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Justice Sub-Committee on Policing 
 

Impact of police reform on local policing 
 

Written submission from Unison Police Staff Scotland 
 

UNISON would like to thank the sub–committee for giving the opportunity to put 
across our members views on the impact on Police reform on local policing. 
 
Since before the 1st April 2013, the number of Police Staff posts across the country 
has fallen by over 450. This is in addition to over 1000 police staff posts lost since 
2009. 
 
UNISON has consistently said that to cut Police Staff numbers in the way the Force 
has, would have an impact on Policing in general, but Local Policing in particular. 
The impact would either be: 

 Direct – where Police Officers “backfill” for staff whose posts have been 
deleted or vacancies have not been filled 

or 

 Indirect – Where tasks previously carried out by Police Staff are subsumed 
into a Police Officers duties. 

 
UNISON has previously told the Scottish Parliament, through various committees, of 
the practice of backfill. This was initially denied by Police Scotland as a planned 
activity but subsequently confirmed by the Chief Constable at the Public Audit 
Committee on the 20th of November 2013. UNISON still questions whether this is a 
policy actively pursued by Police Scotland. In our view, any task which is not made 
redundant and which is now being carried out by a Police Officer is a form of backfill. 
The proposal to completely cease the function of Legal Document Officers is a case 
in point. The function will still have to be carried out but the proposal put forward by 
Police Scotland is for this work to be integrated into duties carried out by local Police 
Officers. 
 
We were asked to provide evidence that the practice was happening and although a 
limited amount of information was given staff, who are feeling vulnerable, were 
reluctant to divulge in pubic details of what they knew. 
 
To that end UNISON commissioned a short survey amongst members in November 
2013 to ascertain the impact that they feel Police Reform has had on them and local 
policing. 1 
 
Members were asked 6 questions about police reform and its effect on them and 
local policing. 
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63% of those who responded stated that their work had changed significantly since 
1st April 2013. Reasons given range from 

• increased workload through staff reduction 
to 

• extra tasks being added to their duties. 
 
Some staff reported that they felt their jobs had changed due to more distant 
management than previously. 
 
64% of staff reported an increase in their workload. This included them having 
responsibility for work over far greater  area with a small but significant number of 
staff stating that their workload had actually dropped as functions they had 
previously carried out were being done elsewhere. 
 
49% of staff believed that elements of their role were now being carried out by Police 
Officers. 
 
Staff were asked if they felt they were a valued member of the organisation. 86% of 
Police Staff said that they did not. This is a huge issue for Police Scotland as we now 
have quantifiable evidence that morale amongst Police Staff is so low. The view is 
that the work they do is not valued and that they are a burden and cost to the 
organisation which has to be reduced. In particular, comments centred around the 
quality of planning and communication with staff, which were bitterly criticised. 
 
When asked, to what extent senior management are aware of the contribution I 
make to policing in my job, nearly 75% of respondee’s didn’t think that senior 
management had a grasp of what they do or of the contribution they make to 
Policing. Responses can be boiled down to variations of “they neither know nor 
care”. An opinion repeatedly expressed is that statistics are now all important, with 
an exclusion of staff from meaningful input into the design and operation of the 
service. 
 
Finally, staff were asked whether they believed that decision making in Police 
Scotland was locally or centrally based than previously. 92% of staff believed that 
decision making was more centralised than before. The near unanimity on this 
question almost speaks for itself. The clear feeling is that methods and approaches 
developed in response to local conditions are being abandoned and replaced with 
whatever methods were used in the legacy Strathclyde. However, it should be noted 
that even within the legacy Strathclyde area there are complaints of centralisation of 
decision making and lack of local autonomy. Many respondents point out that 
Glasgow cannot be conflated with Scotland and note that the needs and 
expectations of communities in Scotland (rural communities being a case in point) 
may differ wildly from that of the biggest city.   
 
To truly understand where staff changes impact on Local Policing a view has to be 
given of how police officer resources are allocated. Whilst 17234 and “1000 extra 
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police officers on the street”2 are touted the picture locally is much different. UNISON 
will not divulge information on Officer Allocation but will instead use previously 
reported and publicly available information to illustrate this point. 
 
At the Justice Committee held on the 28th Feb 2012 3, Calum Steele of the Scottish 
Police Federation, gave an estimate of 10% of the total number of Police Officers “on 
the streets and in the community” on a typical Tuesday in response to a question put 
by the late David McLetchie MSP. Whilst it is acknowledged that this is an estimated 
figure it does give an indication of numbers. 
 
Proposals put by Police Scotland will see the cessation of Community Traffic 
Wardens with their work being taken on by Police Officers. Community Traffic 
wardens spend approximately 20% of their working time carrying out Traffic Warden 
Duties with the other 80% doing routine tasks such as locus protection and door to 
door enquiries to assist their officer colleagues. The Service is scheduled to cease in 
February 2014. Police Scotland say that any traffic issues will be dealt with by the 
normal reporting regime and other duties are already those which should be carried 
out by Police Officers. 
 
Similarly, the work carried out by legal document officers (LDO) across the country is 
proposed to cease, to be replaced by the work being carried out by local officers. 
Around 50% of LDO’s have been allowed to leave the service under Voluntary 
Redundancy with their duties already being carried out by Police Officers. LDO’s 
report that at the beginning of 2013, there was a low or negligible backlog of 
documents waiting to be served. Currently most LDO departments have a 
substantial backlog. 
 
In total, these two roles currently are covered by approximately 150 members of 
staff, averaging 35 hours a week each. Their salaries vary but are around £18,000 
per year. 
 
Their work is the equivalent of roughly 276,000 hours which will now have to 
covered by Local Police Officers in addition to their current duties. This cannot fail 
to have an impact on the ability of officers to carry out their policing roles. 
 
There have been changes in the way that Police Officers carry out some of their 
administrative and reporting duties. Officers are direct inputting reports, a task which 
was previously carried out by Police Staff. e.g. Crime Reports (CR) and Vulnerable 
Persons Database (VPD). Officers would previously dictate these reports to 
operators, qualified to type at speed, who would carry out quality assurance before 
forwarding to the correct agency. Officers are now self- typing these reports, 
increasing their abstraction from patrol. Additionally, the rejection rate due to errors 
is high, compounding the need for officers to return and correct any mistakes. 
 

                                                 
2
 http://www.snp.org/speech/2013/mar/first-minister-alex-salmond-gives-his-spring-conference-2013-

address 
3
 http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=7208&mode=pdf 

http://www.snp.org/speech/2013/mar/first-minister-alex-salmond-gives-his-spring-conference-2013-address
http://www.snp.org/speech/2013/mar/first-minister-alex-salmond-gives-his-spring-conference-2013-address
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=7208&mode=pdf
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Front counter closures and restrictions in opening hours are another area where 
budget is beating locality in the provision of service to the public. The closure of 
police offices to the public is purely a financial saving through the reduction in Police 
Staff station assistants. The offices will remain, Police Officers will still utilise the 
offices but the public will not have access. Lack of footfall in these offices was given 
as the main reason for closure. However the other duties carried out by Staff have 
not been taken into account. There will be considerable skills gaps when the 
projected station assistant redundancies take place. Areas such as Computer 
Checks, which are vital to the Criminal Justice process, will necessitate officers 
being needlessly abstracted from their core duties whilst being delayed waiting for 
essential reports. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Police Scotland was set up in April 2013 and there can be little doubt that a key 
section of the workforce at police Scotland are not viewing the situation as a 
success. When half of police staffs can point to  elements of their work being taken 
on by uniformed officers  a great many questions as to the operational and financial 
effectiveness of developing practice are raised. 
 
A centralisation of functions is perceived as being not a standardisation around best  
practice  but instead the imposition of a one size fits all method of policing  which is 
both blind to local circumstance and heedless of the contribution which  could be 
made by those on the ground.  
 
Many of the decisions being taken by Police Scotland are seen to be purely 
budgetary based and are not in the interest of the Service or the public. 
 
These are urgent issues and need swift and serious engagement by Police Scotland, 
SPA and the Scottish Government   
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Appendix A 

Police Staff Survey 

1300 staff were emailed an invite to take part 381 responses were received (29.3% 

return) 

Information on Respondents  

Age  

18-30 9% 

31-40 25% 

41-50 32% 

Over 50 33% 

 

  

Gender: F60% M 40% 
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Responses 
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