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POLICING DURING THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM THE SCOTTISH POLICE FEDERATION 
 

 
I refer to the above and thank you for inviting the Scottish Police Federation (SPF) to 
contribute to the work of the subcommittee. In response to the specific questions 
posed;  
 
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 SPF considers that it would be unusual for the police service to determine the 
effect of any legislation on the general public. What we can legitimately comment on 
are the levels of public compliance with the legislation, and the challenges it has 
presented. There are whole sections of society that will be impacted differently. The 
experiences of those who live alone; those who live in a building where outside space 
is not available, single parents, the elderly, those with mental illness, or those who live 
in large houses with gardens and ready access to vehicles for example, will all be 
different to each other.  
 
Whilst we recognise the Covid19 pandemic has required swift political, legislative and 
policing manoeuvring, we consider that in the first two the political and legislative 
process was far too slow out of the starting blocks. The consequences of this are multi-
faceted but key amongst them are that public messaging was in place early enough 
to prepare the general public for what was coming, and in addition the police service 
itself did not know precisely what was being asked of it ‘till the eve of the legislative 
restrictions coming into place. 
 
We cannot ignore that the Health Protection (Coronavirus) (Restrictions) (Scotland) 
Regulations is perhaps the most restrictive legislation passed in our lifetimes. This 
should have created an impetus to engage early and at length with the police service 
and policing stakeholders. It is regrettable this did not happen. 
  
It is nonetheless reassuring that despite the last-minute nature of the legislation being 
enacted, and the police having to devise practical “work arounds” including genuine 
last minute online briefing materials and operational guidance to accommodate its 
provisions, that the early levels of public compliance were frankly remarkable.  
 
The Chief Constable has variously been on record to comment that on occasions 
officers did not always get their approach right and where this happened suitable 
apologies were offered. This was particularly welcome as it reflected a sensible 
approach to what were exceptionally fluid and often ambiguous messages on 
expectations in the early days of policing the regulations.  
 
In truth the SPF considers it is probably too early to determine what, if any, changes 
to policing practices should become permanent features. Like most other areas of life, 
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the police service is currently operating in an artificial reality. We need to see how the 
population and political moods will change in the weeks and months ahead. We do not 
know if the new normal will soon be indistinguishable from the normal we all knew 
before. We also have no way of knowing if public tolerance for new ways of working 
will be sustained as restrictions ease. 
  
What we can say however is that much of the corporate machinery that has so often 
been seen as a bureaucratic blocker to implementation in the past, has been 
overcome. The speed with which mobile and home working was achieved was 
remarkable. The speed with which the Contact Assessment Model (CAM) was rolled 
out accelerated and that provided essential organisational breathing space in the early 
weeks of policing the regulations. It remains to be seen if the governance appetite for 
such approaches will prevail in the medium to long term.  
 
As the country moves more towards contact tracing, testing and isolating, it is essential 
that the approach taken for police (and indeed other essential frontline workers) is 
consistent with the approach to supress the virus. The SPF would argue strongly that 
the only way that can be achieved for policing is for daily testing of at least those in 
response roles. These are the officers who through no fault of their own represent the 
greatest risk of spreading the virus through the communities. The success of such a 
regime would of course require a quick turnaround of results in order to be meaningful.  
 
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.  
 
The SPF considers that more by the widespread public willingness to accept the 
restrictions, than design, that the very obvious risks to police and community 
relationships were avoided in the early days. Whilst there was perhaps an 
understandable constant political narrative on the health risks of Covid19, the early 
political messaging in respect of policing was very much stick ahead of carrot. 
 
Without question, the most high-profile challenge facing officers was the emergence 
of the Covid19 assaults. Our members are exceptionally angry that neither the police 
service nor the crown office took a deliberate and unambiguous position that those 
who committed such assaults should be kept in custody pending court appearance. 
The harm this caused (and continues to cause) cannot be understated. On one hand 
officers were (and are) expected to enforce legislation to “save lives” whilst on the 
other having to tolerate that those who endangered their own lives often being home 
in their beds before the officers themselves were off duty.  
 
The very obvious conflict between custody arrangements, courts, and the safety of the 
officers were skewed towards the benefit of the former. Given the ask that was, and is 
being made of police officers, this is a morally indefensible position.  
 
It is our expectation that the consequential backlog to the court service, created by the 
suspension of live proceedings, and the addition of new workload will probably take 
several years to clear. This has the potential to significantly undermine the confidence 
of victims and witnesses in the wider justice system, and through association in the 
police, should accused persons continue to offend against an increasing background 
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of an overwhelmed court service. It appears that in the possibly understandable rush 
to close courts, not enough early thought was paid to these issues.  
 
Although anecdotal, it is our observation that public compliance with the public health 
guidance, and indeed the regulations has steadily dissipated as the weather has 
improved. Whilst it may have been a reaction to the significant public gatherings over 
the weekend of the 29th May, it was disappointing to hear the instinctive government 
reaction was to one of more stringent policing and indeed more law.  
 
Police officers have faced the real challenges of a public expecting the police to 
enforce government guidance and the considerable gap between it and the actual 
legislative provisions. The SPF feels that rather that seek to address that gap in its 
messaging, the Government messaging was deliberately ambiguous and this has led 
to an outpouring of frustration (particularly on social media) between those who want 
the police to be more authoritarian and those who advocate for liberty and policing 
within the limits of the law (arguably to be able to enjoy greater freedom than the 
guidance suggested).  
 
In some respects, the SPF considers that the Covid19 restrictions represent perfectly 
what it is politicians and public expect of the police. On one hand they expect the police 
to go beyond their lawful powers to “do the right thing,” whilst on the other they are 
intolerant of the police doing anything that is not explicitly codified.  
To be clear the SPF considers that there is already too much of a gap emerging 
between what the law says, what the guidance says, and what the public is prepared 
to tolerate. We see that gap only growing in the weeks ahead. The sense of a hunger 
for “freedom” is increasing with each passing day.  
 
We are also clear however that any new laws have to have more than the appearance 
of action; they have to be practically enforceable. Whether on distance restrictions for 
travel, entering someone else’s house, or the question of quarantine on return from 
holidays, the SPF believes such measures are nigh on impossible to enforce. If 
enforced at all the inevitability of inconsistency could not be understated resulting in a 
tiny minority facing criminal sanction for actions being undertaken by the majority.  
 
The combination of the realities of human behaviour, the easing of restrictions, and 
the better weather will inevitably lead to an increase in more usual demands being 
visited on the police. This was graphically highlighted over the aforementioned 
weekend with over 1,000 arrests for (non covid19) crimes. The accommodation of this 
demand within a restricted custody and court environment will only increase the 
pressures already mentioned in these areas.  
 
Internally within the service the demand and need for recruitment and training, and the 
challenges that will inevitably be presented by an eventual return to the policing 
demands have not disappeared. It is probable that as the service need for training 
reaches critical mass, the service will be increasingly unable to accommodate its own 
internal ask due to operational demand.  
 
In conclusion, whilst no one can predict what the future holds, experience has shown 
that given the opportunity to test the boundaries of both the guidance and the law, that 
a significant enough proportion of the population is willing to do so. The greatest 
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challenge facing the service may well be the public reaction to the re-imposition of 
more stringent lockdown measures should that be deemed necessary. 
 
 
 
Scottish Police Federation 
4 June 2020 


