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JUSTICE SUB-COMMITTEE ON POLICING 

  
 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 continued work of the subcommittee. 

The SPF would draw the subcommittee’s attention to our submission dated 4th June 
in respect of the general questions being currently examined, as many of the 
observations we made then remain relevant now. 

It is important to stress the SPF recognises that parliament, politicians, ministers, 
and the police service were responding to, and to some extent continue responding 
to exceptionally fast-moving events throughout the period of the legislative 
restrictions. We consider in general that even against this backdrop, more could 
have been done to engage with representative bodies at earlier stages of the various 
changes and had that occurred opportunities to ensure proper consideration of the 
practical applicability of the regulations could have been secured. 

For the reasons we laid out in our earlier submission, we consider it is not the place 
of the police service to offer commentary on the effect of the emergency legislation 
on the citizens of Scotland. We can however legitimately comment that without 
question, the greatest challenge presented by the legislation was the irreconcilable 
nature of the accompanying political commentary with the provisions of the actual 
law. 

It would be fair to say this challenge has diminished considerably in recent weeks as 
the political language has tended to reinforce the importance of a public and 
community led response to tacking the virus, whilst making clear that policing can be 
called upon where that civic responsibility is disregarded. 

It is also important to stress that as the lockdown restrictions have eased, the 
policing challenges (strictly in terms of the health protection etc. regulations) have 
similarly eased, even if public expectation, and legislative enablement tend to 
suggest otherwise. This has to be placed into context. The policing of a population 
that was largely static is considerably easier than that of one which is on the move. 
“Easier” however also has to be placed into context. The earlier restrictions on 
movements and gatherings were, from a strict enforcement position “easy” (even 
though the associated health etc. risks were complex). The legislation, and 
increasing restrictions it contains are now much more complex. However, the 
consequence of a mobile population, amongst other factors, is that what is being 
asked is increasingly unenforceable, or at least unenforceable in a consistent 
manner. 

We need only look at the practicality of the policing of quarantine obligations, face 
coverings on public transport, and in shops as perfect examples of the point we 
make above. 

The SPF remains of the view that it is far too early to form a view on what changes to 
policing practices should become permanent features. We strongly welcome the 
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adoption of video conferencing in the police service but caution that whilst it allows 
transactional activity to progress, it is not a panacea. Video conferencing has 
significant limitations when complex multi-layered areas of policing, or scrutiny 
activity, is being examined or undertaken. 

Whilst we understand the heavy use of video / virtual courts as a stop gap, we are 
mindful of the increasing number of voices that express reservations over this 
becoming a permanent feature. We can only surmise that this is directly linked to our 
own observations on the limitations of video conferencing. We again restate our view 
that public tolerance for offenders not being brought into custody is likely to diminish 
with the passage of time. 

We are also mindful that perceptions on effectiveness can be distorted due to the 
speed with which working practice changes had to be implemented. At this time, we 
are aware that the conflicting pressures of child care, home working (where 
available), hybrid education approaches and general increases in pressure on the 
work/life dynamic are being keenly felt by many of our members. We are not aware 
of any proactive activity within the service to establish the impacts the changes to 
working practices have had. We consider that as a minimum, any organisation 
should seek to understand that, prior to determining if any “new” process or 
procedure is to be retained permanently. 

One of the most obvious impacts of Coronavirus is that it led to an “emptying of 
offices.” This in turn led to many more officers being on duty and able to respond to 
calls. Whilst it was anticipated that crime would fall in the early weeks (it did) it is not 
surprising that the increase in police officer availability and time to investigate led to 
a marked increase in detections over the period. Whilst we would hope this is one 
working practice that would be retained, we are resigned to the probability that it will 
not. 

Whilst understandable that attention is directed into what new things the service may 
wish to adopt permanently, we are concerned that there is an assumption previously 
developed plans and strategies remain relevant in the post-covid world. The estate 
strategy for example has largely been geared towards large multi-agency and/or high 
population density sites, set against the rapid disposal of smaller and more 
dispersed buildings. We consider that at the very least, this approach should be 
subject to a very deliberate pause and rethink. 

The SPF considers that the greatest challenge for the police service now is one of 
complacency. Whether in communities leading to greater policing demand as 
restrictions are re-imposed, or within the police service itself, where carelessness 
over organisational and personal responsibilities are allowed to slip, complacency is 
a significant risk. The SPF is not surprised that many of the concerns we identified in 
the very early days now appear to have struck a chord in many parts of the service. 

At the time of writing we are aware the regulations are to be amended in respect of 
indoor gatherings in homes. We await the detail of that. However, it is now more 
obvious than ever that the risk of transmission of the virus at such events is 
considerable. It is our view this was always blindingly obvious. Up till this point the 
service has failed to acknowledge our concerns on this matter and particularly in 
respect of adequate PPE. 

We make no apology for re-stating that as the country enhances its contact tracing, 
testing and isolating processes, it is essential that the approach taken for police (and 
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indeed other essential frontline workers) is consistent with the approach to supress 
the virus. The SPF argues 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. 

 

 

Calum Steele 

General Secretary 
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