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Juries under attack
Duncan Camp bell writes: The latest onslaught
against the jury system, this time from the Associ-
ation of Chief Police Officers, aptly coincides with
a new publication on the history of the battles
over the jury. In their evidence to the Royal
Commission on Criminal Procedure published last
week, ACPO propose that wholesale jury 'vetting'
should become the norm - involving criminal
record, local intelligence and Special Branch
checks. Jurors should be obliged to supply details
of their date and place of birth. Failing this,
ACPO ask for a further reduction in the number
of jurors required to agree on a majority verdict
(at present ten).
The National Council for Civil Liberties has just

published a review of the jury system prompted
by the vetting and rigging allegations during the
recent Official Secrets case. The authors, Harriet
Harman and John Griffith, have established that
vetting practices first appeared when so-called
'special juries', loyal to the Crown, were abolished
in 1948. More recent democratisation of juries, by
qualifying almost anyone entitled to vote, has
been compromised by other adjustments, such as
the removal of details of occupation from lists,
reduction of the number of defence 'challenges',
and of course by secret vetting procedures. In
addition, many people accused of middle grade
offences have been deprived altogether of the
right of jury trial. If the ACPO proposals were
ever accepted (an unlikely event), they would pol-
ish off any vestigial idea of the jury as an impar-
tial and popular arbiter of the facts of a case.
As Harman and Griffith point 'out; civil liberties

have been defended in the past by juries disre-
garding, at the right moments, the letter of
oppressive or unpopular law. Tourists who come
to the Old Bailey are sold a lavish pamphlet
which emphasises the rights and traditions of
juries and recalls the famous case of 1670, when a
jury acquitted the Quakers Penn and Mead,
despite bullying and threats from the judge, who
wanted a guilty verdict. Those who come to the
Bailey as prospective jurors today are given quite
different information. No lavish pamphlet for
them, no reminder of their glorious tradition, but
stem advice on a duplicated sheet: 'The judge's
directions on the law ... must be obeyed'.
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