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JUSTICE SUB-COMMITTEE ON POLICING 

  
 POLICE 2021-22 BUDGET 

  
 WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM THE SCOTTISH POLICE FEDERATION 

 

I refer to the above and thank you for inviting the Scottish Police Federation (SPF) to 
contribute to the work of the Sub-Committee. The SPF would remind members of our 
previous submission dated 10 January 2019 as much of the relevant context in 
respect of the ongoing pressures on the police budget are laid out there. 

The Police Service of Scotland (PSoS) continues to operate with a significant 
structural deficit, caused by the extraordinary cuts in its budget in the first 3 years of 
its existence. It is worth restating that these cuts far exceeded the intentions of the 
much-criticised Outline Business Case (OBC). It is also worth restating that the OBC 
was itself developed against an incomplete picture of the full size, shape, assets and 
liabilities of the former forces, and without any consideration for future policing 
challenges such as terrorism or the EU Exit. We remain bewildered that against this 
backdrop it was considered appropriate to visit such swingeing cuts to the budget.  

The considerably improved (if expensive) finance function within the PSoS has led to 
a much better understanding of the impact of these cuts. The £200m per annum 
taken out of policing in the early years was twice that that was projected or planned. 
It would not be unfair to say that the PSoS has never (financially) recovered from 
this. 

The PSoS has had to absorb these cuts and the consequences are being felt across 
the service in a multitude of ways ranging from reduction of supervisory ratios, 
crumbling buildings, and ageing fleet. All of these issues impacting upon operational 
delivery and create risk for the service and public alike. 

Supervisory Ratios – Reduced numbers of supervisors at all ranks (not including 
chief officer ranks) was a blunt tool policy pursued by our former Chief Constable. 
The approach taken lacked any appreciation of the impact of such a policy and was 
clearly designed to drive numbers (and costs) down. It is not surprising that the 
ongoing work in support of the strategic workforce plan has identified that the rank 
ratio exercise has created problems and risks in policing.  

In our submission dated 10 January 2019 we laid out how research by Cardiff 
University1 had identified that the working hours undertaken by the Inspecting Ranks 
alone amounted to the equivalent of over 300 additional officers (equivalent to 
almost 1/3 increase in establishment numbers). The SPF is also currently engaged 
in ongoing research with academics from Carleton University in which the emerging 
findings on workload, wellbeing, and mental health make for depressing reading.  

                                            
1 https://spf.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/JCC-Circ-1-2018.pdf  
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In addition to this further academic research Understanding the mental health and 
wellbeing needs of police officers and staff in Scotland2 (which concentrated 
exclusively on the Superintending Ranks) and part funded by the PsoS found  

“The operational and organisational stressors considered most common among 
officers and staff, were: …workload (including staffing, resources, …); working hours 
(including long-working hours, …)” 

Supervision is an important part of policing. Police powers, performance, and the use 
of coercive tactics ought to be subject to fair and ongoing internal management and 
oversight. Police work should also be subject to continuous appraisal to ensure the 
best possible policing outcomes are being delivered. This is crucial for public 
confidence and to ensure the best police officers are identified to lead and inspire the 
service of the future. The reputation and legitimacy of policing should not be 
jeopardised by arbitrary decisions. It is not too late to correct this but clearly doing so 
will come at a financial cost.   

Estates - While some progress has been made the SPF remains concerned that 
well over a year since our Deep Dive of L Division, some safety critical works 
including fire door replacement remain incomplete.  

The SPF considers that the PSoS must as a matter of extreme urgency pause and 
examine its estate strategy. The drive to larger centralised (and often co-located) 
hubs now has to be considered in light of the Covid-19 pandemic. We cannot accept 
that financial desperation will drive co-location projects to the first opportunity, as 
opposed to the right opportunity. 

It is inherently logical to plan for an estate that is capable of providing organisational 
resilience as well as serving community needs, and not merely one that can be 
secured at reduced cost. To date the SPF comments on this have been interpreted 
as advocating for continued reliance on home working, and whilst that will clearly be 
an option for many, it will not resolve that police officers need hubs in our 
communities from which to work.  

We have previously commented on the policing challenges of events like the visit of 
the President of the United States and G8 for example create for the police service. 
Similarly, we have highlighted analogous challenges for events like the UK’s exit 
from the European Union and the COP26 world climate summit create. At the heart 
of these challenges lie the importance of adequacy of police officers.  

Police recruitment will be (and already has been) impacted by the need to limit 
numbers in our training facilities due to Covid-19. This is not a sustainable position 
as not only will the service not be able to recruit to meet the needs of today, it will 
struggle to replace its retirees, impacting on the police needs of tomorrow. The PSoS 
has to have the resources to increase its training estate (possibly temporarily) to 
address this. This should be a top priority for the forthcoming financial year. We are 
already seeing that police numbers have declined but this is hidden by recruiting 
immediately in advance of the quarterly counting periods. This is an accounting 
sleight of hand to give the impression of maintaining numbers whilst simply cutting 
costs. 

 

                                            
2 https://doi.org/10.1080/15614263.2020.1772782  
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Fleet – The PSoS fleet strategy was approved after the Sub-Committee’s November 
report. There is a lot of ambitious thinking in relation to the electrification of our fleet 
but we are concerned that the immediate focus on electric vehicles (unmarked 
vehicles) will be to the detriment of our workhorses, the 365/24/7 vehicles that 
communities recognise as police cars.  

The SPF understands the temptation to grasp funded early opportunities but again 
they have to be the right opportunities. The SPF has suggested alternative and 
established, better value procurement models to the PSoS but these would require 
more capital upfront and therefore unlikely to be able to proceed.  

However actual cars are just one facet of the transport issues. Currently some 2,500 
response officers are unable to undertake response driving due to a lack of training 
capacity. This situation is going to get worse in 2020 when the legal requirement for 
police driver refresher training becomes live, leaving the PSoS with a chronic 
shortage of authorised drivers.  

This situation is not unknown to the PSoS as the SPF has been highlighting the 
challenges and risk consistently since 2017. It is again a desperately sad reality that 
the short-term decisions (adopted purely to make short-term financial savings) are 
now likely to result in long term organisational pain and almost certainly bring the 
PSoS into conflict with the law. 

In addition to these issues, the rollout of ICT has been significantly accelerated by 
the necessities arising from the COVID 19 pandemic. We do however see missed 
opportunities in not rolling out Microsoft 365 functionality, especially Teams, to all 
police officers, not just staff in what are termed back office functions. The benefits of 
remote briefings and sharepoint workflows could genuinely cut costs and failure 
demand, and give the best return on investment. Lack of revenue is a significant 
obstacle in that ambition. 

Covid19 has fundamentally challenged the direction in which the PSoS was 
travelling. The value of having police officers in roles that could be mobilised on 
mass to support the front line cannot be underestimated.  

We know the PSoS needs more police officers. This is not a political point but one of 
fact. The demands facing the police service are exceptional and show no sign of 
diminishing. Whilst crime predictably fell in the early weeks of the ongoing pandemic, 
it is telling that the detection rate rose exponentially. It is no coincidence that this 
coincided with a marked increase in police officer availability and time to conduct 
investigation. Covid-19 does not have many up sides but shining a light on the 
relationship between crime, police numbers and time has certainly been one. Having 
tasted this success, we should not countenance a return to an inferior service and 
outcomes. 

The costs of workplace adjustments have been considerable but the “burn rates” of 
PPE suggest that they are a fraction of what they should be. Throughout the 
pandemic, complacency has been a challenge for the service. The PSoS has 
continually deployed a “proportionality” argument in its PPE operational guidance 
which is simply a way of avoiding using the more accurate descriptor of “cost.” 

2021-22 could however be the most challenging operational year yet. The 
consequences of EU Exit (with or without a deal) are enormous. The COP26 
conference is without precedent, and the impact of being the new frontline in fighting 
the pandemic as local outbreaks appear is taking its toll. And while general crime 
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has reduced, complex crime is increasing requiring more investigative time. 
Important new legislation, e.g. Age of Criminal responsibility Act, Domestic Abuse, 
Human Trafficking etc all require, systems, training and resources but have come 
without the additional funds needed. The pressure on the service increases 
relentlessly and these pressures continue to be borne by exhausted and overworked 
police officers.  

To coin a phrase; cuts have consequences, and years of cumulative cuts to the 
PSoS budget are now being keenly felt. We make no apology for restating that these 
cuts pose risk to the service and the public alike; they also corrode public confidence 
in the service.  

The vast majority of the PSoS budget is spent trying to do what we do. We have 
gone from running to keep up, to sprinting to do so. The little money that is left for 
reform is a pittance of what is needed to modernise the service and deliver on the 
2013 vision of what a national police service could do. 

We know the Scottish Police Authority and Scottish Government have expectations 
of reform delivering “capacity creation,” but the decision to starve the service of it 
operating budget has wrecked those ambitions.  

There is no spare capacity, a conclusion increasingly being accepted across the 
service. The full-time equivalent (FTE) figures that are being claimed by the change 
projects are not officers, but minutes shaved here and there, which is why SPF have 
said using this measure as a currency is misleading and unhelpful. 

This “created capacity” does not address the tens of thousands of rest days that are 
owed to officers, or even acknowledge the additional hours of unpaid work 
undertaken just to keep the service afloat. It fails to recognise that the population 
growth in Scotland should in itself have resulted in, by our estimation, an additional 
750 officers (beyond the 17,234) just to stand still. We consider that the fact such 
issues are not considered (either deliberately or through neglect) reinforces our view 
that the Scottish Police Authority is more interested in cutting costs than it is in the 
sustainability or maintenance of the police service (its key statutory function).  

The SPF does not believe that cutting officer numbers is an option that is credible or 
safe.  We also now know that the payroll cost differential between members of staff 
and warranted officers is marginal so civilianisation makes little sense either.  

Police Scotland has gone beyond relying on the good will, the discretionary effort, 
unpaid work, and on the dedication of its staff, to demanding it. The willingness that 
was once part of police officer commitment to public service is slowly being eroded 
and replaced with antipathy towards its expectation. 

The service of last resort, society’s safety net is at risk of failing and the implications 
(and the cost) to society should be concerning to all. Government needs to commit to 
a funding plan that sustains the country’s police service. The annual cycle of 
uncertainty and insecurity must stop and a roadmap to longer term financial 
sustainability agreed and funded.  

 

CALUM STEELE 
General Secretary 
9 September 2020 
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