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How can community policing and community engagement help to prevent terrorism and support counter-terrorism policing? Your answer must be based on academic research, but you may make reference to relevant case studies or high-profile incidents.

The continuous and robust efforts from the UK’s security forces, including frontline policing, to counter terrorism and potential terrorist acts in the country may be considered to have contributed to the seldom witnessed acts of terrorism over the past 20 years. Despite a number of high-profile incidents that include the Westminster Bridge attacks, the Borough Market incident and the Manchester Arena bombing, high life loss incidents in the UK are rare. Neighbourhood or community policing is essential in building relationships with the public, reinforcing confidence and ensuring good quality engagement and collaborative working. This engagement, a pivotal factor in building rapport and relationships, is a key factor in the work of counter terrorism across the country and contributes to the global fight against terrorist activity. 

Since the 9/11 attacks on various parts of the United States of America, where hijacked planes were used by terrorists to afflict substantial loss of life, the structure and frameworks of anti-terrorism strategies in the UK have been subject to significant changes (Jarvis & Lister, 2015). A range of new and amended acts and laws were established in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, as well as national incidents such as the London bombings in July 2007, including; The Anti-terrorism, Crime and Security Act, 2001; The Criminal Justice Act, 2003; The Prevention of Terrorism Act 2005; The Terrorism Act 2006 (Awan, Spiller & Whiting, 2018). The powers within these acts that allow police forces to undertake anti-terrorism measures are fundamental in counter-terrorism work and the subsequent safety of the country and its communities. 

The efforts against serious crime, which include terrorist activity, which pose a risk to the safety and well-being of the public, is at the forefront of security agencies and policing within the UK. The National Crime Agency (NCA) manage and share information that is gathered by a range of groups and agencies and transition this, through robust processes that confirms it’s validity and accuracy, into important intelligence that can be used to disrupt a range of organised crime, including terrorism, which is subsequently used to inform decision-makers about the most effective use of resources locally, nationally and internationally (National Crime Agency, 2024).

Neighbourhood policing is a critical element in supporting the work of anti-terrorism agencies across the country. Intelligence developed from the information gathered by neighbourhood policing teams can lead to counter measures in recognised terror groups through early identification of suspicious activity and awareness of potential youth radicalisation (Cherney, 2018).  As well as fundamental response and neighbourhood policing activities, the Prevent thread of the CONTEST strategy utilise specialist officers who integrate into communities to help identify suspicious behaviour in order to disrupt terror related action (HM Government, 2023). These efforts and interactions have demonstrated evidential effectiveness, with MI5, the UK’s national security agency, claiming that as many as 31 late-stage attacks were disrupted and prevented between 2017 and 2021, from both Islamic extremists and from home-grown threats, adding that thousands of lives had been saved by counter-terrorism efforts over the past 20 years (Counter Terrorism Policing, 2021).  

An important factor in the fight against terrorism in the UK is that of frontline and neighbourhood policing in the diverse communities present across the country. Whilst there is some literature that suggests diverse communities feel that this high level of scrutiny can be unsettling and have a detrimental effect upon a sense of citizenship (Jarvis & Lister, 2013), engagement with community populations is critical in trust building and the subsequent gathering of information, used to develop vital intelligence in preventing life-threatening events (Dunn, Atie, Kennedy et al, 2016). It is important, however, to note that 2023 statistics for police officer numbers in England and Wales has only just reached the pre-austerity levels of 2010 (Home Office, 2024), giving potential concern about the resource and subsequent effectiveness of community policing in the fight against terrorism.  

Whilst literature suggests there is now a requirement for the public, as a whole, to become more self-satisfying, in relation to preparations for terrorist actions (Coaffee 2023), utilising communities and neighbourhoods to be informal observers for unusual and suspicious behaviour is important. The governments CONTEST strategy (HM Government, 2023), launched in 2003, has the overarching aim of reducing the risk to the public that terrorism poses and enabling people to undertake their daily lives without fear. Within the broad aim of CONTEST is the goal of ensuring that communities have access to a department where such behaviour can be easily reported. These opportunities have seen over 100,00 reports to high profile campaigns, with over 20,000 of these, providing useful and preventative intelligence to forces, in relation to anti-terrorism (HM Government, 2023). To encourage the reporting of identified suspicious behaviours, robust multi-agency working is encouraged within the strategy, with close collaboration with health and education partners, alongside visible neighbourhood policing, playing a key part in supporting counter-terrorism efforts (Mazerolle, Cherney, Eggins et al, 2021). This thread of the CONTEST strategy, known as Prevent, strives to reduce the of radicalisation of young people with an upstream ethos of striking early (Heath-Kelly, 2013), as well as supporting those that have already been radicalised. Some literature, however, suggests that the strategy in action does not place enough emphasis upon education and raising awareness, where a mutual two-way sharing of information is important (Skogan & Hartnett, 2019) but rather is more prominent in areas such as scrutiny and surveillance, especially in the narrow context of Muslim populations (Thomas, 2016), which can be considered as ineffective in the longer-term objective. 

A literature review of evidence from police forces and agencies in Australia (Dunn, Atie, Kennedy et al, 2016), which, in respect of the subject of counter-terrorism policing may be transferred to the context of UK policing and the efforts in this area, advocates that community policing requires a particular skill set. These promote and reinforce engagement and should be based upon an enhanced ethos of visible community policing, engagement that is meaningful and compassionate and must be actioned in a non-confrontational way. Research by Huq, Tyler & Schulhofer (2011) suggests that co-operation and information sharing amongst diverse groups within communities can often be dependent upon their views of terrorism and their impressions of the drivers that persuade them to co-operate. The research highlighted that Muslim groups within communities are more likely to provide information and engage with police if they have respect for the policies and procedures that govern lawful actions. It is additionally considered that trust and the building of trust is integral in encouraging communities, particularly those that are diverse and may have more insight into radicalised individuals or groups, to collaborate with neighbourhood policing and share information (Spalek, 2010). This research, although small scale, suggests that a sensitive approach to policing these communities and ensuring a proactive and robust response to everyday crimes helps in developing rapport and resultant trust in many individuals and by involving residents in the contribution of policing, barriers can be broken down and confidence reinforced with results that can support information gathering (Skogan & Hartnett, 2019). Supplementing these approaches has been the effective introduction of the Police Community Support Officer (PCSO) that have been able to better integrate into neighbourhoods and close communities (O’Neill, 2015). With fairness and non-discriminatory practice at the heart of policing ethics (College of Policing, 2024a), the balance between developing trust and rapport to ensure the building of good relationships in communities and focussing upon groups of interest, such as the Muslim community, is fine, when placed in the context of gathering information to support counter-terrorism work. 

As well as these actions being implemented within communities with high Muslim populations, everyday policing in all communities across the UK have important roles to play in identifying extremist and hateful behaviour, the grooming of others and the sharing of malignant views within the community and on social media platforms (Counter Terrorism Policing, 2023)and by challenging the presence of those identified as inciting radicalisation in young and vulnerable individuals (Heath-Kelly, 2013). Counter terrorism campaigns such as Action Counters Terrorism (ACT, 2024) encourage citizens to report suspicious activity to the police and consider effective neighbourhood policing, that utilise sensitive relationship building, as pivotal in supporting such campaigns, alongside opportunities for online and telephone reporting. Information and intelligence gleaned from reports of social media activity can facilitate sharing of information across agencies and enable a more focussed and efficient use of resources to counter threats that this activity creates (Oktavianus & Davidson, 2023).  

To support the facilitation of many of these actions, neighbourhood officers have a strong role to play in engaging community leaders, whether from minority groups or from well-established local government or employers (Oxholm & Glasper, 2023). Community leaders have the ability to engage with community residents in whatever capacity they hold and may also act as mediators to both encourage collaboration and to be a communicator of information (Albrecht, 2024). Leaders have the ability to identify local issues and priorities and are able to advocate for policing engagement beyond enforcement responsibilities and can raise the profile and awareness of the need for community policing and the engagement that it requires from individuals, groups and local agencies (Gold, 2022). Such concepts are currently being utilised by Bedfordshire Police (College of Policing, 2024b) and although currently in an innovative phase, with no feedback available, the aims and objectives are akin to the factors described, whereby robust collaboration and engagement is considered an element that raises awareness, educates and encourages information sharing.  

In summary, although rare, high profile, life costing global events over the past 25 years have placed a significant emphasis upon the need to maintain and enhance robust efforts to counter terrorist activity in the UK. Newly created powers support this fight and the concept of neighbourhood policing is the grass roots of this effort, from PCSO’s to response officers and including specialist officers working in close-knit communities. The role of these public servants is to foster trust and confidence in communities with a balanced focus upon more diverse groups, including Muslim ethnicity, where radicalisation knowledge and intelligence is most likely to evolve. Whilst the public have some responsibility to be terrorism-aware, and have access to agencies to report suspicious behaviour, policing must evolve to be proactive in the context of information gathering, often used successfully to develop intelligence, something that can only be successful in communities with fundamental relationships and collaborations formed with groups and individuals such as community leaders, who can influence the wider community’s response and behaviour toward focussed policing activity. Neighbourhood policing is crucial in the nationwide and, indirectly, global efforts against terrorism threats in the UK and across the world. The maintenance of strong community relations where critical information may be gathered and generated into useful, life-saving intelligence to thwart terrorist activity, enables engagement, builds trust and bolsters confidence in the police, all of which contribute public safety and healthy communities. 
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Why might certain groups within society be reluctant to engage with police? How effective have current or recent neighbourhood policing strategies been as a means of improving community engagement? Your answer must be based on academic research, although you may make reference to relevant case studies.

There has been a recent focus upon the issue of diversity and ethnic minority groups and the way in which these groups have been treated by police forces across the globe, as well as the strategies and practices implemented to improve relationships between police forces and these diverse communities.

High-profile coverage and the resultant emotive enquiries associated with cases such as Stephen Lawrence in the UK in the nineties and more recently in the United States around the treatment of George Floyd have contributed to changes in policy and practice for police forces. The aim of such collective objectives is to advocate and enforce fairness, eradicate prejudice and attempt to build confidence and trust in the police. During the aftermath of such incidents and the unreserved, usually negative, media hype that ensues, public opinion of the police and the confidence therein, takes an inevitable downward spiral. This adverse effect results in a reluctance to engage with police forces, especially in the context of neighbourhood policing and the outcome for relationships within minority groups and communities can be more exaggerated and may occasionally result in criminal activity and behaviour. This then requires significant efforts to reestablish trust and confidence between the police and the public, something that is more critical and emotive in neighbourhoods and communities with a higher instance of diversity. 

One of the keys to successful community policing is the ability of an officer, team or force to engage, develop relationships and form trust in individuals, groups and whole neighbourhoods within towns and cities. The effectiveness of engagement with communities relies upon work that involves visibility, proactive policing and a focus upon crime prevention by developing rapport in schools, community groups and with employers, all of which help forces and teams form understanding of the priorities of any given neighbourhood (College of Policing, 2013). Once robust relationships are formed there is a presumption that more effective two-way communication would be achieved (Gold, 2022). This helps both the communities, with understanding the priorities of the police in maintaining safety within neighbourhoods, and helping the police in the gathering, incidentally or purposefully, of information about crime and prospective criminal activity, which in turn may be processed and utilised as useful intelligence (National Crime Agency, 2024). 

The development of trust and engaging relationships in many communities is a challenge for strategists, policy makers and for individual teams and officers. This is especially prevalent in more diverse communities including those where there is a higher population of ethnic minority groups or immigrants (Gov.UK, 2023a). Quantitative research from Australia (Pass, Madon et al, 2020) suggests that extrinsic and environmental factors can have a bearing upon trust and confidence in policing, with the length of time spent in the country the most evident, although a qualitative study of Polish immigrants perception of policing in the UK suggests that it is perception rather than experience that erodes trust and confidence (Van Craen & Skogen, 2015). Diversity is recognised as priority for policing in the United Kingdom (College of Policing, 2021) and focusses upon understanding the need for equality and inclusion and encouraging this in all police employees to enhance their understanding that collaboration, borne from trust and relationship building, can promote robust connections, often leading to proactive policing in the fight against both community crime and the wider effort against more broader organised, serious and violent crime (Schaap, 2020).

To address the evidential challenging lack of trust in black communities the Police Race Action Plan, developed jointly between the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) and the College of Policing (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2022) aims to address these discrepancies and improve relations across the country. There is consideration that relationships and the presence of trust and confidence may be lower amongst ethnic minority communities. However, data from the Crime Survey of England & Wales suggest that trust in police strategies and practice may be greater than in the wider public (Bradford, Sargeant et al, 2017). Evidence to the contrary, however, exists in multi-form and demonstrates a disproportionate use of powers by the police, towards ethnic minority groups, in the use of their powers to tackle crime, especially organised crime and the fight against terrorism (Byrne, Alexander, Khan et al, 2020). The high-profile death of Stephen Lawrence in 1993 evoked significant emotions towards the police, who, it was felt, did not fulfil their duties in robustly investigating his murder. The resultant public enquiry and publication of the Macpherson Report (Macpherson, 1999) in 1999 concluded that institutional racism was evident in UK policing and made a range of recommendations to change this culture. Some evidence, however, suggests that these recommendations have not contributed enough to the desired cultural shift, whereby, as an example, black people are almost 6 times more likely to be stopped and searched, under appropriate powers, than white people (Burnett, 2012).

The Code of Practice for Ethical Policing (College of Policing, 2024) places a duty on police officers to act without prejudice and discrimination, whist treating any individuals or groups within society in a sensitive way, commensurate with the needs of those within minority groups. Ethics training is recognised as a forerunner in the advocacy of fairness and justice for all policing but has a positive outcome on policing ethnic minority communities (Van Droogenbroeck, Spruyt & Ivkovic, 2023). Other training topics in the context of discriminatory bias, such as stop and search techniques, have also been the focus of research (Miller, Quinton et al, 2020). Assessment of a training pilot, established across several forces in England, and part of a randomised control trial, was evaluated as positive in respect of knowledge, attitudes and the intent to change behaviour, although the study recognised that broader research is needed to robustly evaluate the success of training programmes of this nature. 

The introduction of a community policing strategy and the use of Police Community Support Officer (PCSO) has been pivotal in improving community relations, as well as developing more robust collaboration and co-production across agencies (O’Neill, 2015), in order to support operational and strategic plans to bolster trust and confidence. The Police Race Action Plan (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2022) outlines the objective of establishing a non-prejudicial police service, trusted by minority groups across society, whilst simultaneously recognising that policing in the UK can be perceived, and sometimes is, discriminatory and places challenges upon itself to support minority communities fairly and justly. Whilst Schaap (2020) suggest that high quality, effective communication is critical in implementing new strategies and policing within policed communities, self-sought feedback on the action plan, published in 2023, demonstrates that confidence in the commitments of the plan is broadly as equally positive as negative. However, in respondents from black and other minority backgrounds that confidence dropped, with only a third of participants in the survey feeling confident that police forces across the UK will achieve zero-tolerance of racism, can understand the history of policing minority groups and will implement a representative workforce. This confidence, however, does improve when considering the aim of increasing community involvement (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2023). 

The COVID-19 pandemic situation brought about disproportionate stop and search activity by police forces in England and Wales when assessed against the number of people form diverse backgrounds (Williams, 2021). Other research adds that the level of disproportionate action is not confined only to this period (Harris, Joseph-Salisbury et al, 2022). Qualitative research by Gold (2022) demonstrates efforts to build rapport and trust with ethnic communities in local constabularies, projected work advocated by national strategies. Results of the research highlight that methods of policing that involve effective listening to allow suspects a voice, simultaneously provides an opportunity for reflection-in-action and commits time to comprehensively assess the situation, often with resultant engagement and confidence building. To overcome identified gaps in anti-discriminatory practice, the research suggests implementing action learning research, whereby officers can implement notable concepts from research, continually develop and to focus areas of professional curiosity, which accumulatively can increase and improve race relations and support community engagement. 

To improve race relations in community policing, UK forces are taking steps to increase the officer workforce of individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds. Hong (2017) suggests that proportionate representation of minority amongst police officers can have a positive correlation with integrity and subsequent trust and confidence. The Police Race Action Plan (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2022) advocates focussed recruitment of ethnic minority, particularly black, officers, through changes to processes to eliminate bias at initial recruitment stages. Currently, this vision is evidencing mixed results, with a nationwide figure of only approximately 8% of black Asian minority ethnic (BAME) officers recruited in England and Wales (Gov.UK, 2023b). Contrary to these figures, however, are local examples, such as a significant drive in Greater Manchester Police, whereby award winning, targeted, recruitment events throughout the communities in that area have enabled an increase in BAME officer recruitment to 20% of the workforce, utilising legislation within the Equality Act 2010 (Legislation.Gov, 2010). As important as recruitment of BAME officers, however, is the work required to maintain these individuals. The risk of prejudice within the police force cannot be disregarded and schemes that promote specific mentoring and coaching for BAME officers and support from the National Black Police Association (NBPA) to promote and protect rights of BAME officers (NBPA, 2024).  This proportionate representation of diverse communities can be enabling to neighbourhood policing, with reported improvements in many areas. A more robust understanding of cultural history and traditions allow BAME officers to more effectively address and prioritise the needs of ethnic communities, through more diverse decision-making and role modelling to foster trust, confidence and collaboration (Ramshaw, Silvestri & Simpson, 2019). 

In conclusion, there have been many high-profile instances of bias and prejudice between police forces in the UK and diverse communities across the country, as well as those globally. Media coverage of these events will unwaveringly be negative towards the police and, as a result, public confidence and trust, especially amongst diverse groups, will waver and create significant required effort to reinstate that trust and confidence. The benefits of robust and effective engagement, through trusting collaboration between officers and communities is well researched and successful proactive policing and crime prevention can be the outcome, in respect of addressing everyday crime and supporting efforts to fight organised and serious crime across the country. Strategies and policies are in place to improve relations with diverse communities and to simultaneously reduce bias and prejudice through targeted recruitment drives, training and focussed support for BAME police officers that have entered the police service through these initiatives. These process changes have had mixed success with a continued low recruitment figure of BAME officers but with positive local plans demonstrating effective use of recruitment planning. Much work, however, is still required to apply non-discriminatory practices in some areas, with statistics evidencing that people from ethnic minority backgrounds are more likely to experience negative interactions with the police. For the police in the UK to demonstrate that forces around the country can be trusted and can promote confidence to create effective and beneficial collaboration in the fight against crime, continued efforts must be made to promote the rights and recognise the cultural needs of diverse communities and the individuals within them.
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