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British Crisis Management in a European and Regional Context 

John Connolly 

Dominic Elliott 

 

Summary 

In a globalised world national level policy-makers make decisions, often during times of 

crisis and uncertainty, that have implications for neighbouring territories. Britain is an 

example of a nation-state that has had to accommodate such a multi-level context in the 

management of crises. What is clear is that the processes of crisis management rely 

heavily on the effectiveness and nature of policy relationships at multiple levels of 

governance. Managing and coordinating crises in these contexts represents a challenge 

for national crisis managers as these complex governance landscapes produce 

uncertainties and reveal vulnerabilities when it comes to identifying ‘who’ is the 

dominant crisis manager. Crisis management research highlights that the effectiveness of 

transnational crisis management depends on policy relationships within and between 

networks, including the extent to which national technocratic actors feature in the 

political decisions that affect crisis governance arrangements. Policy relationships 

themselves are also shaped by the contexts and dynamics of regional/territorial 

governance, Europeanisation processes, and the internationalisation of crisis 

management– all of which produce their own political tensions for the workings and 

autonomy of national crisis managers. 

Keywords: British, crisis management, European Union, resilience, governance  

 

Introduction 

National level policy-makers make decisions during times of crisis and uncertainty that 

have implications for neighbouring territories and raise challenges in dealing with 

multiple tiers of governance ‘within’ states reflecting the rise in regional governance and 

the devolution of authority. Some scholars refer to these twin developments in 

governance as ‘glocalism’ or ‘glocalisation’ (Robertson, 1994; Drori et al., 2014).  This 

refers to the presence of mutuality between globalisation and regionalism/localism. 

Networks of crisis governance need to accommodate such twin developments. Crisis 

governance concerns the approaches and leadership of government actors when 

responding to crises, emergencies, and uncertainties - including how multiple 
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stakeholders, with differing interests, operating at several levels of governance, might be 

managed and coordinated to address acute problems.   

The politics of crisis management literature provides insights into decision-making 

processes during crisis with regard to the transnational implications of modern threats 

(Boin and ‘t Hart, 2003; Boin and Lodge, 2016; Blondin and Boin, 2018) and emphasises 

the importance of developing resilience to avoid or resolve threats (Brassett et al., 2013; 

Hanefield et al., 2018). Failure will challenge the stability and integrity of policy systems 

(Elliott, 2009; McConnell, 2015).  For example, in 2001 the UK saw its most significant 

animal disease epidemic since the mid-1960s - known as the foot and mouth crisis.  Some 

6,456,000 animals were culled, with the UK National Audit Office (NAO) estimating the 

direct cost of the 2001 crisis to the public sector at over £3 billion, and £5 billion to the 

private sector (HC-939, 2002: 13). The crisis was, in many senses, a catalytic crisis 

revealing a need to adapt a localised threat spread in the absence of scalable 

governmental contingency planning, effective political leadership, and organisational 

resilience mechanisms (Connolly, 2016). For example, the flow of animal products are 

central to the EU single market and global trade. But, at the same time, the crisis required 

the Scottish and Welsh administrations to coordinate with the UK government and other 

local authorities across the UK jurisdictions. At a governance level agriculture is an area 

of devolved responsibility.  In this respect, the foot and mouth crisis provides broader 

lessons about how policy responses operate within a multi-level governance landscape.   

At a UK national government level, such complex relationships complicate the degree of 

autonomy afforded to states when managing crises. This is because there are implications 

for regional governance (in terms of coordinating with devolved nations) and for 

coordinating with global policy actors (the European Union and wider international 

organisations). At a agency, departmental level, leadership and organisational strategies 
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are required to enable actors to focus upon the effectiveness of responses and 

relationships with both local/first responders and national-level actors. In short, crisis 

management processes rely heavily upon the effectiveness of relationships  across 

boundaries within policy systems. These relationships should acknowledge the 

localisation, territorialisation, Europeanisation and internationalisation of crisis 

management - all of which produce their own tensions for the workings and autonomy of 

national crisis leaders and managers. A perennial challenge can be disentangling ‘who’ 

the crisis manager is within multi-layered systems, which raises questions about lines of 

accountability and control.   

A challenge for crisis management policy-making for any governance system is when 

there is destabilisation within the macro-political and economic context.  A major 

example, if we consider the UK context,  is Brexit (a shorthand term for Britain’s ‘exit’ 

from the EU as a Member State). The UK has played a major role  in facilitating crisis 

management capacities in the EU to the point where the EU has been described as a 

‘crisis manager’ in its own right (Boin et al., 2003). The decoupling the contingencies 

processes and expert networks that shape contingency processes is concern for multi-

level crisis coordination call into question the stability of crisis management 

relationships. The degree of relational difficulty, no matter the full consequences of 

Brexit, always depends upon the type of policy sector, the networks that have formed 

around them, and the maturity of EU integration across sectors (Connolly, 2019; Judge, 

2019).   

With Brexit in mind, the purpose of this article is to highlight the key themes and debates 

regarding British crisis management within a multi-level context. First, the article 

considers why UK crisis management cannot be studied without understanding the 

influence of global governance.  Second, Britain’s relationship with the EU, in terms of 
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crisis management, is addressed with a focus on the big issues that Brexit elucidates 

regarding the rescaling or disintegration of policy relationships.  Third, key debates in 

relation to the politics of territorial aspects of British crisis management are considered. 

For the purposes of this ‘crisis’ is defined as a period of acute discontinuity, a phase of 

disorder and intensity which challenges existing policy practices and organisational 

configurations, prompting the need for government readiness and swift decision-making 

capacities (Keown-McMullan, 1997: 9; Boin, 2004: 197). The article provides examples 

of crises affecting policy sectors that are multi-level in nature for illustrative purposes in 

order to cover sufficient ground in proportion to this general theme, rather than adopting 

a single case study approach.   

National Crisis Management Autonomy in the Context of Multi-Level Governance  

The cultures, processes, institutions and decision-making structures of British crisis 

management have developed significantly (see McConnell, 2003; Stark, 2014; Connolly, 

2016; Institute for Government, 2016). This reflects the British government’s experience 

from managing several crises during the past twenty years – for example  flooding, 

animal disease outbreaks, London riots, fuel protests, institutional crises, several terror 

attacks, and the Grenfell tower fire catastrophe.  

The patterns of British crisis governance can be distilled into the following: 

• Centralised coordination. A key feature of UK central government is that when a 

crisis requires a cross-governmental response and political leadership the Cabinet 

Office (via Cabinet Officer Briefing Room A – COBRA) of the Civil 

Contingencies Secretariat takes a leading role. COBRA is known as the 

overseeing and symbolic centre of UK crisis management.  Its function is to 
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coordinate crisis management responses across Government (e.g. for terror 

attacks, major incidents, and threats to homeland security).  

• Decentralisation and resilience. Another key feature of British crisis management 

is that crisis responses, when restricted to regional/geographical areas, will 

cascade to a local level via Local Resilience Hubs in partnership with agencies 

(e.g. for flooding, fires). This is generally associated with emergency response. 

COBRA might be informed regarding threat levels but it may not always be the 

focus of the response.  

• Territorialisation. An increasingly important feature of intergovernmental crisis 

management concerns the devolved territories of UK governance. Depending on 

whether a policy is reserved to the UK government or devolved to Scotland, 

Wales, and Northern Ireland there will be a need to coordinate and collaborate 

between political administrations given that threats are not respecters of borders 

(e.g. infection control, biological threats and hazards).   

• Europeanisation.  The European dimension is an important feature of UK crisis 

governance in that if the crisis affects an area of EU public policy then there will 

be involvement of the relevant EU agencies and institutions. UK policy-makers 

operate at the UK-EU interface, especially during the pre-crisis and response 

phase, whereby UK officials will seek to shape EU policy positions on 

contingencies and crisis management. This is a result of the fact that crisis 

responses need to operate within the confines of EU Directives and regulations 

(for example, for environmental responses, the safety of the food chain, and 

energy to name a few).  
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• Internationalisation is an aspect of UK crisis governance in that crisis managers 

may work beyond the EU due to the globalisation of endemic problems requiring 

collaboration with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in response to the 

global financial crisis and with the World Health Organisation (WHO) concerning 

pandemics and other public health matters, such as antimicrobial resistance. The 

United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals are another channel by 

which cooperation is channelled to reduce the risk of crises occurring. The 

internationalisation of crisis management also relates to aspects of conflict 

resolution and stabilisation beyond the EU’s borders through overseas 

development (for example,  through the Foreign and Commonwealth Office 

(FCO). Cross-governmental units in UK government, such as the Stabilisation 

Unit (which work across DFID and the FCO), are focused upon conflict and 

stability within fragile conflicted-affected states. This arrangement was created 

following UK military engagement in the Balkans, Iraq and Afghanistan. 

The first two aspects centralisation coordination and decentralisation and resilience 

feature within the UK Civil Contingencies 2004, which is the main post-millennium 

legislative framework for crisis management in the UK. The latter two themes, 

Europeanisation and Internationalisation, represent the dominant drivers affecting 

British crisis management in the context of global governance.   

Global governance, at a basic level, ‘refers to the ways in which a variety of actors come 

together to address global problems’ (Bevir, 2009: 84). The focus of global governance 

emphasises transnational processes and relations between international organisations in 

planning for, and responding to, threats. British crisis managers must participate within 

global networks and play a role in shaping them through expert (or technocratic) input.  

With Brexit, for example, the political narratives of separation and disintegration impact 
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upon the technical processes of crisis management. This includes potential changes to the 

patterns of expert relations (or ‘epistemic’) influences of the UK on EU crisis 

management and vice versa (and whether the EU as an international crisis management 

actor will be less of a global force without British membership of the EU). As Wilsdon 

(2017: 591) writes, the ‘difficulty is that UK–EU networks of expertise, guidance and 

oversight are complementary, and have developed in tandem over many years. 

Generations of British scientists and experts have shaped EU frameworks, and vice 

versa’. Global epistemic networks are, therefore, crucial for British crisis management as 

networks contextualise capacities for managing crises (Christensen et al., 2016).  Weick 

et al (2008), who cites Wildavsky (1991, p. 85), discusses organising for high reliability 

(i.e. resilient and adaptive organisational forms and cultures in a complex context) 

arguing that expert/epistemic networks ‘represent a strategy for flexible crisis 

intervention that enables systems to deal with irreducible uncertainty and imperfect 

knowledge’. This is important for Britain given that UK expertise has proven to have had 

a major role in shaping the global policy direction of many areas of contingencies across 

a range of complex policy domains (Thomson and Blagden, 2018; Connolly, 2019, 

Judge, 2019). 

 

Governance ‘Complexity’ and the Implications for Crisis Management 

Crises heighten the need to manage across multiple-level boundaries and territories, a 

wicked management challenge in and of itself given that it can be a complex affairs for 

the business of governance.  Governance complexities are often associated with seeking 

solutions to wicked policy problems (Head, 2018; McConnell, 2018). Duit and Galaz 

(2008: 211) argue, convincingly, that ‘the processes such as climate change, 
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technological innovation, … all challenge a linear, scale-free, and static worldview that 

has guided large parts of the scientific study of society and politics’. Crisis management 

scholars tend to agree about the fundamental irrationality of the world, which necessitates 

the study of crises in the knowledge that they are characterised by ‘dynamic and chaotic 

processes, not discrete events sequenced neatly on a linear time scale’ (Boin and ‘t Hart, 

2003: 545-546).  Rijma (1997) discusses the task of crisis management as wrestling with 

‘interactive complexities’. For crisis managers this requires the need for leadership 

qualities that enable the foresight and agility necessary to negotiate through complex 

systems (Hartvigsen et al., 1998). In this respect, crisis management policy actors should 

acknowledge that they are not always in control of decision-making processes.   

 

The literature on ‘organisational’ crisis management emphasises the importance of 

leading through institutional complexities (see Smith, 1990; Shrivastava, 1993; Smith and 

Elliott, 2007). Effective leadership in coping and recovery may also contribute to more 

(or less) effective learning in the aftermath, yet this also involves leading through 

complex institutional relations. For example, local resilience hubs aim tackle threats 

locally and they incorporate processes for ‘scaling up’ responses in the event of crises 

spreading beyond their capacity – warranting greater coordination across boundaries. 

This requires central coordination, often via the central executive territory of UK 

government in the Cabinet Office (i.e. COBRA).  With a local approach in mind, but a 

European perspective, the dominant underlying approach to crisis management concerns 

collaboration between Member States and EU agencies under the principle of subsidiarity 

(i.e. legislation should be implemented at the lowest level of governance), which is 

consistent with the ideas of local/community resilience (Brasset et al., 2013; Coaffee, 

2013).  
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The EU has increasingly become a crisis manager on the global scale requiring Member 

States to build capacity and transfer policy ideas with each other. Much of this activity 

has been at a technocratic level with communities of experts sharing information and 

data, learning, and expertise with EU agencies to accumulate resilience capacities at a 

higher level of governance (Backman et al., 2018; Connolly, 2019). These activities 

operate within a political environment given that agencies and government 

administrations have different interests. Within the UK, for example, there are different 

political and territorial administrations within a quasi-federal governance arrangement 

(Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland). This can result in political conflict, which runs 

against the grain of a rational or instrumentalist approach to multi-level crisis 

management. For example, research into policy and organisational policy change in the 

aftermath of the 2001 foot and mouth crisis in the UK suggested that the devolved 

administrations, especially in Scotland, perceived that the crisis management effort was 

driven by English interests (Connolly, 2016: 98). The crisis also stimulated a process of 

deeper Europeanisation of emergency planning for animal disease-induced crises across 

Europe (Connolly, 2014a), which has also been the case for other areas of public policy 

(e.g. health security, energy security, home affairs, and defence). This indicates a degree 

of the ‘hollowing out’ of state-led crisis management. This leads to questions about the 

relevance of the ‘centralisation thesis’ (‘t Hart et al., 1991) of crisis management (i.e. that 

crisis management tends to be a centralised function of government).  Yet this is not to 

say that national government does not remain the leading crisis manager within the 

multiple-level environment. Instead, to understand the issues, challenges and synergies of 

crisis management in a global and regional context it is important to unpack the key 

influencers and drivers that affect the governance of central-level crisis management in 

Britain.   
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The Europeanisation Dimension  

Boin et al. (2013: 419) highlight how the EU has developed its crisis management 

capacities in ‘a punctuated and fragmentary manner’ in response to transnational threats 

and crisis.  The rise of the EU as a crisis management actor is through the work of 

agencies, the products of the continually emerging policy network of crisis management 

units.  Boin et al. (2013) consider that at the Member State-EU interface the management 

of transboundary crises represents a network model, which describes the dispersal of 

power within and across sectors whereby communication, trust, cooperation and 

coordination enable effective ‘boundary-spanning’. At the same time, Member States 

have supported the EU to develop a role as key actor in managing some of the world’s 

threats occurring within or outside its borders. The EU institutions have built capacities to 

manage risks and develop crisis management functions in areas that pertain to its growing 

legislative competence, for example, energy security and health (public and animal) 

security (Kay and Williams, 2009; Judge et al., 2016; Connolly, 2019). The role of the 

EU as a crisis actor also includes defence and security concerns concerning the stability 

of the European region (e.g. the crisis in Ukraine). In addition to debates about the nature 

of the EU as an intergovernmental or supranational actor (Hoffmann, 1966; Moravcsik, 

1993), an intensifying critique of the EU, through a crisis lens, focuses on the EU’s 

difficulty in finding a coherent ‘grand strategy’ for itself (Smith, 2011). Member States 

have questioned the aims, purpose and identity of the organisation. The culmination of 

which has been seen most clearly in the British government’s decision to hold a 

referendum on Britain’s membership of the EU. 
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Uploading and Downloading in the Context of British Crisis Management  

Studies of British crisis management have indicated the frequent post-crisis investigations 

prompt towards further Europeanisation of contingency planning arrangements and 

associated legislative changes (McConnell, 2003; Connolly, 2014a).  Saurugger (2014: 

181) argues that although the impact European integration at the domestic level is 

difficult to analyse in ‘normal times’ it becomes even more complex in times of crises 

due, in part, to the risks of culpability avoidance (‘blame games’ given there are 

institutional spaces created in which to duck, swerve and hide. Yet, the Europeanisation 

of crisis management is not the result of the EU simply taking a command and control, 

‘top-down’ approach but it is more of a dynamic process - the metaphor that is often used 

is ‘uploading and downloading’ (Börzel and Risse, 2000).  National crisis managers need 

to both ‘upload and download’ in their crisis preparedness activities. National crisis 

managers mobilise themselves to influence the legislative measures at the EU level 

(uploading) that might have a bearing on the implementation of crisis management 

responses when a crisis emerges (downloading).  To coin an old Scottish phrase, national 

policy-makers seek to go ‘first footing’ at the EU-level to steer supranational governance 

frameworks in their image and favour, which EU researchers term as ‘pace-setting’ 

(Quaglia, 2009).  According to Qualia (2009) the British government’s response to the 

2008 global financial crisis became a policy template that was implicitly endorsed 

(‘uploaded’) at the EU level and then adopted (‘downloaded’) in other EU countries. 

Qualia suggests that there were national variations across the EU, which is common in 

many areas of EU public policy whereby implementation approaches reflect political 

cultures, proportionality (in terms of policy priority differences), and socio-economic 

conditions.  Aligned to Qualia’s perspective on a high degree of policy transfer from 
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Britain to other European countries on economic crisis management measures, there is 

further evidence from the animal health security literature that outbreaks of BSE, avian 

influenza, and foot and mouth in Britain have led to lessons learned from crises 

translating into further Europeanisation (Gronvall, 2001; Connolly, 2008; 2016). This has 

also been the case for policy areas less subject to European integration but where the EU 

has a strong role, such as public health security. For example, following the 2009 UK 

swine flu pandemic the EU legislated to formalise the role of the European Commission’s 

Health Threats Unit in that the Health Security Committee (HSC) became formalised as 

an accountability forum. The HSC monitors and evaluates Member State preparedness 

for all health security threats.  

It is a major feature of British crisis management activity that national actors navigate 

through a constellation of EU agencies.  Health crises are a good case in point, the key 

EU agency for disease control is the European Centre for Disease Control (ECDC), an 

independent agency with a mission to identify, assess and disseminate information on 

threats to human health posed by infectious diseases. Other agencies have implications 

for the governance of health, for example, the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), 

European Food and Veterinary Office (FVO), the European Agency for Health and 

Safety at Work (EU OSHA), and European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug 

Addiction (EMCDDA). In the UK, the institutional architecture for crisis management 

pandemics and health security include Public Health England, Public Health Wales, and 

Health Protection Scotland. These agencies are responsible for responding to a public 

health threat/incident, such as pandemics, across the UK in liaison with central 

government departments, including the Department of Health and the Civil Contingencies 

Secretariat of the UK Cabinet Office. What this points to, particularly pre- and post-

crisis, is the significant time and resources needed at national level to devote to shaping 
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the direction of EU contingency approaches to support management of the acute phase of 

a crisis. Furthermore, EU agencies facilitate collaboration and information-sharing 

supported by a range Early Warning and Response Systems (EWRSs). These include 

foreign affairs and security policy systems, via the European External Action Service, to 

various health and food-related EWRSs involving EMCDDA, ECDC, EFSA and Europol 

(see Ulberth, 2016; Bengsston et al., 2018).   

 

British and EU Crisis Networks 

For Britain, crisis leadership comes in the form of having influential and long-standing 

networks underpinning EU-level capacities for crisis management.  Scholars have 

considered the importance of global knowledge networks in generating coherence in 

public policy and for stimulating policy learning and change across domains (Stone and 

Ladi, 2015; Demeritt et al. 2015). In terms of knowledge networks, writings that consider 

the role of ‘epistemic communities’ have made the most advances in considering how 

networks of expert actors come together to encourage policy-makers to learn from their 

knowledge (see for example, Zito 2001; Haas, 2015). Much of this area of research in the 

EU context involves understanding transnational risk governance, contingency planning, 

and crisis management processes.  In a modern risk-based society (Beck, 1992), tighter 

integration = greater vulnerability.  This does not mean that the deployment of experts do 

not come without its political complications.  For example, Connolly (2014b: 25) cites an 

interview with a senior official in Public Health England (England’s national public 

health agency) who maintained that although pan-EU cooperation is necessary regarding 

disease control, it can be a ‘distraction’ given that the UK’s experience and expertise in 

health security governance draws them into situations where they are required to build 
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capacities, across a range of areas, with less developed and, often newer, Member States. 

The UK’s historic reputation for being a ‘reluctant partner’ (George, 1998) within the EU 

cannot be applied completely to security matters but there have been notable tensions 

between UK officials and their EU counterparts. The UK hosts a great deal of the EU’s 

facilities and infrastructure for managing cross-border threat. This includes disease 

reference laboratories, which exist to train staff to undertake uniform testing and to 

support Commission activities on risk management and assessment via laboratory 

analyses. More broadly, a research interview with senior-level experience at the WHO 

and national UK health agencies, noted, with reference to 2010 Icelandic volcanic ash 

cloud crisis, how UK expertise has produced hard outcomes in terms of shaping 

contingency planning documentation (Public Health England official, 2018). 

There could always be the accusation that UK experts overinflate their own claims to 

policy relevant expertise in sharing EU contingencies and crisis management but, such 

sentiments are also triangulated by the insights of senior officials within the EU.  For 

example, a high-level official within the European Medicines Agency questionably 

reinforces this argument:  

In terms of the UKs contribution expertise wise across the communities, 

the working parties they are a major player in the system, it’s not just 

like one of 28 … UK colleagues are so embedded and driving and 

really taking leadership positions right across the structure, that if you 

asked anybody, forget about the [Brexit] referendum, but if you asked 

anybody, would it be a good idea to take the UK out of the system, 

would we be better off or not?  I honestly don't know anybody that 

would say, yes, to that…No, and that's the real answer and it’s not our 

choice.   
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   (European Medicines Agency official, 2018; emphasis added) 

This is echoed across a range of other policy areas where the evidence points to the UK 

having considerable long-standing influence across technical areas of public policy with a 

bearing on crisis preparedness e.g. financial services, defence, foreign affairs, and energy 

security (Qualia, 2009; Biscop, 2012, Judge, 2019).  Yet, in terms of the interface 

between British and EU crisis management, the outcome of the 2016 referendum on 

Britain’s membership of the EU (‘Brexit’) destabilised intergovernmental crisis 

coordination activities. . The multiple uncertainties facing policy sectors as a result of the 

decision of the electorate in the 2016 Brexit referendum for Britain to withdraw from the 

EU include health, transport, security, trade, fisheries and agriculture. In terms of crisis 

management, the only publicly available Government documentation on Brexit 

preparations is a series of ‘technical reports’ covering different policy sectors. The 

symbolic nature of using the term ‘technical papers’, rather than contingency plans, is a 

clear reminder of the importance of crisis communication and the symbolism in the use of 

language (‘t Hart, 1993) i.e. that the word ‘technical’ invokes a lesser sense of threat. 

Interestingly, a 2018 National Audit Office (NAO) report expressed concerns that, in the 

event of a ‘no deal’ scenario (i.e. that a Brexit agreement cannot be reached within an 

agreed timetable), high delivery risks attached to border programmes would result - ‘11 

of 12 critical systems needing to be replaced or changed to manage the border were at 

risk of not being delivered on time and to acceptable quality’ (NAO, 2018). This 

indicates that the assumptions upon which the UK Government’s ‘technical plans’ have 

been based, i.e. that timely and effective border controls would be in place (for the 

transportation of food and medicines, for instance) has not been without its flaws and are 

questionable in terms of their resilience capacities. Whether or not such worst-scenario 
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claims come into fruition remains to be seen1. Although it is prudent for crisis leaders to 

consider worst-case scenarios, there remain considerable unanswered questions about 

preparedness for Brexit. Such mysteries naturally produce intrigue which lead to possible 

claims that the government’s technical papers are no more than ‘fantasy documents’ 

(Clarke, 1998).   

 

The Rescaling of British and EU Networks  

With the politics of Brexit and questions about preparedness for it in mind, the article 

highlighted earlier the tight-coupling between UK and EU expert networks. The UK’s 

considerable influence over the years in shaping the EU’s capacities as a crisis manager 

was considered. Brexit, however, has cast a long shadow uncertainty over the 

sustainability of UK and EU integration on crisis management relations in areas that were 

previously subject to a high degree to integration. Since the referendum result in 2016 

there has already been work undertaken across EU policy areas to prepare for the UK’s 

reduced engagement on areas of public policy that would be pertinent for contingency 

planning and risk governance. Connolly’s (2019: 5-7) study of the European 

pharmaceutical industry, the European Medicines Agency and UK health agencies and 

other stakeholders (including the UK Faculty of Public Health), illustrates that epistemic 

networks in the area of pandemic planning have shifted under the radar given that the 

issue of health was not considered a matter of high politics in the Brexit negotiations.  

According to Connolly’s (2019: 5-7) study of Brexit and health security this will be 

                                                            
1 The next possible ‘no deal’ milestone will be the end of 2021 following negotiations on implementing a 

trade deal between Britain and the EU.   The deal itself would need to be agreed by December 2020 – 

unless there is an extension. The Conservative Party won a majority in a General Election on 12th 

December 2019 to form the British Government until 2024 and the Brexit negotiations will continue to 

dominate British politics in the coming years.     
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significant for future collaborative activities, many of which will impact on UK and EU 

crisis management relationships in future. The example of health security provides 

broader lessons about relational changes and the challenges are as follows:  

• Scaling back EU activities on security. For example, the EMA has reduced its 

work on international collaborations on global risk reduction activities such as 

anti-microbial resistance to focus on Brexit and the relocation from the UK to 

Amsterdam. This represents a backward step in global crisis management 

prevention activity which could affect the EU as much as the UK.   

 

• Reduction in the UK‘s role in crisis management capacity building within and 

beyond the EU. Historically, UK expertise has been used to build crisis 

management capacities in less developed EU countries.  Since the Brexit 

referendum there  was evidence of a  process of ‘catching up’ by other EU 

Member States who have learnt from the UK’s capacity-building work in recent 

decades. 

 

• Reduction in EU scientists being trained in the UK. Relations between 

epidemiologists across the UK and the EU have been directly affected by the 

Brexit referendum result.  Despite UK government assurances that a long-

standing collaborative agreement with the EU to train epidemiologists in the UK 

will continue until the final outcomes of Brexit are agreed, the ECDC has not 

allowed candidates from other European countries to access this training because 

of ongoing uncertainties about the UK’s future relationship with the EU.  
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• Changes to wider stakeholder relationships. For example, the European 

Federation of Pharmaceutical Industries and Associations (EFPIA) highlighted 

that the UK has not fully thought through the implications of leaving the 

European network, especially in terms of losing the strength of their voice on 

innovation within the life sciences industry. Furthermore, since the referendum, 

the UK has been less active in the meetings of the Council of Ministers and the 

European Parliament when discussing the life sciences. In practical terms, the 

other 27 Member States are hiring new staff to make sure that they have access to 

the expertise that they could previously rely on from the UK Medicines and 

Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA). 

 

The changes in networks of crisis management will not be the same across all sectors as it 

will depend on the level of maturity of relations between experts before Brexit, which 

will also reflect the degree of Europeanisation of specific policy areas. Even for ‘looser’ 

areas of UK-EU policy integration Brexit throws up questions about levels of 

cooperation.  Energy security is a case in point. Judge (2019) notes that although Brexit 

means that the UK will no longer be a member of the internal gas market, this will not 

stop the UK and EU from trading gas. The UK is not dependent on the EU for large 

quantities of gas, nor would it require assistance from the EU to meet its needs in a crisis. 

The UK has both robust crisis arrangements already in place and can import liquified 

natural gas from international markets to make up shortfalls in all but the most extreme of 

circumstances. Judge highlights that the concern is more about officials not having 

decision-making clout within key institutions and expert networks, which influence EU 

decision-making.  In short, EU networks across tighter and looser Europeanised sectors 

are changing and they will change quickly given it is in the interests of the constellation 
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of EU technical agencies to protect its own interests as a crisis manager and to avoid 

further disintegration with the EU.  

 

From multi-level crisis management perspective,  Brexit provides a very good example of 

how British crisis management is affected by international political dynamics and change 

within the UK governance context.  The European perspective on British crisis 

management suggests that the political architecture in Britain needs to accommodate 

multi-level relations and the same can be said for the internal crisis management 

dynamics within the UK state.  This is where the article will now turn. 

 

Negotiating Internal Political Dynamics: Resilience Cultures and Crisis 

Infrastructures  

In the aftermath of devolution post-1999 in the UK there was a re-fashioning of British 

crisis management (McConnell, 2003).  This was in terms of changes to the internal 

processes of governance whereby inter-institutional working between UK-level and 

devolved authorities was required when a crisis had a bearing on areas of devolved 

responsibility. At the beginning of the article the foot and mouth crisis was provided as 

an example however the 2009 UK swine flu episode also showed the need for Chief 

Medical Officers in Scotland, England, and Wales to collaborate within the COBRA 

crisis response arrangement. The patterns of British crisis management are such that crisis 

communication and leadership, in a UK governance sense, gravitates towards a 

centralised approach. This is, in part, to do with the fact that the infrastructure for crisis 

management in key policy areas, such as national security (e.g. terrorism, cyber 

resilience), defence, foreign policy, banking, nuclear policy, and macro-economic affairs 
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are reserved matters at the UK level.  Grey areas exist in the sense that, for example, 

although public health is a devolved policy area, aspects of crisis responses to scalable 

health security threats require UK-led intervention, reflecting growing centralisation 

around the central executive territory of British government.  

The internal UK governance dynamics for crisis management have, to a significant 

degree, been depoliticised due to the public opinion veering on the side of thinking that 

crises are beyond the control of public policy, bigger than party politics, and are ‘Acts of 

God’ (see Wood, 2016).  The main tension regarding coordination between 

administrations that have divergent political raison daitres. Since 2007 the political 

administration in Scotland has been led by the Scottish Nationalist Party (SNP), who seek 

independence for Scotland, whereas, since 2007, at a UK-level, there have been unionist 

administrations who want to keep the UK together (the New Labour government, up to 

2010) and the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition post-2010 and then successive 

Conservative administrations since 2015). Connolly (2015) documents interviews with 

senior Scottish Government officials who noted how their political masters played 

politics on contingencies arrangements over technical areas of crisis management and that 

this was a reflection of such divergent raison daitres.  A Scottish Government official 

recounted his experience of working with the (then) Public Health Minister, Michael 

Matheson, asked his officials to scope out options for developing crisis management 

capacity in Scotland for radiation protection and nuclear monitoring because the author of 

the contingency planning document was clearly noted as Public Health ‘England’.   

This provides an insight into the internal political agendas that have a bearing on crisis 

management relations.  At the level of crisis management cultures, however, since the 

Civil Contingencies Act 2004 the crisis management narrative has been about 

‘embedding resilience based on a cycle of anticipation, prevention, preparation, response 
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and recovery’ (Coaffee, 2013: 244).  Paradoxically, the UK flooding crisis in 2007 

became an example of this narrative regarding local resilience being challenged by 

national policy-level commitments to effective crisis infrastructures. Flood protection is 

an area includes a plethora of crisis management actors. As the Local Government 

Association (LGA) notes ‘there is no single body responsible for managing flood risk in 

the UK because of the role of the devolved administrations in Scotland, Northern Ireland 

and Wales’ (LGA, 2019).  Within England the approach to planning for, and dealing 

with, flood threats is institutionalised via Risk Management Authorities (RMA). RMAs, 

under the provisions of The Flood and Water Management Act 2010, are made up of the 

Environment Agency, local flood authorities, district and borough councils, coast 

protection authorities, water and sewerage companies, drainage boards, and highways 

authorities. The 2010 Act emerged following the 2007 flooding crisis in England, which 

was referred to by the (Sir Michael) Pitt Review (2008) - the main inquiry the crisis - as 

the biggest civil emergency in British history. Yet flooding in the UK shows how there is 

not always a strong connection between national policy commitments and the progress 

towards embedding the culture of local resilience promoted by the Civil Contingencies 

Act 2004. Although the 2007 crisis led to the UK government committing to ensure that 

the Environment Agency completed and maintained 106 flood defence schemes to 

improve protection to more than 63,800 homes in England to support local authorities. 

Subsequent widespread flooding in the South of England in late-2013 highlighted the 

lack of sustained central investment in flood protection (Connolly, 2016). This 

represented a lack of policy change following the government’s commitment to learn 

lessons based on the 2008 Pitt Review recommendations.  What this case points to is a 

lack of congruence between the national promotion of a resilience-orientated cultures and 

the proportionate level of national investment to enable effective crisis management 
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infrastructures.  Nonetheless one of the most notable changes to British crisis 

management in recent years has been a move towards a localised hub-based approach to 

resilience and crisis management in Britain.   

 

Local Resilience in British Crisis Management: Developments and Challenges  

The localisation of crisis management is based on the principle  that threats and 

emergencies should be handled at the lowest possible level. The focus on a ‘hub’ or 

‘forum’ arrangement for doing this reflects the need to not only involve the community 

but also to allow for the breakdown of professional silos between agencies (Brasset and 

Vaughan-Williams, 2013: 229).  The focus on local resilience hubs aligns with the British 

public policy shifts towards increasing community-based governance narratives around 

community participation, engagement, empowerment and decentralisation. There are 

studies promoting the value of community resilience in crisis management when it comes 

to responding to, and resolving, crises which suggest that community-based perspectives 

can help unearth nuanced lessons to be learned for emergency planners (Aldrich, 2012; 

Stark and Taylor, 2014). However, Bailey and Turok (2016: 557) acknowledge the fact 

that the concept of resilience itself is problematic for social scientists given the 

interdisciplinary fluidity of the term and its lack of explanatory capacity as a concept. 

That being said, a focus on local resilience does ‘make important contributions to 

regional research into the performance and adaptability of territories in the wake of 

damaging events and extreme pressures’ (Bailey and Turok, 2016: 557).  Pike et al. 

(2010: 9) argues that resilience tells us something about political priorities but that the 

processes of adaptation are very much qualitative in nature and therefore the performance 

of resilience arrangements are difficult to quantify. This is aided by the fact that resilience 
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behaviours are embedded within local geographical and policy contexts.  It is also 

difficult to take for granted the importance of the implications of state-centricity in crisis 

management for the effectiveness and capacities for community-resilience.  The example 

of flooding in the UK demonstrates that state-led investment in crisis infrastructure can 

have a negative bearing on the capacities for local responses to threats.  

In the UK, resilience forums are not legal entities but have a ‘collective responsibility to 

plan, prepare and communicate in a multi-agency environment’ on the basis that it 

‘monitors its own progress and strengths, and acts in identifying and developing 

necessary improvements’ (Cabinet Office, 2013: 3). The nature of resilience forums 

could be accused of stimulating questions about ‘who is the crisis leader?’ if they 

represent autonomous collaborative mechanisms, yet in practice they tend to be organised 

around police authority boundaries with leadership coming from senior police chiefs 

working strategically with local authority leaders.  It is interesting, given their enduring 

feature in modern British crisis management, that there is a distinct lack of extensive 

academic analysis of the effectiveness of resilience forums in Britain. The academic 

focus on regional resilience has concerned the ideas of resilient cities in in the wake of 

economic uncertainty (see Martin et al., 2015). This is despite the major organisational 

and policy moves towards local community-based resilience over the best decade or 

more, of which the 2004 Civil Contingencies Act has been a springboard.   

In Scotland, the Scottish Parliament ratified the UK-level 2004 Act via the The Civil 

Contingencies Act (Contingency Planning) (Scotland) Regulations 2005 and, following 

this, the Scottish Government set up a Resilience Division and disseminated a message of 

‘Preparing Scotland’i (Scottish Government, 2012).  The developments since then have 

focused on multi-agency working and enhancing critical national infrastructure. The 

emphasis has been more on community resilience supported by a 2017- 2021 ‘Strategic 
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Plan for Community Resilience’ (Scottish Government, 2017). This plan uses terms much 

as ‘empowered’, ‘enabled’, and ‘engaged’ so that ‘communities, individuals and 

organisations harnessing resources and expertise to help themselves assess and 

understand risk, take appropriate measures to prevent, prepare for, respond to and recover 

from emergencies’ (Scottish Government, 2017, 2-3). In many senses, such an approach 

dovetails with the policy direction of co-production and empowerment promoted by the 

Scottish Government within the context of a partnership-focused National Performance 

Framework (the national-level agenda for public sector reform in Scotland).  A focus on 

local resilience to stem the risk of threats becoming crises is sensible but there is a lack of 

evaluation of the effectiveness of the community aspects of resilience.  Simulation 

exercises involving resilience forums across the UK government and the devolved 

administrations are now commonplace. However, the capacities of community resilience 

groups, and how they interface with emergency services, warrants further academic 

attention. Little is known about their impact and how they effectively interface with other 

agencies in local crisis planning and response processes (Evaluation Support Scotland, 

2019). A comparative area-based analysis of the capacities and effectiveness of resilience 

forums across the UK is certainly an area for future research.   

 

Conclusions  

The purpose of this article has been to discuss how British crisis management needs to be 

seen in the context of complex relationships that are essentially ‘multi-level’.  Crisis 

management is very much a contextual affair in that the processes and effectiveness of 

crisis management depends on geographical considerations, disparities in crisis 

management capacities, constitutional arrangements, and the maturity of policy relations 
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within and across networks (to name but a few). The British case also demonstrates how 

contemporary political and economic forces (such as Brexit) have the potential to rescale 

and destabilise crisis management relationships.  Britain’s withdrawal from the EU 

(whenever that might be) could lead to more autonomy being afforded to national crisis 

managers in line with policy responsibilities shifting back to the UK. However there is 

evidence from UK crisis managers to suggest that is likely that the British government 

will move to having closer relationships with other international organisations, other than 

within the EU, than has hitherto been the case but that cooperation with the EU will not 

be abandoned due to the forces of global threats not respecting the results of 

referendums!  (Connolly, 2019; Judge, 2019).  This is essentially a rescaling of multi-

level relations to evermore global crisis governance. 

From a UK governance perspective, what is clear is that British crisis management is not 

‘one thing’ or it is not about adopting ‘one approach’.  Different types of crises warrant 

the need to prioritise the input of different types of expertise and actors depending on the 

crisis at hand. The UK Civil Contingencies Act (2004) has shaped the language of crisis 

management more towards resilience, lesson learning, multi-agency approaches. The Act 

has also had implications for the promotion of crisis preparedness across the UK more 

generally. It is sufficient to maintain that the 2004 Act has been successful in setting the 

crisis management agenda in Britain.  Nonetheless, there is evidence that the language of 

local resilience still requires national policy attention (and investment) for developing 

capacities for local resilience. The UK flooding crises exemplified the need for national 

authorities to not ‘take their eye off the ball’ or local threats will become crises.  

Moreover, it cannot be assumed that territorial crisis management relations simply 

operate at a technical level i.e. politics matters.   
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In overall terms, British governance and constitutional arrangements shape for the 

patterns of crisis management processes. This article will be interest to those beyond 

Britain given that it provides insights into how crisis management is affected by the twin 

forces of regionalism and globalism, especially when wider political developments, serve 

to challenge the extant crisis management relationships and associated epistemic 

networks. Such forces are not reserved for Britain but are also important drivers for 

public policy processes across Europe and beyond. In many respects, having a solid 

policy framework for crisis management, such as the Civil Contingencies Act 2004, 

provides a source for learning for other countries when it comes to promoting and 

developing flexible crisis management infrastructures..  
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