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Roads policing as a function of a Police Force is generally to focus on the policing of the roads and the crimes that come about through the use of the roads by Traffic Officers, in many Police Forces, Roads Policing Officers come under a Roads Policing Unit (RPU) or in other Forces their function may be tied into other areas such as the Tactical Support Group or even as part of the Force’s firearm’s unit.  The role name is straight forward enough however the responsibilities of a Roads Policing Constable go beyond attending road traffic collisions.  

To evaluate the job role of a Roads Policing Constable, and to assess their effectiveness, one must first understand what their job role entails and the working strategy that is set out for Roads Policing Constables, and how they work in partnership with other departments.  According to the College of Policing (2021), the role purpose of a Roads Policing Constable is to prevent the loss of life and injury on the roads by preventing, investigating and prosecuting offences through intelligence led policing.  According to the College of Policing, a Roads Policing Officer must have experience of applying the National Decision Model in response to major and critical incidents.  According to the College of Policing (2014), the National Decision Model is the primary decision-making model for police in England and Wales, in which it can be used to assess potential decisions or decisions that have already been made.  A Roads Policing Officer may have to make a split-second decision in a situation that may have far reaching consequences for themselves, a person that they are pursuing, other road users and/or the organisation that they are working for, and therefore it is important that a Roads Policing Officer is able to make a decision that is justified, proportionate, accountable, necessary and ethical in line with the powers and policies that are open to them, and within the code of ethics, that can be justified through following the National Decision Model.  This is pertinent to all parts of the duties of a Roads Policing Officer, and more so when applying the rules and regulations of the road.

Like all specialist departments, their function is to support the day-to-day operations of uniformed policing, as well as their specialist functions.  Under the role purpose of the Roads Policing Constable, the College of Policing sets out the key accountabilities for Roads Policing.  Some of the Roads Policing accountabilities that are set out are specialist functions for the Roads Policing Department, for example, as set out in the College of Policing (2021), which is to attend and conduct the primary investigation of road related incidents within legislation, appropriate procedures and College of Policing Guidance to develop lines of enquiry.  This refers not just to Road Traffic Collisions but also relates to vehicle enabled crime and criminals that use the Road network in the commission of their offences.  Roads Policing Officers possess skills that are used more commonly than ordinary police officers and can assist in investigations, such as locating VIN numbers on vehicles that other officers may not know exist or be able to interpret.  However, it could be argued that many of these skills are not necessarily specialist but are more individual pieces of knowledge that an officer may possess, and therefore, this could be taught to every officer and would not solely rely on a Roads Policing Officer to attend at all.

Collision investigation may be able to be carried out by response officers who would likely be the first to the scene, and if the damage and the injuries are relatively minor, would take primacy of the investigation.  However, it could be argued that when there is a serious collision investigation ongoing, such as when there has been a serious injury or a fatality, it may be beneficial to have specialist officers oversee the investigation.  According to the Department for Transport (2021) there were 1,580 road deaths in the UK in 2020, which was a 14% drop on the year before, however in the same period, there were 695 victims of Homicide in the UK according to the Office For National Statistics (2021) which was a 7% increase on the previous year.  This shows there is a significant need for resources in serious collision investigation due to the number of fatalities on UK roads, and the depth that any investigation would go in to in understanding the cause of any collision.  Homicides would be investigated by a major investigation team through CID which would likely require more officers to participate in the investigation, where there would be a significantly fewer number of officers involved in the investigation stage of a Road Traffic Collision, which is concerning given the considerably higher number of road deaths.
  
However, there is a significantly greater public interest in Police investigations when it comes to murders, and there is a significant level of public confidence at stake while the investigation is ongoing, as there is often a concern for the safety of the public if the perpetrator is not known.  However, this is not necessarily the case when it comes to road death investigations.  Although there is still a significant level of interest in the investigation from the friends and family of the individual involved, however it is not going to attract the same level of media scrutiny that a murder investigation would.  Therefore, it could be argued that collision investigations could be less of a priority for police forces.  Yet, there is still a need to deliver quality investigations into road deaths where there has been negligence by a driver and there is a possibility that they may have caused death by dangerous driving.  Due to the seriousness of the allegations there is a greater need for skilled investigators who regularly deal with road traffic collisions and can deliver the high-quality investigation, and this may not necessarily be found in a Response Officer team.  Which therefore creates the arguments that more specialist funding and training is needed for collision investigation teams.  

Compared to other departments Roads Policing may appear that the threat and risk of harm to the public may appear quite low, compared to departments such as the Public Protection Unit (PPU) or CID where there are serious offences being investigated, however, it could be argued that Roads Policing can be a part of that investigation for those offences.  For example, in an investigation where it is believed that the offender is at a location and they may leave the area, Roads Policing Officers can move into that area and look to complete a proactive stop on the vehicle, which will help the investigation as it will bring the offender into custody and it will possibly help further the investigation catching the potential offender sooner and offering the best possible chance for forensic opportunities.  Activities like this will help improve the public perception of police, a study by PWC (2015) found that there were four clear crime priorities that emerged from a public perception survey, they were; murder, terrorism, serious and organised crime, and crimes of a sexual nature.  Therefore, it could be argued that Roads Policing operations can help uphold the public perception of the Police Force.

A further accountability of a Roads Policing Constable according to the College of Policing is to deliver education initiatives to promote the safe use of roads by the community and reduce road casualties. This also relates to the Fatal 5, which are the 5 most common causes of fatal road traffic collisions according to Road Safety Wales (2018) which are drug/drink driving, speeding, careless driving, seatbelts (or lack of) and use of mobile phones.  Proactively targeting offenders of the Fatal 5, will reduce the number of incidents that police are called to attend and investigate which will free up resources to deal with more serious incidents.  It will also help improve public perception of the police as the public will see the police targeting offenders that cause danger to them and other road users. Education around these is carried out continuously using TV adverts, and proactive operations carried out by Police Forces.  For example, Operation Utah has been run by the DVSA and Gwent Police which according to Road Safety Wales (2018) the priority is to protect road users from unsafe drivers and vehicles.  This demonstrates that there is a collaborative approach to reducing the number of road casualties by police forces.  

Further to this, speed enforcement is not necessarily a function carried out by Roads Policing Officers, however this comes under the initiatives to promote safer use of the roads as a Roads Policing Officer can target those who travel at an excessive or inappropriate speed for the road.  According to the road safety charity Brake (2021) most road deaths and injuries are caused by unsafe driver behaviour, often because drivers are going too fast for the road conditions.  However, there appears to be a culture of acceptance of speeding in the UK, which is reinforced by the fact there were in excess of 2.1 million speeding tickets issued in the UK in 2018 which was a reduction on the previous year, according to Brown (2019).  This demonstrates that although speed limits have existed for longer than any driver has been driving today, they are still regularly contravened.  Brown states that according to the AA, only a fifth of drivers say that there is a visible presence on their local roads and the reduction of Fixed Penalty Notices (FPN’s) that have been issued is not as a result of drivers following the regulations, but a lack of police presence.  This is corroborated by the fact the number of Roads Policing Officers in the UK has fallen in recent years which has limited the enforcement opportunities that Roads Policing Units have.  

Speed enforcement is a proven safety measure in the attempts to reduce the number of road casualties each year, in a long term study by the London School of Economics (2017) it found that speed cameras reduced accidents between 17-39% and reduced fatal collisions between 58-68% within a 500 metre radius of a speed camera.  This demonstrates the need for proactive speed enforcement on the roads, which is a function that cannot be solely carried out by Roads Policing Officers but can be done so in conjunction with other agencies.  For example, in Wales the GoSafe partnership are responsible for the enforcement of speed cameras which is done in partnership with local authorities, Fire and Rescue services, NHS bodies along with all four Welsh Police Forces.  GoSafe (2021) state that the strategic aim of GoSafe is to make people safer on Welsh roads by reducing casualties and saving lives.  This is another example of the partnership working between Roads Policing departments and other bodies in order to reduce the number of casualties on the roads.  

Another one of the key accountabilities is to use specialist driving skills and pre-emptive methods to provide a tactical resolution for vehicles that are failing to stop.  This is a function that cannot be carried out by any other department, possibly except for Firearms Teams, and therefore is a unique function for Roads Policing.  It could be argued that vehicles failing to stop for police is a rare occasion in comparison to the number of vehicles that do stop, although figures of the numbers of vehicles that police stop under S.163 of the Road Traffic Act (1988) are not recorded and they are not included when publishing figures on Stop and Search, as a vehicle is not necessarily searched when stopped under S.163 RTA, a constable may have directed the vehicle to stop in order to avoid a danger in the roads further ahead, or for an unrelated traffic offence such as the non-use of a seatbelt.  

S.163 of the Road Traffic Act is the general power for a constable in uniform to stop a vehicle and to conduct checks on the vehicle under other powers, such as S.164 of the Road Traffic Act (1988) allows a constable to require the production of a driving licence.  These powers are available to all police officers – who are in uniform, however not all officers may be aware or comfortable about using these powers and therefore creates an aversion to enforcing traffic regulations.  Many officers are not aware of the powers under Section 4 of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984), which allows a Constable to find out if the vehicle is carrying a person who has committed an offence other than a road traffic offence, or is witness to such an offence, or is intending to commit such an offence or is unlawfully at large.  Therefore, these powers can help officers proactively police the roads and bring offenders to justice, as mentioned before, there is an aversion by some officers to proactively carrying out traffic stops which possibly is due to there being gaps in their knowledge of traffic regulations, or they may be disinterested in traffic therefore the task often falls solely to Roads Policing Officers to carry this out, and creates the argument that there is a need for a greater number of Roads Policing Officers.  

However, there is a link between Disqualified Drivers and criminality too, according to Blackburn et al (2020) who says that 79% of disqualified drivers have a criminal record which is 4 times higher than the average for the general population.  Therefore, when conducting a routine traffic stop, any officer who does stop a disqualified driver may be more likely to come across another form of criminality.  Therefore, a Roads Policing Officer is more likely to discover or disturb other forms of criminality whilst in the course of their duty, due to the volume of traffic stops that they complete.  Not only would this cause disruption to the criminals in that incident but would also feed intelligence into other departments such as Neighbourhood teams about what criminality is going on in specific areas, such as which criminals are associating with each other and what crime is happening.  This can be fed into larger intelligence gathering operations which can lead to greater disruption of criminality through the means of carrying out warrants on addresses and pre-planned operations which have been specifically designed to target that criminality from the initial intelligence reports.

When there is a change in legislation or UK wide disruption such as the coronavirus, often Roads Policing Officers are the officers pictured in the article, therefore Roads Policing often plays a large role in the public perception of the police force.  For example, when it was banned to use the mobile phone while driving, BBC News (2003) reported that 90% of the public were in favour of the ban coming into place.  This would largely fall to Traffic Officers to enforce due to their remit of vehicle enabled crime, and the visible enforcement of this would likely improve public perception.  However, when there are larger incidents that Police Forces must prioritise such as the Coronavirus pandemic, the enforcement of these operations can often fall to traffic officers, such when it was reported by BBC News (2021), that officers have said that enforcement of the coronavirus regulations were the only option.  This would likely have a negative impact on the public perception of the police as although the enforcement of the regulations is done for the protection of the public, some see the rules as being too harsh.  There is an argument as well as to why this duty falls to Road Policing Officers to carry out when it is not necessarily within their remit, and would likely sit better with departments such as the Tactical Support Group which demonstrates that Roads Policing Officers are seen as a flexible and expendable resource as they would have been taken away from their primary duties to carry out the stop checks.

Serious Collisions and the enforcement of the coronavirus regulations could be viewed as being a critical incident.  Which is defined by the College of Policing (2013) as any incident where the effectiveness of the police response is likely to have a significant impact on the confidence of the victim, their family and/or the community.  Therefore, it is essential that the police can respond to incidents like these effectively, if there is a failure to reach the expectations of the community and the public, could lead to a rise in community tensions and possibly a reduction in the public confidence in the police, not just at a local level but at a national level also.  A notable critical incident where there was a drop in public confidence was the murder of Stephen Lawrence, Booth (2019) reported that although 20 years after the MacPherson report which labelled the police as ‘Institutionally Racist’, race equality agendas have taken place, however describes them as ‘going round in circles’. Although the Stephen Lawrence case does not relate directly to police of the roads, it demonstrates the need to ensure critical incidents are addressed properly to avoid their long-lasting effects.  

There are many resources and tools that the Police can use to help them effectively police the roads, and Automatic Number Plate Recognition known as ANPR, is one of those tools.  Police.UK (2021) report that there are in excess of 11,000 ANPR cameras that are situated across the national road network, some Police Forces also have ANPR cameras fitted to their police vehicles which can act as moving ANPR sites.  Each Police Force has access to the system which collects data from across the country and not just locally, and can look back at historic data from the last 180 days. ANPR is useful to Roads Policing officers and other departments as it helps to build a picture of the movements of vehicles that are of interest to the police and can contribute to intelligence led operations that can proactively intercept known criminal activity.  

For example, if a known drugs courier is known to use specific routes at specific times to carry out their operations, then ANPR can be used to ratify the times and dates that they travel at, and a proactive operation can be put in place for the roads policing team along with other teams to intercept the criminal.  However, the limitation of ANPR is that the system is well known about, and criminals who want to avoid detection can easily change their routine, or their route to avoid ANPR cameras, this would cause planning difficulties when it comes to the planning of an operation.  

Furthermore, it would not take much for a criminal or person who wants to hide their activities to buy a set of false number plates to put on their vehicle. According to Griffiths (2019), there were 4,802 incidents between 2018 and 2019 where vehicle owners have reported to the DVLA that their number plate had been cloned.  This was an increase of nearly 50% on the figure for the previous year which shows that there is an increasing trend in cloned number plates.  These figures relate only to where there have been incidents where the owner has been notified that their vehicle has been involved in an offence, and there are likely going to be more vehicles on the roads that have cloned number plates fitted to them.  There are many reasons why a vehicle may have cloned number plates fitted to them, whether it is to hide illegal drugs activity, to hide an uninsured vehicle or to hide a stolen vehicle, or even hide a disqualified driver like previously mentioned.  Roads Policing plays an important role in uncovering vehicles that are driving on cloned plates, and this can often only be done through routine traffic stops of vehicles.  The specialist skills that roads policing officers possess in knowing where Vehicle Identification Numbers are hidden on vehicles allow them to discover vehicles that are driving on cloned number plates.  

However, the skills required of Roads Policing Officers is lacking, according to a HMICFRS (2020) report, the main findings were that often capability does not meet demand and that Roads policing training should be standardised and accredited.   The report found that the number of dedicated Roads Policing officers has declined whilst their duties for supporting general policing duties had increased.  The report found also that in some forces their responsibilities had been joined with armed response officers, making this responsible for policing the roads and attending firearms incidents.  This creates a risk, putting some forces in the predicament where there is a serious collision that needs to be attended, or a vehicle that has failed to stop, along with a full firearms authority at the same time.  This would create a situation where either both situations are significantly under-resourced or one of the incidents is not attended, and either one could potentially have serious injuries or even death as a result.

A situation like this would put a Police Force under a significant amount of pressure, and the Force would have to address their priorities, which to many forces, Roads Policing is not one of them, due to increased demand in other areas.  The same report by the HMICFRS shows that national revenue expenditure spent on Roads Policing has fallen significantly.  In 2012/13 expenditure was approximately 2.5%, compared to 2019/20 the expenditure was just 1.7%.  This shows that Roads Policing has fallen as a priority for many forces, which can be explained in several ways, in that eight-year period there has been a significant increase in different types of crime that were not as prominent eight years ago.  For example, cyber-enabled crime has increased drastically, and is more prominent than before, which will have required funding at the expense of other department’s budgets, and on top of that, the police have undergone some of the largest spending cuts in history, which have left them short of resources and police officer numbers, and as officers have left to find other jobs or retired, they simply have not been replaced which has left many forces with a skills shortage in specialist departments such as Roads Policing.  The outcome for this is that it leaves very few officers whose skillsets are already wide-ranging to the point often they are not specialised in Roads Policing, that they cannot proactively patrol the road network and apply the regulations of the roads.

This also creates a disparity with other departments where there is a national framework for training, such as Investigative Departments such CID have a PIP qualification and Firearms have a national standard that they must achieve which is set out by the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO).  Therefore, not having a national framework will create differences in different forces in the skills in which roads policing regulations are applied.  Although there are elements of a Roads Policing Officers duties which are nationalised, such as the Initial Pursuit Training, and the Tactical Pursuit and Containment (TPAC) training which is a national standard, but it is down to each Force to train their officers.  

Police driver training is standardised through basic principles of car control which is taught to all police drivers, both response officers and roads policing officers, through the basic principles of right place, right time, right speed and right gear, following this will help police drivers to effectively navigate their way to an incident safely yet at a quicker speed other than what they would normally be able to do if following the Road Traffic Act.  Roadcraft (2021) is the manual which teaches Police Constables the correct form of car control, which was initially developed by racing driver Lord Cottenham in conjunction with the Hendon Police Driving School in 1937, in order to reduce the number of accidents.  Although the methods may have changed since then, the basic principles of roadcraft remain the same and are taught to trainee police drivers today.  It is important that drivers remember that the risk the police drivers put themselves, the public and criminals in by driving at speed, remains the same, and the officer is still liable for their actions.  

Pursuit driving is a key function of a Roads Policing Officer, and is inherently full of dangers when pursuing a vehicle, the officer chasing a vehicle is being asked drive in a manner which would otherwise be described as being ‘reckless’, due to the fact that officers routinely contravene road traffic laws that apply to everyday road users, and even though the contravention of the traffic laws may be a necessity, it is important that during a pursuit, the correct police and procedures are followed.  In a Home Office (2018) report, it states that there is no statutory provision imposing a speed limit on motor vehicles shall apply to any vehicle on an occasion when it is being used for police purposes.  However, the police officer remains responsible for the safety of any vehicle they are pursuing.  The same report highlights and incident whereby two officers were prosecuted for dangerous driving following a pursuit of a known offender who was responsible for a series of dwelling burglaries that was called off due to the manner of driving by the subject vehicle – however they were both later acquitted.  This demonstrates that the risk that police officers put themselves in when pursing vehicle, putting themselves under scrutiny and their personal driving licence at risk if there are any questions about the manner in which they were driving, which can have further consequences in their personal lives and can limit their ability to commute to work and jeopardise their place in the Police Force as an officer who cannot drive has a very limited use to their employer.
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Police pursuits are broken down into two phases, the initial phase and the tactical phase, according to Avon and Somerset Police (2018), the initial phase begins as soon as the vehicle fails to stop or flees at the sight of a police vehicle, and the tactical phase is where the options for bringing the pursuit to a conclusion will be decided.  Options for this could include the use of stingers or the use of tactical contact to stop the vehicle.  Roads Policing officers and the possible exception of firearms officers are likely to be the only officers permitted to pursue a vehicle and would need to still consider the National Decision Model and the Code of Ethics when pursuing a vehicle.  For instance, the fact a vehicle has not stopped for an officer does not make it a challenge for the officer to catch the driver, or a test of their skill but they need to look at the situation subjectively and consider why they are pursuing the vehicle, the necessity for continuing, for example if the vehicle is being pursued in connection with another crime that is relatively low level and if the offender is known, then the case for calling off the pursuit and targeting the offender at their home address at a later date.  It could be argued by doing this the safety of other road users is not jeopardised or the safety of the subject who is fleeing from the police, and the investigation is not jeopardised either.

The role of a Roads Policing Officer is a varied one and has moved a long way away from what Traffic departments were when they were initially introduced, and now has a far more comprehensive job role and has moved into a department targeting criminals who use the road network for vehicle enabled crime and are not necessarily just committing traffic offences.  Roads Policing has its place within the Police Force and can support the functions and the needs of other departments when required, however the primary function of enforcing the rules and regulations of the road have almost been taken away from Roads Policing Officers, in favour of supporting other job roles.  Whilst this has been happening it has led to officers becoming over skilled in other areas – due to their amalgamation with other departments and has taken away their focus from the primary function.  It has been demonstrated that in the past 10 years the number of front-line police officers has fallen drastically and the follow-on effect of this is that specialist departments like Roads Policing has suffered as a result, with their numbers also declining.  

To rectify the situation, it could be argued that what is required is a new approach to Roads Policing operations, with departments being split into a proactive roads policing team targeting traffic offences and the free flow of traffic on the roads, and a roads tasking team which is designated to target criminals who use the road network to carry out their crimes, both teams would retain their TPAC capability and would assist each other where necessary.  However, with the current numbers of Roads Policing Officers already being far from ideal, reducing the numbers again by splitting departments may just exacerbate the situation further and would not necessarily lead to more enforcement opportunities.  However, Roads Policing as a department is likely to remain apart of the Police Force for a while longer.
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