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Dear Margaret 
 
Handling of Non-Emergency Calls by Police Scotland 
 
In recent days, further exchanges have taken place in the Scottish Parliament 
around the handling of non-emergency calls by Police Scotland. In response 
to earlier media coverage I issued a statement in which I highlighted the 
misleading and inaccurate nature of the suggestion that in excess of 77,000 
non-emergency calls were unanswered by Police Scotland between July 2015 
and July 2016. I also highlighted that the current average waiting time for the 
public using our service is 12 seconds.  I believe it is important to write to you 
and to a number of other interested parties in order to provide further context, 
detail and explanation in relation to call handling arrangements and 
performance within Police Scotland. In doing so I hope that we might get to a 
situation in which the public are afforded an accurate and objective 
understanding of this issue. I also hope that my staff might receive the 
recognition that I believe they deserve, for their tireless efforts to provide a 
quality response to the public.  
 
Between 1 July 2015 and 1 July 2016 over 2.5 million non-emergency calls 
were received by Police Scotland. Of these calls, 2.9% (77,670 calls) were 
‘discontinued’. Discontinued calls are defined by Police Scotland as ‘calls 
received from the public via the 101 telephony system that are disconnected 
without the caller speaking to a Service Advisor’. These calls are discontinued 
by the caller. It is not possible to determine why each caller decides to 
disconnect their call however there are a variety of explanations.  Some 
callers choose to disconnect and redial having heard the other options 
available. For example 101 callers are advised to hang up and dial 999 in an 
emergency. Others may initially choose to wait for an advisor and then decide 
to disconnect and redial 101 in order to select one of the pre-recorded options 
to divert their call to for example Custody Division instead. Callers will also 
disconnect if the police are no longer needed or because they become aware 
that someone else at the same incident has already contacted the police, as 
in the case of a road traffic incident with multiple witnesses for example.  



 
Consequently, we accept that a number of non-emergency calls will 
intentionally be discontinued by the caller and as such in our assessment a 0 
% discontinued rate is not achievable. That said it is of course important that 
we understand our performance and strive to provide the best service that we 
can to the public. It is therefore helpful to understand any trends that might be 
apparent. In this regard it is worthy of note that during the first year of Police 
Scotland (2013/2014), a discontinued level of 4.2% was recorded.  More 
recently, in November 2015 it was noted in the HMICS Independent 
Assurance Review of Call Handling that 3.4% of 101 calls were discontinued. 
More recently still, as previously stated, the discontinued level from 1 July 
2015 to 1 July 2016 was 2.9%. Clearly this represents an improving picture. 
 
It is also important that we benchmark our performance against others where 
possible. In 2014, the BBC highlighted a significant rise in ‘abandoned, non-
emergency 101 calls’ made to the Police across the UK.  This report 
highlighted that 17 of the 36 English and Welsh forces assessed had a 
discontinued rate above 5%. Of these forces, 5 had a rate which exceeded 
10% and one force reported a rate in excess of 20%. Of all the forces which 
responded only the Metropolitan Police Service receive more calls than Police 
Scotland. 
 
In recent months, assisted by the enhanced scrutiny and governance 
arrangements put in place by the Scottish Police Authority, we have been 
developing a renewed focus on a broader understanding of our performance. 
To summarise, while it is important that calls are answered quickly it is equally 
important that the entire interaction is of high quality from the caller’s 
perspective. This naturally involves many other factors including the ability of 
our trained staff to build trust and rapport with a caller, to extract key pieces of 
information, to assess risk and in many cases to deploy an appropriate police 
response.  
 
I recognise that the handling of calls by Police Scotland is a matter of real 
public interest and I am keen to do all that I can to support a greater 
understanding and awareness of our approach. I would therefore be delighted 
to welcome you and any of your colleagues to one of our call handling centres 
to discuss these matters further, to see our call handling operation in action 
and to learn about our plans to further improve our call handling 
arrangements.   
 
In the meantime I hope that you will find this information helpful in providing 
an accurate account of the position in relation to the handling of calls 
discontinued by members of the public. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
John Hawkins 
Assistant Chief Constable  
Service and Protection 


