






THE IMPACT OF A PANDEMIC ON CRIME AND RESPONSE POLICING


Literature Review
The COVID-19 pandemic continues to ravage the world, infecting and killing millions of people across the globe. The pandemic created unprecedented challenges for the public health sector and response policing. According to Kyprianides et al. (2021), the pandemic altered policing norms and created social upheaval. It had significant effects on how police respond, their organisations, and their relationships with the public. Abrams (2021) adds to this by stating that the pandemic changed policing, criminal penalties, and criminal opportunities. This view implies that the pandemic affected crime and how police respond. For instance, the British Policing Model stresses democratic models of policing and officer commitment to policing by consent. However, the pandemic altered this by expanding policing to new areas as officers implemented regulations on movement and social distancing (Kyprianides et al., 2021). Laufs and Waseem (2020) reinforce this statement noting that the pandemic has created additional service demands for response officers. Additionally, officers are directly or indirectly involved and are exposed to COVID-19 while responding to the pandemic. The pandemic has complicated already strained resources because officers must continue with their existing duties, maintain law and order and continue with their policing operations, all under resource constraint. Such challenges affect crime and response policing in the UK.
UK Crime Rate Before and During the Pandemic
Data from the Office of National Statistics show that crime in England and Wales has remained stable in the pre-COVID-19 period. Crime declined by 5% in 2019, with total theft dropping by 9% compared to 2017 figures. There was also a 3% drop in offenses involving firearms. However, other forms of crime, including lower harm, violence, and overall fraud, recorded no change. Similarly, there was a 2% increase in homicide and a 7% rise in cases involving knives and sharp instruments (ONS, 2020). The Office of National Statistics shows that police recorded crime figures in England and Wales during the pandemic declined for the year ending March 2021. There was a 13% drop in police-recorded crime, with theft falling the most at 32%, whereas sexual offences dropped by 10%. But there was a significant increase of 13% in drug offenses in the same period. Flynn et al. (2020) present similar results noting that provisional results from England and Wales suggest that crime rates declined significantly during the pandemic compared to 2019 data. Halford et al. (2020) provide similar findings noting that crime rates in the UK fell by 41% in the first week of the lockdown. Kirchmaier and Villa-Llera (2020) agree with these findings noting that crime rates in the UK declined significantly in March-May 2020. However, Kirchmaier and Villa-Llera deviated from Halford et al. and Flynn et al., noting that some categories like violent crime have increased during the pandemic despite the declining crime. For example, crime related to antisocial behaviour and drug offenses increased, a position supported by Home Office (2021). Kemp et al. (2021) agree with these findings, noting that there are disparities in crime rates where crime on the streets declined while online crimes increased during the pandemic. Changes in crime rates during the pandemic affect response policing because police must address the new crimes like drug abuse and cybercrime, which are on the rise.
Response Policing During the Pandemic
Response policing during the pandemic aligned to the notion of policing by consent. In early 2020, the National Police Chief Council and the College of policing jointly issued guidance requiring police to adopt the '4E' approach to enforce the containment measures. The advice required officers first to Engage the public, then explain the regulations, followed by Encouraging them to follow the rules, and finally to Enforce as a last resort (Kyprianides et al., 2021). The directives sought to secure consent-based compliance to the regulations rather than using deterrent threats. The pandemic has tested the operational effectiveness of UK policing, consisting of a 43-force structure and the policing model identifying areas for improvements to counter future occurrences (Duckworth, 2021). Similarly, the pandemic has opened new areas for public-policy relations that can enhance response to pandemics and compliance with regulations (Ghaemmaghami et al., 2021). Maskaly, Ivkovic, and Neyroud (2021b) reinforce this argument by stating the need to respond to pandemics by changing how police work, including their organisations and other policing domains. Laufs and Waseem (2020) support the need to change by stating that officers should learn from past experiences and other agencies to enhance response policing. Again, government agencies must deal with calls for service from people reporting serious crime and other tasks. During the pandemic, the number of calls also declined, affecting response policing (Ashby, 2020). However, such declines might be associated with a drop in some types of crimes and an increase in others. More studies on this area can shed light on the kind of crime or reason for calling police, impacting response policing. For instance, Laufs and Waseem (2020) note that literature on policing and disaster management, specifically studies on public health emergencies, is inadequate, thus requiring more investigation. Again, policing depends on the political dispensation where some regimes prefer low policing while other use high policing. High policing is associated with power where a group of elites uses it for their own social, political, and economic gains. Low policing, on the other hand, is used for the public good or benefits (Sheptycki, 2020). The policing determines response during the pandemic. For instance, low policing can promote compliance because the public understands what they should do and the reasons for abiding by the regulations. This is unlike high policing, where agencies use force to compel citizens to adhere to rules.
The Impact of COVID-19 Containment Measures on Response Policing
The declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic by the World Health Organisation on 11th March 2020 affected all countries as governments took urgent and aggressive measures to contain further spread. The measures that ensued, like social distancing, restriction on movement, and lockdowns, affected response policing as offers have to enforce the measures (Maskaly, Ivkovic and Neyroud, 2021a). According to Ghaemmaghami et al. (2021), the UK developed a plan to delay, contain, research, and mitigate the spread of the pandemic on 3rd March 2020. The plan was followed by subsequent measures like restriction on movement, social distancing, and lockdowns. The police were charged with managing compliance with the measures. As first responders, officers were in a crisis mode. They had to protect themselves from the pandemic and continue providing essential services. They were charged with enforcing the new measures despite lacking adequate training and clear guidelines. The pandemic changed police internal operations and their interactions with the public (Maskaly, Ivkovic, and Neyroud, 2021b). One of the significant challenges during the pandemic is maintaining relations with the public while ensuring compliance with the restrictions and regulations (Laufs and Waseem, 2020). The lack of clarity and clear guidelines led to new challenges because it was difficult to determine what police should do, and citizens were confused about what was expected. There are reported incidences when police make controversial decisions (Maskaly, Ivkovic, and Neyroud, 2021a). It is still unclear how law enforcers responded to the changing situation through the pandemic, and ensuing measures to control its spread affect police organisations. Similarly, it is challenging to establish if police used low or high policing in response to the pandemic. Whether police used low or high policing depends on openness, transparency, the desired outcome, or whether they were intended for a particular interest or the general social good (Sheptycki, 2020). Jones (2020) elaborates this issue by stating that as the government relies on police to ensure public safety and protect the community from crime and the devastating effects of the pandemic, they afford them additional powers, which raise concerns over how officers use such powers and policies. The police must understand their role the procedural justice and strive to reduce or address the ‘us versus them mentality. The situation is further complicated if officers use the same approach and regulations in rural and urban areas. The same policing response cannot apply because people in rural areas lack adequate and accessible support. Similarly, they lacked sufficient capital thus encountered new challenges during the pandemic (Hansen and Lory, 2020). Maskaly, Ivkovic, and Neyroud (2021a) add to this argument by stressing the need for police legitimacy, noting that obtaining compliance through fear challenges consent-based policing and erodes legitimacy.
Measures to contain the spread of COVID-19 had an impact on response policing. The government introduced the restrictions to protect citizens from infection and possibly death. According to Walklate et al. (2021), the policing structure in the UK during the pandemic was a barrier to better response policing. There are no wider structural and organisational changes considering the changing role of police from their normal activities to implementing COVID-19 measures. The lack of proper adjustment hampered police ability to response under lockdowns. Fleming and Brown (2021) reinforce this statement noting that the early lockdown period March-July 2020 recorded a decline in response police staffing. The situation was occasioned by law enforcement agencies' intentions to reduce staff working in their everyday places because of the COVID-19 regulations, thus the need to send some officers home (Fleming and Brown, 2021). Further, the pandemic caused a decline in policing resources which affected response policing, necessitating the need to deploy additional resources to ensure compliance with the new measures (Farrow, 2020). In addition to the resource issues, there has been negative public opinion on the performance of response police officers during the pandemic (Ghaemmaghami et al., 2021). The negative publicity arises from inadequate resources and disoriented communication following the announcement of the containment measures. Similarly, threat perception affected response policing, putting officers in an enviable position of delicately balancing public needs with unsubstantiated opinions. Some people believe that the measures are an extension of police powers.
Changes to Enhance Response Policing
Response officers needed to change their approaches to ensure the public complied with the containment measures. They embraced internal organisational change like limiting access to buildings, physical distancing, encouraging remote working, reassigning officers, and adjusting roll calls to adapt to the pandemic (Maskaly, Ivkovic and Neyroud, 2021b). However, according to Stott, West, and Harrison (2020), the UK lagged behind other nations in taking firm action to suppress the further spread of the pandemic. The devastating effects of the pandemic forced the government to issue stringent measures, a significant shift in its policy from its initial liberal position. With new measures followed legislations and changing policing. With increased police power, there were concerns over public order policing and enforcement. However, Reicher and Stott (2020) address this concern by stating that for a long time, citizens have treated state interventions as progressive and public-focused. Reicher and Stott further argue that the public believes that policing is rooted in local consent and not imposed from the centre. This statement is consistent with Kyprianides et al. (2021) argument that the UK policing model is a democratic one that advocates for citizens' consent. However, policing during the pandemic embraced reactive policing, where police used arrests as the final resort (Kyprianides et al., 2021). Despite the reduction in arrests, the policies continued to arrest criminals and other offenders who failed to heed calls to desist from their acts (Maskaly, Ivkovic, and Neyroud, 2021a). Nevertheless, the consent-based model had significant effects on arrests as officers informed the public of the need to abide by the containment measures (Kyprianides et al., 2021). The model promotes police legitimacy leading to increased compliance to regulations and self-regulation. Similarly, the model enhances police public relationships critical for building trust and promoting public good (Stott, West, and Harrison, 2020). However, there were challenges like structural inequalities, unemployment, and increased hardships during the pandemic, which affected compliance to containment measures. Such challenges affected response policing to crime as citizens are forced to disregard such regulations diverting law enforcers’ work from responding to crime to policing COVID-19 containment measures. Based on this argument, there is a need to conduct more studies to determine the impact of COVID-19 on crime and response policing.
COVID-19 Containment Measures and Response Policing Ability
Everyone is a victim of the pandemic from the restriction on movement, social gatherings, lockdowns, infection, loss of employment, mental health issues, and loss of a loved one. Fleming and Brown (2021) argue that containment measures led to mental health issues, feelings of tiredness, and difficulties performing normal duties by the law enforcement officer. De Camargo (2021) holds similar sentiments noting that response officers experienced increased anxiety and emotional labour, which affected their ability to respond to calls. Aljayyoussi (2020) supports these findings noting that officers were exposed to COVID-19 because the majority lacked personal protective equipment, yet they continued working in places that expose them to the pandemic. Pink et al. (2021) further reinforce this statement noting that officers feared contracting the virus, losing their jobs, and having financial concerns which affected their ability to be productive. Ghaemmaghami et al. (2021) argue that worrying, uncertainty, and the nature of the job affect police effectiveness and fairness. Similarly, mental health issues can affect officers' ability to deliver services or deal with crime. Such factors affect officers' ability to respond to calls from peers or the public in need of assistance or reporting a crime (Ashby, 2020). However, the low number of people on the streets and disruption of transport and logistics activities during the pandemic means that criminals cannot commit crimes or export drugs, affecting response policing. Abrams (2021) supports this argument noting that there was a decline in crime rates in different countries. Though overall crime rates declined, police presence, as well as enforcement of selected laws, decreased. These findings are contrary to the expected, where people believed that crime rates would increase because of a reduced expected penalty and the impact of the pandemic on prosecutors and courts (Abrams). The deviation which showed that crime declined as opposed to the anticipated outcome calls for more research to understand the reasons for declining despite higher unemployment, increased life pressure, and other social-economic challenges associated with crime.
Research Gaps
The literature reviewed shows how policing adjusted to the devastating effects of the pandemic. Similarly, they shed light on crime rates and police response during the pandemic. The nature of COVID-19 and its devastating impact affected policing and response to crime bringing new challenges that affected all countries. Such challenges affected response policing to crime as citizens are forced to disregard such regulations diverting law enforcers’ work from responding to crime to policing COVID-19 containment measures. Similarly, there are inadequate studies on why some crimes increased during the pandemic, yet others declined in the same period. Again, there are disparities between what was anticipated and the actual outcome because researchers believed that crime would increase during the pandemic but instead it declined. Based on this argument, there is a need to conduct more studies to determine the impact of COVID-19 on crime and response policing.
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