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Sentencing under the Assaults on Emergency Workers Offences 
Act 
GMB Union response 
 
Introduction 
 
GMB Union is pleased to respond to the Sentencing Council’s public consultation on 
sentencing under the Assaults on Emergency Workers Offence’s Act. 
 
GMB is a general union which represents more than 600,000 people across the public 
and private sectors. We represent workers in a wide range of NHS roles. GMB is the 
largest union in ambulance services. 
 
GMB supports tougher sentences for those who assault emergency workers, which 
must be accompanied by an increase in prosecution rates and fundamental 
improvements to employer support for victims of assault. 
 
This document is informed by consultation with GMB’s National Ambulance 
Committee. This committee consists of nominated and elected delegates from each 
of GMBs nine regions who are all employees of ambulance services. It is also formed 
using results from a recent survey of GMB members working in the ambulance 
services. 
 
This submission will focus on questions six to nine in the consultation only. 
 
 

Background 
 
Violence against ambulance workers is a widespread and, shamefully, still a growing 
problem. GMB was proud to campaign for the passage of the Assaults on Emergency 
Workers’ (Offences) Act 2018 (“the Act”),1 and to help secure a Report Stage 
amendment that widened the Bill’s scope to include all categories of physical assault.2 
 
The rise in the risk of assault is an important factor in the overall strain on ambulance 
services. Freedom of Information Act research conducted by GMB revealed that NHS 
employers recorded a 34 per cent increase in physical assaults against ambulance 
between 2013/14 and 2016/17. An average 8.2 assaults a day were recorded in 
2016/17 and due to high non-reporting rates the true figure will have been significantly 
higher. 37 per cent of ambulance workers have considered leaving their jobs due to a 
threat of assault, and 39 per cent report experiencing Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
while working in ambulance services.3 
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There is strong evidence that the passage of the Act has not been sufficient to address 
the rising tide of violence. 98 per cent of our members report that there has been no 
reduction in the volume of assaults since the legislation came into force in November 
2018. 74 per cent of our members report having been assaulted (or threatened with 
assault) in the line of duty since November 2018. 
 
Official nationally reported figures have been no longer available from the year 
2015/16, following the abolition of NHS Protect. In March 2018, the Department of 
Health and Social Care stated that: ‘the Department is working with the NHS on a new 
data collection for violence against and abuse of NHS staff which should be introduced 
from 2019’.4 It is disappointing that this commitment has not been fulfilled. Clear, 
standardised national reporting of violence against NHS workers must be restored at 
the earliest opportunity and GMB continues to campaign to ensure the Government 
fulfils this commitment. 
 
Where more timely official figures are available (in the case of West Midlands 
Ambulance Trust), they corroborate our members’ testimony that violent attacks have 
not been abated since November 2018 (and have risen).  According to the latest 
available figures, the number if recorded physical assaults against Trust employees 
rose by 15 per cent (and the number of recorded verbal assaults rose by 44 per cent) 
between 2017/18 and 2019/20. The overwhelming majority of assaults are attributed 
to ‘intentional’ factors (as opposed to reported diminished capacity on the part of the 
assailant – for more details, please see the appendices to this submission). 
 

 
 
Our members’ experience and available data indicate that – while the introduction of 
the legislation was welcome – the Act has not proved to be a sufficient deterrent in 
practice. 97 per cent of our members told us that a one-year maximum sentence for 
common assault against emergency workers was not a strong enough deterrent. 
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“There is no deterrent and assaults are either increasing or are just being reported 
more. The effect of assaults is not just the physical injuries; it is so much more.” 

 
  
GMB members strongly support the principle of tougher sentencing limits. 54 per cent 
said that they support raising the limit to two-years, and a further 44 per cent said that 
the limit should be higher than two years. Consequently, GMB supports the current 
proposal to raise the sentencing limit to two years and have made a submission into 
the Ministry of Justice consultation on increasing the maximum penalty to this effect. 
 
However, the law will only be as strong as the extent to which it is enforced. GMB is 
clear that tougher sentencing rules are part of the solution, but they must be 
accompanied by wider reforms, specifically on enforcement of and scope of the Act. 
 
 

Do you agree with the approach to assessing culpability and harm, 
and the factors included? 
 
GMB believes that the culpability factors listed are acceptable. 
 
However, the word ‘minor’ listed in the harm categories should not be included. It does 
not adequately reflect the potential for long term psychological issues that an 
emergency worker may suffer as a result. Examples such as PTSD, long term 
sickness, feeling unable to return to work and loss of earnings and career. The most 
‘minor’ of assaults at work, whether verbal or physical, can have substantial effects on 
a worker for prolonged periods of time. 
 
A suggested amendment is:  
 

 Category 1: More severe physical / psychological harm / distress. 

 Category 2: Physical / Psychological harm / distress. 

 Category 3: No / very low level of physical harm and / or distress. 
 

 
Do you have any comment on proposed sentence levels? 
 
GMB believes that irrespective of the level of assault, the minimum starting sentence 
should be a custodial sentence.  
 
Warm words that no one should be assaulted at work have not so far prevented 
assaults happening and have not been the deterrent that they are intended to be. 
 
The majority of assaults to date, have seen small penalties or sentences given, which 
are also reduced even further after some time served. The public must understand 
that they will receive sentences if they assault emergency service workers, no matter 
how ‘minor’ the assault may appear. 
 
The reference to ‘community orders’ in this consultation has caused great concern 
amongst GMB members working in emergency services. They do not prevent assaults 
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occurring and their inclusion could result in custodial sentences not being considered 
– which would have the opposite effect of what the legislation was introduced to 
prevent.  
 
  

Do you agree with the proposed aggravating and mitigating 
factors? 
 
GMB agree with the aggravating factors, particularly the ‘commission of offence whilst 
under the influence of alcohol / drugs’. This is the factor that GMB members report to 
us as being the single biggest factor in assaults against emergency workers. 
 
GMB has concerns about the list of eight factors which could reduce the sentence. 
The more reasons there are listed, the easier it is for people that have deliberately 
attacked emergency service workers to get away with it. 
 
Some serious medical conditions could be acceptable, however, this should not 
include mental health as an automatic exclusion. Each case should be assessed on a 
case by case basis to prevent this being used wrongly as a ‘get out’. 
 
GMB believes that all sentences should be based on the act of assault itself, not on 
whether the person has ‘reformed’ or ‘become a good person’ in the interim period. 
No matter what has happened after the event, the facts remain that they assaulted an 
emergency service worker. The inclusion of ‘remorse’ in this list, potentially opens the 
system up to abuse, whereby any one that declares remorse, escapes punishment. 
 

 
Do you have any other comments on the Assault on Emergency 
Workers Guidelines? 
 

GMB believes that the introduction of the legislation has so far done little to prevent 
assaults and protect our members from being assaulted at work. The message needs 
to be clear that assaulting emergency service workers is never acceptable and this 
can only be done with assault convictions of a serious nature. 
 
Any amendments to the legislation or sentencing guidelines, must include 
strengthening of the CPS and Courts willingness to impose sentences. All too often, 
our members cases are not pursued, despite substantial evidence gathered on their 
assault. 
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Appendix – recorded physical and verbal assaults (West Midlands 
Ambulance Service)5 
 

 Physical Verbal 

 Total Intentional Mental 
Health 

Clinical / 
Medical 

Total Intentional Mental 
Health 

Clinical/ 
Medical 

2017/18 410 261 93 56 535 483 38 14 

2018/19 432 303 87 42 634 568 38 28 

2019/20 472 319 108 45 768 666 92 10 
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