting non-payers to take
a close look at the law’s teeth... Few of
Scotland’s politicians have anything to be
proud of at the end of this episode. When
most needed they were found wanting and
it was left to a rag-tag army of ordinary
people to destroy a bad law.

The Observer, 24/3/91.

What a powerful army it proved to be! The
publication of the first 1991 report on the Poll
Tax by the Audit Commission must have made
sobering reading. By the end of January, non-
payment averaged 18% in shire district coun-
cils, 27% in metropolitan districts, 23% in outer
London boroughs and 34% in inner London
boroughs. Most councils were borrowing
heavily to bridge the gap. In Scotland, non-
payment had almost doubled from 18% in the
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first year to nearly 35%. In England and Wales,
even when peoplehad been through the courts,
only 28% of people paid up when they received
liability orders. And it was not only the non-
payers who were causing trouble. The Poll Tax
Legal Group, who attended an Audit Commis-
sion conference on enforcing the Poll Tax, re-
ported a number of interesting insights:

The conference revealed the existence of a
vast unorganised protest movement who
are sabotaging the community charge
quite independently of the existing non-
payment campaigns. These include people
who are paying only their old rates’ bills,
people who are deducting the transitional
relief portion of their demands and people

Mark Simmons
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paying direct debit who run ‘disorderly
accounts’ whereby no or insufficient money
is to be found in them when payment is
due.

Poll Tax Legal Group, Law Review No.4, March 1991.

In 1991, following the announcement of
abolition, non-payment levels in many of the
big cities of Britain rose even higher. In many
London boroughs, Strathclyde, Bristol and
otherlarge cities itrose above 50%. People were
not going to pay a tax which had been abol-
ished because of its unfairness. Thatcher and
the Poll Tax had been brought down by a
people’s campaign which was persistently dis-
missed by the political establishment until it
exploded with a force that was unstoppable.
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DON’T TRUST THIS MAN!

NO POLLTAX HERE
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Betrayal And Power

The defeat of the Poll Tax was one of the
greatest demonstrations of ‘ people power’ in
modern political history. In many respects it
was comparable with recent events in Eastern
Europe. But it is not yet certain that it has
resulted in lasting changes. Having beaten
back one of the most important symbols of
Thatcherism, we certainly have more confi-
dence and we have learnt important lessons
about how to organise political struggle. Nev-
ertheless, capitalism has been able to carry on
pretty much as usual. The government contin-
ues to attack the welfare state; the national
taxation system remains heavily weighted in
favour of the rich; and the number of people
imprisoned, because they cannot pay debts, is
still staggeringly high. The Poll Tax was a sym-
bol around which people were able to focus
their anger and action, but the principles which
underlay the Poll Tax still remain to be fought.
Jim Kelman, a Glasgow based writer reminds
us:

Nothing was ever given freely by the ruling
class, not in this country or any other
country. When left with no alternative they
concede, but when given the chance, what
they concede, they retrieve — they fight
tooth and nail to claw back.

Jim Kelman, 4th Scottish Anti-Poll Tax Forum, 11/5/91.

So, we have to make sure that we are able build
on the success of this campaign, to address the
more fundamental issues of inequality and in-
justice - issues which relate to a capitalist sys-
tem based on individualism and greed.

The first thing to be clear about is, that we
have only ourselves to rely on. We were not
only nakedly attacked by the Tories, but were
betrayed by the official labour movement
which purported to represent us. Many who
were prepared to consider resistance, were
instructed by the Labour Party to capitulate:
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This area is Labour, there’s no getting away
from it. Their fathers voted Labour, their
grandfathers voted Labour, it’s always been
Labour. It probably always will be Labour.
Before the tax came in there was talk that
they would oppose it. But as soon as the
Party said, ‘you must pay,’ they paid.

Chris Moyers, Mayfield APTU, 6/5/91.

That we succeeded in bringing about an act of
collective civil disobedience, which involved
over 17 million people, when all the main po-
litical parties and most national trade unions
were attempting to undermine it, not only
demonstrates our collective strength, it also
highlights the chronic weakness of the official
labour movement.

From the very start, they argued that we
would never build a community campaign
because there was no longer a community.
They said that people were only interested in
themselves and didn’t go to meetings; that
people were demoralised by the political de-
feats of the last decade and would not be pre-
pared to take risks over the Poll Tax and, that
people in Britain might demonstrate, but
would never be convinced not to pay because

they were law-abiding citizens with no tradi~

tion of breaking the law:

The message coming in from just about
every party is clearer than it's ever been.
Not just from the mainstream but also from
the fringe left parties. What they’re saying
is, genuine social change is not possible, all
we have left is compromise and negotia-
tion. Whatever the fight was in the past, it's
rear guard nowadays, cling onto what you
have in the face of irresistible forces. Only
the loonies think other wise, dewy-eyed
idealists and sentimental fools, people who
live in a dream world.

Jim Kelman, 4th Scottish Anti-Poll Tax Forum, 11/5/91.

Yet millions of people broke the law for the first

time. Local communities turned outagainst the
bailiffs; hundreds of thousands went to meet-
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ings; and many more contributed in other
ways. Individuals and ‘communities took the
risks that the labour movement was not pre-
pared to take.

Throughout the "80s many Labour coun-
cillorsadopted a pragmatic position, admitting
that they were managing the Tories’ cuts in
services, but arguing that they needed to be
there to protect the most vulnerable from the
impact of those cuts. The Poll Tax put this
argument to the test, because it was those who
couldn’t pay who needed the services the most.
Yet, despite the fact that some magistrates and
even Tory councillors resigned (in Oxfordshire
18 Tory councillors stepped down in protest
against the tax), only a handful of Labour
councillors followed suit.

Few people in the Anti-Poll Tax movement
expected local councils to takealead. However,
given that by the autumn of 1990, non-payment
was running at over 20% in virtually every
urban area (and was much higher in many big
cities) some elements in the Labour Party
mainstream might have been expected to break
ranks and back the non-payment campaign.
But not a single council did. All sent bailiffs
and sheriff officers to the homes of those who
couldn’t pay — the same ‘vulnerable’ people,
Labour said, they were there to protect.

It is likely that most Labour voters were
non-payers since 17 million British people re-
fused to pay the Poll Tax and less than 11
million voted Labour in the 1987 General Elec-
tion. Given this it seems politically perverse
that the Labour Party chose to attack its po-
tential electorate. It was a strategy presumably
founded on the arrogant belief that the inner-
city electorate would vote Labour, whatever
policies were presented to them.

They said that they were forced by law to
implement the tax (and would face surcharge
and disqualification from office if they refused
to comply) but none of them actually tested or
even checked this out. Some argued that it
would be unwise for them to stick their heads
above the parapet after the failed resistance to
rate capping, but in reality, it was only Liver-
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pool and Lambeth that resisted that govern-
ment attack, and they didn’t have a mass
movement of 17 million people behind them. If
Labour had either resigned or refused to im-
plement the tax, the Tories would have been
forced to up the stakes, either by running La-
bour areas themselves or bringing in un-
elected commissioners. This would have pro-
voked even greater anger and would almost
certainly have led to wider action (particularly
in the work-place). By mid-1990, when it was
obvious to all urban councils that non-payment
was massive, they would clearly have beenina
position to take action with the support of the
population. So they did have a choice! Why is it
then that they refused to stand with the people?

Many officials of the Labour Party were
simply afraid of jeopardising their careers.
Some feared losing control to a mass move-

\\‘\i\\\\‘
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ment which acted both spontaneously and un-
predictably — a movement which couldn’t be
manipulated because of its sheer size.

Other Labour Party activists genuinely be-
lieved that real power lay with central govern-
ment. They justified the way in which they
cynically laid aside their principles, by arguing
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that they would put everything right as soon as
they %ot elected. What this meant in practice
was that people who couldn’t afford to pay the
Poll Tax would have to be sacrificed until after
the next general election. What they failed to
grasp was the fundamental difference between
being elected and having power.

While it is true to say that class distinctions
are less easy to define than they used to be, it
remains indisputable thatonlyasmall fraction
of the population own the vast majority of
Britain’s wealth. These privileged people will
do anything to hold onto it, and they have the
support of powerful interest groups to fight on
their behalf (big business, the media, the police
and the military). When Labour threatened to
introduce a minimum wage, the Director
General of the CBI didn’t rush off to the Con-
servatives and ask them to mount a protest
campaign. He simply announced that Industry
would disinvest in the British economy making
it impossible for Labour to run it (Question
Time, Radio 4, 13/10/91). Large corporations
consistently fail to pay their taxes. It is well-
known that senior civil servants have under-
mined Labour legislation. Likewise, it is com-
mon knowledge that the secret services have
acted to topple Labour governments. All thisis
direct action. None of it has anything to do with
parliamentary democracy. But the Labour
party are powerless to do anything about it,
and in most cases turn a blind eye. Their sug-
gestion during the campaign, that they
couldn’t support a movement which was oper-
ating outside of the law was laughable. The
Tories have always done so. They use parlia-
ment to introduce legislation supporting their
interests, but they know that the power to
enforce it lies elsewhere. Labour’s failure to
recognise this has reduced them to an organ of
protest and negotiation - appealing to the ‘de-
cency’ of powerful people who are concerned
about little other than making money.

To clarify: to fight the forces of oppression
it is necessary to have a counter force with
which to resist them. Promises, policies, nego-
tiation and even legislation don’t constitute a
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force. The only force we have is people and
their power to take collective action. This was
what non-payment was about. Because the
community was physically withholding some-
thing which the state needed, it was exercising
power. Because it was based in local neigh-
bourhoods, and authority was not vested in the
representative structures, that power was not
diluted, and it couldn’t be corrupted. The vi-
cious response of the state, indicated just how
seriously it took the threat:

The very fact that the state employs the
forces of law and order so consistently, to
check direct action by the public, gives the
lie to the notion that radical change is not
possible. If it was not possible, the authori-
ties would scarcely respond with such
consistent ruthlessness. Radical change is
always possible.

Jim Kelman, 4th Scottish Anti-Poll Tax Forum, 11/5/91.
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Confidence And
Political Motivation

Recognising the importance of resistance,
and realising that the battle had to be fought
outside of the labour movement were impor-
tant steps for activists. But the first priority was
to convince ordinary people that it was worth
fighting. Often they were cynical about politi-
cal action because they had been consistently
told by the labour movement that they couldn’t
win. They were also given the impression that
the consequences of non-co-operation would
be devastating. Many genuinely feared the
sheriff officers:

People who live in this community, they
remember the days, as | can remember as a
child, where if you didn’y pay your rent
everything was put out on the street, on
the cart, and that was you - in the days of
the landlords. | mean | was brought up in a
single end, you had no facilities, you lived
in one room, you shared your facilities with
everyone else who lived in what had been a
house and had been sub-let into various
small apartments. They remember that,
and were never so glad to get a council
house.

Linda Wright, Prestonfield Community Resistance,
10/5/91.

Some feared that the homes which they had
spent their lives working for, could be taken
from them. The political parties colluded in this
disinformation. The Anti-Poll Tax movement
had to counter it, and convince people that if
they stood together they could win.

Giving people this confidence was essen-
tial, because it was only once they believed that
it was possible to create change that they could
takeaction. Unless people have a vision of what
might be, and how they might achieve it, it is
too painful for them to acknowledge the daily
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oppression they face. Anything other than re-
sistance will be a half-way house which simply
serves to remind people of their circumstances,
while telling them that they cannot be changed.
This is why no-one was interested in the La-
bour Party ‘Stop It' campaign. People aren’t
motivated by ‘sensibleness’ or spurred into
action by ‘realism’. They need to know that
their imaginative visions might actually be-
come reality.

The issue of nuclear war is a persistent
illustration of this. People are universally
frightened by the possibility of global annihila-
tion but, because the scale of the problem is so
big, they see no way of challenging it. It takes on
an air of inevitability which is so terrifying that
people would rather pretend that the problem
didn’t exist. They turn over the pages of news-
papers or switch television programmes,
rather than face reality. When confronted, they
may even argue in favour of nuclear weapons
because by doing so they no longer have to deal
with feelings of impotence.

Papers like The Sun aren’t only popular
because they are a quick read, people like them
because they offer the possibility that life can
change. In the tabloid world anything is possi-
ble. For those who work in boring jobs, this can
be a breath of fresh air. The lotteries and com-
petitions offer a way out of the nightmare of
poverty. The images of wealth allow people to
fantasise about how life might be. The ‘quality’
newspapers don’t allow imagination. Every-
thing is ‘fact’. Our depressing reality is de-
scribed in detail, but no possibilities for change
are offered. Traditional Left-wing politics
tends to be the same, failing to understand just
how close imagination, confidence and vision
are to the process of effecting political change.
The fact that people were not encouraged to
build visions was the first hurdle that Anti-Poll
Tax campaigners had to deal with, yet as soon
asarealistic programme for radical change was
outlined, people wanted to know more.

Once people were motivated to act, the
most important thing was to keep them in-
volved. Prior to the Anti-Poll Tax campaign,
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many people’s only experience of politics was
a traditional Labour Party or trade union
meeting - the sort of meeting where the top
table takes up 90% of the discussion; where the
only items discussed are those decided by the
executive committee; where half the meeting
time is spent discussing procedural motions or
the order of words in a resolution; where politi-
cal factions throw rhetoric across the room in
angry and unproductive exchanges. Essen-
tially, boring meetings which stretch long into
the night. Hundreds of thousands of people
havebeen to these meetings just onceand never
returned. To engage people in a mass cam-
paign, the Anti-Poll Tax Unions had to chal-
lenge this culture of organisation. They had to
make people feel wanted and included and
give everyone a sense that they had a role. In
order to sustain along and protracted struggle,
it was necessary for as many people as possible
to feel responsible for some aspect of the
movement, however small. In the fight against
thebailiffs and sheriff officers, the kids hanging
around the streets passed on the word as soon
as they saw a suspicious-looking character.
Parents and pensioners who were not out at
work, organised telephone trees and were
ready to be outside each others’ houses at short
notice. They didn’t have to go to meetings in
order to organise. Information could get
passed on in other ways:

Leeds City Council has a policy of blacking
out all the posters of rock concerts and
things like that. Somebody from the Hyde
Park group thought they made excellent
blackboards and started chalking out
explanations on how you delay registration
in different coloured chalks with little
pictures. It really worked. | could see people
coming back from the pub standing there
for about five or ten minutes reading all
these different messages.

lan Greaves, Leeds Federation APTUs, 11/5/91.

This immediate form of organisation also
meant that people weren't patronised by those
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who had political experience. In the local
groups, people didn’t need permission to act,
they just had to get on the phone to their neigh-
bours and get something going. People stay
involved in political campaigns if they can
contribute in the way that they feel is most ef-
tective. Very often thisis not by sitting in boring
meetings.

People have different experiences and
skills, so they need to operate in different ways
to be effective. This means that political move-
ments have to accommodate a great deal of
diversity. Because of this, most of the success-
ful Anti-Poll Tax Unions operated on a princi-
ple of parallel development. Rather than trying
to assert majority control or spend hours
reaching consensus, people were allowed to
geton with what they thought was mostimpor-
tant. Everything could be done in the name of
the Anti-Poll Tax Union, which existed to co-
ordinate activity against the Poll Tax, not to
specify its exact nature.

Underlying this approach is a belief that it
is not necessary to have a single uniform direc-
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It was ordinary people —
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tion or strategy to be politically effective. In-
deed, sometimes strategies which appear to be
contradictory can actually reinforce each other.
The Anti-Poll Tax movement encompassed an
enormous range of approaches:

* People who were not prepared to break the
law.

¢ People who threw petrol bombs at Poll Tax
Offices.
Mass door to door leafletting
The bugging of computers.
Harassment of bailiffs and council
snoopers.

¢ Occupations of courts and council
chambers.

¢ Technical legal challenges in the courts.

The activities of those who were not pre-
pared to break thelaw were not undermined by
the actions of the few who chose to throw fire
bombs. Likewise, those who chose to leave
Trafalgar Square peacefully, were not tar-
nished by those who chose to fight back against
the police attack. The occupations of the courts
didn’t prevent those who wanted to argue legal
technicalities, and those who chose not to at-
tend meetings but to take action on their own,
didn’t undermine the collective decisions of
those who met in the APTUs. The movement
was not damaged by this diversity, it was
strengthened by it. It created a feeling that
everyone, from every walk of life, was involved
in this campaign in some way, and that meant
it was strong.

Political Leadership

In spite of the lack of central leadership,
there was a remarkable consensus across
Britain about the sorts of direct action to
take. In other words, we didn’t need a
central leadership to tell us what to do —
given the existence of oppression and
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injustice, people’s response has a logical
momentum of its own, and people behave
consistently in struggle.

Glen Burrows, Bridgwater APTU, June 1991.

The Anti-Poll Tax campaign had no unified
political leadership and yet it was extraordi-
narily successful. In most political movements
instructions and information travel up and
down the organisational hierarchy; key deci-
sions and debates are carried out by regional
and national executives. What was unique
about the Anti-Poll Tax campaign was the de-
gree of direct interaction and decision-making
which occurred at a local level.

There was, for example, noneed fora policy
directive to establish the various strategies of
non-co-operation. People understood the need
for it — many had no choice. This is illustrated
by the fact that it was sometimes in the places
where the Anti-Poll Tax Unions were weakest
that resistance was strongest. For example, St.
Pauls was almost the only area in Bristol which
couldn’t sustain an Anti-Poll Tax group. Local
people didn’t feel the need to set up new
groups because, as in many inner city areas,
they already had strong networks of solidarity,
and there was already a high level of general
hostility to officials of any sort. So the bailiffs
didn’t dare walk down most streets, let alone
attempt distraint. By the end of 1990, three
times as many people had turned up to court to
contest their cases from St. Pauls than any other
area. The neighbouring Anti-Poll Tax Unions
provided information and helped to create a
visible atmosphere of defiance, but the consen-
sus not to co-operate resulted from local com-
munication through informal networks.

In this situation the most effective leader-
ship will not tell people what to do - they
usually know what needs to be done - but will
give people the confidence to do it. This means
providing information and ideas so that people
can make choices, and helping them to set up
groups so that they can share experiences and
provide each other with solidarity. It means
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Opposite: Hundreds of
national and local newslet-
ters were created to fulfil the
information needs of the

movement.

leaders making themselves dispensable and
making groups so autonomous and strong that
they don’t need external direction. This lead-
ership depends on trust, and trust isdependent
on the personal and political integrity of lead-
ers. It can only be maintained through open-
ness in decision-making and it is only possible
where people are consulted so that they con-
tinue to feel involved in the process. When a
group is seen to want ‘control” it is not trusted.
This is why Militant failed to gain the trust of
the movement despite the hard work of many
of its activists.

Open leadership and support was not pro-
vided by the All-Britain Federation, but wher-
ever it was needed, a multitude of new organi-
sations emerged to fill the gaps. Soon a host of
national newsletters were available. These in-
cluded 3D and Refuse and Resist. Workshops
and day schools were organised to bring to-
gether activists from across Britain on a regular
basis. These were far more practical than na-
tional federation set-piece conferences which
only discussed motions and amendments to
motions, once a year. Other organisations such
asthePoll Tax Legal Group emerged to provide
technical specialist support. The TSDC filled
the gap which was left after the inflammatory
statements made by Tommy Sheridan and
Steve Nally about Trafalgar Square demonstra-
tors.

Because of the grass roots nature of the
Anti-Poll Tax movement it was able to support
the emergence of different centres of national
leadership, encouraging those with specific
skills or expertise to organise autonomously.
Local Anti-Poll Tax Unions were able to choose
which national initiatives to support and from
where they got the information and technical
support that they needed. This prevented the
core of the movement from stagnating, because
people moved to where the strongest energy
for action lay.

If there had only been one highly central-
ised focus of leadership, the campaign would
have been more vulnerable to attack from the
stateand the media. Itis easy for them to mount
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smear campaigns against individuals who
have been delegated authority (Arthur Scargill
was the classic example of this) but it is virtu-
ally impossible to attack alocalised mass move-
ment with no leaders. In the Anti-Poll Tax
movementno nationalindividual or group had
constitutional power, and most had limited
influence. When the media attacked Steve
Nally for stirring up riots, it made no differ-
ence, because most ordinary activists didn’t
even know who he was.

Yet, despite this, organisations such as
Militant persisted in their belief in centralised
forms of leadership. Even though over 17 mil-
lion people had refused to pay the tax, and
200,000 had demonstrated in March 1990, the
All-Britain Federation was prepared to negoti-
ate with the TUC about calling a joint demon-
stration which jettisoned the banner of non-
payment. This implied that they thought it was
more important to win the support of the la-
bour movement leaders, than to keep the sup-
port of those onlow incomes who were already
behind the non-payment campaign. Once
again we see a failure to understand where
political power lies. Indeed, if the labour move-
ment had taken up the leadership, it is likely
that the Anti-Poll Tax movement would have
fallen apart. As Bob Goupillot from
Prestonfield suggests:

The important thing about the Anti-Poll
Tax campaign, that made it different from
all other campaigns, is that old thing of self
activity. People stopped waiting around for
the Labour Party and trade union leaders.
They said, ‘Well we don’t really know what
to do, but we'll have a go,” and they
worked it out, and they got organised. The
thing we must avoid at all costs is leading
our struggle, which we have built, back
into those channels which have been
leading us up the garden path at least since
1945. As soon as people accept the leader-
ship of those people they will wind the
struggle down, back into safe constitutional
channels, and that worries me. | remember
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people shouting ‘Neil Kinnock give us a
lead!’ — that’s illusion building not resist-
ance building.

Bob Goupillot, 4th Scottish Anti Poll Tax Forum, 11/4/91.

When responsibility is handed over to leaders,
people expect them to do the work and relin-
quish the personal and collective responsibility
which gives them power. This is the sad history

of many potential revolutionary struggles in
Britain.

The Importance Of
Community

The Anti-Poll Tax campaign was launched
fromlocal communities because it was in these
communities that there was still mass in-
volvement.

Over decades, capitalism has fragmented
society, breaking people up so they no longer
come together to organise. Home ownership
broke the tie of a shared landlord; weakening
work-place organisation prevented people
from sharing their work experience; breaking
up local shopping streets and creating shop-
ping-centres literally stopped people meeting
in the streets. Yet, while capitalism has been
extremely effective at breaking up communi-
ties of workers, it has also created a potential for
strengthening neighbourhood communities.
This is because those who are less well-off have
increasingly been locked into run-down inner-
city areas and sprawling suburban housing
estates. The Mayfield estate is a typical exam-
ple:

Our area is mostly made up of housing
schemes. There isn't a big shopping area. It
was a mining community but then they
closed down the pit, so there’s a high
unemployment rate in this area. The centre
of Mayfield is the Labour Club, everything
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goes on in there. lts a built up area, there’s
not a lot of play for the kids. There’s a small
community centre, nothing else around
here. But we pay high bus fares if we go
into town.

Chris Moyers, Mayfield APTU, 6/5/91.

It was these conditions which provided the
basis for solidarity during the Anti-Poll Tax
campaign. On the Mayfield Estate, ten miles or
so from the centre of Edinburgh, bus fares were
too expensive for people to travel regularly out
of the area. People were isolated with little to
do. But this meant that when a high profile
campaign came along, everyone wanted to
participate.

People didn’t have to make an effort to
become involved in these communities, they
were already involved. They went to the local
shops and talked to each other every day; they
used their community centres; they talked to
their neighbours across the garden fence; par-
ents met each other outside the school gates, in
the nurseries and playgrounds - they organ-
ised collective child-care for their children;
people met and talked at the local laundry and
did their washing together — they went to the
local pub or the football match together. Net-
works of families and friends; lollypop men
and women; local mini-cab drivers; milkmen
and postwomen interacted daily. Sometimes
these community links became visible forms of
public life — like tenants” associations — agitat-
ing against injustice. Sometimes they remained
hidden to the outside world, but they were
always there.

The Anti-Poll Tax Unions were able to tap
into these networks because they were run by
ordinary local people who were trusted. Be-
cause they werelocally based, it was possible to
organise practical resistance. This relied on
quick communication, a good knowledge of
the local area, and people who were close at
hand to provide direct support. Likewise, to
keep the community confident, people had to
know that their neighbours were still not pay-
ing, and that they were not on their own. This
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was information which could only be trans-
ferred through informal local networks. Local
people understood this, and as the Anti-Poll
Tax campaign grew so the links between dif-
ferent parts of the community developed:

See in this area, there’s still gang warfare
which goes on between all the local com-
munities. But now the likes of myself, | can
go into the youth centre in the area and
they recognise me because of the Poll Tax
struggle, and they'll speak to me. Before, a
guy walking down the road and there was
ten or twelve of them standing there, they
would jump on the guy and give him a
doing, give him a hammering. Whereas |
can walk in there and speak to them and
they'll speak to us cos they know that we're
fighting not just for ourselves, we're fight-
ing for the next generation.

Jackie Moyers, Mayfield APTU, 6/5/91.

On estates like Mayfield, there was little for
kids to do other than hang around. But the
Anti-Poll Tax struggle gave them something,
other than each other, to fight. Similar changes
came about on the Prestonfield estate in Edin-
burgh:

We have a method of putting outboards. At
thetop of theavenue; atthe end of the streets;
atthe bus stop—focal points. It'samazing
most of these notices remain, the kids in this
estatedidn’tbotheraboutthe boards. | could
putthemout, go towork and come backand
theywouldstillbe there.

Sadie Rooney, Prestonfield Community Resistance 10/5/91.

This demonstrated an awareness and respect
for the Anti-Poll Tax campaign. People of all
agesrealised that they should be fighting on the
same side against a common enemy. So, not
only did the community provide the base for
the struggle, but the struggle strengthened the
community.

There are many examples of the way in
which this happened. Women based at home
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became the backbone of the campaign, often
taking on most of the organisational and po-
litical tasks. For some this was the first time that
their work in the community had been explic-
itly valued. Many women (as in the miners’
strike) were profoundly changed by the cam-
paign:

Myself, 1 don’t know what will happen after
the Poll Tax. | just cannot see me returning
to being just an ordinary housewife. | want
to go to college in September, and | hope
to take politics and sociology.

Chris Moyers, Mayfield APTU, 6/5/91.

Other changes took place in the neighbour-
hoods:

The barriers of age, sex, and race began to
crumble. Ali, the local Asian shopkeeper
allowed us to stick a huge notice-board in
his shop window. The local launderette
took leaflets. Some people became notice-
ably healthier. Mary Mclnnes, one of the
oldest members of the Prestonfield group,
who occasionally needed a ventilator to
breathe, and at first needed a lift to meet-
ings, literally ran up the street to be at Paul
Smart’s house before the sheriff officers.
Bob Goupillot, Prestonfield Community Resistance, 13/8/91.

But it was not only people who changed,
there was also a change in perception. Before
the Anti-Poll Tax campaign, debt was some-
thing people were ashamed of. Proud working
class families paid their debts and if necessary
went without food in order to do so. After it,
many realised that the bills they were being
asked to pay were not reasonable or legitimate.
And people began to apply the same criteria to
other bills as they had to the Poll Tax:

You’ve got prescription charges, you've got
rising rents, you‘ve got bus fares continually
rising; you’ve got low wages — there’s a lot
of poverty. | only bring home about £93 a
week. If you take the Poll Tax and the rent
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and electricity off £93 you're not left with
much. In fact if the rents continue to rise,
then I'll not be paying the rent. it’s as
simple as that. | mean, you can't get blood
out of a stone

Sadie Rooney, Prestonfield Community Resistance, 10/5/91.

As a result of this change in perception,
some groups started to extend the struggle to
include all debts. In Edinburgh for example,
local Anti-Poll Tax groups mobilised againstan
eviction for rent arrears on April 9th 1991. This
may be an important avenue for future action.
There is no reason why there should be any
difference between a sheriff officers action for
non-payment of the Poll Tax, and one for non-
payment of rent, electricity or anything else.

Because the informal networks of the com-
munity have not been as weakened as the la-
bour and trade union movements, they will
remain, for some time, the strongest base for
political action. This will require new forms of
community based resistance, which focus on
more than on a single issue. There are already
examples of successful community resistance
campaigns. A few, like the Somerset Commu-
nity Defence Campaign have been operating
since the miners strike. Such organisations are
likely to be important vehicles for radical
change in the future, becoming part of a new
politics of the Left.

Society will not be fundamentally changed by
attempts to influence the parliamentary process (as
exemplified by the Labour Party), or by setting up
small groupings to be the vanguard of a revolution
(like Militant and the SWP). The organisations
which take on the struggle will need to be decentral-
ised and diverse, based upon participation not rep-
resentation. They will need to be founded on a
politics of mass-action which has the power not just
to protest but to resist oppresion and create change.
The Anti-Poll Tax movement may have been the
start of that process, but there is a lot more to come.
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Bailiffs
Capping

Community
Charge

McKenzie
friend

Liability
order

Poinding

Sheriff officer

Warrant sale

Glossary

See sheriff officers.

A power imposed by central government to
limit theamount of spending (and therefore the
level of local taxation) which a local authority
could make.

The official term for the Poll Tax.

McKenzie friends were people who were al-
lowed to stand beside a defendant in court and
offer them advice although they were not al-
lowed to address the court. Anti Poll Tax ac-
tivists trained with legal knowledge acted as
McKenzie friends as part of the strategy of
delaying the court process.

A liability order was a piece of paper given to
the council after courts (in England and Wales)
had proved that non-payers were liable to pay
the tax. Once a liability order was granted
councils were free to proceed with enforcement
procedures (bailiff action or wage arrestment).
This procedure was not necessary in Scotland.

Poindings describe the process whereby sheriff
officers enter peoples homes and value their
goods.

The equivalent of bailiffs in England and
Wales, people who were appointed by local
councils and registered by local courts with
powers to seize peoples possessions and sell
them off to recover debts.

These were public auctions of peoples goods
(sometimes held in their own homes) after they
had been seized by the Sheriff Officers. By
November 1991, there hadn’t been a single
successful warrant sale in Scotland.
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Support Poll Tax Prisoners!

The state has tried to use jailings to crush resistance to the poll tax. Over 100 people were
jailed after the poll tax demonstrations in Trafalgar Square and Brixton in 1990, and some
remain in prison. Already by the end of 1991, 120 people had been jailed for non-payment

and millions more are facing the threat of similar action. Others face imprisonment for
resisting bailiffs.

Support for people facing the police, the courts and the prisons has been one of the most
encouraging aspects of the anti-poll tax movement. There have been many pickets of
prisons in this country, and there have also been protests in support of poll tax prisoners all
around the world, including in Russia, Poland, France and Canada. Still it is important that
this level of support is maintained, and indeed stepped up.This support is the responsibility
of the poll tax movement as a whole. We have to show our rulers that we will not allow them
to use hostages to intimidate non-payers and scare people away from demonstrating.

The Poll Tax Prisoners Support Network was set up to co-ordinate practical and political
support for our prisoners. Everybody can help by:

ewriting to prisoners to show them and the prison authorities that they have not been
forgotten. An up to date prisoners list is available from the network.

eqiving us details of any prisoners you know who want support.

esending us money to help us in our work.

efighting for an amnesty for all poll tax prisoners and non-payers.

Poll Tax Prisoners Support Network, c/o 506 Brixton Rd, London SW9. Telephone: 071
738 7586.

W is a photographer/photojournalist

based in Bristol. The images appearing in

this book are a small selection of a much

larger archive covering most aspects of the
anti-Poll Tax campaign.

If you are interested in holding an exhibition

on the Poll Tax or commissioning other

documentary work, please contact Mark at

24 St Werburghs Park, Bristol, BS2 9YS.
Tel 0272 351241




This is the inside story of the biggest mass
movement in British history, one which at
its peak involved over 17 million people.

Using the voices of those involved, it
describes the everyday organisation of the
local Anti-Poll Tax Unions. It chronicles in
detail the demonstrations and riots of
March 1990, culminating in the massive
battle of Trafalgar Square. It shows how the
courts were blocked, the bailiffs resisted
and the Poll Tax, in its original form,
destroyed. The final chapter draws on this
experience to present aradically new vision
of change from below. :

Danny Burns lives and works in Bristol. He
was secretary of the Avon Federation of
Anti-Poll Tax Unions and co-ordinated the
campaign in the South West. He was also a
non-aligned member of the All Britain
Federation national committee.
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