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The Effectiveness of Community based and Neighbourhood Policing
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Community based Policing and Neighbourhood Policing are arguably the most important models of policing when it comes to prevention of crime and is vital for use by front line officers. These two models often go hand in hand and is known as Neighbourhood Policing. According to Thomas (2016), ‘the roots of neighbourhood policing in the UK appears to come from community policing experiments in the USA from the 1960s to the 1980s, also developing from a particular style of policing used by John Alderson’. This style has been adopted in modern day policing as a way of dealing with communities and the public perception of the police. The College of Policing (2017) describes neighbourhood policing as an ‘essential part of policing which aims to connect communities directly and seamlessly with specialist police services at a local, regional and national level’. Neighbourhood policing involves frontline officers working with the community and other agencies in order to protect neighbourhoods, protect communities, build trust and confidence in the police with the public and prevent crime as well as using the community for information around crimes. The College of Policing (2017) has described this model as a successful means of ‘reducing public perceptions of disorder, increasing trust and confidence in the police and increasing the perceived legitimacy of the police’. Whilst it can be said to be successful, there are also some challenges that come with neighbourhood policing. It is very resource heavy and costs a lot of money which is not always realistic to expect in the current climate within the UK. Whilst it can be said that this model is effective at the things that the College of Policing mentioned, it can be difficult to measure the effectiveness of prevention of crime amongst other things. 

The Police have always typically been involved in the community, from when there were police houses located within the community to officers patrolling the streets. The idea of officers patrolling the streets goes back to when Robert Peel created the ‘New Police’ and tasked them with patrolling the streets of London in order to reduce crime. This way of policing allowed for familiarity, as the same officers would patrol the same areas. This is a fundamental part of community policing. This changed with technological advances such as cars and handheld radios, where officers were then able to use vehicles to patrol, and cover greater areas. This meant that it was more difficult for officers to interact with the community. Higgins (2018), argues that this ‘led to a new policing model, one which focused on reacting to events rather than the prevention’ which is what the New Police was first founded upon. This took a large step away from the prevention of crime, focusing on reacting to it instead. This took place not long before a period of violence within the UK. The troubles had begun in Ireland, there were miscarriages of justice within the police leading to arguably an all time low in police and public relations, there were race riots within the cities and miner strikes. Higgins (2018) describes how the ‘response oriented style of policing was criticised due to its failure to address and prevent crime’. John Alderson, a chief constable in the Devon and Cornwall Police adopted a radical approach, known as community policing which set the framework for the current models. The aim of this new style was to put the community first. It started first of all with an experiment conducted in the Pinhoe estate in Exeter and involved a play scheme for young children and teenagers in an area where petty crime was an issue. Barker (2011), reports that since it was implemented, no petty crime was reported. Since then, community policing has continued to be developed. In England and Wales, National Reassurance policing Programmes run in the 2000s which was moderately successful. Tuffin et al (2006) set out the three key elements for this, which was ‘the presence of visible, accessible and locally known authority figures, community involvement in identifying problems and tackling crimes which matter the most to the neighbourhood’. The aims were to reduce the fear of crime, reduce antisocial behaviour, increase public confidence and increase social capacity. Combined with the recent introduction of Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs), allowed the programmes to achieve the aims. A police reform paper, titled Building Communities, Beating Crime, highlights the need for a neighbourhood policing model which when combined with the community policing model, provides a better model which achieves the best of the two models by reassuring the public and leading to the reduction of crime. Since then, police officer numbers have been cut along with police staff, special constables and PCSOs meaning that neighbourhood policing is going through a difficult period today. 

Neighbourhood policing today requires community interaction and collaboration between agencies to deliver the best service possible for the community. The purpose of it is to ‘deliver the right people, at the right places, in the right numbers to create neighbourhoods that are safe and feel safe’ as laid out in a Practice Advice paper by the National Centre for Policing Excellence (2006). This means that neighbourhood policing is used for sending the right officers, into the places where they are most needed. The Advice appear also sets out three requirements in order for it to succeed. These are similar to the key elements of community policing set out by Tuffin et al. The requirements are ‘constant presence of dedicated neighbourhood teams to establish community relations and maintain control, intelligence led identification of community concerns, and joint action and problem solving with the community and other local partners’. There is also requirements that the teams must be visible, always accessible and familiar to the community. A more recent definition is available from the College of Policing (2007), which sets out three defining features. These are that the ‘police and all police staff are accountable to the community, developing trust with the community to understand the needs and collaboration to solve problems’. These are similar to the previous requirements and put emphasis on the fact that the police are the community, and the community are the police. These features are used to enable a set of desired outcomes that can be achieved through the neighbourhood policing model. In both community based and neighbourhood models of policing there is a heavy emphasis on interacting with the community. It is vital for the police to build a level of trust with the community. College of Policing (2013) states that ‘without public cooperation, policing would become essentially unworkable’. There is also evidence to suggest that public confidence in the police can be improved by things such as engaging with the community or collaborations with other authorities and local communities to solve problems. This all has an overall effect on improving the legitimacy of the police. Good relations within the community is important because it can be used as a source of information regarding crime. With technological advancements introducing social media and online world, there is now more of a reach than ever online. A simple post on a social media site can reach thousands if not millions, and can reach people all over the country or even the world. In this case, the public can provide information on possible suspects, on criminal activities and can even use. Social media to report some offences. This shows that the current model of police can be effective at achieving the aims set out by the College of Policing (2017) and fulfils the previous requirements. Neighbourhood policing can be compatible with modern society and some may argue that it allows it to thrive. 

Neighbourhood policing can take many forms in modern policing. From officers patrolling areas to volunteers such as PCSOs and special constables. The roles of a PCSO is to be an accessible contact for the public, they must be visible at all times. They wear a uniform which distinguishes them from police officers. They assist the police in day to day life by taking statements or by gathering evidence. They take the pressure off police officers and are an important part of any police force. Sutherland (2014), commissioned a survey and asked PCSOs what activities give the most value for Cambridgeshire Constabulary and the public. The number one activity was high visibility, meaning that they are always around and are known to the local community. Integrating into a community helps build a level of trust, by interacting with people on a daily basis, it helps to create that trust and gives people reassurance to know that they are there. Being accepted into the community in this way aligns itself with the phrase that the police are the community, and they community are the police. In the report by Sutherland (2014), the public under the Cambridgeshire Constabulary were surveyed, and the majority who said they had contact with a PCSO in the last 12 months were happy with the contact. Around half of those who did not have any contact, were happy with the lack of contact. Overall, the experience was positive and increased feelings of satisfaction in the force area amongst the local public. The majority of people were supportive of PCSOs, describing them as ‘a vital link between the community and the police’. Although this is only one force area, it is clear evidence that neighbourhood policing has had some success in the form of PCSOs. Each force varies with different priorities for neighbourhood policing. Some rely on the use of PCSOs like Cambridgeshire Constabulary for example, where as others may prefer to increase the visibility of officers in the community. This can be done by either increasing patrols in densely populated areas or can even be done by sending officers out to schools to give talks to children. By doing this from a young age can make children more aware of the police presence and make them more known to them and the local community, thus increasing the effectiveness of neighbourhood policing. Public perception of the police can be linked to how they are tackling key priorities in areas. For example, a key issue today that is on the rise is knife crime. According to South Wales Police, knife crime is fortunately a rare occurrence. Despite this, South Wales Police have taken part in Operation Sceptre. This targets youngsters who carry knives and aims to warn them of the risks associated with knife crimes. The main aim is to get knives off the street. This is done by placing drop boxes outside stations where knives can be can be anonymously handed in. In the South Wales force area, there are dedicated teams who rely on community intelligence and cooperation to deal with the issue of knife crime. Superintendent Gunney describes how the police work with other partners such as education, health and trading standards in order to address the issue. South Wales Police (2019) have described this as a success, making 126 arrests and confiscating 74 weapons since the teams were expanded and enlarged. 

Despite the obvious successes of neighbourhood policing, there are some disadvantages to the model. Effectiveness can be difficult to measure, especially with this model. This is because the model of policing is based on being proactive instead of reactive. It is about preventing the issues rather than reacting to them. It is difficult to measure how much crime has been prevented, so the statistics used are based on what crime has actually happened. This can be misleading as the statistics can be influenced by other factors. No direct correlation can be identified between the rising knife crime in London and the model of policing used for example. However, there are some common factors which can be a cause of the rise in some crimes and the model of policing. One of these is the effects that austerity have had on the country. An effect of austerity is the forced cuts that have had to be made by the police. According to the Home Office (2019), the number of police officers, police staff and PCSOs have fallen since 2010 by a drastic amount, with around 20,000 less officers since then. Neighbourhood policing requires lots of resources, and with the fall in numbers and the reduction of the budget, it becomes a lot harder to effectively police using this model. In order for the model to work, there must be effective collaboration between local authorities and the police. This has been seen to work with Operation Sceptre in South Wales and is effective in what it set out to do. Although there is more room for improvement, especially when it comes down to mental health issues. The police are dealing with more mental health calls than ever and can be made to wait hours with someone waiting for the appropriate service to arrive. This is taking already stretched resources and making it harder for the police to deal with other crimes. Higgins and Hales (2017) explore the issue of proactive against reactive. They describe how proactive work can sometimes be jeopardised by heavy workloads dominated by reactive tasks. Colover and Quinton (2018) found that neighbourhood policing has been effective at ‘reducing public perceptions of disorder, increasing trust and confidence in the police and increased perceived legitimacy in the police’. It was also found to reduce victimisation. They identified elements of neighbourhood policing that have been effective at achieving these outcomes including community engagement, problem solving and targeting activity amongst other things. 

To conclude, the effectiveness of neighbourhood policing has been mostly a success. Multiple sources have concluded that it has achieved the aims it has set out, however, with resources stretched to the limit, it is difficult to judge whether it operating at its full potential. It is unclear whether the model is sustainable with the resources that forces all over England and Wales currently have. However, there is hope as the Policing Vision 2025 sets out a focus on proactive prevention and increased community engagement. Combined with the digital age, contacting the police will be simpler and easier therefore creating that bridge with the community and reinforcing the relationship. The introduction of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCC) is important for public accountability and the effectiveness of police forces. According to Policing Vision 2025, PCCs will work with the community so that understand and are confident in changes, increasing transparency and public perception of the police. Neighbourhood policing can then be fully effective. 
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