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1.  Introduction

In response to the findings of the 2009 comprehensive review of police air operations, the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO), together with individual Police Authorities approved the replacement of a previous, local and independent police air support system with a national service, regionally coordinated for local delivery with anticipated cost savings upwards of 15 million pounds per year (NPCC, 2012). 
The National Police Air Service (NPAS) was launched in October 2012, as a collaboration agreement between the 43 forces of England and Wales, under a ‘Lead Force’ model, the first collaboration of its kind, legislated under section 22 Police Act 1996 and delivered by West Yorkshire Police.   NPAS provides a national, borderless aviation service to stakeholders, the 43 forces of England and Wales, as well as British Transport Police.  Initially based at 23 strategic locations with 25 aircraft providing operational capability 24 hours a day, as of October 2021, NPAS operates from 15 bases, with 19 helicopters and 4 aeroplanes. Whilst police tactical flight officers are resourced from local forces under a secondment agreement, NPAS directly employs its own civilian tactical flight officers, together with pilots and aviation specialists, including those responsible for directing NPAS operations.
Whilst the Mission Statement for NPAS would state that ‘The National Police Air Service provides borderless air support to the police forces across England and Wales 24/7/365 from a national network of bases, the Minister for Policing and Criminal Justice, Damian Green would say ‘This new police led, government supported scheme will keep 98 percent of people in England and Wales 20 minutes or less from police air support and will save up to £15 million a year” (NPCC, 2012).












2. Purpose of report 


This report seeks to critically evaluate the current strategic environment at the National Police Air Service.  It looks highlights the difficulties and limitations that impact on the effectiveness and efficiency that the service provides to stakeholders and makes recommendations around its future operating model given that West Yorkshire Police have given formal notice to end its responsibilities to oversee the NPAS operation under the ‘Lead Force’ model.   Furthermore, this report will analyse the overall success of this national strategic alliance and determine the value it adds to stakeholder operations whilst exploring the future operating context of NPAS within the wider policing environment and financial constraints on public spending.  Finally, it seeks to determine the impact, challenges and opportunities brought about as a result of the global health pandemic.

3. Main Findings 

The purpose of the organisation.  
Strategic planning has long been a mandatory requirement in policing, more recently reaffirmed by the then Home Secretary, Theresa May in the Strategic Policing Requirement paper of March 2015 (Home Office, 2015).  In order to develop a strategic plan for any organisation it is necessary to first establish what the overreaching purpose of the organisation is.  Whilst this would suggest that the initial task would be to set a purpose, Lynch (2021, p. 69) argues that it is first necessary to understand the environment outside of the organisation and what resources are available to deliver the organisations purpose.  This report is structured around the model adopted by Lynch who categorises this process in to three main headings: exploring Key Factors for Success (KFS), Strategic environment and strategic resources.
The Exploring Corporate Strategy model (Johnson, Scholes, Whittington, 2010, p.12) offers a similar framework to determine, amongst other factors, the environment and resources in which an organisation operates and includes Purpose therein. This non-linear model bases itself around three main headings, strategic position, strategic choices and strategy in action, with both models offering the tools to effectively analyse strategic functions throughout organisations such as NPAS.





Mission, Vision and Values

It is important for an organisation to decide how it should express its strategic purpose and this is largely achieved through a statement of mission, vision and values.
The purpose of an organisation, expressed via its mission statement which can be described as a statement of intent whereby an organisation asserts what it wants to achieve.  A mission statement can offer a graphical explanation of what an organisation is fundamentally about and provides clarity of its purpose to employees, stakeholders and the wider public. In policing terms, mission statements are largely associated with keeping the public safe or interpretations of this ethos.  
The purpose of any organisation will be influenced by the expectations of its stakeholders, and in the case of NPAS, the 43 police forces of England and Wales, therefore its Vision, which is to ‘To Deliver Public Safety From The Air’ (Jones, 2021) is largely in keeping with wider policing and outlines what the organisation fundamentally seeks to achieve for itself and its stakeholders.
Maxwell, (1993, p. 139) adopts a theory in which vision levels of people are categorised as these who never see it (Wanderers), those who see it but choose not to pursue it (Followers), those who see it and pursue it (Achievers) and those who see it, pursue it and help others see it (Leaders).  This theory is important when considering cultures of an organisation and is particularly useful in the context of the National Police Air Service.  NPAS operates with crews who once worked within their own force boundaries but are now operating throughout enormous geographical areas. This cultural change offers some challenges in terms of parochialism.  
Whilst a mission statement provides clarity of purpose, a vision statement tends to concern itself with what an organisation aspires to be, its purpose being to enthuse, gain commitment and stretch performance (Johnson, Scholes, Whittington, page 164) and therefore an impactive vision statement can assist in promoting the culture that NPAS needs to ensure is in place to give it the best chance in achieving its purpose.
Values set out how organisations define their operations and in particular, strong core values can define an organisation and in policing these are underpinned by a code of ethics which sets and defines the exemplary standards of behaviour of everyone in policing (College of Policing, 2014).  Throughout policing the code of ethics is well embedded and whilst there may be elements of strategic drift that shift operations away from its mission or vision, the values do not change under any circumstances.  A challenge for NPAS is to ensure that these values are embedded throughout its organisation, given a large number of employees do not come from a police background but are arguably representatives of all 43 police forces that are signatories to NPAS and its operation.




Key Factors for Success (KFS)
The National Police Air Service is a unique policing organisation and largely exists to support stakeholder strategic policing priorities, whether those priorities be to prevent and detect crime, support the UK Counter Terrorism response or more broadly, keep communities safe.  These outward facing priorities can be met by ensuring that aircraft are available when required, that the skills and expertise of the crew are able to support the policing function and that the calls for service are attended to in agreed timescales.  In support of this success criteria NPAS have a multitude of inward-looking key success factors, such as its ability to obtain best in class maintenance support via commercial agreements with aviation providers, currently Airbus, or industry leading safety reporting systems.  Incidentally, since the introduction of NPAS in 2012, police aviation has enjoyed a particularly safe period with no loss of aircraft, or life, due to accident.  
The criteria for success to stakeholders, is managed via the collaboration agreement which set a service level agreement upon NPAS, made up of 3 priorities, summarised as Priority 1, 2 and 3 calls, with Priority 1 being an immediate threat to life, terrorism or incidents of national importance with an expected response time of under 20 minutes, Priority 2 as non-immediate incidents with a response time of 60 minute and Priority 3 as non-time specific, pre-planned tasks such as thermal imagery or photography.   HMICFRS (2017) have been critical of this performance framework and suggested that it does not demonstrate the contribution made by NPAS to individual force effectiveness and efficiency.  

Recommendation 1– Working group of stakeholders to consider how it would like to hold NPAS to account and format of performance reports in line with effectiveness and efficiency.

Conclusions on KFS – The key factors for success are primarily based around response times and availability of resources.  The current performance framework is not fit for purpose and does not capture that detail in a format that is easily scrutinised.  importantly is not meeting the requirements of stakeholders, instead being set by NPAS themselves which limits accountability.  








The Strategic Environment

The strategic position of an organisation concerns itself with issues such as the environment in which it operates in, capturing the complexities around the political and economic landscape, social impact factors, technological, environmental and legal issues.   There are several analysis tools that assist in determining the strategic environment of an organisation, such as Mintzberg’s 5Ps (1996, p.3) or models such as PESTEL, first developed over 50 years ago:

Political
At the time of the initial inception of the National Police Air Service in 2012 the political landscape in England and Wales was one that was operating under austerity, with widespread cuts to public spending, initially via the last Labour government budget of 2010 and then followed by the first coalition government budget of 2011 and both as a result of the earlier global financial crash of 2008.  In 2009 Sir Bernard Hogan-Howe led a review of the arrangements for police air support on behalf of the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) which identified scope for rationalisation of its provision at that time, with the aim to make savings as well as ensuring consistency of services across England and Wales.  Whilst this was led by the police, for the police it was also conducted on the back of government legislation, specifically powers under the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act that directed forces to work effectively together and was infact, the first use of this legislation (HC Deb 21st March 2012)

In 2021 the political landscape poses similar challenges, with public services, as recently as 2018 still arguably experiencing the consequences of the 2008 financial crash (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2018), on top of the additional challenges of the global health pandemic, Covid-19.   A recent report highlighting the potential impacts of policing the pandemic on police legitimacy (Jones, 2020, p.579-586) highlighted the challenge posed, with government relying on policing to ensure community safety and to not only protect the community from the traditional threats such as domestic violence, drugs and gangs but also from COVID-19 where additional powers have been provided.  This report highlights the vital need to ensure police legitimacy is upheld by ensuring that the use of these powers are proportionate and the National Police Air Service has a particularly important role to play here in ensuring that use of such an overt, primary asset is proportionate and legitimate and not seen as an over-militarisation of policing in respect of pandemic policing.

Jones (2020, p.579-586) highlights this point when he argues that policing in general is now met with two potential scenarios for police legitimacy past the pandemic threat of Covid-19.  The first being that the police response to the pandemic results in further militarisation and draws deeper divides between police and communities, or secondly, the police response is compassionate and operates procedurally just resulting in the rebuilding of police legitimacy post pandemic.
Whilst NPAS is not directly aligned to its stakeholders it is clear that the public attribute police helicopter use to the force who are utilising it at that time, therefore any interpretation on its use can lead to reputational issues on that force, notably experienced during the Grenfell Tower incident (Grenfell Tower Enquiry, 2017).

Economic and Social
In general, strategic alliances within policing have financed themselves through a joint agreement between the parties that are aligned to the alliance.  One such alliance currently in operation between Devon and Cornwall Police and Dorset Police aims to improve delivery, resilience and flexibility whilst increasing efficiency across over 30 administrative and operational business areas, with the alliance sharing resources, human and structural to support respective policing operations (Dorset Police, 2017).

Overall, strategic alliances in policing have enjoyed mixed success, with the Devon and Cornwall/Dorset alliance realising savings in the region of 12 million pounds (Dorset Police, 2017) whereas a similar strategic alliance between Warwickshire Police and West Mercia Police was terminated in 2019 (West Mercia Police, 2019) with West Mercia Police citing a disproportionate influence on policing decisions within West Mercia given the 50:50 agreement in place regarding governance but an uneven playing field in financial contribution with Warwickshire contributing just 31%.
This is an interesting comparison to consider when developing a strategic plan for NPAS given that both the West Mercia/Warwickshire alliance and the NPAS collaboration were both introduced in 2012 following significant financial pressures placed upon the police service with an urgent need to save money and streamline resources.  At the conclusion of the Warwickshire/West Mercia Police alliance in 2019 those financial pressures had been somewhat relaxed, prompting the latter in to terminating the agreement.
The National Police Air Service has a complex funding formula whereby each force, the stakeholder, shares the financial liability of the organisation and instead of being ‘top sliced’ at the onset is billed annually to forces based on their previous years demand.  Given that the NPAS funding model determines that each call for demand is realised when an aircraft books ‘at scene’ following a call for service, this arguably has a disproportionate impact on forces who have an NPAS base within or adjoining their force area as there is a far greater frequency of the aircraft arriving at scene than in more rural forces where there is a greater tendency for the aircraft to be stood down.  This negates the actual outcome of the request which is not considered in terms of the financial burden placed upon the stakeholders and therefore the effectiveness of the deployment is largely redundant.  This was echoed by Her Majesties Inspectorate of Policing and Fire Service (HMICFRS, 2017) who produced a highly critical report in October 2017, citing fundamental problems with the current collaborative arrangements for police air support, leading them to conclude that urgent change is required, if not a fresh approach entirely.  Furthermore, HMICFRS highlighted a flawed system whereby someone in Lincolnshire paid 5p towards police air support in 2016, compared to someone in Cleveland who contributed £1.98, urging a coherent strategy to resolve.

Recommendation 2 – Current funding model to be reviewed

More recently, the economic impact of the global health pandemic needs to be considered and explored with one decisive aspect being the restrictions placed on those returning positive tests, displaying symptoms or being close contacts of those with positive tests having a huge impact on the ability of NPAS to operate aircraft, particularly when those impacted are pilots, who’s skills and flying authorities are not easily substituted.  This can leave multi-million-pound aircraft ‘grounded’ and an inability to perform the dedicated roles with little or no diversification for other roles to be performed.  This will be explored in more detail when considering technological factors.  This macroeconomic impact of the global pandemic is one that is shared across public services with instances of absenteeism having significant operational and economic impacts on all public services, including nursing and teaching (Keogh-Brown et al. (2010, p. 543-554).
Technological
In November 2017 and following up its indictment of NPAS in 2016, HMICFRS produced its report, Planes, Drones and Helicopters – an independent study of police air support (HMICFRS, 2017).
Whilst this report was highly critical, it also presented several opportunities for diversification of the current collaboration, specifically in how it can best equip itself in terms of utilisation of current technology with use of drones being an obvious diversification which would certainly offer the opportunity to add resilience to an organisation that is susceptible to issues such as absenteeism or aircraft availability through loss to technical issues or extended maintenance periods.
The current use of drones in policing is via individual force teams, with development being largely bottom-up with no specific strategy.  HMICFRS referred to this in their 2017 report which highlighted that, “although most forces have purchased drones, no force has rigorously evaluated their use and, as a result, the police service has not developed a common view on their relative merit as a form of police air support. This brings the risk that the service will lack the evidence it needs to capitalise on the developments in drone capability that the government anticipates will occur in the coming years”.
This poses a number of risks with individual forces lacking the buying power of one large organisation, a factor that forces were criticised for when operating their individual air support units prior to the implementation of NPAS.  In promoting a move into the use of drones by NPAS this does pose a risk to forces in terms of its current investment in its own drone technology to date.

Environmental
In 2022 there is, more than ever, a necessity to focus on ‘green issues’ with government pledging to cut emissions by 78 percent by 2035, based on 1990 levels, and net zero by 2050 (HM Government, 2021).  Not only is this enshrined in UK law, but there is also significant public support of the UK Government’s carbon emission plan with a recent National survey conducted by Royal Holloway, University of London, finding that 68 percent of the UK population were in favour of the plan (Royal Holloway, 2021).  In a time where the National Police Air Service is operating an ageing fleet of aircraft it is imperative that when considering a replacement fleet all opportunities are explored to determine the most sustainable mixture of aircraft and drones.  The National Police Air Service should ensure that it is part of the broader airline industry conversation in determining how best to meet carbon emission targets by scoping more fuel efficient, greener aircraft or new aircraft technology.

Recommendation 3 – Fleet Replacement to consider wider environmental factors such as fuel economy and sourcing newer, greener aircraft technology and to review approach to diversifying operation by utilisation of drone technology.

Legal
The influence of the Section 22 agreement on any future strategy is clear, as without an act of parliament the directive from central government is that air support is provided to police via a national collaboration.  On 22nd June 2021, the newly elected Mayor for West Yorkshire Police, the lead force operator of the NPAS gave 12 months formal notice to end West Yorkshire Police’s responsibilities as the leading force, citing hopes that this will instigate a new delivery model and structure for aerial support throughout England and Wales.  Clearly this has introduced some obvious legal implications such as how NPAS will be operated post June 2022 and following on from the recent HMICFRS independent study, which police organisation will take up the reigns, and in what format.  This poses an opportunity for a re-think in to the operating model, which, interestingly comes five years after the recommendation made by the HMICFRS independent report of November 2017 where they found that NPAS needed urgent reform.

Recommendation 4 – Lead-force model needs to be evaluated for ongoing suitability and interested parties to be canvassed to replace West Yorkshire Police in the event of the continuation of a lead force model.

This analysis of the strategic environment has established a mixture prescriptive and emergent strategies, which Capon (2008, p.18) says is indicative of those deployed by most organisations.  The prescriptive element resulting from the original collaboration agreement outlining how police air support is to be delivered, and emergent strategy realising itself through NPAS closing bases or reducing fleet without any formal referral to its stakeholders.  This mixture of prescriptive and emergent strategy is likely to continue, with no ‘up to date’ air support strategy for policing in place and therefore strategic direction often being determined by events.  This can be defined as a perfectly emergent strategy which arises when there is a lack of intent, but actions are consistent in what the organisation actively does (Capon, 2008, p. 20).

Conclusions on Strategic Environment – The NPAS funding model is not fit for purpose and alternatives are to be explored which balances deployment based on threat, risk and harm whilst ensuring that there is a greater parity of costs shared between stakeholders, and ultimately the public.  The current fleet is ageing and will need to be replaced.  The acquisition of future fleet needs to be reviewed and measures taken to ensure that new technology is embraced in line with carbon emission targets.  The practice of individual forces purchasing and operating their own drone technology will be a growing threat to the future of NPAS.  There is merit in one organisation overseeing the procurement and training needs of all drone operations and NPAS are well placed to take up that role.  Given the decision made by West Yorkshire Police to end its lead force responsibilities, and with that being a collapsing timeframe, there are now several options.  The first being to replicate the current model under the original collaboration agreement via an alternative force.  A second option would be to adopt an entirely fresh approach – this could mean a return to forces operating their own air support or entering smaller strategic alliances.

Strategic resources

Lynch (2021, p.123) outlines the three broad categories of resources which make up an organisation.  Those that are tangible resources, those that physically add value, such as equipment and infrastructure.  The intangible resources, those that are not physically present but represent a real benefit to an organisation, such as a brand name or logo, and lastly the organisational capabilities and skills, which are particularly important in niche organisations, such as NPAS.
Lynch also reflects on the differences in emergent and prescriptive strategy when considering strategic resources.  The prescriptive model outlining that resources deliver a definite result to the organisation where an emergent model sees resources and subsequent strategies as far more fluid and interrelated.  The direction in which NPAS might move and the methods by which its future strategy can be pursued, as outlined as part of the strategic choices section of The Exploring Strategy Framework (Johnson, Scholes, Whittington, 2010) can be guided by the way in which it considers the following:
Business level strategies – Police aviation is expensive, not least the high costs in recruitment and retention of pilots and aviation experts but also the terms in which it operates its aircraft, and specifically its ownership and maintenance operations.
In considering business level strategies it is important to consider how NPAS can achieve best value for itself and its stakeholders in terms of negotiating these services, such as aircraft maintenance contracts.  A niche, sole, operator and provider of air support services to policing, largely takes NPAS outside of a competitive environment.  However, there are aspects to consider such as the necessity for it to compete with other blue light agencies, with air ambulance being a competitor for aviation services, including the relatively small and competitive market for helicopter pilots.

Corporate level strategy – The strategic user requirements which is concerned with the scope and breadth of an organisation, including diversification decisions around portfolio of products.  This is a primary focus area in terms of the future operating capability of an organisation such as NPAS.  There are opportunities for diversification of operations with a strategic move into alternative technologies such as drones, and with it the commercial opportunities that need to be explored in terms of working with private industry to develop products that are fir for purpose and, importantly within budgetary constraints of the public service.  
The corporate strategy concerns itself with the relationship which NPAS has with its stakeholders with a real emphasis on the added value it can bring.  This leads into the Innovation strategies which are crucial in determining the success and longevity of an organisation and there are opportunities for NPAS to develop key external relationships, particularly with blue light services, such as ambulance and coastguard where there are shared priorities.  
The current strategy of ownership of its fleet is an example of emergent strategy where NPAS have inherited force assets and bases and made decisions on their suitability through a number of years and without an overarching strategy that looks at resources and assets.  There are alternative options.  NPAS have an opportunity to explore the way in which it operates it fleet with leasing models available which has the added benefit of having to negotiate maintenance contracts, albeit at a cost.  The way in which HM Coastguard and Air Ambulance bodies operate their fleet should be an aspirational goal for NPAS and this needs to form part of its future strategy with opportunities around working together with consideration for forming strategic alliances or less formal partnerships to understand complexities around green-strategy and development of new technologies.
These findings are somewhat echoed by Tracy Brabin, Mayor of West Yorkshire who, on rationalising her decision to stand down West Yorkshire Police as the lead force operators, commented:
Although NPAS is a unique national collaboration with a strong brand and has evolved over many years during difficult times in delivering a truly 24/7 borderless service, the conflicting pressures of diminishing resources, new technology, and the ever-changing requirements of policing in England and Wales nearly 10 years on have become too great to dismiss (West Yorkshire Combined Authority, 2021).

Culture
Organisation culture analysis (Bovaird and Loeffler, 2016, p. 63) explores the underlying taken-for-granted norms in an organisation with the ‘cultural web’ (Johnson, Scholes, Whittington, 2010, p. 197) highlighted as one way in which to explore organisational cultures.  The ‘cultural web’ suggests that six elements need to be mapped which can be captured as stories, routines, symbols, power base, structure and control systems which together seeks to establish what the paradigm of the organisation is.  Once mapped, it is incumbent on the organisation to take active steps to change the culture, where it is not appropriate with Bovaird arguing that whilst the more visible parts of the culture, such as structures and control systems are often dealt with first, cultural change cannot occur without dealing with all aspects that feed the cultural web, such as the stories, rituals and routines.

This is interesting when considering the culture of a national police organisation such as NPAS who's resources are drawn from across England and Wales, and whilst core values are shared, the operational practices can be very different, which is further complicated by the absence of any authorised professional practice (APP) as set by the College of Policing.


Conclusions on Strategic Resources
The National Police Air Service operates as a niche organisation, operating complex and expensive technologies which attract high operating and maintenance costs.  As an aircraft fleet ages, so the maintenance operation increases, both in terms of costs and timeframes, which impacts upon the ability of the organisation to provide air efficient coverage to stakeholders.   The organisation will need to embrace all opportunities to diversify its operation in order to mitigate this issue, with a keen eye on the environmental challenges ahead, in terms of green energy targets.  The organisation also needs to consider its current and future infrastructure and ensure that cost cutting efficiencies are not to the detriment of the effectiveness of the product it supplies to stakeholders, a key area of criticism found by HMIC in its 2017 report.

4. Recommendations

Recommendation 1– Working group of stakeholders to consider how it would like to hold NPAS to account and format of performance reports in line with effectiveness and efficiency.

Recommendation 2 – Current funding model to be reviewed

Recommendation 3 – Fleet Replacement to consider wider environmental factors such as fuel economy and sourcing newer, greener aircraft technology and to review approach to diversifying operation by utilisation of drone technology.

Recommendation 4 – Lead-force model needs to be evaluated for ongoing suitability and interested parties to be canvassed to replace West Yorkshire Police in the event of the continuation of a lead force model.


5. Conclusions 

The National Police Air Service has been in operation since 2012.  In that time it has responded to tens of thousands of calls for service, adding value across policing and against a diverse range of tasks.  NPAS helicopters and its crews have located vulnerable missing people, saved life, prevented crime, apprehended offenders and supported all of the major policing operations around the England and Wales since 2012.  
However, ten years after its inception it now finds itself facing increasing uncertainty, with its parent force, West Yorkshire Police, giving notice to end its responsibilities.  This has followed a number of highly critical reports on the performance and culture at NPAS with a wide range of observations being made, notably the lack of any strategic air support framework.
In highlighting the difficulties and limitations of the lead force model the uncertainty around the future is a significant concern, both to stakeholders and staff who are currently operating in an environment whereby there is no certainty for the future.  Given that NPAS is not a legal entity in itself, the lead force model adds significant complexities to the strategic environment with a tangled web of complexities impacting upon its resources, including the senior management team, pilots and some engineers who are directly employed by West Yorkshire Police.
Whilst the impact of the global health pandemic has affected all parts of policing and the wider public sector, including NPAS, the impact has only served to highlight longer standing issues around aircraft availability and the efficiency and effectiveness in which it offers a service to stakeholders.
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