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he government has promised to
relax Britain’s ridiculous laws on
cannabis. The drug will now be
reclassified as class C. Possession will
still be 1llegal, but cops can no longer
arrest people for it. They’ll have to get a
court summons instead.
[s this ‘a small step in the right
direction’, as several campaign groups
have said? If it 1s, 1t’s an eye-blinkingly
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small one. Announcing the change, home
secretary David Blunkett said it would
free cops to do other jobs. But that was
the only good thing about the law as it
stood — 1t wasted lots of police time,
which was mostly spent on 1ssuing
cautions any way. So we won't get
hassled for possession, but the cops will
have more time to hassle us for other
things. It’s swings and roundabouts.
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The reason for announcing the change
now 1s to cover up the biggest attack on
human rights in Britain since 1945. By
changing a law that everyone ignored
anyway, Blair and Blunkett can parade
their ‘libertarian’ credentials while they
systematically remove what freedoms
we’ve got. The only step that would
satisfy us 1s full legalisation. And that’s
something we’ll smoke to. Cheers.
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Government plays down fears as officials confirm the worst ...

owning Street officials effectively

admitted last week that Osama bin

[Laden had acquired the materials
necessary for building a nuclear bomb.
Channel 4 News reported on 25th October
that he had gained possession of the material.
The programme said that ‘western intelligence
sources’ had provided the information.

Government officials did not deny the truth
of the story, but said that obtaining the
materials did not necessarily mean that bin
[Laden’s scientists would have the skill to
utilise them.

“We have always known that Osama bin
Laden and al-Qaeda have the motivation to
acquire nuclear weapons”, a Downing Street
publicist said. “But you should be sceptical
about any suggestion that he could develop
such a capacity’.

Pakistan, although it i1s part of the US-led
coalition against ‘terrorism’, was said by the
programme’s informants to be the source of
the material.

Bin Laden is also suspected of owning
several ‘suitcase bombs’, around twenty of
which went missing as the Soviet Red Army
broke up 1n 1991. These are suitcase-sized
tactical nuclear weapons, powerful enough
to produce devastation on the scale created
when aeroplanes flew into the World Trade
Centre 1n September. In addition to the
initial destruction these would cause, the
wreckage of any target would remain highly
radioactive for several years.

Even if bin Laden’s agents are unable to
construct a full nuclear bomb, they might be
able to create so-called ‘dirty’ conventional
weapons. These would explode like normal
bombs, but would then scatter radioactive
material over large areas of land.

Bin Laden acknowledged in 1999 that he
wanted to acquire nuclear weaponry. “If I
seek to acquire these weapons, I am carrying
out a duty”, he said.

Freedom revealed last month that US
forces around Afghanistan have themselves
been equipped with tactical nuclear weapons.
American military strategists insisted that
these would only be used as a ‘last resort’.

As well as the growing fears of a nuclear
dimension to the Afghanistan war, anti-
militarist activists have expressed alarm at
the risk of a renewed arms race in the Middle
East. Oman has already placed major arms
orders since Washington began to allow
unrestricted sales to states which support its
coalition against ‘international terror’.
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in Laden has nuclear capacity

housands of refugees seeking asylum
in Britain will be held in new
‘reception centres’, under government
plans to abolish the voucher system.
Vouchers have been given to asylum-seekers
in place of cash benefits since 1996. Their
use has been criticised by activists on
refugee issues, who say they stigmatise
people forced to obtain goods with them.
The abolition of the voucher scheme, which
home secretary David Blunkett was due to
announce this week, has been welcomed by
refugee support groups.
But activists said they would oppose his
proposals, if (as expected) abolition were to

| depend on a massive increase in the use of
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detention instead. “Reception centres have to
be better than the existing system”, said
Sally Price of Refugee Action. “The concern
is that reception centres can easily turn into
detention centres’ .

Government officials insist that, if the state
were to reinstate the cash benefits that
refugees were entitled to before vouchers
were introduced, then Britain would become
a ‘magnet’ for asylum-seekers.

They said that the new centres would be
modelled on ones in countries like Denmark
and Holland. In those countries, inmates are
not locked up, but they receive only a small
cash allowance, and have to stay at the centre
to obtain food and accommodation.
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[t was expected that Sodexho, the multi-
national company attacked by anti-detention
activists for its role in running the voucher
system, would be allowed to see out its
current contract. This 1s not due to end until
April 2003.

The government has overseen the building
of new detention capacity in recent years. A
500-bed complex was opened last month at
Harmondsworth, near Heathrow. A second,
with 900 beds, 1s due to open at Yarl’s Wood
in Bedfordshire before the end of the year.

Opponents of the detention programme say
that the centres are indistinguishable from
prisons. They argue that refugees are
effectively imprisoned without trial.





