
 

 

Getting the balance right? 
An inspection of how effectively the 
police deal with protests



 

 i 

Contents 

Foreword 1 

Summary of findings 4 

1. About the inspection 17 

About us 17 

Our commission 17 

Recent protests 17 

The human right to protest 18 

Terms of reference 19 

Methodology 19 

2. Police intelligence about protests 21 

The importance of gathering intelligence on aggravated activists 22 

How effective are national arrangements for managing protest-related 
intelligence? 24 

How effectively do police assess protest-related risks using intelligence? 25 

How effectively do police manage intelligence on aggravated activists? 26 

How effective are intelligence arrangements at force level? 28 

The police use of covert sensitive intelligence-gathering methods 31 

3. The policeôs planning and preparation for their response to protests 34 

How effective are the planning and preparation processes at local, force, 
regional and national levels? 34 

How well do local, force, regional and national capacities and capabilities allow 
an effective response to protests? 39 

How well does local, force, regional and national training (including authorised 
professional practice and other guidance) allow an effective response to 
protests? 41 

How well do equipment and technology allow an effective response to protests at 
a local, force, regional and national level? 44 

4. Collaboration and learning between forces and with other organisations
 49 



 

 ii 

How effectively do the mutual aid arrangements work? 49 

How effectively do forces collaborate to share resources, such as commanders 
and specialist capabilities? 52 

How effectively do forces collaborate to learn from experience? 55 

How effectively do forces collaborate with other organisations such as local 
authorities, emergency services and other public services? 63 

5. Police decisions and their effect on the public 71 

How effectively do the policeôs decision-making processes balance the 
competing rights and interests of protesters with those of other people? 71 

How effectively are commandersô decisions communicated and understood? 86 

How effectively do officers understand and use their existing powers to police 
protests? 87 

How effectively do the police assess the impact of the protest and the impact of 
the police response on communities? 89 

Conclusion 95 

6. Protest-related legislation 97 

Does the current legislation give the police the powers they need to deal 
effectively with protests? 97 

The evolution of proposals for new legislation 108 

Views on the five proposals 109 

Two recommendations to align legislation so that police have the same powers 
to deal with processions and assemblies 126 

The police serviceôs 19 potential proposals 131 

Annex A ï Relevant articles in the European Convention on Human Rights
 143 

Annex B ï List of forces and other organisations 145 

Annex C ï Definitions and interpretation 148 



 

 1 

Foreword 

On 21 September 2020, the Home Secretary commissioned us to conduct  
an inspection into how effectively the police manage protests. This followed  
several protests, by groups including Extinction Rebellion, Black Lives Matter and 
many others. Some of them had caused disruption in various parts of the country, 
including London and other cities. She required us to assess the extent to which the 
police have been using their existing powers effectively, and what steps the 
Government could take to ensure that the police have the right powers to respond  
to protests. 

In recent years, increasing amounts of police time and resources have been spent 
dealing with protests. In April and October 2019, Extinction Rebellion brought some of 
Londonôs busiest areas to a standstill for several days. The policing operation for the 
two extended protests cost Ã37m, more than twice the annual budget of Londonôs 
violent crime taskforce. 

There have also been long-running demonstrations against the badger cull, against 
companies involved in certain techniques used in onshore oil and gas production 
(namely the extraction process commonly known as ófrackingô), and against the 
construction of the high-speed rail line HS2. 

Protests are an important part of our vibrant and tolerant democracy. Under human 
rights law, we all have the right to gather and express our views. But these rights are 
not absolute rights. That fact raises important questions for the police and wider 
society to consider about how much disruption is tolerable, and how to deal with 
protesters who break the law. A fair balance should be struck between individual rights 
and the general interests of the community. 

We inspected ten police forces with recent experience of policing protests and 
consulted a wide range of other bodies, including protest groups and ï through a 
survey of over 2,000 people ï the general public. 

In our public survey, for every person who thought it acceptable for the police to ignore 
protesters committing minor offences, twice as many thought it was unacceptable. 
And the majority of respondents felt it was unacceptable for protests to involve 
violence or serious disruption to residents and business. 

Among the police officers, protesters, business leaders and others we interviewed, we 
heard strong and often polarised views. This amply illustrated just how much of a 
balancing act the police face when dealing with protests, particularly those which are 
designed to be peaceful and non-violent, and yet can be highly disruptive.  
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Having reviewed the evidence, our conclusion is that the police do not strike the right 
balance on every occasion. The balance may tip too readily in favour of protesters 
when ï as is often the case ï the police do not accurately assess the level of 
disruption caused, or likely to be caused, by a protest. 

These and other observations led us to conclude that a modest reset of the scales  
is needed. To help achieve it, our report includes four areas for improvement and 
12 recommendations. 

Some of our commentary is about the law concerning protests. While emphasising 
that legislative reform will not be a panacea for the problem of disruptive protest, we 
offer our qualified support for five Home Office proposals for changes in the law. 
And we make two recommendations for further changes in the law. These are set out 
in Chapter 6. 

Our other recommendations and areas for improvement are designed to help the 
police get the balance right by: 

¶ equipping police commanders with up to date, accessible guidance and a greater 
understanding of human rights law; 

¶ ensuring that they consider the levels of disruption or disorder above which 
enforcement action will be considered; 

¶ improving the way that police assess the impact of protests, to help them 
understand fully the impact on local residents, visitors to an area, businesses, and 
the critical infrastructure; 

¶ improving the quality of police intelligence on protests, particularly intelligence 
about those who seek to bring about political or social change in a way that 
involves unlawful behaviour or criminality; 

¶ addressing a wide variation in the number of specialist officers available for protest 
policing throughout England and Wales; 

¶ supporting forces to use live facial recognition technology in a way that improves 
police efficiency and effectiveness, while addressing public concerns about the use 
of such technology; 

¶ prompting better exchange of legal advice and other information between officers, 
using an established system provided by the College of Policing; 

¶ securing more consistent, effective debrief processes; 

¶ reconsidering police and local authority powers and practices concerning road 
closures during protests; and 

¶ stimulating research into the use of fixed penalty notices for breaches of public 
health regulations in the course of protests; and using it to inform a decision on 
whether to extend the scheme to include further offences commonly committed 
during protests.  
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Looking ahead, there is every reason to expect that protest will continue to be a 
feature of modern life. There will remain a considerable public interest in ensuring that 
a fair balance is struck; the police and other bodies to which our recommendations are 
directed should act on them. 

 

Matt Parr CB 

Her Majestyôs Inspector of Constabulary 

March 2021 
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Summary of findings 

How well do the police manage intelligence about protests? 

Police use the term óaggravated activismô to describe the behaviour of those  
who seek to bring about political or social change in a way that involves unlawful 
behaviour or criminality. In this report, we refer to those who behave in this way as 
óaggravated activistsô. 

In some respects, the policeôs management of protest-related intelligence needs to 
improve, particularly in relation to aggravated activists. 

National arrangements for managing protest-related intelligence 

Until April 2020, Counter Terrorism Policing (CTP) was responsible for managing 
protest-related intelligence at a national level. Then the National Police Coordination 
Centreôs Strategic Intelligence and Briefing team (NPoCC SIB) was created to take 
national responsibility for protest-related intelligence. This included giving intelligence 
assessments to forces to help them plan and prepare for policing protests. 

The transfer of responsibility coincided with the first COVID-19 national lockdown, 
which presented serious logistical problems for the new team. Despite this,  
the NPoCC SIB has worked hard to improve the quality of its assessments.  
Its effectiveness, however, is limited by the quality of intelligence it receives  
from forces. 

 

The police rely on intelligence to assess protest-related risks. They record this using 
ópublic order strategic threat and risk assessmentsô (POSTRAs) at force, regional and 
national levels. 

We reviewed POSTRAs from the forces we inspected and found that only three 
contained intelligence relevant to protests forces had experienced during 2020. 
The police are making major changes to ensure that the assessment process reflects 
the most up-to-date intelligence. 

Area for improvement 

Forces should improve the quality of the protest-related intelligence they  
provide to the National Police Coordination Centreôs Strategic Intelligence and 
Briefing team. And this team should ensure that its intelligence collection process 
is fit for purpose. 



 

 5 

There is a lack of national co-ordination of how the police gather intelligence on 
protest-related aggravated activists. This means that forces cannot be fully effective in 
responding to protests. The police are planning to improve in this area and, on a trial 
basis, are creating a new team for this purpose. 

 

Managing protest-related intelligence at a force level 

Forcesô intelligence units deal with many issues besides protest, including serious 
organised crime, modern slavery and child sexual exploitation. Recent protests have 
stretched resources in most forces, and it can be a struggle for intelligence 
departments to balance competing priorities. 

There are strong links between the protest-related intelligence teams in forces and 
operational planning teams. Intelligence about protests is usually shared quickly, so 
that commanders can make effective decisions about how to respond. 

Some forces do not make regular use of óforward intelligence teamô (FIT)  
officers because they fear that this might increase confrontation with protesters. 
A consequence of this can be that ópolice liaison teamô (PLT) officers, who are meant 
to help communication between the police and protesters, are asked to gather 
intelligence as well. This blurs the boundaries of the role and can erode protest 
groupsô trust in PLTs. 

Use of covert sensitive intelligence-gathering methods 

The police can use covert sensitive intelligence-gathering methods to prevent 
protest-related crime and disorder, if they meet stringent legal requirements. 
The police use most of these methods, such as directed surveillance, in a limited way. 

The need to develop these methods is highlighted within the latest police ópublic order 
public safetyô (POPS) strategic risk assessment. We agree with this assessment. It is 
particularly relevant if the police are to improve their focus on aggravated activists, as 
we have recommended. 

Until September 2020, CTP was responsible for managing protest-related covert 
human intelligence sources (CHIS). The term CHIS refers to people who provide 
intelligence to the police (mostly members of the public and more commonly known as 
ópolice informantsô). 

Since September 2020, the responsibility has been devolved to forces, which operate 
a different model. The integration of protest-related CHIS management with the force 
model is still in its early stages. We have concerns about how well it will work and 
whether it will meet the demand. 

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2022, the National Police Chiefsô Council (NPCC), through its National 
Public Order Public Safety Group and National Protest Working Group, should 
analyse the results from the national development team trial. In the light of this 
analysis, the NPCC should secure an appropriate longer-term arrangement for 
managing the risks presented by aggravated activists. 



 

 6 

 

How well do the police plan and prepare their response to protests? 

Police planning teams are usually skilled, experienced and effective at preparing and 
planning for the response to protest. Unsurprisingly, we found that the forces that 
regularly deal with protest tended to have the best planning practices. 

Working with organisers and others 

Forces work with the companies and organisations affected by protest to help plan the 
policing. Forces also work with protest organisers, most of whom collaborate with the 
police to make sure that protests are safe. This is not always the case, however. 

When organisers fail to notify the police about a protest, or notify the police at a late 
stage, they can jeopardise the safety of those involved and reduce or remove the 
policeôs ability to plan ahead. They also miss an opportunity to come to an agreement 
with the police about an acceptable level of disruption. (Courts have repeatedly 
emphasised that a degree of temporary interference with the rights of others is 
acceptable in order to uphold freedoms of expression and assembly.) 

Forces and protest groups told us that PLTs play an important role in helping 
communication at the planning stage. 

Specialist training 

The police have developed a range of specialist roles in relation to protest. 
For example, protester removal teams (PRTs) are trained to remove protesters from 
lock-on devices. But we found that forces do not have a consistent way of determining 
the number of trained officers they need. As a result, the number of specialists 
available varies widely throughout England and Wales. 

 

Very few officers have been trained to police protests at sea. Although this type of 
protest is relatively rare, it is important that the police have the capacity to deal with 
protesters who target oil installations or seek to impede ships at sea, from fishing 
vessels to ocean liners and nuclear submarines. 

Recommendation 

With immediate effect, the National Police Chiefsô Council (NPCC), through its 
National Public Order Public Safety Group and National Protest Working Group, 
should closely monitor progress on integrating the management of protest-related 
covert human intelligence sources with the devolved force model. And, by 30 
June 2022, the NPCC should ensure that a post-implementation review is 
conducted. 

Area for improvement 

On a national, regional and local basis, the police should develop a stronger 
rationale for determining the number of commanders, specialist officers and staff 
needed to police protests. 



 

 7 

Officers are not coming forward in sufficient numbers for training in specialist protest 
policing roles. Reasons for this include frequent weekend working, exposure to risky 
operations, and the relentless insults and abuse that they often face when dealing  
with protests. Interviewees told us about the additional stress caused by footage or 
photographs being posted on social media. Some officers fear that this might put their 
families at risk. 

Police support unit training currently prepares officers to deal with a worst-case 
scenario: hostile and violent crowds. It does not equip them fully to deal with modern 
protests, many of which are non-violent. We were pleased to see that new refresher 
training was being introduced to address this. 

Guidance and advice 

The College of Policingôs óauthorised professional practiceô (APP) contains 30 tactical 
options to deal with public disorder and protests. It is out of date: it does not include 
recent relevant case law, or information on certain new and emerging tactical options. 
The College is planning a review. 

We were pleased to see that the NPCC and the College of Policing have produced a 
comprehensive and detailed document giving operational advice for protest policing. 
However, we found problems with some of its legal explanations, particularly how it 
sets out the policeôs obligations under human rights law. We are also concerned about 
some aspects of the documentôs commentary that we felt were open to 
misinterpretation, particularly by members of the public who may read the document 
after it is published. 

We raised these points with the NPCC. As our inspection ended, the NPCC and the 
College of Policing were revising the document in the light of our concerns. We intend 
to review the revised version when it becomes available. 

The NPCC used to produce a protest aide memoire for officers and we understand 
that its Tactics, Training and Equipment Working Group is considering whether to 
replace this with a digital version. This seems a good idea and there is an opportunity 
to co-ordinate this work with both the College of Policingôs review of the APP and the 
revisions to the NPCCôs operational advice document. It would be beneficial for the 
police to make contemporary guidance, policy and advice accessible in one place. 

 

Using equipment and technology 

The police make good use of equipment and technology in relation to protest. 
Drones have significantly improved police commandersô ability to monitor protesters 

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2022, the College of Policing, through its planned review, should bring 
the public order authorised professional practice (APP) up to date and make 
arrangements to keep it current, with more regular revisions as they become 
necessary. It would also be beneficial to consolidate the APP, protest operational 
advice and aide memoire into a single source (or a linked series of documents). 



 

 8 

and deploy officers accordingly. We were impressed by the work of PRTs in dealing 
with some very complex lock-on devices used by some protest groups. 

The policeôs use of facial recognition technology divides opinion: opponents point to its 
potential to violate human rights, while supporters believe it could help the police to 
identify those intent on committing crime or causing significant disruption and disorder. 
A recent Court of Appeal judgment has helped to clarify matters, but further 
policy-development work is needed. 

 

How well do the police collaborate in relation to protests? 

The police generally collaborate well in relation to protests. However, we found some 
problems both with the debriefing process and the processes forces use to learn from 
experience, and then to share that knowledge with other forces. 

Mutual aid and collaboration between forces 

Mutual aid arrangements usually work well, with resources and specialists moving 
across force boundaries on a regular basis to deal with protest. The police regularly 
test the national mobilisation of resources and determine opportunities for 
improvement. Forces are confident that they can meet their national obligation to 
supply resources and will receive help from other forces when they themselves 
need it. 

Larger forces tend to have their own trained and equipped specialist resources. 
For reasons of economy, smaller forces tend to work to a collaborative agreement with 
neighbours or have arrangements to buy in resources from larger forces. 

Forces that deal with more protests often allow commanders from other areas to visit 
and review protest operations or gain experience by shadowing their commanders. 
Some forces also allow visiting commanders to command the policing of a protest in 
the host force area. 

The College of Policing runs a website called Knowledge Hub. This has themed 
groups in which practitioners from all areas of policing can ask questions and  
share information. Knowledge Hub isnôt used by forces in connection with protest 
policing as much as it is used for other types of policing. We found that forces do not 
do enough to share legal opinion or case law on protest policing. And officers and staff 

Area for improvement 

The policeôs use of live facial recognition technology is an area for improvement. 
The National Police Chiefsô Council should continue to work with the Government 
and other interested parties. These bodies should develop a robust framework 
that supports forces, allowing the use of live facial recognition in a way that 
improves police efficiency and effectiveness while addressing public concerns 
about the use of such technology. The framework should be designed to help the 
police satisfy the requirements explained in the Court of Appeal judgment: [2020] 
EWCA Civ 1058. 
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rarely use Knowledge Hubôs óSpecialist Operational Support ï Public Order Public 
Safetyô group. 

 

Debriefing and learning from experience 

Forces are not always sharing information from protest-related debriefs as effectively 
as they should. They are generally good at conducting internal debriefs of 
controversial or high-profile protests, but often do not debrief after smaller or 
lower-profile protests. There are also weaknesses in the way that forces use 
less-urgent information from debriefs or share such information nationally. 

The College of Policing and the NPoCC have set up what should be an effective 
process for submitting and sharing information from debrief forms. But forces often do 
not comply properly with this process. 

 

Working with other organisations 

Forces usually work well with other organisations to police protest. These include local 
authorities, fire and rescue services, and ambulance services, as well as councillors, 
other public services, other police forces and community representatives. 

Forces involve these parties right at the early stages of protest planning and continue 
working with them throughout the event. They also encourage representatives from 

Recommendations 

¶ By 31 December 2021, chief constables should make sure that their legal 
services teams subscribe to the College of Policing Knowledge Hubôs 
Association of Police Lawyers group. 

¶ By 31 December 2021, the College of Policing should ensure that all Public 
Order Public Safety commander and adviser students attending its licensed 
training are enrolled in the College of Policing Knowledge Hubôs Specialist 
Operational Support ï Public Order Public Safety group, before they leave the 
training event. 

Recommendation 

By 31 December 2021, chief constables should ensure that their forces have 
sufficiently robust governance arrangements in place to secure consistent, 
effective debrief processes for protest policing. Such arrangements should  
ensure that: 

¶ forces give adequate consideration to debriefing all protest-related policing 
operations; 

¶ the extent of any debrief is proportionate to the scale of the operation;  

¶ a national post-event learning review form is prepared after every debrief; and 

¶ the form is signed off by a gold commander prior to submission to the National 
Police Coordination Centre. 
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these organisations to work alongside police gold or silver commanders during events. 
Local authorities often provide facilities during protest, such as road closures, barriers, 
water and toilets for protesters, lighting, advice and information, and access to their 
CCTV network. 

Any concerns between the police and these other organisations are usually quickly 
resolved. However, there can be differences of opinion between the police and the 
local authority relating to their powers to close roads during protests. There is also  
a question about whether the legislation the police use when closing roads, which  
was enacted in Victorian times, meets the standards required by modern-day human 
rights law. 

 

How effective are decision-making processes and how do they affect 

the police response to protests? 

The policeôs approach to protests needs to strike a delicate balance between the 
rights of protesters and the rights of local residents, businesses, and those who hold 
opposing views. This is no easy task, and the police inevitably attract criticism both 
from those who believe they are ótoo softô on protesters and from those who believe 
they are ótoo hardô on protesters by unacceptably restricting the right to protest. 

Our evidence suggests that, when forces do not accurately assess the level of 
disruption caused, or likely to be caused, by a protest, the balance may tip too readily 
in favour of protesters. We conclude that a modest reset of the scales is needed. 

Human rights legislation and case law 

In making decisions about how to respond to a protest, public order commanders 
need to consider domestic human rights legislation. And they must also consider a 
patchwork of European case law. These have established precedents on issues such 
as how long protests can reasonably go on for, and the level of disruption that protests 
can reasonably cause. 

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2022, on behalf of HM Government, the Home Office should lead a 
joint review of police and local authority powers and practices concerning road 
closures during protests. This should be done with the support of, and in 
consultation with, the Department for Transport, the Ministry of Housing, 
Communities & Local Government, Westminster City Council, the Metropolitan 
Police, Transport for London and other interested parties. The review should 
include a comparison of the arrangements in London with those in other parts of 
England and Wales. Its findings should lead to decisions on whether to: 

¶ retain, modify or repeal section 52 of the Metropolitan Police Act 1839 and 
section 21 of the Town Police Clauses Act 1847; and 

¶ establish new multi-agency arrangements for implementing road closures in 
London during protests. 
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Examining the gold strategies and silver plans submitted as part of our document 
review, we found that commanders generally showed a grasp of human rights 
legislation. However, we did not see evidence that they consistently considered the 
wider legal picture. 

For example, the European Court of Human Rights has ruled that, when  
protesters deliberately set out to cause disruption, the police have a ñwider margin  
of appreciationò. This means that the police can ï and in our view should ï take 
protestersô intentions into account when deciding whether it is proportionate to restrict 
a protest. 

 

Our public survey 

YouGov conducted a survey on our behalf to gauge the publicôs perception of the 
policing of protests. Between 27 and 29 November 2020, it surveyed 2,033 adults  
in England and Wales (on a sample of this size, random sampling error is up to 
2 percent). 

The majority of respondents felt it was unacceptable for protests to involve violence or 
serious disruption to residents and businesses. But their views were more divided 
when protest caused only minor inconvenience to people locally. The survey showed 
less support for police use of force when protesters were not violent. 

Briefing and communicating 

Forces usually have good protest-related briefing processes and commandersô 
decisions generally reach the front line effectively. However, gold strategies often do 
not set out the limits of acceptable behaviour from the protesters. Better explanations 
of these limits would help officers to understand what is expected of them and 
empower them to take appropriate action. 

Non-specialist officers receive limited training in protest policing. As a result, they 
often lack confidence in using police powers. Some officers are anxious about 
attracting complaints and being filmed in protest situations. It is important that  
forces provide good-quality training and briefing before deploying officers into  
these situations. 

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2022, the National Police Chiefsô Council, working with the College of 
Policing, should provide additional support to gold commanders to improve the 
quality of gold strategies for protest policing. This support should include: 

¶ the creation and operation of a quality assurance process; and/or 

¶ the provision of more focused continuous professional development. 

The additional support should ensure that gold commanders for protest operations 
include an appropriate level of detail within their gold strategies. This may include 
the levels of disruption or disorder above which enforcement action will be 
considered. 
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Assessing the impact of protests 

Forces should make better use of community impact assessments to evaluate  
the impact of protests on those who live in, work in or visit an area. The process 
should include regular reviews and updates, so the police can respond to  
changing circumstances. Only seven of the ten forces we inspected submitted any 
community impact assessments for examination, and some of those we examined 
were of a poor standard. 

None of the debrief documentation we reviewed showed that forces had  
considered the degree of disruption experienced by people not involved in a protest. 
Some interviewees from businesses also told us that the police did not take enough 
account of the financial impact of protest. Our conclusion is that forces are not doing 
enough to assess and document the impact of protests. 

 

 

Public transport providers can help a force to make more informed decisions  
about how to police a protest. But, in some forces, we did not see appreciable 
evidence of continuing work with them during the protest. The Metropolitan Police 
routinely includes Transport for London in its strategic planning group, and they 
maintain communication throughout protests. In forces where similar co-operation 
doesnôt routinely occur, we would encourage them to work more closely with public 
transport providers. 

We have seen many examples of forces responding effectively to the challenge of 
policing protests, but some notable concerns remain. Although not evident in every 
force, generally the main ones to be addressed are: 

¶ a limited appreciation of the full impact of protest on other peopleôs daily lives; 

¶ an insufficiently wide knowledge of human rights law and relevant case law; 

¶ a need for commanders to better explain exactly where their óline in the sandô is 
drawn; and 

¶ a lack of knowledge and confidence among many frontline officers to use their 
powers effectively. 

Area for improvement 

The policeôs protest-related community impact assessments are an area for 
improvement, particularly those that need to be completed after the event. 
These assessments should assist the police to understand fully the impact of 
protests on communities. They should include assessments of the impact of 
protest on local residents, visitors to an area, businesses, and the critical 
infrastructure including transport networks and hospitals. 

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2022, the National Police Coordination Centre should revise the 
national post-event learning review form so that it contains a section to report on 
the policing operationôs impact on the community. 
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In the light of these concerns, our conclusion is that the police do not strike the right 
balance on every occasion. 

Does the current legislation give the police the powers they need to 

deal effectively with protests? 

We found a wide range of views within the police as to whether the current legislation 
is adequate to deal effectively with protests. Forces that had experienced peaceful, 
non-disruptive protests had generally not had to resort to enforcement, and some 
interviewees told us they didnôt see the need for additional powers. Forces that had 
experienced significant disruption, confrontation and civil disobedience, on the other 
hand, considered the current legislation inadequate. 

The data on protest-related arrests, prosecutions and convictions 

The majority of large-scale protests take place in London, and therefore the 
Metropolitan Police used its enforcement powers more often than other forces. 
This was reflected in prosecution and conviction outcomes and was the trend in every 
protest-related offence we reviewed. The Metropolitan Police made most use of the 
current protest-related legislation, made most arrests, sought most prosecutions and 
secured most convictions. 

There was very little recent arrest, conviction or prosecution data available to show  
the police actively using their powers under the following sections of the Public Order 
Act 1986: 

¶ section 11 (the law that requires the organisers of public processions to notify the 
police in advance); 

¶ section 12 (the law whereby the police can impose conditions on a public 
procession); or 

¶ section 13 (the law whereby the police can apply to óprohibitô, or ban, a public 
procession). 

There was more data, almost exclusively in relation to the Metropolitan Police, of the 
use of powers under section 14 (the law whereby the police can impose conditions on 
a public assembly). 

The effectiveness of the criminal justice system in dealing with protest 

Many police officers told us that they felt the criminal justice system was ineffective in 
dealing with the problems presented by protests. Some were severely critical of delays 
in the system, as well as defence lawyersô tactics. 

Some interviewees felt that the current sentencing, sanctions and penalties were 
ineffective, with little or no deterrent value. The majority of convictions for 
protest-related offences incur penalties of low-level fines or ī in very many cases ï 
conditional discharges. The police felt that this did not act as a deterrent and could 
encourage unlawful behaviour at protests. 

However, we also found that there was significant evidence of the Crown Prosecution 
Service bringing protest-related cases to court. These included fracking cases (mainly 
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in Lancashire and Greater Manchester) and, more recently, Extinction Rebellion, 
Black Lives Matter and public health protests in London and elsewhere. 

Five proposals for new legislation 

Protest-related legislation has attracted considerable scrutiny and debate in 
Parliament, the Home Office and throughout the police service in recent years. 
In 2019, the Metropolitan Police, in consultation with and on behalf of the NPCC, 
provided the Home Office with ñan overview of the challenges currently facing policing 
in light of the changing nature of protestò. They put forward 19 potential proposals that 
could ñsingly or in combination, address those challengesò. These potential proposals 
formed part of a wider collaborative debate throughout the police service, the NPCC 
and the Home Office. This resulted in the Home Office proposing five areas for 
legislative change. 

The proposals were to: 

¶ widen the range of conditions that the police can impose on assemblies (static 
protests), to match existing police powers to impose conditions on processions; 

¶ lower the fault element for offences relating to the breaching of conditions placed 
on a protest of either kind; 

¶ widen the range of circumstances in which the police can impose conditions on 
protests (again, of either kind); 

¶ replace the existing common law offence of public nuisance with a new statutory 
offence as recommended by the Law Commission in 2015; and 

¶ create new stop, search and seizure powers to prevent serious disruption caused 
by protests. 

We were asked to review and offer opinion on these five proposals as part of 
our inspection. We looked closely at whether they would be compatible with human 
rights law, and their potential impact in Scotland and Northern Ireland. We concluded 
that, with some qualifications, all five proposals would improve police effectiveness 
without eroding the right to protest. 

Two recommendations to align legislation so that the police have the same 

powers to deal with processions and assemblies 

Our terms of reference enjoined us not to confine our review to the five proposed 
Home Office legislative changes. It isnôt just sections 12 and 14 of the Public Order 
Act 1986 (which form the basis of proposal 1 above) that treat assemblies and 
processions differently. The law, police powers and offences contained within sections 
11 and 13 of the Act also apply only to processions and not to assemblies. 

Our view is that organisers of assemblies should also have to notify the police in 
advance about their plans. We consider that this change would comply with human 
rights legislation and would not hamper the right to protest. Early notification by an 
organiser of their protest, whatever the type, would give the police and other public 
bodies with statutory obligations a better opportunity to plan. 
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The scale and type of public assembly (or procession) can and does vary.  
A common-sense approach could be taken in the drafting and application of any  
new legislation to take these factors into account. 

 

We also think that the law should be changed to allow for the banning of an assembly, 
as it already does for a procession (only if the imposition of conditions will not be 
sufficient to prevent serious public disorder, and only with the consent of the Home 
Secretary). We consider that this would comply with human rights legislation if there 
were a framework of safeguards, thresholds and authorisation at the highest level. 
Extending the existing law in this way would have the potential to improve police 
effectiveness in keeping the public safe. 

In conclusion, we see no good reason to continue treating assemblies differently from 
processions. It should be noted that Article 11 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights (ECHR) does not distinguish between them, referring only to a right of 
ñpeaceful assemblyò. 

In forming our views, we have taken account of governmental advice, published in 
July 2020, which reported that ñincreased polarisation of political discourse makes 
conflict and protest more likely and this may mutate into new and more violent formsò 
(see Chapter 6). 

 

While offering qualified support for the five Home Office legislative proposals listed 
above, and making two proposals of our own, we emphasise that legislative reform will 
not be a panacea for the problem of disruptive protest. The police are constrained by 
resources as well as the law, and protest groupsô tactics will inevitably evolve. 

Our views on additional police potential proposals for legislative change 

We also offer a detailed review and opinion on three more of the 19 police potential 
proposals for legislative change that do not currently form part of the five Home 
Office-adopted legislative proposals.  

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2021, the Home Office should consider laying before Parliament draft 
legislation (similar to section 11 of the Public Order Act 1986) that makes 
provision for an obligation on organisers of public assemblies to give the police 
written notice in advance of such assemblies. 

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2021, the Home Office should consider laying before Parliament draft 
legislation (similar to section 13 of the Public Order Act 1986) that makes 
provision for the prohibition of public assemblies. 



 

 16 

These are: 

1. Protest ózonesô or óschemesô for London 

We consider that a scheme to authorise protest buffer zones around locations  
such as Parliament could be framed in a manner that is compatible with human  
rights legislation. Widening such a scheme to cover other parts of London or sites of 
critical national infrastructure faces an increased risk of successful legal challenge. 

2. Protest banning orders 

We agree with the police and Home Office that such orders would neither be 
compatible with human rights legislation nor create an effective deterrent. All things 
considered, legislation creating protest banning orders would be legally very 
problematic because, however many safeguards might be put in place, a banning 
order would completely remove an individualôs right to attend a protest. It is difficult to 
envisage a case where less intrusive measures could not be taken to address the risk 
that an individual poses, and where a court would therefore accept that it was 
proportionate to impose a banning order. 

3. Penalty notices for disorder for protest offences 

We consider that the proportionate issue of penalty notices for disorder (PNDs) in 
appropriate cases is likely to be compatible with the ECHR. But, on balance, we 
consider that further research is needed before PNDs are used to enforce 
protest-related offences. 

Given the current public health emergency, the police experience of using fixed 
penalty notices for protest-related breaches of public health regulations may present 
an opportunity for such research. 

 

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2022, the Home Office, working with the National Police Chiefsô 
Council and other interested parties, should carry out research into the use  
of fixed penalty notices for breaches of public health regulations in the course  
of protests. The research should explore the extent to which recipients complied 
with the scheme, and any consequential demand on the criminal justice system. 
The outcome of this research should inform a decision on whether to extend 
either the penalty notices for disorder scheme or the fixed penalty notice scheme 
to include further offences commonly committed during protests. 
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1. About the inspection 

About us 

Her Majestyôs Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services 
independently assesses the effectiveness and efficiency of police forces and fire and 
rescue services, in the public interest. In preparing our reports, we ask the questions 
that citizens would ask, and publish the answers in accessible form. We use our 
expertise to interpret the evidence and make recommendations for improvement. 

Our commission 

On 21 September 2020, the Home Secretary commissioned us to conduct an 
inspection into how effectively the police manage protests. Following various incidents 
that had caused disruption ï including protests by Extinction Rebellion and Black 
Lives Matter ï she required us to assess the extent to which the police have been 
using their existing powers effectively, and what steps the Government could take to 
ensure that the police have the right powers to respond to protests. 

Recent protests 

In April and October 2019, Extinction Rebellion brought some of Londonôs  
busiest areas to a standstill for several days. The policing operation for the two 
extended protests cost £37m, more than twice the annual budget of Londonôs violent 
crime taskforce. Police officers were extracted from other duties, including 
neighbourhood policing and investigations, in order to police the protest. 

Nearly 8,000 Metropolitan Police ofýcers were deployed during the October 2019 
protest, and the Metropolitan Police had to draft in considerable support from other 
police forces. In April 2019, 1,148 activists were arrested, of whom more than 900 
were charged, mostly receiving a conditional discharge. A total of 1,828 protesters 
were arrested in October 2019. 

In September 2020, another co-ordinated action by Extinction Rebellion blocked the 
delivery of newspapers. This drew criticism from across the political spectrum. 

In contrast to previous campaigns by other pressure groups, the tactic used by a 
significant proportion of Extinction Rebellion protesters was actively to seek arrest, in 
an attempt to overwhelm the police and justice system. 

In recent years, increasing amounts of police time and resources have been spent 
dealing with protests. In addition to Extinction Rebellion, there have been long-running 
demonstrations against the badger cull, against companies involved in onshore oil and 
gas operations, and against the construction of the high-speed rail line, HS2. 

https://extinctionrebellion.uk/
https://blacklivesmatter.uk/about-us/who-we-are
https://blacklivesmatter.uk/about-us/who-we-are
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/environment/2019/10/22/extinction-rebellion-cost-37m-police-led-investigations-closed/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/environment/2019/10/22/extinction-rebellion-cost-37m-police-led-investigations-closed/
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/mayors-office-policing-and-crime-mopac/our-priorities/combating-serious-violent-crime
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/mayors-office-policing-and-crime-mopac/our-priorities/combating-serious-violent-crime
https://www.cps.gov.uk/cps-page/sentencing
https://www.hs2.org.uk/
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Following the killing of George Floyd in the US, Black Lives Matter protesters took  
to the streets in British cities ï and in some cases met counter-demonstrations by 
right-wing groups. The debate in respect of Britainôs relationship with the European 
Union has seen sustained pro- and anti-Brexit demonstrations in London and 
elsewhere, and there have been anti-lockdown protests in response to the COVID-19 
restrictions. 

Protest groupsô increased use of social media and online platforms have allowed 
protesters to keep up a constant flow of communication and to mobilise in a fluid way. 
In turn, police forces have changed the way they respond to protest, and they will 
continue to do so as these technologies evolve. 

Police officers are often threatened, verbally abused, assaulted and injured ï some 
seriously ï when policing protests. For example, data held by the Metropolitan Police 
shows that, between 31 May and 11 December 2020, 280 police officers were 
assaulted at protests in London organised by Black Lives Matter, far-right protesters, 
the anti-lockdown group Stand Up X, and others. 

The United Kingdom can reasonably expect more large-scale and sustained protests 
as the UK Government hosts the G7 summit in Cornwall in June 2021, and the United 
Nations climate conference (COP 26) in Glasgow in November 2021. 

Protests are an important part of our vibrant and tolerant democracy. We all have the 
right to gather and lawfully express our views. But there are important questions for 
the police and wider society to consider in relation to how much disruption is tolerable 
and how to deal with unlawful behaviour at protests. 

The human right to protest 

The legal starting point in our democracy is that every person has the right to protest 
peacefully. There is no simple universal answer to the question: óWhen does a  
protest become unlawful?ô or óWhat restrictions can the police lawfully impose on 
protest activities?ô 

The domestic laws governing police powers to deal with protests are complicated to 
interpret and apply, having evolved in a patchwork manner over a long period of time. 
Importantly, as well as having a basis for action under domestic law, the police must 
also comply with the Human Rights Act 1998, which requires all public authorities ï 
including the police ï to act in a way that is compatible with the ECHR. 

The fact that the UK has now left the EU does not affect the right to protest. The UK is 
still a signatory to the ECHR, which was signed in 1950 and pre-dates the EU. 

The ECHR rights that are most relevant to the policing of peaceful protest are Article 
10, which protects the right to freedom of expression, and Article 11, which protects 
the right to freedom of assembly. Both these rights are engaged when people protest. 
Article 9, the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion may be engaged by 
a protest. Article 8, the right to privacy, is also relevant in the context of police 
intelligence gathering against protesters. We have listed these four Convention rights 
in full in Annex A. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/42/introduction
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The police have a duty in certain circumstances to take active steps to safeguard the 
right to protest. If protests are peaceful, even if they cause a level of obstruction or 
disruption, the police are required to show a certain degree of tolerance. The degree 
of tolerance that should be extended is often the subject of extensive public and 
political debate. 

None of the rights protected by Articles 8, 9, 10 and 11 is an óabsoluteô right in the 
sense that it can never be restricted. In each case any interference with these rights 
must be prescribed by law and must be a proportionate means of achieving one of the 
legitimate aims listed in the relevant Article. This reflects the general principle inherent 
in the ECHR that seeks to strike a fair balance between individual rights and the 
general interests of the community. 

Domestic law provides the police with powers to impose conditions on protests and to 
arrest protesters who commit offences. Whenever the police intervene in this way, 
they interfere with protestersô human rights. The challenge for the police is always to 
do so in a proportionate, justifiable and lawful way. 

This inspection has assessed whether the police are getting the balance right. 

Terms of reference 

This report considers five questions. 

1. How well do the police manage intelligence about protests? 

2. How well do the police plan and prepare their response to protests? 

This includes the training, APP and other guidance, equipment and technology 
provided to officers. 

3. How well do the police collaborate in relation to protests? 

This includes mutual aid and other forms of collaboration between forces and other 
organisations. 

4. How effective are the decision-making processes and how do they affect the police 
response to protests? 

This includes how well the police use their powers to police protests, enforce the 
law and minimise disruption to communities. It also includes how well the police 
balance the rights of protesters with the rights of other people, and the impact on 
communities, including minority groups. 

5. Does the current legislation give the police the powers they need to deal effectively 
with protests? 

This includes an assessment of whether additional legislation would allow more 
effective policing of protests. 

Methodology 

We gathered a wide range of views and perspectives from the police, the public, 
protest groups and businesses affected by protests (listed in Annex B). 

We inspected a sample of ten police forces in England and Wales. We interviewed 
POPS personnel and reviewed documents that show how they dealt with protests. 
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We interviewed force solicitors. Most of the interviews were not carried out in person 
because of COVID-19 restrictions. 

We also obtained evidence from some other forces with relevant protest experience. 
We observed police training courses. We saw a demonstration of police specialist 
cutting equipment. 

We interviewed representatives from protest groups and reviewed documents that 
they provided. We also interviewed representatives from businesses affected by 
protest. We analysed data from the NPCC, police forces, the Ministry of Justice and 
the Police National Database. 

We commissioned YouGov to conduct an online public survey to assess views on 
protest, disruption and the police response to protest. The survey took place between 
27 and 29 November 2020, and included a sample of 2,033 respondents, 
representative of England and Wales (on a sample of this size, random sampling error 
is up to 2 percent). For more information on YouGov survey methodology, see 
YouGovôs website. 

Definitions and interpretation of terms used in this report appears at Annex C. 

Proposed changes to legislation 

As part of the fifth question in our terms of reference, we were asked to comment on 
five proposed changes to legislation. If enacted, these changes may also affect 
Scotland and, to a lesser extent, Northern Ireland. Our commentary on the proposals 
appears in Chapter 6. We have included Police Scotlandôs views and our explanations 
of some of the wider legal considerations for devolved administrations. 

COVID-19 

This inspection took place during the COVID-19 pandemic. Government restrictions 
on freedom of movement and limits on public gatherings changed the way the police 
approach protests for the duration of the pandemic. 

We comment on the extra problems that policing protest under COVID-19 regulations 
has brought. COVID-19 policing is the subject of a separate inspection report. 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/national-police-chiefs-council/
https://yougov.co.uk/about/panel-methodology
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2. Police intelligence about protests 

This chapter contains our assessment of how effectively the police use intelligence to 
help them manage their response to protests. 

The College of Policingôs Authorised Professional Practice (APP) on intelligence 
management describes intelligence as: 

collected information that has been developed for action. It may also be classified 
as confidential or sensitive. Intelligence collection is a continuous process and 
there may be specific requirements for its recording and use. 

In other words, intelligence is information that has been evaluated to assess its 
relevance and reliability. Intelligence and information gathering is so important that it is 
the first stage in a police decision-making process called the National Decision Model. 

When dealing with the dynamic and complex nature of protest, police often have to 
make decisions based on publicly available information as opposed to assessed and 
graded intelligence. 

In relation to the majority of protests, police intelligence gathering will only involve 
collecting sufficient information to help the protest pass safely. 

However, a small minority of protesters are intent on arranging or carrying out more 
disruptive, violent or disorderly actions, which may involve varying degrees of 
criminality. For these protests, the information and intelligence needed by the police 
will be considerably increased. 

The NPCC uses the following definitions in relation to unlawful activity associated with 
activism. 

Aggravated activism is: 

activity that seeks to bring about political or social change but does so in a way 
that involves unlawful behaviour or criminality, has a negative impact upon 
community tensions, or causes an adverse economic impact to businesses. 

There are two levels of aggravated activism: low and high. 

Low-level aggravated activism is: 

activism which involves unlawful behaviour or criminality. This criminality is local or 
cross regional and potentially impacts on local community tensions.  

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/intelligence-management/intelligence-cycle/
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/intelligence-management/intelligence-cycle/
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/national-decision-model/the-national-decision-model/
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High-level aggravated activism is: 

activity using tactics to bring about social or political change involving criminality 
that has a significant impact on UK communities, or where the ideology driving the 
activity would result in harm to a significant proportion of the population. 

For the purposes of our report, we use the term óaggravated activistsô to describe 
those who commit protest-related crime or unlawful behaviour. The most frequent 
level of aggravated activism associated with protests is low. 

Activism comes in many forms, both lawful and unlawful. At the upper end of the scale 
are extremist, fundamentalist and terrorist activity, all of which fall beyond the remit of 
this report. In order to ensure that the UK is adequately protected against emerging 
terrorist threats, when intelligence relates to high-level aggravated activism, it is also 
shared with CTP for assessment. This is to identify escalating activity by groups or 
individuals that may indicate a path towards terrorism. 

However, in this report, we only consider intelligence relating to largely peaceful 
protests, which may nevertheless involve an element of criminality and disruption. 

The importance of gathering intelligence on aggravated activists 

It is important that forces understand as fully as possible the risks that aggravated 
activists present to public safety, and their potential for disruption and criminality. 
For example, one protest group may pose a higher risk than another. Some protests 
predictably involve more disruption, economic loss, confrontation or disorder than 
others. 

The police are better prepared to deal with this if they understand aggravated  
activistsô intentions. This means deploying officers with the right skills, in the  
right numbers, to collect intelligence, liaise with protesters, keep people safe and 
minimise disruption. The police need accurate, comprehensive intelligence on 
aggravated activists from a range of sources. This may sometimes involve covert 
sensitive intelligence-gathering methods, which include surveillance and the use  
of CHISs. 

Aggravated activists often operate in more than one force area, so the police need 
good arrangements to co-ordinate intelligence gathering and disseminate it both within 
and between forces. 

Case study: Newsprinters 

This example highlights the difference that intelligence can make to the  
police approach. In this case, the police did not have intelligence about when  
and where a series of protests would take place. As a result, they were unable to 
intervene early. They had to mount a reactive rather than proactive response, which 
presented substantial problems. 

Newsprinters is a printing company that operates from several sites throughout  
the UK. It is an affiliate of News UK and provides printing services for them, 
independent publishers and major newspaper groups. It prints some of the UKôs most-
read newspapers. 
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In the months before the protest, Newsprinters liaised with the police about the 
possibility of protest at their sites. The protests did not materialise. 

Representatives from Newsprinters told us, in relation to one of the forces involved: 
ñThroughout the planning the police advised us of all the things they couldnôt do, the 
rights of the protesters and their limited powers against a legal protest.ò 

The police from that force told us they had worked with Newsprinters in the run-up to 
the planned protests. At meetings with the company, the police stressed their need to 
balance the rights of protesters and those going about their lawful business. 

Just before 10.00pm on 4 September 2020, Extinction Rebellion protesters blocked 
the entrances and exits to Newsprinters at three sites using vans and a boat.  
Some protesters locked themselves to these vehicles. Others climbed temporary 
structures they had built from bamboo to make it more difficult for police to  
reach them. 

The protest was targeted at national newspapers, which protesters accused of failing 
to report on climate change. The aim was apparently to maintain a blockade 
throughout the night, preventing newspapers from reaching shops and readers the 
following morning. 

Police responded to the protests and used specially trained officers with cutting 
equipment to remove some of the protesters who had locked themselves to vehicles. 
Others unlocked themselves following negotiation with police. The protests lasted 
about 14 hours. 

Newsprinters were far from satisfied with the police response from one force. 
They described a lack of regular updates during the protest at, what was for the 
company, a time-critical period. 

Newsprinters told us there appeared to be a ñlack of ability [by police] to tackle the 
situation and a greater concern on their part [the police] on the consequences of 
directly dealing with the protestersò. 

The force concerned rejected the criticism and they told us they worked hard to 
remove many determined protesters from complex lock-on devices as quickly and 
safely as possible. Such was the challenge, officers were deployed from surrounding 
forces to assist with the lengthy removal operation. 

In total, 79 protesters were arrested, and their cases are still progressing through the 
criminal justice system. News UK estimates that it incurred losses in excess of £1m as 
a result of the protests.  
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How effective are national arrangements for managing 

protest-related intelligence? 

Since the late 1990s, the police have made various arrangements for managing 
protest-related intelligence nationally. In recent years, this has fallen under the remit of 
Counter Terrorism Policing (CTP). 

In January 2020, the NPCC decided to reallocate responsibilities. Low-level 
aggravated activism intelligence was transferred to the National Police Coordination 
Centre (NPoCC). 

A promising start in difficult circumstances 

The NPoCCôs strategic intelligence and briefing team (NPoCC SIB) was created in 
April 2020. Its remit is to manage intelligence related to low-level aggravated activists 
and protests that have the potential to cause disorder or significant disruption on a 
national or cross-regional scale. It is also responsible for giving intelligence and 
assessments to police forces. The transfer broadly coincided with the first national 
lockdown, which presented serious logistical problems for the new team. 

Nevertheless, intelligence managers from the forces we inspected gave some positive 
feedback on the NPoCC SIBôs work so far. We heard from several officers that it had 
provided good-quality and useful intelligence in relation to protest activity, including 
from Black Lives Matter and Extinction Rebellion. One intelligence manager told us 
that, during the Black Lives Matter protests that took place throughout the country in 
summer 2020, the NPoCC SIB held national telephone conferences with forces to 
report on events and share information. 

The NPoCC SIB produces and disseminates a weekly update to forces, containing an 
overview of relevant protests in their regions. Many officers we interviewed said that 
these updates had been effective, and that they had used them to help plan their 
approaches to protests and for briefings. 

Officers told us that they would like more updates from the NPoCC SIB about tactics 
used by protest groups and the activities of known aggravated activists. This is a 
theme we explore in more detail later in this chapter. 

The flow of intelligence to the National Police Coordination Centreôs strategic 

intelligence and briefing team 

We did, however, find that the effectiveness of the NPoCC SIB is limited by the quality 
of intelligence it receives from forces. We found that the NPoCC SIBôs process for 
weekly intelligence collection is deficient in three respects: 

¶ forces donôt always send the NPoCC SIB the intelligence debrief form that they 
should prepare and submit after each protest policing operation; 

¶ even when they do submit the form, it often lacks detail; and 

¶ the template that the NPoCC SIB sends to forces doesnôt explain clearly enough 
what information they need to provide. 

We were encouraged to learn that the NPoCC SIB plans to redesign this template. 

https://www.counterterrorism.police.uk/
https://www.counterterrorism.police.uk/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/national-police-coordination-centre/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/national-police-coordination-centre/
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Forces do not always play their part in sharing intelligence with the NPoCC SIB. 
For example, on one occasion, the team asked forces that had experienced Extinction 
Rebellion protests to send them intelligence. Despite repeated requests, only three of 
the 12 relevant forces complied. The matter was eventually resolved when 
representatives of all 12 forces attended an NPoCC SIB-led debrief, where the team 
could gather the required intelligence. Clearly, the team canôt always do this, so itôs 
important that forces comply with requests for intelligence. 

 

How effectively do police assess protest-related risks using 

intelligence? 

The police rely on intelligence to assess risks to public order, including protest-related 
risks. This assessment is recorded in a Public Order Strategic Threat and Risk 
Assessment (POSTRA). The police produce POSTRAs at force, regional and  
national levels. 

Forces complete their assessments on a national template. Force-level POSTRAs are 
used to produce a regional assessment, which then feeds in to a national POSTRA. 
Some forces donôt produce their own POSTRA: they contribute instead to a  
regional assessment. 

Changes to the way forces assess protest-related risks 

Until April 2020, the national POSTRA was produced jointly each year by CTP and 
Essex Police, whose Chief Constable is the NPCC lead for POPS. They used the 
information from the regional assessments to produce the national assessment. 
The NPoCC SIB took over responsibility for producing the national POSTRA. 
It reviewed the POSTRA process and found problems with the quality of some of the 
force- and regional-level assessments. It has introduced a new process to resolve this. 

We reviewed seven force and four regional POSTRAs. We found that they were 
generally not comprehensive or authoritative enough. Only two force and one regional 
POSTRA contained intelligence relevant to the protests forces had experienced during 
2020. This was surprising, considering how much protest activity had increased during 
that year, with Black Lives Matter, Extinction Rebellion and anti-lockdown protests. 

We asked forces to send us documentary evidence ï such as agendas, papers and 
minutes of meetings ï to show how they produce their POSTRAs. This showed that 
most forces discuss their POSTRA at certain meetings. However, we found little 
evidence that there was a detailed discussion of current intelligence relating to protest, 
or how this might affect areas such as training and the allocation of resources. 

Area for improvement 

Forces should improve the quality of the protest-related intelligence they  
provide to the National Police Coordination Centreôs Strategic Intelligence and 
Briefing team. And this team should ensure that its intelligence collection process 
is fit for purpose. 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/#force-wide-strategic-threat-and-risk-assessment
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/#force-wide-strategic-threat-and-risk-assessment
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In interviews, some officers acknowledged that this area needed improvement. 
They compared the POSTRA with a similar risk assessment process concerning 
armed policing, which they found to be more thorough. They told us they would be 
improving their processes for public order by reviewing and updating their POSTRA 
documents more frequently. This should help to support the new process introduced 
by NPoCC SIB. 

National intelligence gaps 

During 2020, NPoCC SIB made major changes to the process for creating a national 
POSTRA, introducing a new document called the POPS Strategic Risk Assessment 
(POPSSRA). The term óthreatô has been removed to reflect its focus on legal areas 
and public safety. It places greater emphasis on intelligence held by police forces. 
NPoCC SIB expects this new national process to be fully operational by April 2021. 

To cover the period until then, in December 2020, the team produced an interim 
POPSSRA. This was a more limited document, the teamôs intention being to publish  
a more comprehensive version that would include more detail, such as forcesô 
protest-related resource levels. 

The interim POPSSRA contains commentary on the protest areas of: 

¶ cultural nationalism; 

¶ anti-fascism; 

¶ animal rights; 

¶ environmental concerns; 

¶ anti-racism; 

¶ European Union exit; and 

¶ anti-government. 

NPoCC SIB has established that there are intelligence gaps in various protest areas 
and therefore a need for police to improve sensitive intelligence gathering. This is 
reflected in the interim POPSSRA that was updated in February 2021. 

Later in this chapter, we report on our findings regarding sensitive intelligence 
gathering. 

How effectively do police manage intelligence on aggravated 

activists? 

Intelligence gathering is not well co-ordinated across forces and regions. This is 
important because some protests are arranged on national (and international) lines 
spanning multiple force areas. A range of senior officers told us that, on a national 
level, there is a need to improve arrangements relating to the identification and 
targeting of the most prominent aggravated activists. Many such activists donôt just 
operate within single force boundaries. 

For example, in September 2020, anti-lockdown protests took place throughout 
England and Wales. NPoCC SIB centrally co-ordinated the intelligence and 
disseminated it to forces for their information and action. 
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The unit identified a small number of aggravated activists who were encouraging 
conspiracy supporters to attend anti-lockdown demonstrations throughout the country. 

Despite the work of NPoCC SIB, those aggravated activists identified to police forces 
repeatedly attended and spoke at demonstrations, travelling significant distances to do 
so across several force areas in breach of COVID-19 emergency legislation. NPoCC 
SIB established that a majority of forces dealt with them on their own.  
Better co-ordination of police operations to target them, through disruption of travel, 
arrest, and co-ordination of bail conditions, would likely have reduced their criminality. 

Plans to fill the gap 

We found evidence that this lack of co-ordination existed before the creation of 
NPoCC SIB. 

Between August 2011 and October 2020, 1,198 arrests were made across  
17 forces in relation to protests about fracking. In total, 125 protesters were arrested  
at two or more separate locations, with 30 protesters arrested a total of 248 times 
between them. 

Although these 30 protesters appeared willing to engage in repeated acts of criminality 
in connection with protests on a national level, they were not proactively targeted for 
intelligence gathering. Had this happened, forces might have disrupted their activities 
and prevented crime and disorder. 

When the responsibility for managing protest-related intelligence transferred from CTP 
to NPoCC SIB, the new model did not include any intelligence co-ordination capability 
for aggravated activists. A senior NPoCC SIB officer told us that they recognised this 
shortcoming. 

In January 2021, NPCC approved a modest increase in resources for NPoCC SIB to 
create a new ónational development teamô on a 12-month trial basis. This team has the 
responsibilities to: 

¶ provide co-ordinated intelligence capability to deal with aggravated activists; and 

¶ explore the actual level of demand for this function. 

We suspect that meeting the demand will require more resources, but it should  
help NPoCC SIB to perform a valuable function in managing the risks posed by 
aggravated activists. 

 

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2022, the National Police Chiefsô Council (NPCC), through its National 
Public Order Public Safety Group and National Protest Working Group, should 
analyse the results from the national development team trial. In the light of this 
analysis, the NPCC should secure an appropriate longer-term arrangement for 
managing the risks presented by aggravated activists. 
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How effective are intelligence arrangements at force level? 

Forces allocate and prioritise intelligence resources differently. Protest is just one of 
the areas that forcesô intelligence units deal with. There are many others, including 
serious organised crime, modern slavery and child sexual exploitation. 

Recent protests have stretched resources in most forces, and it can be a struggle for 
intelligence departments to balance competing priorities. This is the case even in the 
Metropolitan Police, which has significant resources allocated to protest intelligence. 

We found some forces have officers and staff specifically allocated to dealing with 
protest intelligence; others donôt. Officers from some forces that have experienced 
significant protest activity told us that they have had to develop new protest 
intelligence capacity to meet the challenges. 

Reliance on open-source research 

The NPCCôs definition of open-source research is as follows: 

The collection, evaluation and analysis of materials from sources available to  
the public, whether on payment or otherwise to use as intelligence or evidence 
within investigations. 

In most of the forces we inspected, interviewees were positive about open-source 
research. They use it to provide information that helps them to produce their plans and 
relevant briefing material. 

We do not underestimate the value of open-source research. But the police should 
draw on a wider range of sources to make sure that the information is accurate and to 
improve the intelligence picture. Officers told us that open-source research is the main 
source of intelligence about protests. They generally felt that it gave them enough 
information to respond. However, forces recognised that information gathered in this 
way may be inaccurate or purposely misleading. 

The links between intelligence and planning 

Interviewees in all forces told us that there were strong links between the protest 
intelligence processes and operational planning. Intelligence about protests is usually 
shared quickly, so that POPS commanders can make effective assessments about 
police response. 

There is a mix of protest-related skills, knowledge and experience in intelligence units. 
Some POPS commanders told us, for example, that intelligence personnel do not 
always understand public order and the intelligence requirement for protests.  
They told us that this can affect the quality of intelligence products. 

Echoing the views of other interviewees, an officer from one force told us that 
intelligence staff who donôt often deal with protests can be ñout of their comfort zoneò 
and need extra direction from commanders. In one force, we were told about plans to 
site intelligence officers in the planning team to improve their understanding. 

Intelligence gathering takes place before, during and after an event. In addition to 
overt intelligence-gathering methods, like open-source research or asking for 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/command/
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information from the protest organiser or the community, there are more intrusive 
options available to the police. Most protests are peaceful and conducted lawfully. 
In these circumstances, the use of such options cannot be justified. 

We learned that all the forces we inspected have processes to gather information from 
their communities in which protests are planned to take place. Officers told us that 
community intelligence is an important piece of the intelligence picture. We found that 
neighbourhood/local policing teams play a major role in this. 

Most interviewees told us that they were provided with valuable intelligence reports. 
These tended to include information that intelligence officers had collected from 
open-source research about planned protests and protestersô intentions.  
Commanders told us that, in addition to these reports, from time to time they also 
received useful intelligence updates during events from dedicated intelligence teams. 

The use of forward intelligence team officers 

We found there is a reluctance by POPS commanders in some forces to deploy 
forward intelligence team (FIT) officers. FIT is one of the tactical options available to 
commanders when responding to protests. The College of Policingôs APP outlines the 
role of a FIT officer, which is to: 

¶ undertake overt information and intelligence gathering; 

¶ identify and engage with individuals/groups who may become involved in or 
encourage disorder, violence, or may increase levels of tension; 

¶ provide commanders with fast-time updates so that resources can be deployed 
efficiently and effectively; and 

¶ provide information to assist in early resolution of events, e.g., arrests, release of 
contained persons. 

It also gives guidance on how FIT officers should be deployed, advising commanders 
that their use may have a ñsignificant impact on the publicôs perception of police and 
their legitimacyò. It also states that commanders must ensure that the deployment of 
FIT officers is in accordance with the policing style of the operation. 

Nine of the ten forces we inspected retained their own FIT capability. However, only 
three regularly deployed FIT officers to protests. Those we spoke to concluded that 
opportunities to gather intelligence were missed when FIT officers were not deployed. 

In turn, however, commanders raised concerns that in deploying FIT officers they 
would run the risk of increasing confrontation with protesters. The commandersô 
preferred policing style often places a strong emphasis on effective communication, 
negotiation and co-operation between police and protesters. The police refer to this  
as óengagementô. 

A FIT officerôs job is not to co-operate or negotiate with protesters, but rather to  
gather intelligence. This may involve, for example, taking pictures of people and their 
clothing to establish the identity of individuals. 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/tactical-options/#forward-intelligence-team
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/tactical-options/#forward-intelligence-team
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/operations/operational-planning/strategic-planning/#policing-style
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The role of police liaison teams 

Police liaison teams (PLTs) are another tactical option available to POPS 
commanders when dealing with protests. The College of Policingôs APP outlines the 
role of a PLT officer: 

¶ to provide a link through dialogue between the police and groups; 

¶ is deployed before, during and after events to establish and maintain dialogue with 
groups, adopting a community policing style; 

¶ reduces potential tension and the risk of disorder and conflict (e.g., avoiding 
misunderstandings, rumour control) and promotes trust and confidence in the 
police; and 

¶ PLTs are not deployed to gather intelligence. 

We examine the role of PLTs in support of police planners more in Chapter 3. 

Due in part to commandersô reluctance to use FITs, PLT officers are sometimes asked 
to gather intelligence. This blurs the boundaries of the role and may erode the trust 
that PLTs try to build up with protest groups. While being deployed in the role of PLT 
does not preclude an officer being involved in other policing activity, the role of a FIT 
officer is, and should, remain distinct from that of a PLT officer. 

A range of officers, including a national role holder, a force public order strategic lead, 
and gold, silver and bronze commanders told us that confusion exists among some 
commanders about the different roles of FIT and PLT officers. 

The image below, taken at a Reclaim the Power protest in Essex in July 2019, 
highlights some protestersô distrust of PLTs. Officers carrying out this role wear 
blue bibs. 

 

(Credit: Essex Police) 

The development in a facilitative approach over recent years has meant that the use 
of the FIT as a tactic does not always complement that approach. While the primary 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/tactical-options/#police-liaison-team
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/tactical-options/#police-liaison-team
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focus of PLTs is not to gather intelligence as part of their engagement with groups, 
opportunities to do so should not be overlooked. We understand it can be a difficult 
balancing act for POPS commanders. 

The police use of covert sensitive intelligence-gathering methods 

The police can use covert sensitive intelligence-gathering methods to prevent 
protest-related crime and disorder, if these meet stringent legal requirements. 
The more intrusive the method, the higher the legal threshold it has to reach in order 
to be lawfully authorised, and the greater the safeguards against unlawful use and 
collateral intrusion. 

The relevant legislation was not enacted to be used against protesters who engage in 
lawful activism: its use must be for the prevention and detection of crime and disorder. 
Therefore, dependent on the seriousness of the crime or disorder, it can apply to 
protesters who engage in aggravated activism. 

There are several different methods. They range from less intrusive forms, such as 
directed surveillance, to more intrusive activity, such as intrusive surveillance and 
property interference. 

We found limited use of these covert sensitive intelligence-gathering methods for 
protests in the forces we inspected. 

Officers told us that most protest-related crime and disorder fails to meet the high legal 
threshold required before authority may be granted for the use of more intrusive 
options. In other words, the anticipated severity of crime or disorder associated with 
protests does not ordinarily justify the intrusion of covert methods. 

The NPCC recognises that, to help understand the risk more clearly, there is a need to 
improve the collection and use of sensitive intelligence. We agree. It is especially 
relevant if the police are going to improve their focus on protest-related aggravated 
activists in line with our recommendation. 

Police use of covert human intelligence sources in relation to protest 

The deployment of CHIS to gather intelligence is a sensitive and intrusive activity. 
During our inspection, we learned that the management arrangements for CHIS in 
respect of protest-related crime and disorder had changed. Some interviewees told us 
that they had concerns about the new arrangements. This prompted us to look closely 
at them. 

In a written response to questions we posed to one of its working groups, the NPCC 
helpfully provided us with its view on the use of CHIS in relation to protests: 

CHIS deployments are made lawful by an authorisation under Section 29 of RIPA 
[The Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act 2000]. CT authorisations utilise the 
broad lens of ñnational securityò, while policing must use the narrower gateway of 
ñprevention and detection of crime and disorderò. This is classed as an intrusive 
tactic and as such the bar is set quite high in relation to the level of criminality. 
Crime is quite easily defined, but ódisorderô is less easily defined. There is no 
overarching definition of what constitutes disorder. The current jurisprudence does 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/collateral-intrusion/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/directed-surveillance/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/intrusive-surveillance/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/property-interference/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/regulation-investigatory-powers-act/
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provide significant assistance in that disorder should mean criminal disorder that is 
activity that constitutes a crime, and a serious enough crime to warrant the 
deployment of a CHIS. 

RIPA is clear that CHIS-related activity in relation to lawful protest alone, will never 
be legal, necessary or proportionate. 

A senior officer told us that the use of CHIS in relation to protests is not a ñbroad  
brush go-to tacticò and is done so proportionately against the criminality it is operating 
against. 

Until September 2020, CTP retained primary responsibility for obtaining 
protest-related intelligence from CHIS. Responsibilities for co-ordination, funding and 
tasking have now been transferred to individual police forces. 

There are arguments in favour of this, and we do not criticise the decision.  
The devolved force model is an established one through which forces manage CHIS. 
But the integration of protest-related CHIS management with the devolved force model 
is still in its early stages. 

One interviewee described the effectiveness of the current arrangements as a 
ñsticking plaster situationò, and another that the transfer of responsibilities ñwasnôt 
thought through in any depthò. Based on these and other comments ī and with the 
benefit of hindsight ï we concluded that the transfer had been implemented without 
sufficient consultation with the NPCC and forces. 

We were left with questions about the effectiveness of the current arrangements. 
This is for the following reasons: 

¶ Until the transfer, forces had not held this responsibility since the 1990s. 
Therefore, intelligence specialists in forces are beginning with much less 
experience of dealing with protest-related CHIS than their colleagues in CTP. 
This lack of experience could have an impact on recruitment and retention of CHIS 
in this area. 

¶ An unintended consequence of the transfer was a reduction in the number of CHIS 
immediately available to provide intelligence on protests.The police may need to 
re-engage with those CHIS who previously reported on protest-related criminality 
prior to the transfer. There are arrangements in place for this but the speed of 
access is unlikely to be as timely as it was prior to transfer. 

¶ The ñnarrower gatewayò that the NPCC referred to may in practice result in fewer 
CHIS being recruited. In addition, forces will be under pressure to manage the 
increase in workload against competing crime-related priorities. 

We inspected data relating to forcesô demand for the centrally provided service  
from 1 January 2019 until the transfer of responsibility to forces (approximately 
September 2020). 

We found that, since the transfer, the police donôt fully understand the current  
protest demand for CHIS. We understand that the National Source Working Group  
is now exploring this area to help meet the intelligence requirements established in  
the POPSSRA. 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/national-source-working-group/
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Given the points above, it is unclear to us exactly what the new system will entail and 
how effective it will be at managing the demand when it is known. 

We have concluded that the situation needs close monitoring while the new system  
is being developed and that, in due course, a post-implementation review would  
be worthwhile. 

 

Recommendation 

With immediate effect, the National Police Chiefsô Council (NPCC), through its 
National Public Order Public Safety Group and National Protest Working Group, 
should closely monitor progress on integrating the management of protest-related 
covert human intelligence sources with the devolved force model. And, by 30 
June 2022, the NPCC should ensure that a post-implementation review is 
conducted. 
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3. The policeôs planning and preparation 
for their response to protests 

This chapter contains our assessment of how well the police plan and prepare their 
response to protests. This includes the training, APP and other guidance, equipment 
and technology provided to officers. 

How effective are the planning and preparation processes at local, 

force, regional and national levels? 

Police planning teams 

We found that forcesô planning teams were generally skilled, experienced and 
effective in the preparation and planning for protest. Unsurprisingly, we found the best 
planning practices in forces that regularly dealt with protest. 

Planning teams need to decide on the scale of the police response. Many use an 
assessment matrix, such as the NPCCôs events assessment matrix. Other forces rely 
on an accredited POPS commander to assess the threat and risk associated with a 
protest. We found that both methods led to accurate initial assessments. 

In addition to using the information provided by protest organisers, police planning 
teams undertake open-source research and get information from neighbourhood 
policing teams. They also examine information from private and public organisations. 
In most cases, forces get information from their own intelligence teams. 

We found that forces had established working practices between intelligence and 
planning teams. This generally meant that planners had the intelligence they needed. 
In a few forces, where relationships were less strong, planners occasionally had to 
gather the information and intelligence they needed themselves. This was especially 
common when planners had to make rapid assessments outside office hours. 

Some interviewees told us that intelligence team managers had worked with planners 
to improve their understanding of how to access a range of intelligence. This led to 
more productive relationships and better working practices. 

The Metropolitan Police was the only force we inspected with a round-the-clock 
planning capability. The other metropolitan forcesô planning teams work longer 
weekday hours and at weekends, and the remaining forces have office-hours  
planning capability. Intelligence officers in 24/7 contact centres can give forces 
information, mostly from open-source research. We believe this is a sensible and 
proportionate approach. 
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Once a planning team has assessed the scale of the police response, its decision is 
reviewed by a senior police officer, usually a silver or bronze POPS commander. 
When the police have had time to plan and prepare for a protest, this initial plan is also 
reviewed in weekly tasking and co-ordinating meetings. 

These meetings give senior officers a broad view of all policing demands on the force 
and allow them to make decisions about resources. They also provide an opportunity 
for commanders to ask for more officers from their regions or nationally. 

Engaging with businesses in the planning process 

We conducted interviews with personnel from several businesses in order to 
understand how well the police were engaging with them in planning their response to 
protests. We found that several forces had established effective lines of 
communication with businesses subjected to protests. 

We received some positive comments from companies including HS2, Barclays and 
the Canary Wharf Group, which had formal procedures to give information to the 
police about potential protests. In return, the police planners worked closely with 
businesses and had developed information-sharing protocols. We found that these 
processes, when they existed, generally worked well and we would encourage all 
forces to have similar arrangements with those sites regularly subject to protest. 

Barclays has been repeatedly targeted by environmental activists over its links to 
fossil fuel companies. In a mass protest co-ordinated by Greenpeace in March 2020, 
Barclays lost trading in a large number of branches because activists had glued 
themselves to buildings. Its head office in Canary Wharf has been repeatedly targeted 
by protesters. 

Interviewees from Barclays told us that the protests had a significant impact on its 
local branches and customers. They also felt that protestersô hostility towards staff 
was increasing. They reported that the police approach to the protests had varied 
widely between forces, and that there had been a lack of co-ordinated planning. 
Barclays works closely with the Metropolitan Police to plan its response to protests at 
London premises, and interviewees told us that police in London were effective at 
dealing with protest. 

Another company that has been the target of sustained protests is HS2, which is 
overseeing the planned railway running from London to the Midlands and the North. 
Interviewees from HS2 told us that the project has averaged nearly one protest a day 
since construction began four years ago. The company estimates the total additional 
direct costs from protest to HS2 and its supply chain to be £32m. 

HS2 intelligence staff and British Transport Police (BTP) intelligence analysts form a 
unit to provide intelligence for security and police planning. The unit works closely with 
the NPoCCôs intelligence team. 

HS2 security personnel told us that most police forces along the route were 
experienced in planning for protests. They singled out Thames Valley Policeôs 
planning team for praise, saying that the force had adapted quickly to the unique 
planning requirements. 
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Engaging with protest groups in the planning process 

We spoke to representatives from protest groups to find out how they had experienced 
working with the police to plan their protests. 

Under section 11 of the Public Order Act 1986, the organisers of processions must  
tell the police about their plans in writing at least six clear days before the event  
takes place (the Act refers to marches as óprocessionsô, and we will do the same in 
this report). 

If a procession is arranged at short notice, the organisers must still inform the police 
unless it is not reasonably practicable to give any advance notice. The organisers 
must tell the police their names and addresses, the date and time of the procession, 
and its proposed route. 

The law does not impose the same obligation on protest organisers to notify the police 
about static protests, which it calls óassembliesô. We believe there is a strong 
argument in favour of aligning the law for processions and assemblies. We discuss 
this in Chapter 6. 

The forces we inspected all have public websites that give information on processions 
and assemblies. Some give detailed explanations on the law relating to protest, and 
the policeôs and organisersô responsibilities. They invite organisers to tell the police if 
they intend to hold a procession or assembly. 

Police planners told us, however, that protest organisers often notified them late about 
planned protests. In some cases that we looked at, organisers had told the police 
about a procession the day before, or not at all. One police planner told us: 

Protests used to be run by event organisers who knew what they were doing. 
More people are now organising protests and it is increasingly challenging to keep 
a grip on it. 

An organiser who fails to notify the police about a procession when it is reasonably 
practicable to do so commits an offence under section 11 of the Public Order  
Act 1986. In practical terms, failing to notify the police means that they might not be as 
effective in policing the event. In some cases, forces have deployed too few or too 
many officers to protests and have been unfairly accused of compromising public 
safety as a result. 

Extinction Rebellionôs police liaison representatives told us they worked with the police 
to plan for safe protests. However, they said that their experience of working with the 
Metropolitan Police was less straightforward. The Metropolitan Police, on the other 
hand, were generally satisfied with their work with protest organisers, particularly 
during the large-scale protests seen in London over the past two years. We examined 
some of their debrief reports, in which PLT officers stated that some protest groups 
sought to provide only partial information, or even disinformation, which was unhelpful 
to the police. 
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Police liaison teams 

PLTs (see Chapter 2) are responsible for working with organisers to ensure that 
protests are safe, peaceful and lawful. If organisers have not already given the police 
information, such as the date and time of a protest and how many people they are 
expecting, then PLTs will try to find out. 

All the PLT officers we spoke to understood their role. Most of them were highly 
experienced in protest policing. 

In the cases we looked at, we found that PLTs had been deployed promptly to meet 
organisers, and that they had generally developed good relationships throughout a 
network of protest groups. We found that forces often relied on information from PLTs 
to help develop plans. 

Extinction Rebellion police liaison representatives emphasised the importance of PLTs 
in developing and maintaining relationships that are mutually beneficial to protesters 
and police. They said: 

the greatest improvement the police can make is to build on their capacity to 
engage and connect with people more to understand their points of view. Mutual 
trust is needed to overcome militancy on both sides. 

We also spoke to representatives from badger protection groups that protest against 
the national badger cull. They have good lines of communication with police 
countryside officers and PLTs. Representatives told us that PLTs understood all 
aspects of the policeôs planning, and that they trusted them and their ability to solve 
problems. 

Gold strategies 

The College of Policingôs APP describes a gold strategy as ñthe foundation on which 
all subsequent planning and deployment relyò. 

We examined 32 gold strategies and found that most were written in a way that would 
help planners. Several exemplary strategies included gold commandersô detailed 
descriptions of the policing style, tone and professional standards expected of all 
officers engaged in the protest. 

One example of an exemplary gold strategy was developed by the Metropolitan Police 
for Operation Minorca, the policing of the Black Lives Matter protests in London during 
the summer of 2020. The detailed strategy was updated daily and gave clear direction 
to the silver commander. It set out the requirements and expectations of all officers, 
and how successive commanders should transfer responsibility. 

However, not all gold commanders considered whether conditions should be imposed 
on a protest, as a chief officer is able to under sections 12 and 14 of the Public Order 
Act 1986 (if the legal test under those provisions is satisfied). 

Commanders should consider asking for conditions to be applied to processions or 
assemblies during the planning stage. It would avoid surprising organisers and 
protesters with unexpected restrictions later (when the event has started, conditions 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/command/#role-and-responsibilities
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/command/#gold-commander
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/chief-officer/
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may be imposed by the senior officer present at the scene, not necessarily a 
chief officer). 

We would have expected to find more strategies that set out the intelligence 
commanders would need in order to make their plans. Only a few considered this or 
explained how intelligence was to be gathered during the operation. The Devon and 
Cornwall Police and Metropolitan Police gold commanders consistently made this a 
strategic objective. See Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of intelligence. 

Silver plans 

The silver commander is responsible for drawing up the tactical plan for a protest. 
It must link to the objectives outlined in the gold commanderôs strategy and help the 
bronze commanders to deploy their resources effectively. 

We looked at 26 silver tactical plans. The standard varied considerably. 
Seventeen plans were clear and concise, and set out the tactical options available for 
the protest. In some cases, they included a section on the relevant legislation. 

However, we found that too many plans simply repeated large sections of the gold 
commanderôs strategy. Some contained information copied from previous plans that 
were out of date. 

Case study: Operation Cobb 

Operation Cobb represents a good example of effective national police planning 
across 16 police forces. It was established in 2014 to co-ordinate the police approach 
to protests about the national badger cull. 

The gold strategy set the tone and direction for all forces that would take part in 
policing the cull. The silver plan included a hierarchy of control measures and tactical 
options. There was a clear distinction between the use of FITs and the role of PLTs. 
A lawyer gave advice to the national team and produced an information booklet for all 
officers involved in Operation Cobb. 

Operation Cobbôs success was based on an inclusive approach involving a wide range 
of groups: local communities, farmers, protesters and other organisations such as the 
Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (England) (DEFRA) and the 
National Farmersô Union (NFU). In our view, Operation Cobb represents a good 
example of effective nationally co-ordinated police planning. 

While the cull remains controversial, we found that people on all sides understood 
each otherôs positions. This was brought about by effective working relationships 
between the national team, local forces and other organisations. This has been built 
up over a long period through effective debriefing and learning from experience. 

A farmer and member of the NFU told us: 

The police made it clear that they were there to uphold the law, and not to  
take sides. The policeôs early and regular involvement with farmers reassured  
them that they too would be protected. 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/command/?highlight=%22tactical%20plan%22?s=%5C%22tactical+plan%5C%22#tactical-plan
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Bronze plans 

Silver commanders do not always deploy bronze commanders as part of protest 
policing operations. They will do so when they decide that the threat and scale of the 
protest requires commanders on the ground. 

Bronze commanders usually lead officers in a geographical area, such as a town 
centre or part of a city. They can also lead an aspect of the operation, such as 
intelligence, community liaison or logistics management. 

We looked at 48 bronze plans, which set out how officers were to be deployed on the 
ground, and generally found that they were clear and concise. The plans often 
included maps and imagery, and officers told us that this helped them to understand 
what was being asked of them. 

Plans for specific locations or events 

In some forces, we found good examples of planning for protests at specific locations 
or in circumstances that follow a predictable pattern. 

We analysed standing plans from the ten forces we inspected and found a high 
standard of strategic objectives, tactical plans and, when appropriate, bronze 
commandersô plans. 

Avon and Somerset Policeôs plan for working with the Civil Nuclear Constabulary to 
deal with protests at the Hinkley Point nuclear power station is one of many good 
examples we found. It is well-structured and detailed. 

We found Essex Policeôs standing plan for protests against the deportation of people 
through Stansted Airport to be comprehensive. It explained in detail the roles and 
responsibilities of other public services during an operation. 

How well do local, force, regional and national capacities and 

capabilities allow an effective response to protests? 

In this section, we wanted to understand how well the police develop the skills they 
need to manage protests. In particular, we were interested in whether there are 
enough specialist officers who command protest policing operations or are routinely 
deployed to protests. 

Protest policing resources 

We didnôt find a clear and consistent approach to help a police force determine the 
number of trained officers it needs to police protests. Although there are national 
requirements for the number of police support units (discussed in Chapter 4), they 
donôt include specific requirements for POPS commanders or specialist protest 
resources, such as police liaison officers and protester removal officers. 

We found significant variations in the numbers of specialist protest officers throughout 
England and Wales. To better understand why the police have trained these numbers 
of specialists, we examined the force management statements for each of the ten 
forces we visited. 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/tactical-options/#police-support-units
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All forces listed the types of current demand they face from public disorder, including 
protest. Five forces analysed future demands such as HS2, the construction of a new 
nuclear reactor and an increased reliance by other forces on their PRTs. Only one 
force considered where increases in capability and capacity might be needed. 

We examined public order strategic threat and risk assessments (POSTRAs) from 
each of the forces we inspected to try and understand whether there was a rationale 
for the numbers of officers given specialist training. None of them explained it. 

 

Reviewing protest resources 

We wanted to understand how the police review the availability of specialist 
resources for protest policing. We were encouraged to find that the service can 
systematically monitor the capability and capacity of regions and forces to respond 
effectively to protest. 

The Mercury database, which lists the number of POPS and protest specialists as well 
as other police roles, is operated by the NPoCC. It allows forces to understand the 
spread of protest-trained officers and specialists throughout the UK. The mutual aid 
arrangements between forces allow the police to use commanders and specialists 
from other forces. We examine these in more detail in Chapter 4. 

The NPCCôs Tactics, Training and Equipment Working Group is chaired by a chief 
officer and meets quarterly. We interviewed some of its members and found that  
this group works with NPoCC to maintain an overview of national and regional  
protest capability. It draws on information from the strategic POPS meetings in regions 
that routinely assess capability and capacity in individual forces and in regions. 

Seven of the ten forces we inspected reviewed their capability and capacity quarterly 
at meetings chaired by an assistant chief constable. The other forces reviewed protest 
resources at the regional strategic POPS meetings. 

Dealing with protests at sea 

We didnôt find any gaps in the policeôs skills when it comes to policing protests  
on land. However, we found a gap in the ability to police protests that happen at sea 
or on waterways such as canals and rivers. 

Protests at sea range from demonstrations on offshore installations such as oil 
installations to attempts by protesters to impede the passage of vessels at sea, 
including ocean liners and nuclear submarines. Although events like these are 
relatively few, some forces had experienced them in recent years. 

Area for improvement 

On a national, regional and local basis, the police should develop a stronger 
rationale for determining the number of commanders, specialist officers and staff 
needed to police protests. 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/mutual-aid/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/tactics-training-equipment-working-group/
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Few PRT officers have been trained to operate at sea. We were encouraged, 
however, to find that forces are learning from each other about how to respond. 
These include the Ministry of Defence Police, which regularly faces protests at sea. 

Maintaining capability and capacity: a lack of volunteers 

Many senior officers drew our attention to a lack of volunteers coming forward to train 
as POPS commanders. They mentioned several factors that may deter officers from 
volunteering, including excessive weekend working and exposure to risky operations 
that might undermine an individualôs career. 

We were pleased to find that some forces are tackling these problems. To increase 
command resilience, some forces plan to use POPS commanders from other forces to 
assist with larger, protracted protests (discussed in Chapter 4). One force reintroduced 
the rank of chief inspector to improve command resilience whereas others have made 
operational command experience a prerequisite for promotion. Another force paid an 
annual bonus to commanders to recognise the workload and to attract new applicants. 

The problem of attracting volunteers is not limited to POPS commanders. Forces were 
struggling to attract officers to other POPS roles as constables and sergeants. 
Officers who regularly police protests told us that their rest days were frequently 
cancelled, particularly over weekends. 

Many had become weary of the protracted nature of protests where officers were 
exposed to relentless insults and abuse, and the risk of injury, for many hours at a 
time. Others told us about the strain of extended time spent in the social media 
spotlight with their every action open to a variety of interpretations. Some of the 
officers we spoke to feared putting their families at risk from social media footage 
taken at continuing protests, should officers be identified and harassed. 

How well does local, force, regional and national training (including 

authorised professional practice and other guidance) allow an 

effective response to protests? 

In this section, we wanted to find out how well the police train for protest. This includes 
how well individual forces adhere to national standards, and whether forces draw 
effectively on lessons learned throughout England, Wales and beyond. 

Commandersô training 

The police service has a consistent approach to training gold, silver and bronze 
commanders. The training includes use of the National Decision Model in protest and 
examines the basic tenets of the Human Rights Act 1998. There is also a consistent 
process to support and accredit newly qualified commanders. 

We were pleased to see that gold, silver and bronze commanders and POPS advisers 
from more than one force attend annual reaccreditation events together. This helps to 
develop understanding between the different roles. 

We attended a briefing of regional trainers who will train commanders on the 2021 
national POPS command refresher course. The scenario for the 2021 course is 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/command/#public-order-tactical-adviser
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centred on protest. The refresher training makes some useful references to recent 
case law, albeit sparse. This has implications for commandersô understanding of  
the law. 

Frontline officers 

Large protests are normally policed by officers accredited in POPS roles. 
The backbone of this structure is the police support unit (PSU). We attended PSU 
training, which focuses largely on the worst-case scenario of responding to hostile and 
violent crowds. In the context of protest though, violence is not a common result and 
most protest groups explicitly seek to undertake non-violent protest. 

We did see some evidence that annual two-day refresher training is in development to 
better prepare officers for responding to non-violent protest. However, the annual 
training time afforded to PSU training limits the range of topics that are covered. 

As we described earlier, officers performing these roles do so almost exclusively on a 
part-time basis, and normally have neighbourhood or emergency response roles day 
to day. Interviewees told us that officers are not always confident in their powers in 
relation to protest. 

However, we did see some good practice in forces where officers were given 
legislation handouts as part of the briefing for specific protest operations. This was not 
consistent throughout all forces, but it is recommended in APP, and we would 
encourage all forces to do it. 

Protester removal team capabilities 

We found that the capability of PRTs varies widely between forces. The College of 
Policing provides training and initial accreditation. However, continuous professional 
development of these officers varies because some forces will have very few protests 
to deal with. 

We observed the Metropolitan Police PRT training and found they have a highly 
developed capability that includes staff dedicated full-time to the role. They were 
unequivocal that the high standard of their approach was due to the experience they 
had dealing with protest lock-ons in London and elsewhere. We agree. In observing 
this training, we were struck by the complexity and risk to protesters and officers. 
This is a highly specialised role that requires both training and regular experience. 

Authorised professional practice 

The College of Policing produces APP for public order, which includes protest. This is 
guidance for officers ī in particular, senior officers and commanders. 

The APP contains 30 tactical options for the police to consider, ranging from the use 
of community mediators and PLTs to containment and police dogs. This section does 
not, however, cover all current tactics. For example, there is no reference to the use of 
drones, which police interviewees told us they used regularly at protests. 

We found the APP to be out of date in other respects too, ranging from some of the 
terminology it used to the omission of important case law. We understand that the 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/tactical-options/#police-support-units
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/college-of-policing/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/college-of-policing/
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/
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College of Policing plans to review it in 2021. Significant revisions will be necessary if 
the APP is to remain useful to officers policing protests. 

The current APP also raised a question for us as to where officers could turn to get 
accessible advice on legislation and relevant guidance. It became clear to us that the 
case law relating to protest develops quickly. There is currently no system for keeping 
officers up to date. 

The National Police Chiefsô Councilôs operational advice for protest policing 

The NPCC and College of Policing have produced a comprehensive and detailed 
document giving operational advice for protest policing. The document has not yet 
been published, but the College of Policing has used it to teach POPS commanders 
and POPS advisers (POPSAs). The NPCC has sent the document to police forces in 
England and Wales. 

Generally, we are pleased to see this documentôs creation. We did, however, find 
some problems with the document, particularly concerning some of its legal 
explanations. This could pose a material risk of commanders failing to fulfil their 
obligations under human rights law. 

We are also concerned about some aspects of the documentôs commentary that we 
felt were open to misinterpretation, particularly by members of the public who may 
read the document after it is published. We raised these points with the NPCC. As our 
inspection ended, the NPCC and College of Policing were revising the document in 
the light of our concerns. We intend to review the revised version when it becomes 
available. 

Protest aide memoire 

The NPCC used to produce a protest aide memoire for officers and we understand 
that the Tactics, Training and Equipment Working Group is considering whether to 
replace this with a digital version. This seems a good idea and there is an opportunity 
to co-ordinate this work with the College of Policingôs review of the APP. It would be 
beneficial for the police to make contemporary guidance, policy and advice accessible 
in one place. 

 

Recommendation 

By 30 June 2022, the College of Policing, through its planned review, should  
bring the public order authorised professional practice (APP) up to date and  
make arrangements to keep it current, with more regular revisions as they 
become necessary. It would also be beneficial to consolidate the APP, protest 
operational advice and aide memoire into a single source (or a linked series  
of documents). 
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How well do equipment and technology allow an effective response 

to protests at a local, force, regional and national level? 

Governance of equipment and technology development 

We found well-established governance arrangements. The NPCCôs Tactics, Training 
and Equipment Working Group co-ordinates research and works with government 
departments such as the Defence Science and Technology Laboratory and relevant 
industries to develop the equipment the police need. 

We were encouraged by the levels of understanding and consideration given to the 
equipment and tactics used in other countries by police forces dealing with public 
disorder and protests. The equipment most commonly used elsewhere, but not in 
England or Wales, includes water cannon and tear gas. The group also studies 
emerging technology such as sound and heat devices that have been used by police 
in other countries to disperse violent protesters. 

It was beyond the scope of this inspection to make a detailed study of these devices. 
We concentrated our efforts on examining the equipment and technology that police in 
England and Wales use to deal with largely non-violent but disruptive protests. 

Facial recognition technology 

The police use of facial recognition technology divides opinion. Those who oppose 
its use point to significant infringement of human rights, particularly in the context 
of protests. Supporters believe that the technology could help the police to identify 
those intent on committing crime or causing significant disruption and disorder. 

We recognise that facial recognition technology has the potential to help the police. 
However, we found that more work is needed to ensure that the policeôs use of this 
emerging technology is appropriate and lawful. 

Police forces in England and Wales currently use two systems. The less controversial 
is retrospective facial recognition, which uses images caught by a camera, later 
comparing them against a large database of facial images held by the police to try to 
identify them. This system is used by six police forces in England and Wales. 

The more controversial is called ólive facial recognitionô. This compares live facial 
images caught by a camera against a predetermined watchlist of people the police 
want to locate, such as those suspected of a criminal offence or who are vulnerable. 
Once an image has been compared and an operator confirms a possible match, the 
police may engage and speak to the person where necessary. 

We focused our attention on live facial recognition. We spoke to the NPCC lead for 
facial recognition and examined the Court of Appeal judgment on the use of live facial 
recognition technology by South Wales Police. 

Only five forces in England and Wales had used live facial recognition. We were 
surprised that more had not done so, particularly as the NPCC lead observed  
that live facial recognition is a ñgame changerò. A further 25 forces were interested  
in the technology but had been awaiting the judgment and the production of  
national guidance. 
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Court of Appeal judgment 

In August 2020, the Court of Appeal issued its first judgment on the police use of  
facial recognition technology. The claimant, supported by Liberty, challenged the use 
of live facial recognition in public by South Wales Police. Although it is unknown 
whether his image was caught by the system, the claimant was in Cardiff city centre in 
December 2017, and then at a protest at an arms fair in Cardiff in 2018 when the 
system was deployed. The claimant did not appear on any watchlist compiled by  
the police. 

The court ruled that South Wales Policeôs use of the live facial recognition system 
breached the claimantôs right to privacy under Article 8 of the Human Rights Act 1998. 
In its judgment, the court found two critical deficiencies that meant the interference 
with the right to privacy was not in accordance with the law. 

First, there was too much discretion in the policeôs policies for determining the  
location where video cameras might be sited to record peopleôs images, and, second, 
there was too much discretion in the policies that governed who was placed on the 
policeôs watchlist. The court also found that, in order to fulfil its legal duty under 
section 149 of the Equality Act 2010 to have regard to the need to eliminate 
discrimination, the police needed to do more work to ensure that the algorithms  
on which the police facial recognition system is based are free from racial and  
gender bias. 

The NPCC lead continues to review and refine policies governing the compilation 
of watchlists and the criteria for deploying live facial recognition equipment. 
More broadly, the police continue to work with other interested parties including the 
information commissioner and surveillance camera commissioner to ensure that 
disproportionate bias against black, Asian and minority ethnic communities is 
minimised, and to develop national standards for this emerging technology. 

Facial recognition technology and protest policing 

Opinions among our interviewees were divided on the question of whether facial 
recognition technology has a place in policing protests. Some believed that the system 
would be useful in identifying protesters who persistently commit crimes or cause 
significant disruption. Others believed that it breached protestersô human rights, had 
no place in a democratic society and should be banned. 

On balance, we believe that this technology has a role to play in many facets of 
policing, including tackling those protesters who persistently behave unlawfully. 
We expect to see more forces begin to use facial recognition as the technology 
develops. 

https://www.judiciary.uk/judgments/r-bridges-v-cc-south-wales/
https://www.judiciary.uk/judgments/r-bridges-v-cc-south-wales/
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Drones 

Drones are routinely deployed to help commanders police protests. Nine of the ten 
forces we spoke to were able to stream imagery from drones and a wide range of 
other sources into control rooms and direct to telephones and laptops used by 
commanders on the ground. 

Commanders told us that drones significantly improved their ability to monitor the 
movement of protesters and to deploy officers. Access to such imagery is particularly 
important at protests that cover a large area, such as the Extinction Rebellion protest 
at Bristol Airport in August 2020. In that instance, the bronze commander could 
monitor protestersô movement around the perimeter of the airfield. 

Specialist transport and licensed drivers 

The police use specially adapted commercial vehicles, known as óprotected personnel 
carriersô, to transport POPS officers and their equipment to incidents of disorder. 

PRTs also need specially adapted vehicles to transport equipment such as disc 
cutters, drills and cutting blades. Otherwise, this equipment may slide around in the 
back of an open van. Some forces do not have adapted vans for their PRTs, but they 
told us they had ordered the vehicles. 

Forces also need drivers for these vehicles. Three forces mentioned that officers, who 
had passed their test after 1 January 1997, no longer have the C1/D1 categories on 
their driving licences that would allow them to drive these vehicles. We were pleased 
to find that this is being addressed by the NPCC and forces have been encouraged to 
train officers through their driving schools so that they have enough drivers. 

Protester removal 

Protesters locking themselves to objects has become an integral part of non-violent 
civil disobedience. The main principle behind a lock-on is to create an obstruction that 
cannot be removed without specialist equipment. Lock-ons attract media interest and 
can provide an additional platform, literally and metaphorically, from which protesters 
can draw attention to their cause. 

We were impressed by forces for the work they have done to make sure that PRTs 
are able to deal safely with lock-ons. 

Area for improvement 

The policeôs use of live facial recognition technology is an area for improvement. 
The National Police Chiefsô Council should continue to work with the Government 
and other interested parties. These bodies should develop a robust framework 
that supports forces, allowing the use of live facial recognition in a way that 
improves police efficiency and effectiveness while addressing public concerns 
about the use of such technology. The framework should be designed to help the 
police satisfy the requirements explained in the Court of Appeal judgment: [2020] 
EWCA Civ 1058. 
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In more basic lock-ons, protesters fix themselves to either street furniture, such as 
railings or the pavement, using locks or glue. In more complex cases, protesters use 
lock-on devices that have been specially constructed for the purpose, sometimes with 
adapted everyday items. The two images that follow are from the Newsprinters protest 
at Broxbourne, Hertfordshire, in September 2020. The first shows protesters locked 
onto a purpose-built lock-on device with multiple welded steel tubes. The second 
shows protesters attached at height to trapezium structures. 

 

(Credit: Metropolitan Police) 

 

(Credit: Metropolitan Police) 

Some lock-on devices incorporate a laminate of different materials deliberately 
constructed to make it more difficult for the police to cut protesters free. We observed 
a Metropolitan Police training session that recreated the problems these devices 
present, and we saw at first hand the policeôs commitment to safety. 
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We saw the inherent dangers of tackling lock-ons in which protesters are exposed to 
chemical debonding agents, cutting and drilling equipment. It is vital that PRTs remain 
up to date with the rapidly evolving problems presented by lock-on devices. 

As lock-ons become more sophisticated and protests more protracted, the police have 
had to train more officers to tackle these devices safely. PRTs are made up of officers 
who have been specially trained to national standards. Each team comprises a 
sergeant and four officers or police staff. Some have been trained to remove 
protesters from heights, such as roof tops, lorries or trains, and from specially 
designed trapezium structures. 

This image is of the device seized at the Broxbourne protest. 

 

(Credit: Metropolitan Police) 

The PRT officers we spoke to were generally satisfied with the levels of equipment 
forces provide. We were impressed by the commitment to continuous research and 
development of equipment and tactics. The police use seized lock-on devices such as 
the one pictured above. They construct new devices to test their response and to 
evaluate new equipment. Recent innovations include the increased use of 
battery-powered tools, reducing the reliance on costly, cumbersome and polluting 
generators. 
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4. Collaboration and learning between 
forces and with other organisations 

This chapter includes our assessment of the policeôs mutual aid arrangements and 
other forms of collaboration between forces and other organisations. We also examine 
how forces learn from their own and othersô experience. 

How effectively do the mutual aid arrangements work? 

These arrangements are effective. 

Examples of recent mutual aid deployments included the 2019 Extinction Rebellion 
protests throughout London. That autumn, more than 1,280 officers from 34 forces 
were mobilised in 38 police support units. 

Forces including Essex and the Metropolitan Police provided support, including a 
silver commander, at the September 2020 Newsprinters protests in Hertfordshire. 

Other examples come from South Wales Police, which sends specialists to forces on 
mutual aid on a regular basis. During our fieldwork, the force deployed silver 
commanders to support the Dyfed Powys Police operation at an asylum seeker camp 
in Penally, which has seen regular protests. The force has also deployed resources to 
the Metropolitan Police on several occasions. 

Strategic oversight 

The NPCC maintains strategic oversight of public order and public safety through its 
National Public Order Public Safety (NPOPS) Group. For the policing of protest 
aspects of POPS, the National Protest Working Group directs and influences the 
development of tactics and capabilities, and how effectively forces collaborate. 

The NPCC monitors the changes in the tactics used by protest groups so that training 
requirements and overall capacity can be adapted. It recognises that the use of PRTs 
needs to be considered on a national and regional, rather than a local, basis. This is 
because of the constraints in budgets, requirements to use the skill, and force 
commandersô levels of understanding. 

Over the past 12 months, NPOPSôs recommendations have resulted in changes to the 
College of Policingôs role profile of PRTs and PRT training. These now include 
óworking at heightô modules, along with increased tactical knowledge and training in 
de-bonding techniques. 

Over that same period, there has been a national capacity increase of 8 percent in 
trained PRT officers and 39 percent in PRT officers trained at height. The complex 
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lock-on techniques used in autumn 2020 show the importance of sharing information 
and adapting the training to meet demand. 

Mobilisation plan 

The Police National Public Order Mobilisation Plan specifies the numbers and types of 
mutual aid resources that should be available. Chief constables throughout England 
and Wales agreed the plan in 2012 to meet the Governmentôs Strategic Policing 
Requirement. 

The NPCC decided that the police service needed to have 297 police support units to 
respond adequately to the threat of public disorder. It considered that this was enough 
to deal with three separate areas of significant disorder happening simultaneously in 
England and Wales for a period of seven days. 

Each of the nine police regions is required to contribute. Each regionôs contribution is 
calculated using a formula based on the size of each force in the region. 

How forces request mutual aid 

The NPoCC co-ordinates mutual aid requests, with the support of nine regional 
information and co-ordination centres (RICCs). The RICCs respond to force requests. 
Depending on the size of the event and the number of officers required, a request will 
be addressed nationally or regionally. 

Public order aid comes in the form of two types of unit 

POPS-trained staff are mobilised in defined groups of numbers and rank as follows: 

¶ Police support units, with officers trained to Level 2 (basic crowd management 
tactics, plus training in public order tactics with personal protective equipment such 
as fireproof overalls, shields and helmets to deal with violent crowds). 

¶ Basic deployment units, with officers trained to Level 3 (basic crowd management 
tactics in normal uniform). 

In July 2020, the NPCC agreed to include basic deployment units in the mutual aid 
commitment. The mobilisation plan was updated to reflect this. This was a sensible 
move. 

A current, main tactic of some major protest groups is to use passive resistance or 
non-compliance to cause disruption. Actions such as locking-on or sitting or lying 
down to block the highway draw heavily on police numbers and increase the time the 
police spend removing protesters. Large numbers of protesters require large numbers 
of police officers to manage them. 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/mobilisation/mobilisation/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/strategic-policing-requirement
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/strategic-policing-requirement
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/regional-information-coordination-centre/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/glossary/regional-information-coordination-centre/
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/tactical-options/#police-support-units
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/tactical-options/#police-support-units
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/civil-emergencies/civil-contingencies/mobilisation/#basic-deployment-units
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/public-order/planning-and-deployment/tactical-options/#police-support-units
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(Credit Lola Perrin, composer pianist) 

This image shows the April 2019 Extinction Rebellion protest at Oxford Circus in 
London. Many protesters locked-on to the pink boat, the centrepiece of their 
demonstration. Others lay on the floor when officers came to arrest them. 

This style of passive resistance protest can usually be dealt with by Level 3 officers 
who are trained in basic crowd management tactics, wearing normal uniform. 
There will be occasions though when the behaviour of protesters changes, and 
commanders have to deploy Level 2 officers who are trained and equipped to deal 
with serious disorder and violence, with flame-retardant clothing, shields and 
protective headgear if needed. 

Exercises and testing for spontaneous deployment 

The NPoCC co-ordinates mobilisation testing exercises for both pre-planned and 
spontaneous deployments. Exercises take place nationally, regionally and at 
force level. The NPoCC tests how many support units are available and the time it 
takes to deploy them. 

There were two spontaneous deployment tests in 2020. The first, in August, was to 
see if forces from the nine regional areas (in England and Wales) could mobilise 
10 percent of the required resources within one hour. 
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The results were unimpressive. Only one region met the one-hour target. A third of all 
regions took more than three hours. The NPoCC established areas for improvement 
linked to administration at force and national level. 

The following month (September 2020), the test was repeated. There were much 
better results. All regions reduced their mobilisation times and no regions or forces 
exceeded three hours. 

These tests were randomly timed, with no prior notification. In reality, many protests 
are planned rather than spontaneous and so forces often have a better opportunity to 
prepare themselves. 

Exercises and testing for planned deployment 

In February 2020, the NPoCC tested the mobilisation of police resources for a planned 
deployment. The two-day exercise assessed the arrangements for a three-week-long 
policing operation at a Commonwealth leadersô conference. The scenario involved an 
environmental protest at the conference. 

The exercise was split into two phases. In the scenario: 

¶ week one involved police search and security activity while the event was being set 
up; and 

¶ weeks two and three were the event. 

The forces involved met all the Level 3 officer requirements in week one. 
However, there was a 15 percent shortfall in weeks two and three. Nevertheless, the 
NPoCC told us that it was satisfied with the results and that, if such a shortfall arose in 
a real incident, it would contact the RICCs directly to address it. 

How effectively do forces collaborate to share resources, such as 

commanders and specialist capabilities? 

In addition to the mutual aid arrangements, there are also many other collaborative 
arrangements to share resources between neighbouring forces or those within a 
particular region. Larger forces tend to have their own trained and equipped specialist 
resources, whereas ï for reasons of economy ï smaller forces tend to work to a 
collaborative agreement with neighbours or buy in the resource from larger forces. 
All the forces we inspected had these arrangements in place. 

We found that the most common specialist resource shared between forces is PRTs. 
Many forces donôt have this specialist capability and rely on other forces to help in 
protest situations. PRTs can work in any force because, although they have a 
complex role to perform, it doesnôt require much local knowledge or understanding of 
the host force. 

The 43 Home Office police forces in England and Wales work together. They also 
work with national non-Home Office forces: BTP; Civil Nuclear Constabulary; and  
the Ministry of Defence Police (MDP). We consulted the national non-Home Office 
forces to see what support they provided to their Home Office force colleagues.  
This revealed a very positive picture. 
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BTP is part of the London region for mutual aid commitments for POPS and other 
specialist deployments organised through the NPoCC. It supports Home Office forces 
during protest on a regular basis throughout the country. Examples include a BTP 
PRT working on the pink boat protest in London in April 2019, and the Benbow 
multi-force arrangement in London mentioned below. BTP can supply both specialist 
resources and PSU officers. As HS2ôs construction work progresses, it is likely that 
BTP officers and Home Office forces will be working together more often to police 
protest at the building sites. 

 

(Credit: BTP) 

This image shows officers from BTP, the Metropolitan Police and the City of London 
Police working together in London in October 2019 to free locked-on protesters. 

The MDP also regularly supports Home Office forces with specialist capabilities in 
relation to protest, particularly by providing PRTs (including at height) to operations 
away from Ministry of Defence sites. Recent deployments include at protests about 
former US President Trumpôs state visit in June 2019; at the Defence and Security 
Equipment International arms fair at the ExCel Centre, London, in September 2019; 
and at London City Airport in October 2019. 

And, as described in Chapter 3, the MDP also provides Home Office forces with 
marine transport. 

Our interviewees were very positive about the support provided by non-Home Office 
forces. 
































































































































































































