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JUSTICE SUB-COMMITTEE ON POLICING 
 

POLICING DURING THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM HER MAJESTY’S INSPECTORATE OF 
CONSTABULARY IN SCOTLAND 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide evidence in advance of the above session of 
the Justice Sub-Committee on Policing. 
 
HM Inspectorate of Constabulary in Scotland (HMICS) is established under the Police 
and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act 2012 and has wide ranging powers to look into the 
‘state, effectiveness and efficiency’ of both the Police Service of Scotland (Police 
Scotland) and the Scottish Police Authority (SPA). We also have an established role 
in providing professional advice and guidance on policing in Scotland. 
 
At an early stage, HMICS recognised the urgent and vital nature of the work being 
carried out by Police Scotland officers and staff to support the public health response 
to the pandemic, and suspended all routine inspection activity. We also returned all 
serving police officers to the force to help with the national effort to respond to the 
crisis. This was announced on our website on 19 March 2020.1 
 
The police powers introduced by emergency legislation provide the means to enforce 
the public health measures aimed at saving lives. Police Scotland’s Chief Constable 
and senior leadership team have been consistent in their public messages, namely 
that police officers will make every effort to engage effectively with members of public, 
provide advice and guidance about the new measures, encourage people to comply 
willingly, and only resort to enforcement when all else fails. 
 
From the outset, it was clear that having one police service for Scotland helped to 
ensure that the leadership direction and policy were consistent across the country. 
There has been an emphasis on common sense and everyone working together for 
the public good. 
 
On 1 April 2020, HMICS published an updated position, stating our commitment to 
continuing to fulfil our statutory role, and to monitor how Police Scotland exercises the 
enhanced powers it had been given by the new legislation. 
 
We also identified the value of carrying out a full review of how Police Scotland and 
the SPA strategic and operational response to the public health crisis and assessing 
the impact of the experience on future policing approaches, at some future point.2 
 
On 2 April 2020, HM Chief Inspector of Constabulary wrote to Police Scotland, the 
Scottish Police Authority, and the Scottish Government to set out the intentions and 
priorities of HMICS in the coming months (see Annex) 
 

                                            
1 HMICS website, "HMICS suspends routine inspections of Police Scotland and Scottish Police Authority", 19 
March 2020. 
2 HMICS website, "Statement from HM Chief Inspector of Constabulary in Scotland", 1 April 2020. 

https://www.hmics.scot/news/hmics-suspends-routine-inspections-police-scotland-and-scottish-police-authority
https://www.hmics.scot/news/hmics-suspends-routine-inspections-police-scotland-and-scottish-police-authority
https://www.hmics.scot/news/statement-hm-chief-inspector-constabulary-scotland
https://www.hmics.scot/news/statement-hm-chief-inspector-constabulary-scotland
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Following the introduction of emergency legislation, it was clear that the way in which 
the public responded to the measures was vital to the national effort to protect the 
NHS and to save lives. Police Scotland’s Chief Constable has repeatedly stated the 
service’s commitment to upholding the fundamental principles of policing by consent 
and police legitimacy, which are vital to maintaining public confidence. 
 
In this context, the Chief Constable identified the need for independent scrutiny of the 
police use of the new powers, and asked John Scott QC to chair an independent 
review, which was announced on 9 April 2020.3 
 
To support the review, an Independent Advisory Group was established, which reports 
to the Scottish Police Authority (SPA). I was pleased to be invited to become a member 
of the independent advisory group, and have been an active participant since the 
meetings began on 16 April 2020. The most immediate benefit of the group is the 
dynamic feedback that can be provided direct to Police Scotland by members who 
represent a wide range of communities and interests. 
 
In addition to the work being carried out by the Independent Advisory Group, Police 
Scotland and the SPA have separately carried out surveys to gauge public opinion 
and public confidence. Police Scotland publishes data on coronavirus interventions on 
its website. 
 
Throughout the response to the pandemic, HMICS has received regular updates from 
Police Scotland, and has observed the way in which the SPA has discharged its 
scrutiny function. The SPA has used its existing governance procedures to good 
effect, covering issues related to the coronavirus at meetings of relevant committees, 
oversight groups, and the Board. Weekly updates are provided to SPA Board 
members by Police Scotland. Papers for all meetings and notes of the weekly updates, 
are available on the SPA’s website. 
 
HMICS considers that the SPA has asserted appropriate and proportionate scrutiny of 
Police Scotland’s response, as well as offering public support and thanks to police 
officers and staff for all their continued efforts during this challenging time. 
 
Work continues on multiple fronts. Police Scotland recognised that the conditions of 
“lockdown” heighten risks of crime that takes place at home or online. HMICS was 
pleased to see the “Get Help or Get Caught” campaign being launched by Police 
Scotland on 14 April 2020, in partnership with the charities Stop it Now! Scotland and 
the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children Scotland. The campaign 
targets offenders who groom or abuse children online. On 5 May 2020, Police Scotland 
issued media releases to highlight the national campaign to encourage reporting of 
domestic abuse. 
 
Police Scotland has established a Recovery Co-ordination Group and an 
Organisational Learning Group, to look at the impact of policing the pandemic and 
consider opportunities to incorporate changes for sustained improvements in service 
delivery. 
 

                                            
3 Police Scotland website, "Human rights lawyer to lead scrutiny of emergency police powers", 9 April 2020. 

https://www.scotland.police.uk/whats-happening/news/2020/april/human-rights-lawyer-to-lead-independent-scrutiny-of-coronavirus-emergency-police-powers
https://www.scotland.police.uk/whats-happening/news/2020/april/human-rights-lawyer-to-lead-independent-scrutiny-of-coronavirus-emergency-police-powers
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In order to maintain the resilience of the leadership team at Police Scotland, the 
Scottish Police Authority led a process for recruiting Assistant Chief Constables in 
April. The SPA adjusted the practical arrangements to take account of the current 
situation. HMICS can confirm these arrangements worked well to deliver a fair 
selection process that resulted in two successful candidates being identified at 
interview on 15 May 2020. 
 
HMICS is in the process of revising the scrutiny plan for 2020-21, taking account of 
the terms of reference of the independent review of the use of police powers, and the 
oversight being applied by others, notably the Scottish Police Authority. 
 
The revised plan will be published in the near future, but will include inspections of 
specific operational police functions, incorporating an examination of the adjustments 
that have been made in response to the pandemic, and a consideration of those that 
represent sustainable service improvements. Proposed inspections will examine: 
 

• Criminal Justice process and procedures. Significant operational changes have 
been made to adapt to the current situation, which could be more effective and 
efficient ways of working in the long term 

 

• Call handling, specifically the national roll out of the contact assessment model. 
The needs of the caller are assessed to ensure the most appropriate and 
proportionate response, which might not be to deploy police officers to attend. 

 
HMICS continues to liaise regularly with other scrutiny bodies to share information on 
priorities and methodology, in particular there are frequent virtual meetings with 
colleagues from the policing inspectorates for England, Wales, Northern Ireland and 
the Republic of Ireland.  
 
In conclusion, HMICS considers there is an appropriate level of scrutiny being applied 
to the use of the temporarily increased powers provided to the police. There is also an 
appetite on the part of Police Scotland and the Scottish Police Authority to capture the 
learning from changes that have been made as result of the pandemic, which could 
lead to sustainable improvements in service delivery. 
 
 
 
HM Chief Inspector of Constabulary in Scotland 
2 June 2020 
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Annex 
 

Thursday, 02 April, 2020  
 
Fulfilling statutory duties throughout the coronavirus outbreak  
 
Introduction  
 
This document outlines the approach Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary in 
Scotland (HMICS) intends to adopt in providing independent scrutiny of both Police 
Scotland and the Scottish Police Authority (SPA) throughout the period of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Scotland.  
 
In recognition of the unprecedented demands associated with the COVID-19 
pandemic, on 19 March 2020, HMICS suspended all routine inspection activity. It is 
intended that the thematic inspections on Training and Development and on Hate 
Crime will resume once normality has been restored. HMICS has also put on hold 
the publication of its Annual Scrutiny Plan for 2020/2021. Joint inspection work, 
which we carry out with the Care Inspectorate and others, had already been halted 
meantime.  
 
In order to maintain the resilience of Police Scotland and to support their response to 
this crisis, HMICS has instigated its Business Continuity Plan and has returned our 
four seconded police officers back to the force until further notice.  
 
HMICS Objectives  
 
HMICS will seek to protect and support our staff throughout this period, safeguarding 
their health, safety and wellbeing, through the provision of flexible home working 
arrangements, regular Skype meetings with the team and one to one conversations.  
HMICS will continue to fulfil its statutory duty, as outlined in the Police and Fire 
Reform (Scotland) Act 2012, looking into the “state, effectiveness and efficiency” of 
both Police Scotland and the Scottish Police Authority (SPA).  
 
HMICS will be pragmatic and flexible in its approach, continuing to ensure that the 
Chief Constable and the SPA meet their obligations in terms of best value and 
continuous improvement.  
 
HMICS will respond to direction from Scottish Ministers to look into anything relating 
to Police Scotland or the SPA as they consider appropriate.  
 
HMICS will provide professional advice and guidance on policing in Scotland.  
 
It is assessed that focus on the following areas may be particularly important in 
providing assurance to the people of Scotland in the coming months:  
 

• The manner in which Police Scotland implement the additional powers 
afforded to them under new legislation enacted to deal with the COVID-19 
pandemic;  
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• Custody (fulfilling our role as part of the National Preventative Mechanism in 
line with OPCAT requirements);  

 

• Call handling and the maintenance of the 101 and 999 service;  
 

• Workforce wellbeing and the availability of personal protective equipment;  
 

• Police Scotland’s ongoing planning for the COP26 climate change event; and  
 

• The impact of Police Scotland’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic upon 
future levels of public trust and confidence.  

 
HMICS will also use this time to plan and prepare for future scrutiny work and 
continue our transformation and workforce assurance process in respect of resource 
planning and readiness post-outbreak. Furthermore, as part of our scrutiny 
development HMICS will consider Police Scotland’s response and recovery from 
COVID-19 with particular focus on organisational and individual learning and 
development. 
  
HMICS does however recognise the unprecedented challenge the COVID-19 
pandemic poses. We will seek to support Police Scotland and the SPA through this 
critical period, balancing our supportive approach with the fulfilment of our statutory 
responsibilities in a way that minimises the impact on Police Scotland and the SPA.  
We will liaise regularly with Police Scotland, the SPA and the Scottish Government, 
and will keep the approach to scrutiny of policing in Scotland under review.  
 
We will continue to liaise regularly with other inspectorates and agencies across the 
public sector throughout this period to share specific expertise or jointly examine 
important areas where Police Scotland works in partnership and contribute to shared 
outcomes. We will co-ordinate our activities to reduce the burden of inspection and 
avoid unnecessary duplication.  
 
We will continue to aim to add value and strengthen public confidence in Scottish 
policing and will do this through independent scrutiny and objective evidence-led 
reporting about what we find. Where relevant, we will make recommendations to 
Police Scotland and the SPA that aim to improve policing. We will also identify good 
practice that can be rolled out across Scotland.  
 
Mrs Gill Imery QPM  
HM Chief Inspector of Constabulary  
02 April 2020 
 
 


