Peace in Paris, skirmishes on the streets of London 

800,000 march against Le Pen 

Nick Hopkins, Paul Kelso, Jamie Wilson and Jeevan Vasagar

Thursday May 2, 2002 The Guardian 

On one side of the Channel, 800,000 people packed the capital city in an emphatic and dignified rejection of a political creed. On the other, a few hundred demonstrators were engaged in near ritual combat with the police, in what had been an otherwise peaceful rally of just a few thousand. May Day in Paris was all about taking a stand against Jean-Marie Le Pen; a two-mile procession snaked its way through packed boulevards and squares in one of the biggest demonstrations in more than 30 years. 

In London, one of the smallest anti-globalisation protests in recent years still managed to cause trouble, but it could have been much worse. Trouble only erupted in London as darkness fell when police were charged as they attempted to stop pockets of demonstrators roaming through the West End. Just before 7pm, police in riot gear surrounded around 200 protesters at the junction of Dean Street and Old Compton Street in Soho. Cans and bottles were thrown and, as heavy rain began to fall, police officers informed protesters that they were holding them there under section 60 of the Public Order Act. 

In a repeat of the tactics employed last year when thousands of protesters were penned in Oxford Street for several hours, the act gives police the right to detain protesters and stop and search them as they leave. One by one, the police allowed the demonstrators to go on their way, but the process was slow. By mid-evening, 13 people had been arrested for a range of minor offences. Police played down the trouble. Scotland Yard said the vast majority of protesters had behaved well and that "on the whole, the crowd has been peaceful and good-humoured." 

The official TUC workers parade, which ended with a rally in Trafalgar Square, was the focus of the day for 6,000 people, far outnumbering the anti-globalisation protesters who had been expected to target Mayfair and Oxford Circus. 

Scotland Yard feared that between 300 and 400 hard core anarchists would try to cause trouble as the crowds dispersed. Fearing a repeat of last year's mayhem, the Met took no chances, cancelling leave for all officers and deploying 5,000 men and women in the centre of London to cope with any disturbances. 

Assistant commissioner Mike Todd, who was in charge of the operation, instructed police to use "in your face" tactics with potential rioters, who were filmed and followed wherever they went. The prime minister and the home secretary David Blunkett supported the police's firm hand. In a reference to today's local government elections, Tony Blair said: "If you have got something to say, say it democratically. Come out and vote, but don't end up trying to beat the place up because your politics aren't the politics shared by the vast majority of people." 

