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The effects of major events on the ability of the police to deliver an effective service      
On the 4th of August 2011 armed Metropolitan Police officers fatally shot 29-year-old Mark Duggan (IOPC, 2018), resulting in riots that started in Tottenham and spread across varying cities across the United Kingdom (UK). The riots that started in Tottenham were caused by an outbreak of violence from local residents who were experiencing heightened frustrations towards the police for the fatal shooting (Bridges, 2012). Duggan was due to be arrested by the Metropolitan Police under Operation Trident due to him being previously involved in gun crime in the black community and being suspected of carrying a handgun (Goddard, 2018). Following Duggan’s death, it was found that the Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC) withheld information surrounding the investigation for several of days, information that was crucial such as evidence that Duggan did not fire bullets at the police. A bullet was found inside a police radio which was suspected of coming from Duggan, however it was later proved to have come from the weapon of an authorised firearms officer (Barkas, 2015).
Disorder started to break out after around 100 people made up of friends and family of Duggan gathered outside Tottenham Police Station requesting information as to why he was killed. When police refused to pass on any information, violence started to break out with people throwing bottles and aiming fireworks at mounted police. Two police patrol cars were set alight, and a full-scale riot broke out with businesses getting looted and sustained attacks being targeted at the police (Lewis et al, 2011). Police had difficulties maintaining order as they were severely outnumbered and were lacking the correct equipment to deal with such a large-scale disorder (BBC, 2011). Deprived areas of London such as Tottenham show a reduced level of confidence in the police (Hohl et al, 2013) which was magnified in the period during and following the riots. The rate as to which the police got outnumbered at the riots suggests they had a severe lack of police officers equipped to deal with such disorder, thus impacting the public perception of their ability to deal with this kind of situation.
Following the riots, the police faced scrutiny from the public and the media. Accusations were made that the police were not robust enough and ‘too soft’ to deal with the rioters (Stott et al, 2017). However, accusations were also made that they were being too hard when faced with such a large disorder, causing more retaliation by carrying out illegitimate attacks on the public (Drury et al, 2021). Overall, it could be argued that the police did deliver an effective service during and following the riots. The police were, through no fault of their own, underequipped and understaffed to deal with the disorder. Police numbers were a contentious point both prior to and following the riots (Full Fact, 2019), and points argued post the riots are no longer argued to this present day.
The (UK) entered lockdown on the 23rd of March 2020 (Institute for Government, 2021), with not only the police, but all members of the public having to adapt to the way they operated overnight. Police forces across the country had to rapidly adapt to the way they carried out their duties while being faced with increasing levels of public backlash (Aitkenhead et al, 2022). There was seen a rise in news headlines setting out to demonise the actions of police officers for enforcing COVID-19 restrictions, headlines such as “Police issue fine warning for breaking Covid lockdown rules” (Doody, 2021). The media presents a significant impact on public confidence and trust resulting in the ability to strongly influence the public consuming the information provided. This can result in damage to the credibility of the police’s ability to deliver an effective service due to the doubt created by the media (Potter, 2017).
The capabilities of the police were severely impacted by COVID-19. Police officers had to consider both their own safety and the safety of others when carrying out their duties (HMICFRS, 2021), meaning that they were more limited in what they could do. Police officers in Wales were not entitled to enter a persons’ home to enforce COVID-19 regulations in certain circumstances (Brown, 2021), while all but essential services were cut leading to a lack of intelligence to serious crime such as county lines (University of Nottingham, 2021). There was also a significant change in crime trends, with crimes such as domestic abuse increasing significantly as people were forced to stay at home (Havard, 2021).
Enforcing the COVID-19 restrictions was particularly difficult for the police. Anti-lockdown protests started to take place as early as May 2020 (Metropolitan Police, 2020) showing that a portion of the public were unwilling to follow the rules. The public was also confused over the difference between law and guidance (Miguel, 2020), meaning some people may have been breaking the law without knowing it. This coupled with the fact that police officers were under the media spotlight and any cases of COVID-19 restrictions being breached by police were heavily publicised (Bellis, 2021) meant that the policing model of policing by consent was severely damaged. If the public do not trust the police to deliver an effective service, then the capabilities of the police forces to police them are going to be impacted.
The response of the police was to enforce the restrictions, however the public reaction to this was mixed. While some findings indicate to the police’s response being effective (College of Policing, 2021) thus showing the public adhered, other finding differed. The Police Federation (2021) found that assaults against police soared, with over 100 assaults being committed every day. The NPCC (2021) found that people were spitting at police officers and claiming to be infected with COVID-19 during an assault, showing that the reaction from those who did not wish to follow the rules was particularly hostile.
To conclude, the ability for the police to deliver an effective service can be severely impacted by major events. While the effects of the Tottenham riots have little impact on police legitimacy as time goes on, COVID-19 did, and still continues to impact the way police officers carry out their duties. Policing the public is all about policing by consent, and without the support from the majority of the public the police will face increasing levels of opposition to their role as upholders of the law. If the correct balance is struck, the police can continue to enforce the law with the support from the majority of the UK public.
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