Outline the key issues and challenges of operational policing in the UK, and consider how these challenges can affect the investigation of volume and priority crime.


Policing in the United Kingdom faces several challenges, a couple of examples is the ever-present battle between police budgets and the impact this has on having suitable staffing levels, that allow the police to effectively provide a basic level of service to the public (UNISON, 2017) or the recently navigated COVID-19 pandemic which changed the day-to-day life of every single citizen in the UK and brought great challenges to the police services (Home Office, 2019). The police face these types of challenges on a day-to-day basis, where the impact is felt by the Chief Constables at the very top of the hierarchy to the new in-service Response Police Constable, and it is particularly challenging to officers who are investigating volume and priority crime. ACPO (2009) Practice Advice on the Management of Priority and Volume Crime defines volume crime as: “any crime which, through its sheer volume, has a significant impact on the community and the ability of the local police to tackle it. Volume crime often includes priority crimes such as street robbery, burglary, and vehicle related criminality, but can also apply to criminal damage or assaults”. There is no clear definition for priority crimes, however it is stated above that examples include burglary and robbery and the College of Policing (2022) states that priority and volume crimes are level one on the Professionalising Investigations Programme, which is a program aimed at ensuring the correct staff and officers are trained, skilled and accredited to conduct the highest quality of investigations. This suggests that priority crimes are dealt with by local officers without serious or complex investigation training. 

As mentioned above, a massive challenge is the issue that has always seemed to be at the forefront of policing, budgeting and staffing levels. Police cuts and budgeting have been forever present throughout the history of policing in the UK. In 2016, it was estimated that the associated expenditure in the United Kingdom was 1.83% of GDP, which placed the UK in 29th place in an international list for spending on public order and safety (Politics, 2023). The ‘cuts’ to police have been widely researched and reported on. Between March 2012 and March 2016, police officer numbers dropped from 134,101 to 124,006, a massive reduction of over 10,000. The cuts also impact police staff, with a 2010 figure of 79,500 it dropped to 61,668 (UNISON, 2014). Combined, these losses have a negative impact on how effectively and efficiently a police force can operate and as a result the polices ability at keeping the public safe has dropped, with a figure provided showing that since the end of 2013, serious crime against the person in England and Wales has risen sharply as police numbers have fallen, with a recorded increase of 65.1% (UNISON, 2014). It may seem like common sense that a safe society requires a well-funded police service, but this is arguably one of the biggest challenges facing police officers in service, especially when it comes to investigating priority and volume crimes. 

It has been observed by members of the public since 2010 that there is a distinct ‘lack of bobbies on the beat’. This statement is true and is backed up by facts and figures as mentioned above by UNISON (2014). These have a profound impact on the currently servicing officers’ capabilities to conduct effective and prompt investigations of priority and volume crimes. In a survey conducted in 2016, a quote from a PCSO stated that there was “No time for community policing anymore” (UNISON, 2016). This has a knock-on impact to the police constables who are trying to progress investigations or detect/deter crime. With less PCSO’s and police officers, it leads directly to a stretched and limited response to investigations and detection of crime. Officers are now finding themselves conducting roles that were exclusive to the neighbourhood policing teams due to staff cuts, with a 2016 figure stating that 3,350 PCSO’s lost their jobs, resulting in a reduction of up to 75% of neighbourhood policing teams (UNISON, 2017). As a result, response police officers have found themselves with increased duties and responsibilities such as dealing with antisocial behaviour which was exclusively dealt with by the PCSO’s and neighbourhood teams. This has the consequence of reducing time spent on investigating volume crimes, as officers are now dealing with more responsibilities, with less numbers, directly resulting in a smaller number of investigations being conducted. Ultimately, a combination of less officers/PCSOs being available and an increased workload due to increased crime rates, results in volume crime becoming almost overwhelming to forces who do not have the resources or staffing levels to effectively deter, detect and investigate. In some forces, it has led to them putting volunteers into sensitive operational roles to replace redundant police staff (UNISON, 2017). 

Another challenge faced by officers is the changes made in the Crown Prosecution Service guidance on disclosure. Steve Hartshorn (2022), the National Chair of the Police Federation stated that the CPS guidance has “impeded justice and has seen victims of various crimes withdraw from active participation due to officers having to find at least an extra four hours to spend on redacting case material at the pre-charge stage”. A survey conducted by PolFed National Detective Forum (2022) revealed the challenge and detrimental impact of investigative officers. 93% stated that their overall workload had increased due to the CPS changes. 45% indicated that the number of victims withdrawing from active participation in the investigation has increased, lowering the publics perception of how effective the police are and 96% indicated that the increased hours spend on pre-charging files resulted in other investigations being neglected against their will. This leads to officers spending more time, in this case up to four hours, redacting material inside the police station instead of proactively investigating other volume or priority crimes. This clearly shows the challenge officers currently have in trying to be proactive in their volume and priority crimes, balanced with the bureaucracy required to get crimes to the CPS. More time spent conducting ‘admin’ based activities results in less time being focused on the investigation of priority and volume crime. 

A massive challenge that the police in the UK have only just come out of is the COVID-19 pandemic that swept the world from late 2019 and still present today. The impact of COVID on the UK was felt by every single citizen and this brought about its own massive challenge for the police, who had to continue policing in the face of a pandemic. The Home Office (2019) report directly states, “The policing of the public health emergency is one of the biggest challenges the police have faced in recent years”. The report says this because of the highly unusual scale, complexity, and duration of the pandemic. It also goes on to mention that the pandemic came at a time where the number of police officers and staff were among the lowest since 2010 as I have previously written about. This was a major challenge for the police in the UK due to the population of England and Wales increasing whilst the number of police officers and staff reduced. This provides a challenge to officers due to the simple fact that the demand for police exceeds the supply of officers available, which naturally results in an insufficient and unsuitable number of resources to provide a service effectively and efficiently to the community and public. 

One of the major challenges that faced police in this new ‘lockdown’ world was enforcing lockdown restrictions in a sensitive manner. The third ‘Peelian Principle’ reminds the police that they are to recognise always that to secure and maintain the respect and approval of the public means also the securing of the willing co-operating of the public in the task of securing observance laws (Peel, 1829). The public had to adapt to the new law and regulations rapidly and as a result the police also had to learn how to enforce them, whilst also being respectful and maintaining the approval from the public. This had to be done at a time where the public was feeling a considerable amount of anxiety and uncertainty, this created a unique challenge for officers who had to strike a balance between upholding the new laws and regulations, against the welfare and mutual respect of the public. When lockdown was first introduced, if the police located people in public places it was down to the officer to determine if the person had a reasonable excuse for leaving their homes (Home Office, 2019). This proved challenging for officers as this left it open to interpretation and would result in members of the public being given different outcomes or resolutions for similar situations. This created a challenge for officers as there was no guiding mark in how to proceed and led to complaints being received due to the different outcomes from case to case (Home Office, 2019). It was shown in May 2020 that the Crown Prosecution Service (2020) published a report stating that 44 cases in May alone were found to be incorrectly charged, further proving the challenge officers had to face during the pandemic. The above naturally brought a massive change to how the police investigate their priority and volume crimes. Officers found members of the public, in particular victims, were less forthcoming when engaging with the police due to the anxiety surrounding the virus (Home Office, 2019). This meant that officers were not able to progress investigations in the timely manner that existed prior to COVID, resulting in a backlog of cases that sit on an officers workload longer than expected. 

Policing in the UK has always had its challenges, the role for police officers and wider police hierarchy is inherently challenging. Crime is always adapting and finding new ways to adapt and navigate around local policing forces. A major factor that helps police in combating the evolving methods of crimes is simple, numbers. As mentioned previously, the number of officers in the last decade has been the lowest seen within the UK and the demand for police from the public is higher than the supply (UNISON, 2014). We also know that the CPS has provided challenges to officers in the way of time-consuming tasks, in some cases officers were quoted as spending close to 4 hours conducting admin work towards files resulting in less time being made towards investigating crime directly and also victims being less willing to pursue formal action with the police and CPS (Hartshorn, 2022). We also have the COVID pandemic, which caused a massive disruption to everyday life for the members of the public but also proved a drastic challenge to the police who were tasked with upholding new law and legislation. The police face numerous challenges when it comes to operational policing, and with it the investigations of priority and volume crime suffer. However, the police continue to and provide as high a level of service for the members of the public, despite the challenges that placed before them. 
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Evaluate the role of police in counter-terrorism policing, and examine how intelligence gained in the investigation of other types of criminality might inform counter-terrorism policing. 

Counter terrorism has become more prevalent in the policing world, especially in the last few decades. Terrorism is defined by the Crown Prosecution Service (2023) as “the use or threat of one or more of the actions listed below, and where they are designed to influence the government, or an international governmental organisation or to intimidate the public. The use or threat must also be for the purpose of advancing a political, religious, racial or ideological cause”. Acts of terrorism include serious violence against a person, serious damage to property, endangering a person’s life, creating a serious risk to the health or safety of the public or a section of the public and action designed to seriously interfere with or seriously disrupt an electronic system. In modern times, terrorism has resulted in the instillment of fear, loss of life and destruction on a global level. Terrorism is a complex and ever adapting phenomenon with the rapid evolution of ideology, behaviour, tactics, and use of technology. Terrorism is now high on the agenda of policing. Terrorism is ever evolving, and the police are constantly battling to keep up with it and adapt at a rate which helps counterterrorism. 

The police’s role in counterterrorism is varied and covers wide ranging activities. The counterterrorism forces around the UK are split into eleven regional Counter Terrorism Units (CTUs) and Intelligence Units (CTIUs). They collaborate daily to in the constant battle to deter the threat of terrorism. A wide range of fields have specialist officers conducting investigations, forensics, digital exploitation, financial inquiries, community liaison and communications. At its core is the Counter Terrorism Police Headquarters (CTPHQ), where the policy and strategy, coordination of national projects and programmes and provides a singular national Counter Terrorism Policing voice when engaging with key stakeholders such as the government, intelligence agencies and other partner agencies (H.M Government, 2020). Counter terrorism isn’t a colloquial term, the police have specialist roles as mentioned above. One is the National CBRN Centre, which brings together the emergency services to protect and prepare the UK against the chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear threat. Each UK police force has a Special Branch whose purpose is to identify and investigate espionage, proliferation of weapons of mass destruction or component parts, subversion and terrorism. The most effective means of disrupting terrorists is to arrest and then prosecute. Special Branches act as a liaison between police and security services. These security services include the National Security Intelligence Agency which is responsible for the identification and investigation of threats to national security, as well as the economic wellbeing of the United Kingdom. Due to the covert nature of these threats, the Security Service utilise secret sources and techniques. These different services, including the police can gather, assess, and develop intelligence to the point where direct action to counter the threat of terrorism is appropriate (H.M Government, 2020). 

Counter terrorism police have issued four stages they use to combat the increasing threat of terrorism. The first is ‘prevent’, a multi-agency programme that aims to stop individuals from becoming terrorists and the police play a key role in this. Police work with local authorities and community organisations to help find solutions and work to support and protect vulnerable (PREVENT, 2023). Counter Terrorism Policing created the Counter Terrorism Advisory Network (CTAN). This was created in order for services to speak and liaise with those vulnerable persons and where necessary gather intelligence and make appropriate changes to the polices approach regarding counter terrorism. The second is ‘pursue’ where the counter terrorism police work closely with MI5 and other agencies to pursue and bring to justice any terrorists or associates of (PURSUE, 2023). Whether investigating a highly sophisticated plot or a lone individual preparing an attack, they are able to deploy professional teams ready to deal with a wide range of skills in surveillance, forensics, digital and financial investigations. Next is protect, whereby developing close relationships with the public and commercial organisations they work to protect the communities and infrastructure of the United Kingdom (PROTECT, 2023). Security advisors work alongside other agencies such as emergency services, local authorities and communities to help strengthen security and keep the public safe. Police officers may be deployed in strength throughout a specific area, and this is a national policing tactic known as Project Servator, which aims to disrupt a range of criminal activity including terrorism, whilst providing a reassuring presence to the public and is used by police forces in the United Kingdom and Australia. It has been successful in gathering intelligence that has assisted counter terrorism units across the United Kingdom in investigating and preventing acts of terror (Servator, 2023). Finally, there is Prepare (2023), where if the worse scenario was to occur, the police can respond as quickly and efficiently as possible. The Police do this by working with other emergency services, local and national government departments, and the military. This assists in combating terrorism by helping the police understand the way each agency operates and lead to better and more efficient collaboration between them. 

The effectiveness of counter-terrorism policing is well documented and shows on the most part, massive successes. However, a review of the various government affiliated counter terrorism prevention methods shows that since 2017 alone, more than 200 recommendations have been implemented in response to terrorist attacks and led to the worlds first multi-organisational Counter Terrorism Operations Centre in 2021 (H.M Government, 2022). This suggests failings in certain areas or where improvements or adjustments were required. However, there are successes to counter terrorism policing. Reports from the National Counter Terrorism Police Operations Centre show that arrests and proceedings for terrorism related offence have increased year on year, rising from 125 to over 400 between 2010 and 2017 (NCTPOC, 2017). Since the implementation of Prevent, a report by the Justice Inspectorates states that the majority of forces have a good and improving capability to support the multi-agency approach to combating terrorism. They confirmed that there was effective use of well-trained specialist counter terrorism posts, a willingness from forces to fund necessary additional roles, a supportive and agile network, satisfactory IT systems and creative use of force staff as ‘single points of contact’ (HMICFRS 2020). However, there is an issue of consistency because of having multiple police forces who operate independently. 

Information and intelligence are central to all operations that police conduct and is prevalent from the very frontline of response policing all the way to major operations conducted across the UK forces. Without intelligence, police forces are left mostly in the dark. UK police work closely with EUROPOL. EUROPOL is responsible for setting up and coordinating cross border operations against the most dangerous criminal groups within the European Union. They facilitate direct communication between investigators from national law enforcement authorities. Analysts and experts support investigators in real-time and often on the spot while taking an active part in complex operations. (EUROPOL, 2022). This information is made available to UK intelligence databases and as a result, any notifiable suspects that are wanted within Europe will be made known. With this, police can share and receive intelligence from other nations, whether its in relation to terrorism related activities or not. 

Information and intelligence are vital in assisting the police with providing the most effective service possible to the public and combating crime of all levels including terrorism. Basic road’s policing has been shown to be a vital part in combating major crimes and building intelligence, with statistics showing that people who commit low level traffic offences being more likely to commit more serious crimes including terrorism related offences (Hawksworth, 2014). But it is the various methods of collecting, sharing and actioning information and intelligence that assists policing in combating terrorism. By effectively sharing and building intelligence from basic traffic stops to PNC searches, known individuals related to terrorism can be disrupted, intercepted, and pursued. Intelligence obtained in the investigation of other crime types can lead to assisting the counter-terrorism arm of the police. A prime example of this is drug trafficking. Opium production in Afghanistan, a known haven for extremist terrorists, has been finding its way onto the illicit drug market in the UK. The proceeds of this leading directly back to the terrorist organisations that are linked to the drug (National Crime Agency, 2023). The police can indirectly prevent the funds and profits reaching terrorist organisations by combating drug trafficking, and as such results in intelligence and assistance to the counter terrorism police.

Counter-terrorism policing is an ever-changing field, constantly adapting to the ever moving techniques and methods adopted by terrorist organisations or sole individuals. However, it has been show to be effective in having a multi-agency approach as mentioned by HMICFRS (2020, with the number of arrests for terrorism related offences increasing year on year, despite a general reduction in policing numbers. However, there is still a requirement for development and 200 changes or amendments were recommended in a report by H.M Government (2022). 
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