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DEFENDING A PUBLIC MEETING 

A Planning Manual, by Charles C. Walker 

This manual grew out of experiences of groups in the United States and Europe 
in the early 1970s, supported by experiences of labor unions, civil rights 
groups and anti-war organizations in earlier times. Only one meeting model has 
been chosen. It provides a better opportunity to examine problems more thoroughly. 
Obviously, different kinds of meetings and settings require not only adapting 
what is suggested here but perhaps a different approach. 

A. SETTING 

A meeting about an issue which arouses strong feelings, sponsored by a 
Group of Citizens (GC) 

On the platform: chairman and two speakers. Literature table in the rear 
of an auditorium at street level. No microphones in the audience. 

400 people attending, 8 PM starting time. 
Threats have been issued that the meeting will be prevented or disrupted. 

B. GOALS & STRATEGY 

1. Goal: Hold the meeting as planned, or if trouble develops end it on 
your own terms. 

2. Sub-goals in order of priority 
a. Forestall or neutralize the threats 
b. Hold the meeting without incident, threats not materializing 
c. If incidents arise, use them to your own advantage 
d. If incidents arise, contain them 
e. Keep damage to a minimum. 

3. Strategy: organize, train and deploy a Peace Brigade (PB) to help plan 
the meeting, and carry it out from start to final dispersal. 

C. BEFORE THE MEETING 

. 1. Organize the Peace Brigade 

2. Try to talk with the potential disrupters (Ds) 

a . 	First, try to meet with them privately, informally. Clarify any 
misunderstandings. Persuade them to let the meeting proceed. 
Conceivably, the program might be amended to let a spokesperson 
appear briefly, more likely to be unwise to do so, especially if 
the right to peaceable assembly has been threatened. 

b. If a meeting cannot be held, write a statement addressed to them 
and try to deliver it. 

C. If threats continue, or the challenge appears to go on unabated, 
decide whether to respond publicly, or to proceed quietly with 
plans. Prior to the meeting, if the threats have continued 
publicly or have not been mitigated, advertise publicly your 
desire to meet with the disrupters, end release the letter you 
have tried to deliver, or have delivered. 
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3. If appropriate or necessary, discuss the situation with the police 

a. Ask them not to intervene precipitously (someone else may call them). 
b. Ask them not to appear in force if they decide to respond to a call. 
c. Provide only minimum information, not particulars. Make no deals. 

d. Notify whom to contact in PB. 
e. Clarify within the planning group what policy to pursue about the 

police. If the situation has developed so that the police will by 
their own decision or usual policy show up, then the main question 
becomes what information you want them to get which needs to be 
(i) reliable, and (ii) in your own words. Two or more persons from 
the GC should participate in meetings with the police, or other key 
officials-such as a commissioner of public safety, mayor, chairperson 
of Commissioners, etc. 

4. Carefully brief chairperson/speakers/custodian (see Section D) 

5. Arrange for observers (see Section 3) 

6. Carry out press briefings (see Section E) 

7. Conduct a training session for the PB (see Section K) 

D. BRIEF CHAIRPERSON / SPEAKERS / CUSTODIAN 

1. Caution speakers to omit references to the threats, leaving that to the 
chairperson (CH) (see G-2). 

2. Discourage anyone from leaving (attenders may have learned of threats 
before arriving). This holds if Ds file in and stand along the sides 
or signal trouble of some sort. 

3. .Stage Coordinator (SC0) may have the microphone on request. The SCo may 
speak, designate a speaker (CH or- someone else), or take some initiative. 

This may be necessary if the speaker is mishandling the situation, or the 
CH is too slow to intervene. 

4. If a Speaker (SP) is at the microphone when a crisis appears imminent, 
CH takes microphone and either speaks or follows SCo suggestion. 

5. Brief the building custodian and/or stage technician about possibilities 
and. plans. Instruct: don't cut off lights or microphones except on 
request of SCo (unlikely event; microphone might be cut off at the end 
of activity from the stage). 

E. PRESS BRIEFING (if necessary) 

Conducted by the Press Officer (PO) or person designated for the task, or 
team of people. An opening statement might be given, example follows. 

"We intend to proceed with the meeting as scheduled. We hope it will 
accomplish what its sponsors intended, without incident. We have tried to 
talk with those who threatened this meeting, but they have refused. We 
tried to deliver this letter to them, but it was refused also. We then 
issued a public statement (have copies of both on hand). 

"Not only is the issue we are discussing tonight important for public policy. 
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We also intend to defend our right to assembly peaceably and discuss 
this question. If our opponents want to debate, let's hasten to set up a 
debate. If they want to challenge our position from the audience, as any 
other person attending, we welcome it. On the other hand, this is not the 
time to change the meeting from its original intent, so we are going ahead 
with our plans as originally scheduled. 

"We have made some contingency plans in the unlikely event someone tries to 
prevent us from speaking and meeting. We will not discuss them now, except 
to say that they are based on careful planning and training, and rely on a 
discipline of nonviolence. 

We trust that our fellow citizens will agree that this issue is important 
and should be widely  discussed in every forum possible, including this 
public meeting." 

NOTE: The tone here is restrained. The statement is aimed at (a) the 
public, (b) the potential disrupters--and their supporters, and (c) your 
own supporters. Avoid inflammatory language: "goon squads," etc. If 
reporters persist in asking about "the contingency plans" referred to, you 
might reply: "No need to reiterate. We don't wish to emphasize confront-
ation, but our desire to hold the meeting without incident." 

F. BRIGADE STRUCTURE 	estimate: 45 people PBV = Peace Brigade Volunteer 

1. Stage 

a. Chairperson and two speakers 
b. Stage Coordinator 
c. Musical group (perhaps 3, including drummer) 
d. PBVs at stairs or other stage entrances 

2. Audience 

a. Crisis speaker, if not CH or SCo, in front seat close to stairs 
or stage entrance 

b. PBVs serve as ushers, spaced along walls and at rear 
c. At least PBVs in the audience, one in each of 4 quadrants 
d. If there are multiple entrances-exits, close ones near front, even 

in hot weather, ones near the rear remain open. 
e. PBV as literature clerk or assistant at literature table 
f. PBVs as ushers in charge of collection (funds) if any 
g. Press officer, near rear 
h. Observer Team 	(see Section J) 

3. 	Entrance -Exit 

a. Coordinator (ECo) stays near main entrance-exit. 	Provides link  
between inside and outside coordinators; that is, the SCo and an 
Outside Coordinator (OCo). The ECo functions at the back of tne 
meeting, a key spot. Requires tactical skill, ability to speak 
persuasively. 

b. PB teams, 3 PBVs just inside, 3 PBVs just outside. NOTE: number 
of volunteers in teams will depend on severity of challenge, the 
size of the meeting and the availability of people for the Brigade. 



4. Outside the Auditorium 

1. Up to 5 teams of 2 each: one across from the entrance, 2 on each side 
(one closer to the entrance-exit, the other farther away, for example 
near a parking area) 

2. Observer team (see Section J.) 

3. Press assistant (optional) 

4. Two cars, drivers at hand (not coordinators), spaced 

5. Pay phone nearby would be helpful 

6. PBV at alleys, paths or side-streets near the auditorium 

7. Outside Coordinator (OCo) 

5. Remote center with phone 

1. PBV with action plan to implement if called 

6. Team of Coordinators (3) 

1. ECo coordinates when quick decisions are needed 
2. SCo stays on stage until all leave it, stage lights and mike turned off 
3. (OCo-also avilable to ECo for counsel, handles outside through dispersal 
NOTE: The coordinators function as a team as much as possible, decisions 
by consensus if time permits, unilaterally if need be; ECo is key coordin-
ator and decides if the three can't agree. 

G. START OF MEETING 

1. Peace Brigade in place . 

2. CH: We are pleased that so many of you have come tonight. The subject is 
important. And so is this particular occasion. Despite the threats you 
may have heard about, we intend to proceed. with this meeting on schedule, 
and hope it will accomplish what its sponsors intended. We have planned 
carefully what to do if difficulties arise, but there is no need to describe 
these plans now, except to say they are based on a discipline of nonviolence. 
So, let's get on with the meeting." 

Not verbatim, of course. The above is given to suggest the approach--
restrained, confident, calming. Most of those attending will have heard of 
the threats some way or other; no need to describe them specifically, or even 
to suggest all the advance planning for communication, training, etc. Set 
the tone: OK, let's Get on with our business, but we 	ready. 

3. Observer Team #1 (in the audience): write down time people begin to assemble, 
time CH starts, summary of opening remarks (even if taped the tape may get 
damaged or stolen), audience mood, any signs of impending trouble, keep log 
thereafter. Use notes even if memory is very good. 

4. Very short musical presentation. To legitimatize presence on stage. 

5. Press Officer: get early part of news story written (the lead may change) 
for meeting without disruption, get same material as observers in case of 
trouble. Will be needed for press functions afterwards. 
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H. TROUBLE 

Disrupters may use several kinds of tactics. Cannot consider them in detail 
here. Most difficult to deal with: no prior discussion or conversation, but on 
signal start overt violence for short duration, then leave. Result: "violent 
meeting." The tactical suggestions following are designed for a more ritualized 
disruption. An attack on the meeting by professionals is another matter. 

1. Platform 

a. Designated speaker, CH or other, takes over. 

b. Do not surrender the micro-phone. This is not the time for debate. The 
mike is a key control point. Have a bullhorn (loudhailer) available 
for SCo to use if mike is taken over. 

c. When talk has done as much as it can, the musical group can lead in 
singing songs and the audience is urged to join in lustily. Keep the  
initiative. 

d. Main tactical objective: finish the meeting on your awn terms, not 
adjourning in confusion. No need to stick to schedule for example 
all speakers completing their planned speeches, if the meeting can be 
adjourned at a more propitious moment. 

e. If the meeting has been brought to a close without disruption, but 
events inside have brought tension, CH might suggest: "Now, at the end 
of this meeting, let's all leave this hall immediately, in total silence, 
no one saying a word. Let's give thanks for this meeting and for those 
who helped make it possible. Let's go home. Good night." Disrupters 
may talk or shout, but don't reply. 

f. CH might estimate the situation, then announce a time to end the meeting 
(shorter rather than longer estimate). Then the meeting can be stopped 
at that time, even under pressure, without leaving the impression it has 
been broken up. 

g. Another possible ending if appropriate for the audience: announce end 
of meeting, musical group starts playing/singing, walks from platform 
and down the middle aisle with people following them down that aisle and 
outside, then dispersing. CH gives appropriate instruction beforehand. 

h. It need not be considered essential that speeches be completed before 
questions are answered, if directed to that speaker--and if the questioner 
listens to the reply. On the other hand, if a D doesn't listen and is 
trying to prevent the SP from completing the speech, SP and CH must 
decide whether to (i) proceed with the speech as intended, (ii) give a 
brief synopsis of remaining material and turn it back to the CH, or (iii) 
SP talk directly to both audience and disrupters, combining the theme of 
the meeting with the threat to proceedings, for example, how to destroy 
the republic. 

i. Someone unusually effective in speaking to such a situation might be 
at the front in the audience, near stairs to the stage, and may be 
called on by the CH or the SCo to try to handle the situation. Skill 
alone would be an adequate qualification for this role; better yet, may 
combine skill with the kind of experience that would elicit a "respectful 
hearing," or if the Ds prevented such an intervention they would court 
a backlash, from their own supporters or in the press afterwards. 
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a. PBVs in the audience discourage conversations and arguments among 
members of the audience, suggest attention be directed to the platform. 

b. Discourage a lot of walking about, in and out of the auditorium. Either 
stay in or out until the meeting ends, is the appeal. Temper all this 
with a light or gentle touch (some in the audience may not be so 
restrained) using a minimum of intervention. 

c. If funds are solicited, collections taken, Ds may try to steal them or 
take them by force, or disrupt the collecting process. Think through 
the process of getting the funds away after the meeting and assess 
hazards. (See F-2-f) 

d. The literature table may become a target--materials destroyed or 
scattered, literature money scattered about. If this is part of a 
more general disorder by that time, perhaps the literature clerk will 
not intervene but will note what happened and add that information to 
the reporting. PBV as literature clerk. 

e. PBV in audience (see F-2-c) might say: (more or less to Ds) "I came 
here to listen to the speakers and ask questions, and that true for 
almost everybody here, so I request the speaker to continue without 
interruption." Or any other remark that may help regain initiative. 

f. PBVs as ushers keep law profile, using only mild interventionary 
tactics. More forcible actions are likely to precipitate a diversion 
or a flash point for trouble. They might block someone or several 
people from trying to get on the stage; beyond a certain point, the 
Ds become clearly the aggressors (beyond the point of some alleged 
grievance they may seize upon to justify their intervention). 

g. Observer Team persists in that role. Instances have arisen where an 
observer turns into activist. Before doing so if that appears inevitable, 
say so to other team member(s) and give up any outward appurtenances 
such as notepad to the other observer(s). 

3. Outside 

a. If the disrupters come after the meeting has begun, try to intercept 
them as far from the auditorium as possible. Team of PBVs tries to 
engage them in discussion: to 
* dissuade them (unlikely but worth trying) 
* surprise them by this initiative and undermine confidence of 

supporters--their leaders have almost certainly painted a 
false picture of the meeting and sponsors or speakers 

*-delay arrival as long as possible. 
Those PVBs should be aware that they risk personal injury in some 
encounter here. Because this may be the first encounter with the Ds, 
they should be chosen with care as Vs capable of speaking effectively, 
improvising fast, and holding to the discipline of nonviolence. 

b. If the Ds get to the door, do not close the door on them or lock them 
out. Continue to try to persuade them not to enter if their purpose 
is avowedly to disrupt of if they refuse to disavow such an intention. 
They may say they just came to join the audience and ask questions, 
but if they came late, and in a group, that story is suspect. 



7 
c. If they insist on going in, a choice of tactics looms: 

* let them in without resisting, deal with them in the setting of 
the meeting where they will clearly be aggressors--problem: by the 
time the Ds have passed through two skirmishes, one near the 
auditorium and another at the entrance, they may have become 
agitated and more determined to break up the meeting; therefore, 
they may be difficult to deal with in a third encounter inside. 

* PBVs outside the entrance sit down at the door, not closing the 
door, so that the Ds would have to walk over them to get inside--
problem: the Ds may feel aggrieved at "being denied entry to a 
public meeting"and will therefore feel defensive rather than 
aggressive, and may use that in propaganda later. 

d. If the police intervene, try to improvise tactics that enable the PB 
to continue its support of the meeting, and its opposition to the Ds, 
rather than turn 	the situation into an apparent anti-police action--
unless police behavior is so foolish or brutal as to leave no 
alternative. 

e. In a less stressful situation, if some outside hear discord inside 
and get restive, the ECo can speak briefly on what has been happening, 
emphasizing it's quite under control. If plainclothes policemen are 
outside too, it gets them up to date, and may help to discourage 
police intervention. 

NOTE: much more could be said about problems outside, but situations vary 
so much that generalizations may not help much. Also, this manual is not 
designed to serve as a "rule book" or as a pattern to follow mechanically, 
it is a planning manual, raising certain questions and eventualities. It 
is not a "how to" booklet with a recipe for every occasion. 

I. END OF MEETING,  WITHOUT UNCONTROLLABLE DISRUPTION 

1. The meeting is not over until all have dispersed. One of the most critical 
times comes when people are leaving the auditorium and dispersing, for cars 
or public transportation, or walking somewhere. Many will wish to engage 
the Ds in conversation outside, and if the meeting has changed character 
and the situation is relaxed, that might be useful and natural. On the 
other hand, there is this danger not to be taken lightly: the situation can 
coalesce into a mini-meeting that will be vulnerable to violence and hard 
to cope with. The hard work accomplished by the group up to this point can 
be nullified if violence finally erupts outside, ironically arising from 
ill-considered calls for "communication." Although some useful conversations 
might be carried on outside, the risk seems to be disproportionate to the 
possible benefits. 

2. PBVs outside try to keep people moving along, quietly and without an 
authoritarian manner, urging silent dispersal to guarantee final success 
of the meeting. 

3. PBVs watch vulnerable points: around the first corner, at the entrance to a 
path or alley or side street. Some attenders may want an escort to their 
car or to a bus /tram stop. 

4. The Observer Team #2, outside the auditorium, might try to get some names 
and addresses of the Ds, may photograph the scene at times. Complete log. 
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5. Press officer functions 

a. If the meeting has been carried on successfully, and reporters are 
present, perform the usual functions. Maintain low-key demeanor 
rather than smug satisfaction at calling a bluff, or whatever. 

b. If disorder or violence erupts, phone the Remote Center immediately, 
brief the PBV there who has a list of press people and others to call, 
saying a publicity release or statement will be available shortly. 

C. PO takes story to be duplicated at the Remote Center, then either 
phoned or delivered by couriers. It may be possible to hold an impromptu 
press conference at the end of the meeting, but that would not serve 
as a substitute for a more lengthy release in your own words. 

J . OBSERVER TEAMS 

1. One inside auditorium, one outside. 

2. Invite to the training session, may not be necessary to attend. Briefings 
by organizers if they arrive before the meeting, hopefully at least 30 
minutes beforehand. 

3. Composition: good observers, ACLU (American Civil Liberties Union) recruits, 
prominent civic-minded people, effective witnesses if litigation ensues. 

4. No public identification needed. Outside team has camera, perhaps a tape 
recorder. 

5. Information can be useful for the press; for later descriptions, written or 
verbal; for final report of the occasion; perhaps for legal proceedings. 

K. TRAINING SESSION (1 1/2 hours to 2 hours goal) 

:10TE: a scenario needed to be described, and the PB structure outlined, before 
this section could be helpful. Thus its place at this point in the manual. 

1. Set time and place for the session, inform PB recruits, along with whatever 
advance information can be sent, or given. May be at the auditorium (if not 
costly) or nearby, so PBVs can go to the auditorium and look over both 
inside and outside. 

2. Decide whether attending the training session is a requirement for partici-
pating in the Brigade. Perhaps it should be, but coordinators may decide 
to accept others who come to the meeting if they had previous experience in 
such matters, can be briefed quickly on their assignment, and will accept 
the PB discipline. 

3. Describe the plans, asking questioners to wait until the outline has been 
presented before getting into further details. Use visual materials to 
show inside the auditorium, the area immediately outside it, and nearby 
traffic patterns, for example bus/tram stops; if necessary. 

4. Select teams and assignments. 

5. Roleplay some situations; for example PBVs dealing with two people (Ds) 
trying to get on the stage; or PBVs dispersing attenders who may want to 
stand around outside and talk; or early confrontation (see H-3-a). 
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6.. Clarify decision-making structure and process, unmistakeably. 

7. Distribute a very brief suggested discipline. Objections may arise. Try 
to clarify its purpose: it is not designed to keep people in line in some 
authoritarian fashion, or to forestall creative responses, or to imitate 
policemen, etc. It is an enabling device so that a group of people can 
carry out an intention corporately, with reasonable expectations of what 
fellcw volunteers will or will not do in some situations. The PO should 
have some copies; it can be useful in interpreting to the public that the 
PB was trying seriously--through planning, training and self-discipline--
to prevent violence or handle it nonviolently if it happened. 

8. Prepare for de-briefing. For example: 

a. Ask each PBV to write a report and evaluation later. b.

 Hold a meeting after the event, to analyze, suggest, evaluate. 

c. Collect statements--by members of the audience, Ds, police, reporters, 
etc.--which may be useful later: in press accounts if followup is 
needed, for reports written and verbal, perhaps for litigation. 

9. Arrange for the PB people to arrive one hour in advance--no later if at all 
possible. Up-to-date information will be given, new 'contingencies planned 
for, assignments changed if required, misunderstandings clarified, mistaken 
instructions corrected, etc. The press should perhaps be excluded so that 
people may talk freely. (Arrange for this at the auditorium, in a different 
room; or if none is available, meet nearby.) 

10. Conduct the session under the general guidance of the three coordinators, 
rather than with one director. Move along "with all deliberate speed," 
inasmuch as many questions cannot be answered in advance anyway, but also 
in a way that promotes morale and solidarity. Avoid spending undue time on 
many possible variations of confrontations. Concentrate on the main goal: 
holding the meeting as planned, despite the threats. 

L. EVALUATION & REPORT 

1. Solicit reactions from attenders, PBVs (see K-8), and others; record them. 

2. Collect press clippings, articles and other material in newsletters and 
other media. Collect sufficient number of copies so they can be used in a 
variety of ways. 

3. Ask for photographs anyone has taken. 

4. Optional: prepare a questionnaire to ask PBVs for detailed information that 
may be helpful in future; operations of a Brigade. Analyze responses and 
send summary to all PBVs. 

5. Write, and. perhaps publish, a report of the event. Write a separate and 
more detailed report of the PB in action. 

$1 postpaid.. 

(NOTE ON STYLE: The outline form has proved to be useful, 
should not be thought of as prescriptive or comprehensive; 
enables planners and trainers to refer to an item quickly, 
and the author to cross-reference within the manual.) 

Prepared summer 1975, in Brussells; modified February 1976. 
Published by the Gandhi Institute - Box 92, Cheyney, PA 19319 USA 
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