Metropolitan Police confront challenges as Palestine Action faces terror proscription amid London protests
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The Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Sir Mark Rowley, has voiced his shock and frustration over a planned protest in London in support of Palestine Action, a group recently involved in direct actions against military assets in the UK. This group, which drew attention after activists sprayed red paint on military planes at RAF Brize Norton in Oxfordshire last Friday, is on the brink of being proscribed as a terrorist organisation by the government. The home secretary is reportedly preparing a written statement for Parliament that would legally designate Palestine Action as an extremist criminal group.
Sir Mark Rowley emphasised the importance of the right to protest but noted that activities linked to Palestine Action cross the line into criminality for most people. Until the group is officially banned, the Met lacks power to prevent the London protest but will impose conditions to avoid disorder and damage. The police have promised to deal robustly with any breaches of the law during the demonstration, which is supported by around 35 organisations, including notable pro-Palestinian groups, the Stop the War Coalition, Cage, and Muslim Engagement and Development (MEND).
Palestine Action members have rejected the government's move to classify them as terrorists. Saeed Taji Farouky, a member of the group, described the proscription plans as "absurd" and warned that it threatens fundamental British democratic principles. He defended their recent actions, stating that their aim is to disrupt the material supply networks they believe fuel what they call genocide in Gaza. The escalation of their tactics corresponds with the intensification of the conflict in Gaza, where over 55,000 people have died, including more than 15,000 children, according to Gaza’s Hamas-run health ministry.
The political reaction to the break-in at RAF Brize Norton has been sharply divided. Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer condemned the paint attack on military planes as "disgraceful," and counter-terrorism police are investigating the incident. Some Westminster figures, like former Home Secretary Suella Braverman, have welcomed the decision to ban Palestine Action, calling it "absolutely the correct decision." On the other hand, Labour MP Zarah Sultana cautioned against suppressing protest, recalling the mass demonstrations against the Iraq war in 2003 and drawing parallels to the current situation. Amnesty International UK expressed deep concern about the use of counter-terrorism laws to shut down protests, warning it risks stifling legitimate dissent.
This contentious issue sits within a broader context of sustained and highly visible pro-Palestinian protests in London that have been ongoing since the outbreak of the Israel-Hamas conflict in October 2023. The Metropolitan Police have acknowledged shortcomings in their management of these demonstrations. Assistant Commissioner Matt Twist admitted the force did not "get everything right," particularly in October 2023 when protests were large and disruptive, costing nearly £43 million and involving around 52,000 officers over several months. The scale and intensity of these protests have strained police resources significantly.
Commissioner Rowley has also highlighted the impact of the protests on policing, citing a rise in hate crimes and the challenge of managing public order amid contentious and emotive events. The force has faced criticism for its handling of some pro-Palestinian rallies, notably one in late October where only a handful of arrests were made despite the attendance of about 100,000 people. There were reported incidents such as chanting "jihad" and the display of flags resembling those of extremist groups, which caused public and political concern. The police defended their approach by noting the complexity of responding to certain behaviours—such as chants like "jihad," a term with multiple meanings—but committed to engaging individuals involved to prevent incitement.
Balancing the right to protest with the need to maintain public order and counter extremist actions remains a critical and delicate task for the Metropolitan Police. The upcoming proscription of Palestine Action marks a significant development in the government's response to these challenges, but it also raises important questions about civil liberties and the boundaries of protest in a democratic society.
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