


Evaluate the Effectiveness of the Public Service Response to a Terrorist Attack


This report is going to evaluate the effectiveness of the public service response to a terrorist attack. To do this, the report will examine three separate terrorist attacks from the year 1988 to the year 2017. The questions of who, what, when, why and how will be answered regarding the terrorist attacks and then proceed onto how the police, fire service and ambulance service responded to each attack. The report will examine the policies and procedures of each emergency service and use Borton’s model of reflection to explain what happened, analyse each emergency service’s response and what changes were made or could be made to improve the effectiveness of the public services (Johndabell 2018). After each event has been analysed, the report will conclude with what lessons have been learned from previous terrorist incidents, how these lessons changed policies and procedures and any recommendations on what could be improved to prevent any further attacks or limit the number of fatalities or damage of a future attack. 

Before this report delves into analysing the first terrorist attack, it is important to have a basic understanding of what a terrorist is and the definition of a terrorist attack. One of the main problems over the years when it comes to terrorism, is that many countries and governments have their own definition of terrorism. However, it is possible to see some similarities between every definition. A good example of this is the UK’s definition of terrorism and the United States of America’s definition of terrorism. The USA has two definitions of terrorism, one being international and the other being domestic. This report is going to focus on the domestic side of terrorism. Within the USA’s definition of terrorism are words such as intimidate, mass destruction and influencing government policies (FBI 2020). The UK’s definition of terrorism uses words such as threat, intimidate, “political, religious, racial or ideological cause” (Sir Charles Haddon-Cave 2021). As seen from the two different definitions, the common factors of terrorism are intimidating the public, influencing change in government policy and acts of violence or aggression. 

Pan Am Flight 103
On the 21st of December 1988, Pan Am Flight 103 was conducting a routine flight from Frankfurt to New York. At approximately 19:00, a small explosive device made of C4 plastic explosive was detonated in the front of the cargo hold. The Boeing 747 was ripped apart by the explosion as it reached an approximate height of 31,000 feet and the plane’s wreckage was scattered of a large area of a town called Lockerbie, Scotland. Due to the destruction of the explosive device and how high the plane was, all 259 souls on board were lost and 11 people on the grown were also fatally wounded (Britannica 2024). After joint investigation between the USA and the Scottish police force, it was discovered that the main person behind the attack was Abu Agila Mohammad Mas’ud Kheir Al-Marimi, he would go by Mas’ud. It is believed that Mas’ud at the time was working for the Libyan External Security Organisation and was instructed to carry out the attack and then was welcomed home as a hero. (Office of Public Affairs 2022).  

Before the Lockerbie disaster, the UK had not suffered a terrorist attack as devastating as this one and had not yet any issues surrounding terrorism and aircraft. Because of this, airport security was not as effective or thorough as it is today. It was found that the terrorist had simply placed his case containing the C4 explosive on the conveyor belt in the airport, walked away and the case was place in the cargo hold without further inspection The main lesson learned from this incident is that all luggage must go through some form of inspection before the aircraft leaves (Rusi 2007). Having all luggage checked by security and customs agents before the plane even takes off, increases the likelihood that any device such as this one will be found and dealt with in a safer environment. An essay written by the National Library of Scotland (2019) stated that the emergency services established a command post in one of the villages main buildings which helped with organising the chaos. However, Dumfries and Galloway Constabulary is the smallest police force in the UK which meant they were limited to what they could do and had to rely not only other emergency services, but also on the support of the local people. The essay states that members of the police force had to borrow maps of the area from the library of Scotland’s Causewayside building because they had none of their own. Unfortunately, because of the seriousness of the incident and the fact that there were no survivors was confirmed early on, the main task of the public services was finding the deceased and collecting evidence. 

7/7 Bombings
On the 7th of July 2005, four suicide bombers conducted attacks on London’s transport networks. Three devices were detonated on three separate underground trains at approximately 08:50 hours and the fourth device was detonated on a double decker bus at approximately 09:47 hours. It was believed that all four bombs were intended to go off at the same time to cause maximum casualties and panic, however the fourth bomber delayed detonating his device due to fear of death. In total, 52 civilians were killed, and 770 others suffered mild to serious injuries (British Transport Police 2024). The four individuals responsible for the attack were Mohammad Sidique Khan, Shehzad Tanweer, Hasib Hussain and Germaine Lindsay who were all strong supporters of radicalised Islam and it’s believed that the attacks were a retaliation to the actions of Western Countries, in the Middle East (Sky History 2024).  After the initial explosions on the 3 underground trains, the police started to receive many calls from panicking people and initially thought that the incident involved a train derailment due to a possible blown power cable and that there were people trapped under a train. Because of the confusion of different reports, the police did not initially declare a terrorist incident (News UK 2011). Once the serious of the incident had been realised by the emergency services, they deployed resources and personnel to each of the scenes but encountered major problems when it came to interagency cooperation. 

Dominic Casciani (2011) states that London Ambulance Service had only approximately 100 ambulances available to assist with the attacks, however due to the risk of secondary attacks on emergency workers, ambulance crews were kept away from the scenes and because of these delays, multiple people died because they did not receive the medical car they desperately needed soon enough. Amongst all of the confusion, Ambulance controllers were not sure what ambulances were free to help which led to even more delays in transporting victims to hospital. The article goes onto to say that due to emergency workers not being properly trained and not understanding what their role in this sort of incident was, there were a few arguments between emergency workers over who was supposed to do what. 
London Fire Brigade (2015) have released a report stating what issues they had during the attacks and what they have done to address these issues. One major issue the fire service had at the time was that they were not equipped with appropriate radios that would work underground and not risk causing another detonation. By February 2007, firefighters were issued handheld radios that allowed them to communicate between each other and other emergency services without causing another explosion. The fire service, like the other services, found themselves unsure on their role during the rescue efforts. This obviously caused delay in injured people receiving help. Since the 7/7 attacks, the fire service has introduced the role of inter-agency liaison officer, and they would be the link between the fire service and other emergency services which allows them to develop plans and strategies for any future attacks. 

Rusi Publication (2007) highlights that the main issues with the police response to the attacks was the lack of effective communication between the other emergency services and between the met police and the British transport police. During the incident, the met police, the British transport police and the city of London police were all involved, and all tried to establish command over the operation. This led to a lot of confusion and communication issues which hampered rescue efforts. Another major issue that the police were faced with was that the British transport police were the only ones who were issued with radios that worked underground which meant that officers who were working underground were not able to quickly relay information back up to officers on street level. The police ended up using runners to relay information between officers which was not a very effective means of communication. Overall, the police lacked a proper command over the situation and since the attacks, have conducted training exercises involving all the emergency services and have developed better means of communication between officers and other police forces. 

Manchester Bombings 
On the 22nd of May 2017, an individual by the name of Salman Abedi detonated an improvised explosive device inside Manchester Arena, killing 23 people and wounding many more people (Craigie 2018). Salman Abedi was known to police for having extremist views and during his college years, two of his friends contacted the police claiming that his extremist views were becoming concerning. Around the same time, a community support worker reported that Salman seemed to support terrorism and liked the idea of being a suicide bomber (BBC News 2017). It is believed that Salman targeted the Manchester Arena in retaliation of the US airstrikes in Syria. 
According to the BBC (2018), the explosion was heard by British Transport Police at approximately 22:31. Within 10 minutes of the explosion, 19 BTP officers arrived at the arenas entrance. Within minutes of this, Greater Manchester Police begin to receive calls concerning an explosion within the arena, however it is not entirely clear how serious the incident is. At 22:39, the police declare a major incident and a few officers transport a critical casualty to hospital as there was no medical support at that time. The first paramedics arrived on scene at approximately 22:42 and attempt to establish what the situation was but there was a lot of confusion which created challenges. Armed police arrive on scene at 22:43 and suspected that it may be an active shooter situation due to the look of some of the wounds. They later realised the wounds were caused by shrapnel but because of this mistake, paramedics were not allowed to enter the arena until it was deemed safe. During the chaos, the ambulance service had set up a triage area and treated the wounded as best they could until more ambulances arrived on scene. By 22:49, only 12 ambulances were on scene. Because it was believed and communicated that there was an active shooter in the arena, the fire service was not called and the first three fire engines arrived on scene at approximately 00:37, more than two hours after the initial explosion. 

Even though the first responders were highly praised by many people who were there during the attack, there are some criticisms with how the emergency services responded and the fact that Salman was known by the police and MI5 had surveillance on him. Greater Manchester Police (2022) released a statement explaining that they failed to gain proper control of the situation and failed to effectively communicate with other emergency services and because of this, many did not receive the right care in an appropriate timeframe. They go on to say that since the inquiry into the handling of the terrorist attack, lessons have been learned and actions have been taken to better train all officers and better equip officers and vehicles. 


Conclusion 
In conclusion, the UK has seen some horrific terrorist attacks throughout the years and although the emergency services have done a fantastic job, there have been lessons to learn from each incident. Before the Lockerbie bombing, airport security was not as strict and effective as it is today. From that incident, we learnt that Custom’s needed to improve how they ensure the safety of aircraft which involved more thorough searches of passenger’s luggage before boarding the aircraft. The main lessons learnt from the 7/7 attacks surrounded issues with communication equipment and establishing command and control of the situation. Since then, there have been many upgrades in equipment in all emergency services and more training which has included working with other emergency services at the scene of the incident. The Manchester bombing demonstrated that lessons have been learnt from previous attacks but there are some aspects that need to be worked on such as better surveillance of known extremist supporters and ensuring that all emergency service vehicles are properly equipped to deal with the serious incidents such as a terrorist attack. Overall, the emergency service has not always responded appropriately, but each incident is reviewed and lessons are carried on to better prepare for the next terrorist attack.   
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