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The 2011 Riots 
 
During 6-10 August 2011 some of England’s biggest cities saw the worst riots 
of a generation. As events unfolded, communities affected were left 
devastated; the rest of the country looked on in shock. While the immediate 
aftermath was heartening - groups of volunteers rallied to clear up their 
communities – there were many questions about who was responsible and 
why public authorities were caught unprepared. 

We know that much work has been done to understand the riots; why they 
started and how they can be prevented in the future. The Guardian and LSE 
Reading the Riots; the Home Affairs Select Committee Policing large scale 
disorder; HMIC The rules of engagement; and the Metropolitan Police Service 
Strategic review into the Disorder, all give a comprehensive overview and 
profile of rioters and the causes of the riots.  

There have been a variety of responses to the riots and debate over the 
motivations and causes. Some blame social and moral breakdown, others 
point to economics and government policy and others simply cite criminality 
as causes. What studies tell us is that there was no single reason why people 
decided to riot, but instead a range of factors, including: the shooting of Mark 
Duggan, unemployment, policing, poverty, moral decline and simply wanting a 
new pair of trainers have all been cited as reasons why the disturbances 
started.  

Riot prevention  

Various reports, including the Riots, Communities and Victims Panel have 
made a series of recommendations to Government and public authorities in 
order to strengthen communities to prevent riots and also measures that 
authorities can put in place to respond to rioting, if it were to happen again. 
Were rioting to happen again, the response of public agencies would be vital 
to ensuring minimal damage and disturbance to communities. The 
recommendations have been wide ranging – many of which have implications 
for local authorities and their work on preventing riots.   

These proposals however, come amidst a very difficult time for local 
government and communities. Local authorities are currently facing an 
extremely challenging climate; budgetary pressures and the need to transform 
services provide a complex backdrop to their work on riot prevention.  

As we approach a year since the first outburst of riots in Tottenham, and as 
focus will inevitably turn to looking at what has happened since the riots, this 
LGiU snapshot looks at what work local authorities are doing on riot 
prevention, how they are planning and preparing for future riots and whether 
this has changed as a result of the 2011 summer riots. 

We know that the role of communities is vital. The people who came out into 
their communities in the days and weeks after the riots took place, with 
brooms and bin bags to help with the clear-up, undoubtedly contributed to 
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stopping the riots and they gave us something to be hopeful about. Building 
and maintaining community resilience could be a vital part of riot mitigation 
and we want to understand what local authorities are doing to play a central 
role in facilitating it. 
 
In particular, we ask local authorities – whether they were affected by the riots 
or not - whether they think there will be a repeat of last year’s disturbances, if 
they have reviewed emergency plans as a result of the riots, whether they are 
doing any work to build community resilience and if they have addressed any 
of the recommendations in the Riots, Communities and Victims Panel report. 

Our findings 

 

 

How public authorities, particularly the police, responded to the riots as they 
happened was put under immense scrutiny; with many commentators 
suggesting that authorities were not prepared for these events. As the 
emergency response is so important, we wanted to find out if local authorities 
had reviewed or changed their emergency response plans as a result of the 

Of those who responded to 
the survey, were their local 
authority areas affected by 

the 2011 riots? 

!

Previous studies have 
looked at whether rioters 

think there will be a repeat 
of the 2011 riots. We 

wanted to find out if local 
authorities think there will 

be riots again. We asked: in 
areas that were affected by 
the riots, do respondents 

think that the riots will 
happen again? 
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riots. We asked all authorities, whether they had riots or not, whether the 
authority has reviewed emergency plans or put any special measures in place 
to deal with riots as a result of the events last summer. 

 

Almost 95 per cent of authorities that we surveyed said that if there was a 
repeat of the riots in their area, they felt ‘very prepared’ or ‘somewhat 
prepared’ to respond to them. A key part of being able to respond quickly and 
effectively in the event of riots, is to ensure that emergency plans are in place 
and take into consideration how to deal with public disturbances. Our findings 
show that around 50 per cent of respondents have or are planning to review 
their emergency plans as a result of the riots.  

Of the 25 per cent of respondents who have not reviewed their emergency 
plans, none of these authorities experienced rioting in 2011. That said, 34 per 
cent of respondents who did not experience riots, have, or are planning to 
review their emergency plans in light of the riots. When asked why their 
authority hasn’t reviewed their plans respondents answered most commonly 
that they didn’t feel that their area was at risk of riots and that they already 
have robust measures in place that recognise public disorder as a risk. 
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We also asked what activities those local authorities that have, or plan to 
review their emergency plans have done. Most commonly cited was making 
better use of social media, both to strengthen how they monitor social 
networking sites and also how social networking is used by the local authority 
to communicate with residents. Authorities also frequently cited that they have 
reviewed and refreshed mechanisms for monitoring and dealing with 
community cohesion and tensions. 

A number of reports pointed to the role of social capital and community 
resilience in mitigating riots. Local authorities can take a key role in this, so we 
wanted to find out whether they are doing any work to build social capital and 
community resilience in their area, as a response to the riots last year. 

 

 

For those authorities that 
are not reviewing their 

emergency plans, why are 
they not doing this?!
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Around 60 per cent of authorities surveyed are doing work to build social 
capital and community resilience in their areas, or have plans to. As part of 
this work around social capital and community resilience, authorities have 
been concentrating on: 

 

Of the 28 per cent of authorities not doing work in this field, the majority of 
these authorities did not experience any rioting in their area and they state 
that they are not doing this type of work because they believe that their area is 
not at risk of riots. 

For those councils who are not doing any work to build social capital and 
community resilience in their areas, why have they chosen not to? 

 

The Riots, Communities and Victims Panel and the final report made a series 
of recommendations which stress the role of central government, communities 
and local authorities working in partnership to mitigate riots – the 
recommendations were comprehensive and vast. These proposals are 
intended to work towards preventing riots, and also in the event of rioting 
happening again, ensure that public agencies and communities are better 
able to respond. We asked all survey respondents: have they done any work 
to address the recommendations from the Riots, Communities and Victims 
Panel report? 
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Of those authorities that have done work to address the recommendations 
from the Riots, Communities and Victims Panel report, what have they done? 
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Finally, a year on from the riots of August 2011, we asked all respondents: if 
there was a repeat of the riots in your authority area, how prepared do you 
think your authority is to respond? 

 

Who do you think is best 
placed to lead on riot 

mitigation locally? 

!
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What does this tell us? 
 
A year on from the riots, local authorities have had time to digest what 
happened and take on board the various reports and recommendations that 
have been made. Our snapshot tells us that local authorities are not expecting 
more riots; but were they to happen, 95 per cent of authorities surveyed feel 
that they are prepared to respond to them. Half of the authorities surveyed 
have, or are planning to review their emergency plans and despite the 
significant cuts to local authority budgets, 6 in 10 councils are doing work, or 
have continued doing work to build social capital and community resilience. 

Those local authorities who have reviewed emergency plans have focused on 
making better use of social media – both to understand their communities and 
communicate with them. Authorities realise that in order to reach communities 
effectively, they must respond to the changing use of technology and 
communication channels. It is also clear that a significant amount of work is 
being targeted towards understanding and monitoring cohesion issues so that 
they are able to tackle potential tensions within communities before they 
reach crisis point.  

Many of the reports in the aftermath of the riots cited the role of building social 
capital and community resilience as a means to mitigate riots, and our survey 
tells us that 6 in 10 councils are engaging in this sort of work. This has 
focused around key factors reported as influencing the 2011 riots, such as 
deprivation, community safety, youth work and engaging closely with local 
groups and vulnerable sections of the community.  

Looking ahead, we know that local authorities will be faced with difficult 
decisions about where to invest resources; but this survey shows that at 
present, they are continuing to put resources into preventing riots by investing 
in work to strengthen communities and tackle factors contributing to social 
deprivation. To avoid riots in the future, this will need to continue. The 
challenge for local authorities will be in balancing the budgets in order to do 
so, and also bringing communities into the delivery process, to ensure that 
they are an integral part of building resilience.  

When you look exclusively 
at respondents who had 

riots, 100 per cent of these 
authorities report that they 

are ‘very’ or ‘somewhat’ 
prepared to respond if there 
was a repeat of the riots in 

their area.!


