NIO papers released on the 1976 purge & arrests of 22 in Cara-Friend & NIGRA

Friends,

The two attached items (and the Northern Ireland Office (NIO) cover note below) constitute the release of NIO papers under a Freedom of Information application concerning the 1976 police purge of gay organisations in Northern Ireland and early law reform discussions within and beyond the NIO in 1976 and 1977. They should be of interest to those with an historical bent. 

The papers do have contemporary resonance in that the NI criminal justice system has a long way to travel before it rids itself of the ingrained habit of treating gays as essentially an illegal group (e.g. the 10 prosecutions in Coleraine a year ago and the numerous 2006 Lisburn police surveillance operations which together resulted in two suicides and much other misery) 

The first attachment is a list of the papers indicating where the NIO has just relented and is no longer blacking out (redacting) the names of the officials involved in the 1976-77 decision making processes on reforming the law and whether to prosecute any of those taken in for questioning. 

The NIO admitted in their letter of 3 January 2007 being "over-zealous" in redacting names and that their use of the Data Protection Act was erroneous, for which they offered "sincere apologies". This came after a year of appeals and two instances of their losing correspondence and misplacing FOI applications. 

The second attachment (which follows separately) is the 40 pages of documents themselves. The first of its three pages are a letter dated 4 May 1976 from the 1974 Committee for Homosexual Law Reform (NIGRA's then broad front law reform group) pleading for a halt to the arrests which had started in January 1976 and numbered 12 at that point. The response from the criminal justice system was a further 10 arrests. 

When the Attorney General in London finally instructed the NI Director of Public Prosecutions to abandon the four pending prosecutions, a year after the purge started, NIGRA issued a press statement expressing outrage and concern. It is at pages 22-23. 

The papers give a patchy and incomplete coverage of what was going on in the government at the time but actually indicate that the Secretary of State (Roy Mason) and his junior Minister, James Dunn, were not as unhelpful and obstructive as we thought at the time. Dunn we met in person. The meeting was fractious and we felt he was unyielding. It turns out that the Attorney General, Sam Silkin MP, who we came to believe was ultimately the good guy, was holding back on stopping the prosecutions. This was probably so as not to antagonise the NI Director of Public Prosecutions (name not remembered) who was desperate to get cases into court. 

Any other assessments would be welcome.

The four males to be prosecuted, for acts (inter se) legal in England and subject to a maximum sentence of life imprisonment, were all over 21 and included the NIGRA President (Richard Kennedy), the Strasbourg Court of Human Rights applicant (myself) and the Cara-Friend Treasurer (Doug Sobey). All personal (in my case every piece of paper in the house) and organisational papers including those relating to the European Court of Human Rights case ultimately successful in 1981 were only returned after a year. 

The NI Director of Public Prosecutions who was zealous then in trying to bring charges to court (and still is now) has refused to release his papers from this time of trial and is subject to an FOI appeal (which appeal was lost for 6 months and which they have only just found). We will approach the PSNI next. 

The state's refusal to release papers is not dissimilar to the contemporary controversies in Poland, Hungary and East Germany where files on dissidents, who did nothing wrong by today’s standards, are now being released, despite some misgivings about revealing informers’ and culpable officials’ names. Another relevant example is the case of the persecution and round-ups of Jews and homosexuals in Nazi Germany, let alone their later murder, where no one would dare argue that the documentation should remain secret to protect the system. 

Jeff Dudgeon 

NIGRA

19 January 2007.

NIO email correspondence:

Dear Mr Dudgeon 

The 1976 documents came from a file ending in 1977. Therefore this file 

is being considered for release in January 2008. The file, if released 

will go to the National Archives at Kew. 

Please find attached electronic copies of the 1976 documents and list. 

Regards 

FOI Team.

-----Original Message----- 

From: Jeff Dudgeon [mailto:jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com] 

Sent: 07 January 2007 07:47 

To: FOI 

Subject: 06/210 

Dear FOI Manager, 

Thank you for your letter of 3 January 2007 and the decision to unredact 

the 1976 and 1977 documents in question in all but one instance. 

Could you tell me if the 1976 documents have been released this month 

under the 30 year rule? And if so, are they in PRONI or the National 

Archives in Kew? 

Could you also send me an electronic version of your 3 January letter 

and the accompanying list of documents released with its table on what 

has been altered by way of unredaction? 

Jeff Dudgeon.

"FOI" foi@nio.x.gsi.gov.uk 

To: "Jeff Dudgeon" jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com 

Subject: RE: 06/210 

Date: Fri, 12 Jan 2007 11:21:45 -0000 

Dear Mr Dudgeon 

The 1976 documents came from a file ending in 1977. Therefore this file 

is being considered for release in January 2008. The file, if released 

will go to the National Archives at Kew. 

Please find attached electronic copies of the 1976 documents and list. 

Regards 

FOI Team 

