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JUSTICE SUB-COMMITTEE ON POLICING 

  
 POLICING DURING THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC 

  
 WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM POLICE SCOTLAND 

 

Overview 
 
Operation TALLA is Police Scotland’s response to COVID-19.  In February 2020, a 
command structure and operational capability was established and the Chief 
Constable appointed Deputy Chief Constable Malcolm Graham as Strategic Lead for 
Police Scotland. Appropriate organisational governance structures have been put in 
place to ensure leadership, internal assurance, decision-making capability and 
information flow. 
 
The Chief Constable has outlined three overarching priorities for the Police Service 
of Scotland during this emergency period, that - 
 

1. the work of officers and staff helps support and contribute to the public health 
imperative to reduce the mortality rate in Scotland; 

2. through our actions, tone and approach policing is able to maintain or even 
enhance public confidence and the strong relationship of trust with the public 
in Scotland; 

3. and the health, safety and wellbeing of our officers, staff and their families is 
protected during the pandemic. 
 

These priorities, along with the wider Operation TALLA Strategic Objectives, are 
reviewed regularly to ensure they remain fit for purpose. 
 
Policing has continued to respond to crime as well as other demands for help and 
assistance and we have taken proactive steps to identify those at risk, such as 
vulnerable children and victims of domestic abuse. Sadly, for some people, the stay 
at home guidance does expose them to a greater risk of abuse, harm and neglect. 
We are aware that private, and indeed virtual, spaces are not always safe places for 
everyone and this remains a significant concern and priority going forward. 
 
In addition to delivering the policing response to the coronavirus pandemic, the 
Service has contributed to broader national co-ordination arrangements. 
Engagement continues with national and local governments, as well as 
representatives from the SPA, HMICS, COSLA and SOLACE, alongside wider 
engagement with UK policing colleagues through the National Police Chief’s Council 
and Strategic Capabilities Board. Local partnerships continue to operate effectively, 
with resilience partnership arrangements reinforcing existing local relationships. 
 
The Chief Constable has participated in a number of the First Minister’s Daily 
Briefings which focused on the public health response required across the country 
during which he emphasised Police Scotland’s commitment to common sense 
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policing, founded on our core values and principles of policing by consent, with 
enforcement where necessary. 
 
The Scottish Police Authority Board approved the revenue and capital budget for 
2020/21 on 25 March 2020. The revenue budget was set with a deficit of £44m, 
inclusive of an initial ~£8m net income reduction due to COVID-19. Additional 
forecasting work to take account of a ~£5m Operation TALLA spend and income 
reductions due to cancelled events and a decline in the need for airport policing, 
means that the deficit is currently forecast to be £45m, £1m over budget. The 
increase to the deficit was forecast to be significantly higher, however a number of 
controls, including a “one in, one out” approach to staff recruitment and a reduction 
in non-essential travel by promoting video conferences have been put in place to 
mitigate these additional pressures. 
 
Implementing emergency legislation 

 
On 26 March 2020, emergency legislation in the form of the Health Protection 
(Coronavirus) (Restrictions) (Scotland) Regulations 2020 and Coronavirus Act 2020 
came into effect in Scotland.  
 
The necessary pace of legislative change to respond to a public health emergency 
presented challenges to ensuring Police Scotland staff were fully briefed and 
equipped, in addition to logistical and ICT challenges. Under normal circumstances, 
preparation for what is the most powerful legislation introduced during peace time 
would take place over several years and months, rather than a few days.  
 
All COVID-19 related guidance is contained within a dedicated section of the Police 
Scotland Intranet site and any changes are communicated to officers and 
supervisors through briefings, training slides and all-officer and staff emails.   
 
The Chief Constable has publicly recognised that where legislation is introduced 
almost overnight, mistakes will be made by everyone, including police officers and 
Police Scotland has sought to rectify these as quickly as possible where errors have 
been discovered.  
 
Police Scotland’s engagement with the Scottish Government has remained positive 
and productive throughout the pandemic period. Weekly conference calls have been 
held to discuss the impacts of the legislation and any potential legislative changes 
that are being considered. We have been able to make a number of 
recommendations resulting in the legislation being made clearer for the public and 
those with responsibility for enforcement. Police Scotland has been able to feedback 
circumstances where the public have found the regulations to be confusing, in 
particular determining the difference between Scottish Government guidance and 
legally enforceable regulations. 
 
Recognising the highly restrictive nature of the guidance and regulations, the Chief 
Constable made it clear that officers will act with courtesy and common sense to 
support the national effort. Police Scotland adopted an approach known as the 4Es: 
this was first to engage, then explain and encourage and finally to enforce as a last 
resort only. 
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To better understand levels of public co-operation with the new legislation and how 
Police Scotland was implementing the 4E approach, the “Coronavirus Intervention” 
CVI database was created. This has provided Police Scotland and partners with a 
real time indication of the landscape of co-operation throughout the country 
throughout the full pandemic period. 
 
From the introduction of the legislation until 18 August, Police Scotland officers have 
had over 62,500 interactions with members of the public. Over 94% of these were 
resolved without the need for enforcement. Only 5% of these interactions resulted in 
a FPN being issued and around 0.4% resulted in arrest. Although these figures are 
indicative, they show the 4E approach has been successful in encouraging public co-
operation.  
 
Nevertheless, we have always been committed to our responsibility to exercise these 
extraordinary powers with the consent of the public. That is why, at an early stage, 
the Chief Constable commissioned independent, expert, assurance led by leading 
human rights lawyer, John Scott QC. 
 
Mr Scott has chaired an Independent Advisory Group (IAG) throughout the pandemic 
period, which has been established to provide rigorous and impartial advice and 
guidance on the use of the new police powers during this crisis.  The IAG has 
provided a number of reports to the SPA and Mr Scott has addressed the sub-
committee and reported positively about Police Scotland’s use of the legislation so 
far. Mr Scott has reported that, in the main, officers have adapted well to the 
challenges of the new legislation and they have used this new legislation 
appropriately in the majority of occasions. The IAG’s most recent report can be read 
here. 
 
We understand lockdown is not affecting everybody in the same way and, as a 
Service, we have been particularly concerned about the impact on our young people 
who face these challenges at a time of major events in their lives. There is also a 
significant effect on those from our most deprived areas who, for a number of often 
complex reasons, at times find it more difficult to comply with these restrictions. 
 
We recognise that the restrictions have been particularly difficult for those with 
disabilities and we worked with partners to develop additional guidance for officers to 
enhance understanding of the impact of COVID-19 on disabled people and the 
exemptions which may apply. 
 
Police Scotland will continue to work closely with the Scottish Government and 
criminal justice partners to ensure that the legislation is fit for purpose and with Mr 
Scott and his group to better understand the effect of the emergency legislation in 
our communities, and help us to discharge our duties consistently and fairly. 
 
It is encouraging that public confidence in policing has increased during this 
extraordinary period and we will always value the bond of trust we have with our 
fellow citizens. The latest Police Scotland quarterly performance report shows that a 
survey of over 22,000 people found that 63% of people agree or strongly agree that 
they had confidence in their local police, an increase of 21% percentage points 

https://www.spa.police.uk/spa-media/mgrfggey/rep-b-20200818-item-11-iag-report.pdf
https://www.spa.police.uk/spa-media/mgrfggey/rep-b-20200818-item-11-iag-report.pdf
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compared to the Scottish Crime and Justice Survey 2018-19 (42%) and against a 
previous peak of 49% in the 2012-13 SCJS.  

 

The Chief Constable has stated his firm belief that the nature and the very high level 
of engagement between officers and the public during this period has been a 
contributing factor in improving public confidence. It is his view that the more that 
people understand the work of the police and our values and approach, the more 
they support us. 

 
Additional legislation has been introduced in Scotland since the initial Health 
Protection regulations were introduced. On 8 June, the Health Protection 
(Coronavirus) (International Travel) (Scotland) Regulations 2020 were introduced 
which required individuals returning to Scotland to self-isolate for 14 days. Police 
Scotland now works with the Home Office and Public Health Scotland to ensure a 
collective response to the public health emergency and to manage the particular 
issue of the virus being spread by those returning from outwith the UK. In addition 
referrals also came from the public who believed that individuals have returned from 
overseas and are not conforming to the regulations. Up to and including 18 August, 
in total 117 referrals generated by the public to the Home Office have been received, 
43 Public Health Scotland referrals have been received and 1 fixed penalty ticket has 
been issued in relation to a breach of quarantine legislation.  
 
On 10 and 22 July, legislation was introduced to make it compulsory to wear face 
coverings on public transport and in retail settings respectively. While the vast 
majority of the public have complied with this legislation, Police Scotland, along with 
British Transport Police are the only enforcement bodies relating to this particular 
part of the legislation. This particular part of the legislation has proved difficult to 
police due to the numerous exemptions associated with it.  This increases the 
challenge for policing to ensure that the wider public health issue is supported 
without breaking that important bond of trust which forms the foundation of consent 
upon which we operate and rely. 
 
Scotland continues to experience local outbreaks. These were initially dealt with by 
the Scottish Government by way of localised guidance as took place in the Dumfries 
and Galloway outbreak at the beginning of July. That position has now changed and 
on 5 August following a local outbreak of COVID 19 in Aberdeen the Health 
Protection (Coronavirus, Restrictions) (Aberdeen City) Regulations 2020 were 
brought in to deal with that specific outbreak. These regulations were introduced for 
a time limited period, and are reviewed weekly.  
 
Our structure as a single national service allowed Police Scotland to quickly deploy 
the Flexible Resource Unit to the Aberdeen area to provide additional patrols and 
reassurance for communities and we will continue to flex resources to support local 
developments wherever they occur.  
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Policing during the pandemic and transition phases 

 
One of the key functions of Operation TALLA has been to assess, understand, and 
prepare for the impact of each COVID-19 transition phase in line with the Scottish 
Government route map out of the pandemic. The impact of each Scottish 
Government phase has generally followed a similar pattern as public disorder spikes 
for a short period of time and places pressure on areas such as beauty spots and 
licensed premises. 
 
Police Scotland has operated in partnership throughout these phases, an example 
being the protocols developed directing calls from the public to Local Authorities to 
respond to premises not adhering to physical distancing and other guidance 
measures. 
 
In the initial stages of preparation for, and implementation of, lockdown measures 
demand on policing changed entirely. Incidents and most crime fell, with the 
exception of public reports around public nuisance and noise incidents, which 
increased substantially indicating the level of public sensitivity towards perceived 
breaches of COVID-19 legislation. As with other sectors and organisations, Police 
Scotland absence increased significantly as employees began self-isolating and 
working from home. 
 
A number of dedicated functions were created to support Operation TALLA. To carry 
out the required training, supply and resupply of essential PPE to officers and staff a 
Logistics Cell was activated operating 24/7 from various bases nationwide. An 
Information Cell provided a constant flow of communication to the Command 
Structure and key external stakeholders. An Intelligence Cell provided valuable 
information about emerging trends or threats presented by criminality or community 
tensions. A Police Operational Co-ordination Centre was created to guide and direct 
officers on the ground in response to real-time incidents.  
 
The Multi-Agency Co-ordination Centre saw partners co-located providing local 
authorities, other emergency services and resilience partnerships at local and 
regional level with appropriate support. While similar frameworks have been used in 
the past for major incidents or significant events, this is arguably the largest and 
sustained multi-agency operation ever undertaken. Through this partnership working 
the public sector, third sector and private sector have collaborated to deliver the best 
possible service to the people and communities of Scotland.  
 
While Scottish Government and NHS websites have consistently and correctly been 
promoted as sources of COVID-19 guidance, Police Scotland experienced significant 
increases in call demand, specifically following announcements in relation to 
legislative changes with members of the public seeking advice and guidance in 
relation to specific queries. Periods of significantly increased demand were managed 
appropriately through the re-deployment of staff and changes to key operating and 
deployment policies. 
 
A recorded message was placed on Police Scotland’s telephony system directing 
members of the public to appropriate avenues for guidance. While this may increase 
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the number of callers disconnecting without reaching a call-handler this sign-posting 
at the earliest opportunity provides better service delivery and is a more effective 
way to ensure urgent calls can be answered appropriately. 
 
The Police Scotland social media accounts were also used to remind people of the 
appropriate use of 101 and 999 and to direct people looking for guidance on the 
legislation to the relevant information. 
 
Police Scotland accelerated the final roll out of an enhanced call handling system in 
the north of Scotland, this system was introduced recently across the rest of 
Scotland and is designed to ensure all calls are fully risk assessed and that every 
caller gets the right response. This has helped us to assess and identify those who 
are most vulnerable to ensure they are prioritised for face-to-face resolution. Local 
Policing divisions have ensured that those most vulnerable in communities still 
receive face-to-face contact, but there has been a rapid shift in our operating model, 
with officers communicating remotely with members of the public to undertake some 
police functions such as taking witness statements whilst maintaining physical 
distancing. As lockdown guidelines change and evolve, our policing model has 
adapted. 
 
In the early part of the pandemic Police Scotland developed a policy which had a 
‘presumption of limited attendance and limited contact’, this policy was designed to 
limit the spread of the virus to and from officers and staff and to reduce demand 
when high absence was anticipated. This model has recently evolved to become a 
model of ‘reduced attendance and appropriate contact’. The revised Local Policing 
and C3 Operating Model has in-built flexibility and allows Divisional Commanders, 
including in C3, to consider a return to a ‘principle of limited attendance’ on a 
localised basis during any local outbreaks, as witnessed in Inverclyde and Aberdeen. 
 
Officer and staff safety is a stated and ongoing priority for Police Scotland. We have 
engaged, actively and constructively, with Health Protection Scotland, the Health and 
Safety Executive and the National Police Chief’s Council across the United Kingdom 
and applied an operational risk assessment to develop guidance for officers and staff 
in discharging their duties during the pandemic and this remains under constant 
review. 
 

Police Scotland, like many other sectors and organisations, initially experienced 
increased levels of absence reflecting those requiring to self-isolate, shield or 
displaying COVID-19 symptoms, in addition to the usual sickness absence.  Since 
peaking at 3745 absences on 29 March there has been a steady increase of people 
returning to work; absence levels are now generally at lower levels than a 
comparable time last year. As of 18 August, the number of people reporting absent 
was just over 800, approximately 3.5% of the workforce. 
 
Securing suitable PPE has been a considerable challenge throughout the pandemic 
period. The dedicated Police Scotland Logistics Cell has continued to provide 
extensive training, equipping and resupply, operating on a 24/7 basis.  At present, 
over 19,000 frontline police officers and staff have been trained and equipped or re-
supplied with the necessary PPE.  
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Police Scotland quickly set up provision of a COVID-19 testing regime for officers 
and staff.  As of 17 August, Police Scotland has arranged for over 1900 employees 
to be tested, 203 of whom have tested positive. This figure comprises of officers and 
staff who are symptomatic and assists in returning them to work as soon as possible. 
It also includes tests arranged for asymptomatic officers and staff who have been 
placed in a situation where they may have been infected in the workplace, for 
example where they have been assaulted through deliberate coughing or spitting. 
 
Capturing improvements 
 
It was recognised at an early stage that organisational learning opportunities should 
be identified, captured and if appropriate implemented and in response the Renewal 
and Continuous Improvement Group (RCIG) was established.  

 

The group carried out a broad range of activities to capture learning opportunities, 
including staff interviews, a review of Operation TALLA actions, decisions and 
documents, and a review of Business Continuity Impact Assessments. 

 

In June 2020, a Renewal and Coordination Priorities Framework was established 
setting out a range of anticipated change priorities under five key themes. This 
framework is built on the evidence base established by the original Organisational 
Learning Group coupled with the professional experience of the Operation TALLA 
Command Team who have navigated the organisation through the pandemic to date. 

 

The framework identifies five key strategic themes as follows - 

 

• People, Workplace and Wellbeing 

• Responding to Changing Demands, Ensuring an Effective and Responsive 
Police Service Now and Beyond the Pandemic 

• Communication and Engagement 

• Finance and Organisational Impact 

• Organisational Learning and Improvement 
 

Under each key strategic theme sits a range of priorities and activities to ensure 
opportunities for change are assessed and where appropriate taken forward for 
implementation. Ownership of each priority is allocated to a member of the Police 
Scotland Force Executive. 

 

Some of these change priorities could result in significant changes to how Police 
Scotland operates. Agile or home working, changes to our Corporate Services 
functions and even our operational deployment model are all such examples. 

 

The Chief Constable has been clear that new practices should not diminish the 
human relationships and emotional ties that build and sustain the trust that is vital 
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within policing and, for example, he has conducted virtual promotion parades and 
recognition of service ceremonies with video messages of congratulations and 
thanks sent directly to individual officers and staff. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Against a range of complex and diverse challenges - from a quick response to 
emergency legislation requiring rapid deployment; to the need to take a clear and 
consistent operational approach; to developing plans to support the vulnerable; to 
co-ordinated procurement, supply and training programmes, policing in Scotland has 
been greatly assisted by the structure of a single national service. Our structure and 
our experience of underpinning and supporting multi-agency responses has allowed 
policing to contribute to broader co-ordination arrangements at national and local 
levels. 
 
Officers and staff have been and continue to be highly visible in communities, with a 
preventative presence, providing advice and guidance to reduce the spread of the 
virus and, crucially, to help save lives. It is especially encouraging to see signs that 
confidence in policing has increased during our response to coronavirus. 

 

Police Scotland 

21 August 2020 


