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JUSTICE SUB-COMMITTEE ON POLICING 
 

POLICING DURING THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM ASSOCIATION OF POLICE SUPERINTENDENTS 
 

Thank you for the invitation to submit evidence to the Scottish Parliament’s Justice 
Sub-Committee on Policing for its consideration at the forthcoming on-line evidence 
session on policing during the coronavirus pandemic, sitting next Tuesday 9 June. 
 
I have consulted with members of the Executive Committee of ASPS who widely 
represent the senior operational leaders of the Police Service of Scotland (the Service) 
and have made the following comments and observations.  In that connection and for 
ease of reference, I will lay this information out under the two broad areas that it is 
expected the evidence session will focus upon.    
 
1. The effect of the emergency legislative changes to police powers on those in 

Scotland, the current and anticipated challenges for the police service, and any 
changes to practice that can be incorporated permanently into policing. 

The legislation was required urgently to protect public health and grant public 
agencies, including the police, regulatory powers to keep people safe.  Whilst those 
new powers granted under the regulations were not specifically sought by the Service, 
it was clear that it was the Service’s duty to uphold the law and maintain community 
confidence, fairly, proportionately and in an accountable manner. 
Policing with the public’s consent remained the cornerstone upon which the Service’s 
plans and tactics were developed.  From the outset, the principles of the 4E’s - 
Engage, Explain, Encourage and Enforce - were established and widely 
communicated to the Force through the Gold, Silver and Bronze Command structure.  
Daily briefings and training packages for staff were communicated as clearly and as 
quickly as possible, updated often in response to developing government advice 
revealed during the Prime and First Ministers’ daily briefings.   
 
The policing style principles applied to all police forces in the United Kingdom but as 
might be reasonably expected, individual forces applied the regulations at different 
stages along the 4E’s continuum to meet local circumstances and expectations.  There 
was early acknowledgement that not every force got the style and tone ‘pitch perfect’ 
from the outset, but consistency of approach was then directed through the National 
Police Chiefs’ Council, the lessons from which the Service noted.   
The Association considers that it is a strength of the national Police Service of Scotland 
that it has the ability to apply its policing plans more consistently than the 43 separate 
forces in England and Wales, whilst always recognising that individual communities 
have different needs and expectations, allowing for a flexible approach being taken.  
To that end, ASPS has regularly shared knowledge and best practice with its sister 
associations the Police Superintendents’ Association and England and Wales, and the 
Superintendents’ Association of Northern Ireland as well as the Scottish Police 
Federation and other staff associations. 
 
The challenges faced by police officers and staff were myriad, particularly in the early 
days of the so-called ‘lockdown’.  In the Service’s experience, much of the public did 
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their best to comply with the Regulations and Government guidance, imposed and 
broadcast with minimal notice.  Effective communications by the Service through its 
Contact Centres, media releases and its staff’s engagement directly with the public 
was crucial in explaining and encouraging public compliance.  The strategic intention 
was clear but to be effective, had to be implemented in often challenging 
circumstances by officers and staff applying the 4E’s and using discretion when 
appropriate.   
 
In the early days of the ‘lockdown’, the Service recorded exponential increases in 
‘public nuisance’ type complaints, noisy parties, public gatherings etc.  In some 
instances, calls were received from people who were using the regulations as a 
malicious means to continue old grievances/disputes with neighbours; police 
attendance would typically find no breaches of the regulations.  Other calls could fall 
into the category of ‘False Alarm with Good Intent’.  Typically, these types of incidents 
were at their greatest during periods of good weather.  The regulations did not provide 
constables with the power of entry without warrant and on some occasions, this 
delayed police actions and in fewer still, led to prolonged siege-type incidents 
developing.  But in most instances, when people were found gathered in a home that 
was not their domicile contrary to the regulations and without reasonable excuse, they 
would leave when requested to do so. 
 
The mainstream media has undoubtedly had a crucial role in broadcasting and 
reporting accurate and timely messages in support of government advice and Service 
press releases.  There were some notable instances of alarmist and inaccurate 
reporting which was challenged, e.g. road blocks to be established at the 
Scotland/England border, but these were the exception.  Generally, reporting of new 
advice/guidance led to upsurges in public calls to the Contact Centres, delaying 
response times for other police business.  Some headlines were also be fuelled by 
intemperate and ill-informed commentary, often on social media.   

At this time, the Service’s contact centres continue to receive huge volumes of calls 
from the public, mostly on the 101 service, seeking advice on the regulations, usually 
after government (UK and Scottish) announcements where there was a perceived or 
actual change to guidelines, and specifically to what they may or may not do.  This 
indicates that the Police Service is seen as a trusted and authoritative source of 
information/guidance in times of crisis whereas government information sources were 
limited to on-line advice.  Whenever possible, callers are directed to the Scottish 
Government advice published on its website unless it is a genuine emergency for the 
police to respond to.  

Throughout the crisis, some sections of the public have had expectations of a policing 
response that was not proportionate to the circumstances nor in the spirit of the 4E’s 
principles, and would in any case, have been very difficult to resource safely, e.g. 
arrest large numbers of (typically young) people gathering in public 
places.  Engagement, explanation and encouragement worked well in most instances, 
with enforcement being only required for the relatively few who would not heed advice 
and warnings.  The Association noted that the Service quickly implemented effective 
governance arrangements to collate data on offences, which then informed Local 
Policing Commanders on trends occurring to allow adjustment of the policing tone and 
style where necessary. 
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Regarding changes that might be incorporated into the policing response, many of 
these have already been successfully implemented such as the national Contact 
Assessment Model which uses the ‘Thrive’ model to assess public needs on contact 
with the Service and can reduce the need for emergency response in some instances.  
Similarly, in the sphere of Criminal Justice sphere, new methods of working have been 
introduced to make processes operate efficiently.   
    
(2) The challenges of policing during the coronavirus pandemic and applying the new 

police powers, as well as the challenges of policing during an easing of restrictions 
in Scotland. 

Public and political scrutiny of the policing response was an essential part of sense-
checking and developing the policing style and tone.  In that connection, ASPS fully 
supports the Chief Constable’s timely decision to form an Independent Advisory 
Group and will be pleased to participate in the work being co-ordinated by Mr John 
Scott QC to review the Service’s implementation and use of the regulations against 
the its values and principles of the 4E’s et cetera. 

During regular consultation with the Service’s Professional Standards Department, 
ASPS was kept briefed about complaints made in relation to COVID-19 regarding 
police action or more commonly, when action was not taken.  The Association noted 
that timely frontline resolution worked well to explain the proportionate and lawful 
nature of difference modes of response.  However, these complaints are further 
indication that some members of the public confuse the legislation with broadcasted 
advice and guidance which can be challenging for the frontline policing response.     

In respect of future developments of the legislation and regulations, ASPS considers 
it necessary for politicians to determine what public actions and behaviours they seek 
to legislate for?  It is hoped that any amendments or new legislation will avoid creating 
offences that criminalise the public for what in most instances will be normal 
behaviours and actions.  Care must also be taken to avoid gaps in the regulations that 
then require non-enforceable advice/guidance to be regularly issued.  With respect to 
the Scottish Government’s considerable challenge in briefing the public on a wide 
range of issues, ‘what if’ scenarios etc., aspects of guidance such as the recent limited 
travel distance of five miles highlight the difficulty in achieving ‘compliance realism’ 
and risk discriminating against those people living in rural communities if brought into 
strict regulation.    

The focus of any new strategic objectives must be on public health priorities and 
should not shift the burden of enforcing compliance onto the Service for offences that 
many people will view as normal and necessary behaviours.  Whatever new 
regulations are desired, the government must also consider what additional demands 
these will place upon the Service (and other public agencies) at a time when society 
seeks to return to a new normality, e.g. policing of air and sea ports; enforcement of 
quarantine regulations, contact testing and tracing et cetera. 

In assessing those impacts upon the Service as the ‘lockdown’ is eased, consideration 
should be given to the resilience and capability of the Service as demands generated 
by major public events and routine policing demands increase back to pre-pandemic 
levels (as many are already doing vis. 1,000 arrests last weekend).  The Service has 
already built up a significant deficit already of untaken annual leave and cancelled 
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training, all during a time when the courts have not sat and hundreds of officers have 
moved from important support roles to boost frontline policing.  Easing back into those 
business-as-usual modes will not be like flicking a switch and ASPS notes the 
Service’s work in respect of managing that transition through the renewal/recovery and 
organisational resilience workstreams.   

Whilst the Service must and will play its part in helping Scotland to recover to the new 
normality, there must be a realistic assessment as to how long that will take and at 
what pace.  The Service cannot continue to run on adrenaline at a relentless pace 
without difficult choices being made about service delivery and standards.  

The Association’s membership is comprised of strong and experienced operational 
leaders who have risen to the challenge of this terrible crisis through personal 
sacrifices and unstinting commitment to public service. There will be many 
opportunities to review and improve the Service’s operating model through those 
changes forced upon our working practices and partnerships.  If those positive 
changes are to be fully realised, it will take the combined efforts of the Service, the 
Scottish Police Authority, Scottish Government and myriad partners to plan and 
resource the projects required.       

Finally, assessment of the continuation and longevity of the public’s goodwill, to grant 
the police the consent and authority to enforce the regulations must be taken into 
careful consideration.  The Service’s commitment to its values of treating the public 
with fairness, integrity and respect, are of and will continue to be of paramount 
importance. 

In closing, ASPS is grateful to the Service, the Cabinet Secretary for Justice, the 
Convenor and political party spokespersons for Justice for the continued regular 
contact, consultation and discussion on COVID19 as well as regular policing matters.     
 
 
Association of Police Superintendents 
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