What lessons have been learned from recent high-profile critical and major incidents, and how have these translated into best practice for policing? 

Your answer must be based on academic research rather than personal experience, but you may refer to recent examples of high-profile critical and major incidents. (2000 words, +/- 10%)


This essay will provide a discussion on the learning that has become apparent as a result of recent critical and major incidents and how this learning has informed best practice within policing in the UK. 

 Major and critical incidents are both serious in nature and require the most attentive response. A major incident is defined as a situation that has numerous serious consequences and requires the synchronised response of one or more emergency services (JESIP 2024), for example a serious car collision on the M4 with numerous casualties or the Grenfell Tower incident. On the other hand, a critical incident does not necessarily require a response from more than one emergency service. A critical incident could be anything where the adequacy of the police response is likely to significantly impact upon the confidence of the victim, their family or the wider community. (CoP, 2013) Both critical and major incidents encourage learning for the emergency services, unfortunately this is often due to failing to properly resolve and manage the incident and minimise the damage or casualties. 

 When dealing with major incidents there is specific guidance that emergency services are expected to follow in order to ensure the response is effective. The model that is used within the UK is called JESIP (Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Programme) and this was introduced in 2012. Within JESIP there is guidance on what needs to be completed at a major incident, this is called the METHANE process and is explained in the below image.
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(JESIP, 2022)















 
On the 22nd of May 2017, Ariana Grande was hosting a concert at the Manchester Arena. As this concert came to a close a series of explosive devices were detonated at the exit points of the arena. As a result of this 1,017 people were injured and 22 were killed, this was deemed to be an act of terrorism. At 22:31hrs on the night of the incident an explosion was heard by British Transport Police officers who were nearby and by 22:39hrs a major incident had been declared from officers at the scene. The emergency services response was heavily criticised for its lack of organisation and police were said to have failed. (BBC, 2021) As a result of this incident an inquiry was conducted to review the action that was taken, conduct an investigation into the deaths of the people involved and provide recommendations to each emergency service; this review is called the Manchester Arena Inquiry. (Home Office, 2023)


 It is important to note that the Manchester attack was understandably an extremely stressful and traumatic event for all of the people involved, including members of the public as well as the emergency services and the pressure and stress that the attending officers will have experienced is likely to have impacted upon their decision making at the time, making them more prone to risk taking or poor-quality choices. (Phillips-Wren and Adya, 2020) 

 Emergency services receive specific training on what actions to take if a terrorist attack occurs in their area but no amount of training is going to prepare anyone for the real thing.
Operation Plato is the name given to the national guidance that is provided for how the police should aim to respond to an on-going terrorist attack, and within this guidance it is noted that other emergency services must be informed of the decision for Operation Plato to be commenced. One of the criticisms that Greater Manchester Police (GMP) received after the Manchester Arena attack is that they failed to make other emergency services aware of their decision to call an Operation Plato. (BBC, 2021b) Another key failing that was noted  was that a Casualty Bureau was not set up immediately, the use of a casualty bureau is so that the demand that is specific to the major incident can all be filtered to one central group of individuals within a police force and there can be consistent and available contact for members of the public regarding updates on the situation and people involved, such as those who had not yet been located in the arena. (ISRM, 2019) The lack of efficiency with setting this up meant that information which families, of the missing and deceased, needed was not accessible to them. This incident highlighted that the current training and systems that police had in place to manage these types of situations were not effective by any means and that the delays in communication between emergency services as well as the lack of advanced first aid training, that responding officers had, likely impacted on the mortality rate. 

 The inquiry into the attack laid out a lot of recommendations which have been translated into best practice for police forces to now follow. All officers who are now to lead Operation Plato are required to attend a detailed and comprehensive training course where they will be provided with the correct tools and information in order to complete the role of Force Incident Manager effectively. In addition to this, all control room operators are now required to complete training exercises that simulate an Operation Plato so that they have a comprehensive understanding of their roles, should a real-life incident occur. It was also recommended that all emergency services revisit JESIP and ensure that this is at the centre of all their plans and decision making when managing a Major Incident. (Saunders, 2022) In addition to the recommendations made from the official review of the incident, GMP took it upon themselves to make the decision that all front-line officers would eventually be provided with advanced first aid training so that they were better equipped to deal with trauma wounds in such situations. (Trewern, 2022) The Manchester Arena Attack had a widespread impact on members of the public and it will likely be referred to for years to come as a tragedy and a learning curve for all emergency services. 

 On the 3rd of March 2021 a young woman named Sarah Everard was kidnapped by a serving Metropolitan Police Officer, Wayne Couzens, and later murdered by the same individual. This incident caused a massive emotional reaction across the UK and catastrophically impacted on the confidence people held in the police. This murder was a critical incident due to the impact that it has on those closest to it as well as the wider public.

The murder of Sarah Everard raised multiple questions about the integrity of the police force, whether there was an inherent issue of sexism and misogyny and whether or not women were safe in the presence of police officers. Research conducted by the End Violence Against Women Coalition found that 47% of women reported a decline in their trust of the police after the details of Sarah’s murder were publicised and that 10% of women would be less likely to report that they were a victim of sexual assault as a result. (End Violence Against Women, 2021) This loss of confidence, in those who should be a lifeline within the community, created a very uncertain future for the police, and a huge amount of work was and still is required in order to regain trust from members of the public. A number of failings were identified in the Angiolini Inquiry that took place after Sarah’s death and information was brought to light that suggested her murder could have been prevented. 

 Prior to Couzens joining the Metropolitan Police he volunteered as a Special Constable with Kent Police, he joined them in 2005. It was discovered that he was involved in an indecent sexual incident in 2002 which for whatever reason had not been thoroughly looked into during his vetting process and he was able to proceed with his career in policing. Additionally, he was also reported for a number of offences whereby he exposed himself in public, the initial report being made in 2015 to Kent Police and the most recent being a number of weeks before Sarah’s murder. None of these incident’s were properly investigated and little, to no, action was taken against Couzens even though his behaviour was brought to the attention of several forces. Couzens last role within the force before his dismissal was within the Parliamentary and Diplomatic Protection command and allegedly he was not subject to the correct vetting procedures in order to join this unit. (Hughes, 2021) 

 One of the most harrowing facts relating to the Sarah Everard case is that Couzens was known amongst his colleagues as “The Rapist” and this was a commonly used nickname. The idea that a serving officer can be given a nickname relating to one of the most violent crimes perpetuates the idea that within the police there is a “Canteen Culture”. The term canteen culture is closely interlinked with policing and it suggests that those who work within the police share derogatory views which, at their most severe, are racist and misogynistic. The fact that other officers deemed it acceptable to use such an inappropriate nickname suggests that the idea of sexual violence was not taken seriously at all and that sexual misconduct may be more widespread than anticipated. Research conducted into sexual violence within policing found that 800 police officers within the UK were subject to allegations of rape and sexual assault but only 10 convictions were made. (Haque and Jones, 2023)

A vast amount of learning came from the inquiry into Sarah’s murder but the main points raised were the missed opportunities to stop Couzens from entering and remaining in the police force and the inadequate vetting procedures. An inspection conducted by HMICFRS between 2021 and 2022, which focused on a review of vetting files within the police, found a high number of cases where individuals should not have been allowed to join the police; these cases included people who had criminal records. It was also found that there was evidence that prospective officers could have posed a risk to members of the public and this was discarded and did not cause a failure of vetting. The inspection concluded that a sexist mindset and culture was very much still present within UK forces. (Angiolini, 2024) From this inspection came 43 recommendations which need to be applied to forces going forward; the main ones included the need to verify the reasons for leaving any previous employment within the past 5 years, conducting higher quality vetting on individuals within and new to the force and ensuring all vetting decisions made were rationalised to a high standard. The recommendations also suggested that internal investigations needed to be completed to a higher standard and that the victims were to be treated with the same level of service that members of the public would be. 

In order to join the police force prospective officers have to undergo an in-depth vetting process and new guidelines which were introduced appear to be far stricter than previously and there is now a larger focus on the integrity of the individual, their honesty and if this has ever been called into question and whether they have any risk factors which could be detrimental to the force, such as previous convictions, criminal connections or financial vulnerability. (CoP, 2023) In previous years there may have been some discretion used when clearing individuals through the vetting procedure but it appears that more applications are being declined than ever, ensuring that dangerous and compromised individuals are not able to enter the force and repeat the same mistakes. 

 
Critical and Major incidents play a key role in shaping how police forces operate and the policies and procedures that are introduced; the failings that have occurred in recent years are unfortunately an extremely hard lesson that systems must be continuously reviewed and improved upon in order to be effective and fit for purpose. The main role of policing is to ensure that the communities that we police are safe and that those within the force truly hold the correct values and morals. Both the incidents discussed within this essay have highlighted a dire need for change to training and policies as a force so that incidents of this nature can be prevented in the future and handled to a better standard, should they ever reoccur.
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Why is a partnership approach the most effective way to reach groups or communities who are less willing to engage with police? You should consider why certain groups are reluctant to engage with police, and the ways engagement can be achieved. 

(2000 words, +/- 10%) Your answer should be based on academic research, although you may make reference to relevant case studies.


Partnership working is a crucial element of policing that takes place on a regular basis and it ensures that victims, witnesses, offenders and the surrounding communities can all get the correct assistance that they require. Partnership working can be defined as separate organisations coming together, for a mutual purpose, in order to share and benefit from knowledge and resources; its aim is to enhance the service provided. (Sheehy, 2017) 

As a Police service the resources that are available can sometimes be limited or ineffective in resolving a scenario and on occasion police are the completely wrong agency to deal with a situation but may end up having to attend anyway and this is why it is vital to have a positive and strong relationship with partnership agencies and to ensure that they are called on when necessary. There are a plethora of agencies that can assist in supporting vulnerable people within the community or any person that the police may come into contact with; these can include but are not limited to the ambulance service and NHS in general, the Fire Service, Probation services, Social services, housing agencies and the local authority and charitable organisations.  The use of partnership agencies can be an encouragement for certain individuals within the community to be willing to accept support from police and it can be the missing link that helps to achieve engagement. (Berry et al, 2009) Engagement with members of the public as a Police service can be an extremely complex and difficult thing to achieve. There are a number of reasons why individuals and groups within society do not want to engage and building a rapport in the community can be extremely hard when trust has been broken. 

 One of the contributing factors towards non engagement is due to the lack of representation of certain demographics within the police force and mistrust within ethnic minority communities. In a BBC News Article that discussed police diversity in Wales it stated that only 2.6% of workers within South Wales Police identify themselves as ‘BAME’ which when compared to population is extremely under representative. In the article they spoke to a diversity officer for the Welsh Liberal Democrats who stated that 

“people develop a mistrust for the police, they think they’re out to sabotage them and don’t care about people who look like them”

The lady who provided this quote is named Ms Farhat and she went on to give her experiences on being stop searched for what she deemed to be no reason other than due to her racial status. (Wood, 2020) The term “BAME” stands for black, Asian and minority ethnic; this was a widely used term when discussing issues surrounding diversity and inclusion but in 2022 this term began to be discouraged due to the fact that it is disregarding of those within the “minority ethnic” category and it is now encouraged that people must be specific when discussing a different ethnicity and to not use blanket terms. (Race Disparity Unit, 2022) Unfortunately the experience that Ms Farhat described when she was spoken to is not a unique one, research conducted between 2020 and 2021 found that black people were 7 times more likely to be searched compared to white people and that those from an Asian or any other mixed background were approximately 2.5 times more likely to be stopped when compared. (Rhoden-Paul, 2022) These statistics make it evident that Stop and Search is disproportionately used depending on the ethnicity of the individual and unsurprisingly this is going to cause a divide between the police and members of the public which will then directly lead to an unwillingness to engage. 

There are a number of other groups within society that are hard to reach and tend to be reluctant to engage with officers and the force as a whole. Those from underprivileged areas tend to also display reluctance and this can be linked to the fact that there are higher levels of crime in the area and therefore less trust between them and the police. A study in 2015 concluded that those living in the most deprived areas of the UK were 56% likely to give their local police force a positive rating compared to 69% for those living in the least deprived areas. (ONS, 2015) Although the disparity between these two numbers is not massive it shows that the deprivation of someone’s home and community does have a strong link to their view on the police and this will inevitably impact their willingness to engage. Despite the police aiming to provide a positive service to each victim they deal with, there are failings within the service and being a victim of a serious and isolating crime, such as domestic abuse, can also be a factor in unwillingness to engage. The rate of prosecutions for domestic related crime have plateaued in recent years and the engagement rates directly impact upon these as victimless prosecutions are so much harder to pursue. With the right support and intervention domestic abuse victims are going to be more likely to be able to see the court process through but this support cannot always be provided by the police and it can feel as though justice is not a priority for forces even if the work is being put into the investigation. 

From what has been highlighted so far it is fairly evident why communities are not willing to engage with the police but is partnership working a solution to this or can it at least help to improve the situation? There are many benefits to partnership working that have been identified over time and from research; these include sharing responsibility and expertise on a topic/person/situation, building a larger support network, identifying risks, joint and informed decision making, ensuring that agencies are held accountable and reducing the duplication of work and assessments. (Academy Lead, 2023) It is important to discuss how these listed benefits can and are applicable to policing and how they impact on dealing with hard-to-reach groups and individuals. 

Sharing expertise is crucial in order to encourage engagement, it would be totally ignorant to suggest that police are the best agency to deal with every scenario that ends up in front of them and even if there is a criminal element there can always be benefit from seeking support from services that are specialised. There are many non-profit organisations out there who aim to provide support to individuals going through a difficult experience, a notable one is BAWSO. BAWSO is a charity operating within the UK that provides support to Black Minority Ethnic (BME) and migrant victims of crime such as domestic abuse, modern day slavery and honour-based abuse (HBA). Incidents of honour-based violence are some of the most under reported and poorly handled occurrences within the UK due to the lack of understanding and training that officers receive. There is said to be a lack of correct and thorough risk assessments taking place for victims who come forward and that 1 in 5 forces within the UK are failing to ensure that the cases are being recorded correctly and are recognised as HBA. (BBC News, 2014) Progress is said to have been made since the horrendous murder of Banaz Mahmod in 2006 and although the referenced article is fairly outdated there is not much evidence to show the progress and there is clearly a lot of work that still needs to be done and partnership working with services such as BAWSO who hold a wealth of knowledge and have employees with first hand experience is so vital in ensuring that victims feel safe to come forward, feel heard and are provided with the best service. Victims are going to feel far more encouraged to disclose what has happened to them if they feel understood and that they are being taken seriously and it would be foolish to not utilise services that have a far more comprehensive understanding of the topic in order to support them and their engagement with the police. Something as simple as the mention of a service such as BAWSO and what they can offer could be so fundamental to the engagement of isolated and historically ostracised victims.  

Partnership working is also highly effective when supporting victims of domestic abuse (DA), DA is such a complex crime and it takes so much for victims to feel able to come forward and put their trust in the police to protect them. The use of other agencies in order to support victims can transform their experience of the criminal justice system moving forward and encourage them to engage in the future. Research conducted by an organisation named Save Lives, which provide support to victims of DA, found that on average it takes 3 years for a victim of medium risk level DA to seek help for what they are experiencing and 2.5 years for those experiencing high risk DA. (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022) DA is categorised into 3 levels of risk which are Standard, Medium and High and these all depend on whether or not the victim is likely to come to serious harm and how imminent this threat of harm is. The fact that someone can live with DA for such a long length of time before coming forward shows how difficult it is to do so, which is why when it is handled poorly by the police, the trust is instantly damaged and may never be able to be repaired. The use of organisations such as Woman’s Aid and Save Lives when dealing with domestic incidents will allow for additional support to be provided, both organisations can provide crucial emotional support which is accessible far more frequently than it would be from the officer dealing with a victim’s investigation. Not only can they provide emotional support but they can also assist with getting places at a refuge if a victim has not got a safe place to go; this is not something that the police service alone can provide but is an absolute lifeline for people in need. Knowing that these options are available to them is surely going to make victims more willing to engage and may assist in bridging the gap. 

A massive part of engaging with the community, specifically hard to reach groups, is carried out by community policing teams and specifically PCSO’s which are police community support officers. PCSO’s are tasked with carrying out engagement at social events and this is a vital opportunity to engage with those who would not ordinarily come into contact with the police. PCSO’s carry out partnership working on a regularly basis with the local councils and schools in order to try and change the perception people have of the police and show that they are a service for everyone and they also have a presence on social media. A PCSO from Gwent Police conducted partnership work with the Welsh Council for Deaf People (WCDP) which is based in Pontypridd and is now undertaking her own journey to learn British Sign Language, which is a recognised minority language, so that she can provide support to those from the deaf community. (Gwent Police, 2021) This use of partnership working is so important to ensure that the deaf community feel included and acknowledged by their local police force. Unfortunately those who have a disability can feel isolated and ostracised from their communities due to being subjected to prejudice and being more likely to experience a hate crime and therefore they may feel hesitant to come forward and engage with the police out of fear of feeling misunderstood, judged and not taken seriously so to see representation and an effort being made in their local police forces may change this perception and encourage engagement. 

Essentially, there are many reasons why certain groups within society do not feel that they can or want to engage with their local police force and historically there have been a lot of failings which encourage this attitude. The use of partnership working can be so impactful and aids everyone involved as victims hopefully feel far more supported and represented and the police can absorb learning from agencies with far more expertise than they possess meaning a better service is provided. The effectiveness of partnership working is so clear when the benefits are considered and there really are no obvious drawbacks apart from that a little bit more time has to be spent reaching out to agencies which is always worth it in order to bridge the gaps and provide the best service to those who need it most. 
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