




Accountability can be perceived as many different ideas, but it is true that the context of accountability varies for example, to be accountable within a governance as opposed to a profit-making business holds different meaning (Dubnick, Frederickson,2011).  Within an organisation accountability includes the obligation to be accountable for what happens, take responsibility for actions, and maintain transparency at all times to remain ethical in what they are doing or aim to achieve (Rodriguez, 2016).

Public accountability involves openness to the public about decisions, performance, public spending and debates. Public services have an obligation to be accountable to the citizens and any malperformance will be sanctioned, including fines, disciplinary procedures and penal sanctions. When tragedies happen that effect the public, a robust accountability system should be in place to bring about reparation (Dubnick, Frederickson,2011).

Within the public sector sits many services that all need to show accountability, but the method in which it is delivered will vary in connection, with the challenges they face in achieving accountability (Bovens,2014). Accountability can be delivered through either formal or informal structures. Formal structures delivers it through the medium of performance standards, targets, hierarchy and engagement with stakeholders, whereas informal accountability uses less stringent means such as non-performance measuring but, instead relies on informal interpersonal oscillation as opposed to reporting relationships (Bovens,2014).

According to the Northern Ireland Open Government Network (2015), public accountability is an umbrella term which encompasses integrity, responsibility, transparency and trustworthiness. It also promises fairness and efficiency of the spending of public money. Public accountability is important as it delivers a system of ensuring government conduct is monitored, and deters the development of concentrations of power to ensure a fair delivery of services and efficient use of public funds.

Accountability must start at the top of any organisation starting with the Chief Officer. Foundations must be laid in order to create a framework amongst the organisation in which accountability carries upmost importance. If failure occurs it must be met with consequences to help eradicate the failings happening again. Accountability works in unison with goals, objectives and consequences with a strong focus on continuous improvement (Morgan,2016).  To demonstrate accountability within the public sector, good standard of practices such as Best value procurement (BVP) and Value for Money (VfM) are employed to assure transparency to the public.

Best Value Procurement (BVP) was developed in the United States, but has since been used in the UK and other countries around the world. BVP is the process the government and public sector organisations follow when purchasing goods and services from the identification of its need to the end of its use of life.  Each decision involves best value for money with each procurement process left open to deliberation to ensure best value for money is achieved (Audit Scotland,2010).

Alongside BVP sits Value for money (VfM), which is a key principle when the government make decisions that involves spending public money. VfM encompasses both the delivery of value as well as ensuring the expenditure remains minimal to achieve the desired outcome (Department for transport,2015). According to the National Audit Office (2007), using good quality data and governing performance when making decisions to demonstrate good value for money to the public is crucial in public sector organisations.

VfM is not about doing what is cheapest, it’s about reviewing what is forcing the cost and analysing how the same quality can be delivered at the best and lowest price to the taxpayer. Accountability and transparency aid the drive of VfM to ensure that all decision makers are prepared to share their decisions publicly (Department for international development, 2011).

Achieving VfM is also known as the 3 E’s, efficiency, economy and effectiveness. Efficiency measures the relationships between inputs and outputs, it is the way in which people work. Within efficiency it is important to evaluate if performance is at its best and continual reviews should take place to establish new methods of improving efficiency. The efficiency element sets the benchmark to measure resources and the process in which needs to be followed to complete the work (Bradley et al, 1986).
Economy is measured by analysing the cost of the resources consumed with the value of the output delivered. The economy element refers to the money as it’s important within an organisation, but it could be argued that economy is just one of the factors to consider when improving efficiency (Walker et al, 2010).

Effectiveness refers to what is being achieved within an organisation and focuses on targets and if the correct work is being completed. A team can work exceptionally hard but still fail to deliver what is needed meaning the work carried out is ineffective. In order to measure effectiveness, it is important to lay out clear objectives and analyse if they have been met or not on a consistent basis (Walker et al, 2010).
Certain elements of VfM can be hard to measure as they may be intangible, subjective or not understood which requires judgement when considering if the goal has been achieved or not. VfM sets a good standard of practice but like accountability it needs to be a culture within an organisation for it to be effective (Eze,2015).
Public sector organisations undergo a VfM audit to determine that the organisation is utilising and managing its resources in the economic and efficient manner to which it protests to. These audits are independent examination’s into whether the organisation is carrying out its responsibilities and duties to obtain maximum acquisition and minimum expenditure (Oshisami, 1992).

As of April 2000, a new framework was introduced across every police force throughout the UK to measure performance, to analyse if each force is needed and to ensure value for money through effectiveness and efficiency. This review takes part every 5 years, which pays special attention to how the police force has been preparing for best value, as part of the framework this has become a statutory duty (Leigh et al, 1999). Chief officers and their staff have a daily responsibility to deliver best value including effectiveness, efficiency and quality which requires forces to work closely together to develop a unified approach for the commitment of best value policing.

In line with the new framework introduced in April 2000 police forces have been successful in cutting costs. According to the Home office (2018) police forces across the UK have saved £273 million since 2015. These savings come from various avenues including cutting costs to goods such as vehicles uniform and helmets. It has also been reported that many forces are actively working in collaboration to drive down cost to deliver the same standard of service which was introduced via the Collaborative Law Enforcement Programme (CLEP).

Although the police have been praised for cost saving successes it has been acknowledged that financial pressures have put a strain on forces and the effectiveness and efficiency has been under scrutiny. According to Rayner (2018) the police’s ability to be effective at detection and attending emergencies has become poor and the ability to carry out basic duties is questionable.

Forensic science is integral to the criminal justice system and often plays an active role in detection, investigation and prosecution with £300million a year being spent of forensic services. The forensic science service (FSS) became a government owned company in 2005 which provided forensic science services to the police force and other government agencies in England and Wales. Unfortunately, due to financial difficulties the FSS was closed down in 2012 which led to 80% of forensic science being carried out in house and 20% outsourced to external commercial companies (Parliament,2011).

There has been continual criticism over the effectiveness and efficiency of forensic services since the budget cuts came into play in 2010. According to Chidzoy and Byrne (2011) budget cuts to the forensic service has caused a “mish-mash” service. Financial constraints has led to the police pre-screening a number of crime scene materials themselves before choosing what to be sent off for forensic analysis. It has been argued that this cost saving tactic could miss evidence and also increase the possibility of miscarriage of justice. 

An example of VfM can be seen in the recent case of two welsh forces South Wales police and Gwent police merging together to form one forensic unit which has saved the public purse £1million per year and also enabled to speed up analysis of finger and footprints, drugs and shards of glass (Jaques,2012). The unit enables both forces to save money by pooling resources in one location instead of outsourcing to commercial companies. Improvement in efficiency is evidenced by the new technology that enables fingerprint analysis to be completed in two hours which originally took 6 days and it is the only lab in the UK capable of investigating glass (Jaques,2012).

As part of the CLEP police forces are given money saving targets which are to be achieved via collaborative procurement. As well as the merging of the forensic unit, Gwent police have also collaborated with two other forces to reduce the cost of goods such as uniform. They are standardising uniform by establishing one uniform that can be used across various police staff considering trends and necessities. This has never been done before and is therefore considered a milestone (Freeman, 2017).

Gwent police force reported a procurement saving of just under £2million during 2016/17 which demonstrates an effective use of collaboration in areas such as purchasing goods, delivering training, standardisation of uniform and forensic science. It has been noted that applying the principle of standardisation has proved a great tool to provide VfM (Freeman,2017).

The success from these collaborations have proved successful in saving money which in turn has a positive impact on the stakeholders. Money saved allows opportunities to minimise cuts to the frontline which allows greater protection to the public. Other benefits to stakeholders include the police being able to meet demand in a timelier manner, preventing and detecting more crime through pooled resources and access to shared intelligence which allows cases to be solved quicker (HMIC,2012).

From this assignment three recommendations are made to improve VfM across the police service in the UK. According to House of Commons (2016) it has been identified that not all forces share the same standard of procurement and much more effort is needed to be effective in this field. Alongside this it has also been identified that working in collaboration with forces leads to VfM especially concerning procurement. In order to achieve and maintain a common standard of procurement it is recommended that a designated department for purchasing goods become in existence to be responsible for ordering goods of all types across all 43 forces across the UK. This would drive down the cost as it is evident that costings still varying across forces. For example, the cost of a uniform for South Wales police is £190.24p compared to the cost of uniform in Lincolnshire constabulary of £342.33p (PoliceUK,2015). If the police force as a whole purchased uniform on a standard basis it could save further unnecessary costs with the money going to services that are in high demand. This central system of ordering goods would also give the police buying power to drive prices down due to high volumes of purchase.

The second recommendation is that more forces work collaboratively to carry out forensic analysis as seen with Gwent police. Pooling of resources would aid investigation which in turn will save money and create a more efficient and effective service to the criminal justice system. As forensic science is crucial to investigations it’s important to ensure the best resources are used, merging this facility can free up funds that can be invested in purchasing state of the art equipment which will speed up the process of investigations but more importantly, ensure accuracy.

Accreditation of forensic units should be a mandatory requirement to ensure all units across the UK are working to the same standard. According to Devlin and Dodd (2018) police forces across the UK are failing at delivering forensic analysis as standards differ in each force. Some are lacking basic quality standards which can lead to miscarriages of justice. The lack of accreditation extends to commercial forensic services also who have no independent review. According to the government forensic regulator, there is need to examine past cases where failure to provide digital forensic evidence could have been key to a high-profile case that collapsed before making it to trial. It has been argued that the government should have power to ban substandard services (Devlin and Dodd,2018). If accreditation became mandatory it would ensure effectiveness and efficiency which is crucial to the criminal justice system. In order for this to happen it needs to be identified who is accountable for ensuring high quality forensic science and maintaining the standard.

The research carried out for this assignment demonstrates the importance of the                   police force to be accountable, transparent and at all times, exercise best spending of public money. It’s not about taking the cheapest option, it’s about getting the best quality, effectiveness and efficiency but at the best price. It has been acknowledged that pressures on police forces to cut spending has impacted on the effectiveness and efficiency to carry out the service. According to Dearden (2019) prioritisation techniques employed to cut costs has led to 40% of reports being “screened- out”. The police are being successful at working collaboratively to drive down costs but ultimately the government needs to support its police force by allocating efficient funding to enable them to carry out their jobs effectively and efficiently.
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