Evaluate the effectiveness of the Public Service Response to a terrorist attack.


Introduction

This report will evaluate the response of the public services and how effective the coordination in the public services is to terrorist attacks. This report will use the terrorist attack that occurred on May 22nd, 2017, in the Ariana Grande concert hosted in Manchester. This evaluation aims to provide insight into the strengths and weaknesses and areas that require to be worked on in the public services. 

Terrorist Attacks frequently include all public services to work together hand in hand at the same scene, this usually includes the police service, ambulance service and sometimes fire service (Wurmb et al, 2020). This is due to terrorist attacks being one of the biggest threats with a motive to cause fear and injury to others (Stelmach and Moch, 2022). Therefore, the matter of urgency for public services to arrive at the scene is crucial for public safety and order. The aim of this report is to evaluate the effectiveness of public service response to a terrorist attack drawing on previous terrorist attacks in the UK. This will be explored through a variety of topics including preparedness, response time, capacity and resources, support provided to victims and learning from past experiences. There will be a critical analysis on the theories that surround the topic, and a drawn conclusion will be constructed based off the findings. 

Background Context 

Police have a big role in the response and reduction of terrorist attacks in the United Kingdom, they are responsible for responding appropriately to terrorism to allow sufficient support for public citizens (Clarke and Newman, 2007). A terrorist attack that needed to be dealt with a matter of urgency was the Manchester Arena Attack in 2017 during the Ariana Grande Concert, where lots of young people enjoyed the concert and experienced the most devastating attack as they were leaving (Lowe 2020). Police and other public services had the vital role of caring for and supporting the public during the attack but also communicating to the UK the extent of the crisis (Russell and Orellana, 2020). The Manchester Arena attack was the biggest terrorist attack in the UK for quite some time, with 22 people killed and 116 injured, It required 6 ambulances and 400 police officers attending the scene immediately (Atkins, 2023). Since the Manchester Arena Attack, it has become more evident to public services and the government that a lot needed to be improved with the counter terrorism work in the United Kingdom to allow people to live their lives freely and confidently (HM Government, 2023).




Preparedness and Prevention Measures 

With threats of terrorist attacks being a real-life scenario for public services, it is important that they are prepared and have the correct measures to prevent these attacks from happening (Henry and King, 2004). As a country the United Kingdom have a Counter Terrorism Strategy that public services and the government use to reduce the risk of terrorism in the UK. The strategy is called CONTEST and one of the sections is called Prevent, this includes early intervention support for individuals who are susceptible to radicalisation (HM Government, 2023). The UK Police and Public Services are required to contribute to the CONTEST strategy and embed it into their roles and responsibility, not only do they need to Prevent, but there is also three other sections: Pursue, Protect and Prepare (Harris, 2016). Due to the public services having the responsibility to prepare for terrorist attacks (Hm Government, 2023). It is concerning and saddening that a terrorist attack as big as the Manchester Arena attack wasn’t prepared for effectively. This is reinforced by Harris (2016) who expressed the need for public services to have the ability to respond quickly to terrorist attacks. Whilst there was concern over the preparedness of the public services it has been stated that since previous attacks in the UK, the preparedness has improved substantially (Harris, 2016). This is a positive reflection on the police and public services during the Manchester Attack on their quick response to ensure that the ones who were injured were seen to immediately to avoid any more deaths and the person guilty of the crime was dealt with appropriately. It was found that the Government had warned public services prior to the Manchester Arena attack to be prepared and ready for major incidents like terrorist attacks after the Paris attack in 2015 (Craigie et al, 2020). This shows that there was a concern of more terrorist attacks happening in the future which was the Manchester arena attack. 

Response Time 

It is important to note that this was the first successful attack in the UK since 2005, this could also be another reason why response time may have been affected as the required services haven’t been trained (Lowe, 2020). Also, the bombing occurred at 10:31pm and the first firearm services eventually arrived at 22:35pm. As stated previously, there is a matter of urgency and ability to respond quickly to terrorist attacks for the public services (Harris 2015). The public services ability to do so in shown in the Manchester Arena Attack in 2017 when emergency services were called for an explosion, due to the British Transport Police overseeing the Arena they were the first contacted and arrived within 30 seconds of the explosion occurring (Lowe, 2020). This shows the urgency that is needed when responding to the high-level terrorist attacks to try keep as many members of the public safe as physically possible. It is declared by the Kerslake Report that a major learning outcome is the improvement of communications, improving the accuracy and information and reform of Operation PLATO.




Coordination and Communication 

What we can commend and discuss is the coordination and communication that underwent on this day. Within a short time, GMP officers attended and a GMP inspector became the bronze commander for this incident (Lowe, 2020) they arrived within 20 minutes of the incident occurring, but for a mass incident of this scale, this response time is questioned frequently. It is important to note, at any major incident, the emergency service deploy a gold, silver and bronze command structure, which is:
1. “Gold Command – has overall strategic command of the operation. They set the overarching strategy that all other plans must take account of; 
2. Silver Command – co-ordinates individual strategies developed by Bronze Command to ensure they reflect and contribute to Gold Command’s overarching strategy. Silver Command must be operationally and occupationally competent in the relevant disciplines in this role; 
3. Bronze Command Operations – Responsible for the command of a group of resources and carrying out functional and geographical responsibilities related to the tactical plan;”
This structure isn’t a rank system it is a role specifically. (Lowe, 2020). These ranks allow us to understand how they structured and coordinated the incident.

Capacity and Resources 
The resources in the police vary day to day, during the attack, there was a massive injury rate of 139 physically injured and 22 confirmed killed on arrival. This would require a large response from the police and potentially taking away all ambulances, fire engines and officers from other calls in Manchester. 

here is a chart provided by (Clark, 2024) showing how many police officers are employed over the years. In 2017 when the attack occurred, the employment rate was at an all-time low over the years, providing less response and less officers able to cover other calls. As stated previously, this mass incident required 6 ambulances and 400 officers. This is a substantial amount and effort for all officers called to attend, as officers will be in different locations, attending other calls etc. this chart is relevant to this report as it shows that an employment of 6,318 officers in 2017 but only an estimate of 400 officers attended the incident. This can be seen as a strength and weakness as the more officers on scene allows more police presence and control, but without officers on the street there would be none to attend other calls.
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(Statista.com, 2024).

Support for Victims 
The public services have a major job in supporting the victims who are impacted by a terrorist attack due to the disaster having a influence physically and psychologically for months, years or sometimes lifetime (Yosipof et al, 2023).

The victims of the bombing received financial support from the “We Love Manchester Emergency Fund” but this was only given to the family of the 22 people who were tragically killed on May 22nd, it was said they would receive $324,000 each (Mcphate, 2017). This funding was initiated immedietaly and raised a massive sum of $23,000,000 from the concert Ariana Grande hosted named “One Love Manchester Benefit Concert” (Mcphate, 2017).

There were also many more support channels issued to the victims such as medical support, mental health services, local government and local authorities also covered expenses for funerals, counselling even medical expenses (Craigie et al, 2020).

Learning from Past Experiences 
A previous terrorist attack we can discuss is the London Bombing in 2005. It is important to evaluate how the UK eventually learned from this and how they responded differently to the Manchester bombing this report has analysed.

After the London bombing, the UK introduced a strategy known as ‘CONTEST.’ This strategy’s main purpose was the focus on 4 elements, these were, prevent, pursue, protect, prepare. The strategy aimed to prevent terrorists by addressing the root cause, pursue terrorists and disrupt them before they attack, protect the public and prepare for and respond to all terrorist attacks (Gearson et al, 2015). The problem with the Manchester attack is that the government was aware of the attacker’s activities prior to the attack and did not act upon it. 


Conclusion
It is said that the attacker Salman Abedi was a closed SOI and even had MI5 wanting to host a meeting to discuss he actions prior to the attack, it is said that if they had hosted this meeting, then potentially the attack would have never happened. The emergency services had struggled to get officers and staff on scene and transporting injured people to hospitals. The response time was critical in mitigating any further harm, but the bomber had killed himself in the process, if this information was relayed to the services, then maybe they wouldn’t have had to wait for the armed units to arrive first. Despite the challenges faced in the aftermath, the whole emergency services demonstrated swift and commendable actions. The coordinated efforts of all public services showcased the importance of preparedness and immediate response strategies. However as discussed, there was many issues that underscored the need for consistent improvement in response, primarily communication and coordination. Overall, the attack highlighted both strengths and weaknesses that can enhance the readiness for terrorist attacks in the UK. There is never a perfect scenario in situations like these incidents, but it is possible to mitigate risk and error margins. Upon evaluating the strengths and weaknesses, it is shown that there is plenty of work to undergo still, but the UK will forever be learning and adapting.
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