Police urged to tackle social media misinformation after Southport riots
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In a significant report published by His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Fire and Rescue Services (HMICFRS), Sir Andy Cooke, Chief Inspector of Constabulary, emphasised the need for police forces to enhance their response to misinformation on social media following the riots that erupted in Southport after the tragic murders of three young girls last summer. The report highlights that authorities were caught "off guard" by the rapid spread of online falsehoods, which contributed to the ensuing violence.
The riots, which followed the brutal killings of Bebe King, Elsie Dot Stancombe, and Alice Da Silva Aguiar, saw a considerable outpouring of public anger, with social media platforms flooded with erroneous claims about the alleged assailant, Axel Rudakubana. This misinformation fuelled public outrage, drawing large crowds to the streets and resulting in extreme levels of violence directed at the police. By the end of January, over 1,000 arrests had been made, including 147 children, with the oldest arrested being 81 years old.
Sir Andy warned that police must not remain passive in the face of such misinformation. He stated, "They need to fill the information void that was filled during this disorder with so much misinformation. That misinformation and disinformation can go viral very very quickly. So policing cannot be passive when police safety is at risk." He further called upon prominent social media companies such as Meta, TikTok, and X (formerly known as Twitter), to assume greater social responsibility and prevent their platforms from being misused to incite violence.
The report identified a "massive void" of accurate information that was exploited by individuals aiming to stir up hatred, asserting that the authorities must proactively manage public communication in crisis situations to prevent a recurrence of the violence seen last summer. Sir Andy described the situation as "not acceptable," advocating for police forces to create dedicated teams for monitoring and responding to online threats during major incidents, labelling such an investment as prudent if it helps avert further disorder.
In addition, the report highlighted that there was no evidence supporting the notion that the riots were orchestrated by any specific group, indicating most individuals participating in the unrest were local residents. Emily Spurrell, Chair of the Association of Police and Crime Commissioners (APCC), echoed Sir Andy’s concerns, acknowledging that misinformation played a significant role in escalating tensions and violence during the riots. She stated, "Officers responded admirably to a complex and fast-moving situation... It is extremely concerning that the inspectorate finds forces have failed to learn lessons following previous incidents of widespread violent disorder."
Sir Andy’s comments come at a time when the Labour government has pledged to bolster neighbourhood policing with an increase of 13,000 officers across England and Wales, starting with the recruitment of 3,000 by March. He noted that neighbourhood policing is crucial in anticipating and mitigating risks of future violence, referencing a "withdrawal" from such policing in recent years as a contributing factor to the challenges faced.
The report serves as a call for the police service to improve its systems and processes related to disorder-related intelligence, emphasising the need for a proactive approach in the age of rapid digital communication. This development underscores the urgency for the police and relevant authorities to adapt to the evolving landscape of information dissemination, ensuring public safety amidst the complexities of social media.
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