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Dear John 
 
LETTER TO THE CONVENOR FROM AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL REGARDING SPIT HOODS AND 
BITE GUARDS 
 
I am writing in response to your email of 7 July 2020 in respect of the above letter. 

I would like to begin by emphasising that I fully recognise my responsibilities to support and protect the 

Health & Safety of the officers and staff of Police Scotland. I thank you for your continued support to 

Police Scotland in this area during these very challenging times.   

Police Scotland have responded to Amnesty International regarding their concerns about spit hoods on 

two occasions during the pandemic. 

I have a duty of care to my officers and staff to provide them with suitable and sufficient PPE and 

protective devices to counter the myriad of hazards presented on a daily basis to our employees. 

Unfortunately one of those hazards is the act of being spat upon, which I am sure you will agree is 

abhorrent, anti-social and can carry health risks. Police Scotland officers do not routinely use spit hoods, 

but can do so if the circumstances merit it. Any force used by officers and staff,  including the use of spit 

hoods, must fall within Police Scotland’s criteria of use of force (PLANE – Proportionate, Legal, 

Accountable, Necessary and Ethical).  It is the personal responsibility of individual officers and staff to 

justify any force they may have used. I can confirm that this standard has not changed during the 

pandemic. I wish to give the subcommittee absolute reassurance that spit hoods are only used in the 

circumstances where someone has either actively spat on a member of staff or bitten a member of staff 

or is attempting to do so.  Few complaints have been received regarding the use of spit hoods since the 

inception of Police Scotland and the use of spit hoods has not significantly increased during the 

pandemic.   
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Police Scotland has undertaken police-specific risk assessments in relation to COVID-19 and from that 

developed our COVID-19 Operational Guidance. This Operational Guidance and our PPE use is 

continuously reviewed by our Health and Safety and Command leads.   I can advise that Police Scotland 

does not refer to the use of spit hoods as items of COVID–19 related PPE and their use does not feature 

at all in our COVID-19 related Operational Guidance. It is not recommended, nor even inferred, that spit 

hoods can be used as additional protection against COVID-19.    

The additional risks in respect of use of force/resisting arrest and other non-compliant scenarios is 

referenced in our Risk Assessment. Numerous mitigation measures are recommended and put in place 

including:  the use of physical distancing where possible, the triaging of incidents for a proportionate and 

appropriate response, the appropriate use of approved PPE, information on hygiene measures and 

decontamination procedures, and access to testing for those potentially exposed.  

The use of spit hoods by officers  is not specifically referenced in our COVID-19 Operational Guidance 

section under non-compliant scenarios, however future consideration will be given to include this. 

Recommendations regarding the use of PAVA on individuals suspected or confirmed as having COVID-

19 are included, particularly around the requirements for aftercare. Direction surrounding the deployment 

of TASER is in line with normal operational guidance on its use and considered as a tactical option to 

give officers space and time to approach and safely detain subjects. 

Amnesty International states that the spit hoods may pose an increased risk to those individuals who 

may have compromised respiratory systems as a result of COVID-19 infection or that their use increases 

the risk of transmission. I can advise that spit hoods are subject to a separate Risk Assessment which in 

turn has informed the guidance on their use and the training given to officers as part of their normal 

Operational Safety Training programme.     

The spit hood is a personal issue, single-use breathable mesh hood that covers the face and head of 

any subject who presents a significant risk to officers and staff in relation to spitting or biting. The hood is 

supplied in a sealed plastic packet and comes in one size designed to fit most people. The hood is 

neutral in colour and is made of nylon mesh, with a plastic reinforced panel at the front. When worn, it 

allows the subject to see and breathe almost normally. The hood material does not react with the 

chemicals within irritant spray. 

The Spit Hood Risk Assessment and Operational Safety Training states that:  

• Officers and staff should take cognisance of any medical or mental health issues which may 

affect the subject. 

• Where such conditions are known or suspected to exist, officers must confirm that the 

requirement to wear the hood over-rides any additional risk posed to the wellbeing of the subject. 

• The spit hood will not be used on anyone that is vomiting or having difficulty breathing. 

• The subject must remain under constant supervision at all times whilst the spit hood is worn and 

if at any time it is suspected that the subjects health is being adversely affected by the spit hood 

or that the subject has lost consciousness then the spit hood must immediately be removed and 

normal First Aid protocols observed. 
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To summarise the Police Scotland position:  

a) Spit hoods are only used when someone has already taken the conscious decision to spit on or 

to try to bite a member of staff.  They are therefore a vital part of protection for staff carrying out 

their lawful duties.  

b) Our COVID-19 Risk Assessments and Operational Guidance does not reference spit hoods for 

use as PPE for use with COVID-19 scenarios.  If the above circumstances at point ‘a’ are 

present, a spit hood may be used if it is proportionate, legal, accountable, necessary and ethical 

to do so as a protection against assault by spitting or biting, but not used solely  as a protection 

against COVID-19. 

c) Consideration will be given to referencing spit hoods in the Operational Guidance section on non-

compliant scenarios. 

d) Police Scotland provides clear guidance to staff on their use as part of our Operational Safety 

Training Programme (Module 12).  This guidance must be adhered to at all times and is fully 

congruent with our COVID-19 related Operational Guidance 

e) Spit hoods are of a mesh construction so do not interfere with breathing.  

f) They are single use and are then disposed of hygienically as clinical waste.  

g) Spitting may increase the risk of virus transmission to our staff if the member of staff is not 

wearing full PPE. Testing procedures must be considered for the member of staff in these 

circumstances.  

h) Since its inception in 2013, Police Scotland has only received 8 complaints in relation to the use 

of spit hoods. Whilst all complaints are taken seriously, this does not indicate large scale use or 

problems with spit hoods.   

i) Whilst the use of spit hoods increased in April this year when compared with 2019 figures, it 

decreased in May under similar comparison.  This indicates that that overall use hasn’t 

significantly increased during the pandemic.  This will be kept under review.  

I trust this answers your queries and provides you with reassurance around this matter.   

Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
 
Gary Ritchie 
Assistant Chief Constable 

 


