32 Reasons not to plead guilty
Standard legal advice is that, if the evidence is against you, pleading guilty at the earliest possible stage will result in a 30% discount on your sentence.   This is undoubtedly true for most criminal offences.  When David Chaytor MP was recently sent down the judge noted that normally a guilty plea at the first opportunity would see a one-third reduction in sentence, but he would only allow a 25% reduction because Chaytor had also tried to argue that he could not receive a fair trial in the courts because of damaging press coverage.
The position for anyone convicted of a public order offence (and we use the term widely here) for taking part in protests is very different.  Take the recent case of Edward Woollard, the 18-year-old who threw a fire extinguisher from the roof of the Conservative Party's Millbank headquarters in London during the student protest on  November 10th last year.  He is now serving a sentence of 32 months (2 years 8 months) having followed this standard legal advice.

He was convicted of violent disorder, for which the maximum term is 5 years.  The Crown Prosecution Service sentencing guidance gives examples of sentences:

R v Chapman (2002) 146 SJ
C took part in street riot over a number of hours. Threw stones at Police and re-armed himself in order to continue. 3 years in YOI on Guilty plea.

R v Hebron and Spencer 11 Cr. App. R (S) 226
Both under 21 and took part in N.Y. Eve riot.
H threw bottles at Police. S shook fists and shouted "Kill the Bill".
10 and 12 months respectively was an appropriate sentence.
R v Watson & others (1990) 12 Cr App R (S) 477
Retaliatory violence. W with others, broke into premises, caused damage. Attacked innocent persons. Good character. 18 months prison.

Now consider Edward’s case.  He was of good character, had numerous fine references from people who support him, was young, caught up in the moment and pleaded guilty at the first opportunity.  There were no adverse factors, no evidence of pre-planning etc.  The sentencing judge, Geoffrey Rivlin QC of course had to pay lip service to the one third reduction.  He did so by taking the starting point for the sentence as 4 years.  This was for throwing an empty fire extinguisher, which didn’t hit anyone.  Compare and contrast with the examples given above.  And then of course no discount was given for the other mitigating factors.
In sentencing Edward, Rivlin QC described it as a deterrent sentence, but stressed that “this is not a case of making an example of you alone” and that “anyone who behaves in this way and comes before the Court must expect a long sentence of custody”.  Writing in the Guardian, Debra Orr (no friend of revolutionaries) was more blunt, stating that the judge was wrong in his sentencing of Edward Woollard, “a disproportionate punishment to discourage others is unfair”.

So what is the advantage of delay, even where the evidence is against you?  Well the CPS may mess up the prosecution (defence lawyers don’t call them “Can’t Prosecute Shit” for nothing); an undercover cop may be exposed; or the glare of publicity will die down and the desire to make an example out of you will fade.  At worst you are unlikely to get a harsher sentence. 
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Notes:
Read the Judge’s full sentencing remarks here:

http://www.ldmg.org.uk/files/woollard-sentencing-remarks.pdf
Debra Orr’s comment piece is here: http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/jan/13/judge-wrong-in-sentencing-edward-woollard?INTCMP=SRCH
The CPS sentencing guidance is here: http://www.cps.gov.uk/legal/s_to_u/sentencing_manual/violent_disorder/
