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Evaluate the effectiveness of the Public Service response to a terrorist attack 

This essay will evaluate the effectiveness of the public services response to terrorist attacks in the United Kingdom (UK). The term “terrorism” can be defined by the Terrorism Act (2000) as a provocation of fear or violence that is used as an attempt to change an aspect of society in pursuit of political or religious ideologies. As terrorism has progressed, the government has developed resources to educate individuals on terrorism. This has enabled multiple agencies to collaborate to identify, deter, and respond to terrorist attacks (Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2023). To evaluate the response of the public services, two terrorist attacks shall be discussed throughout.

Firstly, there is the tragic attack that occurred on the 7th of July 2005, where four suicide bombers targeted London’s public transport. This attack resulted in fifty-two fatalities and injured more than seven hundred and fifty individuals (British Transport Police, no date). Before this event, the government was aware that an attack on the UK was likely and began advising agencies on how to respond. The preparation came in to practise on this occasion with agencies such as the police, health and fire services, transport sector, and local businesses responding to the travesty (Royal United Services Institute, 2007). 

The public services response to the London bombings was efficient considering it was the largest attack on modern-day Britain. The emergency services arrived at the scene within minutes of the initial 999 call and began responding immediately (JESIP, 2006). The success of the response can be associated with the development of legislation like The Civil Contingencies Act (2004), which informs public services on how to prepare, assess, and respond to emergencies. However, many complications faced the responders of the attack. For example, despite the severity of the attack it took almost an hour to declare the bombing as a major incident at one location (London Assembly, 2006). This caused further complications with allocating public services and delayed the emergency response. 
 
The most prominent challenge that faced the public services responding to the London bombings was poor communication. This affected the responder’s ability to communicate amongst themselves and with the community. The radio's inability to work underground made it difficult to communicate and allocate responders (Strom and Eyerman, 2008). In addition to this, the services did not have an effective plan in place to communicate with the families of the deceased and injured. To reduce strain on the public services, a family assistance centre was established to inform relatives of the victims (Henwood, 2017). Establishing these initiatives provided victims and their families with the relevant information and support. 

The British media had played a significant role in response to the London bombings with the majority portraying specific religious groups in a negative light (Allen, 2014). As a result of this, an increase in racially or religiously motivated offences occurred following the attack. It is recorded that offences against minority ethnic groups rapidly increased between 2004 and 2007 (Home Office, Ministry of Justice & Office for National Statistics, 2013, p.35). To reduce hate crime, the police implemented a ‘Communities Together’ strategy to provide relevant information, address concerns, and reduce crime directed at minority ethnic groups (European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia, 2005). This initiative demonstrates the police’s ability to identify and respond to public concerns promptly ensuring satisfaction and cohesion with the community. 

According to the British Transport Police (no date), there have been extensive measures put in place to increase the effectiveness of emergency responses underground. As a result of poor communication, an improved system has been implemented to ensure effective communication between all agencies. In addition to this, CCTV has been introduced to cover different locations within the underground. Introducing more surveillance to public areas across the United Kingdom will assist with identifying and deterring terrorism (Greenberger, 2006). Continuing to train emergency services on potential terrorist attacks will reduce terrorism. This can be demonstrated through the failed bombing attempt where an additional four people were stopped and detained for their criminality on the 21st of July 2005 (Kiley, 2015).

In response to the London bombings, the government amended the legislation surrounding terrorism. The Terrorism Act (2006) introduced three main principles that have contributed to preventing and deterring terrorism. Firstly, it became an offence under section 1(1) to publish or communicate a statement that intentionally or recklessly encourages terrorism. Implementing this has resulted in less engagement with terrorism, as the Counter Terrorism Referral Unit is removing over a thousand posts that breach this legislation weekly (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2015). Secondly, the act introduced more authoritative powers to investigate and prevent acts of terrorism. For example, expanding the detention period for terrorism without charge from 14 days to 28 days (Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2011). Expanding the detention period is essential in complex cases of terrorism, as it allows the police to protect the public and obtain admissible evidence. Finally, it permitted more powers for the Secretary of State when dealing with terrorists. For example, the ability to proscribe a group that is concerned with terrorism. It was recorded by the Home Office (2024) that forty-four organisations had been proscribed following the implementation of this legislation.

The second terrorist attack this essay will evaluate is the Manchester Arena attack that occurred on the 22nd of May 2017. Salman Abedi, an Islamic suicide bomber detonated the explosive that resulted in twenty-two deaths and injured hundreds more (Counter Extremism Project, no date). Hashem Abedi conspired alongside his brother to attack the arena and was later sentenced to life imprisonment (BBC News, 2020). Several inquiries have been conducted following the attack to attempt to evaluate the effectiveness of the public services response. 

An inquiry conducted by Saunders (2022) scrutinised the Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles (JESIP) for its inefficiency during the Manchester Arena attack. It concluded that the roles were not distributed correctly and there was extreme pressure on the Greater Manchester Police (GMP) to initiate a plan. It also indicates that there were significant mistakes made by GMP as they failed to declare the attack as a major incident. A major incident was later declared two and a half hours following the explosion (Stanley, 2022). The public services did not foresee a potential threat and therefore were not prepared for such an attack (Saunders, 2022). As a result of this, the public services were not able to communicate to formulate an effective plan, which made it difficult to respond and allocate resources correctly. In response to this, the Greater Manchester Police published a statement addressing their poor communication, preparation, and insufficient training (Greater Manchester Police, 2022).

The Kerslake report (2018) praised multiple aspects of the public services response to the Manchester Arena Attack. It paid particular respect to the family liaison officers and bereavement nurses who provided essential support and comfort to those who were affected by the attack (Kerslake, 2018). The implementation of strategies such as the Victim Code has strengthened the rights of those who have been affected by crime (College of Policing, 2021). This strategy ensured that immediate effective communication and support were available to the victims and the families of the attack. Therefore, it demonstrates the contrast between the victim and family response to the London bombings and the Manchester Arena Attack. 

It is important to acknowledge that early intervention may have prevented this attack. Counter-terrorism strategies such as CONTEST, have been developed to minimise the risk to the UK from terrorism (Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2023). This strategy includes four elements, including prevent, pursue, protect, and prepare. The prevent element has been implemented to safeguard vulnerable individuals from radicalisation. Upon investigation, it was evident that Abedi was influenced by his family’s extremist views. 
It was reported that his father, Ramadan Abedi heavily supported Abu Qatada a cleric and propagandist for al-Qaeda (Counter Terrorism Project, no date). Identifying that Abedi was a vulnerable person and referring him for further support and rehabilitation may have enabled him to disengage with terrorism. 

In addition to this, the public services failed to monitor Abedi’s presence on social media platforms. Further examination revealed that Abedi used social media to access a variety of terrorism-related content. Upon preparation for the attack, he used YouTube tutorials on how to construct a bomb. Although no evidence of extremism could be found on Salman’s social media, there was plenty of incriminating evidence discovered on Hashem Abedi’s Facebook account (Saunders, 2023). It is difficult to understand how content of this nature is accessible and goes undetected. This demonstrates the limitations associated with legislation like section 1(1) of the Terrorism Act (2006) and the specialist units dedicated to detecting terrorist content. 

The Manchester Arena attack influenced the public service's preparation for terrorist attacks, with designated training days being conducted more frequently. It is reported that multiple agencies such as the police, fire service, and ambulances are attending these courses to increase the effectiveness of their response to large incidents (Greater Manchester Fire and Rescue Service, 2023). The revision of the CONTEST strategy also outlined the requirement of improved initiatives such as introducing a variety of practical exercises that will enable the public services to experience realistic scenarios of terrorism (Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2018). It is vital that multi-agency exercises are completed regularly to ensure cohesion amongst the public services and that their roles and responsibilities are understood (Cwm Taf Morgannwg Safeguarding Board, no date). 

Following the attack, the public recognised that there were insufficient methods in place regarding security measures for entering large events such as concerts. In an attempt to improve this, Figan Murray a mother of a victim of the attack established a campaign to implement advanced security measures. The Terrorism (Protection of Premises) Bill or Martyn’s Law has been designed to reduce the risk that terrorism has within public venues (Secretary of State for the Home Department, 2023). Legislation like this is necessary to improve routine risk assessments, communication amongst public services, and implement appropriate security measures. In addition to this, the legislation is focused on improving businesses' knowledge of identifying and responding to possible terrorist threats which will generally aid the effectiveness of the public services response (Home Office, Sunak and Braverman, 2022). 

In conclusion, the effectiveness of the public services response to terrorism attacks in the United Kingdom can be demonstrated through their coordination, prompt response, and community engagement. It is evident through research, that the public services are attempting to improve the effectiveness of their response to terrorist attacks following the recommendations suggested by the inquires of both incidents discussed. It is reported that the government has significantly reduced a considerable amount of terrorist threats by adapting its response within the past five years (Home Office, Braverman and Cleverly, 2023). However, by researching further into the attacks, there appear to be consistent communication complications between different public services. However, remaining consistent with regular multi-agency practical training will improve the effectiveness of their response. Through evaluating both attacks, there has been significant improvement in the public services response to terrorist attacks. This can be seen through the support initiatives implemented for the victims of the attack.
























References: 

Allen, F. (2014) Islamophobia in the UK: The role of British newspapers in shaping attitudes towards Islam and Muslims. Masters thesis. University of Wales Trinity Saint David. Available at: https://repository.uwtsd.ac.uk/id/eprint/413/1/Fleur%20Allen%20new.pdf (Accessed: 19 February 2024). 

British Transport Police (no date) London Bombings of 2005. Available at: https://www.btp.police.uk/police-forces/british-transport-police/areas/about-us/about-us/our-history/london-bombings-of-2005/ (Accessed: 15 February 2024).

Civil Contingencies Act 2004, c.36. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/36/section/2 (Accessed: 20 February 2024). 

College of Policing (2013) Response and Recovery. Available at: https://www.college.police.uk/app/civil-emergencies/civil-contingencies/response-and-recovery (Accessed: 14 March 2024). 

College of Policing (2021) Victim’s Code for policing. Available at: https://www.college.police.uk/guidance/victims-code/victims-rights-policing (Accessed: 11 March 2024). 

Counter Extremism Project (no date) Salman Abedi. Available at: https://www.counterextremism.com/extremists/salman-abedi (Accessed: 8 March 2024). 

Cwm Taf Morgannwg Safeguarding Board (no date) Multi-Agency Training Programme. Available at: https://www.cwmtafmorgannwgsafeguardingboard.co.uk/En/Professionals/MultiAgencyTrainingProgramme/MultiAgencyTrainingProgramme.aspx#:~:text=Multi%2Dagency%20training%20is%20highly,of%20assessment%20and%20decision%20making. (Accessed: 13 March 2024). 
European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (2005) The Impact of 7 July 2005 London Bomb Attacks on Muslim Communities in the EU. Available at: https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/197-London-Bomb-attacks-EN.pdf (Accessed: 14 March 2024). 

Greater Manchester Fire and Rescue Service (2023) Greater Manchester emergency services work together on terror attack training. Available at: https://www.manchesterfire.gov.uk/news/greater-manchester-emergency-services-work-together-on-terror-attack-training/ (Accessed: 13 March 2024). 

Greater Manchester Police (2022) Statement in response to Manchester Arena Inquiry Volume Two Report. Available at: https://www.gmp.police.uk/news/greater-manchester/news/news/2022/november/statement-in-response-to-inquiry-report/ (Accessed: 10 March 2024). 

Greenberger, M. (2006) The Need for Closed Circuit Television in Mass Transit Systems, Law Enforcement Forum, p.151. Available at: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=900414# (Accessed: 16 February 2024). 

Henwood, M. (2017) ‘The government responded swiftly to 7/7 bombings. What went wrong at Grenfell Tower?’, The Guardian, 21 June. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/public-leaders-network/2017/jun/21/government-swift-2005-bombings-wrong-grenfell-tower (Accessed: 20 February 2024). 

Home Office (2024) Proscribed terrorist groups or organisations. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/proscribed-terror-groups-or-organisations--2/proscribed-terrorist-groups-or-organisations-accessible-version (Accessed: 8 March 2024). 

Home Office, Braverman, S., and Cleverly, J. (2023) Renewed counter-terrorism strategy to strengthen UK response. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/renewed-counter-terrorism-strategy-to-strengthen-the-uks-response#:~:text=Our%20approach%20to%20countering%20terrorist,the%20evolving%20and%20enduring%20threats. (Accessed: 14 March 2024). 

Home Office, Ministry of Justice, Office for National Statistics (2013) An Overview of Hate Crime in England and Wales. P.35, graph. 

Home Office, Sunak, R., and Braverman, S. (2022) Martyn’s Law to ensure stronger protection against terrorism in public places. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/martyns-law-to-ensure-stronger-protections-against-terrorism-in-public-places (Accessed: 13 March 2024). 

JESIP (2006) Addressing lessons from the emergency response to the 7 July 2005 London bombings. Available at: https://www.jesip.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Addressing-Lessons-from-London-7th-July-2005-Bombings.pdf (Accessed: 8 March 2024). 

Kerslake, R. (2018) The Kerslake Report: An independent review into the preparedness for an emergency response to, the Manchester Arena attack on the 22nd of May 2017. Available at: https://www.jesip.org.uk/downloads/the-kerslake-report-2018/ (Accessed: 11 March 2024). 

Kiley, S. (2015) ‘21/7: The Story of The Bungled UK Terror Attack’, Sky News, 6 July. Available at: https://news.sky.com/story/21-7-the-story-of-the-bungled-uk-terror-attack-10353533 (Accessed: 19 February 2024). 

London Assembly (2006) Report of the July 7 Review Committee. Greater London Authority. Available at: https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/gla_migrate_files_destination/archives/assembly-reports-7july-report.pdf (Accessed: 19 February 2024). 

National Police Chiefs’ Council (2015) Counter-terrorism arrests up by a third in the last year. Available at: https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/counter-terrorism-arrests-up-by-a-third-in-the-last-year (Accessed: 5 March 2024). 
Royal United Services Institute (2007) London bombings: lessons from the first responders. Available at: https://rusi.org/publication/london-bombings-lessons-first-responders-0 (Assessed: 16 February 2024). 

Saunders, J. (2022) Manchester Arena Inquiry Volume 2: Emergency Response (HC 757-I). Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6363d508e90e0705a935f36d/MAI-Vol2-_Part_i_Accessible_.pdf (Accessed: 10 March 2024). 

Saunders, J. (2023) Manchester Arena Inquiry Volume 3: Radicalisation and Preventability. (HC 1137). Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63ff865ae90e0740dc92d1d8/MAI_Final_PDF_Volume_3.pdf (Accessed: 8 March 2024). 

Secretary of State for the Home Department (2011) Memorandum to the Home Affairs Committee (Cm 8186). Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7c535840f0b62dffde15b3/8186.pdf (Accessed: 8 March 2024). 

Secretary of State for the Home Department (2018) CONTEST: The United Kingdom’s Strategy for Countering Terrorism (Cm 9608). Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5b23df8f40f0b634d557b020/140618_CCS207_CCS0218929798-1_CONTEST_3.0_WEB.pdf (Accessed: 13 March 2024). 

Secretary of State for the Home Department (2023) HMG counter-terrorism disruptive powers report 2023 (CP 779). Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63c56cd3d3bf7f580416e771/E02842379_Counter-Terrorism_Disruptive_Powers_Report_2021_Proof_v04.pdf (Accessed: 14 February 2024). 

Secretary of State for the Home Department (2023) Terrorism (Protection of Premises) Draft Bill CP 840. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6450cf2b2f6222000ca6a35d/Terrorism__Protection_of_Premises__Draft_Bill_-_Command_Paper.pdf (Accessed: 13 March 2024). 

Secretary of State for the Home Department (2023) The United Kingdom’s Strategy for Countering Terrorism 2023 (CP 903). Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/650b1b8d52e73c000d54dc82/CONTEST_2023_English_updated.pdf (Accessed: 8 March 2024). 

Stanley, E. (2022) ‘Manchester Arena Attack: Key Failings of Emergency Response’, BBC News, 3 November. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-manchester-63472531 (Accessed: 10 March 2024). 

Strom, K., & Eyerman, J. (2008) ‘Interagency Coordination: Lessons Learned From the 2005 London Train Bombings’, NIJ Journal, (261), 28-32. 

Terrorism Act 2000, c.11.  Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/11/section/1 (Accessed: 13 February 2024). 

Terrorism Act 2006, c.11. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/11/contents (Accessed: 14 March 2024). 
