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The creation of this research paper stems from one simple fact: the emergence of "major incidents" within society is constant, necessitating that the civil protection services remain ready and able to respond quickly and effectively. Most people across the UK can recall when one of these events occurred, with many incidents remaining in the public memory years later. Think back to the Grenfell Tower disaster in 2017, the Manchester Arena bombing in the same year, or even the 7-7 bombings in 2005. There exists a long trail of such incidents. Unfortunately, they are accompanied by a longer list of victims and multiple errors, mistakes, and cases of inadequate response from the civil protection services. According to the World Health Organisation (2017), it is vital to emphasise strategies designed to improve cohesion among the emergency services, ensuring efficient interagency coordination when these incidents arise. However, this has not always been the case, facilitating the importance of this research: an exploration of current strategies employed by these services and an analysis of past incidents to draw lessons to strengthen future response.
Despite the critical need for proficiency with interagency coordination among emergency response agencies, there are numerous high-profile incidents highlighting persistent challenges in this area. With that, the question this paper aims to address is “How well has interagency coordination strategies influenced the effectiveness of the Public Services in responding to major incidents, and what can be learnt from past incidents?”. Failing to proficiently respond in collaborative settings to major incidents can have devastating consequences, not only causing delays in response, but also increasing risk to public safety through both inaction, and wrong action. These failures have the potential to erode public trust in the civil protection services, while also amplifying the negative impacts of incidents on affected communities (Waring et al., 2018). While existing frameworks like those deriving from the Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Programme (JESIP) provide useful guidance for collaborative action, their application in real-world scenarios has proved inconsistent on many occasions. This inconsistency facilitates the need for deeper investigation into both the strengths and limitations of these strategies. By analysing past incidents and current frameworks, this research seeks to identify current strengths and challenges present with interagency coordination and ultimately make suggestions aimed at reducing the adverse impacts for the protection of the public nationwide (Traore et al., 2023).
Even focusing on the issue within a global frame, it is agreed that interagency coordination is a cornerstone of effective response. Major incidents remain a global phenomenon, with Hurricane Katrina standing as one of the most devastating incidents in recent history; however, the emergence of these incidents on a global scale allows investigation into alternative tactics employed, unlocking the potential for recommendations to derive from proven strategies employed by agencies worldwide (Koliba, Mills and Zia, 2011). An understanding of the broader context and necessity of frameworks such as JESIP globally will further strengthen the foundation of research within this paper, allowing for a more in depth understanding that will ultimately inform the presented suggestions.
The primary aim of this research paper, as previously mentioned, is to evaluate the effectiveness of interagency cooperation, communication and coordination strategies that are employed by the emergency services, with the goal of forming recommendations for strengthening collaborative response among the emergency services. Frameworks, like JESIP, will provide the foundation for a comparison of intended results with real world performance, allowing analysis of potential shortcomings such as during the Manchester Arena bombing, where the fire service arrived hours late to the scene because of miscommunication (Lowe, 2020). The research will be supported by a theoretical foundation established through the review of existing literature on the topic, providing context through the examination of current knowledge and relevant case studies. Using this approach, the paper aims to general practical recommendations informed by the prior analysis, designed to address identified shortcomings and enhance interagency coordination when implemented (Brignardello-Petersen, Santesso and Guyatt, 2024).
The scope of this paper will remain rooted in the context of British major incidents, delving into JESIP and other strategy employed in the UK. Cases such as the Grenfell Tower disaster or the Manchester arena bombing provide a rich basis for analysis, offering those vital insights into systemic issues in major incident response. Investigation of these large-scale incidents presents the times where coordination challenges have been most present and will allow for the tailoring of solutions to the level of complexity present within these incidents. Also, while the primary focus will remain with British incidents, the paper acknowledges the potential for limitations in this approach and will also explore alternative frameworks, such as those used by emergency response agencies around the globe (Wankhade and Patnaik, 2020).
The overall significance of the research will lie in it’s potential to address a critical issue within emergency response, consistent and effective response to major incidents. Frameworks such as JESIP are well documented; however, despite the insights into the issue and criticisms of real-world application there lacks necessitated solutions derived from the analysis of performance. This research aims to bring together all the existing information to perform its own analysis offering academically rigorous and relevant insights, and to provide practical solutions that can be employed to ensure proficient response in the future.
The importance of this research extends beyond academic necessity, underscoring the importance of public trust in safeguarding the public in general. Interagency coordination is a vital cornerstone to maintaining public confidence that the civil protection services can handle these complex, large-scale incidents as they arise. Overall, the maintenance and build-up of public trust in the emergency services is vital, especially with underlying principles such as policing with consent. Failures can have lasting impacts on public trust, and the absence of that trust within organisations that exist from public trust can have direct and indirect effects on a services ability to operate and maintain public safety. The identification of strengths and weaknesses, along with the subsequent recommendations aim to inform policy and training to ensure that actionable improvements for better response are implemented on a national level (Davidson, 2023).
The remaining chapters of this paper will each contribute to the overarching aims discussed throughout the introduction. Chapter Two, the literature review will explore the existing theory behind JESIP and frameworks, along with evaluations and case studies to provide a comprehensive initial analysis. Chapter Three outlines the research methods used, detailing the mixed method approach combining qualitative and quantitative data, along with providing rational for any used case studies. Chapter Four presents the findings of the conducted primary research, combining with the research conducted to that point preparing for final recommendations. This will culminate with Chapter Five, concluding and consolidating all the research conducted throughout the duration of the paper and presenting the final recommendations in relation to the issue. 
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Before the creation of the Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Programme (JESIP), there were multiple pressures that necessitated creation before it was finally established in 2012 (Parry, Verhaeghe, and Enback, 2014). Lessons learnt from major incidents such as the 7/7 bombings, evolving threats within society and even a statutory d uty for collaboration as outlined in the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 necessitated the urgency creation of such frameworks, ultimately leading to the creation of JESIP (Pollock and Coles, 2015). The initial development of the framework was a joint effort involving the Home Office, the Ministry of Health and Social Care and the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government alongside senior leaders from each of the blue light services. With this the five key principles of joint working, alongside the M/ETHANE model and the Joint Decision Model culminated in the JESIP doctrine, which began national implementation in 2013 (Griffiths, 2022). A progress report published in 2016 explored the effectiveness of the implementation, finding that there were present signs of improved interoperability after over 10,000 frontline commanders received training (Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary, 2016); however, despite this early indicator of success incidents in the coming years highlight shortcomings and the need for further investigation into the issue.
The JESIP principles of joint working: co-locate, communicate, coordinate, jointly understand risk, and shared situational awareness, alongside the M/ETHANE provide the foundation on which inter-agency communication practices are based. The basic idea behind these principles is the gathering of partner agencies, the establishment of the lead organisation and the co-ordination of resources based on collaboratively made priorities almost as one combined force (Davidson et al., 2023). Specifically, co-locate emphasises the creation of command centres in a shared location; communication emphasises the use of models such as M/ETHANE for clear and structured communication; Coordinate emphasises the need for a synchronised effort between all responders; jointly understand risk emphasises the collaborative assessment of hazards in the same way to create unified strategies; and shared situational awareness ensures that all responders maintain a dynamic understanding of the unfolding incident to allow coordination (Joint Emergency Service Interoperability Programme, 2024). These principles are conceptually sound; however, to understand where gaps are present it’s vital to visit the incidents where emergency response has been called into question.
The Manchester Arena Bombing in 2017 was one incident that highlighted shortcomings in interoperability. On May 22nd of the year, a suicide bomber detonated an improvised explosive device (IED) inside the Manchester Arena during the closing stages of an Ariana Grande concert. Within the audience which included many young people, the blast took the lives of 22 innocent people and injured an estimate of hundreds, causing severe physical and mental trauma for the victims (Atkins, 2023). Unfortunately, in addition to an already tragic event, the impact was amplified by failings in the emergency response to the incident.
Despite the urgency, the response was marked by critical shortcomings, mainly in relation to communication, coordination, and joint action. Following the initial blast and reports of an active shooter, along with fears of secondary devices, the Fire and Ambulance services were instructed to remain at a safe distance until the area had been secured. However, even after the initial concerns were confirmed to be incorrect and the scene was deemed safe by the police, the Greater Manchester Fire and Rescue Service was still two hours late to arrive, depriving the response effort of the specialist resources and capabilities the service could have provided in the earlier stages (Hart, 2023). Even when extending the picture to the ambulance service, while present at the scene, they faced their own challenges due to the lack of communication. Responding paramedics on scene were forced to make critical decisions in the absence of information and resources, initially unaware of the full extent of the incident they were responding to, highlighting a lack of shared situational awareness. Combined with the lack of support from other responders, as well as issues with hospital capacity and the volume of casualties, their efficiency in responding was compromised by the overarching communication problems (Wolbers, 2019).
Relating to the JESIP principles, one of the most prominent issues in this response was the failure of the blue light services to co-locate in the early stages of the incident. Instead of establishing a unified command post, as suggested by the principles, each of the individual services' command points were located at separate sites. With the police directly on the scene, the ambulance service at an established Casualty Clearing Station, and the Fire and Rescue Service on standby at a distant rendezvous point miles away from the arena, the ability of the leadership from all three services to coordinate deteriorated substantially (Power et al., 2023). 
Whether this can be considered a JESIP failure or merely a failure in individual leadership in response to the incident is open to debate. The guidance for co-location, along with the rationale for its necessity, is clearly outlined within the doctrine, suggesting that the application of the doctrine is the primary issue in this case. Despite this, it is also essential to acknowledge that, although the co-location of command centres did not occur, major communication failures, especially in the sharing of vital situational information, are still something that should not have happened. Whether the result of a lack of training among the commanders or individual negligence, this failure rests heavily on individuals and organisations, rather than on the doctrine. It can be argued that if the JESIP doctrine had been adhered to during this response effort, many of the failings would not have occurred (Skryabina et al., 2020).
The Gold, Silver, Bronze command structure is an important framework to consider, as it is designed to divide responsibilities across different levels of an incident, defined as Gold (strategic), Silver (tactical), and Bronze (operational). While not all levels of this structure may be filled depending on the scale of the incident, understanding it provides deeper insight into how civil protection services manage major incidents.
A Gold commander has overall strategic command of an operation or response effort and is responsible for creating the overarching strategy, which should be reflected at the incident scene. Silver commanders coordinate and oversee the individual plans of appointed bronze commanders, ensuring that actions align with the gold commander's overall intent. Bronze commanders are on the ground, coordinating and leading the hands-on response in alignment with the operation's overall objectives. Depending on the scale and nature of the incident, there will be multiple bronze commanders from all blue light services, each handling different elements of the response effort (Mishra, Allen and Pearman, 2015).
The structure is designed to establish a clear chain of command in joint working, with different elements focusing on specific aspects of a response, all coordinated by those setting the overall objectives. In theory, this should make the response more manageable when dealing with complex incidents. However, the application of the structure has not always been seamless and, at times, can undermine the JESIP principles of joint working.
Relating back to the Manchester Arena bombing, this was evident when the gold commander from Greater Manchester Police focused the strategic priority on needs such as public safety and security in the face of a perceived threat. While this is to be expected, as it is the police service's role to address such concerns, the responsibility being left in the hands of a single service meant that the strategy was not fully aligned with the overall goal. Furthermore, it was created without proper coordination, shared situational awareness, or a joint understanding of the risk (Baker-Beall et al., 2024). Not only did this fail to align with the roles of many silver and bronze commanders, but it also led to a breakdown in communication due to the gold commander's tunnel-visioned approach. This resulted in delayed, operationally critical decisions and an overall disconnect between the responding services (Russell and de Orellana, 2020). This again supports the idea that the JESIP principles for joint working are conceptually sound, but that other supporting frameworks and their actual application in real-world incidents remain obstacles.
An official evaluation of the failings in the Manchester Arena bombing was presented in the form of the Kerslake Report, an independent review commissioned to assess those very issues. Spearheaded by Sir Bob Kerslake, the report highlighted the critical shortcomings previously discussed, emphasising the ineffective implementation of the JESIP principles during the operation. The lack of coordination, communication, and the failure to co-locate were all identified as key issues, showcasing the absence of shared situational awareness and a joint understanding of risk, which ultimately led to fractured decision-making and missed opportunities to help the victims effectively (Kerslake, 2018).
Supported by the official inquiry chaired by Sir John Saunders, the report also addressed issues within the gold, silver, and bronze command structures, which led to communication breakdowns. It highlighted that a lack of awareness was caused by other services, aside from the police, having a delayed presence at the Gold strategic command. Additionally, the report revealed that the lack of communication was so severe that the initial meeting of the coordinating gold command was not convened until 04:15 hours the following morning (Saunders, 2022).
Most of the findings in the reports further support the idea that, had the JESIP principles been fully adhered to, many of the failures would not have occurred.
Expanding the scope, we can observe a slightly different approach to response through the Isle of Man, which adopts a centralised command structure for multi-agency response managed by their Emergency Planning Unit (EPU). Unlike the segmented hierarchy of the gold, silver, bronze approach, the Isle of Man’s model aims to consolidate control and command into a single, unified structure in response to major incidents. The Emergency Planning Unit is responsible for all aspects of coordination and emergency planning, uniting police, ambulance, and fire service personnel under a collective umbrella. The rationale for this approach is sound, facilitating immediate and direct communication between all involved response resources. This enables the rapid sharing of information and collaborative decision-making, creating the shared situational awareness emphasised in the JESIP principles. Overall, operating from a unified point of command inherently aligns with all the JESIP principles more effectively, ensuring a cohesive response rather than individual services attempting to coordinate through separate chains of command (Mel, 2023).
A great example of the Isle of Man’s commitment to this approach is Exercise Athena, a large-scale multi-organisation exercise conducted in May 2024, designed to test the island’s response capabilities, particularly to HAZMAT and CBRN incidents. The exercise underscores the island’s commitment to creating a robust and integrated response system, being one of the largest exercises ever undertaken there and considered a success (Morrey, 2024).
From the successes observed, the use of a centralised model, not just on the Isle of Man but globally, has enabled responders to communicate and coordinate more effectively, allowing them to operate more in line with the JESIP principles and their intended outcomes. The adoption of a centralised command system, or revisions to the guidance for the gold, silver, and bronze methodology, could help British organisations improve their response performance. Along with greater emphasis on principles such as co-location, fostering a culture of integrated work through unified command centres and collaborative action would substantially enhance British response capabilities (Pagotto and O’Donnell, 2012; Andreassen, Borch and Sydnes, 2020).
Reaching even further afield to the United States, American responders have their own comprehensive response model, primarily managed by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), which operates under the Department of Homeland Security. At the centre of the U.S. response approach is the National Incident Management System (NIMS), a framework designed to provide a consistent template nationwide, allowing interagency cooperation among all governmental, private, or other agencies during domestic incidents. A major part of this capability is derived from the Incident Command System (ICS), a key component of NIMS in the form of a standardised management concept designed to be used on scene, across all hazards. The system enables responders to utilise integrated organisational structures, purpose-fit to the operational demands and complexity of each individual incident, without the hindrance of split command and a focus on common response objectives (Annelli, 2006; Federal Emergency Management Agency, 2017).
An example of the application of NIMS and ICS can be seen in the emergency response to the 2013 Boston Marathon bombing. In the immediate aftermath of the explosions, multiple response agencies, including local and state police, fire departments, emergency medical services, and even federal agencies such as Homeland Security and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), rapidly began their unified response approach. The level of coordination and cooperation enabled by unified command structures allowed for efficient information sharing, resource allocation, and effective strategic planning across all levels of response, from local police officers to higher levels of government. This not only allowed for the swift provision of aid to victims, but also facilitated an efficient and comprehensive investigation that led to the timely apprehension of the perpetrators. Despite the tragic loss of life, the response demonstrates how the U.S. methodology can allow for the successful navigation of these complex multi-agency operations (Hambridge, Howitt, and Giles, 2017).
The emphasis on a unified command structure, with the combination of leaders from multiple vital response agencies allows coordinated response efforts through collaborative means, while still allowing agencies to maintain their own authority and individual responsibilities. Similarly, as seen with the Isle of Man’s methodology and even the intention of JESIP, this forces agencies to work in a truly collaborative manor. In comparison to the gold, silver and bronze command structure employed in the UK, the ICS offers a more flexible and considerate approach allowing the collaboration of agencies using standardised roles, responsibilities and command structures. This again links back to the discussed idea that integrated and centralised command systems allowing the combination of response agencies into one is a proven and effective approach (Power, 2018).
When building upon these insights, it becomes clear that the challenges faced by responders during incidents such as the Manchester Arena bombing are not the JESIP principles themselves, but poor execution in practice along with incompatible practice such as what’s seen in the GSB command structure. The JESIP principles are based on sound fundamentals from which we have seen success in other nations; however, the culture around the principles and the stringency to which they are enforced has been a barrier to the effective and coordinated response like we have seen from U.S. and Isle of Man agencies as a surface example. This contrast in the implementation of, and the culture around joint-agency working reveals the issues faced in Britain (Pollock, 2013). 
Overall, the organisational culture within the emergency services and the command structures employed are barriers to progress in interagency cooperation. As seen in the Manchester Arena bombing, while JESIP was in place at the time, the mindset of individuality remains heavily present within these services, further reinforced by the outdated GSB command structure. To move forward, it is vital that a change in this culture is cultivated, ensuring that the JESIP principles are properly defined and integrated with a new centralised command structure built on the foundation of collaboration and unity. Each agency must still maintain its individual authority and responsibilities; however, until commanders from all responding agencies come together as a single working entity to strategically plan collaboratively, the same issues will continue to arise (Akawadhi, 2019).
To conclude, the challenged highlighted throughout the chapter of this paper necessitate the urgent need for a transformation in the British approach to large-scale emergency response. As stated, the persistent mindset and culture of individuality between the different services, combined with the GSB limitations severely wound the ability of the JESIP principles to fulfil their role and cultivated their desired outcome. Having a centralised command model, alongside a governing body with authority to enforce these collaborative frameworks like the FEMA and EPU would significantly improve the resilience of the major incident and collaborative response doctrine, allowing the emergency services to work towards shared objectives without the limitations of current strategy (McAleavy and Rhisiart, 2019).
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