


“Manchester Arena Suicide Bombing - An evaluation of the effectiveness of Police, Emergency Services and Partner Agencies responses”



The Incident: 
The Manchester Arena suicide bombing attack took place on 22 May 2017 when an Islamist suicide bomber detonated his suicide vest outside Manchester Arena where the concert by Ariana Grande, American Singer had just finished. The suicide vest contained shrapnel’s, fragments of sharp objects and was home assembled. The suicide bombing led to mass causality, where 22 people lost their lives and 1017 people were injured. The Manchester Arena suicide bombing was the largest and most devastating terrorist attach that took place on UK soil since 2005 London Train bombings (Smith & Chan, 2017). Most of the victims of attack were young teenagers who were there for attending the concert. Salman Abedi, a UK resident of Libyan descent, was found to have carried out the suicide attack. 
The Response of Police, Emergency Services and Partner Agencies:
Overall, according to Manchester Arena Inquiry commission, the response of police, emergence services and fire services, all three services failed to provide adequate response to the attack. There were clear gaps and failures in the response of the bomb attack. The enquiry conducted on these bombings have concluded that the response to the bombing was deficient as there was lack of following of the policy, poor coordination between the emergency services, file department and the police which delayed the rescue process (iTv, 2021). 
One of the pressing points of the response and the most critical and worrisome was there was multi-service agency coordination observed at the sight of attack. The police during the early stages of the incident failed to call in emergency services, the ambulances, the fire department because there was no proper emergency response mechanism. So, the multi-agency emergency response system did not work. There was lack of communication between all the emergency response services which seriously delayed the overall rescue and response process (Smith & Chan, 2017). 
Reason for poor emergency response system:
In all city based operations, the police are always the first responders to any incident because they are the first to reach the site and it is their duty to secure the place. Further, because the terrorist incidents are dangerous and there is threat of loss of life, so, the police must take the first step. But the existing strategy meant that, even after the initial response phase was over, other agencies remained dependent on the police for coordination (University of Bath, 2021). The reason was that the police failed to inform that the threat was over, which meant that other response teams waited. These other response teams didn’t have their own communication network. So, essentially the error in flow and sharing of communication was the reason for delay. This also meant that the coordination between the inter-services was delayed and caused large uncertainty of what specific action to take (University of Bath, 2021). 
Another reason that affected the response was that the paramedics command officer didn’t send more than 3 paramedics at the foyer. According to him, he was worried that there may be any secondary device where the terrorist had detonated the bomb. As paramedics were unprotected and therefore it was a too risk scenario (BBC, 2021). Further, the commander also felt that there may also be other attacks in the city where the paramedics had to be rushed so, therefore, not all the paramedics were sent immediately. 
Overall policy for handling terrorist attacks in UK:
Prior to the Manchester Arena suicide bombing attack, the designed policy to handle terrorist attack, a multi-nodal coordination agency was created, called Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Programme (Jesip) (WESTON, 2021). The idea of setting up JESIP was better coordination, communication, and co-location of services for maximum effect. But it was found that the JESIP principles were not followed which led to confusion. The three services in charge, couldn’t meet together at the single point and therefore, the response was independent rather than coordinated. All the departments were working silos. 
Police Responses:
The Police department response to the terrorist incident fell under the jurisdiction of Greater Manchester Police (GMP). The overall response of the police department was found lacking and deficient. The major reason cited for the deficiency was a command vacuum because the senior leadership of the GMP were clueless what actions to take. Overall, it was an institution level failure because the required policy and protocols were not followed and the entire system as a whole failed as a result (Gardham, 2021). 
In fact, many of the critics have pointed out the basics of emergency response rules were flouted which meant that the other services were not notified on time and they failed to reach ground zero, delaying the overall rescue operation. Going through the details of the enquiry report, the understanding was that the armed police would enter the hall and would neutralize any active attacker or would clear the site of firearms and secure the site. Then the other response teams would be notified so that they can enter the arena and overtake rescue work. But the armed police response team did not report to other agencies that the site was clear for rescue, which delayed the emergence response process (Gardham, 2021). 
Overall, the response to the incident by the police was considered to be haphazard lacking any consistency, planning or policy. The police were found to be unprepared to handle the incident as there was no command, authority of control and no direction. Further, the police commander who and the responsibility to deal with terrorist event was overwhelmed and the delay. 
Fire department responses: 
The file department response to the terrorist incident fell under the jurisdiction North West Ambulance Service (NWAS). During the response the Emergency service and paramedic response were found to be lacking any coordination. These two services lacked any credible information of the number of injured and therefore, only 3 paramedics went into the foyer where the injuries and causalities were over 1000+. Moreover, the response by the NWAS was highly delayed, when they should have been the first one to respond to the incident (BBC, 2021). There was shortage of expert paramedics at the bomb site. The expert Hazardous Area Response Team (HART) paramedics moved to the area of the foyer where bomb detonated at considerable delay and at the time when triaging was complete and not many injured were left to be taken care of. Further, no mass causality vehicle was rushed to the scene which would have offered considerable help (BBC, 2021). 
Another mistake that was made by NWAS was that the proper stretchers for triage were not used this was despite the fact the specially designed stretchers for these types of incidents to remove causalities were available that night but were not used. The combination of late responses and lack of available right treatment available were reasons for 2 persons who could have survived died (BBC, 2021).
Emergency Ambulance Service responses and Paramedic Reponses:
The Emergency Ambulance services response to the terrorist incident fell under the jurisdiction of Greater Manchester Fire and Rescue Service (GMFRS). Overall, it has been concluded that the fire department was unprepared to handle the complex operation. The fire department reached at the site at a delay of 2 hours. In crisis and emergency situations such delay lead to causalities. The decision makers for GMFRS showed reluctance to send in firefighters within the area as there was higher consideration of risk of safety (BBC, 2021). For the first 2 hours, the fire commander couldn’t get in touch with the police commander, who was inundated with calls. This meant that the overall response of the fire department came to a standstill where crucial time was lost. As soon as the police confirmed that there was no lose terrorist, the paramedics quickly were able to send reinforcements to carry out the rescue operation. Within 1 hour a total of 56 ambulances had reached the scene. Further for their support there were consultant paramedics and advanced paramedics 
What went right by emergency response services at the night of attack:
The most crucial and admirable part of the response was that the armed police immediately rushed to the site and secured the place so that the emergency response units to quickly take control (Kerslake, 2017). The initial response of setting up of Operation Plato where the armed services take over the area, and establish a hot, warm and cold zone, so that there are no other causalities was quickly established which helped in providing safe passage for rescue services to start their operations (Gardham, 2021)
How the response could be improved in the future:
There were many areas within which the emergency response teams of multi-agency approach failed to provide required services. The main area that led to the failure was poor and ineffective communication among inter-agencies. According to University of Bath researchers, the reason for the poor communication and coordination was due to the existing 2-phase structure of response and recovery that was prevalent during the time of bombings. The reason that policy failed because this strategy had its over reliance on police services as being centralized point of contact for all services. But, as the police was unable to pass on clear instructions to others, so therefore, it meant that all the communication came to a halt (University of Bath, 2021). 
According to researchers at university of Bath, this policy and strategy needs to change to a three-phase strategy. The new strategy suggested by them is response/resolve/recovery. The aim of the addition of resolve phase is that it would allow other services to parallely act and be prepared for emergencies rather than being reliant on only police for communication. This would ensure that the other services would pro-actively take action and would faster to the recovery process (University of Bath, 2021).  
So, the overall solution for the new policy should be learn from the Manchester arena suicide bombing attack. The communication must be decentralized, and other agencies must have their own communication networks and not being over reliant on police for deciding next course of action. This alternate communication would help in collecting greater communication and collection of information which is vital at initial hours to understand the situation and as the situation is very fluid at initial levels (University of Bath, 2021). Further, such communication would also help other agencies to take their decisions independently based on their expertise and the best ways by which they can respond to tricky situation. So, it is essential to empower and provide decision making independence to different departments and services to ensure expertise of diverse response team is achieved, especially during initial response Such an approach is likely to increase co-ordination improve the quality of response and enhance decision making and expertise of all different skills sets can be achieved (University of Bath, 2021). 
Other solution as suggested by Craigie et al., 2020 showcase that mass incidents terrorist action means civilian agencies have to respond to these situations but most of the time they are equipped to handle such incidences. For eg, in the Manchester Arena Suicide bombing, the civil surgeons were unable to provide trauma care because they were not skilled to handle such emergencies (Craigie, et al., 2020). 
Conclusion: 
The response of emergency services at the Manchester bombing clearly showcased what happens when the communication breaks and when there is no co-ordination between different services (Pidd, 2018). The stark contrast from what is planned and expected for and what happened showcases the gross errors that were made during the response.
The average response time for the firefighting team is six minutes but, on that day,, it took them 2 hours. There was breakdown of communication between different agency heads and the firefighters were not cleared to enter the scene because the place was considered too dangerous. But, in reality, there was a lone terrorist and the armed forces had secured the area and the hot zone was established. 
The response to a terrorist threat can never be planned because of large number of variables. The situation is fluidic and changes every minute. While the planning of the emergency response team, coordinated plans, the two phase policy, were good on paper, but in reality, it failed miserably. 
But, given the complexities of the scenario, the conflicting intelligence inputs of Paris style lone-wolf attack, the response of the police was admirable to quickly clear the area. Still there are many learnings that have to learnt from the response. The main is that while centralization helps in coordination but if centralization fails it can lead to failure of the entire system. So, there needs to be empowerment of all agencies to develop their own communication channels which can have alternate ways of gathering on ground information.  
Further, the emergency services especially paramedics were also admired for their tactical and strategic level service quality. The paramedics from the North West ambulance service were able to respond to the scene barely 10 minutes when the bomb went off. The paramedics were able to rescue survivors and injured immediately without thinking of personal safety as they were not aware whether there was another lose terrorist. 
One of the great tragedies which hindered the response was the role of media and the families of victims which is often ignored. According to response teams, the media constantly hounded which made the recovery process difficult to carry out. But, as it happens in all incidents, each attack is different and poses different challenges. The emergency response can never be perfect because the human involvement of the process. Confusion, taking tough decisions, multiple constraints, can make every individual to make mistakes. But, better preparation, simulations, planning and forming tested polices can minimize errors. 
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