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1. What are the risks of ineffective engagement between police and local communities, and how might poor engagement affect community cohesion?

Engagement between police and local communities can involve a large range of activities, purposes and ambitions. In policing engagement can often refer to any interaction between a police officer and a member of the public, whether that interaction is a conversation or just a small encounter.  However, community engagement should be understood as a wider, longer term and a planned process of collaboration between people within a community and the police. The National Policing Improvement Agency (NPIA) defines community engagement as the process of allowing the participation of the public and communities in policing at their chosen level, ranging from providing information and reassurance, to empowering them to identify and implement solutions to problems from with the community and to influence strategic priorities and decisions. The police, the public and communities must have the willingness, capacity and opportunity to participate. Police forces and their partner agencies must have a responsibility to engage, unless there is a justifiable reason, the presumption is that they must respond to community input. Community engagement in neighbourhoods should allow the police to develop a better understanding of the communities which they work in and understand their risks, threats and needs and provide an ongoing two-way dialogue between the police and community members. Section 34 of the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act 2011 provides a legal requirement for chief officers to make arrangements to engage with community members, provide local information and intelligence about crime and policing and hold public meetings on a regular basis. (N8 Policing Research Partnership, 2014)
Community engagement has many forms and can be a one-time event or repeated contact from the police. The use of evidence-based approaches and methods are important when police are attempting to take on issues within a community. For example, when police officers conduct targeted foot patrols it can help crime rates and antisocial behaviour issues within a community and help reassure members of the community and improve people perceptions of the police when the targeted foot patrols are implemented in combination with community engagement and problem-solving. When officers are only responding to emergencies and other calls and conducting random police patrols, it is unlikely to have the same effort. The confidence that community members have in police is likely to decline if they believe that foot patrols, community engagement and problem-solving are declining. (College of Policing, 2019)
The relationship between the police and local communities are a critical aspect of maintaining public safety as well as maintaining law and order. Effective engagement between police and local communities fosters mutual trust, reduces crime rates, and enhances social cohesion. However, when this relationship is ineffective or strained, it poses significant risks to both the police and local communities and can also disrupt community cohesion. (College of Policing, 2013)
To help improve the engage between local communities and the police, the Government launched a police reform programme where neighbourhood policing teams are a central part of the programme. The neighbourhood policing teams have dedicated police officers assigned to local areas where the officers and partner agencies work together with the public to help understand and face problems within a community that matter the most to the community members. International evidence has proven that this type of local policing can help reduce both actual and perceived levels of crime and disorder, as well as to improve the public’s perceptions of the police. (Home Office, 2006)
A model of policing that was created in the late 1980’s did not promote effective engagement between the police and local communities and in fact discouraged any community participation in policing, especially any community participation with ethnic minority communities. A Task Force report by Police was published in the United States of America in 1967 identified problems with a lack of engagement with communities and the reported highlighted the need for a “police/community collaboration as this collaboration would allow for a greater flow of information, a reduction in riots, a reduction in police injuries, and an overall improvement in general police operations”. (The Presidents Commission on Law Enforcement and Administration of Justice, 1967)
In Wales and England, the issues of ineffective community between the police and local communities were highlighted by Alderson in the 1970’s and also by the Scarman Report which was published following the Brixton riots in the 1980’s. Since then, there have been multiple attempts by different police forces at engaging communities and some police forces have experimented with different forms of community policing. (Myhill, A. 2012)
One of the primary risks associated with ineffective engagement between police and local communities is the loss of trust in law enforcement. Trust is compulsory in order to have effective policing. Trust in the police encourages members of a community to report crimes, cooperate with police investigations, and support police initiatives. However, poor communication, perceived disrespect, or bias views from police officers can cause members of a community to lose trust. When communities view the police as untrustworthy or unreliable, they are less likely to seek their help or cooperate with them, which in turn interferes with crime prevention and resolution efforts where public safety can suffer. (Goldsmith, A. 2005)
Another risk is an increase in fear and tension within the community. In effective engagement, particularly when it involves use of excessive force or discrimination by police, can lead to fear and apprehension towards the police. This fear can discourage individuals from interacting with the police, even in situations where police assistance is necessary. It can also generate a sense of resentment and tension within the community, leading to conflicts that could have been avoided with effective communication and engagement. (Bureau of Justice Assistance, 1994)
Ineffective police engagement with communities can also lead to unjust and unequal policing. Without open dialogue and understanding, stereotypes and biases can influence policing practices, leading to discriminatory actions, such as racial profiling or over-policing in certain areas. This can result in a sense of alienation among those who feel targeted, such as youths in unprivileged areas. This then further deepens the divide between the police and the community. (Rethink Criminal Justice, 2021)
“The concept of community cohesion was established in the UK in 2001” Since 2001 community cohesion has become a key part of understanding and responding to the changing dynamics of diversity all across the world and the different policies and practice demands interaction and contact to break down barriers, undermine stereotypes and prejudices and pro-actively tackle the grievances, divisions, injustices and segregation of “parallel lives”. Parallel lives is a term that is often used to describe the divisions that undermine cohesion. (Professor Ted Cantle, 2023) 
Community cohesion has the main aim to build communities where members of that community feel confident that they belong and are comfortable when they are mixing and interacting with other members of the community, particularly people who come from different ethical backgrounds or people of different religions. Community cohesion refers to the sense of solidarity, understanding, and mutual respect among members of a community. Effective engagement between police and the community promotes community cohesion by fostering a sense of safety and mutual trust. However, poor engagement can have detrimental effects. (Local Government Association, 2004)
Firstly, ineffective engagement can create social divisions. For example, when certain groups feel targeted or neglected by the police, it can create or deepen divides within the community. People may feel they are treated differently based on their race, religion, socioeconomic status, or other factors which can lead to resentment and conflict towards the police. Poor police and community relations can also undermine a communities sense of safety and well-being. If people do not trust the police or fear them, they may not feel safe in their own community. This feeling of insecurity can discourage community participation and interaction, leading to social isolation and a decrease in community cohesion. Ineffective engagement can also obstruct collective problem-solving. Communities and different police departments such as police response and the neighbourhood policing teams need to work together to address local issues effectively. If there’s a disconnect between the police and the community, it becomes challenging to build the necessary partnerships to address community problems, thereby hindering the collective capacity for problem solving and community development. (Fielding, N. 2014)
Ineffective engagement between police and local communities can contribute to higher crime rates. When there is a lack of trust and cooperation between the police and the community, individuals may be less willing to report crimes or provide essential information. This hampers the police’s efforts and allows criminal activities to thrive, leading to a breakdown in community safety. (Gulma, U. 2018) Also, if community members are feeling as though their concerns are continuously being ignored by police or that they are unfairly targeted by police, it can lead to polarisation and social unrest. Protests, demonstrations, and conflicts between law enforcement and community members can arise as a result of deep-seated grievances. Such events can further deteriorate community cohesion and trust, creating a cycle of conflict and division. (College of Policing, 2020) In the absence of effective police-community engagement, if crime rates are increasing, some communities may resort to vigilantism or take matters into their own hands to address crime and maintain order. This can result in a breakdown of the rule of law and increase tensions within the community. Further issues then may occur, when community members feel disempowered and insignificant, they may withdraw from participating in community initiatives, leading to a decline in social cohesion. Vigilantism is becoming increasingly popular in some communities whereby members of the public are being called “paedophile hunters” due to them not believing that police are doing enough in their communities to protect children and deal with known paedophiles. (The Police Foundation, 2019) 
Ineffective engagement with the police can also have significant mental and emotional consequences for community members. People who experience discriminatory or abusive behaviour from police officers may develop feelings of anger, fear, and helplessness. This can lead to heightened levels of stress, anxiety, and trauma within the community, further eroding social bonds and overall wellbeing. Between October 2021 and April 2022, data from the National Police Chief’s Council (NPCC) has shown us that there were over 1,177 cases of allegations against police officers being violent and abusive towards members of their communities which includes sexual harassment and assault. (The Guardian, 2023)
Ineffective police-community engagement can have adverse economic impacts on communities. Businesses may hesitate to invest in areas where crime rates are high or where there is a perception of inadequate law enforcement. This lack of economic development can perpetuate socio-economic inequalities, further straining community cohesion. (Otranto, E. 2010)
In conclusion, ineffective engagement between the police and local communities poses numerous risks, including erosion of trust, increased fear and tension, and unjust policing, increased crime rates, vigilantism, disempowerment, mental and emotional distress, limited access to justice, economic consequences, and social polarization. It can also undermine community cohesion, and undermining a community’s sense of safety and collective problem-solving abilities. Therefore, it is essential to prioritise building and maintaining a strong police-community relationship to foster trust, enhance public safety, and promote community cohesion.
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