Over 490 arrests as pro-Palestine protests in London test police response and free speech rights
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At least 492 people were arrested during pro-Palestine protests in London, organised by the group Defend Our Juries, in support of the now-banned Palestine Action. The mass demonstration took place in Trafalgar Square despite police and government appeals to cancel it following a deadly terror attack at a Manchester synagogue earlier that week. The Metropolitan Police confirmed the operation concluded around 8pm on Saturday, with arrests primarily for offences related to supporting a proscribed organisation. The ages of those detained ranged widely, from 18 to 89. Among those arrested were six individuals who unfurled banners backing Palestine Action on Westminster Bridge. The police said the remainder of arrests involved charges such as being drunk and disorderly, common assault, and public order offences, with 297 detainees remaining in custody while others were bailed.
The protests occurred in a context of heightened tensions across the UK. The Manchester attack, carried out by Jihad Al-Shamie—a British citizen of Syrian origin—resulted in two fatalities and intensified concerns about security, particularly within Jewish and Muslim communities. Authorities believe the attacker was influenced by Islamist extremism. The tragic event prompted government officials, including Interior Minister Shabana Mahmood and Prime Minister Keir Starmer, to call for calm and urged protesters to consider the feelings of the Jewish community by halting planned demonstrations. The government’s decision to ban Palestine Action in July, designating it a terrorist organisation due to involvement in damaging military aircraft at an airbase, added another layer of complexity, with pro-Palestinian activists contending that the ban infringes on free speech and protest rights.
Organisers of the London protest, Defend Our Juries, said over a thousand people gathered to hold a silent vigil for Palestinian children killed in the Israel-Hamas conflict, reading out their names as a gesture of remembrance. They criticised the police crackdown, arguing it suppresses non-violent expression and calling the arrests a "major embarrassment" for the government. The group also condemned antisemitic violence and urged police to prioritise community safety over prosecuting peaceful protesters. However, the Metropolitan Police insisted that anyone openly supporting Palestine Action was either arrested or actively being detained, emphasising the challenge of balancing public order and the right to protest amid rising tensions.
This incident fits into a broader pattern of pro-Palestinian protests across the UK, where authorities have arrested hundreds of demonstrators over recent months. Earlier reports indicated nearly 900 arrests during a similar London protest, underscoring the government's firm stance against demonstrations linked to Palestine Action. Amnesty International and other civil rights organisations have voiced concern over what they describe as excessive policing and called for respect of peaceful protest rights. Meanwhile, Jewish communities continue to mourn the Manchester victims while expressing alarm over an uptick in antisemitic incidents, some attributing the rise to the highly charged atmosphere surrounding the Israel-Hamas conflict and UK government policy towards Palestine.
The government and police face a difficult task in managing public safety, protecting communities, and respecting civil liberties in the face of ongoing geopolitical conflict and domestic unrest. The protests and responses underscore the deep divisions and complex interplay between issues of security, free expression, and communal harmony in the UK.
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