
L E S P O P
L esbians and P olicing P roject

INTERIM REPORT: @ 16.7.84

I was employed by GALOP for the purpose of finding out whether GALOP should use 
its grant money for a second worker to employ a long-term lesbian worker. My 
contract was for three months, for the months of June-August inclusive. The 
Project is now at its half-way stage.

Initially various questions were identified which I was to look into:

1. Whether lesbians saw policing as an issue around which we wanted to organise;

2. Whether lesbians would want to work with other women around policing issues,
or separately as lesbians;

3. Whether lesbians would want to work within GALOP at all, and if so, how this
would affect GALOP's structure and composition.

LESPOP was set up against a background in which virtually nothing had been said 
or done in relation to the policing of lesbians, although a start had been made 
in various quarters on looking at police treatment of wimmin in general: this 
has focussed on the problem of male violence against wimmin and the police's 
lack of response, and the treatment of black wimmin who fell into the police's 
clutches. Prom talking to lesbians about their experiences of the police, in 
a piecemeal fashion, I had the impression that there was a lot going on but that 
none of it was being recorded, often because the lesbians involved felt they had 
nowhere to turn to. Of course lesbians had been involved in organising own
actions against police harrassmsnt, the best-known example being the march called 
after the incident in the pub in Islington where the police had tried to arrest 
the lesbians who had been assaulted by men. I hoped during my three-month job to 
be able to identify a range of problems lesbians were having with the police.

To a degree this has been successful. I have talked to quite a lot of lesbians 
about their experiences with the police. Most of this has been informal: in 
fact I have had hardly any phone calls as a result of the leaflets I put round.
I do not think it is realistic to expect lesbians to ring LESPO? until it has 
become more established, and much of my work has been to give LESPOP a high 
profile and get it known among lesbians. What has come out of talking to lesbians 
is that many lesbians have been subject to routine insults and harrassment, when 
the police have noticed them. Almost all the dykes I talked to were very 
sceptical about the value of calling the police in for help, and of those that 
had, several found that this rebounded on them in some way: either the police 
were uninterested in helping, or they used the opportunity for gathering
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information (or trying to) on the lesbians themselves.

What I have not been able to identify so far is how the police are using the 
information they are getting on the lesbian communities. I think this is a 
serious lack, as I suspect that information-gathering on lesbians is a growth 
industry within the Met. at the moment. However it is difficult to discover 
this kind of information without monitoring more cases. Another area of 
difficulty which a lot of lesbians I spoke to identified>is in knowing sometimes 
whether police harrassment stems from their belief that the wimmin involved are 
lesbians, or from simple good old-fashioned hostility towards wimmin in general.

Thus the casework side needs to be developed more. Partly with a view to this 
I have recently been concentrating on organising forums where wimmin can get 
together and discuss specific aspects of policing, from the practical point of 
view of working out the best strategies for resisting. I have organised two 
workshops, on police raids and on the defence of wimmin on marches. I am very 
concerned that LESPOP doesn't turn out just like a lot of "community-based" 
groups, feeding off the struggles of the community and contributing nothing,
& I see its role as helping lesbian self-organisation. To go with the
police raids workshop, I am doing a "bust poster", which will be finalised 
following the workshop, depending on what wimmin there want on it.

During the past six weeks I have realised that LESPO? needs to do a lot of 
educational work about the police. Quite a lot of dykes I have met have the 
attitude "they're not bothered about us, though they don't like us much": the 
"keep your head down" attitude. I think this is unrealistic in the current 
climate, where the Met. are collecting profiles of each community they wish to 
control. Therefore LESPO? would be concentrating more on project work than 
GALOP has in the past: although it must be admitted that we have the space to 
do this because we are not inundated with callers, like GALOP.

The importance of LB3P0P as a resource should be recognised, although it may be 
a resource which is not being used properly yet, as the one place in London 
dealing specifically with lesbians' experiences of the police. I have mentioned 
above the reports I have had of lesbians who did nothing about particular 
incidents because they did not know where to go. One thing LESPO? could usefully 
look at in future is having an input into other resources which are supposed to 
be there for lesbians as well as for others, but which do not go out of their 
way to be welcoming places for lesbians or particularly conscious of our needs: 
Police Monitoring Groups, ^aw Centres, advice centres. A start has been made 
by LESBOP in relation to PMGs. I see this as similar to the work GALOP should 
be doing among PMGs to keep the gay issues visible.

The single most important piece of work which has been floated by my support 
group as a future project is doing a questionnaire for lesbians about their 
experiences of the police. Now that we have established as range of problems 
we feel able to go on to look at the extent to which this is happening. It was 
not felt feasible to do this at an earlier stage. In a sense this seems like 
the only way at this stage to get the kind of response from lesbians individually 
whi ch we had hoped for. This could not possibly be completed within the tnree- 
month period originally planned for. LESPOP has discussed whether we should ask 
GALOP for an extension of that period for a limited time, to be able to do the 
questionnaire. However it was felt that this would not be satisfactory, as it 
would prevent us getting properly involved in long-term campaigns and educational 
work.

Therefore the recommendation from LESPOP to GALOP is that we become a long-term 
project, the same as GALOP. There has been no move from the support group to 
separate LESPOP from GALOP, although we have not discussed this in detail,
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The recommendation that I would personally make in relation to a long-term 
lesbian job is that it be done as a job-share, as I have experienced quite a 
degree of isolation doing this job.

My only reservation about proposing LESPOP as a long-term project is that 
so far its degree of accountability to lesbians in London, via the support group, 
has been small, in that the support group has been poorly attended, whereas it 
was intended to bring together lesbians from various groups and areas. On the 
other hand I have had alot of encouragement from lesbians that I have mentioned 
the project to outside the group. I think we will have to see how this develops.

Margie Wood
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