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The Metropolitan Police Service’s (MPS) mishandling of the case of Stephen Lawrence, an 18-year-old black British man who was murdered in April 1993 (Macpherson, 1999, p. 18), led the public inquiry headed by Sir William Macpherson to declare the MPS as institutionally racist. 

As a result of this declaration, Macpherson’s report found numerous wrongdoings by the MPS during the initial murder investigation and when conducting subsequent inquiries. The report generated 70 recommendations aimed at improving policing, the criminal justice system, and various other public bodies.

Some recommendations were implemented by policing, directly influencing professional policing policies since their introduction. 

One such implementation is the subjugation of police forces to the Freedom of Information Act 2000 (FOIA) (Macpherson, 1999, p. 371). This creates a ‘right to access’ information held by public authorities on a national scale. (Information Commissioner's Office, 2022). 

FOIA allows the public to apply to police forces for information that may be deemed to be in the public interest, this information can then be scrutinized by the wider public in a transparent manner. 

This allows many different opinions and viewpoints surrounding the information to be discussed. That alone can increase public confidence in the police. Sometimes, however, although the access to information increases confidence in the police, discussions may identify that certain policies or procedures are outdated – this may negatively affect confidence in the police. 

The Code of Ethics imposes the duty on chief officers to “promote openness and transparency within policing and to the public.” (College of Policing, 2014, p. 2). This duty directly ties in with the introduction of FOIA as increased transparency often leads to increased confidence in the police.

Given that the Code of Ethics explicitly places this duty on chief officers, and also hails “openness” as one of the 9 policing principles (Devon & Cornwall Police, 2022) that police officers abide by, it’s clear to see that the recommendation in Macpherson’s report has directly influenced current professional policing policies, as all police forces actively utilise FOIA to release information that might be in the public interest. (College of Policing, 2015).

The ’Brixton riots’ were a pivotal moment in British policing. These riots constituted a series of skirmishes between the MPS and predominantly black youths that took place between 10th and 12th April 1981 in Brixton, London. 

These riots stemmed from the MPS’ increased usage of stop-and-search powers in Brixton at the start of April 1981, which Lord Leslie Scarman deemed to disproportionately target members of the black community in his report to the government following the riots. (Gloucester County Council, 2020).

Like the Macpherson inquiry, which would give its recommendations in 1999, Lord Scarman’s report gave various recommendations at its conclusion in November 1981. Based on his findings, Lord Scarman blamed the extremely vague and outdated Vagrancy Act of 1824 as a chief cause of the Brixton Riots as it was used by the police to stop search people in Brixton with little to no reasonable suspicion. (Law Teacher, 2018).

As a result of these recommendations, the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) was created. PACE serves as the core piece of legislation for police officers, and contains many acts and codes which govern core aspects of policing, including searching persons.
 
PACE specifically states in section 1(3) that; “This section does not give a constable power to search a person or vehicle or anything in or on a vehicle unless he has reasonable grounds for suspecting that he will find stolen or prohibited articles.” (UK Parliament, 1984).

Code A of PACE states that; “Reasonable suspicion can never be supported on the basis of personal factors,” and defines this as; “A person’s physical appearance with regard, for example, to any of the ‘relevant protected characteristics’ set out in the Equality Act 2010…” which include “race” and; “Generalisations or stereotypical images that certain groups of categories of people are more likely to be involved in criminal activity.” (UK Parliament, 2022).

Given that PACE’s sections and codes specifically include requirements for a police officer to have reasonable suspicion to search someone, and that this cannot be based on personal factors that are protected characteristics or stereotypes, this is clearly influenced by Lord Scarman’s report as it was his recommendation for this to be enshrined in law. 

Therefore, the introduction of PACE has allowed police officers to have a framework when applying the law operationally. This means that the public’s confidence in the police is increased as this structure/mandate is publicly available in law and there are proper processes in place to make complaints and FOIA requests surrounding issues which have previously caused serious unrest between communities and the police such as stop-and-search. 

Presently, the model/acronym of ‘GOWISELY’ has been adopted for use of stop-and-search by police forces. A police officer must act in line with the acronym during stop-and-searches, and relay this to a person;
G – Grounds for the search
O – Object the officer is searching for
W – Show warrant card
I – Officer to identify themselves
S – Station the officer is attached to
E – Explain citizens entitlement to copies of search record
L – Legislation/power the officer is searching under
Y – “You are being detained for the purpose of a search”

The College of Policing encourages officers to be transparent during stop-searches, which is a clear positive shift from the days of the Brixton riots whereby ambiguity by police officers during searches is attributed by Lord Scarman as a key cause of the riots. (College of Policing, 2022). 

New reforms and policies that have been influenced by events such as the Stephen Lawrence murder, the Brixton riots and their subsequent inquiries act in line with the Code of Ethics’ tenets of being accountable, objective, open, honest, respectful, integrous, and selfless. 

Given that Dame Shirley Pearce states that the Code of Ethics; “will lead to greater confidence across the policing profession and in our communities,” (College of Policing, 2014, p. iv) it is reasonable to suggest that implementing this has indeed increased communities’ confidence in the police, although at what scale is difficult to measure. In keeping with the Code of Ethics, it is important to acknowledge that public confidence in the police may decrease in the short term due to police misconduct/malpractice, but reflecting on policies and events to enact positive change can increase public confidence in the police in the long term. 
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When considering why certain groups might be vulnerable to being targeted by Serious and Organised Crime Groups (SOCGs), it is important to define ‘vulnerability’ and SOCGs in the context of UK policing. These definitions support the analysis of the effectiveness of police practises when investigating such issues. 

The College of Policing defines vulnerability as; “A person is vulnerable, if, as a result of their situation or circumstances, they are unable to take care of or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation.” (College of Policing, 2021, p. 12).

The independent crime-fighting charity CrimeStoppers UK defines SOCGs 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.” (CrimeStoppers UK, 2022).

Given these definitions, it is easy to see why SOCGs target vulnerable people, as by definition, being vulnerable means someone is unable to take of or protect themselves from harm of exploitation. Additionally, it is reasonable to suggest that SOCGs will seek to exploit vulnerable people and utilise them to either commit crime against them or make their commission of crime easier, all with the aim of profiting financially. 

‘County lines’, for example, is one such way SOCGs will seek to exploit vulnerable people. This is when SOCGs export and deal narcotics across the UK, often using dedicated mobile phone lines or other sophisticated networks of communication. SOCGs typically coerce/groom vulnerable adults and children into participating in these operations as they are easier targets. (National Crime Agency, 2022)

Children are especially vulnerable to being targeted by SOCGs, as they can be tempted into criminality by gifts or rewards. These children are then tied into criminality and find it more difficult to leave the SOCG’s sphere of influence, as they are consistently rewarded for carrying out criminal acts and are often threatened or coerced into remaining within the SOCG’s network. (HM Government, 2015, pp. 7-8).

Children who are from low-income backgrounds may see criminality as a way to better themselves and earn money for themselves or for their families. Children who have been abused by their parents, bullied at school, or have a disruptive homelife may feel an acute sense of belonging when participating in SOCGs and gain validation from committing criminal acts for members within the SOCG. 

If the police are not root cause-focused in dealing with children who are linked to SOCGs, there is a potential for children to be criminalized rather than treated as victims of coercion and exploitation. 

For example, children who are arrested by the police, charged, and convicted for dealing drugs are often labelled ‘criminals.’ According to Becker’s labelling theory in relation to criminal deviance, labelling a child who commits an act that deviates from societal norms (dealing drugs) as a criminal can encourage the child to self-conceptualise themselves as nothing more than a criminal. 
 
This can lead to the child achieving a self-fulfilling prophecy, whereby their behaviour corresponds to the label they have been given by the police, which in turn reinforces their sense of belonging to a SOCG or criminal cause, thus this approach may not be considered an effective police practise. (Becker, 1963).

Vulnerable adults with mental health or drug addiction issues may also be targeted by SOCGs, who exploit these vulnerabilities as they see the victim as lacking capacity to make decisions for themselves or identify that they are being exploited. 

SOCGs may also target drug addicts to exploit their habit. By definition, SOCGs may find it easier to gain compliance from these adults by threatening them with or using force. These adults may have their homes infiltrated by members of SOCGs, who use it as a base to run their county lines or other criminal operations from – this practise is called ‘cuckooing.’ (National Crime Agency, 2022)

If a frontline police officer attends an incident where they have concerns that someone is vulnerable and being exploited, there are a range of practises used to investigate and deal with this. A police officer would typically gather some information from the person about their circumstances and submit a public protection notice (PPN) with the view to immediately safeguarding that person as the police service is victim-led to ensure policies are effective in serving the public.

Police forces across the UK utilise public protection units (PPUs). PPUs typically consist of police officers who review PPNs, risk assess these and take action to safeguard individuals from harm. (South Wales Police, 2021).

PPNs are then shared between partner agencies such as; housing, local authority, and social services. If a PPN is reviewed and a person is deemed to be at risk, a multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH) may meet to discuss the at-risk person and the contents of the PPN. 

MASH allows for information to be shared as early as possible to identify vulnerabilities, risks and to make decisions on safeguarding vulnerable children and adults in some cases. Multi-agency risk assessment conferences are similar to MASH, but deals chiefly with high-risk domestic abuse cases. (College of Policing, 2018). These policies and procedures allow the police to investigate people targeted by SOCGs and safeguard victims effectively.

MASH meetings may recommend that no actions are taken, or can implement strategic adult safeguarding assessments where adults are concerned to urgently assess and implement safeguarding measures for a vulnerable adult. Although this can increase workloads for staff, this allows vulnerable people to be safeguarded and receive appropriate support as quickly as possible.

In the case of children, enquiries under Section 47 of the Children’s Act 1989 may take place to assess whether there is a risk of a child coming to significant harm, and if these risks are confirmed, measures can be implemented by social services to safeguard the child. (Halton Borough Council, 2022).

Police officers who deem children to be at immediate risk of suffering significant harm can utilise powers under Section 46 of the Children’s Act 1989 to remove a child to suitable accommodation and keep them there, or take reasonable steps to ensure a child cannot leave that suitable accommodation – this effectively protects children in the immediate sense.

It is important to identify what makes certain groups vulnerable, and therefore deemed appropriate targets by SOCGs. Appropriate policies can then be implemented, and police officers can be trained to effectively address vulnerability. By analysing the effectiveness of these policies, they can be streamlined to reduce workloads and be more targeted, allowing the police as a service to best serve the public and safeguard victims in line with the Code of Ethics. 
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Multi-agency public protection arrangements (MAPPA) are designed to protect the public and victims of crime from serious harm perpetrated by violent, sexual, or seriously dangerous offenders. MAPPA was established in the Criminal Justice Act 2003. (College of Policing, 2021).

For an offender to be managed by MAPPA, they must conform to one of three categories, which the College of Policing list as; 
· Category 1: A registered sex offender (RSO) and any offender required to comply with notification requirements under the Sexual Offences Act 2003,
· Category 2: Any offender convicted of an offence under Schedule 15 of the Criminal Justice Act 2003 and either sentenced to 12+ months in custody, or sentenced to 12+ months in custody and transferred to hospital under the Mental Health Act 1983, or who is detained in hospital under the Mental Health Act 1983 with/without a restriction order under S41 of that act. 
· Category 3: Any other dangerous offender; a person who has been cautioned for or convicted of an offence which indicates that they are capable of causing serious harm and require management by multiple agencies. 

When an offender is managed by MAPPA, a lead agency is assigned. This is the police in the cases of those in category 1 as the police have a legal responsibility in managing the notification requirements of an RSO. The police perform the role of lead agency when an offender is no longer subject to legal supervision by the National Probation Service (NPS.) 

In the case of MAPPA offenders over the age of 18 or those subject to legal supervision in the community, the NPS manage them. The NPS record category 2 offenders subject to legal supervision on a digitized system called VISOR, which is shared with the police and is continuously reviewed and updated in line with probation regulations. 

The police and the NPS conduct joint agency working to manage MAPPA offenders, and may opt to conduct joint home visits, risk assessments, and maintain other forms of contact with offenders to ensure management of these offenders is holistic and consistent. 

MAPPA offenders are managed at different levels, the College of Policing state that these are;
· Level 1: Ordinary agency management, whereby the risks posed by the offender can be managed by the lead agency. This does not mean other agencies will not be involved in the management of the offender.
· Level 2: Active multi-agency management, this is deemed necessary in cases whereby the offender is; assessed as posing a high/very high risk of serious harm, is identified as lower risk but level 2 management is deemed required, is lowered from level 3 management, is identified as a case where level 2 management adds value to the lead agency’s management of the risk of harm. 
· Level 3: Active enhanced multi-agency management, this is where cases involving offenders meet level 2 management criteria, but senior representation is required from partner agencies. Cases such as these are likely to require the allocation of significant resources or are likely to require considerations to be given to media scrutiny or the public interest in the case. 

In one case study, a MAPPA category 1 offender named “Glenn” is being managed at level 2. Glenn’s conviction was for having sexual intercourse with a 13-year-old. Glenn was diagnosed with severe learning difficulties.

Glenn was risk assessed at being high risk to posing serious harm to children, and was discussed at two level 2 management meetings prior to his release and one following his release. This was largely due to difficulties in partner agencies securing suitable accommodation for Glenn to be released into, whereby he could receive proper support for his vulnerabilities. 

These meetings facilitated the creation of an action plan to secure appropriate accommodation for Glenn, via the disclosing of risks and discussions to and with housing providers and both supporting and reassuring these providers to eventually be able to secure accommodation for Glenn. Owed to these MAPPA meetings, Glenn was released to appropriate accommodation following his release and granted a supported housing placement a short time after. 

MAPPA also discussed and implemented the re-opening of cases of children who were Glenn’s relatives and assessed as being at risk from Glenn. MAPPA then ensured these relatives were safeguarded from Glenn, and NPS and Children’s Services conducted a multi-agency joint visit to one of Glenn’s siblings to engage with her surrounding Glenn’s risk issues, and a written plan was put in place which further safeguarded those at risk from Glenn. 

In this example, MAPPA offered help, guidance, and support to housing services and to those deemed to be at risk from Glenn. This ensured that both Glenn was safeguarded in terms of having a suitable place to live following his release, and that those relatives at risk from Glenn were safeguarded. (Norfolk MAPPA, 2018).

This is clearly an effective police practise, as MAPPA has effectively managed the present risks and ensured the safeguarding of multiple parties; the offender and those at risk from the offender. Even though Glenn is an offender in this case, the police/MAPPA still have a responsibility to protect Glenn’s human rights to life, not to receive inhumane/degrading treatment/punishment and his right to a private/family life – these responsibilities have been upheld in Glenn’s case due to MAPPA’s efficacy. (European Court of Human Rights, 2013).

Current police practises to investigate public protection incidents involving violent and sexual offences typically involves identifying risk factors, setting a risk management plan, assessing risk, and using appropriate risk management tools. (College of Policing, 2022). 

In the context of MAPPA, these practises are effective as we have seen in the case of Glenn, the offender and those at risk from the offender are safeguarded and thus more effectively dealt with. MAPPA’s level-management system is positive because it allows for a clear offender management framework and ensures accountability at all levels.  

Current police practises in investigating public protection incidents involving violent and sexual offences seem to be largely reactionary, in terms of an offender being caught and then ‘managed’ after the fact. 

Overall, current police practises are largely effective in investigating public protection incidents involving violent/sexual offences, however they could be more proactive and more multi-agency working could be done to identify those at risk of offending for the first time, and devising prevention/awareness programmes for these persons, such as the Domestic Abuse Perpetrator Programme (The Change Project, 2022), with the view to stopping offending/reoffending with the offender – more focus must be paid to the tackling of root causes, and this is something the police could improve on given their largely reactive working practises.
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Young people are at risk of becoming involved in gangs, typically through ‘county lines’ activities, whereby young people become involved in the supply of drugs throughout the UK for organized crime groups or gangs. Young people typically get involved due to various poor life circumstances, such as living in poverty or experiencing neglect or abuse in the past. Due to the vulnerabilities presented by these poor life circumstances and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), young people are more susceptible to gang involvement. (NSPCC, 2022).

In the year ending March 2021, there were over 3,500 offensive weapon or knife offences committed by young people that resulted in a sentence or caution (UK Ministry of Justice, 2022). Additionally, 12,720 children were identified as being involved in gangs in the year ending 2021 (Commission on Young Lives, 2021). 

These sources show that young people are actively involved in various types of illegal activity that is typical of gang involvement. Early intervention is important as it allows for those at risk of becoming involved in gangs to be engaged with, their risk assessed, and a working strategy developed and implemented with the view to steering them away from gang involvement. 

Early intervention can take various forms and can be conducted by various agencies. For example, if the police have reasonable grounds to suspect a young person is in possession of a weapon, drugs, stolen goods, or anything that could be used in the commission of a crime, they may opt to stop search them. If a young person is stop searched and a knife is found on them, the typical course of action for police officers is to arrest that person to investigate the offence and safeguard the young person and the public. That person would then be conveyed to a custody suite and detained there.

During the investigation and interviewing process for that person, they will be given the opportunity to account for why they were carrying the knife. At this point, they may make disclosures that allow the police to identify that they are being exploited by a gang or involved in a gang in some way. 

Police identifying this would allow them to target the person and put them on an intervention scheme with the view to steering them away from the criminal justice system and actually addressing the root cause of the issue. 

One such scheme is the Metropolitan Police’s ‘DIVERT’ programme for the area of Lambeth, which is delivered by a London-based youth charity called Juvenis to young people involved in gangs and violent crime. This involves local health and social care professionals. DIVERT’s participants have been shown to have a 7% reoffending rate, compared to Lambeth’s average reoffending rate of 22%. (Metropolitan Police Service, 2018).

It is clear from the statistics that interventions such as the DIVERT programme are instrumental in reducing reoffending rates. With the reduction in offending rates, it is reasonable to assume that involvement in gang activity is being prevented or deterred in young people involved in the DIVERT programme, as they are not reoffending and becoming part of those included in the statistics that do reoffend. 

Growing Against Violence (GAV) is a charity that delivers educational and intervention programmes in partnership with the Metropolitan Police Service with the view to protecting young people against violence and exploitation on the streets and in the online space. 

GAV has devised various programmes for primary schools and secondary schools, whereby they go into schools and deliver workshops to all year groups. In primary schools, GAV teaches pupils about social media safety and the difference between real vs criminal friendships. 

In secondary schools, GAV teaches pupils about social media, weapons, violence and gang involvement. In one workshop aimed at year 10 pupils, GAV explores sensitive and emotive issues regarding sexual violence and child exploitation focused solely on ‘girls & gangs.’ This is delivered in line with the government’s national Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) strategy. (GAV, 2022).  

It is clear to see that there are various charities and programmes delivered by various providers in partnership with police forces and the government. This is positive because more partnership working allows for resources to be evaluated and directed where they are most needed to achieve the greatest effect. This is also a necessary approach to ensure value for taxpayers’ money when approaching issues of crime, disorder and prevention in an age of austerity. 
There are no apparent negatives of partnership working in this way when considering the impact of early intervention on youth offenders and young people at risk of becoming involved in gangs. While the impact of these methods is difficult to measure due to the sheer number of variables and conditions, it is reasonable to consider that even though some young people are attending these schemes, some may be falling through the cracks and either being unaffected/uninfluenced by these schemes, or simply continue to offend or become involved in gangs regardless. 

Partnership approaches are thus largely effective in preventing or deterring involvement in gang-related activity; however, it would be ignorant to consider that these approaches may not work for everyone or that some people are influenced by mental factors (such as mental illness) or environmental factors (poverty, ACEs, etc). 

The ‘nature vs nurture’ theory can be considered, whereby various psychologists such as Freud, Jenson, Bandura propose that some aspects of one’s behaviour are a product of their ‘nature’ and inherited via genetics, or a product of their ‘nurture’ and thus acquired throughout their life through learning and being influenced. (McLeod, 2018).

Given all of this, it is important to intervene early in the case of young offenders and young people at risk of becoming involved in gangs. Previously stated sources show that it largely has a positive outcome in reducing reoffending rates and thus steering young people away from offending and involvement in gangs. This work left to police alone could take away valuable resources from a service already stretched too thin. 

Thus, including partners and charities in this work helps police resourcing in the immediacy, and could help reduce demand on the police in future by effectively cutting down the number of offenders the police may have to deal with in the future. This in turn has a knock on, beneficial effect on the overall criminal justice system and on the lives of those young people who would otherwise offend and become involved in gangs.
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