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Foreword from the Police and Crime Commissioner 
 
The law regarding the use of force by police is complex. Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of 
Constabulary commissioned a legal examination of the law, and the expectation of the 
courts, in relation to use of force and the resulting advice is summarised in ten key 
principles. 
 

1. Police officers owe a general duty to protect persons and property, to 
preserve order, to prevent the commission of offences and, where an offence 
has been committed, to take measures to bring the offender to justice; 

 
2. Police officers may, consistent with this duty, use force in the exercise of 

particular statutory powers, for the prevention of crime or in effecting a lawful 
arrest. They may also do so in self-defence or the defence of others, to stop or 
prevent an imminent breach of the peace, and to protect property; 

 
3. Police officers shall, as far as possible, apply non-violent methods before 

resorting to any use of force. They should use force only when other methods 
have proved ineffective, or when it is honestly and reasonably judged that there 
is no realistic prospect of achieving the lawful objective identified without force; 

 
4. When force is used it shall be exercised with restraint. It shall be the minimum 

honestly and reasonably judged to be necessary to attain the lawful 
objective; 

 
5. Lethal or potentially lethal force should only be used when absolutely 

necessary in self-defence, or in the defence of others against the threat of 
death or serious injury 

 
6. Any decision relating to the use of force which may affect children, or other 

vulnerable persons, must take into account the implications of such status 
including, in particular, the potentially greater impact of force on them; 

 
7. Police officers should plan and control operations to minimise, to the greatest 

extent possible, recourse to lethal force, and to provide for the adoption of a 
consistent approach to the use of force by all officers. Such planning and control 
will include the provision to officers of a sufficient range of non-lethal equipment 
and the availability of adequate medical expertise to respond to harm caused 
by the use of force; 

 
8. Individual officers are accountable and responsible for any use of force, 

and must be able to justify their actions in law; 
 

9. In order to promote accountability and best practice all decisions relating to the 
use of force, and all instances of the use of force, should be reported and 
recorded either contemporaneously, or as soon as reasonably practicable; 
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10. Any decision relating to the use of force by police officers must have regard to 
the duty of care owed by the relevant police service to each individual 
police officer in the discharge of his duties. Deployment of police officers in 
a public order context where force may be used can carry grave risks to their 
own safety, and so must be the subject of rigorous control for that reason also. 

 
A major part of my role is to ensure that when police use force they are subject to 
scrutiny based around the above principles. In Dorset, my office leads on scrutinising 
the police through a series of independent panels. Local people from a variety of 
different backgrounds, and with a range of different points of view, sit on these panels, 
and share their thoughts on how the Force is performing and what it could do better. 
 
The volunteers on the Use of Force Scrutiny Panel take a detailed look at a number 
of cases dealt with by Dorset Police. The cases, selected at random by my office, are 
anonymised, but contain all of the relevant information about how officers responded 
to particular scenarios. Should any contain cause for concern, this is passed onto the 
Force to ensure that officers learn from mistakes and organisational improvements are 
made. 
 
In the cases reviewed to date, the panel members have found that officers acted 
entirely appropriately. This is a testament to officers' work, given the challenging and 
dangerous situations in which I know they often find themselves. Indeed, examining 
the anonymous cases always brings one thing home to the Panel and to myself – that 
the role of frontline staff is incredibly difficult, made more so when COVID-19 
introduced a further set of challenges for the police.  
 
I’d like to thank the panel members for helping me undertake this important scrutiny. 
I’d also like to thank Dorset Police officers for their continued dedication in performing 
a role that is vital but is often criticised by others.  
 
I hope this report helps to highlight just one of the ways that I work to ensure that 
Dorset Police is accountable to the communities it serves. As ever, if you or any Dorset 
residents have opinions on this important area of my work, I’d encourage them to get 
in touch.   
 
 

 

Martyn Underhill 
 

Police and Crime Commissioner for Dorset 
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Introduction  
 
The Dorset Police and Crime Commissioner operates a number of independent 
scrutiny panels to enable him to hold Dorset Police to account.  One of which is the 
Use of Force Scrutiny Panel.  
 
The Panel was initially established in November 2017 as a joint Use of Force Scrutiny 
Panel led by the Police and Crime Commissioners of Dorset and Devon and Cornwall 
and the Isles of Scilly. In May 2018, due to the challenges presented by differing 
governance structures, the Commissioners decided to operate their own panels.  
 
Since then, the Dorset Use of Force Scrutiny Panel has continued to operate 
independently meeting on a quarterly basis.  The position of Chair has been passed 
from the Police and Crime Commissioner to an independent member of the Panel, 
Andy Taylor.    
 
Over the course of the year, the Use of Force Scrutiny panel has:  
 

 Undertaken quarterly reviews of the performance figures related to use of force 
by Dorset Police, noting that there had been a decrease of 6.7% in the number 
of use of force incidents recorded during 2019/2020.   

 
 Scrutinised cases of use of force by Dorset Police independently selected by 

the OPCC on a range of themes, including:  
 

o use of force in hospital settings,  
o use of force involving the application of Spit and Bite Guards,  
o the most frequently used methods of force,  
o the officers most frequently recording using force, 
o cases of severe injury, 
o use of force on youths  
o use of force on individuals with a disability and in possession of a bladed 

weapon.   
 

 The Panel has continued to find that the main contributory factors leading to the 
need for use of force are alcohol and drugs.   

 

Tasers  

Members have received regular updates in relation to Taser uplift.  The Panel agree 
that the use of Taser does appear to be a deterrent and although more officers are 
equipped with Taser, this had not resulted in increased allegations of excessive use 
of force.   
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Use of Force in relation to Taser covers five areas, drawing, aiming, red dot, arcing 
and firing.   

Over the course of the year there had been 206 recorded incidents where Taser was 
deployed.  Of the 206 the following indicates the level of Taser method used. 

Taser Method Occasions Percentage 
Taser drawn 56 27.1% 
Taser aimed 19 9.2% 
Red dot 110 53.4% 
Arcing 1 >1% 
Firing 20 9.5% 

 

Nearly 90% of all deployments did not require the Taser to be fired, which further 
highlights the deterrent effect it has. 

 

 

#makingadifference      #opccscrutiny 
 
Panel members were able to consider the actions of officers where they had been 
called to a dwelling to support ambulance staff trying to deal with an individual 
who had taken an overdose.  The individual was volatile and trying to leave, 
resulting in an officer attempting to apply handcuffs.  The subject then turned on 
the officer and his colleague throwing multiple punches.  As he continued to keep 
fighting and resisting arrest, officers used PAVA spray to gain control of the 
situation and was eventually brought to the ground and arrested.     
 
Officers had a number of factors to consider including whether tactical 
communications can be used effectively, the individual’s access to potentially 
lethal weapons given they were inside their own dwelling, the effect of drugs 
consumed by the individual, a number of verbal threats he had made and his 
volatile reaction when an attempt had been made to handcuff him and very 
quick decisions are required around what force is most appropriate and safe to 
use.  
 
Panel members agreed that the level of force used had been appropriate.   
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Performance Figures  

Each quarter Dorset Police produce a written report for use both by Dorset Police and 
the Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner, including for consideration by the Use 
of Force Scrutiny Panel.    
 
The 2019/20 report provided detailed and comparative information on: 
 
 The number of use of force incidents recorded which for the period was 6,379, a 

decrease of 6.7% on the previous year.  

 Reported injuries to officers during those incidents, including whether a weapon had 
been involved. A total of 430 officers were injured during the course of this year. Of 
that total, four were severe injuries, the remaining 426 were classed as minor. 
Officers also declared on 225 occasions that they had been spat at, relatively similar 
to the previous year.  

 The policing duty being undertaken when force was used, for example, in a custody 
setting, roads policing, foot patrol, etc.   The vast majority of officers reported they 
had been on mobile patrol when it had been necessary to use force, with custody 
and the armed response vehicle staff as the second and third most frequent reports. 

 The ages and gender of the subjects that force was used on and whether they had 
a physical or mental health condition.   The largest number of subjects were aged 
between 18 – 34, followed by those aged 35 – 49. Force continues to be used on 
men 80% of all occasions.     

 The location of the incidents such as street, open ground, hospital, custody block, 
licensed premises, etc. The most frequent incident location was in the 
street/highway.    

 The reason force was used, for example, to protect self, protect the public, prevent 
harm, effect arrest, prevent escape and so on.   The most common reasons officers 
used force was to protect themselves or prevent harm to others.   

 The use of force tactics used which could be physical restraint, including compliant 
or non-compliant handcuffing, and/or physical strike or taser use.   

 The overall outcomes after force had been used.  The vast majority (82%) had 
resulted in arrest of the individual.    

Panel members are provided with the above information prior to every meeting to 
enable them to carefully consider what questions or comments they may have to which 
Dorset Police would respond.  Throughout the year, the Panel had been pleased to 
note the continued improvement in terms of compliance with data recording 
requirements by Dorset Police.  
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#makingadifference      #opccscrutiny 
 
In February 2020, the dip sampling had been based on five officers who had been 
identified as; using force the most frequently, and cases of severe injury. 
 
The Panel reviewed five cases where use of force had been used and the Chair 
stated that, although two of the cases had been far from straightforward, and 
required significant force to be used, the view of the Panel had been that, overall, 
the use of force had been minimised and had been entirely appropriate.  
  
The Chair also stated that all officers concerned should be commended on their 
behaviour and their restraint in the face of significant provocation. 
 

 

Summary and Future Plans  
 
Thanks are due to Dorset Police officers and staff for their significant contribution in 
ensuring the meetings are provided with the necessary support.   
 
There is a planned recruitment for new members to join the Scrutiny Panels to support 
the PCC in oversight of the force work.  
 
The Panel has noted with concern that, as reported in the Annual Report for 2018/19, 
they have come across a worrying number of incidents in which police officers were 
called upon to deal with people in mental health crisis.  
 
The Panel is aware that this reflects a national trend but nevertheless is concerned 
about the implications for both policing and for mental health in Dorset. Not only does 
this issue present a potential strain on police resources, but in many of these cases, it 
would have been far better for those vulnerable people to have been dealt with by 
other agencies. 
 
The Police and Crime Commissioner has raised this as a matter of concern with mental 
health services and other partnership agencies across Dorset. 
 
Finally, the PCC and the Panel would like to offer their thanks to all Dorset Police 
officers who have been involved in the scrutiny process.  


