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19th February 2006,

Credo for Catholic Times
To the editor, Kevin Flaherty.


The last time I had to call the Lancashire Constabulary – it was about some youngsters congregating on our church steps drinking and breaking our church noticeboard - the lady on the phone at Hutton (County Headquarters) asked: “Do you want to see an officer tonight or will tomorrow do?” It was 7 pm, and since I was busy the next day, I said “I’d prefer to see someone this evening.”  I was then asked what time I retired for the night. “We’ll try to get someone to see you before 11 pm.”


And indeed, a lone policeman turned up just before 11 pm. Not his fault. He has to cover on his own in the evening about 15 miles of small towns between Rivington and Croston, all the semi-rural south side of Chorley.


Compared with the cities, we are grateful that here in Adlington we escape very lightly in terms of vandalism to church and school buildings. When I was in Liverpool, the bill for replacing smashed school windows alone came to £12,000 per year. In the end they were all replaced with a tough translucent netted polymer, unbreakable. The pupils inside couldn’t see out any more.


It was with interest therefore that recently I went to a meeting in St Andrew’s Anglican Church in Leyland, organised by the Christian Institute, about the Roberts case. 

Most of you have probably not heard of the “Roberts Case.” Location: sunny Fleetwood on the Fylde peninsula, a fishing port which has seen better days, end of the tram line north of Blackpool. If you prefer your seaside quiet, with superb views of the Lake District across Morecambe Bay, it is relaxing enough. Cardinal William Allen, supporter of the Spanish Armada, who helped found the English seminaries at Douai, Rome and Valladolid, hailed from Fleetwood.


Mr Joe Roberts, a 73-year old retired carpenter and his 68-year old wife Helen are a quiet law-abiding, non-political, Christian couple. Having brought up six children of their own, they now have 16 grandchildren and four great-grandchildren. So they have done their bit for society, and probably a lot more besides. But three months ago they were in trouble with the police. Why?


They read in the local newspaper that the local Wyre Borough Council was distributing gay rights leaflets and promoting its theatre as a venue for same-sex civil partnership ceremonies.

Now Britain used to be a country in which electors had a democratic right to ring up town councillors or council officials and complain if they weren’t happy about the way their Council Tax was being spent.


After some enquiries and requests for copies of Council Minutes, Mr Roberts wrote to the council to protest. He said in his letter: "If gay people made the decision not to think gay, they would not act gay….Whatever they are giving their attention to will eventually mould them into its image." 


He also telephoned council officer Paul Deacon, responsible for Wyre’s part in the Navajo campaign. This is a project run by several local authorities to offer assistance to gay and lesbian people. [One wonders whether the Navajo Native Americans were consulted about an English campaign using the name of their tribe to facilitate homosexual relationships? Ethnic sensitivity??]


Mr Roberts says: “I told him I was offended. I asked him if I could put Christian literature on display alongside the gay material. He said I couldn’t because it would offend gay people. I said we had no objection to gay people, but we thought that homosexual practice was wrong and we were offended by the gay culture which the council is promoting.”


He stresses “I remained polite. All I was doing was expressing my views with an official.”


So that was that. Wyre Council’s documents speak about improving communication with “minority groups” including “faith communities.” However, such communication is apparently unwelcome when it breaches the canons of political correctness.


At 5 pm a  few days later,  Mrs Roberts answered a ring at the front door. Two policemen were there. One asked if she’d made a complaint about children in a nearby playground causing damage. Yes, she had. So she let them in.


They sat down. Then they told her and her husband that the real reason they had called was to investigate “discriminating and offensive behaviour” and a possible “hate crime”. 


Individually the Police Officers were polite.  Mr Roberts told the Daily Mail: “They warned me that being discriminatory and homophobic is in line with hate crime. The phrase they used was that we were ‘walking on eggshells’. I asked the officer, if I phoned the police with a complaint that the council were discriminating against Christians would he go to interview them?”


Mr Roberts stressed: “We have no hatred of homosexuals. We are not against persons, but against Wyre Borough Council promoting homosexuality. All we had asked was to display Christian literature.”


The Roberts’ were warned that they could be arrested and prosecuted, although they were never told for what crime. The officers stayed in their home and interrogated them for 80 minutes about their views on homosexuality.    

Later the Roberts’ complained about their treatment to both the Police and Wyre Borough Council. Both have refused to apologise. The couple say: “We do not hate anyone. We have known several homosexual people. We are committed Christians and out views on homosexual practice follow from that.”



A council spokesman, however,  said the couple had “displayed potentially homophobic attitudes”.  “The council referred this matter to the police for further investigation with the intention of challenging attitudes and educating and raising awareness of the implications of homophobic behaviour.” 


So now you know. Not only can your Council Tax be spent on promoting the homosexual lifestyle, but if you dare to disapprove of this, you can be threatened with prosecution by the Police. 


The Roberts’ are lucky to live in Fleetwood, where there is evidently so little crime that Lancashire Constabulary can spend three man-hours investigating an elderly Christian couple for allegedly homophobic attitudes. Perhaps they would consider transferring a few officers down here, to the south of the county, where we are unfortunately not so crime-free. Or does “thought-crime” take priority these days?

Neil Addison, a barrister at the Leyland meeting, pointed out that the Roberts case crosses a line in the sand. When State power comes along to individuals and says: “You have been saying things we disagree with,” or “You hold views which you are not allowed to hold,” we realize that democracy is ending, and totalitarianism beginning.

It is arguable that Wyre Borough Council broke the Human Rights Act when they reported the Roberts’ to the Police. That Act enshrines freedom of expression and freedom of religion. What business do the Police have in gaining entry to people’s houses for the sake of “educating and raising awareness of the implications of homophobic behaviour?” 


In older and saner times, the duty of the Police was to keep our streets safe and arrest criminals. They should not be corrupted into instruments of New Labour PC social engineering. 


Churchill said about 1940 that the main difference between Britain and Nazi Germany was that in Britain, we don’t fear the knock of the secret police at the door.


Now however, it appears they can turn up on your doorstep,  weighted down by kevlar armour, truncheon, handcuffs and pepper spray:  "Hello, hello, hello.  I have reason to believe that you have been writing seditious letters to the council.  You have been using inappropriate language.  Do it again and 'further action' will be taken." Is this Fleetwood or North Korea? 

Recently a Metropolitan Police officer telephoned the author Lynette Burrows at her home in Cambridge after she took part in a BBC Radio 5 Live programme. He told her that her broadcast statement, that gay couples were not good adoptive parents for boys, had been recorded as a homophobic incident.


As a result of this recent negative publicity, the Association of Chief Police Officers may review its Guidelines on Hate Crime. The current guidelines allegedly state: “They must investigate all allegations of homophobia, however groundless - in order to avoid “secondary victimization.”  “What is secondary victimization?” you may ask. Saying something someone doesn’t like. Negative criticism of someone’s lifestyle? Grow up. We all have to cope with that.


There are already laws about insulting behaviour, assault, harassment and racial abuse. That should be sufficient. There are many sensible laws aimed to protect liberty, toleration and free speech. We just need to know how to use them.

The growing intolerance of Christians, especially with respect to the expression of moral beliefs and family ethics, is a sinister development in modern Britain. What about allegations of Christophobia? Will they be investigated with similar diligence? 

If this column doesn’t appear next week, you will know that the Thought Police have put me in one of their “re-education cells.”


The Christian Institute (“Christian influence in a secular world”), by the way, is a praiseworthy and vigorous campaigning organisation, Evangelically-based, but worthy of the support of all Christians. [P.O.Box 1, Newcastle upon Tyne NE7 7EF  Tel 0190 281 5664 Website: www.christian.org.uk
