
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The rules of engagement 

A review of the August 2011 disorders  

 
 
 

© HMIC 2011 

ISBN: 978-1-84987-604-9  
 

www.hmic.gov.uk 



HMIC (2011) The rules of engagement: A review of the August 2011 disorders   2 

Contents 

 

Foreword 4 

Executive summary 5 

Recommendations ...................................................................................... 10 

Introduction 13 

The August disorders .................................................................................. 13 

This review ................................................................................................. 14 

1:  The events of August 2011 16 

Comparison with previous disorders ............................................................. 16 

Damage caused during the August 2011 disorders ........................................ 16 

A timeline of the disorder ............................................................................. 20 

Calls to the police ....................................................................................... 24 

The response from the police and the community .......................................... 25 

2:  Intelligence and information 28 

Intelligence vs information ........................................................................... 28 

What was known locally? ............................................................................. 29 

Intelligence response in forces ..................................................................... 32 

The national picture .................................................................................... 33 

Options to enhance intelligence capability ..................................................... 34 

Conclusion ................................................................................................. 38 

3:  Planning for the unexpected: Police strategy and preparedness 40 

Public order strategy ................................................................................... 40 

Threat and risk assessments on public order ................................................. 43 

Force planning for disorder .......................................................................... 43 

Contingency planning and exercising ............................................................ 44 

Conclusion ................................................................................................. 45 

4:  Resourcing the response: Local, regional and national mobilisation 47 

Officers available for the initial response to disorder ....................................... 47 

Resourcing ï reinforcements following the initial response ............................. 49 

Mobilisation in August 2011 ......................................................................... 52 

The role of PNICC ...................................................................................... 54 

Signs of overstretch .................................................................................... 57 

Conclusion ................................................................................................. 57 

5:  Police tactics: Out of the manual and on to the streets 59 

The deployment of police tactics during the August disorders ......................... 59 

The available police tactics ï trained, prepared and ready  

     to protect the public? .............................................................................. 61 

Flexibility to protect the public ï adapting tactics ............................................ 65 

Tactical contingencies ................................................................................. 66 



HMIC (2011) The rules of engagement: A review of the August 2011 disorders   3 

Crime strategies ......................................................................................... 68 

Pre-emptive policing.................................................................................... 68 

Keeping the public informed: ñSilence is not an optionò ................................... 69 

Conclusions ............................................................................................... 71 

6:  The use of force 75 

Confidence in themselves ............................................................................ 77 

The law ...................................................................................................... 78 

Applying the law in real-life scenarios ........................................................... 80 

Conclusion ................................................................................................. 82 

Conclusion and recommendations 83 

Implementing a new framework with pace ..................................................... 88 

Recommendations ...................................................................................... 93 
 

Annex A:  Review terms of reference 92 

Annex B:  Public perceptions of the policing response to the riots 95 

Annex C:  Advice on the use of force by police in the context of civil  

                  unrest and riot 98 

Annex D:  Timeline of events 112 



HMIC (2011) The rules of engagement: A review of the August 2011 disorders   4 

Foreword 

 
 
August 2011 saw a new departure in major public disturbances in England: 
widespread, fast-moving and opportunistic criminal attacks on property, loosely 
organised using social media, and sometimes involving alliances between 
normally rival gangs.   
 
After a long period of relative peace, this presented an exceptional challenge for 
conventional police training, tactics and organisational capacity, which had been 
developed largely to deal with set-piece, single site confrontations between 
police and protestors.   
 
But while these events might have been novel last August, history and research 
elsewhere strongly suggest that this pattern of criminality, or evolutions of it, will 
be seen again. Thus this review suggests an equally evolutionary response. It 
must be flexible and dynamic ï and just as capable of working across force 
boundaries as last summerôs mood of incivility and criminality.  
 
This will demand common national standards for training, co-ordination, 
command and tactics. When rapid and effective mutual aid must be deliverable 
across the country, local variations can and do cause unacceptable 
weaknesses in the response. 
 
Of course, the major resource for this improved response will still be police 
officers who are normally engaged in other, day-to-day duties. Their challenge 
has been a feature of British policing since its inception. They must be fully 
trained and able to switch from roles that require largely individual action and 
initiative, to disciplined and co-ordinated collective, public order actions. 
 
In extreme circumstances, where life is threatened, their commanders must also 
be able to use extraordinary measures. 
 
But while the improved response must be robust and effective, it must also be 
within the tradition of the British policing model: built on community 
engagement, locally controlled and accountable, operating with the consent of 
the people, and acting decisively while using the minimum force necessary to 
safeguard life and property.  
 
It is also clear that future, successful public order policing needs more than 
procedural, technical and tactical changes now. It needs the sustainable public 
consent which can only be achieved through full and well-informed debate 
about policing priorities, generating realistic expectations of what can be 
achieved (within the law) on their behalf. That is why this review calls for, and 
seeks to inform, mature public discussion about the appropriate police 
responses to the new challenge, and particularly about the acceptable nature 
and use of force.  
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Executive summary 

 

The fatal shooting of Mark Duggan by the police on 04 August 2011 precipitated 
public protest in Tottenham, which turned violent. This inspired rioting: first 
across London, and then in other towns and cities across England. 

A public survey conducted for this review found an overwhelming majority 
(83%) of respondents thought police action helped to bring the riots to an end; 
but 60% stated that this could have been done more quickly. Views on the use 
of force were more mixed overall: while half (49%) thought the police did not 
use enough force, 43% thought that what they did was óabout rightô. Those 
surveyed in the more troubled locations of Croydon and Haringey were more 
likely to say that too little force was used. 

We found evidence of many acts of police bravery, with police commanders 
thrown into managing fast-moving and violent situations at very short notice; 
and officer numbers were ï in the end ï sufficient to regain control of the 
streets. It must be remembered that on the day before facing the disorders, 
many of these officers would have been on neighbourhood and response 
duties. These experiences would have been quite exceptional for them, and this 
should not be forgotten. 

Police authorities also played a positive role by supporting Chief Constables, 
working with communities, and understanding the need both to invest in pre-
emptive action (even in the absence of clear intelligence), and to deploy 
resources beyond their force areas for the common good. 

However, the importance attached to community engagement ï always the key 
first step in preventing disorder ï faltered in Tottenham; while some forces 
mobilised rapidly, others were slower to do so; and although current guidance 
sets out a range of tactics for dealing with disorder, not all of these could be 
used in practice, due to insufficient officer numbers deployed, equipment or 
training. 

Rapidly increasing the number of officers on the streets remains the best option 
for deterring and dampening disorder with the least use of force. However, 
when disorder spreads quickly, overtaking the police across urban areas, then 
other feasible, mobile, disruptive tactics may have to be considered to protect 
the public from looting, arson or violent attacks. A range of tactics to deal with 
more than one or two seats of dangerous disorder has to be available in reality 
ï not just as theoretical options in manuals.  

 

A new national framework 

Police therefore need to be better prepared, trained and ready to protect the 
public. To help them achieve this, HMIC recommends that there should be a 
new national framework for resolving public disorder. This should set out 
clear expectations around the importance to be attached to early resolution of 
disorder; details of the planning required to ensure forces are prepared for 
national disorders (e.g. how officers will be mobilised); and the circumstances in 
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which a range of tactics (including the use of protected vehicles,1 water cannon 
and attenuating energy projectiles2)  can be considered. This could provide 
clear, helpful rules of engagement for use in the future. 

To develop this framework, there would need to be a mature debate between 
those charged with the governance of the police, the Home Office and chief 
police officers about the relative priority attached to maintaining civil order 
compared to other policing demands; what is affordable in the current fiscal 
climate; and the scenarios that should be rehearsed in preparation for the real 
thing and escalation to COBR3.  

The framework would be supported by: 

¶ A central information óall sourceô hub, which would help police in 
anticipating and dealing with disorder; 

¶ Agreed and trained tactics ï which had been aired publically, debated and 
understood by those in police governance roles, 4 and which work in 
practice as well as in theory; and 

¶ More efficient mobilisation. 

Each of these points is discussed in more detail below. 

 

1. A central information óall sourceô hub 

Following the death of Mark Duggan, police became aware of rumours within 
the local community that he had been óexecutedô by the police. However, rioting 
was well underway before these were publicly challenged (in a statement 
issued by the Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC)).  

Social media channels enabled individuals intent on criminal disorder to form 
communities, share their plans and organise on the streets: but police systems 
for tapping into this information source are not well developed compared to 
those used by parts of the commercial sector. In truth, police were at times 
overwhelmed with information.  

National work to collate and analyse information on community tension was 
detached from other sources of information and, as far as we can establish, did 
not inform the policeôs picture of events as they unfolded.  

Police need a central information hub to help them anticipate disorder by 
drawing together all available information, including from direct contact with 
members of the community and social media monitoring. It would not be a 
panacea, nor a substitute for strong local community engagement (the 

 
1
 Examples of vehicle tactics are given at para 5.14ff.  

2
 Attenuating Energy Projectiles (AEPs) are the currently approved successor to óbaton roundsô 

(and they are sometimes referred to by this name). They have been designed, tested and 
approved to reduce the likelihood of injury to vulnerable areas of the body. They are used with a 
óbaton gunô which has a good quality óred dotô sighting system for improved accuracy.  
3
 Cabinet Office Briefing Rooms: Meetings where Government policy and strategy is determined 

in relation to an emergency. It can also arrange for specialist assistance to the Police. 

4
 This will include a critical role for police authorities and the Association of Police Authorities 

until November 2012, and for Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) after 2012 at a national 
level. 
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fundamental building block, which failed for a time in some places in August): 
but it would help the police gain a better understanding of their operating 
environment. Such a hub would also help PNICC5 prioritise assistance to 
forces, and could become a useful resource for all emergency services in a 
range of scenarios ï not just public order.  

 

2. Agreed tactics  

Tactics must work in practice as well as in theory. Current guidance allows 
for a graduated use of force in order to protect the public: but we found that in 
practice some of the more forceful tactics were not available to commanders 
during the August disorders, because of insufficient training, equipment and 
officer numbers deployed. For example:  

¶ Some forces ran out of round shields (which are needed to ógo forwardô 
and tackle offenders). 

¶ No force in England and Wales has water cannon.  

¶ Not all forces train to use AEPs in public order situations; and current 
logistical support requirements severely limit their use in any case. 

¶ In some cases equipment was available but substandard: for example, 
vehicles did not have reinforced glass, steel grilles or run-flat tyres (which 
would allow them to be driven over broken glass). Protective equipment 
for officers varied even within the same force. 

¶ Police estimate they need to outnumber rioters by three or five to one if 
they are to make arrests and disperse groups ï a much higher level of 
resource than is needed to hold a line and protect territory. This meant 
that arrest as a tactic was impossible in some circumstances.  

Before the number of officers who should be given specialist public order 
training can be determined, the national threat needs to be reassessed in the 
light of the August riots, and expectations around mobilisation and tactics 
agreed. HMIC recognises that, in practice, determining this number may need 
to be an iterative process in order to ensure the requirement is affordable. 

 

Public order tactics must have consent. The original British policing model 
attributed to Sir Robert Peel places a high value on tolerance and winning the 
consent of the public. Policing by consent means securing co-operation in 
observing the law from as many members of the public as possible. Public co-
operation reduces with the use of physical force, and so the British model is to 
use persuasion, advice and warning in the first instance; if this is insufficient, 
they then use the minimum level of physical force necessary to achieve the 
objective. The most compelling demonstration of this model is that the British 
police are unarmed.  

The force used by the police in tackling disorder therefore needs to be 
commensurate with what is needed to protect the public. However, during 

 
5
 In times of national need, the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) co-ordinates the 

strategic policing response on behalf of all chief officers. This is facilitated through the ACPO 
Police National Information Co-ordination Centre (PNICC).   
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August concerns and uncertainties emerged that need resolving. Some 
politicians expressed concerns that the police were not órobustô enough;6 and 
the survey work carried out as part of this review showed that the public most 
directly affected are more likely to share this opinion.7  

Officers and their commanders took action to bring disorder to an end. 
However, we found that some were uncertain about the level of force and 
tactics that can be used lawfully during disorder. Their training on this had been 
insufficient; they therefore erred on the safe side, using less forceful tactics, and 
standing their ground rather than going forward to tackle disorder, as they 
waited for arrival of reinforcements which would allow them to tackle disorder 
through weight of officer numbers.  

Some suggest this uncertainty increased after criticism following the 2009 G20 
protests. Officers recognise that a single act of what could later be regarded as 
ópunitive forceô can quickly change the public mood. This then is the dilemma 
public order commanders face. For example, when faced with rioters setting fire 
to buildings in urban areas, there are clear trade-offs between the risks 
associated with waiting until enough officers can be mustered to subdue the 
situation less forcefully, and the use of protected vehicle tactics or AEPs to stop 
those involved.  

In order to use appropriate levels of force swiftly, decisively and with 
confidence, officers need to know both that they are acting lawfully and that 
they are likely to have a substantial level of support from most people in the 
communities they police. The events of August suggest that improved officer 
training in the law is necessary, but will not be enough on its own. There is also 
a need to develop a shared understanding between police and (through their 
elected representatives) the public of the tactics that might be used in different 
scenarios and the associated levels of preparation. HMIC recommends that this 
is set out in rules of engagement (see page 12) within the new national 
framework.  

Reaching such an understanding will involve looking at the range of force that 
could be legitimately considered by officers in order to protect the public. Any 
escalation in the use of force needs to be carefully calibrated against the 
particular circumstances officers face.  

 

Officers need training in these tactics. They need to gain experience in 
exercising their duty to protect people by ógoing forwardô where necessary, 
rather than the óstand, hold and protectô tactic which is the focus of much 
training. They need to practise tackling disorder in scenarios that test their 
ability to adapt to unfamiliar circumstances. This training needs to be delivered 
consistently across England and Wales, so that forces can work together when 
they need to do so. 

 
6
 For example, the Prime Ministerôs statement on restoring order to cities, 09 August 2011, 

http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/pm-statement-on-restoring-order/; the Home Secretaryôs 
speech on riots, 11 August 2011 http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/media-centre/speeches/riots-
speech  

7
 Respondents were asked: óOverall, in dealing with the riots and order, do you think the police 

used too much force/about the right amount of force/too little force/donôt know?ô Four percent 
thought ótoo muchô; 43% óabout rightô; 49% too little; and 4% ódonôt knowô.  

http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/pm-statement-on-restoring-order/
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/media-centre/speeches/riots-speech
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/media-centre/speeches/riots-speech
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3. More efficient mobilisation 

Early and decisive local intervention offers the best opportunity for stopping 
disorder in its tracks. However, in August 2011 we found that: 

¶ It took many hours to mobilise and deploy local officers at strength, 
particularly during the first two days in London. Although the mobilisation 
of the Metropolitan Police was instigated on the evening of 06 August 
2011, it took several hours for those resources to begin to arrive in the 
Tottenham area: and even then, officers on the ground did not receive 
reinforcement or relief for several more hours. As rioting spread across 
London, some forces (notably West Midlands, Merseyside, and to a 
degree Greater Manchester Police) did anticipate disorder in their areas; 
other forces were more hesitant. 

¶ Assistance between forces was often ad hoc or informal, and the call for 
national assistance was not triggered early enough. Although there had 
been some testing of mobilisation, this was not adequate preparation for 
the reality that officers faced in August (and two forces chose not to take 
part). 

The co-ordination at local, regional and national levels therefore needs to 
improve. 

 

 

Next steps 

Decisions about the resources allocated to public order tactics, training and 
equipment will always need to be balanced by consideration of other policing 
demands: but the level of priority currently given to this work needs re-
assessing in the light of the August 2011 disorders. The balance of risks for the 
public has changed. HMIC proposes that our recommended new national 
framework for maintaining public order is a point of reference in the Strategic 
Policing Requirement (SPR), as is the case for serious and organised crime, 
and counter terrorism.8 The SPR provides the most appropriate vehicle for 
ensuring the police and Government have the same expectations about the 
specifics of early resolution, national mobilisation and the associated tactical 
capability. This would provide much-needed reassurance about police capability 
ï not just in cases of disorder, but for other national emergencies (such as the 
threat of a flu pandemic or widespread flooding). 

HMIC has found previously9 that it can take two years or more for agreed 
changes in public order tactics to become reality on the front line. This pace is 
too slow ï especially with the Olympics less than a year away. We therefore 
recommend that alternative routes to effecting change are considered. One 
approach could involve focusing initially on making changes in forces that police 

 
8
 The development of a Strategic Policing Requirement is required by the Police Reform and 

Social Responsibility Act 2011. See Home Office (2011) Shadow Strategic Policing 
Requirement. Available from www.homeoffice.gov.uk 

9
 HMIC (2011) Policing Public Order: An overview and review of progress against the 

recommendations of Adapting to Protest and Nurturing the British Model of Policing. Available 
from www.hmic.gov.uk  

http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/
http://www.hmic.gov.uk/
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higher risk, urban areas; but in the longer term, all forces would need to adopt 
the new practices, so that they are able to contribute to any national 
requirement. 

 

Recommendations 
 

1. A national framework for resolving public disorder 

There is a clear need to develop a national framework which can provide 
greater certainty for the public and the police on the approach to resolving 
public disorder. This framework should include clear objectives for early 
resolution of disorder; and rules of engagement which set out an agreed 
envelope of available tactics and of the degree of force associated with their 
use, that are likely to maintain public support (Home Office, ACPO, Police 
Governance ï tri-partite body with oversight of Strategic Policing Requirement).  

This would be supported by:  

¶ Communications after fatal or controversial incidents ï Resolve 
decisively the uncertain communication issues between the police and the 
IPCC that arise in the event of deaths attributed to the police. The current 
uncertainty apparently inhibited decisive statements to address 
inflammatory rumours circulating on Friday 05 August until the statement 
published by the IPCC at 18:25hrs on Sunday 07 August 2011 (HO ï 
previously recommended by HMIC in Adapting to Protest 2009).  

¶ óAll sourceô hub ï Develop an óall sourceô, fully networked public order 
intelligence hub, using advanced software to analyse trends in community 
tension (including through social media monitoring). Linked to this should 
be a national mobilisation capability that possesses a clear understanding 
of the availability of trained police and other assets to deal with disorder 
(PNICC).10 This should be available before the Olympics, without 
damaging the present (very limited) arrangements for public order 
intelligence. Clearly this will cost money: but this could be offset (in part) 
and fast-tracked, by temporarily óseconding inô experts from industry to 
assist. (ACPO / MPS / HO)  

 

2. Mobilisation  

Local mobilisation options 

Establish potential gain from immediately bolstering visible police on the streets 
from other police functions. HMIC envisages that this could be achieved in 
several waves. For example, in the first wave, increasing shift patterns from 
eight to twelve hours could result in a 30% increase in the number of available 
officers. More could be made available in a second wave by redeploying officers 
from back, middle office and specialist roles ï although the numbers this makes 
available will vary both between forces and (depending on the time of the week) 
within them.  

 
10

 Police National Information and Coordination Centre (see note 6 above). 
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Flexible use of police staff could release officers from specialist and middle and 
back office roles to the front line. 

 

Regional mobilisation options  

Tried and tested local mobilisation plans, including target times to óstand upô, 
should be established within 6 months. These should be integrated seamlessly 
with regional and national plans, as appropriate (by ACPO, reviewed by HMIC). 

 

National mobilisation options 

Building on local and regional mobilisation arrangements, the national 
mobilisation plan should be revisited so that it includes response times (not 
presently the case), and can be tested at periods most likely to be associated 
with disorder (by ACPO, reviewed by HMIC).   

 

Reference has been made to possible support provided by military personnel. 
The military have provided assistance to the police in a range of circumstances 
(including for example dealing with flooding) under arrangements known as 
Military Aid to the Civil Power (MACP). Discussions should be taken forward 
that identify thresholds and the nature of support which could be provided in 
extremis to release police officers and staff in middle and back office functions 
so that they could be fully deployed as part of the public order effort. (MPS, 
ACPO, Ministry of Defence). 

 

3. Review of tactics 

A review of police tactics should take place to identify a useable, mobile set of 
ógo forwardô tactics. These should be trained to nationally consistent standards 
and include the capability to use a range of levels of force (given different 
scenarios) to save lives, protect the public and disrupt criminality, if disorder 
becomes established. These tactics should be informed by the law on public 
order and the use of force (see Chapter 6) to enable officers and commanders 
to be both professionally confident and competent in the use of their powers to 
keep the peace.  

Tactics are dependent on kit being available. The location of relevant kit and 
equipment must therefore be considered at a strategic level to maximise 
availability and responsiveness when needed.  (MPS/ACPO)  

 

4. Analysis of training approach and content 

An analysis of the current training regime for public order should be undertaken 
to ensure officers are provided with opportunities to practise realistic scenarios 
that reflect the present requirement for flexible, ógo forwardô tactics in response 
to scenes of disorder to protect the public. This approach would represent a 
significant shift from the current reliance on orchestrated, well-rehearsed, single 
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site set-piece training. Again, this training should be delivered to a nationally 
agreed and consistent level. (NPIA11 or the successor arrangements).  

Once police and Government have chosen how they propose to go about 
responding to and implementing these recommendations, HMIC will assist in 
determining the cost.  

 

 

 
11

 The National Policing Improvement Agency (NPIA) provides a large portfolio of products and 
services designed to support the Police Service and wider policing family in the UK and 
internationally. 

Rules of engagement: what tactics may be considered?  
 

Police and the public through their elected representatives need to agree a common understanding as to 

what tactics might be used and when to deal with disorder. Rules of engagement, developed in discussion 

with those in government, should set out which of the more forceful police tactics can be considered in 

different scenarios within the law. They would not alter the legal principles applicable or bind the hands of 

commanders, but would enable them to prepare, and their officers to make decisions in relation to the use 

force with greater confidence.  

The process of developing rules of engagement would help reconcile the need for officers to retain their 

operational independence while providing the public with some say in the range of tactics used to protect 

them. Meaningful rules of engagement should have clear objectives that can be secured with the 

resources and tactics available. Note: this is not a simple menu of what will happen, but represents what 

may be considered given the particular circumstances and the necessity and proportionality of these 

tactics. 

By way of illustration, the table below outlines a number of real scenarios witnessed during the August 

disorders (and the level of force that might be used within the law ï see Chapter 6).  
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Flash burglary rioting X X  X           

Barricades across road X  X X       X    

Groups gathering X X  X X      X    

Barricades and missiles used X X X X  X X X       

Petrol bombs thrown X X  X  X X X       

Violent attacks on the public in the 
presence of the police 

X   X  X X X       

Arson attacks on building X   X  X X X X      

Threats to fire and ambulance X   X  X X X       

Firearms directed at police X X  X    X  X X    

Vehicles driven at police X   X        X X X 

 
 
Where practical, the intention to use greater force would be communicated to those present. 
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Introduction 

 

The August disorders 

The disturbances which took place between 06 and 10 August 2011 constituted 
the most widespread outbreaks of disorder seen in England for a generation. 
The fatal shooting of Mark Duggan by the police on 04 August 2011 precipitated 
public protest in Tottenham, which turned violent on the evening of Saturday 06 
August. Wholesale opportunistic and organised looting followed in 22 London 
boroughs, accompanied by attacks on police and property which included arson 
and physical violence. Disorder then spread to other towns and cities across 
England.  

The damage caused by four days of disorder was devastating. Five people lost 
their lives; more than 300 police officers were injured; 2,584 commercial 
premises were targeted and attacked; wholesale ransacking destroyed entire 
shopping areas; and at least 231 crimes against domestic properties were 
recorded across the 10 forces most affected by the disorder,12 with many 
families needing to be rehoused. The financial costs of the disorder (while still 
not formally established) are also very high, with estimates of Riot Act damages 
reported to range between £200 and £300 million.13 When the cost of police 
overtime and the drafting in of officer reinforcements are included, some reports 
indicate a total of more than £370 million14 ï to say nothing of the loss to 
business and the reputational damage to the country. 

Communities were gripped with fear; people worried for their own safety and for 
their friends and family. A public survey conducted on behalf of HMIC15 (Figure 
1; see also Annex B) found that two in five respondents (39%) were either very 
or fairly worried that the police might not be able to keep control in their local 
area, and more than half (54%) were worried during the riot period.  

The maintenance of the Queenôs Peace sits at the very heart of the police 
mission. Order on our streets creates the milieu for the police to tackle crime 
and protect the public. Indeed, public disorder is crime and without civil order 
wider criminality thrives and communities flounder. The fact that disorder 
continued for several days and caused so much damage raises some 
fundamental questions for policing. 

 
  

 
12

 Home Office (2011) An Overview of Recorded Crimes and Arrests Resulting from Disorder 
Events in August 2011. Available from www.homeoffice.gov.uk  

13
 Commissioner Bernard Hogan-Howe (October 2011), Report to the Metropolitan Police 

Authority. 

14
For instance, Evening Standard (02 November 2011), óMet faces bill of up to Ã370m for the 
summer riots.ô Available from www.thisislondon.co.uk  

15
 Conducted 16ï18 September 2011. 

http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/
http://www.thisislondon.co.uk/
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This review 

On 15 August 2011, the Home Secretary wrote to ask Her Majestyôs 
Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC) to: 

óconduct further work to support clearer guidance to forces on the 
size of their deployments, the need for mutual aid, pre-emptive 
action, public order tactics, the number of officers (including 
commanders) trained in public order policing and an appropriate 
arrests policy.ô 

This report therefore considers any lessons learned from the way the police 
tackled the disorders which may help the Service to further adapt and respond 
to the changing nature of public order challenges. It complements the significant 
work underway across Government and communities to identify and tackle the 
causes of the disorder.  

Terms of reference for the review are at Annex A. 

If the police are to be more successful in the future, they (and those who 
support policing in policy-making and governance roles) need to continue to 
learn from events and adapt their approach to the changing nature of disorder. 
The core findings of HMICôs review and lessons to be learned are outlined in 
the chapters that follow.  
 

Figure 1 Public perceptions of the policing response to the riots16 

 

HMICôs public survey work comprised telephone interviews with 

¶ a nationally representative sample of 1,000 adults living in England and 
Wales; and 

¶ a further 1,000 residents of areas affected by the riots (West Midlands, 
West Yorkshire, Manchester, Nottingham, Croydon, Haringey), identified 
by postcode. 

The same questions were answered by all 2,000 respondents, in interviews 
conducted between 16 and 18 September 2011. 

 

The public were worried about the riots, and the policing response. 
Two in five people (39%) were either very or fairly worried that the police 
might not be able to keep control in their local area. Thirteen percent of 
people overall personally experienced órioting or disorder in my local areaô; 
29% had family or friends for whom this was the case. More than half of all 
people (54%) were worried during the riot period. People in riot-affected 
areas were more likely to be very worried than those in unaffected areas 
(25% vs 15%); however the numbers who were ófairly worriedô are around 
the same in riot and non-riot affected areas (35% and 33%).  

 

 
16

 See also Annex B. Full survey results are available to download from www.hmic.gov.uk/data  

http://www.hmic.gov.uk/data
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The public thought the police helped to end the riots. 83% of all 
respondents credit the police with helping to bring the riots to an end. 

 

60% think this could have been done more quickly. This total goes up in 
the most affected areas (to 68% in Croydon, and 72% in Haringey). 

 

Respondents believed that the police should be able to use a range of 
tactics, including those involving force. Dogs, batons and water cannon 
were strongly supported by more than three-quarters of respondents. 

 

Respondents were divided in their attitude to the policeôs use of force. 
Overall 49% of respondents believed that too little force was used to deal 
with the events, while 43% thought the force used was about right. Those 
surveyed in the more troubled locations of Croydon and Haringey were more 
likely to say that too little force was used. Respondents thought the police 
had used more forceful tactics than had actually occurred (e.g. 23% thought 
the police were already using water cannon).  

 

Information from the police was reassuring, but limited. The vast 
majority of people who received information from the police were reassured 
ï but this was only 17% of those surveyed.  

 

Some forces in riot-affected areas get a more positive response from 
the public than others. Initial analysis suggests that Manchester 
respondents were most likely to agree that their force did a satisfactory job 
in various aspects of policing the riots. Respondents in Croydon and 
Haringey were the least likely to think this.  

 

Overall, there was a perception (63%) that initially there were too few 
police at the riot scenes, but that by the end the number was right (68% 
agreement). 
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1:  The events of August 2011 

 

The events that unfolded between 06 and 10 August 2011 were unparalleled in 
terms of the speed, scale and geographical spread of disorder. They tested the 
ability of the Police Service to regain control and work with criminal justice 
partners to investigate crimes which touched thousands of victims. This chapter 
provides an overview of the disorder and a detailed timeline of how five forces 
responded to it in their areas. 

 

Comparison with previous disorders 

1.1 Police forces faced widespread violence, disorder and criminality between 06 
and 10 August 2011. This took different shapes and different forms (both within 
and between police force areas) at different times. While in certain areas it 
shared some characteristics of previous periods of disorder (see paras 1.2ff 
below), the speed of events was unprecedented.   

1.2 Urban disorder is of course not a new phenomenon. Working from the most 
recent examples, there were riots in 2005 in Lozells, Birmingham and in 
Oldham, Bradford and Burnley in 2001. In 1985, the death of Cynthia Jarrett led 
to major disorder at Broadwater Farm, which resulted in the death of PC Keith 
Blakelock. As in 2011, the riots of 1981 were geographically widespread ï 
although significantly, they took place over a much longer period of time, as did 
the 2001 riots in Oldham, Bradford and Burnley (which took place in May, June 
and July respectively).  

1.3 The 1981 riots broke out in Brixton on 11 April, and followed a proactive police 
operation to deal with the significant rise in the instances of street crime. 
Contrary to popular perception, although there was limited immediate ócopycatô 
rioting in other parts of the country, large scale disorder in other Metropolitan 
areas did not follow until three months later: in Toxteth (Liverpool) from 03ï05 
and 27ï28 July; in Moss Side (Manchester) on 08 and 11 July; and in 
Handsworth (Birmingham) on 10 and 11 July.  

1.4 Limited statistics are available on the extent of the 1981 disorder, although 
media reports and corporate memory suggest the scale of damage and number 
of officer injuries was larger than in August 2011. Reviews into the 1981 riots, 
particularly Lord Scarmanôs Report into the Brixton Riots, identified race-related 
tensions and a distrust of the police amongst marginalised and deprived 
communities as key drivers for the disorder. When considering the August 2011 
disorders, it is noteworthy that Lord Scarman recorded that: ñ . . . riots offered a 
golden opportunity to the criminal fraternity and to excited children tempted by 
the good things of our material society made easy for the picking.ò 

 

Damage caused during the August 2011 disorders 

1.5 The damage wrought during the August disorders was huge. Five members of 
the public lost their lives, with many more hurt; and as the polling data at Figure 
1 illustrates, many more were afraid for their own safety, and that of their friends 
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and families. More than 300 officers were also injured in tackling the unrest, 
which spanned 20 police force areas. 

 

Recorded crime17 

1.6 Ten forces saw the most extensive disorder, as the following map shows).18  

 

Figure 2  Recorded crimes during the August 2011 disorders 

1.7 Initial analysis shows that these ten forces recorded a total of approximately 
5,100 individual offences, spread across 66 local authority areas. These 
communities are typically high crime areas, and also among the most deprived. 
Sixty-eight percent of all offences were recorded by the Metropolitan Police. 

1.8 Provisional data shows that 50% of all offences involved some form of 
acquisitive crime. Offences involving criminal damage accounted for a further 
36%; violent offences were less common at 7%. Crime records also indicate 

 
17

 These figures give some indication as to the nature and variation of disorder, but will almost 
certainly underestimate the true extent of crime (especially violent crime) in August, as not every 
individual act will have been reported. 

18
Avon and Somerset Constabulary, Greater Manchester Police, Hertfordshire Police, 

Leicestershire Constabulary, Merseyside Police, Metropolitan Police Service, Nottinghamshire 
Police, Thames Valley Police, West Midlands Police and West Yorkshire Police. Home Office 
(2011): An Overview of Recorded Crimes and Arrests Resulting from Disorder Events in August 
2011. Available from www.homeoffice.gov.uk  

http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/
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that the nature of the offences varied from location to location: some areas 
(notably Greater Manchester, London and the West Midlands) saw mainly 
acquisitive crimes, while disorder in other places seems to have been 
dominated by criminal damage offences. 
 

Damage to businesses and residential property 

1.9 The maps that follow show the overall scale of the damage to businesses 
(Figure 3) and residential property (Figure 4) across London.  

Figure 3  Businesses affected in London by August 2011 disorders 
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Figure 4  Residential properties affected in London by August 2011 
disorders 

 

1.10 Across the country as a whole, 2,584 business commercial premises were 
attacked in total, and 231 residential properties damaged.19 

1.11 Between 06 and 10 August the London Fire Brigade received 6,281 calls for 
service (2,981 more than the same period in 2010). Of these, 540 calls were 
designated as fire incidents that required special mobilising arrangements by 
fire control staff.20 The current estimate of claims made under the Riot 
(Damages) Act range between of £200-300 million,21 a figure which does not 
include the cost of lost trade or business.  

 

 
19

 Home Office (2011): An Overview of Recorded Crimes and Arrests Resulting from Disorder 
Events in August 2011. Available from www.homeoffice.gov.uk 

20
 London Fire and Emergency Planning Authority (2011) Civil Disturbances in London August 

2011. Available from www.london-fire.gov.uk  

21
 Commissioner Bernard Hogan-Howe (October 20110, Report to the Metropolitan Police 

Authority.  

http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/
http://www.london-fire.gov.uk/



























































































































































































