Police review reveals social media failures in managing Southport riot aftermath
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A review of the police response to last summer's riots in the UK has highlighted significant shortcomings in managing the risks posed by social media, particularly in light of an incident that resulted in violent unrest following the tragic stabbing of three young girls in Southport. Axel Rudakubana, aged 18, was convicted in January for the murders of Alice da Silva Aguiar, nine, Bebe King, six, and Elsie Dot Stancombe, seven, and is serving a minimum sentence of 52 years for the attack that occurred during a Taylor Swift-themed dance class.
The report, released by His Majesty's Chief Inspector of Constabulary, Sir Andy Cooke, found that while there was no conclusive evidence of coordination by extremist groups, the violence primarily stemmed from "disaffected individuals, influencers or groups" incited online. The review indicated that the majority of those involved were local residents, and emphasized that the unrest was largely not motivated by ideology or political views.
According to the report, various factors contributed to the disorder, including social deprivation, austerity, economic downturn, political decisions regarding migration and asylum, and a declining trust in policing. The rapid dissemination of information, alongside misinformation on social media, significantly exacerbated the situation, with inspectors noting that misleading content remained unaddressed for too long. 
Sir Andy Cooke pointed out that police forces, grappling with limited resources, have not invested adequately in technology or tools necessary for managing online content effectively. A police communications lead cited an absence of a coherent strategy to counter misinformation and disinformation, describing the state of affairs as lacking a “proper answer” to the challenges posed by online narratives.
The report urges social media companies to act more swiftly in removing misleading posts and calls for the regulatory body Ofcom to have enhanced powers to enforce compliance. Cooke argues that these companies must take responsibility, regardless of their country of origin, urging police chiefs to be more proactive in addressing disinformation and clarifying facts publicly.
The review underscored that the unrest was predictable; despite prior national assessments indicating a low risk of disorder, historical patterns of violence against venues housing asylum seekers were overlooked. A senior intelligence officer expressed concerns that police operations resembled “writing the manual as it happened,” revealing a significant deficit in preparedness and planning.
The National Police Chiefs' Council (NPCC) responded to the findings, asserting that the report does not accurately reflect the policing's role in combatting harmful online material. NPCC chair Chief Constable Gavin Stephens maintained that while lessons can be learned from the report, law enforcement should not bear the primary responsibility for regulating online content. He emphasised that ensuring the accuracy of information is the collective responsibility of content creators, platform providers, and regulatory bodies.
Despite the criticisms, Stephens highlighted the successes of police media strategies and reiterated the importance of refining their approach to ensure preparedness and resilience in the face of future challenges. The current review marks the second examination of the police response since the riots, aiming to draw lessons and improve accountability in managing societal unrest influenced by digital platforms.
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