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THE LAST DECADE HAS WITNESSED the increasing
involvement of Britain’s intelligence services in
the so-called ‘war on drugs’. Traditionally the
intelligence services have concerned themselves
with threats to national security coming from
either foreign governments or subversive
activities deemed to be undermining the state at
home. In this task they have always maintained
a demarcation line between themselves and other
policing initiatives aimed at purely criminal
activities.

The movement of the boundary line has called
that demarcation into question. Generally, the
diversification of the intelligence services into
policing activities is attributed to the ending of
the cold war and the ceasefire ebbs and flows in
Northern Ireland. While this may be partially
true, the wider picture is far more complex.

In the UK four agencies are generally
recognised as comprising the intelligence
services.

@ The Security Service covers threats to

internal national security;

@ The Secret Intelligence Services deals with

external threats;

® Government Communications Head Quarters

(GCHQ) intercepts radio and telecom-
munications transmissions;

@ The Defence Intelligence Service works

solely on behalf of the military.

Mission ¢reep

The origins of the intelligence services’ interest
in policing can be traced back to the mid-1980s,
way before any diminution in the cold war or
the troubles in Northern Ireland. Before his
retirement in 1987 former Director General of
the Security Service, Sir Anthony Duff,
expressed his vision of the future:

“... as one that would be involved in what had
previously been police business, one in which
the traditional distinction between intelligence
and evidence would dissolve.”

The Security Service moved in on terrorism
in 1992 — after some apparently vicious ‘turf
battles’ with the police — but initially saw no
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Britain’s intelligence services are
now involvedin the ‘war on drugs’
toanunprecedented degree, This
has led to tensions with the police
and the National Criminal
Intelligence Service, despite the
partnership which the 1996
Security Service Act formalised.
Behind these moves lies a shift in
policing activity which lends itself
to the spying ethos. In turn, such
an ethos transforms ‘drugs’ into
a matter of ‘national security’
and stifles meaningful debate.
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need to ingress into police business further.
The then Director General, Stella Rimmington,
said in 1994 that the traditional boundary line
remained intact:

“The work of the Service must be strictly
limited to countering only threats to national
security. We are not involved in countering
drug trafficking or organised crime; and we
would only become involved if they came
to pose such a threat to this country.”?

But this position did not hold for long. Internal
lobbying of the Home Office moved then Home
Secretary Michael Howard to suggest there
might be a new role for the Security Service,
and this view was endorsed by a parliamentary
committee.® Again there is evidence of a fierce
‘turf war’ with the police and not least with the
police flagship, the newly created National
Criminal Intelligence Service (NCIS) which
collates information and disseminates
intelligence.*

Opposites attraet?

The outcome of all this was the /996 Security
Service Act which was implemented on 14th
October 1996. The Service was given new
powers (on a par with those already held by
the police) to apply for warrants from the
Home Secretary permitting entry to property
in the course of their investigations.

The police will still have primary respon-
sibility for tackling serious crime along with
Customs and Excise officers. The Security
Service input, for instance, will be coordinated
by NCIS. This joint working between NCIS and
the Security Service will boost the concept of
intelligence-led policing, but both bodies will
also continue to be hamstrung by not having
an executive arm. In effect, this means that
Officers of both NCIS and the Security Services
cannot be operational, the bottom line being
that they cannot arrest people.

Effectively, in tackling drug trafficking and
other serious crimes, the Security Services and
NCIS will simply produce ‘packages’ of
intelligence to pass on to operational police
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officers in the relevant local forces or
Regional Crime Squads. Or even, in the
near future, the new National Crime
Squad (NCS) for England and Wales
created by the Police Act 1997. This
Squad will investigate organised and
serious crime occurring across police
force boundaries and offer support to
local forces investigating serious crime.

Turf wars

But despite the new ‘touchy, feely’
atmosphere, questions still remain over
the ability of these different services to
actually work together in any degree

of harmony. Albert Pacey, the NCIS
Director General, has made all the right
noises regarding cooperation:

“I am confident that these new arrange-
ments will enhance our intelligence
and operational capabilities to act
against top level, key criminals.”

With a low initial input he may be
right, but the fear of conflict and ‘turf
wars’ is never far below the surface.
Reports of antagonism within NCIS itself,
between police officers and customs
officers and between NCIS and regional
police forces, only fuel this fear.®

Behind all this jockeying for position
as the lead agency for investigating drug
trafficking lies the fundamental question:
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why? Why did the intelligence services —
in the early 1990s — begin to muscle in on
the police? As said before, the standard
line is that it was a direct response to the
end of the cold war, the temporary dip

in violence in Northern Ireland and the
search by the Security Services for new
tasks.All of this may be true. But there
may also be a wider pattern emerging.

Spy-friendly erimes

As policing in general — at least at the
‘serious crime’ level — turns towards
tackling organised crime rather than
criminals, the investigation of structures
rather than individuals lends itself ever
more to a spying ethos. Investigative
methods of ‘penetrating’ criminal
organisations using undercover
operations, the interception of
communications, electronic surveillance,
controlled deliveries and the protection
of witnesses — all these require new
techniques for managing strategic and
tactical intelligence.

Within this move to new forms of
policing comes the conscription of new
agencies to ‘fight the war’. Banks and
financial institutions, for example, are
co-opted to trace money laundering (the
Drugs Trafficking Act 1994), travel agents
are asked to report suspicious travel
arrangements that might be linked to drug
trafficking,” and normally confidential
tax records are made available to law
enforcement agencies (for example, see
Hansard, 5.12.94, col.115).

Seen from this angle, the involvement
of the intelligence services is not just a
consequence of less activity elsewhere
and the search for a new role, but more a
widening definition of law enforcement
allied to a widening definition of
‘national security’. To this end, the
Foreign Office has opened a new Drugs
and International Crime Department
overseen by the new post of International
Drugs Coordinator.

Send in the cavairy

With such a change in the definition of
‘national security’ comes the obvious
corollary that even the military might be
drawn in to combat drug trafficking, as
has happened in Latin and South
America. Former Defence Secretary,
Michael Portillo, has said as much:

“Drug trafficking and international
organised crime will (in future) be seen
as a greater threat to national security
even than they are today. Defence
resources may be diverted to
combating them.”®

John Major also hinted at a military
response to the drug trade, when he said
that we live “in an age when children are
more likely to be killed by a drug dealer
than by an enemy missile”.’

This militaristic perspective is an
obvious extension of the language
employed in the ‘drug war’, but with the
involvement of the intelligence services,
there now seems to be more to the
rthetoric than just a few ill-chosen words.
We could in fact be living in a new,
worrying and perhaps terminal phase in
the ‘war on drugs’. The twin track
approach of treatment and help for drug
users and penal responses to drug dealers
is being challenged — by the new
government as much as by the old — by a
move towards identifying ‘drugs’ almost
exclusively an a criminal justice issue.
Alongside “tough on crime, tough on the
causes of crime”, “half of all crime is
drug-related” must rank as one of Tony
Blair’s more memorable soundbites when
shadow Home Secretary. Never mind that
it was based on dubious data — the figure
has stuck, and is trotted out with
unnerving regularity by politicians left,
right and centre. Drugs and crime are now
indelibly linked in the public's mind.
Meanwhile, attempts to extend the debate
are ridiculed — when ‘national security’
is at stake, the debate stops here. O
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