Policing By Consent

This assignment will specifically focus on the concept of policing by consent, and its underlining role in today’s modern era. It will also discuss the context of policing by consent within hostile environments, how it could positively affect society by introducing a much more balanced and responsible police force. This essay will also introduce the concept of a diverse police force and its affect on communities and the public alike.

Policing by consent is a fundamental concept in policing, it underlines the relationship between that of the police and the public that they serve. It essentially highlights the idea that the police maintain their authority by ensuring that a layer of trust, favour and cooperation exists between itself and the community. This is as stated by Desai (2020), who emphasises how this has had a drastic impact on society, and how it is important to understand that this level of trust and cooperation can only exist if the police adapt alongside the United Kingdom’s ever-changing public, it is equally as important if not more so to evaluate past approaches to policing by consent, and to analyse important historical events in determining new and improved versions of this concept. Only then can the police ensure that policing by consent remains an important and impactful concept to the structure and continued existence of the public’s positive relationship with the police.

Policing by consent is the practice police forces across the entirety of the United Kingdom use in establishing trust between themselves, and the greater public. It refers to the idea of police authority being intertwined with the cooperation of the public, in ensuring that the relationship held between itself and the people it serves remains consistent with the code of ethics, as well as the Peelian Principles. This is as stated by Watts (2024), who also suggests that “It does not mean the consent of an individual. No individual can choose to withdraw their consent from the police, or from the law.” Watts is essentially clarifying that policing by consent does not in fact mean policing by individual consent, in the form of each person must agree, but rather that the police should serve the public, for the interest of the public, rather than the state.  Dom Watts also states how the fundamental idea of policing by consent does in fact derive originally from Sir Robert Peels ‘The Nine Principles’. These Nine principles, as stated by Matthews (2024), whilst summarised, accurately list the rules as was written by Sir Robert Peel, some prime examples are to prevent crime and disorder, to recognise always that the power of the police to fulfil their functions and duties is dependant on the public approval of their existence. The second point in this list is the most interesting point made, it very accurately summarises what policing by consent represents, and what it should continue to represent, that the underlining duty of the police is owed to the public. 

Alternatively, to the claim made by Watts, how policing by consent derives from Sir Robert Peel, according to the Home Office (2016), the concept also originates from the first commissioner of Police of the Metropolis Lieutenant Colonel Sir Charles Rowan and was set up in the year 1829, originally as a list of “general instructions” that police officers had to follow. The Nine principles do go deeper than that of Sir C. Rowans instructions, however it is important to analyse both pieces of information, as these combined is what formed the fundamentals of policing by consent, moulding what it has become today.

Other historical changes have also contributed to the development of policing by consent, one example being that of the 1981 Brixton Riots. A race related riot that was sparked by a sense of inherent and underlining racism within the police towards the black community. This is according to the BBC (2021) who state how unemployment, racial tensions, and a poor relationship between the black community and the police ultimately led to a three-day riot that cost the government £7.5 Million. They also go on to explain how many black people involved in the riots reportedly felt as though they were a target for the police, with searches being handed out unnecessarily and unlawfully simply because of the colour of their skin. Being 40 years ago, it is hard to imagine the scenario both the rioters and the police were faced with, however, it was as a direct result of the Brixton riots, as well as looming calls for reform by leading black protesting figures that sparked what is now known as the Policing And Criminal Evidence Act 1984, or PACE for short. An act which is defined by the College of Policing (2024) as apart of the “stop and search powers”. It was an Act detailed in what is called the “Scarman Report”, written by Lord Scarman it details PACE, as well as the balance of power that is needed as way of maintaining the police – public relationship. It is also used as a way of discipline against the police who abuse such powers.

The Home Office (2016) details further on the matter of PACE describing it as the “codes of practice” that are used to regulate and govern the powers of the police, very simply as a means of protecting the public. 

Ultimately the Scarman report, as according to Gloucestershire County Council (2023) described how the events of the Brixton Riots, especially so the “disorders” were not planned but were in fact a spontaneous outburst caused by the resentment towards the police by the black and Caribbean community. This is why the fundamentals of policing by consent are so important, it is policing by consent that enables communities to work together instead of apart. The Police have a duty to work alongside the public, this means ensuring that a constant layer of trust exists between itself and the public, without this the police cannot function as it is intended today. Another factor that could assist with race relations within the police is the introduction of more black and multi ethnic police officer, otherwise known as BAME. This is according to Weitzer (2019) who explains “the majority of all three groups felt that an ethnically diverse police department was important for symbolic reasons”, Ronald Weitzer then goes to explain that this would be to reflect the diversity of the nation within the police.

Many more regulations have come out since the introduction of the police and criminal evidence act 1984, such as that of the Race Relations Act 1956 and the Equality Act 2010. These acts were brought into place after the events of the Brixton Riots and were implemented to reduce exploitation of people on what is called ‘Protected Characteristics’, essentially being the characteristics of a person that cannot be discriminated against. Local Government Association describes how the Equality Act covers such protected characteristics, listing them as age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage or civil partnership, pregnancy, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation. The police must abide by these regulations as discrimination would massively impact the police, as well as the trust of the public.
This is immensely important to policing by consent, as it is the public who must feel as though the police are a non discriminatory and unbiased force who can put others first. 

Another example of a race related disorder would be that of the 2011 England Riots, also known as the ‘Tottenham riots’ as this is where it mainly took place. It was sparked by the sudden death of Mark Duggan, being a black male who was killed by the police on the 4th of August 2011. A protest over the shooting quickly escalated into widespread looting and arson. Later in the unrest, riots began breaking out in other major cities all over England, including but not limited to London, Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, Bristol, Nottingham and Leicester. Disturbances were reported in other towns and cities all over the United Kingdom however these major cities listed had seen the worst. 
Murray (2021) goes on to say in an article that Mark Duggan, being the individual who was shot by the police, was a “catalyst” in the 2011 Tottenham (England) riots, going on to say it was the largest civil unrest that had ever been seen within the United Kingdom.
The events of the England Riots caused an inquest into the actions of the police, mainly due to how the events of Mark Duggan occurred, but also because of the poor relations between that of the police and the public, especially so in Tottenham. This goes to show that the relationship between the police and the public is a massive issue, especially within todays modern era, having influenced many civil unrests in recent years. The police must ensure that the public are willing to consent to the law, consent to the police, and consent to a working relationship between crime stopping agencies. This has a detrimental impact on society, because if the relationship between the public and the police break down, the events of Tottenham are the result.

No specific new Act or regulation was implemented after the widespread disorder, however the government focused on implementing existing laws more effectively. This was done by addressing broader issues that were seen as factors in the unrest. Other efforts by the government included the recovery scheme, the high street support scheme and the homeless support scheme, all as an effect of the riots Home Office (2013). 

As stated, one of these factors was the relationship between the public and the police. The consequences of a poor relationship are dire, as seen in both the Brixton Riots, and the England Riots. However, there are the possibilities of much worse situations arising, such as trust in the police ceasing, which would lead to much more crime going unreported. This would immobilise the police force, being that they would be unable to preform their most basic duties. According to Victim Support (2018) studies have shown that nearly 60% of crime goes unreported each year, however the vast majority of that would be what is considered ‘minor crimes’. This could increase further however if the public feel as though the police aren’t doing enough or aren’t treating others fairly. Potentially leading to the police being seen as the enemy. This is a massive issue for society, as if policing by consent were to fracture the ripple effect associated could cause major disruptions to everyday life in the United Kingdom.

As discussed, the idea of policing by consent is an extremely important and useful tool in protecting the fabric of society, keeping the streets safe and emphasising a positive relationship with the public. It is equally as important for the police to not only abide by the fundamentals of policing by consent but to work together with local communities to increase and enhance the concept. By using past experiences to learn and adapt, the police can ensure that a layer of cooperation and trust exists within our society, ensuring that the police remain a balance between the state and the people, rather than just an acting force for one side.
The police must also work much more closely with their relative communities in ensuring that all crimes are reported, this would enhance the concept of policing by consent to ensure that the public know that the police are there in support of them, making our society safer, more productive and more prosperous for all.
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