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ABSTRACT

This assignment explores the ever-increasing prevalence of protest-related disorder in the United Kingdom, and the pressure this introduces to police capabilities. It considers the extent to which  politicians influence the nature of the police response to disorder, and how certain tactics can, in many cases, have a direct impact upon public perception of, and confidence in, policing generally. The assignment considers the factors which can determine the level of public support for police tactics, and how political persuasion can influence attitudes towards the police response. Finally, there is a reflection on how these shifting dynamics between politics, police, partners and the public can potentially be navigated and managed through meaningful consultation and engagement at all levels, to build trust and confidence in policing.
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Introduction 
In recent times, the cost-of living-crisis, concerns about climate change and society’s desire for equality, have all created an environment where demonstrations and protests have become commonplace in our lives. Much of the sentiment expressed is directed at the actions or inactions of government. The ability of citizens to express their views is a fundamental right under Article 10 of the Human Rights Act 1998, and central to the civil liberties enjoyed by a democratic society. Whilst much of the protest activity seen within the UK is relatively peaceful in nature, movements such as Just Stop Oil have shown that in some cases, protest activity can cause serious disruption to the lives of many people, and this has prompted political debate on how best to tackle the issue, and questions have arisen over the capability of police in managing protest activity effectively.
Policing in the UK is political in its origins because one of the main activities of the early Metropolitan Police Force was to tackle disputes between disgruntled workers and their employers (Brodeur, 1983), something which is replicated many times globally when tracing back the origins of law enforcement. As more people become involved in social movements, the more police are needed to protect the state’s interests (O'Sullivan, 2023), and therefore when the state regards such movements as a risk to law and order, the more likely it is that police will be used as a controlling mechanism. The challenge for policing is that even though much of the rationale for protest activity is the expression of dissatisfaction against government, it is policing that not only has to respond, but is also under intense scrutiny from both political parties and the public regarding the way it responds. As Lai Hang Hui & Chi Yan Au (2014, p.224) state:
The ways in which a protest is policed reveals the realpolitik of the conversation between the state,  the police and the public.
In the context of the controversial new Public Order Act (2023),  this assignment evaluates whether policing is truly independent of politics, the impact which politics has on the ability of policing to meet the challenge of managing protest and disorder, and the impact which political decisions have on police legitimacy with communities and partners.

Main Findings
(i) Why the current legislative and operational context is important.
[bookmark: _Hlk137850134]The ability of police to manage public disorder remains a key component of the strategic policing requirement (Home Office, 2023) as it has for many years ,and due to this, in 2020, the Home Secretary commissioned Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMICFRS) to conduct an inspection into how police respond to protests (HMICFRS, 2021), during which a public survey was conducted by HMICFRS which showed that for every person who thought it was permissible for police to ignore protestors committing minor offences, twice as many had an opposing view and thought that it was actually unacceptable. However, it is noteworthy that there were polarised views, and an acceptance that the police have a difficult balancing act. The key issue from this inspection was that the HMICFRS confirmed their full support for the Government’s desire to introduce more police powers as well as making recommendations regarding changes to police capabilities, stating in the opening section of their report that police do not strike the right balance on every occasion and tip it too readily in the favour of protestors. Whilst HMICFRS are regarded as an independent body, they are of course driven by the Home Secretary (Shannon, 2021), so arguably, the HMICFRS was simply reinforcing what the Government had already decided; that policing needed to improve, and the law needed to change.
During the inspection, a range of views were found on the issue of legislation. Some forces fed back that the legislation in place at that time was actually adequate, but the findings of HMICFRS were that forces that had experienced more significant disruption said that they needed more powers. They also referred to a consultation exercise in 2019 between the Metropolitan Police Service and the Home office which resulted in five legislative proposals being made which included the recommendation of broader stop and search powers. Therefore, whilst the broadening of police powers was something government were clearly keen to progress, it seems beneficial to that cause that at least some police forces were supportive of such a position.
The controversial new Public Order Act 2023 (UK Government, 2023) is a significant turning point in relation the powers available to police officers in England and Wales to respond to protests. Up to that point, under the previous legal framework, a reasonable amount of disruption to the highway had to be tolerated, but serious disruption was never clearly defined. It is borne from the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act which was forced through to Royal assent in late April 2023, even though there were concerns expressed in the House of Lords when they considered it between October 2022 and February 2023, in what is described as a ping-pong between the Lords and the Commons (UK Parliament, 2023). The main persisting concern was regarding stop and search without suspicion and the Lords were successful in ensuring that specific parameters were applied to ensure powers were not misused. In a House of Lords session on 26th April 2023, (parliamentlive.tv, 2023), Lord Brian Paddick discussed the implications on stop and search, referring to the Casey review (Baroness Casey, 2022), and how he felt the original attempt by the government to add intrusive new search powers without suspicion pulled in a different direction to the Casey recommendations around the use of police powers, minimising disproportionality. Lord Vernon Coaker said it was a missed opportunity by the government to demonstrate how seriously it was taking Casey’s findings and give the police the tools they needed to restore public confidence. He said this should have been front and centre of the bill and the government should regret this move. This is a significant discussion in terms of considering how political motivation to robustly manage disruptive protests has implications for the ability of the police to develop community cohesion and trust and confidence in the service they provide. Clearly, this key issue was not lost on the House of Lords.
(ii) An attack on democracy?
The new powers allow police to arrest as a preventative measure. In the context of the activities perpetrated by movements such as Just Stop Oil, this is operationally important due to their capabilities in terms of disrupting transport networks and major events. The blocking of roads, airports, and railways attract sentences of up to 12 months in prison and unlimited fines.  It is a criminal offence to attach oneself to objects, buildings and other people, and carrying items used for such actions such as locks and glue. Police can stop and search at specific location and times, and prohibitions can be placed on certain people to be in certain places.
6th May 2023 was an opportunity for the world to witness a historic event, the Coronation of His Majesty King Charles III and Queen Camilla. However, it was also the day the controversial new police powers would be used for the first time, and a political backlash followed. Seven of the protestors reportedly had padlocks and some form Just Stop Oil were planning to jump the barrier along the Mall to disrupt the procession. Another had a megaphone, and it was feared it would scare the horses. Police argued they had intelligence to support their actions with Commander Karen Findlay stating that the policing style was proportionate and the fact that it was a once in a generation moment was a key consideration, with the safety and enjoyment of those watching the event being a key priority (Payne, 2023). It was confirmed that 64 people were arrested in total. 
However, the tactics attracted a great deal of criticism from across the political spectrum, with  Emily Thornberry, Labours shadow Attorney General, referring to the new powers as draconian. Others followed suit; London Mayor Sadiq Khan asked for clarity over the arrests and at the same time, the head of the anti-monarchy group ‘Republic’, Graham Smith, stated that this was an attack on democracy, with freedom of protest being dependent on politicians and senior police officers (Chaplain & Vaughan, 2023). Sam Tarry, Labour MP for Ilford South said the protestors were peacefully making their point about opulence and inequality and accused the Conservative Party of insisting on an intolerant and authoritarian approach to protests. Zarah Sultana, Labour MP for Coventry South added that protests are fundamental to democracy (Chaplain & Vaughan, 2023). However, what is noticeable, is the contrast in reaction from left to right of the political spectrum. The Culture Secretary Lucy Frazer told the BBC that whilst the right to protest is very important, the police had to make tough choices on the day and were right to factor in the global scale of the event (Durbin, 2023).  
The Labour Party have since been under pressure to confirm whether they would scrap the new legislation if they got into power with the Shadow Health Minister Andrew Gwynne MP stating that they would need to look very closely at it, but Shadow Foreign Secretary David Lammy saying they would be too busy with other priorities if they came into power which led Chris Stephens of The Scottish National Party referring to Labour as “spineless” and Caroline Lucas MP of the Green Party saying Labour would have to stand up for fundamental human rights (Forrest, 2023). Even in some Conservative quarters,  there have been suggestions that the legislation is too broad and David Davis MP has asked for it to be scrutinised by the Home Affairs Select Committee (Andersson & Sandford, 2023). Interestingly, he was the only Conservative MP to vote against the changes to the Public Order Bill. Therefore, it is clear that policing finds itself at the centre of significant division politically, yet still expected to deliver public safety.

(iii) The impact on legitimacy and  public confidence
It is interesting to consider what support there has been from people in the UK for the Public Order Bill. YouGov data from Autumn 2022 showed several provisions of the Bill were largely supported, with 65% in favour of criminalising obstruction of major transport works and 58% in relation to the ‘locking on’ prohibitions. Even the controversial stop and search changes and proposed preventative court order were supported (51% And 61% respectively) (Knowles, 2022). Interestingly, Conservative voters were far more supportive than Labour voters. There was very strong opposition to the actions of Just Stop Oil (64%), but again Conservative voters feel a lot stronger while Labour voters were more evenly split. The only challenge with relying on this data is that fact that public opinions and values can potentially alter over time and a great deal has changed in the socioeconomic climate in the past twelve months, which may change people’s attitudes to repressing protest. 
In a study in the U.S in 2020, researchers found that there is a greater chance of public support for aggressive police tactics if protestors are armed, committed violence, damaged property and if they interrupted traffic (Metcalfe & Pickett, 2021). In their conclusions, Metcalfe and Prickett (2021) stated that when responding to social movements, authorities such as the police need to consider how the community as whole, whom they represent, will interpret the response. After all, policing is delivered by consent. However, they went further and added that tactics which don’t attract public support can also have negative political consequences as well as damage relationships between the police and communities. Whilst this immediately resonates in terms of the Coronation fallout, there is a need for caution when interpreting research in a U.S. context due to the fact the police capabilities and tactics vary from state to state and even across boundaries within states. Additionally, this study was carried out in the aftermath of extensive protests relating to the murder of George Floyd, which is a very different dynamic.  However, other studies also show that the public becomes more willing to sacrifice civil liberties and rights in favour of having a level of protection as the perceived level of threat and/or fear increases, and the level of disruption intensifies (Hsiao & Radnitz, 2021). 
This position of interference with liberty, under certain circumstances, links closely with the Harm Principle in which the Philosopher, JS Mill, argued that power can be exercised over communities to prevent harm to others (Mill, 1859). However, the challenge here is that JS Mills never clearly defined ‘harm’, and some researchers have since clarified the JS Mills perspective by stating that interference with liberties is justified to prevent non-consensual harms (Saunders, 2016). It is further argued that trust in the state itself is influenced by how much confidence the public have that the police can maintain their safety (Jeong & Han, 2020), so this notion of the police protecting the community as a whole is an important perspective. However, the police still have to get the balance right in terms of how they maintain that safety. Cutrice and Behlendotrf (2021) argue that how officers use coercion has an impact on how individuals react to the police use of control powers and force. Excessive force can lead to a political backlash, so the challenge for the police is that they have to preserve and develop public safety but also at the same time are expected to quell dissent. There are many instances where police facilitate peaceful protest and therefore dissent, but others whether they are expected to repress that dissent  (Curtice & Behlendorf, 2021). This almost places police in a no-win situation because they have a high level of discretion, and this could result in opposing views across the public spectrum, as seen in the previously mentioned Yougov survey data.
[bookmark: _Hlk137849810]In an experimental study in Germany which looked at public attitudes to police  after a violent dispersal of a protest in Stuttgart in 2010 known as ‘Black Thursday’, there was very little or no change in attitudes towards trust, fairness and legitimacy but significantly, respondents did feel that police are unduly influenced by pressure from politicians (Nagel & Nivette, 2023). It is worth noting that in the context of this research, public trust in police in Germany is high. This is a more extreme event, as more than 10,000 protestors took part, 100 people were injured, including women and children and many people suffered eye injuries from the use of tear gas. However, the key finding in terms of the police being seen as actors on behalf of the government is an important one.  

Conclusion; Insights and Opportunities 
The ‘Defund the Police’ movement is an international activist response to racialised violence by police against black people, especially in the U.S. The concept is to remove funding from police and invest in the community to build safety (Fleetwood, 2022) . This may appear to be an extreme perspective to consider in concluding how police go forward in regard to managing protest. However, the concept of operational challenges such as protest being dealt with as a social and community problem, as well as a crime and disorder problem, and that a multi-agency and community-based response could be more effective, is an important aspect to consider. When he retired, the Chief Constable of Merseyside Police, Andy Cook, told the Guardian that if he was given £5 billion to cut crime he would only give £1 billion to police because most of the investment should be placed into reducing inequality which fuels crime (Dodd, 2021). Whilst he was talking about crime generally and not protest-related disorder, it is the perspective that police cannot respond alone which is relevant, and of course the fact that enduring inequalities will continue to feed protest activity. Whilst it can be counter-argued that the management of protests requires specialist police expertise, access to intelligence and so on, the involvement of partners and the public, pre- and post-protest event, is arguably more likely to result in success. Additionally, ongoing engagement and relationship-building between police and politicians at tactical and strategic levels will be important in terms of managing expectations, understanding the limitations of police capabilities and most importantly, considering local community sentiment. Going forward, further research is needed in relation to public support for policing protests, and what impact political pressure has on what tactics police use in an environment where protest activity is becoming more frequent, sophisticated and disruptive.
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