
After the successful
campaign against the
blacklisting of workers it
was revealed that, as in
the series Undercover,
cops such as John Dines (right), Mark Jenner
(top centre) and Mark Kennedy (top right)
abused their powers as policemen
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Undercover 
of the night

CONRAD LANDIN, industrial
reporter of the Morning Star,
lifts the lid on the sordid –
and illegal – activities of
Britain’s undercover cops

HERE was nothing immediately
suspicious about the letter sent to
union branches and campaign

groups by Mark Cassidy in March 1997.
Writing on behalf of the Building Worker
Group, from an address in Northampton,
Cassidy asked for information about deaths
on construction sites so the group could start
‘picketing the site and asking the workers to
stop work. Only by hitting production can we
hope to stop the killings on building sites.’

All very admirable. Except Cassidy wasn’t
quite what he seemed. Thirteen years later
Mark Cassidy was exposed as undercover
police officer Mark Jenner. After training with
the Metropolitan Police’s elite Special
Demonstration Squad, Cassidy/Jenner was
deployed to infiltrate the Colin Roach Centre
at the heart of social justice campaigns in east
London. Posing as a joiner, Jenner joined the
construction union UCATT. When he
disappeared in 2000, he left a diary packed
with the dates of union meetings at the flat of
his partner Alison – a woman he had deceived
into a five-year relationship.

SEX WAS A PERK OF THE JOB
Jenner was not a rogue agent. The Special
Demonstration Squad, shut down in 2008,
had ten full-time officers infiltrating protest
groups and sex with left-wing activists was
regarded at Scotland Yard as ‘a perk of the job
for the boys.’ Another undercover unit
reported directly to the Association of Chief
Police Officers. Agents were given new
identities – often stolen from dead children.
The Met’s policy is to neither confirm nor deny
details of covert ops and officers’ identities
because Britain’s top coppers would like you
to think that abuse by SDS officers was just a
case of a few bad apples. But whistleblowers
are adamant the work was sanctioned at the
very highest levels; and Met chief Sir Paul
Condon personally thanked undercover
officers who supplied intelligence ahead of
one demonstration.

The SDS’s most shocking tactic – the
deception of women into long-term
relationships – is now common knowledge
thanks to the BBC’s hit drama series
Undercover although Jenner’s partner Alison
says the series ‘misunderstood the power
dynamics and sexual politics’ of the
undercover mentality.

But next year these women will take centre
stage in a real life drama – a public inquiry.

And although it won’t get the most attention,
the targeting of unions is on the menu, too.
Inquiry chairman Christopher Pitchford has
granted ‘core participant’ status to blacklisted
builders, who say some entries on the
Consulting Association’s illegal blacklist
(uncovered during a raid on their premises in
2009) clearly came from police files.

TARGETING OF TRADE UNIONS
Campaigners had hoped to see construction
bosses from the likes of Sir Robert McAlpine
and Carillion forced to take the oath at a
separate blacklisting inquiry promised by
Labour – but that fell by the wayside with the
Tories’ victory in the general election last year.
And with High Court cases on blacklisting now
settled, the Pitchford inquiry is the last hope to
hold conniving bosses to account.

But as the breadth of Jenner’s pursuits
show, this is about more than police assistance
with one anti-union database. Peter Francis, a
whistleblower who worked alongside Jenner
in the SDS, told a meeting at the House of
Commons last year he had spied on members
of Unison, the Fire Brigades Union, the
Communication Workers Union and the
National Union of Teachers.

And in June new evidence emerged that
another copper, Carlo Neri, attended a protest
against the sacking of a rail worker in 2004.
Mick Whelan, general secretary of ASLEF, says
it shows blacklisting was wider than just
construction. And that shouldn’t be a surprise
– why would they stop at one industry?

Campaigners are concerned about what
will be missed. Scotland and Northern Ireland
are outside Pitchford’s remit even though
there are photos of Met spies on deployment
at both. Pitchford’s first preliminary hearing
was told that a woman – identified only as
CMR – was put under surveillance by Special

Branch after her half-brother bribed an Irish
policeman. CMR had just been appointed to
the board of her family’s construction
company but was also involved in social
justice campaigns, and the trade union
movement, and rivals in the family resented
her promotion. Officers wired details of her
movements in London back to Dublin.

But Pitchford said she shouldn’t be given an
official role because her surveillance had not
been covert, but overt. The same was said for
the Green peer Jenny Jones – whose domestic
extremism file has been destroyed, according
to a whisteblower. And though UCATT, the
FBU and the NUM have been given an official
role, the National Union of Journalists was
barred in spite of evidence of surveillance of
members. 

THIRST FOR INFORMATION
‘With spies working for private firms there is
even less oversight, and the scope for abuse is
even greater,’ says Lisa, one of eight women
deceived into sexual relationships who won an
apology and compensation last year. In
February, the food distribution giant
Wincanton lost a disability discrimination case
brought by one of its workers. The tribunal
heard bosses deployed private detectives to
tail the worker trying to show she was
exaggerating her symptoms.

But even this is an old fashioned tactic in an
age when workers’ social media accounts are
frequently monitored by firms. The old ways
are becoming less useful and more
accountable but that won’t stymie the thirst
for information from those in authority. 
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