Home Secretary announces crackdown on climbing Winston Churchill statue amid rising protests
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The Home Secretary, Yvette Cooper, has announced plans to make climbing the statue of Winston Churchill in Parliament Square a criminal offence as part of ongoing efforts to protect war memorials across the United Kingdom. This decision marks a significant addition to the Crime and Policing Bill currently before Parliament, which includes measures aimed at safeguarding numerous statues and memorials commemorating the service of the armed forces in both the First and Second World Wars. Notably, while the Churchill statue itself is not officially designated as a war memorial, it will now be included on a list of protected structures.
Under the prospective law, individuals found guilty of scaling the Churchill statue could face penalties including a prison sentence of up to three months or a fine of up to £1,000. Cooper stated, "As the country comes together to celebrate VE Day, it is only right that we ensure Winston Churchill's statue is treated with the respect it deserves, along with the other sacred war memorials around our country."
The bronze statue, which stands at 12 feet tall, was unveiled in November 1973, with attendance from notable figures such as Queen Elizabeth II and the Queen Mother. Its placement in Westminster Square was reportedly personally chosen by Churchill himself during a redevelopment of the area in the 1950s.
Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer has endorsed the move to criminalise climbing the statue, asserting that Churchill "stands at the summit of our country's greatest heroes." He described the reactions provoked by the use of the statue for protests as indicative of the deep respect many British people hold for Churchill, referencing recent incidents in which the statue has been targeted by demonstrators over the years.
Historically, the statue has been subjected to various acts of protest. In 2014, a man was arrested for occupying the statue's plinth as part of a series of demonstrations known as Occupy Democracy; he was later acquitted of all charges. Other incidents include the statue being sprayed with red paint during May Day protests in 2000, resulting in a 30-day jail sentence for the perpetrator, and graffiti damage during Extinction Rebellion protests in 2020, which led to a fine for an 18-year-old protester.
The statue was also protected with boarding and a police presence during the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, following graffiti damage. More recently, individuals protesting against a Supreme Court decision regarding the legal definition of a woman climbed the statue and displayed placards from its plinth, simultaneously defacing other statues in Parliament Square.
As the legislation progresses, it embodies a wider societal dialogue regarding the commemoration and representation of historical figures and events in public spaces across Britain.
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