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 Newsletter of Wisbech, March & District TUC                                                       Hillsborough Special 15 April 2017 

Why a Hillsborough special? (Editorial) 

The importance of Hillsborough and the campaigns run by the families and 
supporters for justice is not just an issue about football, the country’s biggest 
sporting disaster or even the lies told by the S*n. It is about politics, power, 
class, solidarity and the Human Rights Act. 

From the moment the disaster happened the establishment went in to cover 
up overdrive. The fans were “drunk”, “ticketless”, “unruly”. Even worse the 
fans were from Liverpool. Scousers were easy meat for the fake news and lies 
to be believed but they could have been fans from any club, they were working 
class so what do you expect? 

The Guardian commented on the Coroners verdict “What a triumph these findings are for football 
supporters, for the city of Liverpool – and for the unfashionable virtues of solidarity, a shared identity 
and the strength of collective endeavour.” It is a lesson for all trade unionists and workers in general. 

What happened at Hillsborough?  (courtesy Amnesty International)  

On 15 April 1989, thousands of Liverpool fans travelled to Sheffield to see their team play Nottingham 
Forest in the FA Cup semi-final. Ninety-six men, women and children never returned home. 

Before the match was due to start, a huge crowd built up at the Leppings Lane entrance to 
Hillsborough stadium. With only seven turnstiles to get in, the 
police opened an exit gate to let more people through. 

In minutes, about two thousand fans came through the gate into 
pens three and four, which were already full. The high fences 
around the pens, designed to prevent pitch invasions, made it 
almost impossible for people to escape. A few made it out over 
the top of the fences or scrambled to safety in the stands above, 
but most were trapped. 

In the chaos, 766 were injured and 96 people died – the 
youngest of them just ten years old. When an inquest was held 
soon after, the coroner reached a verdict of ‘accidental death’. 

The families of those who died fought hard to challenge this 
story. But for two decades, it was accepted as the truth by much 
of the media, the police, the public and the political 
establishment.  

The Hillsborough families tireless campaigning and refusal to 
accept the official line led to a second inquest in 2014. By this 
time, the Human Rights Act was part of our law – and it 
changed everything. 

How did the Human Rights Act help?  (courtesy Amnesty International and the Independent) 

The Human Rights Act protects ordinary people’s rights and freedoms, including the right to life. This 
means that if anyone dies at the hands of the state, or because of state failings, the reason for their 
death must be fully investigated and the findings made public. 

The Hillsborough families were able to use the Human Rights Act to ensure that the second inquest 
had a much wider remit. It meant that the jury had to look at the full circumstances surrounding each 
death, not just how the person died, and decide whether the actions of the police and ambulance 
services had played a part. 
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For the families of those who had been killed at Hillsborough, this meant accountability. The second 
Hillsborough inquest was the longest jury case in English legal history, taking two years. The Human 
Rights Act helped put the people who had died and their families at the centre of proceedings. They 
had access to the same documents as the coroner and could use these to direct their lawyers’ 
questioning. 

In the first inquest, the dead had been identified only as numbers. Now, they were presented as 
people. Family members were called on to speak about the person they had lost, and the impact it had 
had on those who loved them. 

The second inquest finished in 2016. It revealed major errors in the way the match was planned for, 
managed and policed. It found that mistakes made by the police had caused or contributed to 
supporters’ deaths, and it identified errors in how the ambulance service had responded. Crucially, 
the jury concluded that the 96 people who died were unlawfully killed, and that the fans were not to 
blame for what had happened. 

Before 2004 Coronial Law only allowed for very narrow inquiries into how someone had died, not the 
surrounding circumstances. But since article 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights was 
incorporated into our own Human Rights Act, groups, such as the families of the Hillsborough 
victims, have been able to seek inquiries that are specifically ‘article 2 compliant’. This means that a 
jury can be convened to assess the wider circumstances behind a death(s) when coming to a verdict, 
not just the narrow question of how a person died. 

The truth is the European Convention on Human Rights is based on English common law. It exists to 
protect individual liberty against an overzealous state wielding excessive power. Sometimes that 
includes even our own state. Hillsborough shows us that for every Eurocrat bogeyman trying to keep 
a suspected terrorist from being deported to a country where they might be tortured, we have our 
own police force, falsifying reports and smearing thousands of innocent people in the process.  
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How it happened?  (courtesy BBC) 

The match was sold out, meaning more than 53,000 fans from the two sides would head for 
Hillsborough for the 15.00 kick-off. 

Despite being a far larger club, Liverpool supporters were allocated the smaller end of the stadium, 
Leppings Lane, so that their route would not bring them into contact with Forest fans arriving from 
the south. 

Football crowds at the time had a reputation for hooliganism and strict segregation was enforced. 
However there was no previous experience of trouble between Forest and Liverpool fans. Both teams 
contested the semi-final at the ground the year before. 

Fans began arriving at Leppings Lane at about midday. The entrance had a limited number of 
turnstiles, of which just seven were allocated to the 10,100 fans with tickets for the standing terraces. 

Once through the turnstiles, supporters would have seen a wide tunnel leading down to the terrace 
and signposted "Standing". 

As was common practice in grounds at the time, the terrace was divided into "pens" by high fences 
that corralled fans into blocks and separated them from the pitch. 

The tunnel led directly into the two pens behind the goal, pens 3 and 4. Access to other pens was 
poorly-marked - a sign for refreshments was bigger than one showing the way to pens 1 and 2, the 
inquests heard. 

There was no system on the day to ensure fans were evenly distributed across the pens and no way of 
counting how many were in each pen. 

The match commander was Ch Supt David Duckenfield. He was new in his post and had limited 
experience of policing football matches. 

By 14.45 CCTV footage showed there were thousands of people pressing into the turnstiles and 
alongside a large exit gate, called Gate C. 

The funnel-shaped nature of the area meant that the congestion was hard to escape for those at the 
front. The turnstiles became difficult to operate and people were starting to be crushed. 

The police officer in charge of the area, Supt Roger Marshall, told the inquests he thought somebody 
was "going to get killed here" unless the exit gates 
were opened to alleviate the pressure. 

He made several requests and at 14.52, Mr. 
Duckenfield gave the order and the gates were 
opened. 

About 2,000 fans then made their way into the 
ground. Most of those entering through Gate C 
headed straight for the tunnel leading directly to pens 
3 and 4. 

This influx caused severe crushing in the pens. Fans 
began climbing over side fences into the relatively 
less packed adjoining pens to escape. 

At 15.06 Supt Roger Greenwood ran on to the pitch and told the referee to stop the game. 
In the chaotic aftermath, supporters tore up advertising hoardings to use as makeshift stretchers and 
tried to administer first aid to the injured. 

The authorities' response to the disaster was slow and badly co-ordinated. Firefighters with cutting 
gear had difficulty getting into the ground, and although dozens of ambulances were dispatched, 
access to the pitch was delayed because police were reporting "crowd trouble".  

Only two ambulances reached the Leppings Lane end of the pitch and of the 96 people who died, only 
14 were ever admitted to hospital. 
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Hillsborough - cover up - Thatcher and the Tories (various sources) 

Shelia Coleman, spokesperson for the Hillsborough Justice Campaign, who believes the Hillsborough 
cover-up was sanctioned by the then Tory government because of how South Yorkshire Police 
managed the miners' strike, told IB Times UK: "Margaret Thatcher got off very lightly [over 
Hillsborough] and the government of the day got off undoubtedly. 

We are of the firm opinion that the cover-up came from the top, so that's a very disappointing aspect. 
It's always been our argument that it [the cover-up] was payback time, Margaret Thatcher's way of 
thanking South Yorkshire Police for how they managed the miners' strike." 

Thatcher was told in a memo from a senior civil servant the interim report found the chief 
superintendent in charge at Hillsborough “behaved in an indecisive fashion” and senior officers 
infuriated the judge by seeking to “duck all responsibility when giving evidence” to his inquiry. 

The memo made clear Mr. Hurd thought South Yorkshire Chief Constable Peter Wright would have 
to resign, adding: “The enormity of the disaster, and the extent to which the inquiry blames the 
police, demand this.” It added: “The defensive, and at times close to deceitful, behaviour by the senior 
officers in South Yorkshire sounds depressingly familiar.” 

The interim report would “sap confidence in the police force” and could encourage aggressive 
behaviour by fans towards officers, said the memo, adding: “Liverpool fans – who have caused 
trouble in the past – will feel vindicated.” 

But Mrs Thatcher made clear in her handwritten note on the memo she did not want to give the 
government’s full backing to Lord Taylor’s criticisms, only to the way in which he had conducted his 
inquiry and made recommendations for action. She wrote: “What do we mean by ‘welcoming the 
broad thrust of the report’? The broad thrust is devastating criticism of the police. Is that for us to 
welcome? Surely we welcome the thoroughness of the report and its recommendations – M.T.” 

Mrs Thatcher’s Press Secretary, 
Bernard Ingham,  had previously 
said he and then-Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher were briefed by 
South Yorkshire Police officers the 
day after the disaster that a "tanked 
up mob" of fans outside the ground 
were to blame. 

He has consistently repeated the 
allegations of drunkenness by 
Liverpool Fans as the letter on the 
right shows. Even after the 
Hillsborough verdicts he was 
unwilling to change his view or 
apologise.  It is inconceivable that 
the Prime Minster’s press secretary 
would so consistently take this line unless his former boss shared his views.  

The HIP papers reflect the enormous difficulties which the timing of the tragedy caused for the 
Government, which was in the process of pushing through Parliament the Football Spectators Bill. A 
civil servant’s memo to Mrs Thatcher on 18 April 1989, two days ahead of a key meeting with 
ministers, noted that then chief whip David Waddington was “pessimistic” about the prospects of 
getting the Bill through. 

“At present, he believes the Government could not get the Bill through as the overwhelming feeling is 
that it, or at least Part 1, should be delayed pending the Taylor report,” wrote Andrew Turnbull, then 
the PM’s principal private secretary. He believes, however, that in two or three weeks’ time when 
emotion has subsided and the facts about the behaviour of the crowd have been appreciated, the 
incident will be seen to stem more from rowdyism than from the police’s response. In those 
circumstances, sentiment for pressing on will return.”  
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Lord Taylor concluded that the behaviour of Liverpool fans, including accusations of drunkenness, 
were secondary factors, and said that most fans were: "not drunk, nor even the worse for drink". 
Second Hillsborough Inquest concluded fans not to blame at all.  

Speaking on the BBC after the announcement of 
the court decision on April 26 last year, Andy 
Burnham said: "There was a culture in society in 
the 1980s, an 'us and them' culture where people 
seen as being troublemakers could just be treated 
as second class citizens - football supporters, 
people taking industrial action. That was very 
evident in the north of England when I grew up." 

The Guardian the next day commented: “There 
are also hard lessons about the way in which the 
false narrative was first unchallenged and then 
amplified in some newspapers for decades. This is 
what a copybook establishment cover-up looks 
like: it flourishes like bacteria in the warm atmosphere of complicity, prevalent in but not unique to 
the 1980s, between police, newspapers and politicians. It can only be demolished, as the 
Hillsborough families showed, by sheer, unbending cussedness,…” 

For F.A.’s Sake (courtesy Wikipedia sources) 

Hillsborough hosted five FA Cup semi-finals in the 1980s. A crush occurred at the Leppings Lane end 
of the ground during the 1981 semi-final between Tottenham Hotspur and Wolverhampton 
Wanderers after hundreds more spectators were permitted to enter the terrace than could safely be 
accommodated, resulting in 38 injuries, including broken arms, legs and ribs. Police believed there 
had been a real chance of fatalities had swift action not been taken, and recommended the club 
reduce its capacity.  

In a post-match briefing to discuss the incident, Sheffield Wednesday chairman Bert 
McGee remarked: "Bollocks—no one would have been killed". The incident nonetheless prompted 
Sheffield Wednesday to alter the layout at the Leppings Lane end, dividing the terrace into three 
separate pens to restrict sideways movement. This 1981 change and other later changes to the 
stadium invalidated the stadium's safety certificate. The safety certificate was never renewed and the 
stated capacity of the stadium was never changed. The terrace was divided into five pens when the 
club was promoted to the First Division in 1984, and a crush barrier near the access tunnel was 
removed in 1986 to improve the flow of fans entering and exiting the central enclosure. 

After the crush in 1981, Hillsborough was not chosen to host an FA Cup semi-final for six years until 
1987. Serious overcrowding was observed at the 1987 quarter-final between Sheffield Wednesday 
and Coventry City and again during the semi-final between Coventry City and Leeds United at 
Hillsborough. Leeds were assigned the Leppings Lane end. A Leeds fan described disorganisation at 
the turnstiles and no steward or police direction inside the stadium, resulting in the crowd in one 
enclosure becoming so compressed he was at times unable to raise and clap his hands. Other 
accounts told of fans having to be pulled to safety from above. 

Liverpool and Nottingham Forest met in the semi-final at Hillsborough in 1988, and fans reported 
crushing at the Leppings Lane end. Liverpool lodged a complaint before the match in 1989. One 
supporter wrote to the Football Association and Minister for Sport complaining, "The whole area was 
packed solid to the point where it was impossible to move and where I, and others around me, felt 
considerable concern for personal safety".  

“The fact the FA allowed the game to take place despite Hillsborough failing its safety certificate, the 
engineers were not up to scratch, the police had dysfunction in their ranks – the officer being taken 
off duty – and then the emergency response.” David Maddock in the Mirror. 
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Media portrayal 

Initial media coverage began to shift the blame onto the behaviour of 
the Liverpool fans at the stadium, making it a public order issue. As 
well as The S*n's 19 April 1989 "The Truth" article, other newspapers 
published similar allegations; the Daily Star headline on the same 
day reported "Dead fans robbed by drunk thugs"; the Daily 
Mail accused the Liverpool fans of being "drunk and violent and their 
actions were vile", and The Daily Express ran a story alleging that 
"Police saw 'sick spectacle of pilfering from the dying'."  

Peter McKay in the Evening Standard wrote that the "catastrophe 
was caused first and foremost by violent enthusiasm for soccer and in 
this case the tribal passions of Liverpool supporters [who] literally 
killed themselves and others to be at the game" and published a front 
page headline "Police attack 'vile' fans" on 18 April 1989, in which 
police sources blamed the behaviour of a section of Liverpool fans for 
the disaster. 

On 19 April, four days after the disaster, Kelvin MacKenzie, editor of The S*n, ordered "The Truth" as 
the front page headline, followed by three sub-headlines: "Some fans picked pockets of victims", 
"Some fans urinated on the brave cops" and "Some fans beat up PC giving kiss of life". Mackenzie 
reportedly spent two hours deciding on which headline to run; his original instinct being for "You 
Scum" before eventually deciding on "The Truth". 

In their history of The S*n,  Peter Chippendale and Chris Horrie wrote:  ‘As MacKenzie's layout was 
seen by more and more people, a collective shudder ran through the office (but) MacKenzie's 
dominance was so total there was nobody left in the organisation who could rein him in except 
Murdoch. (Everyone in the office) seemed paralysed — "looking like rabbits in the headlights" — as 
one hack described them. The error staring them in the face was too glaring. It obviously wasn't a silly 
mistake; nor was it a simple oversight. Nobody really had any comment on it—they just took one look 
and went away shaking their heads in wonder at the enormity of it. It was a 'classic smear'. 

The Guardian later wrote that "The claim that supporters higher up the Leppings Lane terrace had 
urinated on police pulling bodies out of the crush appeared to have roots in the fact that those who 
were dying or sustaining serious injuries suffered compression asphyxia and many urinated, vomited 
and emptied their bowels as they were crushed." In fact many Liverpool fans helped security 
personnel stretcher away victims and gave first aid to the injured”. 

Following the April 2016 verdict of unlawful killing, the S*n and the first 
print edition of the Times (both owned by News International), did not 
cover the stories on their front pages, with the S*n relegating the story to 
pages 8 and 9. An apology appeared on page 10, reiterating previous 
statements that the 1989 headline had been an error of judgement. In the 
same month the S*n re-hired Mckenzie to write a column for the paper. 
The original campaign not to buy the S*n was expanded from Merseyside 
to nationwide. In February 2017 Liverpool FC banned S*n journalists 
from all their premises. Manager Jurgen Klopp will not answer any 
questions from S*n journalists either. 

The cover-up was easy because too much of the country was willing to allow one group of people, 
football fans from the failing northern city of Liverpool, to be represented as somehow different and 
other from the rest of us. One worthy legacy of the long and destructive travesty of truth that 
stemmed from that terrible April day in 1989 would be that if each time we heard, say, “Muslim” and 
“extremism”, or “benefit” and “cheat” in the same sentence, we paused before rushing to judgment, 
and remembered the betrayal of the 96. The closed mind is a fertile ground for false narratives about 
those written off as different. Be inspired by the example of the families – and resolve that no part of 
the community should ever again walk alone. Guardian editorial 26/4/16. 
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