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The proposed Integration of the BTP in Scotland into Police Scotland:  
Possible lessons from police and fire reform in Scotland 
 
Introduction and context: the evaluation of police and fire reform in Scotland 
 
This evidence is being provided at the request of the Justice Committee of the 
Scottish Parliament to assist in the discussion of the proposed integration of BTP in 
Scotland into Police Scotland.  The focus of this evidence comprises findings from 
the evaluation of police and fire reform in Scotland which are of relevance to the 
proposed integration. 
 
The Scottish Institute for Policing Research (SIPR), ScotCen and What Works 
Scotland were commissioned by the Scottish Government in 2015 to undertake a 
four year evaluation of police and fire reform. The aims of the evaluation are to (i) 
assess if the 3 aims of reform (reduced duplication, more equal access to specialist 
expertise and greater engagement with communities) have been met; (ii) learn the 
lessons from the implementation of reform to inform the process of future public 
service reform; and (iii) evaluate the wider impact of reform on the justice and wider 
public sector. 
 
The evaluation began in February 2015 and published its first report in June 20161.  
The first report focused on findings emerging from (i) a review of publically available 
evidence and (ii) national key informant interviews with a sample of senior 
representatives across policing and fire in Scotland and a range of national bodies 
including other criminal justice agencies, local authorities and third sector 
organisations.  The second report will be published in 2017 and will focus on findings 
from local geographical case study work with police officers, firefighters, elected 
members and community representatives. 
 
To date the evaluation of police and fire reform has found plausible and credible 
evidence of progress being made towards achieving the long term aims of reform.  
Local service provision has been sustained since reform despite reducing budgets; 
significant progress has been made in creating more equal access to specialist 
support and national capacity; and in terms of community engagement, appropriate 
structures for local stakeholder engagement have been established. 
 
Key findings of relevance to the proposed integration of BTP in Scotland into 
Police Scotland 
 
Throughout the reform process, both Police Scotland and the Scottish Fire and 
Rescue Service (SFRS) have embraced many of the recommendations from Audit 
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Scotland’s report Learning the Lessons of Public Body Mergers2.  These 
recommendations, which are also highly relevant to the proposed integration of BTP 
into Police Scotland, include: 

 the need to have strong, strategic leadership;  

 plans which extend beyond the start date of the merger; 

 a programme of post-implementation benefits review work;  

 a corporate plan focusing on the purpose and benefits of the new 
organisation;  

 performance reporting focused on the benefits expected from the new merged 
body;  

 regular information from service users, staff and stakeholders. 
 
Building on these recommendations, the evaluation of police and fire reform has 
underlined the scale of the challenges involved in bringing together the eight regional 
police forces, the Scottish Police Services Authority and the Scottish Crime and Drug 
Enforcement Agency, and the eight former Fire and Rescue Services.  Key findings 
from the evaluation that are relevant to the current discussion regarding the 
proposed integration of BTP into Police Scotland include the need for: 

 Clear articulation of the benefits of integration: the reform of police and fire 
services in Scotland involved detailed consideration of the operational and 
financial benefits of reform and the development of a programme of post-
implementation benefits review work to allow regular assessment of progress 
towards achieving the strategic aims of reduced duplication, increased access 
to specialist expertise, and stronger connections with communities.  A similar 
approach would be desirable in relation to BTP and Police Scotland.  This 
requires a detailed narrative setting out the case for integration (‘why is 
change needed’) and how integration will deliver a set of specific benefits 
(‘how change will happen’). 

 Appreciation of the timescales and skills required to achieve integration: 
Representatives of Police Scotland and SFRS routinely invoke the notion of a 
reform journey that beings with ‘preparing’, moves on to ‘consolidating’ and 
‘integrating’ and concludes with ‘transforming’.  Three years into reform, both 
services see themselves largely in the ‘consolidating’ and ‘integrating’ phase 
of the journey and that real transformation has still to take place.  Many of 
those interviewed for the evaluation believed the scale and complexity of 
achieving integration were underestimated.  Challenges cited ranged from 
operational differences in the processes and procedures for responding to 
incidents to differences in ‘back office’ business processes in key areas like 
contracts and procurement.  Interviewees also highlighted the limited skillsets 
with both police and fire services to deal with complex corporate change and 
the need for the recruitment of specialists in these fields.  These findings have 
important implications for the proposed integration of BTP with Police 
Scotland.  This will be a highly complex task and one where the 
distinctiveness of BTP compared with a geographically-based police 
organisation will add additional layers of complexity (for example, in terms of 
changes to the cost-allocation model used to fund BTP, maintaining co-
ordination across a UK railway network, responsibilities with regard counter-
terrorism, integrating IT systems, and the specialist training requirements 
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needed for railway way policing).   Regular reviews of the skill requirements 
for organisational change are therefore required.  In addition, the timing of the 
proposed integration needs to be mindful that Police Scotland is now just at 
the beginning of the ‘transformational’ stage of reform which will see 
challenges at least as significant as those already encountered in integrating 
the legacy forces.  

 Recognising the importance of differences in organisational cultures:  the 
merger of both police and fire services involved bringing together legacy 
organisations which had distinctive organisational cultures.  Failure to fully 
appreciate these differences created challenges and risks which have 
impacted on the progress of reform.   BTP and BTPA have already stressed 
the ‘unique culture and ethos’3 associated with transport policing including a 
strong emphasis on prevention and a commercial understanding of the 
operational imperatives of the railway and its stakeholders.   The process of 
integration will therefore need to address not just the structural changes 
required but also the cultural dimensions of change.  

  Reconfiguring governance arrangements: The proposed integration of BTP 
into Police Scotland would involve a significant reconfiguration of BTP’s 
existing governance arrangements as responsibility for governance would 
most likely migrate to the Scottish Police Authority.  There would therefore be 
a need to ensure the capacity and the capability (in terms of relevant skills 
and expertise) to take on a new area of responsibility.  At a local level, the 
integration of BTP into Police Scotland would also have implications for 
Scrutiny and Engagement Committees within local authorities whose remit 
would then potentially include the scrutiny of the policing of the rail 
infrastructure within their area.     

 Inter-dependencies between national, regional and local policing units: The 
creation of Police Scotland has created a new landscape of specialist units 
operating at different geographical scales and this has brought significant 
benefits in creating more equal access to specialist support and national 
capacity.  It has also brought challenges around issues of information sharing 
and interaction between specialist units and local policing resources.  The 
proposed integration of BTP into Police Scotland needs to be mindful of these 
issues given the national and local dimensions of BTP policing activities.   
One of the key lessons from reform is the need to recognise and map the 
inter-dependencies between specialist functions and more routine activities in 
order to identify any potential areas of tension.  The specialist nature of BTP  
means that its resources are not routinely deployed to other policing activities 
but the integration of BTP into Police Scotland may create pressure for 
resources to be used more flexibly; 

 Differences in the experience of integration: reform has impacted in different 
ways on the workforces of Police Scotland and SFRS, depending on a range 
of factors including role, rank and location.  The proposed integration of BTP 
into Police Scotland would therefore need to be mindful that civilian staff and 
officers with different roles and ranks within BTP are likely to be affected in 
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different ways by integration.  Regular communication with staff throughout 
the integration process is key to understanding the impact of change on 
workforce morale. 

 Experience of integration for partner organisations: the issue of stakeholder 
engagement featured strongly in the initial period of police and fire reform with 
concerns being raised regarding Police Scotland’s poor communications with 
partner agencies.  Given the wide range and distinctive profile of BTP’s 
interactions with partner organisations, it would be important to ensure that 
communication with these agencies is given a high priority throughout the 
process of integration. 

 
Conclusions 
 
The experience of police and fire reform demonstrates the complexities of merging 
public sector bodies but also provides some important lessons for future mergers in 
the public sector.  This written evidence has highlighted some of the areas where 
attention would need to be focused in order to mitigate the disruptive aspects of 
mergers.  Against this background, the need for careful scrutiny of the financial, 
strategic and operational aspects of a merger is imperative and could be carried out 
by bodies such as Audit Scotland and HMICS.  Such scrutiny would need to be 
mindful of the findings of the Scottish Government consultation on the integration but 
also assess the potential implications for Scotland of broader longer term changes to 
the configuration of UK policing, such as the options currently being explored with 
regard to National Infrastructure Constabulary or which would integrate BTP with 
other policing agencies responsible for roads, airports and nuclear installations. 
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