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This assignment aims to critically evaluate the role of the police in terms of Response Policing.
This task will firstly discuss what a response police officer is, what their job role is and how it is accomplished. As the assignments continues, discussions will take place that critically evaluate the role of the police where the focus will mainly be on the public perception of police officers through various outlets and how the different forms of mainstream media can potentially sway the opinions of its audience. This assignment will also discuss the role of a response officer in relation to critical and major incidents and how these incidents are portrayed through the media. Various creditable sources will be used throughout to add weight to arguments for and also against the discussions in this assignment. 

The question outlined is an extremely broad subject which could comprise of many sub-headings including those such as how response officers deal with any incident at any level. The role of a response police officer is not so easily defined and as such, police officers could potentially be considered a “Jack of all trades and master of none.” Response officers will respond to many varied types of incidents, such as ongoing violent crime, they will respond to medical emergencies such as cardiac arrests, they will even respond to what may seem trivial matters to some, like issues regarding unwanted comments left on a social media post. Though, these types of incidents effect different people in different ways and what may seem low level to some, could be a heavy weight on other people’s shoulders. “A minor criminal act, e.g., criminal damage, may be nothing more than a nuisance or inconvenience to some, but for others it has much greater significance. This may be because the victim is particularly vulnerable or because it is the latest in a catalogue of similar incidents that the victim has suffered (e.g., harassment, hate crimes or anti-social behaviour) and they do not think enough is being done to stop it.” (app.college.policing.uk, 2020) So, if there’s no one else, there’s always the police. 

Each of those so called “trades” are incredibly involving now for a response officer, so to call officers a “Jack of all trades” is very much doing them a disservice, but when there is no one else to call, then the police are the ones who attend. This is mostly down to the fact that other emergency services do not patrol as well as respond like the police, who are simply dispatched as and when they are required. The police are a 24/7 service that are always available whenever and wherever required.  

A large part of response policing and the police service in general is public perception, and this is massive. The actions of a few can have an impact on the many much like the popular saying “tarred with the same brush”. Constantly under the surveillance of the on looking public and hierarchy alike, it is the officer’s duty to firstly appear presentable and also conduct themselves in a professional manner at all times, on and, pertinent to note, off duty also.
Response officers are always in the line of fire. Being subject to scrutiny for acting or indeed not acting dependant on if it suits some people or not. It’s quite simple really, not everyone is going to be pleased by response officers’ or police action unless it fits their agenda.
Take anti-social behaviour for example, whereby response officer’s deal with the reported incident and move a group of youths on from a location and in doing so confiscate some alcohol. Whilst the reporting person may be happy with this result in the short term, the youths may take a different approach and see the police as “ruining their fun” and are then indeed the “bad guys” as a result. This is a running theme with most incidents dealt with by police just on different scales.   

Before continuing with this assignment, it is first important to understand what a response officer is and what they do. “Response constables provide frontline response to a wide range of incidents that may include complex and confrontational situations.” (profdev.college.police.uk, 2020). They are usually the rank of Police Constable or Sergeant. Many see response policing as the first rung of the ladder and your bread and butter policing. Response police are the officers who may have the most impact on every persons’ lives that they come across, be it by peace keeping, arresting violent suspects or maintaining the civilised society which of course could involve dealing with a critical incident. Response officers will generally be uniformed, although within that, you may get one or two response officers in an unmarked vehicle for the night, to flush out those committing crime that requires a more covert approach. Response policing or front line, is where the vast majority of officers go straight out of the training centre. Officers will be tutored by another more experienced response officer for a number of weeks before being given the wings to fly solo. A typical response shifts experience will vary dramatically and will consist of some officers with no experience at all, to those with twenty or more years of experience and some of the best police officers of all.  
The beauty and also the curse of the response officer life is that they just don’t know what the next call will be. But there is one thing you can be sure of, and that’s wherever you go in public or not the chances are, you’re going to be filmed. In the modern day of camera phones and social media, it would seem that attempting to spark fury and outrage on social media outlets with other like-minded individuals has become somewhat of a sport and the police are the game. A recent and highly publicised example of this would be the Metropolitan Police traffic stop of Labour MP Dawn Butler in early August, 2020. After having had her car pulled over by police in Haringey, London where she had been a passenger, Butler recorded the situation on her phone with a commentary. Butler informed the viewer she would update after the interaction with the police. What the viewer then saw on the short piece of recorded footage that was released, was police very politely speaking to Butler and clearly attempting to inform her of why her car had been stopped though Butler was not allowing the officers to get a word in with her accusations towards them and many commented her tone was extremely resistant and even aggressive.
Butler later uploaded her grievances to various social media platforms including her personal Twitter profile (Twitter.com, 2020) and later the same day, Sky News also covered the incident (Youtube.com, 2020). The Sky News report shows an edited section of the video filmed by Butler. During this section of the recording, you can hear Butler refusing to provide any of her details to officers but then insists they provide her with theirs, there is little reciprocation shown by Butler. Butler went on to accuse the Met Police of racially profiling her in the national media and suggesting that the traffic stop was only conducted as she and the person she was travelling with were black, creating a perception there is institutional racism alive within the police service (LBC.co.uk, 2020) Some viewers with a preconceived view the police were racially profiling people of colour were coming to the conclusion this was just the case, whereas others were pointing out the stop was in Haringey which is a predominantly a BAME (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic) area, and that in London generally there was an eight times more likelihood of a perpetrator of murder being by black, and a 4 times more likelihood of being a victim of a murder, so to many observers, it made perfect sense that response officers would be stopping those of colour in an area such as London more often than white people as they were tasked to target violent crime as a priority. It was suggested by some that Butler was attempting to fuel the narrative in order to gain favour with her black community and therefore more votes, but others felt there was a need for the police to review their actions on Stop Search generally. The Sky News segment of the story and using that very short section of the footage could have been deemed in Butlers favour by just allowing her version of the events and that no opportunity for the officers shown on screen was given for the footage of their explaining the stop. Democracy only works if reasonably accurate and balanced information is available to society, yet it could be argued in a modern society with camera phones on every street corner available, with live streaming at the touch of a button, the police are rarely able to give an unedited version of the events.
Such accusations of institutionalised racism, unfounded or not, give weight to anti-police and their arguments. Movements such as Black Lives Matter (BLM) (blacklivesmatter.uk, 2020) who claim they “are not registered with the Electoral Commission UK to form as a political party” though continue to grab headlines around the world with protests surrounding police tactics. The BBC later reported that after Butler had aired her incident to her 150,000 plus Twitter followers, support was required from police to in fact assist her. This was as a result of a backlash and the torrid of on online abuse she had since received as a result of her Tweet, which one can only assume was not the desired reaction. The BBC noted that police were “working to support her” (BBC.co.uk, 2020). Ironically, it would appear that Butler is all for the police to do their job, but only when it benefits her.  

The public perception of the police is taken from various formats and information streams. Firstly, you have dissemination of information coming from within the police its self, such as corporate communication teams and press officers. These outlets tend to be a corporate approach and contain factual information or educational releases. As well as this, you have the use of social media, which depending on the rank this can be far more of personal experience, such as PC’s and Sergeants setting up personal social media accounts to interact with public and then what tends to be more corporate again from Inspectors and above. Mainly as they tend to represent a department rather than an individual person. They are speaking for all. South Wales Police in particular uses various forms of social media for things like appeals, awareness and good news stories. Times and trends move forwards and the police must move with them to be seen as up to date by the public. These approaches do seem fairly effective and the public do engage, though they do open the door to publicly viewed criticism due to the very open and public nature of these forum platforms. South Wales Police were caught up in a social media backlash in 2017 when police provided support for a pre-planned event highlighting domestic abuse against women. But it was a local Police Community Support Officer (PCSO) who grabbed the headlines both regionally and nationally, after donning a set of high heels in the spirit of the event to “walk a mile in their shoes” (Walesonline.co.uk, 2017). This act from the PCSO which I feel was an incident gesture done in good spirits, had many questioning the public perception of the police and the uniform they wear. The officer in question disclosed that they went on to receive death threats and an onslaught of abusive from people who found the act offensive or disapproved in some way.

Higher up the media chain you get entertainment media side of things, such as fly on the wall documentaries like the well-known Traffic Cops, or Police Interceptors series. These programmes tend to be portraying the police in a positive light and give an insight to the policing world the public do not see. They show just how difficult the job they have is by highlighting the lack of resources and the constant stresses officers are under. These programmes also show the lack of back up received from the criminal justice system seemingly in an effort to negate the mind set of “the police never do anything”. But it’s interesting to note already, the difference in perception there is between a documentary showing the hardships of policing and the caring side of policing, to social media and even main stream media.  

There are numerous accounts of officers driving at top end speeds on a fly on the wall documentaries with a police pursuit as officers pursue the car through a city or town and there are rarely, if ever any forthcoming complaints as a result. Though, if an officer puts out a social media post which detailed or included the speeds they reached during a “real life” pursuit there would be undoubtedly complaints about the subjective unnecessary speeds they were driving and it may even make local media. (Cornwalllive.com, 2017). 

In 2015, Ipsos Mori presented result from a public perception survey of which “83% of respondents felt that it was important to have a regular, uniformed police presence in the local area. However, just 17% of respondents felt that there was a regular police presence in their local area.” (justiceinspectorates.gov.uk, 2017), though thin on the ground, many people may have a better feeling about their own police force than the national perspective of policing. They see the good work their local officers do first hand, the public engage with officers and officers engage with the public. These perceptions are seen because of the police friendly local media are reporting it in that way, and then they see the National news on the police, which let’s face it, is usually about the Met Police Service. For example, with the latest protests, there is a thought the police were not equal with how they dealt with different protests such as Black Lives Matter (BLM) and on the other side, the more right-wing protests. Why use helmets and shields for what is considered the more right-wing protests and soft hats with lesser trained officers for the BLM protests, whilst we saw response officer’s running away from a much larger angry BLM crowd (Metro.co.uk, 2020) or indeed failing to step in to prevent statues from being vandalised. The criticism was laid that politics got involved, however they may feel their local police have a more sensible approach, as they may see them more as individual people, as opposed to a huge political body swimming in prejudice. Bear in mind the officers on the front line dealing with public order in London will mainly be response officers in their day job, again, the Jack of all trades.  

It should also be taken into consideration that police officers historically have not been able to defend themselves from unfounded criticism. Be it an accusation of spoiling fun by enforcing new 2020 Covid 19 legislation or an accusation of racism when stop searching a person of an ethnic background. This particular scenario appears all too common at the moment. An incident of note took place outside Walthamstow Central Station, North London and was, of course, recorded by a number of passing members of the public. During the search, comments can be heard accusing the police of harassing the detained person and barking instructions to officers to “walk away”, but when a quantity of drugs and quite a substantial knife were located during the stop search, the protests of the once outraged onlookers were quickly silenced. (Metro.co.uk, 2020). This is quite a pertinent example of that some members of the public automatically assume that the stop search conducted here was oppressive and unwarranted. There may be legitimate reasons for the stop search the public are not aware of but this rarely comes across. This again asks the question, is this due to their perception of the police through media outlets? 

Developed circa 1920 to 1930 a theory was devised as what is called the Hypodermic Syringe Model, or sometimes also known as the Hypodermic Needle Theory (communicationtheory.org, 2020). In quite brief simple terms, this theory suggests that the media “injects” the information they want into its audience. The audience then passively accept this information and in turn react to what they are been told. The information is rarely challenged and is accepted for what it is. Some believe this technique was used for propaganda reasons during the World Wars, others don’t believe it all. Though in relation to a policing context, the theory does seem to fit nicely with the media selecting certain video clips to display to its audience and receiving that potentially desired reaction from its viewers.  

Further down the line, when the court case has ended and the media have had their fill from the phone footage of officers struggling with a person of colour, no one is interested in the result. The fire has gone out and they’ve moved on to the next video. The perception of the public will be far more likely to be on the opinion of police officers (namely response) being racist and “picking on” black people for no other reason but prejudice. This can have an enormous effect on response officers in particular who are the face of policing and who are often labelled without foundation.
They wish to look impartial. They don’t want to take sides, as they perhaps, genuinely feel they really shouldn’t do, so they hide behind terms such as, ‘this incident is being looked into.’ Again, once it’s looked into, which can often take months, the fire is out and the media aren’t interested anymore, and which media would want to admit they over reacted? The officer involved on the other hand, is always known within the archives of the internet for something they were completely innocent of.

The police service has been accused of being guilty of trying to please all of the people all of the time which has failed massively. Once you do that, instead of receiving an equal amount of criticism from all sides of the political spectrum, which means the police have probably got it about right, they are getting much more vicious criticism from all sides, as there is a feeling the police have stopped remaining out of politics and have joined in with it. The kneeling in the BLM protests was probably done by a very few officers, (metro.co.uk, 2020) but it’s repeatedly used as an example of supporting an extreme left-wing organisation ever since, when the response officers themselves, I suspect thought it represented the subject of reducing racism alone. The public perception by many is that ‘The Police’ took to the knee, when it was probably less than ten and this often feeds the personal biases of people who honestly do realise that all the police didn’t take the knee but it doesn’t help their own narrative to say so.

Any criticism of the police is felt most of all on the front line. Response officers. They are the ones who face the public, who are the first to be heckled, who are told they are racist, who are asked why they didn’t stop vandals pulling down the statues and desecrating memorials even if their own patch doesn’t contain a statue. They are also the ones who are told they are being prejudice by those who have clearly committed criminal offences and there is sufficient grounds and evidence to stop and search them. It seems to be a free for all by all, rubber stamped by the media, MP’s who again have their own biased agendas to fulfil.
The public perception is gained on what they are fed, be it positive or negative. We all do it, as we as humans extract the information from the subject matter available and make the most of it to draw an opinion and there are those who have personal pre conceived ideas from a solitary negative experience they had which tainted their opinion for all police and there is nothing that will change that. It can be said the overall media narrative on policing is a negative one, and they don’t need to necessary believe it’s correct. The criticism tends to be about the street level officers which are predominantly response officers. They get the full brunt of the blame when the criticism flows even when completely unwarranted, as other departments and ranks tend to be physically hidden from public view. 

In my view and experience, I will say the reputation to the police will have equally to do with the police actions and with which way the media are flowing at the time. When there is a police death on duty through violent circumstances, such as the tragic death of PC Andrew Harper (bbc.co.uk, 2020) or a terrorist attack where heroic officers run towards the danger in order to protect and save lives such as happened in the Manchester Arena Bombings in 2017, (bbc.co.uk, 2017). The police then were thanked publically, but for some reason, after a week, they are no longer hero’s, they can be the devil himself again. The police, to a lot of the media, tend to flick from one persona to another within days and in fact it could be argued, the press have a larger contribution on the reputation of the police after all. If the police are inept and not fit for purpose, the public will know this and the media will have little effect on opinion. If the police provide a good service generally, even an outstanding one, if the media only show skewed video footage, and have so called experts with biased agendas unchallenged being interviewed, any good work will not be seen by the public at large as it’s not as newsworthy. It is only the person who received the outstanding work who has seen it. An individual. The rest of the public have only the press to go by.
As previously mentioned, response officers just don’t know what the next call is going to be, and some very recently events have seen response officers asked to answer those calls. By definition, a major or critical incident is “any incident where the effectiveness of the police response is likely to have a significant impact on the confidence of the victim, their family and/or the community” (app.college.policing.uk, 2020), though for the purposes of this written assignment I will be focusing on the larger scale incidents that have occurred in the United Kingdom over the past twenty years or so which attracted significant media attention and criticism.  
A multi-agency approach (JESIP, Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles) is sometimes taken when dealing with emergency or major incidents. “An emergency is defined by s 1 of the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 as ‘an event or situation which threatens serious damage to human welfare in a place in the United Kingdom’ including one or more of the following:
· Human illness or injury or loss to life;
· Homelessness or damage to property;
· Disruption of a supply of money, food, water, energy or fuel;
· Disruption of transport, communication, or health systems or services;
· Serious environmental damage;
· War or terrorism which threatens serious damage to the security of the UK.” (Blackstones, 2019)
It is important as a response officer to understand what your responsibilities are at an incident and not to be drawn in to your instincts. It is important to understand how to prioritise duties than be led by emotion. In order to assist in decision making at a major incident, the mnemonic “METHANE” (Blackstones, 2019) was derived for officers and emergency services alike to adhere to correct procedure. By following the METHANE approach, response officers can act calmly, rationally and deal with the incident in the most appropriate way. 
In recent times, terror related incidents have become all too common worldwide and the UK has seen its share of instances within the previous four years. As reported by CBS Evening news, the Manchester Arena terror incident which followed the closure at an Ariana Grande concert in 2017 saw over eight hundred people injured and twenty three people killed which is including the suspect. The youngest victim, tragically being just eight years of age. (youtube.com, 2020). The news report shows amateur video footage taken from within the arena as the bomb detonates where a large booming can be heard. Immediately it is pandemonium inside the arena as panic rips through the 14,000 strong in attendance, all looking for the quickest route away from the danger. On the same footage montage you can see blue lights on the horizon making a direct b-line towards the incident less than two minutes after the explosion (theguardian.com, 2017). Also in the report, still images can also be seen of police officers attending to the wounded and what can only be presumed as the dead. The BBC reported that a lone paramedic was on scene for 40 minutes until further ambulance staff arrived to assist (bbc.co.uk, 2020). Over two hours had to pass for the fire service to attend (theguardian.com, 2017). One can only imagine what was going through the minds of the initial responding police officers, isolated and alone. Thankfully incidents such as this are not all too common in the UK, though that means training and experience in this field is scarce. These officers did not know what they were running into, but ran in anyway. It was quickly established by the officers that an explosion had taken place, but would there be another? Would they be able to go home to their families that night? Would they become a statistic too? It didn’t matter, these officers took on and demonstrated their main core objective, to preserve life and limb (app.college.policing.uk, 2018) the bravery of these officers knows no bounds. 

Also in 2017, the BBC reported that “eight people were killed and many more injured when three attackers ploughed a van into pedestrians on London Bridge before launching a knife attack in nearby Borough Market. The men were shot dead by police, who arrived at the scene of the attack within eight minutes.” (bbc.co.uk, 2019) It was also reported that quick thinking police officers arriving on the scene “evacuated the area and ensured nearby pubs were locked down to stop the men entering. This initial response and early actions could have potentially saved many more lives. 
“Four police officers were hurt during the attacks. Two unarmed police officers were severely injured while trying to fight off the men.”(bbc.co.uk, 2019). It is also pertinent to note that reports surfaced of brave members of the public attempting to fend off the attackers before police arrival and one can only assume were injured or worse as a result. 

These two incidents show that, no matter how much pressure officers are put under, no matter the scrutiny, when the questions are asked the police will answer. PC Duggan who was one of the first officers on scene at London Bridgend stated in court that he was “in medic mode” as soon had he arrived at the incident. Reinforcing my earlier observations of an officer applying on of their “trades” and taking initial positive action. The public want to see the police doing something at an incident even the presence of an officer in uniform can be enough to allay fears and concerns. 

In conclusion to this assignment, I will say that finally, with the advent of more officers speaking out on social media, and relationships being formed with the public, more command team members seeing the benefits of it and finally, having seen the irreparable damage being caused by selected footage being released by those with agenda’s, the police are coming out more with defending individual officers, but it is sporadic, and the issues will still remain having a huge impact on the mental health of police officers doing their work. And of course the retaining of those officers, and therefore losing the most experienced officers from within the ranks of response. This in itself, will have a huge effect on the public perception of future policing.  My personal view is that the police will never win over everyone, there will always be people who for one reason or another dislike the police, though there is scope to bring this to a minimum through dedication, continued hard work and the recruitment of the right minded officers. 
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