Civil Protection in the United Kingdom
To what extent has the Civil Contingencies Act [2004] and its accompanying statutory and non-statutory guidance transformed the landscape of emergency preparedness and civil protection in the United Kingdom?

Introduction

Over the past two decades, the landscape of civil protection in the United Kingdom has changed significantly, prompted by major emergencies that exposed weaknesses in earlier legislation. The Civil Contingencies Act (2004), and supporting statutory and non-statutory guidance, was introduced to create a consistent, collaborative framework for planning for, responding to, and recovering from an emergency. The Act aims to strengthen resilience across the United Kingdom by setting clear duties for responder agencies and formalise multi-agency structures through the implementation of Local Resilience Forums. However, subsequent inquiries into incidents including the 7/7 bombings, the Manchester Arena attack, the COVID‑19 Pandemic and the Grenfell Tower fire have questioned whether the Act remains suited to today’s risks. This assignment explores the extent to which The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) has transformed civil protection in the United Kingdom, reviewing its strengths, weaknesses, and any areas that may benefit from updates in the future.

Key Drivers Behind the Civil Contingencies Act 2004

Prior to the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) being implemented within the United Kingdom, the legislation in place to prepare for and respond to emergencies were The Emergency Powers Act (1920) and The Civil Defence Act (1948).

The Emergency Powers Act (1920) was “An Act to make exceptional provision for the Protection of the Community in cases of Emergency” (Legislation.gov.uk, 1920, p. 1). The Act was introduced by Prime Minister Lloyd George and provided the Government with the ability to enact emergency provisions in circumstances where other legislation would not suffice.

The Civil Defence Act (1948) was “An Act to make further provision for civil defence” (Legislation.gov.uk, 1948, p. 1). The Act placed duties on Police Forces and Local Authorities in respect of Civil Defence matters, aiming to protect the population of the United Kingdom from military attack and natural disasters.

In the early 2000s, the United Kingdom experienced four key events which had a significant impact on national infrastructure and public services. These four key events are more widely known within the emergency planning world as ‘The Four F’s’: the 2000 Fuel Crisis, where road and refinery blockades disrupted transport, supplies and NHS staffing (Metro, 2024); severe flooding later that year, causing extensive community damage and significant local authority response costs (BBC News, 2004); the 2001 confirmation of foot and mouth disease in Essex following the establishment of a precautionary exclusion zone (BBC, 2024); and the 2002 national Firefighters’ strike, during which the armed forces provided emergency cover after pay negotiations failed (BBC, 2014). Collectively, these four events revealed that existing legal framework in the form of The Emergency Powers Act (1920) and The Civil Defence Act (1948) were outdated and did not support the response to modern and complex risks that were being faced. The events also revealed that emergency preparedness across the United Kingdom varied dependent on the location of the incident and the organisations responding as there was no standardised requirement in place for risk assessment, planning, coordination or partnership working. The issues that came to light following these key events in the early 2000’s were integral in the review of legislation that was in place at the time.

Following these four key events, the Government of the United Kingdom commissioned a review into The Emergency Powers Act (1920) and The Civil Defence Act (1948). The independent review deemed that neither statutory Act adequately addressed emerging threats of the 21st century. The decision was made to repeal both The Emergency Powers Act (1920) and The Civil Defence Act (1948), and replace them with a new piece of legislation, titled The Civil Contingencies Act (2004).

The Civil Contingencies Act (2004)

The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) is a single legislative framework for civil protection in the United Kingdom, which came into effect on the 18th of November 2004, after receiving Royal Ascent. The Act was introduced to ensure that the United Kingdom had a modernised approach to manage and prepare for emergencies and establishes a coherent set of arrangements for planning and response to emergencies. The Act is structured in two main parts: Part 1 which provides local arrangements for civil protection, and Part 2 which establishes emergency powers. 

The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) defines an emergency as an event or situation which threatens serious damage to human welfare, the environment, or the security of the United Kingdom (Cabinet Office, 2004). The inclusion of a single definition of an emergency within the Act is central to ensuring consistency in how responding agencies understand and apply their statutory roles and responsibilities. The definition also ensures that the legislation covers a full range of 21st Century risks.

Part 1 of the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) organises responder agencies into two categories. By categorising responder agencies, the Act ensures that there is clarity of expected roles and responsibilities each are to take, with Category 1 Responders forming the core of emergency planning, and Category 2 Responders providing sector-specific support during incidents. Part 1 of the Act also establishes duties for these responder agencies, including assessing risks, plan for emergencies, ensure business continuity arrangements are in place, share information, co-operate with partner agencies, and warn and inform the public. By establishing these duties, the Act strengthens local readiness and ensure collaboration of organisations through the Local Resilience Forum structure, providing the opportunity for effective joint working to protect communities during emergencies.

Category 1 Responders are deemed as ‘core responders’, and have six duties placed upon them, including assessing risks of emergencies to inform planning, putting in place emergency plans and business continuity arrangements, putting in provisions to warn, inform and advise the public about matters relating to civil protection and during emergencies, and to work with other local responders to share information and co-operate in planning for and responding to emergencies to enhance co-ordination. In addition to the six duties that all Category 1 responders have a duty to undertake, Local Authorities have an additional seventh duty in relation to providing advice and guidance about business continuity measures to local businesses and voluntary organisations. This additional responsibility reflects the critical role businesses play in community resilience, ensuring that essential services and supply chains can continue during disruptions.

Category 2 Responders are deemed as ‘co-operating bodies’ and are deemed to be less likely to be involved in the planning for emergencies but will be heavily involved in the response to incidents that may affect their sector. Category 2 Responders have a lesser set of duties placed on them under the Civil Contingencies Act (2004), with the only requirement being that they co-operate and share information with other Category 1 and 2 Responders.

Responder agencies are defined within the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) under the following categories:
	Category 1
	Category 2

	Emergency Services (Police Forces, Fire Authorities, Ambulance Services, British Transport Police, Maritime and Coastguard Agencies)
	Utilities (Electricity distributors, Gas distributors, Water and sewage undertakers, Telephone service providers)

	Local Authorities (inc. Port Health Authorities)
	Transport (Network Rail, Train Operating Companies, London Underground, Transport for London, Transport for Wales, Airport Operators, Harbour Authorities, Highways Agency, Trunk Road Agencies)

	Health Bodies (Primary Care Trusts, Acute Trusts, Foundation Trusts, Local Health Boards (Wales only), Any Welsh NHS Trust that provides public health services (i.e. Public Health Wales), Health Protection Agency)
	Strategic Health Authorities

	Government Agencies (Natural Resources Wales, Scottish Environment Agency)
	Health and Safety Executive



The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) enables Ministers to review and alter the list of Category 1 and 2 Responders to ensure that it is fit for purpose to plan for and respond to potential future emergencies. The most recent adaptation to the list is the addition of the Coal Authority and the Met Office to the list of Category 2 Responders.

When discussing and writing plans, Category 1 Responders are also required to have regard to the role that voluntary organisations can plan in the event of an emergency, and what support they can provide to the response. Utilising volunteers during the response to an incident or emergency can help develop community resilience, as often volunteers live within the communities that have been impacted.

The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) emphasises the pre-emergency elements of the Integrated Emergency Management cycle, which covers anticipation, assessment, prevention and preparation. The emphasis of these elements requires multi-agency partners to work together to ensure their duties are met. Local Resilience Forums are a structure that has been implemented across England and Wales, providing the foundations for responders from all Category 1 and some Category 2 organisations to come together. 
Local Resilience Forums are determined by police force areas (Cabinet Office, 2013)

Across the United Kingdom, each Local Resilience Forum have their own structures, however, in Wales, all four Local Resilience Forums adopt a similar approach. Each Welsh Local Resilience Forum has an Executive Group, a Co-ordinating Group, and multiple sub-groups based on the risk themes from the National and Local Risk Registers, supported by co-ordinators who oversee the day-to-day activity. The purpose of each Local Resilience Forum in Wales is to bring together partner organisations to work together to assess risks, and to plan for and emergencies and how best to respond to and recover from them.

Under the Civil Contingencies Act (2004), responders have a duty to risk assess and warn and inform the public about civil protection matters. To adopt this duty, each Local Resilience Forum reviews the National Risk Register and the Wales Risk Register and produces a Local or Community Risk Register. The Local (Community) Risk Register details significant risks that could potentially affect the community of the Local Resilience Forum. In Wales, Local Risk Registers detail risks such as flooding, severe weather, a pandemic, animal disease, pollution, loss of critical infrastructure and terrorist incidents. Each Local Resilience Forum creates a detailed Local Risk Register for use by responders, and a community-facing Local Risk Register that is published on each Local Resilience Forums’ website for public viewing. 

In addition to the duties to risk assess and warn and inform, Local Resilience Forums also supports the implementation of the other duties set out within The Civil Contingencies Act (2004). The Local Resilience Forum’s structured groups enable responder agencies to collaborate on developing and maintaining plans that set out roles and responsibilities and coordinated response structures. They also provide the opportunity for training and exercising to be undertaken in a coordinated manner. By providing these opportunities and bringing partners together, Local Resilience Forums deliver their legal requirements under The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) and supports more consistent and coordinated civil contingencies planning across its area.

The Local Resilience Forum executive group is the highest level of co-ordination amongst responder partners in each area. The executive group is made up of the most senior people responsible for emergency preparedness, resilience and response activities in their respective organisations, and are often strategic leaders. The executive group of each Local Resilience Forum are responsible for overseeing the work of the Local Resilience Forum and provides a work plan based on the strategic priorities for each sub-group for the year. The Local Resilience Forum executive group is also responsible for ensuring that multi-agency partners within the Local Resilience Forum comply with their duties under the Civil Contingencies Act (2004). During an incident or emergency, the executive group members may form the Strategic Co-ordinating Group. 

In Wales, there are additional structures in place, for example the Wales Resilience Partnership (WRP), the Wales Resilience Forum, and the Wales Learning and Development Group, all of which support Local Resilience Forums across Wales in terms of planning and ensure training and exercising is undertaken nationally. Each of these structures work to the parameters detailed in the Wales Resilience Framework 2025, which includes working with Local Resilience Forum partners in terms of risk, leadership, accountability, governance and assurance (Welsh Government, 2025, p. 43).

By clearly defining responsibilities and fostering co-operation as outlined above, the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 creates a robust framework for managing emergencies at both local and national levels.

Part 2 of the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) grants special emergency powers to the government during extreme events, such as a terrorist attack or a pandemic. Any emergency powers implemented under Part 2 of the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) will be utilised to protect life, health, property or maintain essential services. This part of the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) is only to be used as a last resort when there is a lack of or insufficient legislation already in place which can be utilised to respond in the case of said emergencies.

Part 2 of the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) has the ability to create temporary special legislation through an order in council urgently, however these are short term and will become null and void after 30 days. Any temporary special legislations that are put in place cannot impose martial law, override devolution, or amend the Human Rights Act 1998. Emergency legislation made under Part 2 of the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) also cannot create or alter any criminal offences or procedures.

Unlike the Emergency Powers Act (1920), Part 2 of the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) has enabled the use of emergency powers to be used on a regional or devolved government basis, meaning that it is possible for emergency powers to be put in place in just Wales. However, to this date, Part 2 of the Act has never been utilised. During the COVID-19 Pandemic, new legislation was implemented throughout England and Wales, but not under Part 2 of the Act. Jacob Rees-Mogg, former Leader of the House of Commons, stated that the reason Part 2 of The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) was not utilised because “the problem was known about early enough for it not to qualify as an emergency under the terms of that Act” (Torrance, 2025). As Part 2 of the Act has not yet been implemented or utilised, there is currently no confirmation that it is fit for purpose. This leaves it open to criticism, for example, questioning why the provision exists if it cannot be introduced quickly enough for sudden-impact events, while longer-term incidents could instead be addressed through new legislation.

The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) and Devolved Governments

On the 23rd of May 2018, The Welsh Ministers (Transfer of Functions) Order 2018 was presented at the court at Buckingham Palace and approved by The Queen’s Most Excellent Majesty in Council. The Welsh Ministers (Transfer of Functions) Order 2018 was implemented as part of the Wales Act 2017 and aimed to introduce the powers Welsh Ministers have under the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) more in line with Scottish Ministers. However, The Welsh Ministers (Transfer of Functions) Order 2018 meant that Welsh Ministers had to wait 14 years for these powers to be implemented, whereas Scotland had regulations passed in 2005, meaning Scottish Ministers were able to exercise equivalent civil contingencies powers significantly earlier, highlighting a clear disparity in the timing of devolved emergency planning and response authority between Wales and Scotland.

Under Section 41 (Cabinet, 2018) of The Welsh Ministers (Transfer of Functions) Act 2018, Welsh Ministers have the power to issue guidance and monitor compliance of the duties under the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) of devolved services, such as NHS Wales health boards and bodies, Local Authorities, and Fire and Rescue Services. The Transfer of Function Act (2018) however, does not give Welsh Ministers the power to guide and monitor compliance when it comes to Police forces in Wales, as these are not classed as a devolved function. 

In addition to the inability to guide and monitor non-devolved responders, The Welsh Ministers (Transfer of Functions) Order 2018 does not allow Welsh Ministers to change the definition of an emergency, as detailed within the Civil Contingencies Act (2004). It is important to note that The Transfer of Functions Act 2018 only applies to Part 1 of the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) and does not alter Part 2 in any way.

Alongside The Welsh Ministers (Transfer of Functions) Order 2018, there is a concordat between Welsh Government and the Government of the United Kingdom. This is a non-statutory agreement which sets out how both government bodies will work collaboratively on civil contingencies matters. The concordat states that when the United Kingdom Government implement emergency regulations that will affect Wales, they will consult the Welsh Government prior to enactment, where reasonably possible. The United Kingdom Government will also inform Welsh Government when emergency powers are to be implemented in England. Under the concordat, the United Kingdom Government agrees that if a situation occurs in Wales where emergency powers are required to be implemented, they will review and consider a request put forward by Welsh Government. In the event of emergency powers being implemented in Wales, the concordat sets out the requirement for a Wales Emergency Coordinator. This role will oversee the implementation of the emergency powers put in place, and will report to United Kingdom Ministers, and provide any direction provided by them to Welsh Ministers.

Supporting Statutory and Non-Statutory Guidance

Whereas The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) provides the overarching framework for civil protection, The Civil Contingencies Act 2004 (Contingency Planning) Regulations 2005 (Cabinet Office, 2005) demonstrates how the framework is applied in practice. These statutory regulations set out the detailed requirements for Category 1 and 2 Responders, including how they are to discharge their duties under Part 1 of the Act. They provide guidance on how responder agencies should cooperate with other responders through Local Resilience Forums, develop emergency plans, maintain community risk registers, and undertake training and exercising. The Regulations also provides guidance on business continuity planning, and how responders should communicate this requirement with the public, alongside warning and informing the public about risks. By operationalising Part 1 of the Act and ensuring that the duties are delivered consistently across the United Kingdom, the Regulations show how the enabling nature of the Act functions in practice and indicates that this approach is contributing to a more coordinated and structured civil contingencies landscape.

Emergency Preparedness (Cabinet Office, 2006) is a piece of statutory guidance that supports Part 1 of The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) by explaining how Category 1 and 2 Responders should work to fulfil their legal duties for civil protection. The guidance focuses on the first four steps of the Integrated Emergency Management Cycle – Anticipation, Assessment, Prevention and Planning and is organised into 19 chapters, each of which providing detail on different aspects of the duties. 

Chapter 5, entitled ‘Emergency Planning’, sets out the requirements for Category 1 responders to maintain emergency plans. These include maintaining plans to prevent emergencies where possible, implementing measures to reduce, control or mitigate the effects of emergencies, and documenting procedures for actions that responders will need to undertake during emergency situations (Cabinet Office, 2006, p. 4). The guidance emphasises the need for clear roles and responsibilities at Strategic (Gold), Tactical (Silver) and Operational (Bronze) levels, procedures for activating coordinating groups, and arrangements for informing the public. Plans must also address recovery as well as response, link to risks identified in the Local Risk Register, follow a structured development cycle, be exercised and reviewed regularly, and be controlled through version management. Additionally, plans must take account of community vulnerabilities and inequalities.

Chapter 6 of the Emergency Preparedness statutory guidance focuses on the duty that all Category 1 Responders are to create and maintain Business Continuity Plans to ensure that they have the ability to continue to deliver critical functions during emergencies (Cabinet Office, 2012). Chapter 6 outlines the requirements for Business Continuity for responder agencies to ensure that they comply with the British standard BS25999, which provides a generic six-stage Business Continuity Management lifecycle that should be adhered to when creating plans. Although Chapter 6 provides guidance for the duty in relation to responders creating and maintaining Business Continuity Plans, there is a separate chapter, Chapter 8, which provides guidance to Local Authorities on their additional duty of providing advice and guidance to businesses and the voluntary sector on business continuity measures.

As well as having statutory guidance that support The Civil Contingencies Act (2004), there is also non-statutory guidance that supports the Act. One piece of non-statutory guidance is Emergency Response and Recovery (Cabinet Office, 2013). This piece of non-statutory guidance is regarded as the most important piece of non-statutory guidance that is specifically linked to The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) and complements the Emergency Preparedness statutory guidance discussed above. Whereas the statutory guidance focuses on the first four steps of the Integrated Emergency Management cycle, this piece of non-statutory guidance focuses on the final two, Response and Recovery.

Emergency Response and Recovery guidance defines response as ‘the decisions and actions taken to deal with the immediate effects of an emergency’, and recovery as ‘the process of rebuilding, restoring and rehabilitating the community following an emergency or disaster’ (Cabinet Office, 2013, p. 10).

The guidance contains several key chapters. Chapter 2 of Emergency Response and Recovery sets out the eight principles of effective response and recovery: anticipation, preparedness, subsidiarity, direction, information, integration, co-operation and continuity. Together, these principles describe how risks should be assessed, roles and responsibilities defined, decisions coordinated at appropriate levels, information shared, agencies integrated, partners co-operating, and response and recovery aligned with normal organisational activity.

Like The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) and Emergency Preparedness guidance, Chapter 3 of Emergency Response and Recovery outlines Category 1 and 2 Responders that could be involved in the response to an emergency, and their roles and responsibilities. Sub-section 3.4.30 of the guidance provides an overview of what the community can do to prepare for, respond to and recover from emergencies. It states how ‘individuals and communities can provide resources, skills and expertise and will often have a good understanding of their geographical areas and of those people who may need extra support during an emergency’ (Cabinet Office, 2006, p. 46). By including the community in planning and preparing for emergencies, responders will increase their knowledge of what the community would require during the response to and recovery from disasters, including further support for vulnerable populations, therefore supressing inequalities in the community. 

Chapter 4 of the non-statutory guidance defines command and control in terms of response and provides an overview of command-and-control levels that should be utilised throughout the response to an incident, including Strategic, Tactical and Operational. Chapter 4 also provides guidance on Strategic Co-ordinating Groups and Tactical Co-ordinating Groups. In addition to the command-and-control structures that should be set up for all emergencies, chapter 4 provides an overview of specialist support cells that can also be set up in addition to these, such as a Strategic and Technical Advice Cell.

Following on from the response to emergencies, chapter 5 discusses the expectations of responders in terms of recovering from an emergency. This chapter sets out the purpose of recovery, principles that should be followed, and the impacts emergencies have on communities. Throughout chapter 5, the National Recovery Guidance is discussed in detail, specifically in terms of generic, humanitarian, environmental, economic and infrastructure issues that may need to be addressed throughout the recovery phase. The guidance also sets out roles and responsibilities of responders during the recovery phase, and the structure that may be implemented underneath the Recovery Co-ordinating Group.

Another piece of non-statutory guidance that supports The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) is The Amber Book (Government, 2025). Where other pieces of statutory and non-statutory guidance focus on the local level of response to emergencies, The Amber Book provides a national framework on how the United Kingdom and Devolved Governments plan for and respond to crises. Prior to its implementation in April of this year, Government bodies, both United Kingdom and Devolved, utilised the Concept of Operations for Emergency Response and Recovery model. 

The Amber Book sets out clear principles, structures and arrangements for Governments’ response to a crisis, including roles and responsibilities pre, during and post crisis, and the mechanisms for escalating to the activation of the Cabinet Office Briefing Rooms. This piece of non-statutory guidance focuses primarily on the fifth element of the Integrated Emergency Management Cycle, response. Although this document centres around the response from a government perspective, it heavily adopts the key principle of subsidiarity throughout, and clearly defines the expectations of local response, Lead Government Department response, and up to Cabinet Office Briefing Rooms response. The document provides response hierarchy thresholds, which clearly outline the guiding thresholds and functions of the response at each level. Following on from the response guidelines, Chapter 7 explains the requirements and expectations for recovery from a crisis, including how the transition to central government recovery arrangements will be made. Chapter 7 also states the requirements for managing lessons learned through a strategic organised approach to inform learning and drive improvement forward for future emergencies.

In addition to The Amber Book, the Pan Wales Response Plan and Local Resilience Forum Joint Agency Plans also support consistent and coordinated emergency management and response across local and Government levels in Wales and support The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) framework by providing multi-agency structures, roles, responsibilities and arrangements for responding to emergencies.

The Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Programme (JESIP) provides a doctrine-based framework to support planning, response and recovery activities during emergencies, in alignment with The Civil Contingencies Act (2004). The Joint Doctrine: The Interoperability Framework (JESIP, 2024) sets out five principles for joint working: co-location, communication, co-ordination, jointly understand risk and shared situational awareness. These principles complement the detail outlined within both the statutory and non-statutory guidance for emergency preparedness, response and recovery, and supports responders throughout the Integrated Emergency Management Cycle. The Joint Doctrine also provides advice and guidance on developing a common operating picture. From experience, responders are keen to use this Joint Decision Model during the response to an incident, and the aspects of the model are generally utilised to form the agenda for Tactical and Strategic Co-ordinating Group meetings.
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(JESIP, 2024, p. 23)

Effectiveness of The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) in Improving Preparedness

Since the implementation of The Civil Contingencies Act (2004), there have been numerous key events which have tested the preparedness and response of multi-agency partners across the United Kingdom. Each one of these key events have gone through an inquiry and have had a report produced on what went well and recommendations provided for future preparedness and responses.

On 6th May 2011, Lady Justice Hallett issued a report in relation to the 7/7 Bombings in London, (Hallett, 2011). Throughout the report, it was noted that there were shortcomings in the way in which the London Underground were informed of the emergency by the emergency services. It was also noted that as London Underground Limited are a Category 2 responder under The Civil Contingencies Act (2004), they were omitted from the pan-London Gold meetings that were convened. A recommendation was therefore made to Transport for London and the London Resilience Team to ensure that protocols were amended to ensure a concise and consistent approach to informing London Underground of any crises. The report highlighted the exceptional effort made to ensure documentation and reports made during the response to, and after the incident were kept to a standard for representation at the inquest by all multi-agency partners. A further recommendation that was made during the report was to enhance the provision of multi-agency training for partners who are members of the London Resilience Team. The 7th July 2005 Review Committee believed that multi-agency communications on the day of the bombings ‘did not stand up’ (Hallett, 2011, p. 37), this stance in addition to other failures on the day led to the recommendation being made that there was a need to review the extent and scope of multi-agency training, and to enhance where possible.

On 27th March 2018, an independent report that looked at the emergency preparedness and response to the Manchester Arena attack titled The Kerslake Report was published by Lord Bob Kerslake. Chapter 3 of the report reviews what happened on the night of the attack and the days following, and section 3.1 states that “from the information provided to the inquiry panel, it was evident that the response on the evening of the attack was delivered with all members and partners from the Greater Manchester Resilience Forum working together in a multi-agency manner, as had been planned for and exercised during emergency preparedness activities” (Kerslake, 2018). Throughout the report, it was highlighted that the standing-up of multi-agency meetings and sub-groups were coordinated and established within a timely manner. 

As well as highlighting what went well during the response to the attack, The Kerslake Report provided recommendations for improvements. One of these recommendations was based on communication between partner organisations, and it was recommended that JESIP principles be underpinned within the Greater Manchester Resilience Forum. It was also recommended to incorporate clear roles and responsibilities in multi-agency plans; this would help partner agencies to understand the abilities of each other during the initial response to a crisis. 

Overall, it was deemed that the Greater Manchester Resilience Forum partners were well prepared to respond to the devastating mass casualty incident that occurred, and that plans that were in place were of benefit. However, there are many recommendations noted that partner agencies can undertake to enhance their preparedness, both within their own organisations and in a multi-agency setting. 

The COVID-19 Pandemic Module 1 of the COVID Inquiry published on 18th July 2024 concluded that the United Kingdom was not prepared for dealing with a catastrophic emergency like the coronavirus pandemic, (Hallett, 2024). Throughout the Module 1 Inquiry, the United Kingdom Government and Devolved Governments were scrutinised for their response to the pandemic. Numerous recommendations were made in relation to emergency preparedness and civil protection within the United Kingdom. Subsection 2.14 noted that at the time of the pandemic, The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) and supporting guidance was ‘widely acknowledged as being outdated and did not relate to contemporary structures, roles and responsibilities’ (Hallett, 2024, p. 17). The report also notes that local structures as defined under The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) do not align, specifically in terms of Local Resilience Forums are set by police force areas, but local health partners follow geographical boundaries of the integrated health care system. It was recommended that a simplified structure for emergency preparedness and resilience be implemented within the United Kingdom, ensuring the current number of structures be reduced. This recommendation goes hand in hand with Recommendation 3 that was made in terms of creating a better approach to assessing risks, with it being recommended to move away from a single worst-case scenario and considers the capacity and capabilities of the United Kingdom to prepare for and respond to a wider range of scenarios including longer-term risks. The approach to better understand and prepare for risks should also consider the impact each risk has on vulnerable persons within a community.

In September 2024, The Rt Hon Sir Martin Moore-Bick published the Phase 2 Report of the Grenfell Tower Inquiry. The Inquiry used The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) as the main framework for assessing how responder agencies prepared for and responded to the incident, including whether they had met their legal duties to develop emergency plans, assess risks, and warn and inform the public. Throughout the inquiry The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) was discussed at length, and there were recommendations made in relation to the Act, including the need for clearer guidance that is ‘reduced in length and consolidated in one document’, and for better preparedness to be implemented across the Local Resilience Forum, with a focus for Category 1 responders to ‘establish and maintain partnerships with the voluntary, community and faith organisations in the areas in which they are responsible for preparing for and responding to emergencies’ (Moore-Bick, 2024, pp. 245-246).

Throughout the public inquiries into all the incidents discussed above, it was questioned how relevant The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) still is, and if it was fit for purpose in the response to these incidents.

Challenges, Limitations and Areas for Improvement

In 2022, the National Preparedness Commission undertook an Independent Review of The Civil Contingencies Act 2004 and its Supporting Arrangements (Mann, et al., 2022). The review specifically looks at the duties and structures detailed within The Act. The report recognises that the duties placed upon Category 1 Responders within The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) broadly remain fit for purpose, but focuses on four specific duties, these being risk assessment, public awareness raising, information sharing, and business continuity promotion. 

In terms of risk assessment, the review concluded that the process for identifying and assessing risks should be simplified, and more emphasis should be given on looking ahead further than 2 years to enable preparedness activity to be undertaken for longer-term risks. 

It was also noted within the review that the multi-agency structures for co-operation and collaboration implemented within The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) remain suitable for response at a local level, however, recommends that the United Kingdom Government and Devolved nations should discuss and agree a formal way forward for the role of partners and Local Resilience Forums.

Overall, the independent review concluded that The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) and supporting guidance have served its purpose since its implementation and have made progressive steps in making the United Kingdom a resilient nation. However, it was noted that since its implementation, and specifically over the last decade, the plans have not been maintained, and now are not fit for purpose in the world we are in today (Mann, et al., 2022, p. 10).

Following the COVID-19 Pandemic, in 2023 Local Partnerships undertook a review into the Civil Contingencies in Wales (Partnerships, 2023). To gather evidence and findings for the report, engagement was undertaken with key stakeholders from both Category 1 and 2 Responders in the form of surveys and in-depth interviews. Overall findings concluded that civil contingency structures within Wales are fit for purpose, but there is potential for improvement. 

The findings from both the survey results and interviews were reviewed in line with six other jurisdictions, including Northern Ireland, Scotland and New Zealand. Following this, recommendations were made where civil contingencies and emergency preparedness, resilience and response in Wales can be improved. One improvement recommended is in relation to risk management. It is recommended that Welsh Government and the Local Resilience Forums should work collaboratively to review the National Risk Register and identify which risks would significantly impact Wales. This would ensure a consistent approach to risk assessment and planning across the country. A further recommendation put forward is for Local Resilience Forums to provide the opportunity for Category 1 partners other than the Police to be provided with the opportunity to chair Strategic and Tactical Co-ordinating Group meetings during suitable exercises. This will help relieve pressure off Police responders and build confidence and trust between partners. A final recommendation made within the report is for there to be a more consistent approach to including third sector organisations within Local Resilience Forum planning meetings to ensure they are included in the response to emergencies.

Conclusion

The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) and its accompanying statutory and non-statutory guidance has several notable strengths that have shaped its effectiveness in managing emergencies in the UK. One of the key strengths is the clear definition of roles and responsibilities for local responders, and the establishment of Local Resilience Forums (LRFs) has further enhanced collaboration. Additionally, by mandating public communication within the Act, this has helped build trust and transparency between responders and communities during emergencies. By establishing a legal framework for risk assessment and emergency planning, the Act ensures that preparedness is systematic. Inquiries into incidents such as the 7/7 bombings, the Manchester Arena attack, the Grenfell Tower fire and the COVID‑19 pandemic demonstrate that these structures have, in many cases, enabled coordinated multi‑agency responses and provided a consistent legal basis for preparedness activity.

As well as having its strengths, The Civil Contingencies Act (2004) also has some weaknesses. Since being published in 2004, the Act has not been significantly updated meaning that it is not up to date with evolving threats such as cyberattacks, pandemics and climate change. Furthermore, some local authorities and responder organisations have reported difficulties in meeting the Act’s requirements due to limited resources and training, which can undermine the effectiveness of emergency preparedness. 

In conclusion, while the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 has provided a solid foundation for civil protection in the UK, however, it now requires modernisation to address contemporary risks and ensure a more integrated national response. Strengthening central oversight, updating legislative provisions, and investing in training and resources are essential steps to enhance the UK’s resilience in the face of future emergencies. 
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Figure: Diagram of the Joint Decision Model,




