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This paper is going to discuss contemporary issues that public services face in the United Kingdom. These issues have a vast effect on the way public services carry out their duties as they have the ability to shape the way they operate and how the public reacts to those changes. The main public service that will be discussed is policing, as some recent contemporary issues have had a profound effect on the way police officers interact with the public and enforce the law. The first issue to be discussed is the way COVID-19 has affected the way police officers operate. The second issue will be how the media shaped public perceptions of how police officers enforced COVID-19 regulations. It is common knowledge that the media did not portray the police well during COVID-19, often making the police look like the enemy and the public as the victim. If the police do not have the support of the public, how are they going to be able to not just enforce COVID-19 restrictions, but enforce the law in the future? Without public support, police forces across the country are going to face increasing opposition directed towards its police officers just for carrying out their duties. 
SARS-CoV-2 is the virus that most people commonly know as coronavirus disease, or COVID-19 (World Health Organisation, 2021). COVID-19 was officially declared a pandemic on the 11th of March 2020 by the World Health Organisation (2020), and there were calls for countries across the globe to protect their people from this newfound deadly disease. The United Kingdom (UK) officially entered its first COVID-19 lockdown on the 26th of March 2020 (Institute for Government, 2021) and nations across the UK would continue to ease and reintroduce lockdown restrictions into 2021. The four countries that make up the UK would all have their own set of COVID-19 restrictions due to the fact that the National Health Service as well as many other services being devolved to different nations (Triggle, 2008). This can create confusion for the public and those who are tasked with enforcing the restrictions (Cushion et al., 2020).
When discussing pre-pandemic policing, one of the most significant pieces of legislation that governed police services across the country is the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) codes of practice. The Act is divided into eleven parts and enforces rules such as stop and search, powers of entry and powers of arrest for police officers (Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984). While PACE is still relevant to this day, it was the main piece of legislation that impacted every decision a police officer made. However since COVID-19 has become an issue, it has impacted the way police officers make decisions that are not governed by PACE.
The pandemic bought with it new challenges for police forces across the country as each department had to adjust its procedures and daily operations. Forces had to adapt to not only meet the needs to safeguard its officers and the public, but also to combat the change in criminal behaviour. In an effort to combat the pandemic, the government introduced The Health Protection (Coronavirus) Regulations 2020 as a means to attempt to slow the infection rate of COVID-19. Supporting this came new sets of regulations intending to reduce and prevent the spread of the virus. As much as this was the intention, many people did not approve of these new rules and saw it as a breach to their freedom. As a result, people would deliberately flaunt these new rules and protest lockdowns all over the UK (Özdüzen, Ianosev & Ozgul, 2021), creating new challenges the police have never faced before. The public went from being able to do whatever they liked to having severe restrictions on what they could do every time they left the house (Smith, 2020). Tackling this needed a new policing style, thus the ‘Four E’s’ approach was introduced. These four e’s stood for engage, explain, encourage and enforce (Police Federation, 2020a), and this set out a common sense approach on how police officers will communicate with offenders and enforcing the newly introduced legislation. Evidence points to this approach having worked effectively during a one-month period, out of 155 recorded interactions relating to COVID-19, Wiltshire police only issued four COVID-19 related fixed penalty notices (Wiltshire and Swindon PCC, 2020). 105 of these interactions were warnings, showing that educating the public was effective and it was uncommon for the fourth ‘E’ of the four e’s approach (enforce) to be used.
A particularly tough adjustment for police officers was the change in criminal behaviour. From the change in petty crime right up to organised crime, like everyone else criminals had to adjust to the way they did things overnight. During the first six-month period following the first lockdown in Spring 2020, there were over 6,500 COVID-19 related offences (Crown Prosecution Service, 2021), showing that crime had not gone away because of the restrictions that had been put in place. The most common COVID-19 related offence was assaults on emergency workers, making up 1,699 out of the 6,500 offences. It had been found that “many of these involved police officers being coughed and spat on - with others kicked, bitten and hit with heavy objects - after stopping suspected rule-breakers” (Crown Prosecution Service, 2021, online). Police officers were faced with an unprecedented level of violence towards them from members of the public who believed the rules did not apply to them. What is interesting about this trend is that total crime was down 8% compared to 2019, along with several offences dropping significantly, such as a 26% decrease in thefts and a 25% decrease in robberies. Despite this, certain types of crime increased, such as drug offences increasing by 15% and violence against the person increasing by 2% (Shaw, 2021). This clearly shows that while overall crime went down, criminal behaviour vastly changed which saw an increase in certain crimes. One significant trend was the increase of domestic abuse as people were ordered to stay at home, however home was not a safe option for everybody (Havard, 2021). This coupled with the controversial topic of police powers of entry without a warrant (HNK Solicitors, 2020) means that sufferers of domestic abuse will not always get the help they need. 
[bookmark: _Hlk88659372]Policing the pandemic was particularly challenging for police officers as they sometimes did not fully understand the rules they were tasked with enforcing. It has been said that “despite close working between the Home Office and national policing leaders, communication about restrictions and regulations was often at short notice and subject to change” (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2021, p.2). The constantly changing rules provided further confusion for both the police and the public which led to police officers feeling confused and fatigued when trying to enforce the rules (Police Federation, 2020b). To put it simply, how can the police enforce rules they do not understand themselves? The lack of clarity from government bodies setting out the legislation leaves room for error for police officers enforcing the law, thus making the law difficult to enact. One area that presented a particular challenge was understanding the key differences between ‘law’ and ‘guidance’. If not understood properly, police officers risk acting beyond their powers, resulting in unlawful interference with peoples’ freedom and liberty (Hogarth, 2020). The key difference is that law is enforceable, whereas guidelines are not. Guidelines are primarily in place as a recommendation, and there is hope that the public will have a fair amount of common sense to follow guidelines out of a sense of responsibility (Miguel, 2020). By looking at the previously discussed 6,500 COVID-19 related offences including assaults on police officers, it is clear that relying on common sense from the British public can only go so far, and in some respects the police are powerless to do anything about it.
It has become clear that pandemic policing has been particularly challenging for police officers across the UK. It appears to be a case of ‘damned if you do and damned if you don’t’ when it comes to enforcing covid restrictions. There is a real split from society when it comes to attitudes toward the enforcement of COVID-19 regulations, a point which is clear to see in the media. The media plays a substantial role when it comes to public perception of policing, as they have a vast influence on the decisions and opinions of the public (Potter, 2017). Pre-pandemic, they still had a focus on attempting to discredit the police, albeit for different reasons. One particular topic that the media used to divide opinions of the public was the use of ‘Stop and Search’, notably the use of Stop and Search by Metropolitan Police officers in London. The media would often scrutinise the Met’s use of Stop and Search, making accusations of racial profiling by claiming that black people were at least four times more likely to be stopped and search by police than white people (Dodd, 2019). The media has the ability to be very creative in the way it can divide public opinions, and the way the police enforced COVID-19 restrictions was and continues to be no different.
Not all media articles portray the police as the enemy. Some went about reporting the COVID-19 restrictions as a reminder for the public to follow them, using statistics of fines issued as a stark reminder for those who choose not to follow the rules (Doody, 2021). Some media outlets even go as far as praising the police for their hard work and dedication in enforcing the restrictions (Knapman, 2020). However, for every positive news report there would be one being highly critical of the decisions and actions of the police. A common theme to news articles is portraying the police as overly strict and attempting to take away the freedom of the public (BBC, 2021). Headlines included “Police threaten snowball throwers with £200 lockdown fine” (Stubley, 2021, online) and “Coronavirus lockdown: Are the police stopping people who go outside?” (LBC, 2020, online). Some media sources even went as far as digging into the personal lives of police officers, reporting if there was any case of an individual breaching lockdown regulation (Bellis, 2021). These articles and the way they are written set out to demonise the role of police officers by undermining their authority and claiming that police forces abuse their powers to issue lockdown fines to the public. When comparing this to the way the media portrayed healthcare and NHS workers, the difference is clear to see. Public sector workers within the healthcare system were heavily praised for the way they combated the pandemic, with the likes of ‘Clap for our Carers’ being heavily portrayed in a positive way by the media (Addley, 2020). Collaboration between the NHS and fire service was heavily publicised, stating that “firefighters have agreed to drive ambulances, deliver supplies and help to move bodies if needed to aid the UK response to the pandemic” (BBC, 2020, online). These news articles are a stark contrast to the ones discussing police officers, making them look like the emergency service that is working against rather than for the public. It has been said that humans as a species are addicted to hearing and telling stories, but do not care if stories are right or wrong (Rosenblum, 2020). That is where these kinds of headlines can be extremely damaging for the reputation of the police, whatever the media says the public will believe it to be true. These stories then get passed around word of mouth and before you know it, public perceptions can vastly change so that most people have the same beliefs in what they read. It is common practice for there to be solicitors deliberately setting their sights on the wrong doings of police officers during COVID-19 lockdowns (Gould, 2020), further portraying the police as acting unlawfully. It is only going to get more difficult for police officers to police the public if the public are working against them rather than with them, not just when policing COVID-19, but policing in general.
In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on policing and the way police officers carry out their duties. Those tasked with enforcing the law saw a big change in criminal behaviour and had to adjust the way they did things to keep the UK safe. Police officers saw an unprecedented amount of violence directed towards them, no thanks to the way the media portrayed police officers. As discussed, the media has the power to make the public believe what they want them to, whatever they say goes. This is especially prominent during a time when media was the only form of knowledge and socialisation during lockdowns. By portraying the police as the enemy, it got increasingly difficult for police officers to enforce the law without the support of the public. Police officers had to adjust the way they carried out their duties with the likes of the ‘four E’s’ approach, ensuring they look after both their own safety and the publics’ safety. While the COVID-19 pandemic is going to be a temporary contemporary issue for police forces, the media consistently demonising police officers and the way they carry out their duties is firmly set in stone and will continue to be an issue. It is correct for public services to be held accountable for their actions if they act unlawfully, however police officers and police forces should not be named and shamed for simply doing their jobs and enforcing the law.
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