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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic took the world by storm. Governments
worldwide were caught unaware and had to resort to emergency
measures to combat the rapid transmission of the coronavirus. The
measures commonly adopted to prevent the pandemic were the
imposition of lockdowns and movement restrictions in several countries
across the globe. India, too, imposed stringent restrictions on movement
as a measure to control the spread of the virus. For imposing the
lockdown measures and ensuring that the people follow the rules laid
down for territorial mobility, the role of the police was pivotal as well as
crucial. They had to perform twin functions of securing brassbound
lockdown arrangements and making essential and emergency services,
including food sanitation and healthcare, accessible to the common
people. The primary role of the police is to regulate and maintain law and
order. The catastrophic situation required the police force to look beyond
its traditional role and perform additional duties of assisting with supplies
of essential goods, enforcement of mask mandates, social distancing
measures and regulation of crowds in the hospitals. They ensured
assistance when the patients required critical assistance in securing
medical aid and life-saving equipment like oxygen cylinders. However,
there were also reports of police brutality and excessive use of force to
enforce public health and social measures.

The study analyses how the police performed their role in maintaining
law and order when the COVID-19 pandemic struck India. The police
performed several tasks, which included the enforcement of the
lockdown, ensuring access to vaccines and facilitating the course of
people during health emergencies. However, there were also negative
police responses, where they engaged in brutality and harshness against
the general public. The paper also suggests how the negative aspects of
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policing during the Pandemic can be improved in the future.
Keywords: Pandemic, Police, Lockdown, Covid-19, Law and Order

1. Introduction

The police are the public and the public are the

police; the police being only members of the

public who are paid to give full-time attention to

duties which are incumbent on every citizen in the

interests of community welfare and existence.

-Robert Peel

The police force of India has been performing a plethora of roles
during the COVID-19 pandemic as the draconian virus engulfed the
country with full force. The most challenging task of the police
force has been the enforcement of lockdowns. India had imposed
a country-wide lockdown for multiple months in its initial response
to the pandemic. The role of the police with regard to the
maintenance of law and order includes controlling the crowd,
ensuring public order, investigating criminal acts, identifying
perpetrators and ensuring that the population is deterred from
indulging in acts contrary to the law. This role was under immense
pressure during the COVID-19 pandemic as the role of the police
was expanded beyond its ordinary functions. They also had to
become facilitators in addition to enforcing the law.
The common crimes committed by people during the lockdown
were disobeying quarantine requirements, not following the
orders to stay at home or in the hospitals and concealing their
contact history if they have been infected. Such activities
necessitated police intervention. Therefore, the police force across
the nation was tasked with the responsibility of imposing the
lockdown measures as well as providing assistance in contact
tracing. This was particularly challenging as evidenced by data
from a report by “Lokniti-CSDS and Common Cause”. It found that
the nature of policing was changed during the lockdown, with 88%
of the surveyed policemen feeling that there was a change in the
nature of police compared to normal times.
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In times of crisis, the Indian State also had a duty towards its
citizens to fulfil their essential needs. To fulfil this role, it turned to
the police. This involved assisting the vulnerable population by
providing urgent transportation to the poor and helpless,
supplying essential commodities like food and medicine and
providing adequate resources for relief. In some instances, the
police even facilitated the ferrying of dead bodies and facilitating
the last rites. For example, when a deceased lawyer died due to
Covid-19, a policeman performed the last rites since the family
could not come to receive the body.

Moreover, they even faced the risk of public outrage and anger.
The police and the health workers have been collectively targeted
by the general population during the Pandemic multiple times.
They had to ensure that they kept their cool and went about doing
their jobs. In one case, some members from the Nihang
Community in Punjab, perpetrated brutality on the police, when
they were stopped the police during a routine check, which was
common during the Pandemic. The Police officers were attacked
with swords, and even the hand of one of the police officers was
severed by them. The police had the duty to ensure no large mob
gatherings during the Pandemic. However, when they attempted
to disperse the crowd in Jharkhand’s Godda, the mob attacked
them and several policemen suffered injuries. Despite this, the
police carried out their job in an effective manner and ensured
that they played a key role in the fight against the pandemic.

2. Provisions used to tackle the Pandemic

The only laws related to medical health emergencies such as
Covid-19 were the colonial “Epidemic Diseases Act, 1897” and
“Disaster Management Act, 2005”. The responsibilities were
distributed between the States and the Central Government. The
Police are a subject of the State Government which utilized the
police force to tackle the pandemic. The responsibilities of “port
quarantine, inter-state migration and quarantine” rest with the
Union Government. The State Governments were responsible for
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Public Health and Sanitation. The provisions of these Acts, which
involved the role of the police have been discussed below.
2.1 Disaster Management Act, 2005
The aim of the Act was to provide a mechanism to deal with
natural disasters like floods, earthquakes and cyclones. Its
legislative intent is to “provide for the effective management of
disaster and for matters connected therewith or incidental
thereto.” The Covid-19 pandemic was also classified as a ‘disaster’
so that the provisions of the Act could be invoked to tackle it. The
National Disaster Management Plan, 2019 deals with the “issues
of Biological Disaster and Health Emergency extensively which was
a key factor in the classification of the Covid-19 Pandemic as a
‘disaster’”.
Section 34(c) of the Act empowers the district authority to

“control and restrict the entry of any person into,

his movement within and departure from, a

vulnerable or affected area.”
Similarly, Section 34(b) allows the District Authority to

“control and restrict vehicular traffic to, from and

within, the vulnerable or affected area.”
Section 34(m) provides a wide scope of power as it provides that
the Authority may “take such other steps as may be required or
warranted to be taken in such a situation.” The movement
restrictions were imposed on the general public and enforced by
the police under this provision.
Chapter X of the Act provides for punishment in the cases where
there is either a violation of the provisions of the Act or action
taken by any person can be dangerous in the efforts taken against
the disaster. Section 34 of the ‘Disaster Management Act’ provides
that,

“Whoever makes or circulates a false alarm or

warning as to disaster or its severity or magnitude,

leading to panic, shall on conviction, be punishable

with imprisonment which may extend to one year

or with fine.”
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The Supreme Court, in the case of Alakh Alok Srivastava v. Union
of India, also acknowledged that
“Section 54 of the Disaster Management Act can
be used to keep a check on the spread of
misinformation and fake news.”
This was used to curb the spread of fake news and prevent
misinformation, creating fear in the general population.
Section 51 provides for the punishment for obstruction. It provides
in case there is a person who obstructs the work of officials or
employees of the Government, Disaster Management Authorities
or the State or District Authority under this Act or
“refuses to comply with any direction given by or
on behalf of the Central Government or the State
Government or the National Executive Committee
or the State Executive Committee or the District
Authority under this Act shall on conviction be
punishable with imprisonment for a term which
may extend to one year or with fine, or with both,
and if such obstruction or refusal to comply with
directions results in loss of lives or imminent
danger thereof, shall on conviction be punishable
with imprisonment for a term which may extend
to two years.”
2.1.1 Accountability for Government Officials
Section 55 fixes the responsibility on the head of the concerned
Government Department unless the head is able to provide that,
“the offence was committed without his
knowledge or that he exercised all due diligence to
prevent the commission of such offence.”
If another officer is found to have the knowledge of the offence
and it had been done with his or her connivance, such officer will
be deemed guilty under the offence. Section 56 necessitates that
an officer should perform his duty as per the provisions of the Act.
It provides that,
“Any officer, on whom any duty has been imposed
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by or under this Act and who ceases or refuses to

perform or withdraws himself from the duties of

his office shall, unless he has obtained the express

written permission of his official superior or has

other lawful excuse for so doing, be punishable

with imprisonment for a term which may extend

to one year or with fine.”
Therefore, the Disaster Management Act, 2005 has comprehensive
provisions which empower the Government and police personnel
to undertake measures for countering the Pandemic of Covid-19.
The police officials had to ensure that they used the provisions
appropriately and provided support and assistance to the State
Governments and Central Governments their fight against the
Covid-19 pandemic. Moreover, the Act also requires the police
officials and Government personnel to Act in accordance with its
provisions and not take excessive measures which can
compromise the rights of the citizens.
2.2 Epidemic Diseases Act, 1897
The Act was drafted in the colonial era with a view to prevent the
spread of dangerous epidemic diseases. Its main purpose is to be
utilized in circumstances where an urgent response by the
Government Is required when there is a rapidly spreading
epidemic. The Act empowers the State Governments and the
Central Government under Section 2 and Section 2A, respectively,
to undertake specific measures and prescribe

“temporary regulations to be observed by the

public or any class of persons, it deems to be

necessary to prevent the outbreak of such a

disease”.
The Act allowed Governments at both the State and the Central
levels to undertake the measures they deemed fit to tackle the
pandemic. This included the announcement of lockdowns,
guarantine measures and social distancing. The police also derived
power as an institution “under the control of the State
Government” under this Act.

CUKLR Vol. 2 (2022) 34



Role of the Indian Police Murthy

2.3 Indian Panel Code, 1860
It is the major law consisting penal provisions in India. It played a
pivotal role in providing a legal basis for the restrictions imposed
during the pandemic and the remedies that could be resorted to
for tackling the same. Some sections of the “Indian Penal Code,
1860” used during the pandemic have been discussed below.
Section 269 of the Indian Penal Code, 1860 provides that
“Any person unlawfully or negligently commits any
act that is likely to transmit the infection of any
life-threatening disease and that he knows or has
reason to believe to be, shall be punished with
imprisonment of any kind for a period of up to six
months, or with fine or both.”
Section 270 further provides that,
“Someone who malignantly commits any act that
is, and that he knows or has reason to believe to
be, likely to transmit the infection of any life-
threatening disease shall be punished with
imprisonment of any kind for a period of up to two
years, or with fine, or both.”
Section 271 provides that,
“Whoever knowingly disobeys any rule made and
promulgated by the Government for putting any
vessel into a state of quarantine, or for regulating
the intercourse of vessels in a state of quarantine
with the shore or with other vessels, or for
regulating the intercourse between places where
an infectious disease prevails and other places,
shall be punished with imprisonment of either
description for a term which may extend to six
months, or with fine, or with both.”
The provisions were invoked when persons broke the quarantine
or violated the mask mandates.
Covid-19 required that a number of orders are issued by public
servants to mitigate its spread. Section 188 seeks to ensure that
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the general public follows such orders. It provides that,

“Whoever, knowing that, by an order promulgated

by a public servant lawfully empowered to

promulgate such order, he is directed to abstain

from a certain act, or to take certain order with

certain property in his possession or under his

management, disobeys such direction, shall, if

such disobedience causes or tends to cause

obstruction, annoyance or injury, or risk of

obstruction, annoyance or injury, to any person

lawfully employed, be punished with simple

imprisonment for a term which may extend to one

month or with fine which may extend to two

hundred rupees, or with both; and if such

disobedience causes or trends to cause danger to

human life, health or safety, or causes or tends to

cause a riot or affray, shall be punished with

imprisonment of either description for a term

which may extend to six months, or with fine

which may extend to one thousand rupees, or with

both.”
In order to be prosecuted under this section, it is only required
that the offender is aware of the order which has been disobeyed
by him. The provisions under the Indian Penal Code, 1860 also
played pivotal role in management during the Covid-19 Pandemic.
It acted as a deterrent and also provided the grounds on which the
offenders could be punished. The police had the responsibility of
enforcing these provisions and undertaking measures which could
serve as a deterrent. It played a commendable role during the
Pandemic, some facets of which have been discussed further.

3. Role played by the Police for Protection of Public Health during
the Pandemic

The police played a critical role in Pandemic Management by using
their investigative skill and intelligence. Their expertise in forensics
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and investigation was significant in the process of contact tracing.

The health sector did not possess sufficient resources to carry out

the task on a broad scale. The police provide extra resources and

helped the health sector to undertake the gigantic task of health
assistance with great ease.

The police force coordinated in a proactive manner at the Pan-

Indian Level to ensure greater input into contact tracing. They

even played a crucial role in helping to trace the manner of

catching the infection and identification of the persons who came
into contact with the infected persons. This was possible due to
two reasons:

e The basic investigation skills possessed by the police as a result
of the nature of their job.

e The increased ability of the Indian police in cybercrime
investigation is a result of capacity development in this field
over the last two decades.

There was further usage of the Call Details Record (CDR) analysis
which is related to the tracking of the call details of the mobile
phones of the infect people. This in conjunction with other tools
related to cyber forensics played a key role in the contact tracing
process. Once the individuals have been traced, the police
physically traced the individuals and accompanied the health staff
for reaching out to such people. Further, the individuals were
informed by the police of the requirement to undergo mandatory
testing and quarantine. They could further be hospitalised if
required.

In such situations, the police and the health personnel even had

“to face the wrath of the identified affected persons and their

families” who even resorted to violent attaches at times. For

example, in Mumbai, the police faced the wrath of a mob for
ensuring that the people were following lockdown restrictions. The
eyewitnesses of the incidents stated,
“A 30- member strong crowd, including two
women, had gathered at the intersection, flouting
lockdown restrictions. They pelted stones at the

CUKLR Vol. 2 (2022) 37



Role of the Indian Police Murthy

police personnel and also shouted slogans against

them.”
There were 412 incidents related to attacks on healthcare workers
out of which 128 occurred in India. A majority of such incidents
were carried out by protesters, patients and their relatives, and
police as per data provided by the Safeguarding Health in Conflict
Coalition.
Such incidents further highlighted the necessity of the police
personnel for ensuring their own safety and the safety of the
healthcare workers and ensuring that the process is carried out in
a cordial manner. The skills developed by the police in dealing with
emotionally charged mobs, patience in dealing with abusive
behaviours and firmly dealing with situations to effect order and
compliance were used. They have to ensure compliance with the
regulations while ensuring the safety of the healthcare workers
and other staff. A large majority of this situation has been handled
without retaliatory action by the police and they prioritized the
use of their convincing powers. The police handled the situation
using their expertise. They showcased abilities of patience,
dedication and service orientation.
3.1 Assistance provided to the Vulnerable Segments during the
Pandemic
The task of the police underwent a transformation during the
Pandemic. Their role changed from stringent enforcers to the ones
offering compassionate services to the public. They understood
their roles and duties considering the position they were in during
the crisis. The police were right in the middle of the agony, misery,
vulnerability and poverty brought upon by the Pandemic. Along
with the medical staff, they were the only ones who faced the
situation head-on. The plight of the migrant workers and labourers
further resulted in evoking the spirit responsibility in the police
force.
The police sought to undertake measures to address the
vulnerability faced by the migrants during the Pandemic and
address the same. The police in addition to their official duties,
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went out of the way by facilitating feeding programs for the poor

and susceptible. This was done by them, providing a channel

between the community kitchens run by the governments and
charities and being the means to allow distribution. They became
involved with both governmental and non-governmental
organizations involved in relief works. In Manesar, the police staff
prepared meals in the police station and distributed them daily to
nearly 500 workers who were out of jobs as a consequence of the
lockdown. The SHO of the station said that

“We follow all Covid-19 protocols while

distributing food. Also, anyone can come to the

police station and collect as many food packets as

needed at any hour”.

The Commissioner of the Gurgaon police also added to how the

police force was working round-the-clock to help people in

addition to performing their regular police duties. This improved
the relationship between the police and the public as they started
to be seen as saviours.

3.2 Personal Risks faced by the Police

The police were exposed to a number of personal risks during the

crisis. They faced physical assaults and were at risk of being

exposed to the virus and contracting it. The risks can be classified
into three categories:

e Risk of Violence — The people who were reprimanded by the
police turned violent at times which created a risk to the
physical well-being of the police personnel. They were
attacked using weapons and hurled stones at and abused. A
police officer in Kochi suffered fractures on the skull when he
stopped a person who was not wearing a mask from throwing
stones at him. This led to him needing a six-hour-long surgery
and the movement of his right hand and leg were also affected
due to the incident.!

1 Special Correspondent, “Civil police officer, who was attacked while on
COVID duty, discharged from hospital” The Hindu (Kochi, 24 June
2021), section Kerala.
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e Risk of exposure — When the police carried out the task of
contract tracing and quarantining the exposed and infected
persons, they faced violence from the ones “who do not wish
to be hospitalized or quarantined as per the health protocol”.
Moreover, they faced the danger of contracting the infection
from them as well. They were not always provided with the
first responder gear and the expectations of them from their
job role increases their interface with the infection.

e Risk to families — personnel were not only putting their lives at
risk but also their families who they came in contact with daily
after field work. There were several instances where the virus
spread to the families of the police members as well. In Delhi,
out of a total police force of 80,000, there were 1,000 police
personnel who were affected by the coronavirus?. In Kolkata,
there was a report of police members and several of his family
members testing positive for Covid-19.3

4. Perception of the Police amongst the Common People

A study conducted by Lokniti-CSDS-Common Cause was focused on
understanding the response of the police to the Pandemic as
perceived by the public. They discovered that 40% of the
participants believed that the police showed high efficiency when
it came to controlling the Pandemic. While 46% believed that the
police were somewhat effective in controlling the Pandemic. Only
11% of the people were left unsatisfied with the response of the
police. Moreover, over 65% of the participants stated that their
perception of the police improved post the outbreak of the
Pandemic®.

2 PTI, “Nearly 1,000 Delhi Police personnel infected with Covid” The
Economic Times, 10 January 2022.

PTI, “Coronavirus | Police officer tests positive; family members,
colleagues on quarantine” The Hindu (Kolkata, 18 April 2020), section
National.

Manjesh Rana, “Threat, fear were most common police tools during
Covid lockdown, study finds” The Print, 2021 Available at:
https://theprint.in/opinion/threat-fear-were-most-common-police-
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The positive response shows great work on the part of the police
when one considers that the police are understaffed and
underfunded. The lack of strength in the police force is evidenced
by the fact that more than 78% of the police personnel reported
that they worked for more than 11 hours a day in the initial phases
of the lockdown. While 25% of the personnel worked over 15
hours a day and 52% of the police personnel reported ‘shortage of
staff’ to be a major challenge while dealing with the outbreak.
Moreover, 23% of the police personnel suffered from some sort of
respiratory disorder, cardiovascular diseases, hypertension and
diabetes. Over 72% of such police personnel reported that they
worked over 11 hours a day, which put them in a vulnerable
position where they can potentially contract the virus®.
Their mental health was also severely impacted with 87% of the
police personnel stating that they were greatly impacted by the
Covid centric situation. They were working non-stop with no scope
of seeking any leave. This shows the monumental challenge which
was present before the police and their efficiency in tackling the
same. The public too was satisfied with the measures undertaken
and they were able to manage the situation. A survey by CVoter
tracker found that
“While in 2018 only about 29.9 per cent of respondents
expressed a lot of trust in the police, during the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020 this figure has shot up to an
overwhelming 70 per cent Indians expressing the same
feeling.”®

5. Police Violence during the Pandemic
The remarkable role of the police in controlling the spread of the

tools-during-covid-lockdown-study-finds/721616/

5 ibid

6 Yashwant Deshmukh and Sutanu Guru, “COVID-19 Impact: How
People’s View of Police Improved Due to Virus” The Quint, 2020
available at: https://www.thequint.com/opinion/coronavirus-police-
survey-cvoter-covid19-popularity-opinion-poll (last visited June 19,
2022).
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virus has been appreciated. However, there were several instances
where the police were found to be abusing their power and
working against the goal of public welfare. These incidents were
primarily the result of the excessive usage of force by the police.
One such incident occurred on June 19, 2020, when the police
took a father-son duo of shopkeepers, named Jeyaraj and Beniks
for enquiry. They had opened their shop beyond the permitted
hours. In police custody, they were subject to torture and violence
which resulted in their deaths’. This was one of the incidents
which highlight the dark side of the police response during the
Pandemic.

In the year 2020, the number of deaths as a result of Custodia
Torture, registered by the National Human Rights Commission was
ninety. The maximum prevalence of such instances was in the
state of Uttar Pradesh®. In Pune, an ambulance driver was
allegedly killed by the police through beating when he was
suspected of the illegal transportation of passengers. There were
even incidents where the supply of essential goods like foods and
services were temporarily halted due to the delivery personnel
being harassed by the police®.

These incidents show the misuse of the discretionary power given
to the police. The police have the right to make decisions to ensure
the law and order of a place. However, such actions need to be
measured and should not result in the infringement of the
Constitutional Rights of the general public. This inconsistent usage
of power results in a dent on their reputation. This makes it more
difficult to seek the cooperation of the public. There was a need

7 Arun Janardhanan, “Explained: How Tamil Nadu Police’s brutal act of
revenge claimed lives of a father and son”, The Indian Express, 2022.
Available at: https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-
tamil-nadu-police-custodial-torture-father-son-killed-thoothukudi-
6479190/

8 NCAT, National Campaign against Torture India: Annual Report on
Torture 2020, 2021.

9 Abhishek Acharyya and Ashwin Jangallapali, Policing in a Pandemic,
2021.
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for the police to ensure that this image changes so they can work
with the public in dealing with the Pandemic in a better way. The
humanitarian interventions done by the police helped to rebuild
the trust.

6. Conclusion and Suggestions

It can be seen that the police personnel along with the frontline
healthcare staff formed the backbone of India’s response to Covid-
19. They were faced with a situation they had never faced before
and managed it efficiently. The burden of expectations was
shouldered by them in an effective and efficient manner despite
being greatly understaffed and lacking sufficient facilities to tackle
the Pandemic. They had to face scrutiny and violence from the
public and engage in several activities which they were not
prepared or trained for.

They not only played the role of enforcers and regulators but also
provided humanitarian assistance and showed sensitivity towards
the needs of the people. There were some instances where the
police personnel were involved in excessive usage of force and
overusing their power. However, the police ensured that they
were able to dissuade the cruel image by cooperating and assisting
the general public.

The investigating abilities and powers of the police played a critical
role in the Pandemic response. They were effective in contact
tracing, understanding the patterns of spread and tracing the
infected and exposed persons. The efforts were carried out despite
the police being understaffed and exposing themselves to great
risks on an everyday basis.

The following suggestions can be applied to dealing with Disasters
in a better manner in the future.

6.1 Disaster Management and Response Schemes

There are lacunae of teams specifically dedicated to the
management of Pandemic in most States. The Covid-19 Pandemic
has shown the susceptibility of the human population to such
events. Therefore, there is a need to build a joint team of police
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officers, medical personnel and administrators who are trained to
handle such situations. This will help in effective regulation along
with ensuring rapid mental support.

(a) Revamping the control rooms of the police

There were certain control rooms which were revamped to handle
Pandemic situations. This measure can be carried out at an all-
India level. The guidance as to the process of carrying out the same
can be taken from the Nationwide Emergency Response System
(NERS) of the Ministry of Home Affairs™®.

(b) Providing with greater digital capability

The police force is still using traditional methods for investigation,
probation and other management functions. The integration of
advanced digital technologies in the policing process can help a
great deal in making their jobs more efficient and effective.

(c) Stricter penalties for violence against police during Pandemics
The Pandemic was a time when the police and medical staff were
overburdened with work. In such scenarios, the violence against
such personnel greatly hinders the fight against the Pandemic and
also dissuades the personnel from performing their role to the
fullest extent. The provisions were specifically made for the
healthcare personnel by the amendment of the Epidemic Diseases
Act, 1897 and similar amendments can also be brought forth for
the police force.

10 Ministry of Home Affairs, Nationwide Emergency Response System
(NERS) Guidelines, 2015.
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