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Identify and review the key issues regarding the complexity and challenges of operational policing in your policing/force area

In this essay I will identify and review the key issues regarding the complexity and challenges of operational policing in my force area. The key issues which I have identified can be split into two groups. Internal issues and external issues. The main internal issue which is often highly publicised in the media is that of resourcing levels and having enough police officers to cover ever increasing demand. I will look at this issue in greater depth and review how this can make policing more complex and challenging. The external issues that I have identified that make policing more challenging and complex are the public’s perception/relationship with the police in the local area and then the volume of mental health calls that are attended by police that can place a large demand on resources.

The first issue which I have identified is that of resourcing /officer numbers in my policing area. Without enough officer numbers, calls can be left un-resourced for hours if not days. This can have a negative impact on victims of crime and members of the community and their opinion of the police service of which they are receiving. By the time that officers can attend/assist in reported incidents, victims can be left with little confidence and then often unwilling to speak with police due to time that it has taken to get a response. In a survey conducted by the Home Office in March 2019, it was reported that police officer numbers peaked across England and Wales in March 2009. In this survey officer numbers across England and Wales were at a reported level of 143,769 at that time (Home Office, 2019). This peak of officers came at a time when the global financial crisis struck and there was pressure on the UK Government to save money where possible. This led to the conservative government to bring out austerity measures in 2010 which led to a fall in officer numbers and a cut to the policing budget of almost a third in real terms, which has had a deep impact on response policing teams. This reduction in funding and recruitment has continued for several years which has in turn led to resources being stretched and the demand on officers to increase. These policing cuts still make policing in my force area challenging and complex. On the 5th September 2019, the Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced that he would be putting an end to such policing austerity and that over the following 3 years he would be ensuring an uplift of 20,000 extra police officers and an injection of funding of £750 million to begin with (Gov, 2019). Despite extensive recruitment in my force area of South Wales Police, the impact of the previous cuts and lack of operational experience can still be felt today. Officer numbers across teams in Ely are often far below the minimums which are safe and sufficient which leads to calls being left unattended and victims not feeling supported when making reports of crime. The unattended calls are mainly low-level crimes and incidents such as Anti-Social Behaviour (ASB). A freedom of information request by the liberal democrats to the Home Office in March 2022 led to statistics being returned to them which showed that across England and Wales between 2019-2021, 55.2% of ASB calls were not attended by police officers (BBC news, 2022). In summary of this issue, officer numbers can have a significant impact on both officers and the community of which they serve. The issue is improving with resources increasing on a monthly basis however it will take time for this increase to be felt across the police and in the communities that officers serve.

The second key issue which I have identified in my force area is that of the public’s perception of the police and the relationship which the public have with officers. Having policed in my force area for a period of 12 months, I can say that most of the community that we meet dislike the police as an organisation. There is a negative attitude towards officers from the start of many interactions. Often this negative attitude comes from unrelated highly publicised incidents which have involved the UK police and serving officers who have faced disciplinary proceedings. Despite these matters having nothing to do with the attending officers, the community often lets these incidents tarnish their opinion and image of the police. A very current matter that is frequently spoken about in the community is that of an ex-serving police officer named Wayne Couzens. Couzens was a serving Metropolitan police officer when in March 2021, he abducted a lone female Sarah Everard whilst off duty. In a bid to lure Sarah into his vehicle, Couzens used his police warrant card to demonstrate that he was a safe option to give Sarah a lift home. Sarah was subsequently abducted and murdered which led to a huge and worldwide media outpouring of grief and condemnation for his actions. Couzens was arrested and later found guilty of Sarah’s murder. This incident rightfully attracted a huge media response which led to protests and demonstrations over the vetting of police officers and women’s safety. This incident has led to complexity and a challenge whereby confidence in police officers actions and the trust that particularly females have in male officers has dropped significantly. A YouGov pole in December 2021 found that just 60% of the public trust the police. This number was found to be even lower in ethnic minority backgrounds whereby the reported number was 44% (YouGov,2021). The lower trust level found in ethnic backgrounds could be attributed to the impact of Black Lives Matter protests across the UK in 2020 whereby the police were required to police and manage a number of protests across the UK following the death of a black male in America named George Floyd. George Floyd had been unlawfully killed by a serving police officer during an incident whereby the officer kneeled on his neck causing Floyd difficulties in his breathing. Floyd subsequently died. It is incidents such as the one involving Sarah Everard and George Floyd that can be felt across policing and communities, making the relationship between police and its community strained and challenging. The relationship between the police and the community is an important one. The police rely on the community to be their eyes and ears and providing information about crime in their neighbourhoods. Sir Robert Peel, the man who is seen as the founding member of the modern police service in the UK wrote a list of 9 key principles which were seen as crucial and urgent for effective policing. These principals are still important and used today. One key principal which can be affected by these previous incidents which I have spoken of is “to maintain at all times a relationship with the public that gives reality to the historic tradition that the police are the public and that 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” (Peel,2022). This principal is effectively stating that police officers are merely members of the public who paid to give their full-time attention to duties of policing however we should all be working together in the interest of deterring criminality and issues in the community. This demonstrates that gaining the trust of the community and having a positive relationship would only benefit us all.

The third key issue which I have identified as complex, and challenging is that of mental health calls in my policing area. With there being no emergency service dedicated or set out to responding to mental health calls, the police very often pick up this area. In her majesty’s inspectorate of constabulary and fire and rescue services report published in 2018, the report stated that after taking an extensive look at the mental health situation between the police and communities they have witnessed that the mental health services in the UK are broken and that far too often the police are now picking up the pieces where there is a shortfall in such services (HMICFRS, 2018). Mental health calls now account for a vast number of incidents of which police attend. In some way or another there is often a mental health element of which officers are barely adequately trained nor knowledgeable in. For this reason, mental health triage teams have been set up in my force area whereby officers at scenes can call the triage team for assistance and for a telephone assessment to be conducted. Police officers have limited powers when dealing with people suffering from any mental health episodes. It is only where a person is deemed to be in immediate need of care and control that a police officers has a power in a public place to section someone under section 136 of the mental health act. Where an incident occurs inside of a private dwelling there is no power under 136 to section a person. In this scenario a power of section 135 would have to be used however a warrant from a court would have to be obtained first. Mental health calls can be complex and challenging due to several factors. Often the person suffering can be in an agitated or aggressive state, there can be family members or children present in the vicinity which can often cause further upset and alarm that the police are then required to manage. In addition, the police often encounter members of the public who are suffering from depression and suicidal and it is then for an officer to decide where there is a genuine risk to life if the person is not sectioned under section 136. To make matters more complex, the police are unable to take sectioned people to a place of safety such as a mental health setting when the person is under the effects of alcohol or drugs which is often the case. In these circumstances, the police are often left with no option but to sit at an accident and emergency unit whilst the person sobers up or comes down from the effects of drugs. This situation in itself can be challenging with hospital waiting areas being full of women and children of whom can be alarmed by the actions and behaviours of detained persons. The issue of mental health calls and the police is only on the increase. Between 2014 and 2018, it was reported by the Home Office that mental health incidents involving the police had risen by 28% now totalling 494,159 calls in 2018 (BBC, 2019). This key issue ties in with my first raised issue of police resources. The two issues are closely linked, with an increase in mental health calls only making it more challenging for the police to find the resources to attend some more lower-level criminality such as thefts and ASB.

In summary of this essay, I have identified 3 key issues which have then been reviewed as to how they are complex and challenging issues in the community in my policing area. The issues are that of resourcing levels and officer number which has an impact on victims of crime and the greater community image of the police in my area. The second issues are that of the public’s perception of the police and how a strained relationship between the police and the community often leads to lower confidence levels and a lack of trust between the police and the community. This lack of trust often leads to less reports of crime and limited information being provided to the police making policing more challenging and complex. The third and final key issue which I have identified and reviewed is that of the impact of mental health calls in my policing area. Many calls are mental health related and the police’s limited resources and lack of real mental health training can make this a complex and challenging area for attending officers who are limited in their options and the knowledge that they have available to them in a mental health situation. 
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Evaluate the disruption options available to target criminal activity on the road network

In this essay I will be looking at what constitutes criminal activity on the road network and then evaluating the disruption options which are available to target such criminal activity. The criminal activity that I have identified and will be talking about are Organised Crime Groups (OCG’s) and their involvement in crimes such as human trafficking and county lines, and their use of the road network to facilitate such activity. I will look at the disruption options available such as use of Automatic Number Plate Recognition (ANPR) technology and how roads policing units utilise such technology to enhance and enable disruption. I will also look at how pre planned operations can disrupt activity using information and intelligence and how partnership working with alternative law enforcement agencies is paramount.

The UK Road network is used every day by OCG’s to facilitate the movement and operations of their criminal activity. OCG’s can be defined as people who have worked together for an extended period of time to plan, coordinate and conduct serious crime. These people are, more often than not, motivated to commit these serious crimes by the potential of financial gain. OCG’s are estimated to cost the UK £37 billion annually through their activities (Crimestoppers, 2022). The highest profile and well publicised form of criminal activity, which is spoken about frequently in the media, is that of county lines. County lines is “where illegal drugs are transported from one area to another, often across police and local authority boundaries (although not exclusively), usually by children or vulnerable people who are coerced into it by gangs. The ‘County Line’ is the mobile phone line used to take the orders of drugs” (NCA, 2022). In this form of criminal activity, the road network is key to drugs being moved from one area to another. This frequently includes the initial movement of multi-million-pound packages from UK ports into cities and towns. From this location imports are then broken down or sold further to other criminal groups and dealers for onwards sale. Police intelligence and surveillance teams will monitor this activity where possible and attempt to build an intelligence picture of such activities with a view to obtaining as much evidence and information before looking to disrupt them. As intelligence is gained and built, things such as vehicle registration marks, makes and models of vehicles and common routes and timings can then be passed to roads policing teams so that they can target this activity backed by intelligence. Road’s policing teams can then target their patrols and pre-position their vehicles in suitable locations where they are likely to encounter vehicles which are involved in criminal activity such as the movement of drugs. Road’s policing officers can then put in stops on vehicles and where suitable carry out checks on drivers/occupants of the vehicle and searches of the vehicle under section 23 of the misuse of drugs act. This is an example of how suitable intelligence and information gathering can then be filtered down to road’s policing officers who can in turn disrupt and target criminal activity.

Another disruption option available to police officers is the use of ANPR technology. ANPR is the camera systems which are located across the country and various locations along the UK Road network. ANPR cameras work by reading vehicle registration details as they pass through the camera. These camaras are linked to a complex computer system which records the data and holds the information for a period of time. Date such as location, time, registration and sometimes a photo image will be captured. This database can then be intrusively searched by the police when looking to locate and track the movements of certain vehicles and build intelligence of their activities. The national police chief’s council stated in 2016 that at the time of writing there were 9000 cameras across the roads network. It was stated that there was 1 camera per 27.3 miles of road in the UK (NPCC, 2016). Since 2016 there has been considerable further installation of cameras making the ANPR network larger and more effective again. When vehicles are known to be involved in criminal activity, markers can be placed on the vehicle effectively meaning that when they pass a camera, control rooms and roads policing units can be alerted to their movement. This can serve to get roads policing vehicles into the correct areas enabling them to intercept and stop vehicles where appropriate. This is an extremely effective way of targeting criminal activity on the roads network. ANPR is not only a static system placed on the side of roads, but also a mobile tool which can be highly effective when fitted to vehicles. Mainly reserved for road’s policing, ANPR is fitted across several vehicles in the polices fleet. The system is fitted to the vehicles room and can read other road users vehicle indexes whilst the vehicle is patrolling. Any important or flagging information is then immediately passed to the driver via a computer system/screen fitted inside the cockpit of the vehicle. Road’s policing officers are then able to pick up vehicles and put in stops of vehicles where appropriate for searches/disruption.

ANPR is not only effective in disrupting vehicles suspected to be involved in drugs movements, but it can also be highly effective in disrupting the issue of stolen vehicles. Stolen vehicles often find themselves put to use in OCG’s rather than being sold on. The vehicles are frequently used in other criminal activity such as thefts, burglaries, movement of weapons and human trafficking. When vehicles are reported to police as stolen, markers can be placed on vehicle registration marks. Once a marked vehicle passes any ANPR system, the vehicle will be flagged up to officers allowing for resources to be positioned in the most effective location so that the vehicles can be stopped. Without such technology or information, less stolen vehicles would be located/stopped, and this form of criminal activity would be harder to target and disrupt thus allowing further crime to continue. ANPR has become a valuable and important tool in disrupting and targeting criminal activity on the roads. 

Despite ANPR being the main way to disrupt criminal activity on the road’s network, pre-planned operations are also an important way to cause disruption. Utilising information and intelligence which has been gathered over a period of time combined with ANPR date, officers can build enough information allowing a pre-planned operation to be organised. These pre-planned operations can either be highly covert with information surrounding the operation be kept to a minimum allowing the surprise element to criminals on the road network or alternatively the operation can be highly published through the media and social media platforms. There are advantages and strategies to both methods of conducting operations. When an operation is kept highly secretive, the chances of intercepting and arresting offenders is much higher, however a high profile and well published campaign and operation is effective at deterring criminals from operating on the roads network. An example of a well ran overt roads operation is that of West Yorkshire police on operation Spawood in 2018. The operation was running over a number of weeks whereby information and intelligence and a large amount of overt vehicles were utilised to target stolen vehicles and vehicles being utilised for the use of drug movement/selling. Over the course of the operation, over 400 arrests were made with a third of them arrests turning into charges (Yorkshire post, 2018). This is an example of another method of causing disruption and targeting criminals on the road network.

Another form of criminal activity which I have identified as being a user of the road network to facilitate their activities is that of human trafficking. Human trafficking involves the recruitment or movement of people for exploitation by the use of threat, force, fraud, or the abuse of vulnerability.
Trafficking is a crime that can occur across international borders or within a country. It often crosses multiple geographic and legal boundaries (Gov, 2017). In this form of activity and just as the definition above describes, people are often trafficked into the UK via ports and shipping before being exploited into illegal activities. It is difficult to put a number or statistic on the number of people being trafficked into and around the UK due to the secretive and nature of this activity however detected human trafficking is on the rise along with the number of cases detected of human modern-day slavery. Trafficked persons are often used in trades such as manning cannabis farms, selling drugs or even sexually exploited into sexual slavery. Due to the persons vulnerability and fear of the gangs who are exploiting them, trafficked persons continue to work and live-in horrendous situations until they are located or discovered by law enforcement agencies. The police work very closely with the National Crime Agency (NCA) to identity the gangs and organisations which are trafficking person before trying to disrupt such activity. An option which is frequently used to disrupt such activity on the UK road network is the option of police vehicles lying in wait on frequently used routes and then stopping suspicious vehicles. Often some of the suspicious vehicles are larger shipping vehicles where intelligence exists. Not only is it people from abroad being used in human trafficking activities but also young and vulnerable people from within the UK. OCG’s will pick people who are dependant on drugs or alcohol or extremely vulnerable and groom them into working for them in their illegal activities. People are frequently used as drug runners to transport their illegal drugs from one county to another. Another area whereby vulnerable people are exploited is in the area of sexual exploitation. Vulnerable people are frequently moved around the country and forced to have sex with people in exchange for drugs whilst the gang’s profit from such activities. Once again, the road’s network is the way in which these vulnerable people are moved around and it is for roads policing officers to detect and disrupt such movements. In 2020 there were 10,613 potential victims of child human trafficking identified in the UK (ECPAT, 2020). It is important to remember that this figure is just of child potential victims which had been identified, the true figure is thought to be much higher, especially if adults were to be included.
The final option for disrupting criminal activity on the road’s network is for positive partnership agency working. The police are not the only organisation which monitors illegal and criminal activity on the roads network. Other agencies that hold a key stake in disrupting these activities include agencies such as the National Crime Agency, the DVLA, DVSA and the UK border force. By sharing information and working together to identify vehicles, routes and people who are operating on the road network, criminal activity can be detected easier and disrupted and investigations can be jointly run-in partnership for a greater chance of successful outcomes. 
In summary, the UK road’s network is used every day to facilitate criminal activity in various forms. This criminal activity is often drug’s trafficking and human trafficking. Both forms of criminal activity are closely linked and cost the UK millions of pounds every year. It is through the hard work of road’s policing units and the effective use and direction of information and technology that such criminal activity can be particularly targeted and disrupted. ANPR systems are key to getting resources into the correct places and for intelligence packages to be built. Criminal activity will continue to be disrupted in this manner due to increasing officer numbers and a continual rise in ANPR cameras across the road network.
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