Hillsborough Broadcast

Part One

The crush came. It wasn’t a surge. It was like a vice getting tighter and tighter and tighter. I turned Adam ‘round to me. He was obviously in distress. There was a police officer, about five or six feet away and I started begging him to open the gate. I was screaming. Adam had fainted and my actual words were “My lovely son is dying” and begging him to help me and he didn’t do anything. He just stood there and looked at me. I grabbed hold of Adam. He had a track-suit on and I grabbed hold of his lapels and I tried to lift him over the fence, and the fence is ten feet thereabouts with spikes coming in. I couldn’t lift him. So then I started punching the fence in the hope I might punch it down… all I managed to do was make my hands double in size. Right at the beginning when I was begging the officer to open the gate, if he would have opened it I know I could’ve got Adam out. I know that because I was there.

This is Eddie Spearritt’s testimony to the last moments of his son’s life. Adam, eventually evacuated from the Hillsborough terraces, was pronounced dead at the Northern General Hospital, Sheffield at approximately 4-45pm on 15 April 1989. He was one of 96 men, women and children who died as a result of injuries sustained on the terraces or, as became increasingly clear, because the police response to the impending disaster and the medical response that followed were inadequate. 

400 were hospitalised. 750 were injured and treated. Thousands were traumatised and deeply affected. Many have never worked again. It is impossible to estimate how many lives ended prematurely.

Good afternoon, my name is Phil Scraton. In 1989 I set up the Hillsborough Project to research all aspects of the disaster and its aftermath. We presented our first report in 1990 and a book in 1995. Our research was used by Jimmy McGovern in his award winning drama documentary Hillsborough. In 2000 I published the book Hillsborough: The Truth. What follows is a brief account of 12 years research into a dreadful disaster and the injustices that followed.

Of the 96 who died at Hillsborough only 14 were taken to hospital. The rest were pronounced dead at the ground and were laid out in body bags on the floor of the Hillsborough gymnasium. 

Pat Nicol, whose ten year old son, Lee, was killed, spoke for many when she said, ‘You don’t expect to go to a football match and die’. 

Eddie Spearritt came close to death. Having struggled in vain to save Adam he lost consciousness and collapsed underfoot in the crush of pen 4. This was some time around 3pm, six minutes before the FA Cup Semi-Final between Liverpool and Nottingham Forest was stopped and twenty minutes before the dead and dying in central pens 3 and 4 were dragged through two narrow gates across the perimeter track and onto the pitch. 

Two hours are missing from Eddie’s life. The first medical record of him at the hospital is admission to Intensive Care at 5pm. Following the chaos of the pens’ evacuation, and given the lack of immediate medical treatment and facilities, it is clear that an unknowable number of those who died could have been saved. 

Eddie has no knowledge of his whereabouts between 3pm and 5pm. It appears he was presumed dead and laid out, as happened to others who also recovered. Eddie agonises over Adam’s death and whether he too might have been saved.

The disaster happened in full view of the police control box high above the Leppings Lane terrace. Yet Chief Superintendent David Duckenfield, the Match Commander, informed Graham Kelly, then Chief Executive of the Football Association, that Liverpool supporters had forced entry through an exit gate causing an ‘inrush’ onto the already packed terraces. Within minutes this version of events was broadcast world-wide. 

Jacques Georges, then President of FIFA railed against ‘people’s frenzy to enter the stadium come what may, whatever the risk to the lives of others’. They ‘were beasts waiting to charge into the arena’. Thus, Liverpool fans were publicly condemned for the deaths of ‘their own’. The lens of hooliganism was firmly in place.

This was also the version relayed by the police to the South Yorkshire Coroner, Dr Stefan Popper en route to the stadium. He instructed the taking and recording of blood alcohol levels of all who died, including children. This was unprecedented. From the outset the Coroner assumed that alcohol was a significant factor in causing the disaster. 

And within hours, grief-stricken relatives were ‘interrogated’ by the police regarding the drinking habits and ‘criminal’ records of the loved ones they had just identified. 

The next day Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher visited Sheffield accompanied by the Home Secretary, Douglas Hurd. According to her Press Secretary, Bernard Ingham, the Prime Minister was briefed by the police that there ‘would have been no Hillsborough if a mob, who were clearly tanked up, had not tried to force their way into the ground’. 

Two days later the Sheffield Star published serious police allegations as facts that Liverpool supporters not only caused the disaster but also attacked rescue workers and stole from the dead. Its headline was: ‘Drunken Attacks on Police: Ticketless Thugs Staged Crush to Gain Entry’. The paper alleged that ‘yobs’ had ‘urinated on policemen as they gave the kiss of life to stricken victims’. Without verification, local politicians and Police Federation representatives repeated the allegations. 

The next day The Sun cleared its front page. It pronounced: ‘The Truth: Some Fans Picked Pockets of Victims; Some Fans Urinated on Brave Cops; Some Fans Beat Up PC Giving Kiss of Life’. A further eight newspapers carried the allegations including ‘sex jibes over a girl’s corpse’. It was later revealed that Sun editor, Kelvin Mackenzie, was talked out of using the headline: ‘You Scum’. 

And so, as the Home Office Inquiry under Lord Justice Taylor commenced, Duckenfield’s instant reaction to blame the fans, thereby exonerating the police, had achieved a broad and lasting constituency. Not only did it determine the course of events in the immediate aftermath, it set a wider media and political agenda throughout the decade that followed.

Music: ‘Why?’ Annie Lennox
Part Two

The 15 April 1989 dawned a beautiful spring morning as Liverpool fans embarked on their trip across the Pennines to Sheffield. The last thing on anyone’s mind was danger. For the second time in successive years their team had drawn Nottingham Forest in the semi-finals of the FA Cup. Hillsborough was hired by the Football Association as a neutral venue and policing and crowd control arrangements were virtually identical.

It was an all-ticket match and the only instruction on the tickets was that spectators were expected to be inside the stadium 15 minutes before kick-off. Fans travelled by train, coaches, transits and cars. Coaches and transits were stopped en route and searched by police. 

Arriving in Sheffield, all were directed to designated car parks. Fans were searched and briefed by South Yorkshire Police officers. Those arriving by train were escorted to the stadium. Delays on the journey meant that thousands of Liverpool fans arrived in Sheffield in the hour before the 3pm kick-off. 

At 2-30pm a police officer noticed coaches ‘arriving one after another’. With train escorts arriving just before 2-30pm, coaches backed up along main roads and cars attempting to park, it was clear that the steady stream of supporters arriving at the turnstiles prior to 2-15pm would become a torrent. And so it happened. 

Lack of stewarding and an absence of filtering added to the sudden and intense build-up in a narrow outer concourse area. Any semblance of queuing evaporated as the bottleneck began to take its toll. Years later I discovered an internal police memorandum written three years before the disaster by a senior officer. It stated: 

One of the greatest problems we have is access to the ground. The redesigned turnstiles do not give anything like the access to the ground needed by fans. On occasions last season when large numbers attended, we had supporters justifiably irate because of the inefficiency of the system, which was turned on the police and could have resulted in public disorder.

The simple equation was that more people arrived at the rear of the enclosed concourse than were passing through the turnstiles at the front. A serious crush ensued. 

Mounted police became trapped in the crowd and fans struggled to breathe. The senior officer outside decided that the ‘only practical way to prevent deaths outside would be to open the [exit] gates’, by-passing the turnstiles and allowing people into the stadium to relieve the crush. 

He radioed the police control box and asked for exit gates to be opened. He received no acknowledgement. Thinking his radio was defective he used another and repeated his request. Again, there was no response.

Chief Superintendent David Duckenfield was in the Control Box. He had been given responsibility for policing Hillsborough just 21 days before the semi-final. With his assistant, Superintendent Bernard Murray, Duckenfield watched on CCTV monitors the congestion build at the turnstiles. 

In the control box tension mounted as the request to open the exit gates came through. Duckenfield, a match commander with virtually no experience of policing football in a stadium with which he was unfamiliar, faced a dilemma. 

He recalled thinking: ‘A man who I have known for many years, a man who I respect and admire, was demanding of me something I would not normally give … (he) was telling me that unless I opened the gates there would be serious injury and possibly death”. Duckenfield felt “all consumed’. 

Murray broke the long silence: ‘Mr Duckenfield, are you going to open the gate?’ After further hesitation, and as if thinking aloud, Duckenfield responded: ‘If there’s likely to be death or serious injury outside I have no option than to open the gates’. He instructed Murray to order the opening of the gates. 

Despite being in a control box directly above the terrace, neither Duckenfield nor Murray considered overcrowding in the pens to be a problem. Yet, photographs show both central pens packed tight while the side pens were half empty. 

The clear and obvious danger was that in relieving the life-threatening crush at the turnstiles a worse situation would develop on the terraces. And Murray’s mind-set was demonstrated in an earlier exchange with another officer who had inquired whether the terrace should be filled one pen at a time. Murray’s reply was to open all pens fans could ‘find their own level’.

When exit gate ‘C’ opened there was instant relief outside the ground. Fans, including Eddie and Adam Spearritt, who had stood back from the crush walked into the stadium unstewarded and without police supervision. Directly opposite was a 1 in 6 gradient tunnel sign-posted ‘STANDING’. It dropped down into the already packed central pens. Neither police nor stewards thought to close the tunnel and redirect incoming fans to the side pens.

Pens like cattle pens, fenced to the sides, to the front and walled in at the back. 

More than 2,000 fans walked down the tunnel. Compression was immediate. Faces were jammed against the perimeter fence, and in pen 3 a barrier, close to the bottom of the pen, gave way bringing down a tangled mass of bodies. 

As the match kicked-off the thunderous roar of the crowd drowned out the screams of the dying. The police failed to respond and forced back into the pens those trying to climb out to escape the crush. Officers on the perimeter track were under explicit orders not to open the narrow perimeter gates without authorisation of a senior officer.

The failure to close off the tunnel before opening the exit gates was compounded by the failure to respond immediately and effectively to the disaster unfolding on the terraces. Once the two narrow perimeter track gates were opened the full horror began to dawn. 

Over 500 people were dead, dying or injured. Restricted access prevented effective and speedy evacuation of the pens. The match was abandoned at 3.06pm and fans and some police officers tried to resuscitate those who had lost consciousness. 

Seemingly oblivious to the distressing scenes directly in front of the Control Box, Duckenfield told his Assistant Chief Constable that it was a ‘pitch invasion’. He radioed for reinforcements including dog handlers. 

And minutes later he lied to the FA officials, not mentioning that it was he who had directed officers to open the exit gates. There had been no forced entry. 

In evidence to the Taylor Inquiry, Duckenfield stated: ‘The blunt truth [was] that we had been asked to open a gate. I was not being deceitful … I just thought at that stage that I should not communicate fully the situation … I may have misled Mr Kelly’. He did. And, unwittingly, Kelly reiterated the lie to the awaiting media. As the disaster happened the fans were blamed.

Music: ‘Forever Young’ Joan Baez
Part Three

Up high in the stands, the seated areas of the stadium, anxious parents and friends watched in silent disbelief as chaos and confusion took hold in the pens and on the pitch. Their loved ones had tickets for the terraces. As bodies were laid out on the grass desperate fans tore down advertising hoardings for makeshift stretchers. They ran the full length of the pitch carrying the dead and the dying. 

As ambulances jammed the car park, bodies were taken to the gymnasium. It became a temporary mortuary. A decision was taken to photograph the faces of the dead. The photographs were pinned to boards at the entrance to the gymnasium. Each face was given a number corresponding to the numbered bodies on the gymnasium floor.

The gymnasium was divided into three sections using sheets hung from nets providing a semblance of screening. At the top end bodies were put, fully clothed, into body bags. They were laid out in rows.

Each body was assigned a police officer. Each officer was given a cloth or sponge to wipe the face. 

The middle section of the gymnasium was an eating area for police officers and the section closest to the door was equipped with tables and chairs.

As friends and relatives who had been at the match were joined in the search for loved ones by others arriving from Liverpool the police opened up a damp, cold, disused Boys Club as a holding area.  At 9-30pm, six hours after the evacuation of the pens, the slow and painful process of identifying the dead began.

Relatives and friends, some survivors themselves, sat wrapped in blankets on double-decker buses in the car park that was an emergency scene just hours earlier. One family at a time was admitted to the gymnasium. Police officers were eager to hurry people along.

Barry Devonside had visited the hospitals and mortuaries searching for his son, Chris. Now, for the third time, he was back at the stadium. Outside it was cold. The police told him to be prepared to look at a board which at the time had 81 photographs pinned to it. 

The first few I looked at, it was so hard, looking at faces and praying to God that Chris wasn’t there among them. I saw injuries to faces, and they were just faces, totally unrecognisable. I kept going through about ten or fifteen and then going back because I wanted to know something but I didn’t want to know the obvious. And we got past the main bulk … and I’m thinking ‘Chris is not here’. I was building my hopes right to the end. My brother-in-law said, ‘Barry, hold on’. We stood back about fifteen paces and it was our Chris …. Number 17.

The police led them to a door-way. ‘They virtually manhandled us’. Chris was brought to the gymnasium door on a trolley. ‘They unzipped the bag and said “Would you look down”.’ The police held Barry back but he broke free and knelt down to kiss his son.

Mrs Delaney also had difficulty recognising her son James from the Polaroid photographs. 

We were led to the door of the sports hall and our son was lying on a trolley, inside a green zipped-up bag, number 33. So his dad and I bent down to kiss and talk to James … there was a policeman who came from behind me and was trying to usher us out of the hall. The total attitude was ‘You’ve identified number 33, now go!’ Unfortunately I went hysterical … I asked if I could take my son away from the public’s eye. There were poor people, people like ourselves, being ushered into the hall and our James was there, people looking down at his poor face. I had to scream at these police officers and ask for privacy for the three of us to be together … thankfully they pulled James to another part of the hall … meanwhile my husband was ushered to a table to be asked questions. There is a time and a place for everything. I thought it only right that his dad should be with him. We went together to look for our son and that was the time that was owed to us, because at the end of the day, when you carry a child for nine months, and you bring them into the world, it is your right to be with your child.

Doreen and Les Jones who had been at the match, were searching for their son Richard and his fiancée, Tracey. Their daughter Stephanie had survived the crush.

They brought us two trolleys together, pulled one out – unzipped it, just showed you the head and you just said ‘Yes’ and they pulled the next one forward.

Doreen bent down to cuddle Richard but she never made it.

I don’t know who it was but they hawked me up and told Les that the bodies were the property of the Coroner and we couldn’t touch him. The next thing I know I’m sitting on a chair … I know I wasn’t allowed to touch him and I know somebody forcibly stopped me.

Led to the tables what followed was more like an interrogation than a formal process of identification as plain-clothes officers demanded to know if those just identified had criminal records, had been banned from soccer grounds or consumed alcohol before matches.

Teri Sefton gave a brief description of her son, Andrew, to police officers.

He asked me which pub he would have stopped at on the way over. I said he wouldn’t have done because he was driving and besides, he doesn’t drink, and not that it makes any difference, he doesn’t smoke either. He turned to the other officer, asking how old Andrew was. I told him 23. He said, ‘She’ll be telling us next he’s a bloody virgin!’ I was not in a position to say anything and went and sat with Colin.

A social worker, who was at the gymnasium, concluded that the police priority was information gathering. Duckenfield’s earlier lie informed the entire process and the line of questioning of the bereaved. The personal reputations of those who died were on the line. Collectively the ‘mind’ of the police was set.

A senior ambulance officer voiced his concern over the rows and rows of bodies in the gymnasium while ‘all around the walls there were police officers sitting down eating chicken legs’. It was, he said, a ‘factory-type process’ and the ‘screams and crying could be heard everywhere’.

From the registration process at the filthy disused Boys’ Club to the bussing and lining up outside the gymnasium. From the dreadful gallery of the numbered dead to the physical presence of loved ones in body bags. From restricted access, being told that sons, daughters, relatives and partners are ‘no longer yours’ but are the ‘property of the coroner’, to the accusing statement-taking procedure. 

At each stage the rights and needs of the bereaved were denied. It amounted to an unnecessary and debilitating tragedy emerging within hours from a foreseeable and reckless disaster.

As the senior ambulance officer concluded:

It was totally unnecessary for people to go through that torment. The presentation of a body for identification and a time for the nearest and dearest to come to terms with their shock is a very important part of the grieving process … the body should be presented clean, washed, hair fixed, with dignity in a humanitarian way, not in a chuffin’ body bag. There is no dignity in death and we wanted to bring dignity to those who died at Hillsborough.

But that did not square with the immediate priorities and mind-set of the South Yorkshire Police. As the Officer in charge of the gymnasium stated, ‘We wanted to keep all the eggs in one basket’.

Music: ‘So Strong’ Bik McFarlane and Terry O’Neill

Part Four

Within four months Lord Justice Taylor produced an Interim Report concluding that the ‘main cause’ of the disaster was ‘overcrowding’ and the ‘main reason’ was a ‘failure of police control’. He also criticised Sheffield Wednesday Football Club, their safety engineers and the local authority that had failed to issue an up-to-date licence for the stadium. But he directed his most damning conclusions towards South Yorkshire police.

Taylor condemned senior officers as ‘defensive and evasive’, considering ‘neither their handling of problems on the day nor their account of it in evidence showed the qualities of leadership to be expected of their rank’. It was ‘a matter of regret that at the hearing, and in their submissions, South Yorkshire Police were not prepared to concede that they were in any respect at fault for what had occurred’.

Duckenfield’s ‘capacity to take decisions and give orders seemed to collapse’. He had failed to give necessary and appropriate orders after he had decided to open the exit gates and he failed to exert any control once the disaster was unfolding. Worse still, he lied. Taylor called it a ‘lack of candour’. The severity of Taylor’s criticisms, alongside his exoneration of the fans’ behaviour, took many commentators by surprise

In March 1990, following consultation with the Director of Public Prosecutions, the Coroner resumed the adjourned inquests on a ‘limited basis’ holding unprecedented ‘preliminary hearings’ for each of the deceased dealing only with the medical evidence, blood alcohol levels, the location of bodies prior to death and identification. There was no discussion of ‘how’ the person died. What the jury heard was a mixture of interpretation, selection and conjecture presented as fact by the police. 

Four months later the DPP decided there was ‘no evidence to justify any criminal proceedings’ against any organisation involved and ‘insufficient evidence to justify proceedings against any officer of the South Yorkshire Police or any other person for any offence’. 

The Coroner then resumed the inquests in generic form. They ran for five months. Despite the cost and length of the inquests and the hundreds of witnesses called, disclosure of evidence was limited. Once again, police witnesses emphasised the very issues discounted by Taylor: fans' drunkenness, hooliganism, violence and conspiracy to enter the ground without tickets. 

In summing up the Coroner steered the jury away from returning a verdict of unlawful killing. He told them that an accidental death verdict could ‘straddle the whole spectrum of events’ including ‘a situation where you are … satisfied there has been carelessness, negligence’. There could have been mistakes made and ‘very serious errors’ but, he stated, being ‘incompetent is not the same as saying that a person is being reckless’. After two days of deliberation the jury returned a majority verdict of accidental death. 

Despite the Police Complaints Authority’s determination to bring disciplinary proceedings against the match commander and his assistant for ‘neglect of duty’ Duckenfield left the police on ill-health grounds and the case against Murray was withdrawn. 

In August 1998 the Hillsborough Family Support Group took a private prosecution against David Duckenfield and Bernard Murray. It was the culmination of a decade’s campaigning to establish criminal liability and to access key documents, witness statements and personal ‘body files’ on each of the deceased compiled by the police investigators.  

On 16 February 2000 the officers were committed for trial, charged with manslaughter and misconduct in public office.  Duckenfield was also charged with misconduct ‘arising from an admitted lie’. 

The trial opened on 6 June 2000 and ran for seven weeks. In summing up the judge told the jury that when the exit gates were opened, ‘death was not in the reckoning of those officers’.  They were responding to a ‘life and death situation’ at the turnstiles and the jury had to ‘take into account that this was a crisis’. The jury should ‘be slow to find fault with those who act in an emergency’; a situation of ‘severe crisis’ in which ‘decisions had to be made quickly’. 

He noted the ‘huge difference between an error of judgement and negligence’, that ‘many errors of judgement we make in our lives are not negligent’ and ‘the mere fact that there has been a disaster does not make these two defendants negligent’. A guilty verdict would mean that the negligence was, ‘so bad to amount to a very serious offence in a crisis situation’.  

After 16 hours of deliberation the jury acquitted Murray but failed to reach a verdict on Duckenfield. The Jury was dismissed and the judge refused the application for a retrial. After 11 years, the case was over.  A bereaved father reflected the families’ shared feelings: ‘I never expected a conviction, especially after I heard the judge’s direction.  But people on that jury held out.  The case went all the way’. 

The private prosecution was possibly the most significant in recent times.  It was neither malicious nor vengeful; nor was it about attributing all blame and all responsibility to two men. Given the DPP’s decision not to prosecute and the lack of disclosure of evidence, the families had little choice.  The fact that there was a case to answer and the jury remained deadlocked over Duckenfield's culpability, indicates that the families' pursuit of limited justice was not ill-conceived.

Music: ‘Get Up, Stand Up’ Bob Marley and the Wailers

Part Five

It was one of those evenings when you arrive home late from work and reach for the remote control. Channel hopping there was a guy talking about Hillsborough. He talked lucidly, with depth and integrity. Looking into the camera he said:

The police lost a lot of dignity and pride that day. People tried to alter the truth and embellish certain bits and just not admit to certain bits, so that it could be more of a hygienic day for all concerned. It was devastating and you almost feel that after that day you were never clean again and can never be clean again.

It was breathtaking. The truth altered? A more hygienic day? Who was he? He was a former police officer, traumatised by what he experienced in the stadium and afterwards. After months tracking him down we met on the hills above Sheffield. He recalled the dreadful moments in the pens trying to save lives, his pain, his sorrow, his profound sense of failure and guilt.

He revealed that in the immediate aftermath police officers were instructed not to record events in pocket books but to submit their hand-written ‘recollections’ of events. They were encouraged to include emotions, comment and opinion. The ‘recollections’ were gathered by senior officers, submitted to the force solicitors and returned to the Head of the South Yorkshire Police Management Services. The word-processed version was annotated, sentences crossed out, words altered.

Months later the officer handed me a box-file of papers. Of the 154 sentences in his original account 57 had been deleted and a further 28 were substantially altered. Attached to the statement was a letter from a senior partner in the force solicitors firm to the South Yorkshire Police. Referring to the external inquiry by the West Midlands Police it stated, ‘As before, the mention of a name without comment indicates that the statement has been read and we have no suggestions for review or alteration’. The words ‘review’ or ‘alteration’ were stunning. 

It turned out that a review team of senior officers, appointed by the South Yorkshire Chief Constable, transformed the ‘recollections’ into formal statements and had them signed by individual officers. This amounted to an institutionalised process clearly intended to remove all criticism of senior officers and operational policy while emphasising misbehaviour by fans.

In 1998 at the House of Lords Library I was granted access to eleven boxes containing uncatalogued documents at various stages of transition from handwritten recollections to formal statements. Even the recollections of senior officers had been altered to favour the police with many of the alterations initialled by the review team. 

A transcript of a meeting between a senior review Judge, appointed by the Home Secretary Jack Straw, and the former South Yorkshire Police Head of Management Services, recorded the officer as stating ‘the police had their backs to the wall’ it was ‘absolutely natural for them to concern themselves with defending themselves’. 

A former police officer told the Judge that a chief superintendent took him and his colleagues for a drink. They were told, ‘unless we all get our heads together and straighten it out there are heads going to roll’. 

The Judge concluded that in a few cases ‘it would have been better’ not to have made alterations. At worst it constituted an ‘error of judgement’ but not ‘unprofessional conduct’. 

There would have been serious implications in finding otherwise. It transpired the West Midlands police investigators, the Treasury solicitor, the Coroner and Lord Justice Taylor were aware that the statements were written initially as personal recollections, under the guarantee of non-disclosure, and then transformed into criminal justice act statements through a carefully managed process of review and alteration.

Incredibly, despite Taylor’s condemnation of senior police officers, he condoned their privileged access to the investigations and inquiries and the reconstruction of the ‘truth’ to the best advantage the interests of the force. His silence on the process of review and alteration compromised his Inquiry. 

The lack of disclosure of evidence and the lack of knowledge of the process through which police statements were altered, severely hindered and disadvantaged bereaved families and their lawyers. The South Yorkshire police held all the evidence and used it to establish and sustain their defence.

Music: ‘If I Should Fall Behind Wait for Me’ Bruce Springsteen 

Part Six

The significance of the Hillsborough disaster is not limited to its broader context and immediate circumstances. A sequence of injustices followed: 

the appalling treatment of the bereaved and survivors by the police and other authorities in the immediate aftermath; 

the inhumane police and coronial procedures adopted for body identification of loved ones; 

the conduct and outcome of the inquests; 

the systematic review and alteration of police recollections, their transformation into criminal justice statements and Taylor’s acceptance of the process; 

the judge’s direction of the jury in the private prosecution of Duckenfield and Murray; 

the taking of body tissue from the deceased without the knowledge or permission of the bereaved. 

And Eddie Spearritt has received no information regarding his whereabouts between 3pm and 5pm when he was admitted to intensive care. 

The aftermath of the Hillsborough disaster reveals the short-comings, failings and manipulation of the state’s systems of inquiry and investigation. Over time, it shows how disproved and discredited accounts can be reconstituted and legitimated, how ‘truth’ can be degraded through propaganda to protect powerful interests and how public servants, supposedly legally and politically accountable, can evade the reach of the law. 

The deep pain and persistent distress endured with dignity and resolve by the bereaved and survivors can only be imagined by those not directly afflicted by the Hillsborough disaster. But many people in the North of Ireland will understand, only too well, the plight of families.

Compounding their suffering has been, and remains, the torment of injustice. Paltry compensation payments, flawed coronial procedures, inappropriate inquest verdicts, questionable police practices and the failure to prosecute and discipline those responsible, raise serious questions about the institutional, structural and embedded deficiencies in the law and its administration.

What the bereaved and survivors have discovered, to their personal and financial cost, is that the theatre of the ‘law’ has little to do with the discovery of ‘truth’ and the realisation of ‘justice’.

Over the last 16 years I have watched the Hillsborough bereaved and survivors suffer the injustice not only of the disaster on the terraces and the tragedy in the gymnasium, but also their attempts to clear their loved ones’ names.

Many have become close personal friends and I’ve watched them wait for those who struggled, for those who fell behind. Bereaved parents have died prematurely and younger brothers and sisters have taken up the struggle. They are truly remarkable people. They will never walk alone.

Music: ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ Gerry and the Pacemakers
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