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Introduction
Political influence and public sentiment are often key drivers in shaping how police services are delivered. One prominent area where this dynamic is evident is in the policing of protests. To understand this fully, it is essential to contextualise the current political climate surrounding the right to protest. Cohen (2018) aptly describes the West as being in an “age of protest,” marked by a surge in movements advocating for a wide range of political and social causes. Her analysis references pivotal moments such as the Arab Spring, the Black Lives Matter movement, and environmental protests in Dakota, illustrating the diversity of motivations and methods that define contemporary activism.

This observation remains highly relevant when examining the UK in the summer of 2024—a period characterised by heightened visibility and activity among protest groups such as Stand Up to Racism, Extinction Rebellion, and Palestine Action. These groups span a broad ideological spectrum, encompassing left- and right-wing perspectives, environmental advocacy, and wider social justice campaigns. This context provides a compelling foundation for analysing the evolving landscape of protest rights in the UK, particularly in relation to how political pressures and public expectations influence policing strategies.

This assignment will explore how the relationship between policing and politics has developed over time in relation to protest, and how the interplay between the political and social spheres continue to shape the direction and measurement of policing efforts in this area.

Discussion
Protest in the UK is often advocated as a fundamental right protected under Article 10 and 11 of the European Convention on Human Rights (Liberty , 2025), allowing action to be taken for a variety of causes. Scratch beneath the surface and this is not entirely correct, as supported by Fenwick’s article in 1999 (Fenwick, 1999). This article states that Articles 10 and 11 of the ECHR (Council of Europe, 1950), are purely designed to protect freedom of expression and association from interference from the state, and that there is now an assumption that protest is protected in a similar way. Fenwick’s view is a good starting point when considering the politics of protest, as the legislation itself is a qualified right, i.e. the state can limit these rights if they are prescribed by law, these limits pursue a legitimate aim and are necessary in a democratic society (to protect it). (Council of Europe, 1950). This interplay between policing and government is further complicated by the notion of freedom of speech (expression) which is often aligned with the need for political freedom and/or change that may threaten the status quo (Scanlon, 1979). This means that the issue of protest has become a complicated one, with the arguments around whether protest is justified, how far it can go to achieve its aim, and the reaction of the state and public being pivotal to the reaction of the police. It can be suggested that policing these actions has also become similarly complex, with police forces seeking to maintain their political independence whilst still providing core duties around the detection and prevention of crime.

Cohen (2018) further argues that while mass participation in public spaces has revitalised protest, it represents only one visible form of activism. Other, more directed actions can be equally powerful in applying political pressure. These tactics have included criminal damage towards specific premises or cultural icons (Rufo, 2024), disrupting sporting events (Constable, 2024) or deliberately climbing on to an item or vehicle to disrupt movements (Symonds, 2024). In extreme cases activists have taken to using tactics that are not often seen in the UK, being heavily disruptive and requiring a degree of training and expertise. These have included tunnelling, most recently seen at Euston by Stop HS2 (Edwards, 2021) and protesting at dangerous height, such as the M25 Dartford Crossing (Horton, 2023). However, this analysis does not account for the historical responses of police to protest movements. Contemporary forms of protest—particularly those that are decentralised or disruptive—pose significant challenges for law enforcement and often expose inconsistencies in policing strategies. Based on professional observations, some officers perceive such protests as threats to public order and advocate for their swift dispersal. This reflects a more interventionist approach, which can be both divisive and controversial, and can generate adverse engagement from the public before, during and after any action, which affect subsquent actions of the police (either postiviely or negatively).

Just Stop Oil exemplified the evolving nature of protest through its use of the “slow walking” tactic, where small groups deliberately disrupted traffic to draw attention to their cause (LBC, 2023). The strategy aimed to overwhelm the criminal justice system by encouraging mass arrests, betting that the public and government would not tolerate such disruption over what appeared to be peaceful behaviour (Just Stop Oil, 2023). While bold in intent, this approach unfolded within a complex political and policing climate, culminating in street-level tensions in London (Sales, 2023) and prompting public and political pressure for a stronger policing response.

Policing protest is a complex and often contentious responsibility that police forces across the UK must navigate daily, particularly in light of the rapidly evolving social and geopolitical landscape. This task becomes especially challenging when protests involve conflicting ideologies, and even more so when police are required to use force or impose restrictions on civil liberties in the name of public safety and order (NPCC, 2022). The tension inherent in this role was starkly illustrated in the HMICFRS report Adapting to Protest (2009), which offered a critical assessment of police conduct during the G20 protests. The report condemned the excessive use of force, the overreliance on containment tactics, and the failure to engage constructively with protest groups. These shortcomings were widely believed to have contributed to the death of Ian Tomlinson, as reported in national media coverage (McLaughlin, 2012).

McLaughlin’s analysis also highlights the role of the press in shaping public perception, noting how ‘attack journalism’ can amplify incidents into national scandals. This underscores the fraught relationship between the media and the police, and the significant influence of editorial narratives on political discourse. However, while the article captures the media’s role in escalating the issue, it does not fully substantiate the HMIC’s conclusions. For a more comprehensive understanding, other sources must be considered. Townsend (2009) reported that officers operated without clear guidelines on the use of force, while Vallée (2010) pointed to a lack of accountability for misconduct. These accounts reinforce the view that police actions during the G20 protests were not only ineffective but also damaging to public trust.
The incident became a flashpoint in national debate, particularly with the impending prosecution of PC Simon Harwood. Public scrutiny intensified, compelling institutional responses. In light of these events, the HMICFRS issued a key recommendation (HMICFRS, 2009):

“Demonstrate explicit consideration of the facilitation of peaceful protest throughout the planning process and the execution of the operation or operations.”

This work is seen as a pivotal turning point in the official approach to protest policing, signalling a much-needed shift toward a more balanced and rights-focused framework—one that better acknowledged the legitimacy of public dissent while still addressing the complexities of maintaining order.

The Adapting to Protest report (HMICFRS, 2009) emphasised the importance of proactive engagement between police and protestors, advocating for open dialogue prior to events to ensure mutual understanding of intentions. This recommendation aimed to foster transparency and reduce the likelihood of conflict. The government's response to this report was articulated in the Home Affairs Committee publication dated 25 October 2009, which not only endorsed the HMICFRS findings but also extended them through its own set of conclusions and recommendations (Home Affairs Committee, 2009). This development allowed the government to exert substantial influence over the future direction of protest policing, embedding its political expectations into operational frameworks. A particularly significant intervention was Recommendation 17, which challenged the legitimacy of police containment practices. The government argued that there was no justifiable reason to prevent peaceful protesters from leaving a contained area. While acknowledging the potential for individuals to feign medical emergencies, the report emphasised that the risk of denying genuine medical assistance outweighed concerns about misuse. This position effectively shifted the burden of judgment onto police officers, requiring them to permit exits even in ambiguous circumstances. Consequently, it can be argued that the operational discretion of police commanders was significantly constrained, with the government’s interpretation becoming the default standard within official policing protocols.

It could be argued that once public attention shifted and immediate scrutiny following the G20 protests subsided, policing may have reverted to pre-G20 practices. This concern was echoed in the conclusion of Rosie’s (2017) paper, which noted the absence of guarantees that policing would not return to earlier methods once media focus diminished. However, this perspective does not appear to fully reflect what transpired. More balanced reporting began to emerge, acknowledging the complexities involved in policing the G20 protests. Some accounts highlighted that senior officers felt the impact of what they perceived as disproportionate criticism from both the media and political figures (Glass, 2010). In her analysis, Glass argued that responsibility for the outcomes did not rest solely with the police, but was shared among law enforcement, politicians, and the public. She emphasised the importance of mutual understanding—particularly regarding the rationale behind police use of force in high-pressure situations. Rosie (2017) also contended that the police were not entirely at fault during the G20 events, and that the media played a role in shaping public expectations, sometimes contributing to a narrative that anticipated violence.
It is evident that the policing of protest has undergone meaningful change, with a growing emphasis on collaboration between police and protest groups. Gilmore supports this view in her review (2020), of the UK’s response to anti-fracking protests, supports this, highlighting the significant evolution in policing practices since the 2009 G20 demonstrations in London. She observed a marked shift towards a more human rights-oriented approach, where police forces are increasingly expected to engage constructively with protestors. This includes recognising and upholding fundamental rights, and ensuring that senior commanders are adequately prepared to manage protests in line with these principles. Gilmore also noted a developing internal discourse within policing around what constitutes acceptable versus unacceptable protest, with the overall trend leaning towards greater accommodation of protest rights. This argument is well supported by the author's own experience, as commanders typically ensure that human rights are thoroughly briefed, along with the potential consequences of non-compliance

So was it any surprise that the view was that policing could not deal with the ‘slow walking’ and other innovative tactics seen between 2019-2023. Or was it because the policing had evolved and moved far too far towards supporting protest? This view is supported by the HMIC review of protest  (HMICFRS, 2021) itself stating that policing was not properly assessing the disruption that a particular event would bring to the local community, being more likely to come down in favour of the protestor. This argument is further strengthened when recent legislation is considered, as it underscores the persistent tension between policing priorities, public expectations, and the principles established in case law. A key example is the case of Redmond-Bate v Director of Public Prosecutions (Connolly, 1999), frequently cited in discussions on protest rights. In this case, a street preacher was arrested to prevent a breach of the peace after members of the public reacted aggressively to her speech on the steps of Wakefield Cathedral. The High Court ruled that the police had acted unlawfully in arresting the preacher. Instead of removing the speaker, the police should have acted against those threatening public order. The judgment emphasized that the right to free expression includes the right to offend, and that police have a duty to protect lawful protest, even in the face of hostile opposition. This principle was further developed in the Supreme Court case of DPP v Ziegler [2021] UKSC 23 (The Supreme Court, 2019), which held that peaceful protest—even when disruptive—can be lawful. The Court stressed that any interference with protest rights must be proportionate, reinforcing the idea that the role of the police is not merely to maintain order, but to facilitate the exercise of democratic freedoms.

The debate surrounding the tactic of ‘slow-walking’ protests reveals a complex interplay between the right to protest and public tolerance for disruption in their locality. This method, employed notably by groups such as Just Stop Oil, has drawn both support and criticism. In an essay for Amnesty International, David Mead (Mead, 2024) argues that the British public routinely tolerates significant disruptions in daily life—such as traffic delays for sporting events or parades—yet protests that cause similar delays are often met with disproportionate hostility. He contends that there is no greater public harm caused by slow-walking protests, which are protected under Article 11 of the European Convention on Human Rights, than by other socially accepted disruptions.

However, this is not supported by evidence and critically public opinion disagreed. A 2023 UKHOV poll of 2,998 adults (YouGov, 2023) found that 57% believed walking in front of traffic as a form of protest should be illegal, while 28% disagreed, and 14% were unsure. This suggested a significant portion of the public supported legal restrictions on such protest tactics at the time. This was also supported by what was being seen on the streets at the time, and a concern that members of the public were starting to take the law into their own hands. (Blake, 2023).

Did the firmer stance and the introduction of the Public Order Act 2023 have any effect? This question was raised in the UK Parliament in 2024 (Downs & Law, 2024), but it led to further inquiries rather than definitive answers and in my view gives a very poor response to a difficult question. The Walney Report in my view provides a better response (Walney, 2024) and addressed this issue, particularly in relation to slow-walking protests. It partially supported the argument, noting that while the new powers did not significantly deter activists, they did provide the police with clearer authority to intervene. However, Walney is critical of how these powers were applied. He observed that it was often unclear at what point during a protest the police chose to exercise these powers—and in some instances, they failed to use them even when it appeared justified. The report ultimately recommended continued government oversight to ensure that police forces were applying these powers with proportionality and effectiveness, signalling an intention by central government to maintain close scrutiny and direction over protest policing.



Conclusion
In conclusion, the complex relationship between the Government, the Public, and the Police becomes especially evident when addressing the issue of protest. Striking a balance between the right to protest and maintaining public order is a delicate task—one that continues to evolve in response to shifting political and societal expectations. As demonstrated, public and political perceptions of what constitutes an "acceptable" protest have changed significantly since the G20 summit. Protest tactics have become more sophisticated, often aiming for maximum impact, which in turn has placed increasing pressure on policing strategies. The police now find themselves navigating a landscape shaped by conflicting demands—from politicians, protesters, and the wider public. This tension is further heightened by the use of legislation originally intended for counter-terrorism to address certain forms of protest, as seen in the recent proscription of Palestinian action groups. This raises critical questions: To what extent is society prepared to tolerate extreme forms of protest? At what point does legitimate dissent cross the line into unacceptable disruption? While the answers remain uncertain, the evolving balance between protest rights and public order continues to provoke debate. The accompanying presentation seeks to explore these tensions further and contribute to a deeper understanding of the interplay around this complex issue.
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