


Raids on Bookshops

The action by HM Customs and Exeise against
Gay’s The Word bookshop exposes Customs’
powers as a blunt instrument which can readily
be used to seriously harass and threaten the gay
and lesbian community. In Edinburgh HM Cus-
toms and Excise detained stock destined for
Lavender Menace, another gay and lesbian book-
shop. Police also used their separate powers
under the Obscene Publications Act to seize a
magazing, although this was subscquently
returned. In both cases the powers are to an
important extent arbitrary, depending on indi-
vidual officers’ prejudices, and those at the
receiving end are pur to grear difficulty and
and expense in establishing their rights. Though
part of Gay’s The Word's siock has been
returned, the law has been used 1o weaken the
financial basis of two imp leshian and gay
organisations. Lavender Menace could not afford
to contest the detention, and thus lost twenty-six
imported nrles. More recently, HM Customs
and Excise have detaned nearly 200 books
ordered by London’s Essentially Gay mail order
service which, with limited finances cannot now
remain in business.

The outcome is to limit the access of gay men and
lesbians to the printed marerial vital to the shar-
ing of our culture, whether it is informative,
romantic, sensual, or just enjoyable. The Cus-
toms law arbitearily limits the exchange of ideas
_across frontiers. The actions against the book-
shops are very central artacks on the sell-derer-
mination and self-respect of the gay and lesbian
COMMunity.

A Calendar of Oppression

The bookshop raids and the scale of the total
Customs action against Gay’s The Word are a
 culmination of what many gay and lesbian people
have seen as an escalation of official action against
us. There was a police raid on a private party
(Chiswick, 1982); on a sauna (Newport, South
Wales, 1983); convictions of men for consenting
sexual IELIIIUD‘! (Exeter, 1983}, raids on gay puhs
—one with 50 officers (Landon, March and May
1984); and police posing as gay men in order o
provoke the offence of ‘soliciting for an fmmoral

purpose’ (Earls Court, London, for yesrs
through o 1984). There is no reduction in the
number of policemen who loiter in public lavat-
ories in the hope of entrapping a gay man. A
Queen's Counsel (barrister) was recently quoted
as advising members. o the public, gay or
straight, on the basis of his experience at the bar,
never 1o enter & West End public conventence
except in the direst emergency. The role of
pnlim 45 agents provecatenrs has recently
received much criticism,

All of these, and similar, incidents combine to
create an atmosphere of fear which circumseribes
our ity It is an atmosphere which many
would argue is used with conscious intent; that is,
raids and arrests are used not only to proscribe
those who are their immediare objects but also to
deliver a message to the gay ¢ ¥, 10 mike
us aware that we canniot act with the same sense
of freedom and security which other members of
sociery expect as of right.

Effect of the Laws

United Kingdom laws still treat male homo-
sexual acts as ‘unlawful’ despite the removal of
penal sanctions from certmin aces in the 1967
Sexual Offences Act. Even with the decriminal-
isation of homosexual acts between two consent-
ing males over 21, juries in imporiuning cases are
instructed that they can find an accused guilty of
having an ‘immoral purpose’ in secking a sexual
partner. Whilst lesbians are not mentioned in the
law (except as regards the Armed Forces and
pol::t opemnn,g regulations), the general social

of 1 | behavi affects
lher_n too, particularly in custedy and divorce
cases, dealing with Social Services, etc.

The legal attitude 1o homosexuality in the UK
has always adopted the view that society must be
protected from homosexuals; never has the prin-
ciple been adopted legally that h als are
entitled 1o equal civil rights with other citizens,
nor even that gay men and lesbians are entitled o
protection from the excesses of the law and social
artitudes in the same way as are non-gay people.

This generally conder vs though confused
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ation provides a cover for the ct-
ivities of police and Customs officers. Not
recognising us as a culture, or a5 & minority pro-
tecred by normal standards of civil hberties, they

the European Parliament of 13 March 1984, rein-
forcing similar positions dating back to 1981,
deploced ‘all forms of discrimination based on an
individual’s sexual tendencies’' and urged the

do notrecognise that we are capable of p

a colture, a history of experience in aammon,
which we have a night toshare and enjoy. Because
gay means 1o them only proscribed or con-
demned sexual acts, they characrerise our
literature and activities a5 being ‘indecent’,
‘obscenc’, or ‘pornographic', as being abour sex
rather than about a way of life.

Some Positive Things

An increasing number of local authorities are
I a positive approach to b 1 men
and women, with anti-discrimination clauses in
employment policies. In 1984 the National

Association of Teachers in Further and Higher

Education voted for a positive approach to homo-
sexuality in curricula. In Parliament on 14 May
1984, 131 MPs of all major parties voted in
favour of abolishing police pment of gay
men. Ken Livingstone in his 1984 Report as
Leader of the Greater London Council, declared
that ‘being gay or lesbran iz natural and posinive for
gay men and lesbians. This needs to be understopd by
the heterosexual majority,

These encouraging views, however, are under
threar, not only by police and Customs actions
but by the central Government. In seeking to
abolish the Greater Londoen Council and others,
the Government also threatens to do away with
those areas where gay people have been able to
work openly and accepredly towards the berter-
ment of both the general and gay communities.
Much of our funding will be cut off, our organ-
isations forced to cease operation. Support for
lesbian and gay organisations is one of the reasons
cited by the Government in its opposition to
those local authorities.

European Parliament Resolution

The artitude of the UK Government is in strik-
ing conflict with the attitude of the European
Parli towards gay rights. A Resolution of
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Member States including the UK to ‘abolish any
Lazys which make homosexual acts between congent-
ing adwlts lable to punishment’. The same resol-
ution called for ‘the same age of consent as for
heterosexual acts’, Despite this European empha-
sis on ending discriminatory laws against homo-
sexuale, the UK response can be seen in the
Report in April 1984 of the English Criminal
Law Revision Committee which firmly rejected
the idea of parity in ages of consent, instead
recommending that the gay male age of consent
be fixed at 18, as against 16 for heterosexual
consent.

Police and Criminal Evidence Bill

There are many aspects of the Police and Crim-
inal Evidence Bill (currently before Parliament
and expected 1o pass into law in Summer 1984)
particularly worrying for gay men and lesbians.
On 15 May 1984 the Government introduced
withour warning an amendment to the Bill which
seeks to categorise the offence of “rmdecent assauft
which constitutes an act of gross indecency’ as a
*sertons arrestabie offence’. This would mean that
gay men suspected of this offence would face the
risk of 96 hours” detention without charge (36
hours without access to legal sdvice), slongside
those suspected of rape or murder, Suspects
would be subject to search of their homes, and
any persons connected with a suspect could also
have their homes searched, even without any
charges being laid.

Historically, such offences, and suspicion of
them, have been used as a means of harassing gay
men in particular, a means of policing the moral
climate rather than investigating particular
crimes. There is nothing to prevent police from
dewmng gay men for up o 96 hours without

g charges, simply because they are gay,
usmg that time to pressure isolated and fearful
intdividuals to plead guilty to an offence of which
they are innocent, Such tactics have been widely
reported in the arrest of gay men on suspicion of
‘persistently importuning’.




