Met enforces ban on officers dancing at Notting Hill Carnival as policing ramps up
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For the upcoming Notting Hill Carnival, the Metropolitan Police have reiterated an instruction that officers must not dance with revellers while on duty — a restriction the force says is necessary to keep hundreds of thousands of people safe. A Metropolitan Police spokesperson told The Guardian in a statement that officers are “there to keep revellers safe, not to join in the revelling,” and that the standards of behaviour for the operation will be communicated clearly ahead of the weekend.
The ban is being enforced against the background of the Met’s largest annual policing deployment: roughly 7,000 officers and staff will be on duty across the carnival footprint each day. According to the force’s policing plan, the emphasis this year is on intelligence-led tactics, pre-emptive arrests, screening arches and rapid response — measures the Met says would be undermined if officers were distracted by joining in the celebrations.
Images of officers dancing amid sound systems have long been part of the carnival’s visual fabric — seen by many as a small but valuable gesture towards repairing historic strains between the police and west London communities. Yet the ban, first introduced in 2019, reflects a change in risk calculation inside the force. “Carnival is a fantastic event but it is a serious event,” one police source told The Guardian, underlining the view among senior commanders that officers need to remain visibly operational rather than performative.
That shift in posture is grounded in recent operational experience. Met incident figures from last year recorded dozens of assaults on officers, multiple stabbings, hundreds of arrests and two killings over the weekend; the force’s own post-event update itemised officer injuries, weapons recoveries and a high volume of offences that, it said, justify a more robust preventative stance. The scale and density of the crowds — the carnival routinely attracts more than a million people over two days — add a persistent fear of crushing in narrow residential streets, a danger senior police figures have described in stark terms.
Alongside the dancing ban, the Met will again use live facial recognition (LFR) technology on approaches outside the formal event boundary, saying the system is intended to identify wanted suspects and missing people and that alerts will be reviewed by officers rather than triggering automatic arrests. The force’s statement stressed safeguards for biometric data. Civil‑liberties groups, however, warn that LFR is prone to racial bias and misidentification; the BBC has reported campaigners’ concerns even as Met officials defend the technology as an intelligence-led tool designed to deter those intent on causing harm.
Tensions between the police and carnival organisers have been audible in recent months. Metropolitan Police Commissioner Sir Mark Rowley has warned of crowd‑safety risks — likening the potential for catastrophic crushing to past stadium disasters in stark terms — and has called for a “reset” in event management, arguing that responsibility for stewarding and crowd control cannot rest solely with officers. Organisers have pushed back, arguing stewardship and community ownership are central to the carnival’s character and that policing should support, not supplant, those arrangements.
The carnival itself remains, for many, a vital celebration of Caribbean culture that dates back almost seven decades and grew from community resistance to overt racism. The event timetable published by the carnival organisers sets out a three‑day programme: a National Panorama event on Saturday, a family‑focused Children’s Day and J’ouvert on Sunday, and the main Adults’ Day parade on bank holiday Monday. Its free, community-led nature and the ubiquitous sound systems are part of the attraction — and part of the operational headache for policing in densely packed streets.
The unfolding mix of public‑safety measures — a dancing ban for officers, high staffing numbers, screening and biometric technology — highlights an unresolved trade‑off at the heart of policing large cultural events. The Met insists the steps are necessary and intelligence-led and points to last year’s harms as justification; campaigners and some community voices warn those tactics risk further eroding trust and disproportionately targeting minority attendees. Both sides say they want the same outcome: a safe carnival that retains its cultural vibrancy. How that balance is struck over the coming weekend will be closely watched by residents, revellers and civil‑liberties groups alike.
For attendees, organisers and the police the immediate message is practical: expect a highly policed environment, visible security measures on approaches, and repeated public appeals for information or concerns to be reported via established channels. The Met has urged the public to work with officers and partners to deter serious violence and to prioritise crowd safety while the carnival proceeds.
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