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What is the CAJ?    
 
 
 

The Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ) was established in 1981 and is an independent  

non-governmental organisation affiliated to the International Federation of Human Rights.   

CAJ takes no position on the constitutional status of Northern Ireland and is firmly  

opposed to the use of political violence.   

Its membership is drawn from across the whole community. 

 

The Committee seeks to secure the highest standards in the administration of justice in Northern Ireland by ensuring that the 

government complies with its responsibilities in international human rights law.  The CAJ works closely with other  

domestic and international human rights groups such as Amnesty International,  

the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights and Human Rights Watch,  

and makes regular submissions to a number of United Nations  

and European bodies established to protect human rights.   

 

CAJ’s activities include - publishing reports, conducting research, holding conferences, monitoring, campaigning locally and 

internationally, individual casework and providing legal advice.  Its areas of work are extensive and include prisons,  

policing, emergency laws, the criminal justice system, the use of lethal force, children’s rights,  

gender equality, racism, religious discrimination, and advocacy for a Bill of Rights.  
 

The organisation has been awarded several international human rights prizes, including  

the Reebok Human Rights Award.  
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Preface 
 
The Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ) is an 

independent cross-community group dedicated to the protection 

and promotion of human rights.     

 

The events of recent months in Northern Ireland have been 

disturbing to all those concerned about the protection of  human 

rights.  There has been a breakdown in law and order, with  

damage to property, serious personal injury, and even death.  

This report will highlight the fact that the institutions of the state, 

which should be providing a context within which all can enjoy 

liberty and security of person, have failed both by act and 

omission.  The rule of law, an essential pre-requisite of any 

democratic state, has been undermined. 

 

In addition to making formal submissions to the government 

inquiries which have been established, the executive committee 

of the CAJ decided to publish a report on recent events.  It 

hopes that this report will encourage a more public exchange 

about what actually happened, with a view to drawing lessons 

for the future. 

 

The executive committee would like to thank the staff and 

volunteers of CAJ who have contributed in different ways to the 

production of this report.  The list of our publications, at the back 

of this document, shows that we have worked for many years on 

issues around policing and that the organisation can therefore 

bring an important expertise to the debate.  In particular, though, 

CAJ would like to thank the 60 or so observers who gave up 

their time, and sometimes placed themselves in hostile and 

even dangerous situations, to be able to monitor the state’s 

compliance with its domestic and its international obligations.  

Given that there were so many, it would be invidious to single 

out some and not others.  However, the executive wants to 

record its special appreciation for the work of Johannes 

Hentschel, a long term German volunteer, who was largely 

responsible for the co-ordination of the observer effort.  Without 

him, it is difficult to imagine that we would have nearly as much 

testimony (written or visual) to draw upon. 

 

We earnestly hope that this report will contribute in some way to 

ensuring that  marches or protests occurring in future are, and 

are seen to be, policed in an impartial and even-handed way.  

There will always be contentious marches, processions, and 

demonstrations - that is one of the hallmarks of a democracy.  

The challenge facing us all is: to adjudicate between competing 

claims of right, to be seen to do so fairly, and to ensure that 

such adjudications are policed fairly. 

 

 

 
October 1996 



 

 

 

ii



 

 

 

1

Introduction 
 

1. Government and the Rule of Law 

 

The summer of 1996 saw one of the most serious episodes of 

unrest in Northern Ireland in recent years.  The gravity of the 

events lies not only in the number of deaths or injuries, nor in 

the damage to property and the disruption in people’s lives, but 

also in the damage done to the rule of law.    

 

The primary responsibility of government is to provide security 

to all those living within its jurisdiction.  The single most reliable 

principle by which democratic societies can ensure security of 

person and property is that of the rule of law.   CAJ believes that 

it is a pre-requisite of a democratic state that the rule of law and 

respect for human rights operate as the defining dynamic in the 

relationship between the government and the governed. No-one 

should be above the law, everyone should be equal before the 

law,  the law itself should be clear, fair and comply with 

international human rights standards.  Law enforcement officials 

should apply the law impartially.  An independent judiciary 

should enforce that law without fear or favour. 

 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights affirms this clearly 

when it states in Article 7 that:  "All are equal before the law and 

are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the 

law." 

 

The adoption of this principle and its application by states is a 

defining element of  any democratic society. It provides citizens 

with the security necessary to lead their lives in a peaceful and 

productive fashion. It is axiomatic that the rule of law must be 

enforced by an accountable and representative police service 

and by an independent judiciary. If this principle is violated it 

undermines respect for the administration of justice and the 

integrity of the law, and democracy itself is questioned. Its 

continued violation leads to a loss of faith in notions such as 

respect for the law. Instability and conflict often result. 

 

Consistently in Northern Ireland, the law has failed to guarantee 

equal and adequate protection for the rights and liberties of 

every person. This failure, coupled with the abuse of human 

rights, has fed and fuelled the conflict here.  A whole series of 

events over the summer of 1996 have exacerbated the 

situation.  For example: the decision to succumb to the threat of 

violence from the protesters at Drumcree who had been allowed 

to replenish their numbers throughout the stand-off and bring a 

stolen fortified vehicle to their aid1; the use of force against 

peaceful demonstrators on Garvaghy Road; the huge usage of 

plastic bullets and the difference in the numbers fired against 

unionist and nationalist protesters ; the failure to intervene when 

loyalist protesters closed the international airport and major 

                                                           
1 See Irish News, 30 July 1996, for an account of the hijacking of the digger 
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thoroughfares across Northern Ireland; the way in which the 

police engaged in the indiscriminate use of plastic bullets in 

Derry Londonderry2 resulting in hundreds of injuries; and the 

death of Dermot McShane, have all contributed to significant 

sections of Northern Ireland society questioning whether the 

state and its agencies are able or willing to give concrete 

expression to the rule of law.   
 

Much blame for the disorder will be, and has been, laid at the 

door of the two largest communities in Northern Ireland: both 

unionists and nationalists have been blamed for their 

intransigence and their inability to accommodate each other’s 

different needs.  While not denying communal divisions, nor the 

importance of addressing them, it is the contention of the 

Committee on the Administration of Justice and other human 

rights groups,  that any analysis of the summer’s events which 

restricts itself to looking at such inter-communal conflict is 

deeply flawed.  It is our belief that it is the responsibility of the 

civil and legal authorities in Northern Ireland to create and 

maintain a framework of the rule of law which protects the rights 

of all.  Such a framework cannot await the resolution of the 

communal and other tensions which exist in all democratic 

societies. It is a necessary prerequisite to any such resolution.    

                                                           
2 Pursuant to cross-community discussions organised by Templegrove Action 

Research Ltd. about the name to be used when referring to the second largest 

city of Northern Ireland, this report will consistently talk of Derry Londonderry 

(for report of discussion see “Public Discussions on Aspects of Sectarian 

Division in Derry Londonderry (December 1994-June 1995)”, editor Marie 

Smyth, 1996).   

 

Political leadership was required this summer and it was sadly 

lacking.  The government - by insisting initially that the question 

of parading was not one requiring its intervention, by insisting 

upon the primacy of the police in resolving potential disputes, by 

being seen to be craven in the face of mob rule, and by being 

seen sometimes to intervene and sometimes not to do so  - has 

signally failed in its duty.  Facing dissent and opposition - even, 

on occasion, violent opposition - the government still has the 

primary responsibility for ensuring the maintenance of the rule of 

law. 

 

2.  Monitoring the rule of law  

 

The Committee on the Administration of Justice is a non-

governmental organisation concerned to ensure  the highest 

standards in the administration of justice in Northern Ireland.  In 

this context, we have, alongside other work related to the rule of 

law, closely studied many different aspects of policing.  CAJ has 

issued a number of reports on policing over recent years, and is 

currently undertaking a major comparative research project on 

the topic.   The research project will examine how police 

services in other societies deal with questions of accountability, 

training, police powers, and community policing.    

 

One problematic area for all police services is the question of 

public order, since difficult balances have to be struck between 
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conflicting needs and conflicting rights.  In Northern Ireland, 

issues about the behaviour and tactics of the police in 

maintaining and restoring public order have been frequently a 

matter of contention.  Accordingly, particularly given the 

problems which arose last year around marches and 

demonstrations, we decided to act as observers at certain 

contentious events this summer.  We did not await invitations 

because this might appear to limit our independence.  Instead, 

we chose for ourselves which events to attend and where to 

position ourselves, so that we could observe policing from the 

perspective of both marchers and residents.   

 

Given that our primary objective in observing such events is to 

monitor the state’s compliance with its international obligations 

to protect human rights, our task is twofold.  On the one hand, 

CAJ monitors how the legal and civil authorities seek in advance  

to avoid problems of public order by creating an effective 

framework within which competing claims of right can be 

adjudicated.  On the other hand, the organisation monitors the 

policing of specific events to ascertain how fairly the police 

responds to the situation and deals with any public disorder 

which may arise.  

 

This current report does not address, except tangentially, the 

first of these two tasks i.e. the broad question about the state’s 

responsibility to adjudicate between competing claims of right, 

with a view to avoiding or greatly limiting the likelihood of public 

disorder arising.  Nor does the report address all the different 

parties involved except to say that, as a civil liberties group, we 

recognise that there is a genuine conflict of rights involved 

around the marching issue.  The language of civil liberties and 

of rights can be, and is, drawn upon by both the marchers and 

residents’ groups when arguing their case for allowing a march, 

or for banning/re-routing it.  CAJ will be making a full submission 

to the recently appointed review body on parades.  However, an 

initial exploration of the international human rights principles 

which should inform the decision making process is to be found 

on pp 62-66.  In essence, our conclusion is that there is no 

simple over-arching answer to the issue of marching: there are 

no absolute rights on either side of the debate.  What is needed 

is for people to draw on certain international legal principles in 

coming to their decisions, both because these principles 

constitute a standard of “best practice”, and because they 

provide an objective measure of what is and is not respectful of 

everyone’s rights.  

   

This report does however address directly, and in detail, the 

issue of policing contentious parades and demonstrations on 

the ground.  It brings into the public domain a civil liberties 

perspective on the events of 1996.  CAJ monitored  the extent 

to which the policing of a whole series of events was carried out 

in an impartial and even-handed way vis-à-vis all the parties 

involved.  When violent conflict erupted, the observers were 

expected to monitor the effectiveness of the police in meeting 

their responsibility to restore public order with minimum force.   
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3. This report  

 

The report is based largely on detailed reports from a team of 

impartial and independent observers who represented the CAJ 

at over twenty contentious parades and demonstrations 

between late June and early September (for detailed 

methodology, see p. 7).  No one could doubt the difficulties 

which face any police service trying to maintain public order at a 

time of great tension and upheaval.  In Northern Ireland, police 

officers face the additional risk of possibly being shot at3.  

Indeed it is because of, not in spite of, such difficulties that it is 

important that we examine carefully police policy and tactics. 

Many of the concerns raised in this report relate to police 

tactics, since on some occasions our observers concluded that 

the police were using inappropriate - and indeed often 

ineffective - measures.  In other instances, while the tactics 

were not necessarily wrong, their logic was not always clear.  

For example, we raise specific examples of occasions when the 

police chose to intervene, or not to do so, to don riot gear, or not 

to do so, and we suggest that there needs to be an international 

and independent inquiry to ascertain if there are any justifiable 

operational reasons for these decisions.   

 

A  large section of the report is taken up with the issue of plastic 

bullets.     CAJ objects as a matter of principle to the use of 

plastic bullets: their deployment and use cannot be justified.  

                                                           
3 This summer, for example, in two separate shooting incidents in north Belfast, 

three police officers were injured. Belfast Telegraph, 12 July 1996 

However, we witnessed numerous situations when this weapon 

was being clearly abused, even in terms of what we understand 

to be the official guidelines governing its use.  The bullets were 

frequently fired indiscriminately.  They often wounded people 

not at all engaged in violent activity.  The number of plastic 

bullets used in Derry Londonderry in three nights of 

disturbances is particularly disturbing (nearly half the total fired 

throughout the summer), and the level of firing at nationalist 

demonstrations generally begs questions about the possibly 

sectarian use of this weapon.   

 

The report goes on to raise concerns about several of the more 

serious incidents of the summer - the death of Dermot 

McShane, a disturbance which broke out in the casualty unit of 

Altnagelvin Hospital where people had gone for medical 

treatment,  the near-curfew on the Ormeau Road, and the 

immediate aftermath of Drumcree.  Final chapters set our 
findings within a domestic and international legal framework, 

and bring together a series of recommendations.  The 

appendices contain important extracts from several of the 

witness statements we received and a detailed chronology of 

events. 

4. Next Steps 

 

CAJ has already brought some of the concerns raised in this 

report to the attention of the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), 

the Police Authority and the Northern Ireland Office.  We have 
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had a preliminary meeting with the police and have a meeting 

planned with the Police Authority.  These discussions need to 

be pursued. 

 

However, the numerous concerns raised in this report require 

urgent independent public scrutiny.  In the wake of the unrest, 

the government decided to ask Her Majesty’s Inspector of 

Constabulary to undertake a review of the policing of public 

order disturbances, and it decided also to establish a separate 

review of parading. The findings in this report will be submitted 

to these review mechanisms.  We have, however, serious 

reservations about the extent to which, even together, these two 

inquiries can be sufficiently broad-ranging and independent to 

restore confidence in the rule of law (see pp 66-69).  Instead we 

would argue strongly for an independent, international, and 

human rights perspective to be brought to bear on all of these 

questions.   

 

For now, however, we want to reiterate the importance of the 

government taking urgent action if they are to remedy the 

damage the summer’s events have done to the credibility of the 

police, and to the government’s ability to protect all its citizens 

equally.  The period of the ceasefires gave everyone an 

opportunity to reflect more deeply on the kind of society we want 

to create, and on the powers and nature of policing which we 

want.  It was not therefore reassuring to read remarks such as 

those by the Security Minister, Sir John Wheeler, in June 1996, 

to the effect that “one of the more distasteful consequences of 

the ceasefire period was the poking and prodding at the police 

service”.4  Certainly, CAJ does not seek in this report to be 

“poking and prodding”: we intend to make a constructive 

contribution to what should be a fundamental debate involving 

government, the police and the wider community.  It is in the 

interests of all to have a police service which is truly 

representative, accountable, and acceptable to everyone living 

in this jurisdiction. The events in the last few weeks have served 

to bring a number of issues around policing to the fore in an 

extremely sharp and urgent manner.  The government must 

devote immediate attention to these issues, and take action 

without delay. 

 

More importantly again, recent events have illustrated beyond 

dispute that  issues of justice, equity and equality before the law 

are central to the conflict.  Any resolution to the conflict in 

Northern Ireland depends on principles of justice and fairness 

being addressed as a matter of urgency.  Political negotiations 

which do not place the protection and promotion of everyone’s 

rights at the heart of the debate will - as this report painfully 

proves - be irrelevant to the needs on the ground.  

                                                           
4 Irish News, 5 June 1996 
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CAJ observers (dressed in yellow tabards) monitoring police interaction with loyalists as they await 
an Orange Order parade passing by nationalist Short Strand (1 July 1996)
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Methodology 
 

 

In addition to monitoring the events of June to September 1996 

via the media, official government statements, and police 

announcements, the organisation collected information for this 

report in a variety of ways.  

 

1. CAJ Observers 

 

The CAJ has regularly sent legal observers to monitor court 

proceedings and report back on the extent to which domestic 

practices and procedures conform with international law.   

These reports have been useful in highlighting issues of 

concern and have allowed the organisation to make constructive 

contributions to debates about changes to the criminal justice 

system generally.  With similar objectives in mind, CAJ this year 

decided we should provide an independent assessment of the 

state’s compliance with its international human rights obligations 

during the marching season.   

 

In sending CAJ observers to a series of contentious parades 

and demonstrations, we had a number of objectives in mind.  

First and foremost, we wanted observers present so that the 

organisation would have available to it an objective and first-

hand assessment of events.  Secondly, we hoped that our very 

presence  would make the police and others - whether marchers 

or demonstrators -  aware of the importance accorded to 

ensuring that policing is carried out in an impartial and even-

handed way vis-à-vis all the parties involved.  Thirdly, this 

monitoring role might provide invaluable data for CAJ in drawing 

up recommendations about the policing of such events in future.   

 

Accordingly, we sought to recruit observers from our own cross 

community membership, from other domestic and international 

human rights organisations, and from experienced volunteers.  

Many of the observers, though resident here for the most part, 

were from outside Northern Ireland - from England, France, 

Germany, the Netherlands, the Republic of Ireland,  

Switzerland, and the US. Several observers had experience of 

observing abroad - for example in South Africa, Haiti and 

several countries in Europe. Many, though not all, were lawyers 

- practising solicitors or barristers, legal academics, and law 

students.  

 

All observers were committed to the objectives of CAJ, that is 

the protection and promotion of human rights.  In particular, they 

shared the concern of CAJ to monitor whether policing was 

being carried out in an even-handed way - respecting the rights 

of both marchers and protesters.  Observers were accordingly 

positioned to watch policing from the perspectives of both the 

marchers and the protesters. In all instances, CAJ observers 

carried identification and often, in addition, wore bright 

armbands or tabards.  Advance notification of our presence, and 
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of our impartial and independent role, was always given to the 

RUC and other relevant parties (the Loyal Orders, residents 

associations etc).   

 

Given the sensitivity of the issue, and the need at all times to 

maintain the highest professional standards, all observers were 

briefed in advance of the particular parade they were to attend.  

Observers were made aware of CAJ’s remit and given detailed 

guidance about the role expected of them.  In most cases, there 

was also an opportunity to debrief people immediately 

afterwards with a view to ensuring that we maintained a 

consistent standard of objectivity and professionalism.  All 

observers were asked to provide a written report of their findings 

and it is these reports which create the large body of evidence 

collected in this document. 

Observing - a chronology 

 

The CAJ was present at a large number of events across 

Northern Ireland.  We sent observers (sometimes a small team 

of two or three people, and on other occasions as many as thirty 

people) to the following venues: 

 

• 21 June: a parade of the Orange Order via Cliftonpark 

Avenue; the counter demonstration mounted to the parade, 

and disturbances afterwards on the Antrim Road (North 

Belfast) 

• 29 June: a parade of the Orange Order and a counter 

demonstration in West Belfast 

 

• 30 June: a parade by the Orange Order to the Ormeau 

Bridge (South Belfast) 

 

• 1 July: an Orange Order parade in East Belfast 

 

• 3 July: an Orange Order parade to the Ormeau Bridge  

 

• 7/8 July: an Orange Order parade and subsequent protests 

at Drumcree church, Portadown 

 

• 8 July: an Orange Order  parade and demonstration in 

Bellaghy 

 

• 11/12 July: an Orange Order parade along the length of the 

Ormeau Road and a protest on the Lower Ormeau 

 

• 11-14 July: marches & public disturbances in Derry 

Londonderry 

 

• 21 July: a demonstration by the Garvaghy Road Residents 

Coalition in Portadown 

 

• 25 July: a demonstration in Derry Londonderry 
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• 10 August: an Apprentice Boys parade to the Ormeau 

Bridge  

  

• 10 August: an Apprentice Boys parade and a demonstration 

in the Dunloy area 

  

• 10 August: a Royal Black Institution procession and a 

demonstration in Roslea  

  

• 10 August: a Royal Black Institution procession and a 

demonstration in Newtownbutler 

  

• 10/11 August: a parade by the Apprentice Boys and protests 

in Derry Londonderry 

  

• 11 August: an anti-internment rally in Belfast city centre 
  

• 31 August: a Royal Black Institution procession and a 

demonstration in Dunloy 

  

• 8 September: an Orange Order parade at Dunloy. 

 

 

In addition to these formal - and previously announced - 

parades or demonstrations the CAJ was also present at other 

events of significance.  Thus, we had observers in Derry 

Londonderry in July, in part to monitor the demonstrations which 

were planned at short notice in the city, but also because of the 

widespread fears that there could be a serious breakdown of 

law and order, and even rioting, following on from events the 

previous night.  These fears proved grounded and we therefore 

remained in position to monitor these developments and the 

police reaction to this unrest.  

 

2. Statement taking 

 

In addition to reports from accredited CAJ observers, we were in 

touch with various interested groups (residents groups, the 

Loyal Orders, and others) with a view to learning of any 

particular concerns they might have with regard to policing.  In a 

couple of instances, individuals came forward voluntarily to CAJ 

to give first-hand accounts of police activity on dates and in 

venues in addition to those indicated above and these accounts 

are also drawn upon in this report.  Part of the CAJ brief is to be 

available to individuals who wish to record alleged human rights 

abuses and we found that these statements added considerably 

to the weight of evidence which needs to be addressed urgently 

by the authorities. 

 

There were three particular occasions which led to people 

coming forward in numbers: a series of alleged events in the 

Short Strand, Belfast, on the night of 21 June; police action in 

moving Garvaghy Road protesters on 11 July; and police action 

on the nights of 11-13 July in Derry Londonderry.  Altogether we 

have a total of more than 160 individual witness statements.  



 

 

 

10

These statements were normally taken by our own volunteer 

helpers, but in Derry Londonderry we worked closely with the 

Pat Finucane Centre in obtaining and recording the statements.  

It will become apparent from the report that such witness 

statements have been provided by a diverse group of people: 

injured victims of plastic bullets, people engaged in peaceful 

and in violent protest,  journalists, and uninvolved bystanders.   

 

As is normal CAJ practice, people were encouraged to give their 

own account of what happened and were not prompted or asked 

leading questions about events.  We cannot validate all of the 

claims made, but we are convinced that the sheer number and 

diversity of witnesses who came forward, and the internal 

consistency that many of the statements show, give grave 

cause for concern.  

 

Many of the people who came forward have also forwarded 

official complaints to the police and/or the Independent 

Commission for Police Complaints (ICPC).  However, elsewhere 

(see pp 56-59) we comment on the serious reservations many 

people have about the current complaints system.  In some 

instances, therefore, people informed us that they were making 

statements to us because they were unwilling - and, in some 

cases, afraid - to make a statement to the authorities directly. 

 

 

 

3. Video and photographic evidence 

 
Thanks to the generosity of the organisation Witness5, the CAJ 

recently received a donation of a camcorder.  This was brought 

by our observers to a number of the parades and 

demonstrations we were monitoring.  We supplemented this 

camcorder with a second in August, and at a number of events 

also had several still cameras in use.  This material will be 

drawn upon within the text of this report to highlight particular 

issues, and we hope to produce an audio-visual aid to 

accompany this report.  
 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 Witness is a non-profit, New York based, organisation which provides video 

(and fax) equipment to human rights groups world-wide in an attempt to 

improve the monitoring and communication of human rights concerns. 
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Findings:  Policing & Public Order 
 

 

It is a matter of public record that various public events in 

Northern Ireland this summer, and the policing of these events, 

were deeply controversial.  International and local media 

reported extensively on the build up of unionist protests after the 

initial decision of the police not to allow the Orange Order to 

parade down the nationalist Garvaghy Road in Portadown, on 

the nationalist protests which followed on from the reversal of 

this decision, and on the near-curfew imposed on residents of 

the Lower Ormeau for the passage of an Orange Order parade.  

What was lacking from much of the reporting of events was any 

detailed analysis of policing tactics.  This report addresses that 

omission.  CAJ’s observer notes, witness statements, and 

photographic and video footage, allow us to recognise both the  

genuinely difficult situation which often faced the police on the 

ground, while at the same time raising important policy 

questions which must be urgently addressed if we are to avoid a 

similar debacle in the future. 

 

CAJ notes the government’s announcement of a review 

involving - 

 

 “RUC’s procedures and training for handling public order 

situations including those relating to the use of plastic baton 

rounds.  That review will take account of the disorders 

associated with recent marches, including the need to ensure 

adequate protection of RUC officers faced with determined 

assaults and petrol bombs”  (press release from Northern 

Ireland Information Service dated 24 July 1996).   

 

We are disappointed, however, at the very limited nature of this 

response.   The review is not being placed in the hands of a 

wholly independent reviewer or review body, but assigned to 

Her Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary as part of a routine 

review process.  Furthermore, the terms of reference, in talking 

of procedures and training, suggests that there will be no 

fundamental reassessment of policing or of the police’s 

response to public order problems. We comment on this 

reaction from the government in more detail elsewhere, but here 

we will concentrate on drawing upon our own findings to cite just 

some of the issues which any serious review of policing will 

need to address. 

 

1. Police tactics in general 

 

Observers’ reports suggest a number of issues relating to police 

tactics which require study.  In this first section, CAJ records a 

series of police tactics which were used and which we felt to be 

inappropriate or ineffective.  A following segment (see p. 17) 

records tactics which were not necessarily wrong, but which 

highlighted inconsistencies in practice on the ground which 

should be examined.  
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(a) moving obstructions 

“…police came through between the Land Rovers and,   

without warning, tried to pick me up by the ears…” 

 

On several occasions, and in different venues (for example, on 

the Garvaghy Road, in Cliftonpark Avenue),  demonstrators 

chose to occupy the road to block the passage of marchers.  

They often carried out this protest in such a way that, even 

when they chose not to move voluntarily, the police ought, 

however,  to have found it relatively easy to move them. Yet 

video footage and personal observation showed that time and 

time again, such demonstrators were pulled along the road by 

their legs or arms; that police officers used a particular grip 

which risked cutting off (and in at least one video clip, did 

appear to cut off) a person’s breathing; that people were 

grabbed by their nostrils; and others had their ears pulled, and 

their ankles, legs, wrists or arms twisted.  Batons were 

frequently used.   In very few instances, did we see the police 

go in and take hold of all the demonstrator’s arms and legs in 

such a way that the person could be removed effectively, and 

with minimum damage caused either to the demonstrator or to 

the police themselves.  Our conclusion was that police policies 

in this regard need to be re-assessed.  There are non-violent 

methods of moving people: appropriate standards of behaviour 

and training in this regard are needed.     

 

In at least two situations (Cliftonpark Avenue and Bellaghy), we 

have photographic evidence which suggests that the police 

went in to move demonstrators with their guns still in their 

holsters.  If this was the case, this could have proved highly 

dangerous for everyone if the demonstrators had reacted 

violently. 

 

In some street demonstrations, protesters linked arms to 
prevent the police moving them, and indeed used some force 

against any police effort to separate or move them.  It is 

however not obvious why police would go into such situations 

with riot shields in one hand and batons in the other since, with 

no hands free, this meant that they could not even attempt to 

move the protesters, but would have to use their batons.  (See 

eyewitness accounts from North Belfast,  the Short Strand, and 

on the Garvaghy Road). 

 

A particularly stark - and widely filmed - example of the failure of 

the police to act fairly and effectively to remove peaceful 

demonstrators was to be found in incidents on the Garvaghy 

Road on the 11 July.  While tension was high, no-one to our 

knowledge has suggested that the police were outnumbered by, 

or were at any serious risk from, the protesters.  Nevertheless, 

we have witness statements to the effect that: 

 

• an adult bending over to protect a young child from violence 

was shot in the back with a plastic bullet, and a daughter, 

who threw herself over her mother to protect her,  was 

batoned on the back and head; an 8 year old boy watching 
the affray was deliberately batoned; 
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 RUC officers moving demonstrators on Cliftonpark Avenue (21 June 1996) 
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• people seeking to remove themselves from the area were 

batoned, and on at least one occasion deliberately pushed 

back into the melee;  

• a 13 year old girl was slapped in the face, and children were 

put at risk; 

• sectarian and abusive language was used repeatedly by the 

police. 

 

One witness commenting on the whole incident said:-  “I’ve 

never seen such venom or hatred as the police coming in to 

move the people”.  While few could suggest that policing of this 

incident would be easy6, given the enormous sense of betrayal 

on all sides, incidents of the type described above can have no 

justification.  
 
 

(b)  hemming people in 

 

On the Garvaghy Road, in Cliftonpark Avenue and in the Lower 

Ormeau, eyewitnesses (including CAJ observers) remarked 

negatively on police tactics which involved blocking the 

demonstrators in on all sides.  This rendered it impossible for 

anyone to leave the demonstration peacefully should they have 

chosen to give up their protest.  Again, if the police objective is 

primarily to remove the blockage expeditiously and with 

                                                           
6 For fuller discussion of the events on the Garvaghy Road see p. 50 

minimum damage to people and property, how is this tactic 

helpful?  Surely it would be better to provide some safe form of 

egress to encourage people to leave peacefully.   
 

(c) communication 

 

Many observers felt that communication skills were crucially 

lacking at important moments.  Thus, even they - who were 

monitoring closely what the police were saying and doing - were 

often confused as to what the police expected people to do.   

On occasion, the forward propulsion of a Land Rover against 

the back of seated demonstrators seemed to be the only 

indication that movement was being insisted upon.  Such a 

sudden movement, at close quarters, from a truck weighing 

nearly three-and-a-half tons, could have fatal consequences 

(see (d) below).   

 

In the terrible confusion that predominated on the Garvaghy 

Road on the morning of 11 July, several witnesses claim that no 

order was given to move before the police began to baton 

people out of the way.  Other witness statements suggest that 

such an order was probably given, but that there was no way 

that anyone could have heard it above the noise and confusion. 

 

Communication - both good and frequent - is all the more 

important in situations where tensions are very high, suspicions 

great and rumour rife.  In any overall review of policing public 
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order situations, attention needs to be given to how to improve 

police liaison with parade stewards and community 

representatives, and to improved communication systems.   

 

 

(d) use of Land Rovers  

 

Later in this report, we comment in some detail on the death of 

Dermot McShane who was run over by an army truck.  

Observers reported, however, that it was quite miraculous that 

this was the only fatality arising from reckless driving.    A 

number of serious examples can be cited in this regard, 

including at least one serious injury. 

 

On the Antrim Road on 21 June, CAJ reports suggest that there 

was still some tension in the area even after an Orange Order 

parade and demonstration had been brought to a fairly peaceful 

end.   The police could well have chosen to leave at this time 

but, instead, they were seen behaving in what can only be 

described as a provocative and reckless way.  They revved up 

Land Rovers in front of the nationalist bystanders, drove at 

speed into people milling on the pavements and even drove up 

onto the pavements on occasion.  They raced the Land Rovers 

up and down the street with little regard for pedestrians or other 

car drivers, who were still being allowed up the Antrim Road, 

unaware of the increasing danger.   

 

Initially, our observers were surprised to see Land Rovers used 

in this way, but it became clear over the summer that the 

vehicles could play an important role - either in defusing tension 

(the calm and slow way they initially left the Springfield Road on 

the evening of  29 June), or in stoking it up (a few minutes later 

driving up and down the same road at high speed, or driving at 

speed into crowds in Derry Londonderry on the morning of 11 

August, simultaneously from three different directions so that 

people were running into their path). 

 

Some video footage of events on the night of 10 August in Derry 

Londonderry shows a young man being very nearly run over by 

an RUC Land Rover.  Two observers watching report that they 

found the driving to be “extremely dangerous and absolutely 

unnecessary.  There was no riot situation at the time and 

location it happened, and no threat whatsoever existed.  The 

police could have easily driven around the lad, got him out of 

the way or even arrested him”.   

 

A 19-year old Armagh man was not as fortunate.  The Belfast 

Telegraph reported an incident where a young  man, Martin 

Connelly, was seriously ill in hospital after being hit by a police 

Land Rover.  The RUC have apparently asked the Independent 

Commission for Police Complaints (ICPC) to investigate the 

incident.7 

                                                           
7 Belfast Telegraph 12 July 1996; Irish News, 9 September 1996 
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(e) aggressive style 

 

Some observer accounts question aggressive police tactics 

which may only have succeeded in heightening tensions.  One 

observer report, for example, talks of the police playing “cat and 

mouse games” in an incident involving speeding Land Rovers; 

others assumed that the regular revving up of Land Rovers was 

intended to frighten people away but noted that this all-too-

frequently escalated tensions.  Many witness statements report 

RUC officers being in a high state of excitement, on occasion 

bordering on hysteria:  “I thought it seemed like the police were 

on drugs”, or “.. there was near pandemonium among the 

soldiers and RUC.  I can only describe the feeling as a blood 

lust”.  A number of examples in the eyewitness segment (see 

Appendix II) talk of the glee with which the police dealt with 

demonstrators.  Too often the demeanour displayed was one of 
antagonism.  Again, it may be very difficult to act in a calm and 

relaxed manner, when one feels at risk, but doing otherwise 

merely serves to increase the risk of violence erupting, and may 

well precipitate it.  We have many incidents of the police 

behaving in a highly professional way in the face of extremely 

provocative behaviour, so it can be done. 

 

 

 

(f) weaponry 

 

In the next chapter we concentrate specifically on the use of 

plastic bullets, but it is already worth noting here that plastic 

bullet guns were seen being used in an intimidatory way to 

frighten people (even, on occasion, being pointed at young 

children).  

 

In one incident, live ammunition was fired into the air by the 

RUC in Ardoyne, Belfast.  It is not clear what led to the police 

determining that “the situation was becoming life threatening” 8. 

It is obviously worrying if live fire is resorted to in public order 

situations and care must be taken to ensure this does not 

happen too easily, or unnecessarily. 

 

 

2. Policing - policy choices 

 

The earlier examples of police tactics are cited as being 

inappropriate or ineffective.  There were, however, many 

occasions when the CAJ observers were simply left with a lot of 

unanswered questions.  Our observers’ overriding impression 

from the events of the summer was that police tactics seem to 

vary greatly, and that the logic of the tactics employed was far 

from clear.  While it is understandable, and indeed necessary, 

                                                           
8 RUC statement, 13 July 1996 
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that the police respond appropriately to different situations, and 

therefore take different measures at different times, any 

independent inquiry into the disturbances this summer will need 

to investigate the following issues. 

 

(a) police presence 

 

Sometimes the police appeared to remain on the scene beyond 

the time when their presence was helpful, whereas on other 

occasions they were not present at all or in insufficient numbers 

when they probably should have been.  For example, it was not 

clear to observers why the police remained on the Antrim Road 

on  21 June when the parade and demonstration were over and 

when it was the police presence alone which was likely to, and 

indeed did seem to, spark off trouble.  On the other hand, why 

were the police not present in greater numbers in Dunloy on the 

10 August, when it might have been expected that the busloads 

of Apprentice Boys, who travelled via Dunloy in the morning as 

a show of support to the brethren, would  come back via the 

nationalist town in the evening posing a serious risk of trouble?  

Similarly, members of a Belfast Orange Order women’s lodge 

complained at the speedy departure of police after an 

Apprentice Boys march on 7 September in Derry Londonderry, 

which they said then left them unprotected when locals later 

threw bottles and stones at them.  (See Appendix II for further 

details on all of the examples cited here) 

 

(b) police intervention 

 
What was the operational logic underlying police decisions as to 

when to intervene and when not to do so?  Examples can be 

found in the chronology of examples of serious situations when 

the police appear to have chosen not to intervene - for example 

in Finaghy9, at the airport blockade and other major road 

blocks10, and the enormous gathering of protesters at Drumcree 

church11.  Elsewhere, however, the police intervened 

dramatically and in large numbers with, for example, what 

amounted to a near-curfew on the lower Ormeau Road, and a 

precipitate and violent action to clear  protesters from the 

Garvaghy Road12. 

 

As the latter examples show, it was also often the nature of the 

intervention which was problematic.  It is not clear who decides 

when and why - to don riot gear, to deploy plastic bullet guns, to 

position police officers facing marchers or demonstrators?  Why 

does the practice vary so much regarding when the police seek 

to engage in banter, and when this is not attempted?  In some 

instances, police make decisions and notify the public well in 

advance about the routing or re-routing of marches; in other 

instances people are left in ignorance of such decisions until 

very late, or not told at all.  These kinds of decisions have all 

                                                           
9 see 9 July 1996 entry in chronology 
10 ibid. 
11 ibid. 
12 see 11 July entry in chronology and later chapters 
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played a role in the public order situation this summer - 

sometimes exacerbating, sometimes defusing, tensions.  On 

occasion, the judgement exercised by officers on the ground 

has suggested inconsistency at best, and partiality at worst. 

 

(c) attitude to the media & politicians 

 
Why were journalists sometimes given extensive and open 

access to areas in dispute (eg Cliftonpark Avenue and the 
Lower Ormeau) but on other occasions excluded or restricted 

(eg Bellaghy)? Sometimes photographers operated without 

problems, but in at least two instances, photographers were 

seen to have had their cameras violently taken from them by the 

police.  Why were some political figures given access to certain 
venues by the police, and others denied similar access?13 
 

(d) ambivalence towards observers 

 
Sometimes CAJ and other observers were treated with great 

courtesy and most helpfully by the police, and on other 

occasions they were treated with contempt or abuse.  In an 

extreme example of the latter, one of our teams was frog-

marched away from a parade by some people who acted in a 

                                                           
13 observer testimonies from Derry Londonderry and the Lower Ormeau in 

Belfast 

very threatening way.  Given fears for their own physical safety, 

the observers approached several police who stood back and  

refused to take action.  Our observers were only able to leave 

safely because one of the policemen eventually intervened. 
  

(e) conclusions 

 

One independent observer commenting on the general situation 

said “the specificity of responses has led to charges of 

inconsistency against the police, and has certainly made it 

difficult to predict what the police decision would be in any 

particular location”.   In some of these situations there may well 

have been a logic behind the action taken by the police; suffice 

it to say that it was hard for outsiders to discern this logic.  

Furthermore, given the levels of tension and controversy which 

surrounded policing behaviour and actions, the need for 

sensitivity and even-handed decision making was even greater 

than ever.  The above examples too frequently laid the police 

open to charges of bias.  Any credible inquiry into the events of 

the summer will need to investigate whether any justifiable 

operational reasons can be given to explain these differing 

approaches and, if not, who is to be held accountable? 
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3. Policing and charges of sectarianism 

 
Effective policing at times of public disorder requires from the 

police both the reality of, and the perception of, total impartiality.  

References are made throughout this text to concerns 

expressed about the RUC’s failure to behave in an even-handed 

and impartial manner at different points in this period of unrest.  

There was a widespread feeling across the community, 

predominantly among nationalists but not limited to them, that 

the change of mind over the stand-off at Drumcree signalled a 

capitulation to threats from the Orange Order and certain 

elements of the loyalist community.  The Orange Order read this 

situation very differently, feeling that the problem lay more with 

the initial decision by the police to re-route the parade than in 

any subsequent change of stance.  No one, however, whatever 

their political persuasion, can have felt reassured by the 

statement of the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Sir 

Patrick Mayhew, that policing decisions in future might also be 

over-turned if sufficient force was ranged against them.14 

 

This supposedly “temporary” 15 setback in the rule of law and 

capitulation to superior numbers cannot however be seen in 

isolation.  The RUC, given its history, its powers, and its 

perceived role in defending a state whose legitimacy is 

                                                           
14 News Letter, 20 July 1996: “I cannot give a guarantee that some massive 

demonstration of force will not overwhelm the RUC if they seek to stand up 

against it.  Of course, I can’t”. 
15 See News Letter, 15 July 1996, interview with Sir Hugh Annesley 

questioned by a sizeable proportion of the population, has 

frequently been accused of sectarianism.  As a force which is 

93% Protestant, its sympathy for, or indeed understanding of, 

the minority community, is frequently questioned.   For many, 

the decision to back down in the face of unionist demands was 

merely confirmation of their belief that the police were a partisan 

force; for others, willing to think that the police had made 

important strides to shake off its past, the decision was deeply 

unsettling; and, for yet others, it made them realise, perhaps for 

the first time, why many in the community might feel themselves 

to be little more than second-class citizens.  
 
Against such a historical background of suspicion on the part of 

many in the minority community, the RUC as an institution has 

an extremely difficult, and some would say impossible, task in 

trying to be seen to be impartial.  It is all the more crucial, 

therefore, that the behaviour of individual officers is beyond 

reproach.  Disturbingly, however, CAJ observers and others 

report events which would appear to confirm charges of 

sectarianism against some members of the RUC.  For example: 

a police officer was seen by a CAJ observer apparently having 

difficulty getting his men to obey orders and move Orangemen 

in a stand-off in Dunloy; numerous witness statements from the 

people cleared from the Garvaghy Road report the repeated use 

of sectarian and other abusive language; similar language was 

apparently used in an incident in the Short Strand (night of 21 

June), and it was nationalists not unionists who were penalised
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for being on the streets when the police arrived in force (see 

chronology); the News Letter (11 July 1996) carried a statement 

from the RUC Wives and Families Association, which talks of its 

members as “supporters of the Orangemen and what they stand 

for”.16   
 
Furthermore, there is evidence that the RUC itself considered 

the behaviour of some of its officers to have been inappropriate.   

The Irish News of 5 September 1996 reports that eight RUC 

officers have been disciplined or investigated in relation to 

activities during the protests linked to their membership of the 

Orange Order.  The same article says that “hundreds of RUC 

men are members of loyal orders but its code of conduct 

prohibits members from taking part in parades”.  The 

investigation of any inappropriate behaviour is to be welcomed 

but it begs the question as to what constitutes - or should 

constitute - inappropriate behaviour?  Discussions as to what 

should constitute a conflict of interest for those responsible for 

upholding law and order is surely a matter for general public 

debate.  It  is also clearly a matter of sufficient importance to be 

addressed within the RUC’s Fundamental Review of Policing, 

and the debate around the government’s White Paper on 

policing.   

                                                           
16 While the News Letter confirmed receipt of the statement, attempts to 

contact the RUC Wives and Families Association for a full copy proved 

unsuccessful.  Neither the RUC Press Office, nor the Police Federation, knew 

of any such group though both agree that local support and welfare groups 

may well exist without their knowledge. 

4. Issues requiring further study 

 

The CAJ believes that a fundamental review of policing is 

required if society is to ensure a police service that is 

representative, accountable, and responsive to the needs of the 

whole community.  This belief has only been further reinforced 

by the events of the summer.  Any such review will need to be 

very wide-ranging but, amongst other things, this summer’s 

events suggest that the review would need to investigate 

thoroughly the following: 

 

• are there satisfactory operational reasons for the variations 

in policy approaches which are exemplified in section two  

above? 

• when the police found itself over-stretched (which is the 

reason given for not upholding its initial decision to stop the 

Orange Order parade down the Garvaghy Road) what 

measures did it introduce and  why were they not sufficient?  

In this context, the remarks by Sir Patrick Mayhew about the 

possible repetition of the situation17 are surely unacceptable 

in a society which claims to uphold the rule of law and order 

in an equitable manner for all its citizens? 

• was there any truth to suggestions in the press that, despite 

claims of being over-stretched (and indeed our own 

observers reported some officers serving more than 24 hour 

tours of duty), Catholic officers were not relied on to do extra 

                                                           
17 Supra at footnote 14 
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shifts, or certain kinds of duty?18   If there is any truth to such 

allegations, what justification exists for such a policy? 

• what action is being taken with regard to those police 

officers disciplined for activities related to their Orange Order 

membership?  What reliance can be placed on the testimony 

of Orange Order members of the RUC who may be called to 

testify in court against nationalists who were protesting 

against Orange Order marches through their area?  What 

lessons does this hold for the future? 

• what fundamental policing changes are needed to ensure 

that the criticisms made above (about the inability to take 

firm but fair action against peaceful protesters, problems in 

communication, and police misbehaviour which contributed 

to disorder rather than defusing it) cannot be repeated in 

future? 

• what is to be done about the charges of sectarianism made 

against the force? 

• what are the lessons for police training if policing is to 

become more widely accepted across the community?   

• what lessons are to be learnt about the use - and non-use - 

of local officers in dealing with public order disturbances?  

• given the massive deployment of police across Northern 

Ireland, and their frequent movement from place to place, 

are there any patterns in the incidents cited in this report 

which suggest that some divisions or police units have 

particular problems requiring urgent remedy? 

                                                           
18 Irish News, 10 August 1996 

• how can the complaints system be strengthened so that 

officers are rendered properly accountable for their actions?  

CAJ observers on occasion asked for police identification 

numbers and were refused them, and on other occasions 

the numbers were not displayed very clearly (this is 

particularly a problem for police in riot gear).  On certain 

occasions, the police may have understandably feared that 

such numbers would facilitate identification of them and their 

families.  What measures can be taken to protect police 

officers from  being identified personally while still allowing 

people sufficient information to pursue genuine complaints  

against individual officers who may have abused their 

powers?  (Wider problems of weaknesses in the complaints 

mechanisms available are addressed on pp 56-59) 

 

In the following chapters, we consider in more detail specific 

aspects of police tactics which were of particular concern to us 

and which clearly require close independent investigation - most 

particularly the use of plastic bullets.  However, references 

frequently arise with regard to the indiscriminate use of police 

batons, and the role of police dogs  (most disturbingly, in the 

casualty unit at Altnagelvin Hospital).  All of these tactics require 

independent investigation also.      
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Plastic Bullets 
 

1. Introduction 

 

CAJ has always been opposed to the deployment and use of 

plastic bullets as a form of crowd control in Northern Ireland.  

Our opposition derives from a number of considerations: 

 

• this is a lethal weapon which, of its very nature19, results in 

serious injury and death: to date there have been 17 deaths 

in Northern Ireland, 8 of whom have been children; 

• the guidelines for its deployment are not in the public domain 

and therefore the use or abuse of the weapon is not readily 

subject to public scrutiny; 

• on occasion, the deployment of plastic bullet guns would 

appear to occur in situations where their primary purpose is 

to intimidate people;  

• serious and documented reports of its misuse do not appear 

to have led either to disciplinary action or charges being 

brought against those responsible, nor indeed to any major 

review of alternative methods of crowd control; 

• other forms of crowd control have proved sufficient in Britain 

where there have been very serious public order problems - 

                                                           
19 see Technical Report Number 74-79: A Comparison of Various Less Lethal 

Projectiles, by Wargovich et al; US Army Land Warfare Laboratory, June 1974. 

the distinctiveness of Northern Ireland in this regard has not 

been effectively argued; 

• in many instances, the use of plastic bullets has clearly 

proved counter-productive and has led to an escalation of 

civil unrest rather than to a defusing of tension. 

 

This principled position is one which we have argued for many 

years and which we dealt with in detail in reports published in 

1985 and again in 199020. Nor, as these reports detail, are we 

alone in expressing serious concerns about the use of plastic 

bullets.  The European Parliament in May 1982 voted to ban the 

use of the bullets throughout the European Community; a 1986 

conference of the Democratic Unionist Party criticised the 

“blatant misuse of the plastic baton round in Portadown” (where 

a loyalist demonstrator had been shot) and the bullet was 

described as a “killer weapon, designed to kill or maim”; and the 

Labour Party has said that it will ban the weapon when in 

government.21 In 1995, the United Nations Committee Against 

Torture mentioned the deployment of plastic bullets amongst a 

number of its concerns22, as did the Honourable John Shattuck, 

US Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human Rights 

and Labour.  Speaking at a CAJ conference of everyone’s 

desire for a peaceful future for Northern Ireland, Mr Shattuck 

                                                           
20 Plastic Bullets and the Law, pamphlet 8, CAJ 1985; updated Plastic Bullets 

and the Law, pamphlet 15, CAJ 1990. 
21 NEC Policy Statement, 1987. 
22 “Conclusions and Recommendations” of the United Nations Committee on 

Torture, November 1995. 
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called, among other things, for “the elimination of such deadly 

security measures as the use of plastic bullets for civilian crowd 

control”23.  George Mitchell, speaking for the International Body 

in January 1996, spoke of the importance of confidence-building 

measures and called for “a review of the situation with respect 

to ….the use of plastic bullets”.24 

 

Fearing a build up in tensions in the weeks leading up to the 

marching season this year, an article appeared in CAJ’s 

monthly newsletter providing a short history of the problems this 

weapon has created.  The article (Just News, June 1996) cites 

the cases of all seventeen people killed by rubber or plastic 

bullets since 1972 and provides details on their ages, since one 

was as young as ten,  five were thirteen or under, and more 

than half were 18 or under.  Other near fatalities are also 

reported: there is the case of Emma Groves, now 76, who was 

blinded by a rubber bullet when standing in her own sitting 

room, and of Tommy Turner who “escaped”, after being shot at 

a range of eight yards, with 64 stitches, two steel plates, seven 

face fractures and plastic surgery. 

 

Following on from this, CAJ, along with a number of other 

human rights groups, wrote an open letter to Sir Hugh Annesley, 

the RUC Chief Constable, on 5 July 1996, urging that plastic 

bullets be withdrawn entirely.  Such a move we thought would 

                                                           
23 See “Human Rights: The Agenda for Change”, CAJ pamphlet No. 30, 

December 1995. 
24 Report of The International Body, 22 January 1996, para 55. 

have the added advantage of de-escalating the tensions which 

were already building up around the marching season.  

Unfortunately our request went unheeded, and on 8 July we 

issued a press release reiterating our concerns upon hearing of 

the first serious injury of the season: one of the young protesters 

at the unionist stand-off at Drumcree, a mentally handicapped 

youth, had been seriously injured and admitted to intensive 

care.   

 

However, thereafter, as the account which follows will illustrate 

graphically, the use of plastic bullets increased exponentially.  

This account of events proves our claims that this weapon 

should be withdrawn with immediate effect.  

 

 

2. Numbers of Plastic Bullets fired 

 
Figures from our 1990 report, and from the RUC Press Office for 

more recent years,  show that since 1982  the annual average 

of bullets fired is just over 1000 (see Appendix I).   For all the 

reasons mentioned above, this number is already far too high.  

However, the fact that RUC statistics25 report that 6002 were 

fired between the 7 and the 14 July 1996 alone, highlights the 

dramatic increase in the use made of the weapon in this recent 

period.  Any inquiry into usage over the summer will need to 

                                                           
25 RUC statement to the press dated 19 July 1996 
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explore further: do these statistics refer to use by RUC only or 

are plastic bullets fired by the army included in this total, was 

there any difference in the weights of plastic bullets fired 

throughout the disturbances, is there any breakdown between 

police and army usage of plastic bullets, how confident can one 

be as to the total number fired?  Soldiers and police were seen 

by our observers on several occasions collecting spent plastic 

bullets once calm was restored, but the reason for this was not 

immediately evident, and has led to speculation about the 

reliability of the official statistics.   

 

It is our understanding that individual policemen and women 

have to account for any and all live ammunition they fire and 

that this enables a clear central record to be kept of the amount 

of ammunition used by individual officers.  More importantly, it 

also allows a record to be kept of the exact circumstances in 

which officers allege that it was necessary to resort to the firing 

of live bullets.   We are unaware if the same rigorous 

procedures which apply to live ammunition also apply to the 

recording of plastic bullet usage.  The potential of plastic bullets 

for causing extremely serious injury and death is such that there 

is no justification for any distinction in the recording procedures 

involved.  If the procedures are not the same, then CAJ would 

urge that the procedure for recording the detailed circumstances 

in which plastic bullets are fired be brought into line with that 

which applies to live ammunition without delay.  While this 

would not mitigate our concerns about  any deployment of this 

lethal weapon, it could at least contribute to some measure of 

accountability at the level of individual officers and might help 

any later inquiry into alleged abuses. 

 

Our concerns about the total number of bullets fired and the 

recording procedures for usage are heightened by recent 

exchanges with the RUC about their statistics.  The figure given 

for plastic bullets fired over the period of 11-15 July in Derry 

Londonderry was originally 300626 but was later amended to 

302627.  The breakdown of the 3026 was given as 774, 968 and 

1284 for each night of the July disturbances.  These figures are 

surprising since the police themselves described the first night 

as one of the worst nights ever of rioting in the city. More 

importantly, the third night was the time when a large team of 

CAJ observers were present and where we counted 514 fired.  

While we accept that our figures may be an under-estimate, we 

find it difficult to believe that there were an additional 770 bullets 

fired without our knowledge. 

 

Greater accountability is needed regarding the total number of 

bullets fired and the exact circumstances in which individual 

officers have recourse to plastic bullets.  However, a particular 

concern arising from the RUC statistics is the breakdown in 

usage over the week.  Plastic bullets, in our opinion, are totally 

unacceptable.  We have no doubt, however, that even people 

                                                           
26 RUC letter to CAJ, 14 August 1996 
27 Phone call with RUC Press Office 8 October 1996 which also provided the 

breakdown for each night. 



 

 

 

28

Quotes - indiscriminate plastic bullets 
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who would argue that they be maintained within the armoury of 

weapons available to the police, would not attempt to justify the 

deployment of plastic bullets in a sectarian or biased way.  We 

therefore need to investigate closely why it was considered 

necessary to discharge 662 plastic bullets in the period between 

7 and 11 July (the period of unionist protests), and more than 

eight times as many (5340) between 11 and 14 July (the period 

of nationalist protests)28.    

 

July 7th to July 11th (predominantly unionist protests) 

 
This period was one of serious unionist unrest, which took place 

because the RUC had banned the Orange Order from marching 

down the Garvaghy Road (a mainly nationalist and Catholic 

area of Portadown).  In this 4½  day period, newspaper reports, 

and figures from the Compensation Agency, suggest that 

extensive damage was done to property by unionist protesters 

and a grave threat existed to the maintenance of public order.   

 

To cite just some examples: the international airport was 

temporarily blocked to vehicular traffic;  protesters established 

roadblocks on a large number of major and minor roads (150 

alone reported during the night of July 10/11)29 ; the RUC 

reported 758 attacks on the police, 65 police officers and 53 

                                                           
28 Belfast Telegraph 13 July 1996; Irish News, 16 July 1996; RUC Statement 

19 July 1996  
29 Independent 12 July 1996 

civilians injured, and 84 vehicles were reported hijacked30; 

serious damage was done to property -  in Ballymena, a car 

showroom suffered damage estimated at nearly £1m31, garages 

were burned in Coleraine, Conlig, and Bangor, a factory was 

torched in Ligoniel, and a flower shop and car showrooms were 

seriously damaged in East Belfast;32 a man, Michael 

McGoldrick, was killed by what the press assumes to have been 

loyalist paramilitaries33; on the 10 July, the Housing Executive 

said it had already received 34 applications for emergency 

housing for Catholics forced to evacuate their homes34; 

shopkeepers were forced to close shops early; public transport 

was seriously curtailed and cross-border railway links were 

disrupted with the discovery of suspect devices35. 

 

All of these incidents were sufficiently serious, and sufficiently 

widespread, that the police publicly claimed to be being over-

stretched36.  Several instances were reported to  CAJ where the 

police appeared either unable or unwilling to intervene37. There 

is little doubt that, in combination, these incidents posed a 

serious threat to property and indeed, on occasion, to life. 

                                                           
30 ibid; Sunday Business Post 14 July 1996 
31 Sunday Business Post 14 July 1996 
32 Belfast Telegaph 10 July 1996; Irish News 11 July 1996 
33 Irish News, 9 July 1996 
34 Sunday Business Post 14 July 1996 
35 ibid 
36 see verbatim edited transcript of interview given by Sir Hugh Annesley to the 

BBC, published in the News Letter 15 July 1996 
37 see, for example, Finaghy in chronology - 9 July 1996 
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The most serious threat to life during this period, according to 

newspaper accounts,  was at Drumcree itself.  Firstly, it has 

been widely reported that police were subjected to taunting 

which suggested that they and their families could suffer later as 

a result of them frustrating loyalist demands to walk down the 

Garvaghy Road38. Secondly, the sheer volume of people who 

congregated at Drumcree church meant that a very serious 

threat was created to the life and welfare of any security force 

personnel attempting to resist any push through the barricades.  

Sir Hugh Annesley, the Chief Constable, in justifying the RUC 

change of mind, referred directly to his fears of serious loss of 

life.  He is reported in the Belfast Telegraph39 as saying: “We 

were faced with the situation of 10,000 Orangemen lined up 

against thousands of police and soldiers.  There was a potential 

risk to life and in that sense it had escalated from the original 

position.  I was not prepared to risk the loss of a single life for 

the sake of re-routing that march”.  He appeared to be referring 

here to the potential loss of life both among the protesters and 

the security forces.  Thirdly, it later became publicly known that 

some of the loyalist protesters had stolen and brought into the 

area a digger, and possibly even a slurry tanker filled with 

                                                           
38 Police Beat, the monthly newsletter of the Police Federation, reported after 

Drumcree that  “we have had 42 officers intimidated out of their homes” which 

suggests that the threats were both real and capable of being realised. 
39 12 July 1996 

petrol, either of which could have been turned into an extremely 

lethal weapon for attacking  the security forces.40 

July 11th to July 14th (predominantly nationalist 
protests) 

 
Almost immediately after the police let the parade down the 

Garvaghy Road, public unrest broke out largely in nationalist 

areas and amongst the nationalist community.  In this 3½ day 

period, 5340 plastic bullets were fired41.  This means that 

according to RUC statistics, eight times as many bullets were 

fired in a 3½ day period as had been fired in the previous 4½ 

days.   Such a disparity clearly raises issues of public concern 

which need to be answered.   In particular, the authorities will 

need to explain why, out of 6002 bullets fired throughout the 

period, the situation in Derry Londonderry required the firing of 

some 300642 bullets.  As will be apparent from our chronology 

elsewhere, CAJ found it difficult to come to any other conclusion 

than that the security forces were out of control there.  Neither 

the amount of people involved in rioting, nor the threat to life or 

property, seemed to explain the disproportionate response in 

the town.  As noted earlier, no-one could justify different police 

tactics on sectarian grounds.  Yet, on the face of it, this may be 

a difficult charge to refute. 

                                                           
40 supra at footnote 1; Irish News, 13 July 1996 
41 RUC statement 19 July 1996 
42 RUC statistics for plastic bullet usage in Derry Londonderry vary between 

3006 and 3026 (see page 27) 
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The army firing plastic bullets in Derry Londonderry 
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The task of the police in countering charges of bias when 

confronted with these statistics is rendered all the more difficult 

in that plastic bullets are meant to be deployed as a 

proportionate response to the level of danger.  Indeed, it is a 

tenet of international law that only such proportionate force be 

used as is absolutely necessary in any particular situation of 

public disorder (see pp 60-62).  Accordingly, the police need not 

only show that they considered the threat to life and property to 

be sufficient to merit the deployment of plastic bullets, but they 

also have to show that the situation in this period was much 

more serious than it had been in the period of unionist unrest if 

they are to justify such a dramatic increase in usage. 

 

Clearly the security forces and the police were facing serious 

public disorder problems during this period of unrest.  In many 

nationalist communities around Northern Ireland people came 

out onto the streets to express their anger at the Drumcree 

stand-down, sometimes peacefully, sometimes violently. In 

several venues, the unrest turned into large-scale rioting.  

Vehicles were hijacked, public transport was disrupted, large 

numbers of people left their homes and businesses because of 

intimidation and local businesses were damaged - in some 

cases, seriously.  The Belfast Telegraph on 12 July reported 

that overnight some twenty cars had been hijacked and set 

alight, city businesses had suffered hundreds of thousands of 

pounds of damage, and serious rioting was said to be occurring 

in Belfast, with trouble also reported from Dungiven, Strabane, 

Coalisland, Newry, Keady and Newtownbutler.  Police statistics 

report: 519 attacks on the police; 84 injuries to police and 139 

civilian injuries over this period.43  Serious though this picture is, 
it is very difficult to argue that the risk to property and life was 

great enough after 11 July to justify such a different level of 

police response. 

 

Looking to the risk to property firstly - it has proved difficult to 

get hard figures for the two periods being studied.  The  

Compensation Agency, for example, has no figures available 

which would allow proper comparisons to be made regarding 

the level of property damage caused before and after 11 July.  

The only available figures talk of overall damage for the first two 

weeks in July in the range of £20m.44  The number of incidents 

leading to compensation claims is, however, a matter of record, 

and the Compensation Agency reports that it has received 

claims relating to approximately 1300 incidents in the period 1-

11 July, and of approximately 1000 in the period 11 July to 30 

August45.  While such figures do not give any indication of the 

amount of damage caused in monetary terms, it does give some 

sense of the scale of disturbances.   On this evidence anyway, it 

would appear that there were fewer incidents in the period of 

                                                           
43 These statistics are calculated on the basis of figures given in the 

Independent 12 July 1996 for unionist disturbances, and from the News Letter 

(16 July 1996) giving total statistics for the period between 7th to 15th July. 
44 This may well be an under-estimate, given that it does not include the long 

term consequences for income-generating businesses such as tourism.  

Compensation Agency and NIO press releases dated 19 July; the NI Tourist 

Board reported tourism down by 38% on same month in 1995 (Irish Times, 15 

July 1996) 
45 CAJ phone call to Compensation Agency, 13 September 1996. 
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nationalist protests, and the dramatic increase in the 

deployment of plastic bullets after 11 July is not obviously 

justifiable in terms of a serious increase in the threat to property.   

 

Nor, we suggest, can the security forces argue that it was only 

by resorting to the large-scale use of plastic bullets that property 

damage was kept to a relatively low level. In legal terms, 

deterrence does not provide acceptable grounds for such a use 

of force.  In any event, if the RUC figures are correct (see p.27), 

the number of plastic bullets increased in Derry Londonderry 

over the period of disturbances, while figures for property 

damage also increased.46   CAJ’s first-hand experience in Derry 

Londonderry on the night of 13/14 July, was that plastic bullets 

did not appear to deter rioting, but rather contributed to it. 

 

But the threat to property may not be the main argument used 

by the police for their resort to a much larger number of plastic 

bullets against nationalist demonstrators.  The authorities may 

claim that the differential response pre- and post-Drumcree was 

brought about because the threat to life was much greater, or of 

a different order.  One of the arguments made by the police47 for 

the use of plastic bullets against rioters is that this weapon 

allows them to engage at some distance from the rioters and not 

get drawn in close, where they might be particularly vulnerable 

to sniper attacks from paramilitaries.    

                                                           
46 Property damage estimates provided CAJ by local business representatives 
47 CAJ meeting with Chief Constable Designate Ronnie Flanagan - 6.9.1996 

To take this latter point first. There is absolutely no doubt that 

serious riots took place, for example, in Derry Londonderry on 

the nights of 11, 12, and 13 July, and that accordingly there 

existed a risk  to life.  The police may want to argue that, for 

reasons of their own safety, they were obliged to keep their 

distance, and had to have recourse to plastic bullets.  However, 

CAJ had observers present the nights of  the 11 and 13 July, 

and has studied eyewitness accounts regarding the events of all 

three evenings. Our own conclusion is that action by the 

security forces was not always in response to a dangerous 

situation, but frequently contributed to the creation of such a 

situation.   Our observers did not feel that careful strategic or 

tactical thinking was always at work.  On the contrary, several 

observers felt  that the security forces appeared out of control.  

Certainly, it was our conclusion that, if safety was the primary 

objective, the tactic of using plastic bullets back-fired.  Tensions 

were heightened and the disorder exacerbated, thereby placing 

the lives of all at greater risk. 

 

Alternatively, the authorities may argue that the risk was not 

necessarily of a different order pre- and post- Drumcree, but 

that it was at a much higher level after the 11 July 1996.  One 

statistic to look at when trying to gauge the threat to life would 

be the number of petrol bombs thrown.  However, figures in the 

public domain about petrol bombs vary greatly.  On the one 

hand, David McClurg, secretary of the Police Federation48, said 

that “probably in excess of 20,000” petrol bombs were thrown by 

                                                           
48 cited in Irish News, 9 August 1996 
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nationalists, but the Sunday Tribune of 14 July says that “the 

RUC suggestion of 800 petrol bombs thrown (in Derry 

Londonderry on the night of 11/12 July) was at least a twofold 

over-estimation”.  The RUC Press Office when asked to 

comment on the figures was also unable to be very exact.  In 

one exchange, they said that it is almost impossible to talk of 

statistics when estimating the number of petrol bombs lobbed, 

and noted that the police can only ever comment on petrol 

bomb numbers with a view to giving a general order of 

magnitude49.   However, in a later exchange, they said that the 

number of petrol bombs must have been well in excess of 

4367.50  These contradictory messages serve merely to confirm 

the difficulty of getting reliable statistics and, in any event, there 

appears to be no breakdown in the statistics for pre- and post-

Drumcree.  

 

A more reliable measure of the level of risk posed to the security 

forces may be to look at the official statistics issued concerning 

attacks on the police.   The RUC reported51 that between July 7 
and July 11 they had recorded 758 attacks on the police.  Given 

that the total attacks on the police for the whole period was 

                                                           
49 phone call with RUC Press Office, 4 September 1996 
50 RUC Press Office fax to CAJ dated 13 September 1996: “The incident log for 

the Province carries continuous reports of petrol bombs being thrown.  In cases 

where officers on the ground reported an estimated number, I totalled them, 

and recorded 4367 thrown.  Many incidents were reported as “heavy petrol 

bombing” which I did not count, so this figure is certain to be an underestimate”. 
51 Independent, 12 July 1996 

127752, there were presumably some 519 attacks which 

occurred in the period of nationalist disturbances.  While 

numbers give no indication of the severity of the attacks, this 

statistic means that there were fewer attacks on the police after 

Drumcree in comparison to before.  This appears to throw even 

more doubt on justifications based on the threat to life in the two 

time periods being compared.  
 
As with the numbers of plastic bullets used, we are not entirely 

clear how the police calculate the numbers of attacks made 

upon them, but these statistics at least indicate their own 

assessment of the seriousness of the situation pre- and post-

Drumcree. Even though we are not in any position to 

independently confirm or refute the official figures provided, our 

own observers certainly witnessed a large number of petrol 

bombs being lobbed at the security forces, and on occasion 

watched the police come under very serious attack.  We, 

however, remain unconvinced that the danger posed during the 

period of nationalist demonstrations was so much greater  than 

that posed by unionist demonstrators that the difference could 

explain the eightfold increase in plastic bullets.  We urge that 

these discrepancies in police response be the subject of 

independent inquiry. 

 

 

                                                           
52 News Letter 16 July 1996, confirmed by phone (18 September 1996) with 

RUC Press Office  
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3. Circumstances in which plastic bullets  
were deployed 

Riot situations: 

 

Plastic baton rounds are, according to a letter to the CAJ from 

RUC Headquarters dated 11 July 1996, “an essential element of 

police operational equipment for dealing with serious public 

disorder, and are only used during periods of serious public 

disorder”.  

 

What was of concern to our independent observers, therefore, 

was the extent to which a tense situation, which sometimes 

started off with little more than loutish behaviour by drunken 

youths, degenerated into serious unrest because of insensitive 

policing.  We do not claim that it is easy to make judgements as 

to when withdrawal would be more conducive to good order 

than intervention, but it is precisely at times of deep social 

unrest that policing needs to be exercised with sensitivity and 

impartiality.  On several occasions, it is our belief that an 

absence, or withdrawal, from the scene by the security forces 

would have removed any obvious target for the rioting, and 

would either have prevented the situation degenerating in the 

first place, or would have brought a deteriorating situation to a 

quicker (and safer) end. 

 

Furthermore, even when serious public disorder breaks out, 

there are guidelines governing the use of plastic bullets.  To the 

extent that we are aware of the guidelines (see on), we believe 

that they were often not adhered to.  Certainly it is our belief that 

the very manner of firing plastic bullets can create additional 

problems for law and order rather than assisting to calm the 

unrest.  Some accounts of events in Derry Londonderry over the 

three nights of disturbances talk of plastic bullets “raining down 

like confetti” (an expression which seems all the more horrifying 

when thinking of the potential lethal impact of any one bullet); 

we have several witness statements to the effect that plastic 

bullets were fired at individuals who came forward to help pull 

away wounded friends from the fray, that plastic bullet guns 

were over-heating and jamming, and that the security forces 

seemed “out of control” . This behaviour does not comply with 

what we believe to be the guidelines for the use of plastic bullets 

- nor does such behaviour defuse riots.   

Non-riot situations 

 

CAJ believe that plastic bullets are unacceptable because of the 

risk they pose to life.  While some might disagree with this 

position of principle, none would seek to justify the discharge of 

these lethal weapons in situations where there is no rioting, 

and/or at people going peacefully about their business.  An RUC 

statement states explicitly “plastic baton rounds are used 

against clearly identified rioters”53.  Accordingly, the accounts 

                                                           
53 RUC statement 18 July 1996 to BBC 
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which follow, showing that this policy was not respected, ought 

to be of particular concern.    

 

Elsewhere in this report (see Appendix II)  we recount in the 

words of the individuals themselves what happened to them.  

We can summarise here some of the most egregious examples 

of plastic bullets being used against people who could not in any 

sense be described as rioters, or as posing a threat to life or 

property: 

• young people injured by plastic bullets as they came out of a 

fast food restaurant; 

• people injured by plastic bullets as they were coming out of 

a disco; 

• CAJ observers, journalists and bystanders being shot at (the 

latter over the heads of actual rioters); 

• people clearly trying to escape the disturbances. 

 

From the Garvaghy Road, where the police were at no obvious 

risk, one witness reported: “after the march had passed, the 

police opened fire with plastic bullets and seemed to be firing 

indiscriminately, even when children were running around”; 

another said: “the police couldn’t have been aiming at anyone - 

they were just shooting the plastic bullets, they were coming so 

quickly”; and another said: “I saw someone getting hit in the 

back of the shoulders as they tried to shield a child”. 

Similarly harrowing accounts were provided by many witnesses 

in Derry Londonderry: “I was in the car and my son was getting 

food in Marlene’s just above Squires.  He came out with some 

food, and was about to get into the car when he was hit by a 

plastic bullet”;  “I saw the police fire plastic bullets at people who 

were running away.  I think I saw about six people being hit by 

plastic bullets and only one of them in the leg.  The others were 

hit in the chest/arms”; or “the RUC marched down Shipquay 

Street and battered many of the young people in the street.  

They also fired plastic bullets.  This was totally unprovoked and  

there was no riot going on at the time”. 

 

Official guidelines for the use of plastic bullets 

 

The police (and army) guidance for the use of plastic bullets is 

not in the public domain. This should be a matter of general 

concern since, without access to the guidance, it is impossible 

for the public to know if the procedures followed comply with 

international law and if they are being adhered to.  Nor indeed 

can they even know in what circumstances they have proper 

grounds for complaint.  Is it the case, as everyone seems to 

assume, that plastic bullets are to be discharged at a certain 

minimal distance from the intended target and that the shooter 

should aim below the waist? CAJ’s own research54 suggests 

that these are in fact the guidelines that police are meant to 

adhere to, but it is only by rendering these guidelines public that 

genuine accountability can be expected. 

 

                                                           
54 see Plastic Bullets and the Law, CAJ, 1990 
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The police, as well as the public, should be very concerned at 

the numerous allegations that this internal guidance was not 

followed.  CAJ observed at first hand, and has extensive written 

and, in many instances also, video evidence to confirm, that: 

 

• many injuries from plastic bullets occurred to the head and 

upper body;  

• plastic bullets hit a first floor window which would have been 

impossible if they were targeted at people’s lower limbs; 

• plastic bullets were fired at such speed and in such numbers 

that direct targeting “of clearly identified rioters” (see earlier 

reference to RUC statement to BBC dated 18 July 1996)) 

seems highly unlikely; 

• when no disturbances were going on, plastic bullet guns 

were pointed at people as a form of intimidation; 

• plastic bullet guns were brought into situations where the 

police and protesters were in such close proximity that the 

guns could not have been discharged in accordance with the 

guidelines if there is, as believed, a minimal firing distance. 

 

Obviously many of the incidents cited earlier - where plastic 

bullets were used in non-riot situations and against non-rioters - 

would also constitute examples where the guidelines, to the 

extent that they are known, appear to have been breached. 

 

4.  Plastic Bullet Injuries 

 

Hundreds of people were injured by plastic bullets.  Several of 

their accounts are to be found in Appendix II.  The following 

examples of injuries (taken largely from press accounts) 

highlight the impact of plastic bullets on the lives of some - 

mainly young - people. 

 
The first very serious plastic bullet injury in the course of the 

summer which came to the attention of the CAJ was the case of 

19-year old Daniel Robinson.  Mr Robinson was critically injured 

after being hit in the chest by a plastic bullet that, according to 

the press, ruptured his spleen and damaged a lung.  Mr 

Robinson, who lives on the Brownstown estate in Portadown, 

was part of the unionist stand-off at Drumcree and was 

wounded in those disturbances.  His injury led us to reiterate, 

via a public statement on 8 July, CAJ’s total opposition to the 

use of plastic bullets.  As if in confirmation of the particular 

vulnerability of certain groups to this form of crowd control,  Mr 

Robinson was reported to suffer from a mental disability55. 

 

Kevin McCafferty, a 16 year old Derry boy, was reported to be in 

hospital in a critical condition, and waiting to hear if he would 

lose an eye, after being hit by two plastic bullets.  He was hit in 

the chest when the police opened fire at Union Hall Place, and, 

                                                           
55 Belfast Telegraph 8 July 1996 
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An example of the many head injuries from plastic bullets 
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according to his father, was struck again in the head as he fell to 

the ground (Irish News 13 July 1996).  He has since lost the 

eye. 

 

Michael McEleney, 18, was struck in the face by a plastic bullet 

on the night of 11/12 July, and suffered a fractured jaw and 

palate.  He said that he had been on his way to a night-club to 

meet his girlfriend56.  

 

Nicola Duffy, talking of the injury she had received in her own 

home, the night of 11 July, said: “We heard all the noise going 

on outside, it was about 11.30pm, and I went out to the door 

and saw a man lying in the hallway.  He was shot and just as I 

was going in to call for an ambulance, I was hit in the leg”57. 

   

Patrick Friel, 21 years old was struck by a plastic bullet in the 

early hours of the morning (12 July) and was transferred from 

Derry Londonderry to the Royal Victoria Hospital in Belfast after 

developing a clot on his brain.  His father is reported in the 

Derry Journal of 16 July as saying: “We were told that he was 

merely walking home.  He wasn’t looking for trouble.  He 

intentionally went to a bar in Bishop Street to avoid any trouble 

which may have erupted in the city centre”. 

 

Paul Morris, 23, was shot by a plastic bullet in the early hours of 

13 July (photo opposite: courtesy of the Irish News).  The 

                                                           
56 statements given to CAJ 
57 Irish News, 13 July 1996 

newspapers report Mr Morris saying “I had been to the club with 

my mates and girlfriend.  I was walking down Springfield Road 

to leave my girlfriend home and as I reached the steps at 

Divismore Crescent, a policeman shouted out from New 

Barnsley RUC station.  I turned round because I thought it was 

one of my friends - he then shot me in the face”. This incident 

took place a short time after shots had been fired at the police 

station.   Mr Morris needed 13 stitches above his right eye.58 

 

Martin Toner, aged 25, from Keady, Co Armagh, was struck in 

the face with a plastic bullet.   News reports state that trouble 

broke out when people returning from an Orange Order band 

competition came across a protest demonstration.  The band’s 

minibus stopped outside a Catholic church and  Mr Toner who, 

according to reports, was leaving Mass and was not part of the 

demonstration, was shot by the RUC and lost an eye59.   

 

In August, Billy Blair, a UDP Councillor in Newtownabbey was 

struck in the neck by a plastic bullet while apparently appealing 

for calm during a confrontation between Apprentice Boys and 

the RUC in Dunloy.  He was knocked to the ground and suffered 

heavy bruising for which he received out-patient treatment at 

casualty.  Subsequently he criticised the police for being heavy 

handed and making an indiscriminate attack on a crowd 

including children60.  

                                                           
58 Irish News, 16 July 1996 
59 Irish News, 29 July 1996 
60 News Letter, 12 August 1996; Irish News, 13 August 1996 
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5.  Decision Making and Plastic Bullets 

 

The government’s planned review of the RUC’s procedures and 

training for handling public order situations is to include an 

examination of their use of plastic baton rounds.  As noted 

elsewhere, it is very disappointing that no fundamental review of 

the use of plastic bullets is intended, since a review limited to 

procedures and training will not be sufficient.  Any credible 

review will need to address many important questions - for 

example: 

 

 

the facts of the situation:   

 

CAJ has attempted to contribute to an analysis of what 

happened by producing this detailed report.  However, many 

questions require to be clarified: 

 

• what is the breakdown of plastic bullets fired - by date, 

region, incident, and police/army division?  What totals were 

fired by the police and what by the army? 

• in particular, are there any patterns which seem to suggest 

that particular police or army divisions resorted more quickly 

to the use of plastic bullets than their colleagues elsewhere? 

• how reliable are the statistics for the number of plastic 

bullets fired?  

  

  

• what type of plastic bullets were fired? how many police 

officers, if any, are being investigated or are facing 

disciplinary action over their use of the weapon? 

 

 

threat assessment:  

 

• who is responsible for determining the level of threat and 

how is that threat (whether to life or property) measured? 

• does the threat assessment regarding the potential or real 

damage to property or risk to life made prior to 11 July and 

afterwards suggest any partiality on the part of the police? 

• the clear statement of Sir Hugh Annesley that “There was no 

question of asking the army to open fire on members of the 

public in a province of the United Kingdom.  That was 

unacceptable to me and I would never have asked it”61 

suggests that he did not consider plastic bullets to constitute 

a lethal weapon.  Is this view not misguided in that 

seventeen people have died since the introduction of rubber 

and plastic bullets, children are particularly vulnerable, and 

any threat assessment must also weigh up the risk posed by 

resorting to the alternatives available?   

 

                                                           
61 Sunday Times, 14 July 1996, in reference to his decision to allow the Orange 

Order march down the Garvaghy Road 
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policy context: 

 

• who decides to issue plastic bullet guns in the first place? 

• what rank of officer decides when to issue the order to 

commence firing or to stop firing, or is this a matter for 

individual officers to decide upon?  What rank of officer 

remains to supervise usage? 

• how many officers are equipped with such guns and of what 

rank are they?  Do both full time and reserve officers use 

them? 

• what are the guidelines for their use and why are they not in 

the public domain?  How can the public be assured that 

individual police officers and commanding officers are held 

accountable for their decision to resort to plastic bullets and 

their use of them once the initial decision is made? 

• do the guidelines give any criteria stating what level of threat 

is necessary for plastic bullet guns to be deployed and fired?  

Do the guidelines allow the deployment of plastic bullet guns 

in non-threatening situations, where they serve largely as a 

form of deterrence or intimidation? 

• what internal mechanisms exist to review retrospectively 

those situations which gave rise to the use of plastic bullets 

and the behaviour of individual police officers in the 

deployment? 

• is police training in crowd control reviewed in the light of 

practical experience, and have any lessons been learnt from 

past mistakes? 

 

 

 

  

• what training in the use of plastic bullets specifically is 

given? 

• what crowd control alternatives have been considered by the 

RUC, and when was there last any major review of current 

tactics?  What justification exists for the use of this weapon 

in Northern Ireland, which has not been used in Britain 

despite its experience of extremely serious public order 

problems (e.g. the poll tax dispute, race riots, football riots)? 

  

 

All of the above questions concern the use of plastic bullets by 

the police given that it is the Inspectorate of Constabulary which 

has been charged with this review.  It is presumably, however, 

also the intention of this review to look at any questions which 

arise regarding any breakdown of responsibilities in this arena 

between the police and the army?  
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Replace funeral photo with quotes : 

 

 

 

“An army Saxon …sped forward … most of the crowd ran.  One 

person was left behind the wooden board, still holding the 

board.  The Saxon hit the board and the man was pushed over.” 

 

“As the saracen was coming towards the board, it must have 

been apparent that there was someone holding it up…” 

 

“”I could see a boy under the tin.  I was shouting: “There’s a 

man under that tin!”  The Saxon stopped; it seemed to me that 

they knew he was under it” 
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Findings: Specific incidents 

 
There were a number of particular incidents which took place 

over the course of this period which are of serious concern and 

which are commented on below in more detail. 

 

1. Death of Dermot McShane  

 

The most serious incident of this whole period involving the 

security forces was the death of Dermot McShane in Derry 

Londonderry on the night of the 12 /13 July 1996.  

 

Dermot McShane, a 35 year old man, died in the early hours of 

13 July after being knocked over by an army Saxon.   He, 

initially with several others, was standing in the middle of the 

road holding a hoarding.  There is some dispute as to whether 

this was being used to shield the passage of Mr McShane and 

others across the road given the hail of plastic bullets being 

fired, or whether it was being used to shield from attack people 

who themselves were lobbing missiles at the security forces.  

What is not in dispute is that the hoarding was hit by an army 

vehicle, Mr McShane fell beneath it, the vehicle ran over him 

and he died shortly afterwards from his injuries. 

  

The public was told by the authorities that there would be an 

inquiry into the death62, but CAJ argues that any such 

investigation must be totally independent of the security forces.  

We have consistently argued that complaints about police (and 

security force) behaviour should be the subject of independent 

investigation.  At a time of heightened tension, the importance of 

the need for independence, and the perception of 

independence, is all the greater.  Already we are aware of 

people who witnessed this (and indeed other events recounted 

in this report) who have indicated that they will not make a 

complaint about, or give a statement to, the RUC because they 

have no confidence that action will follow (for a fuller discussion 

of this problem see pp 56-59). 

 

This position of principle was under-scored in this particular 

instance when the police investigating the incident informed the 

family’s legal advisers that the driver of the army lorry which ran 

Mr McShane over had still not been interviewed four weeks after 

the event.  This would be of very serious concern in any event, 

but is a matter of even deeper unease when: 

 

• eyewitness accounts and video footage make it quite 

apparent that the driver of the lorry must have been aware 

that there was someone (or maybe several people) behind 

the fencing when he drove at the blockage; 

                                                           
62 Londonderry Sentinel, 17 July 1996; RUC North Regional Press Office, 17 

July 1996 
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• other incidents (reported elsewhere in this material) suggest 

that army and police vehicles have been used occasionally 

as weapons in public order situations, and there needs 

therefore to be an examination of these operational tactics, 

with a view to introducing better safeguards to avoid other 

fatalities in future; 

• eyewitness accounts appear to suggest that the vehicle 

remained on top of Mr McShane’s body for a few moments, 

thereby rendering his recovery less likely (though here 

accounts vary greatly between “seconds” to “several 

minutes”); 

• several witness statements report that plastic bullets were 

being fired at people who came forward to help Mr 

McShane. 

 

The level of distrust in the police and security forces among 

many is so great that speedy independent investigation of 

particularly serious events like this ought to be a high priority - 

and ought to be seen to be a high priority.  The failure to even 

interview the driver of the armoured truck for at least four 

weeks63 after Mr McShane’s death, gives exactly the opposite 

impression. 
 

 

                                                           
63 The death occured on 13 July.  In a meeting on 13 August, the police 

confirmed that they had not yet interviewed the driver of the armoured truck, 

but by the time of an RUC letter dated 3 September 1996, this had been done. 

 

2. Baton charge in Altnagelvin Hospital 

 

Nine witness statements were provided to the CAJ indicating 

that a serious altercation arose in the casualty unit at 

Altnagelvin Hospital on the night of 11/12 July 1996. 

 

According to one person present (who had not been involved in 

any earlier disturbances) -  the incident began when a member 

of the public began to verbally harass a RUC dog handler who, 

with some 15 or so RUC officers (some in riot gear), was in and 

around the casualty area. The dog-handler slapped the man 

across the face and the alsatian dog began to become agitated 

and behave in an aggressive manner towards other members of 

the public present.  Several people were then forcibly moved 

into the casualty unit by the action of the dog, the dog-handler, 

and the fact that RUC officers in riot gear moved towards 

members of the public with their batons drawn.  The pushing 

and shoving got more serious and the RUC began to hit people 

with their batons.   

 

According to another witness “I went to see what was 

happening.  A man was lying on the ground with his hands over 

his head.  I believe he was unconscious.  A number of RUC 

officers were hitting him with batons.  There were three, maybe 

four, policemen involved”.  Another man - who was at casualty 

with his injured son - reports: “There was an exchange of insults 

between the RUC and the civilians.  The RUC officer with the 

dog, who was now at the doors with the other officers, set the 
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dog on one man.  As the dog jumped towards the man, the 

other 10 or 12 officers charged into casualty.  I was hit on at 

least three occasions - once on the chest, once on the shoulder 

and once on the back…..4 or 5 officers were at the second set 

of internal double doors and they were severely beating one 

male.  Another man who tried to intervene was also beaten by 

police officers”.   

 

Several of the witnesses recount that they felt that the presence 

of the RUC was very intimidating, and there were several 

accounts of RUC officers jeering and smirking, and thereby 

contributing to tensions in the waiting area.  Others felt that they 

almost had to run a gauntlet to get into the hospital to seek 

treatment: one said “When I got to the entrance of casualty 

there were RUC and army lined up outside the Casualty on all 

side, and there were RUC in the car-park.  It was very 

intimidating and scary.  The RUC made snide remarks, and 

laughed at people going in”; another noticed the RUC 

apparently taking down details of car number-plates as they 

drove into the hospital car park; and someone else reported the 

RUC were joking about the injured arriving - “I wonder who got 

him?”  

 

It is our understanding64 that the RUC were officially asked to 

leave the hospital premises in an attempt to calm the situation.  

Already that night, rumours quickly spread to the city that the 

police were in Altnagelvin in large numbers, and several witness 

                                                           
64 Irish News, 13 July 1996 

statements indicate that, knowing this, they refused to seek 

medical care in what was clearly the nearest hospital.  Motives 

for this varied, but at least some witnesses reported that they 

feared arrest if they went to the hospital with plastic bullet 

injuries, regardless of the circumstances in which they had 

received these injuries.  This precedent meant that many of 

those injured in disturbances on the two following nights could 

well have been reluctant to have recourse to the hospital’s 

services, and several witness statements made to us suggest 

that this was indeed the case.   Letterkenny General Hospital 

reported treating 32 casualties from the disturbances, four of 

whom were sufficiently serious to require admission.65 

 

This incident obviously gives rise to concern on a number of 

fronts: 

  

• it is disturbing that police apparently entered a casualty unit 

in full riot gear and with a dog.  Was it the case that they 

were accompanying a colleague for medical treatment?  

Given that a situation might arise again in which a police 

officer needs to be hospitalised, and tensions arise between 

police and civilians injured in the same incident, what steps 

can be taken to avoid such problems in the future?    

• a hospital should be a place of refuge and succour.  Reliable 

accounts suggest that the police baton charged people in 

                                                           
65 Irish Times, 15 July 1996 
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• quotes, 6,8,29  
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casualty and used a police dog in a threatening manner.  It 

is vital to have an independent investigation into what 

occurred to give rise to such actions, and whether charges 

should be brought or disciplinary action initiated. 

• partly in response to the stories circulating in Derry 

Londonderry after the night of 11/12 July about events in 

Altnagelvin, and the known practice of the police 

interviewing people in hospital about alleged crimes of 

riotous behaviour, a number of people  went for treatment to 

hospitals across the border.  It is clearly invidious if people 

do not seek speedy medical attention for fear of the 

consequences.  

• in some statements, reference is made to people being 

warned off going to the hospital, even in a couple of cases 

by an ambulance driver: “I caught an ambulance to 

Altnagelvin.  The ambulanceman warned me about police at 

the hospital”; “An ambulanceman told people not to go to 

Altnagelvin”; “I didn’t go to Altnagelvin because the RUC 

were there on the previous night”. 

• the responsibility of medical personnel in protecting the 

rights of their patients in a situation like this may need to be 

clarified.  Are they under an obligation, for example, to report 

plastic bullet wounds in the same way as they must report 

gunshot wounds?  How do they reassure people needing 

medical attention but fearing arrest if they seek official help? 

 

While welcoming the internal investigation promised by the 

hospital authorities, it is a matter of wider public concern that 

police and civilians feel able to go to hospital for necessary 

medical attention without putting themselves at risk by doing so.  

This incident clearly shows that Altnagelvin Hospital became a 

further locale for violence rather than a haven of security.  It will 

be important to examine the CCTV, as well as statements from 

hospital staff, patients and police to ensure that all necessary 

steps are taken to prevent any repetition of these events.  

 

 

3. Near curfew on the lower Ormeau, Belfast 

 

The RUC decided to allow the Orange Order to parade the full 

length of the Ormeau Road on 12 July.  No indication was given 

in advance to residents as to whether or not the march would be 

allowed through, though the sudden arrival of large numbers of 

police and army the evening before the proposed march, 

suggested that this was to be the case.    Instead, a de facto 

curfew was imposed from 6pm on 11 July until nearly 6pm on  

12 July. The police and army inundated the area in very large 

numbers, fifteen hours before the parade passed through the 

area, and for nearly twenty-four hours in total, local people were 

severely restricted in their movements. 

  

• they had to show identification and proof of residence to get 

into and out of specific streets in the area (on occasion 

names were checked against copies of the electoral 

register);
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 Access denied to the Ormeau Road during Orange Order march, 12 July 1996 
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• they were greatly hampered in their ability to get to the local 

shops for fifteen hours because access from the side roads 

onto the main Ormeau Road with the shops was not 

available to them; 

• there were particular problems of access in the case of 

residents whose premises led directly onto the Ormeau 

Road (there is a memorable TV clip showing at least one 

resident, saying that he wanted to get to the shops for milk, 

and having to clamber over police Land Rovers to get out of 

his own front door);  

• the office of the Lower Ormeau Residents Action Group 

(LORAG) was particularly targeted with several Land Rovers 

on different occasions during the 24 hour period parked up 

tight to the door, preventing anyone from inside the building 

leaving; the spokesperson for the Lower Ormeau Concerned 

Community (LOCC), Gerard Rice, was seen being forcefully 

manhandled into a Land Rover at one point for no obvious 

reason; 

• despite requests from certain residents, the president of 

Sinn Fein was for quite some time denied the opportunity to 

discuss the situation with them, though other political 

representatives appeared to be allowed relatively free 

access; 

• one family became distressed when they were delayed at an 

RUC roadblock getting a young child to hospital and another 

woman had difficulty getting her asthma inhaler delivered;  

• a young resident reported that he had to go for hospital 

treatment after an altercation at an RUC roadblock which 

involved the police attempting to drag him out of his car 

while his seat-belt was still fastened, being beaten on the 

ground, arrested and beaten again inside the Land Rover.  

 

This series of incidents is disturbing in a number of ways.  

Firstly, there are clearly two contradictory rights at issue here: 

the right of marchers to parade without fear of attack, and the 

right of residents to freedom of movement.  It is difficult to see 

why a parade that took little more than five minutes to pass, 

required that people be virtually imprisoned in their homes for 

24 hours.  Secondly, a right to march peacefully exists 

alongside a right to protest peacefully.  The police action in this 

instance appeared to be predicated on the assumption that the 

lower Ormeau residents could not demonstrate peacefully and 

that draconian action was required to ensure public order.  

Thirdly, even if it were considered an operational necessity to 

restrict certain movements of the residents, any such decision 

must be applied generously: it is to add deep insult to injury to 

the local residents, to frustrate humanitarian requests.  

 

Comparisons between the inability of the RUC to prevent the 

growth of a potentially hostile crowd in Drumcree, where 

unionist demonstrators seemed to join the protest at will,  and 

the total swamping of the Ormeau Road, only serves to feed 

concerns about unequal treatment.  

4. Drumcree/Garvaghy 
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Much of the Drumcree/Garvaghy Road story is told already in 

this report.  However, a short comment here may be useful 

since it provides an opportunity to place the event in its broader 

context.  

 

For those unfamiliar with Northern Ireland, the fairly regular use 

of Drumcree, Portadown and Garvaghy as interchangeable 

terms may prove particularly confusing.  Drumcree is the area 

around a Church of Ireland church outside the town of 

Portadown, and it was at this church that members of the 

Orange Order gathered on the morning of 7 July.  They 

intended to parade back to town along the Garvaghy Road and 

a largely nationalist housing estate.  There are conflicting stories 

about events between 7-11 July, but given problems about this 

march route in the past, most notably last year, the Mediation 

Network was monitoring the situation closely.  While such 

negotiations are normally internal and confidential, the Network 

issued a public statement on 13 July 1996 to explain their 

understanding of what had occurred in discussions in 1995 and 

1996.66 They indicated that, after discussions with the Deputy 

Chief Constable, Ronnie Flanagan, in 1995, “we now believed 

that there would be no further marches on Garvaghy Road 

without the residents’ consent”. 

 

Whatever the background to the decision, the police decided to 

re-route the march this year, but the Orange Order took this as 

                                                           
66 For an explanation of the work of the community relations group, the 

Mediation Network, and the full statement issued, see Irish News 13 July 1996 

a challenge to their right to “walk the Queen’s highways”.  They 

encouraged colleagues, in the words of one Orange Order 

leader to “stretch the police as much as possible”.67  A stand-off 

developed with thousands of Orange Order members being 

allowed to assemble at Drumcree  church, more soldiers being 

brought in, and wire netting being set up to create distance 

between the marchers and the security forces blocking their 

way.  At the same time, elsewhere in Northern Ireland, unionist 

roadblocks closed many major and minor roads, sectarian 

attacks occurred at communal interfaces, and the police 

admitted publicly to being stretched to the limit.68 

 

On 11 July, admitting the situation at Drumcree had become 

“uncontrollable”69, the police removed the barricades and 

allowed the Orange Order through.  Whatever the tactical and 

operational arguments for succumbing to this pressure after the 

four-day stand-off, the violent removal of nationalist protesters 

immediately afterwards was particularly disturbing.   

 

                                                           
67 Belfast Telegraph, 9 July 1996 
68 News Letter, 15 July 1996, verbatim edited transcript of discussion with Sir 

Hugh Annesley 
69 ibid. 



 

 

 

51

Quotes 10,13,15,16,21 
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Accordingly, there are a number of serious issues which must 

be urgently addressed: 

• why were the unionist protesters allowed to gather in such 

large numbers, and with equipment (see earlier references 

to a digger and slurry truck), which made it almost 

impossible for the security forces to hold the line? 

• why did the police and the authorities continue to insist 

throughout the growing crisis that the decisions to be taken 

were of a local and operational nature?  Quite clearly the 

decision to re-route the march, and then to let it through, had 

important ramifications for the rule of law across Northern 

Ireland and was not purely operational.    

• once having taken the decision to allow the Orange Order 

marchers through, what justification did the police have for 

the action they took against the Garvaghy Road residents 

who came out on the street to protest the about-face?  Eye-

witness testimony from that incident is sprinkled throughout 

this report and includes allegations that: the police 

instructions to move were not clearly communicated; people 

wishing to leave the protest were prevented from doing so; 

people were batoned off the road; sectarian abuse was used 

by the police; and plastic bullet rounds were fired 

indiscriminately. 

 

An exploration of the events leading up to the stand-off at 

Drumcree, the change of decision by the police, and the action 

taken in the wake of this change, is urgently needed.   

 

At the heart of the Drumcree debacle is the issue of 

majority/minority rights.  Sir Hugh Annesley said: “I accept that 

the rule of law has had a setback at Drumcree”70 but he goes on 

to argue that it ought to be of a temporary nature and that he 

made his decision to let the march through on that basis: “I 

would not have risked one life - I had to trade that off against the 

potential overrun of the rule of law in the short term”71.  One 

must wonder, however, if in fact the damage to the rule of law 

can indeed be seen as a temporary setback given other 

remarks in the same interview: “there is one key golden public 

order rule and that is a number of people - if you get enough of 

them - can, in the short term, overrun a normal policing 

operation”.  Surely this public recognition of the force of 

numbers raises justifiable fears in the minds of the minority 

community as to the ability of the state to protect them? 

 

Such fears are only compounded when the police not only 

succumb to the force of numbers, but do so in a way which 

appears to penalise the minority community even further.  Some 

suggestion was made by Sir Hugh Annesley in this same 

interview that it was fear for the safety of the nationalist 

community on the Garvaghy Road which in part obliged the 

police to allow the march through.  This purpose is undermined, 

however, if action which is supposed to protect that community 

from potential danger, in and of itself involves violent and 

sectarian behaviour. 

                                                           
70 ibid. 
71 ibid. 
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International and Domestic  
Legal Perspectives  

 

Occasionally throughout the text reference is made to relevant 

legal principles and/or international standards.  This chapter will 

look more closely at these issues. 

 

International human rights law provides the framework against 

which domestic law should measure itself.  By its membership 

of the United Nations, and its accession to various international 

instruments, the United Kingdom commits itself before world 

opinion to the upholding of basic minimum rights.  The 

government is legally obliged to uphold these rights and should 

do all in its power to protect and promote the rights of all within 

its jurisdiction without distinction.  This legal commitment is 

founded in its turn upon the belief that “recognition of the 

inherent dignity, and of the equal and inalienable rights of all 

members of the human family, is the foundation of freedom, 

justice and peace in the world” (preamble to the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights - ICCPR).  In other words, 

the UN recognises that human rights protection is not only a 

legal responsibility of states but that, furthermore, it is only in 

protecting human rights, that we can secure genuine stability 

and peace. 

 

This chapter therefore brings together a series of international 

and domestic legal principles which provide the appropriate 

context within which to examine many of the issues raised in 

this report.  Specifically, this chapter will address - 

  

1.  public order 
2.  police accountability 
3.  use of force 
4.  marching and human rights 
5.  government responses 

1. Public Order 

 

The primary legislation governing the issue of parades in 

Northern Ireland is the Public Order (NI) Order 1987.  

 

Article 3 of the Public Order requires the organisers of a parade 

to give the police at least seven days notice of the details of the 

event. These details include inter alia -  the date, time and route 

of the parade and the number of persons likely to take part. 

Although the notice provisions of the Order appear to remove 

the possibility of spontaneous demonstrations, it is still possible 

to hold such a demonstration within the law if it is "not 

reasonably practicable" to give the normal notice. 

 

Article 4(2) of the Order grants the police, in the form of a senior 

police officer, the power to impose conditions on a parade if he 

or she reasonably believes that it may lead to one of the 

following: 

• serious public disorder 
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• serious damage to property 

• serious disruption to the life of the community; or 

• that its purpose is the intimidation of others with a view to 

compelling them not to do an act they have a right to do or to 

do an act they have a right not to do. 

 

It is this power which has generally been used on the occasions 

when the police have chosen to re-route various parades during 

the course of the summer, most notably at Drumcree.  It would 

also be open to the police under this power to place lesser 

conditions on marches - such as limitations on numbers, the 

playing of music, the furling of banners etc. 

 

The Public Order Order also allows the Secretary of State to 

ban public processions or meetings in an area completely for up 

to three months. Article 5(1) gives the power to prohibit those 

meetings which are likely to: 

 

• cause serious public disorder 

• cause serious disruption to the life of the community, or 

• make undue demands upon the police or military forces.  

 

Unlike the powers granted to the police under the Order, the 

decision of the Secretary of State to ban a parade is not 

susceptible to effective judicial review, thus possibly conflicting 

with Article 6 and Article 13 of the European Convention of 

Human Rights which effectively guarantees the right of access 

to the courts.  

While decisions of the police under the Order are subject to 

review, this is often more nominal than substantive. There are 

two reasons to explain the relative ineffectiveness of judicial 

review in this context. Firstly, the courts have proved reluctant to 

interfere with operational decisions of the police and thus 

applications for judicial review of police decisions are rarely 

successful. The courts have indicated that they will not interfere 

with decisions on the part of the police unless they have ignored 

the relevant statutory criteria or arrived at a manifestly 

unreasonable conclusion. The courts have specifically stated 

that it is not their function to weigh the arguments on both sides 

to determine if a parade should proceed.  Additionally, it 

appears to be policy on the part of the police to delay either 

making a decision on the re-routing of a parade or making it 

public until the last minute.  

 

While it may be that there are benign reasons for such a policy, 

allowing maximum time for mediators to reach an agreement for 

instance, it is CAJ’s view that other factors outweigh the 

possible benefits that may accrue.  Waiting until the last minute 

before announcing whether a parade is to go ahead or not, 

inevitably leads to an increase in tension and confusion both 

amongst marchers and those opposed to the march. It often 

appears that the police tactic is to wait until the last minute to 

determine who appears likely to cause the most disruption, if the 

decision goes against them - in other words, who can assemble 

the largest number of supporters. This is clearly not an 

appropriate way in which to exercise the powers afforded to the 

police in the Public Order Order. It leads inexorably to debacles 
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like that at Drumcree, with people encouraged to resort to 

violence, and the attendant consequences in terms of death, 

injury, damage to the image of the police, and more importantly 

the damage caused to the notion of the rule of law.  

 

A further significant, and perhaps not wholly unintentional 

aspect to the police reticence in announcing decisions, means 

that those who disagree with the decision have in reality no 

recourse to the courts to challenge the decision. This has led on 

occasion to residents’ groups having to ask the courts to review 

the failure to make a decision which greatly increases the 

likelihood of defeat for the applicants.  
 
Clearly, serious difficulties exist in relation to the public order 

legislation as it applies to controversial parades. Whatever 

about the wisdom of the use by the police of some of their 

powers in the legislation, it remains difficult to reconcile the dual 

roles of the police under the Order, both making the decisions in 

relation to routing or re-routing, and enforcing the decisions 

once taken. This has undoubtedly led to increased community 

anger being directed at the police. This is particularly so in a 

divided society such as Northern Ireland where significant 

sections of the community do not accept the police. Not 

surprisingly, it also appears to be a state of affairs with which 

the police themselves are not comfortable. 

 

The role of other authorities - most particularly, the Secretary of 

State - has been unclear.  On some occasions the government 

intervened directly to exercise powers under the Order (for 

example in Derry Londonderry), and in others it did not (for 

example, Drumcree).  In our opinion, the public debate which 

surrounded the extent to which, if at all, Sir Patrick Mayhew 

intervened in police operational decisions, somewhat misses the 

point.  Should decisions of this nature, which have such a 

significant impact on the fabric of society in Northern Ireland, be 

taken on solely operational grounds? Surely, the decision 

should not be taken by the police but in consultation with them. 

Indeed the Public Order legislation appears, on one reading, to 

allow for non-operational reasons to be taken into account by 

giving the police the power to ban a march if its purpose is to 

intimidate. 

 

The restriction of the debate to merely operational grounds, and 

the apparent concentration of the police on the serious public 

disorder criterion in the legislation, leads to the type of problem 

which has already been touched upon, where those who appear 

able to muster the biggest crowd, get their way. The police are 

thus encouraged to think in these terms, as opposed to 

considering the disruption to the life of the community. More 

active consideration of this factor might also lead to the police 

reconsidering the wisdom or legality of imposing a near curfew 

on the community in the Lower Ormeau Road, and might 

engage everyone in a more helpful and constructive debate. 

 

2. Police Accountability 
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According to the United Nations Code of Conduct for Law 

Enforcement Officials: 

 

Article 1: Law enforcement officials shall at all times fulfil the 
duty imposed upon them by law, by serving the community and 

by protecting all persons against illegal acts, consistent with the 

high degree of responsibility required by their profession.  

 

Article 2: In the performance of their duty, law enforcement 
officials shall respect and protect human dignity and maintain 

and uphold the human rights of all persons. 

 

Article 3: Law enforcement officials may use force only when 
strictly necessary and to the extent required for the performance 

of their duty. (see also p. 60) 

 

Apart from the chain-of-command internal to the RUC, and the 

political oversight function performed by the Secretary of State, 

there are two specialised bodies which have a responsibility for 

overseeing the work of the RUC, and ensuring that it meets the 

standards set out in the UN Code of Conduct and in domestic 

legislation.  They are the Police Authority which, by virtue of the 
Police Act (NI) 1970, is charged with securing the maintenance 

of an adequate and efficient police force and, by virtue of the 

Police (NI) Order 1987, is required to keep itself informed about 

the handling of complaints by the Chief Constable and the 

Independent Commission for Police Complaints.  This latter 

body is the second of the two specialised bodies which have a 

role in rendering the police accountable for the proper discharge 

of their functions.    

 

Police Authority: 

 

By law, the Authority is expected to play an important role in 

representing the views of the community to the Royal Ulster 

Constabulary about the way it does its work. 

 

Accordingly, the CAJ wrote to the Authority asking  what role it 

intended to play in advising the RUC this summer about the 

issue of contentious marches or demonstrations.  The reply, 

dated 16 April 1996, noted that the Authority regularly discussed 

such issues with the Chief Constable and his senior officers, but 

that it was “mindful that one of its duties is to protect the 

operational independence of the police and in such 

circumstances it is for the Chief Constable and his senior 

officers to exercise their professional judgement in deciding 

precisely how any particular event might be policed within the 

law”.   On 1 July 1996, CAJ wrote again to the Police Authority 

drawing their attention to a letter sent to the Chief Constable’s 

Office with a number of serious concerns about policing at, and 

more importantly after, a parade and demonstration on the 

Antrim Road on the previous weekend (see 21 June entry in 
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quotes 3,4,7,25,26,30 
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chronology).  We used the opportunity to ask if the Police 

Authority would be sending its own observers to various 

marches and demonstrations planned in following weeks.  The 

Authority acknowledged receipt of the letter but did not respond 

to our substantive concerns; it also indicated that the sending of 

observers to contentious parades might only render the police 

operation more difficult. 

 

These two exchanges - both by their content and tone - 

suggested that the Police Authority was interpreting its statutory 

role in a narrow way.  Of course, this may in part be due to the 

fact that the Authority is expected to represent “the full range of 

community opinion”.  Press reports suggested that contentious 

parades are clearly problematic inside as well as outside the 

Authority’s committee room72. This means that the Authority 

itself must also take its share of the blame for the collapse of the 

principle of the rule of law.  They are reported in the Irish News 

of 13 August as saying that “the credibility of the RUC has been 

‘seriously damaged’ after the Drumcree U-turn”.  According to 

the same article, the Authority is instituting a series of surveys 

and discussions over coming months to assess the extent of 

public dissatisfaction.  Presumably they will be looking, amongst 

other things, at the use of plastic bullets and what liability that 

imposes upon the Authority.  The CAJ has been approached by 

the Authority for such a meeting, and we will be bringing to their 

attention all of the concerns raised in this report. 

                                                           
72 News Letter 20 July 1996; Irish News, 23 July 1996 

Independent Commission for Police Complaints: 

 
The most recent annual report73 of the Independent Commission 

for Police Complaints (ICPC) reported that the Commission had 

considered 1,373 cases for disciplinary action, involving 2,385 

separate allegations against the RUC.  As noted elsewhere in 

this report, many people choose not to pursue their complaints 

through this channel for different reasons, so this figure can be 

taken to be an under-estimate.  The ICPC reports that the 

number of police officers against whom disciplinary charges 

were brought was just sixteen, and in ninety-nine other cases 

“informal disciplinary action” was taken.  The substantiation rate 

for complaints made by people arrested under the emergency 

legislation was, like previous years, extremely low.  No officer 

was found guilty of a breach of discipline - one was 

“admonished” in relation to his interviewing technique, and 

“constructive discussions” were held with four others.   

 

The United Nations Human Rights Committee, commenting on 

the accountability of the security forces,74 noted that: “The 

Committee is concerned that, notwithstanding establishment in 

the UK of mechanisms for external supervision of investigations 

of incidents in which the police or military are allegedly involved, 

especially incidents that result in the death or wounding of 

                                                           
73 Annual Report, ICPC, 1995; Just News September 1996 
74 Consideration of Reports Submitted by States Parties under Article 40 of the 

Covenant - Comments of the Human Rights Committee, CPR/C/79/Add. 55, 27 

July 1995. 
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persons, as the investigations are still carried out by the police, 

they lack sufficient credibility” (para 13).  Consequently, it said 

“In the context of the elaboration of a peace settlement for 

Northern Ireland, the Committee… recommended that specific 

efforts be made to enhance in Northern Ireland confidence in 

the administration of justice by resolving outstanding cases and 

by putting in place transparently fair procedures for independent 

investigation of complaints.”  (para 22) 

 

Importance of police accountability 

In any democratic society, it is important that there be an open 

and fair system for members of the public to pursue complaints 

against the police.  CAJ has written extensively about the 

importance of a complaints mechanism which is both 

independent, and seen to be independent.75  It recently made a 

submission to the Independent Reviewer of the Police 

Complaints System, Dr. Maurice Hayes.  The events of this 

summer confirmed many of our earlier arguments, and brought 

to our attention issues which we may not have emphasised 

sufficiently in the past. 

• on several occasions, police were asked for their numbers, 

or their names, by CAJ observers or others, and refused to 

provide such information - how can complaints against 

                                                           
75 See Cause for Complaint, CAJ pamphlet no. 16, 1990; A Fresh Look at 

Complaints Against the Police, CAJ pamphlet no. 23, 1993. 

individual officers be pursued formally if it is not possible to 

identify the officer concerned? 

• while many witnesses indicated that they were going to give 

statements to the police and/or the Independent 

Commission for Police Complaints, many also said that they 

had no confidence in the independence of the system and 

would not be pursuing a formal complaint.   Some people 

indicated that that they believed their complaints might not 

be very actively pursued.  There also, however, seems to be 

a fairly widespread assumption - rightly or wrongly - that the 

police will lay charges against people making complaints, 

both with a view to discouraging them from pursuing the 

complaint, and to undermining the force of their complaint.  It 

was this assumption which led several injured people to 

avoid seeking medical aid at Altnagelvin (see pp 44-47). 

• complaints normally have to be made against individual 

officers, and in connection with individual events.  It is not at 

all clear what people do if they want to register a protest 

about police tactics in general, or about patterns of 

inappropriate behaviour - issues, for example, which form 

the bulk of this report.   

 

We cannot but conclude from this that the only complaints 

system which would truly promote public confidence in the 

investigation of complaints is a completely independent one.  

We hope that, in the light of this report and other evidence, the 

Independent Reviewer of the Police Complaints System, will 

make this recommendation in his forthcoming report. 



 

 

 

60

3. Use of Force 

 

A cause of grave concern to CAJ over the course of the summer 

months has been the use of force by the police in dealing with 

the disturbances arising from the various marches and counter-

demonstrations. The events as described elsewhere in this 

report bear testimony to an almost immediate recourse to the 

use of force by the RUC in certain circumstances. 

 

The use of force domestically is governed by the Criminal Law 

(Northern Ireland) Act 1967 section 3(1) of which states that any 

person in Northern Ireland is entitled to use "such force as is 

reasonable in the circumstances in the prevention of crime, or in 

effecting or assisting in the lawful arrest of offenders or of 

persons unlawfully at large."  The interpretation of the phrase 

"reasonable in the circumstances" has led to controversy, 

particularly in cases involving the use of lethal force. Many 

factors have been taken into account in deciding if the use of 

force has been reasonable in the circumstances. These have 

included the area in which the incident took place, and the 

honest and reasonable belief of the accused that the injured 

party was a member of a paramilitary organisation, or that 

he/she was about to come under fire by the injured party.  To 

date, few members of the security forces have been held 

criminally liable for their actions in exercising the use of force.  

 

 

 

However, the Chief Constable and the Ministry of Defence have 

been obliged to pay out large amounts of compensation to 

individuals who have instigated civil actions against the security 

forces. 

 

This general practice also reflects the situation as it relates to 

the use of plastic bullets by the police and army.  Despite the 

seventeen deaths and hundreds of injuries that have occurred 

as a result of the discharge of rubber or plastic bullets76, only 

one prosecution has been brought, which resulted in an 

acquittal of a policeman, charged in connection with the killing of 

John Downes.  Given the fact that in that case the plastic bullet 

was fired in contravention of police regulations, and that this 

would also have been the case in a number of the other deaths, 

the effectiveness of the domestic law and its application must be 

questioned. In that context it is useful to measure the domestic 

legal standards against those articulated in international law. 

 

The United Nations Basic Principles on the Use of Force by Law 

Enforcement Officials contain several relevant and instructive 

principles which should significantly contribute to the debate 

surrounding the use of force, and in particular the use of plastic 

bullets by members of the police and army during the recent 

disturbances. 

                                                           
76 Plastic bullets have replaced rubber bullets completely since 1975; three of 

the seventeen fatalities noted here took place before this date and resulted 

from the firing of rubber bullets 
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Discarded plastic bullet cannisters litter the pavement at the feet of these RUC officers. 
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For example, the second of the general provisions urges 

governments to develop "non-lethal incapacitating weapons for 

use in appropriate situations, with a view to increasingly 

restraining the application of means capable of causing death or 

injury."  The fourth principle states that "law enforcement 

officials, in carrying out their duty, shall, as far as possible, 

apply non-violent means before resorting to the use of force and 

firearms. They may use force and firearms only if other means 

remain ineffective or without any promise of achieving the 

intended result."  Additionally, law enforcement officials are 

enjoined to exercise restraint in the use of force and firearms, to 

act in proportion to the seriousness of the offence and the 

legitimate objective to be achieved, to minimise damage and 

injury, and respect and preserve human life. 

 

The UN Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials echoes 

some of these standards when it says in Article 3 that "law 

enforcement officials may use force only when strictly necessary 

and to the extent required for the performance of their duty."  

The commentary on this article says that “the use of force by 

law enforcement officials should be exceptional”, and talks of 

the importance of the principle of proportionality.  

 
The European Convention on Human Rights also talks of 

appropriate force being that which is no more than “absolutely  

necessary” (article 2).  One of the interesting issues which arose 

in the Gibraltar case before the European Court was its finding 

that the authorities are responsible for controlling and planning 

operations in such a way as to minimise the risk of the loss of 

life77.  In that case, the Court found that the  individual soldiers 

took actions which they perceived to have been absolutely 

necessary in the circumstances, but that the authorities had 

failed in their duty by  placing their agents in that situation.  The 

lesson from this is that the authorities have a responsibility for 

the planning and execution of security (and police) operations in 

such a way as to minimise the risk that their agents engage in 

force which was not “absolutely necessary”. 
 

4. Marching and human rights 

 

As noted in the introduction, we indicated that this report would 

focus more on the policing of contentious marches, parades, 

and demonstrations, rather than on the competing rights which 

underlie these events.  CAJ will present a paper to the Review 

of Parades and Marches, in which we will emphasise the value 

of drawing upon international principles in the public debate 

around this issue.  In particular, we will highlight the fact that the 

protection of rights is often about protecting the rights of people 

with opinions or practices that others consider unsavoury or 

wrong.  Respecting rights is about respecting difference.   

 

The normal starting point for direction from international law is 

consideration of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

                                                           
77 For judgement see European Court of Human Rights; case of McCann and 

Others v. United Kingdom; 17/1994/464/545 - 27 September 1995 
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Rights (ICCPR) and the European Convention of Human Rights 
(ECHR).  

 

Article 12 of the ICCPR protects freedom of movement. Article 

18 guarantees the right to freedom of thought and religion. 

Article 19 guarantees freedom of expression.  Articles 21 and 22 

guarantee the right to freedom of assembly and association with 

others. These provisions are mirrored, almost verbatim, in the 

ECHR.  Article 11 of the ECHR states that everyone has the 

right to freedom of peaceful assembly and to freedom of 

association with others. Article 10 asserts the right to freedom of 

expression and Article 9 protects the right to freedom of thought, 

conscience and religion, which includes the right to publicly 

manifest religion or belief. Article 2 of Protocol 4 to the 

Convention (which although not ratified by the UK, still carries 

some force) guarantees the right to liberty of movement.  

 

While none of these provisions articulate a "right to march", 

there is implicit in them an assertion of such a right. The rights 

to march, to organise peaceful demonstrations, to hold public 

meetings etc. all have their origin in the international protections 

afforded to freedom of expression, movement and association. 

Quite clearly, however, such rights are not absolute. The most 

cursory reading of the ICCPR and ECHR provisions will show 

that all of the above rights are limited in similar ways. While both 

Conventions assert that no restrictions should normally be 

placed on these rights, both also allow for the imposition of 

restrictions which are "necessary in a democratic society in the 

interests of national security or public safety, for the prevention 

of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals or for 

the protection of the rights and freedoms of others" (Article 11 of 
the ECHR). 

 

However, it is also instructive to remember that the marches 

under scrutiny do not neatly fall into one category of right. Most 

parades by the Loyal Orders (using the term generically to 

describe the Orange Order, the Apprentice Boys and the Royal 

Black Institution) have a religious,  cultural and political aspect. 

Protection for the rights of marchers is provided by the 

entrenched rights to freedom of religion, association and 

expression.  As noted, these rights can be limited “for the 

protection of the rights and freedoms of others” - rights such as 

liberty of movement, privacy and family life, home and 

correspondence.  

 

Additionally, there is the growing body of minority rights 

articulated by the Organisation of Security and Co-operation in 

Europe (OSCE, previously the CSCE). The OSCE declarations 

make clear that minorities cannot be subjected to any form of 

discrimination. Effectively, the principles articulated by the 

OSCE guarantee parity of esteem for the minority  community in 

Northern Ireland and equal access to rights as between the two 

communities. 

 

The Copenhagen Declaration of 1990 of the CSCE states that 

"This framework guarantees full respect for 

human rights and fundamental freedoms, equal 
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rights and status for all citizens, the free 

expression of all their legitimate interests and 

aspirations, political pluralism, social tolerance 

and the implementation of legal rules that place 

effective restraints on the abuse of governmental 

power….”. 

 

“.........the participating states will adopt, where 

necessary, special measures for the purpose of 

ensuring to persons belonging to national 

minorities full equality with the other citizens in 

the exercise and enjoyment of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms."   

 

The states also undertake to:  

“--- commit themselves to take appropriate and 

proportionate measures to protect persons or 

groups who may be subject to threats or acts of 

discrimination, hostility or violence as a result of 

their racial, ethnic, cultural, linguistic or religious 

identity, and to protect their property” 

 

The Report of the CSCE Meeting of Experts on National 

Minorities in Geneva in 1991 emphasised 

  "that respect for human rights and fundamental 

freedoms must be accorded on a non-

discriminatory basis throughout society. In areas 

inhabited mainly by persons belonging to a 

national minority, the human rights and 

fundamental freedoms of persons belonging to 

that minority, of persons belonging to the majority 

population of the respective State, and of 

persons belonging to other national minorities 

residing in these areas, will be equally 

protected."   

 

Later in the same document, the States  

"reconfirm the importance of adopting, where 

necessary, special measures for the purpose of 

ensuring to persons belonging to national 

minorities full equality with the other citizens in 

the exercise and enjoyment of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms." 

 

Further light is thrown on this subject by the United Nations’ 

Declaration on the Elimination of Intolerance and Discrimination 

Based on Religion, Article 1 (3) of which states that  

"Freedom to manifest one's religion or belief may 

be subject only to such limitations as are 

prescribed by law and are necessary to protect 

public safety, order, health or morals or the 

fundamental rights and freedoms of others."  

Article 2 states that no one shall be subject to discrimination by 

any state, institution, group of persons, or person on the 

grounds of religion or other belief.  
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“Intolerance and discrimination based on religion 

or belief means any distinction, exclusion, 

restriction or preference based on religion or 

belief and having as its purpose or as its effect 

nullification or impairment of the recognition, 

enjoyment or exercise of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms on an equal basis." 

 

It is clear from this that marchers and residents’ groups in 

Northern Ireland have sustainable arguments in international 

law to support their respective positions: the marchers can cite 

in their cause the ICCPR and the ECHR, residents can assert 

their rights to parity of esteem, non-discrimination and their right 

to freedom of movement under the OSCE provisions.  The 

problem, as always, is in the balancing of these rights.  

 

The jurisprudence of the European human rights fora is helpful 

in providing us with some criteria by which to assess the 

competing rights involved. As Harris, O'Boyle and Warbrick 

point out78, it is quite common for some rights to be interfered 

with in order to protect the rights of others. For instance, the 

right to a fair trial often by necessity limits the right to freedom of 

expression. However it is a generally recognised principle of 

international law that such limitations must be interpreted 

narrowly.  There are a number of factors which influence 

interpretation of the limitations which the Convention allows 

                                                           
78 Law of the European Convention on Human Rights, D.J. Harris, M.O’Boyle, 

C. Warbrick; Butterworths, 1995  

regarding freedoms of association, expression and religion.79 

These include the importance of the protected right, the need in 

a democratic society to promote tolerance and broad-

mindedness, the weight and significance of the interests that the 

state is seeking to protect by interfering with the protected right, 

and the notion that the state must act proportionately in seeking 

to strike the correct balance between competing rights. 

 

Several principles can be distilled from this analysis of the 

various provisions of international law. 

 

(a)  the right to freedom of assembly, expression and religion are 
all protected.  These rights are subject to certain limitations, 

one of which is the need to protect the rights and freedoms 

of others.  Accordingly, the “right to march” can be 

understood to flow from international human rights law, but it 

is not absolute. 

  

(b)  the government has a particular obligation to protect minority 
interests and defend them from threats, hostility or violence.  

However, unlike the aforementioned rights, there is little 

protection in international law for the argument that is 

sometimes made that there is a need for consent from the 

community through which the parade is passing.  

  

(c)  since all the protagonists have rights requiring protection, 
some process of balancing and accommodation of their 

                                                           
79 ibid. 
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respective rights is necessary, if and when they are found to 

be in conflict. 

  

(d)  all decisions about marching must reflect the key principle 
that everyone is equal before the law. It is clearly contrary to 

international law that one community has less rights than 

another to march where it chooses, whether that be to town 

centres, or into the heartland of the “other’s” community. 

  

(e)  the government processes instituted to adjudicate between 
competing claims of right, whether they be judicial or 

administrative, must give appropriate weight to all the factors 

mentioned above - ie the importance of the protected rights, 

the need for tolerance and broad-mindedness, the weight 

and significance of the interests that the state is seeking to 

protect in interfering with the protected rights, and the 

principle of proportionality. 

 

International law provides no easy answers for us. But its study 

does serve two useful functions.  Firstly, it clarifies that there is 

a genuine conflict of rights here which has to be adjudicated 

fairly and impartially.  Secondly, it provides some principles 

which should inform that decision making process. 

5.  Government responses 

 

In response to the events of the summer, the government 

announced two  initiatives: 

Review of Parades and Marches 

 
This review is to be chaired by Dr Peter North, QC, CBE, 

Principal of Jesus College, Oxford and Vice-Chancellor of the 

University.  The two other members of the Review are the Very 

Reverend Dr John Dunlop, former Moderator of the General 

Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, and Fr. Oliver Crilly, 

parish priest of the Melmount parish in Strabane. 

 

The terms of reference were announced in Parliament as being: 

To review in the light of the evidence received from any 

interested party and having regard to the particular experience 

of 1996, the current arrangements for handling public 

processions and open-air public meetings and associated public 

order issues in Northern Ireland, including: 

  

• the adequacy of the current legal provisions, and in 

particular the adequacy of the statutory criteria used in 

making decisions on public processions and open-air public 

meetings; 

• the powers and responsibilities of the Secretary of State, 

police and others; 

• the possible need for new machinery, both formal and 

informal, to play a part in determining whether and how 

certain public processions and open-air public meetings 

should take place; 
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• the possible role for and composition of Codes of Practice 

for organisers of and participants in public processions and 

open-air public meetings. 

The Review is expected to make recommendations by the end 

of January 1997 (NIO Press Office, Whitehall, 24 July 1996). 

 

While welcoming the public debate which will now be stimulated 

around the issue of marches, the CAJ has reservations about 

the nature of the review body established.  The composition of 

the panel is somewhat surprising, in that it has no women, has 

no international component, and the choice of two churchmen 

might suggest that the issue is pre-eminently religious in nature. 

What is needed, surely, is expertise in international and 

domestic law as well as human rights insights?  Similarly, it was 

regrettable that few efforts appear to have been made to gain 

direct first-hand experience of the situation in different parts of 

Northern Ireland.  

 

On the other hand, the terms of reference for the review appear 

sufficiently broad to allow for a thorough and wide-ranging 

public inquiry into parades and CAJ will be submitting this report 

and additional materials to the Review.  We will in particular 

want to emphasise the human rights questions surrounding 

parading and to urge the creation of effective criteria and 

mechanisms for decision making.   

 

Review by Her Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary 

 

The same day that the review of parading was announced, the 

Secretary of State made the following announcement to 

Parliament (NIO - Information Service, 24 July 1996): 

 

“Her Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary, as part of this year’s 

formal inspection process, will conduct a review of the RUC’s 

procedures and training for handling public order situations 

including those relating to the use of plastic bullet rounds.  That 

review will take account of the disorders associated with recent 

marches, including the need to ensure adequate protection of 

RUC officers faced with determined assaults and petrol bombs.  

HMI’s report will be publicly available later this year”. 

 

CAJ has a number of reservations about the proposed 

approach:  

 

(a) Remit:  The terms of reference do not allow Her Majesty’s 
Inspector of Constabulary (HMIC) to examine the crucial 

question as to whether plastic bullets should be used at all.  

Our report highlights the abuse of human rights constituted 

by this weapon and argues that it is not an appropriate 

weapon to deal with public order situations.  Merely 

concentrating on procedural questions is unacceptable in the 

light of our findings.  A much larger remit, and expertise, is 

required.  At the very least, the review will need to draw on 

international human rights law and comparative policing 
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tactics when dealing with situations of public order/disorder.  

Indeed, given that the review is the responsibility of HM 

Inspector of Constabulary, it is not even clear if the remit of 

the review will extend to the use of plastic bullet rounds by 

the army.  Army involvement in the firing of  plastic bullets 

obviously needs to be subjected to similar scrutiny to that 

accorded the RUC. 

  

(b) Expertise: HMIC has, as we understand it, a primary 
responsibility to inspect various aspects of police 

management.  The Inspector, speaking of the Secretary of 

State’s decision to publish the 1994 Inspectorate report, said 

that this would enable “the public to make their own 

assessment of the value of the work of Her Majesty’s 

Inspectorate and the professionalism of the management 
of the Force” (our emphasis).  The report bears out this 

objective by focusing on relatively narrow managerial 

aspects of the RUC’s work.  Accordingly, it is not clear to us 

why HMIC should be seen as the appropriate body to 

investigate issues around the deployment of plastic bullets.  

The questions which need to be addressed (many of which 

are listed earlier, see especially pp 22-23, 40-41) range well 

beyond questions of internal police management. 

  

(c) Public Scrutiny:  As opposed to the review on parading, 
which specifically refers to the need to carry out the review 

“in the light of evidence received from any interested party” 

no similar provision is made with regard to the review of 

plastic baton rounds.  Indeed the statement strongly 

suggests that the public will have no role in the review apart 

from having access to the Inspector’s published report when 

completed.  The reports of the Inspector have only been in 

the public domain since 1993 and the reference to the 

review being part of the Inspector’s formal inspection 

process would make it unlikely that the Inspector would seek 

contributions from beyond the RUC (and the army - see 

above?).  Even more preoccupying is whether or not the 

Inspector will consider unsolicited submissions from 

interested parties.  If not, who will address and resolve the 

numerous questions raised earlier in this report? 

  

(d) Gravity:  The fact that the Inspector is carrying out this 
review of plastic baton rounds “as part of this year’s formal 

inspection process” does not suggest that the government is 

taking this issue particularly seriously.  Seventeen people 

have died to date; hundreds of people have been injured this 

summer alone by plastic bullets - many in non-riot situations 

- and this should be a matter of great concern to everyone.  

The governmental response seems unduly complacent. 

  

(e) Independence: Throughout the report, we have raised the 
importance of independent scrutiny.  The Police Authority, in 

welcoming the Secretary of State’s announcement, talked of 

the “considerable public concern which has been expressed 

about the RUC’s handling of the disturbances”80.  That 

                                                           
80 Police Authority press statement, 24 July 1996 
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concern is not likely to be allayed by a review of police 

behaviour carried out by the Inspectorate.  

 

Given these reservations, we will send this report and other 

material on the use of plastic bullets to the Inspectorate, but we 

will also push for a separate inquiry.  Precisely because of our 

principled opposition to the use of plastic bullets, we would have 

liked to see a serious independent inquiry allowing 

consideration of alternative methods of crowd control.  In 

recognising the serious public order situations within which 

individual members of the RUC (and army) have sometimes to 

operate,  we certainly have no easy options to offer.  

Accordingly, we would appreciate an opportunity to  contribute 

to a public discussion of this question.   
 
 
General 
 
These two review mechanisms established by government do 

not respond to the whole agenda of issues arising from recent 

events.  CAJ raises a lot of issues around police tactics and 

policy - who will address these?  There are two consultations 

already underway which we argue should take on board many 

of the issues raised.  Firstly, the RUC itself is undertaking a 

Fundamental Review; we understand that this was nearly 

completed in early summer.  We would strongly urge that the 

new Chief Constable be asked to reconsider the Review in the 

light of recent months’ events.  Secondly, the Northern Ireland 

Office has issued a White Paper on policing.  We have already 

been critical of the document but we hope that the authorities 

will agree that something much more radical is required now.  

Questions around the powers of the police, police structures, 

training, representation, and accountability, need addressing 

more urgently and more creatively than ever.   

 

In addition to these internal studies, CAJ believes that there 

would be a real benefit to having a strong international and 

independent component to the review processes underway.  

Indeed we share the conclusion of the Standing Advisory 

Commission on Human Rights (SACHR), which has a statutory 

responsibility to advise government on human rights: “The 

Commission considers that the failure to maintain the 

supremacy of the rule of law during this period has resulted in 

widespread violations of human rights.  The Commission is 

firmly of the view that the failure to set up a comprehensive 

inquiry will make it almost impossible to restore the confidence 

in and acceptance of the institutions of the State which are 

essential for a just and stable society”. 
81

                                                           
81 SACHR press release, 8 August 1996 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

General Context 

 

The Committee on the Administration of Justice put out a 

statement in July 1996 saying “We are convinced that the 

dramatic days we have lived through in Northern Ireland prove 

irrefutably that, as human rights groups have consistently 

argued, issues around justice, equality and fairness are central 

to the conflict here.  Any resolution to the conflict depends on 

these principles being addressed as a matter of urgency.  

Negotiations which do not place the protection and promotion of 

everyone’s human rights at the heart of the debate will - as this 

week’s events prove so clearly - be irrelevant to the needs of 

the ground”.   

 

While we have made this point repeatedly since our inception, 

the declaration of the paramilitary ceasefires late in 1994 gave 

us particular hope that the government might use the 

opportunity to actively address issues around the protection of 

rights.  The CAJ adopted a Declaration in December 1994 with 

five of the major civil liberties groups in Ireland and Britain82 

                                                           
82 Declaration on Human Rights, the Northern Ireland Conflict, and the Peace 

Process, December 1994.  A declaration adopted by the Committee on the 

saying: “Firm and effective legal protection of human rights and 

civil liberties, and the creation of a culture in which everyone’s 

human rights are respected, are crucial if the peace process is 

to succeed”. 

 

Following the Declaration, the five civil liberties groups 

organised a major public conference in March 199583, to 

develop a detailed agenda for action.  In the introduction to this 

human rights agenda, we said:  “In the face of the suffering 

experienced by all the communities in Northern Ireland, it is 

morally unacceptable for human rights to be used as bargaining 

counters to reach some ‘political settlement’.  Nor is it 

acceptable for human rights to be put on the ‘back burner’ until 

constitutional and other political questions have been addressed 

and resolved.  Human rights need to be protected, regardless of 

the political party in power, and regardless of the constitutional 

and political arrangements, in place or envisaged for the future.  

Accordingly, human rights protection must be at the basis of any 

political settlement or structure.  Protection for human rights is 

not an optional extra but a pre-requisite for a lasting peace.  The 

manner in which human rights are to be protected and 

safeguarded is crucial in shaping the peace process and in 

determining the success of that process.” 

 

                                                                                                        
Administration of Justice, Irish Council for Civil Liberties, Liberty, Scottish 

Council for Civil Liberties and British Irish Rights Watch. 
83 For conference report, see Human Rights: The Agenda for Change, CAJ 

publication, no. 30, December 1995 
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The same message was reiterated in the CAJ’s December 1995 

submission to the International Body (chaired by Senator 

Mitchell): “Given CAJ’s unequivocal opposition to the use of 

violence for political ends in Northern Ireland, we believe it is an 

imperative that all guns be removed from our society.  In our 

view the practical attainment of such a goal, however, is 

inextricably linked to establishing a society which operates 

within the rule of law - a society where everyone, regardless of 

their background or views, feels secure”.84 

 

This series of statements highlights why this current report 

opens with the claim that “The summer of 1996 saw one of the 

most serious episodes of unrest in Northern Ireland in recent 

years”.  The CAJ believes that the damage done recently to the 
principle of the rule of law has been immense, and that this in its 

turn has long term ramifications for justice and peace in 

Northern Ireland.  Sir Patrick Mayhew’s statement that the RUC 

may succumb to force again,85 confirms that the setback to the 

rule of law is not a temporary one. 

 

Political negotiations do not and cannot take place in a vacuum, 

they must both build upon and contribute to the addressing of 

people’s genuine fears and concerns.   They must also clearly 

promise change.  While this report is focused on only one 

element of the picture,  major changes in  policing, and in the 

policing of public order situations, could clearly contribute 

                                                           
84 Submission from the CAJ to the International Body, S.33, December 1995 
85 Supra at footnote 14. 

greatly to an assertion of the rule of law, and therefore to peace 

in Northern Ireland.   

 

1. Policing - general 

 
There are many questions raised in this report which need to be 

examined in detail by a totally independent international inquiry.   

Internal inquiries into operational decision-making, policy, 

charges of sectarianism, and of police misbehaviour, will not 

carry the necessary credibility.  The police, and the authorities 

responsible for overseeing their work, would give an important 

signal to the general public by agreeing to an independent 

international investigation.  On the one hand, the establishment 

of such an inquiry would give formal recognition to the damage 

which has been done in many quarters to police claims of 

serving the whole community without fear or favour.  On the 

other, very importantly, such a decision would indicate that the 

responsible authorities are genuinely committed to change. 

 

In August 1995, the CAJ urged on the Police Authority the 

establishment of a Commission on Policing.  To quote from our 

submission: “The Commission should ideally be established 

with the agreement of the two governments and all parties to the 

negotiations.  Consideration should be given to the appointment 

of members from outside the UK or Ireland who have strong 

human rights credentials.  Its terms of reference should be 

concerned with the establishment of an efficient police service in 
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Northern Ireland which will meet the widest possible public 

support.  Its focus therefore would be forward-looking, though it 

should be prepared to look at the history of policing in Ireland 

and Northern Ireland and to examine what has led to problems 

of acceptability”. CAJ is of the opinion that the need for some 

such thorough examination of policing structures, powers, 

training, and mechanisms for accountability, is even more 

necessary in the light of recent events. 

 

Our submission concluded - “The essential precondition for 

change is the recognition, especially on the part of the 

government and the RUC, that change is necessary”.  The 

establishment of a Commission on Policing to look into the 

future of policing, while investigating the summer’s events, 

would be one way of signalling a public commitment to the 

necessity for change. 

 

2. Plastic Bullets 

 

We urge the withdrawal of this weapon with immediate effect.  It 

is a lethal weapon which is inappropriate in crowd control 

situations, and it lends itself, as this report testifies, to serious 

human rights abuses.     

 

In the interim, we urge the government to reconsider its decision 

to have a study of the weapon’s use referred to Her Majesty’s 

Inspector of Constabulary.  Any serious review of the use of this 

weapon will need, among other things, to ascertain: 

 

• why so many plastic bullets were used over such a short 

period of time (six times the recent annual average), why so 

many appear to have been used against nationalists, and 

why such heavy usage in Derry Londonderry? 

• what was the breakdown of usage between the army and the 

police and what was the chain-of-command involved in 

determining to use this weapon? 

• why the guidance for plastic bullet usage is not in the public 

domain, and why there appear to have been numerous 

breaches of the guidelines? 

• whether there has been any recent review of alternative 

forms of crowd control and what is peculiar about the 

situation in Northern Ireland when compared to crowd 

control methods in Britain? 

• what criminal or disciplinary action should be taken against 

individual officers, or commanding officers, given the large 

number of allegations about the  indiscriminate use of plastic 

bullets leading to serious injuries? 

 

It is our understanding that the breadth of these questions will 

range well outside the normal remit and expertise of a study 

carried out by Her Majesty’s Inspector.  Accordingly, this review 

should be assigned to an independent international body.  In 

particular, any such review must be in a position to seek out and 
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study submissions made to it by members of the public and by 

interested organisations.   

 

3. The death of Dermot McShane 

 
According to the United Nations Principles on the Effective 

Prevention and Investigation of Extra-Legal, Arbitrary and 

Summary Executions: 

 

“There shall be a thorough, prompt and impartial investigation of 

all suspected cases of extra-legal, arbitrary and summary 

executions, including cases where complaints by relatives or 

other reliable reports, suggest unnatural death in the above 

circumstances.  Governments shall maintain investigative 

offices and procedures to undertake such inquiries.  The 

purpose of the investigation shall be to determine the cause, 

manner and time of death, the person responsible, and any 

pattern or practice which may have brought about that death.  It 

shall include an adequate autopsy, collection and analysis of all 

physical and documentary evidence and statements from 

witnesses.  The investigation shall distinguish between natural 

death, accidental death, suicide and homicide.” (article 9)  

 

The government record of investigating suspicious deaths 

involving the security forces has been criticised internationally.  

The UN Human Rights Committee in July 1995 noted amongst 

its “principal subjects of concern” the lack of external 

supervision of police investigations - “as the investigations are 

still carried out by the police, they lack sufficient credibility.”86 

Certainly, the investigation of the circumstances surrounding Mr 

McShane’s death to date (see pp 43-44) leaves a lot to be 

desired.  Furthermore, the CAJ is aware of certain eye-

witnesses who would not be prepared to come forward to give 

evidence to a routine RUC investigation.   

 

A public and independent inquiry should be instituted without 

delay to enable a thorough investigation of the facts of the case, 

and to determine whether any criminal or disciplinary charges 

should be brought. 

 

4. Medicine and human rights 

 
We have been informed that there is an internal inquiry into the 

incident at Altnagelvin Hospital87.  We believe that the findings 

of this inquiry will be of great public interest, and we urge the 

hospital authorities to render them public.  Apart from the 

importance of learning exactly what happened on the night of 

11/12 July, and seeing what disciplinary or other action is 

required,  it is clearly conceivable that such problems could 

arise again, and valuable lessons could be learnt for the future.  

                                                           
86 Supra at footnote 73 (para 13) Committee CCPR/C/79/Add.55, 27 July 1995 
87 Derry Journal, 16 July 1996, confirmed by phone with hospital administration 

(24 July 1996) 
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5. Public Order 

 

Decisions about changes to public order legislation are closely 

related to earlier recommendations about a Commission on 

Policing and the nature of crowd control tactics.  We believe 

that, while there are deficiencies in the existing legislation,  

there is room for more creativity than has been exercised to 

date.   Nevertheless, we can already note here our concern 

about the police having responsibility for making decisions 

about the banning or allowing of marches and then policing the 

decisions once made.   New provisions will also have to look at 

mechanisms for balancing conflicting rights and, as appropriate, 

effective remedies for appeal.  The Secretary of State’s powers 

will also need to be made reviewable by the courts.   
 

6. Police Accountability 

 
We urge the Independent Reviewer of the Police Complaints 

System - presumably now coming to the end of his work - to 

take into account a number of concerns expressed throughout 

this report about the current complaints system.  The CAJ has 

consistently argued for an independent system of dealing with 

complaints, and the events highlighted in this report only 

reinforce this demand.  Nothing short of a completely 

independent complaints system will secure the necessary 

credibility.   

 

7. Marching and human rights 

 
From our study of international law relevant to the debate about 

marching, we have concluded that while it offers no easy 

answers, it offers some useful guidance.  Firstly, it clarifies that 

there is a genuine conflict of rights here and that no party to the 

dispute has an absolute right which over-rides the rights of 

others.  Accordingly, there is a need to find mechanisms and 

principles which will allow adjudication of  the conflict of rights in 

a fair and impartial way.   

 

Secondly, it clarifies that all decisions about marching must 

reflect the key principle that everyone is equal before the law. It 

is clearly contrary to international law that one community has 

less rights than another to march where it chooses, whether that 

be to town centres, or into the heartland of the “other’s” 

community. 

 

Thirdly, when a conflict of rights arises, international law offers 

some important principles to inform the decision making 

process.  It insists, for example, that the processes instituted to 

adjudicate between competing claims of right, whether they be 

judicial or administrative, give appropriate weight to a number of 

important factors such as - the importance of the protected 

rights, the need for tolerance and broad-mindedness, the weight 

and significance of the interests that the state is seeking to 

protect in interfering with the protected rights, and the principle 
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of proportionality in striking the correct balance between 

competing rights. 

 

8. What CAJ will do now 

 

Statutory authorities: The organisation will submit this report 
to government, to the Royal Ulster Constabulary, to the Police 

Authority, to the Independent Commission for Police 

Complaints, the Independent Reviewer of Police Complaints, 

and to Her Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary.   We will be 

asking all of these recipients for their comments on the report’s 

findings and asking how they in their respective ways intend to 

follow up the concerns raised here.  It will also be sent to the 

Review Body on Parades as background to a specific CAJ 

submission on parading. 

 

Internationally:  The report will also be sent to interested 
governments and a whole range of relevant international bodies: 

among others, the United Nations Rapporteur on Arbitrary and 

Summary Executions, Amnesty International, the Lawyers 

Committee for Human Rights, Human Rights Watch, and 

international policing institutions.  Recipients will be asked for 

their comments and urged to use their best offices to have the 

government take action on the report’s recommendations. 

 

Locally:  The report will be sent to trade unions, lawyers, 
churches, local community groups, human rights groups, the 

Loyal Orders, residents groups and others interested in issues 

around policing.  All the recipients will be asked to make their 

own submissions to the authorities about issues raised in this 

report, or their own concerns with regard to policing.  We will 

also be encouraging people to pursue the manufacturers and 

suppliers of plastic bullets and plastic bullet guns to have this 

lethal weapon withdrawn from use. 

 

Research:  We will complete the international comparative 
research we are engaged in and which we hope will make a 

constructive contribution to the broad public debate needed 

around changes to the police.  The research can only be useful, 

however, if the appropriate authorities accept that substantial 

change is necessary and want to actively draw on best practice 

models from elsewhere.  Our campaigning and lobbying will 

accordingly be geared to this end. 

For information on what For information on what For information on what For information on what     

you can do you can do you can do you can do     

see page 99see page 99see page 99see page 99    
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Appendix I

Chart of plastic bullet rounds  

(1982-1996) 

 
Plastic bullets were first introduced in 1973 and 

were retained alongside rubber bullets for two 

years.  From 1975, rubber bullets were no longer 

used, and the annual figures for plastic bullets 

used in the first few years varied between 1200 

and 3500.  The year of the hungerstrikes -1981 - 

was an exceptional year, with some 29,695 being 

fired (16,656 were fired in the month of May): that 

is nearly half of all the plastic bullets ever fired.  

The chart opposite is drawn from statistics 

supplied by the Irish Information Partnership for 

1982-1988 (quoted in Plastic Bullets and the Law, 

CAJ publication, 1990), and from statistics 

supplied by the RUC Press Office for 1989 to 

date. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plastic bullet rounds fired  
(1982-1996) 

Year Number used 

1982 489 

1983 661 

1984 1768 

1985 1172 

1986 1785 

1987 2575 

1988 3065 

1989 937 

1990 257 

1991 323 

1992 88 

1993 523 

1994 249 

1995 273 

1996  

  (as of 4/9/96) 

6393  

(6002 in one week) 
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Appendix II 
 

Chronology of events:   
June to September 1996 

 

This chronology of events borrows extensively from a 

“Chronology of disturbances in Northern Ireland - July and 

August 1996” produced by British Irish Rights Watch (BIRW), 

which in turn is based on a survey of newspaper reporting.  For 

a full list of the newspapers relied upon, see below.88  As 

appropriate, occasional additions have been made by the 

Committee on the Administration of Justice.  No attempt has 

been made to verify all of the incidents cited. 
 

Friday 21 June: CAJ observers attended an Orange Order march which 

passed via Cliftonpark Road (North Belfast) where demonstrators sat in the 

road in protest.  Concerns were raised afterwards with the headquarters of the 

Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) about police tactics: methods of moving 

demonstrators, use of Land Rovers, and police action in the wake of the march  

 

 

                                                           
88 The British Irish Rights Watch document notes that: “This chronology 

attempts to give a factual account of events between end June and early 

September 1996.  It is based on reports from the following newspapers- Irish 

News, News Letter, Derry Journal, Belfast Telegraph, Sunday Tribune, Irish 

Times, Sunday Times, Sunday Business Post, Observer, Guardian, 

Independent, and from computer news services provided by Reuters and Press 

Association”. Additional material is included from the Londonderry Sentinel.  

 

and demonstration which exacerbated tensions and contributed directly to 

serious disorder.  To quote from CAJ’s letter dated 29 June: "All of the 

observers consistently reported what amounts to provocative and reckless 

behaviour on the part of the police left at the scene.  We have been told that: 

Land Rovers repeatedly revved up in front of the crowds, drove at speed into 

people milling on the pavements, drove up on to pavements on occasion and 

behaved with little regard for the safety of civilians caught up in the fracas".  

Given that initially "the crowd was not large and some had started to drift 

away", the general agreement among observers was "that the subsequent 

rioting would probably not have happened if the police had reacted more 

sensitively in this admittedly tinderbox situation". 

 

Saturday 22 June: Numerous complaints were received about RUC actions in 

the Short Strand area of Belfast in the early hours of the 22nd.  Eyewitness 

accounts from local residents suggested that there had been a sectarian 

scuffle on Mountpottinger Road, but the local police did not respond and the 

trouble did not last long. As the dispute ended, riot police in Land Rovers 

arrived, created a cordon hemming people into the nationalist Short Strand 

area, and began indiscriminately to beat people caught in the area.  Some of 

the people caught up in the fracas and injured included a couple walking home 

from picking up their daughter from baby-sitting, a man who says he was 

merely watching the scene from his front garden, and a man who was trying to 

get into an ambulance at the scene.  All of the accounts suggested that the 

beatings were indiscriminate, that police were running amok, and that abusive 

language of a sectarian nature was used.  CAJ has been informed that several 

people had to seek hospital treatment, and that formal complaints have been 

made to the ICPC (Independent Commission for Police Complaints). 

Saturday 29 June: A parade of the Orange Order and a counter 

demonstration on the Springfield Road (Belfast) took place.  No particular 



 

 

 

80

problems were reported to the CAJ about the policing of either event, though 

police tactics were at times difficult to understand (see p.15) 

 

Monday 1 July:  A Orange Order parade took place on the Albertbridge Road 

(Belfast) past largely nationalist Short Strand - again, no particular problems 

reported. 

 

Friday 5 July:  An open letter was sent to the Chief Constable by a number of 

human rights organisations that is - the CAJ together with the United Campaign 

Against Plastic Bullets, British Irish Rights Watch, Pat Finucane Centre, Liberty 

and the Irish Council for Civil Liberties.  The organisations spoke of the 

increasing tension and the fear that “events, if handled insensitively, could lead 

to a dangerous escalation for the entire community”.   In particular,  reference 

was made to the shared concern that the deployment of plastic bullets, far from 

helping to restore public order, would do much to inflame the situation.  The 

immediate withdrawal of plastic bullets was urged on the Chief Constable. 

 

Sunday 7 July:  Sir Hugh Annesley, Chief Constable of the RUC, stopped the 

Orange Order from marching down the Garvaghy Road in Portadown.  

Orangemen began to converge on the area around Drumcree church just 

outside Portadown, where marchers commenced a stand-off with the police 

and army.  By the end of the day the numbers of marchers had swelled to 

5000, and 2000 extra police officers were drafted into the area.   

 

Monday 8 July:  The CAJ issued a press release reiterating its earlier calls for 

the withdrawal of plastic bullets in the wake of the serious injury caused to a 

19-year old mentally handicapped unionist protester at Drumcree.  •  A band 

parade organised by the Orange Order went through Bellaghy after police 

forcibly removed residents protesting the march. CAJ observers were “escorted 

away” from the scene in a very intimidating manner and had difficulty in 

securing police assistance (see p.19).  •  Michael McGoldrick, a Catholic 

working as a taxi-driver, was found murdered in his car in Aghalee, Co. 

Armagh. No-one claimed responsibility for the death but it had, according to 

press reports, all the hallmarks of a loyalist attack.  •  Violent unionist 

demonstrations broke out in many parts of Northern Ireland in support of the 

right of Orange Order members to march down the Garvaghy Road.  Trouble 

was reported in Belfast, Carrickfergus, Armagh, Newry, Ballymena, Derry 

Londonderry, Lurgan, Newbuildings and Newtownards, as well as in 

Portadown.  75 illegal roadblocks were mounted and 84 vehicles hijacked.  •  

So far, at least three people have been admitted to Craigavon Hospital after 

being hit by plastic bullets.  In a statement, Orange members from the 

Portadown district accused RUC officers at Drumcree of “being over-eager” to 

pull on riot gear at the scene.  The statement urged the Chief Constable to “end 

this madness” by changing his decision to re-route the parade away from the 

Garvaghy Road.  •  Altogether, an RUC spokesperson said officers fired 17 

baton rounds during trouble between police and loyalist supporters at 

Drumcree.     

 

Tuesday 9 July:  Upwards of 7000 Orangemen gathered at Drumcree church.  

News reports suggested that some protesters called out names and addresses 

of RUC officers at the barricades and threatened them with later retaliation.• Up 

to 1000 protesters cut off roads leading to Belfast’s international airport.  

Disturbances broke out in Protestant areas of Belfast and elsewhere, including 

in Annalong, Castledawson, Dundonald, and Greencastle.  In Derry 

Londonderry, supporters of the Orangemen blocked two of the main roads out 

of the city - the Craigavon bridge was blocked for nearly two hours, and 

another group blocked the Foyle bridge.  •  Police fired a number of plastic 

baton rounds after being petrol bombed at Robina Street in the York Road area 

of Belfast around 2.30am.  •  As the unrest across Northern Ireland continued, 

the government announced it was sending 1000 extra troops; this brought the 

total deployed to 18,500 - the highest number of troops since 1982. •  The 

police fired a number of plastic baton rounds to disperse an angry unionist 

crowd at Tullygally on the outskirts of Derry Londonderry.  A local Ulster 

Democratic Party spokesman accused the police of being heavy-handed and 

claimed the area had been calm until their arrival.  “Local people were involved 

in an entirely peaceful protest during the day in solidarity with what was going 

on in Drumcree.  The police who arrived in Land Rovers were clearly looking 

for trouble.  They ordered people to leave the streets and go home and told 

them if they did not they would be shot.  Confrontation broke out when the 

crowd was baton charged by the RUC.  Women and children went running and 
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screaming pursued by the police”.  •  In one incident brought to CAJ’s attention 

we learnt that a loyalist crowd went to a street in Finaghy (south Belfast) and 

began to chant sectarian slogans.  A local resident was dragged from his 

vehicle and beaten up, despite shouting to his attackers “I am a Protestant”.  

RUC officers allegedly witnessed this incident but when challenged about their 

inactivity, said that they were under orders not to intervene.  The local police 

station, when subsequently contacted by a priest from the area, was said to 

have confirmed that  police had been instructed not to intervene.  

 

Wednesday 10 July:  The RUC released statistics showing that since 7 July, 

87 people had been arrested, 339 plastic bullets had been fired, 37 civilians 

were injured, and there were 452 attacks on the police.  •  At the invitation of 

the NIO  mediation efforts at Drumcree continued with the assistance of four 

senior church leaders but press reports suggested that the police may already 

have decided by late evening to allow the marchers through.  •  Garages were 

burned in Coleraine, Conlig, Bangor and Ballymena; a classroom in St 

Patrick’s, Banbridge was wrecked. St Teresa’s primary school in Lurgan and a 

tyre depot in Cookstown were attacked.   Shops in Bangor were set alight and 

the fire service was forced to withdraw by a crowd.  A number of small fires 

were also started at a bus depot on the Portaferry road in Newtownards.   

 

Thursday 11 July:  Word spread in the area around 11am that the Orange 

march was to be allowed down the Garvaghy Road.  The march proceeded 

down the Garvaghy Road  at 12.47 pm after the RUC forcibly removed a 

number of demonstrators who were sitting in the road.  Plastic bullets were 

fired at the demonstrators and people were baton charged.  Serious allegations 

were made about RUC actions and about the use of sectarian language.  •  

Nationalist riots erupted throughout Northern Ireland including in Belfast, Derry 

Londonderry, Armagh, Strabane, Bellaghy, Lurgan, Enniskillen, Coalisland, 

Newtownbutler and Pomeroy.  •  At 6.05pm the RUC and army sealed off the 

llower Ormeau Road (Belfast) and adjoining streets, effectively curfewing the 

area .  The Orange Order had filed notice of the next morning and local 

residents lost a High Court action seeking to have the Secretary of State  make 

a decision about banning or re-routing the march.  •  A protest march of some 

7000 people passed off peacefully in Derry Londonderry.  •  Hundreds of 

plastic bullets were fired, injuring people in Belfast and Derry Londonderry, and 

a reply was received from the RUC to CAJ’s letter about plastic bullets (see 5 

July entry).  The RUC said: “Plastic baton rounds are an essential element of 

police operational equipment for dealing with serious public disorder, and are 

only used during the periods of serious public disorder.  They are used in 

accordance with the principle of the minimum and reasonable amount of force 

necessary for the protection of life and property, the preservation of the peace 

and the prevention of crime”.  •  In Belfast, three RUC officers were shot and 

injured, in two separate events in Ardoyne and Duncairn Gardens in the north 

of the city.  Press speculation suggested that the INLA was responsible.  •  In 

the night of 11/12 July, people at Altnagelvin Hospital in Derry Londonderry 

said that RUC officers entered the casualty department and attacked a number 

of people there.  Hospital manager, Stella Burnside, asked the police to leave 

the hospital to defuse tensions.  As a result of the very visible RUC presence at 

the hospital, several people injured subsequently reported that they were afraid 

to go to Altnagelvin and drove a considerable distance across the border for 

treatment in Letterkenny (see p.45).  •  Martin Connolly, 19 years old, was 

struck by an RUC Land Rover and critically injured. 

 

Friday 12 July:  At 9.20am, 200 members of the Orange Order led by a 

Scottish band held a march down the Lower Ormeau Road (Belfast).  The 

march took 20 minutes in all,  and five minutes to pass through the area of 

contention.  However, because the march would be returning that evening, an 

effective curfew was maintained on residents and visitors to the area.  Strict 

controls were exercised for some fifteen hours, but access to the entire area 

was limited for nearly 24 hours in total  (6pm Thursday until nearly 6pm on 

Friday 12) (see p.47) •  The RUC report having fired three dozen plastic bullets 

at a group of more than 200 protesters in Newry. • On the night of 11/12 July 

eyewitness evidence suggested some 800 plastic bullets were fired in Derry 
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“The morning after”: in Derry Londonderry, soldiers collect plastic bullets 
 and local residents examine the damage to the city. 
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Londonderry; similar numbers were fired on the night of 12/13 July with many 

injuries caused.  Several of the injured claimed that they were in no sense 

engaged in riotous behaviour and were totally innocent passers-by (people 

coming out of fast-food restaurants or a disco). 

 

Saturday 13 July:  Dermot McShane, a 35 year old man, died at 6.40 am in 

Derry Londonderry after being hit by an army vehicle.  An RUC officer, thought 

to be trying to give him first aid, was attacked and slashed in the neck with a 

broken beer glass.  Serious rioting continued throughout the night in many 

towns.  •  In Portadown, about 50 loyalists attacked the houses of Catholic 

residents on the edge of the Garvaghy estate at 2 am smashing windows, 

breaking down front doors, damaging furniture and terrorising residents.  In 

Strabane, nationalists hijacked four vehicles and set a factory on fire.  Petrol 

bombs were thrown at the RUC, who fired plastic bullets into a crowd of 100 or 

so protesters.  •  The CAJ issued a joint press statement with the Pat Finucane 

Centre in Derry Londonderry reporting on the excessive recourse to plastic 

bullets in the city on the two previous nights, the serious injuries sustained, the 

problems created in Altnagelvin Hospital with riot police and a police dog in the 

casualty unit, and the need for a fully independent inquiry into Dermot 

McShane’s death.  Observers felt that the RUC and army were “out of control”. 

 

Sunday 14 July:  Relatively minor disturbances were reported in Belfast, 

Downpatrick, Cookstown, Moy, Newry, Lurgan and Armagh.  A protest march in 

Derry Londonderry of some 15-20,000 passed off without trouble. 

 

Monday 15 July:  Sir Patrick Mayhew announced in the House of Commons 

that there would be a review of the marching issue.  He also said that the 

British government would accede to a request by the Irish government for an 

urgent meeting of the Anglo-Irish Intergovernmental Conference. 

 

Tuesday 16 July:  The RUC revealed that it had fired 6,002 plastic bullets in 

the week prior to 6am on Sunday July 14.  662 were fired around the Drumcree 

incident, the other 5,340 were fired during nationalist protests.  This was the 

highest number of plastic bullets fired since the hunger strikes of 1981, when 

29,695 were fired during the year. 

 

Wednesday 17 July:  The RUC estimated that at least 600 families had left 

their homes as a result of intimidation.  •  More than 700 residents of the Lower 

Ormeau from 550 households announced they were planning to sue the RUC 

for false imprisonment after the virtual curfew imposed on them.   

 

Friday 19 July:  Sean Neeson,  member of the Northern Ireland Police 

Authority, withdrew his proposal for a vote of no confidence in the Chief 

Constable of the RUC after lengthy discussions with him.  •  The Apprentice 

Boys of Derry announced their intention to seek permission from the RUC to 

walk the walls of the city on August 10. 

 

Saturday 20 July:  The Compensation Agency said that the bill for damage 

done during the disturbances would exceed £20 million.  The government 

announced that it would not release any new funds to pay for the damage, or 

for RUC overtime; the cost would have to be met from existing resources.  The 

Northern Ireland Tourist Board reported that tourism was down by 38% this 

month compared with July 1995.   

 

Tuesday 23 July:  According to a parliamentary question put down by Joe 

Hendron, MP, Cookstown Councillor Trevor Wilson, a member of the Police 

Authority was involved in an illegal blockade of Cookstown during the week 

prior to July 12 (see also entry 30 July). 

 

Wednesday 24 July:  The Secretary of State announced the terms of 

reference for the review of parades and marches (see p.66) but did not yet 

announce its composition.  He also announced that Her Majesty’s Inspector of 

Constabulary would undertake a review of RUC procedures and training for 

handling public order situations, including those relating to plastic bullets. 

 

Friday 26 July:  The condition of Martin Connelly, injured in Armagh on July 

11 by an RUC Land Rover was reported to have deteriorated.  His condition 

was described as “very critically ill” 
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Saturday 27 July:  The Irish News published the results of its telephone poll 

on whether or not plastic bullets should be banned. 2,263 members of the 

public voted for a ban, and 57 voted against.  •  Martin Toner, aged 25, was 

struck in the face by a plastic bullet when he was leaving Mass and a bus 

carrying members of an Orange band entered the mainly nationalist St 

Patrick’s street area in Keady, co Armagh.  He lost an eye as the result of his 

injuries. 

 

Sunday 28 July:  The RUC disclosed that it had set up a special squad to 

investigate the extent to which loyalist and nationalist violence was 

orchestrated during the disturbances.  The squad would look at intelligence 

reports, telephone taps, media footage and press reports, as well as 

complaints from the public. 

 

Tuesday 30 July:  A special meeting of the Police Authority accepted PANI 

member Trevor Wilson’s explanation of his alleged involvement in an illegal 

roadblock in the week prior to July 12.  No criminal proceedings were to be 

taken against him (see 23 July entry). 

 

Wednesday 31 July:  It was announced that Dr Peter North, a QC and Vice 

Chancellor of the University of Oxford, would chair the review of parades and 

marches. 

 

Friday 2 August:  Residents of the lower Ormeau Road lodged a High Court 

injunction seeking to prevent the RUC from subjecting them to a further curfew 

on August 10 when an Apprentice Boys’ march was due to pass down their 

road on its way to join the main march in Derry Londonderry.  

 

Saturday 3 August:  The Pat Finucane Centre published a report on the 

events in Derry Londonderry entitled “In the Line of Fire”.  They said that at 

least 332 people had been injured, together with 18 police officers, and they 

called for a new police force to replace the RUC. 

 

Monday 5 August: The RUC banned the Belfast Walker Club of the 

Apprentice Boys march from the lower Ormeau Road.  The Apprentice Boys 

said that they would reluctantly comply with the ban.  •  It was reported that the 

RUC had asked the Independent Commission on Police Complaints to 

investigate how Martin Connelly of Armagh came to be struck by an RUC Land 

Rover.   

 

Wednesday 7 August:  The Secretary of State, for the first time exercised his 

powers under the Public Order legislation by banning all marches, including the 

Apprentice Boys march, from the part of the Derry Londonderry walls between 

Bishop’s Gate and Magazine Gate, overlooking the Bogside.  He said that he 

was acting on information furnished by the Chief Constable.  Troops and police 

occupied that stretch of the walls and screened it off from the sight of both 

communities.  The ban was to last from 6pm until midnight on 31 August.  •  Mr 

Justice Pringle of the Belfast High Court refused to grant an adjournment of the 

action seeking an injunction against the security forces preventing any further 

curfew type actions in the lower Ormeau Road over the forthcoming weekend.  

He dismissed the application, indicating that the court would be reluctant to tie 

the hands of the police in advance.  The residents’ action for damages arising 

out of the earlier police action continues.  •  It was announced that Dr Peter 

North would be joined on the commission on parades by Fr Oliver Crilly, a 

Catholic priest from Strabane, and Very Reverend Dr John Dunlop, a former 

Moderator of the Presbyterian church. 

 

Friday 9 August:  Following a meeting with the Secretary of State, the 

Standing Advisory Commission on Human Rights called on him “in the 

strongest possible terms to institute an independent inquiry into the events in 

Northern Ireland leading up to, during and since the Drumcree stand off”.   In a 

statement it said “The commission is deeply concerned about the failure to 

maintain the supremacy of the rule of law and about the serious violations of 

human rights resulting therefrom.  It is SACHR’s view that the maintenance of 

the rule of law is fundamental to the stability of every civilised country and is 

inextricably bound up with the protection of human rights”.  It added that the 

independent body should be headed by an international figure. 

 

Saturday 10 August:   The Apprentice Boys decided to reroute their parade 

and not to march anywhere on the city walls, saying that they would march the 
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entire length of the walls at another time of their own choosing.  The Bogside 

Residents cancelled their protest march.  The 10,000-strong Apprentice Boys’ 

parade passed off without serious incident.  However, there was some sporadic 

rioting during the night.  •  Apprentice Boys returning from Derry Londonderry 

through Armagh engaged in a 10-minute stand-off with the RUC when 

protesters blocked their route through the city, before re-routing the march.  

There was no reported violence.  •  A three-hour riot took place in Dunloy when 

more than 1,500 Apprentice Boys fought 400 RUC officers after the police had 

re-routed the parade.  Negotiations between local residents and the marchers 

had broken down.  23 RUC officers and 9 civilians were injured.  There were 

two arrests.  •  There was also trouble in Bellaghy, where local residents tried 

to block a march by the Royal Black Institution at 3pm.  Residents sat down in 

the road but were cleared by RUC officers wielding batons.  Plastic bullets 

were also fired.  •  A protest in Keady, where Martin Toner lost an eye after 

being struck by a plastic bullet on 27 July, passed off peacefully.  •  A last 

minute compromise reached in Newtownbutler avoided confrontation between 

local residents and the Royal Black Institution.  Confrontation was also avoided 

in Roslea when the RUC re-routed the Institution’s march.  •  Billy Blair, a UDP 

councillor in Newtownabbey, was struck in the neck by a plastic bullet as he 

appealed for calm during the confrontation between Apprentice Boys and the 

RUC at Dunloy.  He was knocked to the ground and suffered heavy bruising, 

for which he received out-patient treatment at casualty. 

 

Sunday 11 August:  A stand-off began in Bellaghy after local residents 

refused to agree to let members of the Black Institution march through the 

village.   

 

Monday 12 August:  400 members of the Royal Black Institution were allowed 

to march as far as the Orange Hall in Bellaghy, ending a 19-hour stand-off with 

local residents and the police. 

 

Tuesday 13 August:  It was reported that four RUC officers had been 

suspended from duty in Country Fermanagh in connection with their Orange 

Order membership and their role during loyalist protests. 

 

Wednesday 14 August:  DUP leader Ian Paisley said that he would taking up 

the case of the four suspended RUC officers in parliament when it reconvened.  

One of the suspended officers was reported as having told Enniskillen DUP 

councillor Joe Dodds that the suspensions were “a sop to republicanism”. 

 

Thursday 15 August:  Solidar, a European umbrella group for development 

and social welfare organisations sent a six-person team to monitor the marches 

of the previous weekend, and warned that Northern Ireland was on the brink of 

a return to hostilities. The delegation included the secretary-general of Solidar, 

the former director of the South African Human Rights Commission and the 

executive director of British charity War on Want.  They observed marches in 

Derry Londonderry, Bellaghy and Dunloy. They intend to present a report on 

their observations to the European parliament.  •  UDP leaders met RUC 

Deputy Chief Constable Ronnie Flanagan to discuss policing of parades.  They 

complained that the Protestant marching tradition was being attacked by a 

campaign orchestrated by republicans.  They also protested about the batoning 

of Apprentice Boys by the RUC at Dunloy.  •  The Police Authority of Northern 

Ireland said that the policing bill for the Drumcree stand-off and subsequent 

rioting would be at least £10 million. Additional funds would have to be sought 

from the Secretary of State. 

 

Friday 16 August:  The RUC said that 12 police officers and their families had 

been forced to leave their homes following events at Drumcree, and that 20 

others were intending to move home because of intimidation.  146 instances of 

intimidation of police officers had been recorded as a result of the incidents at 

Drumcree, Derry Londonderry and Dunloy. 

Tuesday 20 August:  the RUC banned the Royal Black Institution from 

marching along the lower Ormeau Road on 31 August. 

 

Tuesday 27 August:  President Mary Robinson, speaking at the Glencree 

Summer School, Co Wicklow on “Healing the Wounds of Political Conflict”, 

criticised some RUC officers for their actions at Drumcree, saying that it was 

“necessary to reflect on how much worse it is when the aggressive and 

sectarian manifestation is by someone in uniform”.  •  Bellaghy Concerned 

Residents Group and the Royal Black Institution reached agreement over the 
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route of the Blackmen’s march on 31 August.  The Institution also agreed to 

carry only their banner and no flags while marching through the nationalist 

village, and to play only hymn tunes.  •  It was reported that Strabane 

Concerned Residents were intending to block a Royal Black Institution parade 

on 31 August.  The residents said that they had written to the Institution last 

week asking for a meeting to discuss the route of the annual march through 

Strabane, a mostly Catholic town, but had received no reply. 

 

Thursday 29 August:  The chair of the independent review of parades, Dr 

Peter North, confirmed that he would be seeking the views of the Irish 

government. Co. Tyrone members of the Orange Order, who were heavily 

involved in Drumcree, urged their supporters to boycott the review. 

 

Friday 30 August:  It was announced that Deputy Chief Constable Ronnie 

Flanagan had been appointed to replace Sir Hugh Annesley as Chief 

Constable of the RUC when he retires at the end of October. Both Gerry 

Adams and Ian Paisley condemned the appointment. Adams said the RUC 

should be disbanded as it could not command nationalist support, while Paisley 

claimed that Flanagan did not have the support of most RUC officers. •  The 

headquarters of the Royal Black Institution in Lurgan, Co. Armagh, was badly 

damaged by fire.  The police suspected arson.  •  There was a tense hour-and-

a-half’s confrontation between the RUC and the Newry Coalition Against 

Sectarian Marches in Newry, Co. Down, when nationalists protested against 

the route of a loyalist band parade.  Twenty-five bands took part in the parade, 

organised by the South Down Young Defenders.  The matter was resolved 

when the protesters agreed to move back and the bands agreed to the re-

routing of part of the march.  The Royal Black Institution agreed to re-route its 

own march through Newry, planned for the next day, although earlier in the 

week it had refused to enter into direct negotiations with the Coalition.  •  

Pomeroy Concerned Residents Association and the Royal Black Institution 

reached agreement on the Institution’s march through the Co. Tyrone village 

the next day. 

 

Saturday 31 August: CAJ observers were present at a procession of the 

Royal Black Institution in Dunloy. 

 

Saturday 7 September: A group of women members of an Orange Order 

lodge on the Shankill Road attended an Apprentice Boys march in Derry 

Londonderry.  They allege that while walking part of the city walls they were 

subjected to attack from some locals.  Stones and bottles were apparently 

thrown at them, though some in the group were elderly (one a woman in her 

80s).  The police presence had been heavy earlier but the lodge members 

were unhappy that there was no police presence available to assist them when 

needed. 

 

Sunday 8 September: Orange Order members had their march through the 

nationalist Dunloy village re-routed.  Some tension was experienced but no 

serious trouble developed.  This was the last parade of the summer to which  

CAJ sent a team of observers. 
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Appendix III

 

Eye Witness Accounts 
 

During the course of this report a variety of witness statements have been 

drawn upon to illustrate general problems around police tactics and/or the use 

of plastic bullets.  However, in doing this, the individual’s pain and distress is 

generalised - this segment tries to rectify that by quoting directly extracts from 

several of the written statements we have received.   

 

 
Witness statement from Cliftonville  

(21 June 1996) 
  
…I sat on the pavement with my back to the front of a land-

rover.  Riot squad police came through between the landrovers 

and, without warning, or request to move, tried to pick me up by 

the ears - they may have been looking for pressure points… He 

then began hitting me with the riot shield on the head and neck, 

and then on the back with the baton, and kicked me in the lower 

back… I filed a report. 
 

 
 

 
Witness statements from the Short Strand  

(22 June 1996) 
 
A charity function at St Matthews Hall was letting out and people 

were coming down from that.  One policeman had been coming 

up, shaking a baton and whistling the Sash…They blocked the 

road, police were wearing full riot gear and walking in front of 

the jeeps.  There were about 40 police officers, two rows in front 

of the jeeps and at least one row coming behind, going towards 

the barracks.  The police started hitting elderly men and women 

on the knees, and I heard one say “we’ll get into the Fenian 

bastards tonight”… The police acted as if someone had given 

them an order to come in and terrorise people.  They went 

berserk and beat everybody around the barracks.  The dog-

handler’s eyes seemed to be glazed over.  No one deserved 

what they got; it was uncalled for. 

 

 

I thought it seemed like the police were on drugs; they were 

squealing and laughing as they were hitting people, they were 
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purple with venom and seemed to be enjoying it.  I saw (a man) 

getting beaten, being held down by a shield and hit with a baton 

about the head….  

 

 

Me and my wife were at a function in the parochial hall.  At 1am 

we went to get our daughter who was baby-sitting.  Someone 

was getting in an ambulance so we went around to see what it 

was.  I saw three jeeps coming down the road.  Next thing 

policemen in riot gear came close.  There was no riot, nothing, 

but they were coming.  Three jeeps came in from the other side 

of the road backing into people.  I grabbed my daughter, then 

went back looking for my wife… I was hit on the head, tried to 

make my way towards the corner and they started beating me 

with batons.  I fell on the ground, they handcuffed me, still 

beating me up, trailed me on the road, still kicking me.  I passed 

out… 

 

 

…the people from the area were chatting, not rioting; there were 

no Orangemen about.  Three jeeps came flying around the 

corner into Mountpottinger Road from Albertbridge.  They 

spread across the road…….and pushed the crowd back towards 

the barracks, shouting abuse - “get down the road, you Fenian 

bastards!”….I had my arms out and was not aggressive.  The 

police hit me in the head with a baton and I fell to the ground.  A 

dog grabbed my arm and bit me.  I can’t remember anything 

else, because I was dazed.  I knew I was being hit… 

 

Witness statements on the Garvaghy Road  
(11 July 1996) 

 
I was sitting on the road near the front of the protest.  The police 

started to move in; they seemed to be picking out certain people 

first.  They started to beat them with batons on the arms and 

legs.  Then they started moving us off the road…. One of them 

hit me on the back with a baton.  I didn’t go to a doctor because 

I thought I’d be arrested.  I saw a fellow on the ground knocked 

out, still being beaten by two policemen. 

 

…I’ve never seen such venom or hatred as the police coming in 

to move the people - using abusive language.  (With reference 
to Friday 12 July) - I saw young fellows throwing stones and 
being fired at with plastic bullets. I saw other young fellows who 

were just shouting getting shot at, too. 

 

… I was standing among the crowd at the side of the road.  The 

police were closing in from both sides and becoming 

aggressive.  X was standing in front of me and was hit with a 

baton by one policeman.  He was pushed back; I was knocked 

to the ground.  I felt bad pain … I couldn’t get up.  People were 

falling on top of me.  I turned over on my stomach.  A policeman 

kept shouting at me to get up.  I have arthritis in my back and 

have difficulty getting up.  I tried to pull myself up a policeman’s 

shin-guards.  I was then hit on the side of the head and felt 

blood flowing down my head…. 
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… The police rushed forward beating people with batons, 

kicking them and shouting: “Fucking Fenian bastards!”  I have 

never seen policemen so angry. It was very frightening….It  

seemed one second later that the plastic bullets started to fire.  

People tried to put children into homes.  Police were along the 

length of the alleyway (approximately 40 feet).  Plastic bullets 

were aimed at head-height.  Fences were splintering as they 

were hit by plastic bullets.  This was at head-height.  I saw 

someone get hit in the back of the shoulders as they tried to 

shield a child.  I left before the shooting ended. 

 

 

I got on the road because I was opposed to the march… the 

police all came in.  Before that, the police had been slapping 

batons on their hands, saying “We’re getting in to you”…. I 

realised that the jeep was going to run over them (two 

protesters) and screamed for people to come and stop them.  

The jeep was stopped by people pushing against it while others 

got the men off the road .  My son (8 years old) was hit around 

the leg by a baton; he was just standing by the side of the road.  

The police told him to get away.  He said that he was looking for 

his Mummy so when he didn’t go, they beat him on the legs and 

he was bruised… Bystanders were just getting hit 

indiscriminately… I felt sick and angry about the fact that we got 

the brunt of it. 

 

 

I saw one girl, not even demonstrating, who was just passing 

by.  She was hit by a baton below the ear and had to be taken 

to hospital. 

 

 

The police were coming closer towards the crowd and I saw two 

police officers raising their batons to two young mothers that I 

know.  I was afraid the kids (3 and 5 years old) were going to 

get crushed between the police pushing.  I heard a police officer 

shouting “Get back, you fuckers youse” and they raised their 

batons towards the young mothers.  I shouted “Leave those 

women and children alone!  Then the two officers turned on me 

and hit me with batons around the head and shoulders… 

 

 

…I saw young fellows throwing stones; there was a constant 
firing of plastic bullets at the whole crowd - men, women and 

children.  When they put me out of the crowd, I saw a friend’s 

mother (age 50ish) fall because they were pushing her.  Her 

daughter jumped on top of her to stop her getting beaten.  The 

daughter got beaten on the head and back….  

 

 

I was not sitting on the road.  I was standing beside it when the 

police moved in to remove people.  I was standing parallel to the 

front land rover and saw a policeman hitting Y repeatedly while 

he was lying motionless on the ground.  I took a rush of blood to 

the head and ran off the pavement and tried to distract the 

attention of the policeman beating Y.  He leaned over to help 
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another policeman up.  I tried to push his shield and baton and 

he stepped out from behind the shields and hit me on the head 

about four times.  I went to the hospital and got treatment.  After 

the march had passed, the police opened fire with plastic bullets 

and seemed to be firing indiscriminately even when children 

were running around. 

 

 

…I stood around myself, but didn’t get on the road…I turned to 

go home; there was a complete row of riot police.  I said 

“excuse me, I want to go home”.  He said “get on to the road” 

and physically pushed me onto the road with the shield.  He 

raised his baton to me and I said “don’t you dare hit me”.  He 

just pushed me with his shield again.  When I tried to get 

through again, he pushed me back again.  We were completely 

surrounded by riot shields….. 

 

 

I saw people being dragged off.  One girl was dragged off being 

pulled by the face.  The whole crowd was being baton-charged 

with no warning, police were laying into them willy-nilly.  The 

police were cheering and shouting as they were beating 

people… In my mind now it is a blur of one week of abuse.  I am 

very depressed, very angry and have no faith at all in the RUC. 

 

 

While police were moving people off the road, they were beating 

women, children and teenagers with batons.  When they 

charged to get everyone back into the alleyways, they were 

beating people with batons, including Z, who was trying to lift a 

child off the road; he was shot in the back with a plastic bullet. 

 

 

My mother tripped and we all fell.  I put out my arm to try to 

protect her.  They were hitting us with batons; I was hit on the 

head.  My mother was hit as well.  Police called us “Fenian 

scum”…. When the march came down, they formed a big long 

line with guns ready to shoot.  Some guys started to throw 

stones and they fired plastic bullets.  They were shooting one 

after the other.  They were firing before the stones started. 

 

 

… The plastic bullets fired was far in excess of the situation.  

While the police were beating, etc. I heard “Fenian bastards.  

Scum get back into where you came from”.  I said “You’re a 

happy man beating us”.  He smiled and nodded in agreement… 

 

 

They didn’t try to lift people off the road.  They pushed people 

with shields, and hit them with their batons…. I was horrified 

and disgusted by what I saw.  I would never trust the police 

again…Police then lined the Ashgrove Road, still firing plastic 

bullets at the people.  People were running away.  The bullets 

were fired at shoulder-height.  I was shocked at the brutality of 

the police, and how quickly they moved in. 
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...I saw a man lying still on the ground and policemen crouching 

over him beating him repeatedly with a baton all over his arm, 

side and back.  As I was moving voluntarily off the road, I was 

pushed by two shields.  I didn’t hear any warning or order to 

move.  We had no chance to move.  I saw plastic bullets being 

fired from a distance of about 20 feet, not necessarily at a 

target.  They were firing at anyone who moved….. 

 

 

..They just fired plastic bullets into the entries as the parade of 

Orangemen were going past.  I saw a cameraman getting hit on 

the shoulder.  The police couldn’t have been aiming at anyone; 

they were just shooting the plastic bullets, they were coming so 

quickly…. 

 

 

…My daughter said she was not near the crowd (13 years old)..  

She could see her brother being trailed away.  She went over 

and a policeman slapped her across the face.  There was verbal 

abuse - police swore at protesters: “Get off the road you fucking 

bitch”, and called them “Fenians” and “scum”.  When the parade 

came, they ran at them to put them into the alleyway.  Plastic 

bullets were fired straight at people from any distance.  Plastic 

bullets were aimed quite high - from the waist up. 

I then heard the police being told to prepare to use plastic 

bullets as the marchers were at the top of the hill.  This occurred 

through a 10-foot gap left between two land-rovers.  I also heard 

police use foul language and verbally abuse the crowd; I felt that 

the police were taking their frustration out on us.  Once the 

parade had finished, the police presence incited a riot. 

 
 

 

Witness statements from Derry Londonderry  
(11-13 July 1996) 

 

Please note that there will appear to be inconsistencies here between various 

statements regarding whether or not rioting was taking place.  This is explained 

by the fact that the testimonies refer to different time periods, different days, 

and different geographic areas.  Where we have drawn upon these statements 

to raise concerns in the body of the report, we have done the necessary cross-

checking. 

 

 

I was on my own going to the Chinese at the top of Waterloo 

Street.  I was hit by a plastic bullet fired from up by the top of 

Fahan Street in the left forearm and I fell to the ground.  A 

passer-by helped me up… 

 

I was on Rossville Street at 2am.  Police and British army had 

sealed off the area and were firing plastic bullets.  They hit 

civilians - at least 10 to 15 - including one in the side of the face.  

I saw him hit and bandaged and put into the back of an 

ambulance.  At Chamberlain and William Street, people were 

coming out of the fast food and were caught up in the police 

charge….   
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I saw the RUC line up at the top of Shipquay Street 

(approximately 40-50 policemen) in full riot gear.  Some RUC 

officers had plastic bullet guns.  The RUC marched down 

Shipquay Street and battered many of the young people in the 

street.  They also fired plastic bullets.  This was totally 

unprovoked and there was no riot going on at the time.  After 

the plastic bullets were fired, some people threw glasses and 

bottles at the RUC.  Then the RUC fired up to 50 plastic bullets.  

At least three people were hit  (this testimony is from 
someone working in the area at the time) 
 

 

About 1.30-1.45 I was in Squire’s disco and I went across to 

Marlene’s chip shop at the bottom of Shipquay Street.  X was 

with me; I had drink on me.  I went into the chip shop and came 

out.  I was standing on the steps; up the road a line of RUC was 

across Shipquay Street with riot gear.  They were slowly moving 

down the street with riot shields in position.  I didn’t see any 

soldiers.  Don’t remember, but the RUC charged down the 

street.  I heard them firing plastic bullets.  I never heard anyone 

shouting at them, and I never said anything.   About 50-70 

people were on Shipquay Street; there were people inside the 

chip shop.  I cannot remember being injured; I can remember 

being hit by a baton and I have marks on my back… 

 

 

Shortly after 1am, I was coming out of Squires… and went to 

buy some chips in Marlene’s.  When we came out of Squire’s 

we saw a large number - around 30-40 RUC officers in full riot 

gear advancing down Shipquay Street…. We were standing 

outside Marlene’s watching them, eating our chips.  There was 

a crowd of people at the bottom of Shipquay Street.  Most of 

these people were people coming out of bars in the area.  There 

were some people throwing stones and the odd bottle.  There 

were no petrol bombs being thrown.  As the police came closer, 

one of them looked at me and aimed his plastic bullet gun at 

me.  This officer was about four feet from me.  I saw the riot 

shields apart and then I saw smoke.  The next thing I knew, I 

had been struck on the leg with a plastic bullet.  I fell and my 

cousin fell on top of me.  I heard thumps and realised he was 

being beaten by three officers…. 

 

 

I was having a drink in the Dungloe Bar.  I was leaving about 

1am.  As I came out, a crowd was running … there was 

shouting and roaring. My friend and I ran too.  Doors were shut 

behind us.  As everybody ran, halfway down the street I got 

whacked in the back of the leg by a plastic bullet. 

 

 

I left Squires, a dance club in Shipquay Street.  I saw RUC jeeps 

in the Diamond.  I asked one of the doormen whether it was 

safe to leave.  He said that as far as he knew, nothing had 

happened.  At this point, I went to Marlene’s with a friend for 

something to eat.  I heard shouting and I went to the door and 

saw the RUC at the top of Shipquay Street.  Some time later, I 

left Marlene’s as the RUC came down the street in riot gear, 
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lined across the street.  I went running down the street and as I 

ran, plastic bullets were fired over my head.  When I got to the 

bottom of Shipquay Street, I saw a person lying on the ground 

who had been hit by a plastic bullet.  As some members of the 

public sought to help the injured man and to drag him to safety, 

the RUC officers fired plastic bullets at the people trying to help 

the injured man.  When I was in the taxi queue, I saw a man 

being helped into a taxi who had been hit by a plastic bullet.  He 

was covered in blood.  He did not want to go to the hospital 

because of the RUC presence in the hospital. 

 

 

I was coming out of Squire’s disco at approximately 1.15; at that 

time about 200 people or more were coming out of Squires.  

The RUC had formed a line across the width of the road; they 

were in full riot gear with shields.  They began shooting plastic 

bullets indiscriminately into the crowd.  Bullets were fired at 

head height.  I saw about 25 people hit by plastic bullets - two 

were seriously hurt… 

 

 

A worker in the area: The RUC officers were all in riot gear 
with batons and plastic bullet guns.  I was allowed through 

eventually.  I asked why they were blocking the road, as there 

was no trouble.  The officer I asked replied “There will be, in 

about ten minutes time” and laughed….As the people started 

coming out of Squires, the police were jeering down towards 

them and shouting, trying to antagonise the crowd.  I decided I’d 

better get out of there and I left.  There was no trouble prior to 

this.  I saw no rioters and no stone-throwers.  The only people I 

saw on the street were the RUC, the people coming out of the 

nightclub and a drunk.  

 

 

I was in Shipquay Street on Friday morning at approximately 

1.30 am.  I was in the car and my son was getting food in 

Marlene’s just above Squires.  He came out with some food, 

and was about to get into the car when he was hit by a plastic 

bullet…There was a small amount of stone and bottle throwing 

which was very minor.  The police were firing quite a lot of 

plastic bullets. 

 

 

… Plastic bullets were being fired continuously at this stage 

from all along the cordon and there was very considerable 

shouting among the soldiers and the RUC…..  They shouted for 

plastic bullet gunners to load up and another instructed them to 

fire a volley around the corner when they got there and reload 

immediately.  Another said “anything that moves, hit it”.  There 

was general shouting “we’re going in”….  As the Saxons hit the 

burning car and skip, there was near pandemonium among the 

soldiers and RUC.  I can only describe the feeling as a blood 

lust…  I asked an army officer why they were firing so many 

plastic bullets and he replied “they deserve it”.  An RUC sniper 

said “it’s time for the lead”.  Other RUC said it was the most they 

had ever fired, and on at least five occasions, I saw soldiers and 

RUC personnel using brush shafts to try and clear jammed 

weapons that they said were overheating…. 
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… For the next hour-and-a-half, plastic bullets were fired non-

stop, at least one or two every two or three minutes.  Most of 

those plastic bullets seemed to have been fired at those just 

beyond the rioters… I left the scene about 2.50 and at that 

stage the rioting was relatively small scale or low intensity 

(though the bullets being fired would make you think 

otherwise)… 
 
 
A woman who says she was woken and upset at seeing a 
young man being beaten by the RUC - I ran downstairs and 
outside onto my balcony and shouted “leave him alone”… (An 

RUC man) pointed his plastic bullet gun up at me - he was 

about 20 feet away and said “I’m going to kill you, you bitch”…. 

There was another RUC man and he kept slapping his plastic 

bullet gun in his hand, looking up at me.  There were two or 

three others behind them who were making obscene gestures at 

me with their batons.  I shouted some more at them and then 

they turned away from me.  I stood on my balcony, shaking with 

anger and fear until they left.  Then I went to my bed and cried 

and cried.   
 

 

I was standing in Little James Street watching the rioting which 

was then taking place. I was hit by a plastic bullet which 

knocked me to the ground with great force…. At no time was I 

engaged in any unlawful activity, nor did I at anytime wear a 

mask or scarf to hide my face.  I did not go to Altnagelvin 

Hospital because of the presence of RUC officers there. 

I was in the Little James Street area from approximately 12 

midnight.  There was rioting in the area at the time.  Sometime 

between 1 and 2am, I was hit directly in the face by a plastic 

bullet … I had been in a bar in Galliagh and then went to the city 

centre to go to Squires.  I then heard that it was closed.  Myself 

and my brother were looking for a taxi in William Street when I 

was hit…. 

 
 

 

 

 

Statements relating to Altnagelvin hospital 
(11/12 July 1996) 

 
For account of the incident see pp44-47 

 
 

…… I was taken to a medical centre and treated by a male 

nurse.  Two ambulancemen came in - one man had a look at 

my leg.  The nurse put a bandage on my leg and advised me 

not to go to Altnagelvin as I would be arrested……. 

 

 

We got to Altnagelvin about 1.15am……. about 15 minutes 

later, a jeep and three carloads arrived - 20 police and a dog; 
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13-14 inside and the rest outside.  Police were smirking and 

laughing….. I was trying to get people to calm down. Some of 

the public were angry.  Police were mostly in riot gear with 

truncheons.  PC with dog lost his temper and let it go and 

slapped a young man across the face.  As he went to fight back, 

the crowd of cops went for everyone…. 

 

 

There was a crowd of RUC at the entrance with dogs, smirking 

and intimidating people going past - “I’m going to see who I can 

see”.  We went into Altnagelvin.  There was blood 

everywhere……  Statement from elderly woman “I wouldn’t 

have believed it, only I seen it”.  The administrator tried to 

intervene when men in casualty were raging at RUC with a dog 

in the hospital.  Boys were afraid to go out in case the RUC 

lifted them…… 

When we arrived (at the hospital) cops in riot gear were outside 

and inside.  One RUC officer with a dog was standing at the 

entrance to casualty.  We went to the reception and (my friend) 

was looked at.  A bandage was put on and he was asked to 

wait….. There was name-calling between those civilians waiting 

(perhaps 8 or 10) and the cops (maybe ½ dozen with a lot more 

outside).  It was nothing serious.  The next minute, the cops 

barged in the door and started beating people with batons.  I 

didn’t understand why… 

 

 

… There were approximately 12 RUC officers outside the 

casualty waiting doors.  There were approximately 10 injured 

civilians and their relatives and friends at the door.  There was 

an exchange of insults between the RUC and the civilians.  The 

RUC officer with the dog, who was now at the doors with the 

other officers, set the dog on one man.  As the dog jumped 

towards the man, the other ten or twelve officers charged 

straight into the casualty, shouting and batoning people as they 

ran in… 

 

 

… I attempted to get into casualty twice that day (12 July) but 

the police presence at the hospital put me off because I had 

seen what happened the night before when the RUC had 

attacked patients in the casualty department at Altnagelvin. 

The death of Dermot McShane: 11/12 July 1996 
For account of this event see pp 43-44 

 
…. Moments before, as I came around the corner at Extra 

Vision, the crowd started to retreat.  I saw the Saxon coming 

forward (speeding) and hitting the tin.  I could see a boy under 

the tin.  I was shouting: “There’s a man under that tin!”  The 

Saxon stopped; it seemed to me they knew he was under it.  

They deliberately went over him and then went forward again.  I 

think (but am not sure) that it then reversed back over it…. 

 

 

An army truck hit the board and the board fell onto him.  The 

truck (tank like) ran over the board and stayed on top.  I went up 

straight away onto the tank and shouted to the driver that there 



 

 

 

96

was a man underneath.  I shouted to “reverse” but there was no 

response from the driver… They stayed on top for four or five 

minutes.  One other man and I tried to pull him out 

 

 

An army Saxon armoured car in the middle of the road sped 

forward from where it was sitting outside Mullan’s bar.  Most of 

the crowd ran.  One person was left behind the wooden board, 

still holding the board.  The Saxon hit the board and the man 

was pushed over.  The Saxon slowed down.  The front wheels 

went over the top of the boards…. 

 

… There was a group of four men holding a large piece of wood 

and an army land rover came towards them.  Three dropped the 

board and ran back, leaving one man holding it.  Then the 

saracen came forwards and hit the board and stopped on top of 

it with the man underneath.  He fell back,…  As the saracen was 

coming towards the board, it must have been apparent to the 

driver that there was someone holding it up…. 

 

 

CAJ Observer report from Derry, 
night of 10/11 August 
 

… Around 4am the RUC charged down Strand Road, firing 

plastic bullets.  We took to our heels and ran through the 

Victoria Market carpark to the corner of the Strand Road and the 

Quay.  An Australian photographer there made a complaint to 

us, alleging that the RUC had fired a plastic bullet at his head.  

He had the bullet in his hand….  I could not see anyone 

throwing anything at that stage, or I would not have chosen to 

walk up Great James’ Street.  We were about thirty yards up the 

street, on the footpath, when I saw a spotlight shine through a 

small alleyway at the rear of the Strand Bar.  I turned my head 

back towards the other CAJ observer and heard a plastic bullet 

whistle past my ear and clatter at quite a speed into the shutters 

of the shop behind me.  I estimate that the plastic bullet was 

about two to three inches from my left ear.  The other observer 

actually saw it.  I am five feet three inches tall, so the bullet must 

have been around five feet above the ground…. 
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All CAJ publications are available from the office:  

C.A.J., 45/47 Donegall St, Belfast. BT1 2FG 
 Please add 20% of total cost to cover postage 

  

 
What you can do after reading this report: 
���� circulate the report widely among colleagues; 
���� write to the authorities urging an international independent inquiry 
���� contact your parliamentary representative and have them ask 

questions about the report’s findings; 
���� ask what your local church, trade union, community group is doing 

to push for an independent inquiry into policing 
� write a letter to the local press informing people of the existence of 

this report and encouraging them to take action 
� join CAJ - see tear-out form below 
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The membership fee entitles you to receive 11 issues of Just News 

 
Please cut out and send with cheque or postal order to: 
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